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PART ONE

SOM A
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, highting 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 chief
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 tar 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 tlesh’, 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
ofhciating 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 betfore 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 teelings,

their play with the meanings and sounds of words, the rules ot 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 toSoma 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 manitesting 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, ot the rays of the Sun, of the round bowl of
the heavenly irmament, ‘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 tor 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 trankly 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,
archaology. 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: it ever there was genuine poetry about a genuine plant, here

1. Etudes Védiques et Paninéenes, E. de Boccard, Editeur, Paris, tome 1x, 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 it 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 himselt 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 ot 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
dety 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 I had with him in
Paris and his country house in the Eure, in the spring of that year. He found my thesis séduisante
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 tocussed on it, but our contemporary religious thinkers
(with notable exceptions) have no sympathy with drugs as a way to
religious experience, though accepting a réle for other external 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 lett out. The identification 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 ot such a decision eftective,
and the very memory of the plant itselt 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 plantitselt. Moreover, the Hindus tra-
ditionally have not been interested in the facts of history, considering
them irrelevant when weighed in the balance against 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 eftects, often vile, of any of the many substitutes was always too
glaring to be ignored.

To the Europeans knowledge about Soma came late. It was not
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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 Gita. (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 eftorts to solve the problem
from that day to this have been singularly futile. They have merely
worked over the Brahmanic discussions ot the substitutes, apparently
under the misapprehension that the original Soma must have closely
resembled the substitutes, if it was not in fact one ot 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. AsI went on to the end,
as I immersed myself ever deeper in the world of Vedic mythology,
further evidence seeming to support my idea kept accumulating. By
Jove, I said, this is tamiliar 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:

It is 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, 1
present my case. If I am wrong, how quickly will my proposal be
forgotten! It I am right, I claim the privilege ot adding a new and
exciting chapter to the world’s knowledge of the remote past, the
proto-history of our own Indo-European culture.
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THE PROBLEM

In a word, my beliet is that Soma is the Divine Mushroom of
Immortality, and that in the early days of our culture, betore 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.



I1
THE FLY-AGARIC OF EURASIA

My candidate for the identity of Soma is Amanita muscaria (Fr. ex L.)
Quél,, in English the tly-agaric, the Fliegenpilg ot 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 tly-agaric is an inebriant but not alcoholic. As tar 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 ot Siberia. Apparently some of
these tribesmen scarcely knew alcohol until the Russians introduced
it in the 16th and 17th centuries, but the tly-agaric had been their
precious possession long before then. The available records about its
religious role 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 ODb), 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 ot 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 ot the Russians
and, until the Russian Revolution, the fire-water of the western
whalers. A more powertul influence has been the aggressive cultural
thrust of the Russians, who trown 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, theretfore, 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 tolkloric
evidence to indicate that formerly, in proto-history, it was used by
some of the Indo-European peoples, as well as the Hungarians.
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I11
THE GROUND RULES OF THE SEARCH

My 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 comtortably
into such descriptive terms as the RgVeda poets apply to Soma, and
into the indications as to the source of supply, methods ot handling,
etc.? 3) Does the proposal happily resolve some of the many cruces in
the RgVeda? On all three counts I am hopetul 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 betfore me her paper written at my
request on the history of Soma since Vedic times (here published as
Part Two), thatI 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.I 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 occasionally
used, had now almost completely replaced Soma in the sacrifice. These hymns are mostly in
Mandala X from 8s through 191.

I2
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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-European peoples. The Indo-Iranian branch of
the race, betore 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 appear in
other Indo-European languages.

It 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 itself 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 tar from birch and coniter, 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 paper on 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 Samsodhana Mandala in Poona, where such

1. Faber & Faber, London, 1955, Chap. 1.
2. Ibid., pp. 23-27
3. Vide, e.g., 1X 742.
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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,
leatless, 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
I retrain 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 betore 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 papivan ydt sampimsdnty osadhim
somam ydm brahmdno vidur nd tdsyasnati kds cand

(For the convenience ot scholars we shall always add the Vedic text
ot 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.
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IV
SOMA WAS NOT ALCOHOLIC

In 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
assurance. The difference in tone between the bibulous verse of the
West and the holy rapture ot the Soma hymns will suftice 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 tar 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 sirad, men-

tioned several times in the RgVeda but without reverential paans;
quite the contrary:

VII 8662b
Malice has not been of my own free will, O Varuna;
it was surd, anger, dice, a muddled head.

nd sd svo ddkso varuna dhrutih sd surd manyur
vibhidako dcittih

A mere difterence between fermented drinks would not cause the
gult that separates sira from the Soma that inspired the great hymns.

Yet it 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 termented 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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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 ofters 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., rhubarb. 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 ot 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 ot 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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(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
in 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 tor distilled beverages betore
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 ot religious reform.

1. 2nd edition, Varanasi, 1963, p. 121.
2. Chinese Contributions to the History of Civiligation in Ancient Iran, Field Museum, Chicago, 1919, p. 238.
3. E. ]. Brill, Leiden, 1948, pp. 32, 88-89.
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THE ROOTS, LEAVES, BLOSSOMS, SEED OF SOMA:
WHERE ARE THEY?

In the RgVeda (excluding the latter halt of Mandala X, last to be
admitted to the canon) there is no reterence to the root ot 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 ot their very religion,
but why?

Alternatively, they were speaking of a plant that had neither seed
nor blossom nor leat nor root; vig., 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 tarming 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) retuses to be cultivated. Even in the laboratory it will
not sprout.
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ROOTS, LEAVES, BLOSSOMS, SEED

Note. While our argument in tavour of the tly-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 Avestais 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 ot the Avesta was lost when
Alexander the Great overran Iran, but the surviving tragments are
still substantial. There is no consensus among scholars on the dates of
Zoroaster. Some assign him to about the 1oth century B.C., this
early date being based on reasonable arguments derived from lin-
guistics and comparative cultural studies. Others preter 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 ot the text is
of later date and some of its traditions stem back long betore 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 ot the Avesta, telt 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
truly archaic elements in the Avesta, perhaps antedating Zoroaster
himself. Thus it becomes necessary to examine Yasna 10.5, 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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varadayapuha mana vaca Grandis par ma parole

vispasca paiti varasajis dans tous tes troncs, dans toutes tes
vispasca paiti frasparays branches, dans toutes tes tiges
vispasca paiti fravaxss dans tous tes troncs, dans toutes tes

branches, dans toutes tes tiges.
(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.
It is a leatless 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 tast-growing mushroom tribe!
In many of the world’s cultures there is a semantic overlap between
‘mushroom’ and the membrum virile, tor obvious reasons; e.g., Greek
noxnTe, 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 -.

1. varasaji —. This word presents the Avestan student with difhi-
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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 suggestion
has been made that the word’s meaning was ‘that which gives life 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
if Bailey’s ‘stalk’ be accepted as a possible meaning of varasaji -, this is
again close to the other two words that we examined betore. 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.

x

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

Time and again the RgVeda speaks ot Soma as hailing trom 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 434¢

. . . plant from the mountain, ...

mddhvo rdsam sugdbhastir giristhdm

Vv 852d

... he has placed the Soma on the mountain top.

divi siryam adadhat somam ddrau

IX 18'2
. .. the Soma seated on the mountain top...

pdri suvand giristhah pavitre somo aksah
[X 4610
... these Somas grown on the mountain top.

ksdrantah parvatavrdhah

IX 6242
. .. the Soma stalk . .. seated on the mountain top;

dsavy amsur mddayapsu ddkso giristhdh

[X 62752

.. . 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 parvatavydham

[X 823P
...... at the navel of the Earth, in the mountains, [Soma] has placed

his residence.. ..
ndbha prthivyd girisu ksdyam dadhe

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

seated on the mountain top;

divé ndke mddhujihva asascdto vend duhanty uksdnam giristhdm
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IX 8782
... Here is the flow of Soma that is come from within the most
distant mountain . ..

esd yayau paramdd antdr ddreh
IX g54b

... This [Soma], . . . [this] stalk, [this] bull seated on the mountain
top. ..

amsum duhanty uksdnam giristhdm

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

devo 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 ot 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 ot 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 still 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 ot Mexico. All that had
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been lett behind, and now, in Vedic times, a ceremony attended the
buying of the holy plant trom 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 n, pp. 66 fT.
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 ofhcer, Filip Johann von Strahlen-
berg, atter 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 title 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,
hlthy, 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 tull in native
ways and who consider it their protessional 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 gantge 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 tever detracts from the value of his testimony.

In the RgVeda Soma also has Two Forms, expressly so described
in IX 66*3%5:

[X 66'2

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

pdvasva visvacarsane 'bhi visvani kdvya

sdkha sdkhibhya idyah

tabhyam visvasya rajasi 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 Pavamana, at the appointed hours,
O Wonder-worker!

pdri dhdmani ydni te tvdm somdsi visvdtah
pdvamana rtubhih kave
IX 663

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 tunctionaries in the rite.
The Vedic commentators, knowing nothing of the tly-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 ff.

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

s 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 detfault of any other explanation it is easy to see how this
was arrived at, it is unsatistactory 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 5147, 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 tor 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 5147:

I

V51+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] satistaction!

... Indra and thou, Vayu, ye have a right to drink of these
pressed [stalks]. Accept them, immaculate ones, for [your
full] satistaction!

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

aydm soma$ camii suté 'matre pdri sicyate
priyd indraya vaydve

vdyav d yahi vitdye jusané havyddataye

piba sutdsyandhaso abhi prdyah

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

sutd indraya vaydve somaso dddhyasirah
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drink Soma mixed with milk or curds:

IX 11°

IX 115

IX 6257

IX 109"3

2

The Atharvans have mixed milk with thy sweetness, longing

for the god, the god [Soma] for the god [Indra].

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

Approachwith reverence; mix him with curds, put the Soma

juice into Indra.

abhi te mddhund pdyé 'tharvano asisrayuh
devdm devdya devayi

hdstacyutebhir ddribhih sutdm somam punitana
mddhav d dhavatd mddhu

ndmaséd upa sidata dadhnéd abhi 3rinitana
indum indre dadhatana

3

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 [Indral.

subhrdm dndho devdvatam apsu dhiito nybhih sutdh
svddanti gdvah pdyobhih

dd im dSvam nd hétard 'Sisubhann amftdya
mddhvo rdsam sadhamdde

4

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

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 Ofhciants, pressed by the stones!
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pibanty asya visve devdso gobhih Sritdsya
nrbhih sutdsya

sd vajy dksah sahdsrareta adbhir mrjano
gobhih srinandh

prd soma yahindrasya kuksd nybhir yemand
ddribhih sutdh

It 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 oft. 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 betore
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 Ofhce,
richly gifted, do tull honor to Soma. The swollen men piss the flowing
[Somal].

atmanvdn ndbho duhyate ghrtdm pdya rtdsya ndbhir amytam 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 suthces to prove my case.
Renou renders the final phrase of this verse 4 as follows:

Les [Maruts] seigneurs a 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 tull 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 ny in the plural (men) and in every instance they are the ofhiciants
at the sacrifice.” So are they in 74* It is noteworthy that Grassmann
translates nr in this verse by ‘men serving . . .’ etc., in conformity with
his third definition of ny, ‘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 Vaynu,
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 tecundate 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 684:7; 722:4:5; 753,5; 782; 804(2); 8620,22,34; 877; 912; 95T; 975; 998; 1013; 10770; 10875; 1098,15,18,
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The words of this hymnIX 74 are redolent with a most holy mystery,
the handling ot the miraculous Soma planted on the mountain tops
by the gods. Those charged with the Othce are the Guardians-of-the-
Meaning, the Guardians-ot-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 tfeeling 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 effect was. We do not
know whether the eftect of the First Form and the Second Form was
identical. Chemists say it could well be difterent, 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 turther 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 tfrom
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 Siidras,
the outcastes, were not permitted even to hear the words ot 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. S. S. Bhawe : The Soma-Hymns of the RgVeda, Part m, p. 176, comment on 708d; also 472 and 9973,
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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 eftects, effects comparable to

those of our Mexican hallucinogenic mushrooms, comparable but far -
difterent. 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?

It mine is indeed the interpretation to place on the Second Form of

Soma in the RgVeda text, this should not be the only reterence 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 satistactorily 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 miibram 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 ot urine in
the Soma sacrifice. It my interpretation be accepted, there is opened

r

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 oftfered Uttanka 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 Uttarka was thirsty,
and he thought on Krsna, and thereupon he saw a naked, filthy ma-
tanga [ = candadla, an outcaste hunter], surrounded by a pack of
dogs, territying, bearing a bow and arrows. And Uttaitka saw
copious streams of water flowing from his lower parts. The matanga
smiled and said to Uttanka, "‘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 matatiga kept repeating, ‘Drink!’, but the sage was
angry and did not drink. Then the hunter vanished with his dogs,
and Uttanka’s mind was troubled; he considered that he had been
deceived by Krsna. Then Krsna came, bearing his disc and conch, and
Uttaitka said to him, ‘It was not proper for you to give me such a
thing, water in the form of the stream from a matanga.” Then Krsna
spoke to Uttaitka 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 Uttatika 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
[ insisted, “Give the amrta.” Then he said to me, “If I must give it,
[ will become a matariga and give the amrta to the noble descendant
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of Bhrgu [i.e., Uttanka]. 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 oftered the
amrta. But he took the form of a candala. But your worth is great,
and I 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 Uttaiika-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
itselt, 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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PLaTE 1 - THE IMMORTAL HARI

RV IX 695: With untading vesture, brilliant, newly clothed, the immortal hdri

wraps himselt all around.




VIII
EPITHETS, CONCEITS, AND TROPES FOR SOMA

Until 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, it 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 fly-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 burstsits 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 chestnut 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 is 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 ot 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

Burnout 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 yéioc (gall) and yAwpég (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 a éclaircir: celui de la tue-mouche, in
the Revue de Mycologie, Vol. xxx, fasc. 4, 1965, pp. 296 ff.

2. Occasionally in later times hdri came to include ‘green’ among its meanings, but this usage seems

not to be RgVedic, except possibly in the late hymns that we exclude from consideration.
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EPITHETS AND TROPES

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
a 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 tfrom time to time for Soma.
Thus on one of the many occasions when Soma is called a bull, the
bull is ‘red,” vrsa $éno (IX 97%32). 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.

babhri: 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 tresh specimen,
babhrit 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 hgures:

146loab
Light has come to the plant, a sun equal to gold...

dbhiid u bhd u amsdve hiranyam prati siiryah
I 1353P

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

tdvaydm bhaed rtvivah sdraismih siirye sdca
yan Za 1 i {
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IX 2.9¢
He [Soma] shines together with the Sun. ..

sdm silryena rocate

[X 2753b

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

IX 2853

He [Soma] has made the sun to shine.

esd silryam arocayat pdvamano vicarsanih

IX 374b¢

He has made the sun to shine.

pdvamano arocayat jamibhih siiryam sahd

IX 618¢

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

IX 6372

Purity thyselt with this stream by which thou [Soma] madest the
sun to shine

ayd pavasva dhdrdyd ydya siryam drocayah
IX 6 383b

Pavamana has hitched Etas$a [the sun’s steed] to the Sun...

dyukta siira étasam pdvamano mandv ddhi

IX 647
[the Soma’s flowing liquor] like the rays of the sun.

pdvamanasya visvavit prd te sdrgd asrksata siryasyeva nd ramdyah
IX 64°€

thou hast whinneyed like the sun-god.

dkran devé nd siryah

IX 7190

he has clothed himself with the fire-bursts of the sun.

ddhi tvisir adhita siryasya

IX 764€

he who has been cleansed by the sun’s ray.

ydh siiryasydsirena mrjydte
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IX 86224
thou hast made the sun to mount the sky.

nybhir yatdh siiryam drohayo divi

X 86294l
Thine, O Pivamana, are the lights, the sun.

tdva jydtimsi pavamana siryah

[X 86322
He [Soma] wraps himself all around with the rays of the sun.

sd siiryasya rasmibhih pdri vyata

[X 9731
[once] born, thou [Soma] didst fill the sun with rays.

jajfiandh siryam apinvo arkaih

[X 9733¢
O Soma juice, . . . go bellowing to the sun’s ray.

krdndann ihi sitryasyopa rasmim

[X g741d
the juice has engendered light for the sun.

janayat siirye jyotir induh

[X r113b

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

sdm rasmibhir yatate dar3atd rdtho daivyo darsato 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-
j dressed to Soma sometimes call him "Agni’. (IX 66"9-2*; 67%3-24) 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 poet,
addressing Soma. (VIII 48°) Some years ago I 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 ot Soma may have tailed 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 barhdnad nirnije krtopastdranam camvor nabhasmdyam

In the tollowing 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:

I[X 712
Aggressive as a killer of peoples he advances, bellowing with power.
He sloughs oft 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 sisd eti roruvad asuryam vdrnam ni rinite asya tdm
jdhati vavrim pitur eti niskrtdm upaprutam krnute nirpijam tdna

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 oft 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 tly-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%4¢

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 70’
He [Soma] bellows, territying 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 sriige sisano hdrini vicaksandh
d yonim somah sukrtam ni sidati gavydyi tvdg bhavati nirnig avydyi

“The hide is of bull, the dress of sheep.” The red bull of IX 97" supplies
him with his skin; his dress is of flufty 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 tragments ot 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:

[X 9794
By day he appears hdri[colour of fire], by night, silvery white.

diva hdrir dddrse ndktam rjrdh
1. IX 681, 712, 822, 8620,46 95 99!, 10726, and 10812,

41



PART ONE - CHAPTER VIII

Soma'’s scarlet coat dominates by day; by night the redness sinks out
ot 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 attributes with Soma: both were
seated high in the mountains, both were gazing atar oft, both bel-

lowed, both sharpened shining horns. Sometimes the image was
taken from Soma, sometimes from the bull, thus:

[X 7073P
He [Soma] bellows, territying bull, with might, sharpening his
shining horns, gazing afar. ..

ruvdti bhimo vrSabhds tavisydya sfiige 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, hlling 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.

[t 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 bullis a creature that constantly sharpens his horns: there -
are many such reterences. We have just seen Soma compared to a bull
‘sharpening his shining horns’. Once the poet resorts to synecdoche: |

IX 9790

Soma with sharpened horns [i.e., Soma the bull] attains his [full]
reach.

parinasdm krnute tigmdsringo

Some have deduced from this verse that Soma must have been a

plant with thorns! But ot 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 ot the fly-agaric’s cap naturally suggests
an udder to the poet:

III 4832b
Approaching his mother, he [Indra] cries for food; he looks toward
the sharp Soma as toward the udder.

upasthdya matdram dnnam aitta tigmdm apa$yad abhi somam iidhah

1V 23lab

What priest’s sacrifice has [Indra] enjoyed, [approaching] the Soma
as it were an udder?

kathd mahdm avrdhat kdsya hotur yajiidm jusand abhi somam #dhah

VII 10112b

Raise the three voices that are preceded by light and that milk the
udder, which is milked of sweetness...[ .. Soma]

tisrd vdcah prd vada jyotiragra yd etdd duhré madhudoghdm iidhah

VIII 9193
When the swollen stalks were milked like cows with [full] udders. ..

ydd dpitdso amsdvo gavo 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 dcha mddhumanta indavo ‘sisyadanta gdva d nd dhendvah
barhisddo vacandvanta iidhabhih parisrutam usriyd nirnijam dhire

IX 691ab

The thought is placed like an arrow upon a bow; like a calf to the
udder of his mother he hastens. [The igure may not retfer to Soma
but the context suggests that it does.]

isur nd dhdnvan prdti dhiyate matir vatsé nd matir upa sarjy iidhani

IX 10752P

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

duhand udhar divydm mddhu priydm 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 ams '_"
(literally a “shoot’, a perfect word for the stipe of a mushroom) is
likened to a teat:

[ 13738

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 dhenum nd vasarim amsum duhanty ddribhih somam

duhanty ddribhih

IT 13%°d

The first milk of the amsu is the best.

tdd ahand abhavat pipyusi pdyo 'm3oh piyiisam prathamdm tdd ukthyam
111 366¢d

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

dtas cid indrah sddaso vdriyan ydd im somah prndti dugdho amsith

[V p19cd

He has tapped so to speak the pure udder of the cows, rendering the
milk clear as is the juice yielded by the am3i.

Sucy idho atrnan nd gdvam dndho nd piitdm pdrisiktam am3oh

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 amsu has yielded the dazzling [sap].

ddsa ksipo yuiijate bahii ddrim somasya yd Samitdra suhdsta mddhvo
rdsam sugdbhastir giristhdm cdniscadad duduhe sukrdm amsiuh

VIII g19ab

When the swollen am3si were milked like cows with [full] udders. ..
ydd dpitaso am3dvo gdvo nd duhrd #dhabhih

IX 7208

They milk the thundering® amsu . . .

am$um duhanti standyantam dksitam kavim kavdyo 'pdso manisinah

1. The word for ‘thundering’ here, standyantam, from the verb stan, ‘to roar’ or ‘to thunder’, is;
probably related to the Vedic and classical Sanskrit word for breast, stana, thought also to be derived
from stan, perhaps via the image of the cloud. |
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[X g54ab
They milk the amsi, this bull at home on the mountain.

tdm marmrjandm mahisdm nd sdnav amsum duhanty uksdnam giristhdm
IX Io712cd

With the milk of thy am3u . . .

am3oh pdyasa madirdé nd jagrvir dccha kdsam madhuScutam

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 leaty or leatless, does not suggest
the udder and milking. The dominance of the word amsu - 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:

IX 273
This bull, heaven’s head [miirdhdn], Soma, when pressed, is escorted
by masterly men into the vessels, he the all-knowing.

esd nybhir vi niyate divo miirdhd visa sutdh somo vdnesu visvavit

[X 684cd

While Soma enters into contact with the fingers of the ofhiciants, he
protects his head [siras].

amsur ydvena pipise yaté nybhih sam jamibhir ndsate rdksate Sirah

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
barn. 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 698cd

For you are, O Soma juices, . . . the heads[miirdhdn] of heaven, carried
erect, creators of vital force.

yiwydm hi soma pitdro mdma sthdna divé miirdhdnah prdsthita vayaskitah

[X 7y4cd
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.]

d ydsmin gdvah suhutdda iidhani miirdhdfi chrindnty agriydm vdrimabhih
IX g332bc

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
mirdhdnam gdvah pdyasa camiisv abhi Srinanti 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 87530
We speak because of our descent from the ancient father; the tongue
moves with the eye of Soma.

pituh pratndsya jinmana vadamasi somasya jihvd prd jigati cdksasa

IX o4
Quickened by the seven minds, he [Soma] has encouraged the rivers
free of grief, which have strengthened his single eye.

sd saptd dhitibhir hito nadyo ajinvad adruhah yd ékam dksi vavrdhih
IX 1082b

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 siirye 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 adhvaryubhir guha hitdm sirah paSyati cdksasa
IX 97 46¢
[Soma] who has for eye the sun

svarcaksa rathirdh satydsusmah

The one element in these verses, some of them dithcult, 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 it we have to do with a creeper, valli. How meaning-
less it we deal with rhubarb.

2. MAINSTAY OF THE SKY.

IX 23
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 mamryje vistambho dharuno divdh somah pavitre asmayuh
[X 7278b

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

ndbha prthivyd dharino mahé dive 'pdm irman sindhusv antdr uksitdh

IX 742ab

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

divé ydh skambhd dharinah svdtata dpirno amsuh paryéti visvdtah
IX 8635¢d

. . . thou sittest 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 sutdé divo vistambhd upamo vicaksandh

IX 8646ab

He has spilled forth, mainstay of the sky, the oftered drink; he flows
throughout the world . ..

dsarji skambho divd udyato mddah pdri tridhdtur bhuvanany arsati
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IX 872cd

. . . father of the gods, progenitor of the moving force, mainstay of
the sky, foundation of the earth.

pitd devanam janitd suddkso vistambho divé dharunah prthivydh

IX 896ab

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

vistambho divé dharinah prthivyd visva utd ksitdyo hdste asya
[X 10810
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 d visa samudrdm iva sindhavah justo
mitrdya vdrundya vaydve divo 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’, Toun-
dation of the earth’? But the sturdy stanchion with its resplendent |
capital that is the fly-agaric lends itselt 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 ot 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 higurative use of the navel for Soma in Vedic times arrested
my attention. In the fungal vocabularies ot various unrelated Eurasian
peoples I had come across the navel, and here it was playing a roéle
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 éppaiog,
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 tamiliar
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 trom the Malayo-Polynesian tamily
of languages, where the hypothetical proto-Malayo-Polynesian word
was *pusag, ‘navel’, a word with far flung progeny in languages spoken
oftf 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 s<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>