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The (un)dreadful goddess: Aghori in early sakza Tantras’

Judit T6rzsok

Aghori, literally ‘undreadful,’ is a frequently used name for the highest goddess in tantric as well
as nontantric contexts, from the earliest period of tantrism. It could therefore be considered just
another appellation or epithet of the supreme goddess, employed in a way similar to the word
Siva: in both cases, a potentially dangerous and frightening deity is called benign or ‘undreadful’
by antiphrasis, to avert the deity’s wrath or to transform it into benevolence. Aghori, however,
seems to be more than just another epithet, at least in some early $@kta Tantras, whose relevant
passages I propose to present and analyse in this paper.

First, one could argue that if Aghori were an epithet, it would have the form of the
adjective aghord, and not aghori. Such an argument could be used if our texts followed all the
rules of classical Sanskrit grammar; but it cannot apply to early Tantras, in which word
formation is often irregular and which thus use the two forms aghora and aghori sometimes
interchangeably. To give one example: the Siddhayogesvarimata (of the seventh century
approximately) has a set of eight goddesses headed by Aghora. This Aghora appears consistently
as Aghori in a reccurring compound that denotes this group: aghoryddyastaka, the Ogdoad
starting with Aghori. That the compound does not refer to a different set of eight starting with
Aghori instead of Aghora is confirmed by Jayaratha, the commentator of Abhinavagupta’s
Tantraloka (ad 30.27). He explicitly says that the mantra of Aghori is the one that includes the
epithet or name Aghora in the vocative. (om aghore brib iti aghoryah).

This and other examples show that just as in the case of other deities, the difference
between an epithet and a name is not always clear. In spite of the confusion between Aghoras
and Aghoris, epithets and proper names, one could retain as a rule of thumb that when a single
goddess is meant, she is generally called Aghori.

How is tantric Aghori related to the vedic mantra and its personification, Aghora? In
what company and in what ritual context can she usually be found? And how, where and when
did she become the supreme goddess? These are the questions I shall attempt to answer, using
the evidence of early §gkza Tantras, mostly dating from cca. the seventh and eighth centuries

CE.
1. Aghora, ghora and ghoraghoratara

The male deity or epithet aghora plays an important role already in pre-tantric Saivism. The
vedic Aghora-mantra, which evokes three forms of Rudra, is one of the five mantras of the
Paéupatas.” The Saiva Siddhanta adopts these five mantras (commonly known as the five

"I am grateful to the participants of the conference The Goddess: Understanding the Sakta traditions (Somerville
College, Oxford, 10-11 September 2011, held by the Oxford Centre for Hindu Studies, the University of Oxford
and Aarhus University) for their comments and suggestions, in particular to Prof. Alexis Sanderson, Prof.
Harunaga Isaacson, Dr. Shaman Hatley and Dr. James Mallinson. I would also like to thank Prof. Gavin Flood for
inviting me to give a paper and Dr. Bjarne Wernicke Olesen for his kind help.

? See Pasupatasitras 3.21.



Brahma-mantras), and, at a later date, associates them with five heads of Siva.” The Aghora
mantra thus becomes identified with the frightening Southern face and Bhairava.*

This is a rather important detail in the context of {akta scriptures, for early sakta Tantras
categorise themselves as Bhairavatantras and claim to go back to the teaching of Bhairava or
Aghora himself.’ The scriptures are written in the form of dialogues in which the goddess is
taught by Bhairava, the originator of the doctrine. This is the case of the Siddbayogesvarimata,
for example, which in fact derives itself from the Svacchandabbairava, and also claims to be part
of the §gkta Tantras of the Vidyapitha. The Malinivijayottara, which in turn mentions the
Siddbayogesvarimata as its source, agrees with this in principle, but not in all the details. The
supreme god of the dialogue is called Paramesvara, but it is claimed that the teaching was
originally propounded by Aghora.®

The Aghora-mantra itself mentions three forms of the god: the undreadful or benign
(aghora), the dreadful (ghora) and the more dreadful than the dreadful (ghoraghoratara).
Although some §Gkta Tantras do not adopt this and other vedic mantras in their core rituals,7
the three forms of Aghora figure prominently in several of them. Instead of being forms of
Rudra, they represent three groups of female powers, saktis, who govern the world. The earliest
$akta Tantra that mentions them is probably the Siddbayogesvarimata:

[The Benign ones:]

The Female Powers who bestow grace by clearing up the darkness of ignorance which
resides in the body of the bound soul are called ‘the Benign Ones’ (aghorab), they give
people [help to attain] Siva[hood]. There are Rudras governed by these Benign Powers.
Focussing their minds on Sadasiva, they release the limited individual soul from its
bondage.”

[Dreadful ones:]’

[Other Female Powers] who obstruct the way to liberation are known as ‘the Very
Dreadful Ones.” (?) The Rudras who are possessed by them perform creation and
dissolution, they play in the body like children with clay bulls."

[Extremely dreadful ones:]

Those [Female Powers] who cause a downward flow [of the souls into lower levels of the
universe] and gratify the soul, who make it indulge in objects of enjoyment and in the
condition of being bound, obstruct the way to liberation. They are called ‘the Ones

} This, however, does not happen in the core part of the earliest Tantra, the Nifvdsa, as Goodall 2009 points out.

* The Southern face is said to be frightening (raudra) already in the later layers of the Mababbarata (13.128.6cd) as
Bakker 2002: 398 shows. For representations of the faces, which systematically include a ferocious one as early as
the beginning of the Christian era, see Bakker 2002: 398 and Kreisel 1986: 54ff.

> See Hatley 2007: 185: ‘The emergence of Bhairava in the tantric Saiva pantheon, whatever his roots may be,
appears to have involved some degree of identification with Aghora, the southern, fierce face of Sadasiva who is said
to reveal the bhairavatantras.

® mayapy etat pura praptam aghorat paramatmanap. Malinivijayottara 1.14ab.

" The Siddhayogesvarimata does not appear to use them, but the Brahmayamala (ch. 12 ff.) prescribes the sadyadi to
create five mantric faces (paficavaktrani virasya sadyadinaiva dapayet).

S pramrjyajiianatimiram pasudebe vyavasthitam | yab Saktayo ‘nugrbnanti aghoras tab Sivapradab // rudras tabbir
aghorabhip Saktibbib samadbisthitah / sadasivarpitadhiyo bandbanan mocayanty anum // Siddbayogesvarimata 2.24-25.

? One line or more may be missing here, for the characterisation of these powers is unusually brief compared to the
others. Moreover, it is also possible that a line is misplaced or became corrupt, for it is also odd to describe these
Saktis as very dreadful: ghorataryas.

' muktimarganirodbinyo fghorataryast tu tah smrtah // avistab Saktibbis tabbip sargapralayakarinab / kridante vai tanau
rudra bala mrdvrsabbair iva // Siddbayogesvarimata 2.26¢d-27.



Surpassing the Dreadful’ (ghorataryab) The Rudras whose minds are empowered by them
are governed by them. They also throw down and down those who are given to the
pleasures of the bound soul."

[Summary:]

Since possession by the three [kinds of] Powers is always beneficient / Since Siva is
infused with the three kinds of Powers, they are called”” the ‘Ones More Dreadful Than
the Dreadful,’ the ‘Dreadful Ones’ and the ‘Benign Ones.” Thus, established in the Power
of Rudra, they govern this world."

In the preceding and subsequent passages, the Siddhayogesvarimata also clarifies that these are
three manifestations of the supreme Saksi called the Power of Rudra (rudrasakti). The text in
fact draws a parallel between the three {akti groups and the main triad of goddesses of the Trika,
Para, Parapara and Apara. It thus creates a fully §gkza doctrine and pantheon, inspired by
elements of a Vedic mantra."

The teachings about these three $zkti groups, who appear to be of pure, mixed and dark
(sattvika, rajasa and tamasa) nature, subsequently become very wide-spread. The same kind of
description can be found not only in a closely related Trika Tantra, the Malinivijayottara (3.31-
33), but also in other {@kta schools and scriptures: in the Bbairavamargala (282-7), in the
Jayadrathayamala (3.24.73-83; 4.61.43), in the Devipaficasatika (4.38-40), as well as in the
Netratantra (29.159¢d-160). Further triads came to be homologised with them: such as various
goddess triads,” or the three functions of Volition, Knowledge and Action (iccha, jiana,
kriyd).16

The later parallels and the occurrence of the Aghora-triad in the Siddbayogesvarimata,
the earliest scripture of the Trika, suggest that the $aktisation of members of the Aghora
mantra happened in the Trika. This, however, does not seem to be the case. Before the Trika,
the Lakulas or Pramana-pasupatas already expounded a doctrine to this effect. The only
surviving passage of their scriptures, * a citation given by Ksemaraja (11th cent.),18 attests that
they posited the existence of three groups of Rudras and saktis in very similar terms.

[Benign Rudras]
‘Dreadful’ (ghora) is the name of the net of bonds, terrible and associated with crimes.
Those who lack this net of bonds are known to be the Benign Ones (aghora), Rudras

" adbabsrotavidbayinyah pudgalam  rafjayantyapi | bhogesu eva pasutve ca pudgalam raijayanti yab 1/

muktimarganirodhinyo ghorataryds tu tab smytab / upodbalitacaitanya rudrds tabbir adbisthitab // pasubhogesu samsaktan
adbo 'dbab patayanty api / Siddhayogesvarimata 2.28-30ab (N.b. pasutve is a conjecture, the manuscripts read
paradve.)

2 There is a reference to the names of Siva or Rudra here. Since the three kinds of powers are beneficient
(famkara), or rather, since Sankara is infused with these three kinds of powers, they are known by his three names.
B aktitrayasamaveso yasmat sarvatra Sankarab // ghoraghorataraghoraghoras tah parikirtitah / evam bbuvana paleyi
rudrasaktivyavasthitap // Siddhayogesvarimata 2.30cd-31.

' This Vedic triad seems central in the system of the text, for its very first verse (1.1, which has been transmitted
in a corrupt and incomplete from) appears to say that they form the essence of the Tantra: aghoraghoraripani
ghoraghoratarani ca / fsthitani yasya siatram tu -- -- tantratmam eva caf.

" See e.g. Jayadrathayamala 3.24.73fF.

" In Netratantra 29.159cd-160.

7 For this fact and an analysis, see Sanderson 2006: 175.

'8 Citation introduced by Sripaiicarthapramane tu, in the commentary (-uddyota) to Svacchandatantra 1.43.



starting with Vames$vara, established above the source of this net. They are called the
benign ones, listen to the Dreadful Ones told in brief."

[Dreadful Ones]

Rudras headed by Gopati and ending with Gahana are the Dreadful Ones (ghora),
inhabiting various worlds.”

[The More Dreadful than the Dreadful Ones]

And those who start with Vidyesvara and end with Ananta, the Great Mahesvaras are
yet different, known as the More Dreadful Than the Dreadful Ones (ghoraghoratara),
residing below.”!

[Their saktis]

Thus, there are Benign Aghoras, Dreadful Ghoras and More Dreadful Than the
Dreadful Ghoraghorataras, as well as $aktis of the highest lord, Parames$vara, who are
always established in them. The Saktis of these forms effect everything concerning
creation, destruction and maintenance, as well as the acts of binding and release. The
individual pays homage to all these forms.” The homage is an act of donation [of
one’s self], which is characterised by cause” and effect / having the characteristics of
the cause of a [particular] effect.!

This passage is very close in wording and content to the description of the {akti groups found in
the Siddbayogesvarimata, and the structure of the two descriptions is also similar, although there
are a few important difterences. The Siddbayogesvarimata lacks the strong allusion to the
wording of the Aghoramantra, which the Lakula passage has at the end, and does not mention
the names of Rudras, unlike the Lakula text. In this way, it is further removed from the
Pasupata background. At the same time, although the {aktis are mentioned in the
Paficarthapramana, too, it is the male triad that the passage focuses on. The Siddhayogesvarimata
saktises the passage in that it reverses the order of presentation, and clearly treats the saktis as
supreme powers, to whom the Rudras are subjected.

Now does the Siddbayogesvarimata borrow this passage and doctrine directly from the
Lakulas? If it did borrow much of this passage from somewhere, its source may have been a text
of the Siddhanta rather than this Lakula passage directly. For there is a very odd detail in the
Siddbayogesvarimata’s version that cannot come from the Lakulas, and it does not fit in the
doctrine of the Siddhayogefvarimata either: it is the fact that the benign Rudras in the
Siddhayogesvarimata concentrate on Sadasiva (sadasivarpitadhiyo), the godhead of the Siddhanta,
while releasing the individuals® from their bonds.

' ghoreti pasajalakhyam papayuktam bbayanakam / tad yesam tu na vidyeta by aghorab parikirtitas /| vamesvaradayo

rudra jalamiloparisthitab / te by aghorab samakhyatab $rnu ghoran samasatab //

%% brokta gopatipiirva ye rudras tu gahanantagah / te tu ghorab samakhyata nanabbuvanavasinah //
vidyeSvaradyanantanta mabamabesvaras ca ye / ghoraghoratards tv anye vijieyds tv adba asritab //

2 The wording echoes part of the Aghoramantra itself.

2 The exact understanding of this expression is not straightforward. The effect (karya) could be creation and the

cause (karana) the deity; or, rather, the cause may be the homage and the effect liberation. The compound is

reminiscent of the compound karya-karana (denoting the 23 tattvas or the body, see e.g. Pasupatasitrabbasya ad

5.13), and therefore one may be tempted to emend karana to karana, but that would result in a major violation of

the metre.

* ete aghora ghoras ca ghoraghorataras tatha / etesv avasthita nityam Saktayab paramesvarab // sthitipralayasargesu

bandbamoksakriyasu ca / sarvarthaprerakatvena ripesv etesu Saktayab // ripebbya ebbyab sarvebbyo namaskaram karoty

anubp / namaskarah parityagab karyakaranalaksanab //

 Note that anu is used in both texts.



Whether the direct source of the Siddbayogesvarimata was a Lakula or a Saiva Siddhanta
passage here, the parallels show us some details of the way in which the saiva doctrine of the
Aghora triad became saktised and provide us with yet another example for continuities between

pre-tantric and tantric currents, including the presence of saktis in the pre-tantric scriptures of
the Lakulas.

2. Aghori in groups of eight goddesses
2.a The octad starting with Aghori / Aghora

Another way in which the Siddbayogesvarimata and the system of the Trika saktised the Aghora
mantra is that they introduced a §zkta mantra starting with the feminine vocative of Aghora,
which thus functioned as some kind of female version of the Vedic Aghora mantra. This female
mantra (vidya), which includes a number of meaningless seed syllables and a series of proper
names in the vocative, incorporates a set of eight goddesses in its word elements (padas), in the
following order: Aghora (‘undreadful’), Paramaghora (‘extremely dreadful’), Ghorarupa (‘she
who has a dreadful form’), Ghoramukhi (‘she who has a dreadful face’), Bhima (‘terrifying’),
Bhisana (‘frightening’), Vama[ni] (‘vomitting / creating’), and Piba[ni] (‘drinking /
withdrawing’). The full sequence forms one of the main female mantras of the system, the
mantra of the middle goddess of the Trika, Parapara.”*

Om Aghore brib Paramaghore bum Ghorariipe bab Ghoramukbi Bbima-Bbisane
Vama Piba be ruru rara phat bum bab phat.

The eight goddesses incorporated in it, about whose iconography the text remains silent
(although it describes the three main mantra goddesses in detail), have an important function:
they are projected onto eight body parts of the practitioner from head to foot
(Siddhayogesvarimata 7.27 ff.) during his ritual transformation into Bhairava, after he has placed
the three goddesses on his head, in his heart and on his feet.

The eight goddesses are also present on the mandala of the cult: before placing the
goddess triad on the tips of a trident in the centre of the mandala, the practitioner must project
this ogdoad on the eight petals of the lotus from which the trident rises.”” The eight goddesses
in fact replace eight male deities who would occupy the petals in the sziva Siddhanta and related
systems. For the Siddhanta usually has the eight Vidyesvaras in this arrangement, while the
Svacchandatantra puts eight Bhairavas there.

Thus, the Siddbayogesvarimata and related Trika texts, which took over these mantras,
produced a ${Gkta version of two ritual elements. First, they created a §akza version of the vedic

% For the encoded description of the mantra, see Siddbayogesvarimata 3.23ff, Malintvijayottara 3.42ff and

Tantraloka 30.20 ft.

 For the mandala itself, see e.g. Siddhayogesvarimata 6.12fF; for this arrangement of the eight goddesses, see e.g.
Siddbayogesvarimata 6.28ab: parvapatradike nyasya tato ‘ghoryadikam ganam. For an illustration, reconstuction and
analysis of the mandala, see Sanderson 1986: 171ff.

*® For an example of the Siddhanta, see Matarngaparamesvara, kriyapada 1.33 ff, for Svacchandatantra see 5.57fF and
Torzsék 2003: 200. The design of the mandala of nine lotuses is the same in both cases, in which the arrangement
of the central deities on the nine lotuses reproduces their arrangement on the middle lotus.



Aghora mantra, or, more precisely, a {7kta mantra somewhat reminiscent of the Aghoramantra.
Second, they replaced the Siddhanta’s and the Svacchandabhairava’s eight male deities on the
lotus petals of the mandala with eight goddesses.””

The thirty-eight syllable mantra of Parapara and its octad of mantra goddesses then
found their way from Trika scriptures (the Siddbhayogesvarimata, the Tantrasadbhdva and the
Mdlinivgjayotmm) into related {@kta Tantras: they figure in an inflected form in the Kubjikamata
(18.34),” and they are prescribed in a different form but still as parts of Parapara and as the
‘Octad Starting with AghorT (aghoryadyastaka) in the Kularatnoddyota (5.135, 6.258-266).”"

2.b Octads ending with Aghori

In addition to the so-called aghoryddyastaka or the octad starting with Aghori, one also finds a
very different set of eight goddesses in the Trika, which, however, functions as an alternative to
the Aghori octad. In this different set, the name Aghori does not always figure, and when it
does, it is the last one, rather than the first. The Tantraloka (33.3) mentions Maheéi, Brahmani,
Skandi, Vaisnavi, Aindri, Yamatmika (i.e. Yamya), Camunda and Yogisi (i.e. Yogesi). The first
six names derive from the well-known Mother goddesses, who epitomize the saktis of their
respective male deities, while the last two, Camunda and Yogesi or Yogesvari, are independent
goddesses. It is the last one, Yogesi, a synonym of yogini, who is alternatively called Aghori
(Tantrasadbhava 3.216). The octad is commonly called Brahmanyadi (Tantrasadbbava 3.216,
8.22) or Mﬁheéyﬁdi32 (Malinivijayottara 20.37).

An almost identical set of deities ending with Aghori is described in the
Siddhayogesvarimata (ch. 16) as eight goddesses presiding over groups of consonants of the
Sanskrit alphabet. They are listed following the order of consonants they are to be worshipped
with. Brahmi is identified with the velars, Vaisnavi with the palatals, Mahesi with the retroflex
consonants, Yamya with the dentals, Kaumari with the labials, Vasavi (a synonym of Aindri)
with the semi-vowels, Karnamoti with the sibillants and Aghoresi, the supreme one (pard), with
the ligature of Anger, KSA. The order of these Mother-goddesses is different from the above-
mentioned sets and Karnamoti stands for Camunda. It would require a separate study to
examine the order of these goddesses and the possible reasons of how and why such lists differ.
Here, I would only like to point out that in spite of differences in order, differences that

concern both the beginning and the middle of the list, Aghori or Aghoresi always remains at
the end.

» Parapara’s octad may also be added to an equivalent set of male deities, as a passage of the Malinivijayottara
suggests. See 8.77cd: aghoradyastakam dhyayed aghoryadyastakanvitam.

3% This octad is said to be situated in Aghori (sic)): 18.33 puryastakam aghoristham yathavastham vadami te / 18.34
brim ru aghore brim shaum aghoryayai prathamam Sirab //1// brim ru paramaghore hiim shaum paramaghorayai
mukbam //2// brim ru shaum ghoraripe shaum ghoraripayai brdi //3// brim ru shaum ghoramukbi shaum ghoramukhyai
gubye //4/] brim pbat bhimaname shaum bbimayai daksinabbuje //5// brim bim bhisane shaum bhisandyai vamato bbuje
/16// shaum brim hab vama shaum vamanyai daksinoru //7// brim bim phat piba be shawm pibanyai vamatoru //8// 18.35
etat puryastakam devya aghoryastakasamyutam / nyased astavidbangam tu astapattresu sadhakab.

*! aghoryadyastakam devi padastakasamanvitam / paraparaya vidyayah nyasamargo yatha bbavet (5.135).

% This appellation may be due to an attempt to $aivise the Mothers by making Siva’s {akti, rather than Brahma’s,
the first Mother.



This is also the case in the Brabmayamala, whose composition perhaps slightly predates
that of the Siddbayogesvarimata. Its standard set of eight” consists of Maheéi, Brahmani,
Vaisnavi, Kaumari, Yamya (called Vaivasvati and sometimes replaced by Varahi in the latter half
of the text), Aindri / Vasavi / Mahendri, Caimunda (also called Carcika as well as Candika) and
the last one alternatively called She Who Completes the Mothers (4.257) and Aghoresi (89.92),
who is also said to be Yogesi or Yogesvaresvari (58.1).34

The various names of the last goddess, her position in the ogdoads and the fact that she
is generally absent from early representations of the standard set of Mother goddesses (mdatr)
suggest that she was added later to the already existing pantheon of Mothers. She is also absent
from the Brabmayamald’s yogini clans, which are based on the Mother goddesses and end with
Camunda as the Leader of Mothers.”> As is common for newcomers in an alredy existing
pantheon, one of her main functions appears to supersede all other Mother goddesses. She is
therefore called the Supreme one (para).

Aghorf’s role and position among the Mothers also suggests that through her, the
nontantric cult of mothers was assimilated and at the same time allegedly superseded in the
Bhairavatantric systems. For, as the case of the original Svacchandatantra shows, the mother
goddesses were not fully part of the original Bhairavatantric pantheon. In the Svacchanda, they
do not appear as alphabet goddesses in the earlier, shorter recension of the text, and were clearly
added there at a later date, including some inconsistencies in their enumeration.”®

This also implies that by the time the earliest {Gkta Tantras were redacted, the cult of
Mothers as manifestations of saktis must have been developped. This does not need any
demonstration, but certain details in the development of the cult of Mothers as saktis and their
iconography may shed more light on the dating of $akta Tantras. One rather interesting detail
concerns Brahmi, who is associated with the antilope hide in Siddbayogesvarimata 29.24.” This
iconographic feature appears in the sixth and seventh centuries in various regions of India, but
disappears by the eighth century, when a larger scale standardization seems to take place.” In
addition to confirming the tentative dating of the Siddbayogesvarimata to a period probably
around the seventh century, the borrowing of this iconographic detail also suggests that the cult
of mothers was perhaps integrated into §akta tantrism around this time, or, in any case, not
much earlier or not in a more archaic form.

No matter how exactly this assimilation or adaptation happened, the addition of Aghori
/ Yogesi allowed the smooth integration of the seven mothers into the tantric system, which
commonly arranged deities in circles of eight. Aghori thus indeed completed the Mothers
conveniently, who needed a last member, so to speak, in order to be worshipped on the eight
petals of the generic lotus design of the Tantras.

3 For the set, see e.g. Brabmayamala 4.255-7 and 46.27-32. For a detailed discussion of the early history of the
Mothers and their role in tantric currents, especially in the Brabmayamala, see Hatley 2007: 31ff.

* For this synonym, see Hatley 2007: 67, referring to e.g. Brabmayamala 35.32, Tantrasadbhava 14.155b, and
Tantraloka 29.52d.

¥ See Hatley 2007: 415ft.

% For the two recensions of the Svacchandatantra and the question of Mothers in them, see Sanderson 2001:21,
Torzsok 1999:198ff and Hatley 2007:149.

7 In fact, the text prescribes that the practitioner should show the mudras of the ascetic bowl and the antilope skin
to yoginis belonging to the Brahmi clan. Just as in the other cases, the mudrds represent attributes, which the
yoginis should recognise.

% Panikkar 1997: 149.



3. Aghori or Aghoresi as the supreme goddess

Aghori played a much more important role than just completing and superseding the Mothers
in early $akta tantrism. Aghori is the name of Svacchandabhairava’s consort in the
Svacchandatantra, and Aghoresi or Aghoresvari is also one of the names of the supreme mantra
goddess in the Brahmayimala.” Surprisingly, she also appears once as the highest goddess in
the Siddbayogesvarimata, whose main pantheon is supposedly different. At the end of its third
chapter, a few lines celebrate the infinite power of the mantra goddesses and the power of the
system or doctrine of yoginis, the Siddhayogefvarimata itself. In the last verse of this passage, the
three mantra goddesses or Saktis are said to bestow all kinds of success. They are called the
Heart of All Saktis, and are declared to be the means to attain the goddess Aghoreéi.40

It is in the Brabmaydamala that Aghori or Aghoresi is described in detail as the supreme
goddess of the cult. This goddess is also called Bhairavi, and, more specifically Canda Kapalini,
for she appears in, or rather, as the nine-syllable root mantra of this system: HUM CANDE
KAPALINI SVAHA. *' Her name also figures in the form of Candika or Candasakti (46.95).

The mantra, or rather, vidya, that is Aghoresi or Canda Kapalini is the source of the six
yoginis of the system, who are said to emerge from the limbs of Aghoresvari. This Aghoreévari is
clearly distinguished from the one who is the last member of the series of Mother goddesses.42

In this context, it is tempting to speculate on whether this nine-part mantra is not a
Sakta version of the very widespread Navatman mantra. The Navatman is an important Sziva
mantra already in the earliest surviving Tantra, the ]\/is’vdsa,43 and it is also described and used in
the Siddbayogesvarimata and related texts.”! Later, the Kubjikamata makes him the male consort
of its supreme goddess.45 However, it rarely figures in the Brabmayamala. It is in fact absent in
the first and earlier half of the text, which uses the compound navatman or navatmaka in a
different meaning. For in the system of the Brabmayamala, the practitioner does not normally
transform his body with the help of the Navatman-mantra. One of the most common
expressions that describe the body of the practitioner as transformed into the deity is
avadbitatanu, which does not mean that he has discarded his (worldly) body (as a
straightforward interpretation of the compound would suggest), but refers to the fact that he
projects the nine aksaras of the main goddess of the cult, also called Avadhuta, onto his body.46
It seems therefore possible that the nine-syllable Canda Kapalini usurps the place of the
otherwise ubiquitous nine letter Navatman-mantra, at least in the earlier section of the
Brahmaydmala.47

7 See Hatley 2007: 34 ff.

O uktam Saktitrayam devi divyasiddbipradayakam / brdayam sarvasaktinam aghoresiprasadhakam // 3.54

1 gee Hatley 2007: 251.

2 See Hatley 2007: 254ft.

“ See Nivasa Milasitra 2.3fF.

“ Siddhayogesvarimata 17.8, 17.15, and especially 20.34-38.

# See Kubjikamata chapter 2, Sanderson 1988: 686-7, and Kiss in Tantrikabhidhanakosa vol. I1L. at navatman.

* For Avadhata as a mantra goddess, projected on the parts of the body, see e.g. Brabmayamala 4.503, 12.96,
49.34.

7 The Navatman is known only in the latter, chronologically later, half of the text; but even there the passage
describing it is clearly borrowed from the Nifvasa, as Hatley 2007: 219-20 points out. It is noteworthy in this
context that the Siddhayogefvarimata shows a similar distribution of the Navatman: its first, probably earlier, half
does not mention the Navatman at all, while the second, later, half describes and uses it.



Whether this Aghori / Canda Kapalini represents a §gkta version of the Navatman or
not, she was adopted in an altered form in the Tantrasadbbava, which calls her Aghori, and
gives her mantra in the form Om camunde kapalini svaha.®® The fusion between various fierce
goddesses, Candika, Aghori and Camunda, here becomes complete.

Interestingly, the Brabmayamala tends to call this main mantra goddess Canda in
chapters concerning mantra descriptions, while in narrative passages, such as in the story of the
transmission of the Tantra or in the narration of ritual events, she is more commonly called
Aghori. This may or may not be due to exigencies of the metre. In any case, the very first
chapter of the Brabmayamala puts this name in the foreground.

The first chapter relates, as is customary, the mythical transmission of the text: the
tantrdvatara. Again, as is customary in §gkta Tantras, the goddess, here in the form of Aghori,
asks Bhairava to teach her the secret doctrine.”’ Bhairava relates that he himself obtained the
teaching from Srikantha and transmitted it to the goddess. She, however, started teaching it to
her attendants without any authorisation. Seeing this, Bhairava was filled with anger and
destroyed the goddess’s knowledge of the scriptures. At the supplication of the goddess, he
finally conceded that she could regain her knowledge if she was to be reborn and to worship
him. The goddess then took up a new body in the house of a brahmin in Prayaga and
worshipped the linga devotedly. When she obtained perfection (siddhi), Bhairava bestowed
knowledge upon her with the following words:”

You are that {akti, O highly fortunate one, whom of old I had cursed when a transgression was
made. Remember yourself! Your name is now Aghori. You are my Great Sakti, the agent of
grace for all. I shall teach you that knowledge which was lost when you made a transgression,
< . . . . 52
the great51 [tantra] spoken by Srikantha, after it came into being from the sadasiva tattva (?),
o . o . .53
together with its secrets, O Mahadevi; listen with single-minded attention.

Here, the name Aghori is presented as a reward. The same name, in the form of Aghoresi, also
appears in titles of scriptures listed in the Brabmayamala: three Sakta Tantras of the Vidyapitha
(within the Bhairava current) bear the titles Aghoresi, Aghoresvari and Kriddgbores’i.54

Given the prominence of Aghoresi / Canda Kapalini, it is surprising that one finds
hardly any mention of her in the mandala-description of the Brabmayamala. It is observed by
Sanderson (1988: 672) that the text presents Bhairava as the supreme deity in the iconic
representation of the pantheon, even if he is transcended by Canda Kapalini on the mantric
plane. In addition, as Kiss 2010: 18 remarks, the mandala-description of chapter 3 shows almost

“ See Tantrasadbbava 21.154cd-156ab Hatley 2007: 71 and 226.

¥ The tantravatara of the Brabmayamala is rather complicated; here, I summarise only the section that is relevant
in the context of this paper.

%% For the edition of this passage and its translation, which I cite here without alteration, see Hatley 2007: 296 and
347.

o Hatley signals in his translation that the interpretation of mahan (‘great’), which is difficult to account for
grammatically, is tentative. It indeed appears to refer to the doctrine, the zantra itself. The purport may be that
initially the text had its full, original length, i.e. it was longer than the actual ‘human recension’; but it is also
possible that maban is just a common verse-filling adjective.

> Tt is odd that the doctrine of the Brabmayamala should be said to originate in the Sadasiva realm, which belongs
to the Siddhanta; perhaps the line or the expression was borrowed from a text of the Siddhanta.

> sa Saktis tvam mababbage ya Sapta viplave krte / pura maya smaratmanam aghori nama te “dbuna // madiya tvam
mahdsaktib sarvanugrabakarika / tat pravaksyami te jianam yad bbrastam viplave krte // Srikanthena maban proktam
bhitva sadasivat padat / sarabasyam mabadevi srnusvekagramanasa // Brabmayamala 1.31-33. See Hatley 2007: 296.

>* See Hatley 2007: 218.



no awareness of a female central deity, even in her mantric identity. The description of the
mandala and the rituals performed around it lack any explicit mention of an all-transcending
central goddess. Csaba Kiss concludes that the mandala description itself may belong to an early
phase of the cult of Kapalisa, which was not yet dominated by a $akti. Thus, it seems that
Aghoresi / Canda kapalini, both in her all-transcending form and in her lower manifestation as
the eighth Mother goddess, represents an addition to already existing pantheons and cults, at
least in the system of the Brabmayamala.

Although Canda Kapalini / Aghori is absent from the mandala and the rituals connected
with it, she is very much present in a series of chapters that prescribe and describe rituals whose
aim is to obtain supernatural powers, carried out in the cremation ground. These chapters form
a cluster near the end of the first and earlier part of the text, from chapters 46 to 49. She is
mentioned and appears in each of them, often together with groups of female spirits or with
Bhairava. She is most often called Aghori, but occasionally also Candasakti (e.g. 46.95) and
Candika (e.g. 46.107). The first rite is called the Great Churning (mabamanthana), the second
prescribes the construction of a Magic Pavilion (siddbamandapikd, wrongly entitled in the
manuscripts as magic mandala), the third one explains the Worship of Deities in a Hole
(gartayaga) and the last one concerns the use of yantra diagrams (yantrdarnava). A number of
elements link these chapters together, which are of strongly kapalika character. They prescribe
rites in the cremation ground, and in almost all of them the practitioner must transform his
body according to the mahdvrata as a preliminary (mabavratatanusthitap), i.e. he must wear the
five insignia, which include bone ornaments, the skull bowl etc. During most of these rites, he
will be possessed primarily by Bhairava, but also by his retinue of goddesses; in this way, his
transformation into Bhairava is completed through possession, just as it was said to happen for
kapalikas.”

Aghori plays various important roles in these rites: she is a mantra to be recited in one’s
heart (49.32). The practitioner can see her form (chdya) as a reward, and she bestows all kinds of
siddbis on him as a boon (48.20ff). Alternatively, she can send thousands of spirits (bhita) to
give him a boon, or the seven mothers may appear and elect the practitioner as their eighth
member (astamaka 48.27ff). Aghori commands groups of (akinis, yoginis (mahavira) and
camundas (47.18, 26); and she appears in front of the sddhaka to accept him as her son at the
end of the so-called Great Churning.

Because of Aghort’s significant role in the last rite, it may be useful to summarize it
briefly. The churning is performed in the cremation ground and preceded by a worship of
deities in nine skulls arranged on a mandala and filled with blood, alcohol (madira) and the
mingled sexual fluids (picu). For the churning, which is carried out on top of a corpse, the
practitioner must use materials obtained on the spot: the ad hoc pavilion he constructs is made
of human bones, the vessel used is fashioned of clay he finds in the cremation ground, the
churning stick is a large bone such as the tibia, and the rope is made of human hair and
intestines taken from the dead. The rite mainly consists of acting out the cosmic churning of
gods and demons in its cremation-ground version. Accordingly, it produces various miraculous
objects, such as the Kaustubha gem or the moon, and makes groups of mythical beings and
powers present, whose help may be refused if one aspires for greater powers or results. The
practitioner in fact prepares his own Soma of impure substances in a vessel called sthali, which
he identifies with Aghori, while the churning stick is to be identified with Bhairava and

> For additional analyses and details, see Térzsok 2011 and Térzsok forthcoming.
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himself.® Near the end of this rite, Bhairava appears with his goddesses, and they enter the
practitioner. Then, at the very end, Aghori herself appears before him and starts a puranic-type
conversation:

Well done, noble being, you who are honoured by gods and demons alike. You have
performed a true miracle here, concerning this sadbana, my son. You have become the
ornament of the world, an eminent man. Sit on my lap, my son, and choose yourself
the right boon: immortality, bhairavahood, through which you can fulfill [even] the
wishes of Brahma, Visnu or Indra, or whatever you wish, my dear son, together with
your fellow practitioners.”

The practitioner then replies: If you are satisfied with me, o goddess, then give me
your breast, o Mother.

Hearing these pleasant words of the sadhaka, the goddess [says]: Come, come,
noble being, drink from my breast, my adopted son. Which other noble being than
you would deserve to be my son? Therefore, I shall embrace you, heroic practitioner,
and give you my breast. [...] The goddess then does so and the eminent practitioner,
after drinking the nectar of immortality left-and-right [i.e. from both breasts] will
become omniscient in a second. He will become Bhairava in person, the Lord of
Guhyakas. All the seventy-million mantras will enter his heart.”

Contrarily to the mantric Canda Kapalini, this Aghori seems to be a visually perceivable being.
When she appears, her features are described in a few lines:

While he [the practitioner] churns for one more second, making obeisance to
Candika, the goddess Aghori, who bestows supernatural powers, will arise there [in
the churning vessel]. Her form is like the rainbow, she looks like ten million suns.
She is adorned with all kinds of ornaments and is seated on a throne [made of /
decorated with] skulls. She is surrounded by young maidens like herself and her body
extends from the underworld up to the sky, filling the whole space.”

This chapter of the Brabmayimala combines various aspects of Aghori: the mantra-goddess,
who must be recited mentally during the rite, the ruler of yoginis, Sakinis and other spirits, the

> aghoryafm] sthalirapan tu dhyayen mantri susobbanam / Saktistham Saktirapai ca dhyaye somatmake sthitam //
manthanabbairavam devam suddhasphatikanirmalam / sabasrabbujaparyantam cinten manthanaripinam // 46.48-9.

> sadbu sadbu mahasatva surasuranamaskrtab // mabascaryam idam vatsa krtan te sadbanam prati / prehivyan tilako
jatam tvam esa purusottamab // utsa[nge] tista me putra varam vrnisva sobbanam / amaratvam bbairavatvaii ca
brabmavispendrakamadam // yafi ca yacayase vatsa sakbayaip saha putrakab / 46.111cd-4ab. My understanding of
kamadam is tentative. It may also be intended in the sense that the sidhaka obtains whatever he wants, i.e.
brabmatvam visnutvam indratvam va svakamatah. Alternatively, it could also mean that bhairavahood is something
all these deities wish to obtain (i.e. kamadam for ipsitam?). Finally, one could understand that bhairavahood
bestows the qualities of Brahma, Visnu, Indra and Kama (the -tva suffix being ommitted). The construction of the
compound would normally allow none of these interpretations.

% sadbakovaca: yadi tustasi man devi stanam me dada ambike // srutva vakyam tato devyam sadhakasya susobbanam / ebi
ebi mahasatva stana me piba putrakab // tvam muktva tu mahdsatvab ko nyo putratvam arbati / parisvaljya] tato viram
stanan dadami sadbakab // 46.114cd-116. evam krtvapi vai devi m amrtam sadbakottamah / savydasavyan tato pitvd
sarvvajiio bhavate ksanam // bhairavo tha svayam siksa gubyakanam prabbu bhavet / saptakotyas tu mantranam vimsati
tasya vai brdi // 46.120-1. vimsati is to be emended to visanti, following Shaman Hatley’s suggestion.

> ksanamatram mathed yava namaskrtva tu candikam / tatrottisthati vai devi aghori siddbidayika // sakracapanibbakara
silryakotisamaprabba / sarvvabbaranasamyukta kapalasanasamsthita // atmanab sadriaib kanyaib samanta parivaritah /
patalaii ca nabbafi caiva sarvvam apirya samstbita // 46.107-9. (Hatley’s transcription reads ka/rm/vyJaib for kanyaib.)
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all-transcending cosmic sakti, and the Mother goddess, who adopts the practitioner as her son.
It is therefore all the more interesting to see once again that she does not figure, at least not
with the name Aghori, on the mandala described at the beginning of the chapter.60 The order
of the Mothers in the eight directions, surrounding a male god in the middle and each
accompanied by their own male consort, is as follows (starting from the East): Mahes,
Brahmani, Vaisnavi, Kaumari, Vivasvati (=Yamya), Vasavi (=Aindri), Bhairavi/ Yoges$i and
Guhyasakti. Another surprising detail is that the passage describes the seventh mother, the
emaciated Bhairavi / Yogesi, in the most detailed manner and therefore suggests that she is the
central one in the system. Her two names, Bhairavi and Yogesi, are alternative names of Aghori
/ Canda Kapalini in the Brabmayamala, which also points to their identity. However, it is the
last Mother, Guhyasakti, whose radiant appearance agrees with Aghori’s. While no detail is
given on the previous six Mothers at all, the last two goddesses are described as follows:

Bhairavi is flat-nosed, red-eyed and wrathful. She is emaciated, seated on a corpse and
has a thousand creeper-like arms. Facing Bhairava, she looks like ten million suns. She
is [also called] yogesi [i.e. a yogini] she wears all kinds of ornaments and is placed on
the northern petal.

One should place [the eighth goddess] Guhyasakti in the north-eastern direction, o
fortunate one. She is like the rising sun and is known as the Mother of AIL®'

Whether one identifies AghorT’s lower manifestation with the emaciated seventh or with the
radiant eighth mother in this case, with neither or with both of them, it is certain that this
passage shows some hesitation as to who is the supreme Mother and her potential equivalent on
the mandala. I take this to imply, once again, that Aghort’s cult was not directly connected to
the Mother goddess cult, in spite of her having motherly characteristics when she appears at the
end of the so-called Great Churning.

Conclusion

To summarize these investigations concerning Aghori in early $Gkta Tantras, the following
factors may have contributed to the shaping of her identity and cult:

First, continuities with pretantric currents, in particular the Lakulas, should be
emphasized. The idea of the three kinds of saktis headed by the benign Aghoras predates the
Sakta tantras, although it is only in the §akza sources that the role of male and female deities
becomes reversed and goddesses dominate their Rudras.

Second, it is possible that some elements of Aghorf’s cult came from a pretantric
kapalika cult. As 1 pointed out in this paper (and elsewhere), a number of particularly
remarkable kdpdlika elements figure in the Brabmayamala, in the cluster of chapters (46-49) in
which Aghori also appears as a main goddess: they include the practice of the Mahavrata,
possession by Bhairava (and possession, avesa is often attributed to the Kapalikas), cremation
ground rituals etc. Aghort is also named a skull-bearer in her mantra (kdpalini), and in this

% It is to be noted that this mandala is different from the elaborate one described in chapter 3 of the text.

6l bhairavim cipitanasan tu kruddbam samraktalocanam // nirmansa[m] pretam aridham sahasrabbujaballarim /
bhairavabbimukbham kruddham siryakotisamaprabbam // sarvvabbaranasamyuktam yogeSim uttare dale / iane tu
mahabhage gubyasaktin tu vinyaset // udayarkkanibbakdaram sarvvesam janani smytam / 46.30cd-33ab
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context one cannot but recall the name of the Kapalika practitioner from the Malatimadhava:
Aghora-ghanta. Therefore, it is not impossible that Aghori as a supreme goddess has some
kapalika antecedents.

Third, Aghora or Aghori in their mantric identities often seem to $aktise, so to speak,
existing male Sziva entities. In the Trika system, Aghora is the first member the Parapara
mantra, whose eight goddesses replace the male Vidyesvaras / Bhairavas on the mandala; and in
the Brabmayamala, Aghor?’s nine-syllable mantra functions as a substitute of the male
Navatman.

Fourth, Aghori is also used, quite evidently, to draw the cult of the seven mothers in
the §gkta tantric doctrine and ritual. She is the eighth Mother, but at the same time she
supersedes them, just as the tantric cult of the Mothers is meant to supersede the nontantric
one. In this sense, it seems that the cult of the Mothers is not a direct precursor of saktism, but
is rather one of the cults that fakta Tantras adopted and transformed, just as they adopted and
transformed pretantric $aiva doctrines and practices of the atimarga.

Finally, in the midst of these multiple Aghoras and Aghoris, one should not forget that
Aghori may also function as an epithet: one with strong vedic associations, recalling the
universal strands of sattva, rajas and tamas, conveniently usable for an all-transcending as well as
all-encompassing principle and goddess. Whether Aghori is just another name or an
identifiable, possibly kapalika, deity, she played no small role in the process by which §akza

tantric doctrine and practice evolved.
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