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Why Are the Skull Bearers (Kapalikas) Called
Soma’*

Judit Torzsok

1. The Question

The Kapalikas or Skull Bearers, who formed the third group of the Atimarga
next to the Pasupatas and the Lakulas,! were perhaps the most notorious Saiva
ascetics in classical India. They were known for their cremation ground rituals
and for wandering around with a skull for an alms bowl. The skull (kapala),
their most conspicuous attribute, also provided their name. But the Kapalikas
are also mentioned as “Those of the Soma Doctrine” or Somasiddhantins? or
the “Soma People with the Skull.”3 These appellations seem to have been of
some importance because their initiation names also included or ended in -soma
in most cases (e.g. Satyasoma, Devasoma,* Somibhattaraka®). What was this
Somasiddhanta, doctrine of Soma or teaching about (the) Soma? In what way

*The first version of this paper was delivered at the Symposium Saivism and the Tantric
Traditions held in honour of Prof. A.G.J.S. Sanderson at the University of Toronto, on the
26th of March, 2015. I am grateful to the organizers for inviting me to this memorable event,
in particular to Srilata Raman and Shaman Hatley. I would like to thank all the participants
for their questions, comments and criticism, in particular Prof. Sanderson and Prof. Bakker.
I am also indebted to Csaba Kiss for comments on and corrections of the final draft. This
paper reproduces some aspects of the oral presentation stylistically. Needless to say, it builds
on Prof. Sanderson’s important discoveries about the Kapalikas and is dedicated to him.

1For these distinctions within the Atimarga, the term Atimarga itself and the Kapalikas
as being an Atimargic group, see SANDERSON 1988 and 2006.

2This term figures in the Pauskaravrtti of Jhanaprakasacarya IFI transcript 110 p. 591.
They are also called “Knowers of the Doctrine of Soma” (somasiddhantavedinah in Sar-
vajaanottara 14.4 ed. Goodall), which could be corrupt for somasiddhantavadinah, “Those
who Profess the Doctrine of Soma.”

30r “Skull-Bearers Who are the Soma People,” somajanakapalt in Jayadrathayamala
3.35.33c. There may be an attempt here to distinguish the skull-bearing Soma ascetics from
other skull-bearers such as those who follow a Bhairava tantra or a Kaula tantra.

4The names of the two Kapalikas in the Mattavilasaprahasana.

5The name or title of a Kapalika in the Kannada inscription of ancient Kollipake, Andhra, in
1050 CE, cited by Lorenzen 1989: 233-4. This Kapalika is said to be mukha-kamala-vinirggata-
Somasiddhantabhipraya-parayanam ‘devoted to the meaning of Somasiddhanta issued from
the lotus mouth [?of Siva]’ (Lorenzen’s translation). While this implies that the Somasiddhanta
or Soma teaching was ultimately considered Saiva revelation (if we accept Lorenzen’s sugges-
tion of supplying Siva), it does not tell us anything about its nature and content, nor about
the meaning of the word soma itself. The wording suggests, nevertheless, that it is not Siva
who is called Soma.



was it typical of Kapalikas? Why did -soma figure in their initiation names?

I am afraid I will not be able to answer most of these puzzling questions.
However, I propose to look at a few passages about the Kapalikas which may
shed more light on what the word or name Soma possibly meant for them.

Now I am not the first to ask this question. An ingenious answer can already
be found in commentaries on the Prabodhacandrodaya of Krsnamisra (itself
dating from 1041-73): commentators understand soma to mean sa-uma, i.e.
“with/accompanied by Uma”, with reference to the fact that a male Kapalika
normally had a consort, just as Siva is accompanied by Uma.b

This understanding seems rather forced. Female Kapalikas or tantric consorts
are not normally called Uma and this interpretation does not seem to figure
at all in earlier sources. It also fails to explain how we are to understand the
element -soma in female initiation names (such as Devasoma), in which it cannot
mean ‘with Uma/with a female consort’. Nevertheless, the sa-uma explanation
of soma higlights an important trait of the Kapalikas, namely that they were
exceptional in the Atimarga in that male and female initiates performed rituals
together” and they were obviously not required to maintain celibacy, unlike
(most probably) the ascetics of the Pasupata and Lakula groups.

David Lorenzen has proposed a different hypothesis.® He identified a
Kapalika called Kapali-Sarman in a (probably) sixth century inscription from
Karnataka. This Kapalisarman is said to have performed vedic Soma sacrifices.
Therefore, Lorenzen suggests that Kapalikas were perhaps dedicated vedic Soma
sacrificers.

This is also rather unlikely, for at least two reasons. First, Kapalisarman
may not have been a Kapalika in the strict sense, for his name does not include
Soma and does not appear to conform to other kinds of Kapalika names either.?
Second, nowhere else is it said that Kapalikas performed vedic Soma sacrifices.
However, as we shall see they were particularly interested in other kinds of
essences than the vedic Soma, and in a metaphorical sense they perhaps did
perform their own kind of Soma ritual.

2. Somasarman and the Moon Image

We reach firmer ground when we turn to the often-cited Malhar or Junwani
copper plate inscription (647 CE, see BAKKER 2000 and 2015; SANDERSON
2012), which lists a lineage of Kapalikas as identified by Prof. Sanderson. It
mentions Somasarman, and the ‘line of tradition starting with Soma’ (continuing
later with Rudrasoma, Tejasoma, Bhimasoma). It is in Somasgarman’s house
that Lakuli$a, founder of the Pasupata order, is said to have been born as an

SFor this and some other references to Kapalikas associated with some Soma doctrine, see
Lorenzen 1991: 83.

"Two well-known literary examples are the Kapalika man with his partner in the Mat-
tavilasaprahasana and the Kapalika couple in the fifth act of Bhavabhiti’s Malatimadhava.

8LORENZEN (1989: 235) citing K.V. Ramesh Inscriptions of the Western Gangas 70-74,
n.19, inscription from Bangalore distr., 6th cent.? (sic!).

9Since Kapalin/Kapalika can denote éiva/ Bhairava himself, the name could simply mean
‘Protected by Siva/ Bhairava’ without being markedly Kapalika.



incarnation (avatara) of Siva. Lakulida was then initiated into or through the
mahavrata, perhaps by Somasarman himself.

[...] adhuna kali-kalam asadya $rimal-LakuliSa-natho ’vatirya
Somasarmakhya-brahmana-kule jatah mahavrate (te?)na diksito
jagad-indus tenapi MusaliSas tatah Somadi-paramparya-kramena
sthanaguru-$ri- Rudrasoma-prasisya-sri- Tejasoma-sisyebhyah
$rimad-Bhimasoma-padebhyah [...]

(te) suppl. ISAACSON; Musali$as conj. SANDERSON : mugalidas;
sthanaguru conj. MAJUMDAR : sthane guru

[...] reaching the present Kali age, the venerable Lord Lakuli$a took
up an incarnation and was born in the family of a brahmin called
Somagarman. He was initiated into the Great Observance by him (?)
[and became] the Moon of the World. Then by him, Musali$a [was
initiated], then, by the unbroken tradition starting with Soma, the
local Master Rudrasoma, his disciple Tejasoma, whose pupil is the
venerable Bhimasoma [...]

Before examining the question of Soma and related questions, I would like
to point out some details concerning the word mahavrata or Great Obser-
vance. Lakulida and others were most probably initiated into the mahavrata
(mahavrate) and not with/by the mahavrata (mahavratena), for this obser-
vance is not known to be used as a rite of initiation in any Saiva system.19

By the beginning of the seventh century, this certainly meant the imitation
of Siva’s expiation for cutting off Brahma’s fifth head. According to this well-
known story, Siva must wander with a skull he uses as an alms bowl, for he
has committed the sin of killing a brahmin, i.e. Brahma. Wandering with a
skull for twelve years is in fact the expiatory observance for killing a brahmin
as prescribed in the Dharmasfitras,'! but there it is not yet called mahavrata.

10This supports the conjecture proposed by ISAACSON, although the reading of mahavratena
is of course grammatically acceptable. However, it is also possible that the instrumental
mahavratena was understood to stand for the locative, and that no additional instrumen-
tal tena was meant. In that case, it is not expressed that Somasarman initiates Lakulisa,
although it may again be implied. BAKKER 2015: 143 opts for the instrumental, but assumes
that it only implies the Pasupata affiliation of Lakulisa.

11See e.g. Baudhayanadharmasitra 2.1.2-3: bhrinaha dvadasa samah kapali khatvangz gard-
abhacarmavasa aranyaniketanahsmasane dhvajam Savasirah krtva kutvm karayet / tam avaset
/saptagarani bhaiksam caran svakarmacaksanas tena pranan dharayet. ‘A man who has killed
a learned Brahmin should do the following for twelve years. He should carry a skull and a post
from a bed-frame; wear the skin of an ass; reside in the wilderness; and, using the head of a
corpse as his flag, get a hut built in a cemetery and live in it. He should maintain himself by
begging almsfood from seven houses while proclaiming his crime.” Translation by OLIVELLE
2000: 241. See Gautamadharmasutra 22.4: khatvangakapalapanir va dvadasa samvatsaran
brahmacart bhaiksaya gramam praviset / karmacaksanah. ‘Or else, for twelve years he should
live a chaste life and, carrying the post from a bed-frame and a skull, enter a village only to
beg for food while proclaiming his crime.” Translation by OLIVELLE 2000: 175, who explains
in the notes to this passage that khatvariga must mean skull-staff (a staff topped with a skull)
rather than the post of a bed-frame. See also Yajnavalkyasmrti 3.243: Sirahkapalt dhvajavan
bhiksast karma vedayan / brahmaha dvadasabdani mitabhuk $uddhim apnuyat.



Although most attestations of the mythological story come from late puranic
sources, the myth'? already figures in the (original) Skandapurana (chapters
5-7), dated around the end of the sixth and beginning of the seventh century.

Moreover, the Kapalika Satyasoma in the Mattavilasaprahasana (600625
CE) mentions that it was thanks to the practice of the mahavrata that his
Lord bearing the crescent moon on his head was purified of his sin, which he
had committed by cutting Brahma’s head.!® The verse clearly identifies Siva’s
mahavrata as an expiation of the brahmin killer and it also shows that Kapalikas
were practising the mahavrata in imitation of Siva. In fact, the Skandapurana
(6.5-6) also seems to associate this observance with sanguinary practices such
as those of the Kapalikas. For, when Siva-Nilalohita starts looking for suitable
alms, Visnu tries to fill his kapala bowl with his own blood—a very odd, rather
Kapalika, notion of what alms should consist of.

Now turning back to the question of the Soma lineage: Lakuli$a, whether
he was indeed initiated by Somasarman or not, is said to have been born in
Somasarman’s house. According to the inscription, the Kapalikas belong to the
spiritual lineage starting with Soma, and their initiation names therefore seem
to be derived from the founder’s name. The name Soma can naturally be un-
derstood as a short form of Somasarman. Thus, Kapalikas are the Soma people
because they follow the tradition started by Somasarman.

Our investigation could stop here. For the name Soma seems to be sufficiently
explained in this way. However, several things remain unexplained. It is not clear
whether Somasarman was a historical person. If he did exist, it still remains
uncertain whether he was indeed the founder of the Kapalika movement or
whether Kapalikas claimed retrospectively that he was their founder. Thus, we
cannot take it for granted that the Soma name indeed comes from him.

For this reason, I suggest we look at some other details more closely. Lakulida,

after his initiation in Somasarman’s house, is called the Moon of the Word ja-
gadindu in the inscription. There are at least three interpretations of jagadindu:
1. A natural understanding of the moon as having cool rays. ‘Moon [whose
cooling rays have calmed the fever] of the world’ (trsl. SANDERSON Saivism and
Brahmanism Handouts, 2012)
2. Moon on Earth, i.e. having a white body (sitariga) because of the ash-bath.
BAKKER 2000 and 2015: 153. This understanding is backed up by the descrip-
tion of Lakulida in the Skandapurana as being white-bodied when covered with
ashes.!*

12The version related replaces the figure of Siva with one of his ectypes, Nilalohita. For
this narrative device, which is used here to distance the supreme deity from such sanguinary
practices, see GRANOFF 2006.

13asthaya prayato mahavratam idam  balenducudamanih / svami no mumuce
pitamahasiraschedodbhavad enasah 17ab.

14Tt must also be noted that the Skandapurana (180.10) calls the mere ash-bath a/the great
observance (mahavrata). It also says that Somasarman with his family received Lakuli$a’s
grace when he visited them in their house and that they were given yogasiddhi (167.125fT).
The Skandapurana appears to represent an earlier(?)/pasupata version of the story. (Cf. also
BAKKER 2015: 143ff.) BAKKER 2015: 143-4 (note 442) also proposes that the Soma name
suggests a parallel with the Soma-vamsa dynastic affiliation of Mahasivagupta. However, the



3. Without going against either of these interpretations, of which both could
well be intended, I propose that, in addition, the expression jagadindu may also
allude to an indirect Kapalika affiliation if we take it to be a syn. of *Jagatsoma,
suggestive of a Kapalika initiation name. This may imply two things. First, it is
possible that the Kapalikas derive their name Soma from Lakuli$a who is consid-
ered the Moon of the World. Second, the sequence of events as presented in the
inscription may also suggest that Lakuli$a himself came to be called the Moon
of the World (possibly representing an initiation name) because of Somasarman.
Whatever is the case, the moon image is emphatically present in the name or
epithet of both founders as well as in the initiation name of Kapalikas.

Now naming Lakulia the ‘Moon,” in the manner of a Kapalika, may be
more than a coincidence. It may well be understood as an attempt to present
Lakulisa as a true Kapalika, perhaps via his association with another ‘Moon
person,” Somadarman. Or, from another point of view, by presenting Lakulisa
as a Kapalika initiate, the text may suggest the preeminence of the Kapalikas
over the other two Atimarga groups, the Pasupatas and the Lakulas.

But no matter how we understand the hidden agenda of the above inscription
(if there is one), it is undeniable that the Kapalikas’ initiation name ending in
-soma is understood to recall both their founder(s)’ name and the image of the
moon.

3. The Moon and the Nectar of Immortality (amsta) in the
Skull(s)

The moon also forms an important part of Pasupata yogic practices. As we
learn from the Skandapurana (179.28ff. pointed out by BAKKER 2015: 141),
their ‘accomplishment in yoga’ (yogasiddhi) comes about through a withdrawal
of the senses until the practitioner can see a moon disc (somamandala) in his
heart. From the light inside his body, yogic powers, omniscience and the like
are produced. They also include being safe from diseases (vyadhayo navisanty
enam) and having a divine body (divyam vapuh).

Speaking of the moon and practices related to its visualization, the Kapalikas
appear to share the pan-Indian idea that it also contains the nectar of immor-
tality.!> In one passage of Bhavabhiiti’s Malatimadhava (5.23) an invocation is
addressed to the fierce goddess, Camunda, which describes her violent tandava
dance. The verse is uttered by the two Kapalikas in the cremation ground.
During this dance, the goddess inadvertently slashes the moon, from which the
amrta flows down and fills her garland of skulls. The skulls are thus resurrected
and start emitting a loud and harsh laughter.!®

Soma name figures elsewhere, in seventh century South India (in the names of Kapalikas of the
Mattavilasaprahasana), where no such parallel can be assumed, therefore such implications
seem unlikely.

15This idea perhaps also contributed to the spread of various visualization practices centered
around the image of the moon.

6 pracalita-kari-krtti-paryanta-cafican-nakha-aghata-bhinnendu-
nihsyandamanamrta-$cyota-jivat-kapalavalt-mukta-candattahasa-trasad-bhuri-



This image is not particularly significant in itself. However, it seems that
Kapalikas were particularily interested in a special sort of ambrosia. In their
quest for the amrta, they probably joined a large group of ascetics or yogins
of the period who, in various ways and through different practices, were all
searching for the same magic essence.!” So what was exactly the amrta of the
Kapalikas and how did they expect to find or to produce it?

4. What is the Kapalikas’ Nectar (amrta/soma)?

We can turn again to the Kapalikas of the Malatimadhava. At one point in the
story (5.2), the female practitioner mentions that she can extract the so-called
‘five nectars’ (pancamsrta), which are five vital essences of the human body. They
have a powerful, invigorating effect (as one would expect from such a nectar),
so much so that the female Kapalika can fly a great distance in a few seconds.

The extraction of the five nectars (pancamrtakarsana), as well as other,
Kapalika-type cremation ground practices, also figure in the Brahmayamala, as
HATLEY 2007: 143ff points out. The five substances are not listed in a systematic
way, but they usually seem to include these four: semen ($ukra), blood (rakta),
fat/marrow (medas) and sneha (see also Tantrikabhidhanakosa III).

Other sources also describe Kapalikas as making use of various parts of the
human body. Kapalikas use human flesh (mahamamsa), brain (mastiska), in-
testines (antra), fat (vasa) and blood (kilala) in ritual, and drink alcohol (sura),
according to Prabodhacandrodaya 3.13.

In addition to the extraction of the five nectars, the Brahmayamala also
includes rituals which make particular use of human body parts and are to
be performed in the cremation ground. A notable series of chapters prescribing
such rites forms a small cluster around chapter 46. Since the practices prescribed
seem very close to what Kapalika rituals were supposed to be, these chapters
could well be adaptations or assimilations of originally Kapalika rituals,'® al-
though this remains a hypothesis in the absence of any surviving Kapalika scrip-
tures. It is also notable that the Brahmayamala describes possession (avesa) by
Bhairava, stating that through possession one obtains Bhairavahood; and pos-
session was, according to numerous Saiva sources about the subject, the way in
which Kapalikas claimed to attain final liberation.'?

bhata-pravrtta-stuti S$vasad-asita-bhujamga-bhogangada-granthi-nispidana-sphara-phullat-
phana-pitha-niryad-visa-jyotir-ugjirmbhanoddamara-vyasta-vistari-doh-khanda-paryasita-
ksmadharam /  jvalad-anala-pisariga-netra-cchatacchanna-bhimottamanga-bhrami  pras-
tutalata-cakra-kriya-syuta-dig-bhagam uttunga-khatvanga-koti-dhvajoddhuti-viksipta-tara-
ganam pramudita-katapatanottala-vetala-tala-sphutat-karna-sambhranta- Gauri-ghanaslesa-
hrsyan-manah- Tryambakanandi vah tandavam devi bhuyat abhistyai ca hrstyai ca nah.

170Obtaining the nectar of immortality and, thanks to it, an immortal physical body is the
main goal of the hathayogic and Nath yogic traditions, see Mallinson 2007 and Ondracka 2007.
Mallinson 2015: 120 ff proposes that there may have been an early, nonsectarian tradition of
ascetics, the precursor of what is later known as hathayoga, for which he finds traces already
in the Pali Canon.

18For more arguments, see Torzsok 2011 and 2015.

190n this, see e.g. Sanderson 2009:133 n. 311.



Now in chapter 46 of the Brahmayamala, similarly to the Kapalikas, the
practitioner uses human flesh, hair (kesa), bones (asthi), body fluids (picu),
particularly blood (rakta) and intestines (antra); moreover, he offers and drinks
alcohol (madira).

It is also in this chapter that the amrta is in the focus of the ritual again.
For the main subject here is amrtamanthana, the churning and drinking of the
amrta. Pots are made of clay obtained in the cremation ground, the sacrificial
pavilion is constructed of bones, a corpse is placed underneath a cauldron. The
Sadhaka is required to churn a mixture including mahapicu (sexual fluids? or
various human fluids?) with a piece of bone as churning stick, with a rope made
of human hair, intestines and skin(?). The cauldron is identified with Aghort and
the churning stick with Bhairava. The cosmic churning of the gods is enacted
by the Sadhaka, and the same miraculous objects appear (the Kaustubha gem
etc) as during the mythological churning. Then the terrifying goddess, Candika,
is honoured. She appears in the form of Aghori, offering the Sadhaka a boon.
The practitioner chooses to drink AghorT’s milk from her breasts. The chapter
ends by saying that having produced the amrta and having drunk left and right
(probably meaning having drunk Aghor?’s milk from both breasts), one becomes
omniscient, Bhairava himself. Although AghorT’s milk and the amsrta that the
Sadhaka prespares are not identified, they could well be the same thing.?"

What transpires from this chapter is that the preparation of the nectar of

20The following working edition is based on Shaman Hatley’s transcription. Only the rele-
vant verses are given here.
mahapicususampurpam kuryat sthalim Savopari /44/
ayatasya tu nalakam maha-m-asthi savopari /
esa manthanako devi asmin tantre prasasyate /45/
kesSesu netrakam kuryad antraih karttr-vimisritaih / (karttr in the sense of krtti?)
navahastam susampurnam vidyamalaniyojitam /46/
suvisuddhamahibhagam rajasampatasobhitam /
mahasthalr tu parsve tu evam krtva mahatape /47/
Aghorya sthalirapam tu dhyayen mantri susobhanam /
Saktistham Saktirupam ca dhyaye somatmake sthitam /48/
Manthanabhairavam devam Suddhasphatikanirmalam /
sahasrabhujaparyantam cinten manthanarapinam /49/

mahamanthana kurvita yam sthitva tu Sivo bhavet /61/
namaskrtvasurim divyam tatah sadhanam arabhet /62/

evam malais tu tam diptam dhyatva manthanamandiram /
netrakam ca tathaiveha cintayed Vasukirapinam /66/
kstrodam sthapayet sthali atma bhairavarapinam /
pujayitva tu manthanam praksipet sthalimadhyatah /67/

ksanamatram mathed yavac chasankottisthate priye /92/
Kaustubham ca tato tisthe vimanam Puspakam tatha /

evam adyani siddhini purvasastrena bhasitam /93/

uttisthati mahabhage $ataso [’Jtha sahasrasah / (mahabhago MS)

ksanamatram mathed yava namaskrtva tu Candikam /
tatrottisthati vai devi Aghort siddhidayika /107/



immortality was also an important way in which one could obtain Bhairavahood.
Moreover, it involved worship of a fearsome goddess, Candika or Aghort, which
again recalls the Kapalikas in the Malatimadhava, who worship Camunda.

But was the bodily amrta the only nectar the Kapalikas collected and con-
sumed?

5. Alcohol as the Nectar of Immortality

The Kapalikas were also known for their use of alcohol in ritual. The Prabodha-
candrodaya (3.20 and prose) presents a Kapalika rite of initiation, in the course
of which the Kapalika offers alcohol to the initiands and calls it amrta, for, once
again, it releases someone from the bondages of this word and of the state of
being a bound soul. In this sense, amrta is not just used as a simple metaphor
to denote a precious or delicious liquid. It is a real nectar of immortality, for it
actually makes one immortal by bestowing final release, moksa.?!

6. The Drinking of Alcohol Compared to the Soma Sacrifice

In a more satirical way, the Kapalikas’ alcohol is also treated as their equivalent
of the vedic Soma. The Kapalika in the Mattavilasahasana cries out as follows,
when he sees a pub:

My darling, look. This pub resembles the vedic sacrificial ground. For
its sign post could be the sacrificial pillar, then alcohol is the Soma,
drunkards are the sacrificial priests, the wine glasses are the special
cups for drinking Soma, the roasted meat and other appetizers are
the fire oblations, the drunken babblings are the sacrificial formulae,
the songs are the Saman hymns, the pitchers are the sacrificial ladles,
thirst is the fire and the owner of the pub is the commander of the
sacrifice.??

sadhakovaca //

yadi tustasi mam devi stanam me dada Ambike /114/
$rutva vakyam tato devyam sadhakasya susobhanam /

ehi ehi mahasattva stana me piba putraka{h} /115/

tvam muktva tu mahasattva{h} ko nyo putratvam arhati /
parisvajya tato viram stanam dadami sadhaka{h} /116/

evam krtvapi vai devi -m- amgtam sadhakottamah /

savyasavyam tato pitva sarvajnio bhavate ksanat /120/ (ksanam MS)

bhairavo ['Jtha svayam saksa guhyakanam prabhufr] bhavet / (prabhu MS unmetr.)
(Superfluous Visargas are printed in between curly braces. Square brackets indicate editorial
additions. Comments, variants are given in parentheses. A hiatus-filling m is printed as -m-.)

21 Sraddha: bhaavam, sulae pulitam bhaanam [= bhagavan, suraya paritam bhajanam]
Kapalikah (pitva, Sesam bhiksuksapanakayor arpayati):
tdam pavitram amrtam piyatam bhavabhesajam /
pasupasasamucchedakaranam Bhairavoditam // 20 //

22 Kapali: priye! pasya pasya / esa surapano yajiavatavibhatim anukaroti / atra hi dhva-
jastambho yupah, sura somah, Saunda rtvijah, casakas camasah, Sulyamamsaprabhrtaya
upadamsa havirvisesah, mattavacanani yajumss, gitani samans, udankah sruvah, tarso ’gnih,
surapanadhipatir yajamanah /



Nobody would assume from this passage that the Kapalikas were Soma
sacrificers—the comic effect intended is quite evident. It is nevertheless inter-
esting that once again, the Kapalikas are presented as having a special nectar of
their own, whether it is called amrta or Soma, and that the ritual significance
of this nectar may be, it seems, comparable to that of Soma in vedic ritual.

7. Inventors of a New Nectar (soma/amrta)? Or Simply the
Best?

From the passages looked at here, no firm conclusion can be drawn as to why the
Kapalikas included the word Soma in their initiation names and what exactly
they meant by the teaching of or about Soma. The most evident reason is found
in the Junwani copper plate inscription, which associates the Soma name with
the name of their alleged founder, Somasarman. It is, nevertheless, possible that
Kapalikas identified Somasarman as their founder only retrospectively and that
this derivation of Soma from Somasarman is secondary.

Conveniently, Soma as a proper name is also one of Siva’s names, although
it does not necessary imply that he is accompanied by Uma (sa-uma). Soma is
probably used metaphorically for Siva, just as it is used for other gods such as
Visnu. In any case, somasiddhanta then could also simply mean ‘Siva’s doctrine’.
However, as a rather generic appellation of the god’s teaching, it seems unlikely
to designate the Kapalika doctrine in particular.

Soma, meaning moon and more particularly, the nectar of immortality the
moon is supposed to contain, is another possible explanation. Various kinds of
nectar (amrta/Soma), whether it is alcohol or the essences of the human body,
appear to be in the focus of attention in Kapalika rituals. In particular the
vital essences were considered to have an invigorating effect that provided the
Kapalikas with magic power they were apparently famous for. Concoctions of the
vital essances were probably thought to bestow omniscience and Bhairavahood.
Whether it was really this nectar or these nectars that were at the origin of the
name Soma is impossible to tell; but whatever is the case, the bodily nectar of
the vital essences was most probably a crucial element of Kapalika doctrine and
practice.?3

Given this rather wide range of possibilities, the Kapalikas themselves may
have intended to use the natural polysemy of the word Soma, although it is less
likely that such polysemy was intended from the very beginning.

Finally, to add one more possible interpretation: Soma at the end of a com-
pound can also mean ‘the chief, the best’. In this sense, one could understand
the Kapalika names to imply that they considered themselves simply the best
Saivas around.

23This may not be sufficient to explain what was meant by their ‘doctrine of/about Soma,’
but such ‘doctrine’ was not necessarily some abstract theory. The word siddhanta may be used
in the sense of ‘teaching’ rather than ‘philosophy’ or ‘philosophical conclusion’.
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