Sisters and consorts, adepts and goddesses:
Representations of women in the Brahmayamala

Shaman Hatley'

Women, revelation, and esoteric community

In the study of early-medieval India’s Tantric traditions, we face enormous
difficulty recovering substantive glimpses of historical women. The pro-
spects for meaningful recovery of women’s own voices seem particularly
discouraging.” Nonetheless, discourse on women abounds in Tantric litera-
ture and may afford scope for reconstructing at least limited aspects of their
participation in some early Tantric traditions. One of the richest potential
sources is the Brahmayamala or Picumata, a voluminous Saiva Bhairava-
tantra of the goddess-centred Vidyapitha division which may date in some

' I would like to thank Vincent Eltschinger, Nina Mirnig, and Marion Rastelli for
inviting this contribution and for organising such a stimulating symposium. This essay
was initially drafted prior to publication of TORZSOK’s (2014) insightful article, “Wo-
men in Early Sakta Tantras: Diiti, Yogint and Sadhaki.” Though her aims are broader,
these overlap in subject matter and in some of the particular evidence analysed. I am
grateful that she has nonetheless encouraged me to complete and publish my essay,
noting that our emphases have in many respects differed. In revising, I have tried to
place these essays in conversation and to curtail the degree of overlap, though some
inevitably remains (especially the discussion of Brahmayamala, chapter 24). 1 am
grateful to Alberta Ferrario, Ayesha Irani, Csaba Kiss, and the volume’s editors for
their comments on drafts of this essay. Quotations from the Brahmayamala are from
the editions of HATLEY (2007 and 2018) and Kiss (2015), for published chapters, and
otherwise from my draft editions based on the principal manuscript (siglum “A” in the
critical edition; see the bibliography). Passages adduced from the Brahmayamala gene-
rally follow the orthography of this Nepalese palm-leaf manuscript, as discussed in the
introduction to HATLEY (2018). The language of the Brahmayamala is highly non-
standard; for a detailed discussion, see Kiss (2015: 73-85).

? Notwithstanding the controversial claims of SHAW (1994). For a striking excep-
tion to the relative absence of women’s voices, albeit from early twentieth-century
Tibet, note the case of Sera Khandro, admirably studied by JACOBY (2014).
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form to the mid-seventh to early-eighth centuries.” Spanning more than
12,000 verses, the Brahmayamala (hereafter “BraYa”) affords a compara-
tively broad as well as early window into women’s involvement in a Sakta-
Saiva cultic context, tinted though this is by preoccupation with the virtuo-
so male sadhaka and his quest for supernatural attainment (siddhi).!

While the sadhaka’s rites frequently demand solitude, the BraYa none-
theless intimates the existence of an esoteric community structured around
the institution and person of the guru. Initiates contravene conventional
social identities, entering into new modes of relationality based on initiatory
lineages and hierarchies. Practitioners also enter into “kinship” with the
deities, a bond established by entry into particular deity clans (ku/a) during
initiation. Unfortunately, the social dimension and corporate ritual of the
BraYa’s cult receive minimal elaboration and must to a large degree be
inferred through scattered remarks.” Despite their disinterest in codifying
or describing social religion, the redactors nonetheless articulate a detailed,
if highly idealised vision of the BraYa’s textual community.

In the revelation narrative of chapter (patala) 1, the BraYa portrays its
redaction as a cosmogonic process, narrating the “descent” (avatdara) of the
primordial scriptural wisdom (j7i@na) into the world in the bounded form of
text. This narrative simultaneously articulates a social vision by delineating
the scripture’s lineage of redactors, a metacommunity spanning levels of
the cosmos (tattva) and cycles of time. More than 25 persons find mention,
in the majority of cases with specification of caste identity and region of
origin.® Details such as affiliations with Vedic schools (sakha), pre-
initiatory names, native villages, or even the name of a parent flesh out
some of the descriptions. Mirroring revelation’s vast temporal and cosmo-
logical framework, the narrative invokes an expansive Indic geography:
individuals involved in the BraYa’s transmission span from Odradesa in
the east to Sindh (sindhuvisaya) and the Swat Valley (oddivana) in the
northwest, and Kashmir (kasmira) and Lampa in the far north. Two facets

3 For an overview of Tantric Saivism’s branches and literatures, see SANDERSON
1988 and 2014. On the Brahmayamala, see HATLEY 2007 and 2018, and KiSs 2015.

* The rites of the sadhaka form the focus of volume II of the BraY4, published by
Kiss 2015.

> Note, for instance, passing reference to a communal meal in the guru’s home, in
BraYa 45.227-230; and to a feast involving non-initiates following the rite of image-
installation (pratistha), in BraYa 4.707-709 (quoted in n. 92 below).

6 Cf. the discussions of SANDERSON (2009: 296, n. 703) and HATLEY (2007:
228-234).
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concerning the persons described stand out: the prominence of male Brah-
mins in the production and transmission of scripture, and the simultaneous
inclusion of a spectrum of other castes. 11 Brahmin males figure among the
individuals named, representing a variety of regions and Vedic Sakhas. The
lineage features two Ksatriyas and two Siidras and includes two members of
the “tribal” matanga community as well; the remaining individuals belong to
unspecified castes. This inclusive metacommunity may reflect the actual
diversity of participants in the BraYa’s cult, for caste and gender, in princi-
ple, do not determine eligibility for initiation. The lineage of the text’s redac-
tors also intimates the reality that textual production and the status of offici-
ant were likely domains in which male Brahmins predominated.

From the outset, the BraYa articulates a vision of its readership com-
munity, its idealised community of practice, that explicitly incorporates
women. In the opening chapter, Bhairava prophesies, “‘In home after
home, O great goddess, whether they be men fit for siddhi, or women fit
for siddhi, [the Brahmayamala] shall spread to all of their homes. But those
unfit for siddhi, whether a man or women, shall not attain even the mere
vidyd-mantra, O great queen.” Thus did speak Bhairava.”’” This is not iso-
lated rhetoric, for references to initiated women abound in the text, and two
women figure prominently in the revelation narrative. One of these partici-
pates directly in the text’s transmission. She is in fact the goddess Bhairavi
or Aghort herself, the divine interlocutor whose questions to Bhairava
structure the text. Incarnate in the world in response to a curse, she was
born as the girl Sattika® in a village near Prayaga to a Brahmin named Me-
ghadatta and is said to possess intellect (buddhi) and the marks of auspi-
ciousness (laksananvita). Worshipping the linga perpetually with great
devotion, at the age of thirteen she attained perfection (siddha) through the
grace of the supreme sakti,” thence ascending into the skies where she re-

7 BraYa 1.116¢-118 (edition of HATLEY 2018): grhe grhe mahadevi ye punsah
siddhibhdjanah || 116 || strivo va siddhibhaginyas tesam api grhesv atha | praca-
risyati devesi evam vai bhairavo “bravit || 117 || asiddhibhajana ye tu puruso 'tha
striyo ‘tha va | vidyamatram apis caiva na prapsyanti mahadhipe || 118 ||.

¥ The name appears only once in the BraYa’s old manuscript, where the ortho-
graphy is ambiguous: both santika and sattika are possible. I consider the latter more
probable and interpret this as the Prakrit equivalent of Sanskrit Saktika.

° BraYa (HATLEY 2007) 1.24-30: tatas tvam vihvalan drstva grhitah karunaya hy
aham | evam uktasi karunyan mahamanyubhrtena tu || 24 || bhirlokam gaccha de-
vese avataram kurusva ‘tha | brahmanasya grhe deham aparam grhna suvrate || 25 ||
tatrasthayas tatas tubhyam bhaktyaham sampracoditah | anugraham karisyami
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gained her consort, Bhairava, and the divine name Aghort. This sets the
stage for Bhairava once again to reveal to her the BraYa, which Srikantha
had earlier imparted to him, setting in motion the process by which the
scripture once more reaches the world in redactions of various length.

One other woman participates in revelation, though indirectly: Deika of
Ujjayini. After numerous miscarriages, she bathed and approached the
Mother-goddesses, praying for a son; impelled by the sakti, the Mothers
placed in her womb a failed sddhaka named “Without a Mantra”
(Amantrin), an initiate who in a previous birth had broken the initiatory
pledges (samaya)." Belying this ignominy, Amantrin’s combination of
Tantric initiation and breach of the initiatory pledges in a past life defines
the exalted type of sadhaka known as the talaka, whose virtuoso transgres-

tavaham Sakti-r-ajiiaya | maya sarddham punas tv aikyan tat sarvvam prapsyasi
priye || 26 || tato 'vatirnna madvakyat prayagasya samipatah | kanavire mahagrame
meghadattagrhe subhe || 27 || chandogasya mahadevi utpanna laksananvita | sattika
tatra samjata tava naman na samsayah || 28 || tato maha tvaya bhaktya buddhisam-
pannayd hy aham | aradhito mahadevi satatam lingapijaya || 29 || tatra trayodase
varse siddha tvam Saktyanugrahat | khecaratvam avapnosi samprapta ca mamanti-
kam || 30 ||. (“[24] After this, seeing you agitated, I was overcome by compassion. |
spoke to you thus — out of compassion but filled with great anger: [25] ‘Go to the
mundane world (bhiirloka), O queen of the gods; incarnate yourself. Take on another
body in the house of a Brahmin, O pious lady. [26] Then, impelled by your devotion
while you dwell there, I shall bestow my grace upon you, by command of the sakti.
Oneness with me again — you will obtain all this, my dear.” [27] Then, by my order,
you took incarnation near Prayaga in the large village of Kanavira, in the good home
of Meghadatta. [28] O great goddess, you were begotten of chandogya [Brahmins]
and possessed the marks of auspiciousness. Born there, undoubtedly, your name was
Sattika. [29] Then, endowed with intelligence, you paid reverence to me through
constant /inga worship, with great devotion. [30] There, in [your] thirteenth year,
you attained siddhi by the grace of the sakti. You attained the state of a Sky-traveller
and reached my proximity.”).

' The narrative concerning Amantrin or Svacchandabhairava and his disciples,
spanning two Kaliyugas, comprises BraYa 1.78c—118 (published in HATLEY 2018).
See especially BraYa 1.81-86b: wjjainyayan tu samjato viprajo tukaputrakaht |
deika tasya vai mata bahugarbhaprasarita || 81 || snatacamati matinam puratah
putrakanksini | japtavidyo mahaviryah samayalanghaprabhavatah || 82 || ksipisyanti
hy asiddhatvan matarah Sakticoditah | tasya garbhe mahabhage amantrinamakas
tatha || 83 || tatas tasya mahdadevi tasam caiva prabhavatah | vidyam prapya japam
krtva tatah sastram sa vetsyati || 84 || tato nibaddhagranthas ca divyasanganu-
bhavatah | dasasahasrakenartham asesam kathayisyati || 85 || tatas tenaiva jiianena
pascat siddhim sa lapsyati |.
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sive rituals are among the BraYa’s paramount concerns. Reborn,
Amantrin regains the BraYa’s vidya-mantra “by the power of the Mother-
goddesses” and attains siddhi. Consecrated as Svacchandabhairava, he
learns a redaction of the BraYa from Krodhabhairava, the primordial disci-
ple of the goddess. His own disciples preside over ever-diminishing redac-
tions of the scripture at the twilight of the cosmic cycle, at the end of which
goddesses known as yoginis hide away the teachings altogether.

Of contrasting pedigree and attainment, the women of this narrative
share in more than having vernacular, Prakrit names: both appear to lack
Tantric initiation, engaging in lay devotional worship which ultimately
bears fruit by divine grace. This is particularly striking in the case of
Sattika, who in effect recovers her former, forgotten divinity through devo-
tional worship (/ingapiija) alone rather than Tantric methods. Given the
abundant evidence in the text for female initiation, this invites questions
concerning the nature of women’s roles in the religion.

Terms for women, terms for goddesses

Discourse concerning women occurs primarily in the BraYa’s descriptions
of ritual, whose paradigmatic agent is the male sadhaka or mantrin (less
frequently, yogin). Initiation binds him to the demanding ascetic and ritual
regimens delineated over the course of this twelve-thousand verse scrip-
ture, above all in chapter 45, recently edited and studied by KISS (2015). In
addition to the sadhaka, who is of three grades,12 the text envisions two
other categories of initiated practitioner: the neophyte, called the samayin
or pledge-holder; and the dcarya (also desika or guru), the Tantric officiant
who is entitled to confer initiation." Supernatural attainment (siddhi) is the
predominant ritual aim, and in contrast to the mainstream of the Man-
tramarga, the BraYa does not envision a category of liberation-seeking
practitioner distinct from the sadhaka (known in other sources as the pu-

""" On the talaka, whose ritual program is a key topic of BraYa 45, see KISs
2015: 35-55.

2 See Kiss (ibid.). The grades of sadhaka are the transgressive tdlaka, the
misraka of “mixed” purity, and the vegetarian, celibate carubhojin. A somewhat
different fourfold typology of sadhakas appears in the latter chapters of the BraYa
(patalas 91-94).

" Initiation (diks@) and consecration (abhiseka) are mainly treated in a cycle of
seven voluminous chapters, patalas 32-38.



54 TANTRIC COMMUNITIES IN CONTEXT

traka, “son [of the guru]”).'"* A number of rituals also require the participa-
tion of one or more individuals referred to as “assistant sadhaka” (ut-
tarasadhaka) or “friend/companion” (sakhdya), presumed male. These
expressions indicate a ritual function rather than grade of initiation, though
the uttarasadhaka may typically have been a neophyte."

A distinct and more nebulous vocabulary applies to the women in-
volved in ritual. Multiple words may refer to female practitioners, termi-
nology which TORZSOK (2014) has fruitfully analysed in the contexts of
the BraYa and the closely-related Siddhayogesvarimata. Generic Sanskrit
words for women occur throughout the BraYa, such as s#r7, vanita, nari,
and abald. In some cases, these may apply to female practitioners; in par-
ticular, TORZSOK (2014: 358-364) highlights the frequent occurrence of
abala (“powerless,” a member of the “weaker sex”), suggesting that this
usage contrasts the “powerless” condition of womanhood with the possibil-
ity of apotheosis through Tantric ritual: a transformation from abald to a
state of divine power and autonomy. More often, the BraYa employs terms
which specifically intimate a woman’s status as an initiated practitioner,
principally Sakti, diti, and yogini (or yogesi), and secondarily bhagini,
bhairavi, and adhikarini. In contrast to the Siddhayogesvarimata, the term
sadhakt, feminine of sadhaka, does not occur in the BraYa, nor does
sadhika, a term appearing in numerous much later sources.'®

Notably, each of the BraYa’s main terms for female practitioners pos-
sesses a double sense, potentially designating female initiates, but in other
contexts referring to female divinities. In contrast, few terms for male prac-
titioners apply also to deities (one of these exceptions being vira, “hero”).
This distinction may reflect the emphasis on female divinisation prevalent
in Sakta-Saiva traditions. These two levels of meaning obtain even with
lesser-used designations for initiated women, namely bhagini (“sister”),
which also designates the cult goddesses of the vamasrotas (the “leftward

' The possibility that a sddhaka might seek liberation alone is intimated in BraYa
25.342cd: “These three pantheons are taught for the sadhaka who desires liberation”
(etad yagatrayam proktam mumukso[h] sadhakasya tu).

' sakhaya is a variant stem of the irregular Sanskrit sakhi (“companion”); see
EDGERTON (1953, vol. I: §10.8). On the desired qualities of the uttarasadhaka,
which include knowledge of the initiatory pledges (samaya), see BraYa 21.51-54
(K1ss 2015).

'® Concerning sadhaki, which occurs in chapter 10 of the Siddhayogesvarimata,
see TORZSOK 2014. sadhika seems mainly to occur in late-medieval East Indian
Sakta Tantras, for instance Kaulavalinirnaya 9.94.
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stream” of scriptural revelation); and bhairavi, a common name for the
supreme goddess herself. An exception to the double valence of terms for
women is the descriptor adhikarini, “authorised/entitled,” which the
BraYa uses occasionally in the sense of “woman entitled to the teachings
[by initiation].”"’

To a large degree, context dictates the use of terms for women. While
the expressions sakti and diiti appear almost exclusively to designate a
female participant in sexual rites, the BraYa avoids the expressions yogini
and bhagini in this context. These two pairs of terms thus correlate with
strikingly divergent representations of women.

diti, “female messenger/go-between,” in this literature has the sense of
“female companion,” i.e., ritual consort. Applied to deities, diiti designates
four of the eight goddesses who comprise the core retinue of
Kapali$abhairava, the BraYa’s principal male deity. Known also as “the
handmaidens™ (kinkari), their status is secondary to the tetrad of devis or
guhyakas. All eight goddesses serve as diitis of Kapalisabhairava, who, in
the BraYa’s opening verse, is said to sport as a /ingam in their lotuses with
unexcelled pleasure.'® Applied to women, in the BraYa diif7 refers exclu-
sively to female participants in sexual ritual, in alternation with Sakti.
Though similarly restricted to the context of sexual ritual, sakti is in fact
the most widely occurring term for initiated women in the BraYa. This
accords with the fact that -sak#i is appended to female initiation names,
much as male names end with -bhairava. Doctrinally, sakti denotes the
power (gendered female) of the (male) supreme deity, both in its totality
and as differentiated into various aspects, such as Siva’s powers of
knowledge, action, volition, and grace. Personified as the singular supreme
goddess, sakti also pervades the cosmos as the myriad female deities who
are her rays (rasmi, gabhasti, etc.). These embodiments include the flesh-
and-blood saktis who serve in ritual as conduits to this transcendent power.

In contrast, the category yogini may designate women as autonomous
ritualists or even living goddesses beyond the context of sexual ritual. Inte-
gral to the category yogini (synonym yogesi) is its blurring of boundaries
between the divine and human, for this category of divine female repre-

17 This term occurs in BraYa 45.575a and thrice in patala 24, which uses the ex-
pressions anadhikarint (‘“a woman not authorised,” 24.74a), pirvadhikarint (“previ-
ously [but no longer?] authorised,” 24.75a), and guptadhikarini (“secretly authori-
sed,” 24.854d).

" Braya 1.1b: dutinam padmasande ’samasukhavilasal lingariapam bibharti |.
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sents a state of being women seek to attain through ritual perfection.'” Ap-
plied to goddesses, yogini (“female yogi” or “possessed of yogic power”)
designates flying, shapeshifting deities central to Vidyapitha cults such as
the BraYa’s, goddesses with whom sddhakas sought visionary, power-
bestowing encounters (melaka). A sextet of yoginis belongs to the BraYa’s
core deity pantheon, and its extended pantheon incorporates multiple simi-
lar sets. Applied to women, the BraYa uses yogini in a sense close to “fe-
male sadhaka” (/mantrin or yogin), as illustrated by these terms’ occasion-
al pairing. Note, for instance, BraYa 22.72cd, which promises, “A sadhaka
or yogini [becomes]| perfected [through this worship system (vajana)],
without a doubt, O goddess” (siddhas tu sadhako devi yogini vd na
sozrm’ayah).20 Strikingly, in the BraYa this usage mainly occurs in ritual
contexts of a non-sexual nature. In other words, unlike the terms sakti and
diti, the BraYa avoids using yogini in the sense of “ritual consort.” It is
thus ironic that WHITE’s (2003) monographic treatment of Tantric sexual
ritual revolves so squarely around the figure of the yogini, whom he con-
flates with the Tantric ritual difi or Sakti, counter to the usage prevalent in
many, if not most, early Tantric Saiva sources. If the term $akti suggests a
view of female practitioners as necessary complements to the male, con-
duits to the ultimate source of power — Siva’s Sakti — yoginf reflects a vi-
sion of female practitioners as independent and powerful, as actual or po-
tential goddesses. Even in a rare instance where yogini describes a woman
potentially engaging in sex with a sadhaka, she is represented as instigating
the encounter herself, stirred by the supreme sakzi.*' As I will argue subse-
quently, in the yogini we glimpse the possibility of women as autonomous
ritualists who act to attain their own objectives rather than facilitating the
aims of men.

A similar possibility underlies the term bhagini or “sister.” This occurs
sparsely in the BraYa, but is notable for suggesting, as TORZSOK (2014:
360) observes, a non-sexual relationship based upon initiatory kinship:
bhagini occurs mainly in explanations of the verbal and non-verbal codes
(chomma) used to identify and communicate with other initiates — the

' For analysis of the category yogini, see TORZSOK 2009 and HATLEY 2013.

20 See also the introduction to patala 14, cited below in n. 96.

*! BraYa 24.75¢-76b: asam madhye kada cit syad yogini Sakticodita [em.;
°coditah ms.] || 75 || icchate sadhakam devi bhoktavya -m- avisankite [em.; avasan-
kite ms.] |. (“If a yogini among those women at some point desires the sadhaka,
impelled by the sakti, she may be enjoyed without hesitation, O goddess.”).
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sadhaka or bhraty (“brother”) and yoginT or bhaginT (“sister”).” This cate-
gory of women receives meagre attention, perhaps on account of lacking
immediate relevance to the male s@dhaka’s ritual life — the text’s predomi-
nant concern.

It should be emphasised that the contextual, relational nature of these
terms for women leaves open the possibility of significant overlap. A woman
represented in one context as a Sakti or diti could be viewed in another as a
yogini or bhagini.”> Nonetheless, I will argue that the BraYa’s divergent
ways of representing female practitioners point toward women of diverse
status and accomplishment, and not merely a multiplicity of ritual roles.

Women as ritual consorts

The BraYa’s most extensive references to women occur in the context of
rituals involving coitus, where diiti and sakti serve as their main designa-
tions. Descriptions of the diiti or Sakti in sexual ritual provide a vivid,
though entirely one-sided window into women’s ritual roles. Much data
derives from the BraYa’s sadhakdadhikarapatala, chapter 45, a treatise of
674 verses on the disciplines of sa@dhakas published by KISS (2015). Of the
three grades of sadhaka, who is unambiguously male, only the disciplines
of the talaka or “pure” (suddha) sadhaka mandate ritual coitus. While the
talaka’s demanding disciplinary regimen is delineated with abundant de-
tail, the ditr with whom he consorts finds mention only when she features
in his ritual. Her religious life is little expanded upon beyond her role in the
talaka’s practices.24 Nevertheless, it is abundantly clear that the BraYa
envisioned ritual consorts as initiated practitioners.

Delineating the characteristics desirable in a consort, a passage in chap-
ter 45 of the BraYa (vv. 186-189b) depicts the ideal diiti as an accom-
plished ritualist. Beauty appears among her desired qualities (186d), but
this is not expressed in particularly erotic terms. On the other hand, her
capacity for asceticism and meditation, devotion, learning, and her under-
standing of nondualism (advaita) are key. The ideal female partner, in oth-
er words, is an accomplished Tantric adept:*

2 See BraYa 56.98¢—102, quoted in n. 123 below.

2 Cf. TORZSOK’s (2014: 341-342) cogent remarks on the fluidity of the catego-
ries of women she identifies in early Sakta-Saiva works.

** This omission is not entirely determined by gender; a similar silence surrounds
the sadhaka’s male assistant (the uttarasadhaka).

¥ Text as constituted by KIss 2015, except as noted; translation mine. This pas-
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guru-m-adesasampraptd sobhand laksananvita || 186 ||
Jitasand mahdasattva tantrasadbhavabhavita |
gurudevapatibhakta ksutpipasajitasrama || 187 ||
advaitavasitda nitvam nirvikalpa hy alolupa |

tam avapya mahaprajiiah® kalpoktam tu samacaret |

[186c—87] Obtained by the command of the guru, lovely, possessing
the marks of auspiciousness, who has mastered the sitting postures
(jitasand), possessing great spirit, purified by the true essence of the
Tantras, devoted to the guru, the deity, and her husband (pati), unfa-
tigued by hunger and thirst, [188—89b] ever steeped in nonduality,
free of discriminative thoughts and lust, well-versed in trance
(samddhi), yoga, and scriptural wisdom (jriana), steadfast in the ob-
servances (vrata): after obtaining [a woman like] her, a man of great
wisdom should practice what is taught in his ritual manual (kalpa).

Despite this emphasis on her skill and virtue, the diit7 or Sakti is represented
as having minimal ritual agency, and the BraYa expands little upon her
religious life beyond her sexual role. She enters into action in chapter 45
after nearly 200 verses dedicated to the male s@dhaka and his preparatory
rituals. “Firm in her resolve” and with hair unbound, she is naked but for
the Five Insignia (mudraparicaka) fashioned of human bone. The sadhaka
worships her vulva and prepares a bed. They copulate and then consume
the mixed sexual fluids “joyfully.”* Their alternating patterns of worship,
coitus, mantra incantation, and fire sacrifice have numerous inflections, as

sage is also discussed by TORZSOK 2014: 343.

26 samsita® | em.; samsrta® ms.; samsrita® ed.

T oprajiiah | em.; °prajiioh ms., ed.

% BraYa 45.198-202 (edited by Kiss 2015): agratah S$aktim aropya irdhva-
riipam digambaram | mudraparicakasamyuktam muktakesi drdhavratam || 198 ||
pitham tu-m-arcayet tasya astrodakasamanvitam | vilepayitva gandhais tu asanam
tatra kalpayet || 199 || yagam pirvavidhanena asesam tatra vinyaset | bhiimyam
tathasanam krtva svalpaprastaranantikam || 200 || upavisyapayet tatra cumbana-
dyavagithanam | krtva ksobham samarabhya pavitram grhya sadhakah || 201 ||
prasayitva tu tau hrstau yagadravyani proksayet | arcanam hi tatah krtva naivedyani
tu dapayet || 202 ||.
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do their costumes and sexual positions.” Throughout the performance, the
sadhaka is the principal ritual agent. She stands, sits, lays down, or is en-
tered into as the ritual demands. Along with the mandala and fire, her vul-
va serves as a primary locus for installation (nydsa) and worship of the
mantra-deities. Her role is passive to such an extent that she is repeatedly
instructed not to rise from the bed while the sadhaka performs worship
(yaga) or fire sacrifice (homa).” Indeed, at least in this chapter, it is un-
clear whether she actively engages in worship with the sadhaka at all be-
tween bouts of coitus. A passage from another chapter (30) epitomises the
consort’s lack of ritual agency: the talaka, in the absence of a flesh-and-
blood sakti, is instructed to create a substitute made of clay or kusa-grass.”!
The degree to which the BraYa’s sexual rituals are framed in terms of
the sadhaka’s religious aspirations is illustrated by the rites for seeing his
past lives.”” A rather unique “Tantric community” obtains in these virtuoso
sexual performances. These rites are a form of ritual diagnostics: through
them, an unsuccessful sadhaka seeks a vision of his past lives to identify
obstacles impeding his quest for siddhi. Playing on the double meaning of
yoni, the premise is to use a woman’s womb (yoni) to see one’s past births
(yoni). To have knowledge of three lives, the sadhaka’s own consort will
suffice, but a vision of seven lives requires the participation of seven initiated

% Kiss (2015: 47-48) summarises the pattern of worship as follows: “The basic
ritual ... includes ritual bathing (snana), mantric installation (nyasa), him entering the
ritual site (devagara) and the performance of worship (pija). The sa@dhaka should
perform pantheon worship (yaga) and fire rituals (homa), facing south, his hair dis-
hevelled, naked, his body covered in ashes. His female partner should be standing,
naked, her pitha, i.e., her genitals, are to be worshipped, and the installation of the
pantheon (nyasa) should be performed on them. She then sits down, he kisses and
embraces her, he brings her to orgasm, collects the sexual fluids, and they eat these
sexual fluids together. Homa is performed again with transgressive substances such
as cow flesh. He inserts his /iriga in her pitha, and finally homa of meat is perfor-
med.” This basic pattern is inflected for different ritual aims, for details of which see
the edition and translation.

%" See BraYa 45.278cd, 282, 309, 312, etc.

3! BraYa 30.218-219b: naktabhojt mahavirah Saktivuktas tu talakah | Saktyalabhe
mahadevi mrnmayim [em.; mynmayt ms.] karayed budhah || 218 || kusamayim vapi
devesi saktihino na karayet |. (“The greatly heroic talaka should eat by night, together
with the sakti. In the absence of a sakti, O great goddess, a wise man should fashion
[an effigy of one] out of clay or kusa-grass. He should not perform [the ritual] without
a sakti, O queen of the gods” [understanding karayet as non-causative in sense]).

% BraYa 45.529¢-636.
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women. Led by his consort, the women sit in a row, dressed in red. Over a
period of seven days, the s@dhaka copulates with each in turn in the course
of the daily rites. During interludes, they are instructed to pass the time in
song and other pleasant diversions (vinoda).”> The most elaborate version
of the rite requires eight women, performed while sequestered in an earthen
hut or cave (bhiigrha) for a period of six months. The women recruited
should be “led by one’s consort, lovingly devoted, full of faith, initiated,
and free of shame and aversion.”** They enter the dark chamber with hair
unbound, naked but for a yoga-cloth, or else wearing red garments.” Ar-
rayed like goddesses in the eight directions around the Bhairava-like sadha-
ka, he copulates with them in turn in the daily rites. No reward is promised to
the women for their trouble, while the sddhaka may attain mastery over all
mantras and omniscient vision.*® One is left to imagine the claims and incen-
tives motivating women’s participation, on which the text is silent.

Who served as Tantric consorts, and under what circumstances? What
kinds of relationships obtained outside of ritual? In general, the prescrip-
tive literature affords meagre insight into such questions. Some useful data
nonetheless emerges from the study of chapter 24 of the BraYa and a sec-
tion of chapter 22, which concern the “secret nectars” (guhyamrta).”’ These
include alcoholic drinks, for which the text provides numerous recipes
(asavalaksana, BraYa 24.129c¢-189). Its principal concern, however, is
with sexual and menstrual fluids. In this context the consort’s role is like a
milch cow prised for her ritual-sustaining fluids and her mantra-
empowered vulva.*® One remarkable rite even uses her body as catalyst for
producing magical pills (gudika), which are made from a pulverised dildo

> BraYa 45.540c-542b.

** BraYa 45.597c¢-98b (Kiss 2015): naryastaka samahrtya Saktyadya bhakti-
vatsala || 597 || sraddadhanddhikart ca nirlajja nighrnas tatha |.

3% BraYa 45.608c-609 (KISs 2015): yogapattakrtangabhi digvasabhis tathaiva ca ||
608 || raktavasottariyabhir muktakesabhir avrtah | praviset sadhako dhiras tadyrgbhiito
na samsayah || 609 ||

% BraYa 45.649 (KiSS 2015): animadigunaisvaryam tada tasya prajayate | ma-
ntra kinkaratam yanti tada devi na samsayah || 649 ||.

*7 Both of these chapters were read, in part, in the Second International Workshop
on Early Tantra of 2009, in a session led by Alexis Sanderson. My understanding of
the material has benefitted considerably from this. Emendations not my own have
been noted as such.

3% For a detailed account of the BraYa’s rites of the “secret nectars,” see TORZSOK
2014: 343-344.
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fashioned of various impurities, including beef and faeces, after it has been
churned in her yoni.”

This discourse on fluids furnishes valuable detail concerning the
talaka’s sexual regulations and the women he consorts with. We learn, for
instance, that a talaka may either be “wedded to a single consort” (ekasak-
tiparigrahin) or consort with multiple women. The path of committing to a
single sakti bestows rapid success; yet, as the BraYa twice asserts, such
monogamy is “difficult, even for Bhairava.”* A monogamous sddhaka
must avoid intercourse with all other women,"' even if divine yoginis per-
fected in yoga hanker after him.* Comparative ease marks the path of the
talaka having multiple consorts, but his ritual bears fruit more gradually. A
polygamous sadhaka “resorts” to his consorts alternately in the daily rites
(ahnika),” apparently maintaining ritual relationships with multiple wom-
en concurrently, in addition to his actual wife or wives (who may or may
not be Tantric consorts).

How a ftalaka meets and enters into relations with potential consorts re-
ceives scattered attention. One passage speaks of him taking as consort a
woman he identifies as a secret initiate.** Most of the BraYa’s discussions,
however, characterise the diiti using kinship terms: “Mother, sister, daugh-
ter, and wife are indeed held to be consorts.”® Problems attend interpreta-

%% The recipe for these magical dildo pills appears in BraYa 22.153—155: dra-
vyaprasya[m) purd krtva gomansam kificisamyutam | surasthina samayuktam pistam
pindikrtan tatha || 153 || ksobhadravyena sammardya lingakaran tu karayet | pra-
ksiped yonimadhye tu nimisam calya pidayet || 154 || mantram uccarayen mantri
samkhyayastasatan tatha | karsayitva tu tam lingam gudikam karayet tatah || 155 ||.
In this passage and elsewhere in the BraYa, kirici/kimcit (“a little [something]”?) can
refer to faeces, oddly enough; the meaning of surdsthi is uncertain.

‘0 Braya 24.110: ekasaktiparigrahi asu [corr.; asuh ms.] sidhyati talakah | dusca-
ram bhairavasyapi ekasaktiparigraham || 110 || (110cd is repeated in 114cd).

! Presumably the ekasaktiparigrahin is either unmarried or else married to his
ritual consort, but this is not clarified.

*2 BraYa 24.111c—112: manasapi hi devesi ekasaktiparigrahe || 111 || yoginyo yo-
gasiddhas tu yada ta icchayanti hi | tabhih sarddhan na karttavyam sango vai si-
ddhim icchata || 112 || (understanding karttavyam as agreeing with sarigo).

* BraYa 24.115-117b: bahusaktiparigrahi sidhyate kalagocarat | sukhopaya-
prakarena [em.; °opaya Al nanasaktivijrmbhakah || 115 || ipsitam [em.; ipsitam ms.]
labhate siddhim samayapalanatatparah | bahavah Saktayo yasya paripatya samdca-
ret || 116 || ksobham talakamargge tu ahnike cahnike tatha |.

* BraYa 24.85¢-87b, quoted below, p. 63.

*> BraYa 24.32cd, quoted below.
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tion of these terms; as TORZSOK (2014: 345) observes, it is unclear
“whether they express the relationship of the diti with the sadhaka, or the
status of these women, or denote certain conventional types of diitis de-
fined by the tradition itself.” Some statements imply that kinship terms
express modes of relationship rather than blood kinship. Take for instance
BraYa 24.32¢—-35b, which has multiple difficulties:

mata ca bhagini putrT bharya vai diitayah smrtah™ || 32 ||
datavyan tantrasadbhavam nanyatha tu kadacana® |
svasaktih™ sadhakasyatha adhikarapade sthita® || 33 ||
avikalpakara nityam jiianatatvarthabhavita |

nanyam tvai taranet™ caiva svamivat sarvvabhavatah || 34 ||
bhrataram pitaram putram patim vd pasyate sadd |

[32¢—33] Mother, sister, daughter, and wife are indeed held to be
consorts. The essence of the Tantras should be given [to them], but
never otherwise. The sadhaka’s own Sakti then has entitlement [to
perform ritual] (adhikarapade sthita). [34-35b] Always free from
discriminating thought (vikalpa), purified by the essential meaning
of the scriptural wisdom (jianatattvartha), fshe truly ...[serves
him?]...1+°" and no other as master, with all her heart. She ever looks
upon him as brother, father, son, or husband.

The verb pasyate implies an affective relationship: she “sees,” i.e., looks
upon the sadhaka as brother, father, etc., a choice perhaps dictated by age
difference or the nature of their interactions outside of ritual, including
actual kinship. Another point of interest is the suggestion, in 33ab, that a
sadhaka may himself initiate a woman as a sakti, giving her “the essence of
the Tantras” and becoming, in effect, her guru, despite lacking formal con-
secration as an officiant (acaryabhiseka).”

46 smrtah | em.; smrta ms.

Y kadacana | em.; kaddcanah ms.

a8 svasaktih | corr.; svasakti ms. (unmetrical)

¥ sthita | em.; sthitah ms.

50patim ] em.; patis ms.

> T am unable to interpret tarane and suspect that a finite verb such as sevate un-
derlies this. Csaba Kiss suggests the possibility of farpayet, on a diagnostic basis.

>2 This is consistent with indications in chapter 38 that a s@dhaka — and not only the dcarya
—may bestow the initiation for neophytes (samayikarana), an issue meriting closer study.
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Subsequent passages both enrich and complicate this picture. BraYa
24.49-61 seems relatively unambiguous in envisioning actual kinswomen
as consorts:

matda siddhiprada prokta bhagini ca tathaiva ca |

putri caiva nija Saktih® sarvvasiddhipradayika || 59 ||
tatkalavyatirekena punar lobha” na sambhajet |

garbhim'm“ naiva ksobhita dravyartham sadhakottamah || 60 ||
bharyam ahnikavarjy@’ tu garbhinim api ksobhayet |

bhaginim vatha putrim va na kurya™® kurute yada || 61 ||

[59] Mother, sister, and likewise daughter are said to bestow siddhi;
one’s own consort (nija Sakti) bestows all siddhis. [60] Aside from
the time [of ritual], one should not copulate with them out of lust.
The excellent s@dhaka must not sexually stimulate a pregnant wom-
an to procure substance (dravya). [61] Excluding the daily rites, he
may [however] sexually stimulate his wife, even if she is pregnant.
He should not do so to sister or daughter; when he does do so ...

There follows a rite of reparation by which the inappropriately-bedded
“sister” or “daughter” becomes fit (yogya) again for ritual. In restricting
coitus with consorts to ritual, prohibiting ritual coitus with pregnant wom-
en, and allowing for non-ritual coitus with one’s wife, even if pregnant,
this passage evokes a realistic domestic milieu. The distinction made be-
tween “one’s own consort” (nija Saktih) and “mother, sister, and daughter”
could also suggest that in addition to his principal consort (his wife?), a
sadhaka might have various auxiliary consorts drawn from among kins-
women. There is little to suggest that terms such as “sister” here refer to
affective relations or consort types rather than actual kinship relationships.
A subsequent passage reinforces this impression, delineating a large num-

53 Saktih ] corr.; Sakti ms.

> opradayika ] ms. (after correction); °pradayikah ms. (before correction)

>3 Jobha | em. (Cs. Kiss; understand as ablative, with loss of the final consonant);
llobho ms.

% garbhinim | em.; garbhini ms.

°7 Understand as ablative (°varjyat), or perhaps emend to the accusative.

>% Understand kurya as optative in sense, with loss of the final consonant.
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ber of familial relationships and ending with the statement, “One should
take these and other women as consorts.””

Although sexual fidelity is expected of a Sakti,*" a sadhaka may appar-
ently lend or transfer her services to someone else. A problematic section
on this subject (24.91¢—96b) merits quoting in full. Depending upon how
one resolves a textual problem in the initial verse quarter (91c), this pas-
sage may address both the circumstances in which a sa@dhaka lends or
transfers his consort as well as what to do when he wishes to end his rela-
tionship with her:

utsrsta w® sada deya svasaktya® sadhakena tu || 91 ||
abhyagatasya® devesi devakarmaratasya ca |
prarthitena svayam vapi yagakdale na samsayah || 92 ||
samanyasyapi datavya srotasuddhiprapalanat™ |

> BraYa 24.68-72b: bhagini putrini bharya yagakale [conj.; adyakale] vidhih
smrtah | matamahi pitamaht tatha matrsvasa [corr.; °svasa ms.] -m- api || 68 || pitr-
bhratus [em.; °bhatrs ms.] tathd bharya bhratur [em.; bhratu ms.] bharya [em.; bha-
ryas ms.] tathaiva ca | bhagneyi tu snusa caiva pautridohitrkas [em.; °pautrdo-
hitrkan ms.] tathd || 69 || matulasya tatha pitrmatrsvasa [corr.; °svasd ms.] tatha
tpitin | bhrata tatha pita vapi putrim bhrataras tathapi vat || 70 || evamadi tatha
canyalh] Saktayas caiva karayet | matuh sapatni [em.; svapatni ms.] Tmate vat Sa-
ktya va [conj.; vai ms.] karayed budhah || 71 || anyatha kurute mohat prayascittam
samacaret |. (“[68—69b] At the time of worship, [this] is said to be the procedure:
sister, daughter, wife; or else maternal grandmother, paternal grandmother, mother’s
sister, paternal uncle’s wife, brother’s wife, [69¢—70] sister’s daughter (bhagneyr),
daughter-in-law (snusa), granddaughters and daughters of one’s maternal uncle,
one’s maternal or paternal aunt (pitrmatrsvasa), T and ... or else one’s brother’s
daughterst. [71-72b] One may take these and other women as consorts. Otherwise, a
wise man should take as a consort the co-wife of one’s mother 1 ... . One who does
otherwise, due to infatuation, should perform expiation.”). The interpretation of this
problematic passage is somewhat conjectural. In 71d, saktya is accusative singular in
sense, though formally nominative, saktya being a non-standard alternative stem of
sakti. Cf. the stem devya (for devi), which occurs throughout the BraYa. On the
accusative for nominative in —a stems, see EDGERTON (1953, vol. I: §9.20-22).

% BraYa 45.89cd: “A wise man should take as consort a woman who does not
give sexual company to other men” (nanyasangamasaiicaram Saktim kuryad vi-
caksanah).

 utsrsta tu ] conj.; utkrstas tu ms. (see the discussion below)

62 Understanding svasaktya as nominative (with the irregular stem -ya).

8 abhyagatasya | em.; abhyagatasya ms.

%% °prapalanat | em.; °prapaland ms. (otherwise understand as ablative in sense,
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svasisyasyapi® datavya acaryena mahayase || 93 ||
svayage sisyaydge va nirvvikalpena cetasa |
svatantrasamayo hy esa bhairavena prabhdasitam || 94 ||
karttavyo® siddhikamena® irsaya varjitena tu |
tatkalat®™® tw mahadevi pralobham naiva karayet || 95 ||
yasya Sakti samarppita tena devi na samsayah |

[91c-92] O queen of the gods, when she has been released (? utsrsta),
a sadhaka should undoubtedly always give over his consort to a vis-
iting [sadhaka] who is devoted to deity worship, at the time of pan-
theon worship (yaga), either on request or of his own accord.”
[93ab] She may also be given to someone of the same lineage
(samanyasya) in order to guard the purity of [one’s] stream of
transmission (?). [93¢c-94b] An dcarya may also give her to his own
disciple, O woman of renown, with a mind free of conceptualisation,
whether in his own pantheon worship or his disciple’s. [94c—95b]
For this is the autonomous convention declared by Bhairava. It is to
be done by one desiring siddhi, but devoid of jealousy. [95¢-96b] O
great goddess, one who has offered over his sakti must not, undoubt-
edly, lust for her afterwards (?).”

A number of questions arise: Does the entire passage concern the sakti
whom a sadhaka releases? Do some cases of transfer apply only for the
duration of ritual? Were consorts economically or socially dependent in
ways that warranted assignation to another sddhaka — a kind of “remar-

with Middle-Indic loss of final -t).

8 svasisyasyapi | em.; svam sisyapi ms. Alternatively, read svasisye ’pi, as con-
jectured by Alexis Sanderson (in the Pondicherry Early Tantra workshop).

% karttavyo | em.; karttavyd ms.

7 okamena ] corr.; *kamena ms.

% tatkalat ] em. (Cs. Kiss, personal communication); tatkalan ms.

% This interpretation depends on the conjecture of utsrsta tu (“[a woman] let
go/dismissed) in 91a for the ms.’s phonetically similar and contextually unintelligible
utkystas tu (“[an] eminent [man]”). While the emendation is conjectural, the reading of
the ms. seems implausible here. I had initially conjectured utkrstasya instead, in which
case 91¢—92b could be understood thus: “O queen of the gods, to a visiting [sadhaka]
who is distinguished (utkrstasya) and devoted to deity worship, a sadhaka should
undoubtedly give over his own consort, either on request or of his own accord.”

7% The construction in 24.95¢-96b is grammatically flawed, and the interpretation
somewhat speculative.
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riage” — if abandoned? Was continued alliance with a s@dhaka integral to a
woman’s belonging and status in the esoteric community? Less ambiguous is
the presumption of a sadhaka’s control over his consort, to the extent of
exclusive power to transfer his ritual “conjugal” rights. (An early twentieth-
century Tibetan woman, Sera Khandro, writes of precisely this experience:
being transferred from the custody of one Lama to another without consulta-
tion.”") This Sakti-sharing finds justification in “ritual nondualism:” the tran-
scendence of discriminative, dualist conceptualisation (vikalpa), based most
fundamentally on the false dichotomy of “pure” and “impure.”””

A somewhat different picture emerges from a contrasting passage
(BraYa 24.85¢—87b), which may speak of male and female initiates form-
ing temporary, voluntary relationships:

adisto vatha nadisto” jiiatva guptadhikarinim || 85 ||
Saktya tu karayed devi nityam eva hi sadhakah |

paksam mdasam ritum vapi satmasam abdam eva va || 86 ||
agantinam’* vidhi hy esa Saktinam talakasya tu |

If he comes to know that a woman is secretly an initiate, whether he is
instructed to or not, a sadhaka should always make a consort of her,”
O goddess — for a fortnight, month, season, six months, or year. This
is the procedure for the talaka and for adventitious (agantit) saktis.

Qualifying saktinam, the expression dagantiinam could have the sense of
“unexpected visitors,”’® but I would suggest that it has a more technical
meaning. A classification of yoginis in chapter 14 of the BraYa, discussed
in the next section of this essay, describes the dgantii as a woman who
attains the wisdom of yoginis through her own ritual accomplishment
(14.266). While ambiguous, the passage seemingly intimates a scenario in
which a sadhaka recognises a woman as a secret initiate and approaches
her to enter into a temporary relationship (perhaps by recourse to secret

! JACOBY 2014

72 On “ritual nondualism” in early Sakta Tantras, see TORZSOK 2013.

" vatha nadisto | em.; natha vadisto ms.

™ agantinam | corr.; agantiinam ms.

> In 86a, Saktya appears to be accusative singular in sense, though ostensibly a
nominative formed on the extended stem saktya (for sakti); see n. 59 above. One
might instead emend to saktyam.

76 Cf. the reference to visiting (abhyagata) sadhakas in BraYa 24.92, quoted above.



SHAMAN HATLEY 67

signs, chomma). As with the subsequently-discussed descriptions of hidden
yoginis, the female practitioner envisioned here seems to have a degree of
autonomy.

On the whole, the BraYa’s representations of sexual ritual ascribe min-
imal agency to women, treat them as subordinate to the male practitioner, if
not as chattel, and largely ignore the question of whether and how they
might derive spiritual or temporal benefit. While the s@dhaka’s goals, ritual
actions, and subjective states are delineated minutely, few such instructions
are directed toward the consort. There are, for instance, no indications that
she should meditate or incant mantras during copulation. In these respects
her subjectivity is virtually ignored; yet in contrast, female desire, pleasure,
and sexual agency do sometimes feature as concerns.”” This may seem
incongruous with the emphasis on ascetic and religious virtues as precondi-
tions for a consort’s selection but accords entirely with the rites’ emphasis
on the flow of the “secret nectar” (guhyamrta).

Did the BraYa envision all women involved in sexual ritual as initiated
practitioners? Two cases might suggest otherwise: those of the coital ritual
known as the asidharavrata (“sword’s edge observance”) and the sexual
rites of the misraka, the sadhaka of “mixed” purity. In the asidharavrata,
the subject of chapter 40, the description of the ideal consort contrasts
sharply with that of chapter 45. In this case her erotic appeal receives
overwhelming emphasis (40.2—8b):

[2-3b] [One should find] a woman desirous of lovemaking who pos-
sesses the aforementioned qualities (piarvalaksanasamyukta), en-
dowed with surpassing beauty, proud of her pristine youth; [3c—4]
flirting with humour and amorous dance, making coquettish gestures
and so forth, possessing [fine] garments and jewellery, adorned with
all [kinds of] ornaments — endowed with necklaces, armlets, rubies,
and strings of pearls — or obtained to the extent of one’s means, even
if she has very little adornment. [5-6b] Smeared with perfumes and
lac (?), ever marked with sandalwood paste, possessing plump,
raised breasts very round in girth; her nipples are beautified by flow-
er strands, and her breasts firm. [6¢c—8b] Devoted and loving, [hav-
ing] superlative bangles (?), endowed by nature with good conduct,
clever and flirtatious, either a Ksatriya woman, or a woman belong-

" On women’s sexual agency, note for instance BraYa 24.75¢c—76b, quoted
above in n. 21.
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ing to another caste; and he should adorn himself with apparel of the
same kind.™

I would suggest that this emphasis on the consort’s beauty and concupis-
cence is a departure reflecting the distinctive history and aims of the
asidharavrata. This observance has roots in an orthodox ascetic discipline
of the same name by which men strove to attain self-restraint in the face of
extreme temptation. As I argue elsewhere (HATLEY 2018), earlier Tantric
versions of the observance emphasise the erotic appeal desired of a consort
but do not envision her as initiated. The BraYa’s version of the asidhara-
vrata maintains the emphasis on erotic beauty but departs in envisioning
the consort as an initiate. This is intimated, in particular, by the fact that
following the evening meal, the consort and sddhaka perform worship
together.79 Her erotic appeal serves to augment the vrata’s difficulty and
potential efficacy, and it is a stipulation additional to the diti’s usual quali-
fications. This is signalled by the statement that she should, first of all,
possess “the aforementioned qualities” (pirvalaksanasamyuktd, 2a) — in all
likelihood a reference to the list of virtues cited above from chapter 45.* In
other words, the consort’s dazzling sexiness in the BraYa’s asidharavrata
is merely an inflection of ritual syntax, of the same order as variations in
garb, gesture, paraphernalia, and mantra. She must still be an initiated diiti.

In contrast, the rites of the “mixed” (misraka), middle-grade sadhaka
more clearly evince the possibility of non-initiated women’s participation.
His disciplines in most respects mirror those of the talaka or “pure” sadha-
ka, yet, as a general rule, exclude coitus.’' As an exception to his ritual

7 Text and translation from HATLEY (2018); see the latter for discussion of the
passage’s numerous problems of text and interpretation. BraYa 40.2-8b: pirvva-
laksanasamyuktam yositam suratocchukam | ativariipasampannam navayauvanada-
rppitam || 2 || hasyalasyavilasinyam vibhramadividhanakam | vastralankarasampa-
nnam sarvvabharanabhisitam || 3 || harakeyiaramanikyamuktavalisusamsthitam |
yathavibhavasampraptam svalpabhiisanakapi va || 4 || sugandhamalya kala tu ga-
ndhapankankita sada | pinonnatastanopetam abhogaparimandalam || 5 || ciicuka sra-
gdamasobha saghana tu payodhara | bhaktai caivanuraktai ca valayam uttamo-
ttama || 6 || prakrtya stlasampannam vidagdham ca vilasinim | rajanayositam vapi
anyavarnnagatam api || 7 || tadrgvidhopabhogais ca atmanam samalankaret |.

" BraYa 40.18cd: nityavratam tu niskramya taya sarddham samacaret |.

% That a passage from chapter 45 is referred to as “earlier” (piirva) suggests that
the chapters were reordered at some point; see HATLEY 2018: 70.

81 On the misraka’s chastity, note, e.g., BraYa 45.435a, “He is always engaged in
celibacy” (brahmacaryarato nityam); and 447cd, “And he should not have intercour-
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chastity, he may perform coital ritual by command of the guru (adesena),
but only if he succeeds in magically summoning a female being, whether
human or divine.¥ It seems that any which female one magically attracts
becomes a suitable consort, with no stipulations or restrictions concerning
initiation. He must in fact accept whomever appears, at the pain of expia-
tion.*> Minimal detail concerning women emerges from these passages,
beyond vague indications that celestial maidens (divyakanyd) were the
preferred targets of magical summoning (@karsana).*® Nonetheless, an
encounter with an initiated, flesh-and-blood woman is key to the curious
circumstance by which a misraka takes up the talaka’s path (talakamarga),
as a somewhat doubtful passage describes (BraYa 45.523¢-526b):*

adesam tu vijanivad yadasau laksananvita™ || 523 ||
upatisthe svayam Saktih adista sakticoditd |
puspakale bhaven nityam phalam yasya® na samsayah || 524 ||

se with women” (strisangam ca na kurvita).

%2 The circumstances permitting coitus are first addressed in BraYa 45.439: “By
command, O great goddess, [the misraka] may attract and enjoy [a woman]; conjoi-
ned with [this] consort, he may accomplish all rites.” (adesena mahdadevi
akrsyakrsya bhunijayet | sadhayet sarvakarmani Saktiyuktas tu misrakah |)). This
accords with a discussion of the misraka in BraYa 24.100c—101.

% BraYa 45.505-508 (ed. Kiss 2015; translation mine): “Having repeatedly magi-
cally attracted a beautiful divine maiden, he [the misraka] should enjoy her. Together
with them [i.e., her], the mantrin should again observe what is stipulated in his ritual
manual, in due sequence. The misraka sadhaka should without hesitation take a wo-
man attracted by mantras as his consort, undoubtedly. Otherwise, the misraka should
always observe celibacy. Without a doubt, he attains siddhi while situated in a sacred
field — not otherwise. But he must not [in this case] enjoy a [woman who is] attracted;
[if s0,] the misraka must perform expiation of 12,000 mantra recitations.” (akrsyakrsya
bhuiijita divyakanyam manoramam | tabhi sardham caren mantri kalpoktani punah
kramat || 505 || akrstd ya bhaven mantrai sa Saktim natra samsayah | kartavyam misra-
kenaiva sadhakenavisankina || 506 || athava brahmacaryena vartayen misrakah sadah |
sidhyate hy avicarena ksetram asritya nanyatha || 507 || akrstam na tu bhufjita
prayascittam samdcaret | dasasahasrikam japyam kartavyam misrakena tu || 508 |)).

# Note for instance BraYa 45.532ab: akrsyakrsya mantrais tu divyakanyam ma-
noramam |.

% Text as per Kiss 2015, except as noted; my translation departs in a few respects
and is somewhat conjectural.

86 laksananvita | em.; laksananvitah ms., ed.

87 Perhaps emend to phalam yasya: “[a woman] from/of whom there are results,”
i.e., who enables the fruition (siddhi) of the sadhaka’s ritual.
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samayi bhaktisampannd yada tasya prajdyate |
tada devi vijaniyad ddeso mama nanyatha || 525 ||
yogibhir kathito "py evam tada mantri vilaksayet |

[523¢c—24] He should recognise [my] command [to become a talaka]
when a consort possessing the auspicious marks would spontaneously
approach him, by [divine] command, impelled by the [cosmic] sakti.
In all cases she would be in her menses, which undoubtedly give re-
sults [in ritual] (7). [525-26b] When a female neophyte endowed
with devotion appears to him, then, O goddess, he should recognise
my command;™ not otherwise. A mantrin should likewise discern
[my command] when it is spoken by yoginis.*’

As will be elaborated further below, ritual imbues a sadhaka’s encounters
with female beings with meaning, whether nocturnal visions of airborne
goddesses, sightings of villagers, or chance encounters with a solitary
woman. In the misraka’s case, an auditory exchange with goddesses or
fortuitous meeting with a menstruating female initiate serves as the sign to
embark on the talaka’s discipline, which requires a qualified consort. Unu-
sually, here her initiatory status is stated explicitly: that of the neophyte
(samayt, an irregular feminine for samayini).

Beyond the magically summoned consorts of misrakas, non-initiated
women are largely peripheral to the BraYa’s ritual. To some extent the
cultic focus on goddesses translates into ritualised reverence for women.
Respectful behaviour is mandated for those undertaking ascetic observanc-
es (vrata): a sadhaka, for instance, must address women he encounters as

8 In 525d, adeso should be understood as accusative in sense; cf. EDGERTON
(1953, vol. I: §8.36).

¥ As Kiss (2015) notes, yogibhih (526a) is non-standard, occurring for the femi-
nine yoginibhih. 1 have interpreted this line somewhat differently, primarily in light
of BraYa 45.184-185ab. The latter passage seems to state that one commences the
talaka path either by command of the guru or of the yoginis, as received in melaka, a
visionary encounter: eva[m] melakam apanno adistam tair varanane | talamarga[m]
tada kuryad yada Suddhas tu sadhakah || 184 || gurvadesena va kuryad yogibhis ca
samarpitah |. (“Having thus attained a visionary encounter, he is commanded by
them [the yoginis], O fair woman. He should undertake the path of the talaka when
he becomes pure. He should do so either by the command of the guru or when offe-
red over [?] by the yoginis.”).
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“mother” or “sister,” and never display anger.” Sexual violence is prohib-
ited emphatically.”’ Reverence for women is also a formal element of a
ritual involving the wider, non-initiated community. Following pratistha,
the rite by which an officiant empowers a religious image, rendering it fit
for worship, one is to feed the leftover food offerings (naivedya) to maid-
ens and women, including those of the lowest social status (antyaja),
alongside the more usual suspects — Saiva ascetics and Brahmins.’” Despite
such ritualisation of respect for women, their erotic conquest remains one
of the BraYa’s most widely advertised magical attainments (siddhi). An
accomplished sadhaka “becomes like the god of love, bringing joy to the
hearts of women.””

Women as ritualists, women as goddesses

A degree of ambiguity surrounds female initiation. The BraYa’s cycle of
chapters devoted to initiation (diksa) and consecration (abhiseka), patalas
32-38, is largely silent on the subject. However, its instructions for the
assignation of initiatory names based upon the cast of a flower into the
mandala (puspapdta) provide a naming convention for females.” This
silence, punctuated by a note on women’s initiatory names, in all likeli-
hood reflects the matter-of-fact acceptance of female initiation at this level
of the tradition. As noted by TORZSOK (2014: 355-361), the BraYa and

% BraYa 21.24: striyo drstva namaskrtya mata ca bhaginiti ca | evam sambha-
sayen mantri krosanan tu na karayet ||

o1 E.g., BraYa 84.17cd: divyakrsya [em; °krsyan ms.] tu bhuiijita na ca stri sa-
balat [em.; Sabald ms.] kvacit. “One may draw down a divine maiden (divya) and
enjoy her, but must never [take] a woman by force.” (In 17¢c, divya should be under-
stood as accusative in sense; cf. saktya, discussed above in n. 59.)

%2 BraYa 4.707-709: pratisthayam na casniva naivedyam sadhakottamah | tato
niskramya devesi samayi sadhu striyan tatha || 707 || kumaryo [em.; kumaryau ms.]
bhojayen mantrT antyajas tu striyo ‘pi va | vratinam brahmanam [em.; brahmana
ms.] caiva Sivasasanadiksitam || 708 || bhojayitva yathasaktya bhaksabhojyadivista-
raih | gandhapuspam tato datva ksamapya ca visarjayet [em.; visarjayat ms.] || 709 ||.
(One might emend vratinam to vratinam, but cf. EDGERTON 1953, vol. I: §10.201.)

% BraYa 64.161ab: bhavate ‘nangavat [em.; bhavete nangava ms.] strinam hrda-
yvanandakarakah |.

* BraYa 34.199¢-201b: narinan [corr.; narinan ms.] tu yada patah sthanesv
[corr.; sthanesv ms.] etesu jayate || 199 || tena gotrena tan namam Saktisamjiiam tada
bhavet | ya yasmim samsthita gotre viro va yogini pi va || 200 || svagotram raksa-
yvantiha sadhakas cabala [em.; sadhakari ca bald ms.] tatha |.
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other Vidyapitha and Kaula sources frequently refer to practitioners as
belonging to either gender, not only in the context of the initiation of neo-
phytes (samayadiksd), but in a broad range of ritual contexts. In its more
than 750 verses concerning initiation rites, the BraYa makes no allusion to
exclusions or modifications for women, and there are no grounds to assume
that the ritual differed in substance. In the narrative of the girl Sattika’s
apotheosis and her role in transmitting revelation, the BraYa even tacitly
provides a model for female guruship.

Chapter 14 of the BraYa, the “chapter of the wheel of the sky-
travellers” (khecaricakrapatala), stands out among early scriptural texts for
presenting a practice system designated specifically, though not exclusive-
ly, for initiated women.” Demanding though it may be, this teaching is
framed as a concession to women’s supposed limitations. The goddess
complains that the process of worship Bhairava had taught earlier is too
elaborate. She characterises female initiates — here referred to as yoginis —
as weak in both intellect (buddhi) and spirit (sattva), yet dedicated to their
husbands and full of devotion to the gurus. On this account, she requests an
easy means (sukhopaya) for them to attain siddhi.”® The system expounded
in response has as its basis an alphabetical diagram known as the “wheel of
the sky-travellers” or “wheel of the flying yoginis” (khecaricakra). From this
are formed three principal mantras: the samayavidya or lower (apara) ku-
lavidya (“vidyda-mantra of the goddess clans™) for neophytes, the kulavidya
proper, and the higher (pard) kulavidya, also called “heart of the yoginis”
(voginihrdaya).” Rites based on the khecaricakra differ little in most re-
spects from those of the BraYa’s various other alphabetical circles (cakra),
such as the vidydcakra of chapter 17 or bhautikacakra of chapter 19. What
may somewhat set them apart is an emphasis on the aggressive magical acts

% An edition of chapter 14 of the BraYa may be included in volume III of the
Brahmayamala (currently in progress).

% BraYa 14.1-5: devy uvdca || yoginyo svalpabuddhyas tu svalpacittalpasatvikah |
bhartuh Susriisanapara gurubhaktisamanvitah | tasam siddhir yatha deva tan me
brithi samasatah || 1 || evam vai prechito bhaktya samksepartham maya pura | yagan
tathaiva devesa vistaram kathitam tvaya || 2 || samksepe yagamargena sukhopayena
caiva hi | kulakramaii ca vai tasam yena tah siddhim apnuyat || 3 || deva uvaca ||
vistaram kathitan devi sadhakanam hitaya vai | adhuna sampravaksyami yogininam
mahodayam || 4 || yagakramavidhiii caiva tan me nigadatah Srnu | sada karmarata
vas tu yena siddhim labhanti tah || 5 ||.

T Cf. the Siddhayogesvarimata’s mantra khphrem, the “heart of the yoginis” (yo-
ginthrdaya), which, as TORZSOK (2014: 361) points out, is described as particularly
efficacious for women.
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sometimes associated with yoginis, such as entry into another’s body
(parakayapravesa) and extraction of the vital fluids (am,rtdkcmsana).98

While chapter 14 of the BraYa ostensibly expounds practices for wom-
en, much of its content seems strikingly incongruous with this purpose.
Some material might more accurately be characterised as rites for a sadha-
ka to attain mastery over both divine and mortal females. One short pas-
sage, for instance, teaches the “technique for making [a woman] wet”
(ksaranaprayoga), aimed at rendering her mad with desire for the sadha-
ka.”” The chapter also has a lengthy exposition of hathamelaka, techniques
for forcibly drawing down and mastering dangerous goddesses, in which
there is little ambiguity concerning the maleness of the ritual subject.'” As
a whole, the chapter appears oriented toward male mastery of ritual disci-
plines associated with yoginis, practices envisioned as those women per-
form in their quest for divine apotheosis. Only in this limited sense does
the chapter concern women'’s ritual. It seems implausible to conceive of
initiated women as the true intended audience; at most, one might envision
the chapter as a basis for oral instructions to female disciples.

The BraYa’s conceptions of “female” ritual practice receive further elu-
cidation in this chapter’s creative taxonomy of accomplished women. Ap-
pended to chapter 14 is a notable passage classifying the yoginis who possess
mastery of the khecaricakra (BraYa 14.260c—266). This threefold classifica-
tion differs in both premise and detail from the text’s threefold typology of
sadhakas. Among the three categories of yogini, the dgantuka (“‘adventi-
tious” or “newcomer”) likely represents the normative female practitioner
who attains awakening through ritual means. In the other two cases, notable
by its absence is formal initiation: the jianagarbha (‘“wisdom-in-the-womb”)
yogini and kulodbhava (“clan-born”) yogini both learn the kulavidya mantra
directly from their mother, either in the womb or after birth, experiencing the
awakening of wisdom (jiigna) later in life. This transformative gnosis defines

% See especially BraYa 14.193-260. Concerning these techniques, see nddyudaya,
paiicamrtakarsana, and parakayapravesa in TANTRIKABHIDHANAKOSA, vol. II1.

% BraYa 14.230-235; this is called ksaranasya prayogah in 235cd. Upon com-
pletion of the rite, the woman in question “being agitated, assuredly approaches and
follows after the sadhaka, afflicted with passion” (234d-235b: ... ksubhite ma-
danatura || upavisyati savasyam sadhakam canugacchati |; understand upavisyati as
active in sense; cf. EDGERTON 1953, vol. I: §37.22-23).

% hathamelaka is treated in BraYa 14.204-217. The maleness of the subject in
this section of the text is explicit in the aforementioned passage on “love magic,”
14.230-235.
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them as yoginis, a designation which slips here into its double-sense of both
female Tantric adept and Tantric goddess:

kauliko "yam vidhih'®" prokto yoginikulanandanah || 260 ||
yasyas'™ cakrasya samprapti -m- avasyam tasya jayate |
kulavidya® ca devesi tam srnusva samahita'™ || 261 ||
Jjitanagarbha bhaved ya tu tatha caiva'® kulodbhava |
- 106 107 - . .
agantuka ™ tu yogesi ' prapnuvanti na samsayah || 262 ||
Jjhani mata pitd caiva jianagarbheti kirttitd |
garbhasthayas tu vai mata'™ kulavidyam'® samarpayet |
ardhatrayodase varse jianam'"® prapnoti sa dhruvam || 263 ||
parijiianavati mata nadhikari pita smrtah |
sa bhave tu kulotpanna mata tasyas tu karayet || 264 ||
karnajapan'"' t jatayah sanmasam'” kulavidyaya |

T 113 C~ = -7 114 .-
caturvimsatime ~ varse jianam tasyah = prajayate || 265 ||
caruna ydgamdrgena115 amrtasya tu pro?s'andtl16 |

-~ 117 .- — 118 - — =

yasyd jianam ' prajayeta agantuh  sd prakirtitd || 266 ||
anena kramayogena jiianakosa'  suvistarah'™ |
siddhah"" siddhim gamisyanti yoginyo ndtra samsayah || 267 ||

"V yidhih 1 ms. B (paper); vidhi ms. A (palm-leaf)
12 yasyas 1 B; yasya A
1% ovidya | °vidyas AB
1% samahita | em.; samahitah AB
19 caiva | em.; caiva tu AB (unmetrical)
1% Ggantuka | em.; agantukan
17 yogest | B; yogesi A
9% mata 1 B™; matam AB™
19 0vidyam | em.; °vidya AB
10 jiiianam | B™; jianam AB™
i karna® | A; varna® B
"2 oyim$atime | B; Pvinsatime A
" tasyah | A™; tasya A™
" yaga° 1 A; yoga® B
prasandt | cor.; prasanat A; pra(sa)nat B (marked as error)
jianam | B; jiiana A
agantuh 1 B*; agantu AB™ (unmetrical)
8ok ha® 1 B; °kosa® A
"9 oyistarah ] em.; ®vistarah AB
120 siddhah | B; siddha A.
! Braya 1.29-30.

116
117
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[260cd] This [aforementioned ritual] is called Rite of the Clans (kaulika
vidhi), [for it] gives delight to the clans of yoginis. [261] She who ob-
tains the Wheel of the Clans ([kula]cakra) will assuredly gain [the man-
tra known as] the kulavidyd, O queen of the gods. [Now] hear of her,
being well-composed. [262] She who is [known as] “wisdom-in-the-
womb,” the one “born of a clan,” and the “newcomer yogini” — [all of
them] obtain [the kulavidyd)], undoubtedly. [263] [One whose] mother
and father both possess the wisdom, [and whose] mother would bestow
the kulavidya to her while in the womb, is known as “wisdom-in-the-
womb.” At [the age of] half of thirty years she certainly obtains the
wisdom. [264-265] The mother fully possesses the wisdom, [but] the
father has no entitlement: she is'** [one] “born in a clan.” Her mother
would whisper the kulavidyd in her ear for six months when she is born.
After twenty-four years, the wisdom arises in her. [266] She in whom
the wisdom would arise through [consuming] the oblation gruel (caru),
through the path of deity worship (yaga), or through consuming the [se-
cret] nectars, is known as the “newcomer.” [267] The perfected yoginis
shall attain siddhi in this order, without a doubt, possessing vast troves
of wisdom.

A remarkable view of female Tantric adepts emerges from this passage.
While males seek communion with the goddess clans (kulasamanyata), or
their mastery, women seek to awaken their identity as goddesses, or simply
come to manifest this spontaneously. This calls to mind the girl Sattika of
the revelation narrative, who regained her lost divinity at age thirteen
through devotional worship. Apotheosis, either through ritual or by sudden
awakening, is thus a key theme in the representation of accomplished
women. As this passage indicates, their attainment may be congenital,
predicated on birth to initiates (either the mother alone or both parents) as
well as matrilineal transmission of the kulavidya. This custom of informal,
matrilineal transmission points toward the possible existence of female
communities of practice only nominally aligned with the Tantric lineages
established through formal initiation.

The BraYa’s treatises on coded communication and “the characteristics
of yoginis” (yoginilaksana) (chapters 56 and 74) provide glimpses of wom-
en as initiated ritualists operating beyond the constraints of coital ritual,

'22 bhave should be understood as optative, with loss of the final consonant (cf.
EDGERTON 1953, vol. I: §29.42).



76 TANTRIC COMMUNITIES IN CONTEXT

though these representations are obscured by elements of visionary fantasy.
Here the focus lies not on the “sister” initiate, mentioned mainly in passing,
but on encounters with yoginis secretly inhabiting the world (martya-
samgatah, BraYa 74.40d).'” These living goddesses are represented as
potential sources of power and as guardians of esoteric knowledge, oral
“lineage teachings” (sampraddya) which men may learn only by their pro-
pitiation."** This vision of Tantric wisdom laying hidden within the circles
of yoginis, beyond direct access by sadhakas, undergirds a gendered ritual
logic by which men seek out encounters with accomplished female adepts
as well as goddesses. In this context the boundaries between women and
divine beings readily collapse. yoginis assemble in the sacred fields (pitha,
ksetra, etc.), but may also live inconspicuously in the village or town. In
chapters 56 and 74 the BraYa delineates taxonomies by which sadhakas
can recognise concealed yoginis and identify their Mother-goddess clans
(matrkula), clans to which sadhakas themselves belong through initiation.
The distinguishing qualities (/aksana) by which one recognises yoginis
span bodily appearance, comportment, food preferences, and the decorative

' On the purpose of coded communication (chomma) and the distinction in this
context between “sister” initiates and semidivine “yoginis,” note especially BraYa
56.98¢c-102: cchommakah kidrsa deva kulanam sadhakasya ca || 98 || prajiayate
yatha bhrata bhagini va visesatah | caryayuktasya devesa yatha jiidasyanti yoginih ||
99 || parasparaii ca viranam ekatantrasamasrayam | alaparthe mahdadeva katha-
yvasva prabhasatah || 100 || bhairava uvaca || Srnu devi pravaksyami cchomakanam
tu laksanam | yena vijiiayate bhrata bhagini va mahesvari || 101 || jiiatva ca yoginim
mantr Sivecchacoditatmavan | sadhakas tu tato dadyad vacikam mudralaksanam ||
102 ||. (“[98¢c—100] ‘O god, what are the secret signs of the [goddess] clans and
sadhaka like, such that one may specifically recognise a brother or sister; such that
one carrying out the observances (carya) recognises yoginis, O lord of the gods; and
for the mutual conversation of heroes who follow the same Tantra? Tell [me this], O
great god, by way of explanation (? prabhasatal).” Bhairava spoke: [101] ‘Listen, O
goddess; I shall teach the characteristics of secret signs, by which a brother or sister
is recognised, O Mahe$vari. [102] Having recognised a yogini, himself propelled by
the will of Siva, the mantra-bearing sadhaka should then give [her] a verbal message
characterised by mudra [names].”” For a discussion of the interpretation of this pas-
sage, see HATLEY 2007: 378-379.

'2* The idea of “attaining the lineage teachings” appears in the context of encoun-
ters with yoginis in multiple sources, often expressed in similar terms; the phrase
sampradayam ca vindati occurs as Siddhayogesvarimata 27.16d and BraYa 3.230d,
45.295d, and 73.13b. Cf. sampradayam na vindati, BraYa 85.143b. Similar expres-
sions occur in the Tantrasadbhava (e.g., dadante sampradayakam, 13.60b) and
Jayadrathayamala (e.g., sampradaya|m) prayacchanti, 111, 28.21c¢).
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emblems women draw on their homes. Take for instance the description of a
yogini belonging to the clan of the Mother-goddess Varahi (BraYa 74.61-65):

[61] [A woman] with full lips and large eyes, whose frontal locks
have tawny ends, who is ever fond of the act of painting, skilful in
dance and music, [62] always fond of spirits and meat, lusty and de-
ceitful; she draws on her house the insignia of the fang, or else the
staff or chain, [63—64] and she likewise draws a snout, an angle, or a
cremation ground, a lotus, or pot. One should know her sacred day to
be the twelfth of both lunar fortnights, O fair woman; both Varahi
and Vaisnavi are ever fond of the same sacred day. [65] She should
be recognised [thus] by the best of sadhakas, his mind suffused by
mantra. After one sees such characteristics, following the [appropri-
ate] response-mudras, after one month she bestows siddhi upon the
mantrin carrying out the observances, O goddess. '*

This creative taxonomy reads the female body, comportment, and domestic
art as potential signifiers of membership in matriarchal esoteric lineages.
Though initiated into the same divine clans, which span levels of the cos-
mos, the sadhaka remains on the periphery by virtue of his gender and lack
of ritual accomplishment. His preparatory period of wandering asceticism
(vratacarya) thus entails an almost voyeuristic fascination with women,
whom he carefully observes for signs of concealed divinity.

Recognised and duly propitiated, the living goddesses disguised as
women of the village or town may respond to sadhakas of their own initia-
tory clans. Exchanges of coded communication take the form of mudra or
verbal utterance, or they may combine verbal and nonverbal codes. The

125 Text and translation from HATLEY (2007: 331, 412-413), with minor changes:

lambostht ca visalakst pingalagragrakesint | citrakarmapriya nityam nrtyagandha-
rvvapesala || 61 || mamsasavapriya nityam lolupa sarpasatvika | svagrhe damstra-
mudra drandasrnkhalam eva va || 62 || likhate ca tatha ghonam konam vatha sma-
sanakam | padmam va karpparaii caiva ubhe pakse tu parvvant || 63 || dvadast tu
vijaniyat tasyah sa varavarnnini | varahi vaisnavi caiva ekaparvvarata sada || 64 ||
jhatavya sadhakendrena mantravistena cetasa | idrsam laksanam drstva pratimu-
dranusarind | masaikat siddhida devi caryayuktasya mantrinah || 65 ||. In 62b, I have
emended the unintelligible sarvasatvika to sarpasatvika. As TORZSOK (2014: 349—
351) notes, highlighting the example of Kaumari-clan yoginis, descriptions of wo-
men belonging to the clans of Mother-goddesses are remarkably similar across
Vidyapitha texts.
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living yogini may bless the sddhaka by prognosticating future occult at-
tainments, or enable a visionary, power-bestowing encounter with her di-
vine clan sisters. The following exemplifies the liminal encounter envi-
sioned between a sddhaka and concealed yogini, who foretells his future
attainments through gesture (BraYa 56.132—-135):

[132] When [she] puts her hands on the tip of the nose and moves
her head around, she in that way relates “[you shall attain] an en-
counter with the Nine [deities] in a vast forest.” [133] She who
would look down and begin to draw on the ground [with her toes in-
dicates], “[you shall have] an encounter with female beings of the
netherworlds in a temple of the Mother-goddesses.” [134] She who
gazes at her own tongue, and afterwards trembles, [fore]tells of an
encounter with female beings dwelling in the waters. [135] She who
shakes her hands from feet to head would indicate an encounter
[with the goddesses] at whichever level of the cosmos (fattva) she
abides, beginning with the sivatattva. '*®

After receiving the prognostication, a sadhaka venerates the perfected
adepts (siddha) of the past and wanders forth until he attains a power-
bestowing, visionary encounter with the specified goddesses.'”” The em-
bodied yogini who dwells in the world, concealing her identity, hence
forms a vital link between the male aspirant and the goddesses whose di-
vine realms and powers he seeks. These encounters with worldly yoginis
paint a picture of autonomous, powerful living goddesses who straddle the
female social world, communities based on initiatory kinship, and unseen
realms. These representations, no matter how stereotyped and suffused
with fantasy, may intimate the existence of female initiatory communities,
oral teachings, and ritual traditions existing at some remove from the more

126 BraYa 56.132-135 (HATLEY 2007: 320-321, 385386, with minor modifica-
tions): nasagre tu yada hastau krtva calayate siram | navakasya tathakhyati melakan
tu mahavane || 132 || adhomukhi tu ya bhiitva bhiimilekhanam arabhet | patalacari-
ninan tu melakam matrmandire || 133 || svajihvalokanam ya tu krtva pascat praka-
mpate | jalantarvasininam tu melakam kathate tu sa || 134 || @ padan mirddhaparya-
ntan krtva hastaprakampanam | ya sa sivaditatvastha tatstham melakam adiset || 135 |.

2" BraYa 56.136-137 (ibid.): so 'pi mudrapatih pijya tatha manthanabhairavam |
bhaktya paryatanam kuryad yathatantraprabhasitam || 136 || namo ’stu digbhyo
devebhyah pirvvasiddhavinayakam | datvargham paraya bhaktya tato melapakam
bhavet | tatsamanyam mahadevi sarvvakalyanasampadam || 137 ||.
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official, male-dominated Tantric lineages whose writings come down to us.
This is precisely the scenario the Siddhayogesvarimata intimates when it
ascribes the “heart of the yoginis” to women’s oral tradition, a mantra never
before written down and only rarely mastered by men.'**

Gender, text, and Tantric communities

Despite the BraYa’s large scale and detailed vision of its community of
readership, the text provides only a limited window into the social dimen-
sion of one somewhat marginal Tantric tradition. There are, moreover,
severe limitations to our knowledge of the text’s social and historical con-
texts and the kinds of community which coalesced around its cult. As the
preceding discussions have highlighted, the text nonetheless may have
much to contribute towards understanding women’s involvement in early
Tantric traditions.

In reviewing the BraYa’s discourse on women, two divergent kinds of
representation have come into view. These more or less map to the catego-
ries of duti and yogini, and their respective ritual milieux: initiated women
functioning as consorts in coital ritual, on one hand, and comparatively
independent, potentially powerful women pursuing their own ritual aims,
on the other. Both play essential, albeit contrasting roles in the s@dhaka’s
quest for supernatural attainment (siddhi). Depictions of coital ritual com-
bine lurid detail with near silence on women’s subjectivity and ritual agen-
cy. Whatever the social reality may have been, the BraYa envisions ritual
consorts (duti or Sakti) as subordinate to the aims and authority of male
sadhakas, despite partaking of Tantric initiation. Contrasting representa-
tions of female practitioners emerge in discourse on yoginis, who embody
the possibility of a religious life neither defined nor constrained by ritual
consortship.

These contrasting representations may of course obscure the real possi-
bility that yoginis were sometimes diitis: such divergent images of women
are likely in some measure to be contextual. Much as the categories yogini
and devi (“goddess™) may blend to the point of being indistinguishable,'*’
at the opposite end of its semantic field, yogini overlaps with other desig-

'8 Siddhayogesvarimata 28.41-42b: purusenadhikéro ’sti asmin strividhikarmani |
striyayah siddhido hy esah kadacit purusasya ca || vaktrad vaktragatam strinam na ca
likhyati pustake | (see TORZSOK 2014: 361 for a translation and some discussion).

"2 Note also the overlap of yogini with terms such as matr, dakini, etc.; see the
articles on these lexemes in the TANTRIKABHIDHANAKOSA.
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nations for initiated women (diti, Sakti, bhagini, samayini, adhikarini,
sadhaki). Despite these convergences, the BraYa’s contrasting representa-
tions nonetheless seem likely to intimate women of varied status and cir-
cumstance, and not merely different ritual roles. While the data is limited,
the BraYa tends to portray consorts as belonging to the sadhaka’s immedi-
ate social world, if not family — women potentially under his own tutelage
whose religious commitment could in some cases be limited to ritual con-
sortship. In contrast, representations of yoginis seemingly intimate inde-
pendent female adepts and matriarchal lines of transmission beyond the
sadhaka’s orbit and control. The extremes of these types — the kinswoman
consort and the yogini as liminal, living goddess — may have disproportion-
ate prominence in the BraYa on account of their essential roles in the
sadhaka’s ritual life. In contrast, the text says little about the kind of initi-
ated woman referenced, usually in passing, by bhagini — the “sister” initi-
ate who, valued neither as a source of sex nor of potent blessings, remains
somewhat peripheral.

An enigma presented by the BraYa is its explicit embrace of women in
its readership community and systems of ritual while simultaneously ne-
glecting to articulate their perspectives. Its myopic focus on the sadhaka
entails virtual silence on women’s ritual aims and motivations, particularly
in the context of sexual ritual. What were the respective roles of coercion
and the allure of sexual or emotional fulfilment, social status, and ritual
power (siddhi)? In chapter 14 — devoted, promisingly, to ritual for women
— this silence becomes particularly conspicuous, for the predominant con-
cern emerges as the revelation of yoginis’ inner secrets for the benefit of
male sadhakas. Here the BraYa reveals itself as a text fundamentally about
women, both human and divine, but rarely for them. Despite the rhetoric of
female inclusion, the pretence of a mixed-gender community of readership,
and pervasive references to initiated women, male concerns dominate:
women feature primarily as vehicles for the sadhaka’s perfection. Nonethe-
less, in its narrative of the girl Sattika’s ascent to divinity and her role in
revelation, in its matter-of-fact embrace of female initiation, in its teaching
of a mantra-pantheon (ydga) specifically for women, in its imaginative
anthropology of accomplished females, and in the very figure of the yogint,
who straddles the human and divine, the BraYa provides glimpses of an
esoteric community in which women’s participation was both normative
and multiply enacted, and at least in some contexts not under male control.
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