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PREFACE

This paper represents an attempt to describe what
rasayana is in the Buddhist tantras. Though this is almost
a totally virgin field as far as Western scholarship goes,
what notion there is of the subject is of long standing,
and is distorted. Therefore, I have felt it necessary to
go into some detail about the present view, how it origi-
nated, and what weaknesses it has. It is only afterwards
that I present my own view.

As will be seen, rasayana is actually a complex
subject and I have probably raised more questions‘than I
have answered. But what I have hoped to do here is lay a
new foundation for any future research into the area. I
have covered a wide range of topics in a small space, far
more to present points to be kept in mind by future research-
ers than to present definitive solutions.

The initial inspiration for the topic of this dis-
sertation came in the spring of 1975 from a lecture given by
my major professor, Steve Beyer, on essentially the same
subject. Though I had no idea at the time that I would do
a dissertation on the subject of rasayana, his lecture did
provide the impetus for my first reading of P. C. Ray's

History of Hindu Chemistry, as well as to spark an interest
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in the History of Science and how it related to religion.

The following academic year I took a course in the
History of Medical Thought and did some directed research
with Dr. Guenther Risse of the History of Medicine Depart-
ment. During the two courses I took with Dr. Risse, I con-
centrated.my research efforts on classical Ayurvedic medi-
cine. It is from these researches that most of the material
on classical Ayurveda found in this dissertation is taken.

In addition, in the spring of 1976 I was fortunate
to be able to do some directed reading on the subject of
alchemy under Dr. Aaron Ihde of the departments of Chemis-
try and the History of Science. Dr. Ihde provided me with
the direction necessary to unlock many of the mysteries of
alchemy.

Without the discipline and directicn of these men,
this dissertation would have never gotten off the ground.

To Ken Rinpoche, however, former abbot of Ngor mon-
astery in Tibet, goes my greatest thanks, and I am grateful
to Steve Beyer for suggesting that I contact him. A first-
rate scholar, trained both in Tibet and Japan, he also knows
a great deal about the subject matter of this paper. In
August and September of 1978, and again in August of 1979,
I visited his apartment in Oakland, California daily and
tocgether we went over a fair amount of Tibetan material.

The translation I made of portions of the Vimalaprabh3 was




vi
all but completed during these visits and my reading of
other texts, including Bo dong's treatise on rasayana, was
completed during this time.

Lastly, I wish to thank Geshe Sopa who aided me
with some of the translation here in Madison, who helped me
decide on the documentation to be presented, and who, prob-
ably unbeknownst to himself, gave me encouragement to finish

when, at times, the work seemed to go nowhere.



PART I
CHAPTER 1
THE PRESENT VIEW

Whenever someone presents a thesis which is not in
accord with accepted theory someone else is bound to say,
"Well, what about Professor X's theory? He has come to
different conclusions than yours and he presents such and
such evidence to back him up." Professor X, in the case of
this paper, is Dr. Praphulla Chandra Ray,l along with later
scholars who essentially based their research and conclu-
sions "1 Dr. Ray's presentation.

In this paper, therefore, we will deal with the the-
ories of Dr. Ray and others by examining their research as

presented in their books, beginning with the Sarvadarsana-

samgraha, Ray's principal source for theory. Not everything
written on the subject after Ray will be examined. That
would be boringly repetitious. Rather, only a few of the
major works will be discussed, presenting their views along-
side a running criticism whenever weaknesses appear. Since
the works selected cover the entire theory, an examination
of these will serve as an examination of the rest.

Before that, however, it will be helpful to give a
summary of the accepted theory. The theory has three parts,

1
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are the Rasahrdaya by Govinda Bhagavat, the RaseSvarasid-

dhanta, the Rasasiddhanta, and the Taitteriya Upanisad (a

brief line). Other texts quoted, such as the Sakarasiddhi,

bear only indirectly on rasayana, and still others are as
yet unidentified.
The principal aim of alchemy, according to Rases-

varadarSana, is liberation in this very life. According to

the argumentation in the Rasdrpavatantra, liberation, as

taught by other schools, comes about only after death.

But, says the Rasarpava, this is not satisfactory. What is
desired is a guarantee, and the idea of liberation after
death is only a vague promise which does not provide such a

guarantee. As Siva says in the Rasdrnavatantra, "Such lib-

eration is not cognised like an emblic myrobalan fruit in
the hand."? According to the view of Rasesvara, then, in
order to guarantee liberation, it must be attained in this
life. With this aim clear, one prerequisite to its achieve-
ment seems necessary above all else. That prerequisite is
the preservation of the physical body.

The means of achieving that aim is through the use
of the element mercury. But here a slight ambiguity begins
to creep in. 1In the first paragraph of the ninth chapter,
Madhavacarya distinctly states that the followers of Rase$-
vara ‘'celebrate the virtues of mercury or quicksilver as a

Il3

means of strengthening the system. In another place he
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guotes Govinda Bhagavat from his Rasahydaya as saying "eman-

cipation results from knowledge, knowledge from study, and
study is possible only in a healthy body."4 From these
statements one gets the idea that mercury is simply a medi-
cine, albeit a wonderful one, that enables one to live in a
healthy state until liberation is achieved. Yet in other
places it seems as if mercury does more than that. The
relationship between mercury and liberation becomes closer
when Madhava gives the etymology of the word for mercury,
parada, as follows: "It gives the further shore of metem-
psychosis; it is called gérada."5 Here, the author of the
quotation obviously takes padrada as a compound made up of
para, meaning beyond, and da, meaning to give. This ety-
mology does imply a close connection between the drug and
liberation, and the connection seems even closer on further
reading. The element mercury is found to be involved not
only in the preservation of this body which all humans have,
but in the creation of a totally new body as well. Through
the use of mercury and mica, identified as the seeds of Hara
and Gauri, respectively, one obtains a divine body (divya
gggg).e This body is indestructible and is a sign that

liberation has been achieved. From the RaseSvarasiddhanta:

Certain of the gods, MaheSa and others;
certain Daityas, Sukra and others;

Certain Munis, the Balakhilyas and others:
certain kings, Some$vara and others;



Govinda-bhagavat, Govinda-nayaka, Charvati,

Kapila, Vyali, Kapali, Kandalayana.

These and many others proceed perfected,
liberated while alive,
Having attained to a mercurial body, and

therewith identified.’

What all this implies is that mercury is used as a direct
means to liberation. The achievement of a divine body is
the achievement of liberation. The conquest of death is,
after all, escape from samsara.

There are thus two distinct ideas presented in the
ninth chapter. One is the idea that mercury is just an aid
to liberation since the body must be preserved and mercury
helps preserve it. The other idea is that mercury directly
creates a divine body for one; thus, ipso facto, directly
causing liberation. The ambiguity lies in Miadhava present-
ing both ideas, intertwined, without observing the distinc-
tion. Apparently, though he may have noticed this person-
ally, he did not bring it up, possibly because it was not
noticed by the authors whose works he quoted. The Rasahy-
dava, for instance, presents both ideas, and quotations can
be made from it to support either view. The same can be
said of the Ras3rpava. Possible reasons for the intertwin-
ing of these two ideas will be given later. The only thing
that need be mentioned now is that Dr. Ray and others have

chosz=n the latter idea as the correct one, not even menticn-



ing this “I:stinction, and have worked on that basis. To
them me ~.. "<t only preserves the body, but grants liber-

ation 2s - L.

: »%02 Praphulla Chandra Ray, then a professor of

chemistrs - :residency College, Calcutta, published vol-
ume I ~ i i:tcry of Hindu Chemistry. This book, including
its sec.r~ lume published seven years later, was a pioneer
work. .* - the first book to cover the subject. It in-
cludes . .. il aspects of the history of Hindu chemistry,
alchemy *:x.:5 but one of them.

Rz, w.ote at a time when there was still controversy

among - ::": scholars as to whether or not India had any-
thirr .. 2. in its past to contribute to the history of
scleite Mozt of Ray's work reflects this situation, and

theref. ¢ ni'v be said to be in large part an apologetic.
#Zuattedly there were (arnd still are) some Western-
ers who simply could not concede that any ancient culture
had a f. L science, except the Greek. To mention two
who appear in tlie pages of Ray's book, Haas insisted that
Ayurves. ...d opeen transmitted to India from Greek culture
via the Arabs. He also claimed that the word "Sushruta, "

from t*~ name of the Ayurvedic classic Sushruta Samhita,

derived « . f*2 Arabic word "Sukrat, " meaning Socrates,

which i turn was - corruption, confused with "Bukrat, "

rear iy iLJf’ﬁ:ates.s Arother scholar, Dugald Stewart, in-



sisted that Sanskrit itself was but a forgery based on
Greek, and was invented after the invasion of Alexander.9

In light of such ethnocentric scholarship, it
should cause no wonder that Ray, like so many other Indians,
jumped to defend his heritage. In jumping to the defense,
however, he looked in his research for those things in
Indian medical and chemical texts which would most impress
Westerners. Consequently, he concentrated on those aspects
of the history of Indian science which were also considered
important in the history of Western science. What is of
great importance in the history of Western chemistry is
alchemy, in both its metallurgical and medical aspects. Now
Western alchemy, as will be seen later, dealt mostly with
minerals, rather than plants, and involved elaborate the-
ories about the physical composition of the world, such as
the mercury-sulphur theory. It branched out later, due to
the work of Paracelsus, into what is known as iatrochemis-
try, which used a variety of mineral and metallic drugs in
therapy.

Volume I of History of Hindu Chemistrv divides the

story of Indian chemistry into four periods, resembling the
history of Western chemistry. These are: the Ayurvedic
periocd, up to A.D. 800, in which herbal medicines were used
overwhelmingly as opposed to mineral preparations; the
Transitional period, 800 to 1100, in which mineral prepara-

tions began to assume a larger role; the Tantric period,



1100 to 1300, in which mercury and other metals played a
predominant role in alchemy; and, finally, the Iatrochemi-
cal period, 1300 to 1550, in which physicians adopted the
alchemical elixirs and used them as medicine.

For our purposes, Ray's explanation of the Tantric
period is of greatest importance. He very quickly makes it
clear that he considers alchemy an integral part of tantra.
He also makes it clear that,while gold-making was a goal of
Indian alchemy, this goal was second to that of discovering
the elixir of life. Its history, he says, goes back to the
Soma cult of the Vedic period. 1In Ray's words:

The Soma rasa (juice) began even to be regarded

as amrita; this immortal draught allied to the Greek
ambrosia is "the stimulant which conferred immortal-
ity to the gods . . . it is medicine for the sick

man and the god Soma heals whatever is sick." It

will be seen later that in the Soma rasa and its

attributes we have the dawn of Hindu Alchemy.lo

He quotes also from the Atharva-veda to show an early con-

nection between gold and longevity.

. . . gold, (endowed by) the sun with beautiful colour
which the men of yore, rich in descendants, did desire,
may it gleaming envelop thee in lustre! Long-lived

becomes he who wears it . . .ll

He regards such references as only a "dawn, " seeds
sown in the far past which were to ripen much later. This

ripening into a real alchemy manifested itself only when
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mercury and other minerals began to be used with regard to
elixirs of life, and became connected with the making of
gold. He takes as a cue for presenting ihis view the ninth

chapter of the SarvadarSanasamgraha. This chapter, which

was discussed previously, is quoted by Ray almost in its

entirety.12

His interpretation of this chapter does not bring
out the ambiguities mentioned earlier. Rather, Ray accepts
fully the idea that the use of mercurial drugs leads directly
to the attainment of a divine body, thereby bestowing liber-
ation. In his translation of the ninth chapter, Ray empha-
sizes this point. In some places his translation is the
same as Cowell's, but in a crucial place there is a marked

difference.

Cowell's:

The mercurial system is not to be looked upon as
merely eulogistic of the metal, it being immediately
through the conservation of the body a means to tne
highest end, liberation. Thus it is said in the
Rasarnava-

Declare to me, O God, that supremely efficacious
destruction of the blood, that destruction of the
body, imparted by thee, whereby it attained the power
of flying about in the sky. Goddess (he replied)
quicksilver is to be applied both to the blood and
the body. This makes the appearance of body and
blood alike. A man should first try it upon the blood,

and then apply it to the body.l3
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Ray's:

By the science of mercury is to be understood
not only a branch of chemistry alone, but is also
to be applied to salvation by means of dehavedha.
Rasarnava says:

You have, O God, explained the killing of metals.
Now tell me that process of dehavedha by means of
which aerial locomotion is effected. Mercury is
equally to be applied on metals and body. First
make its experiment on metals, and then (having

thus gained experience) apply it to the body.l4

The Sanskrit:

na ca rasa$3stram dhatuvidarthameveti mantavyam de-
havedhadvara muktereva paramaprayojanatvat/ taduktam
rasarnave lohavedhastvaya deva yaddatam paramoéitah/
tam dehavedhamacaksva yena syit khecari gatih//
yatha lohe tath3 dehe karttavyah sitakah sata/
samanam kurute devi pratyayam dehalohayoh/

purvvam lohe parIk§eta paScidddehe prayojayediti//15

It is clear what Ray is doing. By translating dhatu
(element) vada (talk) as "a branch of chemistry" instead of

"eulogistic of the metal," and translating khecari gatih

(having gone moving in the sky) as "aerial locomotion" in-
stead of "flying about in the sky" he is giving the Sarva-

’ . o . . . .
darsanasamgraha a scientific ring. This shows his slant,

but it does not affect the substance of the original very
much. However, in two other places his interpretation is

substantially different from Cowell's. The first instance
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regards the words muktereva paramaprayojanatvat. Ray

translates this as "applied to salvation"; Cowell, as "a
means to the highest end, liberation." The distinction
between translating prayojana as "a means to" and "applied
to" is a subtle one at first glance. But Cowell's "a means
to" is less forceful and leaves a greater leeway for whether
mercury is a direct or indirect means to liberation. The
wording "applied to" is much more direct, and this is borne
out by Ray's use of the word "applied" later in the trans-
lation. The second instance does not involve the nuance of
words at all. It is simply a matter of whether to trans-
late loha as "metal” or "blood." 1In this case Ray's trans-
lation makes far more sense because it agrees with passages

found in other texts, such as the Rasaratnidkara, which link

the notion of the improvement of metals with the improvement
of the body.16

To arrive at dates for the periods described in his
book, Ray concludes from entries in Amarasimgha's lexicon
and the vocabulary of the ViSvakoga that the alchemical
tantras had their origin about A.D. 1100. That was in the
first volume. In volume II, he changes his mind and says
that the date must be pushed back some centuries.

In the first volume he mentions that he had received

a fragment of a work entitled the Rasaratnikara, the author

of which is supposed to be Niagdrjuna. He does not speak of

it much except to say that the Rasarnava borrowed copiously






