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Wine Cultures
Gandhara and Beyond
edited by Claudia Antonetti, Bryan De Notariis, Marco Enrico

Abstract

The volume Wine Cultures. Gandhara and Beyond represents the primary outcome of
the MALIWI project (SPIN Ca’ Foscari 2021) directed by Claudia Antonetti. Adopting
aninterdisciplinary approach, this work seeks to explore the production techniques,
social functions, and cultural significance of intoxicating drinks with particular ref-
erence to wine - an extraordinary beverage that has been intertwined with human
history for millennia. This volume gathers contributions by scholars interested in
studying wine and drinking culture in Gandhara and neighbouring regions, includ-
ing Ancient Assyria, Arachosia, and present-day India. The topic is explored from
three fundamental perspectives, employing a diverse range of sources, including
literary and historical texts, as well as linguistic, iconographic, archaeological, and
anthropological evidence.

Keywords Gandhara. Drinking culture. Wine. Indo-Greeks. Alcohol.
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Introduction

Claudia Antonetti
Universita Ca' Foscari Venezia, Italy

Bryan De Notariis
Universita Ca' Foscari Venezia, Italy

Marco Enrico
Universita Ca' Foscari Venezia, Italy

This volume represents the main outcome of the MALIWI project,*
a research project lasting 24 months (2021-2023), funded by Ca’
Foscari University of Venice through a SPIN (Supporting Principal
Investigators) Grant.

The MALIWI project aimed to analyse the cultural exchanges in the
Gandharan area through the lens of wine culture. A long-term study
(from Achaemenid to Kushan ages, ca. VI BC-III AD), in an interdis-
ciplinary perspective, was an urgent desideratum. Hence, the pro-
ject has collected evidence on winemaking and consumption, starting
from an interdisciplinary approach in order to trace the production
techniques and the social and convivial uses of wine as well as chang-
ing, overlapping and métissage of cultures in the Gandharan area.

A novelty of the project was to bring together two scientific fields
that are academically separated in Italy: Classical and Indological
studies. Therefore, the project pursued research in both fields, put-
ting them in constant dialogue with each other.

The attempt of combining eastern and western sources has been
demonstrated to be worthwhile. Especially sources of the eastern

1 Making Libation of Wine from Golden Cups: Social, ritual, and ceremonial use of
wine in the Gandharan area, from the Achaemenids to the Kushans: SPIN 2021, P.I.
Claudia Antonetti.
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frontier of Greco-Roman influence on the social, ritual, and ceremo-
nial use of wine lacked an exhaustive analysis. The study of alcohol-
ic drinks (in general) and wine (in particular) in Indian sources was
almost a virgin land. A notable exception to this gap in the academ-
ic literature is James McHugh’s recent monograph An Unholy Brew:
Alcohol in Indian History and Religion, the most important work in the
history of these studies dedicated to the Indian subcontinent.? Our
research has therefore been deeply inspired by the work of McHugh,
whom we invited to introduce the volume: he kindly accepted, and
we are grateful to him.

As for the Indological research, one primary investigation focused
on tracing evidence for grapes and wine in the most ancient Bud-
dhist literary sources, exploring a potential spread of grapes in the
Indian sub-continent initially prompted by medical reasons.? Later,
the research extended to social aspects related to conviviality and
collegial drinking of alcoholic beverages through an investigation
of popular festivals with the involvement of royal elites, in addition
to private parties with sympotic elements. Particular attention was
paid to the following Indian and Chinese sources: Sutta Pitaka, Vi-
naya Pitaka, Atthakathas, Milindapanha, Arthasastra, Mahabharata,
Ramayana, Medical Samhitas, Manusmrti, ASoka’s edicts; Naxian biqit
Jjing ARSI A€ (= Milindapariha in Chinese), Da zhidu Iun K&
(= *Mahaprajiiaparamita-sastra), Génbén shudyiqie youbu pinaiyé A
AU H R AENEE S (= Vinaya of the Mulasarvastivadins), Da Tdng
Xiyu ji XEVEEFC (= Xuadnzang'’s travel reports).

Research on Classical sources lied first in examining Strabo’s
Geography, as it is considered a valuable source of the geographic
and ethnographic data on Ancient India and Central Asia transmit-
ted by Alexander the Great’s historians. The research has revealed
an intriguing aspect about the interpreters accompanying Alexan-
der the Great’s expedition and their role in the historians’ retrieval
of information. The hypothesis that has been tested is that certain
inaccuracies in the geographical, ethnographic, and botanical infor-
mation provided by Alexander’s historians may have arisen from mis-
interpretations and translation mistakes made by their interpreters.*
Particular attention was paid to the following Greek and Latin sourc-
es: Arrian (Indica and Anabasis), Athenaeus of Naucratis, Ctesia of

2 McHugh 2021.
3 This research resulted in the paper “Where is Grape Wine? On Grapes and Wine in
Pali Buddhist Literature and Beyond” (De Notariis 2023a).

4 This research resulted in the publication “Traduzioni e interpretazioni ai confini
tra Grecia e India. Una rilettura di Strabone 15.1.20 alla luce delle fonti indiane e bud-
dhiste” (De Notariis, Enrico forthcoming).

Antichistica40|10 | 4
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Cnidus (Persica and Indica), Diodorus Siculus, Historians of Alexan-
der the Great, Curtius Rufus, Plinius the Elder.

Not only did the primary sources play a fundamental role in the
research, but also the secondary sources used were quite heteroge-
neous, as they derive from two fields of study. Therefore, the bibli-
ography of the project is itself an output of the research: we wanted
it to be public, reusable, and expandable at the end of the project.
Hence, the choice to collaborate with the Service Management Of-
fice of the BAUM (Biblioteca di Area Umanistica at the Ca’ Foscari
University of Venice) and with Dr. Mauro Mazzocut, who oversaw
the realisation of the online bibliography in Zotero.? The bibliogra-
phy has been exported in RIS file format and uploaded on Zenodo,®
where it received a proper DOI.”

The research team was active in dissemination activities.® To fur-
ther spread knowledge about the project, a website? has been de-
signed by Eloisa Paganoni.

On May 5th and 6th, 2023, we organised the international confer-
ence Wine Culture: Gandharan Crossroads at the Ca’ Foscari Univer-
sity of Venice. Speakers interested in the study of wine and drinking
culture came to Venice from Canada, Pakistan, the United States,
the United Kingdom, Germany, Naples, Bari, Florence, Udine, Bo-
logna and Genoa. The conference was an opportunity to delve into
the drinking cultures in ancient Gandhara and neighbouring areas
such as Ancient Assiria and Arachosia, and today India. Many con-
tributions presented at that time have been revised for the volume
we are presenting, which addresses the overarching theme of the
research project from three fundamental perspectives. The first
part (Indological Sources: Literature and Anthropology) is devoted
to Indological sources with a particular reference to literature and
anthropology, the second one (Archaeology of Wine: Comparisons and

5 https://www.zotero.org/groups/4744246/wine_in_gandhara/library.
6 https://zenodo.org/records/10245260.
7 https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.10245260.

8 Some other publications related to the project are: “The Buddhist Text Known in
Pali as Milindapafiha and in Chinese as Naxian biqiii jing #i%ctt €. Some Philologi-
cal Remarks and the Problem of the Archetype” (De Notariis 2022); “Revisiting Lev-
man’s View on the Milindapafiha” (De Notariis 2023b); “Mnpotpagris: un nuovo fram-
mento di Sofocle?” (Enrico forthcoming). Eventually, it is worth mentioning that Claudia
Antonetti, Bryan De Notariis and Marco Enrico presented joint papers at the following
conferences: “Il vino nell’India antica, una frontiera culturale fra geografia e politica”
paper presented at the workshop XII seminario di Geographia Antiqua, Universita deg-
li Studi di Perugia, Italy (14-15 March 2024); and “Strabone e I'India: immagine (e sim-
bologie) della regalita indiana”, paper presented at the international conference “Da
Sardi all’Indo: gli Orienti di Strabone fra popoli e culture”, Universita di Genova, Ita-
ly (28-29 September 2023).

9 https://mizar.unive.it/venicepigraphy/maliwi/public/.
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Diachronies) to the archaeology of wine through diachronic compar-
isons, the third one (Gandhara and Classical Sources: Imagery, Ico-
nography, Epigraphy and Texts) to Gandharan and Classical sources
delving into imageries, iconographies, epigraphs, and texts.

In particular, the introductory chapter has been written by James
McHugh, who provides a fresh overview on some relevant approaches
to the study of wine and intoxicating drinks in India and Gandhara.

Bryan De Notariis initially discusses how Gandhara could have
been the ideal place to accommodate the Greek symposion. Later, he
delves into the Buddhist literature, analysing how sympotic-like ele-
ments (alcohol, sex, and intellectual pursuits) were represented in a
legislative account and examines some sympotic deities occurring in
cosmological accounts.

Andrea Drocco presents an innovative analysis of texts written in
Prakrit and Ardha-Magadhi with a particular reference to the desi ‘re-
gional’ words used to indicate ‘intoxicating drinks’. In so doing, he ex-
plores a bunch of sources which have hitherto received little attention.

Stefano Beggiora presents a comparative study in an anthropolog-
ical perspective. He proposes a comparison of the Vedic Soma and
wine production in Gandhara with the production of alcoholic, fer-
mented products and traditional fermentation starters (and their re-
lated ritual uses) among the indigenous adivasi communities of India.

Elena Rova focuses on the Southern Caucasus, a key area where
viticulture and wine production first develops in the Neolithic peri-
od. Her investigation adopts a multidisciplinary approach, employ-
ing bioarchaeology and archaeological sciences to explore recent re-
sults obtained on the field of “Archaeology of Wine”.

Francesca Simi, Costanza Coppini, and Daniele Morandi Bonacossi
present the discovery of the first wine production area ever identified
in the archaeology of ancient Mesopotamia, situated in close proxim-
ity to Tell Khinis (Assyrian Khanusa). Their work highlights the en-
during and extensive exploitation of this agricultural landscape over
an extended period.

Prabhjeet Johal investigates the beginning of viticulture in the
Achaemenid satrapy of Arachosia, proposing that the region swiftly
embraced viniculture under the empire’s standardised administra-
tive and cultural norms, evident through changes in material culture,
architectural advancements, and mentions of local wine in adminis-
trative documents.

Omar Coloru, Elisa Iori, and Luca Maria Olivieri delve into the geo-
graphical sites associated by the Greeks accompanying Alexander the
Great with wine production and the myths of Dionysus and Herakles in
Gandhara. They place a specific emphasis on Nysa in the Kunar/Chi-
tral valley. Additionally, the research explores the economic dynam-
ics of wine production in this region until the late antiquity period.

Antichistica40|10 | 6
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Cristiano Moscatelli and Anna Filigenzi offer some observations
on the values underlying Gandharan wine symbolism and associated
figurative themes, aligning with a recent enquiry on the interactions
between Buddhism and the local cultural substratum in the north-
western part of the Indian subcontinent in ancient times.

Claudia Antonetti explores the plausibility of the ritual practices
described by Curtius Rufus in Greater Gandhara and in the broader
“Indo-Iranian frontier”, focusing on their significance for elite pres-
tige. She highlights how the use of gold libation cups functioned as
a powerful symbol of kingship, connecting Indian and Greek cultur-
al traditions.

Stefan Baums investigates the drinking culture of ancient
Gandhara through the analysis of manuscripts and epigraphs, col-
lecting the available material and considering the information that
can be extracted from it. In so doing, he provides an original per-
spective on the Gandharan wine culture.

Marco Enrico focuses on the description of Central Asia and India
offered by Strabo of Amasea and aims to critically examine Strabo’s
evidence on vine cultivation and wine production in India, focusing
on Musikanos’ kingdom and the utopian setting where wine-related
information is presented.

As the reader can see, we opted for grouping the contributions
based on the sources, methodologies and academic disciplines used.
Clearly, it is often difficult to draw a sharp line between fields of study
and methodologies, especially when an author adopts more than one.
However, we editors believe that the heterogeneity of disciplines
and approaches is a richness and a strength of this work. Therefore,
the drinking culture of Gandhara was analysed from different per-
spectives, also investigating the alcoholic traditions of neighbouring
countries, based on a multiplicity of sources, from textual to mate-
rial ones, passing through anthropological glimpses. In so doing, we
had to recognise the existence of a plurality of ‘cultures’, hence the
title: “Wine cultures”. When we use the word ‘wine’ in English, we
chiefly mean the fermented juice of grapes, but it can also indicate,
more generically, any fermented juice from a fruit or a plant. There-
fore, starting from the ‘wine’ par excellence drunk and produced in
Gandhara, which is the grape wine, we had plenty of intoxicants flow-
ing into this book, involving a plurality of countries or cultural areas,
whence we opted for the subtitle “Gandhara and Beyond”.

Antichistica40|10 | 7
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Intoxicating Nectars of Plenty
Reflections on Wine and Other Drinks
in Ancient South Asia

James McHugh
University of Southern California, USA

Abstract This introductory chapter frames the collection of essays. It is time that
we moved beyond merely noting the presence of ‘imported’ Hellenistic wine imagery
in Gandhara, and the view of visual imagery as mere documentary evidence for wine
culture in the region: surviving representations of wine culture from Gandhara are just
as layered and historically complex as Renaissance Venetian depictions of The Wedding
at Cana. The essays in this book add exactly that sort of nuance to our understanding of
winein Gandhara. After a brief summary of what we know about early alcohol production
and consumption in South Asia as a whole, the chapter considers what was distinctive
about a vinocentric alcohol culture in Gandhara. How did external trade in wine from
Gandhara affect wine culture in South Asia as a whole? As a somewhat exceptional drink
in the South Asian context, how might wine culture have been considered in Buddhist
contexts?

Keywords Wine. Gandhara. India. Alcohol. Intoxicants. Buddhism.

In this chapter, originally delivered as a keynote address, I wish to
set the scene for all the other chapters in the volume; pieces that are
based on the talks delivered at the international conference Wine
Culture: Gandharan Crossroads (Ca’ Foscari University of Venice,
5th-6th May 2023). Thus I present here some general reflections on
drink in South Asia, along with some comments on wine, wine in gen-
eral and wine in South Asia. Many of my remarks and questions in
this chapter are rather speculative in nature, intended above all to
stimulate discussion, merely to preface the rest of the essays result-
ing from the colloquium.
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Intoxicating Nectars of Plenty

Inspired by the location of this colloquium in Venice, at Ca’ Fos-
cari, I shall begin my comments, not in Gandhara, but within the very
building at the heart of Ca’ Foscari University; a building whose fa-
cade is world-famous, with the spectacular central large balcony and
windows so typical of Venetian palazzi. Yet I always wondered what
inner structure corresponded to these distinctive facades, copied
all over the world, from Victorian Manchester to Las Vegas casinos.
Yet, unlike in Nevada, in the original palazzi, these windows were
positioned at the end of a very large room called a sala or portego;
a long hallway of sorts, with doors leading off to separate rooms; a
grand reception room with an impressive display of Venetian glass
windows at one or both ends. In such rooms, as art historian Monika
Schmitter has written, wealthy merchant families would host a vari-
ety of events, in a space decorated with weapons, with large creden-
zas of impressive silver and glass, and above all collections of paint-
ings.* And it is these paintings, the quadri da portego that I wish to
consider briefly. For as Schmitter explains, scenes of feasting and en-
tertaining, often religious in nature, such as the supper at Emmaus
or the Wedding at Cana, were common themes for art commissioned
for such spaces - pictures eminently suited to a space designed for
affluent feasting, and displays of cosmopolitan, mercantile success.
Yet, when these paintings contained religious subject matter, as they
often did, these images emphasized virtues such as charity and hos-
pitality. As such, certain Venetian paintings commissioned for the
salas, paintings in which we see biblical feasts, can fruitfully be un-
derstood in the context of particular social concerns and economic
conditions, in rooms used for actual feasts, which no doubt influenced
the choice of subject matter, the manner of representation, and also
the contemporaneous reception of the images.

I wanted to think a little about the contexts of Venetian art, be-
cause so much of our detailed evidence for alcohol use in early South
Asia likewise consists of ‘representations’ of drinks and drinking,
which were produced and received in very particular contexts: reli-
gious, social and economic, including the reliefs of wine making from
Gandhara. Take one more example, not from Venice however: a well-
known painting by Poussin in the Louvre, in the center of which two
men carry an outsized bunch of grapes on a stick.? What is going on
in that image? Is this a bad, disproportionate painting of grapes? Of
course not; this image is part of a set that depicts the seasons, and

I wish to thank the organizers of this conference, Professor Claudia Antonetti, Dr. Bryan
De Notariis, and Dr. Marco Enrico for inviting me to deliver this talk, as well as all the
support from everyone else at Ca’ Foscari.

1 Schmitter 2011.
2 L’Automne, by Nicolas Poussin.
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the grapes evoke autumn and the time of the grape harvest, with two
men heroically bringing the grapes home slung on a stick, like hunt-
ers triumphantly carrying a dead deer. This is less an image of a fruit
than of a time, and an artistic expression of human victory over eco-
nomic resources at a certain time of year.

Such are the perspectives I would like to try to bring to our reflec-
tions on wine culture and its representations in the complex, cosmo-
politan region of greater Gandhara. We need to move beyond the con-
cept of ‘imported’ Dionysiac imagery or the search for ‘documentary
depictions’ of vinification processes. The chapters in this volume ex-
emplify precisely that sort of complexity and nuance.

Now, wine is a ‘particularly’ good topic with which to think about
Gandhara or Greater Gandhara - a region at the fringes of, and at
times infused with elements of the complex Persian and Hellenized
worlds, both areas with their own well developed wine cultures. Yet
Gandhara is also part of the greater Indic world and an important
center for early Buddhism. Gandhara is also a region on trade routes
to Inner Asia and China. And, last but not least, it is an area with a
climate extremely well suited for certain types of agriculture, in par-
ticular viticulture, which would appear to have been long established
here. Many factors intersect here. But of course, for the average
Gandharan, their land and their ways of wine, be these the drinks,
words, or visual images, most likely did not seem hybrid or syncret-
ic, but rather the norm. It is highly likely that for the Gandharans, as
for the Venetians, the extremely cosmopolitan nature of their histo-
ry and culture - so strikingly cosmopolitan to outsiders and modern
scholars - did not take away from the fact that their ways were a dis-
tinctive whole, more than the sum of these various parts. Gandhara
may seem at times like a fascinating ancient cocktail to us, but it was
more a glass of distinctive local wine to the Gandharans.

Before I turn to wine and Gandhara, I wish briefly to review what
we know about alcohol cultures in South Asia as a whole, for by do-
ing so we might better appreciate what is distinctive about Gandhara.
The thing that surprised me most when I wrote a large survey of al-
cohol in South Asia is that, despite the limitations of mostly using
Sanskrit sources to study this topic, there was so much variety with-
in the alcohol cultures in the region over the long term.* We have
drinks made from various grains, made using two main methods.
The method seen in Europe and Mesopotamia where you change the
starches to sugars with the enzymes of malted grains, as well as the
method associated with East Asia today, where people use molds.
As such, the grain based drinks of this region resemble those to the

3 For details on the various drinks discussed in this paragraph, see McHugh 2021b,
chs. 2, 3.
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west and to the east. Not only that, but South Asia is remarkable for
having drinks made from sugarcane at a very early period, certain-
ly several centuries BC. Again, sugarcane drinks were not just one
thing, but many: some were made from fresh juice; some from pro-
cessed sugars. And this must have made a difference in other realms,
economic, regional, and cultural: drinks made from fresh juice are
far easier to make where you actually grow sugarcane, whereas you
can make drinks from jaggery anywhere you trade it. Then we have
drinks made from fruits: jackfruit, jambu, grape wine, and so on,
not to mention all the various forms of palm toddy. Most alcoholic
drinks also contained a herbal additive, a mixture of various botan-
icals, which was called sambhara, which was often seen as quite es-
sential to making these drinks, just as one sees with hops and most
modern beers. I will return to the sambhara additive mixture below
in my discussion of wine.

These many drinks also most likely corresponded to different pat-
terns of consumption: common refreshments for farm workers, as we
see with toddy today; or grain suras brewed en masse for festivals
and weddings. Some drinks were more complicated, probably more
costly, and as we know from the Arthasastra, wine was imported in
some places, and such drinks were likely associated with more elite
consumption - at least in places where the drinks were rare and ex-
pensive. And, as with the feasts we see in the quadri da portego of
the Renaissance Venetian palazzo, these patterns of consumption
crept their way into representations of drinking, textual and visual,
even in religious contexts.* Representations of making and produc-
ing drinks could also be used to characterize regions, such as the
Persian wine bower in Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa, or Abhinavagupta’s
beloved local Kashmiri wine.®

There is no space in this short chapter to explore the morals of
drink in South Asia, but I should make two small observations before
continuing. First, laws and moral attitudes concerning drink were
very nuanced and complicated. Also, the erotic and sensuous delights
of a drinking session as depicted in poetry might well be admired
by people who were supposed to be absolutely teetotal. Second, we
must remember that in the premodern world there was no concept
of alcohol as a substance common to different drinks. Rather, when
deciding which intoxicating drinks were permitted or not some oth-
er criteria were needed. Vasubandhu, for example, notes in his au-
tocommentary on the Abhidharmakosa, that although arecanuts and

4 On imported wine as connoting elite drinking, see, for example McHugh 2021b,
131-2.

5 Ontoddy as characterizing certain regions, see, McHugh 2021b, 58. On grape wine
and regionality, see McHugh 2021a, 10-12.
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kodo millet ‘can’ intoxicate they are not’ forbidden by the Buddhist
precept on sura and maireya as they are not technically forms of sura
or maireya, whatever those are for him.° So in thinking about what
may or may not have been allowed in certain Buddhist contexts as
in Gandhara, we might consider how a given liquid might have been
classified. For example, if someone made a drink that resembled Ital-
ian vino cotto in Gandhara, only lightly fermented but very sweet
and quite suited to storage and transportation, would this be count-
ed as covered by sura and maireya of the precept and Vinaya rule, or
might it just be another type of honey, a grape honey or sorts, emi-
nently suited to a monastic afternoon sugary drink? I will return to
this question below.

Let us now turn to wine. First let us think about geography and
environment. Not everywhere in the world is well suited for grow-
ing grapes, and then some places where you grow grapes are a bit
too hot for optimal vinification. Traditionally the optimal northern
hemisphere zone for growing vines is said to be between 32 and 51
degrees North - though of course with factors of continentality, al-
titude, rainfall, and soil, there are plenty of places within this band
that are not great for grapes, and conversely, as with the wines of Na-
shik in modern India, there are places that work outside this range.”
Now, although tropical viticulture ‘is’ possible, it does not always
come naturally and requires a lot of extra work. Similarly, there are,
for example, solid environmental reasons why my ancestors are po-
tato people, not tomato people. And Gandhara, at about 34.5 degrees
North, as with connected areas in Central Asia and parts of Persia,
is evidently well suited to the production of grapes, and apparently
long has been, given our archaeological evidence.®

Yet even in an area suited to viticulture people need to know about
grapes, know about making wine, and they also need to think wine is
a good thing to make. France, for example, is a good place to make
wine. Yet this was apparently not always the case. Michael Dietler
has written of the process whereby the French, or perhaps more ac-
curately, some Iron age people living in the Rhone Valley, encoun-
tered and adopted wine and also Mediterranean material culture as-
sociated with wine, these people previously being more exclusively
beer drinkers.? Wine was an addition here, and was taken undilut-
ed, to the great disapproval of classical authors.*® Despite this novel
and ‘barbarian’ style of consumption, wine in ancient France was

For Vasubandhu on drinks and other substances, see McHugh 2021b, 221-4.
Robinson, Harding 2006, s.v. “Latitude”.

On grapes and other crops at Barikot, for example, see Spengler et al. 2021.
Dietler 1990, 382-3.

10 Dietler 1990, 385.

0 0 N O
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associated with imported drinking paraphernalia, Etruscan or Greek,
or with local paraphernalia that sometimes emulated imported mod-
els - aligning with other wine cultures in at least that respect.

Given that it seems that grapes were long established in Gandhara,
perhaps wine was also long known, so perhaps what we are deal-
ing with in the archaeological record here is the adoption of new
forms - maybe new forms of production, and certainly new forms
of vessels and imagery - be these Achaemenid or Hellenistic.** The
Gandhari word for wine, masu, is Indic, but as I have discussed else-
where, it seems possible that the prominence of that particular form
in Indic languages maybe owes something to the reconstructed Ira-
nian *madu - and significantly we see no oinos words for wine here.
Although pure speculation, one wonders what other aspects of wine
culture in greater Gandhara adapted selected foreign forms: Persian
feasts, the symposium or something like it, or Indic forms of drink-
ing perhaps, such as the rowdy outdoor drinking bouts and sura fes-
tivals we read of in the epics and some Buddhist sources?

What of the trade in wine, which we certainly see in the Niya
texts.*> But what about in greater Gandhara itself - if Kapisayana was
so famed, might we look for evidence or processing and packaging
for trade as opposed to for local consumption? I have written before
about those vessels, some marked with Kushana tamgas, that Mar-
shall and Allchin suggested might have been used for distillation.** I
am far from convinced by the distillation theory, but might these ves-
sels perhaps have been used for trading wine or other liquid grape
products? After all wine from Kapisa is mentioned in the Arthasastra
and other sources. One of the few state monopolies mentioned in the
Arthasastra is the trade in alcoholic drinks, and there are referenc-
es to royal seals for goods there too. It would seem to fit rather well
if we were to discover that those vessels held wine - and I am hope-
ful that someone might do a residue analysis of some of those jars at
some point - maybe people here today could help with that. And for
those who are more keen on the theory that there ‘was’ distillation
of wine in ancient Gandhara, some very important questions then
need to be addressed: how did this radical change from other wine
cultures, such as the Greek ones, arise, and why? Moreover how did
the production and consumption, not of wine, in Gandhara, but of a
drink that would be more like Peruvian pisco change the nature and
economics of drinking culture here?

11 Onthe appearance of the region of tulip bowls and rhyta, see Petrie, Magee, Nasim
Khan 2008.

12 See the many examples under the lemma masu in Baums, Glass 2002-.
13 McHugh 2020.
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Now, some wine regions make wine largely for internal consump-
tion, with very little exported, and typically such wines are not very
well known today. It is not uncommon, for example, to read of certain
varieties of Italian wine that ‘it rarely reaches the export market’. On
the other hand some wine regions are deeply shaped by the demands
of the export market. Bordeaux, for example, although well suited in
terms of soil and climate for producing good wine, developed into an
especially important global wine center largely because of the trade
with the English and also the Dutch.** And not just because these
people traded and consumed wine, for it was the Dutch, so skilled
at draining wetlands, who drained the prestigious Médoc region in
the mid seventeenth century. Or think of the British involvement in
Marsala wine, or Port. The city of Shiraz, likewise, thrived as a center
for wine in the Early Modern period due to factors of external trade
and geography, good conditions for viticulture and relative proxim-
ity to trade routes.** And this is arguably exactly what we see with
Gandhara, sited on major trade routes, suited to viticulture, experi-
encing centuries of contact with other cultures and economies that
valued and had developed wine production, trade, and consumption.
The Hellenized aspects of Gandharan wine cultures are superficial-
ly evident, but we might also speculate whether traders and consum-
ers from ‘within’ peninsular India have shaped the manufacture, the
style, or the material culture of wine here, like the Dutch, the Brit-
ish, and also, in fact, the Irish did in Bordeaux.

I do apologize if I have offended any Italian sensibilities with my
digressions about French wine. Personally I am extremely fond of
a well-made Valpolicella. But this only goes to show that regional
pride in wine can matter too. In like manner we might also consider:
were people in the Gandharan cultural sphere conscious that they
were fortunate to have a desirable wealth of grapes and wine? We
know that Kashmiris at a later date ‘were’ self-conscious of this, and
proud of their grapes, celebrated in poetry.*¢ If this was the case for
Gandhara, how did the people there view parts of South Asia that did
‘not’ make so much wine? Although there is some controversy about
the matter, I am convinced by Max Nelson’s work, where he writes
that the Greeks in the classical period, rich and poor, drank wine
as their main alcoholic drink, and not beer, which was perceived as
an unusual, foreign drink.*” If wine was the main, or even the ‘on-
ly’ alcoholic drink in Gandhara did some people there perhaps also
adopt that scorn for the uncivilized and alien beer drinker we see in

14 Robinson, Harding 2006, s.v. Bordeaux; History.
15 On this trade and geography, see de Planhol 1972.
16 For example, McHugh 2021b, 256.

17 Nelson 2014.
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classical Greece? Or perhaps they were possessed of a quite different
sensibility regarding their place relative to the greater Indic context,
where such a vast number of drinks were available, not just beer, and
where drinks like sura and sidhu were mentioned in literary and re-
ligious texts? We may well never know anything about this, but still,
having such ideas in the back of our minds might well be useful in
thinking about our evidence.

But is wine the only alcoholic drink people made in Gandhara?
In the Swat Valley, barley was plentiful, as was wheat and rice, and
probably also types of millet.*® Did people brew grain-based sura in
Gandhara? Also, what of drinks made from sugar products here? We
know from one document found at Loulan that what must have been
exotic spices in that region, such as black pepper, long pepper, car-
damom, and cinnamon were available.*® Some of these are quite typ-
ical ingredients in many recipes for drinks ‘other’ than wine in South
Asia, in those sambhara additives no less, and in that very same list
containing the spices we also find a reference to sugar. Whatever the
status of other drinks here, Gandhara is unquestionably a ‘horizon’
between a more wine-centric world and a region with an unusual-
ly large number of drinks. Further, we might also speculate wheth-
er ‘within’ Gandhara wine was perceived as quite variable, as it is
in any wine making country, different colors, styles and so forth?

Also, let us reflect: if Gandhara was largely a wine making re-
gion, from the point of view of someone from, say, Mathura visiting
Gandhara, this grape-centric culture of drink would have been strik-
ing. We perhaps see a hint of this awareness of regional differentia-
tion in a somewhat imprecise but intriguing passage Dr De Notariis
has translated from the Chinese version of the Mahavibhasa, where
it is stated that in Northern states even the poor drink grape intoxi-
cants, whereas in other areas even rich people cannot obtain it.*° This
is sort of like a description of a land where caviar is as abundant as
cabbage. And perhaps, then, in that case in Gandhara we might find
the sorts of patterns of consumption for wine, elsewhere so precious,
that we might associate with the commonest drinks, such as millet
suras, in other parts of South Asia?

While we think about access to this drink it seems entirely possible
that wine was not perceived as prohibited to anyone in Gandhara, lay
or monastics. First, one might argue that people, monastics includ-
ed, may have not taken the precept or rule on drink too seriously. Or,
perhaps masu, the processed, stabilized nectar’ juice of grapes, was
not typically deemed to be covered by the rules on sura and maireya,

18 See Spengler et al. 2021.
19 Baums, Glass 2002-, s.v. sSakara (and referring to document CKD 702).
20 See De Notariis 2023, 97 fn. 48.
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more a kind of honey or sweet juice. Yet, even within a far more tech-
nical, even pedantic, legal framework wine might have been permit-
ted to monks here. Now, we possess a version of the drinking precept
in Gandhari that mentions “sura and maireya” (suramerea-).** As with
Pali sources, quite possibly a Gandhari Vinaya likewise mentioned
both drinks in defining the monastic ‘offence’ of drinking. And one
might read the Pali version and - perhaps audaciously - even this hy-
pothetical Gandhari version of the rule as permitting wine to monas-
tics. How might that be the case? One thing that is striking about
wine in the South Asian context is that it only has one ‘ingredient’:
grapes. This is implicit, perhaps, in the definition of wine in the
Arthasastra, and explicit in the description of wine in the much lat-
er twelfth century Manasollasa and also in Jayaratha’s comments on
Abhinavagupta.?* If we look closely at the Pali Vinaya rule on drink-
ing, there is an offence in drinking sura and maireya.

suramerayapane pdcittiyan ti.

sura nama pitthasura ptvasura odanasura kinnapakkhita
sambharasamyutta.

merayo nama pupphasavo phalasavo madhvasavo gulasavo
sambharasamyutto.??

There is an expiation offence for drinking sura and meraya.

(Starch-based drinks)

Sura means: crushed grain-sura, cake/bread sura, cooked rice
sura - with kinva (starter) put in, mixed with sambhara (herbal ad-
ditive mixture).

(Sugar-based drinks)

Meraya (= Sanskrit: maireya) means: flower asava (= sugar-based
alcoholic drink), fruit asava, honey asava, jaggery asava - mixed
with sambhara (herbal additive mixture).

Of course, for this rule to be functional we need a good definition of
those words. Sura is defined as various starchy things with the addi-
tion of kinva and sambhara, the herbal additive mixture I mentioned
earlier; and maireya is made from sugar sources: flowers, fruits, hon-
ey, sugar, also with the addition of sambhara additive. Yet it appears
that grape wine has no sambhara. And if you accept that fact, then a

21 Strauch 2014, 29. I am grateful to Bryan de Notariis for making me aware of this
reference.

22 See McHugh 2021b, 255-6.
23 VinIV 110.
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canny, legally minded monk could quite easily argue it is not covered
by the rule. Indeed we see this very argument being produced in a
serious controversy about the permissibility of palm toddy that took
place in sixteenth century Burma, which all revolved around the na-
ture, presence or absence, of the sambhara addition to that drink.*
To conclude this digression: wine has a quite different name to the
drinks in the Pali rule and is made in a quite different way, so may-
be it was not forbidden.

What of wine and time, vinification as an event? Above, I men-
tioned visual images from Europe where grapes symbolize a sea-
son or a month. Grapes need to be dealt with fast when compared to
some agricultural products. If you find yourself with a huge amount
of grapes they can rapidly decay or ferment. We tend to see wine as
a delicious intoxicant, a Dionysiac nectar, but arguably wine, as also
the raisin, and even as with ham and cheese, is a product of the need
to stabilize and store a perishable substance. You can dry grapes; you
can dry them and then press them, as we see with the great raisin
wines, recioto and amarone, of the Veneto. And you can make wine
with fresh grapes. All these products are easier to store and to trans-
portin trade. Undeniably from our images, archaeology, and the fame
of Kapisayana wine, people in Gandhara did make what we would
call wine, but did they make other grape-based products, and what
was the wine like that they did make? On that note, what do we pos-
sibly make of a Gandhari word attested Niya: Sukhiga, perhaps cog-
nate with suskaka, so perhaps implying ‘dry’, perhaps implying a wine
made from dried grapes; an advantage in processing time in some
contexts, allowing for a delay in production, as well as producing
an exceptionally tasty, sweet wine, a sort of vino recioto di Cadota?*

As scholars of Gandhara all know, Buddhists were by no means
averse to the grape, nor to grape products, which may have been clas-
sified in various ways in various different contexts.?® Also, Olivieri
and Vidale have written of the probable involvement of Buddhist in-
stitutions with agriculture in the Swat Valley.?” Professor Olivieri also
observes that the grapes for wine in the Swat Valley may have been
gathered from vines growing wild.?® And he has also described the
multiple stone structures for crushing and pressing wine in parts of
the Swat Valley, which could have produced quite a significant vol-
ume of wine, mobilizing quite a lot of labor too. Given what a major
annual event the grape harvest and wine making must have been,

24 On this controversy see McHugh 2021b, 218.

25 Baums, Glass 2002-, s.v. Sukhiga (and consulting references given for that entry).
26 De Notariis 2023.

27 Olivieri et al. 2006, 131-5.

28 Olivieri et al. 2006, 142-6.
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and given its economic importance, the presence of such imagery in
the Buddhist monasteries is not at all surprising, especially if the
drink was not seen as immoral or prohibited.

Harry Falk proposed that Gandharan wine was fermented quick-
ly, as one sees with some Kalash wine making, and that this young
wine was quickly consumed at a festival of sorts.?* Now I do not think
the evidence from Gandhara allows us to assume that exact scenar-
io, and I ‘am’ interested in the idea that some wine might have been
made somewhat more carefully with an eye on storage and trade.
Nevertheless, in Greater Gandhara, an economy with a significant
involvement in grapes and wine, there was surely an annual moment
of abundant sweet fruit, frenzied activity, and the prospect of volu-
minous storable products, above all wine, that could be enjoyed lo-
cally and traded for economic gain. Perhaps there was a festival of
sorts to celebrate the new wine, and certainly these images of wine
making, from a wine making region, must have evoked a moment that
was both sensuous and economically reassuring for everyone, drink-
ers or not. A moment that was well worth celebrating in art, experi-
encing through luxurious material culture, and evidently thorough-
ly supported by monastic institutions.

29 Falk 2009, 75-6.
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1 Introduction”

The archaeological and inscriptional evidences illuminate the ex-
tent of Greek customs, practices, and knowledge that were trans-
mitted from Gandhara into the central parts of the Indian subcon-
tinent during the early centuries of the Common Era.*

With these words Kenneth G. Zysk highlights how the abundant ma-
terial evidence we have points to a transference from the region of
Gandhara to the southern Indian subcontinent of a set of practices
and customs of Greek origin. In particular, he analysed evidence for
the well-known Greek social institution called symposion and charac-
terised, in nuce, by three main elements: alcohol, sex and intellectu-
al pursuits.? The very name sym-posion indicates the act of ‘drinking
together’,® which in Greece involved the alcoholic substance known
as ‘wine’, accompanied by foods of various kinds. As wine is a very
good ‘social lubricant’, sexual aspects are not totally unexpected. Dif-
ferently, the intellectual element is not at all obvious and indicates
a refined way of enjoyment that overcomes the basic acts of eating,
drinking and having sensual pleasures. Indeed, at least for some ac-
tivities, it presupposes a certain appreciation for intellectualism,
most likely present in the higher and well educated classes of a soci-
ety. In particular, if we consider the cosmopolitan society of the an-
cient Gandhara, a melting pot of people in which Indians and Greeks
coexisted,* an interesting association between Buddhism and the
sympotic elements can be recovered. Material culture related with
wine production and consumption, in addition to iconographies relat-
ed to sympotic scenes, were found in Buddhist sites. So much so was
the Buddhist involvement in such worldly activities that Harry Falk,
in the conclusion of his seminal article on the Buddhist wine produc-
tion in Gandhara, writes that “[t]he age-old and non-Buddhist wine-
cum-merry-making festival was so attractive that its organisation
was highjacked by the Buddhist monasteries”.® Falk was referring to

* 1thank the two anonymous reviewers for their detailed feedback. All the transla-
tions from Pali, Sanskrit, and Chinese are my own unless otherwise noted.

1 Zysk 2021a, 105.

2 Other of Zysk’s works are concerned with exchanges between the Indian and West-
ern worlds. See, for instance, his contributions on physiognomics (2018; 2019a; 2019b)
and medicine (2021b).

3 Asreported by Zysk (2021a, 84), there is, notably, the cognate Sanskrit form sam-
apanaka ‘drinking together’.

4 Baums 2018.

5 Falk 2009, 75.
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a communal and popular festivity. However, we might assume, Bud-
dhism in that region got in touch with an even more elitarian way
to party, that is to say with the symposion. As it has been suggested
elsewhere,® juices (especially that from grapes), without neglecting
their primary medicinal function, might have also had a social facet
in situations in which monks and laypeople had to eat together. In-
deed, it might be possible to infer from the Chinese pilgrim Xuan-
zang %# that grape juice was the alcohol-free counterpart of the in-
toxicating grape wine, a typical beverage of the caste of the ksatryas
(Sanskrit term for ‘warriors’ = Pali: khattiya). It would seem that the
sramanas (a Sanskrit general term for ‘ascetics’ which also includes
Buddhists) and brahmanas in Xuanzang’s account drank as good as
the highest caste, positing themselves on the same social level with-
out violating religious norms.”

The Buddhists’ self-representation that can be inferred from Pali
literature (but not restricted to it) is that of a religious group par-
ticularly eager to be compared with the higher classes of the Indian
society. Buddhists define themselves as ariya ‘noble’,® an adjective
used to also describe many of their practices. They also redefined
the meaning of the word brahmana claiming that it is a state that is
not achieved by birth but by merit,’ thus conceptually allowing Bud-
dhists not to be excluded from being considered brahmanas due to
congenital limitations. Furthermore, the Buddha himself was a khat-
tiya/ksatrya, a member of the caste of the warriors and ruling class.*°
Not by chance, he is described with a war metaphor through the ep-
ithet jina ‘Victorious one’, and was also a universal king (Sanskrit:
cakravartin; Pali: cakkavattin; lit.: ‘“Wheel-turning’ king) in previous
lives. Another meaningful epithet of the Buddha is ‘caravan leader’
(Sanskrit: sarthavaha; Pali: satthavaha), which connects the Buddha
with the wealthy caste of merchants (Sanskrit: vaisya; Pali: vessa).**
In light of the Buddhist interaction with the élites, we might wonder
about the necessary adaptations which occurred on both sides to
interact with each other, in a game of negotiation of uses, customs
and values. It would seem, sometimes, that Buddhists followed the

6 De Notariis 2023a, 96-7.

7 “Thus, there are intoxicants of many different tastes, distinctive liquid substances
[for each group]. Grape and sugar cane [intoxicants] are for the ksatryas to drink [...]
Sramanas and brahmanas drink grape (3#%j) and sugar cane (H#) juices (4%), [these]
are not considered intoxicants” (# MRS 22kt il. * AT THRERI AT R[] vbF
ZE ST R 4 T IREASE, AW 2 5F ; T2087.51.0878b03-06).

8 In the sense of a ‘worthy person’, with a connotation of superiority; cf. Benedet-
t12023, 131-2.

9 Sn 142; see also Norman 1992, 196, fn. 17.

10 Ellis 2019, 59-60.

11 Neelis 2011, 24-39.
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motto “When in Rome do as Romans do”, showing remarkable soci-
etal adapting skills. Furthermore, reevaluations of moral tenets cer-
tainly occurred. An example could be the negative Buddhist attitude
towards dance and dance performances, as emerges from the Pali
texts, whereas the puritan attitude is not preserved in the Vajrayana
Buddhism, which is conversely well integrated with such practices.**
Potentially, a Buddhist interaction with the Greek symposion would
have challenged the Buddhist attitude to the world and might have
prompted a negotiation of values. In principle, if we give serious
consideration to the widely known ‘five precepts’ (pafica-sila),** al-
so known in early canonical texts as pafica-dhammas,** the main el-
ements of the Greek symposion may seem to contradict the religious
tenets adopted even by laymen. Indeed, the ‘five precepts’ are moral
and behavioural rules adopted by laymen, which include inter alia:
the rule of training (sikkhapada) of abstention (veramani) from a mis-
conduct regarding sensual/sexual pleasures (kamesu micchacara)
and from states of intoxication (pamada-tthana), derived from sura,
meraya (two macro-categories for alcoholic drinks) and intoxicat-
ing substances (majja).** In light of this, the case of wine produc-
tion in Gandhara highlighted by Falk is a good example of how real
practices might differ from precepts.*® Even contemporary empir-
ical evidence would show us that, concerning the abstention from
alcoholic substances, there is a good deal of flexibility in modern
states in which Buddhism is the dominant religion.*” A similar an-
cient flexibility is likely the reason why we can find an attempt to
legitimise such praxis in some exegetical Buddhist literature from
northern sources.*® Concerning the misconduct regarding sensual/
sexual pleasures, we should be conscious not to superimpose either
our modern worldview on the matter or some modern Buddhist ap-
proaches derived from the Victorian sexual mores, a legacy of Brit-
ish colonialism.*? Sexual intercourses were forbidden to ascetics,
monks and nuns since they all have to live a chaste life, whereas

12 On the dance in Pali texts, see Comba 2019, whereas a discussion on dance in
Vajrayana Buddhism is provided by Shaw 2022.

13 Given the prominence of Pali sources in the present work, I will mainly use Pali
terms when mentioning Buddhist concepts, unless otherwise noted.

14 E.g. AIII 203.

15 The ‘five precepts’ are also attested in Gandhara thanks to a Gandhari version pre-
served in a manuscript. In this regard, see Strauch 2014, 29, quoted also in the contri-
bution of Stefan Baums in the present volume.

16 Falk 2009.

17 Crosby 2014, 116-17.

18 Kano, Kramer 2020.

19 Cf. Gombrich, Obeyesekere 1988, 255-6; Crosby 2014, 244.
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laypeople could have a vivacious sexual life, without breaking any
Buddhist rules. For example, Pali texts widely attested polygyny,*°
and courtesans and prostitutes were well integrated members of
society - their presence in a city could even enhance its prestige.**
Although their work is often described in negative terms,?* it would
seem that neither the prostitution would fall into the category of a
wrong sexual conduct, nor the patrons, as long as they have paid for
their own prostitute and did not go with a prostitute already paid
for (alias engaged) by another person (otherwise the act would be
equated with the notion of theft, as in the case of adultery).*® This
state of affairs would be, as rightly stated by Jonathan Silk,?* still in
line with the Indian legal literature.?* In light of this, the presence
of the courtesans and brothels in the art of Gandhara - as those de-
tected, for instance, by Tadashi Tanabe -2¢ is certainly less striking
and scandalous than images related to drinking scenes. However,
as highlighted by Collins,*” polygyny, adultery and prostitution, al-
though often accepted or justified, are certainly not encouraged
and, indeed, we have textual examples that promote moderation
in Pali literature.?® Thus, the Buddhist attitude that mostly emerg-
es from the Pali texts is certainly strait-laced when compared with
the more worldly attitude we find in the archaeological and material
culture. Kenneth Zysk believed that this ‘moderated attitude’ mod-
ified and mitigated the Indian social male gatherings influenced by
the Greek symposion:

The evidence thus far presented indicates that central sympotic
elements of drinking and sex existed in the regions of Bactria

20 Collins 2007, 263, fn. 2.

21 This happened in the case of the courtesan Ambapalika, “through her, [the city
of] Vesali has been abundantly beautified” (taya ca Vesali bhiyyosomattaya upasobha-
ti; Vin I 268).

22 E.g. a prostitute (ganika) is ‘one who lives on defiled form of actions’ (kilittha-
kamma-upajivin; Pv-a 75; cf. Vv-a 75 and Ja III 436) or one who has an ‘inferior work’
(nica-kamma; Ja 111 60), cf. Collins 2007, 278, fn. 35.

23 Collins 2007, 280-2; Silk 2008; Langenberg 2018, 584.
24 Silk 2007, 376.

25 Asdiscussed, for instance, by Sternbach (1951).

26 Tanabe 2019.

27 Collins 2007.

28 E.g.Ja Il 125-7 suggests us that adultery, despite being a wrong action, can be none-
theless forgivable (cf. Collins 2007, 271), whereas in the Parabhavasutta (Sn 91-115) go-
ing with a prostitute for a married man is a cause of ruining (Sn 108), but the reason,
according to the commentary (Pj II 172), is not the sexual act but the fact that a man
would waste money (cf. Collins 2007, 272). If the polygyny was accepted and prostitutes
where also regarded as ‘temporary wives’ (muhuttika; cf. Collins 2007, 265), it would
seem an interaction somehow legalised.
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and Gandhara shortly after Alexander conquered them and set
up satraps to govern. The third sympotic element, involving men-
tal activity, has come to us via Sanskrit literature. These three
sympotic practices were subsumed into the Indian courtly and
urban life during the Kusana period and were adapted, imitat-
ed, and interwoven in the aristocratic, social, and courtly fabric
of the Indians under the Sanskrit names of sabha and gosthi. It
was probably during this time that Brahmanic and perhaps al-
so Buddhist religious ideology and practice influenced the activ-
ities of the men’s social gatherings, so that the emphasis moved
away from drinking and women to emphasise intellectual and
literary activities.?**

In the present contribution, I initially want to delve deeper into
the centrality of Gandhara with regard to a possible diffusion of
the Greek symposion in India. Then, I will adopt a complementa-
ry perspective to the conclusion made by Zysk, that is to say, I will
analyse the influence that men’s social gatherings and symposion-
like parties had on Buddhism. In particular, how sympotic elements
and related activities could be represented in the conservative
Theravada tradition will be explored. As such, it would become a
study of how real life practices - so far mostly attested by the mate-
rial culture - flowed into the Pali texts, providing us with some new
nuances on Buddhist culture and paving the way to new interpre-
tative hypotheses concerning potential foreign influences on Bud-
dhist literature. The elements analysed are widely and significantly
attested in Gandhara even in Buddhist contexts, making a case of a
potential influence. If the influence of Gandhara on the diffusion of
Buddhism out of India through to China has been thus far well rec-
ognised, the fact that Gandhara could have also affected the more
native Indian versions of Buddhism may, nonetheless, be an intrigu-
ing line for future inquires.

29 Zysk 2021a, 107.
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2 Gandhara as a Perfect Grey Area

In the gradual passage from black to white, there should be some-
thing in between which is neither one nor the other, but a mixture of
the two. This is grey. Its usefulness consists in avoiding a blunt pas-
sage from one to the other, allowing a harmonious transition [fig. 1].

Figurel Gradientfrom black towhite

Of course, there is not only one grey, but many shades connected to-
gether from the most blackish ones up to those most white. Black
and white are the two extremes and, perhaps, they do not even exist
in their purity, and as such they could only be academic constructs.
The reader, at this point, might have already understood that I am
speaking metaphorically since I am here referring to the dichotomy
between West and East or, in our case, between Greek and Indian
cultures. Can we say there is a pure Greek or Indian culture uncon-
taminated from foreign influxes? I doubt we can, as would also be
the case for any unisolated culture. Cultures are dynamic and even
the most conservative ones somehow react to new things, either in
opening or closing to them. The mere contact between cultures trig-
gers a motion, allowing potential for change or a process of media-
tion. Thus, when we consider an area such as that of Gandhara, we
should consider and value the melting pot of cultures which exist-
ed and their necessity to coexist. As also argued by Stefan Baums,*°
the cosmopolitan society of Gandhara produced a unique piece of lit-
erature able to appeal to both Greeks and Indians who lived side by
side in that area. The text is extant in its Indian rendition as Milinda-
pafiha and in two Chinese versions as Naxian biqit jing A5Gt 8.3
In such a text, a Buddhist monk called Nagasena/Naxian 5t held
several dialogues with the Indo-Greek king Milinda/Mildn 5§ (the
latter probably corresponds to Menander)** in a fabulous encoun-
ter in which Buddhism talks to Greece, at least allegorically. Not by
change, the text was composed in Gandhara, in such a grey area in
which a métissage of cultures occurred.

Mutatis mutandis, Gandhara might have been crucial in the In-
dian reception of the Greek symposion. Its characteristic of being

30 Baums 2018, 42.
31 T 1670 versions A and B.

32 Thave recently discussed some not entirely convincing attempts to revisit the iden-
tity of Milinda, see De Notariis 2023b, 306-7.
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a grey area, arguably, made Gandhara able to receive foreign cus-
toms and readapt them for another culture. In Gandhara, Indians
could be receptive and cosmopolitan enough to receive a new cus-
tom, but could also still preserve Indian cultural traits which then
may prompt an adaptation of the new custom to suit Indians’ sensi-
tivity, if needed. The mitigated foreign custom can, then, reach the
subcontinent in an Indianised form. In this regard, for instance, we
may note how references to homosexuality in Indian texts, which re-
fer to sympotic scenes, lack explicitness,** a fact arguably due to an
underlying aversion and proof of an Indian adaptation, at least from
a narrative point of view.

Thus, to bolster the assumption that Gandhara was the epicentre
for the diffusion of the Greek custom of the symposion, we shall note
how the three sympotic elements discussed by Zysk are all well doc-
umented in Gandhara. Since long ago, archaeological research pre-
sented us material culture related to wine/alcohol production and
consumption in Gandhara, customs which were corroborated by an-
thropological data and literary sources and prompted early sugges-
tions concerning a certain Buddhist involvement with such activities.**
Sexual aspects were also often found in material culture related to
Buddhist places, a fact that struck scholars and called for explana-
tions.** Even in literary sources, such as in the Mulasarvastivada Vi-
naya (a regulative monastic code), there is evidence of an articulated
sexual life in north-west India, an area that roughly corresponds to
Gandhara.*® Furthermore, we might note how Gandhara is the birth-
place of some outputs which can be well sprung from the sympotic in-
tellectual activities. The most representative example is most likely
the Buddhist poet and playwright, ASvaghosa. Born in the North city
of Saketa (Ayodhya), AsSvaghosa has been associated with Gandhara
as a result of his association with the Kushan king Kaniska who
ruled over the northwest.?” He was, notably, the author of the old-
est mahakakavyas (great poems) we have.** As we know, poets (kavi)

33 Asnoted by Zysk 2021a, 91.

34 “Buddhism also seems to have been compelled to allow, in those countries, some
exceptions to its prescriptions concerning the prohibition of drinking alcoholic bever-
ages (as was the case also in Tibet, Nepal and China)” (Tucci 1977, 33). Overviews on
the main sources can be found in Falk 2009, 65; Klimburg 2016; Filigenzi 2019a, 60-3.

35 Carter 1968; Faccenna, Callieri, Filigenzi 2003, 369-74; Filigenzi 2019a; 2019b.

36 “The one visible female domain outside the home is that of the courtesans or pros-
titutes, who also densely populate the narratives of the MSV [= Mulasarvastivada Vi-
naya]” (Finnegan 2009, 163; square brackets mine) and also “prostitutes or courtesans
are simply part of the social landscape in the MSV [= Mulasarvastivada Vinayal, and ap-
pear as figures in each of its 13 volumes” (Finnegan 2009, 341; square brackets mine).

37 Brancaccio, Liu 2009, 243; Deeg 2022, 234.
38 Lienhard 1984, 164.
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used to frequent the Indian male social gathering known as gosthi,**
which is the object of Zysk’s study, being one of the main candidates
to represent an Indian version of the Greek symposion. A further ex-
ample is the forementioned text known in Pali as Milindapariha and
in Chinese as Naxian biqiti jing, a text that consists of the philosoph-
ical dialogues which occurred between a Buddhist monk and a Indo-
Greek king. The text is believed to have been composed in Gandhara
and in Gandharilanguage.®® Notably, philosophical dialogues can al-
so form part of the intellectual pursuits of the Greek symposion, as
Plato’s Symposyum itself well exemplifies. All the elements mentioned
were in connection with Buddhism, and Buddhists were actually in-
volved in worldly activities in the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya, a north-
western literary source. This was highlighted by Gregory Schopen
in stating that:

the Buddhist monk in Early North India, and in this monastic code
[viz. in the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya], did not look like the cari-
cature found in modern scholarly sources [...]. The monk that we
will see in this code is a construction foreman, an art promoter,
a banker, an entrepreneur, sometimes a shyster, and sometimes a
saint - he should at least prove to be of some interest.**

Monks in the Miulasarvastivada Vinaya, compared with “the carica-
ture found in modern scholarly sources” (Schopen most likely refers
here to the picture derived from the Pali Vinaya), can be described
as gentrified monks.** Thus, we have both archaeological and literary
evidence which tells us that Buddhism in Gandhara departed from
some of its ascetic tenets to become involved in more worldly activ-
ities. Thus, it would seem we are entitled to wonder to what degree
these gentrified monks were also directly involved with, or at least
supported, activities related to our sympotic elements, if not even
the symposion itself. Perhaps in these sources the process of gentri-
fication is more evident than in the Pali sources, although I would ar-
gue that Pali Buddhism similarly testifies to have come into contact
with these - or at least similar autochthonous - social activities, but
reacted, at least in theory, in a more conservative way. In my view,
while reading the Pali sources we should consider two potential atti-
tudes regarding sympotic elements, namely: acknowledging and as-
similation. ‘Acknowledging’ is used in the sense of acknowledging the

39 Lienhard 1984, 16-19.
40 De Notariis 2022, 118, fn. 17.
41 Schopen [2000] 2004, 20; square brackets mine.

42 With ‘gentrified monks’ I mean monks who moved away from the rural world and,
at the same time, look like they are in search of material well-being, in a viveur spirit.
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existence of such practices, and by ‘assimilation’ I mean that those
practices found their own way to be integrated in the Pali Buddhist
world, at least in the imaginary. The evidence I will discuss below
originates from regulative literature, since a legislator forbids what
is really or potentially practised, and from mythological accounts in-
volving cosmology, as what is forbidden - or at least discouraged - on
earth can be a reward in heavens.

3 An Account from the Pali Vinaya:
Acknowledging Sympotic Ways of Partying
in a Regulative Monastic Code

In considering the Gandharic Buddhist attitude towards intoxicants,
we should regard it as a later development when compared with a
hypothetical early Buddhism. In the same manner, we should con-
sider any openness towards sexuality. Buddhism did not come out of
the blue, but was part of the ascetic tradition of ancient India, which
testifies quite early on a certain general (albeit perhaps not exclu-
sive) negative attitude towards these activities.** On this point, we
also have evidence from the Greek historian Strabo, who wrote in
book XV of his Geography** that Indian ascetics do not drink intox-
icants and avoid sexual intercourses (Strabo’s account is based on
the Historiography of Alexander the Great, and so refers to an early
period). In the Pali canon we find roughly the same statement in the
Upakkilesasutta,** in which intoxicants and sexual intercourse are
among the obstructions (upakkilesa) for both samanas and brahmanas,
that is to say, for all the religious actors of ancient India from the Bud-
dhist perspective. Buddhism posits itself on the side of those ascet-
ics who avoid drinking and sexual intercourse, at least in the earliest
times. However, the text, indirectly also tells us that there were some
who used to do such activities: “There are, monks, some samanas and
brahmanas who drink sura and meraya and do not abstein from sura
and meraya drinks”.*® The same statement is repeated with reference
to the act of indulging in sexual intercourses (methunam dhammam

43 In this regard, see Bodewitz (2007), McHugh (2021, 213-15). Chandogyopanisad,
for instance, clearly forbids drinking surd and some specific kinds of sexual intercours-
es (CU 5.10.9).

44 Strab. 15.1.60.
45 ATl 53-4.

46 santi bhikkhave eke samanabrahmana suram pivanti merayam pivanti
suramerayapana apativirata (A 11 53).
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patisevanti).*” In the Pali Vinaya, on an occasion such kinds of actions
were actually performed by some Buddhist monks. The account aims
to condemn this behaviour, but nonetheless testifies to the existence
of a type of private elitist way of partying which has all the sympotic
elements previously described, in addition to other elements which,
commonly, characterise the Greek symposion:

tena kho pana samayena Assajipunabbasuka nama Kitagirismim
avasika honti alajjino papabhikkhu. te evarupam anacaram acaranti:
malavaccham ropenti pi ropapenti pi sificanti pi siicapenti pi ocinan-
ti pi ocinapenti pi ganthenti pi ganthapenti pi ekatovantikamalam
karonti pi karapenti pi [..] te kulitthinam kuladhitanam
kulakumarinam kulasunhanam kuladasinam ekatovantikamalam
haranti pi harapenti pi [...] te kulitthihi kuladhitahi kulakumarihi
kulasunhahi kuladasihi saddhim ekabhdjane pi bhunjanti ekathalake
pi pivanti ekdasane pi nisidanti ekamarice pi tuvattenti [...] vikale pi
bhunjanti majjam pi pivanti malagandhavilepanam pi dharenti nac-
canti pi gayanti pi vadenti pi lasenti pi [...] atthapade pi kilanti [...]
rangamajjham pi sanghatim pattharitva naccakim evam vadanti id-
ha bhagini naccassu ti; nalatikam pi denti vividham pi anacaram
acaranti.

At that time, shameless and sinful monks who were followers of
Assaji and Punabbasu were residing at Kitagiri. They indulged in
such a kind of misbehaviours: they cultivate and cause to culti-
vate [flowering] plants for garlands, they water and cause to wa-
ter them, they pick and cause to pick them up, they tie and cause
to tie them up, they produce and cause to produce a garland with
the stalk on one side [...] These [monks] offer or cause to bring the
garland with the stalk on one side to women from a good family,
to daughters from a good family, to maidens from a good family, to
daughters-in-law from a good family, to female slaves from a good
family [...] These [monks] eat together in the same bowl with wom-
en of a good family [...] they drink from the same beaker, they sit
on the same seat, they were coupled in the same bed [...] they eat
at the wrong time, they drink intoxicants (majja), they make use of
garlands, perfumes, and cosmetic, they dance, sing, play musical
instruments, and amuse [...] They play on a chessboard (atthapade

47 ATI53. We should wait till the emergence of Tantrism to see these practices ful-
ly and clearly legitimated by religious traditions. The passage can, in principle, testify
to early harbingers of practices that will be labelled as ‘Tantric’ in later times or, per-
haps more likely, complain of the existence of blameable religious actors who do not
follow common behavioural standards. Brahmins and Jains agreed with Buddhists in
their approach to intoxicants and sexual intercourses, allowing us to assume that this
was the dominant attitude.
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pi kilanti)... [there is a long list of games at which the monks play
(kilanti)]. Having spread the robe as it was a stage, they say to a
dancer: “Sister, dance here!”, they mark their forehead,*® and they
indulged in various mishehaviours.*

This account begins with monks that cultivate plants suitable to pro-
duce garlands. Later, they actually go on to make garlands and send
them to a variety of elitist women. As also highlighted by Jonathan
Silk, giving a garland can indicate in India a sexual invitation.*® The
monks and these women eat and drink together, and intoxicants con-
veyed through the generic term majja are also involved. They con-
sume food and drinks in a festive environment, sharing the same
space (being it a seat, a bed, etc.), and playing (kilanti) many kinds of
games.** The ludic activities can be identified with our ‘intellectual
pursuits’. Daud Ali highlights that these activities match the activities
in the Kamasutra.** Of course, we cannot exclude the autochthonous
nature of such elements even if, we may argue, there was a time in-
terval (albeit short) in which foreign elements could potentially flow
into the Vinaya literature in Pali.** Indeed, there are some remarka-

48 Horner translates nalatikam pi denti as “they applauded” ([1952] 2001, 15), al-
though it is not clear to me whence she derived such translation (even the recent DOP
s.v. “nalatika” does not provide anything similar to that interpretation). Since nalatika,
as reported in PED (cf. s.v. “nalatika”), has a parallel in the Sanskrit lalatika, I based
my translation on the SED (s.v. “lalatika”): “A mark made with sandal or ashes on the
forehead”.

49 Vin II 9-10.
50 Silk 2007.

51 We might wonder whether the various practices described in this Vinaya passage
refer to a single ‘it’, a party, as it were, rather than to various behaviours not necessar-
ily taking place on a particular occasion or at a particular gathering. To my mind, the
passage depicts the many activities occurring during an elitarian party. Many activi-
ties involved are not wrong per se, but only if framed within the general picture. Not
all the activities listed have to happen at the same time, some are clearly alternatives.

52 Ali1998, 177. The Vinaya passage is discussed also by McHugh (2021, 215-16), who
also refers to the article of Daud Ali.

53 The presence of Alexander the Great in India is dated in the second half of the fourth
century BC, while a convenient cut-off point for an early redactional closing date for the
Pali Vinaya is the first century BC (Kieffer-Piilz 2020-21, 156), when Pali texts were first
committed to writing according to tradition. However, this convenient closing date in-
cludes the canonical Abhidhamma, a much later composition than many other texts. There-
fore, an earlier date for at least the core of the Pali Vinaya sounds reasonable, and this
can be the third century BC, the period in which Buddhism arrived in Sri Lanka during
the reign of King Asoka (von Hintiber 1996, 21). In the same period, viz. the third centu-
ry BC, we have evidence that Buddhism reached Gandhara (Olivieri et al. 2022, 72; lori
2023, 198; Olivieri 2024). Taking these dates into account, we can note that there is a short
time interval between the arrival of Alexander and the composition of the Vinaya core in
which Greek customs could flow into Indian culture. Furthermore, a couple of centuries
exist between the redactional closing date of the Vinaya and the Buddhist presence in
Gandhara, where Greek culture spread. It is worth noting that our Vinaya’s account is not
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ble details which are worth noticing. The party is basically elitist, as
it is enjoyed by monks (who are ariyas ‘nobles’)** and women from a
“good family” (kula);®* it is private and not open (as it can be with a
public festival). If we were in Greece, we could probably call it sym-
posion, as its core elements are involved. Sexual aspects are not ex-
plicit, but are most likely implied by garlands and the intimate situa-
tion of consuming food and drinks closely. At least, we can certainly
infer a certain degree of intimacy,*® since the prescribed monastic
behaviour was much stricter. Indeed, it is reported that the Buddha
declared that it is better to embrace, sit or lie down with a mass of
fire rather than with high-class maidens.*”

representative of the earliest phase of Buddhism, as it presents us a wealthy and well-de-
veloped monastic community living in a lavish monastery and not itinerant and wandering
ascetics. Eventually, in discussing some knowledge about Greeks in the Assalayanasutta
(M 93), Analayo (2012, 245-6) makes a point, suggesting there is no need to await the in-
vasion of Alexander to expect references to the Greeks. In sum, even if a Greek influence
on Buddhism is certainly more likely in a later period (especially, during the Kushan pe-
riod), we cannot exclude some early harbingers of mutual influences.

54 The monks of Kitagiri, followers of Assaji and Punabbasu, are according to the
text ‘shameless and sinful’, but are described as ‘noble’ (ayya; variant of ariya) by the
people of Kitagiri (ayya Assajipunabbasuka; Vin II 11).

55 Inanother version of this story (Vin III 184-5), there occurs a gloss on the term ku-
la, explaining that it refers to warriors (khattiya), brahmanas, merchants (vessa), and
slaves (sudda). As Zysk highlights, in the classical Greek symposion, “[alristocratic wom-
en were strictly forbidden, but slave women and special courtesans, serving as female
companions (hetaira), were commonly present for the enjoyment of the men” (2021a, 87).
However, we should bear in mind that, according to Zysk (2021a, 91-2), some sympotic el-
ements in Indian texts could occur either with Indian nuances or as Indian adaptations.

56 It might be considered significant that in the passage it is not suggested that the
monks have infringed the first pardgjika offence which, according to Theravada tradi-
tion, entails expulsion from the monastic order for monks and nuns who have sex (a
less strict penalty is admitted by other Buddhist traditions, in this regard see Clarke
2009 with further notes on the topic in Analayo 2016). However, we might wonder, in
a speculative legal sense, whether there could be a possibility that, even if the monks
had sex, this was not considered an infringement of the first pargjika. Indeed, as Collins
(2014, 211) highlights, a penalty is not applied to a person who is mad (ummattaka) in
the Vinaya (Vin III 33) and the condition of madness can be caused by drinking intoxi-
cants (and these monks were actually drinking intoxicants), a fact attested in the can-
on (A IV 248; Kv 619) and supported by the existence of the term surummattaka (mad-
dened by sura) (Ja III 243). Naturally, the latter case can be considered only in a spec-
ulative sense as the commentary (Sp I 269) would interpret the term ummattaka as pit-
tummattaka ‘maddened by bile’, and later mentions yakkhummattaka ‘maddened by de-
mi-gods’. In any case, we can assume the presence of sexual-related activities to such
a degree that do not violate the pardjika. The Vinaya, indeed, describes a huge range of
sexual behaviours not necessarily entailing expulsion from the monastic order (Lan-
genberg 2018, 574-8). Finally, it might be worth noting that, as highlighted by Schopen
(2006, 497), Vinaya’s accounts in which monks had sexual interactions with women in-
volved the latter in the act of visiting the monastery.

57 A1V 128; cf. Vism 55. It is worth noting that when the Buddha asked the monks if

they would prefer to embrace, sit or lie down with the mass of fire or the maidens, the
monks chose the latter.
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We can hardly state whether or not the account tells us of a his-
torical event since the literary genre of the Vinaya commonly makes
use of stories as an etiological expedient to explain the reasons why
the Buddha established a certain rule.?® Nevertheless, we can infer
some information: this kind of way to party was known and monks
were believed to have the resources to organise it. Even if the story
is not true, it sounds at least plausible. There should be the possibil-
ity, even if remote, that this could happen, since there is no reason
to forbid an action totally outside the horizon of thought. Therefore,
it might seem that the Pali account acknowledges the existence of a
social practice and reacts by condemning it. In so doing, it provides
us a description of the condemned practice, thus serving as an evi-
dence for its existence. The behaviour of these monks would consti-
tute an evident violation of many ascetic norms. In the same way, as
would the behaviour of six nuns in another Vinaya’s account:

tena kho pana samayena chabbaggiya bhikkhuniyo avangam karonti
visesakam karonti olokanakena olokenti saloke titthanti sanaccam
karapenti vesim vutthapenti panagaram thapenti [...]

At that time, the group of six nuns painted the corner of the eyes,
painted the cheeks, they look down/out from a window, they stand
in a visible [position], they arrange dance[-parties?], they promote
courtesans, they establish a drinking house [...]**

These nuns, just like the aforementioned monks, behaved in a man-
ner considered wrong by the orthodoxy. Nonetheless, the account
provides us a glance into some remarkable working activities wom-
en could undertake when not relegated to the mere role of ‘house-
wife’. The establishment of a drinking house (panagara) is quite tell-
ing as also the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya would provide evidence for
nuns’ expertise in brewing intoxicants,®® allowing us a brief insight
into some historical truth behind the account. Furthermore, the ac-
count interestingly reports that “People get annoyed, bothered, up-
set [saying]: ‘They [viz. the nuns] enjoy sensual pleasures (kama) just
like female-householders’”.¢* This and similar statements are used
very frequently in the Vinaya and reveal a certain Buddhists’ atten-
tion to laypeople’s judgement and the need to distinguish themselves

58 Clarke 2009, 35-6.

59 VinII 267.

60 McHugh 2021, 91-2.

61 manussa ujjhayanti khiyanti vipacenti: seyyathapi gihikamabhoginiyo ‘ti (Vin II 267).
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from the latter.®> However, later textual and material sources, most-
ly datable around the middle of the first millennium AD (with fluctu-
ations of a few centuries), would testify to the existence of ascetics
and Buddhist monks who lived like householders,® pointing to a po-
tential breaking of boundaries and merging of roles.

Assuming, for the sake of the argument, a historic interpretation
for the sympotic-like party of the aforementioned monks of Kitagiri,
the account can be regarded as an early evidence of monks behaving
like householders (in this case elitist householders), taking advantage
of the societal and economic sources they have.®* But in case we do
not want to endorse a historic reading, we can nonetheless read into
the account a fear of breaking boundaries expressed by the orthodox
tradition, perhaps in a period in which the progressive enrichment
of the monastic community, combined with an increase in relations
with the laity, began to constitute a danger for the sober lifestyle de-
rived from the Buddhist ascetic background.

Turning to the interpretation of the passage about nuns, we might
wonder what is wrong with nuns looking out from a window. Prob-
ably, the answer lies in the next sentence in which it is stated that
the nuns “stand in a visible [position]”. Following the commentary:
“*They stand in a visible [position]’ means that having opened the
door, they stand showing half body”.%* As highlighted by Schopen,
standing at the door is the classical behaviour of a prostitute, and
so it is within reason that we should likewise understand the act of
looking down/out from a window, an act that presupposes the exist-
ence of a building.®® Following Tanabe, some Gandharic reliefs would
represent buildings that were interpreted as brothels, and their rep-
resentation aimed

to remind vividly lay Buddhist devotees and a certain kind of
monks of the pleasures to be obtained in the Realm of Desire
(kamadhatu), in particular, in the paradise of the Trayastrimsa
Heaven.®’

62 Notably, monastic celibacy seems it actually was a key element to differenciate
monks and nuns from laypeople (Langenberg 2018, 568-9).

63 von Hiniiber 2006, 24-6; 2023.

64 Similar cases are actually attested in sources external to Buddhism, as in the case
of a Kashmiri satirical play which is ironic about the luxurious life of Buddhist monks
(McHugh 2021, 237).

65 saloke titthantiti dvaram vivaritva upaddhakayam dassentiyo titthanti (Sp VI 1293).
66 Schopen 2008, 237-8, fn. 14.
67 Tanabe 2019, 35.
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If Tanabe is right in his interpretative hypothesis, such lascivious ac-
tivities were assimilated in the Buddhist imaginary, namely in their
representation of heavens, which are notably one of the main sote-
riological goals of laypeople.® It is apparent that Pali texts contain
descriptions of various kinds of amusement, just as the dancing and
drunkenness scenes in the description of the city of Kusavati,® but
we can arguably attribute a particular meaning to pleasure occur-
ring in celestial realms. As epitomes of human pleasures, the pleas-
ures of the heavens dignify worldly activities, and if such activities
were prohibited or discouraged on earth, they find their legitimacy in
heaven. This is not a mere representation of the culture in which the
Buddhist texts were composed, but is a deliberate act to reintegrate
earthly entertainments (repressed by the ascetic tenets) into the im-
aginary. In the same perspective, we can read the presence of what
we can call ‘sympotic divinities’ in the Buddhist cosmology, a fur-
ther sign that worldly and lay customs have flowed into the Buddhist
worldview, perhaps mitigating the original ascetic attitude over time.

4 Sympotic Divinities in Buddhist Cosmology:
Assimilating Festive Elements

Assimilating an element in the cosmology means to allow something
to enter the constructed imaginary in a hierarchical localised place.
Heavens or paradises (sagga)™ are rewards for having had a merito-
rious life. Things located there are not only deserved, but somehow
coveted. Heavens, as the name suggests, are often above us in high-
er planes. Attaining heaven is quite an early element and is the on-
ly soteriological goal we find in the Buddhist-inspired Asoka’s edicts
of the third century BC. We can deduce from the Pali literature that
the Buddhist view of cosmology consists of roughly thirty-one realms
of existence [tab.1].”*

The table shows us a panoramic and macroscopic view of the
Buddhist world-system called in Pali lokadhatu or cakkavala (=

68 However, as Stephen Jenkins has highlighted (2022), attainment of heavens does
not only concern laypeople, but can similarly be a goal for monks, since even from heav-
ens nibbana can be achieved.

69 DII170.

70 Steven Collins (1998, 293) has well highlighted how the definition of the word ‘par-
adise’ only partially fits the Buddhist ‘heaven’, a literal translation for the Pali term
sagga (= Sanskrit: svarga), although it is certainly somehow evocative of some luxuri-
ant settings that might be found in Buddhist heavens.

71 Therealm of the Anti-gods/Demons (asura) is sometimes omitted, see Collins 1998,
300, fn. 4.
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Table1 Buddhist cosmology, according to Pali sources and based on the
reconstructions made by Gethin (1997, 195; 1998, 117-18), Collins (1998, 298-9), and
De Notariis (2019, 66-7)

Cosmology
WORLD-SYSTEM REALM (bhiimi)
(dhatu)
Formless nevasafiiGnasafifdyatana Formless Brahma’s
World-System (Sphere of Neither-Perception-Nor-Non-Perception) Worlds
(ardpadhatu) akificafifdyatana (Sphere of Nothingness) (ardpa-brahmaloka)

vififidnafcayatana (Sphere of Infinite Consciousness)

akasanaficayatana (Sphere of Infinite Space)
World-System akanittha (Highest Gods) Brahma’s Worlds
of Pure Form sudassin (Beautiful Ones) of Form
(rapadhatu) sudassa (Good-Looking Ones) (rapa-brahmaloka)

atappa (The Serene)

aviha (The Durable)

asafifia-satta (Unconscious Beings)

vehapphala (Great Fruit)

subha-kinha (Full Splendour)

appamana-subha (Measureless Splendour)

paritta-subha (Limited Splendour)

abhassara (Radiant Ones)

appamdndabha (Measureless Luminosity)

parittabha (Limited Luminosity)

mahabrahma (The Great Brahma)

brahma-purohita (Brahma’s Ministers)

brahma-parisajja (Brahma’s Retinue)
World-System paranimmita-vasavattin Good Destinations
of the Five Senses (Those who have authority on others’ creation) (sugati)
(kamadhatu) nimmana-ratin (Those who delight in creation)

tusita (Contented Ones)

yama (Yama Gods)

tavatimsa (Thirty-Three Gods)

catummaharajika (Realm of the Four Great Kings)
Human Being (manussa)

asura (Anti-Gods/Demons) Bad Destinations
petti-visaya (Departed Ones/Hungry Ghosts) (duggati)
tiracchanayoni (Animals)

niraya (Hells)

Table2 Afocusontheborders between Human realm and the first divine realm

Acloser look at the Buddhist cosmology

Thefirstheavenly realm of the gods ~ Catummaharajika ‘Four Great Kings’
karotapani ‘Those with cups in hands’
maladhara ‘Garland-bearers’
sadamatta/sadamada ‘Always drunk’

Human realm Upper-class (khattiyas and brahmanas)
Medium/lower classes (merchants, slaves, outcastes)
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Sanskrit: cakravala).”> The general features of this scheme are shared
by both Sanskrit and Pali sources, although there might be differences
in details.” From the human condition, an individual can achieve ei-
ther higher destinations, which are increasingly better, or lower des-
tinations, which represent a degeneration from the human condition.
A closerlook at this cosmological map would show some details which
might, at first and panoramic sight, be bypassed. In doing so, espe-
cially thanks to the testimony that has come to us through Sanskrit
and Chinese sources (which we will discuss below), we move closer
to the border between humans and gods’ worlds, where the bounda-
ries seem to conflate [tab. 2].

In looking closer at the Buddhist cosmology we can see some signif-
icant details. As already stated, the upper class in Buddhism is that
of the ‘warriors’ (Pali: khattiya; Sanskrit: ksatrya) which is also the
ruling class.” Therefore, it is of some significance that the first heav-
enly realm is that of the Catummaharajika ‘Four Great Kings’. Among
them, a king called Kubera rules over the north and is associated with
a class of divinities or genii called in Pali yakkha (= Sanskrit: yaksa).
The yakkhas constitute the retinue of that king.™ Often described as
yaksas in Sanskrit sources, we find three groups of special relevance
for our discussion. These are: karotapani ‘Those with cups in hands’,
maladhara ‘Garland-bearers’ and sadamatta/sadamada ‘Always eu-
phoric/drunk’. These deities are represented in iconography,” well at-
tested in Buddhist literary sources in Sanskrit and Chinese, and even
mentioned in Pali literature in such a way that would allow us to sus-
pect either that something went wrong in the Theravada reception
of such deities or that the Theravada preserved a non-levelled early
version.”” The core of the story that can be gleaned from many Bud-

72 As noted by Gethin (1997, 195-6, fn. 36), the term cakkavala does not occur in the
four principal Nikayas, which constitute quite an early stratum of Buddhism.

73 Randolph Kloetzli writes that “[t]he basic outlines of the single world system of
the ‘cakravala-cosmology’ are generally agreed upon throughout a broad spectrum of
Buddhism and are a prominent feature of the Pali texts as well as the Buddhist San-
skrit literature” ([1983] 2007, 23). Later, he writes that “[w]hile the basic structure of
the cakravala is the same in both traditions, certain discrepancies in detail do occur”
(24). For reconstructions of the Buddhist cosmology based on the Abhidharmakosa, see
Kloetzli [1983]2007, 33-9; while for a comparison between Pali canonical accounts and
literary sources from other Buddhist traditions on cosmology, see Kirfel 1920, 190-5.

74 Altough, as noted above, Buddhism was well connected with the caste of mer-
chants, on an ideological level, the two castes that compete for being considered the
most important caste are khattiya/ksatrya and brahmana.

75 Zin 2015, 128.

76 Zin 2015, 129-31.

77 Accounts in Sanskrit sources can be found at Abhidh-k III 64 (and in its commen-

tary Abhidh-k-bh); Mvu I 30-1, Divy 218-19. A similar account in Pali can be found at
JaIl204 (= SpkI339). Furthermore, there is a mention to the sadamatta at D II 260.
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dhist sources concerns the fact that Mount Meru, from base to top,
is defended by various groups of deities. Comparing the Pali version
of this account with Sanskrit and Chinese sources, we can see both
similarities and differences, but can certainly identify an underlying
consistency in the progressive enumeration of these groups of dei-
ties [tab. 3].

From Table 3, we can infer the existence of a common kernel, al-
beit there are some differences in the details. The Pali account notes
aquatic snakes as the first group of deities, just like the Divyavadana
and the Apiddmd da pipdsha lun [ FLIE B K B #905. Furthermore, the
deities are all called devas in the Divyavadana and in the Apiddmé
da piposha lun (tian X = deva), whereas they are all yaksas in the
Abhidharmakosa and Mahavastu. The Pali Jataka designates only the
fourth group as yakkha, namely the madanayuta ‘Intoxicated ones’,”®
glossed by the commentary with the compounds visamacarin ‘Those
who behave immorally’ and yuddhasonda ‘Those who are intoxicat-
ed to war’. This group corresponds, in principle, to the sadamatta/
sadamada ‘Always euphoric/drunk’ of the other Buddhist sources.
In the Jataka we also find the karotis, perhaps an abbreviation of
karotapani. Notably, the translator(s) of the Chinese version misun-
derstood the meaning of the original Indian compound, reporting jian
shou tian B2F K ‘Strong-handed gods’, apparently taking something
along *kota in place of karota.” The only element in the Jataka ac-
count that ostensibly differs from the other sources is payassa harin
‘Those who bear water’, whereas the parallel Buddhist accounts al-
most unanimously have maladhara ‘garland-bearers’. There is at least
one element in common as both harin and -dhara indicate the action
of ‘bearing, holding’. The formulation of the Pali passage is certain-
ly odd, as karoti, payassa harin and madanayuta are all hapax legom-
ena in Pali literature®® since they only occur in Ja I 204 and in texts
that quote this passage. The wording of the groups of deities in Pali
differs from that of the other sources, but virtually the only missing
element is the maladhara group, which seems to be replaced by the
payassa harin. In order to explain the singularity of the Pali evidence
we can advance two interpretative hypotheses:

The Chinese Buddhist texts also greatly testify to the existence of these groups of de-
ities. A complete analysis of the Chinese texts would exceed the limits of this contri-
bution, but it would certainly be a worthwhile task. For the present contribution, I will
only adopt the Chinese translation of the *Mahavibhasa (Apiddmé da pipdsha liun F &
EEKRZWH; T 1545) made by Xudnzang.

78 As already noted by Coomaraswamy (1931, 24-5), yaksas were subjected to offer-
ings of food and intoxicants.

79 Cf. Morris 1893, 23.

80 Karoti as a term to refer to a ‘cup’ or a ‘skull’ also occurs in other contexts, but
as far as I know, there is nowhere else where it occurs to refer to a group of deities.
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1. Alater interpolation. In light of the diffusion of the story in
North Indian Buddhist sources (all of which include the three
groups of deities as an inner core), we may consider the Pali
version as an adapted reverberation occurring in literature
which mentions some deities that might have had a fairly sig-
nificant iconographic function.

2. A non-levelled early version. As the evidence of the three
groups of deities occurs in the Jataka verses, this means it is
part of the Pali canon,®* and so it can be a quite early refer-
ence to which we could apply the philological principle of the
lectio difficilior potior, according to which the oddest reading
could likely be the original one as the tradition tends to lev-
el out the oddities.

In both cases, the Pali evidence plays a special role as either a late
addition (which was either misunderstood or intentionally adapted)
or an early crystallised reading. What is interesting to note is that,
regardless of the correct interpretative hypothesis, if we exclude the
Pali testimony (which, if taken alone, has a less clear sympotic con-
nection), the remaining North Indian evidence cannot be regard-
ed as evidence earlier than the iconographic records. According to
Martha Carter, these groups of deities were used by Buddhists to
rationalise and assimilate local festivities in Gandhara by depicting
them as heavenly delights.** However, although yaksas are certain-
ly pre-Buddhist, a more sympotic characterisation can be connect-
ed with a bulk of North Indian Buddhist sources which are closer
in time (if not even later) than the so called ‘Gandharan Art’, which
flourished during the Kushan period (first to third century AD).* All
this leaves open the possibility that Buddhist literature reflects el-
ements developed in the iconographic context. Taking this one step
further, from the meaning of their names and their representation
in iconography, we can further suggest that these groups of deities
epitomise our three sympotic elements. The karotapanis ‘Those with
cups in hands’ represent the action of drinking (and perhaps even

81 While Jataka’s prose sections took the final form in the fifth-sixth century AD, dur-
ing the Pali commentarial literature’s final redaction. See von Hinliber 1996, 55, 131;
Appleton 2010, 7-8.

82 Carter 1992, 57.

83 The compositional date of the Mahdavastu covers a wide range of time between
the first BC to sixth century AD (Tournier 2017, X), the Divyavadana can be dated from
the early centuries of the common era onwards (Rotman 2008, 6, n. 14 [385-6]), the
Abhidharmakosa is a work of Vasubandhu who lived between the fourth and the fifth
century AD (Kritzer 2019), while, generally speaking, the earliest Chinese translations
of Buddhist texts are those of An shigao Ztt& from the middle of the second centu-
ry AD (Zacchetti 2019).
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eating).®* The maladharas ‘Garland-bearers’ potentially refers to the
sexual aspects if we consider the symbolic meaning of garlands as
‘sexual invitation’ in addition to some representations depicting erot-
ic scenes in which maladharas seem to be involved.®* Lastly, I argue,
the sadamattas/sadamadas ‘Always euphoric/drunk’ indicate amuse-
ment in a state of intoxication. Indeed, it would seem from the medi-
cal text known as Carakasamhita that entertainments, along with the
company of women, were an expedient to mitigate and to keep under
control the effects of the alcohol:

vanani ramaniyani sapadmah salilasayah | visadanyannapanani
sahayas ca praharsanah || malyani gandhayogas ca vasamsi
vimalani ca | gandharvasabdah kantas ca gosthyas ca hrdayapriyah
|| sankathahasyagitanam visadas caiva yojanah | priyascanugata
naryo nasayanti madatyayam

Delightful forest parks, ponds with lotus flowers, outstanding
foods and drinks, and enrapturing [male-Jcompanions (sahaya),®®
perfumed garlands, clean clothes, musical sounds, mistresses
(kanta), pleasant gosthis, and also splendid arrangements of con-
versations, laughs and songs, the lovely women in tow remove the
effects of intoxication (madatyaya).®”

The rationale behind such kinds of recommended activities seems
to be the necessity of cheering up the body and mind both of which
were affected by the state of intoxication:

naksobhya himano madyam sariramavihatya ca | kuryanmadatyayam
tasmadestavya harsani kriya

Without upsetting the mind and afflicting the body, the intoxicant

84 According to the Jataka’s commentary, it would seem that the cups or bowls of these
demigods can contain both drinks and food (tesam kira karoti nama panabhojanam;
Ja1204 = Spk1339).

85 Tam especially referring to a depiction found in Ajanta and discussed by Zin (2015,
130, fig. 3). Furthermore, we should consider the presence of males with female com-
panions described in Sastri’s study on dwarf motif in iconography when dwarfs are
associated with Garland-bearers: “The sculptures at Sanchi, have these meandering
creepers with leaves and emerging from the mouth or naval of a dwarf yaksa. The lin-
tels of the torana design with jewels issued from the flowers. Slowly, well proportioned
men were also introduced in the loops along with dwarfs and animals. Generally males,
sometimes associated with female companions were in the loops [...]” (1959, 35). Fur-
thermore, we can also consider the presence of amorini in the representations of Gar-
land-bearers discussed by Swati ([1997] 2008).

86 This might be a reference to homosexuality; cf. Zysk 2021a, 91.
87 CS24.191-3.
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would not produce intoxication, hence exhilarating treatment
should be applied.®®

From the medical literature we can infer that activities existed which
were enjoyed in a state of drunkenness and were believed to help
the inebriate to recover. If not involved in amorous activities, drunks
were supposed to be involved in playful activities, just as we found
above in the sympotic Vinaya account.®*® Thus, it might be argued
that these three groups of deities can actually epitomise the three
sympotic elements. They are sympotic deities associated with the
Catummaharajika (Four Great Kings), and, according to the traditions
that describe them as yaksas, more precisely with Kubera, king of
north direction (N.B. Gandhara is located in north-west from an Indi-
an point of view). Therefore, it would seem that at the borders of the
human and divine worlds, there is a fusion of customs. From a cos-
mological geography perspective, the world of the Catummaharajikas
is co-present to the world of Humans, but on an invisible level.?° This
fact can be of some significance when we consider that gods’ festive
modes are the same as those of noble/royal men in our world. These
gods live a life which resembles that of the humans. Their life is not
that of an average human being, but rather it is the life of a high class
human being, having fun accordingly. If ordinary humans have ob-
ligations and duties during their life, “having fun etc., is the aim in
the [existential] condition of the gods” (devanam nama dhatu-attho
kiladi).’* Vice versa, it might be argued that the high class individu-
als behave like gods, in a sort of mutual mirroring, in a ludic place
where borders merge. Thus, we face a paradoxical situation. Activi-
ties on earth which are forbidden for monks and nuns and whose par-
ticipation is discouraged for laypeople are a reward in the heavens.
However, the heavens nearest to the Human realm are a deified re-
flection of high Human society, thus possibly betraying an underly-
ing aspiration for social climbing.

88 CS 24.194.
89 VinII 9-10.

90 “It should be noted that the Catumaharajika heaven is actually on the same lev-
el as the human world. It may be regarded as a sub-world which is invisible to human
eyes. The reason for its invisibility is that it belongs to a different realm of existence”
(Na-Rangsi [1976] 2006, 18). We should similarly note that some inferior spheres of
existence can also be co-present to the Human world, such as the animal kingdom
(tiracchanayoni).

91 Bv-a 25.
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5 Conclusion

The three sympotic elements discussed by Kenneth G. Zysk have been
found in regulative monastic literature and in mythological accounts
involving cosmology. As such, the present contribution would add a
piece to the puzzle of the study on the potential influence of the Greek
symposion on Indian festive modes already started by Zysk. Thus, it
would seem that the existence of sympotic-like ways of having fun
was acknowledged by the Buddhist Pali legislation and assimilated
into the Buddhist imaginary through representations in iconography,
attestations in Sanskrit and Chinese sources and faint echoes in Pali.
The symposion-like party in the Vinaya account has some striking fea-
tures which can be of some comparative interest for future studies if
confronted with the Greek symposion. This can be a valuable task as,
a fortiori, the chronology of the Vinaya does not rule out the possibil-
ity that foreign influences flowed into the text. Further, three groups
of deities occurring in cosmological accounts were discussed and it
has been argued they may epitomise the three sympotic elements.
Their sympotic characteristics clearly emerge only in North Buddhist
sources in Sanskrit and Chinese, which are mostly chronologically
contemporary - if not even later than - the iconographic evidence in
which they were represented. Thus, we can make a point in consider-
ing the artistic importance that the Gandhara holds in the Buddhist
ecumene. Gandhara, it has been argued, was the perfect grey area
in which early Buddhist ascetic values had to face more worldly atti-
tudes, a fact that prompted adaptations if we consider the Gandharan
Buddhist involvement in the wine production system of the region and
the erotic scenes represented in iconographies connected to Buddhist
sites. This negotiation of values can be, at least in part, explained in
the attempt to make Buddhism more attractive to laypeople (those
who have the attainment of heavens as a goal)?* and compared with
a similar attempt made by Asoka in the middle of the third century

92 Concerning erotic scenes, Anna Filigenzi writes: “Figures of yaksas, yaksis
and tutelary and human couples occupy a prominent place in the iconographic pro-
grammes of Buddhist monuments. This is not, in my opinion, a mere concession to
the secular world in order to please the lay community, but rather the expression
of a quite common approach to the subject matter in Indian thought” (2019b, 171).
This opinion can be compared with that of Richard Gombrich, who suggested that
“the idea of beauty in the Buddha'’s cultural environment was inextricably associat-
ed with feminine beauty, and thus with sexual attraction” (2014, 86). However, fol-
lowing Gombrich (84-6), the Buddhist attitude to visual art in the earliest texts (Gom-
brich discusses those in Pali) is largely negative. This is not surprising if we consid-
er the ascetic origins of Buddhism. Therefore, in my view, although the choice of the
subjects of the iconographic representations may be dictated by a general Indian ten-
dency, the very fact of choosing to promote and produce pieces of visual art is cer-
tainly more worldly than ascetic as an attitude, which winks at those who live there
in the world, such as laypeople.
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BC to universalise a Buddhist-inspired Doctrine (dhamma), coming
to terms with lay and worldly needs. The emperor Asoka, indeed, le-
gitimises a morally questionable festivity called samaja:

(C) na cha samajo katavyo (D) bahukam hi dosam samajamhi pasa-
ti Devanampriyo Priyadasi raja (E) asti pi tu ekacha samaja sadhu-
mata Devanampriyasa Priyadasino raro.**

(C) And no festival meeting [samdjo] must be held. (D) For king
Devanampriya Priyadarsin sees much evil in festival meetings. (E)
But there are also some festival meetings which are considered
meritorious by king Devanampriya Priyadarsin.®*

The term samdja, used in the Asoka’s edicts to indicate a festival or a
fair, has a counterpart Pali term: samgjja. The initial aversion shown
by Asoka towards the samdjas is consistent with the Buddhist dispo-
sition towards these festivals. In the Pali canon, we find that monks
were forbidden to participate in mountain fair (giraggasamajja) be-
cause of the presence of music, dancing and singing,®® whereas for
the laymen, it is stated that there are many disadvantages (adinava) in
visiting fairs (samajjabhicarana).’® Thus, in stating that some samajas
would be considered meritorious, ASoka would show a certain degree
of openness regarding some forms of amusement, a fact that certain-
ly meets the laypeople’s worldly needs. In a similar way, as discussed
by James McHugh, among the moral precepts advocated by Asoka,
sexual misconducts and abstention from intoxicating drinks are miss-
ing.°” Therefore, we can assume that there were lay Buddhist prax-
es that at a certain point in history departed from the rigid early as-
cetic tenets to meet more worldly needs. This negotiation of values
and the perennial tension between tradition and innovation can be
found as reflections and echoes in Buddhist literature, the latter be-
ing a product of monastic orthodoxy. The Pali Vinaya account,®® with
its behavioural condemnation, implicitly acknowledges the existence
of sympotic-like ways of partying. Although the practices described
in the narrative could be potentially autochthonous, we cannot ex-
clude a foreign influence. While an attempt to assimilate sympotic
elements took place within cosmology, revealing what appears to be
an actual tension between desire and prohibition. The three groups

93 Hultzsch 1925, 1.

94 Hultzsch 1925, 2; square brackets mine.
95 VinII 107-8.

96 DIII183.

97 McHugh 2021, 241-2.

98 VinII 9-10.
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of deities which, it has been argued, can epitomise the three sympot-
ic elements, call for further discussion and contextualisation in the
future. If Gandhara was a grey area that mediated the passage of
cultural customs from Greece to India, the Catummaharajika realm
was, similarly, a grey area of the Buddhist imaginary, in which a ne-
gotiation of values occurred. This Heaven is, at the very least, am-
bivalent. Even though it is to be considered a superior and desirable
rebirth, it can nonetheless act as a springboard for involution with-
in the Buddhist cosmos.* It was a place for revelries and carousals
to the point that the anti-gods known as asuras, which constitute a
bad condition of rebirth, in an exegetical Pali source,**® derive their
name from the lack (a-) of the intoxicant known as sura, a fact that
betrays a certain appreciation for intoxicating drinks, at least in the
imaginary. However, we do also know that in the ascent of the Bud-
dhist cosmos to higher and higher realms, beings change their nutri-
tional habits and so there are beings made of mind (manomaya) who
are just feeding on joy (piti-bhakkha).*** The Buddhist path of liber-
ation is, indeed, framed in a Buddhist view of a progressive libera-
tion from the bounds of the physical matter and a mastery over it.
This process also concerns a change in the nutritional needs.*** Fur-
thermore, it would seem that sympotic activities are as forbidden on
earth as they are desirable as celestial attainments in the post-mor-
tem, but only to be abandoned again in the evolutionary progression
of the cosmos since the heavens - Catummahardjika, Tavatimsa, and
so on - should be progressively left behind in a sort of climb to high-
er worlds, just to find that even the Brahma’s world is impermanent.*°*

Therefore, we can conclude that the literary sources of Pali Bud-
dhism deliver us an awareness of sympotic-like ways of partying
through the acknowledgement during the practical act of legislat-
ing and provide us with some new nuances on the assimilation pro-
cesses in Buddhist imaginary occurred over time and, perhaps, in-
fluenced by iconographic representations. However, it is nonetheless
of some significance that, on the one hand, sexual misconduct and
drinking intoxicants can be conducive to bad destinies (viz. rebirth
in hells, as an animal or among the ghosts)*** and, on the other hand,

99 Mvul 31.
100 SpkI337.
101 DI17.

102 Asithasbeenargued (De Notariis 2019, 53-6), the development of a body made of
mind (manomaya-kaya) in the Buddhist path of liberation is a turning point in the grad-
ual process of liberation from the bonds of matter. Notably, the body made of mind is a
higher embodiment than those embodiments that require solid food (61-8).

103 SV 410.
104 A1V 247-8.
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we can find in heavens drunks and libertines, without any cause for
contradiction. Thus, it would appear that the abstentions from kill-
ing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and drinking intoxicants of
the ‘five precepts’ (parica-sila) were unevenly deemed, and some, let
us say, sins were almost a divine temptation.
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Abstract While, as a consequence of recent studies, we can now have a good image
of ‘intoxicant’ in Sanskrit literature, the same is not true for Middle Indo-Aryan literature,
except perhaps for Pali. In this paper two texts written in Prakrit and Ardha-Magadhr re-
spectively will be taken into examination, focusing especially on those words not linked to
Sanskrit tradition, and normally known as des’, ‘regional’, words. In particular, the second
text analysed, which is part of the Jain Svetambara Canon, will give me the opportunity
to look at the use of desi words meaning ‘intoxicant’ and/or concerning ‘drinking culture’
in the Desinamamala, Hemacandra’s lexicon of Prakrit desiwords. The result of the analy-
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Indian classical literature, encompassing a huge body of works that
spans thousands of years, is principally represented by two languag-
es belonging to the Old Indo-Aryan (hereafter OIA) group of the Indo-
European language family. The first one is the Vedic language, nor-
mally known with this name because it is the language of the Vedic
corpus, that is to say the language of the four Vedas (Rgveda, Yajur-
veda, Samaveda, Atharvaveda) with their four subdivisions (Samhitas,

; Antichistica 40|10
e-ISSN 2610-9344 | ISSN 2610-8828
Edizioni ISBN [ebook] 978-88-6969-816-3 | ISBN [print] 978-88-6969-877-4
Ca'Foscari
Peerreview | Open access 55

Submitted 2024-02-19 | Accepted 2024-04-16 | Published 2024-10-08
©2024 Drocco | 4.0
DOl 10.30687/978-88-6969-816-3/003



Andrea Drocco
In Search of Regional/Local (desi) Words for ‘Intoxicant’ in First-Millennium India

Brahmanas, Aranyakas and Upanisads) as well as also those other works
forming part of Vedic textual traditions (Srautasiitras, Grhyasttras,
Sulbasiitras, Pratisakhyas).* The second one is Sanskrit, the language
described by Panini in his grammar Astadhyayi and by Katyayana and
Patafijali in the commentaries of this grammar and then used for the
two major Hindu epics (i.e. the Ramayana and the Mahabharata), for
Purana literature, by Indian court poets approximately from the third
up to the thirteenth century AD, also by a part of Buddhists, etc.?

Even though, as said, Indian classical literature is normally known
thanks to Vedic and Sanskrit works, it is also written in languages
other than these two. This is the case of the various texts written in
various literary vehicles belonging to the second period of evolution
of Indo-Aryan languages, the Middle Indo-Aryan (hereafter MIA) pe-
riod. The extent of MIA literature is comparable to that of Vedic and
Sanskrit, but the scholars dealing with this literature are very few,
in comparison to those specialised in Vedic and/or Sanskrit.?

As far as the topic of the present book is concerned, if now thanks
to McHugh's recent works* we can have a good image of ‘intoxicant’
in Sanskrit literature, as for the same image in MIA literature the in-
formation we have are very scanty.® The aim of the present paper is
therefore to examine words with meanings related to ‘intoxicant’ in
works written in some MIA literary languages, focusing the attention
especially on the words reported in those texts not linked to the San-
skrit tradition. As I will have the opportunity to illustrate, these words
are the so-called Prakrit desi (‘regional’, ‘local’) words.

The paper is organised as follows. In the first section, I offer an
overview of the literary multilingualism in first-millennium India.
Subsequently, in section 2, an explanation of Prakrit words not linked
to Sanskrit tradition and used in Prakrit literature, as said the so-
called desi words, is provided. Then, after a brief introduction to the
first Prakrit text here analysed, I focus my attention to the words re-
lated to ‘intoxicant’ mentioned in this text (§ 3). In section 4, a canoni-
cal Jain text written in Ardha-Magadhi, the latter a MIA religious liter-
ary variety, is taken into consideration. The reasons behind this choice
are that some desi words are mentioned in this specific MIA text. In
this way, I have the opportunity to focus my attention on these desi
words meaning ‘intoxicant’, or related to ‘drinking culture’, report-
ed in the most important traditional dictionary of this specific class
of Prakrit words, that is to say Hemacandra’'s Desinamamala (§ 5).

Cf. Cardona 2003.

Cf. Cardona 2003.

Pollock 2006; Ollett 2017; 2018.

For example, his opus magnus of 2021 (2021a).
Cf. McHugh 2021a; 2021b.
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1 Sanskrit and Prakrit in First-Millennium India

It is a well-known fact that starting from the beginning of the first
millennium AD up to the thirteenth century at least two ‘languages’
were used in India as the appropriate linguistic medium for artistic,
religious and scientific literature:

1. Sanskrit (in its various forms: classical, epic, epigraphical, etc.);
2. varieties of what can be considered a MIA literary koine.®

From the fifth-sixth century AD another language entered the scene
of literary production, Apabhramsa.
From the point of view of linguistic diachronic evolution:
» Sanskrit corresponds to the end of the OIA period (approximate-
ly the beginning of the second half of the first millennium BC);
* the various varieties of literary MIA correspond to the early
and middle MIA period, that is to say the last centuries of the
first millennium BC and the first centuries of the first millen-
nium AD;
* Apabhramsa corresponds lastly to the end of the MIA period,
because used, for literary purposes, from the fifth-sixth century
AD, and for this reason considered a late MIA literary language.

The varieties of literary MIA, the topic of the present paper, have
been chosen:

* as administrative languages of the court by some of the most
important Indian kingdoms in the period just before and imme-
diately after the beginning of the Common era;’

* as elaborate literary varieties in all works that are part of
classical Indian kavya tradition.® This is particularly true for
Maharastri® which, according to the grammarians, was ‘the
Prakrit’.*® The prestige of Maharastri is perhaps connected

6 Cf. Bubenik 1998; Pollock 2006. According to Bubenik, it is important to emphasise
that talking on these literary languages “It is important to realise that we are not deal-
ing with three different languages in the usual sense of the word; rather we are deal-
ing with ‘triglossia’ definable as the simultaneous use of three functional varieties of
the same language for literary purposes” (1998, 16).

7 Lienhard 1984, 82-3; Deshpande 1993, 15, 92; Hultzsch 1924; Mehendale 1948; Sa-
lomon 1998.

8 Katre 1964; Lienhard 1984; Warder [1974] (1990).

9 Maharastri was based on the living tongue of the Northwestern part of the Dec-

can (along the river Godavari) and became a ‘lingua franca’ of Southern India in post-
Christian centuries.

10 Except where otherwise indicated, when I use the term ‘Prakrit’ in the present pa-
per I mean this specific MIA literary variety.
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with the fact that this specific variety of literary MIA, which
with respect to its linguistic relationship to OIA is the most
advanced MIA literary variety (apart, obviously, Apabhramsa,
see below), was used as literary and administrative language
in the dominions of the powerful dynasty of Satavahanas (the
Andhra dynasty);**

* asreligious/sacred literary languages for canonical and extra-
canonical Buddhist and Jain texts.*? To be more precise, the
language normally known as ‘Pali’ is the sacred literary lan-
guage used to draw up the Theravada Buddhist Canon, known
as Tipitaka (Sanskrit Tripitaka). Similarly, Ardha-Magadhi was
cultivated by the Jains of the Svetambara sect who used it as a
sacred language for their religious works.** Both these religious
traditions used these MIA literary varieties in order to reject
Sanskrit because linked with Hindu scriptures.**

Jain authors, especially, composed their poetic works in a different
late MIA linguistic variety used as a literary vehicle called by the au-
thors themselves and by the contemporary grammarians as the afore-
mentioned Apabhramsa (virtually no prose works in Apabhramsa
have come down to us). From its beginnings Apabhramsa was lo-
cated in Gujarat, Rajputana and Malwa (contemporary Gujarat, Ra-
jasthan and western Madhya-Pradesh) and thence it spread through
the whole of North India becoming the most important North India’s
literary koine of this period and another literary language of the first-
millennium India in addition to Sanskrit and Prakrit.**

It is important to point out that, as regards the use made of them in
kavya tradition in the period here taken into consideration, Sanskrit,
Prakrit and Apabhramsa were used synchronically.*® This means that
each of these languages did not have an exclusive position com-
pared to the others. For example, Sanskrit was never used at the ex-
pense of Prakrit (someone says Sanskrit by Prakrit) and, in the same

11 About 230 BC the Satavahana dynasty replaced Maurya power in Deccan. This
dynasty ruled over Maharashtra, Kathiawar, Central India, Berar and Malwa from the
second century BC to the second AD.

12 Pischel 1965, 11-25; Ghatage 1996-, 1: *1-*25, I-XXXIII.

13 Jain exegetical texts were written in a form of Maharastri, normally called Jain
Maharastri by modern scholars, but almost identical with ‘standard’ Maharastri as de-
scribed in the various Prakrit grammars. As for the Digambara sect, their Canon was
written in a literary language variety very similar to the variety of Prakrit normally
called ‘Sauraseni’ by Prakrit grammarians. For this reason, the language of the Digam-
bara Canon has been termed Jain Sauraseni by modern scholars (cf. Bubenik 1998).
14 Deshpande 1993; Bronkhorst 1993.

15 Bubenik 1998; Ollett 2024.

16 Cf. Bubenik 1998, 18.
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manner, Apabhrams$a was never used at the expense of Sanskrit and/
or Prakrit. As a result, in this period of time one may find:
* the same subject matter treated in Sanskrit and Prakrit by dif-
ferent authors;
* the same subject treated in Sanskrit and Prakrit by the same
author in two different works, respectively;
+ different subjects treated in Sanskrit and Prakrit by the same
author in different works;
* and, especially at the end of the period under consideration,
authors making use of all these available literary vehicles in
a single work.

Therefore, following Bubenik,*” an older language (i.e. Sanskrit/
Prakrit) moved up vertically into the position of the ‘high’/‘presti-
gious’/‘dignified’ variety to be imitated by the ‘low’ one. Even though
it is not the topic of the article, it is worth mentioning that the pro-
cess of elevation of Sanskrit must be understood as the result of the
fact that in ancient India Sanskrit grammarians believed, taught and
grew up in an ideological framework where Vedic scriptures and Ve-
dic/Sanskrit language are eternal entities.*® As a consequence of and
within this framework Prakrit has no independent standing and its
existence and use is closely linked to the Sanskrit language.*® Actu-
ally, thanks to the above said process of elevation, during the first
millennium Sanskrit became increasingly a language spoken and
read not only by the upper strata Hindu, but also by Jain and Bud-
dhist communities who could afford formal education.?®

2 The Tripartite Classification of Prakrit Words
in ‘tatsama, tadbhava, and desr’

The symbiotic relationship between Sanskrit and Prakrit in kavya
literature can be easily understood by considering the tripar-
tite terminology in ‘tatsama, tadbhava, desi’ that, as Pollock says,
“emerge as a cornerstone of Indian philological thought”.?* The aim
of these three technical terms, part of Indian grammatical tradi-
tion, was to describe words mentioned in literary works written in

17 Bubenik 1998; 2001. Cf. also Kulikov 2013 and Pollock 2006.

18 Cf. Deshpande 1993; Aklujkar 1996.

19 Cf. Deshpande 1993, 73-4.

20 Bubenik 1998; Pollock 2006; Bronkhorst 2010; Eltschinger 2017.
21 Pollock 2006, 93.
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Prakrit by a comparison with words attested in Sanskrit works.??
Namely, according to the majority of Indian authors, a Prakrit word
could be:**

» samskrtasama ‘the same as Sanskrit’, commonly referred to as
tatsama ‘the same as that’, but also as tattulya ‘equal to that’
and samanasabda ‘the same word (as that)’;

* samskrtabhava ‘of the nature of Sanskrit’, commonly referred
to as tadbhava ‘of the nature of that’, but also as samskrtayoni
‘the origin is (in) samskrta’, tajja ‘born out of that’ and vibhrasta
‘fallen, deteriorated’, but also ‘detached’;

* desya, desi or desaja ‘country-born’, i.e. ‘local, regional’, but
also referred to as desiprasiddha ‘famous in the country’ and
desimata ‘known in the country’.

It is not the aim of the present paper to focus on the cultural signifi-
cance of the Prakrit words classification in ‘tatsama, tadbhava and
dest’ in the context of Indian grammatical tradition.?* Suffice is to
say that the ‘link’ mentioned above between a Prakrit and a Sanskrit
word is a ‘link’ depending on grammarians’ description of Prakrit
who, according to the ‘transforming phonological rules’ provided in
their grammars, understand a Prakrit word as ‘linked’ (i.e. a tatsa-
ma or a tadbhava word) or ‘not linked’ (i.e. a desi word) with a corre-
sponding Sanskrit word with the same meaning.?* As a consequence,
the class of words used in Prakrit literature and called desi by Prakrit
grammarians and Prakrit/Sanskrit authors is, in a nutshell, an het-
erogeneous class of words consisting of:*¢
* words of ancient IA or even Indo-European origin which, al-
though not used in the OIA literary works (i.e. Vedic and/or
Sanskrit) - because regarded, for example, as too vulgar - were
later inherited or borrowed by some MIA literary language va-
rieties, and thus perhaps also by Prakrit;
* genuine loanwords from Indian non-IA languages;
* loanwords from non-Indian languages;
 all those words that can be classified as Prakrit neologisms
which, though corresponding to Sanskrit forms in their con-
stituent parts, nevertheless do not have a corresponding com-
plex Sanskrit form;

22 Cf. Drocco 2012.

23 Beames 1872-79; Pischel 1965, 6-7; Chatterji 1926; 1960; 1983, 98-100; Bhayani
1998b, 48. For an analysis of these terms see Drocco 2006; 2012.

24 For a detailed overview on this topic see Pollock 2006.
25 Kahrs 1992; Drocco 2012.
26 Cf. Pischel 1965.
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* words that are phonologically linked to a correspond-
ing Sanskrit form according to the ‘transformation phono-
logical rules’ (see above) explained by Hemacandra in his
Siddhahemasabdanusasana, but whose Prakrit meaning is not
attested in Sanskrit.?”

As for our concern, it is important to point out that a good part of
Jain literature is composed in a linguistic variety strongly charac-
terised by a frequent use of non-standard vocabulary and/or by a
clear tendency to absorb words, forms and uses from the numerous
spoken dialects.?® For this reason, it is easier to find desi words in
a text written by a Jain author, than in any text written by a non-
Jain author.

In what follows, I will have the opportunity to explain the exact
meaning of the tripartite classification of Prakrit words in ‘tastama,
tadbhava, and dest’, in particular of desi words, discussing those
pertaining to ‘intoxicant’ reported in the two works written by Jain
authors here analysed.

3 Prakrit Words Meaning ‘Intoxicant’
in Uddyotana-siiri’s Kuvalayamala

In order to look at Prakrit desi words with reference to ‘intoxicant’,
I decided to take firstly into exam one Prakrit text written by a Jain
author, the Kuvalayamala (‘Garland of Blue Water Lilies’). The rea-
son of this choice is that in this text a lot of desi words are attested.
As a consequence, I am looking if it can offer, by means of the attes-
tation of these desi words, an image of ‘intoxicant’ different from the
image we have in Sanskrit literature.

The Kuvalayamala is a Prakrit-language novel written in the sec-
ond half of the eight century AD by the Jain monk Uddyotana-suri in
Jabalipura, a city of the great Gurjara-Pratihara kingdom (present-
day Jalore, India). This text is written in the campu form, that is to
say in a mixed verse and prose form, and the multilingualism that
it demonstrates is worthy of particular interest. As a matter of fact,
dialogues in several languages are reported in this work, includ-
ing, apart Prakrit, Sanskrit and Apabhramsa, the mysterious Paisaci

27 For this classification see Drocco 2006.

28 Alsdorf 1936; 1937; Balbir 1989; Bhayani 1988a; 1988b; 1998a. Cf. also Salomon
1989, 285 and Sandesara, Thaker 1962.
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language, another MIA literary variety.* It also includes some sen-
tences in the famous 18 desabhdsas ‘regional languages’.*®

Even if in the Kuvalayamala several desabhasas and regional (dest)
words are attested,*! as far as ‘intoxicant’ terms are concerned, this
text shows roughly part of the same terms normally found in Sanskrit
texts. Indeed, the author refers to ‘intoxicant’ by means of tatsama
words, therefore words used in Prakrit literature and found in San-
skrit texts with absolutely identical form and meaning (see above).
This kind of words used in the Kuvalayamala are:

» asava (20.28; 50.16);

» sura (20.28; 52.16);

* madira (83.5; 83.8);

e madhu (84.29; 85.8; 113.16).

Uddyotana does not provide much information so as to understand
how these drinks are made and this is exactly due, perhaps, to his
use of tatsama words (see below). For similar reasons, Uddyotana
doesn’t help the reader to understand if the same word can mean
different kinds of alcoholic drink, depending, for example, on the
paragraph. We can refer to a Prakrit dictionary, but it is a fact that
Prakrit lexicography is not yet as developed as that of Sanskrit.**
Therefore, in order to give meaning to these words, we have to start
from the broad use of the corresponding forms of these words in
Sanskrit literature. Moreover, thanks to McHugh’s recent works*?
we can have a better idea of their broader or more precise meaning
in this literature and/or in the context of a specific work. In this re-
gard, it is important to remember that perhaps the reason explaining
the wide use of words linked to Sanskrit tradition (i.e. tatsama and
tadbhava words) by Prakrit authors in first-millennium India,** as in
the case of Uddyotana for words related to ‘intoxicant’ - as we have
just seen -, is to give them the possibility to leave unexplained many
Prakrit words, because known by the authors/readers thanks to the
previous knowledge of their Sanskrit corresponding forms. This

29 Upadhye 1939-40; Master 1943a; 1943b; 1948.

30 Master 1950; 1951. The mixed novel of prose and verse, the campt, is especially
widespread in Buddhist, Jain and obviously smarta environments, as demonstrated by
the production of the genre. The Kuvalayamala certainly belongs to the campu proper,
a mahakavya that defines itself as ‘complete history’ (sakalakatha), ‘history of doctrine’
(dharmakatha), or ‘mixed history’ (samkirnakatha). Preserved in two reviews, the work
narrates the previous lives of Prince Kuvalayacanda and other characters, who at the
end of the story all convert to Jainism.

31 Drocco, forthcoming.

32 See, for example, Vogel 1979.

33 McHugh 2021a; 2021b; 2021c.

34 Cf. Drocco 2006; 2012.
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seems to be also true for a modern scholar as Christine Chojnacki,
who in 2008 published the French translation of the Kuvalayamala.
As matter of fact, in her translation she gives the following mean-
ings of the above-said terms, almost certainly starting from their
Sanskrit meanings:

+ dsava ‘fermented drink/beverage’;**

* sura ‘spirit’, ‘eau de vie’;*®

* madira ‘liquor’;®”

* madhu ‘alcohol’, ‘alcoholic drink’.*®

As we can see, the Kuvalayamala, composed by an author who can
be considered a member of the Indian ‘educated elite’ and who was
able to use various literary varieties at their command, is a good ex-
ample of the fact that in the second half of the first millennium AD,**
the works drawn up in Prakrit have a mutual relationship with San-
skrit kavya tradition and they have been influenced strongly by the
latter.*® Perhaps it is for this reason that the majority of words adopt-
ed in a good part of Prakrit works of this tradition are MIA in their
phonological shape, but with a clear Sanskrit counterpart - tracea-
ble to the latter through the specific phonological rules mentioned
in Prakrit grammars (see above) -, therefore easily understandable
by a well-educated Indian author in the first millennium. Actually,
the words mentioned in these Prakrit texts can be also identical with
their Sanskrit corresponding form, as we have seen for the aforemen-
tioned words meaning ‘intoxicant’ and reported in the Kuvalayamala.

In spite of the fact that the Kuvalayamala can give us a good pic-
ture of the use of intoxicant in eight-century central-western India
during the Gurjara-Pratihara Kingdom, even if with a strong influ-
ence of Sanskrit literary tradition,** if we want to look for some true

35 Cf. Monier-Williams 1899, 160; original French meaning ‘boisson fermentée’, Cho-
jnacki 2008, 1: 345-6.

36 Cf. Monier-Williams 1899, 1235; original French meaning ‘boisson spiritueuse’,
Chojnacki 2008, 1: 346, 363.

37 Cf. Monier-Williams 1899, 778-9; original French meaning ‘liqueur’, Chojnacki
2008, 1: 355.

38 Cf. Monier-Williams 1899, 779; original French meaning ‘alcool’, Chojnacki 2008,
1: 343, 345.

39 Itisimportant to point out that between Sanskrit and the regional dialects (emerg-
ing New Indo-Aryan vernacular languages) we find a fluid continuum of various liter-
ary varieties of Prakrit and Apabhramsa. The proof that Apabhramsa was in an inter-
mediate position in this linguistic continuum is given by the fact that in Apabhramsa
works it is possible to find influences from ‘above’ and ‘below’, that is to say from San-
skrit and Prakrit literary models and from the spoken language.

40 See, among many others, Bhayani 1998d; 1998c; 1998e; Bubenik 1996; 1998.

41 Itis worthy of note that, even Prakrit texts showing a strong connection with San-
skrit as the Kuvalayamala, which as many other Prakrit texts shares with Sanskrit a
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local Prakrit words meaning ‘intoxicant’, true because not connect-
ed with the Sanskrit tradition (i.e. desi words), we have to check oth-
er MIA literary texts. This is possible by virtue of the huge MIA lit-
erary production, and by virtue of the possible greater proximity to
spoken languages of part of this production, I mean a part of liter-
ary production more inclined to be influenced by spoken languages.
For this reason, some MIA literary texts are probably better candi-
dates to investigate part of Indian culture not testified by Sanskrit.

4 Prakrit Words Meaning ‘Intoxicant’ in the Eleventh
ariga of the Jain Canon Known as Vivagasuyam

As we have said, we could have a good image of the importance of ‘in-
toxicant’ in the first millennium AD by means of various words used
in those texts less connected to the Sanskrit tradition. This minor link
is probably due to the fact that they are composed in an epoch and/or
by authors and/or in areas less subjected to the influence of Sanskrit
or, in any case, less connected to standard Prakrit which, for its na-
ture, is more linked to Sanskrit, especially in first-millennium India.
For example, the large amount of Jain MIA works is normally seen as
an interesting source for the study of linguistic features that show,
for example, anomalous diachronic changes, with respect to their
derivation, because understood as not derived from Sanskrit forms,
thus derived from OIA words not attested in Sanskrit.*

In this regard, let me show an interesting excerpt from Jain Ca-
nonical literature, to be more precise from the Vivagasuyam,** the
eleventh arnga of the Jain Canon:

good part of its vocabulary, can add information about drinking culture in India. For
example, let me mention the following interesting excerpt where dsava, sura are report-
ed, giving us the possibility to suggest that they actually mean two different beverages:
“[20.28] samutthio raya kaya-majjano uvavittho avanaya-bhumi. sajjiya se viviha-kusuma-
vanna-virayana avanaya-bhumi, sajjiyaim ca ahinava-kamdotta-renu-ramjiyaim, dinndaim
ca kapptra-renu-parisappamta-dhavalaim asavavisesaim, pijjamti ahinava-jai-kusuma-
surahi-parimalayadiyali-ruyarava-runarunemtao nibbhara-ramukamthiyao surao tti.”
(“The king got up and after having washed himself, settled down in the bar area. This
space had been arranged for him and adorned with the colours of various flowers. We
also prepared sweet specialties coloured by the pollen of new blue lotuses. They brought
in specialty fermented drinks made white by the clouds of camphor powder. Spirits
were given to drink, their heady perfume making them desirable and which buzzed
with the buzzing of bees attracted by the fragrant scents of the new jasmine flowers”,
emphasis added). Moreover, this excerpt is also interesting because is mentioned the
compound avanaya-bhumi, translated in French by ‘space-bar’ and thus with the Eng-
lish meaning used above, ‘bar-area’.

42 Bhayani 1988a, 155; 1988f, 219-22; Balbir 1989; Bhayani 1998a, 13, 23.
43 Chokshi, Modi 1935.
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tae nam sa uppala kudaggahini annaya kayai avannasatta jaya
yavi hottha. Tae nam tise uppalae kudaggahinie tinham masanam
bahupadipunnanam ayamevaruve dohale paubbhtie. “dhannao nam
tao ammayao suladdhe jammajiviyaphale, jao nam nagaragoruvanam
sanahana ya basabhana ya thehi ya thanehi ya vasanehi ya cheppahi
ya kakuhehi ya vahehim ya kannohi ya acchihi ya nasahi ya jibbhahi
ya otthehi ya kambalehi ya sollehi ya taliehi ya bhajjiehi ya par-
isukkehi ya lavanehi ya suram ca mahum ca meragam ca jai
ca sthum ca pasannam asaemanio visaemanio paribhunjemanio
paribhaemani odohalam vinenti [...]"**

Once upon a time that Uppala, the wife of the cattle-entrapper,
became pregnant. Then when full three months were over the fol-
lowing desire in pregnancy arose in the mind of that Uppala, the
wife of the cattle-entrapper: “Blessed, indeed, are those mothers
and only they have obtained the real fruit of life and birth who
satisfy their pregnancy-desire by tasting, enjoying, eating and
distributing to others wine, wine prepared from honey, wine
prepared from palm-fruit, a kind of white wine, wine pre-
pared from raw sugar and flowers of dhataki, and wine pre-
pared from grapes, together with [...] pieces of meat roasted on
an iron pipe [...]"**

This excerpt is interesting under different point of views. First of all,
various kind of ‘intoxicant’ are mentioned, more specifically: surq,
mahu, meraga, jai, sthu and pasanna.

With the purpose to distinguish these alcoholic beverages, the
translators of this excerpt give clear meanings of the words men-
tioned, maybe thanks to their explanation in Sanskrit texts. Indeed,
the first word mentioned, surq, is translated simply as ‘wine’ and
in fact in Prakrit is a genuine tatsama word, that is to say a word
used in Prakrit literature with the same Sanskrit form and meaning
(see above).*®

44 Vivagasuyam § 10, Chokshi, Modi 1935 (emphasis added). Following McHugh
(2021D) this can be considered an old-fashioned translation which should be overcome
with a more careful translation in the choice of individual and more specific words in
the target language. I think it is important to mention here the exact author’s words on
that matter: “We must no longer casually translate words for alcoholic drinks in ear-
ly Indic texts somewhat at random. Rather, just as we would expect from a scholar of
medieval Italy, we should always try to differentiate between various drinks and their
economic, legal, literary and social significance, sparse as our evidence may sometimes
be” (McHugh 2021b, 114). I would like to thank Bryan De Notariis for this suggestion
(personal communication).

45 Vivagasuyam § 10, translation by Chokshi, Modi 1935, emphasis added.

46 Fora detailed overview of what was meant by surad in Vedic literature see McHugh
2021d.
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Apart from jai (on which see below), the other Prakrit words afore-
mentioned are genuine tadbhava words, that is to say words used in
Prakrit literature with a clear Sanskrit counterpart with the same
meaning, but showing a difference in phonological shape, a differ-
ence explained by means of specific rules mentioned in the most re-
nowned Prakrit grammars.*” To be more specific, the word mahu is
translated with ‘wine prepared from honey’, because connected with
the Sanskrit word madhu with the same meaning (see above). This
is also true for meraga, but the translators’ rendering of this term
as ‘wine prepared from palm fruit’ is not correct, because not in
line with the Sanskrit meaning of the corresponding Sanskrit word
maireyaka, whose meaning is ‘a kind of intoxicating drink™® follow-
ing what had been reported by McHugh in his in-depth analysis of
the Sanskrit words mairaya, mairayaka.*

From the phonological point of view, the correspondences dh
(Sanskrit) = h (Prakrit), regarding the words madhu (Sanskrit)/ma-
hu (Prakrit),*® and k (Sanskrit) = g (Prakrit), in this case related to
the words meraka (Sanskrit)/maireyaka (Prakrit), are described by In-
dian grammarians as typical of Prakrit and Prakrit/Apabhramsa re-
spectively.®* The same kind of correspondence is true for the Prakrit
word sthu translated as ‘wine prepared from raw sugar’ and con-
nected to the Sanskrit word sidhu,** again with the same meaning.**
Probably, the unique translators’ misunderstanding concerns the
Prakrit word pasanna, normally found in Prakrit and other MIA texts
as pasanna.®* The original Sanskrit form is prasanna,®** commonly at-
tested in Sanskrit as an adjective with the meaning of ‘clear’, ‘bright’,
‘pure’.*® However, in the Carakasamhita this word is also mentioned
as a derived feminine noun prasanna with the meaning of ‘spirituous
liquor made of rice’,*” which is the corresponding form of the Prakrit
word pasannd/pasanna. In the case of the latter, it is not clear how
the translators give the meaning of ‘wine prepared from grapes’.

47 Kahrs 1992; Drocco 2006; 2012.

48 See Monier-Williams 1899, 834.

49 McHugh 2021c.

50 Cf. Pischel 1965, § 188, 141-2.

51 Pischel 1965, § 192, 143-4.

52 Turner 1962-85, 775, entry no. 13433.

53 Monier-Williams 1899, 1218.

54 Setha 1923-28, 579; Turner 1962-85, 496, entry no. 8823.
55 See Turner 1962-85, 496, entry no. 8823.

56 See Monier-Williams 1899, 686.

57 See Monier-Williams 1899, 696. See also McHugh 2021a, 33-5, 38-9.
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It must be acknowledged that while this paragraph is not clear
about the use and attestation of words meaning ‘grape wine’, in the
same text a word for which the meaning ‘grape’ is quite sure is used;
this word is muddiya and it is attested in the following excerpt:

tae nam se sirie mahanasie [...] karei [...] amalarasiyani ya
muddiyarasiyani ya kavittharasiyani [...J**

Then that cook Siria used to prepare [...] pieces of flesh seasoned
with the juice of ‘amalaka’, pieces of flesh seasoned with the juice
of grape fruits ‘muddiya’, pieces of flesh seasoned with the juice
of ‘kavittha’ fruits, [...]*°

It is interesting to point out that in the Vivagasuyam the word muddiya is
mentioned as muddiya rasiya, thus in composition with rasiya; the mean-
ing of muddiya rasiya is ‘grape juice’.®® The Prakrit word muddiya is re-
lated to the Pali word muddika and both can be compared to the Sanskrit
word mydvika. It is quite interesting that the Sanskrit word mrdvika is
attested in Carakasamhita and Susrutasamhita,®* the two most impor-
tant medical treatises written in Sanskrit. According to Charpentier’s
proposal (AO vii 191) the Sanskrit word mrdvika is a hyper-sanskritism
of an original word *madvika- derived from the Iranic form *maédvi, the
latter reconstructed from the Balochi word mavic ‘raisins’.

Among the various terms meaning ‘intoxicant’ mentioned in the
Vivagasuyam (sura, mahu, meraga, sihu, pasanna), the word jal re-
ported in the first excerpt is quite interesting, because it gives me
the opportunity to focus my attention to the group of Prakrit words
about ‘intoxicant’ not connected with Sanskrit tradition and, as said
above, called by Sanskrit and Prakrit authors desi words. The word
jai is indeed reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary (1923-28), but,
contrary to the other terms already seen, where the Sanskrit form
linked to the Prakrit one is given, for this term there is not a corre-
sponding Sanskrit form, at least known. As a consequence, this word
is marked as ‘de.’, the abbreviation for ‘desi’.

58 Vivagasuyam § 29, 59(3), Chokshi, Modi 1935.
59 Vivagasuyam § 29, translation by Chokshi, Modi 1935, 93.

60 The word rasa linked to grapes is attested also in Pali and probably also in the Chi-
nese putdo zhi #i%jit; in this respect see De Notariis 2023, 88.

61 But see McHugh 2021b, 118.

62 Butsee Turner 1962-85, 594, entry no. 10296. For a comprehensive overview of the
possible etymology of the Sanskrit word mypdvika I refer the reader to McHugh 2021b.
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5 DesiWords Meaning ‘Intoxicant’ in Hemacandra’s
Desinamamala

For the study of desi words in Prakrit, one of the most important
sources is a work composed by the Jain monk and polymath He-
macandra (c. 1087 to c. 1173 AD). The text is normally known as
Desinamamala. As a matter of fact, for the study of the issues relat-
ed to the desi element in Prakrit, the Desindmamala represents cer-
tainly an essential source; that is to say the most important lexicon
of desi words now available.®® Unsurprisingly, the only Prakrit dic-
tionary published so far, I mean the aforementioned Setha’s diction-
ary (1923-28), refers to the Desinamamala as the primary and unique
source to give a meaning to the majority of desi words attested in
Prakrit literature. Therefore, as pointed out by Bhayani in most of his
studies (see above), because of the uniqueness of the Desinamamala,
a critical examination of the headwords recorded in this text might
suggest several lines of investigation. This is particularly true for
desi words meaning ‘intoxicant’ and often translated simply as ‘wine’,
because in this lexicon many of these words are reported. Namely:®*
* avakkarasa - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means
of the Prakrit word sihu (in the text of the Desinamamala 1
46) and of the Sanskrit word saraka (in the commentary of the
Desinamamala 1 46) ‘muddy liquor’; the word avakkarasa is re-
ported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique reference
to the Desinamamala and is explained through the words parika-
sura and kalusa madira;®®
* kavisa - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means of
the Prakrit word majja (in the text of the Desinamamala 11 2)
and of the Sanskrit word madya (in the commentary of the
Desinamamala 11 2) ‘wine, liquor’;®® the word kavisa is report-
ed in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique reference to
the Desinamamala and is explained through the words dart,
madya and sura;®’
* kalla - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means of
the Prakrit word majja (in the text of the Desinamamala 11 2)

63 Ramanujaswamy 1938, 6; Pischel 1965, 48-50; Shriyan 1969, 25-32; Upadhye 1978,
182; Bhayani 1988a, 162; Tieken 1992, 221; Ghatage 1996-, vol. 1, * 2- * 3.

64 The words are arranged according to their use in the text, therefore according to
the order of the devanagari script.
65 Cf. Setha 1923-28, 76.

66 Here and below I maintain the word ‘wine’ as a substitute of ‘intoxicant’, because
‘wine’ is the translation used in the sources referred to. However, for the unsuitabili-
ty of this term for any kind of intoxicant see above note 44.

67 Cf. Setha 1923-28, 233.
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68
69
70
71
72
73

and of the Sanskrit word madya (in the commentary of the
Desinamamala 11 2) ‘wine, liquor’; the word kalla is reported
in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique reference to the
Desinamamala and is explained through the words madya and
daru;®®

jai - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means of the
Prakrit word sura (in the text of the Desinamamala I11 45) and of
the Sanskrit word sura (in the commentary of the Desinamamala
[I145) ‘muddy liquor’; the word jai is reported in Setha’s Prakrit
dictionary asjai with the unique reference to the Desinamamala
and is explained through the words madira, sura and daru;*®®
dayari/daarti - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means
of the Prakrit/Sanskrit word sura (in the text and in the com-
mentary of the Desinamamala V 35) ‘liquor’; the word dayari/
daart is reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique
reference to the Desinamamala and is explained through the
words surd, madira and daru;"™

pacchucchuhani - this word is explained by Hemacandra by
means of the Prakrit word padhamasura (in the text of the
Desinamamala VI 35) and of the Sanskrit word navasura (in
the commentary of the Desinamamala V1 35) ‘fresh liquor’; the
word pacchucchuhanti is reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary
with the unique reference to the Desinamamala and is explained
through the words niitana sura and taza daru;™

pitthakhaura - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means
of the Prakrit word parikasura (in the text of the Desinamamala 1
46) and of the Sanskrit word kalusa sura (in the commentary of
the Desinamamala V1 50) ‘muddy liquor’; the word pitthakhaura
is reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique refer-
ence to the Desinamamala and is explained through the words
panka-sura and kalusa madira;™

pemdha - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means of
the Prakrit word pankasura (in the text of the Desinamamala
VI 50) and of the Sanskrit word kalusa sura (in the commentary
of the Desinamamala V1 50) ‘muddy liquor’; the word pemdha
is reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique refer-
ence to the Desinamamala and is explained through the words
kalusa sura and pankavali madira;™

Cf. Setha 1923-28, 232.
Cf. Setha 1923-28, 353.
Cf. Setha 1923-28, 451.
Cf. Setha 1923-28, 509.
Cf. Setha 1923-28, 598.
Cf. Setha 1923-28, 613.
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* maimohani - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means

of the Sanskrit word sura (in the text and in the commentary
of the Desinamamala VI 113) ‘liquor’; the word maimohani is re-
ported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique reference
to the Desinamamala and is explained through the words sura,
madira and daru;™

mai - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means of the
Prakrit/Sanskrit word sura (in the text and in the commen-
tary of the Desinamamala V1 113) ‘liquor’; the word mai is re-
ported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique reference
to the Desinamamala and is explained through the words daru
and madira;™

vemdhasura - this word is explained by Hemacandra by means
of the Prakrit/Sanskrit word kalusa sura (in the text and in the
commentary of the Desinamamala VII 78) ‘muddy liquor’; the
word vemdhasura is not reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary.

It is worth mentioning that apart desi words used in Prakrit to mean
‘intoxicant’, Hemacandra mentions also terms related to the produc-
tion and/or consumption of this product. For example:

74
75
76
77

* bhukkana - this word is explained by Hemacandra, in the com-

mentary of the Desinamamala VI 110, by means of the San-
skrit word madyadimanam ‘a measuring cup for wine’; the word
bhukkana is reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the
unique reference to the Desinamamala and is explained with
the following Hindi translation madya adi ka man ‘measure for
wine, etc.;™

pala - this word is explained by Hemacandra, in the commen-
tary of the Desinamamala VI 75, by means of the Sanskrit
word saundika ‘a seller of liquor’; the word pala is reported
in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique reference to the
Desinamamala and is explained with the following Hindi trans-
lation kalvar, sarab becnevala ‘a seller of spirits’;””

paramkam - this word is explained by Hemacandra, in the com-
mentary of the Desinamamala VI 41, by means of the Sanskrit
word suramanabhanda ‘a measuring cup or vessel for liquor’;
the word pala is reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the
unique reference to the Desinamamala and is explained with the

Cf. Setha 1923-28, 660.
Cf. Setha 1923-28, 661.
Cf. Setha 1923-28, 655.
Cf. Setha 1923-28, 591.
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following Hindi translation madira napne ka patr ‘a proper re-
cipient to measure wine, alcohol’;”®

* tokkana - this word is explained by Hemacandra, in the com-
mentary of the Desinamamala 1V 4, by means of the Sanskrit
word madyaparimanabhanda ‘a pot to measure liquor’; the word
pala is reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique
reference to the Desinamamala and is explained with the fol-
lowing Hindi translation daru napne ka bartan ‘a pot to meas-
ure wine, liquor’;”®

* karia - this word is explained by Hemacandra, in the commen-
tary of the Desinamamala I1 14, by means of the Sanskrit word
madyaparivesanabhanda ‘a pot for serving wine’; the word karia
is reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the unique refer-
ence to the Desinamamala and is explained with the following
Hindi translation madira parosne ka patr ‘a proper recipient for
serving wine, liquor’;*°

* kottalamka - this word is explained by Hemacandra, in the com-
mentary of the Desinamamala II 14, by means of the Sanskrit
word madyaparivesanabhanda ‘a pot for serving wine’; the word
kottalamka is reported in Setha’s Prakrit dictionary with the
unique reference to the Desinamamala and is explained with
the following Hindi translation daru parosne ka bhand ‘a pot
for serving wine, liquor’.®*

Actually, it is not easy to find the origin and to trace the history of all
these terms. But, at least two of them are quite interesting because
they give me the possibility to offer good examples of the typology
of desi words in Prakrit:

1. kalla ‘muddy liquor’;

2. vemdhasura ‘muddy liquor’.

The Prakrit word kalla has kalya as Sanskrit corresponding word.*?
However, kalya is reported only in late Sanskrit lexicons and not
in any other Sanskrit work.** This can be a good example of gen-
uine Prakrit words included in Sanskrit - actually only in one lexi-
con - through sanskritisation. As for its origin, the Prakrit word kalla
‘intoxicant’ is one of the many types of desi words used in Prakrit,
more specifically a true loanword from Indian non-IA languages, in

78 Cf. Setha 1923-28, 590.

79 Cf. Setha 1923-28, 369.

80 Cf. Setha 1923-28, 228.

81 Cf. Setha 1923-28, 264.

82 Turner 1962-85, 150, entry no. 2950.

83 Turner 1962-85, 150, entry no. 2950; Monier-Williams 1899, 263.
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this case from Dravidian languages.** Therefore, following Burrow
and Emeneau’s suggestion, the Prakrit desi word kalla ‘intoxicant’
can be compared with the following Dravidian words with their re-
spective meaning:**
* Tamil kal ‘toddy’, ‘honey’, kalippu ‘intoxication’, ‘delight’, ‘pride’;
kaliyan ‘drunkard’;
* Malayalam kal, kallu ‘toddy’;
* Kolami ka] ‘toddy’;
* Kannada kal, kallu, kallu ‘toddy’;
* Kodagu kalli ‘alcoholic liquor’;
* Tulu kali, (B-K. also) kari, kali ‘toddy’, ‘liquor’;
* Telugu kallu ‘toddy’, ‘palm wine’;
* Kolami kal ‘liquor’;
* Naiki kal ‘liquor’;
* Gondi kal (obl. kadd-) ‘fermented liquor, especially of mahuas’
(mahua = Madhuca longifolia); kallu/kallu ‘liquor’;
* Konda karu/kalu ‘country liquor’;
* Pengo kalip ‘liquor’;
* Manda. kalip ‘liquor’;
* Kui kalu ‘spirituous or fermented liquor’, ‘toddy’, ‘beer’, ‘grog’,
‘wine’;
* Kuwi kart ‘country spirit’; mara kartu ‘toddy’; kadu ‘toddy’; mara
kadu ‘sago toddy’; karu ‘liquor’.

It is important to point out that the Prakrit desi word kalla has some
derivatives that gave origin to New Indo-Aryan words; for example,
the Hindi words kal(w)ar, kalal and the Marathi words kalal ‘distill-
er’ derive from the Prakrit word kallala- ‘liquor-dealer’.®®

As for the Prakrit word vemdhasura, we have already seen that He-
macandra explains it through the Sanskrit word kalusa sura ‘muddy
liquor’ (Desinamamala VII 78). In this case, we are facing to another
kind of desi word. In fact, vemdhasura is classified as desi by Hema-
candra, because can be included under the category of ‘new Prakrit
compounds’,®” as a consequence of the fact that this term is a com-
pound where sura is from Sanskrit (see above), whereas vemdha is
again a borrowing from Dravidian languages comparable with the
following words:*®

84 Cf. Burrow, Emeneau 1984, 128, entry no. 1374.
85 See Burrow, Emeneau 1984, 128, entry no. 1374.
86 See Turner 1962-85, 150, entry no. 2950.

87 See Drocco 2006.

88 See Burrow, Emeneau 1984, 473, entry no. 5237.
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« Tamil vantal ‘dregs, lees, sediment, silt, mud, mire, slush, earth
washed ashore by a river, lake, etc., alluvial soil’; vantalam
‘slush’; vanti ‘sediment, dregs, lees’.

* Malayalam vantaru ‘dirt’, ‘filth’; vantikkaran ‘cleaner of vessels
in a temple’.

* Kannada vandu, ondu, bandalu ‘sediment, deposit, lees, dregs’,
‘muddy deposit of a flood, river, or tank’, ‘muddiness, turbidness’.

» Telugu vanda, vandali, vandu ‘muddy deposit of a river, tank or
the like, alluvium, alluvial soil’.

6 Conclusions

The aim of the present paper was to look at those Prakrit regional
words (called desi in the Indian grammatical tradition) not linked
to the Sanskrit tradition and attested with the meaning ‘intoxicant’
and/or concerning ‘drinking culture’. The texts chosen for our study
were part of Jain literary tradition, because, as said above, this tradi-
tion was more prone to borrow words from the local and folk culture.
While, thanks to the translation of these works, was quite simple to
detect the words analysed above, as a conclusion of our analysis, it
must be noted that the great part of Jain literary production, on the
contrary, still requires further investigation. This is necessary to as-
certain and authenticate the form and meaning of the desi words re-
ported. Nevertheless, this is a difficult task, since most of the Prakrit
works published so far do not present any word index. For this rea-
son, the class of Prakrit words knowns as desi is a complicated and
partly unexplored area of study. Indeed, despite their importance,
these words, after the acute and to some extent pioneering obser-
vations of Buhler (1874), Pischel (1877-80, 1880), Beames (1872-79),
Hoernle (1880), Bhandarkar (1914), to name the best known, have
been scarcely studied.®® Notwithstanding this limitation, it is quite
clear that the Desinamamala gives us a unique chance to understand
the importance of the cultural contact, and thus to the mutual lin-
guistic influence between Indo-Aryan and Dravidian languages. This
is certainly true also for drinking culture in first-millennium India,
a culture that currently has been studied only with respect to San-
skrit tradition.

89 Bhayani 1998e, 143. Bhayani'’s studies (1988a, 1998b, 1998c, 1998d, 1998f) repre-
sent an important exception in this sense.
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Abstract The history of studies on psychotropic and psychoactive substances in
general and on hallucinogens concerning the religious experience and altered states
of consciousness is undoubtedly wide and intriguing. Today, it clearly emerges that the
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Man’s tendency to use psychoactive substances to transcend the
phenomenal world and come into contact with the divine, the sub-
tle world and the non-human has its roots in the mists of time. The
bond is so close that the first reconstructed testimonies regarding
altered states of consciousness are all to be traced back to religious
or spiritual contexts.* Yet this is a slippery subject, about which,

1 Robertson 2004.
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proceeding with methodological accuracy, there are many fewer
things that can be affirmed than those that can be described with
certainty. The lesson on the problematic nature of religions in the
protohistoric period is long, and passes through the work of schol-
ars who have emphasised as in the absence of reading codes, there-
fore the researcher remains fettered in the context of the possibil-
ity and the hypothesis rather than in the thesis.* The perfection of
many cases documented in prehistoric art, its very high formal lev-
el, the profound ability to abstract symbols and signs linked to the
animal world, hunting, etc. testify to the existence of archaic civ-
ilisations of admirable culture, whose religious thought remains a
mystery with jagged and still ephemeral outlines. By analogy it is
interesting to note that even the history of the use of substances, in
particular those with psychotropic principles, is equally problemat-
ic for similar reasons.? Today it is almost taken for granted that the
use of drugs or entheogens (as they are defined today) is ab origine
intrinsically linked to much of the human religious experience, by
virtue above all of countless historical testimonies and literature, in
particular starting from the Dionysian cults of the western classic
world onwards.* Moreover, it is notorious that the wine, fully sub-
sumable among the sacred and psychoactive substances, has very
ancient origins. The oldest archaeological remains place the appear-
ance of the first cultivated vine around 6000 BC, in the Caucasus,
close to the contemporary borders of Turkey, Georgia and Armenia.®
The cultivation of the grape, as ancient as that of the cereals, coin-
cides with the very first settlement of the man, when the hunters-
gatherers become farmers-herders. But it is also true that the fer-
mentation process is a phenomenon of great interest for historians
of food and, more generally, scholars within cultural studies. A nat-
urally occurring metabolic process responsible for the conversion
of sugars to alcohol, fermentation has been employed for the stor-
age and processing of food, to increase the nutritional value of var-
ious edibles and, in some cases, for the development of drugs and
medicinal concoctions. Therefore, by releasing alcoholic production
from the vine plant proper, it is possible to infer that the discovery
and production of fermented products from any type of food is very
ancient and almost lost in the oblivion of human history.

Leroi-Gourhan 1964; Dickson 1992.
McKenna 1993.

McGovern, Stuart, Katz 2003.
McGovern 2019, 41.
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1 The Drink of the Gods in South Asia

The literary approach, where materials are available on this matter,
is no less problematic due to a recurrent and similar lack of inter-
pretative codes in an exegetical context. India in this context is an
excellent example, for the richness of its sacred tradition and as the
cradle of one of the oldest civilisations it is an intriguing scenario
for this research. The enigma on the relationship between the nec-
tar of immortality and a salvific path of light has almost become, in
the history of Indian studies, the paradigm of an archetypal quest, al-
so often in relation to the more or less contemporary Mesopotamian
civilisation. Practically since the beginning of Indology and Iranolo-
gy, scholars have been trying to identify the plant that plays a cen-
tral role in Vedic and Avestan hymns and that is called Soma in the
Veda and Haoma in the Avesta.® What is the plant mentioned in the
Rgveda, 8.48.3?

We just drank the Soma, we have become immortal, we have come
to the light, we have found the gods. What can enmity do to us now,
and what the mischief of a mortal, o immortal one?’

Moreover, in Atharvaveda Samhita 11.6.15:

The five kingdoms of plants, having Soma as their chief, we ad-
dress; the darbhd, hemp, barley, sdha - let them free us from
distress.®

The importance of the concept of Soma as the key to achieving im-
mortality is undeniable. Nevertheless, it is equally well-known that
this very ancient text, which is the basis of the Indian literary tra-
dition, dating back to around four thousand years ago (but which
the Indians tend to backdate) is essentially cryptic. The drink of the
gods, Soma (from a Sanskrit root which indicates squeezing, distill-
ing, sprinkle, obtaining a liquid or juice) is also called Amrta (com-
ing from the root vmr, meaning ‘to die’, with the inclusion of the neg-
ative a-prefix) it has been compared to Greek ambrosia, or a nectar
of immortality. The most famous myth in the Hindu tradition about
the discovery of the sacred drink is called samudramanthana or ‘the
churning of the ocean of milk’. As is known, in the cosmic struggle
between gods (devas) and antigods (asuras), since one cannot pre-
vail over the other, both decide for a truce. They collaborate to churn

6 Houben 2003; Albrile 2013.
7 Griffith 1896-97, 198.
8 Whitney 1905, 642.
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the oceanic diluvian expanse, a sort of sea of milk (ksirasagara), us-
ing the cosmic serpent Vasuki wrapped around the sacred mountain
Mandara (a sort of axis mundi) as a gigantic churn. The process of
symbolic thickening of the ocean of milk into butter allows the emer-
gence on its surface of precious treasures and magical weapons, but
also extremely dangerous poisons. From a psychological and intro-
spective perspective, such churning seems like an exploration of a
metaphysical unconscious, giving rise to virtues and vices. Also in a
cosmogonic perspective this poietic process concretes the multifac-
eted multiplicity of the manifest world from an unfathomable and in-
definite primordial ocean. In both cases, the emergence of the am-
poule containing Soma/Amrta, depending on its declinations, stands
out as a drink of immortality or rather the enlightened emancipation
(moksa) from the conditioning of space and time.

The attempt to understand, outside of the metaphor, the nature of
this drink and its possible ingredients or formulas was figuratively a
sort of search for the Grail of Indology, in an empirical ritual dimen-
sion even before a spiritual perspective. The act of drinking the sub-
stance immediately linked it to something alcoholic, primarily wine
or similar fermented products. There has been a strong tendency by
scholars over the years to maintain that bhariga, a closely related sub-
stance, was based on the processing of Cannabis indica. This theo-
ry is at once both intriguing and difficult to support due to the lack
of exhaustive descriptions and numerous contradictions in the iden-
tifying terms that emerged in ancient literature.® In contemporary
studies the prevalence of Sanskritists leans towards the hypothesis
of mycotoxins such as muscimol and ibotenic acid obtained from the
processing of mushrooms probably of the amanita type (Amanitace-
ae). Some go so far as to deduce that the drink was even the urine of
priests who had previously ingested the substance, preserving it thus
filtered through a physio-metabolic process.*® I believe it is wise to
stop the analysis when faced with the exegetical problem of the lack
of an interpretative code which in botanical matters is the result of
various elements: problems of dating of works and authors, umbrella
definitions of botanical species or nouns indicating clusters of simi-
lar plants, synonyms often used for preparations and medicines, sig-
nificant divergences in semantic roots and spelling, and processes of
canonisation of sometimes uncertain oral traditions.** Vijaya (lit. ‘vic-
torious’), for example, is the recurring and interchangeable name of
deities and mythological characters, but also of a medicinal recipe,

9 Southworth 2005, 214-24; Wujastyck 2002.
10 Kazanas 2015; Polosmak 2010.
11 Nyberg 1995.
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whose actual active ingredients are difficult to identify today.** In-
cidentally, in India, increasingly precise descriptions of plants, with
their foliage and inflorescences, as well as investigations into the so-
called materia medica utilised in the pharmacopoeia took shape in
the Common Era, in particular around the Middle Ages and in the
Ayurvedic context.

Incidentally it should be noted that in antiquity the most relevant
evidence of grape wine consumption in the subcontinent is attest-
ed among the Dardic/Kafir cultures of the Hindu Kush/Karakorum,
which appears to be part of ancient Paropamisos, homeland of Dio-
nysus according to some traditions; but the theme in this volume is
treated by fellow archaeologists, therefore I merely suggest some es-
sential references.** However, if it is not possible contextually today
to demonstrate that Soma was wine, at least in the modern mean-
ing of the term, in this article I intend to propose a reflection on the
depth of the problem, and consider the importance of the connection
between the use of psychotropic substances and religious experience
in the history of Indian subcontinent.** To do this I will proceed with
the analysis of some paradoxes in the modern scientific approach to
the subject, then including the case study of the production of palm
wine and other fermented alcoholic products among the indigenous
populations of the Subcontinent. This is a methodological compari-
son that certainly does not seek to establish a connection between
ancient and tribal India, but due to a series of analogies it can at least
offer interesting ideas for our investigation.

2 A Modern (Watered Down) Wine Debate

The link between religion and vine wine, in particular among all psy-
choactive substances, is a theme that is not questioned today, though
of course there are numerous testimonies in antiquity and in the clas-
sical world, with the very first evidence dating back to Egypt.** In
the Eucharistic transubstantiation of Christianity, this link was con-
firmed throughout the Middle Ages. In France and Germany, reli-
gious centres played a strategic role in the development of the wine
trade. French Benedictine and Cistercian monasteries were grant-
ed large tracts of land by the nobility and wealthy landowners in the

12 Victoria, Victory, Vittoria, Victoire or similar, paradoxically, are recurring names
among contemporary products and brands of European wineries famous throughout
the world.

13 Filigenzi 2019; Olmo 1996; Callieri et al. 2006.
14 McHugh 2021.
15 Poo 2009.
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hope that this would ease their passage to paradise in the afterlife.
The soils were often of poor quality but proved excellent for grow-
ing vines. But it is in the modern era, therefore after the discovery
of America and new trade routes with the Indies and the Pacific, that
the West expanded its knowledge and exploration of fermented and
psychoactive products from the East. Their use in the religious con-
text does not seem to particularly capture the interests of European
commercial companies in the colonial era, who were instead rath-
er attentive to their economic potential. After evaluating and sub-
sequently discarding the possibility of taxation of cannabinoid sub-
stances in South Asia, the United Kingdom considered it more fruitful
to engage in the so-called Opium Wars (1839-42; 1856-60) against
China. And yet there remained a great interest in possible scientif-
ic, medical-botanical applications of the oriental pharmacopoeia of
fermented, distilled and psychoactive substances in general.* Even
in France we can say that there was no particular disfavour toward
substances and their experimentation. A clear example is hashish,
the use of which reached Europe following Napoleon’s campaign in
Egypt and Syria (1798-1801). Antithetical tendencies contrasted a
trenchant judgment on the dangers of mental alienation linked to its
use'” against the exaltation of the artistic-aesthetic experience of the
‘cursed poets’ of the so-called hashish fashion.*®

But it is also true that from 1700 onwards, wine, and other alco-
holic beverages were questioned by religious movements, starting
with the Methodists in the eighteenth century, who considered alco-
hol harmful to workers.*? Although the Catholic clergy was general-
ly lenient regarding wine, the Church in France suffered a setback
when the revolutionary government nationalised and sold all vine-
yards and other ecclesiastical land in 1790. This ended the centuries-
old connection between the Church and wine production in France.
Nineteenth-century temperance movements in the United States and
Northern Europe were often led by Protestant women who questioned
the health and other benefits often claimed of wine. Methodists and
Presbyterians in particular associated alcohol with domestic violence
and a growing lack of morality among the poorest of the population.
Religious and evangelical organisations, such as the Church of Je-
sus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) and the Salvation Army,
adopted abstinence policies and campaigned for the abolition of the
use of wine in communion services. Prohibition as such appeared in

16 Goodman, Sherratt, Lovejoy [1995] 2014.
17 Moreau 1845.

18 Booth 2015, 128.

19 Phillips 2021.
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several Western countries starting in the mid-nineteenth century.?°
In Canada, the prohibition movement began in 1864 with the Tem-
perance Act (also called the Dunkin’ Act) adopted by the Parliament
of United Canada which authorised counties and municipalities to
ban the retail sale of alcohol on their territory but, ironically, not the
production of alcohol, permitted for medicinal, sacramental, scien-
tific, industrial and even artistic purposes. In 1878, this law was ex-
tended to all provinces of British North America. The prohibitionist
movement became radicalised in Canada and the United States, so
much so that throughout the first half of the twentieth century alco-
hol was considered a threat to health and social peace. These hang-
ing sectarian tendencies managed to make inroads into the institu-
tions and ended up influencing and corrupting even contemporary
scientific thought.

The Victorian era and the first decades of the nineteenth centu-
ry were extremely important for archaeological discoveries and the
literary and critical study of Eastern cultures. This is the period in
which a new and revolutionary science was born with an innovative
perspective on human behaviour: anthropology, which was first phys-
ical and anthropometric, and then matured into its modern cultur-
al and social forms. Yet all this literature seems, from a very gener-
al point of view, to suffer the effects of the trends of the time. There
is almost a stigma, an austere reserve, in dealing with the topic of
substances, drugs and wine in particular, found throughout past ac-
ademic literature. In other words, I have the impression that up until
the end of the nineteenth century there could have still been a sin-
cere curiosity, at least for medical-pharmaceutical purposes, about
the use of substances, even if alcohol addiction, which today is con-
sidered a clinical disease, was then labelled as a condition of moral
compromise in the medical literature.?* But it is with the growth of
prohibitionism in the twentieth century (especially in North Ameri-
ca) that the topic of substances becomes a taboo, particularly if re-
lated to a spiritual quest or religious experience.

A clear example of this watering down of the scientific debate is
the work Le chamanisme et les techniques archaiques de I'extase of
Mircea Eliade (1907-1986),7* a famous historian of religions who in
particular also dealt with shamanism, ecstatic and/or altered con-
sciousness phenomenology. His work was not ethnographic field re-
search, but a hermeneutical synthesis, an attempt to taxonomical-
ly canonise the shamanic and trance phenomena. A milestone in the
history of studies, today considered obsolete by many, he was able

20 Fuller 1996.
21 Sarkar 2021.
22 FEliade 1951.
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to animate the debate on these issues. Although he does not dedi-
cate specific chapters to substances, whenever there is reference to
them the terms are generally disparaging. With regard to shamanic
practices, he emphasised the knowledge of ‘mechanical’ techniques
to self-induce a state of trance, such as the music of possession cults
and the percussion of the drum which is widespread in central Asia,
from the Himalayas to the Siberian steppes. The use of psychoactive
substances to achieve an altered state of consciousness is defined as
a degradation of shamanic knowledge.?**

The reasons for this are not, in my opinion, sufficiently discussed.
The general skepticism of Eliade, who was a child of his time, remains
implicit. At the same time, for those who are able to grasp it, there is
a certain perennialist influence in the interpretation of the shaman-
ic phenomenon. The techniques of ecstasy are ‘archaic’ not so much
(or not only) because they are probably a pre-religious phenomenon
in an evolutionary perspective which at the time had not yet been
completely undermined. But moreover they are such because they
belonged to previous ages of man, such as the golden age in a He-
siod perspective. Eliade certainly does not go as far as saying, like
René Guenon (1886-1951),%* that the shamanic ability to induce one-
self into an ecstatic condition is a sort of relic of what man’s knowl-
edge was in previous cosmic eras. It is a treasure that the last indig-
enous peoples, not completely aware of this, are presumed to still
preserve in the most remote corners of the planet. But if that pro-
found mystery of the vision of divinities and parallel worlds through
the state of trance, which he compared to ecstasy, had needed psy-
chotropic support, this would be a clear sign to the scholar of the
decadence of the times.

3 Towards an Anthropology of the Substances

Interestingly, however, Eliade does not criticise the presence of wine
and other substances in a ritual context per se, but rather their ap-
plication in achieving a condition of trance or altered consciousness.
Whatever the reasons for this, his criticism meets a factual reality
observed to a large extent in Asian countries, from India to Mongo-
lia. Among native peoples there are various psychoactive substanc-
es considered sacred for this reason; the diffusion and consumption
of fermented alcoholic products in particular is part of the daily life
of many communities. Like fermented mare’s milk for the steppe no-
mads (Turkish/Mongolian: airag/ddrag; Kazakh: qymyz), or palm wine

23 Kamienski 2017, 396.
24 Guénon [1945] 2001, 177-84.
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(Hindi: tadi anglicised ‘toddy’; Tamil: kallu; Oriya: salpo, etc) for in-
digenous minorities of the Indian Subcontinent, today are increas-
ingly replaced by modern industrial distilled products. However, in
general, due to an almost archetypal conception that filters through
the different currents of Hinduism and Buddhism (but is also char-
acteristic of shamanism), the ritualist abstains from it for reasons
linked to a dynamic of purity in the ritual. In other words, the pujari,
the lama, the monk, but also the shaman, in the period preceding the
ritual, avoid contact or proximity with the sick, the deceased, ceme-
teries, pregnant or menstruating women, in short everything that im-
plies a state of liminality or transformation. They also abstain from
anything that could be contaminating, such as the consumption of
meat, blood, altering substances, non-vegetarian food. Indeed there
is often a practice of absolute fasting for preparatory and purifying
purposes. This is generally observed by the shaman who must reach
the state of trance and in many possession cults where in fact music
has a prominent role. When the shaman is finally possessed by dei-
ties or spirits of ancestors, then it is quite possible that he takes in
profusion sacred and potentially psychotropic substances as offer-
ings subsumed by the entities right through his own mouth.

It is also intriguing to note that Eliade’s position almost seems
like a hardening against a world that was now changing. Shortly be-
fore the Second World War the era of prohibitionism ended and the
1950s were characterised by the youth movements of the Beat Gen-
eration. Seeking a way of emancipation from a patriarchal culture,
now perceived as bigoted, that dominated the United States in the
previous half century, the collective debate of artists, poets and writ-
ers, in a certain sense legitimised the theme of drugs, alcohol and
encouraged exploration of Eastern doctrines, as well as interest in
ritual practices among the cultures of native peoples. This increas-
ingly prevalent branch of pop culture also influenced - this is be-
yond question - the academic perspectives on the topic of substanc-
es, starting from the United States and then reaching Europe. The
Beat Generation was followed by New Age and the psychedelic rev-
olution in the 1960s and 1970s.%*

We will therefore observe that in recent decades the anthropolog-
ical perspective on altered states of consciousness has also increas-
ingly shifted towards an openness and an experimental dimension.
By virtue of the emic point of view and participant observation, sever-
al scholars, in particular relating to South and Meso-American stud-
ies, began to experiment on themselves for scientific purposes with
the psychoactive substances used by indigenous peoples in their rit-
uals. In this period of reorientation of trends, it is interesting to note

25 Shepard 2005.
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that within Christianity, and in particular since the 1960s, the liba-
tion of wine during Mass is no longer a problem.

The first publication in Paris of Eliade’s work on shamanism dates
back to 1951, republished in the United States in 1964; the generally
intransigent interpretative canons imposed by this work on the top-
ic of substances seem in a certain sense to contrast with the wave
of interest that in the same years was mounting on research mainly
of an anthropological nature. This trend probably developed one of
its first significant expressions in the publication edited by Michael
Harner (1929-2018), Hallucinogens and Shamanism.?® Harner was an
ethnologist who had done research on the shamanism of communi-
ties in the Ecuadorian and Peruvian Amazon. Following his doctorate
research on the Jivaros of Ecuador he became a pioneer of investiga-
tion on substances and altered states of consciousness. Paradoxical-
ly, he later abandoned both the academy and his passion for drugs,
becoming the famous founder of Core Shamanism, a neoshamanic
movement which mixes, in my opinion somewhat arbitrarily, notions
of indigenous Mesoamerican religiosity and New Age spirituality, but
which spread with some success in the United States and Europe.

However, the debate on substances and the role of the humanities
and scientific research in this area reached maturity in the 1970s. So
much so that expressions of a certain elegance, appreciated by Eli-
ade and the old school of history of religions, such as ‘psychotropic’
in the sense of psychoactive and generally indicating hallucinogens
and psychedelics, began to be perceived as stigmatising or derogato-
ry. In other words, the need was felt to find a new definition for this
type of experience, especially if linked to a sacral context. The turn-
ing point was the definition of the neologism ‘entheogen’ towards the
end of the 1970s. If the Greek etymology (EvBeog + yevéoBau) clearly
alludes to an internal process in which divinity is related to an on-
going dynamic/a birth/a happening, the theoretical approach works
a lot on the relationship between individual, divinity and sacred sub-
stance (or plant). Therefore the entheogenic epiphany is commonly
described as a state where all distinctions and boundaries between
the individual and the metaphysical realm dissolve into a mystical
and consubstantial communion with the Divine.?” Shaman, entheo-
gen, and deity come to share indeed a common identity. With both
the human and the god (or gods) acquiring attributes of the same
ingested botanical agent that brought them together, all three be-
come consubstantial.?®

26 Harner 1973.
27 Ruck et al. 1979, 145-6.
28 Ruck, Staples 1995; Hoffman, Ruck 2004.
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Linked to a past in which the aforementioned notions could be tak-
en for granted to a certain extent, this revolutionary vision is extraor-
dinary, since in contemporary times it is the basis of modern Alcohol
and Substance Studies.?® Leaving aside the clinical aspect, which is
less relevant here, it is necessary to emphasise how these premises
interface with neuroscience, with the study of ecology and the so-
called ‘mother plants’, of indigenous pharmacopoeia, of environmen-
tal humanities, and even with the posthuman and the perspectives
discussed in the so-called psychedelic revolution. But in all of this, it
seems useful to note for the purposes of our study that the theme of
wine in ancient times played a crucial role. In fact, among the great
mass of scholars who animated the debate on substances, such as
anthropologists, ethnographers, doctors, religious scholars, the so-
called ‘entheogenic theory’ was essentially the brainchild of Carl A.P.
Ruck (1935-) and Blaise Daniel Staples (1948-2005). Although sup-
ported by a group of ethnobotanists, they came from classical stud-
ies and classical mythology. In this period, the need to start again
from studies on Dionysus and wine emerged in search of what had
not yet been dared to explore.

On the other hand, Greek thought, facing the otherness of East-
ern cultures, had been for the West the most shining example of the
vocation to light, to rationality and to the Logos. But for some years
already, to be precise since 1951, Eric R. Dodds (1893-1979) had sug-
gested the opportunity to evaluate even that elusive sphere of an ir-
rational, hidden world, buried under the ivy (xic0dc), the wild vine
to use a metaphor, which was considered the primitive intoxicating
antecedent of the cultivated grape. In other words, the civilised rit-
ual drunkenness practised by the Greeks at festivals or symposiums,
within the city, which was so celebrated in literature, was contrast-
ed with a darker, rural, orgiastic rite of the maenads considered es-
sential to honour the wild and primitive dimension of the god. If the
beverage of Dionysus is a vinous potion, balanced through fermenta-
tion and representing in a certain sense the ‘cultivated’ version of the
god, maenadism seems to be an attempt at mediation with its ‘wild’,
primordial, potentially deadly version, because it involves the intake
of unprocessed toxics, or even mixing entheogenic plant additives
with the sacred drink. On the other hand, much like the spicing of
wine with other intoxicants is a common practice even today, Greece
perpetuates the ancient tradition with its retsina, or resin-flavoured
wine. After Dodds’s®*® The Greeks and the Irrational, there is grow-
ing investigation into the possible existence of ecstatic cults, cases of
possession and ritual consumption of psychoactive substances which

29 Rush 2013; Wolff et al. 2016; Labate, Cavnar 2014.
30 Dodd 1951.

Antichistica40|10 | 89
Wine Cultures, 79-100



Stefano Beggiora
Wine in India and Other Substances

would perhaps have also characterised classical everyday life, but
which had less space in ‘major’ literature because they coagulated
near or around the great temples or oracular centres that catalysed
mostly the attention of ancient writers.

In this hypothetical cone of shadow, persistent in contemporary
science, influences and syncretisms with Eastern and Central Asian
disciplines may have had great importance. We could define this as
a luminous abyss in which, even the shaman, or similar figures, can
make his catabasis as a cultural hero. Even if after a few decades of
debate, some scholars®* tend to downplay the hypothesis of a ‘sha-
manism’ tout court in ancient Greece, the question on the knowledge
and use of entheogens still remains open.**

At the end of the paragraph it should be remembered that a few
years before the definition of the entheogenic theory, Erika E. Bour-
guignon (1924-2015),** famous above all for gender studies in sha-
manism and cases of possession, published a pioneering investiga-
tion in which among approximately five hundred case regarding the
use of substances mainly among native populations, 90% were linked
to aritual context. This provided a further basis on which to develop
the connection between religious experience and the intake of psy-
choactive principles.

4 The Palm Wine Variation: A Case Study

Regarding my twenty-year research experience in Asia and in par-
ticular among the indigenous peoples of India, or adivasis, I have had
the opportunity to observe different dynamics of production and use
of psychotropic substances.** To tell the truth, similar to other rural
communities with recreational habits, there is a widespread use of
substances which are not actually psychoactive or which are mildly
so: such as smoking tobacco, chewing betel nut, but also the intake
of cannabinoids and alcohol. Indeed the production of alcohol is un-
doubtedly prevalent: the custom of drinking fermented products is
commonly understood as a characteristic feature of adivasi culture.
As I had the chance to observe among the adivasis of Odisha as well
as in the sub-Himalayan region and the Northeastern Frontier, alco-
hol is not used to induce shamans or the ritual specialists and heal-
ers into a state of trance, for the above reasons, but is anyway an
essential ritual element in most ceremonies. Wine creates sociality,

31 Bremmer 2016.

32 Sumler 2023; Wasson, Hoffmann, Ruck [1978] 2023.
33 Bourguignon 1973.

34 Beggiora 2016.
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enshrines communal relations among the clans and consecrates rites
of passage such as weddings, births and funerals. Furthermore, the
consumption of alcohol produced from the plants of the forest, where
survival is always a challenge, contributes to reduce the levels of
anxiety among community members.** Being one of the most archa-
ic techniques used in nutrition and considering that many of these
ethnic minorities survive in particularly remote and extreme envi-
ronments, I had the opportunity to document the obtaining of alcohol
from any type of product: rice, wheat, potato, milk and various plants
of the forest. Among the Monpas in the high mountains of Arunachal
Pradesh, I was struck by the observation that some villages survive
almost exclusively by collecting small timber to sell at the market:
they were so poor that in some periods there was nothing to eat ex-
cept a distillate obtained from maceration of wheat. This was distrib-
uted to everyone, even children, as the only guaranteed element of a
diet unfortunately dangerously lacking in essential nutritional values.

However, it is possible to state that the most produced and con-
sumed alcoholic fermented product among the indigenous Indian pop-
ulations is palm wine: various qualities of this drink are consumed all
over India.*® As mentioned above, the fermented palm sap is general-
ly known as ‘toddy’, or kallu. Prepared from the coconut palm (Cocos
nucifera) or from the palmyra tuber/toddy palm (Borassus flabellif-
er) the product is the most widespread type of palm wine in the sub-
continent. The tribal areas of Odisha are renowned for the produc-
tion of salap or salpo, a local palm wine made by infusing the juice
of the salap tree (Caryota urens) from which it takes its name. Gen-
erally speaking, palm wine is a popular beverage among lower-in-
come groups and is prepared wherever palm trees are cultivated or
grow wild, either on the hillsides or in the jungle tracts. The indige-
nous Saora community produces the so-called alin, a local handmade
variety of palm wine that is very much appreciated also by non-trib-
al people, venturing onto the hills in search of this cheap and un-
adulterated liquor. Besides the Caryota urens, alternatively known
as fishtail palm for the characteristic shape of its leaves, I noted the
frequent use of other species of palm trees with similar properties,
such as the silver date palm (Phoenix sylvestris) and the palmyra tu-
ber palm (Borassus flabellifer). The names of these plants may have
regional variations, but they all belong to the same family (Arecace-
ae) and the same order (Arecales) as Caryota urens and concurrent-
ly as the coconut palm (Cocos nucifera).

A palm tree requires a long time before reaching maturity, begin-
ning to produce after at least ten years of growth. The techniques

35 Dash 2009, 92-8.
36 Steinkraus 1996, 398.
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for the extraction of juice, and its fermentation for the production
of wine, are roughly the same. The liquid can be obtained from the
fruits or from the latex oozing from an incision made at the top of
the trunk or on the branches in proximity to the inflorescence. In
some communities, clans claim ownership or patronage of produc-
tive trees on the edge of villages. Householders supervise the collec-
tion, but often it is the young men or boys of a village who have the
task of climbing the trees. Until recently they collected the full pots
strategically positioned below the incisions in exchange for a certain
amount of product to take home as a reward. Fresh palm sap is gen-
erally dirty brown, but it becomes pale and eventually opalescent if
the yeast multiplies. The latex produced from Caryota urens is gen-
erally of a milky whitish colour. Although palm wines are generally
sweetish, the salap variety can have a sour aftertaste. The consist-
ency is strong, milky and sometimes lumpy. It is, however, a vigor-
ously effervescent alcoholic beverage. Considering that the alcohol
content is not very high, and that in the areas I visited in Odisha and
the North-eastern border it has a standard content of 4-5% (but often
less), the substance produced is more rightly defined as beer rath-
er than wine. Besides its ritual and social use, this wine is tradition-
ally believed to be good for health, particularly for eyesight. It also
serves as a sedative, and it is used as a mild laxative relieving con-
stipation. In general, it is prescribed as a tonic for those recovering
from various diseases.*’

In some hill areas, along with palm wine, there exists a variety of
liquor produced from the dried corollas of the mahul flower (Madhu-
ca longifolia var. latifolia): the product is well known by various ver-
nacular names, such as mahua or mahuli, in different states of India.
But always it is associated with indigenous production. The plant, be-
longing to the Sapotaceae family (Ericales order), requires a more
complex preparation, similar to distillation, in order to obtain the fi-
nal product which is then used for the same social and ritual uses as
salap by indigenous communities.

Production techniques may vary slightly from district to district.
In some areas of the Odisha, I observed that the salap is simply left
to ferment inside the pots hanging from the trees. The wine is thus
prepared naturally. When it is believed to be ready for consumption,
it is collected and sold or distributed. However the most common way
to prepare salap requires the liquid to be preliminarily boiled and
then fermented after adding a mixture of spices and roots. The pro-
cess for the production of mahua is different. Mahul flowers are col-
lected in March and April in the plains or in some remote forest are-
as. They are dried and stored in bamboo baskets or in cups made of

37 Sekar, Mariappan 2007, 111-20.
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siali leaves (Bauhinia vahlii) to be used throughout the year. Flowers
can be sold and bought at the market, especially by those who have
difficulty finding them in their area of origin. The liquor is prepared
by means of a simple distillation process. The flowers are left soak-
ing in a clay pot for few days. This is then warmed with fire and then
covered with a second pot, identical in shape, which serves as a lid
and, at the same time, permits internal condensation. Over these two
pots, a smaller jar may be placed, which only contains cold water to
foster condensation. The distillate trickles out from a side opening in
the upper jug to which is attached a piece of cane, guiding the drop-
lets into another suitably placed container.*®

But the true miracle of indigenous culture that has interested sev-
eral scholars and which can be very useful for the purposes of our
study in general is the knowledge of fermentation starters. In the
most remote areas of Indian geography, the adivasis pass down tra-
ditional fermentation techniques that suggest a profound cognition
of the environment and in particular of its flora. This complex of no-
tions, constituting indigenous knowledge of the forest, also includes
an awareness and familiarity with a series of microbiological start-
ers, which are not really known to science,*® nor have they ever been
used elsewhere. Collected and compressed into small balls, common-
ly known as ranu tablets (or bakhar), these are made up of approx-
imately of one half unboiled rice flour and the other half a mixture
of plants with various properties. The mystery is precisely this: the
original recipe varies from area to area and each community gener-
ally believes that its own is better than the others. In some old pub-
lications, this was considered a note of folklore, but it was soon real-
ised that both microbiological fermentation starters and medicinal
plants from the indigenous pharmacopoeia were present in different
proportions in the mixture.*® This is why not only are informants gen-

38 There are further variations of the traditional alcohol production techniques
among the indigenous cultures of Central India (Bihar, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Odi-
sha, Madhya Pradesh) including a large number of beers such as handia, obtained from
the fermentation of rice, paise, from the fermentation of ragi, the so called Indian mil-
let (Eleusine coracana).

39 The interdependent application of plant parts and microorganisms in food process-
ing and preservation in the absence of modern technologies associated with the process
it is something extraordinary. The level of understanding of the adivasis behind this
methodology, passed down through generations, is neither clear nor easily investigable.

40 This method not only keeps intact the nutrition part in the food but also eliminates
the use of chemical preservations in order to retain the desired aroma and flavouring
of the product. On the other hand, the potential of microbes including several species
of Lactic Acid Bacteria (LAB) to produce organic acids (phenyllactic acid, lactic acid,
caproic acid and acetic acid), hydrogen peroxide, reuterin, bacteriocins, reutericyclin
enables to create an unfavourable environment for the pathogenic microbes to grow
within the food matrix (Banerjee et al. 2017). It also abolishes the unwelcome constit-
uents such as mycotoxin and endotoxins to enrich with malto-oligomers, phenolics,
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erally reluctant to reveal the contents and exact number of plants in-
cluded in the ranu tablets, but it is practically impossible to obtain
the exact proportions.

Among the species most commonly used by the tribal groups of
Jharkhand and Odisha are Asparagus racemosus, Cissampelos parei-
ra var. hirsuta, Clerodendrum serratum, Coccinia grandis, Holarrhe-
na pubescens, Smilax macrophylla, Woodfordia fruticosa and Rauwol-
fia serpentina, etc.** Overall the botanical ingredients can be 20 or
25 depending on the season and availability in each particular loca-
tion. The medicinal uses, based on the active ingredients most fre-
quently available in the literature, are the most varied. From some
barks, antihelminthic and antipyretic are obtained to treat dysen-
tery and worms (Holarrhena pubescens), or gastric disorders (Homa-
lium nepalense). The aforementioned Asparugus, known in Sanskrit
as Satdvari, was already used in Ayurvedic and Unani medicine for
its tonic and nutritional properties and to treat typical symptoms
affecting the female reproductive system. Among the Sapotaceae,
there are also fruits (Xantolis tomentosa) with antiseptic and diges-
tive properties. The root of Rauwolfia serpentina is used (also by in-
digenous South American populations) to treat malaria and snake or
scorpion bites. The seeds and leaves of the mohua itself are used to
produce an oil for use against rheumatism and to combat diabetes.
The aforementioned ‘velvetleaf’ Cissampelos pareira is applied as an
anti-inflammatory for kidney and urinary system problems, but al-
so against coughs and respiratory diseases.*? In this way, it will be
clear how the concept of ranu merges the principle of transformation
of liquids into alcohol with the idea of a sort of panacea for all ills.**

Some studies** previously emphasised the importance of alcohol
consumption among indigenous people for its social value. It is very
common to see groups of men and women among the villages stop-
ping to consume palm wine on their way back from working in the
fields. The atmosphere is generally relaxed, constructive, free of ta-
boos regarding substance, it is an occasion in which community prob-
lems are discussed. In my first book on the Saoras* I documented

prebiotics, probiotics, antioxidants, antimicrobials and further modifies sensory qual-
ities of the food.

41 Panda, Bastia, Sahoo 2014.
42 Mahalik, Singha, Parida 2020.

43 Although I have not seen it personally, my informants said that cannabinoids and
other intoxicants are sometimes added to increase the psychoactive effect of the prod-
uct. This is attested in the ethnic recipes of the Himalayan starters, so-called keem and
dhelhi, for the preparation of the alcoholic drink known as sur/sura (Rawat et al. 2021).
44 Mahapatra 2011, 78-80.

45 Beggiora 2003.
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how the entire axis of negotiation and courtship between the young
groom and the future wife’s family was based on gifts of a vinous na-
ture. Moreover, on market days, the sale of the product is a festive
occasion. The owners of the trees position themselves at the side of
the road with the palm wine in large aluminum jugs, waiting for cus-
tomers. Generally the price of a glass of salap or mohua is very low,
as drinking becomes an opportunity for sharing, but there are al-
so those who buy entire jugs. This type of activity has an economic
impact, so much so that it is possible to say that the simple produc-
tion of wine is a supplementary subsistence activity. Certainly, the
possession of one or more trees of Caryota urens is an asset for the
family. Yet all these aspects, so incisive in everyday life, are nothing
compared to the potential of the study of starters and ranus, which
reveal intriguing implications in the medical, religious or ontologi-
cal fields regarding wine production. The alchemical complexity of
the ingredients coming from the jungle essentially evokes the kalei-
doscopic structure of the forest itself, which in adivasi cultures is a
macrocosm. The process of fermentation and transformation of wine
is clearly a cosmogonic process, it evokes a sort of palingenesis and
for this reason it has a sacred value.

The shaman consecrates the starters and the individual ingredi-
ents, just as he consecrates the wine before consumption. There are
obvious differences in the worship and ritual gestures of each indi-
vidual group, but they all reflect a certain depth and respect towards
the substance and the place where it comes from. In the Himalayas,
before drinking, drops of liquid are generally thrown in the direc-
tion of the forest, mountains and sacred places. Similarly in Odisha
I have seen shamans sprinkling the first sip from their mouths to-
wards the four cardinal points in honour of the spirits, or directly
spitting the wine onto the fireplace as a form of ancestor worship.
Conversely, alcoholism (however widespread among indigenous pop-
ulations) or abusive drunkenness are necessarily seen as a failure
to respect the sacredness of the substance, a careless and infamous
prevalence over the inviolable sense of a certain mystery, which ex-
poses the unfortunate to a situation of danger and imbalance. In
fact, in many healing rituals the shaman identifies the accidental in-
fringement of taboos, occurring in a state of excessive drunkenness
or outside of a ritualised context, as the primary supernatural cause
of accidents or illnesses.
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5 Conclusion: Winy Ontologies

The famous cult of gaumata (the holy mother cow) in Hindu India is
clearly linked to the milk produced by cattle which is a universal food
for humans and non-humans. In general it is a fundamental food for
all beings that are born, so much so that it recalls the cosmic prin-
ciple in the myth of the primordial ocean of milk that I mentioned
in incipit. At the same time, in the botanical and adivasi world, the
palm - as in our case study the Caryota urens - is equally a moth-
er-tree. First of all, it exudes a latex that is sought after by all crea-
tures. Spirits of the deceased, demons and divinities yearn for this
inebriating liquid capable of becoming wine. To be born or reborn in-
to this world, through the ritual act of the shaman, they are called to
this libation or are excluded from it. Second, the tree itself is an ax-
is mundi: the representation in the indigenous wall paintings of this
element, supporting the cosmos, the structure of the villages, sur-
mounted by animal forms (bees, peacocks, monkeys) linked to limi-
nality or acting as a vehicle for subtle beings, is clear.

It is particularly intriguing to note that among the Saoras and the
Konds of Odisha there exists the concept that each species of plant
has a gendered connotation. Plants mature (germination and flower-
ing) and have sexual relationships (pollination). They also enjoy so-
cial life, family and community connections. Such bonds are devel-
oped in parallel to those of human and nonhuman animals, and are
consecrated by means of the various beverages, oozing from symbol-
ically charged trees.*® So when it is said that a tree is considered a
mother plant, it truly is, just as the multiplicity of botanical species
in the forest is considered to have its own agency, a sort of person-
hood transforming them into a people with whom relational bonds
are practicable. Among the Desias of Khandamal there exists in fact
the custom of adopting palm trees as members of the community,
as if to emphasise the versatility of an empathetic relationship be-
tween different degrees of existence (human/non-human). So emerg-
es a sense of collective responsibility for plant life, as trees can be-
come part of the clan.

During the last century in India some scholars analysed the indig-
enous world and the related subsistence techniques, as if this were
a paradigmatic observatory for understanding aspects of our prehis-
tory. Today this approach is no longer viable because it is obvious-
ly generalising and substantially biasing towards an outdated evolu-
tionary perspective. Nonetheless, many archaeologists today suggest
how the Sapiens, despite belonging to different geographical loca-
tions and eras, tends to react sensitively and respond to technical

46 Beggiora 2016, 37-54.
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and existential problems in very similar ways. Even though I am not
an archaeologist or a Vedic Sanskritist, I was honoured to have par-
ticipated in the Wine Culture: Gandharan Crossroads event and to be
on the board of the MALIWI*" Project. [ hope that my gaze between
Indology and anthropology may have brought a useful reflection on
the multiplicity of contemporary methodological approaches, includ-
ing entheogenic theory, and on indigenous ontologies linked to the
world of wine.
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1 Introduction

The Southern Caucasus belongs to the ‘core’ area where viticulture
and wine production first developed during the late Neolithic period
(sixth millennium BC). It is not surprising, therefore, that the ‘Archae-
ology of Wine’ has recently become a popular topic of investigation
in this region. In Georgia, in particular, in the course of the last 10
years, wide-scale international interdisciplinary research on the sub-
ject has been promoted, among others, by the National Wine Agency of
Georgia and the Georgian National Museum under the general frame-
work of “Research and Popularization of Georgian Grape and Wine
Culture”.* This effort resulted not only in a large number of scientific
publications, but also in international exhibitions, such as “Georgia.
The Cradle of Viticulture” at La cité du Vin in Bordeaux in 2017,> and
“Gold und Wein. Georgiens alteste Schatze” in Frankfurt in 2018.3

This essay offers a quick overview of this recent research by pre-
senting a series of different case studies. Its aims are on the one side
to sketch a history of wine and viticulture in the region and, on the
other one, to highlight the multidisciplinary nature of the ‘Archaeol-
ogy of wine’. Following the pioneering work of Patrick E. McGovern,*
this has indeed developed into a complex research field which in-
volves different sources, data and methods, and therefore requires
a close collaboration between scholars belonging to very differ-
ent fields: archaeologists, bioarchaeologists, historians, art histo-
rians, cultural anthropologists, experts of ‘archaeological scienc-
es’, but also geologists, climatologists, enologists, DNA experts and
specialists of other disciplines.

2 The Origins of Wine and Viticulture

A first, important topic of research has been the origin of viticulture
and wine. In the first figure, one can appreciate a map of the An-
cient Near East showing the distribution of modern wild grapevine
(Vitis vinifera subsp. silvestris) [fig. 1]. Presently, the oldest evidence
of winemaking in the region dates back to the pottery Neolithic pe-
riod and derives from two different areas: the Southern Caucasus

1 Maghradze et al. 2016; 2019; McGovern et al. 2017. Part of this wider effort is, for
instance, the GRAPE project, a Georgian-Canadian cooperative effort by the Univer-
sity of Toronto and the Georgian National Museum focusing on Neolithic sites in the
Kvemo Kartli region of Georgia (Batiuk et al. 2017; 2019).

2 Lordkipanidze 2017.
3 Giemsch, Hansen 2018.
4 McGovern 2003; 2009; McGovern, Fleming, Katz 1995.
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Figure1 Map of the Ancient Near East showing the distribution of modern wild grapevine (Vitis vinifera
subsp. silvestris) with location of sites with evidence for ancient wine and viticulture. From Salopek 2015.
NG Maps, Andrew Umentum. Source: Universitu of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology

(different sites of the so-called Shulaveri-Shomu culture) and the Za-
gros Mountains of northwestern Iran (Haji Firuz Tepe).® To date, the
earliest absolute dates (first half of the sixth millennium, c. 6000-
5800 cal. BC) come from Georgia,® but the infusion of new data may
well change the picture in the future, as it seems probable that by
this time wine was already know over a relatively wide area.

Sites like Shulaveris Gora, Gadakhrili Gora and Khramis Didi Gora
in Georgia yielded multiple relevant data, which will be presented
in decreasing order of certainty. Conclusive evidence is provided by

5 McGovern et al. 1997.
6 McGovern et al. 2017.
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chemical analyses of ancient organic compounds absorbed into the
fabric of pottery vessels (biomolecular archaeological evidence). In
fact, several sherds from these sites proved positive for tartaric ac-
id, a clear mark for the original presence of wine by a combination
of chemical techniques, including Fourier-transform infrared spec-
trometry (FTIR), gas chromatography-mass spectrometry (GC-MS),
and especially liquid chromatography linear ion trap/orbitrap mass
spectrometry (LC-MS-MS).”

Secondly, the presence of pollen of Vitis vinifera L. and of accompa-
nying weeds was detected on samples taken from both pottery vessels
and from contemporary sediments. In the case of samples from pots,
a use as wine containers is suggested not only by the mere presence
of grape pollen, but also by the fact that pollen grains are perfect-
ly preserved, because alcohol inhibits the multiplication of microbes
and fungi, which consequently cannot alter and destroy the pollen
grains. Vine starch, microscopic cells of vine cane and hairs of fruit
flies (Drosophila melanogaster), which is attracted by sugar and alco-
hol, were also found in the same samples. Pollen grains of Vitis were
also found on the floors of dwellings, and in all pits and storage areas,
suggesting that vineyards were present in the close neighbourhood.®

Clear paleobotanical evidence for the domestic variety of wine, on
the contrary, is still missing. In fact, for instance, some fossilised pips
allegedly collected from domestic contexts at Dangreuli Gora, anoth-
er Georgian site of the Shulaveri Shomu culture in Georgia, which
based on their morphological and ampelographical properties had
been attributed to the cultivated variety of grapevine (Vitis vinifera
sativa Linnei),® after being submitted to radiometric dating turned
out to be of modern date and therefore intrusive, whereas the mor-
phology of single pips from contemporary settlements in Azerbaijan
is still uncertain.*® This opens up the possibility that in this period
wine was made from wild grapes, a practice which was still relative-
ly widespread in recent times.**

Another promising line of research, which is still in its beginning
and whose results are still very preliminary, is DNA analysis of ancient
grape seeds and plant remains from Georgia and the Southern Cauca-
sus, to evaluate them against modern wild and domesticated European

7 McGovern et al. 2017, E10311-E10315.
8 Kvavadze, Jalabadze, Shakulashvili 2010; McGovern et al. 2017, E10315.
9 Rusishvili 2010, 12-15.

10 McGovern et al. 2017, E10315; Bouby et al. 2020. Indeed, much caution is need-
ed when analysing isolated seeds from archaeological contexts, as these can easily be
transported by rodents and other animals and therefore move from one layer to other.

11 Chkhartishvili, Maghradze 2012; Maghradze et al. 2019; Maghradze et al. 2021;
Bouby et al. 2020.
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Figure2 Vesselfrom Khramis Didi Gora with decoration possibly depicting grape clusters.
From McGovern et al. 2017, fig. 2A

varieties and establish their taxonomic relationships, in order to recon-
struct more precisely the process of grape domestication and the sub-
sequent spreading of its cultivation around the Mediterranean basin.**

Finally, it was also possible to mobilise additional data which, in
spite of providing less certain evidence, can help integrating the gen-
eral picture of the origins of wine. It may be observed, for instance,
that the vessels which residue and palynological analysis proved to
have contained wine are closed vessels, usually of hole-mouth shape.
It may then be supposed that other vessels of the same shape were
also used for the same purpose (morphotypological evidence). It has
also been supposed that some decorations, like the one on a famous
vessel from Khramis Didi Gora [fig. 2], featuring groups of dots in re-
lief, which are common on Shulaveri Shomu closed vessels, represent

12 Maghradze et al. 2016, 3-4, 6-7; Maghradze et al. 2019, 3, 6-7; Bouby et al. 2020.
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stylised grape bunches** and that this and other contemporary ico-
nography may show that grapes and wine were already imbued, like
in all following periods, with a deep symbolic meaning.**

3 Wine Culture in the Southern Caucasus
from the Chalcolithic to the Late Second Millennium BC

Once created, the tradition of wine-making firmly established itself in
the region during the following periods, probably helped by the par-
ticularly favourable climatic conditions created by the mild climate
of the so-called ‘Holocene climatic optimum’ when, for instance, the
total surface, in Georgia, of land where viticulture can be success-
fully practised reached a maximum, allowing cultivation at higher
altitudes than in present days.**

During the following Chalcolithic period (c. 5000-3500 BC) di-
rect evidence from Georgia is scanty, but it is compensated by an ex-
ceptional discovery from the neighbouring country, Armenia, more
precisely from Areni-1, one of a complex of caves in the province of
Vayots Dzor.*® Here, the lower Chalcolithic level, which is *C dated
between 4223 and 3790 cal BC, yielded an installation consisting of
a shallow clay basin with raised edges, the centre of which was oc-
cupied by the mouth of a large jar, surrounded by large storage jars
[fig. 3]. This has been interpreted as a grape crushing basin, where
grapes would have been pressed on the plastered surface of the ba-
sin with the juice flowing into the mouth of the jar in the centre of
the installation, where it was left to ferment, while secondary fer-
mentation may have taken place in the neighbouring jars. Desiccat-
ed grapes, grape seeds (apparently of an intermediary form between
wild and domestic) and skins still attached to pedicels, and grape ra-
chises (stems) were also found in close proximity. Chemical evidence
by LC-MS-MS proved the presence of tartaric acid/tartrate and of the
red pigment malvidin, also typical, although not exclusively, of red
wine, as it is for instance found also in pomegranate juice.*” Wine pro-
duction at the site may have been associated with ritual activities, as
shown by the presence, in the same excavation trench, of three buri-
als of human heads, clearly severed after death from the body, each
in spherical receptacles made of unbaked clay.*®

13 McGovern et al. 2017, E10312.

14 See, for instance, Lordkipanidze 2017, 30.

15 Maghradze et al. 2016, 7-8, figs 4-7.

16 Areshian et al. 2011; Areshian et al. 2012; Wilkinson et al. 2012.
17 Barnard et al. 2011.

18 Areshian et. al. 2012; Wilkinson et al. 2012.
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Burial 1

Sondage from (@O
(1002) to (1006

Figure3 View (above)and plan (below) of the Chalcolithic grape-pressing installation and associated burials
in Trench A at Areni-1 (Armenia). From Areshian et al. 2012, fig. 7; Wilkinson et al. 2012, fig. 3B
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Figure4 Nineteenth century AD photos by Dimitri Ermankov (1846 - 1916) of Georgian gvevris.
From Lordkipanidze 2017,12; 76
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Wine fermentation in large underground jars, of which we may
have here one of the first examples, was a common practice, by the
first millennium BC, all over the Near East and throughout the Med-
iterranean. Since then, it has continued in Georgia, where this pro-
cess of wine making in so-called gvevris has been preserved in its
original form up to the present day and has accordingly been listed
in the UNESCO'’s representative list of Intangible Cultural Heritage
of Humanity [fig. 4]. Wine-making in qvevris was connected with re-
ligious beliefs through cult and ritual practices: until recently, for
instance, there was a special qvevri (the so-called ‘qvevri for com-
munion wine’) in the wine cellar of every wine-making villager in
Georgia, which was used for keeping the wine to be consumed dur-
ing the festival of the patron saint of the village (or region). If the
family moved from the village, it had to leave this qvevri at the lo-
cal sanctuary. Even today in Kakheti such qvevris are found in many
old village churches.*®

Even in the absence of unequivocal evidence of residues of wine
on pottery vessels,?® much data suggests that the practice of vit-
iculture was widespread in the Southern Caucasus by the Early
Bronze Age (late fourth/third millennium BC). For instance, pollen
of Vitis vinifera and plants associated with vineyards are common-
ly found in palynological samples from archaeological contexts of
this period.?* It has even been suggested by Stephen Batiuk?? that
wine culture was an important element in the identity of the bear-
ers of the Kura-Araxes culture, a cultural complex of south-Cau-
casian origin which by the beginning of the third millennium BC
occupied vast areas at the northern periphery of Syro-Mesopota-
mia, as would be shown, among others, by the fact that the limits
of the distribution of the culture roughly follow those of the habi-
tat of wild grape vine.

Be that as it may, the ritual use of wine by the Kura-Araxes popu-
lation has been confirmed by a recent discovery of the GISKAP pro-
ject of Ca’ Foscari University of Venice in collaboration with the Geor-
gian National Museum at Aradetis Orgora in the Shida Kartli region
of Eastern Georgia.?* A step trench on the eastern side of the mound
brought to the light a densely packed 4m-high sequence of Kura-Arax-
es layers with 6 different phases, “C-dated to the thirty-first-twen-
ty-ninth centuries BC. The fourth of these levels yielded part of a

19 Barisashvili 2011.

20 This absence is clearly a consequence of the fact that residue analysis has been
applied, until now, almost exclusively to Neolithic vessels.

21 Kvavadze, Martkoplishvili, Chichinadze 2020.
22 Batiuk 2005; 2013.
23 Kvavadze et al. 2019; see also Gagoshidze, Rova 2018.
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Figure5 Zoormorphicvesselsfrom Aradetis Orgora (Kura-Araxes period): context of recovery (above);
photos (centre left); pollen grains of Vitis vinifera (centre right); pollen diagram of the vessels’ content (nos 1-3)
and of modern wine vessels (below). From Kvavadze et al. 2019, figs 4,3a, 3¢, 7,6
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probable Kura-Araxes shrine, on the burnt floor of which were found
the remains of three different vessels: a large jar and two zoomor-
phic pots in the shape of water-birds, still bearing traces of painted
decoration [fig. 5].

The latter were clearly not everyday vessels, but special containers
used in ritual ceremonies, such as libations or convivial drinking. Pa-
lynological analysis of samples taken from the sediments preserved
inside the zoomorphic vessels highlighted the presence, in both of
them,?* not only of numerous pollen grains of common grapevine (Vi-
tis vinifera), but also of pollen from vineyard weeds and plants - e.g.
walnut and hazelnut - which are usually grown close to the vine-
yards. Among non-pollen palynomorphs, the samples contained large
amounts of vine starch, Vitis epidermis and hairs of the tiny Droso-
phila flies, which typically fly around grapes and wine during the
first stage of its production, and easily fall into the large vessels
where wine is usually placed. The same combination was also found
on samples from modern home-made wine, as well as from archaeo-
logical vessels of different periods (e.g. of Medieval date) which had
contained wine. It can therefore be concluded that both vessels must
have originally contained wine.

Finally, pollen of grapevines were found not only in the two zo-
omorphic vessels, but also in all other sediment samples of the Ku-
ra-Araxes period collected within the settlement of Aradetis Orgo-
ra and the contemporary cemetery of Doghlauri. This indicates that
viticulture was widespread in this period in the Shida Kartli region
of Georgia, and that it played a significant cultural role for the Ku-
ra-Araxes people.?®

Following a different line of reasoning, the two vessels from Ara-
detis Orgora, which are presently unparalleled in the Kura-Araxes cul-
ture, may represent the prototypes of a tradition of zoomorphic ves-
sels for alcoholic beverages (mainly but not only wine), which in the
course of the third millennium BC spread through Northern Anato-
lia - along what we called ‘the Northern Corridor’ - to the Aegean
coast, where it probably merged with different indigenous traditions,
giving rise there to the first rhyta.?® The local tradition of zoomor-
phic vessels continued in the Anatolian region in the second millen-
nium BC the with the so-called BIBRU vessels of the Hittite period.?”

24 The jar, on the contrary, mainly contained pollen of cereals and other non pollen
palynomorphs suggesting that it originally contained grains, although pollen grains of
Vitis vinifera were also present (Kvavadze et al. 2019, 508).

25 For further contemporary palynological evidence from other Georgian sites, see
also Kvavadze, Martkoplishvili, Chichinadze 2020.

26 Dall’Armellina, Rova 2019. The vessels from Aradetis are not true rhyta, as they
have in fact only one opening.

27 Dall’Armellina, Rova 2019, 145-6.
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Figure 6

Wine canes wrapped in silver foil from Bedeni Kurgan no. 12
(second half of the 3rd millennium BC).

From Lordkipanidze 2017, 61

By the third millennium BC wine was known ad appreciated all over
the whole Near East and the Eastern Mediterranean. In the Syro-
Mesopotamian area, however, it remained for a long time an exot-
ic product reserved for elite consumption, while beer maintained its
pre-eminence as traditional local alcoholic beverage. On the oppo-
site, in the northern regions of the Near East, wine production and
the ritual importance of wine continued to represent distinctive lo-
cal features.?®

For the Southern Caucasus in particular, this is now confirmed by
multiple types of archaeological data. Funerary evidence is especial-
ly conspicuous: thus, in the burial goods of the monumental barrow
graves (kurgans) of the later third and earlier second millennium
BC (Bedeni and Trialeti cultures) we find not only sets of elaborate
drinking vessels in ceramics and precious metals, but also heavily
symbolic items, such as the vine canes wrapped in silver foil found
in a Bedeni kurgan [fig. 6], probably meant as a symbol of rebirth and
eternal life.?” The symbolic value of communal drinking is also em-
phasised by the elaborate decoration of a famous goblet from one of
the Trialeti kurgans and by its analogous from Karashamb in Arme-
nia, both of which re-adapt old Mesopotamian banqueting scenes.*°

28 For Anatolia in particular, see Corti 2017; 2018.

29 As already remarked above (fn. 20), the absence of results from residue analyses
is a consequence of the fact that methods of biomolecular archaeology have up till now
rarely been applied to samples of these periods. On the other hand, palynological anal-
yses are now available for several sites attributed to the Early Kurgan cultures (Mar-
tqopi and Bedeni, second half of the third millennium BC) (Kvavadze 2016; Kvavadze,
Martkoplishvili, Chichinadze 2020, 141-63).

30 Boehmer, Kossack 2000.
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Figure7 Statuette of tamada, seventh-sixth cent. BC (left) and detail of silver belt showing banqueting scene,
second half of fourth century BC (right), from Vani, Georgia. From Lordkipanidze 2017, 42

4 From the First Millennium BC to the Late Antiquity:
Wine Culture at the Crossroads Between East and West

Over time evidence for the production, use and symbolic value of
wine in the country becomes more and more abundant, especially
from the Late Bronze Age onwards, and it culminates in the first mil-
lennium BC, when it really becomes ubiquitous.** By this period, mor-
phologically domestic vine pips are attested by paleobotanical anal-
ysis.** However, the wild type is still frequent, although there is no
doubt that vine was cultivated since millennia in the country. DNA
analysis of the pips shows a wide diversity of varieties, whose pre-
cise meaning is still under investigation, but well corresponds to the
diversity of species attested in present-day Georgia.**

The production of specialised vessels for wine consumption con-
tinues and in fact intensifies in the first millennium BC. In Eastern
Georgia, during the first half of the millennium, for instance, one may
mention some animal-shaped vessels from Treli Gorebi with clear
analogies with items from the Talysh area of Azerbaijan and north-
western Iran, which may suggest contacts along the eastern side of
the above mentioned ‘Northern Corridor’.**

31 Lordkipanidze 2017.

32 McGovern et al. 2017; Maghradze et al. 2016; 2019; Bouby et al. 2020.
33 Maghradze et al. 2021.

34 Dall’Armellina, Rova 2019, 146.
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Figure8 Examplesof ceramicand metalvessels for pouringand drinking wine: ceramic vesselsin local
and Achaemenid style from Takhtidziri, fourth-third century BC, kingdom of Caucasian Iberia (above);
metal vessel in Achaemenid style from Akhalgori (kingdom of Caucasian Iberia) and silver rhyton

from Mtisdsiri (Colchis). From Gagoshidze 2020, 254; 208, 202; Knauss 2006, figs 1, 3

In Western Georgia, on the other hand, the famous site of Vani pro-
vides ample evidence for drinking vessels of different materials and
sets of them and of their evolution in the course of time. Iconograph-
ic evidence is also remarkable: the bronze figurine [fig. 7 left] for in-
stance, depicts a man holding a drinking horn of a type still used in
traditional Georgian banquets (so-called supra) and therefore known
as tamada (banquet leader).** Over time, in this part of Georgia lo-

35 Onthe Georgian tradition of supra, cf. Harvey, Jordania 2014; Lordkipanidze 2017.
Some intriguing representations of traditional Georgian banquets can be found in the
work of the famous painter Niko Pirosmanashvili (1862-1918).
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Figure9 Tsikhiagora (fourth-third century BC): plan and section of the marani (left) and reconstruction
of painted gvevri (right). From Makharadze, Kalandadze, Sakhvadze 2023, pl. 15; Lordkipanidze 2017, 56
(Artisticinstallation: Lina Lopez, Production: Vakhtang Khoshtaria)

cal traditions coexist with, are influenced by, or finally substituted
by western (Greek) influences [fig. 7 right] as well as, especially dur-
ing the Achaemenid period, by eastern (Iranian) ones.

The same mixture of local and foreign (in this case prevailing
eastern) elements characterises Eastern Georgia in the Achaemenid
and post-Achaemenid/Hellenistic period. The kingdom of Caucasian
Iberia is characterised by a profusion of ceramic vessels of differ-
ent shapes for pouring and drinking wine [fig. 8 above], and especial-
ly of drinking vessels in precious metal in pure ‘achaemenid style’
[fig. 8 below left]. Especially noticeable is also the presence in Geor-
gia during the Achaemenid and post-Achaemenid periods of zoomor-
phic rhyta and drinking horns in precious metals [fig. 8 below right].

Later in the first millennium there is also remarkable evidence for
wine-production and storage facilities. One example is the marani (sa-
cred wine cellar) attached to a temple complex of the fourth-third
century at Tsikhiagora. It contained a large wooden grape press and
48 qvevris with red decorations, each with a capacity of about 600
litres [fig. 9]. More than 6 kg of grape pips were also recovered from
it, as well as remains of cut vine canes inside a jar.**

By the first centuries of the first millennium AD the territory of
Georgia is perfectly integrated in a common ‘wine culture’, which
stretches from the eastern Mediterranean to Central Asia and

36 Makharadze, Kalandadze, Sakhvadze 2023, 58-61.
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expresses itself through an Hellenised visual language. Wine, for in-
stance, appears prominently as a source of visual symbols and as an
object of ritualised consumption in the well-known Dionysian ban-
quet depicted in the famous mosaic of Dzalisa [fig. 10].

5 Epilogue: A Still Living Tradition

The advent of Christianity did not represent a break in the land’s ‘cul-
ture of wine’. Wine consumption not only continued (as it still contin-
ues) to play a prominent role in profane occasions, but also in sacred
ceremonies. Grapevine, grapes and wine became imbued with novel
symbolic values connected with the new religion. Suffice it to men-
tion the cross of St. Nino (the Cappadocian woman who according
to the tradition introduced Christianity in Georgia), which is made
of vine canes held together with strands of hair from the Saint her-
self, or the ubiquitous reference to vine, vine branches and grapes
in the decoration of local churches [fig. 11 left]. This tradition contin-
ued even in the Soviet period on profane monuments [fig. 11 right] and
it is still alive, as it now meets the post-Soviet reorganisation of wine
production, dissemination and commercialisation and the promotion
of wine tourism in the country.*’

37 Harvey, Jordania 2014; Lordkipanidze 2017; Maghradze et al. 2016.
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Figure 10 Detail of the mosaic from Dzalisa (third century AD) with Dionysian banquet. Lordkipanidze 2017, 54-5

Figure11l Detail of the decoration of the church of the Ananaurifortress, seventeenth century AD (left);
detail of terracotta relief decorating a Soviet public building (the “Green market”) in Kutaisi (right).
(Photos by the author)
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1 Introduction”

This essay presents the first wine production area ever identified in
the archaeology of ancient Mesopotamia, modern Iraq. This unique
site is located in the hinterland of the last two capitals of the Assyr-
ian Empire (Khorsabad and Nineveh), in the immediate vicinity of
the site of Khinis, a large monumental complex that represents one
of the most extraordinary landscape sanctuaries and commemora-
tive sites of ancient Assyria.

The Assyrian Empire is considered the first world empire in hu-
man history.* Assyria originated from the city state of Ashur at the
beginning of the second millennium BC and transformed into a large
territorial state around the fourteenth century, to eventually become
a vast empire in the ninth century BC. At its maximum expansion in
the eighth-seventh centuries, the Assyrian Empire ruled over the en-
tire Mesopotamia, parts of Anatolia and modern Iran, and the Levant
and even Egypt, to the West [fig. 1]. The empire collapsed in 612 BC
with the fall of the capital Nineveh to a military coalition led by the
Babylonians and the Medes.

The Khinis Wine Production Area is located in the piedmont land-
scape that characterises the foothills of the Zagros Mountains at the
northern edge of the Navkur Plain. This is considered one of the most
fertile plains east of the River Tigris and served as the breadbasket
of the Assyrian capitals of Khorsabad and Nineveh.*

Until the recent discovery of the Khinis Wine Production Area,
there had been a lack of archaeological data regarding wine pro-
duction in the heartland of the empire. What we know about the role
of wine production - and especially consumption - in the Assyrian

* We would like to express our gratitude to the KRI General Director of Antiquities
and Heritage, Kak Keify Ali, and the Director of the Duhok Directorate of Antiquities
and Heritage, Dr Bekas Jamuladdin Hasan, for their continuous and unremitting sup-
port for the LONAP project. We would also like to thank Sangar Ahmad Taib, Rewar Sa-
bah Ali and Lisa Doro for their assistance in the field. We are also grateful to Carolyne
Douché (University of Oxford), Luca Forti (Universita degli Studi di Milano) and Ales-
sandra Pecci (University of Barcelona) who are conducting respectively the archaeobot-
anical, geoarchaeological and chemical/residue analyses associated with this research.
The Wine for the Empire project was generously funded by the Gerda Henkel Stiftung
and by Livio Felluga srl. The Land of Nineveh Archaeological Project is supported by:
the University of Udine, Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Coopera-
tion, Friuli Venezia Giulia Regional Authority, Friuli Banking Foundation, Italian Min-
istry of Universities and Research, and Italian Agency for Development Cooperation.
F.S.and D.M.B. conceived the original idea. F.S. and C.C. carried out the fieldwork and col-
lected the data respectively in 2021 and 2022. All authors contributed to the discussion and
interpretation of the results. C.C. and F.S. took the lead in writing the manuscript. D.M.B.
provided critical feedback and helped shape the research, analysis, and manuscript.

1 Frahm 2023; Diiring 2020; Bedford 2009.
2 Morandi Bonacossi 2018.
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O Excavation of the Udine University
1 ® Assyrian Archaeological Site

P i == Assyrian Empire in the 10th cent. BC
7570 Assyrian Empire in the 9th cent. BC
| Assyrian Empire in the late 8th cent. BC
< == Assyrian Empire in the 7th cent. BC

Figure1 Map of the Assyrian Empire with the location of Khinis. Map: F. Simi

Empire comes from the textual sources, the Assyrian palace reliefs
and the material culture mainly belonging to elite contexts discov-
ered during the excavations carried out in the Assyrian capitals.®

2 Wine in Assyria

In ancient Assyria, wine played an important role in various social,
political, and religious events. It was used as a symbol of rank and
status,” and was closely linked with the expression of royal authori-
ty.* The consumption, storage, and distribution of wine are well-doc-
umented by both written® and iconographic’ sources.

Fales 1994; Powell 2005; Stronach 2005; McGovern 2019.

Ermidoro 2015, 204, 207; Stronach 2005, 183.

Stronach 2005.

Kinnier Wilson 1972; Fales 1994; Powell 2005; Ermidoro 2015.

Collins 2018, fig. 56; Portuese 2020, 59; Stronach 2005; Watanabe 1992.
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Figure2 ReliefshowingAshurnasirpal Il enthroned and with adrinking bowlin hisright hand. From the
North-West Palace at Khalku, Iraq, 865-860 BC. Now at the British Museum. Photo credit: Osama Shukir
Muhammed Amin, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons

From the time of Ashurnasirpal II (884-859 BC), the small carinat-
ed (or round) drinking bowl (like that shown in the reliefs) became a
symbol of power, prosperity and abundance [fig. 2].°

In the palace reliefs, wine seems to be often present when the king
takes part in a ritual activity, such as for instance the ceremonial bull
hunts. However, wine was also consumed on other occasions, such as
festivals and special events like that described, for instance, on the
so-called Banquet Stele® found in the reception suite of Ashurnasir-
pal II's royal palace at Kalkhu. In the cuneiform inscription of this
stele, Ashurnasirpal describes the incredible amount of wine, beer,
and food served to almost 70,000 state guests on the occasion of the
inauguration of his new palace at Kalkhu in 864 BC.

8 Stronach 2005.
9 Wiseman 1952.
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Figure3 Drawings of palace reliefs from Sargon II’s palace at Khorsabad. From Botta 1849
(Public Domain)

In the following centuries wine consumption seems not to have been
restricted to the king, but extended also to include the imperial elite,
represented by the officials of the Assyrian court.*® Wall reliefs from
the palace of the Assyrian king Sargon II (721-705 BC) at Khorsabad
depict small groups of officials and their staff drinking wine from li-
on-headed rhyta and celebrating in convivial fashion [fig. 3a]. The re-
liefs also show lion-headed situlae being dipped into large wine caul-
drons by beardless attendants [fig. 3b]. These drinking vessels and
cauldrons are almost identical to finds from the Assyrian capital cit-
ies and the Great Tumulus at Gordion** dating to the same period
(end of the eighth century).

10 Powell 2005, 121.
11 McGovern 2000.
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As mentioned above, wine was not only drunk, but also (and at the
same time) poured to offer libations in various ceremonial and rit-
ual activities, as known from textual sources** as well as from pal-
ace art, e.g. a relief depicting King Ashurbanipal (668-627 BC) pour-
ing wine on the dead bodies of four ceremonially hunted lions [fig. 4].
Wine was also offered to gods in temples on special occasions,** as
attested by a text from Ashurbanipal’s Library in Nineveh that de-
scribes how two four-litre jars of wine (from Helbon in Lebanon and
Izalla in Turkey) and six eight-litre jars of different types of beer are
offered by the queen of Assyria in the temple of Ashur in the city of
Ashur at a festival dedicated to Mullissu.**

The consumption of wine is also represented in a famous scene
of King Ashurbanipal and his queen, Liballi-sharrat, depicted under
overarching vines in a lush garden [fig. 5]. The type of drinking bowl
held by the queen in her raised hand is well attested in the archaeo-
logical record. An almost identical gold carinated bowl with vertical
ridges was found together with many other wine consumption ves-
sels in the Queens’ Tombs of Nimrud.** More in general, the carinat-
ed bowls depicted in the Assyrian reliefs (with their highly symbolic
value) are in fact known from many archaeological sites throughout
the Near East.*®

In the Nimrud Wine Lists,*” a group of c. 60 tablets dating to the
eighth century BC that document the distribution of wine rations in
the capital city, the queen is the most important recipient of wine*® in
all the lists - which record the individuals (from court officials to mu-
sicians and the kitchen staff)*? who were entitled to get wine rations.

Notwithstanding the significant role played by wine production
and consumption at the imperial Assyrian court, as attested both by
writte