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It was a common idea in the last century, and one which can be found even 
today,2 that Soma/Haoma was a drink which led to ecstasy, and drugs which 
produce such an extraordinary state of mind have always been objects of 
curiosity. Therefore, the search for the plant which was used by the Indo- 
Iranian peoples in their solemn rituals was never abandoned, although the 
variety of candidates brought forward made the question look unsolvable. 
Some of the strong drugs suggested for the original Soma had to meet with 
statements from the Rgveda or Avesta which ran contrary to their shape or 
properties. The effects of others on the human mind are so unspectacular that it 
was difficult to accept them as the plant so highly praised in antiquity. 

In recent years, more attention was given to the position of Soma/Haoma in 
the systems of Indian3 and Iranian4 mythology. It was already known that 
some of the qualities of Soma/Haoma are of a decidedly philosophical nature, 
and whatever substance may have been used in rituals, it always had a very close 
connexion with the watery element. These facts could mean that almost any 
plant juice would suffice for the purposes of ritual. Therefore it has been 
repeatedly suggested that several plants may have been in use.5 The effects on 
the human mind, if there were any, may then have depended on the imagination 
of the consumers. Taken to the extreme, this would mean that mythology 
needed a plant and any plant conforming to certain conditions would do. 

A comparison between the Iranian and Indian Soma/Haoma mythologies 
leads me to reject this idea. The most important descriptive terms are identical 
(amsu/lgsu, hari/zairi), the pressing tools are comparable (cf. Visp. 10.2; 11.2), 
but the mythologies show marked distinctions. In India, Soma and Agni 
occasionally represent the dual forces of cosmic evolution. Nothing similar is 
known from the Avesta. Again, in India Soma as a drink helps Indra to become 
strong enough to fight Vrtra. Here also we find nothing to compare in ancient 
Iran. The two aspects of Soma as a representative of the watery element inside 
the unopened ' primordial hill' on the one hand and as an invigorating drug on 
the other leads to ' the logical contradiction of a god (= Indra) who must drink 
Soma to acquire the power needed to deliver Soma'.6 This contradiction 
becomes explicable if one assumes that Soma is a secondary element in what 
formed Vedic mythology. Indra kills Vrtra many times, either without Soma or 
with the help of other gods. And likewise, Soma as a complementary element to 
Agni is by no means indispensable. In the dualistic mythology too Soma can be 

A preliminary version of this article was read at the seventh World Sanskrit Conference in 
Leiden, August 1987. I wish to thank Professors St. Insler, J. F. B. Kuiper, and H.-P. Schmidt for 
their comments during the session and in written form thereafter. This exchange of ideas has led to a 
complete revision of the text, although the basic statements remain unaltered. 

2Geo Widengren: Die Religionen Irans (Stuttgart, 1965), 29: 'urspriinglich ein wirklicher 
Rauschtrank '. 

3 J. F. B. Kuiper: 'An Indian Prometheus?', Asiatische Studien 25, 1971, 85-98; idem: Varuna 
and Vidusaka: on the origin of the Sanskrit drama (Amsterdam, 1979), 19 ff., 103. 

4Mary Boyce: 'Haoma, priest of the sacrifice', in M. Boyce and I. Gershevitch (ed.), W. 
Henning Memorial Volume (London, 1970), 62-80; James W. Boyd and Firoze M. Kotwal, 
'Worship in a Zoroastrian fire temple', IIJ, 26, 1983, 306 f. 

5e.g. B. Mukhopadhyay, 'On the significance of Soma', Vishveshvarananda Indological 
Journal, 16, 1978, 7; Vassilij Ivanovitch Abaev, 'Contribution a l'histoire des mots. 1. Vieil-iranien 
hauma- et le nom eurasien du houblon', in Melanges linguistiques offerts c Emile Benveniste 
(Louvain, 1975), 2. 

6 Kuiper, Varuna, 19. 



replaced simply by water.7 In Iran, on the other hand, Haoma is not necessary 
for any particular god. It functions as a mythological priest and as an energizing 
offering to different gods. But already in Zoroastrianism it has much in common 
with Mithra, as Boyce (Henning Memorial Volume, 80) has shown. This 
tendency of Soma/Haoma to look for a suitable place in already existing 
mythologies proves to my mind that the mythological qualities of Soma/Haoma 
did not stand at the beginning of its career. If what we have is not mythology 
which needed a plant, but a plant which was given places in mythologies, then it 
is legitimate to expect one single plant Soma/Haoma. This plant should have 
some properties which explain why it was thought fit to join the gods. 

The plants hitherto proposed as the original Soma may be classified in three 
groups, according to the pharmacological properties the plant is believed to 
possess.8 

Most often Soma is thought to be hallucinogenic. Plants, the extracts of 
which, when drunk, affect the sense of reality are, e.g. hemp,9 Cannabis sativa, 
the mushroom,'1 Amanita muscaria, or the wild rue, Peganum harmala." 

The only half-serious reason to expect hallucination as an effect of Soma- 
drinking in an Indian context is the well-known Labasukta, RV 10.119. There it 
is said that some winged creature,12 after consumption of Soma, touches sky and 
earth with its wings (11) and extends bodily even beyond these borders 
(8: abhi dyam mahina bhuvam abhimam prthivim mahim). Usually it is Indra 
who grows until he extends beyond heaven and earth (e.g. RV 1.81, 5; 8.88, 5). 
His growing (vrdh, vaks) is promoted either by hymns (RV 6.24, 7) or by Soma 
(RV 10.94,9; 9.73, 2; cf. 4.18, 5+3) or by both (RV 8.1, 17+18; 8.13, 6+7). But 
Indra has no wings! And nowhere is it said that human Soma-drinkers feel that 
they are growing. To fill the whole cosmos is a feature of several gods. Agni fills 
heaven and earth (e.g. RV 3.3, 10; 3.6, 2; 7.13, 2; 10.45, 6), and so do Soma, 
Usas, and Siirya (RV 9.41, 5). The act of growing in the Labasfikta simply 

7 cf. Jan Gonda, Die Religionen Indiens I. Veda und alterer Hinduismus (Stuttgart, 1978, 2nd 
ed.), 68f. Cf. RV 1.161,9. 

8 Here, preference is given to the latest research. A full account of the earlier opinions is given by 
Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty, 'The post-Vedic history of the Soma-plant ', in R. Gordon Wasson, 
Soma, divine mushroom of immortality (The Hague/New York, 1968), 95-147. 

9 Joges-Chandra Ray, 'The Soma plant', Indian Historical Quarterly, 15, 1939, 197-207. 
10 R. G. Wasson, cf. note 8, by the same: 'The Soma of the Rig Veda: what is it?', JAOS, 91, 

1971, 169-87; cf. p. 177: 'the poets never mention the ... branches ... of Soma' with RV 10.94,3! 
Refuted with ample arguments by John Brough,' Soma and Amanita Muscaria', BSOAS, xxxiv, 2, 
1971, 331-61; and in' Problems of the " Soma-mushroom " theory', Indologica taurinensia, 1, 1973, 
21-32; for another of Wasson's errors see R. E. Emmerick, ' Ein Mannlein steht im Walde', Acta 
Iranica, 24, 1985, 179-84; rather diplomatic is F. B. J. Kuiper's review of Wasson's book in IIJ, 12, 
1969/70, 279-85. Partial or total consent is found in Ilya Gershevitch, 'An Iranist's view of the 
Soma Controversy', in Ph. Gignoux et A. Tafazzoli (ed.), Memorial Jean de Menasce (Louvain, 
1974), 45-75; T. I. Elizarenkova et V. N. Toporov, 'Les representations mythologiques touchant 
aux champignons dans leurs rapports avec l'hypothese de l'origine du Soma', in Y. M. Lotman et 
B. A. Ouspenski (ed.), Traveaux sur les systemes de signes. Ecole de Tartu (Bruxelles, 1976), 62-8; 
Stella Kramrisch, ' The Mahavira vessel and the plant Puitika ', JAOS, 95, 1975, 222-35, refuted by 
F. B. J. Kuiper, ' Was the Puttka a mushroom?', in S. D. Joshi (ed.): Amrtadhdrd: Professor R. N. 
Dandekar Felicitation Volume (Delhi, 1984), 219-27. 

1I David Stophlet Flattery,' Haoma ', Ph.D. dissertation, Berkeley, 1978; updated and extended 
in D. St. Flattery and Martin Schwartz, Haoma and Harmaline (forthcoming University of 
California Press, 1989). The authors have conclusively shown that the rue, Peganum harmala, was 
used as a hallucinogenic drug in Zoroastrian circles some time before A.D. 900. The plant was given 
the same high respect and some of the epithets of the Haoma of old. But all the attempts to connect 
this plant with the one in vogue more than 2000 years earlier are not convincing. According to I. 
Steblin-Kamenskij (BSOAS, L, 2, 1987, 377a) harmala is burnt for fumigation, not pounded. 

12 Against the traditional quail good reasons have been brought forward by Rainer Stuhrmann 
in favour of the lapwing: ' Rgveda X. 119: Der Rausch des Kiebitz', Studien zur Indologie und 
Iranistik, 11/12, 1986, 299-309. 
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classifies the bird amongst the gods and gives no indication that it was due to the 
effects of any drug. 

The traditional explanation of the Labasukta is the only credible one: a bird, 
assumed to be Indra in disguise, has drunk from the Soma offered and is 
thought to feel the same as the god in his usual, non-material form. Because all 
the proponents of Soma as a hallucinogenic drug,13 make their claim on the 
basis of a wrong interpretation of the Labasukta, their candidates must be 
regarded as unsuitable. 

In addition, hallucinogenic drugs lead to visions; shamans use them to visit 
the realms of the ancestors or gods. But there is nothing shamanistic or 
visionary either in early Vedic or in old Iranian texts. 

The second group of plants needs fermentation to become alcoholic. This 
group of intoxicants comprises rhubarb,'4 common millet,15 or simply grape- 
vine.16 The general dislike of the alcoholic drink called surd in all strata of Vedic 
literature, comparable to the distinction between asa-related Haoma and all 
other drinks belonging to Aesma (Yasna 10,8), prohibits reckoning Soma 
among such beverages.'7 In addition, we know that neither in Vedic nor in 
Zoroastrian rituals did Soma/Haoma have the time to ferment. Therefore, the 
advocates of intoxicating liquors likewise did not find acclaim. 

The third group is made up of stimulants. The oldest candidate brought 
forward is Ephedra, used by the Parsis to this day for their Haoma rituals. 
Recently Windfuhr 18 has again stressed the point that Soma was neither 
hallucinogenic nor intoxicant. However, his own favourite stimulant, Ginseng, 
does not grow in the areas we are concerned with and, what is more important, 
it has no part that could be considered to represent the amsu/gsu of the plant 
used by the Indo-Iranians.19 

It seems amazing that Soma has been the object of considerable research for 
so many decades and that none the less one characteristic feature of the drug 
was wholly ignored, that is, the fact that Soma prevents sleep. In the Aksasiukta 
RV 10.34,1 the poet compares the dice to an 'alerting drink of Soma from 
mount miijavat' (somasyeva maujavatasya bhakso6 vibhidako jagrvir mahyam 

13 Sadashiv A. Dange, 'Three stages in the advent of Soma', Journal of the Oriental Institute 
(Baroda), 14, 1964/65, 63; W. D. O'Flaherty in Wasson's Soma, 146, and in The Rig Veda 
(Harmondsworth, 1981), 119, 133; Jan Gonda, Die Religionen Indiens, I (Stuttgart, 1978, 2nd ed.), 
362, Erganzung 82; Frits Staal, Agni-the Vedic ritual of the fire altar, I (Berkeley, 1983), 105 ff.; 
Rainer Stuhrmann, ' Worum handelt es sich beim Soma?', IIJ, 28, 1985, 85-93; idem, ' Der Rausch 
des Kiebitz', cf. n. 12; Walter H. Maurer, Pinnacles of India's past: selections from the Rgveda 
(Amsterdam/Philadelphia, 1986), 75. 

14 Aurel Stein,' On the Ephedra, the Hum plant, and the Soma', BSOAS, VI, 2, 1931, 501-14; G. 
Morgenstierne, 'A Vedic word in some modern Hindukush languages? ', in Sarlupa-Bhdratf: Dr. 
Lakshman Sarup Memorial Volume (Hoshiarpur, 1954), 30-3; Karl Hummel, ' Aus welcher Pflanze 
stellten die arischen Inder den Somatrank her?', Mitteilungen der Deutschen Pharmazeutischen 
Gesellschaft und der Pharmazeutischen Gesellschaft der DDR, 29, 1959, 57-61. 

15 E. B. Havell, 'What is Soma?', JRAS, 1920, 349-51. For Soma and millet see SB 5.3.3,4. 
16 Lennart Edelberg, ' Nuristanske Solvpokaler', Kuml, 1965, 153-201. 17 Noteworthy is Strabo 15.1,53, relying on Megasthenes (the text in Felix Jacoby, Die 

Fragmente der griechischen Historiker, in C,2 (Leiden, 1969), 634, line 22): ' they (= the Indians) do 
not drink wine (oin6n), except at sacrifices (thysiais), but drink a beverage which they make from 
rice instead of barley.' For liquor made from rice see Om Prakash, Food and drinks in ancient India 
(Delhi, 1961), 186. The use of rice and barley as a substitute for Soma in ApSS 14.24,13 is an 
innovation and without parallel. 

18 Gernot L. Windfuhr, ' Haoma/Soma: the plant', in Acta Iranica 25 (= Papers in Honour of 
Professor Mary Boyce, Hommages et Opera Minora, 11) (Leiden, 1985), 699-726, see pp. 703, 707. 19 Because of its shape as a anthropomorphical root mandrake may be connected with ginseng. 
Cf. Igor N. Khlopin, 'Mandragora turcomanica in der Geschichte der Orientalvolker', Orientalia 
Lovaniensia Periodica, 11, 1980, 223-31. The effect of mandrake is ' narkotisch und betaubend' 
(p. 227). It grows at low altitudes of 600 m. (p. 226). Khlopin's species was found near Karakala in 
Turkmenistan, fairly near to Tepe Hissar. So it may have an old history, but certainly not as Soma, 
as this author claims. 
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acchdn). This effect of Soma-drinking is referred to many times. In RV 8.92,23 
Indra is awake because he has drunk Soma (vivyaktha mahina vrsan bhaksrm 
somasya jagrve .. .). Soma is jagrvi in, e.g. RV 9.36,2; 9.44,3; 9.106,4. 

It has often been observed that the so-called intoxication caused by the 
Soma drink enables the poet to compose a hymn. Therefore Soma is called kavi, 
poet.20 Hillebrandt (pp. 371 f.) lists many instances showing that Soma helps to 
create lyrics: in RV 9.95,5, e.g. the drug is called 'procreator of thoughts' 
(janita matTnam), and in RV 9.107,18 'the poet Soma procreates the thought' 
(janayan matim kavih somo). There are several stanzas proving that the poet, 
feeling wide awake, associates his ability to formulate with the influence of 
Soma. RV 9.96,18 calls Soma a maker of seers, rsikrt; in RV 8.44,29 Agni is said 
to be awake like an inspired poet, vipro najjagrvih sdad. In RV 9.97,37 Soma is 
called jagrvi and vipra side by side, in RV 9.107,6 the jagrvi Soma functions as 
the vipra of the Afigiras. But the most convincing example may be found in RV 
5.44,14 f., where it is said that to someone 21 staying awake the rces will come 
and the samans, and Soma will declare him with his friend: 

14 y6 jdgara tdm rcah kdmayante y6 jdgara tam u samani yanti, 
y6 jadgara tam ayatmz s6ma aha tavdhdm asmi sakhye nyokdh. 

This may be compared with RV 1.53,1: 

ny u su vacam prea mahe bhardmahe gira indrdya sadane vivasvatah, 
nu cid dhi ratnam. sasatam ivavidan nea dustutir dravinodesu sasyate. 

'Fine speech we bring forward for the great, (fine) words for Indra, at the 
seat of Vivasvat. He (Indra) did not find the gift of quasi sleeping (poets): a 
bad hymn is not praised by the wealth-giving (gods).' 

It is in this light that RV 8.48,14 is to be read, where the poet expresses the 
wish that neither sleep nor idle talk should govern him after he has drunk Soma 
(ma no nidra Isata mot jalpih).22 So it seems that at least some of the poetry of 
the RV was created at night. That jagrvi does not just mean ' alert ', but refers to 
the night, when ordinary people are asleep, is obvious from all these stanzas, 
which connect someone awake with the hope of seeing the sun rise. For 
instance, in RV 3.26,3 it is Agni Vaisvanara, described as a finder of the sun 
(svarvid) in stanza 1, who stays awake waiting for the gods (amrtesu jagrvih). 
And in RV 9.107,7 it is Soma, called vipra and jagrvi in stanza 6, who is expected 
to make the sun rise: tva.m kavir abhavo devavitama a suryam rohaya divi. 

It fits the picture of the night that it is Agni who is the other deity most often 
described as 'awake'. RV 8.44,29, where he is called ' awake like a poet', has 
already been mentioned; in RV 5.11,1 he is born as the wakeful warden of the 
people (jdnasya gopa ajanista jagrvir); in 1.31,9 he is the 'waking' god par 
excellence (devo devesv ... j"agrvih), he is awake also in RV 3.24,3 and 6.15,8, but 
the most important reference of all is RV 5.44,15, the direct answer to the 
preceding stanza quoted above: 

agnir jdgdra tdam rcah kdmayante 'gnir jdgdra tdm u samani yanti, 
agnir jdgara tam aydam soma dha tavdhhdm asmi sakhye nyokdah. 

20 Discussed by Alfred Hillebrandt, Vedische Mythologie I (Breslau, 1927), 370 ff. and Brough, 
BSOAS, xxxiv, 2, 1971, 339. 

21 The contexts show that there are two subjects intended. One is Agni, who receives the poems 
from the singers, and the other is the poet, spoken of in the preceding line (5.44,13d): anubruvdno6 
ddhy eti nd svapdn, 

' Wer lernt, versteht es, nicht wer verschlaft' (Geldner). 
22 Stuhrmann (Soma, 88) makes nidrb mean 'BewuBtlosigkeit' (unconsciousness) and 

' Delirium', to adapt Soma to the effects of the mushroom. 
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Why are Agni and Soma ' awake'? Gods in general never sleep (RV 8.2,18). 
It must be the necessities of the ritual which made Agni and Soma so prominent 
with regard to wakefulness. A look at the younger literature is helpful. 

In the ?rauta ritual we find the highly esteemed Atiratra rite, consisting of a 
Jyotistoma day of the ukthya-type followed by a nightly session. During the day 
many gods are invoked, but the night is dedicated solely to Indra (cf. AB 4.5,2). 
He destroys the Asuras at night, without any help from other gods who were 
'afraid of the night, of darkness, of death' (AB 4.5,1 abibhayu rdtres tamaso 
mrtyos). The only help he got was from the metres, chandas: 'therefore Indra 
and the metres bear the night' (2 tasmdd indras caiva chanddmsi ca rdtrTm 
vahanti). The verses accompanying the offerings should contain the keywords 
andhas, mad, and pTta (AB 4.6,3; KB 17.7,11), clear references to the Soma 
which Indra is thought to consume. The priests have to stay awake, because 
'wakefulness means light' (KB 17.7,13 f.: jdg.ryu rdtrim. jyotir vai jdgaritam). 
The night on the other hand represents misery (15 tamah pdpmd rdtrih). The 
priests have to keep the fire ablaze and must never be silent.23 Fire, Soma, and 
the wakefulness and speech of the priests guarantee the destruction of the 
demons of the night, i.e. they help Indra in his mythic struggle, and on the 
mundane level the priests overcome misery (14 te pdpmdnam apaghnate). 

The Atiratra is highly reputed. 'The theologians say, "The Atiratra is the 
highest of the forms of sacrifice"' (Keith, TS 7.4.10,1: brahmavddino vadanty 
atirdtraih paramo yajnakratuinam). It is one of the rites already mentioned in the 
RV, in the hymn to the frogs, 7.103,7 f.: 

7 brdhmanasah atirdtre na some/saro na purn.am abhito vadantah, 
samvatsarasya tad ahah pari stha/yan man.duikh prdvr.sinam babhuva. 

8 brdhmanazso somino vacam akrata/brahma krnvantah parivatsarinam, 
' Like Brahmans at an overnight Soma sacrifice, speaking as if around a full 
lake, you celebrate this day of the year, 0 frogs, which became the (first) day 
of the rainy season. 
Brahmans offering Soma, they have raised their voice, creating a poem 
(dedicated) to a complete year.' 

Here the nightly rite is associated with composing lyrics. And the Soma of 
the Atiratra is used as an offering to Indra, as was shown above. Now, whatever 
Soma as a plant may have been, the priests would certainly not offer an 
intoxicating or fatiguing drug to their god who was to stay awake just like them. 

In the srauta ritual the sacrificers partake of the Soma during daytime. The 
formulas to accompany the act of drinking are found, e.g. PB 1.5,4 ff. The drink 
is addressed as having been already consumed by Indra and in fact one key- 
word from the atirdtra rite is repeated: 

indav indrapTtasya ta indriydvato gdyatrachandasah sarvaganasya sarvagana 
upahita upahfitasya bhaksaydmi (PB 1.5,4; cf. 13, 16, 1.6,1 ff.). 
' Of thee, 0 Soma, that art drunk by Indra, of thee that containest vigour, 
that hast the Gayatri for metre, that art accompanied by thy whole troop, 
that art invited, I partake, being accompanied by my whole troop and 
having been invited' (Caland). 

23 KB, 17.7,21. ed. Lindner: drephantah sayTran is translated by Keith: ' they should lie snoring '. 
This would mean that the priests were sleeping. Sarma gives the better reading: dlebhantah, which I 
connect with ribh, rebhati' to sing'. The prefix d is not attested in Vedic nor in classical Sanskrit but 
with a verb denoting 

' 
singing' it is not surprising. A modern form ofjagarana shows some striking 

similarities to the Vedic atirdtra. For a description see Monika Thiel-Horstmann, Ndchtliches 
Wachen: eine Form indischen Gottesdienstes (Bonn, 1985). 
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Whereas the stanzas recited at night have to contain the key-word pTta, the 
Soma is addressed in the morning as being indrapTta, 'drunk by Indra '24 

RV 9.8,9 contains a very similar reference to the drinking of Soma: 

nrcckasasam tva vaya m indrapTtam svarvidam, bhaksitmhi prajam isam. 

'Dich mit dem Herrenauge, den von Indra Getrunkenen, der das Son- 
nenlicht findet, wollen wir genieBen (und) Nachkommenschaft und Speise- 
segen (empfangen).' (Geldner) 

So it seems beyond doubt that already in the times of the RV the sacrificing 
priests partook of the Soma drink which had been offered to Indra during the 
previous night. In RV 4.19,3 this god kills the sleeping Vrtra while the primeval 
state of darkness has not yet ended. After killing Vrtra, Indra places the sun in 
the sky in RV 1.32,4; 1.52,8. Vrtra withholds the waters and the sky in RV 
2.11,5. Indra kills the demon and gives light to the aryas (RV 2.11,18 cpa vrnor 
jyotir arydya). Dozens of stanzas say the same. Also, the RV calls Soma ' finder 
of the sunlight' and therefore there seems to be no risk in saying that in the old 
ritual Indra was offered Soma at night, when he needed it most, during his fight 
against Vrtra, killing the demon and thereby creating the unfolded world with 
its space, light, and water. Indra is the original drinker of Soma and no other 
god but Indra is praised in the night during the Atiratra. Therefore the Atiratra 
form of the srauta Soma sacrifice seems to reflect much more of the Rgvedic 
customs concerning Soma than does the usual Agnistoma, which does not 
associate Soma with the night. 

If Soma as a plant had any pharmacological properties then the drug made 
from it should be energizing, stimulating, and preventing sleep so as to fit the 
situations it was assigned to in ritual and mythology. 

From the collected evidence we can thus say that Soma was expected to help 
Indra in his cosmic struggle against Vrtra, a fight in which he received help from 
a nightly ritual on earth. By means of this ritual the priests offered an energizing 
drug, light, and speech. Apart from the nightly offering of Soma to the god it 
seems possible that the priests themselves took the drug to stay awake while 
chanting and composing their hymns.25 

Now, which of the candidates would meet the requirements of the ritual and 
the priests? There can be only one answer: Ephedra yields a drug ' ephedrine ', 
dissolvable in water, which can be administered orally, and this drug 'has a 
potent stimulant effect on the cerebrum and the medullary centres ', ' in general 
its actions are less intense but more prolonged than those of adrenaline ,,26 and, 

24 Remarkable is the reference to ' retinue', gana. Soma as a herb in the RV is not known to be 
accompanied by followers. On the other hand indu is a term used for Soma as well as the moon in 
the Brahmana literature, and the moon may be regarded as having the stars as its retinue. In any 
case a priest drinking Soma and describing himself as 'having a complete troop' (sarvagana) 
equates himself with Indra or Brhaspati, who are both called gandpati (RV 10.112,9; 2.23,1; for 
Brhaspati being sarvagana see RV 5.51,12). And just like the god who is invoked to come to the 
drink the priest calls himself 'invited', upahuta. Whoever speaks the lines in question presents 
himself as someone comparable to Indra or Brhaspati. 

25 It is tempting to compare the habits of other Indo-European cultures. Poetry is connected with 
a beverage in Old Norse mythology, where it is Odin who steals the skalden met (Thule, 20, 
pp. 120-3; Hdvamal, 104-10; Skaldskaparmal, 4-6,11), and thereby becomes God of lyrics. In more 
recent times the connexion is only vaguely remembered, but still Egil composes his long poems 
exclusively at night, cf. Kurt Schier (ed. and tr.), Saga von Egil (Dusseldorf, 1978), ch. 59, p. 179, 
and ch. 78, p. 238:' Meint er vielleicht, ich werde die Nacht fiber wach bleiben und ein Gedicht iiber 
seinen Schild machen?' Material regarding the Celtic world is collected in Fergal McGrath, 
Education in ancient and medieval Ireland (Dublin, 1979) 56 f. 

26 Sir Arthur Salusbury MacNalty (ed.), The British medical dictionary (London, 1961), 505. 
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most important, it prevents sleeping! 27 There are about ten varieties of Ephedra 
known, of which Ephedra pachycladae, maior, intermedia, and gerardiana are 
native in the mountainous regions of northern India, Iran and the mountains in 
between.28 They look like bushes of leafless twigs, some prostrate, but mostly 
standing erect, 1-6 ft. high. Some other sorts are pharmacologically insignifi- 
cant.29 Before partition Ephedra was brought from Baluchistan to the plains, to 
extract Ephedrine.30 Only the plants in the mountains would yield the drug. 
Transport is not unproblematic: the plants have to be kept airtight, otherwise 
the content in ephedrine disappears when the plant is brought into a humid 
climate.31 So in former times, the full effect of Ephedra water could be 
experienced only up in the mountains. 

There are five arguments brought forward against Ephedra. Sir Aurel Stein 
once took a bite of a twig and found it 'extremely bitter and far from 
palatable', which contradicts the Rgvedic attribute 'sweet', madhu.32 Against 
this argument it must be said that contrary to the RV, the Avesta never calls 
Haoma 'sweet', and, more important, the taste of unmixed Soma is termed 
tivra in the RV, i.e. ' sharp ',33 and this well fits the astringent taste of Ephedra 
twigs. So the taste argument speaks not against but in favour of Ephedra. 

The second argument says that Ephedra bushes do not contain a milky sap. 
Symptomatically, this argument is used mainly by non-Sanskritists,34 unaware 
of the fact that no milky juice of the fresh plant is referred to in the RV.35 In the 
RV the plant is milked, in the language of the text, but the liquid produced by 
' milking' is the mixture of the water and the extract of the dry plant soaking in 
it. That younger substitutes, mainly of the Sarcostemma group, do possess 
milky sap, is of no import for earlier times. 

A third argument is used by Windfuhr, who proposes Ginseng. Probably 
relying on Y 9,1 he maintains (art. cit., 704) that Soma as a plant has the shape 
of a man. But other anthropomorphic gods (e.g. tistrya in Yast 8,13) show that 
the god is spoken of and not the plant he uses as his manifestation. None of the 
Vedic references (RV 1.187,10; 9.4,5; 5.67,29) cited in favour of this view 
supports it, only the last of them (read: 9.67,29) speaks of 'a young man' 
(yuvan), without necessarily referring to his shape.36 

27Herbert Schaldach (ed.), Zetkin-Schaldach-Worterbuch der Medizin (Stuttgart, 1978, 6th 
ed.), 391: ' schlafhemmender Effekt, lange Wirkungsdauer'. This source also states that urinating 
becomes difficult, ' Blasenentleerung durch erhohten Sphinktertonus erschwert'. This make one 
think of the strange fear that soma-drinking priests could die of retention of urine, tmeha, MS 3.8.7 
(105:2); KS 25.8 (115:2), 33.7 (32:11 f.); TS 6.2.9,4, 10,7; PB 5.10,2. 

28 Otto Stapf, Die Arten der Gattung Ephedra (Denkschriften der Kaiserlichen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften; (Math.-Nat. KI. 56; Wien, 1889), 59 ff.; H. Riedl, 'Ephedraceae'. = 
K. H. Rechinger (ed.), Flora Iranica, 3 (Graz, 1963). 

29 This appears from Tang Teng-Han, ' Beitrage zur Pharmakognosie der Ephedrin-Drogen ', 
Dissertation, Berlin, 1929. Teng-Han checked dried specimens of kinds most of which do not grow 
in the region concerned. 

30 B. N. Sastri (ed.), The wealth of India: raw materials, 3 (New Delhi, 1952), 179. The author 
shows in a table, p. 178, that even a rather common kind, Ephedra gerardiana, can be rich in 
ephedrine. 

31 Wealth of India, 178: ' The alkaloid content of the green twigs is considerably greater than that 
of the woody stems; ... The twigs should be dried in the sun.... The dried twigs must be stored dry; 
complete elimination of alkaloids has been reported when the drug was exposed to humid 
conditions for one month.' 

32 Stein, Ephedra, 505, with n. 2; repeated by Hummel (art. cit. in n. 14 above), 58. 
33 cf. Geldner on RV 1.23,1. The tfvrasoma is the strongest kind in PB 18.5,2. 
34 Hummel, 58. A succulent plant is also expected by R. Roth, ' Ueber den Soma', ZDMG, 35, 

1881, 684; Stein, Ephedra, 513. 
35The haoma gaoma in Yasna, 10.12 is not ' milchreich' (Wolff), but 'mixed with milk', as 

Yasna, 10,13 shows. 
36cf. BSS 17.45 (326:5), where Soma appears as a white person with reddish eyes. This is not 

referring to the shape of the plant. 

83 



HARRY FALK 

Combining two prejudices Wasson (JAOS, 91, 1971, 183) rejects Ephedra 
together with Sarcostemma (which does not grow where Soma grows) and 
Periploca aphylla (which owes its status as a candidate to an early misidentifica- 
tion of an Ephedra plant, cf. Stein, Ephedra, 504) because it has' a vile taste and 
no hallucinogenic properties'. 

Khlopin (cf. n. 19) supplie' the fifth argument. He says (p. 229) that 
Ephedra plants do not fit the ' appearance ' (Aussehen) of Haoma in the Avesta. 
According to him Haoma has a stem ('giebiger [?] Stengel'), roots and 
branches.37 This is based on Yasna 10,5. The 'root' (varasa-gay-) is rather 
uncertain. But even if one accepts this meaning, none of the parts would exclude 
Ephedra. 

So we can say that none of the arguments brought forward speak against 
Ephedra. 

Mahdihassan, a botanist, has argued in favour of Ephedra.38 Much of what 
he says is useful, but his main evidence, a terracotta from Gandhara, does not 
withstand critical investigation. The picture 39 Mahdihassan discusses (pp. 99 f.) 
shows Buddha and Vajrapani facing some person who has evidently cut grass. 
The Buddha stands erect, holding a bunch of the plant in his left hand, tips 
downwards. Beside him is a heap of similar plants. Mahdihassan now interprets 
this heap as a cut bush of ephedra. The similarity is great, but not striking. 
Therefore it would be wiser to stick to the old interpretation, which follows the 
textual tradition (e.g. J I, 70,30 f.; Mv 2.131,12; 264,6; Lv 286,4 iff.), declaring 
the crouching man to be Svastika, Pali sotthiya, a grass-cutter, who furnishes 
the Buddha with eight bundles of grass for a seat. The Buddha holds one bushel 
in his hand, the seven others are heaped together, thus appearing like an 
inverted bush of ephedra for someone eager to see it this way. 

More down to earth is an article by Qazilbash,40 likewise identifying Soma 
with Ephedra. Not satisfied with ephedrine alone, he concocts a peculiar drink 
(pp. 499 f.):' The crushed juice of the fresh Soma plants when mixed with honey 
and allowed to ferment yielded a liquor which contained alcohol and ephedra 
alkaloids.' The argument against any alcoholic drink is also valid in this case. 

So, from the literature on the topic we can say that neither the arguments for 
nor against Ephedra have hitherto been convincing. The only argument deserv- 
ing the name is still the fact that the utterly conservative community of the 
Parsis in India still clings to Ephedra as Haoma, and that the peasants in the 
Hari Rud valley of Afghanistan still call it hum, huma or the like (Stein, 
Ephedra, 504), comparable to Brahui and Pastho horn and Baluchi hum, humb, 
according to Flattery and Schwartz (Homa and Harmaline, 68, table 3). 

How old is Ephedra as a holy plant? This question immediately takes us 
back almost 2000 years. Sir Aurel Stein 41 found burials in the Tarim basin, 
where Ephedra plants were deposited either by the side of the corpses, or, more 

37 According to Gershevitch (Memorial Jean de Menasce, 47), all three terms have nothing to do 
with Haoma at all but refer to plants towards which Haoma grows. 

38S. Mahdihassan, 'Soma, in the light of comparative pharmacology, etymology and 
archeology', Janus, 60, 1973, 91-102; idem,' A Persian painting illustrating Ephedra, leading to its 
identity as Soma', Journal of Central Asia, 8, 1985, 171-5. This painting from the sixteenth century 
shows one plant growing on the top of hills. Since Soma too is said to grow on mountains, both are 
equated. This kind of logic devalues some other plain though justified statements. 

39 Reproduced also in J. Marshall, The Buddhist art of Gandhara (Cambridge, 1960), fig. 61, and 
Harald Ingholt, Gandharan art in Pakistan (New Haven, 1957), fig. 59, and again in S. Mahdihas- 
san, ' Soma of the Aryans and ash of the Romans', ABORI, 68, 1987, 639-44. 

40 N. A. Qazilbash, ' Ephedra of the Rigveda', The Pharmaceutical Journal, 26, Nov. 1960, 
497-501. 

41 Sir Aurel Stein, Innermost Asia (repr. New Delhi, 1981), 265, 736, 741, 743; one bundle 
reproduced on plate 26, numbered L.S. 6.03. 
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strikingly, where tightly tied bundles of Ephedra twigs were placed on the chest 
of the dead. What was the reason for this custom? The Parsis maintain that this 
plant does not decay. And an imperishable plant, representing or symbolizing 
continuity of life, is most appropriate to burial rites, so much so that the Parsis 
'poured a few drops of the consecrated Haoma juice into the mouth of (a) dying 
person'.42 In addition we may consider the Rgvedic idea that Soma is awake, 
does not sleep, and sleep is another form of death.43 A plant which prevents 
sleep may therefore also help to overcome real death. The burial custom in the 
Tarim basin seems to match the high value the plant receives as amrtam 
'imperishable', 'living', or ' life' 4 in the Rgveda. Lake Lop-nor in the Tarim 
basin is quite some distance from the Panjab or eastern Afghanistan, but 
contacts between both regions were good, at least in the period concerned, the 
third century A.D.45 

A further consideration takes us much further back into antiquity. As was 
said above, various Ephedra species are called hum, hor or the like in Baluchi, 
Brahui and Pashto.46 Further east we find, e.g. the names som or soma for 
Ephedra in Gilgit, Chitral, and Nuristan. As Flattery and Schwartz (Haoma and 
Harmaline, 63) observe, this' indicates that Ephedra was called *sauma already 
in the common ancestral Indo-Iranian language '. soma/haoma is one of the few 
names which is given to one single plant in a vast area ranging from Herat to the 
Indian Himalayas. The origin of this name certainly goes back to at least the 
second millennium B.C. 

For the Aryans in India the plant must then have already had a long 
history. This may explain why both RV, 9.98,11 (pratnasah) and KB 13.3,2 
(pratno'msgur) call Soma an ' ancient' plant. 

Therefore, if Ephedra is not just any plant, but possessed of pharmacologi- 
cal properties, having an old history in burial rites and coming by a name of 
great antiquity, it is tempting to test it with the well-known touchstones for 
Soma: 

1. The ritually most important part of the plant is called amsu/gsu, a term 
which lives on in Pali amsu ' thread ', and in many New Indian languages 
denoting the ' fibre of a plant' (Turner, CDIAL, 4). The bushes of Ephedra have 
so many thin twigs densely grouped together that the single twigs may well be 
compared to filaments of fibrous plants. 

2. The colour of the different Ephedra bushes is yellowish to bluish green 
when fresh. Dried plants may show a ' dull yellowish to greenish brown' (Stapf 
64, Teng-Han 11). The colour of the Soma amsus is hari/zairi, ' yellowish green 
to green' or arunad/arusa, ' reddish '. Whether the latter colours refer to different 

42 Jivanji Jamshedji Modi, The religious ceremonies and customs of the Parsees (Bombay, 1922, 
repr. New York/London, 1979), 54. 

43 From sleep, i.e. from one form of nirrti, the sacrificer turns away, according to MS 3.6.3 
(63,13): yam prathamam diksit6 r&trTm jtdgdrti tdyd svtpnena vyavartate (cf. JB 1.98). Parallels from 
the AV are discussed by Kuiper, Varuna, 31 f. 

44 cf. AiGr., ii,2 p. 578; P. Thieme, Untersuchungen zur Wortkunde und Auslegung des Rigveda 
(Halle, 1949), 64. 

45 A. Herrmann, Lou-lan: China, Indien und Rom im Lichte der Ausgrabungen am Lobnor 
(Leipzig, 1931). There are some hints in the later Vedic and epic literature, pointing beyond the 
Himalayas for the home of the Soma, e.g. Rdm. 4.42 describes the regions of the North and, 
bypassing mount Kailasa (v. 19), ends at the Somagiri (v. 53). In AV, 19.39,5c-8c it is said that the 
plant called kustha lives together with Soma (sd kustho visvdbhesajah sdkam s6mena tisthati; cf. AV, 
5.4,7b somasyasi sakhd hitah), whereas stanza 1 of the same hymn makes it come from the 
Himalayas (bitu ... kustho himdvatas pari, cf. AV, 5.4,8a tdah jto6 himtivatah). In AV 5.22,5,7 and 8 
the people of the Miijavats are closely connected with the Bahlikas and Mahavrsas. Lake 
Somabhadra and river Bhadrasoma are located in areas around the Pamir by S. M. Ali, The 
geography of the Puranas (New Delhi, 1966). 

Flattery and Schwartz, table 3; I. M. Steblin-Kamenskij, ' Flora iranskoj prarodiny (etimolo- 
giceskie zametki)', Etimologija, 1972, 138-9, summarized in BSOAS L, 2, 1987, 377b. 
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species or whether arund/arusd means the reddish flowers is hard to say. babhru, 
'greyish brown ', is used exclusively for the drink.47 This colour makes one think 
of the chocolate coloured marrow of some sorts of Ephedra. Cf. Qazilbash 499: 
'The central portion of dried mature twigs collected in autumn contains a 
powdery material of rusty red colour.' 

3. The branches have many parallel twigs, each twig is subdivided by nodes. 
The internodes are about 4 cm. long and have a thickness of mostly 2 mm. In the 
Vedic literature the Soma twigs, amstu, are likewise characterized by nodes, 
parvan, parus. Hillebrandt48 has collected the references. The parallelism is 
apparent. 

4. The plant grows in the mountainous regions of Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
India and in the adjoining northern areas. The ephedrine-yielding sorts E. 
gerardiana, E. procera (= E. maior Host, E. nebrodensis Tin.), and E. intermedia 
grow at altitudes between 1200 and 4000 m.49 The various Ephedra plants not 
infrequently grow on rocks, or in gravelly, unfertile soil along the valleys. The 
Soma is giristhh, as is well known, but it is also plucked from the rock by the 
falcon in RV, 1.93,6 (cf. RV, 5.85,2 somam adrau). Rocks as its habitat are also 
mentioned in the well-known dictum of Svetaketu Auddalaki in SB 3.4.3,13 and 
4.2.5,15:' Vrtra was Soma; its body is of (the same nature as) the mountains, as 
the stones. In this way is born the plant named usana ... this they bring hither 
and press.' 50 

5. The taste of the Ephedra twigs is astringent; the taste of Soma, when not 
yet mixed with milk, is called tfvrai, ' sharp '. 

6. The Soma-plant is ' of good scent ', hu-baoi6i (Yasna, 10,4), a fact which 
Gershevitch (Memorial Jean de Menasce, 47) used against the fly-agaric. 
According to Stuhrmann (IIJ, 28, 1985, 87), the mushroom is without any smell 
at all. The younger Vedic tradition still connects Noma with smell (PB 1.3,9 
somo gandhdya; MB, 2.4,11 soma iva gandhena; in the RV the pressed juice is 
surabhintara in 9.107,2). The respective Ephedra plants on the other hand have 
'a heavy, pine-like aromatic odour' (Sastri, Wealth of India, 179). 

7. Haoma is called 'tall', borozant, in Yasna, 10.21 and Videvdat 19.19. 
Since it is explicitly said in the Denkard 7.2,22 that Haoma is ' high as a man ', 
the realistic background behind the ' Allerweltswort ' (Stuhrmann, 87) borozant 
becomes more probable. Ephedra procera, the usual kind used by the Parsis, at 
home in the Harirud valley, grows 'up to 6 ft. high' (Wealth of India, 177, with 
table on 178). 

8. Soma/Haoma seems to have been regarded as an aphrodisiac, at least by 
women-folk. In RV 8.91,1 Soma is found by the wayside by a girl, who devours 
the plant, clearly with the purpose of becoming attractive to men. In RV 1.28 a 

47 B. H. Kapadia, A critical interpretation and investigation of epithets of Soma (Vallabh 
Vidyanagar, 1959), 4. 

48 Hillebrandt Vedische Mythologie, I, 217 ff.: RV 1.9,1; VS 20,27; TB 3.7,13; VaitS 24,1. 
49 Riedl, Stapf, passim; Wealth of India, 178: ' They can be grown in northern India at altitudes 

of 8,000 ft. or more', Stein, Ephedra, 504: ' growing in stony gravelly soil'. 
50 SB 3.4.3,13 (= 4.2.5,15): vrtr6 vdi soma asft tdsyaitdc chdrfram ydd girdyo ydd asmdnas tad 

es.osdna namdusadhir jdyata iti ha smdha svetdketur duddilakis tam etdd dhrtydbhisunvanti. The term 
usidn led to some confusion. R. S. Singh, 'Contribution of Unani Materia Medicas to the 
identification of Vedic plants with special reference to Ushna', Studies in History of Medicine, 3, 
1979, 42-8, connected the term with iusa, ' salty ground' and expected to meet with a plant' growing 
on alkaline earth '. This was rightly refuted by C. G. Kashikar, ' Identification of the Vedic plant 
Ushana', in the same journal, 4, 1980, 190-3. But the learned scholar takes ndma as an adverb, 
'verily', and traces usdna to the root vas, 'to shine', assuming a present participle meaning ' 
shining', because the colours of Soma, viz. tawny, ruddy and brown ' would mean, " shining "' 

(p. 191). Kashikar treats usdna as if it were usdna, in itself a supposed (?) irregular form of vasdna, 
with no attempt to explain the formal differences. RV, 10.30,9 ausdnd shows that the term is older 
than the SB, but a convincing etymology is still outstanding. Read usdnd ndmeyam osadhir bhavati 
in BSS 21.12 (90,1) instead of usasd (Caland) and upasthdnd (MSS)? 
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Soma plant is crushed by a couple at home in a mortar. There can be no doubt 
that this private affair (cf. RV 8.31,5) will be followed by sexual intercourse. In 
the Avesta, Haoma is 'in the captivity of women' (Yasna 10,17). Whoever 
maltreats Haoma will be without children (Yasna 10.15; 11,3). This may be 
compared with Qazilbash, 501: 'In Khyber and parts of Afghanistan crushed 
green twigs of Ephedra pachyclada Boiss are boiled in milk and used as an 
aphrodisiac. The light chocolate coloured powder contained in the central part 
is mixed with butter and administered as a remedy for sexual weakness.' I 
witnessed a Somayaga in Nagpur in 1979. After the Soma pressings were 
completed about ten Brahmin childless couples were invited into the holy 
compound to pound the Sarcostemma stalks with stones. 

9. Ephedra as the original Soma would explain why old and modern 
substitutes 51 for the original plant come as long, leafless sticks or hard grass. 

10. There are many kinds of Ephedra which look alike to a non-botanist, 
but only the sorts from the mountains yield the stimulating drug. In the ritual 
handbooks we still meet the question asked of the Soma-seller, as to whether the 
plant comes from Mount Miijavat (e.g. BSS 6.14 [172:2]). Obviously it was not 
possible for a Soma-buyer to distinguish the different sorts by simply inspecting 
them. 

11. Indra uses Soma to fight Vrtra and this mythological trait could have a 
natural background. While the ritualistic use is absolutely peaceful, Ephedra 
extracts can be a mighty stimulant for warriors. Madaus reports a test made 
with soldiers during the First World War. They were given several drugs, but 
they retained their strength best after consumption of ephedrine, which also 
kept them from sleepiness.52 

12. Ephedrine 'reinforces heart action' (Wealth, 179), taken in excess it 
leads to 'vertigo, palpitation, sweating, nausea and vomiting, occasionally 
precordial pain' (Wealth, 179). Several times the RV locates the imbibed Soma 
in the heart (1.91,13 soma rdrandhi no hrdi; 1.168,3; 8.48,4); RV 8.79,7 begs 
Soma to be peaceful to the heart (bhavd nah soma sam hrde), the following 
stanza tries to war.d off excessive agitation (ma no hardi tvisa vadhT.h). Cf. PB 
1.5,6. SB 12.7.2,2, after retelling the story of Indra's Soma abuse, speaks only 
about vomiting when referring to humans. Cf. SB 5.5.4,9 and especially 
TS 2.3.2,6. 

To sum up: there is no need to look for a plant other than Ephedra for the 
original Soma, the one plant used to this day by the Parsis. Ephedra fits each 
and every detail of the texts. In addition, the effect of the watery extract explains 
why this plant was so highly reputed and used in the most solemn rituals: 
ephedrine was a reliable stimulant for warriors and a mighty aphrodisiac. These 
profane uses most likely stood at the beginning of its career. Since it was easily 
available it certainly enjoyed a wide popularity among the population of the 
mountains. Its grhya use as an aphrodisiac is attested in the RV, in the Avesta, 
in present-day Afghanistan, and even the priests in a modern Agnistoma (see 
above) have preserved the idea. This popular use may be responsible for 

51 For details see Kuiper, 'Was the Puttka a mushroom? (art. cit. n. 10 above). JMS, 6.3,31 ff. 
with Sabara's comments seems to imply that Soma was still very well known in the third century 
A.D. In Vedic texts, substitutes are called for only when the sacrifice has already started and Soma is 
not for sale-against all expectations-or is stolen. 

52Gerhard Madaus, Lehrbuch der biologischen Heilmittel, Ii (Leipzig, 1938), 1264: 'Einen 
groBangelegten Versuch fiihrte Vondracek durch, der an 12 Soldaten die Einwirkung von Chinin, 
Strychnin, Yohimbin, Harmin und Ephedrin auf den Muskel priifte. Dabei ergab sich, daB am 
besten das Ephedrin zur therapeutischen Erhohung der Leistung anzuwenden ist, weil es von allen 
genannten Substanzen am kraftigsten auf die Muskelstiirke wie auch auf den Willen zur 
Uberwindung der Miidigkeit einwirkte.' 
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the wide distribution of its name, attested as hum near Herat to som in Gilgit. 
The first result of drinking Haoma consists in receiving a son (Yasna 9,4 if.). 
Soma/Haoma represents continuity of life in all its aspects. Its ' clearing' effects 
on the human mind distinguish it from other, alcoholic stimulants. Since it 
could be used by poets for their purposes, and since it is opposed to the fatiguing 
forces of the night-time, its way into rituals was almost a natural one. But it 
seems, as pointed out above, that Soma as a both popular and respected drug 
was incorporated into different mythologies. The fact that only the Indo- 
Iranian branch of the Indo-Europeans knows of Soma/Haoma may be due to 
the limited area where these pharmacologically effective plants can be found at 
high altitudes. On the other hand it seems as if the peoples who spoke Indo- 
Iranian idioms already had rather diversified mythologies when their priests 
decided to introduce Soma/Haoma into their respective theological systems. 

I do not want to leave this topic without mentioning some Iranists who 
obviously never doubted the antiquity of present-day Haoma. The first to 
mention is Karl Friedrich Geldner (cf. his RV translation III,2), others include 
Boyce (Henning Memorial Volume, 62) and Steblin-Kamenskij (BSOAS, L, 2, 
1987, 377b). 

So much for the hari plant with its amsus, which is referred to in almost all of 
the stanzas dealing with Soma in the Rgveda. But there are some stray 
references which do not fit the picture. 

From later literature it is well known that parts of fig trees can replace Soma 
or are even regarded as equivalent. In the SGS 1.20,3 in the Pumsavana section 
a somams.u is needed or a stalk of kusa-grass or the buds of the nyagrodha fig 
(somdmsnum pesayitvd kusakantakam vd nyagrodhasya vd skandhasydntydm 
suhgdm). A toothbrush made from udumbara wood is addressed in PGS 2.6,17 
as king Soma (somo raja'yam dgamat). In the AB 7.29,2 it is said that Soma is 
the food of the brahmins, and in 7.30,2 the proper Soma for ksatriyas is defined 
as the downward-growing parts of the nyagrodha, and the fruits of the asvattha, 
udumbara and plaksa fig trees (athdsyaisa svo bhakso nyagrodhasydvarodhas' ca 
phaldni caudumbardni asLvatthdni plaksin.y abhisunTydt), because the nyagrodha 
is a hidden form of Soma (2 paroksam iva ha vd esa somo rdjd yan nyagrodhah). 
The asvattha-figs are defined in AB 7.32,2 as representing the overlordship of 
the trees (atha yad asvatthdni ... siamrnajyam va etad vanaspatTndm). If a vaisya 
or rajanya intends as a sacrificer to drink from Soma he should be given 
pounded nyagrodha-buds mixed in curds according to KSS 10.9,30 ff.53 The 
ChU 8.5,3 knows of the Soma-yielding asvattha (tad asvatthah somasavanah). 

Now, it can be shown that at least the asvattha seems to be associated with 
Soma already in the RV. Stanzas from two hymns of the late first and tenth 
books may be interpreted in this way. The clearest instance is found in RV 
10.97, a poem praising healing plants, osadhi. Of these plants it is said in stanza 
5 that they dwell near the asvattha, near the parn.a (asvatthe vo nisdada-nam parne 
vo vasatis krta). In the following stanza 6 the plants living near the asvattha are 
compared to kings having come to the samiti. In later times the saimiti includes 
the nobles and their king.54 In stanzas 18 and 19 the assembly of herbs is 
described as 'having Soma as their king' (somardjnih), and in 18 the highest, 
obviously this king Soma, is addressed as if present (tasd.m tvaim asy uttama). 
This highest authority is spoken to exclusively in the concluding stanza 23 with 
the words: 'You, healing plant, you are the highest. The trees are your 
subordinates' (tvaim uttamasy osadhe tava vrks'a utpastayah). If the poet was 
consistent in his thinking then the lines cited have to be interpreted like this: the 

53 cf. C. G. Kashikar, ' Soma-drink vis-a-vis the ruling class', ABORI, 67, 1986, 247-50. 
54 Wilhelm Rau, Staat und Gesellschaft im Alten Indien (Wiesbaden, 1957), 82. 
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healing plants have Soma, i.e. the asvattha, as their king, and this king rules 
especially over the trees.55 

The hymn RV 1.135 is addressed to Indra and Vayu. Many stanzas (3, 5, 6) 
contrast in dual-forms the two gods with the human priests in the plural. In 
stanza 8 we read: 'Drive hither, you two, to this offering of the sweet (Soma). 
Those (many) who approached the asvattha as winners, they shall be winners 
for us' (atriha tad vahethe mddhva ahutim yam asvatthdm upatisthanta 
jdycyvo'sme te santujdiyavah). Here Soma and asvattha need not be identical, but 
they are at least in close contact. 

Revealing is RV 1.164,20-22, the well-known riddle about the two birds in 
the tree. In stanza 20 one of the two eats the sweet fig, pippalam svddvatty, 
therefore the tree must be some sort of fig. The following stanza has some more 
birds in the tree chirp for a portion of this amrta (yatra suparna amrtasya 
bhdigdm ... abhisvdranti). In the last of the three stanzas the many birds have 
eaten of the sweet substance, madhu, they rest in the tree where they also rear 
their young (yasmin vrkse madhvadah suparna nivisante stvate cadhi visve). The 
terms amrta and madhu, so typical of the divine substance, make it obvious that 
the poet associated the tree and its fig fruits with Soma. On the other hand it is 
clear that the increasing number of birds reflects some kind of development. I 
therefore take this riddle to refer to the usual pattern of evolution: The fasting 
bird represents the passive element (water, asuras, female, moon, night, etc.), 
the eating one the active element (fire, devas, male, sun, light, etc.); their 
coexistence results in cosmic evolution. The tree is the world-tree so well 
attested, not only in diverse Indo-European mythologies,56 and it represents at 
the same time space and primeval food. 

Here, in the RV, this tree yields figs and is connected with Soma by some key 
terms. Now, Thieme (Untersuchungen, 70) has pointed out that the same kind of 
tree with birds in it is also known from Iranian sources and can there also be 
connected with Haoma. In Afghanistan it certainly was easy to associate 
Haoma with the inherited notion of a world-tree. On the mythological level 
both items are closely related with water and both stand for evolution, creation, 
and life. Also, in the mountains concerned we find Ephedra procera, one of the 
best suppliers of ephedrine, and this plant grows to as much as 6 ft. It smells like 
a pine tree and may therefore be regarded as a real tree, and birds like its berries. 
It may have been natural to identify the plant which resembles a tree and which 
produces the 'generating' drug Haoma with the space-creating world tree. In 
India, quite some distance from the high-growing Ephedra, the idea of a world- 
tree has survived in different forms, mostly independent of the plant which 
produced the Soma drug. It was substituted by the asvattha, Ficus religiosa, 
with its pippala-fruits. This tree already played a major role in the religious life 

55 There is only one ' highest' addressed and only one Soma spoken of. But there are two terms 
in stanza 5, viz. asvatthd and parna. In middle-Vedic times parna denotes the Butea frondosa, also 
called paldha. But it seems possible that originally parna was nothing but an epithet of the Ficus 
religiosa. Its leaf, Skt. parna, is of a particular shape and was already painted on pottery in 
Mundigak 3/4 and in the mature Harappa phase. The BhagavadgTta, 16,1 equates the leaves of the 
asvattha with the rhythmical poetry (chandamsi yasya parndni), comparable to A VP 9.25,16, where 
it is said that its leaves never rest (asvatthasya parndni nelayanti, for the reading cf. IIJ, 10, 1967/68, 
239). In both TS, 3.4.8,4 and 7.4.12,1 four kinds of trees are listed, and three of them are figs and 
identical, viz. plaksd, nyagrodha and udumbdra, but the fourth differs: in TS 3.4.8,4 the asvatthd is 
mentioned and in the second instance the parnd! In TS 3.5.7,2 the Butea and the fig are clearly 
separated: rds.trdm. vdi parno6 vid asvatth6. A split in meaning would also explain why the Butea 
frondosa appears as representative of Soma, e.g. in KB, 2.2,14 (somo vaipaldsah), SB 6.6.3,7 (ditto), 
TB 1.1.3,10, JB 1.355. 

56 Uno Holmberg, Der Baum des Lebens (Helsinki, 1922/23); Ake V. Str6m, ' Indogermanisches 
in der V6oluspa', Numen, 14, 1967, 186-8; Eugen Kagarow: Der umgekehrte Schamanenbaum. In: 
Archiv fiir Religions-wissenschaft 27 (1929), 183-5, with further literature. 
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of the Indus culture in the third and second millennium B.C. The asvattha is an 
important cult object even today, and it would be impossible to enumerate all 
the historical events, rites, and customs connected with this tree.57 It can safely 
be said that the Vedic priests encountered a native cult of the asvattha after they 
settled in the Indian plains. The sacredness of the fig tree made it the best 
candidate to replace any other species previously representing the primeval 
world-tree. 

It seems as if an original Ephedra world-tree left its traces in India too. ChU 
8.5,3 talks about the world of Brahman. There is a lake Ara and the asvattha 
somasavana and the town called Aparajita. The same names are found also in 
KausU 1.3 if. There first comes a lake Ara, then the river Vijara, then the tree 
Ilya, finally the stronghold Aparajita. In the following (KausU 1.5) this tree Ilya 
is connected with a heavenly perfume (sa dgacchatllyam vrksam. tarm brahma- 
gandhah pravisati). In these two versions we thus once have an asvattha, 
yielding Soma, and once a fragrant tree Ilya. But the asvattha is not fragrant at 
all! Yet, Soma as well as Haoma are known for their pleasant smell (above, 
p. 86). Thieme (Untersuchungen, 69 f., n. 8) mentions a tree of paradise different 
from the asvattha, which is called surabhi, just like Soma in the RV. The 
different notions seem to be explicable when we accept the double role of 
Ephedra as supplier of a drug and as a temporary representative of the age-old 
world-tree. 

Conclusion: The plant used for the Soma/Haoma drink of the Indo-Iranian 
peoples has again been identified with Ephedra. The evidence is manifold, being 
based on the outer shape, and on the holiness of the plant in antiquity and 
today. New are the arguments regarding the effects of ephedrine, which explain 
why Soma in the RV is used as an aphrodisiac, why it is offered to Indra in his 
nightly combat, and why priests take the drug to stimulate poetical inspiration. 

Then it was shown that the asvattha received some mention in the later 
books of the RV as the world-tree. Since the Ephedra plants most likely had 
been associated with this notion too, asvattha as the new world-tree in India 
attracted some of the Soma aspects which formerly belonged exclusively to 
Ephedra. Though parts of the fig tree were used in grhya ceremonies in place of 
Ephedra it never replaced the old plant in srauta rituals. 

57 cf. P. V. Kane, History of Dharmasdstra, II (Poona, 1974), 546, 895; Odette Viennot, Le culte 
de l'arbre dans l'Inde ancienne (Paris, 1954), 34, 64, 87; B. Walker, Hindu world, I (London, 
1968), 358. 
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