
Chapter - I 

HISTORY AND SCOPE OF 
TANTRIC LITERATURE 

It is a widely accepted fact that every major religion of the 

world has a Founder, a Scripture and a Church. Hinduism is a solitary 

exception to this general pattern. It doesn't have a specific point of 

instruction or a single place of worship. Yet it has seen great 

religious leaders, great books and great movements. Although the 

Vedas have been widely recognized as basic scriptures by most of 

the sects, cults and groupsof Hinduism, a number of other religious 

and philosophical works have also occupied cordial positions in 

its cults and sects. It is for this reason that Paul Bowen, the western 

scholar, called Hinduism a 'worid religion'^ Among the many priest, 

and atheist, streams of philosophy that flourished in ancient India, the 

Tantric thoughts, traditions and the literature thereon occupy a prominent 

place. 

Tantra -A Brief History 

Two distinct and independent systems of worship Vedic and 

Non-Vedic had existed in parallel in ancient India. Kallukabhatta, the 

first scholar to give an exhaustive interpretation to Manusmrti, divided 
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traditional Indian thoughts into two branches, Vedic and TantnV. 

Matriarchy, which was the accepted norm in ancient and original 

Dravidlan clans and tribes, naturally gave a prominent status for women. 

To them, the productive women and fertile land were reflective of one 

and the same power of the divine. The followers of Veda, especially 

Arya Brahmins, did not attach much importance to agriculture and 

hence, they never encouraged cultivation of land. Out often thousand 

four hundred and sixty-four verses which constitute the l^gveda, there 

is reference to agriculture in only twenty-five verses. Of these twenty-

five, twenty-two Slokas are confined to Uttarakanda. When settled 

agriculture began, women took the role of preparing and providing food 

and other essential commodities for the community.^ As agriculture 

was the main activity involving women, they began to take active interest 

in Mantric rites associated with agriculture. Primitive man believed that 

a congenial climate and plentyful harvest could be guaranteed if 

agricultural activities like-sowing of seeds, and harvesting were 

accompanied by chanting of Mantras to propitiate the powers of nature. 

But the Vedics, who did not give importance to agriculture, gave a 

subservient role to women in Vedic rites and traditions in general. It is 

no wonder that the Aryan society assigned an inferior status to women, 

as it was male-dominated, coming as they did as nomads, conquering 

the native tribes through their superior might and establishing the Vedic 

tradition in the conquered lands. 



The Vedics who created a male - centred society, therefore, 

saw nature in the form of man (Purusa) and tried to conquer nature 

through the practice of IVIantric rites. Women - centred communities, 

on the other hand, saw universe in the form of women or Devi, and 

attempted to dominate nature in their own way. It may be mentioned in 

this context that women were appointed priests and chief priests in 

temples in ancient Rome and Greece.'* At the same time, both groups, 

held the common belief that the external universe possessed similar 

feelings and emotions of their own, and hence, it could be influenced 

and altered to do their bidding through mental and spiritual powers. 

It can be safely assumed that the Indus Valtey civilization 

gave a prominent and well -disserved status for women and it was 

T§ntric in nature. Worship of goddesses may be extremely ancient in 

South Asia. Female figurines of backed clay have been found in the 

North-West at Mergarh and Sherikhan Tarakai, dated to the sixth or 

fifth millennium, and terracotta figurines have been found at Mohenjo-

Daro (c.2500-2000 BC), the major city of the Indus Valley civilization.^ 

As indicated earlier, the woman was controlled to ensure the 

continuity of the population as she was integrally connected with 

agricultural activities and the production and nourishment of the 

progenies. Hence, she presided over the religious rites; known as 

Bhairavis or Yogins, they practised and perpetuated Tantra vidya as a 



ritual tradition. ThatTantra vidya is also known as 'Vamacara'̂  probably 

due to its feminine connection^ Until male descendants (patriarchy) 

and male dominants found general acceptance, Tantras and 

accompanying Vidhis continued to be accepted by the people as a 

whole. With the ascendancy of Brahmanism, the followers of Tantra 

were reduced to the status of a minority. It is a fact that from time 

Immemorial the lantric movements were very much in existence. But 

many western scholars and their followers do not concur with this view. 

Age of Tantra 

According to Winternitz, there is no mention of Tantra even 

In the last part of the Mahabharata and hence Tantra Is post -

Mahabharata In origin. It may be pointed out that the Dravldlan Siddha, 

Tirumullar, who lived in the 2"'' cy A.D., refers in his works to 

Saivagamas and hence, Saivagamas were prior to the 2"<* cy. Winternitz 

and others further hold that 'Ahirbudhnisamhita' was the oldest among 

the Vaisnava sartihitas and that it dates back to the 4*̂  cy. And over the 

centuries since then, certain Vaisnava Tantras came to be evolved. 

Sakta Tantras which form part of the Tantric system were comparatively 

modern, having their origin in the 12'̂ ^ cy. A.D. Several Tantric texts 

belonging to this class continued to be written until the 18**' cy., 

according to several scholars. But E.V. Raman Nambootiri, who wrote 

an Intro, to Cennas Nambootiri's Tantra Samuccaya, is totally opposed 



to all the above views on the origin of Tantra, and is of the firm opinion 

that Tantra is of very ancient origin. According to him, there is a pointed 

reference to Tantra in the context of performance of 'Vidya samuddeda' 

in the 'Rajadharma prakarana' forming part of the Santi parva of the 

Mahabharata, which is proof enough to its pre - Mahabh^rata origin.^ 

There is sufficient evidence to the popularity of Tantric rites 

not only during the period of the Mahabharata but also the Ramayana 

too. The 'Nikurtibhila homa vidhi' handed down to Indrajlth by Sukracarya 

for use only In an exigency and made use of by Indrajit with desired 

results, is a case in point. This is referred to in the 85'" Sarga of 

Yuddhakanda of ValmTki Ramayana and in the 25"^ Sarga of 

Uttarakanda. There Is mention of how Sukracarya made Indrajit to 

perform several YajRas. Among them was the Vaisnavite Gomedhayaga 

and a Yajna belonging to the Mahesvara genre. From this, it is clear 

that even during the period of the Ramayana, Tantra was practised for 

abhTsthasiddhi. It is apt to recall in this context the well known adage 

that the Mahabharata contains everything that is found in the world 

and that one cannot find anything in the world that finds no mention in 

the Mahabharata. This points to the all-inclusive (past, present & future), 

comprehensive nature of the MahBbharata. 

Above all, excavated findings from the sites of the Indus Valley 

civilization- Harappa & Mohan-ja-daro- clearly place Tantra back to 



5000 years. B.C. (some scholars now maintain that It could be even 

10,000 years. B.C.). One of the Important aspects of these highly 

developed and urban cultures was the representations of ideas and 

pictures known in modern historical parlance as hieroglyphics.̂  The 

second volume of the book 'Rgvedic Culture of the pre- Historic Indus' 

also provides very valuable information on Tantra which is especially 

relevant for a student of Tantra sastra.̂ ° Whether pre-or post vedic, 

there is no doubt that Tantra is of very ancient origin. If we accept the 

assumption that the Vedas were so ancient that their exact date is 

indeterminable, the ancient origin of Tantra becomes all the more 

possible. Certain other scholars assign contemporary status to Tantra 

with the Vedas, on the strength of Tantric elements found in Atharva 

veda. It is again due to the pictorial Tantric represenations in Tantra 

that Sankarananda Swamy places Tantra as post- vedic; 

The relation between Tantric idols and Vedic deities; the 

concept of 'Urdhvamulasvaddhabrahma' referred to in Upanisad and 

GTta which got evolved as Yupa in YSgnikakhandas, and as temples 

and ̂ ivaliiigas In Tantras; the Prakaras, Sadcakras and Yantras in Tantric 

tradition which are a gradually evolved version of Tantra's vedic origin, 

are but a few of the items of information from 'Rgvedic Culture of the 

Pre-historic Indus'."^^ 
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Tantra - Its meaning and importance - A brief study 

The nomenclature of Tantra, does not confine itself to a single 

meaning. In fact, it denotes several things. It can be, among others, a 

technique, a method, a system of thought, a set of practices, or a collection 

of books. It appears that the word takes its original meaning from the 

loom used by the weavers, ^̂  the strings or fibres (Tantus) which was 

central to the profession of weaving. Thus in a sense it is a vocation -

derived word. In the collection of written or spoken texts pertaining to the 

Vedic period, too, Tantra, is the loom on which the threads are 'spread 

out' or 'extended'. It also stands for the pattern or design that ultimately 

emerged from this spreading or extension. (The same idea finds further 

elaboration hereunder. Tantra in Sanskrit meant loom ; also specifically, 

the warp thread that dresses the loom and gives support to the fabric 

formed by the moving shuttle, in a rug, the individual knots without it, there 

can be no cloth). It may also refer to the cord used for stringing beads to 

make a necklace, a rosary, mala or garland. Tantrik is the adjectival form 

of Tantra and it has come to mean continuous, in the sense of unbroken. 

There is a teacher-student linkage in Tantra, the learning of the Tantric 

skills is handed down by the teacher to the disciple with a special kind of 

permission which, in Tantric parlance, is called Dlksa.̂ ^ 

In the latter sense, it stood for a book or a chapter of the 

book in which arguments and explanations postulated a theme (as in 
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Sastitantra), stories Illustrated a moral point ( as in Panca Tantra ). 

Originally used to refer to individual manuals, in course of time, Tantra 

represented a whole literature of religious and magical treatises. More 

significantly, Tantra implied the theme of books belonging to this 

category, viz., the act of spreading of, or the process of extension of 

techniques, methods, practices, tricks, etc. The expression 'Tantra' 

thus symbolized skill or competence displayed in perpetuating these 

methods and techniques. D.N. Bose and Hiralal Haldon add that the 

meaning of the term 'Tantra' includes the rules and regulations of a 

system or an administrative code.̂ * 

An early use of the word 'Tantra', in a non- magical context, 

is found in the Ayurvedic system where the word means 'the body' and 

the word 'Yantra' denotes the machinery of the body. The body is an 

interdependent collection of organs (Artgas), an organization offerees 

(Dhatus, Dosas and Malas), and a pattern of living. In its extended 

sense, 'Yantra' means a geometrical pattern, a synthesis of lines and 

'seed-letters' (BTjaksaras). A comprehensive representation of'mantra', 

likewise is an organization of sound systems such as letters and words 

with some uncommon power of potency which assumes the role of a 

magical formula. Thus, technically speaking, Tantra is a process of 

relating the unusual patterns (Yantra) with the mystical and mental 

formulae (Mantra). Common and basic to both patterns and formulae 
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is the belief that the human body is the ground where they operate with 

efficacy. Yantras are merely extensions or externalizations of the lines 

offerees conceived as working within the individual; and Mantras are 

in the nature of concretisations or formallsations of the vibrations 

occurring within the individual. Tantra, therefore, refers to the common 

fields wherein these forces and vibrations are at work viz., the body.̂ ^ 

Ajitagama gives the following definition to Tantra 'tanoti vipulanarthan'.'^^ 

The most authentic Malayalam lexicon attributes several 

meanings to the word 'Tantra' as also to 'Tantri'^^. The plethora of 

meanings and definitions bear testimony to the spread and depth of 

Tantra and naturally most of the major works on Tantra incorporate 

such wide details as are found in an encyclopedia.^^ 

Monier Williams considers Tantra as a class of "works teaching 

magical and mystical formulae, mostly in the form of dialogues between 

^iva and Durga and set to treat of five subjects - 1. The creation, 2. 

Destruction of the world, 3. The worship of the Gods, 4. The attainment 

of all subjects especially of six super human faculties, and 5. Four 

modes of union with the supreme spirit by meditation." 

The Tantric text Piiigalamata defines Tantra thus -

c f ^ WR^ tet d-^n^cst fcr ;̂|£rT'|19 
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Tantric texts proclaim the origin and significance of Tantra as 

Thus, according to Tantra ^astra, there are 36 srsti tattvas 

* • • 

(creative principles). In the creation of the universe the first was the 

sound and then evolved its meaning. Sound is Brahma which identifies 

itself with 'Parasakti'. It naturally follows that it is from Parasakti 

(supreme power) that everything springs. The sound is light and its 

meaning Is the display of light (Prakalyam). Sabda and Artha are one 

and the same as Prakrti and Purusa.2° It is this very sound which 

comes from kundalini in the form of waves of 'Sphulingas' like 'Para', 

Pa^yanfT and 'Madhyama' stages and emerging through the 'Jihva'as 

'VaikharTin different modes as Mantras, words, sentences (Vacaka), 

poems and the like.̂ ^ 

Visnu Samhita has attempted to give the etymology of the 

term 'Tantra' as follows : 

^ cToR^ c l -^d cppf̂ TTT M R ^ J 3 ^ I 

5?McfcT Wm ^^m cTSfT ^-^if^ciicKiddll'ss 

Tantric texts generally give only the explanations and 

definitions of the word 'Tantra'. As an exception, '§abdarthacintamani' 
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provides a very exhaustive and detailed definition of the word Tantra, 

thus: 

vdcMRira|t|Mi xT cT̂ iXTTt, ctjeM>Hf*5ld 11 

m ^ vHftfcm ^ y F T R s Z T H ^ xTll 

MedinTkoia, ranked among reputed Sabdako4as, attributes 

different meanings to the word 'Tantra': 

^ [ f c R m m ^ , t c T T - ^ J T ^ M i f l v ^ ^ r ' " 

The Kamikagama of the southern school of 6aivism, 

Saivasiddhanta, says: 

'cTTrfcT fclJefPT 3Tarf^ dr tH '^>HHpld* | 

c>||uM ^ ^ ^ZTWm c P ^ f t e r f M ^ i ' ' 

While explaining the Laksanas of Mahatantras, 

Aghorasivacarya in Tattvaprakasika explains the meaning of Tantra, thus: 
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Tantra is generally deemed to be that which helps to realize 

the desires of the Sadhaka and that which protects people from fear. It 

has an authority on a par with the puranas since it traces its origin to 

the Vedas, or with Smrtis like Manusmrti, since it is as trustworthy as 

the words of a reliable person. The term Tantra' is said to be derived 

from the root 'tanu' meaning 'to expand' or 'to perform. ^̂  

A very wide and general view of Tantra treats it as a class of 

Hindu or Buddhist religious literature written in Sanskrit and concerned 

with powerful ritual acts of body, speech and mind.̂ ^ The word 'Tantra' 

is derived from the combination of two words 'Tattva' and 'Mantra', 

Tattva means the science of cosmic principles and Mantra referring to 

the science of mystic sound and vibrations. Tantra, therefore, is the 

application of cosmic sciences with a view to attaining spiritual 

ascendancy. In another sense, Tantra means the scripture by which 

the light of knowledge is spread ; 'tanyate vistaryatejnanan anena iti 

tantra'.^^ While accepting that Tantra is too wide and comprehensive 

a concept to have any numbers of definitions and meanings, its real 

meaning, perhaps, is lost in antiquity. According to some, it traces its 

origin from the Sanskrit or Hindi word for fabric or tapestry, meaning 

that it is woven into one's life. Some others, say that it comes from two 

Sanskrit words, 'tanoti' and 'trayate' - 'tanoti' means to expand 

consciousness and 'trayate' means to liberate consciousness. In other 
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words, Tantra is said to expand and liberate consciousness. While 

being the highest possible synthesis between love and meditation, Tantra 

is also the connection between the third dimension and other planes of 

existence beyond mere materiality. Although it is not a religious 

philosophy, Tantra encompasses a deep spiritual understanding of life 

and is an ancient art of living in harmony with existence.^° 

Tantra, because of its inherent intricacy, inscrutability and 

hidden, mystical and occult nature, is considered esoteric, or something 

that can be understood by a learned few. Very often we find injunctions 

in Tantric texts against divulging knowledge to non - initiates or warnings 

to the effect that if one attempts to apply the techniques without having 

received initiation (DTksa), dire consequences will follow. Tantra, 

therefore, pre-supposes an authentic guru for the successful 

understanding and practice of its principles by the disciple.̂ ^ Although 

thelantric texts give manifold meanings and definitions to Tantra, they 

commonly give importance to its ultimate aim which is none other than 

total submission and devotion to God. This ancient branch of scientific 

knowledge, enriched and embellished by abundant wealth of principles 

and Mantras, is said to provide ultimate salvation - 'jani- mrti-moksa' -

to those Sadhakas who strictly adhere to its stated principles. The above 

idea finds its clearest expression in the following lines in 

'Isana^ivagurudevapaddhatP. 
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For the fulfilment of the Tantric dictum ' f ^ ^ c ^ n %cf zr^?T' I 

must be perfect harmonization of Jnana, Yoga, Kriya and Carya. A 

happy blending of the above four factors is said to bring about a state 

of being where the Sadhaka, without being aware of it, attains a divine 

existence. In other words, he identifies himself with the divine. This is 

what is implicit in the worship of Devatas and Ksetraradhana in general. 

Here we find the revelation of the CaturmaHavakyas-aham brahmasmi; 

tattvamasi; ayamatma brahma; prajnanam /)ra/7ma -which constitute 

the very essence of Indian thought. 

Tantra - Vedic or Non - Vedic 

There existed a lot of controversy among scholars of yore 

regarding the Vedic or non-vedic origin and nature of Tantra. The 

controversy has apparently subsided now with the near unanimity among 

scholars that Tantra is both Vedic and non-vedic in origin, nature and 

content. The observations made by Monier Williams in his book 

'Religious Thought and Life in India' have held the attention of the 

followers of the Avaidikasiddhanta}^ However in the Vaisnavit system 

of worship, in Saivagamas and in the Saktik forms of worship, the Veda 

suktas and Veda mantras are used extensively. This can be taken as 

proof to the predominance of Veda in Tantric rites. But the Tantric 

texts by themselves claim superiority over the Vedas. For eg: 
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(MahSnirvanatantra 2"" ullasa) 

It may be pointed out that the above view has not been 

accepted by all. The pro-vaidiks, on the other hand, refer to the chapter 

'Margapramanyavarnana' in the Yajnavaibhavakhanda of Sutasarfihita 

According to the above.all Tattvas and Siddhantas are of divine 

origin and they are passed on to the successive generations through 

tradition and practices and that each one has its own importance and 

prominence. Being of divine origin they should not be subjected to the 

scrutiny of reason or rationality. Yet, at the same time, they hold the 

supreme importance and predominance of the Vedic path. They further 

claim that there is nothing unattainable to the real followers of the Vedic 

marga and strictly prescribe other paths which are in fact meant for 

those with inferior intellect, incapable of understanding and assimilating 

the most exalted and omni-giving nature of the Vedas. It is this very 

Idea, that is reiterated most exquisitely by Madhusudanasaraswati in 

his book 'Prasthanabheda'. 

The authorities in whom vests the right to perform Tantra have 

been clearly defined by Brahmananda Bharati in his reputed work 

'Purusartha prabodham' wherein they have been classified into four, 

viz., Suddha vaidikas, Tantrika vaidikas, Buddha tantriks and Vaidik 
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tantriks. The qualities to be possessed and the qualifications to be 

attained by one to be a suitable and merited member of each one of 

these groups are also specified in the book along with the authoritative 

texts to be followed by each. But in Sutasamhita there is only passing 

mention that Avaidiks (non-vaidiks) arelantric authorities. 

Although the word Tantra' finds mention in the Rgveda, 

Yajurveda and Atharvaveda, they are not meant in the sense in which it 

is understood at present, but denote weaving of Tantus in war and weft 

(woof) to make clothes and rugs. In Sama veda, there is not even a 

single mention of the word 'Tantra'. A close scrutiny of Tantric texts 

reveals the presence of several Mantras in them. Scholars have opined 

that there are elements of Tantra to be found In the Atharva veda, the 

Brahmanas and the Upanisads. "Some essential traits of Tantras can 

be found as far back as in the Atharva veda as well as in the Brahmanas 

and Upanisads".^ 

The illustrious Tantric scholar, Madhavji, in his work 

'Ksetracaitanya Rahasya', provides evidence to the evolution of Tantra 

from Vedic rites of worship, to establish the Vedic origin of Ta"ntric 

rites. According to him, the chanting of mantras like Om vasat, 

vousat, svaha, etc., which were an integral part of Vedic rites, later 

came to be used in Tantric rites. Madhavji presents clear proofs to his 

conclusions.̂ ^ 
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Kullukabhatta's gloss on Visnu purana states that Veda and 

Tantra are the two main streams of Indian thought. Agama Tantra tradition 

is considered authentic and as important as the Vedic tradition. These 

two traditions have divergent view-points regarding some details like 

God, the relation between God and man, the path to salvation and the 

ways of worship. The Vedic conception of God is that of an omniscient, 

omnipotent and formless entity manifesting itself in natural forces and 

natural phenomena, whereas the Agama represents God as a personal 

deity with recognizable form and characteristic attributes.̂ ^ 

Yet another view of Tantra, Vedic or non Vedic, runs thus. 

Corresponding to the Sartiskaras prevalent among {he followers of the 

Vedic tradition, there were Sartiskaras meant for Tantric practitioners. 

There were fire sacrifices (Yajnas) incorporated into the Tantric worship. 

Jayakhyasaffihita prescribes the last rite (Antyesti) and Vatula-tantra 

enjoins expiation ceremonies (PrayaScitta) on Vedic lines. Some Tantras 

claim that they originated from the Vedas; NarayariTya Tantra argues 

that the Vedas themselves were derived from Tantric sources : 

Rgveda from Rudra - Yamala 

Yajurveda from Visnu - Yamala, 

Samaveda from Brahma - Yarnaja and 

yAf̂ a/va\/ec/a from Sakti - Yamala. ^̂  
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Debiprasad Chatopadhyaya traces the connection of Tantra 

to Lokayata on the strength of which he claims that the Tantric tradition 

was non-VedIc and was much older than that of the Vedas.̂ ^ According 

to John Wooddroffe alias Arthur Avalon, the Tantra ^astra is a later 

development of Vaidika karma.̂ ^ 

There is a school of thought which holds that in the 

authoritative Vaisnavite, Saivite and Saktik texts that emerged since 

the beginning of the Tantric movement till the 16th and 17'" cy and the 

Kriyavidhis and Homavidhis and Mantras that they embody, one can 

discern the vehement impact of vedic mantras, both explicit and implicit. 

There is hardly any reason to dispute the above averment. Some 

scholars go even to the extent of stating that Tantric rites acquired 

refinement under Vedic influence. It has to be admitted that anything 

that is refined must have had its primitive or rudimentary beginning, 

and Tantra certainly had it, as is evidenced by the Paffca 'ma' kara 

system. What can be inferred from this arguments and counter­

arguments is that both Tantric and Vedic traditions had strongly and 

paralleley developed and coexisted and in course of time there must 

have been a gradual diminution of the power and importance of Vedic 

cult and culture and a corresponding enhancement of Tantra until it 

reached its peak, resulting in many Vaidiks adopting and embracing 

Tantric cults after incorporating certain Vaidik elements into it. When 
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two very highly developed and refined intellectual streams exist side by 

side there is always bound to be conflicting claims regarding their 

relative superiority. But these disputes and claims have no more value 

than the age-old question whether the seed preceded the tree or vice-

versa. Although the present controversy is not as fierce, the heat of 

claims of superiority among some Vaidiks In certain places doesn't 

seem to cool down despite the passage of time. However, at the present 

point of time, there appears a lot of confusion and ambiguity among 

priests of either pursuit as to what exactly their philosophy symbolizes 

or epitomizes.'*" 

Pramanas of Tantra 

Every Indian traditional philosophy or school of thought, be it 

thelst or atheist, had its own distinct Pramanas and Pramakaras. From 

Cirvaka, considered to be the most ancient, to the Pouraniks had 8 

Prama^nas and 8 Pramakaras which form their theoretical foundation. 

They are 1. Pratyaksa, 2. Anumana, 3. Sabda, 4. Upamana, 5. 

Arthapatti, 6. Anupalabdhi (Abhava), 7. Sarhbhava, 8, AitThya. The 

specific Pramanas meant for each school of thought is authoritatively 

put forth in san/a/r7afasangfra/7a thus: 

3Tsrfq?^ >Ĥ dif̂  rRcrRi% vmcfy^ 
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Melputtur Narayanabhatta has expressed the same idea in 

Manameyodaya: 

^ 1 ^ , Ml>:ifi^|cbl>M><icbHf^cif^ 

There is no mention of Tantric Pramanas in any of the 

Pramanic (authoritative) stipulations shown above.But the Tantrics have, 

nevertheless, accepted and adopted the eight Pramanas and 

Pramakaras in toto and added one of thier own, called 'Cestha',the 

proof of which can be found in the following statement. 

t f̂TF VJHJUlltdcb ^ -

'Cestha', as the very word signifies, is about gestures and 

gesticulations shown while performing the Tantric rites.No school of 

thought questioned the propriety or relevance of this addition. Although 

the Madhvas who are Dvaltiks, and Ramanujas who adhere 

toVisisthadvaita, both having Tantric inclination, have not accepted the 

9'̂  Pramana. 

24 



Tantric elements in other Sastras 

The essence of Tantric principles is not confined exclusively 

to Tantric texts. It will not be an exaggeration to say that Tantric ideas 

permeate into every branch of ancient knowledge and thought. Elements 

of Tantra can be traced in Atharva veda, Upanisads and the Puranas. 

Strong influences of Tantra are evident in Jyotlsa, Sllpasastra, Nrtta-

Gfta-Vadya, Ayurveda, Itihasa Puranas and Buddhism, Oarsanas like 

Sahkhya and Yoga. 

Tantra and Jyotisa 

Tantra plays an important role in Jyotlsa and vice versa. 

SarSvali and Pratnamarga are the two texts that exemplify the different 

ways in which Tantric rites are incorporated into Jyotlsa. The most 

auspicious time for such important Tantrit rites as Mantradiksa (initiation), 

Devaprasna, Pratistha (installation), Utsava (festival), JfrnoddhSra 

(renovetlon), Pariharas (expiatory rites)> feilanyasa (laying of foundation 

of temples) etc, is fixed as per Jyotisa sastra for their successful 

completion and attainment of their desired results. Similarly, most of the 

Grahadosa nivarana kriyas (expiation rites) for individuals suggested by 

astrologers are Tantric and Mantric in nature. There are several extand 

astrological texts and their modern commentaries that provide extensive 

details on which specific Tantric rites please and propitiate which 

particular god and goddess, for the granting of specific wishes 
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of the persons concerned. But it may be noted in the present context 

that while both remain mutually complementary, there appears to be 

wider popular acceptance for Jyotisa than for Tanti 

§ilpa sastra and Tantra 

Temple architecture and idol making (Bimba nirmana) are 

integrally connected with Tantra "sastra. Such authentic texts as 

PrayogamanjarF, U^naSivagurudevapaddhati, Tantra samuccaya 

SilpadhSga, NrttarahgajfrnoddhSm of Kuzhikkattu Bhattatirl, 

Narttanarahgavivarana vySkhya (anonymous), Narttanarahga 

JiYnoddhara krama (anonymous) etc. provide exhaustive and intricate 

details on Silpa§astra and Vastuvidya. Similarly, the Silpasastra texts 

like Mayamata, tilparatna, Devalayacandrika give details on Tantric 

rites. All these go to show the intercomplimentary aspects of Tantra, 

Silpasastra and Vastu vidya. 

Ayurveda and Tantra 

A close scrutiny of Ayurveda brings out the fact that Tantra 

and Tantric principles and rites are implicitly and sometimes explicitly 

present in It. There is very close rese:mblance between Tantra and 

Ayurveda in that both accept Pancabhtita and other Tattvas. the relation 

between the body and the mind in similar ways. Mantric and Tantric 

methods of treatment are employed in bSlacikitsa (kasyapa samhita), 

visacikitsa, jvara cikitsa, etc. The prescriptions for the treatment of a 
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wide variety of ailments especially for GrahapTtha, Bhutab'adha etc. 

given in the Mantra pada {ISGP) is ample proof to the above. There is 

the strong influence of Tantra and Tantric rites in such authentic 

Ayurvedic works as Su^ruta samhita, Carakasarhhita, Astjlahgahrdaya 

etc. IVIoreover, in Kalaiavidhis and Homavidhis, for deities too, there 

is special importance given to Ousadhakala^a and medicinal herbs as 

Homadravyas. These medicines and Homadravyas are the ones used 

In Ayurvedic medicines too, eg., Dravyas for Sahasra kalasa, 

Madhuparka, Pancagavya etc. The western scholar A.S. Gaddon Is of 

the opinion that one-third of Hindu religious rites and half of the 

medicines have been borrowed from Tantrics.'*'* 

It can seen from the stanza quoted below from Smrti that 

elements of Tantra are present in Smritis too. 

Tdntric Elements in Nrtta-Gita - Vadya 

The 'cesfas'or 'mudras'which play the most important role in 

Tantric rites have an equal importance in Natya sastra. Both in Tantra 

and in Natya, the gestures and gesticulations during performance are 

accompanied by music and musical instruments. What is important to 

be noted here is that both follow a definite rhythm. The mudras in 

Natya and Tantra display wonderful resemblance to one another. Just 
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as mudras in Tantra are significant, so is Arigikibhinaya in Natya. In 

the Prasanna puja vidhis as per the tantric acaras (daksinacaras) for 

Devatas, nrtta-gJta-vadya trayas have a very prominent role. In times 

of yore, different forms of dance in accordance with Nrttavidhis were 

actually performed (eg. Devadasi nrtta, Dasiyattam, Titaffipattam, 

Teyyam, etc.) in temples as part o\ pujavidhis. Now they are performed 

in sankalpa and not in actuality. 

Gltam and Vadyarti continue even in the present day as integral 

parts of temple worship. Sopana sahgTta, Ast^apadis, Pulluvanpattu, 

Cintupattu etc. are examples of Gltam; and Idakka, Timila (pani), Raja 

vadya or Nagasvara, Centa etc. are examples of Vadya (percussion 

instruments specific for each Devata). In addition, one can trace Tantric 

elements in the works of great Carnatic composers - cum - musicians, 

Muthuswamy Deeksltar, Syamasastri and others. In the light of the above, 

it will not be an exaggeration to say that Tantra has played a major role in 

the perpetuation of many traditional art forms, eg. mural paintings had 

originated from Tantric diagrams and graphic representations. 

Itihasa^^uranas and Tantra 

Critics are of the opinion that the Ramayana is thefantrlc 

version of the story of SrTRama. There are elements of Tantra in the 

Mahabharata and puranas like Visnu dharmottara Parana (VDP), 

DevTmahatmya, Bhagavatapurana, DevTbhagavata, Skandapurana, 
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Agnipurana and Sivapurana. Scholars have identified several lantric 

elements in such great literary landmarks as NaisadhTya carita by 

Sriharsa and works of Kalidasa, Sankaracarya etc. Pratyabhijna-

darsana of Abhinavagupta dealing exclusively with Tantric philosophy 

is accepted as a classic literary work. 

Sahkhya-Yoga and Tantra 

The philosophy of Tantra has evolved from Safikya-yoga 

systems, in respect of Its 25 principles to which Tantra has added 11 of 

its own to constitute 36 principles as obtained now. The added or̂ es 

are Niyati, Kala, Riga, VIdya, Kala, Maya, Suddhavidya, Isvara, 

Sadasiva, Sakti and Siva'* .̂ For the Siva (Rudra) and Sakti concepts, 

Tantra is indebted to the Upanisads, Sveta2svataropanisad and 

Mahanarayopanisad. To explain it further as grammar to a language, it 

appears that as a philosophic explanation or interpretation to Tantrlka 

vidya, Sahkhya siddhanta was propounded by Kapila maharsi. The 

Sahkhyas explained away the creation of the universe as the product 

of evolution of natural energy. In this context, it may be noted that 

Svetasvataropanisad, believed to have been written in 3"* century B.C, 

assigns primacy to the forces of nature and gives only secondary 

importance to Purusa. The 25 Safikhya principles and the 25Tantric 

principles also closely resemble one another, and it is the added 11 

which stand distinct from the others. 
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In both Yogavidya and Tantravidya, the fundamental aim is 

the activisation of kundalini power through consistent Abhyasas 

(practice) and Upasanas. Moreover, during the Upasanas performed 

by a Tantrik, many of the Yogacaryas like Asana, Pranayama 

(Kumbhaka, Recaka etc.) play a major role. This being so, the close 

connection between Yoga and Tantra is a fait accompli. 

A minute examination of Nyaya, Vaidesika, Vedanta, Advaita-

darsanas, Vyakarana sastra and Sabda sastra reveals the fact that 

they have very close links with the principles and practices of Tantra 

sastra. 

Similarly, there is inseparable relation between Tantra sastra 

and Matrka varnamilas in that the Nyasakriya In Tantra and their Mantras 

are systematically arranged in DTrgha and Hrasva syllables. Another 

notable feature is the way in which all Mantra^rahasyas are kept 

concealed in /cafapayacf/formula. Just as the dispute between Vaidiks 

and Tantrlks regarding their precedence, the relative antiquity of Tantra 

sastra and Varnamala should serve as food for thought and further 

probing. 

Buddhism and Tantra 

The general assumption is that Tantra has been and is 

practised in the confines of Bharata varsa and is exclusively related to 

30 



the Rsis. A study of Tantra will remain incomplete without a mention of 

the contribution of Buddhists to that branch of ancient knowledge. The 

Buddhists, The Tibetans and The Chinese also practised Tantric rites 

and had a rich tradition of Tantric literature too. The Buddhists have 

written a number of works on Tantra like Manju§nkalpa, 

Tathagataguhyaka, Lalitavistara etc. 

The Buddhists conceived the Buddha and Bodhisattva as male 

deities and a female deity was substituted in the place of Sakti. What 

was conceived as Prakrti-Purusa concept and evolved as Siva and Sakti 

corresponds to Prajna and Upaya in Buddhism. It is due to the Tantric 

influence, we may infer, that the idols of Jainayaksinis like Jvalamalini, 

Padmavati and Ambika had been installed and worshipped in temples. 

The Taoists of China, through hard physical training and practice and 

mental discipline had imbibed Yoga vidya and Tantra vidya, the remnants 

of which are evident in the different regions of China. 

Tantra sastra permeates virtually every branch of Indian 

knowledge and thought from the SrutI, Smrti, Upanisads, Puranas, 
• • • 

Itihasas, Sarikhya, Yogadarsanas, Buddhism, Traditional arts. Literature, 

etc. The list is too long to enumerate. 

Tantra in Christianity and Islam 

Certain elements of Tantra are visible in Christianity, especially 
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in the Catholic sect. IVIany of the gestures during performance of prayers 

in the church conducted by Catholic priests bear wonderful resemblance 

to the gestures shown duringTantric religious rites. The Catholic church, 

rich with the experience of ages and clothed in splendour, has 

introduced Japa, Mantras, Dhupa, Acamana, Vadya, Veena, bell, 

flowers, etc., in Its method of worship. '*̂  In this context, it would be 

apt to recall the fabled magician priest of Kerala, Kadamattathukattanar, 

whose magic exploits have been beautifully recorded by Kottarattil 

Sahkunni in his renowned work Aithihyamala. The author also refers 

in it to what is called the Kadamattattu sampradayarfi (Kadamattom 

tradition) of magic'*̂ . It needs mention here that magic is one of the 64 

branches of Tantra and Kadamattattu Kattanar must have been familiar 

with Prakrta Tantra in general which made him a past master in magical 

feats. 

Tantric elements are present In traditional Islamic system of 

treatment and healing of diseases, especially mental ailments. 

'Hakkims' using Alantras for the removal of physical as well as mental 

ailments are still active in many parts of India. There are also Muslim 

families which have followed the Tantric tradition for centuries. ^^ 

When we take into account the diverse ways in which Tantra 

and Tantric rites influence every facet of our lives, it would be no 

exaggeration to state that every single act in the life of every individual 
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has some element or other at least remotely connected with Tantra, 

knowingly or unknowingly, and hence its all - pervading nature stands 

uncontested. 

Date of Tantric works 

It is difficult to determine the exact period of origin of Tantric 

texts. Winternitz opines that the written works in Tantra have emerged 

after the Mahabharata period. ^° According to Monier Williams, they 

were written during the 6''' and 7*" C.E. {Indian Wisdom,p.504). 

Benjamin Walker fixes it between 723 C.E. and 1200 C.E. ̂ ^ E.V. Raman 

Namboothiri has tried to establish the origin of the earlyTantric texts in 

the vedic period itself. ^̂  This view appears to be more, balanced and 

hence acceptable. 

The origin of Tantric books in South India 

The Tantric texts are said to have become popular in South 

India during the early 11 *'' century with the advent of iconoclast Muslims 

who created unrest among the Hindu population in the north. One of 

the immediate effects of this unrest was the exodus of the custodians 

of Agama literature to South India and to Kashmir to seek refuge and 

patronage. Muslims did not make an inroad into Kashmir until the late 

12'̂  century and thus the Saivas and Agamas could survive In that part 

of the country till it was overrun by the Muslims. Siddhanta -Agama 

as well as its texts found the conditions in South India congenial to its 
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consolidation. This explains howAgama literature disappeared almost 

entirely from North India. It was nurtured in South India and has, 

therefore, acquired a typical South Indian colour and flavour. The 

feaiva-agamas, which were preserved in Kashmir, lost their temple 

orientation after the domination of that area by the iconoclast Muslims. 

What could survive were only the philosophical portions of the Agama 

literature. Thus, Saiva-agama in the temple context is now found only 

in South India. During the period in question, some of the Agama 

Tantra literature migrated to Nepal, Tibet and adjoining countries. Along 

with the rise of Mahayana Buddhism, the Agama ideology also made its 

impact. ^̂  

The form and subject matter of Tantra 

Perfectly In line with the intellectual intercourses in early times, 

the earlier Tantra texts were also generally in the form of dialogues, the 

difference in Tantra being that it is Instruction and advice. The subject 

Is presented In most of the texts as told by Siva to his consort Parvati 

who asks the former about the performance of the rites related to Tantra 

and the Mantras of the same^. A complete Tantra treatise should consist 

of four parts, called Padas-Jnana-Yoga-Kriya and Carya. The first 

relates to the problem of Tantra - centric philosophy;the second states 

the different disciplines necessary for acquiring union of the self with 

the Divine, and the last two deal with the observances and rites for the 
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same. TheAgama Encyclopedia prescribes the details of the four padas 

that an ideal Agama text should invariably have. ^̂  While the above is 

the ideal division prescribed and postulated for all Agamas, in actuality, 

however, very few Agamas comprise all the four divisions. 

The threefold divisions of Tantra 

Tantra in general falls into three divisions - Visnu Kranta, 

Ratha Kranta and Asva Kranta (see Appendix): Some authority says 

that this division is in fact based on the regions in which the Tantras 

are popular. To each of these three regions, where they remained 

popular, 64 Tantras each are assigned. Sabdakalpadruma quotes the 

verses mentioning the names of these Tantras.̂ ^ According to another 

Tantric text, Saktimahgala Tantra, Visnu kranta extends from Vindhya 

mountains to Cittagong, thus including Bengal. The Rathakranta perverts 

from the same place to MahacTna including Nepal; Asvakranta from the 

same mountain to the great ocean apparently including the rest of India. 

Thus a total of 192 tantras are popular in these regions." 

The seven Tantrika acaras 

There are seven Acaras (Sapta- acaras) recognised in the 

tantras, such as Vedacara, Vaisnavacara, Saivacara, Daksinacara, 

Vamacara, Siddhantacara and Kaulacara. By Vedacara is not meant 

here the practice prescribed in the Vedas. It is a type of Tantrikacara."^ 
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Though the sevenfold practices are recognized in Tantras 

generally, only Daksinacaras and Vamacaras are followed by 

Saktatantrika Sadhakas. It is followers of Tantra in Kerala who mainly 

follow the Daksinacara tradition (Vaidika Tantra). 

Tantra - Subject wise division 

Subjcet-wise, Tantras are broadly divided into Agama, Saitihita 

and Saktatantra, each having its own respective authentic texts.^^ 

Agama 

' 3TT '^ Mo--c|c|cM-Ti 

(Paramasamhita) 

Agamas embody the corpus authoritative of Saivite texts. 

There are altogether 28 texts that are well known. They are 

Kamikagama, Yoga4ama, Cintyagama, Karmagama, Ajitagama, 

Deeptagama, Suksmagama, Sahasragama, Amsumadbhedagama, 

Suprabhedagama, Vijayagama, Nibv^ama, Svayaffibhuvagama, 

Anilagama, Veeragama, Rouravagama, Makutagama, Vimalagama, 

Candranjanagama, Bimbagama, ProdgTtagama, Lalitagama, 

Siddhagama, Santhanagama, Sarvoktagama, Paramesvaragama, 

Kiranagama and Vatulagama. Agama texts, no doubt, extol knowledge 

and prescribe ritualistic actions but they emphasise that without 
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devotion, they are in - effective and become irrelevant. And in Agama 

context, devotion is defined as intense interest in worship and so on 

(pujadisvanuragah bhaktî .̂ ^ 

Nigamas 

In addition to Agamas, there are some texts called Nigamas. 

Here, the topics are narrated by Parvati to Siva. There are several 

compositions which belong to this group. The Agamas and Nigamas 

have their own sub divisions - Upagamas and Upanigamas. 

Sartihita 

(Pouska:2:rasamhita) 

The Sartihitas contain ritualistic details besides other topics 

connected withfantras. These Sarhhitas are a class of texts with a 

wider scope-having 12000 stanzas for each text. As already mentioned, 

they belong to the Vaisnava sect.^°. From the above, it can be inferred 

that a Samhita should have 12000 slokas. The exact number, of such 

Sarhhitas has not yet been determined (See Appendix). 

'Sakta Tantra 

In a very limited sense, the term 'Tantra' denotes the texts of 

Sakta system. The Saktas consider Sakti or the female deity as the 

37 



supreme being. Mahanirvana Tantra and Tantraraja Tantra are examples 

of Sikta Tantra texts. Among the 77 Sakta Agama texts, five are 

^ubhagamas; 64 are Kaujigamas; and 8 are Misragamas. 

Tantras have two classifcations namely, Damaras and Yamalas. 

Damaras 

There are mainly 6 Damara texts, viz., Saiva damara, Yoga 

damara, Sarasvati damara, Brahma damara, Durga damara and 

Gandharva damara. 

Yamalas 

The principal Yamalas are eight in number. They are Rudra 

yamala, Skanda yamala, Brahma yamala, Varuna yamala, Yama 

yamala, Vayu yamala, Kubera yamala and Indra yamala. 

Rahasyas and Sutras 

Tantra also falls itself Into some other classifications like 

Rahasyas and Sutras. The most authoritative and Important Rahasya 

text is Varivasya rahasya of Bhaskaraya. Siva rahasya, Brahma 

rahasya, Visnu rahasya, etc,, are the other texts belonging to the 

Rahasya class and are named after gods. 
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Narada bhakti sutra, Vaikhanasa sutra (Vaisnava); Pasupata 

sutra, Bhutisasana (Saiva), Sakti sutra, Parasurama kalpa sutra 

(Sakta) etc. are some of the sutra texts ^̂  

It may be mentioned here by way of conclusion that almost all 

the texts mentioned above have so many explanations and interpretations 

and commentaries. Moreover, based on each Tantra prasthana, there 

have also been many independent works. Tantra loka by Abhinavagupta, 

Tattva prakasa of Bhoja deva, Vedanta desika's Pancaratra raksa, and 

Varivasyarahasya by Bhaskararaya are but a few of them. 

Paddhati Literatures^ 

Hemachandra defines the term 'Paddhati' as "granthartha 

bodhaka grantha" - a treatise purpoted to explain a text. 

Bhattaramakatha, in his commentary on Sartha 

Trisatikalottara, defines Paddhati, thus: 

^sklcT fb+^u||RtEfPt, ^ q v j t ^ i|$l>ii^lRc|d-

For any scripture, a Paddhati is a text which enables the 

performance of the rituals (of that scripture) along with the Mantras 

(that accompany them) by succinctly arranging in the order of 

performance (I) The instructions explicitily stated but dispersed in 
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various places and (II) whatever these explicit statements imply an 

example is the Yajnasutra in the case of Yajurveda. 

The Saiva literature mentions 18 Paddhatikaras which differing 

in the different sources. 1. Ugrajyoti 2. Sadyojyoti 3. Ramakantha 4. 

Vaidyanatha (Vidyakantha) 5. Narayana (Narayana Kantha) 6. Vibhuti 

Kantha 7. SrTkantha 8. Nilakantha 9. Somasambhu 10. Isanasambhu 

11. Hrdyasambhu 12. Virinci (Brahmasambhu) 13. Vairagyasiva 14. 

Jnanasambhu 15. Trilocana^iva 16. Varunasiva 17. Isanasiva and 18. 

Aghorasarhbhu. 

"Among the development of Saiva literature from the 10̂ *̂  cy. 

onwards we see that Saiva authors produced an array of agama 

commentaries (vrttis), rituals manuals (paddhatis) and. philosophical 

treatises. The corpus of Paddhati texts both ritually and philosophically 

followed in the path set forth by the Saiva agamas. The Paddhati authors 

aspired to write simply, concisely and clearly, and were inspired to set 
# 

forth their system to distinguish the Saiva siddhanta route prominently 

from the many paths prescribed by authors. The Paddhatis had their 
< 

task to clarify the views of the Saiva siddhanta school and to refute the 

wrong views of others"^^. 

Tantra in the modern world 

It is an undeniable fact that the growth and spread of modern 
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education has resulted in a sort of hatred and aversion to Tantra in 

general, due to the queer, covert, secretive and often repulsive rites 

lil<e KumarT puja, Pancamakara systems and certain other 'Gupta' 

tantras employed as part of tantric rituals. Some early western scholars 

and their Indian followers also were against Tantra as a desirable branch 

of knowledge^ .̂ Winternltz in his book, Indian Literature, while 

accusing Vedic literature of being the work of Inferior writers written In 

barbarous and ungrammatlcal Sanskrit, admits that whatever may be 

our opinion of the literary, religious and moral value of the Tantras, 

historians of Indian religion and culture cannot afford to neglect them 

and from the point of view of comparative religion too, they contain 

valuable material̂ ^ 

It was the general and arduous efforts put In by scholars like 

John Woodroff that saved Tantric science from the accusations of 

grossness, grotesqueness and ambiguity. John-Woodroff brought to 

light the real inner meanings of Tantra and reinstated it to its pristine 

glory, thereby restoring the status it richly deserved. 

Although Tantric practices and performance of Tantric rites 

and rituals are in vogue in different parts of India In Its Salva, Valsnava 

and Sakta versions, It Is In South India thatl§ntrlc forms of worship 

endures and strongly too. But It Is worthwhile to note here that the 

Tantrlcs in general sadly lack an in-depth knowledge in the basic tenets 
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of Tantric Tattvas (philosophy and principles) confining themselves to 

its externalities only. 

Tantric tradition in Kerala 

Tantra, in the opinion of concerned authorities, must have 

taken roots in Kerala and has spread almost concomitant with the 

origin of Kerala itself. Two schools of thought about the histpry of 

Kerala support this view. One is 'Abh^yuhika prasthana' and the other 

'Agamika prasthana'. The first is based on the inferences of geologists, 

social scientists, anthropologists and the like. The second has its 

moorings purely on ancient myths, fables, legends and is hence mere 

conjecture. The first school appears grounded on rationality ^^. 

The precise of origin of Tantrism in Kerala are unclear, though 

the tradition may have come from Kashmir.̂ ^ 

Kerala and Para^urama 

In the history of Kerala, in Charitra kavyas (Kerala carita, 

Kerala Mahatyam, Keralo^tti, Keralodaya, Keralavisesaniyama, 

Samskrta Kerala Mahajyam) and the fables and myths connected with 

its supposed reclamation from the sea, the name of Parafeurama stands 

as a character, unique and exclusive to Kerala. 'Parasuramakalpasutra' 

known as the Tantra text of Kerala is fabled to have been the work of 

Lord Parasurama. It is through this most ancientTantric work, the 
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interpretations and commentaries thereon, and the temples of Durga, 

§asta and other gods and goddess said to have been consecrated by 

Parasurama, that we get to l̂ now about the Kerala connection of 

Paraiurama. Moreover it is also believed that the right to perform 

l§ntric rites in the temples consecrated by him has been directly handed 

down to certain Brahmins by Parasurama himself. Such tantries are 

the original legatees of Tantra in Kerala. 

The Tantric origin in Kerala - a i-iistorical perspective 

According to A.Sridhara Menon, the famous historian, there 

were different modes of worship in ancient Kerala, like Naga worship 

and the Pitrupuja, that are Dravidian in origin and he traces the 

construction of most of the temples during the 8^^ cy. A.D. He further 

holds that it is during the period of the Bhakti movement and the revival 

of Hinduism that the present forms of Tantric worship gained prominence 

in Kerala.^^ This may have resulted in the development of different 

modes of Tantric rites and rituals in Kerala. Although the Tantric tradition 

in Kerala is predominantly Daksinacara, there are certain elements 

that exhibit Vamacara. They are mainly performed in temple traditional 

considered inferior. There are three main recognized Tantric schools-

Kashmiri, Bengali and Kerala-of which the Kerala school generally 

known as Daksinacara and predominantly Vedic, and hence Sattvik in 

nature, is held in great esteem. That there still exist rudiments of 
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Vamacara rites in PaRcamakara wiiich includes animal sacrifice in 

certain temples of Kerala is sufficient proof that tiiere once existed in 

the ancient past Tantric rituals totally different from the Daksinicara 

system, the most popular and widely accepted in India among the 

different Tantric schools, it is practised which prestain vedic purity, 

chief characteristics where Ahimsa, clarity of hymns and credibility of 

their Phalasiddhi. 

The Tantric tradition of Kerala assigns equal importance to all 

deities like Siva, Visnu, Durga, Ganapati, Bhadrakali, Subrahmanya, 

Sasta, Saiikaranarayana, etc. ̂ ^ There are in Kerala several thousands 

of temples for each one of these deities, and well established and orderly 

system of worship in strict conformity with Tantric traditions has been 

laid down for each. In this context, it may be noted that Dr. N.P. Unni, 

gives a brief description of the daily rites and rituals followed in temples 

of Kerala. ̂ ° The famous literary and Tantric commentator, Bhaskararaya, 

has held 'Keralacararh' as the most eminent and exhaltd among all the 

Tantric schools, ^̂  the basic reason being its innate nobility and 

superiority which can be traced to its Saiva origin, and the Kerala school 

offantra, therefore, has found vide acceptance all over India. 

Tantric preceptors in Kerala 

Kerala always had two categories of Tantric Acaryas, Karmis 

(Tantris) and authors of Tantric texts. But this classification does not in 
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any way signify that tantris never wrote any (antric texts or that the 

authors of Tantric texts never performed Tantra. The Tantric history of 

Kerala makes it abundantly clear that the Nedumpalli Tarananallur 

Namboothiri family were important Tantric performers in Kerala. It is 

said that Tarananallur had received rights to performTantric rites directly 

from Parasurama. The line of his family is still in existence. Kerala 

caritra further confirms that besides Tarananallur, twelve other 

Namboothiri families were also assigned the right to perform Tantric 

rites. 

dRl"ll ^R^T^^^FT 

MRn<iHcbc^i)d ^̂  

There are alstfother Namboothiri families who received Mantra 

DTksa from the original twelve Tantric families. In the present time, there 

are also several well known Tantris and Tantric families who are non-

Brahmins. 

The famous Tantric families in Kerala 

The following are the most important and well known Tantric 

families in Kerala, bearing a long lineage - Manalikkara Potti, 

Kuzhikkattubhattatiri, Kukkara potti, Kulakkadappandarattil, 

Tazhamanpotti, Parampurubhattatiri, Kadiakkodu Nampootiri, Manattattu 

Nampootiri, Itattalli Nampootiri, Kainikkara Nampootiri, Vempiliyattu 

Nampootiri, Kuttalakkattu Nampootiri, Mattappilli Nampootiri, Kunnattu 
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Bhattatiri, Chennasu Nampootiri, Kallur Nampootiri, Kattumatattu 

Nampootiri, Pampumekkattu Nampootiri, Andaladi Nampootiri, Potayur 

Nampootiri, etc. These Tantric families were lionoured witli titles and 

generous gifts, wealtli and lands by the rulers of the numerous princely 

states. In Vamakesvara Tantra the significance of tantric gurus is 

described thus; 

The student of Tantra and the preceptor of Tantra who teaches 

him ought to possess certain minimum qualities (laksanas). These 

qualities are specified in all authoritative Tantric texts. In Tantra 

samuccaya, Acarya laksana is described thus, 

^^^NKv!dVf^gfr 
74 

The Tantris of yore were invariably those possessing all these 

qualities. But, of late, it seems that the only criterion for one to be a 

Tantri is to belong to a Tantric family. This runs contrary to the tenets 

and principles laid down in authentic Tantric texts. This unhealthy state 

of affairs has been pointed out by the famous Tantric acarya, Kakkatu 

Narayanan Nampoothirippadu, in his book, Saparivaram Pujakal. The 

above observation is born out by the unsavoury trends in the 
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performance of Tantric rites and the materialistic pursuits of Tantris in 

general. 

Kerala Tantric Literature - A Study in Brief 

Broadly speaking, the Tantric literature in Kerala may be 

divided into three periods - the period upto 'Naranattubhrantan', from 

then to the Tantra Samuccaya, and the post - Samuccaya period. 

The exact date regarding the life of 'Naranattubhrantan' is not known, 

but it is generally assumed by scholars to have been 1500 yrs. ago. 

He was the brother of Mezhathol Agnihotri. 'Naranatt' is fabled to be 

the earliest and the most famous among Tantric author-s although his 

work remains untraceable. ^̂  

The 2"" or the middle period begins with Sahkaracarya, whose 

work Prapancasara is the earliest available Tantric text in Kerala, and 

ends with Tantra samuccaya. The third period can be generally termed 

the post, Samuccaya period and is characterized by an excessive 

emphasis on the practical side of Tantric rites and rituals at the cost of 

its philosophical and mythological attributes. Both the pre-Samuccaya 

and post-Samuccaya Tantra treatises are reflective of the typically 

Keralite milieu (background) of Tantra. The following is a concise 

mapping out of the major Tantric works produced in Kerala. The full 

lists of books, texts and other materials referred to for the present 

study is too long to enumerate and hence the most relevant among 
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them are listed below. Besides Tantric treatises, works on architectural 

texts and commenterias have also been gone through for the study, 

since the subject of Vastusastra, Silpasastra, etc. has an important 

bearing on the Kriyapada of Tantric texts. 

It is very difficult, nay, well-high impossible to pinpoint the 

exact period during which Tantra took roots in Kerala. But there are 

clear and sufficient proof to the fact that the Tantric form of worship 

must have been definitely associated with temple worship. A vast 

collection of Sanskrit texts and, to a lesser extent, Malayalam 

commenteries and original compositions did exist in Kerala. Many of 

the Sanskrit texts are still available in manuscript form and In print, and 

they continue to be valid. They are authoritative sources and authentic 

guideior learnedTantries, scholars and students of Tantric literature. 

1. Mayamata of Maya^^ 

2. Prapancasara of Sankara^^ 

3. Bhavatrata^s 

4. Prayogamanjan oi Ravî ^ 

5. Visnu Samhita of Sumati^° 

6. Gopalanusthanakrama of KrsnalTIasuka^^ 
A. 

7. Pradyota of Trivikijma^^ 

8. Bahudaivatya of Narayanacarya^^ 

9. Works of Raghavananda^" 

10. Madhava^s 
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11. Rahasyagopalatantra cintamony ofVasudeva^® 

12. Tantra samuccaya of CennasNarayanan NamboothirF 

13. feesa samuccaya of Krsna Sarma^^ 

14. Anusthanapaddhati (1) of Paramesvara^^ 

15. Anusthanapaddhati (2) ofVasudevasomayajP 

16. Tantrika kriya of Krsna Pasana Vipra^^ 

17. Anusthanasamuccaya of Narayana^^ 

18. Anusthana^^ 

19. Saivagama Nibandhana^ 

20. Tantra prayascitta of Narayana^^ 

21. Kriyalesasmrti^^ 

22. Kriya sahgraha of Sankara^'' 

23. Kriyasara of Ravî ^ 

24. Tantra sarasahgraha of Narayana^^ 

26. Tantra sangraha vyakhya - Mantra vimorsini of 

Svamagrama Vasudeva^"" 

27. Soubhagyama'njarr°^ 

28. Tanfra rajavyaktiya - Manorama^^^ 

29. Silparatna of SrTkumara °̂3 

30. Prayogasara of Govinda^"" 

31. 'SrTkrsna Tantra of Kubera^^^ 
• • • 

32. S/VacaA7c/r/7(aofVasudeva °̂̂  

33. Skandanusthana Sangraha of Kuzhikkattubhattatirr°^ 

34. NrttaraiigajTrnoddhara of Kuzhfkkattu Bhattatiri^"^ 
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35. NarttanaranganavJkrta Vyakhya (anonymous)^°^ 

36. Vaisnavanusthanakalapasahgraha of 

Garttavanasankara^^° 

37. Vaisnava NavJkarana Pr^karah of Narayana^" 

38. Bhadradfpika of Narayana"^ 

39. Tantra sara of Subrahmanya^^^ 

40. Mantrasara of Sankara"'* 

41. Dourganusthanakalapa sang rah a (anonymous) ̂  ̂  ̂  

42. Laghutantrasamuccaya^^^ 

43. Kalasacandrika of Narayana"^ 

44. Upaharaprakasikavyakhya of Valiya Godavarma 

Tampuran of Kottuhnallur"^ 

45. Tattvaprakasavyakhya of Srikumara^^^ 

46. SrTvidya mantrabhasya of Raghavan Sastrî ^o 

An assortment Sanskrit works on Tantra 

In addition to the works listed above, there are numerous 

Tantric works related to rites and rituals like installation, consecration, • 

purification, renovation, expiations, measurements. Mantras, Dhvaja 

(flag staff), temple, theatres etc. Most of these groups are explanations 

and expositions on specific subjects taken from original treaties by 

authorities. The following are some of the titles belonging to this category. 

Uttamabrahmavidyasara, jrrnoddh"ara, Tantrasiddhi, 

Tantranusthanakrama, Narayanatmakam, Bimbalaksanam, 
• • • • • 
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Brahmatantrikam, Puspanjalividhanam, Puja-kalasodbhavaprakara, 

Kaumarabali, Kairtantram, DvadasyaradhaDra, 

Mapdalacatuskalaksanam, Prayogaratnamala, Mahaganapatikalparti, 

Balikalpam, Mahasatfimohanatantram, Matrsadbhavam, Vijayabalikalpa, 

Nagabalikalpa, Kukkutakalpam, Murttitrayakalpam,. 

Skandasadbavam, Dhvajapratisthavidh-i, Sastrpujakrama, 

Visnusastrupujakrama, Visnupujakrama, Parvatyup'asanakrama, 

RaktacamundTkalpam, Avahatikalpam, Kriyikramadyotika, 

Tantranirnaya, KsetrapalajTrnoddhara, Prayogaratnakaram, 

Vanadurgakalpa, Tantrasamuccayasilpabhaga, Snmurtilaksanam, 

Kesavadicaturdasamurtilaksanam, Rudradimantrakrama, 

Astamurtilaksna etc. Seen in the background of the importance assigned 

to Tantra into traditional Kerala society, it is a safe guess that there 

could have been many more Tantric and related works'and works on 

art, architecture, murals, iconography, sculpture etc. in Kerala which 

remain untraced and unpublished and, in many cases lost due to neglect 

which Is the direct offshoot of the influence of modernity. 

Important Malayalam works on Tantra 

There have been many original adapted and translated 

versions of standard Tantric works into Malayalam besides religious 

based one commenteries in the vernacular. Some of the important ones 

from among them deserves special mention and is listed here in the 
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order of primacy. 

47 Kriyadrpika or Putayurbhasa of Vasudevan Nampoothiri 

of Poonthottattu^2i 

48. Kuzhikkattupacca of Mahesvaran Bhattatiripadu ^̂^ 

49. Saparivaram pujakaj of Narayanan NampoothirP^^ 

50. Tantradarpana of Mangalappalli Sankaran Nampoothirî 24 

51. Durga Kalasa^^^ 

52. Bhasatantra ofC.Veluvaidyan^^e 

53. Tantraratna (anonymous) ^" 

This is a little known Tantric work whose author is not traceable 

since the first few pages of the extant book are missing. The old text of 

the printed work is available but there is no indication what so ever is 

the text for its Malayalam commentary about the author.However the 

numbering of the pages in Malayalam numericals typical of the 19^^ 

and early 20*" centurys leads us to conclude that the work must have 

been written during that period. The language of the book in vernacular 

learning a close resemblance to other Tantric works of the period like 

Tantraratnavali and Laghupujaratna also support the above conclusion. 

This may be considered a work of distinctive and rare Keralite 

origin since it is not found mention in any of the works on Malayalam 

literary history or among the books listed in the stock's of important 

libraries in Kerala on Tantra. 
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54. Tantraratnavali and Laghupujaratna^ '̂' 

Composed by Srinivasasastri. A., these Tantric works have 

been published by Narayanan vaidyan. V. of Kortgal Vallimuttil of 

Paravoor in Kollam district in Kerala after buying copyright from the 

author in the year 1912 and printed at Sree Krsjna Vilasam Press, 

Kollam. The above details are available from the opening page of the 

extant text. 

It is surprising that Tantraratnavali and Laghupujaratna are 

little known among works on Tantric literature In Kerala, with practically 

no mention or reference about them made by either scholars or 

researchers. Although the author's family or social background is 

unclear, from certain allusions in the introduction to 'Laghupujaratna' 

the book is assumed to have been written by a Tuju Brahmin. 

There are, thus, innumerable worthy and weighty works that 

enrich the Tantric literary corpus of Kerala, some published and the 

rest yet to seethe light of day. Many of them, long forgotten, neglected, 

or stocked away in the dusty environments of the archale atties 

storerooms and abandoned personal libraries in the ancestral homes 

of long dead authors, scholars and academics, have been and are 

being sort out, brought to light, deciphered, interpreted and published 

owing to the ardour and ardous efforts of scholars, universities, Tantra 

vidyaplTthas, publishers , libraries and research students. For most 
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among them, are the names of T. GanapatI Sastri, Ulloor S. Paremswara 

Iyer, Vatakkumkoor Raja Raja Varma, E.V. Raman Namboothiri, Dr. N.R 

Unni, Dr. N. V. P. Unithiri and Kanippayyoor. 

This rich literary heritage, handed down to us in Sanskrit as 

well as in the vernacular, provide not only the fullest possible revelation 

of Tantric principles and practices, but through ample light on the 

multifarious aspects of the cultural, social and religious ethos of Kerala. 

Without the slightest shadow of exaggeration, one can say that no 

survey of the literary history of Kerala will be complete without duly 

taking into account the valuable contributions of Tantric literary 

compositions and the commentaries thereon. 
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