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PART ONE

SOMA
DIVINE MUSHROOM OF IMMORTALITY






I
THE PROBLEM

N the second millennium before our Christian era a people who

called themselves ‘Aryans’ swept down from the Northwest into

what is now Afghanistan and the Valley of the Indus. They were
a warrior people, fighting with horse-drawn chariots; a grain-growing
people; a people for whom animal breeding, especially cattle, was
of primary importance; finally, a people whose language was Indo-
European, the Vedic tongue, the parent of classical Sanskrit, a collater-
al ancestor of our European languages. They were also heirs to a tribal
religion, with an hereditary priesthood, elaborate and sometimes bi-
zarre rituals and sacrifices, a pantheon with a full complement of gods
and other supernatural spirits, and a mythology rich with the doings
of these deities. Indra, mighty with his thunderbolt, was their chiet
god, and Agni, the god of fire, also evoked conspicuous homage. There
were other gods too numerous to mention here.

Unique among these other gods was Soma. Soma was at the same
time a god, a plant, and the juice of that plant. So far as we know now,
Soma is the only plant that man has ever deified. (The Mexican Indians
seem to regard the hallucinogenic plants, whether mushrooms, peyotl,
or morning glories, as mediators with god, not as a god. The Nahua -
Aztecs and other groups speaking the same tongue - called the mush-
rooms teo-nandcatl, ‘god’s flesh’, but the mushrooms do not figure
in their pantheon.) In the course of the Soma sacrifice the juice was
pounded out with stones on resounding planks and was drunk by the
officiating priests. Soma - the three Somas - inspired hymns vibrant
with ecstasy, composed over centuries by priests who lived in centers
remote from each other. In the end, at an early period in the first
millennium before Christ, these hymns were gathered together, and
the canon of that text has come down to us intact. Compared with
ours, the Vedic civilization was simple, but their verses - the figures
of speech with which they embellished their thoughts and feelings,
their play with the meanings and sounds of words, the rules of their
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PART ONE - CHAPTER 1

prosody - were sometimes subtle and sophisticated. Some of the hymns
are of so exalted, even delirious, a tenor that the modern reader is
led to exclaim: “This surely was composed under the influence of a
divine inebriant’. It takes little perception to sense the difference in
tone between the awe-inspired hymns to Soma and the rowdy drinking
songs of the West prompted by alcohol.

In the hierarchy of Vedic gods certain others took precedence over
Soma, but since Soma was a tangible, visible thing, its inebriating juice
to be ingested by the human organism in the course of the ritual, a
god come down and manifesting himself to the Aryans, Soma played
a singular role in the Vedic pantheon. The poets never tire of stressing
Soma’s sensuous appeal. In appearance it was brilliant, reminding
them of the Sun, of Fire, of the rays of the Sun, of the round bowl of
the heavenly firmament, ‘the back of the sky’. The dried plants were
first freshened with water. They were then macerated with stone
pestles, and the tawny yellow juice as it came coursing through the
conduits of the press was compared, in the hyperbole of the day,
with thunder.! The priests, after imbibing the juice, seem to have
known, for the nonce, the ecstasy of existence in the World of the
Immortals. The Divine Element was not just a symbol of a spiritual
truth as in the Christian communion: Soma was a miraculous drink
that spoke for itself.

A book of 1028 hymns is our sole contemporary source of infor-
mation about the period it deals with. There is agreement on the
text, but many words are of doubtful meaning and doubly so in
their allusions that often escape us. They have been preserved for us,
both words and melodies, by oral tradition; by achievements of the
human memory that have no parallel in other cultures, preserved
better than our ancient learning in the manuscripts with which our
Western scholars are familiar. When a Brahman schooled in the an-
cient tradition sings us a hymn from the RgVeda, with intonation
precisely right, there is reason to think that it is as though we were
listening to a tape recording 3,000 years old. These hymns, still elicit-

1. Parjanya, the god of thunder, was the father of Soma, according to one tradition, RgVeda IX 823;
Abel Bergaigne, La Religion Védique, Vol. 1, pp. 172-3.
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THE PROBLEM

ing the utmost reverence among countless Hindus, constitute the
earliest monument in their religious and literary heritage, as well as
one of the earliest cultural legacies of our own Indo-European world.
As the eminent French Vedist Louis Renou has said, the whole of
this immense collection, known as the RgVeda, is present in nuce in

the themes that Soma presents to us.’

But what manner of plant was this Soma? No one knows. For
twenty-five centuries and more its identity has been lost. The Hindus,
probably for the reasons that will emerge as my argument progresses,
allowed this authentic Soma to fall into disuse and early on began to
resort to sundry substitutes, substitutes that were frankly recognized
as such and that to this day are met with in India in their peculiar
religious role. The West discovered the Sanskrit and Vedic cultures
almost two centuries ago. For two centuries we have been absorbing
the lessons that India has to teach us, in linguistics, in mythology and
philosophy and religion, in literature, art, history, anthropology,
archzology. This difficult assimilation is still going on, though pos-
sibly at a slower, more sober pace than in the enthusiasm of the
initial discoveries.

But the identity of Soma is as obscure today as two centuries ago,
and what is more, this mystery is compounded by what I will call
the mystery of the mystery of Soma. When I first embarked on the
problem in 1963, I could hardly believe what I found to be the situa-
tion. Here is a clear-cut botanical question - a psychotropic plant that
calls for identification. The clues should be in the Vedic hymns. True,
the poems contain no botanical description such as a scientist would
ask for. Those remote singers were no modern botanists. The poet-
priests of the RgVeda were composing for contemporaries, certainly
not for posterity 3,000 years away, and their imagery and terms often
elude our understanding, just as our hymns would make hard going
for our collateral descendants 3,000 years hence. But the hymns are
all shot through with Soma, and 120 of them are entirely devoted to
the plant-god. The hymns are not make-believe about a fictitious
plant: if ever there was genuine poetry about a genuine plant, here

I. Etudes Védiques et Paninéenes, E. de Boccard, Editeur, Paris, tome IX, 1961, p. 8
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PART ONE - CHAPTER 1

it is. Was it possible that so much could have been written by lyric
poets about a plant, over centuries, in many centers of priestly activi-
ty, and its identity not be revealed? It was no secret for the poet-
priests. How extraordinary it would have been if all of them, number-
ing scores, perhaps a hundred, had withheld from their verses the
revealing descriptive terms, the tell-tale metaphors, that the trained
reader today needs to spot the plant! But this did not happen. All
that has happened is that no ethno-botanist with an interest in psy-
chotropic plants has applied himself to the examination of the hymns.

The Vedic culture has been primarily a subject for Vedic scholars
and secondarily for those scholars who interest themselves in com-
parative mythology and religion. The specialists in Vedic learning
have included a handful of brilliant men, of extraordinary perception,
who are assured of a lasting reputation by the works they have left
behind. They have been tilling a field, a rich field it is true, in a remote
frontier province of the humanities, and they must often have felt
that they were leading an isolated existence. The early translations
of the RgVeda were execrable. Only now, in the annotated trans-
lations of the late K. F. Geldner and the late Louis Renou, does a
student with no Vedic possess a rendering that permits him to sense
some of the nuances of the original.* (Certain it is that I, for one,
could have done nothing without Renou’s translation and commen-
tary.?) Throughout the dawn and early morning of Vedic studies, in
the 19th century, many cultivated people in the West, not merely
Vedic scholars but educated laymen, knew at least what the Soma
problem was. More recently, whenever the subject has been broached,
scholars and editors have sighed and wearily turned away: the Soma
question has dropped into oblivion simply because it has seemed to
defy solution. One would have thought that students of religion

1. In The Soma-Hymns of the RgVeda S.S. Bhawe has begun an excellent translation into English,
with a lengthy commentary. Oriental Institute, Baroda, 1957, 1960, 1962. He has published 70 of the
hymns to Soma, out of 114 in Mandala IX.

2. His translation, so far as it had gone before his untimely death in August 1966, had been completed
before I had an opportunity to lay before him my thesis, in three long talks that 1 had with him in
Paris and his country house in the Eure, in the spring of that year. He found my thesis séduimn'rc
and encouraged me to prepare as quickly as possible a full-dress presentation, but naturally he did

not commit himself.
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THE PROBLEM

would have focussed on it, but our contemporary religious thinkers
(with notable exceptions) have no sympathy with drugs as a wa}'.to
religious experience, though accepting a role for other exterflal aids
such as music, architecture, and liturgy; and (unconsciously of course)
many of them are nothing loath to gloss over and ignore the historical
role of Soma in the higher reaches of our own religious history. Yet
it cannot be gainsaid that Vedic culture with Soma unidentified is the
play of Hamlet with Hamlet left out. The identihcation of Soma
remains one of the chief desiderata of Vedic studies. That the question
continues to be slighted constitutes, as I have said, the mystery of the
Soma enigma.

There is no sure evidence that in Vedic times Soma was drunk by
others than the priests. By a deliberate decision the priests must
finally have decided to discontinue the use of the Sacred Plant. That
familiarity with the genuine Soma seems to have been confined to the
priesthood would make the enforcement of such a decision effective,
and the very memory of the plant itself was finally lost. For more
than two millennia the hymns to Soma have been sung and revered in
the absence of Soma. The record of these intervening centuries is
strangely, significantly, silent about the holy herb. In India discussions
of such matters were confined to the priestly circles: others were unin-
formed and uninterested. The priestly compositions that have come
down to us show acute concern over the relative merits of various sub-
stitutes, but no concern over the plant itself. Moreover, the Hindus tra-
ditionally have not been interested in the facts of history, considering
them irrelevant when weighed in the balance againsc the future
incarnation of the individual’s soul. Brahmans among my friends in
India have assured me that the many substitutes for Soma used over
the large expanse of the sub-continent and through the ages were
always known by the inner circles of the priestly caste to be substi-
tutes. This cannot be proved but must have been a fact. The contrast
between the ecstasy of Soma inebriation as sung in the hymns and
the effects, often vile, of any of the many substitutes was alway
glaring to be ignored.

To the Europeans knowledge about Soma came late. It was not

7
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PART ONE - CHAPTER 1

until 1784 that the word itself, spelled Som, made its début on the
European scene, in Charles Wilkins’s English translation of the Bha-
gavad Gitd. (The earliest citation for Soma that the Oxford Diction-
ary gave was 1827.) In the 1830’s European scholars finally awoke to
the mystery of Soma’s identity, but their efforts to solve the problem
from that day to this have been singularly futile. They have merely
worked over the Brahmanic discussions of the substitutes, apparently
under the misapprehension that the original Soma must have closely
resembled the substitutes, if it was not in fact one of them. Or they
volunteered suggestions pulled out of the air, flouting the RgVedic
text and Brahmanic practice. In Part Two of this book Wendy Doniger
O’Flaherty gives the revealing story of this search.

And so in the fullness of time it has fallen on me, a retired banker,
to be greatly daring and to submit to the intellectual world a new
theory of Soma’s identity. As I entered into the extraordinary world
of the RgVeda, a suspicion gradually came over me, a suspicion that
grew into a conviction: I recognized the plant that had enraptured the
poets. For this purpose the text of the hymns, the epithets and tropes
pertaining to the plant, are abundantly clear. As I went on to the end,
as I immersed myself ever deeper in the world of Vedic mythology,
turther evidence seeming to support my idea kept accumulating. By
Jove, T said, this is familiar territory!

At the same time there hovered constantly in my mind’s eye the
admonitory finger of Tristram Shandy as he warned against the
occupational hazard of those who advance hypotheses:

Itis in the nature of a hypothesis when once a man has conceived it
that it assimilates everything to itself, as proper nourishment, and
from the first moment of your begetting it, it generally grows
stronger by everything you see, hear or understand.

And so, while well aware of the perils that attend my enterprise, I
present my case. If I am wrong, how quickly will my proposal be
forgotten! If I am right, I claim the privilege of adding a new and
exciting chapter to the world’s knowledge of the remote past, the
proto-history of our own Indo-European culture.

8



THE PROBLEM

In a word, my belief is that Soma is the Divine Mushroom ot
Immortality, and that in the early days of our culture, before we
made use of reading and writing, when the RgVeda was being com-
posed, the prestige of this miraculous mushroom ran by word of
mouth far and wide throughout Eurasia, well beyond the regions

where it grew and was worshipped.



11
THE FLY-AGARIC OF EURASIA

M}' candidate for the identity of Soma is Amanita muscaria (Fr. ex L.)
Quél., in English the fly-agaric, the Fliegenpilz of the Germans, the
mukhomor of the Russians, the fausse oronge or tue-mouche or crapaudin
of the French, the brilliant red mushroom with white spots familiar
in forests and folklore throughout northern Eurasia.

This is the first time that a mushroom has been proposed in the
Soma quest.

The fly-agaric is an inebriant but not alcoholic. As far back as our
records go, it has been the Sacred Element in the shamanic rites of
many tribes of northern Siberia, tribes that are concentrated in the
valleys of the Ob and the Yenisei, and then, after an interruption,
other tribes in the extreme northeast of Siberia. Apparently some of
these tribesmen scarcely knew alcohol until the Russians introduced
it in the 16th and 17th centuries, but the fly-agaric had been their
precious possession long before then. The available records about its
religious réle are adequate to reveal its main properties but fall short
of what we would have them be in the light of the proposal made in
this paper. Our earliest eye-witness account of its use is by a Pole,
Adam Kamienski, in 1658, among the Ostyak of the Irtysh River
(tributary of the Ob), an Ugrian people of the Finno-Ugrian family.’
Today we know its use is common to the Ostyak and their kin the
Vogul, the Ket of the Yenisei Valley, the Samoyed peoples (who
together with the Finno-Ugrians make up the Uralic group), and three
sister tribes, unrelated linguistically to the others, on the north Pa-
cific Coast, the Chukchi, the Koryak, and the Kamchadal. Responsible
observers have reported that the Yukagir, who survive in Siberia in
tiny communities near the Arctic Ocean, and the Inari Lapps in Fin-
land, preserve oral traditions of having consumed the fly-agaric in
times past, though they no longer do so.

1. Vide Exhibit [1], p. 233. Throughout this book the numbers between heavy brackets refer to
the Exhibits.
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THE FLY-AGARIC OF EURASIA

The Russians began their conquest of Siberia at the end of the 16th
century and our knowledge of these Siberian tribes virtually starts
then. The use of the fly-agaric has been in retreat ever since the arrival
of the White Man. It has ceded ground to the vodka of the Russians
and, untl the Russian Revolution, the fire-water of the western
whalers. A more powerful influence has been the aggressive cultural
thrust of the Russians, who frown on some of the practices peculiar
to the natives. (In a conflict of cultures the stronger one always assumes
right away, without examination, that all its ways, its vices as well as
its virtues, are incomparably superior.) To the Russian conquest of
Siberia, therefore, we owe our knowledge of the use of the fly-agaric
and also the approaching end of that use. In the Exhibits we publish
in extenso the accounts of travellers, linguists, and anthropologists that
deal with the fly-agaric in Siberia. There is linguistic and folkloric
evidence to indicate that formerly, in proto-history, it was used by
some of the Indo-European peoples, as well as the Hungarians.

II



I11
THE GROUND RULES OF THE SEARCH

M}-‘ primary source, the basis of my identification of Soma, is the
RgVeda, as made accessible to me in the recent annotated translations,
to wit, those of Renou, Geldner, and Bhawe.* It is certain that the
poets of the RgVeda knew the original Soma at first hand, and they
never strayed from it for long. I invoke later texts and the Avesta
only where they help us to know what the RgVeda means.

Any suggestion for the identity of Soma must meet the following
criteria: 1) Isit in conflict with the RgVeda? 2) Does it fit comfortably
into such descriptive terms as the RgVeda poets apply to Soma, and
into the indications as to the source of supply, methods of handling,
etc.? 3) Does the proposal happily resolve some of the many cruces in
the RgVeda? On all three counts I am hopeful that my suggestion
meets the requirements.

It was only after I had finished my examination of the RgVeda text,
and after Dr. O’Flaherty had laid before me her paper written at my
request on the history of Soma since Vedic times (here published as
Part Two), that I realized how unorthodox I had been in my approach.
It turns out that I was unique. Everyone else, literally everyone, had
relied on later sources, sources composed at a time when the original
Soma had been superseded by substitutes, and on plants called in
various modern vernaculars by names derived from ‘Soma’. Or they
had had recourse to guesses, without supporting evidence; guesses
such as rhubarb, or hashish, or wild grape wine, in disregard of their
incompatibility with the RgVeda. At a later stage I shall have more
to say on this. But here the question of substitutes calls for some

discussion.
The Aryans came from the north but no one knows from where.

1.1 exclude from consideration the latest hymns to have been written, the last to be included in
the canon before it was closed. These hymns differ from the others considerably in tone and lan-
guage, and there is reason to believe that substitutes, which I think had always been occasiunal!y
used, had now almost completely replaced Soma in the sacrifice. These hymns are mostly in

Mandala X from 8s through 191.
12



GROUND RULES OF THE SEARCH

Thomas Burrow made headway on this question when in The Sanskrit
Language' he marshalled the latest linguistic evidence about the pre-
history of the Indo-Furopean peoples. The Indo-Iranian branch of
the race, before migrating to the areas that they were to conquer, had
occupied the marches of the Indo-European domains and had lived
in long and intimate contact with a race that spoke proto-Finno-
Ugric, with whom they exchanged lexical elements.* The words that
they borrowed from their Finno-Ugric neighbors do not appcar in
other Indo-European languages.

If as I believe the Aryans brought down with them from their
homeland a cult of the sacred fly-agaric, it must needs follow that
their priests had from the start wrestled with the problem of substi-
tutes. The fly-agaric is not always available. Like most species of
mushrooms, it does not lend itselt to cultivation. The supply is there-
fore limited and varies with the season and the year. It can be dried
and thus preserved: the RgVeda speaks on several occasions of water
being added to the (presumably dry) Soma, so that it would swell up
“again.? The fly-agaric is a mycorrhizal mushroom: in Eurasia it grows
only in an underground relationship with the pines, the firs, and above
all the birches. Where these trees are not, neither does the fly-agaric
grow. It can be transported, but channels of trade must be set up
and maintained. A well organized priesthood would not allow the
cult to falter for want of the Sacred Element, and in the Indus Valley
settlements, far but not too far from birch and conifer, the use of
substitutes, while always regrettable, must have been so common as
to arouse no comment. This would make the final abandonment of
the fly-agaric easier than if no substitutes had ever been used. Wendy
O Flaherty in her paperon the history of the Soma question has pointed
out the consistent association, in early times, of the color red with the
substitutes for Soma that were preferred - a significant pointer when
the fly-agaric, flaming red, as the original Soma is under consideration.
Friends in the Vaidika Samdodhana Mandala in Poona, where such

1. Faber & Faber, London, 1955, Chap. 1.
2. Ibid., pp. 23-27
3. Vide, e.g., IX 742.
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PART ONE - CHAPTER III

questions as this are studied, have told me that three criteria governed
the choice of substitutes: the plant should be small, it should be
leafless, and it should possess fleshy stalks. If these are ancient criteria,
it is easy to see how they were suggested by the fly-agaric — small,
leafless, with juicy stalk. That the criteria seem arbitrary and per-
mitted the choice of plant substitutes bearing no outward resemblance
to the fly-agaric is not incompatible with the sacerdotal habit of mind.
The substitute had to be constantly available, and what plant that met
this condition could resemble the fly-agaric? In the hot arid regions
of northwest India, Afghanistan, and Iran the available species of
three botanical genera, Ephedra, Sarcostemma, and Periploca, seemed
to meet these requirements with fair success and they came to be
widely used in the post-Vedic Soma sacrifice.

There has been an impression in India and elsewhere that Soma
was a creeper, valli in Sanskrit. No RgVedic authority exists for this
term, in fact none in the whole corpus of Vedic literature. But the
three genera that I have cited could be construed asvalli and therefore
[ refrain from contending that valli was not used in RgVedic times. In-
deed in the second half of the Mandala X, in the last batch of hymns
to be added before the canon was closed, there is a verse that may
refer to such substitutes:

X 853
One thinks one drinks Soma because a plant is crushed. The Soma
that the Brahmans know - that no one drinks.

somam manyate papivdn ydt sampimsdnty ésadhim
somam ydm brahmdno vidir nd tdsyasnati kds cand

(For the convenience of scholars we shall always add the Vedic text
of the verses that we quote.) This verse, and the late hymn of which
it forms a part, may have been composed at the very moment when
the original Soma had already fallen into disuse, when only priests
still remembered what it was, and when substitutes were currently
accepted as the genuine article.

14



Y
SOMA WAS NOT ALCOHOLIC

I the West it has been repeatedly suggested that Soma was an
alcoholic drink. (The culture of the modern world has long been
obsessed with alcohol as the sole inebriant.) This can be denied with
2ssurance. The difference in tone between the bibulous verse of the
West and the holy rapture of the Soma hymns will suffice for those of
any literary discrimination or psychological insight. But there are
criteria other than the literary and the subjective. The stalks were
pressed as a liturgical act and before the liturgy was finished the
juice was drunk. Three sacramental ofterings could be made in one
day. Even if we allow for the heat of the summer in the Indus Valley,
fermentation could not have advanced far in a religious rite repeated
thrice in a day. Moreover, those who know the fermenting process
must find it hard, indeed impossible, to imagine anyone, no matter
how far removed from our culture, waxing lyrical, even ecstatic, over
a drink in active fermentation. It is not as though the Indo-Aryans
were unfamiliar with fermented drinks. They had their sird, men-
tioned several times in the RgVeda but without reverential pzans;
quite the contrary:

VII 86°®
Malice has not been of my own free will, O Varuna;
it was surd, anger, dice, a muddled head.

nd sd své ddkso varuna dhritih sd sura manyir
vibhidako dcittih

A mere difference between fermented drinks would not cause the
gulf that separates sird from the Soma that inspired the great hymns.

Yetit has been suggested, as will be seen in Part Two, that recollections
of the mead of their ancestors might have clothed this particular
beverage for the Aryans with rich associations entitling it to a superior
footing than other fermented drinks. But no one knows whether the
ancestors of the Aryans had been drinking mead: many peoples
knowing honey do not ferment it. In any case bees with their honey
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PART ONE - CHAPTER 1V

exist in the Indus Valley, and there would have been no reason to
give up mead, if indeed it had been Soma, and even less to exchange
it for the vile tasting substitutes that took its place. Honey, mddhu, is
mentioned frequently in the RgVeda but mead never. Honey is cited
for its sweetness and also is often applied as a metaphor of enhance-
ment to Soma. There is reason to think it was used on occasions to mix
with Soma, but the two were never confused. Honey offers no stalks
to pound in the course of the liturgy, nor does it ferment in a
twinkling.

The most astonishing of candidates for Soma was espoused by Sir
Aurel Stein, the explorer-scholar, viz., thubarb. He had observed it
growing wild in the mountains. According to Stein himself, no Indian
in recorded history has made a fermented drink of rhubarb, though
of course with the addition of sugar or honey the juice lends itself to
fermentation. There is no reason to think any Indian ever did so.
True, there are stalks to press, but the juice would not ferment and
become alcoholic at once. All the rich Soma adjectives and metaphors
of the RgVeda make odd reading when linked to rhubarb: resplen-
dent, Born of Thunder, Mainstay of the Earth, Navel of the Way,
Immortal Principle. Stein must have forgotten either his RgVeda or
his sense of humour.

In 1921 an Indian advanced the notion that Soma, after all, was
nothing but bhang, the Indian name for marijuana, Cannabis sativa,
hemp, hashish. He conveniently ignored the fact that the RgVeda
placed Soma only on the high mountains, whereas hemp grows
everywhere; and that the virtue of Soma lay in the stalks, whereas
it is the resin of the unripened pistillate buds of hashish that transport
one into the beyond; or, much weaker, the leaves, which are never
mentioned in the RgVeda. The stalks of hemp are woody.

The Indo-Iranians did not know the distillation process and there-
fore Soma could not have been a strong drink, i.e., brandy or the
distillate of grains. It should be unnecessary to argue this point, but
scholars — Indian and Western alike — use the terms loosely, terms
properly applicable only to distilled liquor. In IX 107'* the poet com-
pares Soma with the ‘intoxicating one’; Geldner supplies Branntwein
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SOMA WAS NOT ALCOHOLIC

(brandy) as an example of what he might have meant, and Renou
follows his lead with alcool (any distilled beverage). I doubt whether
they would have made these suggestions had they been alert to the
anachronism. V. S. Agrawala in his India as Known to Panini seems to
mean decanting when he mistakenly says distilling." Dr. O’Flaherty
.1 her account of the Soma search finds it necessary to record many
such confusions and ambiguities.

The Orientalist Berthold Laufer wrote, ‘Certain it is that distillation
was a western invention, and was unknown to the ancient Chinese.™
The Dutch scholar R. J. Forbes in his Short History of the Art of Distil-
Lation? concludes that there is no evidence for distilled beverages before
the distillation process was discovered and practiced around A.D.
1100 in Italy, probably at Salerno. (‘Alcohol” is of Arabic origin but in
Arabic it meant something other than what we mean by it.) The
making of aquavite (as it was called for a long time, and still is, in
parts of Europe) remained a secret of the alchemists and some mo-
nastic establishments for centuries, until the Reformation, when in
the course of a decade, in the second quarter of the 16th century,
thanks to the dissolution of the monasteries by the Protestants, the
‘secret’ became common property, and the product, after having
changed hands for a king’s ransom, sold suddenly dirt cheap. There
was no contemporary comment on the social implications of this
unanticipated fruit of religious reform.

1. 2nd edition, Varanasi, 1963, p. 121.

2. Chinese Contributions to the Histo ivilization i i i
ry of Civilization in Ancient Iran, Field M i
3.E. ). Brill, Leiden, 1948, pp. 32, 85-6. useum, Chicago, 1919, p. 238.
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V

THE ROOTS, LEAVES, BLOSSOMS, SEED OF SOMA
WHERE ARE THEY?

In the RgVeda (excluding the latter half of Mandala X, last to be
admitted to the canon) there is no reference to the root of the Soma
plant, nor to its leaves, nor to its blossoms, nor to its seed. In a lengthy
anthology of lyric poetry written over centuries in the far flung Valley
of the Indus and its tributaries, how odd it is that no poet ever speaks
of these conspicuous parts of almost all chlorophyll-bearing plants,
not even casually or incidentally. There must have been a conspiracy
of silence, laid down perhaps by the dictates of their very religion,
but why?

Alternatively, they were speaking of a plant that had neither seed
nor blossom nor leaf nor root; viz., a mushroom. As for seed, there is
positive evidence that Soma was thought to lack seed: Soma was
procreated from on high, the Somic germ having been placed by the
gods. Soma was divinely engendered:

IX 8334
The [gods, those] fathers with a commanding glance, laid the [Somic]
germ.

nrcdksasah pitdro gdrbham d dadhuh

In a world where farming was already well developed one would
expect Soma to be cultivated. A plant with properties so extraordinary
would elicit the utmost attention, though owing to its sacred character
we would rather expect its growth to be confined to the gardens of
the higher priesthood. But the fact is that there is never a mention of
its cultivation. Perhaps it did not lend itself to man’s efforts to make
it grow. To this day the fly-agaric (like almost all other species of
mushrooms) refuses to be cultivated. Even in the laboratory it will

not sprout.
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Note. While our argument in favour of the fly-agaric is founded
squarely on the RgVeda, there is one verse in the Avesta that seems to
speak of the ‘trunks’ and ‘branches’ of the sacred plant, and discussion
of that verse is in order if only to forestall objections.

The Avesta is the Bible of the religion of Zoroaster (= ‘Zarathustra’),
a religion that lingers on to this day in the Parsi community centered
in Bombay. Tradition has it that most of the Avesta was lost when
Alexander the Great overran Iran, but the surviving fragments are
still substantial. There is no consensus among scholars on the dates of
Zoroaster. Some assign him to about the roth century B.C., this
early date being based on reasonable arguments derived from lin-
guistics and comparative cultural studies. Others prefer to accept the
tradition according to which he was living around B. C. 600, the pro-
posed dates being 630-553, or 628-551, or 618-541. The ipsissima verba of
the great Prophet are enshrined in the Avesta, but most of the text is
of later date and some of its traditions stem back long before his time.
Religiously and linguistically the Avesta and RgVeda are siblings. The
text of the RgVeda is, however, much purer owing to its marvelous
preservation through the ages by the disciplined human memory.
The Avesta like the RgVeda knew an inebriating plant that was the
object of worship, and the Avestan ‘Haoma’ and the Vedic Soma
were certainly identical, at least at the start. Three chapters, Yasna o,
10, and 11, consist of numinous phrases of adoration addressed to
Haoma; collectively they are known as the Hom Yast. James Dar-
mesteter, who gave us our standard translation of the Avesta, felt sure
that the Hom Yast had been interpolated late into the text, between
B.C. 140 and A. D. 50. One might expect its authority to be impugned
by reason of this late date, but an interpolated text may incorporate
ancient words and traditions, and precisely this is the situation here,
the Hom Yast preserving for us in its words and matter some of the
tI:lll}’ archaic elements in the Avesta, perhaps antedating Zoroaster
hfmself. Thus it becomes necessary to examine Yasna ro.s, which I
give below in the original Iranian dialect peculiar to the Avesta, in
Darmesteter’s French translation, and in my English rendering of
Darmesteter. The speaker is addressing Haoma:
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varaZayayuha mana vaca
vispasca paiti varasajis
vispasca paiti frasparayi

- CHAPTER V

Grandis par ma parole
dans tous tes troncs, dans toutes tes
branches, dans toutes tes tiges

dans tous tes troncs, dans toutes tes
branches, dans toutes tes tiges.

vispasca paiti fravaxsi

(In the original text the last three

_ Darmesteter’s rendering.
lines are repeated.)

Grow by my word

in all thy trunks, in all thy branches,
in all thy stems

in all thy trunks, in all thy branches,
in all thy stems.

English translation of Darmesteter.

I have underlined in the Avestan text the three words that Darmeste-
ter renders by ‘trunks’, ‘branches’, and ‘stems’. The question is how
certain are these meanings. (We reproduce on p. 122 the picture of
Haoma that Darmesteter gives us, in what he says is its natural size.
[tis a leafless plant without ‘trunk’ or ‘branches’.) I shall take up these
three words in the inverse order of their appearance in the verse.
3. fravaxsi—. This word had three meanings or uses: (a) stem, (b)
the membrum virile, and (c) antler. The prefix fra- conveys the idea of
forward movement, of growth, thrust, erection. This is lacking in our
lifeless ‘stem’, but how felicitous for our fast-growing mushroom tribe!
In many of the world’s cultures there is a semantic overlap between
‘mushroom’ and the membrum virile, for obvious reasons; e.g., Greek
pixrc, Japanese matsutake. In mycology we use ‘stipe’ rather than‘stem,
but perhaps ‘sprout’ would convey better the thrust of the original.
2. frasparaya —. According to the lexicons this word meant ‘shoot’,
‘sprout’, ‘sucker’, and again the prefix fra- conveys the feel of for-
ward thrust. There seems no warrant for Darmesteter’s ‘branches’,
except for the later Pahlavi and Sanskrit translations of the word,
which may have been influenced by the current Haoma-substitutes.
Darmesteter was presupposing that Haoma was a tree or shrub and
translating the word to conform to his presupposition. The meaning

and feel of the word closely resembles fravaxsi -. o
1. varafafi -. This word presents the Avestan student with difh-
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culties. It occurs only three times, in Yasna 10.5, Yasna 71.9, and Yast
8.42. The contexts are similar and do not help. The word is compound,
noun + verb, varasa, ‘tree’, and gay, ‘to live’. The grammatical
relationship between these two elements is not clear. The sugges‘tiun
has been made that the word’s meaning was ‘that which gives lite to
the tree’, whence ‘root’ seems a viable guess. Bartholoma suggested
this meaning in his famous Old-Iranian Dictionary, but he was not
sure as he added a question-mark to the explanation. Darmesteter
was following Middle-Iranian traditions when he translated the word
as ‘trunk’, and this meaning was confirmed by H. W. Bailey who at
the same time rejected the rendering ‘root’. (Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 1934, pp. 507-8.) Bailey’s con-
clusion was based on the Pahlavi translation of the word varasaji- by
bun = ‘stalk” or ‘trunk’, and advan = ‘stalk’, the latter originally
meaning ‘the upper part of a tree’, which rules out ‘root’.

The Pahlavi tradition is not a completely reliable guide to the
meaning of uncertain terms in the Avesta, but so long as no serious
contradiction arises, it may help to make the rendering more probable.
If Haoma was a mushroom, the translation must accommodate itself
to that fact, and we are relying on the RgVeda to establish this. Now
it Bailey’s ‘stalk” be accepted as a possible meaning of varasaji —, this is
again close to the other two words that we examined before. Here
then we have perfect harmony of style. Yasna 10.5 was written in an
elevated rhythmic prose by a bard who was addicted to poetic paral-
lelism. We have seen that most of the verse was repeated word for
word. We have seen that in the verse that concerns us the second and
third substantives virtually duplicate each other. Does it not therefore
become a poetic necessity that the first of the triad should be a close

synonym? On this assumption and on the assumption that Haoma
was a mushroom, I suggest the following translation:

Swell, (then,) by my word!
in all thy stalks, and in all thy shoots, and in all thy sprouts.
in all thy stalks, and in all thy shoots, and in all thy sprouts.

*

For help in dissecting Yasna 10.5 I am indebted and grateful to
Dr. Heinrich von Stietencron, of Heidelberg.
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VI
SOMA GREW IN THE MOUNTAINS

Time and again the RgVeda speaks of Soma as hailing from the
mountains, from the tops of the mountains, which in the case of the
Indo-Aryans meant either the Hindu Kush or the Himalayas:

V 43¢

. . . plant from the mountain, ...

mddhvo rdsam sugdbhastir giristhdm

V 852d
... he has placed the Soma on the mountain top.

divi siiryam adadhat sémam ddrau
Y

IX 181®
... the Soma seated on the mountain top. ..

pdri suvand giristhah pavitre sémo aksah

IX 46P

.. . these Somas grown on the mountain top.
ksdrantah parvatavidhah

IX 6242

... the Soma stalk . . . seated on the mountain top;
dsavy amsir mddayapsi ddkso giristhdh

IX 62158

. .. Born on the mountain top, . . . the Soma juice is placed for Indra
gird jatd ihd stutd indur indraya dhiyate

IX 7142

... [This Soma]. .. that grows in the mountain. .. .
pdri dyuksdm sdhasah parvatavidham

IX 823b
...... at the navel of the Earth, in the mountains, [Soma] has placed

his residence. ..
ndbha prthivyd girisu ksdyam dadhe

IX 85 10ab
... In the firmament of.heaven the Seers milk ... the bull-Soma

seated on the mountain top;
divé ndke mddhujihva asacdto vend duhanty uksdnam giristham
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X 878 o
"Here is the flow of Soma that is come from within the most

distant mountain . . .
esd yayau paramdd antdr ddreh

IX 95+° |
... This [Soma), . . . [this] stalk, [this] bull seated on the mountain

top. ..

am$um duhanty uksdnam giristhdm

IX 989°¢
... This Soma juice, god [himself], sitting on the mountain.. ..

devé devi giristhd

The poets say that Soma grows high in the mountains. They make
a point of this. They never speak of it as growing elsewhere. They
must mean what they say. What a useless business it is for us to go
chasing in the valleys after rhubarb, honey, hashish, wild Afghan
grapes; in hot arid wastes after species of Ephedra, Sarcostemma,
Periploca! For the Vedic poet this lofty birthplace was additional
testimony to its divine origin, bringing it closer to the celestial sphere,
to Indra, to Parjanya. It is unlikely that the poets of the RgVeda
should have conspired together to attribute a fictitious habitat to
Soma.

In Northern Eurasia the birch and conifer grow at sea level. South
of the Oxus and in India they are found only at a great height in the
mountains, around 8,000 to 16,000 feet. As I have mentioned already,
the fly-agaric grows in mycorrhizal relationship with the birch and
the conifer. (Centuries later, when the art of writing began to play a
role in Indian culture, the bark of the Himalayan birch quickly gained
renown in Northern India for writing purposes.)

The Indo-Aryans, having conquered only the valleys, did not con-
trol the source of their Soma supply. The mountains were stll held
by their enemies, probably the Dasyus, the hated and despised dark
skinned Dasyus. Under the circumstances there could be no ceremony
attending the gathering of the sacred Soma, such as had perhaps
attended it in the homeland, and such as we know attended the
gathering of the hallucinogenic mushrooms of Mexico. All that had
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been left behind, and now, in Vedic times, a ceremony attended the
buyving of the holy plant from the natives who came down from the
heights where the birch and the conifer grow. In the Satapatha
Brahmana (as well as elsewhere) there is an account, absurd by our
standards, of the ceremonial purchase, complete to speckled cane to
beat the seller with, wherein a cow of a particular hue of skin and eye
is exchanged for the Sacred Element." This barter price for Soma
reminds us, curiously, of the high price paid for the fly-agaric by the
native tribesmen of the Maritime Provinces of Siberia: they are said
to give as much as a reindeer for one fly-agaric, or even two or three
reindeer.?

1. Eggeling translation, Part u, pp. 66 1.
2. Vide infra, [11], p. 252.



VII

THE TWO FORMS OF SOMA

I now come to a crucial argument in my case.
The fly-agaric is unique among the psychotropic plants in one of
its properties: it is an inebriant in Two Forms.

First Form:

Taken directly, and by ‘directly’ I mean by eating the raw mush-
room, or by drinking its juice squeezed out and taken neat, or
mixed with water, or with water and milk or curds, and perhaps
barley in some form, and honey; also mixed with herbs such as
Epilobium sp.

Second Form:
Taken in the urine of the person who has ingested the fly-agaric in
the First Form.

The Second Form, as urine, was first called to the attention of the
Western World by a Swedish army officer, Filip Johann von Strahlen-
berg, after having served 13 years as a captive of the Russians in Siberia.
His book, first published in German in Stockholm, appeared in 1730}’
and an English translation in London in 1736 and again in 1738 under
a lengthy ritle beginning An Historico-Geographical Description of the
North and Eastern Parts of Europe and Asia. Since then many other
travellers and anthropologists have set forth the facts, usually going
to extremes in characterizing the practice as revolting, disgusting,
filthy, and the like. So far as our records go, none of them has tried
the urine, not even the anthropologists, among whom there are usual-
ly some who pride themselves on participating to the full in native
ways and who consider it their professional duty to do so. In 1798,
a Pole, Joseph Kope¢, a literary figure of some standing, tried the
mushrooms (but not the urine) and published his remarkable im-

1. Philip Johan von Strahlenberg, Das Nord- und Ostliche Theil von Europa und Asia, in so weit solcher

das gantze Russische Reich mit Siberien und der grossen Tartary in sich begreiffet. ... Stockholm, 1730.
Vide [3]. p. 234.
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pressions of the experience.” That he was ill at the time and running
a fever detracts from the value of his testimony.

In the RgVeda Soma also has Two Forms, expressly so described
In IX 66%35;

IX 662
Cleanse thyself, O [thou] to whom all peoples belong, for all won-
drous deeds, the praiseworthy god, the friend for the friends.
With those two Forms [dual, not plural] which stand facing us, O
Soma, thou reignest over all things, O Pivamina!

pavasva visvacarsane 'bhi visvani kdvya

sdakha sdkhibhya idyah

tdbhyam visvasya rdjasi yé pavamana dhdmani

practici soma tasthdtuh

IX 663

The Forms [plural, not dual] that are thine, thou pervadest them,

O Soma, through and through, O Pivamana, at the appointed hours,
O Wonder-worker!

pdri dhdmani ydni te tvdm somdsi vitvdtah

pdavamana rtubhih kave

IX 665

Thy shining rays spread a filtre on the back of heaven, O Soma,
with [thy] Forms [plural, not dual).?

tdva Sukrdso arcdyo divds prsthé vi tanvate
pavitram soma dhdmabhih

In the Soma sacrifice the First Form is drunk by Indra and his char-
ioteer, Vayu, who are impersonated by high functionaries in the rite.
The Vedic commentators, knowing nothing of the fly-agaric, have
reached a consensus that the First Form is the simple juice of the Soma
plant, and the Second Form is the juice after it has been mixed with
water and with milk or curds. The commentators are agreed on this,
the Vedic mythologies are so written, the matter is considered settled.?
1. Vide [9], pp. 243 fT.

2. Sanskrit and Vedic possess three numbers, singular, dual, and plural. In IX 662 the dual num-
ber is used speaking of the Two Forms. This is natural as the poet faces two vessels containing,

one the juice of Soma presumably mixed with milk, etc., the other Soma urine. In verses 3 and
5 he speaks of all Soma’s forms, the celestial, the plant, the juice, the Soma urine, and therefore

uses the plural.
3. Vide, e.g., A. A. Macdonell, The Vedic Mythology, London, 1897, pp. 82, 106.
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While in default of any other explanation it is easy to sec how this
was arrived at, it is unsatisfactory because it flies in the face of the
RgVeda text. Indra and Vayu are repeatedly drinking the juice of
Soma mixed with milk or curds, and, saving error on my part, they
are never in the RgVeda drinking juice expressly described as not
mixed with anything.

[ will cite four instances where Indra and Vayu drink Soma mixed
with milk or curds. The first instance, V s1+7, is crucial because there
is no mention of curds and the reader might think the poet was
speaking of the unmixed juice, exactly as the commentators contend,
until suddenly in verse 7, just before the end, it seems that all along
the poet took for granted the curds! In the many instances where
the poet does not mention the milk or curds, the omission seems
accidental. The fly-agaric was often, perhaps usually, dried up when
it was used in the sacrifice, and initially it had to be soaked in water,
reinflated so to speak. Here are verses V s1+7:

I

Vs51#7%® _ Here is the Soma [that] pressed in the vat is poured all
around inside the cup, he dear to Indra, to Vayu.
... O Vayu, arrive hither for the invitation, accepting it, to
share in the oblation! Drink [of the juice] of the pressed
stalk, up to [thy full] satisfaction!

... Indra and thou, Vayu, ye have a right to drink of these

pressed [stalks]. Accept them, immaculate ones, for [your
full] satisfaction!

.. . Pressed for Indra, for Vayu, have been the Soma plants
requiring a mixture of curds.

aydm somas camii suté 'matre pdri sicyate
priyd indrdya vaydve

vayav d yahi vitdye jusané havyddataye
piba sutdsydndhaso abhi prdyah

indras ca vayav esam sutdnam pitim arhathah
tdii jusetham arepdsav abhi prdyah

sutd indraya vaydve sémaso dddhyasirah
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The following three quotations say expressly that Indra and Vayu
drink Soma mixed with milk or curds:

2

IX11*  The Atharvans have mixed milk with thy sweetness, longing
for the god, the god [Soma] for the god [Indra].

IX 115°  Cleanse the Soma, pressed out by the hand-worked stones:
dilute the sweet one in the sweetness [milk or water].

Approach with reverence; mix him with curds, put the Soma
juice into Indra.

abhi te mddhund pdyé 'tharvano adidrayuh
devdm devaya devayu

hastacyutebhir ddribhih sutdm sémam punitana
mddhav d dhavata madhu

ndmaséd tpa sidata dadhnéd abhi 3rinitana
indum indre dadhdtana

3

IX 625°° The beautiful plant beloved of the gods, [the Soma)] washed
in the waters, pressed by the masters, the cows season [it]
with milk.

Then like drivers [urging] on a horse, they have beautified
[the Soma], the juice of liquor for drinking in common, for
the Immortal One [Indra].

Subhrdm dndho devdvatam apsi dhiité nybhih sutdh
svddanti gdvah pdyobhih

dd im dsvam nd hétaré 'siusubhann amftaya
mddhvo rdsam sadhamdde

4

IX 1095 All the gods drink this Soma when it has been mixed with
milk of cows and pressed by the Officiants.

IX 109'7""® The prize-winning Soma has flowed, in a thousand drops
cleansed by the waters, mixed with the milk of cows.

O Soma, march ahead toward Indra’s bellies, having been
held in hand by the Officiants, pressed by the stones!

2.8
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pibanty asya vidve devdso gobhih Sritdsya
nrbhih sutdsya

sd vajy dksdh sahdsraretd adbhir mrjand
gobhih Srinandh

prd soma yahindrasya kuksd nfbhir yemano
ddribhih sutdh

If then the traditional view of the first and second ‘Form’ of Soma
is to be replaced, what evidence do I adduce in favor of my interpre-
tation?

Only the words of the RgVeda. In the hymns to Soma there comes
a time when the religious emotion reaches a climax, an intensity of
exaltation, that is overwhelming, and that after 3,000 years, in a
world of utterly different orientation, even in translation, cannot but
move any perceptive reader. These hymns are in Mandala IX, from
say 62 through perhaps 97, the mood then tending to ease off. The
74th hymn, in particular, consists of an enumeration of phrases that
we have learned by now to recognize when they occur singly, clearly
numinous phrases for the contemporary believers, tense phrases piled
one on the other, Pelion on Ossa, in portentous sequence, until we
suddenly read, at the end of verse 4, a phrase not met with before
and not to be met again:

IX 744
Soma, storm cloud imbued with life, is milked of ghee, milk.
Navel of the Way, Immortal Principle, he sprang into life in the

far distance. Acting in concert, those charged with the Office,

richly gifted, do full honor to Soma. The swollen men piss the flowing
[Somal]:

atmanvdn ndbho duhyate ghrtdm pdya rtdsya ndbhir amftam vi jayate
samicindh suddnavah prinanti tdm ndro hitdm dva mehanti péravah

If the final clause of this verse bears the meaning that I suggest for it,
then it alone suffices to prove my case.

Renou renders the final phrase of this verse 4 as follows:

Les [Maruts] seigneurs 2 la vessie pleine compissent [le Soma] mis-
en-branle.
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The [Marucs] lords with full bladders piss [Soma] quick with move-
ment.

Renou had lived with the RgVeda text for a lifetime and knew
everything that had ever been said by scholars about it. He discerned
that the ‘swollen’ men had full bladders and that they were urinat-
ing Soma. But to give meaning to the sentence he introduced the gods
of rain, the Maruts. Certainly there are precedents for the clouds’
‘urinating’ rain. But in this verse and at this point in the hymns the
Maruts are out of place. From IX 68 to 109 there are 24 other citations
of n7 in the plural (men) and in every instance they are the officiants
at the sacrifice.” So are they in 74* It is noteworthy that Grassmann
translates n7 in this verse by ‘men serving . . .” etc., in conformity with
his third definition of n7, ‘men serving the gods, such as singers and
sacrificers’. He does not translate it by his 6th definition, which would
include gods. The priests appointed to impersonate Indra and Vayu,
having imbibed the Soma mixed with milk or curds, are now uri-
nating Soma. They in their persons convert Soma into the Second Form.
When Renou translated this verse, he had never heard of the Si-
berian use of the fly-agaric. Roger Heim and I apprised him of the
facts when we dined with the Renous in the middle of April 1966.

Let us pause for a moment and dwell on a rather odd figure of
speech. The blessings of the fertilizing rain are likened to a shower of
urine. The storm-clouds fecundate the earth with their urine. Vedic
scholars have lived so long with their recalcitrant text, and so close
to it, that they remark no longer on an analogy that calls for expla-
nation. Urine is normally something to cast away and turn from,
second in this respect only to excrement. In the Vedic poets the values
are reversed and urine is an ennobling metaphor to describe the rain.
The values are reversed, I suggest, because the poets in Vedic India
were thinking of urine as the carrier of the Divine Inebriant, the
bearer of amrta. This would explain the réle that urine - human and
bovine - has played through the centuries as the medico-religious
disinfectant of the Indo-Iranian world, the Holy Water of the East.

1. Vide IX 6847; 722.4.5; 753.5: 782; 804(2); 8620,:22,34; 87%; 912; 95%; 975; 908; 1013; 1071%; 108'S; 109815.18,
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T he words of this hymnIX 75 are redolent with a most holy mystery,
the handling of the miraculous Soma planted on the mountain tops
by the gods. Those charged with the Office are the Guardians-of-the-
Meaning, the Guardians-of-the-Melodies, the Guardians-of-the-Mys-
tery. The Pressing Stones, the woolen Filtre, the mingling of the Soma
juice first with water, then with milk or curds in the vessels - all
this is set forth clearly. Then the details of the Mystery are hidden
from us. This is not in my opinion deliberate. Every party to the pro-
ceedings knew every detail. But when an event takes place that stirs
people to their depths, a hush naturally falls, a feeling of awe and
terror and adoration mingle. They speak in a whisper, as the rubric
directs the clergy to do at the climax of the Mass. The details of the
Mystery are certainly not to be put into Hymns. Thus we do not
know what the dose of the juice was, nor how much water was added,
nor how much milk or curds, nor what the eftect was. We do not
know whether the effect of the First Form and the Second Form was
identical. Chemists say it could well be different, the juice being one
thing and the metabolite another. Or it might be the same, the juice
developing its marvelous properties only after it has been converted
into the metabolite. There is a further possibility. In modern exper-
ience the fly-agaric causes nausea. If the agent that provokes vomiting
is not the same as the one that leads to ecstasy, the former might be
eliminated in the digestive track and the urine be thus freed from
this inconvenience. We do not know how the metabolite was taken,
whether neat or with water or milk or curds or honey. In the RgVeda
we are not told who shared in the divine beverage. Afterwards only
the priests, or some of them, were privileged to imbibe, but must
there not have been a primitive age when others who participated in
the rites shared in the drink? We know that centuries later the Sidras,
the outcastes, were not permitted even to hear the words of the
RgVeda hymns, so holy were these.

Bhawe calls attention to three passages in the RgVeda that seem to
him to stress the skill needed in the mixing of the Soma juice.* This

1. 8. S. Bhawe: The Soma-Hymns of the RgVeda, Part M, p. 176, comment on 708d; also 4712 and 997,
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might refer only to complicated ritualistic gestures and postures that
had to be executed with precision. But in his judgement it is more
likely that the blending of the ingredients had to be just right. Perhaps
there was a secret recipe, the fruit of esoteric experience passed on
from one generation of priests to the next. This recipe might be able
to reduce or eliminate the initial nausea provoked by the Soma juice.

Let us pause for a moment and consider the probabilities. Some
3,250 years ago the Indo-Aryans living in the Indus Valley were
worshipping a plant whose juice, pressed out and drunk immediately,
seems to have had astonishing psychic effects, effects comparable to
those of our Mexican hallucinogenic mushrooms, comparable but far
different. The identity of that plant is not known. Hundreds of poets
living over centuries in different centers speak of it in hallowed
syllables but without mentioning leaves, roots, blossoms, or seed.
Its stalk (‘stipe’ in mycologists’ language) was obviously fleshy. How
well these fit a wild mushroom! Nowhere in the thousand hymns is
a dimension given of the ‘stalk” that is incompatible with the stipe of
a mushroom. It grew only high in the mountains. How well this fits
the fly-agaric in the latitude of the Indus Valley! The poet says that
the priests who have drunk the juice of this mysterious plant urinate
the divine drink. In the traditions of Eurasia there is only one plant
that supplies a psychotropic metabolite - the fly-agaric. Could any
key unlock this combination save the fly-agaric?

If mine is indeed the interpretation to place on the Second Form of
Soma in the RgVeda text, this should not be the only reference to the
potable metabolite in Indo-Iranian literature and Parsi traditional
practice. In the Avesta there is a verse in a famous Yasna, 48: 10, sup-
posed to preserve the very words of the Teacher himself, which has
never been satisfactorily explained:

When wilt thou do away with this urine of drunkenness with which
the priests evilly delude [the people] as do the wicked rulers of the
provinces in [full] consciousness [of what they do]?

[Translation by R. C. Zaehner. - The text below corresponds to the
underlined part of the translation only.|

Kada ajon mitbram ahya madahya. . .?
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The learned commentators, not knowing of the Second Form of the
Soma of the Iranians (called Haoma), have arbitrarily changed ‘urine’
to ‘excrement’ and have puzzled over the meaning. Surely Zoroaster
meant what he said: he was excoriating the consumption of urine in
the Soma sacrifice. If my interpretation be accepted, there is opened

up a promising line of inquiry in Zoroastrian scholarship.

In the vast reaches of the Mahabharata, the classical Indian epic,
there occurs one episode — an isolated episode of unknown lineage -
that bears with startling clarity on our Second Form. It was introduced
into the text perhaps a thousand years after the fly-agaric had ceased
to be used in the Soma sacrifice, and perhaps the editor did not know
its meaning, which only today we are recovering. Here it is, as trans-
lated by Wendy O’Flaherty.

Mahabharata, Asvamedha Parvan, 14.54.12-35

Krsna had offered Uttaiika a boon, and Uttanka said, ‘I wish to have
water whenever I want it.” Krsna said, “When you want anything,
think on me,” and he went away. Then one day Uttaiika was thirsty,
and he thought on Krsna, and thereupon he saw a naked, filthy ma-
tafiga [ = candala, an outcaste hunter], surrounded by a pack of
dogs, terrifying, bearing a bow and arrows. And Uttaitka saw
copious streams of water flowing from his lower parts. The mataiiga
smiled and said to Uttaitka, ‘Come, Uttaiika, and accept this water
from me. I feel great pity for you, seeing you so overcome by thirst.”
The sage did not rejoice in that water, and he reviled Krsna with
harsh words. The matariga kept repeating, ‘Drink ", but the sage was
angry and did not drink. Then the hunter vanished with his dogs,
and Uttaitka’s mind was troubled; he considered that he had been
deceived by Krsna. Then Krsna came, bearing his disc and conch, and
Uttaiika said to him, ‘It was not proper for you to give me such a
thing, water in the form of the stream from a matafiga.” Then Krsna
spoke to Uttafika with honeyed words, to console him, saying, ‘I gave
it to you in such form as was proper, but you did not recognize it.
For your sake I said to Indra, “Give the amrta to Uttaiika in the
form of water.” Indra said to me, “A mortal should not become
immortal; give some other boon to him.” He kept repeating this, but
Linsisted, “Give the amrta.” Then he said to me, “If I must give it,
I'will become a matafiga and give the amrta to the noble descendant
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of Bhrgu [i.e., Uttaitka). If he accepts the amrta thus, I will go and give
it to him today.” As he continued to say, “I will not give it [other-
wise],” I agreed to this, and he approached you and offered the
amrta. But he took the form of a candala. But your worth is great,
and 1 will give you what you wished: on whatever days you have
a desire for water, the clouds will be full of water then, and they
will give water to you, and they will be called Uttaitka-clouds.” Then
the sage was pleased.

We found the first reference to Soma-urine in the RgVeda at a point
in the liturgy where the proceedings and the religious emotion called
for frankness in utterance. This reference did not stand alone in the
literatures of Iran and India. There should be yet others in the RgVeda
itself, perhaps more veiled as befits a holy mystery. I believe there are
many such, but for the orderly progress of my argument I will defer
their discussion until I reach the third of the three ‘filtres’.
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VI

EPITHETS, CONCEITS, AND TROPES FOR SOMA

Unutil this very day no poet in the English language has ever sung
the supernal beauties of the fly-agaric; nor I believe has any novelist
or essayist paid obeisance to this remarkable fruit. The same can
be said probably for all the Germanic and Celtic languages. The ori-
ginal ‘toadstool’ was the fly-agaric, if we judge by the French and
Basque languages. In the conservative provinces of France the dialectal
name of the fly-agaric is crapaudin, ‘the toad,” and in the Biscay and
Guipuzcoa country the Basques call it by the precise Basque equivalent
of the French provincial name, — amoroto. In Mushrooms Russia and
History (Pantheon Books, New York, 1957) my wite V. P. Wasson and
I explored the folkloric and linguistic background of the tly-agaric
throughout Europe, and showed the deep hold that it exerted at one
time on the imagination of the north European peoples. It seemed
that a shadow hung over the fly-agaric, an ancestral curse; yes, a tabu.
In many West European languages there are childhood ditties dealing
with it, but beyond the nursery no one dwells on it except to repudiate
it whenever occasion demands. At present I leave to the reader to
find his own explanation for this tabu.

In the fall of the year, hard by a birch or pine, one is apt to find
the fly-agaric. The season in the temperate zone lasts two or at most
three weeks, with the climax coming in the middle week. The fly-
agaric emerges as a little white ball, like cotton wool. It swells rapidly
and bursts its white garment, the fragments of the envelope remaining
as patches on the brilliant red skin underneath. At first the patches
almost cover the skin, but as the cap expands they are reduced in
relative size and finally are nothing more than islands on the surface.
In fact, under certain conditions, especially as a result of rain, they are
washed off altogether and the fly-agaric then shines without blemish
as a resplendent scarlet mushroom. When the plant is gathered it
soon loses its lustre and takes on a rather dull chestnur hue. Such is
the dominant fly-agaric in Eurasia and in Washington, Oregon, and
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British Columbia. There is another variety found commonly in the
rest of the United States, a variety that s a brilliant yellow, sometimes
with a reddish tinge in the center of the cap. These two varieties are
not mutually exclusive: occasionally specimens of each are found in
the other’s territory, and attention is then drawn to the oddity in
mycological journals, perhaps in the miscellaneous notes for amateurs.
No one knows what causes these two varieties in different sectors of
the temperate zone, nor does anyone know whether the difference
extends beyond the coloration and certain morphological features to
the chemistry of the plant.’

When the fly-agaric is crushed and the juice milked out, the liquor
comes forth a tawny yellow. As we shall see, in the RgVeda it is
sometimes hard to say whether the poet, when he is speaking of Soma,
has in mind the plant or the juice. The glowing adjectives of enhance-
ment that he employs could describe either.

Now let us see how the poets of the RgVeda describe Soma.

A. INTRODUCTORY.

There are no words in the RgVeda that describe Soma as black, or
gray, or green, or dark, or blue. All the great Vedic scholars from
Burnouf to Renou seem to be in agreement on this.?

B. ‘HARI’ AND RED.

Hdri is the most common of the colour epithets for Soma in the
RgVeda. Numerically it far exceeds all the other colour words put
together and rivals the epithet ‘bull’ that the poets never tire of
applying to Soma. The word hdri is cognate with hiranya (golden) in
Sanskrit and with yéiog (gall) and yrwpés (yellow) in Greek, and ulti-
mately with the English ‘gall’ and ‘yellow’.

Hdri is the precise adjective that one would wish to employ in Vedic
to describe the fly-agaric. Hdri is not only a colour word: the intensity

1. My division of A. muscaria into two varieties will not satisfy the mycologists. Those interested in
pursuing this matter should consult Roger Heim: Un probléme 4 éclaircr: celui de la tue-mouche, in
the Revue de Mycologie, Vol. xxx, fasc. 4, 1965, pP- 206 f1.

2. Occasionally in later times hdri came to include ‘green’ among its meanings, but | :
not to be RgVedic, except possibly in the late hymns that we exclude from consideration.
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of the colour is also expressed by it. It is dazzling, brilliant, lustrous,
resplendent. flaming. In colour it seems to have run from red to light
yellow. The mythological horses of the sun-god were hdri: in this
context the word is usually rendered by ‘bay’ or ‘chestnut’, but one
doubts whether any mundane colour such as "bay” would describe the
steeds of the sun. They are flaming and full of brio. Hdri is of course
1 term of enhancement, and by being linked together, Soma and the
sun-god’s horses are mutually enhanced. How well the breathtaking
fly-agaric fits into this picture.

Some other colour adjectives are used from time to time for Soma.
Thus on one of the many occasions when Soma is called a bull, the
bull is ‘red,” v¥sd 3éno (IX 97'3*). Others are:

arund: This according to Grassmann means reddish, bright brown,
golden-yellow, red, the red of morning.

arusd: Again Grassmann: red, fire-colour, applied especially to fire,
the sun, lightning, dawn, Soma, etc.

babhrii: reddish brown, brown. Monier Williams gives ‘tawny’.

The juice of the fly-agaric is tawny yellow. As we have said already,
often we do not know whether the plant or the juice is being described.
The dried fly-agaric is dull by comparison with the fresh specimen,
babhri rather than hdri.

The poets of the RgVeda not only use the same adjective for Soma
and the sun-god’s horses. They compare Soma directly with the sun.
The sun is a shining disc and thus a compelling metaphor for the
fly-agaric, as compelling as it is inappropriate for any chlorophyll-
bearing plant. Here is a selection of such figures:

146tnth
Light has come to the plant, a sun equal to gold. ..
dbhiid u bhd u am3dve hiranyam prati siiryah

I 1353b

This [Soma is] thy precise share, accompanied by the rays that are
his in common with the sun

tdvdydm bhagd rtviyah sdraSmih siirye sdcd
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IX 2°¢
He [Soma] shines together with the Sun. ..

sdm silryena rocate

[X 2753

Here he is, racing with the sun, Pdvamana in the sky...
esd siiryena hasate pavamano ddhi dhdvi

IX 2853b

He [Soma] has made the sun to shine.

esd siiryam arocayat pdvamano vicarsanih

IX 374bc

He has made the sun to shine.

pdvamano arocayat jamibhih sitryam sahd

IX 618°

He [Soma] joins forces with the sun’s rays.
sdm sitryasya rasmibhih

IX 6373
Purify thyself with this stream by which thou [Soma] madest the

sun to shine
ayd pavasva dhdrayd ydya siiryam drocayah
IX 63331:-
Pavamana has hitched Etada [the sun’s steed] to the Sun...
dyukta sitra étasam pdvamano mandv ddhi
IX 647
[the Soma’s flowing liquor] like the rays of the sun.
pdvamdnasya vivavit prd te sdrgd asrksata siiryasyeva nd rasmdyah
IX 64°°
thou hast whinneyed like the sun-god.
dkran devé nd siiryah
IX 719b
he has clothed himself with the fire-bursts of the sun.
ddhi tvisir adhita siiryasya
IX 764¢
he who has been cleansed by the sun’s ray.
ydh siiryasydsirena mrjydte
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IX 36::-:1
thou hast made the sun to mount the sky.

nibhir yatdh siiryam drohayo divi

IX 86394

Thine, O Pivamana, are the lights, the sun.

tdva jyotimsi pavamana siryah

X 8632%

He [Soma] wraps himself all around with the rays of the sun.
sd siiryasya raSmibhih pdri vyata

IX 97314

[once] born, thou [Soma] didst fill the sun with rays.
jajiiandh siiryam apinvo arkaih

IX 9?331:!

O Soma juice, . . . go bellowing to the sun’s ray.

krdndann ihi sﬁr}'asydpa rasmim

IX 9?-11&
the juice has engendered light for the sun.

'janayat siirye jyotir induh

IX 1113
[The Soma) races against the rays [of the Sun], vehicle beautiful to
see, celestial vehicle beautiful to see.

sdm raSmibhir yatate darsaté rdtho daivvo daraté rdthah

For the past century students of the RgVeda have been aware of a
link that ties Soma to Agni, the god of fire. This tie is intimate and all
pervasive, to the point where Bergaigne even went so far as to advance
the hypothesis that the two had been interchangeable. Hymns ad-
dressed to Soma sometimes call him ‘Agni’. (IX 66'; 67%3-%) Soma is
the child of the thunder-storm. The plant shares its liquid nature
with the rain, its brilliance with the lightning (IX 22%), and the fire that
lightning causes. Its inebriating potency is thought to rival the subtlety
of flames. ‘Make me to burn like fire started by friction’, says the poeg,
addressing Soma. (V111 48°) Some years ago gathered together evidence
indicating that a peculiar relationship existed in primitive man’s men-
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tality between the mushroom world and thunder-storms,’ extend-
ing far beyond the Indo-European tribes but also including them.
This relationship exists between Soma and the thunder-storm, and in
fact it reaches an intensity no where else found. The flame-like plant,
child of the thunder-bolt, possesses inebriating qualities that harmo-
nize with its celestial appearance.

These observations on the colour of Soma may have failed to con-
vey the full impression of radiance that marks Soma throughout the
RgVeda, radiance without a specific colour linked to it. Take for
example this verse:

IX 69°
With unfading vesture, brilliant, newly clothed, the immortal hdri
wraps himself all around. By authority he has taken the back [i.e.,

the vault] of heaven to clothe himself in, a spread-cloth like to a
cloud. ..

dmrktena ruSata vdsasa hdrir dmartyo nirnijandh pdri vyata
divds prsthdm barhdnd nirnije krtopastdranam camvor nabhasmdyam

In the following verse the poet telescopes the life history of the fly-
agaric, and how delicately he does it! For the first time in millennia
the verse takes on meaning:

IX 712
Aggressive as a killer of peoples he advances, bellowing with power.
He sloughs off the Asurian colour that is his. He abandons his enve-

lope, goes to the rendez-vous with the Father. With what floats
he makes continually his vesture-of-grand-occasion.

prd krstihéva 3iisd eti réruvad asurydm vdrnam ni rinite asya tdm
jdhati vavrim pitiur eti niskrtdm upaprittam krnute nirnfjam tdnd

In the first line the poet reminds us of the extraordinary strength
displayed by a simple mushroom in forcing its way to the surface
against obstacles. ‘Asurian’ is not a colour: it is the radiance associated
with Asuras, which at this period in Indo-Aryan history meant the
divinities. The fly-agaric sloughs off the radiant envelope that is his to
start with, the ‘universal veil’, and prepares to meet with the Sky

1. Vide R. Gordon Wasson, ‘Lightning-bolt and Mushrooms: an essay in early cultural exploration.
Festschrift For Roman Jakobson, Mouton, The Hague, 1956, pp. 605-612
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(= Father). He dons of course his gorgeous apparel, his nirnij, .his
‘vesture-of-grand-occasion’, what Renou calls his robe d’apparat. Nine
times' in Mandala IX the poets speak of the nirnij of Soma: this is his
dazzling vesture-of-grand-occasion. Often his costume is linked with
the milk of cows: this is the fly-agaric while still studded with plaques
of snow, with tufts of snowy wool. There is one occasion on which the

poet stoops to a banal simile:
IX 86%¢
Like a serpent he creeps out of his old skin.

dhir nd jiirndm dti sarpati tvdcam

At least some of the poets knew their fly-agaric in situ, high in the
mountains: could the last phrase in this verse have been written by
anyone who did not know it?

IX 707

He [Soma] bellows, terrifying bull, with might, sharpening his shining
[hdri) horns, gazing afar. The Soma rests in his well-appointed birth-
place. The hide is of bull, the dress of sheep.

ruvdti bhimé vrsabhds tavisydya 3fiige 3isano hdrini vicaksandh
d yénim somah sikrtam ni sidati gavydyi tvdg bhavati nirnig avydyi

“The hide is of bull, the dress of sheep.” The red bull of IX ¢7** supplies
him with his skin; his dress is of flufly tufts of white sheep’s wool.

Often have I penetrated into a forest in the fall of the year as night
gathered and seen the whiteness of the white mushrooms, as they

seemed to take to themselves the last rays of the setting sun, and hold
them fast as all else faded into the darkness. When fragments of the
white veil of the fly-agaric still cling to the cap, though night has taken
over all else, from afar you may still see Soma, silver white, resting in
his well-appointed birth-place close by some birch or pine tree. Here
is how three thousand years ago a priest-poet of the Indo-Aryans gave
voice to this impression:

IX 9794

By day he appears hdri [colour of fire], by night, silvery white.

diva hdrir dddrse ndktam rjrdh

1. IX 681, 712, 822, 8626:46, 957, 99!, 10726, and 10872,
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Soma'’s scarlet coat dominates by day; by night the redness sinks out
of sight, and the white patches, silvery by moon and starlight, take over.

C. THE BULL AND SOMA

The bull was the mightiest beast familiar to the Indo-Aryans. It
was the symbol of strength in the RgVeda and it was the commonest
metaphor for Soma. It exchanged arttributes with Soma: both were
seated high in the mountains, both were gazing afar off, both bel-
lowed, both sharpened shining horns. Sometimes the image was
taken from Soma, sometimes from the bull, thus:

IX 707
He [Soma] bellows, terrifying bull, with might, sharpening his
shining horns, gazing afar. ..

ruvdti bhimo vriabhds tavisydya $riige sisano hdrini vicaksandh

The hallucinogenic mushrooms of Mexico act passively: the subject
seems to an outsider to be withdrawn in meditation. Soma, in addition
to translating one to Elysium, seems to have possessed a kinetic
potency, filling one with the joy of extraordinary physical and vocal
activity. This is reported alike in the RgVeda and in Siberia, where,
as we shall see, phenomenal displays of physical prowess sometimes
attend inebriation by the fly-agaric.

It is important that the modern reader fix his attention on the sense
of power that Soma gave to the poets of the RgVeda. They ring all the
changes on this metaphor of a bull. (Sometimes Soma is a buffalo.) For
the poets the bull is a creature that constantly sharpens his horns: there
are many such references. We have just seen Soma compared to 2 bull
‘sharpening his shining horns’. Once the poet resorts to synecdoche:

IX 97°¢
Soma with sharpened horns [i.e., Soma the bull] attains his (full]
reach.

parinasdam krnute tigmdsriigo

Some have deduced from this verse that Soma must have been a
plant with thorns! But of course the ‘sharpened horns’ are nothing
more than the familiar cliché for a bull, and the bull is Soma.
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D. THE UDDER AND SOMA
The swollen hemisphere of the fly-agaric’s cap naturally suggests

an udder to the poet:

I11 4833b
Approaching his mother, he [Indra] cries for food; he looks toward

the sharp Soma as toward the udder.
upasthdya mdtdram dnnam aitta tigmam apasyad abhi sémam iidhah

1V ljub
What priest’s sacrifice has [Indra] enjoyed, [approaching] the Soma

as it were an udder?
kathd mahdm avrdhat kdsya hétur yajiidm jusané abhi somam iidhah

VII 101'2®
Raise the three voices that are preceded by light and that milk the

udder, which is milked of sweetness...[ .. Soma]

tisré vdcah prd vada jyétiragra yd etdd duhré madhudoghdm didhah
VIII 902

When the swollen stalks were milked like cows with [full] udders . . .
ydd dpitaso amsdvo gdvo nd duhrd iidhabhih

IX 68"

The sweet juices have hurried to the god like milch cows [to a calf).
Resting upon the barhis, noisy, with full udders, they have made the
red ones their flowing garment. [This is before the Soma plants are

pressed. They are resting in an open space, on the ground, waiting
to be pressed.]

prd devdm dchda mddhumanta indavé 'Sisyadanta gdva d nd dhendvah
barhisddo vacandvanta iidhabhih parisriutam usriya nirnijam dhire

IX 69“'b
The thought is placed like an arrow upon a bow; like a calf to the

udder of his mother he hastens. [The figure may not refer to Soma
but the context suggests that it does.]

tsur nd dhdnvan prdti dhiyate matir vatsé nd matir upa sarjy iidhani
IX 1o753b

Milking the dear sweetness from the divine udder, he has sat in his
accustomed place.

duhand fidhar divydm mddhu priyam pratndm sadhdstham dsadat
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E. THE STALK AND SOMA

Not only is the Soma plant likened to an udder; the stalk or amsu
(literally a ‘shoot’, a perfect word for the stipe of a mushroom) is
likened to a teat:

I 13732

The priests milk this amsi for you both [Varuna and Mitra, two gods],
like the auroral milch cow, with the aid of stones they milk the Soma,
with the aid of stones.

tdm vam dheniim nd vasarim am$um duhanty ddribhih sémam

duhanty ddribhih

IT 13ted

The first milk of the am3i is the best.

tdd ahand abhavat pipyisi pdyo 'm3éh piyiisam prathamdm tdd ukthydm
IIT 3664

Indra is farther than this seat when the milked am3i, the Soma, fills
him.

dtas cid indrah sddaso vdriyan ydd im somah prndti dugdhé amsih

IV proed

He has tapped so to speak the pure udder of the cows, rendering the
milk clear as is the juice yielded by the amsii.

$tcy fidho atrnan nd gdvam dndho nd piitdm pdrisiktam am3éh

V 434

The ten fingers, the two arms, harness the pressing stone; they are
the preparers of the Soma, with active hands. The one with good
hands [the priest] has milked the mountain-grown sap of the sweet
honey [Soma]; the am3it has yielded the dazzling [sap].

ddia ksipo yufijate bahii ddrim sémasya yd Samitdra suhdstd mddhvo
rdsam sugdbhastir giristhdm cdniscadad duduhe Sukrdm am$ith

VIII 91920

When the swollen am$t were milked like cows with [full] udders.. . .
ydd dpitaso am$dvo gdvo nd duhrd fidhabhih

I1X .?261

They milk the thundering' amsit. . .

amim duhanti standyantam dksitam kavim kavdyo 'pdso manisinah

1. The word for ‘thundering’ here, standyantam, from the verb stan, ‘to roar’ or ‘1o thunddu‘",' ldS
probably related to the Vedic and classical Sanskrit word for breast, stana, thought also to be denive

from stan, perhaps via the image of the cloud.

44



Prate vi - RV IX 712°¢: He sloughs off the Asurian colour that is his.
He abandons his envelope.






EPITHETS AND TROPES

IX 954nb |
They milk the amsi, this bull at home on the mountain.

tdm marmrjandm mahisdm nd sdnav amsum duhanty uksdanam giristhdm

IX Iﬂ?ucd
With the milk of thy amsit. . .

amséh pdyasd madiro nd jdgrvir dccha kosam madhuscitam

In the light of my fly-agaric hypothesis, the milking imagery that
pervades the Soma passages in the RgVeda acquires new meaning,.
A chlorophyll-bearing plant, whether leafy or leafless, does not suggest
the udder and milking. The dominance of the word amsn — stalk,
stem, stipe — calls for comment. Over much of Eurasia certain im-
portant species of wild mushrooms are dried and strung together on
strings by the stipes, hanging caps down. (The caps shrink more than
the stipes and are more friable.) This may have been the practice in
Vedic times and would explain, if explanation be needed, the empha-
sis on the stipe in the vocabulary." Bogoraz, writing about the turn
of the century, says expressly that in the Chukotka the fly-agarics
were usually strung up in three’s, this being it seems the trading
unit. (Vide [22] p. 273)

F. SOMA’S ‘HEAD’

In English we speak of the ‘cap’ of the mushroom, but in many
other languages including the Vedic ‘head’ is used instead:
X 277
This bull, heaven’s head [miirdhdn), Soma, when pressed, is escorted
by masterly men into the vessels, he the all-knowing.
esd nrbhir vi niyate divé miirdhd visa sutdh sémo vdnesu visvavit

IX 684cd

While Soma enters into contact with the fingers of the officiants, he
protects his head [3iras].

am3ir ydvena pipile yaté nybhih sdam jamibhir ndsate rdksate $irah

1. When I was a boy in Chesterfield County, Virginia, the farmers would call the leaves of the
tobacco plant ‘stems’. When the time came for gathering the leaves, they would string them together
by the principal rib or stem’, perhaps a score of them together, and take them to the tobacco barn
to be dried by smoking, hanging each batch over rungs that stretched from beam to beam in the

bam.i Fires were then built in troughs on the ground. This is another example where handling
practices led to a curious use of the word ‘stem’.
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IX 69Bcd
For you are, O Somajuices, . . . the heads[miirdhdn] of heaven, carried
erect, creators of vital force.

yitydm hi soma pitdro mdma sthana divé miirdhdnah prdsthita vayaskftah
[X 71+

On Soma’s head [miirdhdn] the cows with a full udder mix their best
milk in streams. [i.e., milk is mingled with Soma juice.]

a ydsmin gavah suhutdda fidhani miirdhddi chrindnty agriydm vdrimabhih
X 933.1bc

The udder of the cow is swollen; the wise juice is imbued with its
streams. In the vessels the cows mix with their milk the miirdhdn.

utd prd pipya iidhar dghnyaya indur dhdrabhih sacate sumedhdh
miirdhdnam gdvah pdyasd camiisv abhi 3rinanti vdsubhir nd niktaih

G. FOUR POETIC CONCEITS

In speaking of Soma the poets of the RgVeda have recourse re-
peatedly to four conceits. They have never been adequately explained.
They are not descriptive in any immediate sense: they express what
the poets considered transcendental truths. Let us see how the fly-
agaric fares with them.

I. THE SINGLE EYE.!

I B?Slb
We speak because of our descent from the ancient father; the tongue
moves with the eye of Soma.

pitith pratndsya jdnmand vadamasi sémasya jihvd prd jigati cdksasa

IX o+

Quickened by the seven minds, he [Soma] has encouraged the rivers
free of grief, which have strengthened his single eye.

sd saptd dhitibhir hité nadyo ajinvad adrihah yd ékam dksi vavrdhih

IX 1o®ab
I have drunk the navel [i.e., Soma] into the navel [i.e., stomach] for

our sake. Indeed, the eye is altogether with the sun. [Bhawe rendering]
ndbha ndbhim na d dade cdksus cit stirye sdca kavér dpatyam d duhe

1. In the Atharvaveda, XIII 145, there is another allusion to the single eye that is relevant here.
In Wm. D. Whitney’s translation, p. 717.
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IX 10°
The sun [i.e., Soma) looks with the eye towards the dear places and

the highest place of heaven, ... [Bhawe rendering]

abhi priyd divds paddm adhvaryibhir githa hitdm sfirah paSyati caksasa
IX g74°¢

[Soma] who has for eye the sun

svdrcaksa rathirdh satydsusmah

The one element in these verses, some of them difficult, that concerns
us here is ‘the single eye’. Does not the photograph, reproduced in
Plate x, explain the image that the poet had in mind? How perverse
this metaphor is if we have to do with a creeper, valli. How meaning-
less if we deal with rhubarb.

2. MAINSTAY OF THE SKY.

IX 25
The ocean [of Soma] has been cleansed in the waters; mainstay of the
sky, the Soma in the filtre, he who is favourable to us.

samudrd apsu mamyje vistambhé dharino divdh somah pavitre asmayiih
IX 7270

In the navel of the earth [is situated the Soma), which is also the
mainstay of the sky . . .

ndbha prthivyd dhariino mahé dive 'pdm iirmai sindhusv antdr uksitdh

IX ?4Ilh

Mainstay of the sky, well laid, the full am3it runs throughout every-
thing . ..

divé ydh skambhé dharinah svdtata dpiirno amduh paryéti visvdtah
IX 8635¢d

.. . thoussittest in the vessels, having been pressed for Indra, inebriat-

ing drink, which inebriates, supreme mainstay of heaven, [Soma] who
gazes in the far distance.

indraya mddva mddyo mddah suté divé vistambhd upamé vicaksandh
IX 8646ab

He has spilled forth, mainstay of the sky, the offered drink: he flows
throughout the world . . .

dsarji skambhé divd udyato mddah pdri tridhdtur bhitvanany arsati
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IX 8,‘«'“‘1
... father of the gods, progenitor of the moving force, mainstay of
the sky, foundation of the earth.

pita devanam janitd suddkso vistambhé divé dhariinah prthivydh
1X 3963'0

Mainstay of the sky, foundation of the earth, all establishments are
in the hand of this [Soma]. ..

vistambhé divé dharinah prthivyd visva utd ksitdyo hdste asya
IX 108
Enter into the heart of Indra, receptacle for Soma, like rivers into

the ocean, thou[O Soma] who pleasest Mitra, Varuna, Vayu, supreme
mainstay of heaven!

indrasya hdrdi somadhdnam & visa samudrdm iva sindhavah jisto
mitrdya varundya vaydve divé vistambhd uttamdh

IX 109%2

Thou Soma art the mainstay of the sky, . ..

divé dhartdsi Sukrdh piyiisah satyé vidharman vaji pavasva

We have given only a selection of the passages where Soma is a main-
stay of the sky. Others have translated this by ‘pillar’ and “fulcrum’
of the sky.

What poet could conceive of a creeper, a climber, any vine - some
species of Sarcostemma or Ephedra - as ‘mainstay of the sky’, “foun-
dation of the earth’? But the sturdy stanchion with its resplendent
capital that is the fly-agaric lends itself well to this poetic conceit.

3. THE NAVEL.

‘Navel’, ndbhi, is one of the most important words in the RgVeda.
In its primary meaning as the umbilicus it occurs only once, in a late
hymn, X go™. As the ‘hub’ of a wheel it recurs three times; this use
need not detain us. What we call ‘blood kin’ for the Vedic poets
was ‘umbilical kin’; in this sense we find it nine times. By far the
most interesting citations of the word are the ones where it is used
transcendentally, to express a mythological idea, in a reverential
and sacred context. Soma is the Navel of the Way (= Rtd), says
the poet. By Rtd he means the divine order of things, a word that
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seems to convey somewhat the same idea as the Tao of Lao Tze.

This figurative use of the navel for Soma in Vedic times Ili'[‘CSt-Cd
my attention. In the fungal vocabularies of various unrelateq Euramjm
peoples I had come across the navel, and here it was playing a role
in the India of the Aryans! Was this accidental convergence, or was
it because Soma was a mushroom — the fly-agaric?* True, all words
relating to childbirth play a bigger réle in the vocabularies of primi-
tive peoples than among others. Thus in ancient Greece the S|Lopahes,
a stone carving fixed in Delphi and now in the Delphi museum, was
famed for centuries as the center of the world.

But it is a fact that peoples who know their mushrooms and live
with them in their daily lives are apt to see parallels between mush-
rooms and the umbilicus. The lexicographer Dal reports that in Russia
pup means ‘navel” and the derivative pupyri is applied in the familiar
language to fungal growths. In contemporary Cambodian the word
psat means both navel and mushroom. This word’s primary meaning
is navel and it is clearly borrowed from the Malayo-Polynesian family
of languages, where the hypothetical proto-Malayo-Polynesian word
was *pusag, ‘navel’, a word with far flung progeny in languages spoken
off the east coast of Asia, including heso in Japanese, whose medieval
form was feso, stemming back to *péso in proto-Japanese. In standard
contemporary Korean the word recurs in the form p°sat. There it
means only ‘mushroom’, but in two southwestern dialects spoken
only on the island of T3edju, in the province of Cholla Namdo, words
that may stem back to the same root mean the navel. In these dialects
the navel takes the forms pétoy and pétop-ro.?

In April 1966 Georges Dumézil introduced to me a young Turkish
national, Orhan Alparslan, a student of architecture at the University
of Paris. He came from a village, Zennun, situated off the highway

I. One of our valuable sources about the fly-agaric in Siberia is G. H. von Langsdorf. He found it in
use as an inebriant among the Kamchadal. In discussing its fungal identification he writes: °. . . the
Kamchadal mushroom has a cap with a navel-like protuberance in the middle, . . ."! Vide[10], p. 247.
The word in the German text is nabelfdrmig,

1.'1 am indebted to Dr. Johannes Rahder of Yale University for this information about the Korean
dialects. He relied on the two volume work on Korean dialects com piled by the late Professor Shinpei

Ogura, Chésen-go Hagen no Kenkyi (Studies of Korean Dialects); publishers, Iwanami, Tokyo, 1944,
PP- 97-98 of Vol. 1.
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running from Ankara to Samsun, at about the half-way point. He
was a Circassian and his village was largely Circassian. He had been a
shepherd boy in his childhood, and he possessed a remarkably clear
memory. He described for me the various kinds of mushrooms that
he had learned to know and gave me the names for them. He drew
the shaggy mane - Coprinus comatus —, explained that it quickly turned
into black ink but the black was tinged with violet, and gave its local
name as gobek mantari, Turkish words meaning ‘navel mushroom’.

Even in the scientific vocabulary of mycologists the navel has crept
in. Many species of mushrooms are either ‘umbilicate’ or ‘umbonate’,
depending on whether the ‘navel” is a pocket in the middle of the
cap or a protrusion. There is a genus, the Omphalia, whose name
comes from the Greek Zpoaisg, navel. True, these are neo-classical
words devised in the last two centuries by scientists, but scientific
names, especially those devised in the youth of the science (such as
is here the case), often reflect facts lying deep in the consciousness
of the race. The muscaria, for example, in Amanita muscaria, expresses
the folk traditions of the Germanic race.

It is not my contention that these far flung analogies in vocabulary
have influenced each other; quite the contrary. I believe a mushroom
is apt to suggest the navel to the primitive observer, wherever he be,
and that the Vedic people, obsessed as they were with the fly-agaric,
applied to it the navel analogy, and imbued it with a multitude of
transcendental meanings. Already we have seen a number of these
figures of speech. We learned in IX 74* that Soma was the Navel of
the Way. Here are others:

I1X ?94513
Your highest navel is attached in heaven; your fingers grow on the

back of the earth. -
divi te ndbhd paramé yd adadé prthivyds te ruruhuh sdnavi ksipah

We recall how the single eye of Soma was tied to the eye of the sun in
IX 16%; in that same verse the navel now figures intelligibly:

IX 108 |
I have drunk the navel [i.e., Soma] into the navel [i.e., stomach] for
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our sake. Indeed, the eye is altogether with the sun. I have milked
the child of the wise. [Bhawe rendering]
ndbhd ndbhim na d dade caksu$ cit siirye sdca kavér dpatyam d duhe

Again two hymns later Soma is called the all-seeing navel of the wise:

IX 124
The sharp seer, in heaven’s navel, is magnified in the woolen filtre,

Soma the wise, possessed of good intelligence.
divé ndbhd vicaksané 'vyo vdre mahiyate somo ydh sukrdtuh kavih

In the following verse Soma’s navel is associated with the ‘head’
(= cap) of the mushroom:

[ 439b¢

Thy descendants, O Immortal One, according to the supreme

institution of the Way, receive them on thy navel, O Soma, thou
who art the head [of heaven];

yds te prajd amytasya pdrasmin dhdmann rtdsya miirdhd ndbha soma vena

Soma is repeatedly said to be in the navel of the earth, in the navel
of heaven. It was a practice of the RgVeda poets to use epithets proper
to one god when speaking of another. Agni and Soma, fire and the
fire-agaric’ (as I am tempted to call the fly-agaric) thus exchange epi-
thets, and ‘navel’ is often applied to Agni. But I think it will not be
disputed that the navel figure belongs to Soma; the frequency of its
use with Soma and the elaboration of the uses make it peculiarly

Soma’s. As we have seen, pp. 39 ff, ‘Agni’ for the poet is a way of
saying ‘Soma’.

4. THE FILTREsS.

In the RgVeda filtres figure prominently. One of them, a filtre of
lamb’s wool, presents no problem. After the Soma had been pounded
with stones and mixed with water, it was forced through a filtre or
strainer, which caught the pulp and fibrous elements and allowed the
tawny yellow liquor to pass through and run down to the vats.

But the RgVeda speaks of two other filtres that have always batfled

the scholars. If Soma is the fly-agaric they present no problem. The
woolen filtre is in fact the second or middle filtre.
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The First Filtre

In the order of their function, the verses speak first of a celestial
filtre, the filtre that I offer to the reader in Plate xu, where the sun’s
rays, escorting Soma down from the sky, are caught and held on the
fiery back of heaven (= the pileus of the fly-agaric).

In the first verse that I shall quote the poet says expressly that King
Soma has the filtre for his chariot, and immediately thereafter cites
the thousand studs, bhrsti, that carry him to fame; i.., the white
patches on his cap.

IX 864°cd
King, having the filtre for chariot, he has attained the victory prize;
a thousand studs, he conquers puissant renown.

rdjd pavitraratho vdjam druhat sahdsrabhrstir jayati 3rdvo brhdt

IX 105

(This verse has puns difficult to translate. Its meaning is clear. The
Soma plants are called ‘suns’, siird, a natural metaphor in the light
of our various plates. The heavenly Somas spread the strainer of
their (= the sun’s) rays for themselves to come down).

apandso vivdsvato jdnanta usdso bhdgam siird dnvam vi tanvate

How clear this would have been for Geldner and Bhawe if they had
possessed the key. Bhawe, commenting on this verse in his Part], p. 53,
refers to the ‘mysterious sieve through which the sun’s rays pass’.
Geldner before him had sensed that the Somas and the Suns are the
same, and in his commentary had divined that the filtre straining
the sun’s rays is referred to elsewhere, notably in IX é6%, 76*, and 86%."

IX 6652b¢
Thy clear rays spread over the back of heaven, the filtre, O Soma, . ..

tdva Sukrdso arcdyo divds prsthé vi tanvate pavitram soma dhdmabhih

As a poetic figure for the fly-agaric, there seems nothing to explah‘l
here. In this same hymn, verses 19-21, Soma is addressed as Agni,

1. Harvard Oriental Series, 35, p. 17, ftn. to sc.
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i.e., the fly-agaric as fire. (We have already called attention to this on
p. 39.) The fly-agaric is both fire and sun, it catches the sun's rays on
ts back and holds them there, where they filtre the Soma juice into
the plant. The same theme recurs in

IX 673325
This Soma, which today circulates in the distance, whichis a cleanser,

may it cleanse us in the filtre!

The filtre that has been spread in thy flame, O Agni, with it, cleanse
our song.

Thy filtre, O Agni, equipped with flames, may it cleanse us, cleanse
us with the fruits of sacred songs!

With these both, the filtre and the fruits [of song], O God Savitr,
cleanse me through and through!

pdvamanah sé adyd nah pavitrena vicarsanih ydh potd sd pundtu nah
ydt te pavitram arcisy dgne vitatam antdr d brdhma téna punihi nah
ydt te pavitram arcivdd dgne téna punihi nah brahmasavaih punihi nah

ubhdbhydm deva savitah pavitrena savéna ca mdam punihi visvdtah

Here Soma is addressed under the name of Agni. Metaphorically the
miraculous plant seems to share every attribute of Agni, - flame-
coloured, subtle, it purifies with its filtre as fire does with its flames.

In the following verse the strainer is not mentioned by name. Soma,

Lord of the Universe, cleanses himself in the Sun’s rays, the celestial
filtre:

IX 764
Monarch of everything that sees the sun-light, Soma cleanses himself.

Triumphing over the Prophets, he made the Word of the Way to
resound, he who is cleansed by the Sun’s ray, he the father of
poems, Master-Poet never yet equalled!

viSvasya rdja pavate svardr3a rtdsya dhitim rsisdl avivasat ydh
siiryasydsirena mrjydte pitd matindm dsamastakavyah

IX g31ab
Thy filtre has been spread, O Brdhmanaspati [Soma]. . .

pavitram te vitatam brahmanas pate prabhiir gdtrani pdry esi visvdtah
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IX szabd
The filtre of the burning [Soma] has been spread in heaven’s home.

Its dazzling mesh was spread afar...They climb the back of
heaven in thought.

tdpos pavitram vitatam divds padé $écanto asya tdntavo vy dsthiran
dvanty asya pavitdram asdvo divds prstham ddhi tisthanti cétasd

In this verse the ‘filtre’ that we see in Plate XII is translated to heaven
in the flame of the sacrifice. How easy it is for the poet to move from
the earthly to the transcendental plane. How compact is the cosmo-
logy. Soma, fire, sun, sun’s rays, the navel of the earth, the single eye,
mainstay of the sky, celestial strainer, thunder-storm, aurora - they
are all interlocked, meeting in our resplendent fly-agaric.

Here are further verses in the same tenor:

IX 86303b
As for thee, O Soma-juice, thou art clarified in the filtre so as to

establish thyself [in] space for the gods.

tvdm pavitre rdjaso vidharmani devébhyah soma pavamana pityase

IX 86322b

The Soma envelops himself all around with rays of the sun, ...
sd siiryasya ra3mibhih pdri vyata tdntum tanvands trivitam ydtha vidé
IX gr3¢d

... By a thousand paths free of dust, Soma, armed with verses,
knowing the Word, the Sun passes the filtre.

sahdsram tkva pathibhir vacovid adhvasmdbhih siiro dnvam vi yati

It seems that in this verse the Sun is a metaphor, standing for Soma.

The Third Filtre

A third filtre is mentioned in two verses of the RgVeda, and this
brings us back to the discussion of the Two Forins of Soma on pp. 25 i,
which we promised to resume at a later point in the argument.

1X ?3Bab
The Guardian of the Rtd [Soma] cannot be deceived, he of the good

inspiring force; he carries three filtres inside his heart.
rtdsya gopd nd ddbhaya sukrdtus tri sd pavitra hrdy dntdr d dadhe
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Thou runnest through the three filtres stretched out; thou flowest

the length, clarified. Thou art Fortune, thou art the Giver of the
Gift, liberal for the liberal, O Soma-juice.

sdm tri pavitra vitatany esy dnv ékam dhdvasi pitydmanah dsi bhdgo
dsi datrdsya datd 'si maghdva maghdvadbhya indo

Let us assume the fly-agaric surmise is well founded. Then the third
filtre becomes clear: the Soma juice that is drunk by ‘Indra’ and
‘Vayu’ in the course of the liturgy is filtered in their organisms and
issues forth as sparkling yellow urine, retaining its inebriating virtue
but having been purged of its nauseating properties.

That the priceless ambrosia was filtered down from the celestial
sphere on the sun’s rays into the plant is clear. That the Soma juice
was filtered through the lamb’s wool into the vessels at the place of
sacrifice is also clear. What happened next? ‘Indra’ and ‘Vayu’ con-
sumed the liquor mixed with milk or curds and it would appear that
their condition was a matter of considerable anxiety. How else are
we to explain the poets’ preoccupation with the Soma as it passed
through their organisms? The poets do not stress the inebriation of
the priests. Instead they take us with Soma into Indra’s heart, into his
belly or bellies, into his entrails. If these verses do not mean that in
the Vedic ritual the priests were impersonating the gods, what do
they mean?

IX ?Otobcd

Purify thyself in Indra’s stomach, O juice! As a river with a vessel,
enable us to pass to the other side, thou who knowest; thou who
battlest as a hero, save us from disgrace!

[ars)éndrasyendo jathdram d pavasva
navd nd sindhum dti parsi vidvds chiiro nd yidhyann dva no niddh spah

Or the preceding verse:

IX 70°

Clarify thou thyself, O Soma, for the invitation to the gods. Thou
who art a bull enter into the heart of Indra, receptacle for Soma'!
Enable us to traverse the evil passages saving us from oppression !
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For he who knows the country gives the directions to him who
informs himself.

pdvasva soma devdvitaye viséndrasya hdrdi somadhdnam 4 via
purd no badhdd duritdti paraya ksetravid dhi disa dha viprcchaté

Obviously there was doubt about the outcome of the perilous passage.
‘Indra’ and his colleagues had to know their business, had to be ex-
perienced pilots. It looks as though Bhawe was justified in saying
that skill was needed in mixing the Soma juice with milk or curds in
the right way.

Is not the following verse imbued with new meaning, in the light
of my interpretation, — the human waters being put into movement?

IX 637

Clarify thou thyself by that stream by which thou madest the sun to
shine, putting into movement the human waters!

ayd pavasva dhdraya ydya siiryam drocayah
hinvané manusir apdh

Here are other references to Soma in the be]iy of Indra:

IX ?zzab
... the [Officiants] . . . draw the Soma by milking into the belly of

Indra.
sakdm vadanti bahdvo manisina indrasya sémam jathdre ydd aduhith

[X 7253
Spurred on by the two arms of the Officiant, in jets, the pressed
Soma is clarified according to its nature, suitable for thee, O Indra!

n¥bahibhyam codité dhdraya suté 'musvadhdm pavate séma indra te
IX 763*

O Soma Pivamana, . . . penetrate into the entrails of Indra!
indrasya soma pdvamana iirmind tavisydmano jathdresv d visa

IX 802¢

O Soma, thou clarifiest thyself for Indra;. ..

indrdya soma pavase visa mddah

IX 803"
In the belly of Indra the inebriating Soma clarifies itself.

éndrasya kuksd pavate madintama
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EPITHETS AND TROPES

Here is a clear statement. As in the other two filtres, Soma is clari-
fying itself in the belly of Indra, in preparation for a further step.

IX 81'®®
The waves of Soma Piavamana advance into the belly of Indra.

prd somasya pdvamanasyormdya indrasya yanti jathdaram supésasah
IX 855

Cleansed like a winning race horse, thou hast spilled thyself in the
belly of Indra, O Soma'!

marmrjydmdno dtyo nd sanasir indrasya soma jathdre sdm aksarah

The 86th hymn is climactic for Indra as Soma’s fltre:

IX 867

Thy inebriating drinks, swift, are released ahead, like teams running
in divers directions, like the milch cow with her milk towards her
calf, so the Soma juices, waves rich in honey, go to Indra, thunder-bolt
carrier.

prd te mdddso madirdsa asdvé 'srksata rdthydso ydtha prthak dheniir
nd vatsam pdyasabhi vajrinam indram indavo mddhumanta firmdyah

IX 863

Like a race horse launched in movement for the victory prize, flow,
O Soma, thou who procurest the light-of-the-sun for heaven’s var,
whose mother is the pressing stone; thou, Bull, seated in the filtre

above the calf’s wool, clarifying thyself, thou Soma, that Indra may
have his pleasure!

dtyo nd hiyané abhi vdjam arsa svarvit késam divé ddrimdtaram
vrsd pavitre ddhi sdno avydye sémah punand indriydya dhdyase

IX 8602
He advances to the rendez-vous with Indra, the Soma juice . . .

pré ayasid indur indrasya niskrtdm
IX 860<4

By the action of the streams he has made the utensils resound while
penetrating into the heart of Indra.

krand sindhiinam kaldian avivalad indrasya hdrdy avisdn manisibhih
IX 86%2

Clarify thyself, O Soma, in the celestial structures of thine essence,
thou who hast been released roaring into the vessel, in the filtre.
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Lodged in the belly of Indra, roaring with vigour, held in hand by
the Officiants, thou hast made the sun to mount the sky.

pdvasva soma divyésu dhdmasu srjand indo kald3e pavitra d sidann
indrasya jathdre kdnikradan nybhir yatdh siiryam drohayo divi

IX 86233b
Pressed by the pressing-stones, thou clarifiest thyself in the filtre, O
Soma-juice, when penetrating into the entrails of Indra!

ddribhih sutdh pavase pavitra dn indav indrasya jathdresv aviidn

*
IX 108"

For Indra, that he may drink, clarify thou thyself, O Soma, held in
hand by the Lords, well armed, inebriating . . .

indrdya soma pdatave nrbhir yatdh svayudho madintamah pdvasva
mddhumattamah

IX 10816

Enter into the heart of Indra, Soma’s receptacle, like the rivers into
the ocean, thou, [O Soma,] who pleasest Mitra, Varuna, Vayu, O thou
supreme Mainstay of the Sky!

indrasya hardi somadhdnam d visa samudrdm iva sindhavah jiisto
mitrdya vdrundya vdydve divo vistambhd uttamdh

IX 109'®
O Soma, advance into the belly of Indra, having been held in hand

by the Ofhciants, pressed by the stones!
prd soma yahindrasya kuksd nybhir yemané ddribhih sutdh

H. “Tongue of the Way’.

The second verse of 1X 75 begins with “Tongue of the Way’ (rtdsya
jihvd), and the poet continues to apostrophize Soma as the source of
eloquence. “The Way’ is Rtd, the divine order of things. Abel Bergaigne®
remarked that the expression, “Tongue of the Way’, was picturesque
and said it meant prayer. Caland and Henry,* on the other hand, were
baffled. “Tongue of the Way’ could not be translated in any other
way, but how could Soma be a tongue? These scrupulous scholars did
not visualize the fly-agaric: its cap, the full blown red tongue, held
the clue to the little mystery.

1. Abel Bergaigne, La Religion Védique, Vol. m1, p. 241.
2. W. Caland and V. Henry, L’ Agnistoma, Paris, 1906, Para. 221, p. 338, ftn. 7.
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EPITHETS AND TROPES

[ The ‘Knots” or ‘Knobs’ or ‘Studs’ or ‘Spikes’ on the Fly-Agaric.

Already we have seen how well the spots on the fly-agaric serve as
the first r:;fthc three ‘filtres’ for Soma. In a more mundane sense these
spots are called in Vedic bhrsti, a word that is used for the knobs or
studs on a cudgel, as on the cudgel of Indra. With his thousand
knobs or studs Soma conquers potent fame: so say the hymns in
two places, IX 8354 and 86*°.

There is yet another passage pertinent to this theme, and it illus-
trates well the kind of problem that working in a language as remote
as Vedic leads one into. Early in my inquiries I came upon a verse, IX 15",
that seemed to present an obstacle to my fly-agaric thesis. According to
the poet of this hymn, when the Soma plant is pressed and then run
through the woolen filtre, it leaves behind in the filtre its ‘knots’ or
‘nodules’. (The Vedic word, in the plural, is pdrusd.) There has been
some difhculty with the sense of the sentence, but agreement on this
particular word. Now mushrooms have no knots or nodules, which
are characteristic of shrubs and trees. Here was a hurdle to cross or I
was in trouble.

The latest translation of this hymn is S. S. Bhawe’s (1957), and 1
found that he had devoted two pages of concentrated commentary
to all the words that attend these ‘knots’.' Suddenly, without his
knowing the full import of what he was saying, he cleared up my
dithculties. The ‘knots’, it seemed, had been ‘sticking to’ (pibdana)
Soma’s body, and they were shining (vdsiini) also! His verbal analysis
is original and seemingly sound. Without knowing of our fly-agaric
thesis, he comes out with a sense that fits the fly-agaric perfectly.
The shining ‘rays’ (as the Vedic poets are always referring to them),
the scales or white patches or knobs or warts sticking to the cap (as
we say) of the fly-agaric, are left behind in the strainer. Whether the
Vedic word pdrus covers a semantic area broad enough to embrace
not only the knots in wood but also the ‘knobs’ on the fly-agaric’s cap,
or whether the poet was resorting to a metaphor as we do in English,
I leave to Vedic scholars to determine. For the Indo-Aryans the white
spots of the fly-agaric were shining (vdsiini) knobs or studs (pdrusa)

1. Part 1, pp. 71-3; vide p. 6, fin. 1.
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sticking (pibdana) to the cap. This example illustrates the delicacy of
the task of the translator, the rare prescience of gifted students who
are oft-times groping in the dark, and finally the help it will be to
the scholar when at last he knows the identity of Soma and can
familiarize himself with all its characteristics and properties.

As an instance of this help I will cite the word sahdsrapdjas, an epi-
thet for Soma that occurs twice in the RgVeda in almost identical
passages. (RgVeda 1x 13* and 42°). The first part of this word offers
no difficulty: sahdsra- means ‘thousand’. But what is the meaning of
a thousand -pdjas? On this there has been much comment but no
agreement. Some have thought the word meant “forms’, others have
suggested ‘colours’, and yet a third commentator sees in it ‘rays’. But
in the light of our Plate xu and our discussion of the First Filtre are we
not simply viewing the thousand ‘studs’ from a different metaphoric
angle? This is consonant with the imagery of the First Filtre, the rays
escorting Soma down from their heavenly abode and then filtering
the divine inebriant with midwifely solicitude into the plant. We do
not yet know the precise meaning of -pdjas, nor the anatomy of its
poetic associations, but we do localize it and, for lack of a better, ‘rays’
will do. The Vedic poets see the white spots on the fly-agaric either
as ‘studs’ or as sparkles of the divine light. (We in the English-speaking
world see them as warts disfiguring a repulsive toadstool.) If [am right
in identifying Soma with the fly-agaric, then in re-studying the whole
of the RgVeda we must at all times be alive to the numinous glow of
this awesome plant, a plant with miraculous inebriating virtue fully
matched by its vesture-of-grand-occasion. When still in the dark as
to its identity, great scholars like Renou have felt that Soma was the
heart and soul of the RgVeda. If we know now what Soma was, like
the holy dsadhi itself the RgVeda with its thousand hymns — *sahdsrarc
_is certainly destined to glow again with a rebirth of radiance from

its thousand facets.
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IX

SOMA AND THE FLY

Does the fly-agaric help us in understanding this verse, which has
troubled the translators? It reads, in part, as follows:

[ 1199%

To you, O Advins, that fly betrayed the Soma.

utd syd vam mddhuman mdksikarapan mdde somasyausijo huvanyati

The word tor ‘fly’, mdksika, might mean bee. The word for Soma is
mddhu, ‘honey’, a frequent metaphor for Soma. The verse might
well be interpreted as meaning that the bees have betrayed their
honey to the Asvins. This is grammatically and semantically unex-
ceptionable, bur it is banal to the point of inanity. On the other hand,
if a fly betrayed Soma to the Advins, we are plunging to the depths of
Indo-European folklore. Throughout northern Europe, wherever the
fly-agaric is well known, there is a folk belief that the fly-agaric is
linked to flies. Here we find the statement that the fly betrayed Soma
to the ASvins. Did the fly lead the Asvins to the fly-agaric?

I have conducted experiments with the fresh Eurasian fly-agaric,
splitting the stipe (stem, amiii) lengthwise and letting it bleed. Where
flies have access to such stipes, the flies are drawn to them, suck the
juice, and collapse helpless into a stupor. They do not die from the
juice. On the contrary they recover completely in a matter of hours
or one or two days. While in the stupefied state they may of course be

killed by their enemies or be blown away to their deaths in non-viable
surroundings.’

1. Vide also Nature, Vol. 206, No. 4991, PP. 1359-1360, June 26, 1965:

- ‘Consti : .
ria, K. Bowden, A. C. Drysdale, G. A. Mogey. stituents of Amanita Musca-
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WORDS USED FOR SOMA IN THE RGVEDA

The name Soma is derived from the root si, meaning ‘to press’.
Soma is the pressed one. Another word for Soma is dndhas. Both Soma
and dndhas are used in the RgVeda to designate the plant and its
juice, dndhas being probably cognate with &visc, the Greek word for
‘flower’. (It is as though the Aryans called Soma the flower.) In the
RgVeda ‘Soma’ and dndhas are used exclusively for the sacred plant
and its juice, but the plant must have carried a name before it was
elevated to its high station as a god and before it could have been
called by a name derived from the liturgical act of pressing; this early
name is lost. The Vedic lexicographer Grassmann translated dndhas
by the word Kraut, ‘herb’, such as ‘food for cattle’. In classical Sanskrit
one of the common words for ‘herb’ is tfna, and, surprisingly, in the
earliest Sanskrit dictionary, the Amarako3a (ca. A.D. 450), it is defined
not only as *herb’ but as ‘mushroom’. In the RgVeda trna occurs from
time to time but no translator had ever found a passage where he
said it meant ‘mushroom’. But there is a hymn directed to the Rbhus
that says:

I 161" ab
In the uplands you have created tfnam for this people, in the lowlands

ingenious waters.
udvdtsv asmd akrnotand tinam nivdtsv apdh svapasydya narah

Because Soma is repeatedly associated in the hymns with the heights,
if I am right that Soma is the fly-agaric, this sentence should be
reviewed to consider whether trna does not mean here the divine
plant, the fly-agaric. Another word often used for Soma in the RgVeda
is dsadhi, and the lexicographers tell us that it also meant ‘herb’. But
in the Vedic mind the plant categories did not correspond precisely
to our own, and the three terms for ‘herb’ seem to have embraced all
small fleshy plants. Similarly, as we shall see, the Chinese term chih 2
originally meant a fleshy plant, but as time passed its meaning came
to be confined to a particular mushroom.
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Many other names are applied to Soma in the RgVeda, all of them
mumpl'wr:; stressing one or another of its aspects. In passages where
the drink receives the highest homage it is sometimes called amrta,
cognate with ‘ambrosia’, the liquor ot immortality. That which is
pressed is amdi, ‘stalk’. Sometimes Soma is called simply viridh, “the
plant’. The juice is pdvamdna, from the root pu, ‘clear flowing, or
indu, the ‘bright drop’, or sometimes drapsd, the ‘drop’, or rdsa, the
‘fluid’, or pitii, the ‘beverage’, or mdda, “inebriation’, or mddhu, "honey’.

The rich Soma vocabulary reflects the importance of the plant and
its sacred role. The ordinary word for a common or garden mushroom
occurs only once in the RgVeda, in a hymn addressed to Indra, where
the poet says:

I B_lﬁ.tb
When will he trample upon the godless mortal as upon a ksiimpa?

kadd mdrtam aradhdsam padd ksimpam iva sphurat

Yaska, the earliest of the commentators on the RgVeda, who lived
not later than the sth century B. C,, said ksitmpa meant a mushroom,
ahichatrikd, and Geldner accepts this identification. The word survives
in contemporary Hindi as khumbi and in the market place of Old
Delhi one buys under that name a wild mushroom belonging to the
genus Phellorina, close to or identical with Phellorina Delestrei Dur.
It is not surprising, on the contrary it is to be expected, that the
sacred mushroom should be in a category by itself, segregated from
the rest of the mushroom world. This is what happens among the
Mazatec Indians of Mexico, in whose language there are two words,
one that embraces mushrooms belonging to sacred species, and the
other that includes the rest of the fungi. Among the Mazatecs the
two words neatly divide the fungal world between them.
‘Mushroom’in classical Sanskrit is chattra. In the sense of ‘mushroom’
this word may not have existed in Vedic times: certainly the Aryans
did not bring it down from the North. The word itself comes t:rom
the root chad, ‘to cover’, and its primary meaning is ‘parasol’. For
sou.thern peoples the parasol, furnishing protection from the sun, is
of importance, and from Cambodia to Ethiopia it is a symbol of
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authority, in India the mark of the Ksatriya caste, the rulers, the
rajputs. Until recently the northern peoples have not known the
parasol or the umbrella. When the Aryans invaded Iran and India,
they gave to this newly discovered utensil an Aryan name, chattra,
and later extended the meaning of that name to embrace the fleshy
capped fungi.

In India today mushrooms do not play an important role. Only in
the Northwest, in Kashmir and the Punjab, are they much relished,
as well as among Muslims and Sikhs in the Punjab and Delhi.
Agaricus hortensis (our cultivated mushroom, the champignon de Paris)
is almost unknown, as well of course as Agaricus campestris. The mush-
room that enjoys some popularity for the table is Pleurotus Eryngii in
various of its subspecies. In Delhi large quantities of Pl Eryngiis. sp.
nebrodensis are imported from Afghanistan for sale in the markert,
where they are called dhingri. In Kashmir there is a smaller variety,
Pl. Eryngii Fr. ex D. C. forma tesselatus, that goes by the name of hédar,
hénda. The aristocrats of the mushroom world in Kashmir are the
morels, called kana-gich, the ‘ear-morel’; recently they have become
too expensive for the people of Kashmir to eat, and today they are
gathered only for export to the Punjab, New Delhi, and Paris. But they
still figure in the folklore of Kashmir and must be served at wedding
feasts, if there are means to buy them. For mushrooms considered
inedible, kukur-mut(t)d, ‘dog’s urine’, and endless variations of the
same expression, are the dominant word throughout India. In the lan-
guages derived from Sanskrit of modern India I have found no trace
of a sacred mushroom.

The Laws of Manu, Chap. V 5, place a tabu on mushrooms for the
three upper castes of Hindus (= ‘twice-born men’): ‘Garlic, leeks and
onions, mushrooms [kavaka] and all plants springing from impure
substances are unfit to be eaten by twice-born men.’ It is impossible
to say whether this prohibition is related to a sacred use of the fly-
agaric in Vedic times; probably not. The hermit or ascetic lies under a
similar inhibition, Chap. VI 14: ‘Let him avoid honey, flesh, anc{
mushrooms growing on the ground [bhiimi kavaka], bhiistra, ...
Elsewhere bhiistrna is said to mean, among other plants, mushrooms
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that grow on the ground, the same as bhiimi kavaka. Clearly the Hindus
are mycophobes. In the Punjab. Kashmir, and the Northwest, where
the population has been Muslim and Sikh for centuries —in the
Indus Valley, south of the Hindu Kush - there is a deep-seated myco-
philia running counter to the general Hindu attitude. This is the area
where the RgVeda was composed.

There is one episode conspicuous in the religious annals of India in
which mushrooms plaved. or mayv have played, a decisive role: the
death of Buddha at the age of 8o in the middle of the sixth century B. C.
He was making his way with his followers, talking and preaching as
he wenrt, through the kingdom of Nagadha, the present state of
Bihar, and had paused for the night at a place called Pava. One Chunda,
a metal worker, asked him for dinner and he accepted. Among other
dishes Chunda served siikara-maddava, called in one recension sitkara-
mansa. (These words are from the Buddhist scriptures written in the
Pali language, a tongue spoken a century or more later than the
events we are describing and farther to the west. The Buddha himselt
must have spoken Magadhi Prakrir, also closely related to Sanskrit.)
The two terms mean the same thing, but what is that meaning? The
first word means ‘swine’, ‘boar’, cognate with the Latin sus, English
'swine’. The second element means soft flesh. ‘Soft flesh of swine?>’
‘Swine’s soft flesh?’ i.e., the soft flesh of which pigs are fond> A sub-
jective genitive or an objective genitive? Buddhism has never made
much of this, but the two great schools, Mahayana and Theravida,
have disagreed on ir. The Mahayana school has held that the Buddha
ate pork, it proved to be bad, and he died of the effects, after dysentery.
The Theravada school believes, on the other hand, that he died from
mushrooms, a food of which pigs are fond. A Chinese translation of the
Digha Nikaya, including the Book of the Great Decease, made in the
beginning of the fifth century A.D., rendered sitkara-maddava by mu
erh, ‘tree mushroom’.! I record the extraordinary circumstances of
Buddha’s death because they bring in mushrooms, but I am not pre-

1. Vide (1) “Sitkara-Maddava and the Buddha's Death’, by Fa Chow, Silver Jubilee Vol. of Annals of
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Poona, 1942, pp. 127
Repas du Buddha', by André Bareau, Melanges d’'Indianisme
PPp- 61-71.

-133; and (2) "Nourriture du Dernier
. Editions E. de Boccard, Paris, 1908,
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pared at this time to advance an explanation for the myth that would
link it with Soma: the sources — Chinese, Sanskrit, and Pali - need to
be re-examined with minute care. Nor, so far as I now know, are the
RgVeda and Soma to be associated with the triple-tiered chattra
(‘parasol” and ‘mushroom’) that surmounts the great stupa at Sanchi,
one of the earliest and most awe-inspiring Buddhist structures that
survive; nor with the megalithic ‘mushroom-stones’ found in great
numbers in Kerala, and less often in Nepal.
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MISCELLANEA

George Watt, the botanist who devoted his life to the study of the
flora of India.! is said to have declared that ‘no plant is known at
present [1884] which would fulfil all the requirements [of Soma), and
he lays particular stress on the fact that the vague and poetical de-
scriptions given of the Soma make any scientific identification almost
impossible.* Watt did not read Sanskrit, much less Vedic. He did not
Allow for the deficiencies in the translations of the RgVeda on which he
depended: he may have been unaware of them. The early renderings
of the RgVeda made the ancient poets sound like upper class Europeans
of the 19th century, frock-coated, with their inhibitions and pruderies,
their etiolated religious outlook. Even today one hears it said that the
RgVeda is vague and contradictory about Soma. This recalls the blind
men who were defining the elephant by feeling each one a different
part of the huge beast. Their reports were contradictory indeed. Who
is to say that the RgVeda is contradictory without first knowing
what Soma is?

The hymns of the RgVeda fit the fly-agaric like a glove. True, one
must possess some awareness of the psychotropic plants of the world
and their role in primitive religion. Given that familiarity, a reading
of Geldner, Renou, and Bhawe leads straight to the fly-agaric.

Indians and Westerners who reverence the RgVeda for its religious
feeling will perhaps be revolted by the dual forms of Soma and will
even experience a visceral resistance to this solution of the enigma.
Furthermore, a few Vedic scholars may know a momentary pang of
regret. For almost a century and a half Soma has been the great un-
known of Vedic studies, until this unknown had come to be considered
a permanent built-in feature of this remote area of learning. Playing
the Vedic game with aces wild has had its charms: it allowed individual

1. Watt's monumental work, Dictionary of the Economic Products of India, 1889-1896, edited and partly
written by him, in many volumes, is a major legacy of the British rule in India, of lasting value
2. Quoted from Max Miiller, Collected Works, London, Vol. x, 1888, p. 223. The observations at-
tributed by Miiller to Watt do not appear in Watt's published statements.
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leeway in reading difficult passages. It permitted even the great
Bergaigne, in an unguarded moment, to suppose that Soma was
merely some plant or other expressly selected by Aryan priests who
went looking high in the mountains for this purpose (an ‘Ecclesiastical
Commission’, we would call it), that the myth of Soma’s mountain
origin might be fulfilled;" as though the myth came first and the plant
was an afterthought! This was possible only because Soma remained
a blank. If Bergaigne was right, the poets of the RgVeda, and especial-
ly of Mandala IX, must have been engaging in make-believe. His
remark flouted all that the poets had to say in praise of the marvelous
properties of the plant and the divine inebriation that resulted from
drinking its juice. Their religion was founded on a hoax.

On the other hand the identification of Soma will give impetus to
Vedic studies. The religion of the RgVeda now assumes body, fresh
colour, a sharp bite. If I be right, the whole corpus of hymns, and
the Avesta as well, must be re-read in the light of the discovery that a
divine mushroom was at the center of these religions, was the focus
of these poets. How astonishing that we can still draw parallels with
the fly-agaric cult in Siberia, where as we shall see in Part Three it
lingers on, in the last stages of degeneration among the peripheral
tribes of the extreme north.

In Siberia the fly-agaric is utilized by the shamans. In the Indus Valley
we associate it with an organized priesthood. This priesthood may
have characterized Indo-European society in their homeland, but are
we safe in assuming so? May not a shamanistic religion have acquired
an hieratic structure under the pressures of a tough war of conquest
lasting centuries? In a world of enemies the shamans may have found
it in their own interest and the interest of the community to close
their ranks, to band together and organize a tribal priesthood, as a
weapon of political power. The assembling of the hymn book, about
which Vedic scholars know something from internal evidence, may
have kept step with the organizing of the priesthood.

3. The French text reads: ‘Enfin le choix que les
les montagnes pour en tirer le breuvage du
he du Soma, venu de la montagne supréme,

1. Abel Bergaigne, La Religion Védique, Vol. 1, p. 18
Aryas védiques faisaient d'une plante croissant sur
sacrifice, ne leur avait-il pas été suggéré par le myt :
1X 878, c’est-a-dire du ciel et particuli¢trement des nuages du ciel, 118772

68



MISCELLANEA

Why was Soma so soon abandoned in India, perhaps even before
the forms were closed on the canon of the RgVeda? For one thing,
questions of supply, which must always have been awkw:{rd, became
impossible when the Indo-Aryans spread out over all of India. The
mushroom crop in the Hindu Kush and the Himalayas was each year
a fixed quantity. Of course for a time the priests could make do with
insufficient fly-agarics (as they had had to do many times in seasons
of short supply), stretching out the Holy Element by utilizing the
Second form, and by mixing the precious fluid with ever more water
and milk until only a symbol of the Real Presence remained. Possibly
the Second form fell from favour and came under the condemnation
of the priesthood, as it seems to have done in some quarters in Iran.
The silence among later Indian writers about the true Soma would
indicate that the decision to abandon it was deliberate and universal,
and extended even to the discussion of it. But the memory of Soma
must have stayed alive in the inner circles of Brahmans, perhaps for
centuries. India is a land where the incredible sometimes comes true,
and I should be delighted, but not altogether surprised, to discover
that there are still circles privy to the knowledge of the true Soma.

As the substance of the Sacrifice became diluted and finally vanished,
as the Divine Inebriant was reduced to a fading sacerdotal memory,
inevitably more and more emphasis was placed by the priests on the
efficacy of pure liturgy, and sacerdotalism proliferated to a point that
the world has never seen equalled. The Brahmans of those days,
profoundly moved by the legacy they had received from their an-
cestors and not yet possessed of an alphabet, set up, and copper-
riveted in place, a method of preserving by sheer memory the words
and melody of the original hymns that would withstand the vicissi-
tudes of time. Would it be too much to say that the psychotropic
mushrooms stirred them to make this supreme effort> With the
passing of the generations Soma, the Divine Plant, no longer a part of
Hindu experience, became sublimated in later Hindu mythology and
took its place in the heavenly firmament as the Moon God. Dr. Stie-
tencron has asked whether the Soma-Moon equivalence may not
have been suggested by several of the attributes of the fly-agaric — its

69



PART ONE - CHAPTER XI

successive phases as it passes from the egg stage through to its ultimate
end, all in a period comparable with the monthly cycles of the moon,
though quicker; its pock-marked face; its white flesh; its white
rotundity before it breaks through the white veil; the crescent that
appears when the cap is bisected at a certain stage of its growth. A
people richly endowed with poetic imagination would need only
these features to see in the moon a transcendental fly-agaric.

The sublime adventure of religious contemplation, the mystical
experience, which the priestly caste (and perhaps others) of the Indo-
Aryans had known through the mediation of the fly-agaric, could now
only be achieved through regulated austerity and mortification of the
flesh, and the Hindus, who had known to the full the bliss that contem-
plation can give, made themselves the masters of these techniques:
the price being counted as nothing compared with the prize.

70



XII
MANI, MUSHROOM, AND URINE

Possibly we can adduce evidence that will show vestiges of the cult
of the sacred mushroom surviving in esoteric circles under Iranian
influence down to the 11th century of the Christian era. The evidence
is tenuous but in the light of my fly-agaric thesis it is tantalizingly
suggestive. For the first time our trail leads us to China.

Of the sacred texts of Iran only a part survives, and much of what
survives is corrupt and confusing. A succession of religions marked the
history of ancient Iran - the primitive religion that Zoroaster under-
took to reform, Zoroastrianism, Mithraism, Manich®ism, some
others, each of them preserving features of its predecessors and
changing the emphasis, but all of them laying stress on the dualism of
this world, the conflict between light and dark, between good and bad.

For some years before his conversion to the Christian faith in
A.D. 386, St. Augustine was a follower of Mani, though he never
visited Iran. Immediately thereafter he wrote his attack on the Mani-
chzans, in which there is a passage, seldom noticed, condemning

them for eating mushrooms, as well as other delicacies.” The Latin
text reads as follows:

Quid porro insanius dici aut cogitari potest, hominem boletos,
orizam, tubera, placentas, caroenum, piper, laser, distento ventre
cum gratulatione ructantem, et quotidie talia requirentem, non

inveniri quemadmodum a tribus signaculis, id est a regula sancti-
tatis excidisse videatur.

Writing to confound the Manichzans, St. Augustine speaks of those
who stuff themselves every day, to gratify their appetites, with boletos
(a class of mushroom), rice (in Rome at that time an expensive

I. S+t. Augustine, De Moribus Manich@orum (‘About the Ways of the Manichaans’), Chap. 13, Para. 3o0.
In imperial Rome boletus was the name applied to what we call the genus Amanita, including both
the edible and the toxic amanitas. Vide: Mushrooms Russia and History, Wasson & Wasson, New York,
1957, Chap. 1v, Mushrooms for Murderers. So great was St. Augustine’s influence on later church-
men that I think his mycophobic utterance may have had a part in shaping the virulent diatribes
against mushroome-eaters of St. Francois de Sales and Jeremy Taylor. Vide our MRe¢rH, PP- 21-2, 353.
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luxury), truffles (or perhaps underground mushrooms of the genus
known today as Terfezia, common in North Africa), flat cakes, sweet
wine boiled until thick, pepper, and silphium (a spice, highly es-
teemed, from a plant now allegedly extinct), and he asks whether
anyone can suppose that such people do not lose their standing in
holiness.

Only an ethno-mycologist might remark, on coming across this
sentence in the great Doctor of the Church, that of the seven cates
bringing down his censure, two belong to the fungal tribe, that the
first of the seven is the Amanitas to which the fly-agaric belongs, and
that he is writing against the Manichzans, an Iranian religion founded
by Mani about a century earlier. Even an ethno-mycologist could
hardly do more than make a mental note of this; which note, however,
would spring to life on reading about the Manich@ans in China.

The Iranians introduced the religion of Mani into China in A. D. 694
and 719, and during the rest of the T’ang dynasty and down through
the Sung this Iranian sect of Manichaans played something of a réle
in the religious life of the Chinese, especially in their impact on the
Taoists." They won a victory when in A.D. 763 they gained as a
convert the Khan of the Uighurs, a powerful Mongolian people.
Much later an unfriendly Chinese official, Lu Yu £ 3% (A.D. 1125-
1209), wrote two reports on the activities and practices of the devotees
of Manichzism in Fukien province. Among their evil ways he lists
their practice of eating certain mushrooms:

What they eat is always the red mushrooms, hung hsiin

¥

The two distinguished French sinologues who edited this text, Messrs.
Chavannes and Pelliot, could not be expected to know that it is

1. The information about the activities of the disciples of Mani in China comes from Un Traité
manichéen Retrouvé en Chine, traduit et annoté par Ed. Chavannes et P. Pelliot, Paris, 1912, pp. 292-340,
especially 302-5 and 310-314, including the footnotes. This study was first pUPliShtd in the Journal
Asiatique, November-December 1911. On p. 304 the French scholars, translating the passage from
St. Augustine, render boletos by cépes, thereby falling into error. In Antiquity, as we have said, the
boletus was an amanita and the cépe was the suillus, the Italian porcino. Linnaus created rh‘e ct?nfu-
sion: when he was naming the genera and species he resorted to the ancient Greek and Latin words

but paid not the slightest heed to their ancient meanings.
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precisely in Fukien province that there grows an abundance of an
edible red mushroom, which is gathered there and widely eaten not
onlyin Fukien province but throughout China. Chinese mycologists call
it Russula rubra (Kromb.) Bres., and anyone conversant with the pro-
vince would assume that this is the mushroom of which Lu Yu speaks.
How astonishing was this charge of mycophagia, which Lu Yu hurled
against the little sect of Mani disciples. The Chinese know their mush-
rooms and consume wild species in quantities. It is not as though a
mycophobic Englishman had leveled the heinous accusation against,
say, a band of Gypsies. To be guilty of this oftense the Manich@ans must
have been gluttons for mushrooms, and the local red mushrooms to
boot, and clearly, since he was speaking about their religion, the
practice was a part of their religion. Were not these mushrooms
another substitute for Soma, a substitute more appropriate, in that
it was red mushrooms, than any known to have been used in India?

The second report of Lu Yu, probably submitted in A.D. 1166, is
just as interesting.

rA B A SEA B VAR
They [the Manichaans] consider urine as a ritual water and use it
for their ablutions.

MM. Chavannes and Pelliot observe in a footnote that ‘the use of
cow’s urine is known in Brahmanism and, on certain occasions, in
Mazdaism [Zoroastrianism]; but the context here hardly permits one
to think of anything except human urine, and analogies are more
rare on this point’. Lu Yu goes on to complain that as the Manichaans
eat so many Russula mushrooms, the price of mushrooms of the
Russula kind goes up. For ‘mushrooms’, he here uses the two charac-
ters 4 hsiin, g chiin. The first Chinese character is the same as he
used before. The second one is the other standard Chinese character

for mushroom. In the second half of the sentence he repeats the
two characters but in reverse order:

AERNAE LT

As they eat fungi mushrooms, therefore mushrooms fungi grow dear.
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Mani was born in Iran perhaps a millennium or more after Zoroaster
and at least 1,500 years after the period when the RgVeda was being
composed in the Indus Valley. If anyone takes the attitude that, be-
cause of the lapse of time, the practices of the Manichaans are irrele-
vant to my Soma-Haoma-fly-agaric thesis, I will not argue with him.
In a part of the world and in a period where religious practices and
beliets showed a marked underlying stability and persistence, it seems
to me that the use in this Iranian cult of urine, apparently human
urine, and of mushrooms, red mushrooms, is more than chance. In
esoteric religious circles the ancient practices may have lived on with
modifications for many centuries.

The religion of Zoroaster still survives in the community of Parsis,
largely centered in Bombay. It is pertinent to my argument that they
still drink urine in their religious rites, though only in token amounts
and only the urine of a bull.* As I have already mentioned, throughout
the area that stretches from Iran to India cow’s urine is used as a disin-
fectant, a religious or ceremonial disinfectant, paralleling somewhat
our historical use in the West of Holy Water.

So much emphasis is laid on cows in the RgVeda and on the urine of
bulls in the religion of the Parsis that the question naturally presents
itself whether cows consume the fly-agaric and whether they are
affected by it, along with their urine and milk. I cannot answer this.
In early October 1966 with three Japanese friends, all mycologists,” I
visited Sugadaira, in Nagano prefecture, five hours west of Tokyo by
fast train. There were many birch trees scattered over the mountains,
and an abundance of fly-agarics growing at their feet. A herd of heifers
was grazing in the lush highland pasture, and we took advantage of
the opportunity to offer them some of the fly-agarics that we had in
our baskets. Two of the animals ate them from our hands avidly;
two or three turned away with indifference. We did not carry our

1. Jivanji Jamshedji Modi: The Religious Ceremonies and Customs of the Parsees, 1923, 1nc'1 ed 1937;
Bombay. Vide p. 93 (in the 2nd edition) and other references indexed under ‘Gaomez’, ‘Nirang,
and ‘Nirangdin’, | |
2. These friends were Yoshio Kobayashi, Rokuya Imazeki, and Masami Sunec{a, all h1.'.-1:11] #nlnt:“;
mycologists. We were guests of Shigeyoshi Iwasa at the lodge of the Meguro H:gh Schoo .h 0 )ra;
unfortunately Professor Iwasa could not join us. We were most hospitably cared for by the hosts

the lodge, Mr. and Mrs. Mikiyoshi Motai.
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experiment further, as the animals were of fine Frisim? breed and the
owner was unaware of our scientific activities. We did not have an
opportunity to catch the urine of the heifers that had eaten the fly-
agarics; besides, they would have eaten many, many more, had we
supplied them.

In 1965 and again in 1966 we tried out the fly-agarics repeatedly on
ourselves. The results were disappointing. We ate them raw, on
empty stomachs. We drank the juice, on empty stomachs. We mixed
the juice with milk, and drank the mixture, always on empty
stomachs. We felt nauscated and some of us threw up. We felt
disposed to sleep, and ftell into a deep slumber from which shouts
could not rouse us, lying like logs, not snoring, dead to the outside
world. When in this state I once had vivid dreams, but nothing like
what happened when I took the Psilocybe mushrooms in Mexico,
where [ did not sleep at all. In our experiments at Sugadaira there was
one occasion that differed from the others, one that could be called
successful. Rokuya Imazeki took his mushrooms with migo shiru, the
delectable soup that the Japanese usually serve with breakfast, and he
toasted his mushroom caps on a fork before an open fire. When he
rose from the sleep that came from the mushrooms, he was in full
elation. For three hours he could not help but speak; he was a com-
pulsive speaker. The purport of his remarks was that this was nothing
like the alcoholic state; it was infinitely better, beyond all com-
parison. We did not know at the time why, on this single occasion,
our friend Imazeki was affected in this way.

In the cultural history of Eurasia has the reindeer played a part in
the attitude toward mushrooms and also toward urine, owing to
certain traits peculiar to the reindeer? The northern forest and tundra
folk live in an intimacy with the reindeer thatis hard for us to imagine,
an intimacy that amounts almost to a symbiotic relationship. Reindeer
manifest two addictions, two passions, one to urine especially human
urine, and the other to mushrooms including the fly-agaric. When
human urine or mushrooms are in the vicinity, the half-domesticated
beasts become unmanageable. All reindeer folk know of these two
addictions (how could they not know about them?), though not all
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know that the mushroom addiction embraces the fly-agaric since the
fly-agaric does not always grow over the areas where reindeer abound.
Reindeer, like men, suffer (or enjoy) profound mental disturbances
after eating the fly-agaric. In Part Three and the Exhibits we shall give
the testimony of travelers on these points. I now call attention, for the
first time in this context, to the odd traits of the reindeer because of
their possible bearing on the fly-agaric complex in the religious life of
the Siberian peoples. In the give and take of the human species and
the reindeer may not the human race have learned from the rein-
deer to esteem urine and the inebriating qualities of the fly-agaric
also, and finally the combination of the two? It has been said that in
Vedic times - ca. B. C. 1500-1000 — reindeer had not been domesticated.
How conclusive is the evidence for this in northern Siberia? It is
thought that the ancestors of the Aryans did not live in the reindeer
latitudes. There is linguistic evidence that may show the Indo-Euro-
peans discovered the virtues of the fly-agaric before the Siberian tribes,
and we are beginning to perceive the extent of the trade relations
that always existed across those vast land expanses of Siberia. In that
heyday of the fly-agaric cult may the Indo-Europeans have mastered
techniques that encouraged cows to eat the resplendent heavenly
mushroom? All these questions are speculative and at present un-

answerable.



XIII
THE MARVELOUS HERB

1

In the Shahnameh of Firdousi there is an episode that bears on our
quest for the genuine Soma. The Shahnameh (‘Book ot I\'ings:) is
the great Persian epic of 60,000 rimed couplets, a repository of all
Iranian history and all national legends known to the poet. Firdousi
completed his prodigious work just after A.D. 1000, and the episode
that interests us is attributed to the 6th century, at the court of the
outstanding Sassanid king Khosru I, called Anushirvan (‘the Blessed’),
who reigned from A. D. 531 to 579. Whether the episode as recounted
by Firdousi took place as told or whether he merely passes on an
embroidered version of what had become a legend is immaterial: its
terms are what interest us," whether true or false. Here is my summary
of the passage pertinent to our inquiry. It will be apparent later why
[ have put a sentence in italic.

At the court of King Khosru there was an outstanding physician,
one Bursoe, an elderly man who loved to talk and who was reputed
to be versed in every branch of knowledge. One day he presented
himself before the King at the hour of audience and said: ‘O King,
friend of learning, you who explore science and who keep it in
memory, today [ have perused in a serene spirit an Indian book. It is
said therein that on a mountain in India there grows a plant brilliant
as Byzantine satin. It a skillful man gathers it and mixes it cannily,
and if then he spreads it on a dead man, the dead man recovers the power
of speech without fail and forthwith. If the King permits, [ am going to
undertake this difficult quest. I shall make use of all that I know to
guide me and I hope to accomplish this marvel. It would be only
just that the dead return to life, since the world has for king the
Blessed One.” Whereupon the King replied: ‘It is not likely that this
will be, but perhaps we must try.’

The King added that as Bursdé would probably need a guide, he
should go amply supplied with gifts for the Indian Rajah.[Later in
the story the Rajah is identified as having his capital at Kanauj, the

1. Firdousi: Shahnameh, verses 3431-3568; I have relied on the French translation of Jules Mohl
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meager ruins of which still exist in Uttar Pradesh, fifty miles from
Kanpur, on the Ganges far south of the Himalayas.]

Burs6é set out on his journey and arrived in the presence of the
Rajah, who welcomed him and read the letter delivered to him.
He assured Bursoé that all the Brahmans living in the mountains
would help him. Burs6é went everywhere in the mountains on foor,
and he chose herbs dry and fresh, faded and others in their full glory.
After crushing them he spread them over corpses, ‘but those herbs
did not bring back a single one to life.’

The rest of the tale, which recounts how Bursoé extricated himself
as well as he could from his embarrassing predicament, does not
concern us.

It is noteworthy (1) that the book that Bursoé had read was Indian;
(2) that according to the Indian book the herb shimmered like satin
of Byzantium; (3) that in India Bursoé had recourse to the mountains;
and (4) that he was promised Brahmans living in the mountains for
his guides. The herb grew in the mountains of India - no other place
is mentioned. Bursoé had been reading an Indian book — we are not
told what one nor when it was written. In the episode do we not hear
a clear though fading echo of the Soma of the RgVeda, of the marvel-
ous herb that grew high in the mountains and for which the Brahmans

alone held the key?

2

I Indian literature the Puranas contain legends and tales of the olden
days, all of them religious and in verse. The different Puranas took
their present shape at different times, running from perhaps the 4th
to the 16th centuries.

A story is told in several of the Puranas that may be‘ar on the
Bursoé episode in the Shahnameh. The version that I shall give is from
the Padma Purdna, Part 2, Book 6, Chapter 8, verses 40-63. Scholars
tell us that it assumed its present form between A.D. 800 1O 1:}00. A
certain Mount Drona figures in it: ‘dréna (from dru, Sanskrit, made
of wood’) is the word commonly used in the RgVeda for the wooden
vessels that contain Soma. Here the word has been transferred to that
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other receptacle for Soma, the mountain out of which the marvelous
herb grew.

Jalandhara was the king of the demons and he was wagi‘ng war
against the gods. The spiritual preceptor of the demons, their guru,
was named Sukra; he had a magic incantation that he had received
from Siva by means of which he revived all the demons as they fell
in battle. Visnu, who was leading the army of the gods, said to
Brhaspati, who was the guru of the gods, ‘Sukra has revived all the
demons. Why do you not revive the gods? Brhaspati said, ‘T will
revive the gods with herbs.” Then Brhaspati went to the great Drona
Mountain beside the ocean of milk, and he took the herbs that grew
there and by means of yoga he revived the gods. Seeing this, Jalan-
dhara said to Sukra, ‘How can the gods be revived without your
magic?” Sukra said, ‘There is @ mountain named Drona beside the ocean
of milk, and herbs grow there that revive the dead. The guru of the gods
went there and took the herbs and revived the gods who had fallen in
battle.” Hearing this, Jalandhara went to the ocean of milk and he
went to the mountain Drona and beart it with his fists until Drona
said, ‘T am your slave; protect me.” Jalandhara then commanded the
mountain to go down to the nether world below the earth, and
Drona went there; as he went, all the herbs cried out. Then Jalandha-
ra returned to the bartlefield and fought with Visnu and conquered
him. - Translated by Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty.

In the Sanskrit text the word for herb is osadhi, one of the terms
often used for. Soma in the RgVeda. In Sanskrit there was a poetic

convention that precious herbs (osadhi) grew on the Himalayas. They
were brilliant and shone like lamps at night. There are hundreds of

such references, of which perhaps the most famous is Kilidisa’s
Kumarasambhava 1 10:

Where the magic herbs (osadhi) cast their glow into the caves of

mountaineers who lie there with their mistresses, lamps of the
love-chamber that need no oil.

I.Tam indebted to Professor Daniel H. H. Ingalls for this reference. He
Sanskrit proverb, which may go back to a Prakrit original:
magic herb, but the snake is on your head.’ (Snowy mountai
D. H. H. Ingalls: An Anthology of Sanskrit Court Poetry,
idem p. 522 for further references to the proverb.

also supplied me with a
‘On the snowy mountains grows the
ns = Himalayas) Vide translation by
Harvard Oriental Series 44, verse 791; also
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3

A1l Chinese know the ling chih g % , a conception that goes back in
Chinese cultural history for thousands of years; just how far back is
the question at issue here.

The ling chih is a symbol of happy augury, bespeaking good fortune,
good health, longevity, even life with the immortals. Conventionally
the phrase is translated by ‘the divine fungus-or mushroom - of
immortality’. The ‘marvelous herb’” would be a simpler rendering,
or again the ‘herb of spiritual potency’. It is one of that large family
of Chinese expressions drawn from nature — animals, plants, moun-
tains, clouds, etc. — which seem to have constituted in a sense the
furniture of every Chinese mind. The Chinese would distill from the
chosen objects a conventional meaning, and thereafter the objects
were used in literature and art to convey this meaning, like pic-
tographs. At an early date the Taoists captured the concept of a
divine mushroom of immortality, and they exploited it fantastically
in their writings in the first millennium of our era and even later,
until the original idea was lost in a welter of imaginary divagations.
Beginning with the Yiian Dynasty (A.D. 1280-1368) the ling chih has
been endlessly represented in art - in paintings, carvings in jade and
deer’s antlers, furniture and carpet designs, balustrades, jewelry,
lady’s combs, perfume bottles, in short wherever the artistic urge
found an outlet. It has become a cliché in newspapers, novels, con-
versation. For two thousand years the idea of the ling chih has passed
through various phases in the cultural history of China, and I hope
someday to publish my notes on these, looking to the time when
enough will be known for someone to write the biography of the
miraculous fungal idea.

Up to now students of Chinese culture have always regarded thﬁe
ling chih as indigenous to China." I shall suggest that it came from India

1. Vide, e. g., Michael Sullivan: The Birth of Landscape Painting in China, I:Jni\'ﬂfsilf_ﬂf Cﬂfliﬁ?m"" Pm;:‘s
San Francisco and Los Angeles, 1962, p. 52. Sullivan’s discussion of the ling chih (vide re EFCCES ;?'r;ris
index) is the best that has appeared in recent times. Also, Marcel Granet: La Pensée Chinoise, Paris,

1934, ‘L’art de la longue vie’, pp. 507 fi.
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and was a ‘literary” reflection of Soma, the miraculous mushroom of
the RgVeda. Ct.‘['[:lil‘ll}' the fungal idea, once it reached China, found
there fertile soil: an ‘elixir of immortality” has bemused many peoples,
such as the West Europeans in the 16th century, but the Chinese seem
to have been singularly susceptible to this will-o™-the-wisp, always
hoping to come upon a plant or mineral or juice that would prolong
virility and longevity. The novelty of the ling chih is precisely that it
was a mushroom, and this is India’s contribution to our story.

Alfred Salmony in his Antler and Tongue' has called attention to the
accumulating evidence of the influence of India on the China of the
Late Eastern Chou, from the =th to the 3rd centuries B.C. He has
pointed out that the influence could be solely ‘literary’, i.e., whereby
the Chinese ‘heard tell” of practices elsewhere and under the stimulus
of such reports sought to duplicate them. This is what Joseph
Needham calls ‘stimulus diftusion’,* what I would call ‘idea diftusion’.
Salmony cites a number of examples and supplies the bibliographical
references. To this list I now propose to add the ling chih.

First a word as to the vocabulary for the divine, the miraculous,
mushroom. This assumed such importance in Chinese culture that
alternative expressions evolved. It is often called the ‘miraculous
chil’, A9 2 , or ‘auspicious herb’, §% & . With Chinese culture the idea
spread to Korea and Japan, where however it has tended to be con-
fined to the literate and intellectual classes. Ling chih in Japan, written
with the same Chinese characters, becomes reishi, the [ yielding to r in
the customary way. But more widely used than reishi today is man-
nentake & %%, ‘ten-thousand-year mushroom’. Scholars say that in
the archaic stage of Chinese culture the character for chih 2 was
written Y, a pictograph of ‘herb’, a small plant that was not woody.
In Japanese this meaning is still current: where chil zx appea;‘s
in contexts other than ling chih, it is pronounced shiba and means
‘lawn’. Presumably it meant this in spoken Chinese in the early T’ang
Dynasty (A.D. 618-906), when the Japanese probably borrowed the

1. Alfred Salmony: ‘Antler and Tongue, an essav on ancient Chinese s
tions’, Artibus Asie, Ascona, Switzerland, 1954, p;p. 51-52.

2. Joseph Necdham: Science and Civilization in China, Cambridge University P
PP- 244-248.

ymbolism and its implica-

ress, Vol. 1, 1961,

81



PART ONE - CHAPTER XIII

word. But in the specific sense of ‘mushroom’” it had already had a
long history in China. In the Li Chi, one of the “Thirteen Classics’ of
China, chih 2 is listed as a ritual food of the emperor, thus figuring
in the religious ceremonies that were an important part of his func-
tions." The early commentators gloss this as meaning an edible
mushroom growing on trees, probably what is known in recent
centuries as the tree-ear, mu erh K&, familiar throughout the
temperate zone to those versed in mushroom lore as the oyster
mushroom, Pleurotus ostreatus (Fr.) Quél. The Li Chi comes down to
us in a recension dating from the early Han (the two centuries before
Christ), but the contents are supposed to have been assembled in the
late Chou period, from the 7th to the 3rd centuries B.C.

Though chih in the sense of ‘mushroom’ seems already to have
been familiar, the idea of ling chih, a supernatural mushroom with
miraculous powers, appears first in the Ch’in Dynasty (B. C. 221-207)
under the great Emperor Shih-huang, who assumed the title of the
‘First Emperor’, by which he has always been known, for it was he
who unified all China for the first time and who built the Chinese
Wall to keep the barbarians out. Until his reign we find not a single
word about the marvelous plant: no mention in the Classics, in the
inscriptions on the bronze vessels, on the oracle bones. There are no
carvings in jade or deer’s antlers, no representations in pottery Or
jewelry, on halberds or belt buckles. If the conception had existed, we
must assume an implausible conspiracy of silence in this singularly
articulate people concerning an idea that prompts thousands of
tongues to wag.

Then, suddenly, there is a burst of talk about the wonder fungus,
but only talk. People busy themselves looking for it, especially in the
mountains, but no one finds it. The great historian Ssu-ma Ch’ien
(B. C. 145-287) is the source of most of our reliable information on
this. There are many passages in his account of Shih-huang’s reigfl
telling of talks between the Emperor and his necromancers: a rna?gl-
cal herb (‘chil’) existed, but where was it? Everyone was searching
but it was nowhere to be found. Matters reached a point where the

1. Li Chi, Chap. 12. /324 4.
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Prate xiv and Prate xv - Twin-leafed Ling CHin from above and from below.
(Collection R. G. Wasson)
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Emperor was advised to go into the mountains alone, and in disguise,
obscurely, on tip-toe, and perhaps he might surprise it! "We your
humble servants are trying to find chih. It is one of the miraculous
medicines that even the gods cannot come upon casily.” This is the
manner in which the Emperor is addressed by Lu-shéng, one of the
sages who was giving advice." The Emperor has been told of a marvel-
ous plant and, asking his necromancers to find it, gets only evasive
answers. They believe (or pretend to believe) the reports of its pro-
perties, but have no idea what to look for. Addressing the ‘master of
humanity’, who clearly believed the reports, they do not dare confess
their ignorance by telling the truth.

Or again we read that Shih-huang sends vessels into the Eastern
Sea to seek the mysterious fungus on islands oft the coast and far
away.* One sage (or necromancer, or shaman), Hsii Fu, seems to have
rallied hundreds of youths of both sexes to embark with him and to
have sailed away to the Southeast. The reports of this voyage are
numerous. According to one account, they never returned, but Ssu-ma
Ch’ien tells us that Hsii Fu came back and reported falsely about as
follows: ‘Your humble servants sailed east and southward and reached
P’éng-lai [allegedly one of the three godly islands in the Seas]. There
your humble servants saw palaces made of chih. There were servants,
copper in colour and dragon in appearance. The palaces were so
bright that they lit up the heavens.”

I take it that the reports of Soma had reached the Emperor by the
sea route: hence the voyages to establish contact with the source of
information. I take it that the reports placed Soma high in the moun-
tains: hence the futile excursions into the mountains to find the plant.
The first reports about Soma probably reached China in the reign of

1. From Ssu-ma Ch’ien: Shih chi ¥_32, biography of Shih-huang.

2. The proponents of early deliberate trans-Pacific contacts with America must face these texts in
considering the stage of development in navigation that the Orientals had reached as late as the
Ch'in Dynasty. Contacts by sea between India and China involved only plane sailing, but the dif-
ficulties were staggering for the people of those times. The Japanese had hardly established contacts
with China via Korea, much less the islands of the Pacific. As late as the middle of the first millen-
nium A. D. voyages from Kyushu to Shantung were formidable adventures, exceedingly perilous
3. Op.cit., Vol. 118, “The Biographies of Princes Huai-nan and Héng-shan’ AR LT 48 quutatinr;
from the biography of Prince Huai-nan, a grandson of the first Han ::rr:peror. '
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PART ONE - CHAPTER XIII

Shih-huang-ti, but possibly they came a few decades earlier, Shih
Huang being the first to pursue the matter. In any case in China the
conception of the miraculous chih probably does not antedate the 3rd
century B. C.

Ssu-ma Ch’ien, the father of Chinese history, lived in the reign of the
early Han Emperor Wu (B.C. 157-87), about a century after Shih-
huang. Contemporary with Ssu-ma Ch’ien there was a famous
gentleman-in-waiting at court by name Tung-fang Shuo g 5 %4, a
man renowned for his ready wit. In the Taoist canon there survives
a work attributed to him, the Shih chou chi 4 }{ 52, 'Notes on Ten
Continents’, that gives another account of the voyage of Hsu Fu.
Scholars say that the attribution to Tung-fang Shuo is certainly spuri-
ous, and that the Shih chou chi could not have been written before the
4th or sth centuries and probably several centuries later. In short it is
a product of the second half of the first millennium, therefore con-
temporaneous sensu lato with Bursoe’s journey and with the Padma
Piirana from which we have already quoted. In the following excerpt
taken from the Shih chou chi* we have underlined phrases that will

strike a familiar chord:

The isle of Tsu is situated close by, in the Eastern Sea. There grows
a never-dying plant, shaped like water-grass, with blades three to
four ch’ih [feet] in length. A man who has been dead three days revives
immediately when this plant is laid on him. When it is eaten it prolongs
life. In the time of Shih-huang-ti of the Ch’in dynasty, when mur-
dered people lay broadcast in the ‘great preserve’ and across the
roads, birds resembling crows or ravens appeared with this plant in their
bills, and placed it on the faces of those corpses, with the effect that they sat
up immediately, and revived. The officers reported this to the Emperor.
On this Shih-huang-ti sent out an envoy with a sample of this plant
[ & ts’ao]; and he interrogated the doctor of the Spectre Valley, who
lived near the north wall. “This herb [ts’a0)’, thus spoke the sage, ‘is
the herb of immortality of the Tsu island in the Eastern Ocean,

Groot: The Religious System of China, Brill,

1. The Chinese text of this episode is given by J. J. M. de :
lation except in a few particulars where

Leiden, Vol. 1v, pp. 307-8. I have followed de Groot’s trans
on the advice of my Chinese friends I have emended it.
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THE MARVELOUS HERB

where it grows in a red marble field. Some call it chih % which
feeds the shén A9 [spirit]. Its leaves grow luxuriantly, and one stalk
suffices to give life to a man.” On these words Shih-huang-ti with
enthusiasm spoke: ‘Can it be fetched from there?” And he sent an
envoy to the island, one Hsii Fu, with five hundred young people of
both sexes, in command of a ship with decks. They put to sea to seek
the island but they never came back.

Here then we have three tales that intermesh in an odd manner.
The Iranian version conveys a clear echo of the Soma of the RgVeda.
There has been added to the marvelous herb one fabulous property:
it revives the dead. In the Indian tale an herb with the identical mi-
raculous virtue grows on Mount Drona, the name of this mountain
echoing the word in the RgVeda that designates the receptacle for the
juice of Soma. In the late Chinese revision of the Hsii Fu tale the same
fabulous virtue is attributed to an herb: it makes the dead to rise. This
tale is a variant of one told by Ssu-ma Ch'ien perhaps six or seven
hundred years earlier about the First Emperor, Shih-huang, and a
fungus or mushroom with miraculous properties. Here is an example of
idea diffusion, and the idea, I believe, had its source in the Soma of
the RgVeda. The marvelous fungus of the Chinese, first appearing
in the reign of Shih Huang-ti, must today be viewed in the light of
Sino-Indian contacts and the evidence that Soma was a mushroom.

The next chapter in the history of the ling chih takes place in B.C.
109, a century after the time of the Emperor Shih-huang. The Han
Dynasty (B.C. 206 - A.D. 220) now rules China and Wu-ti occupies
the throne. The sources for our information about the episode that I
am going to relate are the same Ssu-ma Ch’ien whom we have already
quoted and who was contemporary with the later event, and Pan Ku
(A.D. 32-92), the chronicler of the Han Dynasty and also a reliable
historian. In the imperial Kan-ch’iian palace building operations had
been under way in the first half of the year. Then, in late summer
(probably August), in an inner pavilion of the palace, there appeared
a fungal plant, a marvelous growth with nine paired ‘leaves’. The
Emperor Wu made the most of the event. He identified the plant
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PART ONE - CHAPTER XIII

with the famous chih that Shih-huang and his necromancers could
not locate. He issued an edict and exclaimed that even the inner
chambers of the palace were not discriminated against. He proclaimed
an amnesty of prisoners, served beef and wine to a hundred families,
and composed an ode for the occasion, the earliest poem about a
mushroom (but far from the last and far from the best) that comes
down to us in Chinese history. Pan Ku has preserved it for us:

?;?ﬁ—\ B 7% My secluded dwelling produces an herb,

%g{; ;ﬁ; ﬂ?‘; Nine stems with twin leaves!
= I~

1 The palace pages busy themselves with
g F A E this miracle;

H 28 They lay out pictures and consult
B FR y 1Ay Ot p
records!

4 4 Z A% The essence of the Mysterious Breath,

There it is, returned again to this

= {g\ﬁ‘%ﬁ residence,

g% 3 ;{ Day after day this superb growth,
2‘5 f}’_&"ﬁ % This chih, which unfolds its beauties

most marvelously!

Under the Emperor Wu taxes were levied harshly to meet his needs
and grumbling was widespread. He was hardly popular and perhaps
he seized on the unusual appearance of a fungal growth inside the
palace chambers as a public relations ploy, bestowing on this plant
the name chih to turn in his favor its good name and prestige. The
episode is known to this day by everyone familiar with Chinese
history, somewhat like the vase of Clovis in French history and King
Alfred and the pancakes in English history. The ode is No. 13 in the
nineteen ritual odes that were sung to music on the seasonal occasions

of the Chinese year. o
At last the unidentified chih of Shih-huang-ti had found an identity,

an identity that it has retained to this day. Naturally this fungus had
nothing to do with its Indian precursor, which Shih-huang had never
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THE MARVELOUS HERB

succeeded in locating in the mountains of China. I think it is lsafe to
assume that the plant found growing in the imperial pal'ace in B. C.
109 was Ganoderma lucidum (Leyss.) Karst., the same species that.has
been represented in Oriental art - Chinese, Japanese, Korean — time

S

FiG. 1. Ganoderma lucidum. Normal and abnormal shapes.

without number in recent centuries. The definitive scientific identi-
hication of the fungus pictured in Chinese paintings since the Yiian

Dynasty was made by two Japanese mycologists, by Iwao Hino in May
1937 and by Rokuya Imazeki in 1934 and 1939.’

1. Rokuya Imazeki: Natural Science and Museums, 1934, No. 61, pp. 11-15, ‘Good Omen Plant, Man-
nentake’; also Bulletin of the Tokyo Science Museum, March 1939, No. 1, ‘Studies on Ganoderma of Nip-
pon’.Iwao Hino (Miyazaki): Botany and Zoology, May 1937, Vol. 5, No. 5, ‘Reishi and Ganoderma lucidum
that grow in Europe and America: their Differences’. (All are in Japanese, with English summary.)
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PART ONE - CHAPTER XIII

Ganoderma lucidum is a woody fungus, therefore inedible, that grows
widely in the temperate zone. We see it in Europe and America,
but we have never made anything of it. In appearance it can be of
stunning beauty, with its rich lacquer-like finish, the concentric lines
of its strange pileus, its odd stem. Those unversed in these matters
often refuse to believe that the high polish of this mushroom has not
been artificially applied. But its peculiar virtue is that it is protean.
There is the normal form, and there is the endless variety of other
shapes and consistencies that it assumes when it grows under abnormal
conditions, as for example in the dark. The cap (or ‘pileus’) is always
attached to the stem (or ‘stipe’) eccentrically, and it can give rise to the
‘paired leaves’ of Wu-ti, as we show in Plates xiv and xv. (Vide supra,
poem by Wu-ti. In classic Chinese the pileus of a mushroom was a
‘leat” and in Japanese this use of ‘leaf” has survived down to our own
day. The Chirese character is &, in Chinese reading yeh, Japanese
ha.) We know that there had been building operations going for-
ward in the Imperial Palace earlier in the year. This is precisely
the condition that might produce an abnormal chih inside the new
structure: the wood was not seasoned and the growth made its
appearance in the obscurity of the secluded chambers. The nine
‘double-leaves’ would be a rare curiosity, but it is certainly not at all

unbelievable.

Pan Ku, the chronicler of the Han Emperors, composed a second
ode to the ling chih, more than a century after the Emperor Wu’s. The
attentive reader will have noted that until now we have never quoted
an ancient source for the name ling chih. Everyone has used either
chih alone, or ts’ao chih ﬁ # , ‘plant chih’, or chih ts'ao % &, ‘chih
plant’. In the last line of the Emperor Wu's poem, the first characteﬁr
is chih 2 , the next to the last is ling g . Ling has a long and compl}-
cated history in Chinese. To start with, it is made up by the-combt-
nation of three characters — jp, ‘rain’; w° (three mouths) ‘praym‘g.for ;
and %, ‘shaman’. Combined in a single character, they mean Spll‘l[ll'al
potency, a stirring of the soul. Pan Ku in his ode joi.necl ling and ch:'h,
the two concepts that the Emperor Wu had associated together in
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PLATE xv1 - NOIN ULA TEXTILE (here shown divided in two parts).
A.D. From Mongolian tomb. Contemporary connoisseurs of Chinese art suggest
that the enigmatic plant toward which the birds are leaning is Ling CHin, the
fabulous Fungus of Immortality. (Courtesy of the Hermitage NMuseum, Leningrad)

ISt L'CI'IT.L]I'}‘



* (detanl).

EXTILI

1

LA

L

xvir - NOIN

PraTEe



THE MARVELOUS HERB

the same verse, thus minting the phrase that ever since has been in
common currency. Here is Pan Ku'’s ode:

Ling chil s with the settling
[a ﬁ‘\ﬁ%\géz ing chin grow

dew,

S’g z 4% N3 AE @ The sign of the three virtues, happy

omen’s picture fulfilled.

;éﬁ HAK, JAR It prolongs lives and glorifies the

capital.

fe L % A\ ﬁ\k"ﬂ It accompanies the Emperor on high,

Image of the Sky!

/?\ H }1,1 AN }%7& ﬁ? Image of the sun and the moon, it

throws out bursts of light!

The three Virtues of the Universe are the Heavens, the Earth, and
Man. The pictures of happy omens were mythical documents from
heaven depicting auspicious marvels such as the unicorn, the phoenix,
the dragon, and the ling chih. Was not Pan Ku’s ode intended to be
used as an alternative to Wu-ti’s in the liturgical year?

Lately the art historians have provided us with an unexpected
development in the history of ling chih. A Russian archaological
expedition in 1924-5 unearthed some remarkable artefacts in tombs
at Noin Ula in what is now Mongolia. They date from the first century
A.D., perhaps the early part of the century. Among the finds was a
silk textile, reproduced in our Plates xvr and xvi.* A single mortif is
repeated several times. It consists of two rocky crags, a bird perched
on each of the crags leaning down and outward, a graceful tree between
the crags, and outside the crags, a plant with nine stalks terminating
in what Michael Sullivan calls a ‘poached-egg’ design. The birds are so

1. The first and best description in English of the Noin Ula finds as a whole was that of W. Perceval
Yetts: “Discoveries of the Kozlov Expedition’, Burlington Magagine, April 1926, pp. 168-176. The
textile that interests us was discussed at some length by Michael Sullivan: The Birth of Landscape
Painting in China, pp. s2-53 and Pl. 35: other references to ling chih in his index, with numerous
reproductions of bas reliefs representing the fungus. William Willetts: Chinese Art, London and New
York, 1958, also accepts the identification, PP- 290-292. The Noin Ula textile hangs in the Hermitage
Museum, Leningrad, where the Museum authorities graciously photographed it for me.

89



PART ONE - CHAPTER XIII

placed that they are about to reach the “poached eggs’. Perceval Yetts
in his description of this textile refers to the plant as a ‘clumsy fungoid
form’. Sullivan has identified it with i | lvan s ‘

n has identified it with ling chih. Sullivan sees no parallel

Fi6. 2. From Sakikusa-kd (‘An Inquiry into the Happy Herb’), by Suigetsu Kan-0.
An essay published in 1850 in Japan. The inspiration for this representation of
Ganoderma lucidum stems back almost 2,000 years to the specimen that the
Emperor Wu of China discovered growing in the inner pavilion of his palace.

for the treatment of the rocky crags in either Han China or the Near

East, and he suggests a derivation from India, the wall painting 1n
st century B.C. showing a similar

Cave X at Ajanta dating from the fir
t for my thesis of an Indian

silhouette. Here is independent suppor
origin for the ling chih notion.
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PLATE xviir - Rubbing of a Han Dynasty Stone Carving, Found in Szechwan
Province. The two hags with pendulous breasts, having wings on their arms,
are assumed to be Immortals. They are playing the board game, popular at
that time, known as liu-po. Behind the figure on the right there is what Chinese
art critics today interpret as a Han Dynasty conception of the Ling Chin, the
fabled "Marvelous Herb’ or ‘Divine Fungus of Immortality’.
(Courtesy of Rolf Stein, Esq.)



Maid of Honour <X 4%, attending the Heavenly Emperor. In her
of its shapes, the normal one

Painted ¢. A. D. 1300.

PLATE XIX
left hand she carries a vase with Ling CHIH 1IN TWO
and the one that suggests deer’s antlers or coral branches.



THE MARVELOUS HERB

I suggest that the fungal form was the artist’s effort to f:mb-{)d}' ic
Emperor Wu's chih with nine twin-leaves, his knowledge of it being
only literary. (The textile, dating from the later Ha-n, came more than
a century after the event in Wu-ti’s reign.) And it India inspired the
crags, perhaps the birds reaching down to the fungoid forms re-enact
the familiar Indian legend of the rape of Soma by a falcon from a
celestial mountain top." Since the Noin Ula finds art historians have
assembled a number of bas reliefs representing the same convention-
alized motif, the ‘poached eggs’, and the stalks or stems that support
them. In Plate xvit we show one of these, also having nine ‘stems’
or stipes.

If I am right, we see the genesis of the ling chih in the reign of Shih
Huang-ti, when on the strength of verbal reports from India about a
miraculous mushroom he sent his necromancers looking for it here
there and everywhere in the mountains. We see Wu-ti fixing the
identity of this elusive mushroom on Ganoderma lucidum thanks to
its fortuitous appearance in an inner chamber of his palace - a change-
ling that he was successful in foisting on the Chinese people. We see
artists in the later Han, obviously unfamiliar with the fungus itself,
depicting from verbal reports a fungus every whit as fabulous as the
phoenix, the dragon, and the unicorn.

If I failed to make good my case for the fly-agaric as Soma, the argu-
ment in this chapter has no base. If Soma was the fly-agaric, then I
submit the probabilities favour Soma as the inspiration for the Chinese
idea of a divine mushroom of immortality. That the idea lived on in
Iran and India well into the first millennium of our era is certain:
Firdousi, the Mahabharata, the Puranas, Kalidasa and the other poets -
all testify to that. In these centuries the Chinese picked up the idea
but only by hearsay. It will not have escaped the perceptive reader
that when Wu-ti joined in a single verse the ling and the chih, and
thus took a vital step in fathering on a certain fungus the vibrant

I. The birds in the textile are probably the demoiselle crane, whose distribution extends from
China to Spain. This was the guess of Roger Tory Peterson when we visited him in his home in
Old Lyme, Conn., at Christmastide 1966. The legs are those of a wader. The black wing feathers
and crest complete the identification. But of course the artist may not have considered the species
of bird important, so long as it was big and spectacular.
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PART ONE .- CHAPTER XIII

- name of the Marvelous Herb, he chose one that, in addition to other
remarkable properties, was deep red in colour and that shimmered like
a satin of Bygance. The strange convolutions of its pileus suggested to
the Chinese mind the cumulus where the Immortals dwell, and thus
in the course of time there came about an artistic convention by
which, in the Yilan Dynasty and later, the painters made the clouds of
the Celestial plane and the Herb of Immortality resemble each other
to a point where, in extreme cases, it is hard to tell them apart.
We have advanced one step toward a United Field throughout Eu-
rasia for a religious origin underlying the supernatural folklore that
centres on an hallucinogenic mushroom. In Part Three we will carry
this argument into northern Eurasia. But meanwhile we invite our
readers to divert their attention to Dr. O’Flaherty’s account of the
post-Vedic history of the Soma question. The lesson that one must
draw from her narrative about the futility of much scholarship is

humbling.
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PLate xx - Chinese Sage Contemplating Ling CHin.
Painted by Chén Hung-shou (1559-1652). (Courtesy of Wango Wéng, Esq.)






PART TWO
THE POST-VEDIC HISTORY OF THE SOMA PLANT
by Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty






HE history of the search for Soma 1s, properly, the history of

Vedic studies in general, as the Soma sacrifice was the focal point

of the Vedic religion. Indeed, if one accepts the point of view
that the whole of Indian mystical practice from the Upanisads through
the more mechanical methods of yoga is merely an attempt to re-
capture the vision granted by the Soma plant, then the nature of that
vision — and of that plant - underlies the whole of Indian religion, and
everything of a mystical nature within that religion is pertinent to the
identity of the plant.

In place of such an all-inclusive study, the present essay attempts to
summarize what has been written since Vedic times about the physical
nature of the Soma plant and the substitutes for Soma. T have worked
in the Bodleian Library and the Indian Institute at Oxford, the India
Office in London, and the British Museum, and of necessity I have
omitted the contributions of Indian scholars whose works are not
available in those collections. Furthermore, I have dealt summarily
with the Haoma of the Avesta, since the work done on the botanical
identification of Haoma has been subsumed for the most part under
the study of Soma.

I. THE BRAHMANAS AND THE SRAUTA-SUTRAS

After the era of the Vedas there came a period when the centre of
intellectual activity moved from the valley of the Indus to the upper
Ganges and the Yamuna. A spate of works, the direct outgrowth of
the Vedas and preserving ancient traditions, many of them lengthy,
arose as a kind of corpus of ritual textbooks. These are the Brahmanas,
prose works dating from about 8oo B.C.

Siira is generally believed to have been an alcoholic drink of some
sort — wine or rice wine or fermented liquor or beer or even distilled
spirits' — or else to refer to alcoholic drinks in general. The Brahmanas
say clearly that Soma was not sitrd. The Satapatha Brahmana declares:
‘Soma is truth, prosperity, light; and sird untruth, misery, darkness.”
1. Monier-Williams® dictionary gives “distilled liquor” as a primary meaning of siird, but evidence is

strong that the distilling process was not known in India until a much later era.
2. §u£aparha Brihmana, Chowkhamba edition, 5.1.2.10.
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The Taittiriya Brahmana says, ‘Soma is male and sird is female; the
two make a pair.” The sharp distinction made by the text seems to
rule out the possibility that Soma was simply another kind of alcoholic
drink, and it would seem probable that siird embraced all the ferment-
ed drinks that rated mention in the RgVeda.

The Brahmanas are much preoccupied with the question of substi-
tutes for Soma. They are books of ritual composed for the sacerdotal
caste, and in places they seem to be deliberately obscure. If the priests
knew what Soma was, they never stated it clearly, and their references
to the Soma plant are ultimately of little help in establishing its
botanical identity. It may be assumed that Soma was none of the
plants expressly suggested as substitutes for it, though of course it may
have resembled any of them in some particular and probably did so.
But it is difficult to draw any sure conception from these negative
hints, for the substitutes often bear little resemblance to each other,
including as they do grasses, flowers, creepers, and even trees.

The Satapatha Brahmana sets forth an order in which substitutes
should be used. First comes the reddish-brown (arund) phalguna plant,
which may be used because it is similar to Soma (sémasya nyaiga), but
the bright red (I6hita) phdlguna plant must not be used. If phalguna is
unavailable, then the $yenahrta plant may serve, for there is a tradition
that Soma was once carried away by a falcon, and a stalk (amsi)
fell from the sky and became the 3yenahrta plant. The third choice is
the adara plant, which sprang from the liquor that flowed from the
sacrificial animal when it was decapitated. Fourth comes the brown
dfirva grass, which is similar to Soma, and last choice 1is yellolw
ki3a grass. This being least satisfactory, a cow must be given In
atonement.”

The Tandya Brdahmana says that the putika is the plant which grew
from a leaf (or feather, parna) that fell when Soma was carried through
the air, and that it is therefore a suitable substitute.? In his com-
mentary on this work, Sdyana says, ‘If they cannot obtain the Soma

1. Taittiriya Brahmana, AnandaSrama edition, 1.3.3.2.

2. Satapatha Brihmana, 4.5.10.2-6.
3. Tandya Brahmana, Bibliotheca Indica edition, 9.5.1.
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THE ‘BRAHMANAS’ AND THE ‘SRAUTA-SUTRAS’

whose characteristics are described in the sacred text, then they may
use the species of creeper (latd) which is known as putika; if they
cannot find putika, then they may use the dark grass (Syamalani
trpdni) known as arjundni.”* Yet another @tiological myth is used to
explain the substitution of the fruit of the nyagrodha (sacred fig or
banyan tree): the gods once tilted over their Soma cups, and the
nyagrodha tree grew from the spilt drops.? Elsewhere it is said that
even when Soma is available, one should use the juice of the nyagrodha
fruit for non-Brahmans to drink.® It is probable that this fruit, like
the diirvd and kida grasses, was accepted as a substitute for Soma
more by virtue of its own sacred nature than for any resemblance to
the Soma plant.

Various other substitutes for Soma appear in the Brahmanas: syamaka
(cultivated millet, said by the Satapatha Brahmana to be most like Soma
of all the plants),* muiija grass (sacred in itself), kattrna (a fragrant
grass), and parna (a sacred tree).® The European lexicographers -
Wilson, Roth, Monier-Williams - struggle to identify all these plants
in modern botanical terms but often arrive at conflicting conclusions,
as do the Brahmanas themselves. Certain pertinent facts emerge,
however, from the Brahmanic literature:

1. The colour red is consistently associated with the Soma substitute.
Red is the colour of the nyagrodha flower; the colour of the phalguna
plant;” the colour of the acceptable diirva grass;® and even the colour
of the cow used in the purchase of Soma.*

2. There is a clear distinction between the identity of Soma and the
identity of the substitutes. For Soma one must look to the RgVeda;

1. Tandya Brahmana, 9.5.3.

2. Aitareya Brahmana, Haug edition, 7.5.30.

3. Kdtydyana Srautasiitra, Albrecht Weber, ed., Berlin, 1859, verse 7.8.13.

4. Siampathﬂ Brahmana, s.3.3.4.

5. Cf. Hemacandra, Abhidhdnacintamani, ed. Bohtlingk and Roth, St. Petersburg, 1849, 1191-1192.
6. Cf. Kausitaki Brahmana, Anandisrama edition, 2.2. and Sampatha Brahmana, 6.6.3.7.

7-H. H. Wilson: Sanskrit Dictionary, 1832, defines phdlguna as ‘a red plant, Arjunana pentaptera.’

8. Rudolph von Roth, in his 1881 article in the Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft,
"‘Uber den Soma’, identified the red diirvd grass with the Cynodon dactylon which the Indians used,

according to Roxburgh, to make a drink, ‘a very cheap kind of Soma’ (eine sehr billige Soma), as
Roth remarked.

9. Taittiriya Samhitd, Keith edition, 6.1.6: .::‘dmpatha Brahmana, 3.3.1.15.
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tfor the substitutes, the Brahmanas are the earliest sources of impor-
tance, but they contain no passages about the authentic Soma of sure
evidential value. They are concerned with the ritual and symbolic
nature of the Soma plant, not with its botanical identity.

II. LATER SANSKRIT WORKS

The writers of the post-Brahmanic period, Sanskrit lexicographers
and Vedic commentators, continued to dwell upon a mulriplicity
of plants that served as Soma, but most of them agreed upon only
one thing: that Soma was a creeper (valli or latd). Yet nowhere in the
RgVeda do these terms appear, Soma being there considered an herb
(6sadhi) or plant (viridh). Amara Simha, the earliest of the Indian
lexicographers (ca. A.D. 450) gives many synonyms for what he
calls somavalli, all of which Monier-Williams has the courage to define
as Cocculus cordifolius. Amara also describes a plant that he calls
somardji, which Monier-Williams says is Vernonia anthelmintica." These
are distinguished from sitrd.* The later lexicographers generally imi-
tate Amara in their discussions of Soma: Medini refers to an herb, the
Soma creeper.,® which Yaska had mentioned as an herb that caused
exhilaration when pressed and mixed with water,* while Sayana, the
most famous of the Vedic commentators, refers to it as the Soma
creeper.® Sabarasvami, another great commentator, also refers to
Soma as a creeper, but one that yields milky juice;® this was to be
retained as an acceptable attribute of Soma from then on through the
European discussions, and the belief in the milky sap appears in the

Hindu medical works as well.”

1. Amarakoia. Kielhorn edition, Bombay, 2.4.82-3 and 2.4.95.

>. Ibid., 2.10.39. Amara gives as synonyms for surd the terms varundt
latter may refer to an intoxicating liquor made from herbs or 1o t
ix 1%, and .@‘amrd:ha Brahmana 12.7.1.7).

3. Mediniko}a, Nathalal Laxmichand edition, 36.

4. Yaska’s Nighantu and Nirukta, Laksman Sarup, ed., U
prindti nacamanena is given as the etymology for nicumpana.

5. Commentary on RgVeda m 483, Max Miiller edition.
the Piirva Mimamsa Sitra, Gaekwa

mayd, halipriyd, and pandrut; the
he Soma of the Vedas (RgVeda

niversity of the Punjab, 1927; 11.2.2. and 5.17.

6. Sabarasvimi, commentary on d edition, 2.2.17. Soma is called

latd ksirini. . hat
- This ascription to Soma of a ‘milky” quality was probably based upon the \.:dn: s-tlitc;?c:::tl:;:
soma was mixed with milk, or that Soma itself became white when mixed with milk,
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One might expect the early medical treatises to be less tancitul
than the Brahmanas, but this is not the case. The Dhanvantariyani-
ghantu, a medical work of ca. A. D. 1400, says that the Soma creeper
yields the Soma milk and is dear to Brahmans." The Rajanighantu
describes the properties of Soma: the somavalli has great clusters and
is a bow-like creeper, yielding the Soma milk: the somavalli is acrid,
pungent, cool, black, sweet, and it serves to dispel biliousness, to
quench thirst, to cause wounds to dry up, and to purify.* A more
detailed, but hardly more scientific, description appears in the Susru-
tasamhitd, a medical text in verse, dating from perhaps the fourth
century A.D., which reduces to its ultimate absurdity the passion
for symmetry and classification that permeates these writings. It
tells us that although there was originally created one kind of
somavalli, it was then divided into twenty-four varieties: amsuman
Soma smells like ghee; muiijara Soma has leaves like those of garlic;
garudahrta (= $yenahrta) and $vetaksa (‘white-eyes’) are pale, look like
cast-off snake-skins, and are found pendant from the boughs of trees;
etc. Unfortunately, the enumeration of these varieties proves of
limited value for botanical identification: one reads that all of them
have the same qualities, all are creepers with milky juice, all are used
in the same way, and all have fifteen black leaves, which appear one
per day during the waxing moon and drop oft one per day during the
waning moon.*

juice of Soma was ‘milk” in the metaphorical sense of the supreme liquid, or the liquid pressed out
of a swollen container; for it must be noted that nowhere in the Vedas is the raw Soma juice
itself described as white or milky, but always as yellow or brown or red or golden.

1. Dhanvantariyanighantu, AnandiSrama Series No. 33, Poona, 1806; verse 4.4.

2. Rdjanighantu, Anandisrama Series No. 33; verses 3.20-30. The pertinent terms are: mahdgulmad
dhanurvalli; katud 3itd madhura: pittadahakrt (or alternate reading: pittadahanut); trsndvidosaSamani
(alternate reading: krsnd vifosatamani); and pavani (or pdcani).

3. Sulrutasamhitd, Education Press, Calcutta, 1834, chapter 20. 1 have been unable to find the quotation
in other editions of this work, but it is quoted in full in the Sabdakalpadruma (Vol. v, p- 417),
Calcutta, 1814, which attributes it to the Sudruta. It will be noted that several of the Sudruta’s ‘varieties’
of Soma refer to substitutes mentioned in the Brdahmanas.

4. This lunar connection is an extrapolation of the mythological association of Soma with the moon
in the Vedas, and it accounts for the name ‘moon-plant’ given to Soma by the Bengalis of the last
century. Yet Edward Balfour, in his Cyclop@dia of India, published in London in 1885, maintained

that the Soma plant itself derived its name from the Sanskrit word for moon, soma, because ‘it was
gathered by moonlight.’
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PART TWO - CHAPTER III

Folk medicine and medical science in India are known collectively
as Ayurveda (‘The Sacred Knowledge of Long Life’). There is a widely
quoted Ayurvedic verse, found both in Dhirtasvami’s commentary
on Apastamba’s Srautasiitra of the black Yajur Veda and in the Bhdva-
prakasa, that Max Miiller cited in 1855 as the earliest ‘scientific’
description of Soma that he knew. It describes the plant as a black
creeper, sour, leafless, yielding milk, having fleshy skin, causing or
preventing phlegm, causing vomiting, and eaten by goats." In spite of
the admittedly late origin of this description, and in spite of the many
equally authoritative descriptions in earlier Sanskrit works which
contradict it, it served European scholars as a peg on which to hang
their favourite theories. Its sharp detail and “scientific’ tone contrasted
favourably with such descriptions as that of the Su3ruta, and it seemed
to agree with the descriptions of Soma given to Westerners by Indians

of that day.

III. EARLY EUROPEAN REFERENCES

T he earliest non-Indian notices of Soma are in the Avesta, where the
plant appears as Haoma, but these references are more obscure than
those of the RgVeda; the question of the ‘authenticity’ of the Soma
cult of the Avesta will be discussed below as it arises in the course of
European discussions. The earlier parts of the Avesta- the Yasts -
refer to Haoma as being strained for the sacrifice,” as the only drink
which is attended with piety rather than with anger, as a tall, golden
plant* with golden eyes.s The Yasna devotes three full hymns to
Haoma (9-11), which it describes as growing in the mountains,’ pressed

1. Cited by F. Max Miiller in ‘Die Todtenbestattung bei den Brahmanen,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen

Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft, No. 39, 1855, pp. XLII ff. The text reads:
Syamald "'mld ca nispatra  ksirini tvaci mamsald
$lesmald vamani valli somdkhyd chagabhojanam
2. Yast fragment 21.9. This and the following are from the edition of James Darmesteter and L. H.
Mills, Sacred Books of the East, Volumes 4, 23, and 31.
3. Ashi Yast, 2.5, and Yasna, 10.8.
4. Sirozah, 2.30,
5. Ashi Yast, 6.37, Gos Yast, 4.17, and Mihir Yast, 23.88.
6. Yasna, 10.3.
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twice a day,' odoriferous,* possessing many trunks, stems, f‘md b}‘dll-
ches,* and yielding a yellow juice which is to be mixed with I]Tlll;’.;"
Haoma is golden and has a flexible stem.? The Yasna seems to Cl.lb‘[llll-
guish between Haoma and other intoxicating beverages, of which it
disapproves, but it has been suggested that Zoroaster hated the Haoma
drinkers as well as drinkers in general.® Beyond this general descrip-
tion, and the evidence that the Soma cult was at least Indo-Iranian
rather than simply Indian in its origin, the Avesta sheds little light on
the Soma problem.

Megasthenes said of the Indians, “They never drink wine except at
sacrifices,” distinguishing this sacrificial wine from their ordinary li-
quor — probably siird - which he describes as ‘composed of rice instead
of barley.”” McCrindle suggests that this ‘wine was probably Soma
juice,” and as the passage is certainly pre-Tantric it must in fact refer
to Soma. Thus Megasthenes — misled no doubt by the similar rites
among his own people — must be held responsible tor the origination
of a misconception that continues to plague Vedic studies to the
present day. Plutarch speaks of a plant that the Iranians dedicated to
a religious use:

For pounding in a mortar an herb called Spwut they invoke Hades
and darkness; then having mingled it with the blood of a slaughtered
wolf, they bear it forth into a sunless place and cast it away.®

Bernadakis conjectured that this Zpwpt was the same as the paiv of
the Odyssey x 305, a fabulous herb probably cognate with the Sanskrit
mitla (root); Orientalists of note, including Paul Anton de Lagarde,®
have suggested that épwpt was none other than the Haoma of the

Iranians, the Soma of the Indians. In 1929 Emile Benveniste dismissed
this notion:

I. Yasna, 10.2.

2. Yasna, 10.4.

3. Yasna, 10.5; vide supra, Pp- 19-2I.

4. Yasna, 10.13.

5. Yasna, 9.16.

6 Henrik Samnel Nyberg: Die Religionen des Alten Irans, Leipzig, 1938, pPp- 188, 244, and 288

7. Megasthenes, Indika, translated by J. W. McCrindle, Calcutta, 1887 (Schwanbeck edition, Bonn
1846), fragment 27, page 69. Quoted by Strabo, 15.1.53-56. ,
8. Plutarch: De Iside et Osire, Squire edition, 1744, p. 117; pt.

9. Vide infra, p. 108.
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We must beware of correcting the text on this point, as the majority
of editors have done following P. de Lagarde. The substitution of
the plant w&»v for the enigmatic duwye is the device of harassed
interpreters and is no better than the explanation of gpwut by hauma;
the first is arbitrary, and the second absurd... 8uwy: is another
name of amomum which is used in the cult of Ahriman as hauma is
sacred to the cult of Ohrmazd.*

In 1771 A. H. Anquetil-Duperron brought out the first translation of
the Avesta, after having spent some years in India in association with
the Parsis. For the Haoma plant, he observed, the Parsis used a tree
(arbre) which, they said, grew in Persia but not in India and resembled
a vine but never bore any fruit. Anquetil-Duperron thought the plant
resembled a kind of heather (bruyére), with knots very close together
and leaves like those of jasmine. ‘All these details lead me to believe
that the Hom is the dpwpog of the Greeks and the amomum of the
Romans.? As the Indo-Iranian connection was not yet established, nor
the Soma cult itself discovered, this suggestion was not pursued.

Then in 1784 the first translation of a Sanskrit work into English
appeared, Charles Wilkins’s rendering of the Bhagavad Gitd. In 1t he
included a note: ‘Sam is the name of a creeper, the juice of which is
commanded to be drunk at the conclusion of a sacrifice.” This is
the earliest published citation of Soma in a European language that I
have found. In his 1704 translation of the laws of Manu, Sir William
Jones describes Soma as ‘the moon plant (a species of mountain-rue).™
H. T. Colebrooke then published his translation of the Amarakofl'm,
saying that the somrdj was Vernonia anthelmintica (= Conyza authelmﬁm-
tica),* but cautioning his readers that commentators seldom describe

: - : : -4. The amomum
' -eniste: The Persian Religion: According to the Chief Greek Texts, 1929, p. 74- 1
s thoushe 0 be the In y . d in Aristophanes” The Frogs,

is thought to be the Indian spice plant, Nepaul cardamom. It is mentione i - rdamonm
110, and in Theophrastes’ Historia Plantarum, 9.7.2, where it1s said to come from India as ¢

comes from Persia.

2. A. H. Anquetil-Duperron: Zend-
3. Charles Wilkins: The Bhdgvdt Geeta, Serampore, 1784, p- 80, note 42.
4. Sir William Jones: Institutes of Hindu Law, or, the Ordinances of Manu, T English
5. H. T. Colebrooke: Cosha or Dictionary of the Sanscrit Language, by Amara Sinha, “; Cerse 4.3.14.
Interpretation and Annotations by H.T. Colebrooke, Esq., Serampore, 1808, p- :;21: notf:hg:h o bk
It should be added that Amara distinguished this plant from the somavalli for W

gives no botanical name.

Avesta, traduit par Anquetil du Perron, Paris, 1771, Vol. 1, p. 535-

Calcurra, 1794, verse 3.158.
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the plants they mention and that "a source of error remains in the
inaccuracy of the Commentators themselves . . . the correspondence
of Sanscrit names with the generick and specifick names in Natural
History is in many instances doubtful.”

In 1814, William Carey published his Hortus Bengalensis, which was
a summary of the manuscript that William Roxburgh was to publish
in 1832. Carey identified Sarcostemma brevistigma (= Asclepias acida,
Sarcostemma acidum, Sarcostemma viminale, Cynanchium viminale) as the
plant known in Bengali and Sanskrit as somalutd, and also remarked
that Ruta graveolens, a rue, bore the same Sanskrit name.* He did not
link them with the Vedas, but he did take occasion to observe that
Himalayan plants do not grow in Bengal? an observation that was
ignored by the Vedic scholars who later used Roxburgh’s work to
identify Soma.

In his 1819 Sanskrit Dictionary, Horace Hayman Wilson identified
soma as ‘the moon plant (Asclepias acidum)[= Sarcostemma brevistigma),’
somavalli as "a twining plant (Menispermum glabrum) [= Tinospora
cordifolia],” or ‘a medicinal plant (Serratula anthelmintica ) [= Vernonia
anthelmintica]’; in the 1832 edition of the dictionary, he added soma rdjin,
which he defined as Serratula anthelmintica, though he still gave this as
an alternative for somavalli as well .+

Sir Graves Chamney Haughton, in his 1825 edition of Jones’s Ordinan-
ces of Manu, had corrected Jones’s ‘mountain rue’ to ‘swallow-wort
(Asclepias acidum) [= Sarcostemma brevistigma),” probably following
Carey. Finally, in 1832 William Roxburgh published his Flora Indica:
he identified Sarcostemma brevistigma with somalutd in Sanskrit and
Bengali, a plant (as he said) of much milky juice of a mild nature and
acid taste. He added that ‘native travellers often suck the tender

I. Colebrooke, op. cit., p. 10.

2. William Carey: Hortus Bengalensis, A Catalogue of the Plants Described by Dr. Roxburgh in his Manu-
script Flora Indica, Calcutta, 1814, pp. 20 and 32.

3. Ibid., p. xi.

4. Horace Hayman Wilson: Sanskrit Dictionary, Calcutta, 1810 and 1832. In identifying somavalli with
Menispermum glabrum, Wilson was misled by Colebrooke, whose Amara Simha he cites for this
reference; Colebrooke, though giving no definition of somavalli, had given ﬁl’rm'spermum glabrum

(= Tinospora cordifolia) for the plant guduci (guricha in Colebrooke’s n i in
.. . : ote) which a Xta-
position with somavalli in the Amarakota. ppears in juxta
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shoots to allay their thirst.” This is hardly the description of a plant
that induces religious ecstasy, but Roxburgh identifies it with sdm
mentioned by Wilkins as the sacrificial plant. He distinguishes it from
somrdj (as Colebrooke had done in 1808), which is Vernonia anthelmin-
tica, a plant with an acid taste,* and he further distinguishes Calotropis
gigantea (= Asclepias gigantea) as the plant used by the natives for
medical purposes.

From these beginnings down to our own time Soma has been iden-
tified with various species of Sarcostemma (= Asclepiads, related to
the American milkweeds), of Ephedra, of Periploca, all of them leafless
climbers superficially resembling each other, yet belonging to genera
botanically far apart. Botanists in India would gather specimens,
identify them with scientific names, and add the vernacular names
that local helpers would give them, such as somalutd. Linguists and
serious travellers would occasionally bring back plant names picked
up in the various languages spoken from India to Iran that seemed to
stem back to Soma or Haoma - e.g., hum, huma, yehma; um, wma; um,
umbur’ — and, linking them to the plant to which they belonged,
present to the world another candidate for Soma. Most of these plants
were or had been at some time used as substitutes for Soma or Haoma:
to be eligible, plants had to meet certain requirements, which may
have changed from area to area and from century to century. R. G.
Wasson’s Brahman informants said to him that the substitute ‘Somas’
had to be small, leafless, and with fleshy stems, atcributes that are
common in varying degrees to the three genera listed above and to
the traditional descriptions in the Brahmanas and medical texts.

[V. MID-NINETEENTH CENTURY

For the next fifty years, Sanskritists and botanists alike merely
elaborated upon Roxburgh’s identification. Henry Piddington gives
‘Sarcostemma viminale’ for the Bengali soom and Asclepias acidum’ for

1. William Roxburgh: Flora Indica, Serampore, 1832, Vol. 11, p. 33.

2. Ibid., Vol. m1, p. 406. |
3. George Watt: Dictionary of the Economic Products of India, Calcutta, 1890, ¢

article on ‘Ephedra.” Vide infra, p. 121.

ites these examples in his
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somalutd,' but these two names are now considered to represent the
same species: Sarcostemma brevistigma. John Stevenson, in his transla-
tion of the Sama Veda, says that Soma is ‘Sarcostemma viminale,” ‘the
moon-plant’ and describes in some detail the method of its use,
observing that according to the commentator it is pressed and mixed
with barley and allowed to stand for nine days, ‘but how many days
precede [the ceremony] and how many follow, I do not know . . . the
Soma, when properly prepared, is a powerful spirit. . ."

Vedic studies had now begun to assume considerable importance
in Europe. In 1844, Eugéne Burnouf published the first of a series of
articles on Haoma, wherein he said that the Haoma juice, obtained by
trituration, was the same as the Soma of the Vedic sacrifice, but he did
not venture a botanical identification.? In 1845, J. O. Voigt published
his Hortus Suburbanus Calcuttensis, a catalogue of the plants in the
H. E. I. C. Botanical garden. Once again soma-rdj is Vernonia anthelmin-
tica and shom-luta is Sarcostemma brevistigma; Voigt also mentions that
farmers use the Sarcostemma brevistigma to rid their fields of white
ants.* He draws attention to the use of the Asclepiads in general as
emetics and to their acrid and bitter milk, and points out that in the
West Indies they are a popular remedy for worms in children, given
in doses of a teaspoon to a tablespoon.*

Friedrich Windischmann thought that the Soma plant might be
Sarcostemma brevistigma, but he doubted that the Indian Soma was the
same as the Haoma of the Persians, as the plant might have changed
with the change in location. Yet he considered that the Avesta pre-
served the tradition of Soma and the sacrifice better than the RgVeda
did, and he called attention to the Persian belief (remarked long ago by
Anquetil-Duperron) that Soma did not grow in India.® Christian Lassen

1. Henry Piddington: An English Index to the Plants of India, Calcutta, 1832, p. 79 and p. 9.

2. John Stevenson: Sanhitd of the Sama Veda, London, 1842, p.iv. N _
3. Eugéne Burnouf: ‘Etudes sur la langue et sur les textes zends. 1v: Le Dieu Homa, in Journal Asia-
tique, 8th Series, No. 4, December, 1844, p. 468. .
4.]. O. Voigt: Hortus Suburbanus Calcuttensis, A Catalogue of the Plants in
Company Botanical Garden, Calcutta, 1845, pp- 405 and 542.

5. Ibid., p. 539. )

6. Friedrich Windischmann: ‘Uber d
Akadamie der Wissenschaften, Munich, 1846, pp. 127-142-
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1dded his assent that Soma was Sarcostemma brevistigma,’ and W illiam
Dwight Whitney wrote that Soma was

a certain herb, the Asclepias acida [ = Sarcostemma brevistigma), which
grows abundantly upon the mountains of India and Persia . . . which,

when fermented, possesses intoxicating qualities. In this cdrcum-
stance, it is believed, lies the explanation of the whole matter. The
simple-minded Arian [sic] people ... had no sooner perceived that
this liquid had power to. .. produce a temporary frenzy . .. than
they found in it something divine . . .7

Otto Bohtlingk and Rudolph von Roth accepted only tentatively
Sarcostemma brevistigma as Soma, and perspicaciously added that it
seemed to grow farther south than the Vedas indicate.’

Friedrich Max Miiller in 1855 published an important article in
which he quoted Dhurtasvami’s description of Soma* and said that
this seemed to agree most strikingly with the accepted botanical
descriptions of various Sarcostemmas. But he doubted whether the
Vedic Soma would be found growing in Bombay (where the Sarco-
stemmas are found) rather than in the mountains of the North.
Moreover, he asked, why would the Indians of the era of the Brahmanas
use putika as a substitute for Soma if they could find ‘Soma’ itself -
i.e., Sarcostemma spp. — right in Bombay?*

For thirty years no notice was taken of this Ayurvedic source, nor
of Max Miiller’s doubts. Major Heber Drury accepted Sarcostemma
brevistigma as shom-luta,® and Walter Elliot referred somalatd to the
same species.” Martin Haug believed that the Persians had probably
replaced the original Haoma with something else, retaining the name,

1. Christian Lassen: Indische Altertumskunde, Bonn, 1847, Volume 1, p. 281.

2. William Dwight Whitney: ‘On the main results of Vedic researches in Germany,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society, No. 3, 1853, p. 299.

3. Otto Bohtlingk and Rudolph von Roth: Sanskritworterbuch nebst allen Nachtragen, St. Petersburg,
1855-75.

4. Vide supra, p. 100.

5- F. Max Miiller: ‘Die Todtenbestattung bei den Brahmanen,’ Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldn-
dischen Gesellschaft, No. 39, 1855, p. xlii ff.

6. Major Heber Drury: Useful Plants of India, Madras, 1858, p. 38s.

7. Walter Elliot: Flora Andhrica, A Vernacular and Botanical List of Plants Commonly Met with in the
Telegu District, Madras, 1859, p. 169.
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and he thought that the present-day Soma of the Indians was in fact a
substitute, but that the substitute retained in a measure the qualities
of the true Vedic plant, with no leaves and a bitter white sap: ‘It is a
very nasty drink, but has some intoxicating effect,” he wrote, having
tasted it several times but being unable to take more than a few
teaspoonfuls.’

Sir George Christopher Birdwood, in his Catalogue of the Vegetable
Productions of the Presidency of Bombay, including a list of the drugs sold
in the bagaars of Western India, included Sarcostemma brevistigma under
‘drugs’, identifying it as the somaluta of the Vedas, a ‘fermented li-
quor . . . mixed with barley and ghee ... This wine was drunk at all
their religious ceremonies and was used as an intoxicant by the rishis...
Water passed through a bundle of somaluta and a bag of salt will
extirpate white ants from a field watered with it.”* Birdwood identi-
fied Sarcostemma brevistigma with S. acida and expressed the view that
‘the Som of the Vedas and the Hom of the Zend Avesta’ were perhaps
‘the real plant. .. present to the mind of the writer... of the first
chapters of Genesis,? — an original contribution to the debate, and one
of the few that is not echoed by anyone. In this year, Eugéne Burnouf
published his Sanskrit dictionary, wherein he described Soma as the
juice of Sarcostemma brevistigma; the following year, J. Forbes Watson
described the Soma plant as Sarcostemma brevistigma; the somalatd
(Telegu) as the same species; and the somalutd (Sanskrit) as Ruta
graveolens.*

Paul Anton de Lagarde (Paul Anton Boetticher) maintained that
Zpopt was another word for pdv or mijyavov, the mountain rue, and
that it was a substitute used by the Greeks when they no longer had
the hém itself, the original sacred plant’ Drawing attention to the

Odyssey verse describing the p@v as a plant with a black root and a
1. Martin Haug: Essays on the Religion of the Parsees, 1861, pp. 219-222, and Aitareya Brahmana, Bombay,
1863, Vol. m, p. 489.

2. Sir George Christopher Birdwo
Bombay, 1865, p. 53.

3. Ibid., p. 209.

4. ]. Forbes Watson : Index to Native and Scientific

Londoy., 1866, p. 530. .
5. Paul Anton de Lagarde: Gesammelte Abhandlungen, Leipzig, 1866, p. 174.

od: Catalogue of the Vegetable Productions of the Presidency of Bombay,

Names of Indian and Other Economic Plants and Products,
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lower white as milk,’ and to the mythological significance of rue,’
Lagarde maintained that the description of the harmal (= haoma =
Zuop: = porv) given by Arabian botanists described the plant pre-
cisely: a shrub with leaves like those of a willow and flowers like those
of jasmine, with an intoxicating and soporific effect.’ He added that
Soma and Haoma were not the same plant, though they had the same
name and use, and he linked the Soma of the RgVeda to rue by
means of the Vedic epithet sahdsrapdjas, ‘possessing a thousand pdjas,’
which he related to the Greek term for rue, mvjyavev.*

But no matter how many botanists and scholars accepted the Sar-
costemma thesis, there were always reservations held in some quar-
ters. In 1871 John Garrett declared flatly that ‘the Soma of the Vedas
is no longer known in India’ Nevertheless J. D. Hooker elaborated
upon his earlier identification of Soma with Sarcostemma brunonianum
by observing that this plant abounded in an acid milky juice and was
‘hence eaten by the natives as salad, and sucked by travellers to allay
thirst, thus forming a remarkable exception to the usually poisonous
nature of the Asclepiadeous juices.” Still there was room for new
theories: Drury suggested that the ‘moon creeper’ might be Calo-
nyction muricatum (Ipomcea muricata), a plant whose swollen pedicels
are cooked as vegetables and whose seeds are used as purgatives.’
Nevertheless, Hermann Grassmann, whose Vedic dictionary is the
standard work to this day, accepted the general view that Soma was a
Sarcostemma.®

In 1873 Rajendra Lala Mitra revived the case for Soma as an alcoholic
beverage. The original Indo-Aryans drank ‘soma-beer and strong
spirits,’ which, when they moved to the hot climate of India, tended to

1. Odyssey, X, 304-5.

2. Jacob Ludwig Grimm: Deutsche Mythologie (Gottingen, 1835), p. 962, had mentioned that rue was
used in sacrifices to the devil.

3. Lagarde, op. cit., p. 175.

4. The term sahdsrapdjas, occurring only twice in the RgVeda (ix 133 and 1x 423), is generally trans-
lated as “possessing a thousand forms,” or “colours’, or ‘rays’. . ’

5. John Garrett: Classical Dictionary of India, Madras, 1871, p. 504.

6. Joseph Dalton Hooker: Curtis’s Botanical Magagine, London, 1872, Tab. 6002

7. Major Heber Drury: Useful Plants of India (24 edition), London, 1873. ‘

8. Hermann Grassmann: Wérterbuch gum Rig Veda, Leipzig, 1873.
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make themill. “The later Vedas, accordingly, proposed a compromise,
and leaving the rites intact, prohibited the use of spirits for the
gratification of the senses.” Soma was ‘made with the expressed juice
of a creeper (Asclepias acida or Sarcostemma viminale) [both = Sarcostem-
ma brevistigma] diluted with water, mixed with barley meal, clarified
butter [ghee], and the meal of wild paddy [nivdra], and fermented in a
jar for nine days. ... The juice of the creeper is said to be of an acid
taste, but I have not heard that it has any narcotic property.” Mitra
was of the opinion that the starch of the two meals - barley and wild
paddy - produced ‘vinous fermentation’ and that the Soma juice
promoted fermentation and flavoured the brew while checking the
acetous decomposition, in the manner of hops.? In this way Mitra
seemed to cover every likelihood - except for the possibility that Soma
was not alcoholic at all, but a plant containing a psychotropic drug. It
should also be pointed out that Mitra speaks of ‘soma-beer and strong
spirits.” Presumably he used this latter term in its customary sense,
meaning distilled alcohol. This is an anachronism.

In 1874 Arthur Coke Burnell called attention to the fact that there
were different ‘Somas’ in different parts of India, the Hindus of the
Coromandel coast using Sarcostemma brevistigma in their rites, and
those of the Malabar coast using Ceropegia decaisneana or C. elegans.’
In the following year, Martin Haug elaborated on his previous descrip-
tions by describing the Soma plant as a small twining creeper with a
row of leafless shoots containing sour, milky sap; he identified the
plant as Sarcostemma intermedium, mentioning S. brevistigma and S.
brunonianum as related varieties, and he expressed his opinion that the
plants denoted at the present time by the terms somalatd and somavalli
were later substitutes.*

In 1878 Friedrich Spiegel reported that the Indian Parsis sent their

priests to Kerman to obtain Haoma.s This was the year that saw the

1. Rajendra Lala Mitra: ‘Spirituous Drinks in Ancient India,’ Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of

Bengal, 1873, p. 2.

2. Ibid., p. 21.

3. Arthur Coke Burnell: Elements of South Indian Pal@ography, Mar{galore. 1874, P- 1-+ . b
4. Martin Haug: in a review of Grassmann’s Worterbuch; Gottingische Gelehrte Angeigen, 1875, PP

584-595. o ,
5. Friedrich Spiegel: Eranische Alterthumskunde, Leipzig, 1878, Vol. m, p. 572-
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publication of Abel Bergaigne's La Religion Védique; Bergaigne thought
that Soma was a fermented drink and that milk was added to it to
help the fermentation process. He calls it a spirituous liquor, the word
spirituous (une liqueur spiritueuse) being applicable in a broad sense
to any volatile inebriating drink.’

In ;8?9, Heinrich Zimmer acknowledged that present-day Hindus
used a kind of Sarcostemma, citing Haug and adding that the nausea
Haug had experienced was consistent with the Brahmana descriptions
of Soma: but he expressed doubts whether this plant, found in
Bombay and all over India, could have grown in the high site of Vedic
civilization. He quoted various Brdahmana references to substitutes to
support his thesis that Sarcostemma was in fact just such a substitute,
which had appeared in the course of time.

In 1881 Mitra reiterated his beer theory,® and Kenneth Somerled
Macdonald wrote, ‘Soma is now admitted, we believe, by the best
Sanskrit scholars to have been intoxicating. The numerous references
in the RgVeda are consistent only with such an interpretation.™ He
proceeded to repeat Mitra’s theory in great detail, though he failed to
give Mitra credit for it.

The early 1880’s saw the most enthusiastic and intense period of the
Soma debate. Scholarly tempers flared, new and important names
began to appear, and ingenious theses were advanced. Rudolph von
Roth began it with an article in which he reviewed all the recent
theories about Soma as well as some of the Brahmana information; he
concluded that although Sarcostemma brevistigma seemed to be well
established as the present-day Soma plant, there was no assurance
that this plant — which grew in the plains — was the Vedic plant, which
must still grow in the mountains.®* Though he believed that the Soma
of the Brahmanas was a substitute made necessary when the Vedic
people moved away from their original home, he felt that the true

I. Abel Bergaigne: La Religion Védique, Paris, 1878, Vol. 1, pp. ix and 148.
2. Heinrich Zimmer: Altindisches Leben, Berlin, 1879, p. 275.

3. Rajendra Lala Mitra: Indo-Aryans, London, 1881, pp. 390-419.

4. Kenneth Somerled Macdonald: The Vedic Religion, London, 1881, p. 66.

5- Rudolph von Roth: “Uber den Soma,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft, No. 35
1881, pp. 680-692. -
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Soma was probably some species of Sarcostemma or at least an
Asclepiad, and he felt that any information about the present-day
Soma might shed light on the Vedic plant.

In the following year, Edward William West expressed the opinion
that the plants used for Soma in India and Persia at the present time
were substitutes for the original Haoma-Soma plant, and he observed
that the most common substitute in South and West India was the
Sarcostemma brevistigma, “a leafless bush of green succulent branches,
growing upwards, with flowers like those of an onion,” and resembling
Euphorbia tirucalli or thornless milk-bush when not in flower.* In that
same year Angelo de Gubernatis, quoting Roth, expressed doubt
whether the Soma plant could be identified at that time; he suggested
that perhaps the Soma cult had shifted to wine in Persia, Asia Minor,
and Greece, and that in India in later times its place was taken by a
beverage offered to the gods and deliberately made unpalatable so
that no mortal would be tempted to drink it.2

In 1883 Monier-Williams brought out his Religious Thought and Life
in India. He defined Soma as Sarcostemma brevistigma, “a kind of creeper
with succulent, leafless stem,” but he added, ‘And yet it is remarkable
that this sacred plant[the original, true Soma] has fallen into complete
neglect in modern times. When I asked the Brahmans of North
India to procure specimens of the true Soma for me, I was told that,
in consequence of the present sinful condition of the world, the holy
plant had ceased to grow on terrestrial soil, and was only to be found
in heaven.” Nevertheless a creeper ‘said to be the true Soma’ had
been pointed out to him by Burnell in South India, where it was being
used by orthodox Brahmans.?

In 1884 D. N. Ovsianiko-Kulikovskij published a book of some 240
pages devoted entirely to Soma and containing a great deal of.learnf'.:d
and imaginative material; unfortunately, since it was published in
Russian and never translated, it was not noted by subsequent SChOlaI:S'
writing in other European languages, though Ovsianiko-Kulikovskij

1. Edward William West: Pahlavi Texts, Sacred Books of the East, Volume 18, 133:9 p. 164.
2. Angelo de Gubernatis: La Mythologie des Plantes, Paris, 1.581. \jful. o, pp- 350—83 . .
3. Sir Monier Monier-Williams: Religious Thought and Life in India, London, 1883, pPp- .
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was familiar with all of the significant literature in German, French,
and English.* He maintained, on grounds of sound linguistic reasoning,
that the word ‘soma’ applied first to the plant and later to the juice?

and went on to discuss this plant:

At the same time, the terms Soma and Haoma did not cease to
signify also the divinity, whose gift or attribute the intoxicating bev-
erage was considered to be. As concerns this last, it is presently
obtained in India from a plant of the family Asclepias acida. Whether
it was obtained from the same plant in antiquity, or from another,
or if from another, from which particular one -all of these are
questions that of necessity must remain for the time being without
an answer. The description of the flower and the liquid of Soma in
the RgVeda is not applicable to Asclepias acida and the beverage
obtained from it.?

Ovsianiko-Kulikovskij described the sacrament of collecting Soma as
taking place at night, ‘in the light of the moon,” observing: ‘Perhaps
this feature has some link with the later identification of Soma with
the moon.* He continued:

It was mixed with water, sour milk, and barley corn. Then it
underwent fermentation, after which a strong, intoxicating beverage
was obtained. The description of this procedure is met in a number
of places in the ninth Mandala of the RgVeda, but always in a
fragmentary and often obscure form.s

This was the more or less conventional view of Soma, but then
Ovsianiko-Kulikovskij went on to express his doubts that Soma had
been a product of fermentation at all, and to suggest - in cautious but
clear terms - that Soma might have been some sort of narcotic.

I. D. N. Ovsianiko-Kulikovskij: Zapiski Imperatorskogo Novorosiiskogo Universiteta, Volume 39, Odessa,
1884. Chast” 1: Kul't boghestva Soma v Drevnei Indii v epokhu Ved. [Part 1: The Cult of the Deity "Soma’

in Ancient India in the Vedic Epoch] I am indebted to D. M. O’Flaherty for the translation.
2.Ibid., p. 7.

3. Ibid., p. 8,

4. Idem. This peculiar notion appears only one year later in the Cyclopedia of Edward Balfour (vide

.iup;:; P- 99), but it is most unlikely that he knew Ovsianiko-Kulikovskii's work.
5. Ibid., p. 9.
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This is by far the earliest reference to such a possibility, and it is si-

gnificant that it appears in the writings of a Russian, who may have
known of the Siberian cults:

It is possible that the narcotic power of Soma was greater than the
similar power of other drinks used in the time of the Veda; possibly
it was of an essentially different nature. The action of Soma is always
depicted in the most many-hued colours, as something fascinating,
elevating, illuminating; on the other hand the action of common
drink (sird) is painted in far from such attractive colours. .. It is
also quite possible that the superiority of Soma was entirely imagi-
nary and rested solely on that religious sanction which fell to the
portion of Soma (that is, not Asclepias acida or any other sort of Indian
plant, but - Soma, as a religious and cultural psychological con-
ception) as early as the most remote Indo-Iranian antiquity.’

Roth then brought out another paper, in which he emphasized his
feeling that Soma must still exist.* But he acknowledged that Albert
Regel, the botanist employed by the Russian government, who had
searched for Soma at Roth’s request in the Syr Darya and Amu Darya
watersheds, had reported finding no trace of a plant meeting Soma’s
description. Regel had expressed his opinion that the closest thing to
Soma that he had found had been rhubarb, though he admitted that
rhubarb was not used by the natives to make any intoxicating drink.
Roth had supplied him with Vedic descriptions of Soma, and from
them it was clear that none of the Asclepiads, Euphorbias, Ferulas,
yellow Composite, or Cannabis sativa (hemp) conformed to the
formula. Wilkens, a zoologist specializing in South Turkestan, had
reported to Roth that in his opinion Soma might be Peganum harmala,’
belonging to the Rutace, though it lacked the sweetness a.nd
juiciness that the true Soma was thought to have had. Nothing
daunted, Roth ended up with a flourish: ‘Usbekistani today may
drink their kumiss in cups in which Soma once gave them cheer. ... To

1. Ovsianiko-Kulikovskij, op. cit., p. 12.
2. Rudolph von Roth: “Wo wichst der Som

No. 38, 1884, pp. 134-139.
3. The mhyavov and harmal to which Lagarde had referred.
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find the Soma one need not be a boranist; the plant will have to be
recognized in all its juidness [Saftfille] by every eve.

\. FILE NUMBER 1158

Charles James Lvall. Secretary to the Chiet Commussioner of Assam.
translated Roth’s papers and forwarded them. with his own remarks,
to the Afghan Frontier Delimitation Commission. Thev in turn hand-
ed them over to the botanist George Watt. who published them
with his added remarks. under the heading. A note upon Dr. Roth’s
suggestion regarding the Soma Plant’. in a document issued as File
No. 118 of the Government of India. Revenue and Agricultural De-
partment. Simla. August 20. 1834

Ware felt that Roth had produced no evidence that Soma was a
species of Sarcostemma or any other Asclepiad; he considered it "a
great pity that Dr. Roth. instead of propounding his own theory at
such length and in attempting to confute arguments against it, did
not rather publish brieflv the leading passages from Sanskrit literature
descriptive of the plant. . . pladngin the hands of the naruralist to the
Commission a brief abstract from the Sanskrit authors. and thus leave
his mind unbiased by any theories.” Watt was of the opinion that Soma
was not necessarilv a succulent, juicy plant, but that it might be rather
a drv branch used in a decocuon. ‘either by simple maceradon or
boiling.” He went on: ‘Can any one who has examined the bitter
milky sap of the Ascledpiad. .. suppose thar such a liquid could
ever be used for more than a medidnal purpose, and sdll less become
the Soma of the Vedas? It is much more likelv that the oblong fruits of
the Afghan grape..., imported into the plains, as they are at the
present day, afforded the sweer and refreshing cup of which our
Aryan ancestors became drunk while wrapr in the oblivion of religious
enthusiasm.™ He did not pursue this suggestion, however, and consid-

ered the Compositz or Umbelliferz more likely than the Asclepiads
as candidares for Soma.

I. Thul.bcirnmknerufmh;&m;andufmdmhnhdnnkm;d-cﬁ'nmxt:sﬂzbhsbtdbr
Panini’s reference 1o the sweet grape juice of Kipisi, north of Kabul (Pinini 42 90\
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In reply to this, Max Miiller wrote to the Academy journal on
October 20, 1884, misquoting Haug (‘it was extremely nasty and not
at all exhilarating’, where Haug had described the Soma he tasted as
‘a very nasty drink, but [it] has some intoxicating effect’), referring to
the Brahmana substitutes and the tradition that Soma ‘was brought
by barbarians from the North,” and finally getting to the point - that
he, Friedrich Max Miiller, had published thirty years earlier the
‘oldest scientific description of the Soma plant’ that he knew of or had
hope of finding, the Dhiirtasvami description of the dark creeper
eaten by goats.’

On November 9, Roth replied in the same journal to ‘the learned
scholar’: ‘I did not, indeed, remember the passage referred to; but if
it had been in my mind I should scarcely have mentioned it...” He
said it was impossible to date the ‘Ayurveda’, that Max Miiller’s
passage sounded like descriptions of ‘the later, even the latest date,
especially in the so-called Nighantus,” taking exception to the adjective
vamani by insisting that ‘it is not to be supposed that the Soma, or its
principal substitute in later times, should have caused vomiting,” and,
as a parting blow, correcting Max Miiller’s translation of slesmald
from ‘destroying phlegm’ to ‘producing phlegm.” He concluded that
the plant described was merely the ‘Soma of later times which we
know (that is, the Sarcostemma acida [brevistigmayl), correctly described
as bearing no leaves.” He still believed that the ‘genuine original Soma’
would bear great resemblance to its later substitute, and answered
Watt’s ‘decoction’ theory thus: ‘I am sorry not to be able to conform
my views to those of the distinguished botanist. The Aryans no more
drank a decoction of the Soma plant than they drank tea or coffee. It
would be, indeed, a disgrace to the interpreters of the Veda and
Avesta if Dr. Watt were right.” He ended with the arch hope that the
botanists of the Commission ‘will not bring us home, as Soma, the
Asafcetida, which there obtrudes itself upon one’s notice, or any
other Ferula.’

Max Miiller replied on November 17 in a
Academy, defending his Ayurvedic passage as th

nother letter to the
e oldest scientific de-

1. Vide supra, pp. 100 and 107.
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scription of the Soma, standing up for his translation of 3lesmala as
dissolving rather than producing phlegm, and keeping his original
reading for vamani rather than the pavani (purifying) suggested by
Roth. He admitted that ‘this oldest scientific description of the Soma
plant’ might refer to a later substitute, and concluded:"As to the Soma
which the Brahmans knew (RgVeda x 85?), I shall welcome it when-
ever it is discovered, whether in the valley of the Oxus or in that of the
Neckar.’

At this point the botanists entered the forum. J. G. Baker of the
Kew Herbarium wrote to the Academy on November 15, noting that
Dr. Aitchison had been selected as the botanist to attend the Afghan
Delimitation Commission and supporting Max Miiller’s faith in the
Sarcostemma, which, he pointed ourt, is eaten by men and animals
throughout Sindh, Arabia, and Persia. He said that the flowers of the
Periploca aphylla are eaten by the natives of Baluchistan ‘and taste like
raisins.” W. T. Thiselton-Dyer of the Royal Kew Gardens then sup-
ported Watt’s suggestion of the Afghan grapes: “That the primitive
Soma was something not less detestable than anything that could be
extracted from a Sarcostemma I find it hard to believe. When,
however, the original Soma was unprocurable, and the use became
purely ceremonial, the unpalatableness of the Soma substitute was
immaterial.”" The Sarcostemma, according to Thiselton-Dyer, was
chosen when the Soma plant was forgotten (or unavailable in the hot
plains) because ‘there is a faint resemblance in texture and appearance,
though not in form, between the joint of a Sarcostemma and an
unripe green grape,’ the Vedic Indians having had no word to distin-
guish a fruit from the stem of a plant, Thiselton-Dyer maintained.

Max Miiller answered this, on December 8, with a reference to the
Vedic tradition that Soma juice was mixed with barley milk, a process
that, he suggested, was incompatible with the grape hypothesis but
not with a kind of hops; he added that ‘a venturesome etymologist
might not shrink even from maintaining that hops and Soma are the

I. Here he refers to de Gubernatis II, 352; vide supra, p. 112.

2. This is not true. Phala, “fruit,” recurs in the RgVeda, referring to the fruit of a plant (not Soma)
rather than to the stem. Cf. RgVeda m 454, v 575, x 715, x 9715 and x 1465.
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same word,” deriving hops from Hungarian komld, medizval Latin
humolo, medieval Greek youpéiy, and ultimately Sanskrit soma,
‘which, for a foreign word, brought from Persia into Europe, is toler-
ably near ... Now hops mixed with barley would give some kind of
beer. Whether milk would improve the mixture I am not brewer
enough to know.’

Charles G. Leland then wrote to the Academy to support the hops
hypothesis with information about the soma or sumer (‘the pronun-
ciation is not fixed’) of the Romany tongue, apologizing that ‘any
confirmation of this, drawn from such a very disreputable source as
gypsy, is, indeed, not worth much,” but pointing out that there was
much Sanskrit in gypsy words and that soma in Romany meant “scent
or flavour . . . thus the hop gives the suma or soma to the beer, as the
lemon to punch.” He added that the fact that hops do not grow in the
present dwelling place of the Hindus confirms rather than disproves
Max Miiller’s theory, since if it were still available there the Indians
would be using it instead of the present substitute. At this point
(December 20), A. Houtum-Schindler wrote from Teheran with a tale
of a Sarcostemma that he had been shown by the Parsis in Kerman,
a plant with a greenish white juice and a sweetish taste that caused
vomiting when taken in amounts of more than a dozen drops,
and that corresponded closely with Max Miiller’s Ayurvedic de-
scription — if it was viewed only ‘several days after it had been col-
lected,” by which time the stalk would have turned dark, the juice
turned sour, and the leaves fallen off. To this ingenious postulate he
added several descriptions of the Hum plant from various Persian
dictionaries, including one of a deadly poison the fruit of which is much
liked by partridges and which resembles a tamarisk tree - ‘the latter
qualities evidently refer to another plant.” W. T. Thiselton-Dyer then
identified still another plant used by the Parsis in their rites - the
Ephedra vulgaris which. he said, bore sweet red berries and somewhat
resembled Tamarix articulata, like the plant mentioned by Houf:um;
Schindler: ‘But he [Houtum-Schindler] also says it is “a deadly poison
(though apparently not to partridges). This does not agree with
Ephedra, which is browsed by goats.’
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On this note the Academy correspondence ended, but the argument
continued. On January 25, 1885, Watt published his ‘Second Note on
the Soma Plant,” in which he said that a Dr. Dymock of Bombay
had sent him a Haoma plant which was Periploca aphylla and had told
him he thought that the plant was not used to obtain liquor but
that a small portion of it was added to a liquor obtained from grain;
he added that, according to the Parsis, the Haoma never decayed. This
strengthened Watt’s opinion that Soma was not a succulent plant,
certainly not a Sarcostemma, an opinion which was further encouraged
by a letter he had received from Rajendra Lala Mitra, who had sug-
gested that Soma might have been used like hops as an ingredient in
the preparation of a kind of beer, and that the Vedic phrase ‘Soma
juice’ was merely a figure of speech. “The word “sweet,” Mitra wrote,
‘which has so much puzzled the learned Professor von Roth, may be
safely, nay appropriately, used in a poem in praise of bitter beer.” Watt
was therefore convinced that the Haoma plant was the Soma after
all, that “the dry and bitter twigs’” had been used to flavour some other
beverages, ‘much in the same way as Acacia bark is used throughout
India.” In passing, Watt rejected a suggestion he had received from
Benjamin Lewis Rice that Soma might have been ‘sugarcane or some
species of sorghum’; he concluded that Periploca aphylla - the Haoma of
Dr. Dymock - was after all the most likely Soma plant, and he quoted
Baker’s description of Periploca aphylla as having ‘flowers fragrant,
eaten by natives, taste like raisins.’

Surgeon General Edward Balfour, in the third edition of his Cyclo-
pedia of India, maintained that the Soma of Vedic times was a “distilled
alcoholic fluid” made from the Sarcostemma brevistigma which flowers
during the rains in the Deccan. In the same article he referred to the
Soma juice as “a fermented liquor’ and ‘this beer or wine’; he believed
that this liquid was used at all religious festivals and by the rishis at
their meals; and he attributed to Windischmann the suggestion that
the Soma plant may have been the gogard tree.!

I. Surgeon General Edward Balfour: The Cyclopedia of India and of Eastern and Southern Asia, Com-

mercial, Industrial, and Scientific; Products of the Mineral, Vegetable, and Animal Kingdoms, Useful Arts
and Manufactures (3¥d edition), London, 1885, Vol. m, p. 703.
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In 1885 Julius Eggeling published the second volume of his trans-
lation of the Satapatha Brahmana, wherein he observed that the exact
identity of the Soma plant was ‘still somewhat doubtful,” but that
every probability seemed to favour the Sarcostemma brevistigma or
some other plant of the same genus. In answer to Watt’s suggestion
that the opinions of all the ‘Sanskrit authors’ be assembled for the
botanists to use, Eggeling wrote: ‘One might as well ask a Hebrew
scholar to give accurate descriptions of the “lily of the valley” to
enable the botanist to identify and classify the lovely flower which
delighted the heart of King Solomon. It is exactly the want of an
accurate knowledge of the nature of the Soma plant which prevents
Vedic scholars from being able to understand some of the few material
allusions to it.”* Undaunted, Aitchison wrote a letter to the Daily
News (13 March 1885) expressing his opinion that Soma was wine
after all. He modified this, however, when he returned from Afgha-
nistan and published The Botany of the Afghan Delimitation Commission,
wherein he informed his readers that the natives of North Baluchistan
call Periploca aphylla, Ephedra pachyclada, and another Ephedra "Hum,
Huma, and Yehma.’ He said that the natives eat the small red fruit of
these plants, but he hesitated to identify any of them with the original
Soma.? Finally, in 1888, Max Miiller republished the Academy cor-
respondence in his Biographies of Words and the Home of the Aryans’
with additional notes by Thiselton-Dyer, who supported Max Miiller
by saying that Soma ‘was certainly in later times a fermented drink
made from grain, to which the Soma plant itself was only added as an
ingredient.” Observing that, according to Roxburgh, the Sarcostemma
was ‘not necessarily nauseous,” he nevertheless rejected it as pos-
sibility for the Primitive Soma, rejecting as well Houtum-SchI.ndlf:'r S
Hum (which he identified as Periploca aphylla) and hi? tar:rlarlsk-llkﬂ
plant (which he identified as Periploca hydaspidis, il’ldistlngUIShabl(f,l:lﬁ
said, from Ephedra foliata except when in flower). He concluded with a

Volume 1 (1885), pp- XXiv ff.

. . the East, .
1. Julius Eggeling: Satapatha Brahmana, Sacred Books of tions of the Linnzan Society,

2. 1. E. Aitchison: The Botany of the Afghan Delimitation Commission, Transac

London, 1887, p. 112.
3. Max Miiller: Collected Works, London, 1888, Vol. x, pp. 222-242.
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belief that the Sarcostemma was used, like hops, to flavour the ‘more
effective ingredients’ of fermented grain, and that it was used not "as a
ceremonial reminiscence of the grape’ but in the absence of the origi-
nal Soma plant - the hop. George Watt concluded this episode with
his article on Ephedra in the Dictionary of the Economic Products of India,
where he rejected, among other hypotheses, his own former sug-
gestion of the Afghan grape, though he could not resist noting that
wild grapes are called “Um, Umbur’ in Kashmir." He mentioned that
Ephedra vulgaris grew in the Himalayas, that Ephedra pachyclada and
E. foliata were found in Garhal and Afghanistan, that Periploca aphylla
was used sometimes in Bombay, but that the Parsis” huma was usually
an Ephedra. He said that putikas (Basella spp.), when stripped of their
leaves, would resemble Sarcostemmas; that Vernonia anthelmintica and
Peederia feetida are known as somaraj in Hindustan; that Asclepiads
are emetics and are eaten by goats; and that Sarcostemma is rare but
Periploca plentiful in Central Asia. He rejected the Periploca, however,
on the grounds that the Aryans would have recognized it in India and
not have used the Sarcostemma in its place. And from all this he
concluded that Soma refers to “an early discovery of the art of fermen-

tation’ rather than to any plant in particular. All the sound and fury
had proven nothing, after all.

VI. THE TURN OF THE CENTURY

Still the battle raged, if more quietly, over the same ground. Adal-
bert Kuhn said that Haloma and Soma were separate plants resembling
each other in name and external appearance, the Soma of present-day
India being Sarcostemma brevistigma (an identification that he chose to
attribute to Roth), which was not however the original or at least the
only plant from which Soma was taken.* John Firminger Duthie then
added an odd piece of information that went unnoticed: The Marwara
people call the spiked grass known as Setaria glauca Soma.? Darmeste-
ter in his translation of the Avesta referred to Haoma as a yellow plant

1. George Watt: Dictionary of the Economic Products of India, Calcutta, 1890, ‘Ephedra’.
2. Adalbert Kuhn: Mythologische Studien, Giitersloh, 1886, Volume 1, p- 106.
3. John Firminger Duthie: The Fodder Grasses of North India, Roorkee, 1888, p. 14.
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with very close-set knots’ ‘like the Indian Soma’? Monier-Williams’
Dictionary (1891) simply gave Sarcostemma brevistigma for Soma, and
J. Bornmuller mentioned that he had met with a Parsi priest in
Yezd carrying huma.® At once he recognized it as Ephedra distachya, and
thus he had solved at last the problem mentioned to him first by Max

FiG. 4. ‘Haoma’ of the Persians. As pictured in James Darmesteter’s
translation of the Avesta, 1890-1892. Said to be life-size.

Miiller in Oxford. He added that the plant grew all over Central Asia
and that large quantities of it were dried and sent from Persia to
Bombay every year.

Alfred Hillebrandt then produced his extensive summary of the
recent Soma theories and introduced his own famous theory that
Soma was the moon throughout the RgVeda. He explained that con-
temporary Soma plants were probably not the same as the original,
that substitutes had been used as soon as the Aryans left their home-
land in the Sindh, and that the Vedas themselves were self-contra-
dictory, since they had been compiled in various times and places.*
He pointed out that Soma was not a blossoming plant and therefore
could not be hops as Max Miiller had suggested; that Soma had a red
stalk and reddish brown sap; and that the epithet ‘with hanging
branches’ (naicaiakhd)s probably referred to the nyagrodha (Ficus reli-
giosa) which was an important substitute. In fact, he concluded, even

1. Vide supra, pp. 59-60. : ; Ixv. He
2. James Darmesteter: Avesta, translation into French, Paris, 1890-1892; introduction, p. Ixv.

a picture of the plant as well (vide fig. 4). o
3. J. Bornmuller: ‘Reisebriefe aus Persien,” in Mitteilungen des Thilringis

p. 42.

: . Vedi ; - Vol. 1, pp. 1-18.
4. Alfred Hillebrandt: Vedische Mythologie, Breslau, 1891, _ S in:
5. This word, however, occurs only once in the RgVeda (ur 53'4) and its meaning IS uncertain

Grassmann thinks that it may refer to the name of a sage.

gives

chen Botanischen Verlags, 1893,
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at the time of the RgVeda itself, various plants were already in use,
and he cited Burnell’s evidence that different Somas were used simul-
taneously in different parts of India. |

Hermann Oldenberg devised a new theory, suggesting that the ori-
ginal Soma was itself a substitute, not for wine but for the Indo-Euro-
pean honey drink, mead or hydromel.! Of course it had long been
recognized that the Sanskrit mddhu, the Greek pedv, and English mead
were cognate, and that mddhu was applied to Soma in the RgVeda
(whence all the trouble over the bitterness of Sarcostemma), but
mddhu was a general term applied to milk and rain as well as to Soma,
and the simple identification of Soma with mddhu had still left open
the botanical identification of Soma as a plant whose sap was known as
honey. Oldenberg, however, avoided this difficulty by postulating
mead as a forerunner and Soma as a later substitute: this distracted
attention from the Soma plant itself (since it was no longer to be
regarded as the original, the Ur-plant, that everyone sought) but it
did not, of course, add anything at all to what was known about the
Indian Soma.

This theory was to become well known and widely accepted, but it
had little immediate impact. Edmund Hardy maintained that Soma
was neither any form of honey nor siird but most probably Sarcostem-
ma brevistigma after all.* Vedic scholars generally clung to the Asclepiad
hypothesis® or they hazarded even less: P. Regnaud called Soma “une
liqueur enivrante,” and cautioned against taking the Vedic texts
literally when they spoke metaphorically.* Rustomjee Naserwanyil
Khory covered some very old ground by considering a Brahmana sub-
stitute to be the original Soma;* he identified Soma (somavalli in
Sanskrit, amrtavalli in Bengali) as a climbing shrub called Tinospora
cordifolia, the extract of which (called gurjo, gilo, etc.) is used as an
aphrodisiac, a cure for gonorrhea, and a treatment for urinary diseases.

1. Hermann Oldenberg: Die Religion des Veda, Berlin, 18904, pp. 366 ff.
2. Edmund Hardy: Die Vedische-Brahmanische Periode, Miinster, 1893, Pp. 152-153.

3. Zenaide A. Ragozin: Vedic India, London, 1895, p. 171; W. Caland: Altindische Zauberritual,
Amsterdam, 1900, p. 188.

4. P. Regnaud: ‘Remarques sur le IX¢me Mandala du Rg Veda,” Revue de I'Histoire Religieuse, xvmi,
1902, pp. 308-313.

5. Rustomjee Naserwanyil Khory: Materia Medica of India and their Therapeutics, Bombay, 1903.
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Christian Bartholoma in his famous Altiranisches Wérterbuch (1904)
described Haoma as a plant used in medicine, for magic, and as an
alcoholic drink, but he refrained from identifying the plant. W.W
Wilson thought Soma was the s/2zwv (Latin I:werpitfum) mentio;leci

Fic. 5. ‘Soma’. As pictured in Zenaide A. Ragozin: Vedic India. New York, 1895.

in a fragment of Aleman as a plant that has wonderful properties,
grows on mountains, is golden, and is plucked by birds." He supported
this argument with complex Indo-European linguistics but was cau-
tious enough to note: ‘It is not improbable that even at the time of the
Vedas, use was made of more than one kind of plant.” W. Caland and

1. W. W. Wilson: "The Soma offering in a fragment of Alkman,” American Journal of Philology, No. 3o,

1906, pp. 188-195. Roth in his 1884 essay had suggested that Soma in India had occupied a sacred
position similar to that held by the now extinct athgtov plant of Ancient Greece, but he had not

considered the two plants identical.
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Victor Henry considered the question of the identification of Soma
insoluble.! Henry maintained that the Indo-Aryans had imported
Soma ever since they entered the area of Northwest India, and that
the present-day Soma of India did not correspond to the Vedic de-
scriptions of its taste or characteristics.” Still the old definitions per-
sisted: K. L. Bhishagratna in his 1907 edition of the Susruta defined
somalatd as Sarcostemma brevistigma and somardji as Vernonia anthel-
mintica. Maurice Bloomfield referred to Soma merely as "an intoxicat-
ing drink . . . regarded as the tipple of the gods, and A. A. Macdon-
ell and A. B. Keith concluded that the RgVeda descriptions were
‘inadequate to identify the plant. .. Itis very probable that the plant
cannot now be identified.* Then Hermann Brunnhofer came forward
to defend Lagarde’s ‘mountain rue’ (originally Sir William Jones’s
theory, though Lagarde did not say so and probably did not know ot
Jones’s opinion). Brunnhofer maintained that Lagarde had already
solved the Soma question forty years previously, ‘though the Vedists
still ignore him.’s He elaborated upon Lagarde’s theory by mentioning
Pliny’s description of a plant known as &p3posix possessing char-
acteristics that suggested a kind of rue to Brunnhofer.® He then called
attention to the RgVedic verse (1v 3*¢), perhaps an oblique reference
to Soma, that speaks of a black cow giving white milk; Brunnhofer
considered this a perfect description of the poAv, a dark plant with
white milk.

In 1911 Carl Hartwich published Die menschlichen Genussmittel, in
which he discussed various forms of tobacco, alcohol, and drugs.” He
included “Soma - Haoma’ in his study, but was uneasy about its status
as a drug or stimulant (‘Genussmittel’); having described various ac-

1. W. Caland and Victor Henry: L' Agnistoma, Paris, 1906-7, p. 471.
2. Victor Henry: Soma et Haoma, Paris, 1907, p. 52.
3. Maurice Bloomfield: The Religion of the Veda, New York, 1908, p. 145.

4. Arthur Anthony Macdonell and Arthur Berriedale Keith: Vedic Index, London, 1912, Vol. n, P- 475.
5. Hermann Brunnhofer: Arische Urgeit, Bern, 1910, p. 297.

6. Ibid., p. 300. The quotation from Pliny (Historia Naturalis 27.28.11) merely says that of several
Plants bearing the name of auBposix, one has leaves around the bottom of the stem resembling

those of rue (foliis rutae circa imum caulem). Elsewhere (Historia Naturalis 14.40), Pliny speaks of ap.-
Bpoalx as a kind of grape. '

7. C. Hartwich: Die menschlichen Genussmittel, Leipzig, 1911, p. 806 fT.
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cepted botanical ‘Somas’ (Sarcostemma brevistigma, Periploca aphylla,
Basella cordifolia, etc.), he went on to say: ‘Although all of these have
been tested - though not altogether thoroughly - none of them is
known to have stimulating or sedative or other characteristics which
could mark it as a drug or stimulant.” He therefore considered it pos-
sible that they might have been used as supplements, perhaps as
spices, to the other known ingredients of the Soma drink (meal, milk,
and whey) in which alcohol might have been produced.” The possi-
bility that Soma might have been some other plant which did have
‘stimulating or sedative characteristics’ does not seem to have occur-
red to him, though he granted that the Persians used for their Haoma
a different plant (Ephedra vulgaris) containing a drug (ephedrine)
which caused dilation of the pupil.? One of the plants that Hartwich
gave as an alleged Soma was Vitex negundo, whose bitter leaves and
root were used against fever. Since the plant was originally native to
tropical America, Hartwich dismissed it as a possible Soma, but ob-
served in conclusion that in India it was known as Indrahasta and
Indrasurd (‘the hand of Indra’ and ‘the wine of Indra’).? It may be that
this association with Indra - together with Indra’s fondness for Soma
(to which Hartwich refers) - recommended the Vitex negundo to
Hartwich, for he gives no Sanskrit names for any of the other plants he
mentions. Yet in this context it is surprising that he did not mention
Indratana (‘the food of Indra’)* which was a common name for hemp,
Cannabis sativa, the leaves of which were dried and chewed, supplying
just the Genussmittel that Hartwich seemed to seek.

Keith reassembled the old evidence but still considered the Soma
problem insoluble,’ and L. H. Mills produced an odd throwback in
which he insisted that Haoma and Soma grew independently from the

1. Hartwich, op. cit., p. 809

2. Ibid., p. 808.

3. Indrasurd (also known as Indrasu s
Samhitd, and the Sabdakalpadruma, but is nowhere associated with Soma. . |
4. Indratana as a name for hemp (perhaps by confusion with Indra-}ana, which \nguld m::riint:l;
hemp of Indra) is mentioned in the Sabdamald (quoted in the Sabdakalpadruma) and appea

prikrit form — Indrdsana — in Dhiirtasamagama 90.8. ‘
5. A. B. Keith: The Taittiriya Samhitd, Harvard Oriental Series, Volumes 1

rasa and Indrasurisa) is mentioned in the Amarakola, the SuSruta

8 and 19, 1914, introduction

and p. 119.
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same original, and that ‘nothing humorous, let us remember, attached
to the idea of [alcoholic] stimulus at first in those early days’.' The
Oxford History of India* merely observed that the Parsis say that Soma
is Asclepias, and E. W. Hopkins concurred but questioned whether
this was the plant referred to in the Vedas, the Avesta, and Plutarch,
suggesting that the names might have been retained when substitutes
for the plant were used.> Chapman Cohen stated without reference or
explanation his belief that the Soma drink ‘is prepared from the
flower of the lotus,” an idea that was bound to occur to someone
sooner or later, in view of the Odyssey tradition of the lotus-eaters and
the sanctity of the lotus in India, but which seems to have attracted
no supporters after this.* E. B. Havell then suggested that Soma was
Eleusine coracana or rdgi, the common millet, an idea that he sup-
ported on the basis of Vedic characteristics (shaped like udders, tawny,
growing in the mountains) and the Satapatha Brahmana reference to
diirva and ku3a as substitutes, both of which resemble ragi, ‘the com-
mon millet still used in the Eastern Himalayas for making the intoxic-
ating drink called Marua.’s He mentioned that the Brahmans, while
preparing Soma, ‘sang a song which reminds one of a good old Aryan
sailors’ chantey, with a refrain, “Flow, Indu, flow for Indra”.”® Havell
admitted that, ‘whether fermentation took place before or after it
was so used is a point which is not very clear,” but he was clear on its
history: ragi had been the Aryans’ principal food and drink until
they moved to the Ganges Valley and switched to rice, “and, perhaps
under the influence of Buddhism, gradually gave up intoxicating
liquors, or “went dry”.” Then they used substitutes for the ragi-Soma,
forgot its name and retained contact with it only as the food of the
lowest caste, the Stidras. Havell said that Marua when kept too long
is nauseating and evil-smelling, in keeping with certain descriptions of

1. L. H. Mills: “The Avestic H(a)oma and the Vedic Soma,” Asiatic Review, No. 8, 1916, p. 315.
2. Vincent Smith: Oxford History of India, 1919, p. 23.

3. E. W. Hopkins: ‘Soma,” in Hastings” Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, Vol. 11, Edinburgh, 1920
P- 685. ' '

4. Chapman Cohen: Religion and Sex, Edinburgh, 1919, p. 57.

5. E. B. Havell: “What is Soma?’, in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1920, pp. 349 fF
6. RgVeda 1x 113. '
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Soma, but when fresh ‘it is an exhilarating drink that easily intoxi-
cates the uninitiated.” He then administered the coup-de-grace: the
Indo-European myth of the bringing of Soma from heaven by an
eagle is explained by the simple fact that birds lined their nests with
ragi. One would hardly think that this argument merited rebuttal, but
it did in fact stimulate an answer that was to become the last signi-
ficant theory of Soma: Mukherjee’s theory that Soma was hemp,
Cannabis sativa (= Cannabis indica), known to the initiate as bhang
(the Hindi term derived from Sanskrit bhafigd, m., or bhaiigd, f.),
ganja, hashish, marijuana, or pot.

VII. MUKHERJEE AND THE BHANG THEORY

Braja Lal Mukherjee' picked unlikely grounds on which to challenge
Havell’s flimsy theory, which he said was based upon considerations
‘which may be supplemented by others of a more important char-
acter,” e.g., that there was no reference to cows’ udders in the Rg
Veda.? He then supplied an elaborate 25-point argument to show that
Soma was in fact not Eleusine coracana but bhang: Satapatha Brahmana
5.1.1.12 says that Soma is u3dnd;* Soma was ‘originally amongst the
Kiratas,” a mountain tribe; amongst the Kiratas, u and a were articular
prefixes; therefore u3and = 3ana; 3ana is hemp; the Tanguts call hemp
by the name dschoma; hemp = Greek kanna [sic] = Sanskrit 3ana; the
Tibetan word for hemp is somaratsa; the preparation of Soma is similar
to that of bhang; the deity Mahadeva (Siva) is a lover of bhang; bhang
is used by the modern representatives of the Vedic people in the
celebration of worship of the goddess Durga, which is a Soma sacrifice.*
The final link in the argument is this: ‘Bhang is sacred to Hindus by
tradition.” In sum, ‘May we not conclude that the weight of evidence
is in favour of the identification of Soma with Cannabis (bhang)?’ This
strange argument, combining linguistic reasoning with the purest

1. Braja Lal Mukherjee: “The Soma Plant,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1921, p- 241.

2. This is untrue. Vide supra, p. 43.

3. This verse does not refer to Soma at all,
sion of the Satapatha Brahmana speak of a plan
4. The Durgi celebration, the use of bhang, and the tradition t
racteristics of Bengal Saivism.

but verses 3.4.3.13 and 4.2.5.15 of the Midhyandina recen-
t called nddnd, from which Soma is made.
hat Siva uses bhang, are all late cha-
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cwaddle, was further developed by Mukherjee in his book, The Soma
Plant.! which was reviewed in a brief paragraph by L. D. Barnett, who
said blandly that Mukherjee made out a good but not always convinc-
ing case for hemp as Soma.*

Sir Charles Eliot expressed ‘considerable doubt” that Soma could be
identified. He said it was a plant with ‘yellow juice of a strong smell,
fiery taste, and intoxicating properties,’ and that the Parsis of Yezd
and Kerman used Asclepiads.? N. B. Pavgee rebutted Havell with-
out proposing any alternative, using the argument merely as a foil
for his own hypothesis - that Soma was indigenous to the Sapta-
sindhu region (i.e., India proper) and was not ‘brought in’ by ‘Aryans.’
The Indo-Aryans were autochthonous in India, he wrote, and ‘had
not immigrated’; the Iranian Soma is, of course, spurious, but kept the
old name. Soma could not be any kind of liquor, for liquor is an evil,
while Soma - the true Soma — was ‘exhilarating yet slightly intoxicat-
ing’ and ‘gave moral elevation’. Pavgee does not explain how this was
done, nor does he identify the Soma plant.?

In 1922 Jakob Wilhelm Hauer published a work that lent a kind of
peripheral support to the bhang theory, for he referred to the Soma
cult as the most highly developed form of the use of narcotics to in-
duce ecstasy, calling particular attention to the late Vedic hymn (x 136)
that describes a long-haired sage who drinks poison with Rudra.*
Hauer believed that Soma was the most important toxic means of
inducing ecstasy, but not the only such means, and he suggested that
the Vedic references might be traces of a primitive ecstatic practice of
hallucination caused by certain plants.® Whether these ‘plants” were
Sarcostemmas, Afghan grapes, or hemp, Hauer neglects to say, but
his final remark is more suggestive of a hallucinogenic plant than of
anything else: opium is no longer used in a religious context, but
every time we light up a good cigar we experience a faint reflection

I. Braja Lal Mukherjee: The Soma Plant, Calcutta, 1922,
2. L. D. Barnett: Review in Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1923, p. 437.
3. Sir Charles Eliot: Hinduism and Buddhism, London, 1921, Vol. 1, p. 69.

4. N. B. Pavgee: The indigenous far-famed Soma and the Aryan Authochthones in India, Poona, 1921, and
‘Soma juice is not liquor,” Third Oriental Conference, 1924, pp. 70-79.

5. Jakob Wilhelm Hauer: Die Anfinge der Yogapraxis im Alten Indien, Berlin, 1922, p. 137.
6. Ibid., pp. 57, 59, 61.
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of the splendour of the rapture of the primeval ecstaric.’ Though this
ancient Yogic cult is clearly non-Vedic, presumably pre-Vedic, Hauer
does not say whether he believes the Soma plant to have been the
same as the drug of the ‘primeval ecstatic’, or perhaps a substitute
for it. Yet his remarks are provocative in the context of the search for
a hallucinogenic Soma plant.

VIII. LATER RESEARCHES IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

In 1924, Gilbert Slater advanced a novel hypothesis: that amrta
(Soma) was Egyptian beer, a fermentation of date juice or palmyra
palm or coconut palm, brought to India from Mesopotamia.? This
theory was noted but not accepted. Georges Dumézil maintained that
Soma was native to India, and that it was the Indian substitute for the
Indo-European ‘sacred barley beer’ rather than for the Indo-European
mead that Oldenberg had postulated.® The beer was replaced by
wine in Greece and by Soma in India, and the one word for this beer, or
for a beverage with a cereal base which must have preceded it, was the
sacred ritual name: ambrosia, the Greek &pufposiz and the Sanskrit
amrta, the elixir of immortality. Barley itself must have been Indo-
European, as the linguistic evidence indicates: Greek yptdvj, Latin
hordeum, Armenian gari, and various Celtic words for beer, e.g., cervesia
(Gallic) and cuirm (Irish). As for the sacred position of barley in India,
Dumézil referred to the tradition that barley (yava) had stayed with
the gods when all the other plants had left them, thus enabling the
gods to conquer their enemies.* The Mahdbhdrata relates that the
gods once churned the ocean in order to obtain the amrta, but a ter-
rible poison emerged and would have destroyed them all had Siva
not swallowed it and saved them; in the light of Dumézil’s theory
that the amrta is barley beer, this myth is an expression of excessive

fermentation that must be arrested.’

1. Hauer, op. at., p. 62.
2. Gilbert Slater: The Dravidian Element in Indian Culture, London, 1924, p. 78.
3. Georges Dumézil: ‘Le Festin d’'Immortalit¢’, Annales du Musée Guimet, No. 34, 1924, P- 279.

4. .'Sampaﬂm Brdahmana, 3.6.1.8-9.
5. Dumézil, op. cit., p. 285.
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[ ouis Lewin’s Phantastica: Narcotic and Stimulating Drugs included
Soma in the chapter on alcohol rather than narcotics, mentioning
Periploca aphylla, Sarcostemma brevistigma, Setaria glauca, and Ephedra
vulgaris as plants that had been identified with Soma, but he added:
‘None of these plants is able to give rise to such cffects as have been
ateributed to Soma. . . . I regard Soma as a very strong alcoholic beve-
rage obtained by fermentation of a plant.” Elsewhere he suggested
that the yogis might have used some sort of narcotic such as Indian
hemp or scopolamine, but he did not identify this practice with the
cult of Soma.?

The Sarcostemma theory returned yet again, this time in a paper by
L. L. Uhl, who maintained that Sarcostemma, and not Ephedra, was
the original Soma, saying that he had found Sarcostemma brevistigma
frequently at latitude 15° in South India, where it is called Soma and is
used in sacrifices.® Arthur Berriedale Keith expressed the view that
the Soma problem, though insoluble, had led to ‘interesting investi-
gations, but to no sure result, and the only thing certain is that the
plant, which has been used in modern India as the Soma plant, is one
which would not be considered by modern tastes as at all pleasant in
the form of pressed juice mixed with water. Then, somewhat echoing
de Gubernatis’ reasoning, Keith went on to say that although one can’t
be sure what was pleasant to a Vedic Indian, nevertheless it is likely
that ‘the drink was originally a pleasant one; in the course of time the
long distance from which the shoots had to be brought may easily
have made it less attractive, as it certainly encouraged the use of
various substitutes described in the ritual text books.” Keith agreed
with Hauer’s suggestion that RgVeda x 136 might be a reference to
the use ‘of some poison to produce exhilaration or hypnosis,’s relating

I. Louis Lewin: Phantastica: die betdubenden und erregenden Genussmittel, Leipzig, 1924; published in
London, 1931, as Phantastica: Narcotic and Stimulating Drugs, from which I cite the above information,
p. 161, note.

2. Ibid., p. 117,

3. L. L. Uhl: “A contribution towards the identification of the Soma plant of Vedic times,” in Journal of
the American Oriental Society, No. 45, 1925, p. 35I.

4. A. B. Keith: Religion and Philosophy of the Vedas and Upanishads, Harvard Oriental Series, Vol-
umes 31-2, 1925, pp. 172, 283-4, 482.

5. Ibid., p. 402.
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this to a verse about hemp (3ana) in the Atharvaveda,* but not to Soma.
Elsewhere he observed that the Avesta does not call Haoma mead,
and suggested that mead was the Indo-European drink and that Soma
was identified with it when Soma was discovered, in India, and found
to produce “a juice pleasant to drink or at least intoxicating,”

In 1926 G. Jouveau-Dubreuil wrote an article suggesting that Soma
was none other than a species of Asclepias after all.* He had discovered
that the Nambudri Brahmans (on the Malabar coast, in Kerala) of
Taliparamba, who practiced ‘pure Vedic ceremonies,” sent to a Raja
in Kollangod at the foot of the high mountains to obtain their Soma
plant, a leafless, milky, green creeper that was an Asclepiad. Plus ¢a
change . .. Yet neither the Sarcostemma theory nor the theory that
Sarcostemma was merely a substitute was incompatible with the
beer theory of Max Miiller and Mitra (for the beer could be made
with the Sarcostemma or the plant for which it was a substitute), nor
were these or the wine theory incompatible with Oldenberg’s mead
theory (for the mead could have been replaced by any of the above in
India), and so the theories continued to live side by side. Otto Schrader
and A. Nehring maintained that the Indo-European honey was re-
placed by the Soma plant - still called mddhu - in Aryan times, while
wine and beer were later substituted for it throughout Europe.*
P. V. Kane was unconvinced by any of the theories, but mentioned
that in the Deccan a plant called ransera was used as a substitute for
Soma.s

In 1931 Sir Aurel Stein published a paper entitled, ‘On the Ephedra,
the Hum Plant, and the Soma, describing a cemetery in Central
Asia filled with packets of Ephedra twigs. Recalling the evidence for
Ephedra as Haoma and Soma and quoting Wellcome’s Excerpta Thera-

1. Atharvaveda, ed. Roth and Whitney, Berlin, 1855, 1v.5.

2. Keith, op. cit., p. 172. _ _

3. G. Jouveau-Dubreuil: ‘Soma’, translated by Sir R. Temple in the Indian Antiquary, No. 55, 1926,
p. 176.

4. Otto Schrader and A. Nehring: Reallexikon der

Vol. o, p. 139, hap. 33, pp. 1202-3
5. P. V. Kane: History of Dharmaldstra, 1930-62, Vol. m, part 2, chap. S ‘ l
6. Sir Aurel Stein: ‘On the Ephedra, the Hum Plant, and the Soma, Bulletin of the London School of

Oriental Studies, 6/2, 1931, pp. 501 fI.

Indogermanischen Altertumskunde, Berlin, 1929,
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peutica for evidence that the Chinese use an Ephedra called I\"I{f-hllﬂﬂg
to get an alkaloid drug (ephedrine), he then followed this Wlth‘ the
assertion that Ephedra could not have been the original Soma, for it
was bitter and Soma sweet, and Ephedra was not mountainous. He
then concluded: ‘The only result of these inquiries has been to direct
my attention more closely to ... the wild rhubarb,” which grows in
th:*: mountains, has a fleshy stalk, and can be made into rhubarb wine,
though Stein admits that the Indians do not do so." Granting that the
Vedic descriptions of the Soma plant could apply to Asclepias or
rhubarb - or to anything else, for that matter - Stein nevertheless
maintained that the descriptions of the Soma juice best applied to
rhubarb. He added that the juice might be mixed with milk to fa-
cilitate fermentation, ‘which alone could endow a juice like that
obtained from the rhubarb with the exhilarating and exciting eftect so
clearly indicated in the Vedic hymns.™

Perhaps the strangest episode in the history of Soma research came
in 1933, with a truly Twentieth Century theory of Soma. Dr. Paul
Lindner of Berlin published an article entitled, “The Secret of Soma’3
He referred to a statement by E. Hubers that Soma was merely a
decoction of barley or millet, into which the juice of the Soma plant
had been added as a catalyst for fermentation (Gdrungserreger), though
it was unclear what kind of fermentation took place.* Lindner’s own
studies of the micro-organisms of the Agave in Mexico, particularly of
Thermobacterium mobile, had brought him to the conclusion that yeast
played only a secondary role in the fermentation, after the fermen-
tation-bacteria had prepared the field. He went on to say that Thermo-
bacterium mobile can produce alcohol in grapes and in cane sugar, and
concluded that since the ‘purity of fermentation’ took precedence
over the material fermented, even Sarcostemma brevistigma, Calotropis
gigantea, or Ephedra distachya, which had been considered as ‘the holy

I. Sir Aurel noted that Albert Regel had suggested rhubarb in 1884. Vide supra, p. 114.

2. Stein, op. cit., p. 513.

3. Paul Lindner: ‘Das Geheimnis um Soma,” Forschungen und Fortschritte, No. 5, 1933, p. 65.

4-E. Hubers: ‘Schilderungen der Bierbereitung im fernen Osten,’ in Mitteilungen der Gesellschaft fiir

gibliagraphie und Geschichte des Brauwesens. Lindner also cited J. Arnolds’ Origin and History of Beer and
rcwiug,
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Soma plant,” might have yielded the juice ‘which was enjoyed by
young and old.” Lindner was convinced that Thermobacterium mobile
was the most important fermenting agent of the tropics, and that the
songs of praise to Soma really must have been ‘dedicated to this
Bacterium.” He suggested that the tropical explorers try “TM’ in the
juice of the Indian butter tree, Bassia latifolia, or the Ceylonese cowtree,
Gymnema lactiferum, which have milky saps, the former sweet, the
latter bitter. When Lindner himself had tried a spoonful of TM it had
resulted in “undiminished feeling of well-being and almost odourless
excrement. ' Dr. Leo Kaps had treated patients in the Wilheminenspi-
tal in Vienna with TM beer and obtained extraordinary results, and a
Swedish firm and a Viennese brewery were about to produce a TM
beer with small alcoholic content. I have found no evidence that
Soma-TM-beer was in fact manufactured nor any further reference to
the Lindner theory after this initial publication.

An original and, in retrospect, provocative contribution to the ar-
gument was made in 1936 by Philippe de Félice.* He was unable to
identify Soma but he described the plant in terms that seem re-
markably up-to-date: he would probably have called Soma an ‘hal-
lucinogen’, had the word existed. He deduced from the record that
Sarcostemma brevistigma and similar plants had served to replace Soma
toward the end of the Vedic period, when the Indo-Iranians in emi-
gration were forced to use new drugs in place of Soma. Alcoholic
drinks such as sird, he thought, might also have come to be used.

Then he continues:

Instead of indulging in suppositions that no document supports,
ought we not rather to ask ourselves whether, to arrive at the'drink
that plunged them into ecstasy, the ancient Indo-Iranians did not
have recourse, like so many other primitive peoples, to some pla'nt
whose toxic properties they had discovered? This is what the examin-
ation of the texts seems to make clear. The liquor about which they
speak is always drawn from a plant. This plant grows on the
mountains which, as time passes, seem to become more and more

1. ‘unvermindertes Wohlbefinden und fast geruchlose Exkremente.’
2. Philippe de Félice: Poisons Sacrés, Ivresses Divines: Essai sur quelques

Paris, 1936, pp. 265-266.

formes inférieures de la mystique,
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distant, more and more inaccessible." What serves to produce the
mystical potion is neither the leaves nor the fruit, but always the
stems. The juice is either red or clear yellow. It must be filtered or
decanted. to eliminate certain elements that are disturbing or that
perhaps risk rendering it too toxic. Sometimes it has a bad taste or
even smacks of carrion; thus it is certainly not for pleasure that one
drinks it. The inebriation that it provokes can present grave dangers:
the spirit wanders, the drink can lead even to madness. It happens
sometimes that the inebriation is accompanied by organic distur-
bances, which are in reality symptoms of an acute intoxication.

Men know and fear the baleful effects of the drug, and, though he
was a god, Indra himself did not escape them, since one day the Soma
came forth from every opening in his body. This emeto-cathartic
effect is confirmed in an old book of Hindu medicine. ...

One may conclude from all this, it seems to us, that from the most
remote antiquity the Indo-Iranians, when they were still dwelling
together in their original home, possessed a special beverage reserved
exclusively for the ceremonies of their religion and drawn from a
toxic plant. The information that we possess about this plant
unfortunately does not permirt us to determine the species; but it
is enough for us to classify it as among the toxic plants the use of
which is widespread, for reasons of a mystical nature, in all parts of
the world.

De Félice’s reference to the emeto-cathartic effect of Soma is to the
epithet vamani in the Ayurvedic description and to the Brdhmana
story in which Soma injured Indra and flowed from his mouth and
‘all the openings of his vital airs, and from his urinary tract’.?
Meanwhile the more conventional line of Vedic studies continued.
L. van Itallie published an article in Dutch investigating the Sarcostem-
ma acidum stalks in the light of the Soma plant; he described acids and
alkaloids, carbohydrates and phytosterins, tannic acids and glycosides,
but drew no new conclusions.® Johannes Hertel pointed out that there

I The !nd&ﬁryans. spreading out east and south from the Indus Valley, were finding themselves
increasingly remote from the Hindu Kush and the Himalayas. W.D.O'F.
2. .§aLaparha Brahmana 1.6.3.1-7.

3.L. van lwallie, ‘Soma-Haoma, de heilige plant der Indiérs en d '
.. ) ' ' er Perzen,” Nat » s
tijdschrift No. 19 (1937), pp. 1 and 9-11. atuurwetenschappelijk
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were many different kinds of Soma which scientific botany was unable
to distinguish.” Henrik Nyberg referred to Soma-Haoma as an intox-
icating drink made from a plant no longer identifiable, but he con-
tributed obliquely to the bhang theory with his suggestion that Zo-
roaster was a shaman who drugged himself with hemp.* Nyberg
himself, however, distinguished clearly berween Haoma and hemp as
plants, explaining Zoroaster’s aversion to Haoma in the light of the
belief that Haoma-drinking induced a state of intoxication (Rausch)
rather than ecstasy.® Joges Candra Roy then developed Mukherjee’s
bhang hypothesis, adding to the original argument the facts that Soma
is actually called bhang in the RgVeda;* that Soma is called a creeper
nowhere in the RgVeda, but rather an herb (ésadhi), a term which
could apply to bhang; and finally that the Soma sacrifice ‘was a feast
and the drink added hilarity; bhang has been in use on similar oc-
casions.”® Delli Roman Regni repeated the argument that Soma was
not a fermented liquor but rather a non-alcoholic ‘syrup-like thing,™

1. Johannes Hertel: ‘Das Indogermanische Neujahrsopfer im Veda,” in Mitteilungen der Sdchsischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, Vol. 90, 1938, p. 83.

2. Henrik Samnel Nyberg: Die Religionen des Alten Irans, Leipzig, 1938, pp. 177, 190, 290 and 341. He
cites several Avestan references to hemp, among them Yast 13.124, Vendidad 15.14, Vendidad 19.20,
Yasna 44.20, and Vendidad 19.41. W. B. Henning rebutted this argument in his Zoroaster: Politician
or Witch-Doctor?, Oxford, 1951; he considered Nyberg's theory one to be rejected “without further
consideration . . . if one reflects on the effects of hemp, the physical, mental and moral deterioration
it brings,”and he maintained that the Avestan citations, ‘if correctly interpreted, can at the most serve
to show that they cultivated hemp, possibly for the purpose for which hemp is cultivated all the
world over —i.e., to obrain its fibre.’

3. Nyberg, op. cit., p. 288. B

4. RgVeda 1x 61'3. Bharigd here seems to be an epithet meaning ‘intoxicating’ (from bhaiij, to break,
i.e., to disrupt the senses), but the reading occurs only once and is uncertain. Macdonell su:ggests
that the word bhaiigd first applied to Soma, meaning ‘intoxicating,” and then "faf"c to da.i-.ﬂgnatc
hemp’ (Vedic Index, Volume n, p. 93). Otto Schrader suggests that bhang “was originally prized for
the intoxicating effects of its decoctions’ (Prehistoric Antiquities of the Aryan Peoples, tn:’nslated from
the German and published in London, 1890, p. 299), but after the one qucstiun;.able Vedic occurrence,
bhaiiga appears in classical Sanskrit several times only to designate the plant, with no reference to any
narcotic effects. The 8th century A. D. Sdriigadhara Samhita (Bombay 1888; 1.4.19) is the ﬁf_“. cxta:;t
source that considers bhafigd a drug; it likens it to ‘the saliva of a snake, i.c., upi.um (phenam f“_"”‘l""'“ .
bhavam) and the commentator adds that the effect is like that ofincbﬁ;fting_hqucfr ('?ﬂd}"“;fﬂ}‘“f:}'
The Bhavaprakaia (Chowkhamba edition, 1.1) refers to bhaiiga {m&tul&m_) as l.ntoxlr:atmg an C:::i ‘Ei
hallucination (moha) and slow speech (mandavak); and the Dhanvanmnyd-mghff!i!“‘dcs‘-‘“bﬂ ng

as intoxicating, bitter, stimulating talk, inducing sleep, and producing hallucinations.

5. Joges Candra Roy: ‘The Soma Plant,” Indian Historical Quﬂ'_'f‘-':'i}'- No. 12 June 11939'
6. Delli Roman Regni: ‘The control of liquor in Ancient India,” New Review, Calcutta,

pp. 197-207.
November

1940, p. 382.
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and C. Kunham Raja maintained that, according to both the Vedas
and the Avesta, Soma produced happiness (mdda) while siira produced
evil intoxication (durmdda) and that Soma was a creeper with leaves,
no longer available. Soma, he reasoned, had not time to ferment and
ifit had been an alcoholic drink the Indians would have substituted for
it another alcoholic drink when it became unavailable, instead of the
known non-alcoholic substitutes that they in fact used.” Yet the wine
hypothesis — dead and killed again so often - reappeared in Ernst
Herzfeld’s Zoroaster and his World,* where he remarked that in 1931
he had received a letter from a New York gentleman who believed
that a plant growing only in Persepolis - the Salvia persepolitana — was
the Haoma, but that nothing had ever come of this communication.
Herzfeld maintained that Soma must be a fermentation from grapes;
that ami means ‘shoot, tendril, or bunch of grapes’; that the god
Homa is the Aryan Dionysos; and that ‘to thus define homa means to
explain how wine [cultivated all over Iran before the advent of the
Aryans and after] could remain unknown to the Avesta, and how the
cultivation of homa [common in the Avesta] could disappear in Iran
long before the Arab conquest. The solution is evident: homa is vine,
wine.”s He adds that Haoma could not possibly be bhang because “the
use of hashish in Zoroaster’s time is an imagination. The mysterious
homa is wine, a reality . . . Nothing is known of the use of hemp as a
narcotic prior to the Arsacid period.™

1. C. Kunham Raja: “Was Soma an intoxicating drink of the People?’, Adyar Library Bulletin, No. 10,
1946, pp. 90-105.

2. Ernst Herzfeld: Zoroaster and his World, Princeton, 1947, Volume n, pp. 543 ff.

3. Bracketed material appears elsewhere in Herzfeld.

4. The first certain European reference to the use of hemp as a drug in India is in Garcia d'Orta’s
record of a conversation with the Sultan Badar in Goa in 1563. The Sultan confessed that whenever
in the night he had a desire to visit Portugal and Turkey and Arabia, ‘all he had to do was to
eat a little bangue . .." In 1676 Henrich van Rheede (van Draakenstein), the governor of Malabar,
published his Hortus Indicus Malabaricus in Amsterdam (written in Latin and Durtch), in which he
called attention to a plant named bangi that was smoked like tobacco and caused inebriation (Vol. 10,
p. 67). George Everhard Rumph in 1755 described at length, in Latin, the effect of the Cannabis
sativa (also known as ginji) upon the natives, likening the plant to the Homeric vnrevdé¢: “. . . For the
inhabitants of these regions, not content with the natural virtue of wine, which, however, they do not
possess in great quantity, or with the other types of wine tree of that place, on the ground that in
their opinion it elates one for a short time only, have devised from this plant such things as
are able at a moment to remove anxieties of the heart, grief, or fear of dangers; yet this cannot be,
except by a violent commotion of the senses and clouding of the intellect, which they themselves call
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Still R. N. Chopra held to the Sarcostemma theory,” mentioning
also the possibility of Periploca aphylla;® earlier, Chopra had also done
extensive work with the Ephedras.? Karl Geldner in his translation of
the RgVeda maintained that Soma could only be a species of Ephedra,
probably Ephedra intermedia or E. pachyclada, the fruit of which is red
and eaten by children and the stem of which is dried and taken in
water as a treatment for fever.* Though he himself admitted that the
juice was described as red, he nevertheless reiterated the old tradition
that the “milk’ of the plant must be white, citing as support for this
the verses that he had translated as Soma juice mixed with milk
(Ix 91*3-"nicht gang klar’) or Soma delighting us with the ‘milk’ (i.e.,
the expressed fluid) of the stem (1x 107%).

Chinnaswami Sastri published, in 1953, an article demonstrating
that Soma was not wine, reviewing the Brdhmana substitutes, and con-
cluding that the Soma juice was neither an intoxicant nor a stimulant.$
The orthodoxy of Sri Chinnaswami’s position may be indicated by the
fact that his article is written in Sanskrit. Reinhold F. G. Miiller pointed
out the references to Soma in the Hindu medical books and concluded
that fermented drinks, sird, and brandy could have been used as
substitutes, but he remarked that evidence of the process of distil-
lation in India before Islam had not been proven.® Mircea Eliade ex-
presses the view that ritual intoxication by means of hemp, opium,
drunkenness but we call inanity, which is usually followed by mania or a stupid condition.” (Rum-

phius, Herbarium Amboinense, Amsterdam, 1755; volume 5, p. 208). By 1868 bhang was so well known
that Lord Neaves honored it with this bit of doggerel:

The hemp — with which we used to hang

Our prison pets, yon felon gang —

In Eastern climes produces Bang,
Esteemed a drug divine.

1. R. N. Chopra, S. C. Nayar, L. C. Chopra: Glossary of Indian Medicinal Plants, 1956.

2. R. N. Chopra et al.: Poisonous Plants of India, 1949, Vol. 1, p. 683. '
3. R. N. Chopra, S. Krishna, and T. P. Ghose, ‘Indian Ephedras, their Chemistry and Pharmacology,

Indian Journal of Medical Research, No. 19, 1931-2, pp. 177-219; and ¢f. S. Krishna and T. P. Ghose,
‘Indian Ephedras and their Extraction,” Journal of the Indian Society of Chemistry, No. 48 T, 1929, P- 67.
4. Karl Geldner: Der Rig-Veda, published in Harvard Oriental Series, Volumes 33-35, 1951, Vol. m,
p. 2. Part1of an earlier version of Geldner’s translation had been published in Leipzig in 1923, but
Geldner died before the completion of Part m (which included the Soma hymns).

5. Chinnaswami Sastri: ‘Soma-svariipavimar$a,” in Our Heritage, No. 1, Calcurra, 1953, 80-86. rich
6. Reinhold F. G. Miiller: ‘Soma in der Altindischen Heilkunde,” Asiatica, Festschrift fur Friedric

Weller, Leipzig, 1954, p. 428-441.
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and other plant drugs is characteristic of a decadent period of sham-
anism. and that such means were only reluctantly admitted into the
sphere of classical Yoga. He remarks, however, upon Patanjali’s refer-
ence to herbs as a source of meditative powers and on the RgVedic
description of the sage drinking poison.” He points to the use of opium
1nd hashish in ecstatic and orgiastic sects in India, but he does not
comment on Soma’s possible status as such a drug, nor indeed upon
the nature of the ecstasy induced by Soma, though he treats of the
Vedas — and of ecstasy — at great length.?

A.L.Basham says that Soma is not what the Parsis now call
Haoma (for the latter has no inebriating qualities), nor is it alcoholic
(for it was consumed on the same day that it was pressed), and he
goes on: ‘The effects of Soma, with “vivid hallucinations” and the
sense of expanding to enormous dimensions, are rather like those
attributed to such drugs as hashish. Soma may well have been hemp...
from which modern Indians produce a narcotic drink called bhang.”
Several Indian works were then published which investigated certain
previously ignored plants as possible Soma plants: Nadkarni and
Nadkarni identified the ‘moon-creeper’ with Pederia feetida, a plant
used for the treatment of rheumatism;* P. V. Sharma called Crinum
latifolium, a plant whose leaves and roots are emetic and purgative, the
som-vel.s

V. G. Rahurkar arose to combat the alcohol theory, insisting that
the Vedic references to rjisd and tiréahnya® show that Soma did not
have time to ferment; he supported Oldenberg’s mead hypothesis
and concluded: ‘Soma juice, thus, seems to be an orgiastic. .. non-
alcoholic syrup-like . . . enervating drink. It was not even a fermented

1. Patafjali (Yogastitram, K38i Sanskrit Series No. 85, Benares, 1931; verse 4.1) states that ausadhi
(herbs) and samddhi (meditation) are methods of obtaining siddhi (perfection through yoga). ‘

2. Mircea Eliade: Le Yoga, Immortalité et Liberté, Paris, 1954; republished by Bollingen, 1958, in English
translation as Yoga: Immortality and Freedom, p. 338.

3. A. L. Basham: The Wonder That Was India, London, 1954, pp. 235-6.

4. K. M. Nadkarni and A. K. Nadkarni, Indian Materia Medica, Bombay, 19s4.

5. P. V. Sharma, Dravya Gun Vigyan, Benares, 1956.

6. rjisd (which occurs only once, RgVeda 1 320) is thought by some to refer to the part of the Soma
stalk left over after the juice has been expressed; Grassmann takes it to mean ‘rushing forward

freely’, and, as it applies to Indra rather than Soma, this is more likely. tirdahnya, ‘having lasted
through yesterday’, is an adjective applied to Soma.
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liquor.™ B. H. Kapadia says that Soma’s ‘fruit’ is red and fleshy and
liked by children;* that it seems to have been a creeper (he cites atasd
and vdna):* and that it is an inflexible bush with dense, upright, leafless
stalks. Still, Pentii Aalto states that Soma fermented for one to nine
days; ‘the alcohol percentage cannot have been high. Perhaps the
juice of the plant contained narcotic ingredients.™
The possible nature of these ‘narcotic ingredients” was the subject
of an article by Karl Hummel, who gave Vedic citations to establish
that the Soma plant must be mountainous, yielding copious sap, and
golden red in color.s Noting the opinions of Regel and Sir Aurel Stein,
‘Hummel maintained that rhubarb best satisfied the requirements, for
rhubarb is known to grow_'in the mountains of inner Asia, to yield a
copious green-gold sap which turns reddish brown after standing for a
while, and, of course, to be bright red, or, in some species, golden.
Moreover, rhubarb is known to contain the drug Emodin; the problem
of the supposed sweetness of the Soma juice, a quality absent from
rhubarb juice, is easily solved by the assumption that the Indo-Aryans
mixed Soma with honey, as well as with barley and milk. And as for
intoxicating properties, also absent from the rhubarb juice, Hummel
maintained that these were sufficiently supplied by the mere sight of
the glorious red stalks in the eyes of ‘the naive people.” A more con-
ventional source of intoxication - i.e., fermentation — was cited by
N. A. Qazilbash to support his choice for Soma — Ephedra pachyclada.?
Qazilbash maintained that the absence of latex in the Ephedra did
not disqualify it, for only the later Sanskrit writers, and never the
RgVeda, attributed the presence of latex to the Soma plant. Ephedra

1. V.G. Rahurkar: ‘Was Soma a spirituous liquor?’, Oriental Thought, No. 2, 1955, PP- 131':43-13]“
2. B. H. Kapadia: A Critical Interpretation and Investigation of Epithets of Soma, Mahavidyalaya, Vallabha,
1959, pp. 4 and 35. o o _

3. atasd means ‘bush, undergrowth, or shrub’; vdna means “tree". Their relationship with Soma in the
RgVeda is inconclusive. '
4. Pentii Aalto: “Madyam apeyam,’ in Johannes Nobel Commemoration

national Academy of Indian Culture, New Delhi, 1959, pp. 17-37.

‘e ar k
s. Dr. Karl Hummel, Tiibingen: “Aus welcher Pflanze stellten die arischen Inder den Somatran

her?’, Mitteilungen der Deutschen Pharmageutischen Gesellschaft und der Pharmageutischen Gesellschaft

der DDR, April 1959, pp. 57-61.
6. N. A. Qazilbash: ‘Ephedra of the Rigveda,

Pp- 497-501.

Volume, Jianamuktavali Inter-

* The Pharmaceutical Journal, London, November 1960,
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pachyclada grows abundantly all along the Hindu Kush and Suleman
ranges and yields a number of alkaloids, including L-ephedrine, Ephe-
dra. and Pseudo-ephedrine, which act similarly to the hormone adre-
nalin and are used (in the form of crushed green twigs of Ephedra
pachyclada) in Khyber and parts of Afghanistan as aphrodisiacs; it was
Qazilbash’s belief that at the time of the RgVeda the Ephedra plant
was allowed to ferment, yielding a liquor that contained alcohol and
ephedra alkaloids; ‘the liquor, therefore, was intoxicating and pos-
sessed invigorating and stimulating effects .. .[and]. .. aphrodisiacal
effects.””

G. M. Patil remarks upon Soma’s unparalleled intoxicating and
invigorating nature. ‘This intoxicant made [the Vedic people] talkative
and inspired them to fight. It made them forget their mental and
physical agonies, and therefore, it was a wonderful herb...” Jan
Gonda reiterated the hydromel theory,® and Alain Daniélou at first
supported the theory of Soma as the creeper Sarcostemma brevistigma,*
but later he seems to have amended his views in favor of Indian hemp
(‘le chanvre Indien’) as the plant from which the ancient Soma drink
was made.S Yet the growing dissatisfaction with conventional theories
of Soma and increasing familiarity with drug-induced religious experi-
ences have led many modern scholars to venture onto new territory;
Leopold Fischer suggests that the state of mind evinced by the Soma
texts ‘comes much closer to alkaloid drug experiences than to al-
coholic intoxication.”

It is ironic that one of the earliest Vedic beliefs about Soma — that it
was brought by a bird” - appears as a scientific criterion in two of the

1. R. Hegnauer, in his Chemotaxonomie der Pflangen (Basel, 1962, Vol. 1, pp. 451-460), discusses in detail
the toxic effects of various Ephedras, identifying several of them with the Soma plant on the basis
of Qazilbash's work.

2. G. M. Patil: "Soma the Vedic Deity,” Oriental Thought, No. 4, 1960, pp. 69-79.

3. Jan Gonda: Die Religionen Indiens, Stuttgart, 1960, Vol. 1, p. 64.

4. Alain Daniélou: Le Polythéisme Hindou, Paris, 1960, p. 111.

5. Alain Daniélou: L'Erotisme Divinisé, Paris, 1962, p. 53.

6. Agehananda Bharati (Leopold Fischer): The Tantric Tradition, London, 1965, p. 287.

7. Vide supra, p.96. The belief that the Soma was brought from heaven by a falcon appears frequently
throughout the RgVeda and other Indo-European sources. cf. A. Kuhn, Mythologische Studien, I: Die
Herabkunft des Feuers und des Gottertranks, Giitersloh, 1886. Also cf. RgVeda 1 802, n1 437, 1v 18'3, 1v 26
v 459, Ix 68%, Ix 772, Ix 8624, X 114, X 998, X 1444, elc. ‘
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most recent studies of the Soma plant. Varro E. Tyler discards Periplo-
ca aphylla as a possibility because it ‘occurs only at low altitudes in the
mountains, contains a gummy latex not utilizable as a beverage, and
lacks fleshy fruits attractive to birds. .. [Soma’s] fruits are eaten by
birds which disperse the seeds in the mountains, thereby propagating
the plant.” He also discards the Ephedra theory because ‘it is very
difficult to express much juice from these xeromorphic plants,” though
he adds that Ephedra pachyclada when boiled in milk is used as an
aphrodisiac and that “the ash of the plant is mixed with tobacco to pro-
duce an intoxicating mixture which is applied to the gums.” Bringing
similar objections against the rhubarb plant, he concludes: ‘Either
the ancient hymns of the Rigveda and the Avesta are gross exaggera-
tions of fact or there grows in the vast mountain ranges of north-west
India a plant whose CNS-stimulating properties, so well-known to
the old inhabitants, still remain hidden from modern man.”

A far more thorough article was published in the same year by J.G.
Srivastava, but he too held fast to the importance of the agency of the
bird, and to another long-disputed criterion: the RgVedic verse that
some have misinterpreted as attributing to the Soma plant a thousand
boughs.® He supports the latter implication with a verse from the
Rdjanighantu which according to him describes the climber as having
‘several stems from the root-stock’,* and with a verse from the Susruta
Samhita which gives the Soma plant ‘a tuberous root’.* Granting how-
ever that the RgVedaitself never attributes to the plant the qualities of
a climber or milky latex, Srivastava goes on to mention several other
plants with which the Soma has been identified, including the Centella
asiatica, Cocculus hirsutus (used as a laxative and a cure for venereal

1. Varro E. Tyler, Jr.: ‘“The Physiological Properties and Chemical Constituents of Some Habit-
Forming Plants: Soma-Homa, Divine Plant of the Ancient Aryans’, Lloydia, Vol. 29, No. 4, December
1966, p. 284.

2. Ibid., p. 28s.

3. RgVeda 1x 5'°. Sahdsravaliam, the adjective in

the tree of sacrifice, not to the Soma plant.
4. J. G. Srivastava, “The Soma Plant,’ Quarterly Journal of Crude Drug Rcscarch..Na. 6 (1966), o
This seems to be a translation of the phrase cited above and translated as ‘having great clusters’ (vi

supra, p. 99).
5. Srivastava does not give the Sanskrit for this particular phrase but

ambuman (vide supra, p. 99).

question, modifies vdnaspdtim, which refers to

I, p. 81I.
it may be a translation of
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discases), Fraxinus floribundus, Psoralea corylifolia (used to cure leprosy),
Cesalpinia crista, and Thespesia lampas — most of these cited by the
Tyvurvedic Kosh. He disqualifies the genus Sarcostemma and the Periplo-
ca aphylla because birds do not disperse their fruits; he disqualiﬁcs
Vitis vinifera because it does not have the ‘twigs and stalks’ that “the
Rig-veda clearly states’ to have been used; and finally he settles back
upon the Ephedra, whose “seeds are covered by red, succulent, edible
bracts, and are dispersed by birds,” and whose medical properties -
which he describes at length — are commensurate with the fame of the
Soma plant.’

Most recently an article by J. P. Kooger appeared to summarize
briefly the major Soma theories, including Wasson's Amanita muscaria
thesis, based on the note presented by Wasson in 1966 at the Peabody
Museum of Natural History at Yale University. Referring to Wasson’s
theory as ‘sensational’” (opgienbarende) and likely to deal a great blow
to extant theories, he nevertheless concluded that the mystery sur-
rounding the identity of the Soma plant was by no means solved.?

Some years ago, R.C.Zaehner revived the rhubarb suggestion
by referring to Haoma in these rather qualified terms: "The Haoma
plant (from its description as yellow and glowing probably something
very like our rhubarb, which is found in the Iranian mountains to this
day)...» More recently, he mentioned to me the possibility that Haoma
might be the wild chicory, which grows in the mountains of Persia,
though he considers this suggestion merely a shot in the dark. But in
actual fact, what else have all the other theories been but just that?
Some ingenious, some thoughtful, some obviously silly, some plausi-
ble, some vague, some stubbornly wrong-headed, some Procrustean,
some groping toward the truth — but all shots in the dark.

Not knowing what plant the poets of the RgVeda had in mind, mod-
ern scholars have often jumped to the conclusion that the hymns are
vague and obscure in speaking of Soma. The Brahmanas, dealing as they
do with involved chains of substitutes, add to the confusion in almost

I. Srivastava, op. cit., p. 816.

2. ). P. Kooger, "Het Raadsel van de Heilige Soma-Plant der Indo-Iraniers,” Pharmaceutisch Tijdschrift
voor Belgi¢, 44th year, No. 7, 1967, pp. 137-143.
3. R. C. Zachner: The Dawn and Twilight of Zoroastrianism, London, 1961, p. 88.
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geometric progression; the few Avestan parallels are rendered more
or less useless by the overlay of purely Iranian elements: and by the
time the Europeans enter the scene, with their fixed ideas and various
axes to grind, the situation approaches bedlam. Handicapped by a
rudimentary knowledge of the vernacular and ancient languages of
India and by inadequate communication in the academic world, schol-
ars covered the same ground over and over again. Time and time
again the same ideas appear, are disproved, and reappear as if they
were proven theories; scholars draw upon the work of their colleagues
and occasionally upon newly discovered primary materials, but there
is remarkably little attention to the RgVeda itself. (Hillebrandt, Roth,
and Geldner are notable exceptions.) Even within these limits, there
seems to have been little contact between botanists and Vedists,
Indian scholars and Europeans.

Fairly convincing evidence that Soma was not an alcoholic beverage
was established quite early, yet Europeans continued to identify it
with various forms of alcohol, and Indians continued to put pen to
paper in order to assure the world that wine - which is of course
anathema to an orthodox Hindu - was not Soma. The word for in-
toxication is ambiguous both in Sanskrit (mdda) and in European
languages; it denotes drunkenness or inebriation resulting from al-
cohol, but it may also apply to a mental state similar to that produced
by alcohol. Thus the statement that Soma was ‘intoxicating’ as it
appears in various discussions and in the RgVeda itself does not really
exclude any plant capable of producing a state of exhilaration, includ-
ing narcotic or psychotropic plants. The further vagueness of such
terms as ‘liquor’ and ‘strong spirits’ blurred the distinction between
fermentation and distillation, as does the uncertain connotation of
the term siird. All of this served to mask the inappropriateness of the
identification of Soma with alcohol.

Often scholars tended to confuse the question of the identity of the
plant with the nature of the process by which the drink was made fro}rln
it, overlooking the fact that the beer theory, the mead theory, and t'le
Sarcostemma theory are complementary rather than opposed, whi lfl:
only such theories as those postulating wine or bhang exclude a
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others. And, on the other hand, this failure to distinguish substance
from method led several scholars to attempt a combination of various
theories that are in fact incompatible.

It was difficult to resist the temptation to identify the Vedic plant
with the plant actually used by the descendants of the authors of the
Vedas, no matter how many facts argued against this identihication;
and in fact one is inclined to believe that there must be some rela-
tionship between the original and the substitutes, some quality in the
substitute which resembled a quality of Soma enough for it to have
been chosen in the absence of Soma, but the question remains as to
which quality - taste or colour or effect or shape - this might con-
ceivably be.

B. H. Kapadia remarked, ‘Many Latin names are given for this plant
like Ephedra, etc., but we do not know exactly about it,” and this
could surely stand as the epitaph for the greater part of the research
done in those halcyon days of science - the nineteenth century, parti-
cularly the nineteenth century in Germany - when one still felt that
by giving a categorizing Latin name to an unknown quantity one had
somehow settled something. To argue whether Soma was Sarcostemma
brevistigma, or Ephedra pachyclada, or Periploca aphylla was to assure
oneself that the Soma plant had been found and that there only re-
mained a few messy details to be cleared up; this led to smugness and
a general disinclination to delve further that might not have existed
had one been forced to call the plant ‘milkweed’ or ‘some sort of rue’.
It is at first striking that bhang was not considered as a possibility until
1921, but it is more understandable when one takes into consideration
the greater attention that the psycho-physiological eftects of drug-
taking have received in recent times, especially in contrast with the
universal disapprobation with which they were formerly associated.*
Only in the last few generations have the anthropologists, botanists,
and pharmacologists of the West entered fully into the problems
presented by psychotropic plants and their role in the history of
human cultures. The use of hashish in the Middle East has, of course,

I. In'll:li.s context, it is interesting to note that by 1884 Regel had rejected bhang (Cannabis indica) as a
possibility for the Soma plant. Vide supra, p. 114.
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long been known, but until twenty years ago only as a curiosity. The
discovery of mescaline by the modern world is almost a century old,
and for some years has provoked widespread attention.

Aldous Huxley, one of the leading writers on this subject in recent
times, gave the name “Soma’ to an unspecified marvellous drug in his
novel Brave New World, in 1932. In his last novel, Island (1962), he
depicted a Utopia that is clearly Indian throughout - Sanskrit is the
language of the cult, Siva is worshipped, and Yoga is essential to the
philosophy of the islanders. And the drug upon which the cult of the
Island is based is an hallucinogenic mushroom. That the mushroom is
yellow and traditionally collected high in the mountains might sug-
gest that Huxley had Amanita muscaria in mind - even that he was
thinking of the Soma of the RgVeda, although he says expressly that
the ‘moksha-medicine’ (as it is called) is not one of ‘those lovely red
toadstools that gnomes used to sit on.” Later in ‘Culture and the
Individual* Huxley, discussing the genesis of Island, says that he had
been thinking of ‘a substance akin to psilocybin’, the active agent in
the divine mushrooms of Mexico. The Wassons played a major part
in the re-discovery of the Mexican psilocybin cult and Wasson himself
had discussed his Mexican mushrooms and the Soma problem with
Huxley in the late 1950’s.

Certainly as soon as one rids oneself of the assumption that anything
‘intoxicating’ must be alcoholic, an hallucinogen of some kind seems
the likely candidate for Soma, far more likely than millet or Afghan
grapes or rhubarb or any other of the many plants that have been
suggested. Few Vedic scholars knew any botany and some of them
may not have realized that they were dealing with a problem
primarily botanical. The botanists on the other hand could not read
the RgVeda, by far the most important source about Soma, and so
they permitted themselves to enter upon speculations that often seem
ludicrous in the light of the Vedic hymns. But on behalf of both
Vedists and botanists it is only fair to recall that for the most part the

1. Aldous Huxley: Island, Penguin ed., 1964, p. 140.
2. An essay published in The Book of Grass, an anthology e : .y .
Vinkenoog, Grove Press Inc., New York, 1967, pp. 192-201. The passage cited 1s on p. 200.

dited by George Andrews and Simon
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Soma question had for them merely a peripheral interest. Though
the identification of Soma remained a desideratum of Indian studies,
no outstanding figure applied himself directly and fully to the solu-
tion of this enigma. The historians of religion seem likewise to have
given it only glancing attention.

Philippe de Félice in 1936 offered a significant description of Soma
but, as he was not a member of the academic establishment, little
notice was taken of it. Much the same is true of Huxley’s speculative
writings on the subject. If professional scholars attached small im-
portance to the theories of these “outsiders’, it must be said that they
offered no satisfactory alternative. Although the effort to identity
the Soma plant has produced one of the most spirited and imagi-
native chapters in Vedic studies, it has also resulted in considerably
more confusion than clarification. Wasson’s novel solution of this old
question revivifies a body of speculation that has become increas-
ingly sterile and repetitive, and throws important problems of Indo-
European and even Eurasian cultural history into a new perspective.
This is indeed a welcome contribution, and it is to be hoped that
its implications will be exploited in wide-ranging debate and fresh
syntheses.
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PART THREE

NORTHERN EURASIA AND THE FLY-AGARIC






|
EXPLORERS, TRAVELERS, AND ANTHROPOLOGISTS

N the Exnipits we have assembled all the basic sources that we

could find on the use of the fly-agaric for inebriating purposes

in Siberia. They include a miscellany of travelers (a few of them
Innocents Abroad), explorers and scientists on governmental mis-
sion, and anthropologists; also some linguists who discuss a fasci-
nating word cluster that relates to our theme. We have added three
secondary sources for particular reasons.

The earliest of our authors [1]is a poor Polish lad, not endowed with
much education, who kept a diary of his stay in Siberia as a prisoner of
the Tsar. An entry in that diary records the fact that in 1658 he saw
the Ob-Ugrian Ostyaks getting drunk on the fly-agaric. Our latest
paper is by two Soviet scientists [42] living in Vladivostok who in the
fall of 1966 contributed an epitaph to the ancient practice:

The minor nationalities of Siberia and the Far East now do not
use any psychoactive drugs. ... After the October Socialist Revo-
lution and the establishment of Soviet Power these not numerous
peoples have embarked on a new way of historical development.
Formerly backward nationalities on a borderland of Russia, with

the help of the Russian people and Soviet Power, they soon reached
the socialist phase of social development.

The Soviet Union has never allowed foreigners to visit these ‘minor
nationalities’.

The testimony of our writers is of course worth only as much as the
writers are worth. A few of them -notably the English-speaking
contingent [14, 15, 20] and the one Frenchman [7] - lack understanding.
They are superficial and disdainful, and most of their information
seems to come from local Russian informants of dubious reliability,
or from earlier writers whom we have also quoted, or else read and
discarded as worthless. (Vide, e.g., Kennan [14] citing Oliver Goldsmith,
who in turn paraphrased von Strahlenberg [3].) The ignorance about
mushrooms of these writers in English and French seems to have been
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complete. We reprint what they had to say because they are often
quoted as sources but they are worthless.

When Erman [11] informs us that Toyon’s wife transplanted a
number of baby fly-agarics from the forest to her garden where he
saw them some days later flourishing in their big scarlet caps, the
mycologist raises his eyebrows. When he says that a native pays a
reindeer for one fly-agaric in the off-season, we accept this, as other
witnesses testify to the high value placed on the marvelous plant by
those who used it.

Some of the Siberian tribesmen live in filth and indulge in practices
that shock and revolt those Europeans whose sense of scientific
detachment is not phenomenally developed. If in addition the observer
is a mycophobe, taught from childhood to turn away with a shudder
from a ‘toadstool’, his impulses will surely overpower his objectivity.
Europeans have long held the fly-agaric to be lethal. The testimony of
our writers on this will certainly be found surprising. Many of them
and among the most trustworthy expressly acquit the fly-agaric of
causing death; in fact, they testify that, properly dried, it has no bad
effects. When a few of the writers mention deaths from the fly-agaric
each of those deaths should be weighed carefully. Is there a single
witness (some of whom spent not months but years and even a decade
among the natives) who saw a man die from fly-agaric eating, or who
was present in a settlement at the time of such a death? I think not.
Does the reported death come from a native informant or from a
fellow European, probably a mycophobe? If the latter, is it only
hearsay in the foreign community, perhaps the very same death tl?at
was reported by Krasheninnikov [4] in his book published in the mid-
dle of the 18th century, a death that he himself reported as hearsay?
If the source is native, is it of the kind - highly significant — that i.s
accepted as veridical, according to Kai Donner [28], in the upper Yeni-
sei among the Ket and the Selkup; vig., that only shamans and th‘ose
who are to become shamans can eat the fly-agaric with impumt)":
all others will surely die. (Lehtisalo [24] records similar shamanic
beliefs.) Donner is not discussing vital statistics: he translates us to a
different realm. We are in the presence of fossil survivals of remote
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beliefs, a sanction for violating a tabu, and it is precisely the sanction
(at the time a projection of a surmise) that led my wife and me de-
cades ago to suspect that our own remote ancestors had worshipped a
mushroom and that a heavy tabu, surviving to this very day, had been
laid on eating it. Death will come if the layman presumes to cat the
forbidden fruit, the Fruit of Knowledge, the Divine Mushroom of
Immortality that the Taoists talk about and that the poets of the
RgVeda celebrated. The fear of this ‘death’ has lived on as an emo-
tional residue, long after the shaman and his religion have faded from
memory, and here is the explanation for the mycophobia that has
prevailed throughout northern Europe, in the Germanic and Celtic
worlds, in particular for the macropsia with which the north Euro-
peans — and not least the mycologists and toxicologists — have viewed
the poisonous properties of the fly-agaric.

There is a consensus among our writers that the natives of Siberia
consumed the fly-agaric only after drying it. Von Strahlenberg [3]
says that water is poured on it, then the water and mushrooms are
boiled and the liquor is drunk. He does not mention dried mushrooms,
but as he is speaking of winter they must have been dried. He and von
Langsdorf [10] are the only ones who mention cooking the fly-agaric.
Krasheninnikov [4] says that the dried mushrooms are steeped in the
must of an Epilobium, which later writers have identified as the
Russian kiprei, Epilobium angustifolium. (The ‘must’ is not fermented.)
Krasheninnikov is the only source to mention Epilobium, but there
seems no reason to doubt his word. It is natural, given the scattered
population in Siberia and the poor communications, that customs vary
from settlement to settlement, and even within the same settlement,
from shaman to shaman. Steller [5] says that ‘the fly-agarics are dried,
then eaten in large pieces without chewing, being washed down
with cold water.” Georgi [6], on the other hand, is responsible for the
statement that in the Narym region the natives either eat one fresh
mushroom or drink a decoction of three: but he is suspect as a witness.
According to von Langsdorf [10], the Kamchadal prefer to leave the
mushrooms to dry in the ground, exposed to the narural air and the
sun. Small ones with many warts, he says, are the best and the most
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powerful. They are swallowed whole, being swallowed with the juice
of bilberries (Vaccinium uliginosum), either one large mushroom or two
small. Erman [11] and von Maydell [12] mention that they are taken
dry, von Maydell adding that they are smoked and shrivelled up.
Enderli’s [19] description is classical on this point:

At the man’s order, the woman dug into an old leather sack, in which
all sorts of things were heaped one on top of another, and brought
out a small package wrapped in dirty leather, from which she took a
few old and dry fly-agarics. She then sat down next to the two men
and began chewing the mushrooms thoroughly. After chewing, she
took the mushroom out of her mouth and rolled it between her
hands to the shape of a little sausage. The reason for this is that the
mushroom has a highly unpleasant and nauseating taste, so that even
a man who intends to eat it always gives it to someone else to chew
and then swallows the little sausage whole, like a pill. When the
mushroom sausage was ready, one of the men immediately swallow-
ed it greedily by shoving it deep into his throat with his indescribably
filthy fingers (for the Koryaks never wash in all their lives).

The Koryak told Sljunin [18] that the fresh fly-agarics are highly
poisonous and hence they do not eat them. They are dried, either in
the sun or over the fire, and then consumed with fresh water to wash
them down. Karjalainen [26], speaking of the shaman’s ways among
the Irtysh Ostyak, says that they swallow whole either three or seven
mushroom caps, which may be fresh or dried: the Irtysh usage runs
counter to the trend among our witnesses in that the shaman may
take fresh mushrooms. Kannisto [33] speaking of the Vogul cultures
reports that the mushrooms are dry when they are used. Lehtisalo
[24], discussing the Yurak shamans (northern Samoyeds), tells us that
the mushrooms must be fully grown and dry. Jochelson [21] also
confirms that they are taken dry. There is no aspect of the fly-agaric
on which there is more testimony than this, and the witnesses are
almost unanimous. Particularly impressive is the quotation that we
give in [30] from an heroic hymn of the Vogul people, where fhf:
hero, the ‘two-belted one’, addressing his wife, says, “‘Woman, bring

me in my three sun-dried fly-agarics!’
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THREE MAPS

The data for our maps are drawn from the following sources:

A. the ethnic distribution from the map accompanying The Peoples of Siberia,
M. G. Levin and L. P. Potapov, Editors, originally published in Moscow and
Leningrad in 1956 under the title Narody Sibiri; translated into English un-

der the editorship of Stephen Dunn and published by the University of
Chicago Press, 1964;

B. for the distribution of the genus Betula we have relied chiefly on Trees ¢~
Shrubs of the USSR, S. Ja. Sokolov, ed., Ac. of Sciences, USSR, Moscow and

Leningrad, 1951, vol. 1, text fig. 72, p. 267; supplementing this source by
data from the Gray Herbarium;

C. for the distribution of the genus Pinus we rely on Geographic Distribution
of the Pines of the World, by Wm. B. Crichfield and Elbert L. Little, Jr., Forest
Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Washington, D.C., February

1966. The distribution of firs and other conifers is generally within the con-
fines set by the pines.
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Thus it seems that drying is of the essence. The natives think that
the fresh ones are dangerous, or at least not satisfactorily inebriating.
Some say that eating many fresh mushrooms will kill you, but how do
we know? I did not realise this when I went to Japan in the fall of
1065 and 1966, and with Japanese friends tried the fresh fly-agarics.
The RgVeda had not prepared me for the drying. I had known of
course that the Soma plants were mixed with water before being
pounded with the pressing stones, but I had supposed that this was to
freshen up the plants so that they would be capable of yielding juice
when pressed. The desiccation, thought, was an inevitable conse-
quence of bringing the mushrooms from afar and keeping them on
hand. There was nothing to tell me that desiccation was a sine qua non
of the Soma rite. The reader may think that I'should have familiarized
myself with the Siberian practice before going to Japan. [ agree. Ima-
zeki, who by chance toasted his caps on one occasion before eating
them, alone had satisfactory results, insistently declaring that this was
nothing like alcohol, that this was far superior, in fact in a different
world. Alone among us all, he has known amrta, the ambrosia of the
Immortals.

As for the harm that the fly-agarics might be expected to provoke,
our witnesses give revealing testimony. Georgi [6] says that the natives

feel much less head after this method of intoxication than is produced
by spirituous liquors; nor is the use of it followed by any dangerous
consequences.

Kope¢’s experiences [9] with the mushrooms, for what they are worth,
were benign and pleasant; he wasnot moved to violence. Von Langsdorf
[10] says that although he made great efforts to find out something
about the harmful or possibly deadly effects of the fly-agaric, he
could obtain no satisfactory information on the subject.

The Koryaks [he goes on] greatly prefer fly-agarics to the Russians’
vodka and maintain that after eating fly-agarics a man never suffers
from headaches or other ill effects. It is true that in extremely rare
cases (of which no one could recall any specific example) persons who
consumed an extraordinarily large quantity of the mushrooms are
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said to have died in convulsions, senseless and speechless, after six or
eight days. However, it is not reported that moderate consumption
ever produced any harmful after-effects. If, contrary to expectations,
immoderate consumption of fly-agarics should nevertheless be
followed by pressure on the stomach or some other disturbance,
two or three spoonfuls of fat, blubber, butter, or oil are reputed to
be an infallible remedy.

(Sljunin [18] gives an alternative antidote: ... a glass of vodka or
diluted alcohol. A quarter of an hour after swallowing the vodka, the
Koryak who is totally oblivious of his environment under the effect of
the mushroom, completely regains consciousness.”) Erman [11] quotes
a native informant as saying that

mushroom intoxication had a quite different effect from alcoholic
drunkenness, since the former put the Kamchatka natives into a
peaceful and gentle (skromno in Russian) mood, and they had seen
how differently the Russians were affected by spirits.

Von Maydell [12], who passed the decade from 1861 to 1871 in Siberia,
confirms the impression conveyed by his predecessors:

. . . the mushroom produces only a feeling of great comfort, together
with outward signs of happiness, satisfaction, and well-being. Thus
far the use of the fly-agaric has not been found to lead to any harmful
results, such as impaired health or reduced mental powers.

In a footnote he adds that he had been told of one fatal case, a Russian
who died after eating rather large quantities of fresh mushrooms.
He ‘had been told’: again we are in the realm of hearsay.

Von Dittmar [13] says substantially the same:

Mukhomor eaters describe the narcosis as most beautiful aI'!d
splendid. The most wonderful images, such as they never see in
their lives otherwise, pass before their eyes and lull them into a
state of the most intense enjoyment. Among the numerous persons
whom I myself have seen intoxicated in this way, I cannot remember
a single one who was raving or wild. Outwardly the eﬂ:ect was
always thoroughly calming - I might almost say, comfc')rtmg.' Ftl)r:
the most part the people sit smiling and friendly, mumbl1ng quietly
to themselves, and all their movements are slow and cautious.
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According to Sljunin [18], the Koryak maintain that the continued
consumption of the mushroom has noill effect on the person’s health.
Enderli [19] reports that after a period of lethargy and monotonous
singing, the mushroom eater is suddenly seized with a frenzy, raving
and calling for drums, and then begins a deafening spell of singing,
drumming, and running around within the conhines of the yurt. He
concludes with this sentence: *. . . immoderate consumption involves
the danger of madness or death, but such cases occur rarely.” It he had
seen or heard of an actual death, he is such an excellent reporter that
he would certainly have told us about it. Jochelson and Bogoraz
[21, 22] report no murderous outbreaks by fly-agaric eaters, and
Jochelson says that to his question as to which they preferred, brandy
or fly-agaric, many Koryak answered, ‘Fly-agaric.’ Jochelson added:
‘Intoxication from the latter is considered more pleasurable, and the
reaction less painful, than that following brandy.’

In these comments of various observers there is nothing that sug-
gests the berserk-raging of the Vikings. Murderous ferocity marked
the Viking seizures almost always, whereas murderous ferocity is con-
spicuously absent from our eye-witness accounts of fly-agaric eating
in Siberia. In most of the reports the effect is soothing, skromno;
sometimes there is a noisy inebriation. Both are familiar to us as
expressions of alcoholic inebriation and both are harmless. The ardent
advocate of a link between the fly-agaric and berserk-raging must
content himself as best he can with the testimony of Krasheninnikov
[41: “The Kamtschadales and the Koreki eat of it when they resolve to
murder anybody.” This generalisation is hearsay: had he known of a
particular episode, he would have reported it. Thus he tells us about
four Russians who ate the fly-agaric, three of them in his entourage
and one by hearsay. They were a menace only to themselves. This is
the consensus of all the witnesses, and even here the threat to them-
selves is often hearsay, perhaps a reflex of the conventional attitude of
Europeans when speaking of inebriation. Reguly and, after a lapse of
some forty years, Munkdcsi took down from native Vogul singers an
Heroic Song concerning the Creation of the World. This song [30],
drawn from the depths of the Vogul culture, is alone enough to
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demolish the berserk-raging notion of the Scandinavians. Our Hero
had eaten three sun-dried fly-agarics and lay in a stupor when there
bursts in upon him a messenger with news of the enemy’s imminent
invasion. The messenger urges the ‘bemushroomed’ Hero to throw
off his inebriation and to come and lead the fight. The Hero replies
that he has no strength and sends the messenger to rally his younger
brothers. It is only on the second call that the Hero pulls himself out
of the fly-agaric stupor and calls for his arms.

So far as we know, only two of our witnesses ate the mushroom:
Kopec [9], whose colourful narrative we publish for the first time in
English, and Donner [28], who unfortunately and rather primly gives
us no details other than that it is a powerful intoxicant. None drank
of the urine. But a number of the Russians who settled in Siberia took
to the fly-agaric, at least for a time. Many of our witnesses speak of
this, and there is a startling sentence in Erman [11, p. 253] reading as
follows:

... the Russians of Klynchevsk, who according to the man from
Yelovka pick whole packhorse loads of this valuable plant, prepare
an extract by decocting it in water, and try to take away its extremely
disgusting taste by mixing the extract with various berry juices.

What is surprising in this passage is the formula that the Russians hit
on: extracting the juice with the help of water and adding various
vehicles to make the drink palatable. In ancient times Soma was
mixed with water and pounded with stones, then mixed with milk or
curds or barley-water or honey; in Klynchevsk they mixed the extract
with the juice of berries.

A fairly consistent picture of the fly-agaric syndrome emerges frm.n
reading the accounts of our witnesses. Krasheninnikov [4] says that in
moderation it raises the spirits and makes one brisk, courageous, and
cheerful, but if indulged in to excess, it leads to trembling, merry
or melancholic mood according to one’s disposition, and macropsia: 2
small hole appearing to them as a great pit, and a spoonful ?f water as a
lake.” Von Langsdorf [10] confirms the macropsia: ‘If one wishes to step
over a small stick or straw, one steps or jumps as though the obstacles
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were tree trunks.’ So do von Maydell, Sljunin, Bogoraz, and Jochelson
[12, 18, 22, 21]. There is often vomiting and at some stage sleep su-
pervenes, during and after which one sees marvelous visions, not erotic
according to von Maydell [12]; ‘highly sensuous’ according to Enderli
[19]. Kopec¢ [9] seems tO confirm Enderli. (We wonder how von Maydell
knew the fly-agaric did not give erotic pleasure.) A number of our
witnesses testify to the increase in strength that can be expected:
von Langsdorf [10] met eye-witnesses who said that 2 man inebriated
with the mushroom had been able to carry a 120-1b. sack of flour
1o miles, and Bogoraz [22] describes one under the influence of the

fly-agaric:

His agility increases, and he displays more physical strength than
normally. Reindeer-hunters of the Middle Anadyr told me that
before starting in canoes in pursuit of animals, they would chew
agaric because that made them more nimble on the hunt. A native
fellow-traveler of mine, after taking agaric, would lay aside his snow-
shoes and walk through the deep snow hour after hour by the side
of his dogs for the mere pleasure of exercise, and without any feeling
of fatigue.

Von Langsdorf [10] declares that according to the statements of the
natives, those who have taken the fly-agaric in moderation feel ‘ex-
traordinarily light on their feet and are then exceedingly skillful in
bodily movement and physical exercise.” Erman [11] confirms this:

There is no doubt...about a ‘marvelous increase in physical
strength’, which the man praised as still another effect of the mush-
room intoxication. ‘In harvesting hay’, he said, ‘I can do the work of
three men from morning to nightfall without any trouble, if I have
eaten a mushroom.’

The Chukotka tribesmen personify the mushroom as little men
or women. Krasheninnikov [4] was the first to call attention to this.
It is observed, whenever they have eaten of this plant, they maintain
that, whatever foolish things they did, they only obeyed the com-
mands of the mushroom.” (We quote from the 18th century rendering
by James Grieve.) Jochelson and Bogoraz [21, 22] ratify this. The former
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writes: “The idea of the Koryak is that a person drugged with agaric
fungi does what the spirits residing in them (wapaq) tell him to do;’
and the latter: "The spirits of the fly-agaric have an outward appear-
ance similar to that of the actual mushrooms, and the agaric-eater
feels impelled to imitate them.” The Koryak and Kamchadal tales
that we reprint are shot through with this personification of the mush-
room. Among the Ob-Ugrians Lehtisalo [24] observes the same
phenomenon. The mushroom eater enters the realm of the little
people, talks with them, learns from them what he wishes to know -
the future, the outlook for a sick person, etc. Among the Ob-Ugrians
the divine mushroom seems to have retained more of its sacred
character. It plays a role in the myths of creation and, as we have
seen, there are vestiges of stern tabus on its use by unqualified
persons.

Of all the properties of the fly-agaric as it is used in Siberia, the one
that has drawn the most attention is its effect on the urine of the per-
son who eats it. The inebriating virtue of the mushroom passes into
the urine, whence the custom in the Chukotka of drinking the urine.
This is amply confirmed by all our best sources and there can be no
doubt about its truth. No one knows to this day the chemical com-
position of the inebriant. No one can say whether the drug in the
mushroom is identical to the drug in the urine. Perhaps alien elements
in the mushroom, such as sometimes cause nausea, are filtered out
in the urine. To von Langsdorf [10] alone goes the credit of having

asked some of these questions:

[ was not able to ascertain whether the consumption of fly-agaric is
followed by constipation or diarrheea or by an increase or decrease

in the urine.

I was also unable to obtain any satisfactory answer when 1 asked
whether the taste or smell of the urine had been changed;' everyone
was probably ashamed to admit that he had dr}lnk his uwnhor
someone else’s. Nevertheless it strikes me as not 1rr1fpr0bi1ble that
fly-agarics, like turpentine, asparagus, and other thm}%s, lﬁ:lP:I'; a
special, possibly quite pleasant, smell‘and taste o € he unr;ri.cmi);
analogy it would be worth investigating whether other n
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PART THREE - CHAPTER 1

the same phenomenon. Before I had read Steller [s] and Erman [11], I
made my suggestion on pp.75-76 that living as some of these tribesmen
do in intimacy with the reindeer, almost in a symbiotic relationship
with them, they may have found it easy to indulge in the drinking of
the urine in imitation of the beasts. Here then would be the genesis of
the urine-drinking that has astonished the West.

What is the relationship between the hallucinogenic mushrooms of
Middle America and the fly-agaric complex of Siberia?

The mushrooms are utterly different. The fly-agaric is an Amanita.
The sacred mushrooms in Mexico are far removed, belonging to the
Psilocybe, Stropharia, and Conocybe genera, these genera being
closely inter-related. The drugs in the Mexican mushrooms are psi-
locybin and psilocin. We do not know what the drug is in the fly-
agaric, or perhaps the drugs. The Mexican mushrooms keep one
awake for about four or five hours, and then one falls into a deep,
dreamless slumber for a couple of hours; there is no hangover. Though
one remains awake and experiences hallucinations, one has little or no
desire to move about. There is no macropsia. At the very moment
one can talk about the marvels that one sees, and exchange comments
with one’s neighbors, but there is no kinetic agent in the mushrooms.
By contrast, in Siberia some tribesmen feel an urge to talk loudly or
shout and sing, to dance, to run about, to perform feats of physical
activity. In Siberia stress is laid on the visions one has during a
profound sleep that, according to most of our sources, comes at the
end of ten or twelve hours, and also during the waking hours that
follow.

There is one point of similarity. In each case nausea and vomiting
occasionally occur in some persons. When the mushrooms act a? a'n
emetic immediately or a few minutes after they are ingested, it 1
a remarkable fact that in both cases the vomiting has no effect on
the later inebriation. I have experienced this myself in Mexico. Von

Langsdorf [10] is our witness for Siberia:

... people who have eaten a large quantity of mushrooms.oftein
suffer an attack of vomiting. The rolled-up mushrooms previots y
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THE FLY-AGARIC IN SIBERIA

swallowed whole are then vomited out in a swollen, large, and
gelatinous form, but even though not a single mushroom remains
. the stomach. the drunkenness and stupor nevertheless continue,

and all the symptoms of fly-agaric eating are, in fact, intensified.

There is a striking similarity in the imaginative world of the Mexi-
can Indians and the tribesmen of Siberia: both have created a com-
munity of dwarfs who take over. In Mexico the mushrooms command.
They speak through the curandero or shaman. He 1s as though not
present. The mushrooms answer the questions put to them about the
sick patient, about the future, about the stolen money or the missing
donkey. The mushrooms take the form of duendes, to use the Spanish
term; dwarfs in English. Similarly the eater of fly-agarics comes under
the command of the mushrooms, and they are personified as amanita
girls or amanita men, the size of the fly amanita.

If I am asked whether there is any genetic relationship between the
two areas in the light of the similar mushroom practices, I should say
that to harbor such a thought would be hazardous. The Indians of the
New World have shown themselves supreme in the arts of the
herbalist, discovering properties in the plant kingdom from which
we Europeans have learned much. The Indians were certain to discover
the divine mushrooms (as they think them to be) and it was natural,
given their cultural background, that they should personify them as
duendes and think they were speaking through the shaman’s words.
The same thing was true with the Siberian tribesmen. Both cults are,
in my opinion, thousands of years old and autonomous in origin.
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I
A FAR-REACHING SIBERIAN WORD-CLUSTER

A remarkable pattern of linguistic evidence marks the fungal vo-
cabulary of many Siberian tribes and the European peoples. Specialists
in the Uralic family of languages have greatly contributed to the
Uralic aspect of this problem, but no first class scholar has dealt with
the linguistic and cultural aspects of the entire pattern of fungal words
that are scattered throughout northern Eurasia from the Iberian
peninsula to Bering Strait. I can do no more than assemble some of
the evidence and pose the questions that call for answers.

I. THE ANTIQUITY OF FLY-AGARIC INEBRIATION

In the Vogul language all words relating to drunkenness are derived
from the word for fly-agaric, pavx, and its innumerable variants ac-
cording to the dialect. This means that Vogul speakers, when they
talk of getting drunk, say that the man is ‘bemushroomed’. But it is
important to note that the Vogul speaker is not aware of the ety-
mology of the word: he uses it without thinking of the fly-agaric,
whether the man was ‘bemushroomed’ on alcohol or fly-agaric. This
is similar to our use of the word ‘drunk’. If we say the shaman is
getting ‘drunk’ on fly-agaric, it would not occur to us that he does not
‘drink’ the fly-agaric. If the Vogul speaker says that that foreigner
was ‘bemushroomed’ yesterday on vodka, it never occurs to him that
one drinks alcohol, instead of eating a mushroom. Just as our basic
word in English is a secondary meaning derived from a beverage th'at
one drinks, so in Vogul the basic word is derived from the fly-agaric.
The fly-agaric was the original inebriant and probably t}}e only one.

Vogul is an Ugrian language. In Zyrian (= Komi), a Finmﬁc language,
there are a number of words, pagal-, pagav-, etc., meaning t0 lose
consciousness as from alcohol. Uotila [34, 38] tells us that they.are
derived from *pag-, and are cognate with the Vogul pavxf‘Thf? Z)"“;“S
do not use the fly-agaric today, but these words would indicate that

their ancestors did so.
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THE LINGUISTIC ASPECT

[t seems certain that these words go back to a time when fermented
drinks (not to speak of their distillate, alcohol) were either not known
at all or were unimportant, to a time when the fly-agaric was the
inebriant. It seems that they go back to a time before the Ugrian and
Finnic languages became differentiated, centuries before Christ.

But our story does not end there. Castrén [24a] In the last century
reported the word fapkd’am, “to be drunk’, in the Tavgi language,
belonging to the northern Samoyed group. If this attestation is sound,
and Uralic scholars treat it seriously, then the beginnings go back far
indeed. For between the Finno-Ugrian languages and the Samoyed
languages there exists precisely the same peot shift that we find
distinguishing the Latin and Germanic languages; e.g., Latin paterc
English ‘father’. The Tavgi word, manifesting this basic shift, cannot
therefore be a borrowing from Vogul or Zyrian. It goes back to a
common ancestor, before the Uralic peoples divided into the Samoyed
and the proto-Finno-Ugrian, certainly thousands of years before
Christ. We cannot say when the fly-agaric was first used in the north-
ern reaches of Eurasia. We can say, if Castrén is to be relied on, that it
‘was being used when the ancestral tongue of the Uralic peoples split
up. In any case we feel safe in saying, on the evidence supplied by the
Uralic languages, that the fly-agaric was being invoked as a divine
inebriant before the Aryans left their ancestral home and long before
the RgVeda was composed.

2. THE DISTRIBUTION OF FLY-AGARIC INEBRIATION

So far as I know, Franz Boas initiated the accumulation of evidence
on this subject when he pointed out [31] that the three languages of
the Chukchi group, in the far Northeast of Siberia, used for ‘mush-
room’ words whose common root was poyp. He made no mention of
such a root in the Ob Valley, and he was probably not aware of it. His
book appeared in 1922 but the materials for it had been accumulated
from the turn of the century.

The Finnish linguist Artturi Kannisto [33] was gathering data among
the Vogul in the first decade of this century. He recorded the names
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pa:vx and pa:vx for the “fly-agaric’ used by shamans to achieve ecstasy.
His papers were published only in 1958, long after his death. Mun-
kdcsi, the Magyar scholar, working in part with collections made in
the second quarter of the last century by Antal Reguly, drew attention
[32] to the Ob-Ugrian and Volga Finnic cluster of fungal words having
identical origin, though in Ob-Ugrian they meant a specific mush-
room, the fly-agaric, whereas in Mordvin and Cheremis they were
generic, ‘mushroom’. He suggested an Iranian word, banha, as cognate
with or the etymon of the Uralic words. At least one of his colleagues,
Lehtisalo [24a], expressed doubt about this, and now that we know
more concerning the Iranian word, Munkdcsi’s suggestion seems to
be ruled out. Apparently Lehtisalo in 1928 [24a] was the first to bring
in the Samoyed languages: it was he who drew attention to Castrén’s
discovery that in the Tavgi tongue (in the North Samoyed group)
favkd?am means ‘to be inebriated” and that it must be cognate with
the other words. Uotila in 1930 [34] then added the Southern Samoyed
language, Selkup, seeing in piver and papgar, the ‘drum’ and another
musical instrument used by shamans, derivatives of the root poy. He
detects a connection between our cluster and the Zyrian pagal-, etc.,
‘to lose consciousness’. Bouda [35] in 1941 confirmed Boas’s findings
for the Chukchi group and he for the first time linked the word for
‘mushroom’ in the far Northeast with the Uralic words that we have
been discussing. Steinitz in 1944 [36] thought that the link with the
Zyrian pagal-, pagyr, meaning ‘to lose consciousness’, etc., was unclear.
In a notable paper Baldzs [38] in 1963 summed up the Uralic evidence.
He is inclined to accept Uotila’s judgment on the Zyrian words, rather
than Steinitz’s hesitant position. He is sceptical about Munkicsi’s view
concerning an Iranian origin for this cluster, leaving however the last
word to Iranian scholars. Apparently he was unaware of Walter B.
Henning’s pronouncement, published in 1951, on the Iranian word
bang. (Vide Eliade [41]) ‘

We show the distribution of these tribes in the recent past in Our
maps A, B, and C. They have changed their location .slowly over the
past centuries, and are now disappearing. The Yukagir, for exam.ple.
were once an important people; now they are confined to three shrink-
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