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8

The Lady Tw ilight

Before you drink from a skull,” said Manisha Ma Bhairavi, “you 
must first find the right corpse.”
We were sitting in a palm-thatched hut amid the dark woods 

and smoking funeral pyres o f  the cremation ground at Tarapith in 
Bengal-a shakti pith, one o f  the most holy places in India, and said 
to be the abode o f the Devi’s Third Eye. It is also the home o f the 
great goddess Tara.

Tarapith is an eerie place, with a sinister reputation. In Calcutta I 
had been told that it was notorious for the unsavoury Tantric rituals 
and animal sacrifices which were performed in the temple. Stranger 
things still were rumoured to take place after sunset in the riverside 
burning ground on the edge o f the town, outside the boundaries o f 
both village life and the conventions o f Bengali society.

Here the goddess is said to live, and at midnight-so the Bengalis 
believe—Tara can be glimpsed in the shadows, drinking the blood o f 
the goats slaughtered day after day in an effort to propitiate her 
anger and win her favour. In this frequently vegetarian country, 
where blood sacrifice is growing rarer and rarer, the worship o f



the goddess at Tarapith is an increasing oddity, a misweave in the 
weft o f things, where can be found scenes almost unknown else
where: at least twenty goats a day are dispatched here to satisfy her 
hunger. 

Tara is believed to be especially attracted to bones and skeletons, 
and for this reason the dreadlocked and ash-smeared sadhus who 
live in the cremation ground above the river and under the great 
spreading banyan trees decorate their huts with lines o f human 
skulls, many clearly belonging to children. They are painted pillar
box red, and built into the packed mud o f the threshold o f each 
house. There are other images too: framed and garlanded calendar 
pictures o f the Devi in her different forms, prints o f the great saints 
o f Tarapith, and tridents strung with garlands o f marigolds; but it 
is skulls and bones that dominate, and not just human ones, but 
those o f creatures o f the night such as jackals and vultures, and even 
snakes.

“So how do you go about finding the right skull?” I asked Manisha.
“The Doms who administer the cremation ghats find them for us, 

she replied matter-of-factly. “They keep them for us and when we 
need them, they give them to us. The best ones are suicides,” she 
added. “When someone has drunk poison or hanged themselves, 
their skulls are especially powerful. So are the skulls o f innocent and 
pure kumaris—v irgin girls.”

“And then?”
“Well, once you have a good skull, the next thing is to cure it. 

You must bury it in the earth for a while and then oil it. I f  you only 
want to use it for drinking, then it’s ready; but i f  you wish to use it 
as a decoration, then when it’s completely dry, you can paint it red. 
That way they don’t go mouldy in the monsoon.”

For all the talk o f what might elsewhere be considered black 
magic, in the daylight at least, the cremation ground that sur
rounded Manisha’s little hut made an oddly domestic scene. The 
Tantric sadhus who live here were all sitting around, ash-smeared, 
naked or half-naked, sipping tea and playing cards, as i f  living in a 
skull-filled burning ghat was the most normal thing in the world. 
While we talked about curing skulls, Manisha’s dreadlocked partner, 
Tapan Sadhu, was sitting at the back o f the hut, with a radio
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clamped to his ear, and occasionally interrupting with the latest 
score from South Africa. “England are 270 for four!” he shouted 
excitedly at one point.

Nor was Manisha in any sense a fearsome or sinister figure. 
Despite her matted, dreadlocked grey hair and ragged saffron robes, 
she was a large, warm woman in her sixties, quietly spoken, with gen
tle, vulnerable eyes. Her dark-brown skin was disfigured with large, 
creeping patches o f white, the result o f a skin disease. She attended 
dutifully to the devotees who came to her for blessings, looked after 
the sadhus who passed by, offering them water and chai, and was 
gentle and affectionate towards Tapan.

“Whatever people think,” she said, “this is not an evil or fright
ening place. People imagine all sorts o f things about us—but we look 
after one another much better than people who live in proper 
houses in the cities. In Calcutta, i f  you fall sick, none o f  your neigh
bours may notice you’ve gone. Here i f  one o f us is ill, the others 
make sure he is all right. When the floods come during the rains 
and the river rises to submerge our homes, we come to the aid o f 
one another. I f  someone is ill, we all help pay for the hospital. I f  one 
o f us dies, we all contribute to their cremation.”

Manisha shrugged. “People who don’t know what we do are 
afraid o f  Tantra,” she said. “They hear stories about us abducting 
girl-children and killing them. Sometimes gundas come to the grave
yard and insult us, or knock about the sadhus when they see them 
in the bazaars. Many times I have been called a witch.”

I had read a little about this in the newspapers: according to one 
report I had seen, Tantra in Bengal was now under threat from the 
ruling Communist Party, which occasionally sent out members o f 
what were called “Anti-Superstition Committees” to persuade peo
ple to reject faith healers, embrace modernity and return to more 
mainstream and less superstitious forms o f Hinduism. This often 
involved attacking-rhetorically or otherwise—the Tantrics o f  the 
area, whom they depict as perverts, drug addicts, alcoholics and 
even cannibals. In the press in West Bengal there have also been 
reports o f the persecution o f poor, widowed and socially margin
alised women, who are accused o f practising witchcraft and “eating 
the livers” o f villagers, particularly when some calamity befalls a
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community; indeed they are still occasionally put to death, like the 
witches o f Reformation Europe and North America.

“Several o f my Tantric friends to the west o f here in Birbhum 
have been badly beaten up,” said Manisha. “But l am not worried. 
Our local Communist MP may tell his followers that what we do is 
superstition, but that doesn’t stop him coming here with a goat to 
sacrifice when he wants to find out from us what the election results 
will be. He was here only a fortnight ago. He is just afraid that peo
ple will come to the goddess and get power from her, and not from 
him. In his heart he believes.”

“But why live in a cremation ground in the first place?” I asked. 
“Isn’t it asking for trouble? Surely there are better places to lead a 
holy life? In the Himalayas, or at the source o f the Ganges . . . ”

“It is for her that we people inhabit this place,” said Manisha, cut
ting me short. “Ma Tara pulled us here, and we remain here for her 
sake. It is within you that you find the loving shakti o f  the Mother. 
This is a place for its realisation, for illumination.”

As we spoke, a devotee approached and bowed his head before 
Manisha, who stopped her story to give him a blessing, and to ask 
how he was. As he left, the man slipped a few coins on to the cloth 
that was laid out for offerings in front o f  the largest skull.

“Every night we believe she reveals herself here, just before 
dawn,” continued Manisha. “At that time you feel her very strongly. 
I f  she did not bless us in this way we would not be here. She takes us 
in. She takes care o f us. She gives us help. Anyone who comes here 
and calls on her will overcome their difficulties. She is everywhere 
in Tarapith: in the leaves o f the trees, the buds o f the rice, in the sap 
o f the palms, the clouds that bring rain. All we do is to light some 
fires in her honour, chant a few mantras, perform some rituals. She 
does the rest.”

“But aren’t you scared to live in a place like this?” I asked.
“Tara loves us,” replied Manisha. “So no, I am not scared.” She 

paused, then added, “And anyway the dead do not stay here in the 
burning ground. Only the bodies are here. The dead take birth 
again.”

Manisha smiled. “We have been fetched by the Mother,” she 
said. “She has taken us away from the humdrum o f normal life. She



arranges everything for us: the gifts that come to us, the alms which 
allow us to survive. I feel her presence here. This is her home.”

“Have you actually seen the goddess?” I asked.
“The Mother has many forms,” she replied. “All the forms o f Tara 

cannot be numbered. Recently, I saw a jackal-her vehicle. Some
times in my dreams I glimpse her, but she has never yet appeared to 
me in a vision. I hope one day she will. I f  you call her from your . 
heart, one day you will see her, floating before you.”

Manisha fingered the beads o f her rudraksh rosary. “Maybe I am 
not worshipping her in the right way. Unless you call her from with
in, in a truthful manner, she will never hear you. It is a long struggle, 
and it’s not easy. But i f  you stay here, getting up at 2 a.m. to pray, 
and i f  you persist and do not give up, then surely you will see her.”

I asked about the skulls that littered the graveyard: what did they 
actually do?

“We cannot speak o f  everything,” she replied. “But the skulls give 
us power and charge our prayers with their shakti. The spirits help 
bring them to us, and they remain with the skull. We take good care 
o f them, and feed them with rice and dal. Then they protect us, 
keeping us away from evil and death. They help us to awaken the 
goddess.”

From the way that Manisha spoke, it was clear that for her the 
goddess was not something terrible. She talked intimately o f her as 
Ma Tara-Mother Tara-as i f  she were a benign matriarch, quite a dif
ferent image from that on the popular prints that I had seen in the 
bazaar on the way there. Here, it is true, Tara was sometimes shown 
as a nursing mother or enthroned in the Paradise o f  Kailasa or on 
the Isle o f Gems. But usually she was depicted almost naked with 
matted hair and a blood-red lolling tongue and sitting upon a tiger’s 
skin with four arms, wearing a garland o f freshly severed heads. She 
wielded a blood-smeared cleaver as she stood victorious, dripping 
with blood, over a dead corpse with an erect phallus. To my eyes she 
was unambiguously terrifying, weird and ferocious. I said as much 
to Manisha.

“Ah,” she said. “This is true. This is her wild side. But all this just 
means she can fight the devils on your behalf.”

“But she looks herself almost as much a demon as a goddess.”

• 2 0 3 •
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“Tara is my mother,” replied Manisha simply. “How can your 
own mother evoke fear? When I first came here in a distressed 
condition, Ma protected me. I had been beaten by my husband, 
rejected by my mother-in-law and had lost my home and my 
three daughters. It was she who brought Tapan Sadhu to protect me 
and give me love. In this place o f  death, I have found new life. Now 
I don’t want to go anywhere. To me, Ma is all. My life depends 
on her.”

Tarapith lies in a great planisphere o f flat, green country: fertile 
floodplains and rice paddies whose abundant soils and huge skies 
stretch out towards the marshy Sunderbans, the Ganges Delta and 
the Bay o f Bengal-a great green Eden o f water and vegetation.

The road from Shantiniketan is raised on a shaded embankment 
and passes through a vast patchwork o f wetlands: muddy fields o f 
half-harvested rice give way to others where the young green seed
lings have been transplanted into shimmering rectangles in the 
flooded fields. Through all this runs a network o f streams and rivers 
and frog-croaking, fish-filled, lily-littered duck ponds. These are sur
rounded by fishermen with bamboo fishing cages and lines o f vil
lage women with earthen pitchers. Kingfishers watch silently from 
the telegraph wires. Rising from the ripples o f  this flat waterland are 
raised mounds encircled with windbreaks o f  palm, clumps o f  bam
boo, and tall flowering grasses. On these stand small wattle villages 
o f  reed and clay, with their bullock carts and haystacks, their 
thatched bus stops and the occasional spreading banyan tree. Some
times, to one side, rises the brick estate house o f the local grandee.

From a distance, Tarapith looks like just any other Bengali village, 
with its palm-thatched huts, and still, cool fish pond. But here one 
building dominates all the others: the great temple o f the goddess. 
Its base is a thick-walled, red-brick chamber, broken by an arcade o f 
arches and rising to a great white pinnacle, like the snow capping o f 
a Himalayan peak. Inside, below the low-curving Bengali eves, 
stands the silver image o f the goddess with her long black hair, half-
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submerged beneath marigold garlands and Benarasi saris, and 
crowned and shaded by a silver umbrella. On her forehead is a 
patch o f red kum kum powder. Onto this the temple priests place 
their fingers, then transfer the red stain onto the foreheads o f the 
devotees. In gratitude the pilgrims then kiss her silver feet, and leave 
her offerings o f coconuts, white silk saris, incense sticks, bananas 
and, more unexpectedly, bottles o f whisky.

Yet in Tarapith, those who live here are quite clear that Tara’s pre
ferred residence is not the temple, but the cremation ground which 
lies above the ghats o f  the river on the edge o f the village. Tara is, 
after all, one o f the most wild and wayward o f Hindu goddesses, 
and cannot be tamed and contained within a venerated temple 
image. She is not only the goddess o f supreme knowledge who 
grants her devotees the ability to know and realise the Absolute, she 
is also the Lady Twilight, the Cheater o f Death, a figure o f horror 
and terror, a stalker o f  funeral pyres, who slaughters demons and 
evil  yakshis without hesitation, becoming as terrible as they in order 
to defeat them: in the tenth-century hymn o f a hundred names 
from the Mundamala Tantra, Tara is called She Who Likes Blood, 
She Who Is Smeared with Blood and She Who Enjoys Blood Sacri
fice. And while Tara has a healthy appetite for animal blood, the 
Mundamala Tantra explicitly states that she prefers that o f humans, 
in particular that taken from the forehead, hands and breasts o f her 
devotees. 

Tara means “star” in Sanskrit, and some scholars trace the origins 
o f  her cult to the Mesopotamian goddesses o f the stars, Ishtar and 
Astarte: indeed the modem English word “star” and “Tara” are 
almost certainly linked through a common Indo-European root, via 
the Persian Sitara, the Greek Aster and the Latin Stella, all o f  which 
have the same meaning. It is even possible that the modern 
Catholic cult o f Our Lady Stella Maris, Star o f  the Sea, may be part 
o f the same tradition. Moving eastwards in the early centuries ad, 
the cult o f Tara quickly became central to Mahayana Buddhist cos
mology, where the great goddess was worshipped as the consort o f 
the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara and came to represent primordial 
female energy. As such, it was believed that she enabled her devo
tees to surmount all forms o f  peril and danger.
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In her Hindu form, which re-entered Bengal from the Himalayas 
via Buddhist Tibet, and hence is sometimes known as “Chini Tara”— 
Chinese Tara-the goddess has always been perceived as a more 
volatile figure than her Buddhist devotees understood her to be. 
According to the Mantra Mahodadhi o f Mahidhara, the great 
medieval Sanskrit work on Tantra, Tara can be found “sitting on a 
white lotus situated at the centre o f the water enveloping the entire 
universe.

With her left hand she holds a knife and a skull and, in her 
right hands, a sword and a blue lotus. Her complexion is blue, 
and she is bedecked with ornaments. . .  She is decorated with 
three beautiful serpents and has three eyes. Her tongue is 
always moving, and her teeth and mouth appear terrible. She is 
wearing a tiger skin around her waist, and her forehead is deco
rated with ornaments o f white bone. She is seated on the heart 
o f a corpse and her breasts are hard . . .  [She is] the mistress o f 
all three worlds.

In this frightening aspect, she is not alone, but instead part o f a 
sisterhood who encompass a range o f visions o f the divine feminine 
at its most terrible: a brood o f dark-skinned and untameable Tantric 
divinities who are worshipped in Bengal, and who here take prece
dence in popular piety over the more familiar male gods: Brahma, 
Vishnu and Shiva. These goddesses, known as the Ten Mahavidyas, 
are attended by jackals, furies and ghosts. They cut o ff their own 
heads, and are offered blood sacrifices by their devotees. In the 
miniatures which illustrate the Tantric texts, they prefer to have sex 
with corpses than living men or gods, straddling them on a burning 
cremation pyre and bringing the dead to life through the power o f 
their shakti. These goddesses, embodying all that would normally be 
considered outrageous or even repulsive, lie at the shifting thresh
old between the divine and demonic, violating approved social val
ues and customs-“going up the down-current,” as a Bengali Tantric 
once put it to me.

All this is a survival o f some o f the oldest forms o f  Tantric rites 
which date back to the early medieval period, when they were once
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widespread around India. The word "Tantra” is a reference to 
ancient texts that deal with yogic practices, magical rites, meta
physics and philosophy, and which straddle the world o f  Hindu 
Vaishnavites and Shavites, and cross over into not only Jainism and 
Mahayana Buddhism, but even Chinese Daoism and some forms o f 
Sufi Islam.

Though Tantrism became well defined only at the end o f the first 
millennium ad, some o f its constituent elements, such as its god
dess cults, shamanism and sexual yoga, may date back: to pre-Aryan 
and pre-Vedic religious currents, and in many ways are fundamen
tally opposed to the ideas and structures o f the Vedas, which empha
sise the social and religious hierarchies. Tantrics, in contrast, oppose 
society’s conventions and encourage the individual o f  whatever 
background to develop a mystical relationship with the deity 
within, placing kama, desire in every sense o f  the word, in the serv
ice o f liberation. While Tantric texts can represent an elevated 
philosophical tradition, popular Tantric practice is often oral and 
spontaneous. It aims at ritually gaining access to the energy o f the 
godhead that created and controls the universe, then concentrating 
and internalising that power in the body o f the devotee. This turns 
the world and the body into channels o f salvation, and a means o f 
merging with the Absolute, but also grants tangible magical powers 
to the devotee, in this life, in the present.

Shaivite Tantrics regard the universe as the product o f the divine 
play o f Shakti and Shiva, which are ultimately identical, separate 
aspects o f the same unity, like fire and heat. To access this energy, 
early Hindu Tantric rituals seem to have encouraged blood sacrifice 
in cremation grounds as a means o f feeding and winning over a 
series o f terrifying and blood-thirsty Tantric deities. By the tenth 
century there was a change o f emphasis towards a type o f erotico- 
mystical practice involving congress with the Yoginis, powerful and 
predatory female Shakti divinities who demanded that they be wor
shipped and fed with offerings o f sexual emissions, as well as with 
human and animal sacrifice.

Once satisfied, the Yoginis were believed to reveal themselves as 
ravishing young women by incarnating in female devotees with 
whom male practitioners sexually interacted. Especially important
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was the oral ingestion, o f sexual fluids thought to give the devotee 
access to the goddess’s supernatural powers. In this way Tantric sex 
was used to awaken latent energies from the base o f  the body and 
bring them to the fore, so using the physical body with its blood 
and semen, desires and energies, as a way o f  accessing the spiritual, 
and the divine. The elaborate scenes o f group and oral sex displayed 
on the walls o f the temples at Khajuraho may well illustrate such 
rites. Yet while Tantra has come in the West to be associated almost 
exclusively with “Tantric sex,” the Tantric texts which survive from 
this period were always more concerned with death and transcen
dence than the sexualisation o f ritual, which was only one part o f  a 
much larger whole.

Moreover, the sexual aspect o f medieval Indian Tantra is quite 
different both in aim and practice from the “Tantric sex” marketed 
in illustrated manuals published in the contemporary West. Early 
Tantric texts make no reference to pleasure, bliss or ecstasy: the sex
ual intercourse involved in the rites was not an end itself so much as 
a means o f generating the semen whose consumption lay at the 
heart o f these Tantric fertility rituals-a sort o f inverted Tantric ver
sion o f the offerings made in Vedic fire sacrifices. This original Devi- 
propitiating Tantric sex stands at an unimaginable distance away 
from the sort o f faddish Tantra cults embraced by Western rock 
stars, with their celebration o f aromatherapy and coitus reservatus, a 
movement well described by the French writer Michel Houllebecq 
as "a combination o f bumping and grinding, fuzzy spirituality and 
extreme egotism.”

These original esoteric medieval Tantric traditions nearly died 
out in India, sinking from view around the thirteenth century ad, 
probably partly as a result o f the disruption that followed in the 
wake o f the violence o f the Islamic invasions, which broke many o f 
the lines o f guru-disciple relationships through which Tantric 
secrets were passed. Tantrics later became a particular target o f  Euro
pean missionaries, who made “the obscene ceremonies o f  the Hin
doos central to their polemics. The nineteenth-century rise o f the 
Hindu reform movements, many o f which emanated from Bengal 
in reaction to British missionaries, nearly finished this process. For 
the reform movements championed what some scholars have called



the “Rama-fication” o f Hindu worship in the Ganges plains: the 
rise o f the Vaishnavite bhakti cults o f  Lord Krishna and especially 
Lord Rama, to the extent that they eclipsed many other more tradi
tional and popular forms o f local devotion involving Devi cults 
and blood sacrifices, which were judged primitive, superstitious and 
anti-modern by the urban and often Western-educated reformers.

All this conspired to make Tantra a marginal phenomenon 
almost everywhere except in certain areas o f  Bengal, Kerala and 
Assam, as well as in Nepal and Bhutan, where Tantra still flourishes 
as a mainstream form o f religion, in the latter case within a Bud
dhist rather than Hindu context.

At the root o f popular modem Tantric practice lies a deeply sub
versive and heterodox concept: the idea o f  reaching God through 
opposing convention, ignoring social mores and breaking taboos. 
Whereas caste Hindus believe that purity and good living are safe
guarded by avoiding meat and alcohol, by keeping away from 
unclean places like cremation grounds and avoiding polluting sub
stances such as bodily fluids, Tantrics believe that one path to salva
tion lies in pushing every boundary and inverting these strictures, 
so turning what is polluting into instruments o f power.

Tarapith, in other words, is a place where the ordinary world is 
comprehensively turned upside down. Today, the rites that take 
place in the burning ground involve forbidden substances and 
practices-alcohol, ganja and ritualised sex, sometimes with men
struating women-for Tara’s devotees believe that the goddess trans
mutes all that is forbidden and taboo, and turns these banned acts 
and forbidden objects into pathways o f power. Onto this base o f 
transgressive sacrality has grown a whole body o f esoteric practice 
involving secret knowledge, rituals, mantras and mandalas.

The dark and wooded cremation ground in Tarapith is the perfect 
backdrop to these practices and beliefs, and attracts scores o f the 
hardest o f  hardcore Tantric sadhus-wanderers, sorcerers and skull 
feeders. Many o f these have been partially unhinged by their expe
riences or extreme acts o f asceticism, and are now looked upon as 
holy madmen, living in a mystical anarchy in a great open-air 
lunatic asylum for the divinely mad. These red-robed sadhus live 
here with their skulls and their spells, with the half-burned corpses,
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and the dogs and the jackals, the vultures and the carrion crows, 
occasionally throwing bones at passing visitors to warn them off.

Here on the boundaries o f life and on the cusp o f reason, they 
pray and meditate, daily confronting their fear o f death. Caught 
suddenly by the influence o f the goddess, these crazed anchorites 
roll on the ground in ecstasy, screaming “Jaya Tara!”  (“Victory to the 
goddess Tara!”). It is also here, within the bounds o f the cremation 
ground, on nights with no moon—the most inauspicious time in the 
month according to orthodox Hindus—that they perform their 
Tantric rites.

Yet, just as Manisha Ma had said, in many ways what is most 
striking about this place is not any sinister quality, so much as its 
oddly villagey and almost cosy feel. There is a palpable sense o f 
community among the vulnerable outcastes, lunatics and misfits 
who have come to live there, and those who might be locked up, 
chained, sedated, hidden, mocked or shunned elsewhere are here 
venerated and respected as enlightened lunatics full o f crazy wis
dom. In turn, they look after one another and appear to tolerate one 
another s eccentricities. It is a place where even the most damaged 
and marginal can find intimacy and community, and establish their 
own centre o f gravity.

Later that evening, when Manisha Ma took me to the temple, I got 
a small glimpse o f how Tantra still plays its part in modern Indian 
politics. Inside the sacred enclosure, a line o f pilgrims were queuing 
to have darshan o f the image o f the goddess, but although it was 
approaching the time for the evening aarti, the place was surprisingly 
empty for such a famous shrine. Separate from the main crowd, in 
an enclosure to the east, however, stood a group o f burly men wear
ing homespun khadi, and one o f these was clutching a goat.

I am a Bollywood fight director,” explained the man holding the 
goat, “and for many years I was a stunt fighter. Now I am standing 
for election. That is why I have brought this bakri all the way from 
Bihar, in my own car-to offer it to the goddess.”
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Milan Ghoshal leaned a little closer, in a confidential manner. 
“M y seven colleagues have come to Ma Tara too,” he said, waving 
his hand at his entourage o f tough-looking moustachioed men in 
short sleeves loitering, some distance away. “You see,” he explained, 
“ in our state, politics is only for the strong. There are many tough 
and violent men competing for power in the Bihar Assembly.”

This, I knew, was certainly true. Bihar has long been renowned as 
the most lawless state in India: in recent elections, many o f the can
didates actually fought their campaign from behind bars, and a 
large number o f  Bihar’s Legislative Assembly MLAs have criminal 
records. Milan certainly looked the right man to fight an election in 
such a place: he had a thin beard and a shaven head, a firm jawline 
and a broken nose that, together with the deep scar above the left 
eyebrow, gave him a harsh and brutish expression. Yet for all the 
broad-shouldered, village wrestler physique, he wore the simple 
long white homespun kurta o f the politician, and around his neck 
he had strung a rudraksh rosary. 

“In Bombay,” he said, “they call me Milan Thakur-Milan the 
Boss. I trained in martial arts in Bhutan, and now I am a master. No 
one can beat me in a fight; not in Bombay and not in Bihar.”

“And all this is important in Bihar elections?”
“O f course,” he said, putting the goat down. “Bihar is a rough 

place. I need Ma Tara to fight alongside me. I f  she accepts my offer
ing, then maybe with her protection, I will win: Ma Tara can help 
get us power. I f  not, I have no hope. I am not a rich man, and I can
not spend the money that some o f the other candidates will be 
throwing at the people.”

I introduced Manisha Ma, who had just come up from the tem
ple, where she had queued to have darshan. When Milan learned 
that Manisha lived in the cremation ground, he bent forward and 
made a gesture o f touching her feet. “Tantra is much more powerful 
than conventional religion,”  he explained. “Without the shakti o f 
the Devi and her followers you cannot do anything.”

“And you think this is the place to access that power?” I asked 
Milan.

“There are very few places where shakti is still worshipped,” he 
replied. “That is why I drove for eight hours to come here, getting
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up before dawn. In my part o f Bihar, when men seek shakti they 
know they must come to Tarapith. We chose today because tomor
row is an amavashya, a night with no moon. On this night and the 
next, we believe, the goddess is at large, and more open to our 
prayers.”

Milan indicated a platform where a priest was chanting amid a 
yantra- a  Tantric symbol made from flowers, coconuts, bamboo, 
vermilion and coloured sand-as part o f the yagna ritual o f  sacrifice. 
A  fire was burning in its centre, and flickering candles framed its 
corners. As the flames rose, higher the priest threw in handfuls o f 
rice from a thali, all the time reciting Sanskrit mantras, while two o f 
Milan’s colleagues sat silently cross-legged on the far side. Milan sat 
for a while with Manisha and me, watching the priests chanting, and 
when the ritual was over, he got up. “Now it is time for the sacri
fice,” he said, “my astha bhole.”

The goat, which had been tethered a short distance away, was 
brought forward, and Milan picked it up and put its head in a two
pronged metal stand shaped like a giant tuning fork. One o f the 
priests then painted a saffron stripe on its head and stepped back. 
Another man, barefoot in a dhoti, came forward with a long, sharp 
cleaver, just like the one held by Tara in the prints. With a single 
swipe he cut o ff the head, and the priest pulled the body away, 
where it lay writhing on the ground. There was a strong smell o f 
warm blood, moist earth, decaying flowers and incense. Milan 
placed a bunch o f smoking agarbatti incense sticks in the sacrifical 
pit, and dipping his fingers in the bloody sand, smeared his fore
head.

"All auspicious work starts in the name o f Ma,” said Milan. 
Tomorrow, on the night o f no moon, I will announce my candi

dacy. With Ma’s aid I and my colleagues are ready to fight this bat- 
tle. She is the most powerful protector you could want. I tell you: 
with her power, no one can stand against us.”

The following day I returned to the cremation ground to talk to 
Manisha Ma. What interested me was how different her vision o f



Tara was to that o f Milan, who clearly saw the goddess as a super
natural channel through which he could gain worldly power. Man- 
isha, however, believed that Tara was a motherly figure who had 
saved her, looked after her when she was most vulnerable and who 
above all had brought her love. I wondered what this actually 
meant, and what kind o f life Manisha had lived before moving into 
the burning ground.

As Tapan Sadhu continued following the test match at the back 
o f the hut (“India are ninety-four without loss!”), and as a roving 
chai wallah poured clay cups o f  tea to the growing circle o f  listening 
sadhus and sadhvis, Manisha settled back on a durree surrounded by 
her skulls, and began to tell me her story.

“I was bom in the town o f Ariadaha in south-west Bengal,” she 
said. “My father worked for the Public Works Department. His job 
was to announce how the water would be distributed. He had a 
drum and a megaphone, and used to tell people when the water 
supply would be cut o ff and when it would be turned back on again.

“I had seven sisters and one brother. When I was born, before my 
father got his PWD job, we were very poor, and often ate only once 
a day. Some days my mother could only afford manioc, which she 
would cook with a little salt and give to us to eat. I was close to my 
sisters and also to my father, who loved me very much. But my 
brother was the one my mother loved. He was very spoilt: i f  the 
slightest thing went wrong for him she would stop eating and go on 
a fast, and i f  there was only food for one, then he would get it. One 
o f  my sisters died when I was three: we both had a fever and as my 
father could afford only one piece o f  fish, he gave it to me. The next 
day I got well, but my sister’s fever increased and she died. My 
mother still says your sister died because o f your father. I f  he had 
given her the fish, she would have lived. 

“After my father got his job with the PWD, I went to school, but 
only until class five, when I was eleven. Even before then I was not 
a good student: the school made me feel confined and I was always 
running away. My parents scolded me, but it never suited my tem
perament. I still am not good at reading or writing. After I had 
passed out o f class five, my father decided that we needed more 
money as he couldn’t feed us properly on his small government 
salary. So when I was thirteen, we moved to Calcutta, and both my
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mother and he went to work in one o f the jute mills in Baguhati. We 
used to wait impatiently for them to return. My mother would 
bring flour, and when she got home we all made chapatis. Some
times I earned a little too, cleaning the dishes and washing the 
clothes o f our neighbours. But I didn’t mind. I was very excited to 
be in Calcutta, which was full o f cars and buses and cinemas and all 
manner o f things we rarely saw in Ariadaha. We were staying in a 
third-floor apartment, and my sisters and I would look out at the 
Howrah Bridge rising in the distance and all the great sights o f the 
city. 

“Two years later, when I was fifteen, I went to work at the mill 
too, and was put in the finishing department. When the jute came 
out o f the machine, I was part o f the team that cut it up and made it 
into the jute bales which were then sent to America. It was very hard 
work, and so dusty that everyone who worked there developed 
breathing problems. Some o f the girls got caught in the machine 
and were badly injured. But I used to pray to the goddess and she 
always looked after me.

“From my childhood I was very spiritual. Both my parents were 
religious too, and at home we had a small puja to the goddess every 
day. I was always attracted to the Devi, in her different form s-M a 
Kali, Ma Durga, Ma Tara and so on—and I always believed that it 
was she who saved me from danger. Even as a child I used to love to 
attend festivals and melas, and especially the Durga Puja, which was 
my favourite week o f the year. I loved to see the immersion o f the 
goddess in the river at the end o f the ten-day festival. While we were 
there I would seek out the company o f sadhus and ask them ques
tions. One o f my earliest memories is o f the Durga Puja, which I 
first visited in my father’s arms. It was a pleasure just to look at the 
fair and all the bangles and bracelets on sale. On that day my father 
would always save up and buy us all hot jalebis.

“When I was sixteen, I was married off. I never met my husband 
before the ceremony, and I didn’t really know what it was all about. 
My husband’s family owned a small shop selling paan and cigarettes 
and groceries. My father had begun to drink by then, and he never 
had any money, so my maternal uncle gave Rs 3,000 for the mar
riage. I cried a lot when I had to move to my in-laws’ house. I was
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leaving my father and going to a strange place. It was over a year 
before I would sleep with my husband, and this made him angry. 
My mother-in-law also did not like me, and kept saying: ‘What are 
you crying for?’

“It was shortly after I moved into my husband’s room that I was 
possessed by the goddess, and had a fit for the first time, A  few 
months later, when I first became pregnant, and went back to my 
mother to have the child, I went into a full trance. A  friend o f my 
mother observed me in this state and said: ‘This is not an illness, 
this is possession.’ Over the next few years it became more and 
more frequent: I would start shaking or faint, and fall unconscious. 
The doctors could do nothing. M y children became quite used to it: 
they thought all mothers were like this. But my husband and my 
mother-in-law were embarrassed and angry. He would beat me and 
say: ‘What is this trance? Why is this happening? The customers do 
not like it and you will drive them away. We cannot afford this.’

“None o f this stopped me. Instead, I became increasingly preoc
cupied with the goddess and spent more and more o f  my time in 
the temple, listening to kirtans. This led to more conflict still. My 
mother-in-law kept asking: ‘Why do you go to the temple the whole 
time? You have children.’ But I continued to sneak out whenever I 
could. I loved to hear the chanting o f the names o f the goddess, and 
it always calmed me down and made me happy when I could put 
garlands around her image.

“One day I was possessed when I was in the temple, and when I 
came to, I found the pundit o f the temple had garlanded me. Not 
only that, he had washed my feet and put a sandalwood-paste tilak 
on my forehead. I asked why he had done this, but he just replied: 
‘M a-don’t refuse.’ From that point on, people at the temple used to 
worship me, as they thought I was possessed by the goddess, and 
they gave me offerings and tried to interpret what I was saying dur
ing my fits. This frightened me at first, but slowly I grew more con
fident. My three daughters were no longer babies and I felt better 
able to imagine taking my own path. But there was increasing con
flict at home, especially when devotees followed me and would 
knock at the door to ask for blessings. I don’t know why, but it 
seemed that the more angry and violent my husband became, the
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more often I went into a state o f  trance. Maybe this also was the 
doing o f the goddess.

“Before long, quite large numbers o f devotees would come to see 
me in this state-five or ten people a day would come to the house, 
or the shop i f  I was working there, and o f course they disrupted 
everything. My husband got more and more furious, saying I had 
turned our store into a temple. Then one afternoon, after he beat 
me very badly, I heard a call from Ma Tara. It was a sound which 
came in the breeze, Tara Ma saying, very clearly: ‘Come to me. All 
that you may lose, you will recover. I will take care o f  your daugh
ters. Your place is now with me.’

“It was not my will. Mother called me, and I had to go. I walked 
out o f the house then and there, taking nothing with me other than 
the clothes I was wearing. I didn’t even have time to say goodbye to 
my children. It was already over with my husband; we no longer 
had a relationship. I spent the first night in the temple o f the god
dess Kali. That was the lowest moment. I didn’t sleep at all and felt 
depressed, as i f  my whole life had broken apart, and I had failed in 
everything. In fact the first few weeks were very hard. But I kept 
telling myself that when the Mother calls, there is nothing you can 
do. I stayed in the temple for two years, living o ff offerings, and 
sleeping in the courtyard.

“Only after much wandering did I finally find my way here to 
Tarapith. I have now been here twenty years. It was here that Ma 
Tara fulfilled her promises to me. I have been on many pilgrimages 
since then, but from the day I arrived here, and after Tapan Sadhu 
became my protector, Tarapith became my home. I missed my chil
dren, o f course—the youngest was only four, and none o f them were 
old enough to understand. Often I would weep. But my devotees 
came to fill the hole in my heart left by the absence o f my girls. 
Now the whole world is full o f my children: when I miss my daugh
ters I see my other children, and my heart turns to them. So many 
people now call me Ma.

“From the day I left my husband, my trances became less fre
quent, but I feel her presence more than ever now. I will be sitting 
here in my hut with Tapan and suddenly I feel that she is here—I feel 
this with tremendous force—even though I cannot see her with my
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eyes. This is a very ancient site, and many great saints have attained 
perfection here though tapasya [ascetism] and meditation. Those 
who invoke the energy o f the Mother here can access her power, 
and her imagination. She is present in all the rituals that are per
formed here.

“One o f the reasons I collect skulls is to help visualise her; many 
saints have seen her using the skulls. The great Bama Khepa—one o f 
the first saints to realise the power o f  this place-saw her in a circle 
o f fire in the form o f  a very young girl. Skulls remind us o f our mor
tality, and o f the world o f illusion that surrounds our daily life. But 
we also believe that i f  you awake the skulls through sadhana [Tantric 
practice], and tame their spirits, they will give you more power and 
help show you the path to reach the goddess and access her power. 
They help you to invoke her, and call her to you.

“The spirits o f the dead often stay with the skull. They are form
less and shapeless. No one can enclose them or burn them or drown 
them. You have to worship them, appease them and feed them reg
ularly. You must offer them perfume, flowers and oil. Not all skulls 
work, o f  course-you have to give them time. You can tell by the 
way the skull behaves with food. You feed them rice, dal, raw meat 
from sacrifices, even whisky. I f  the skull moves its face away or 
recedes, then it is not accepting the food, and the skull’s spirit will 
not help you.

“What you are looking for is a dissatisfied and troubled spirit. I f  a 
person has a peaceful death, and all the funeral rites are conducted 
properly, he will be reincarnated. But unsatisfied spirits, the ones 
that have died unfortunate deaths when they are young: they are 
the ones that linger on, and wander. They take a long time to rein
carnate and they are the ones we can call through the midnight air. 
With luck, they are the ones we can work with.

“You can’t master spirits. They are wilful and independent. They 
will come if  they want to, and i f  you please them with special 
mantras. Some that Tapan taught me are so powerful he said that 
they can split the tombs open, and make the bodies manifest them
selves. You must draw a circle around yourself for protection. Then, 
when the spirits which you have invoked come, you have to know 
the mantras which can help you talk with them, and use their shakti.
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These are rare skills and great secrets. Compared to Tapan and some 
o f the other masters here, I am just a novice.

“Now, however, I am beginning to think that Tantra only really 
works properly when it is coupled with intense devotion, with 
bhakti. When I was younger and I first came here, I was very 
obsessed with skulls and the secrets o f Tantra. I would do anything 
to collect new skulls and tend to them—putting vermilion on them, 
feeding them as well as I could, and bathing them in ghee, yoghurt 
and honey. I had a whole room filled with them. Once you feed 
them and they accept the offerings, they are pacified and will help 
you, protecting you from evil spirits. I found the shakti they gave 
me exhilarating. I found I could sometimes predict the future. 
Tapan Sadhu even taught me the secret mantras through which you 
can get the spirits to bring rain in time o f drought.

“But now my attention is. more directed on Ma Tara herself, and 
increasingly I believe that the most important thing is to get close to 
her through devotional love. Skulls are still useful and they can be 
very powerful, but these days I am concentrating simply on the love 
and worship o f the Mother-although in such a way as not to alien
ate the skulls. You could say that I am bringing them with me on my 
journey. Love is the most important thing.

“Tantra on its own can be very dangerous. The skulls may help us 
to awaken the goddess, but i f  you make one mistake in the ritual, 
you can go mad. Some tried to do battle with the goddess, to tame 
her with magic. Look what happened to them! There are many here 
who made mistakes in their sadhana, and went insane. So what you 
need is to find a balance between bhakti and Tantra. With the two o f 
them together, with both love and sacrifice, I believe you are on the 
right path, and when she thinks you are worthy she will reveal her
self. Until then she sends me dreams, and I know I am daily receiv
ing her compassion.

Tapan Sadhu taught me all I know about Tantra and love. I met 
him first in Calcutta, when I was still living in the Kali Mandir. I was 
passing by, and he was there with his disciples, and he said, ‘You 
want a  paan'?  Over the following years I noticed him when he came 
to the temple. I was impressed because people said he was very 
strong and had great powers, but he was a kind and gentle man too.
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Somewhere at the back o f my mind, I realised that i f  I wished to fol
low the Tantric path, I needed someone with whom I could perform 
sadhana. I also realised I needed to find a man who would protect 
me, because if  I went out on the roads on my own I would be vul
nerable, and might be attacked.

“Then Tara Ma sent me a dream, in which I saw the face o f Tapan 
Sadhu, and a voice said, ‘He is waiting for you now.'  I recognised 
him immediately, so I went to Tarapith, where he lived. For a long 
while I didn’t dare address a word to him, even though I had settled 
near his hut, under a tree. Even in Calcutta we had barely talked. 
But before long the people here began to gossip, and said we were 
having an affair. So eventually I went to him and said, ‘Since people 
are saying these things, why don’t we solve the problem by living 
together? We are not greedy for property: we only need each other.’ 
So he invited me to his hut, and from that day we stayed together.

“In Tarapith, thanks to the Mother, I moved onto a different 
plane. I collected many disciples, and found that the life here suited 
me. At the end o f the first year, Tapan Sadhu said we should go on 
a yatra, and I agreed to go with him. We travelled in trains across 
India to Benares, Haridwar and Rishikesh. We had no money for 
tickets, but the ticket inspectors are a little afraid o f  the sadhus and 
they never ask for money.

“From Rishikesh we walked up into the snows to Badrinath and 
Kedarnath. By the time we got there it was very cold and the winter 
blizzards were beginning. But it was still wonderful-I felt I was in 
heaven. Whatever he ate, I ate. We used to practise yoga and asanas, 
and live a life o f  meditation in the silence o f  the high Himalayas. 
For me it was pure joy. Looking back at my old domestic life, it 
seemed meaningless, without any spiritual substance. I felt free for 
the first time. It was a total release.

“We stayed up there a whole winter, and then the summer too. In 
the hot weather, the waters o f Ma Ganga were cool and refreshing. 
But we were too attached to Tara Ma to stay there for longer than 
that. Ma Ganga is very powerful, but Ma Tara is stronger and more 
compassionate. The greatest pleasure we have is here, with her. It is 
here in this place o f death, amid the skulls and bones and smoking 
funeral pyres, that we have found love.”
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That night was the amavashya, the Night o f No Moon. 
Crowds started to arrive in the cremation ground around mid

afternoon. By sunset, preparations had begun in earnest for the sac
rificial rituals that were to be performed after midnight. Piles o f 
kindling were carried on the heads o f the Tantrics, and goats led in, 
some pulled on leads by individual sadhus, others in great herds by 
villagers looking to sell them. In every hut, lamps were lit.

Many o f  those who drifted into the burning grounds were sadhus 
and Baul minstrels, but as the day wore on, a surprising number o f 
those who gathered were ordinary middle-class Bengali families 
from Bolpur, Shantiniketan and even Calcutta. All, for their differ
ent reasons, were determined to access the shakti o f  the goddess on 
the night when she was at her most powerful. I asked Manisha i f  it 
was unusual that so very many goats were being led into the crema
tion ground for slaughter. 

“The mother is very hungry,” she replied. "She is constantly 
needing to be fed, and o f course she never moves by herself. To 
summon her you have to be prepared to feed her entourage o f daki- 
nis and yakshis too. They want their pleasures, their drink and the 
blood o f a goat.”

As darkness fell, and the shadows grew longer, Tapan Sadhu 
began to build a large pit for the sacred homa fire immediately in 
front o f the hut. If  was the first time I’d had a good look at him. 
Tapan was a handsome old man in his seventies, with a long grey 
beard and a surprisingly lean and toned body, the fruit o f  many 
years o f yoga. He brought kindling and wood from the back o f the 
hut, as well as one o f the tridents, the biggest skull and a handful o f 
incense sticks. He placed the trident at the edge o f the hearth, and 
the skull at its base. He then garlanded the skull with marigolds and 
red hibiscus flowers, hanging his rudraksh rosary around it, and care
fully placing a thali o f offerings and a lit candle beside it. As he was 
busy with his work, a well-dressed Bengali businessman approached 
and asked Tapan i f  he could make the sacrifice for him and his fam
ily. After some haggling, terms were agreed.

Before long, other fires were beginning to flicker through the
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trees. Across the cremation ground you could see squatting sadhus 
silhouetted against the flames. Some were muscular and naked, sit
ting crossed-legged in meditation amid clouds o f  incense. Others 
were building yantras o f coloured sand under the banyan trees, with
candles marking the eight points o f the Tara Chakra. A  few were 
passing chillums o f bhang around circles o f fire watchers. Shrouded, 
dreadlocked and topknotted figures emerged from the dusk, passed 
into the light o f a fire, then disappeared again into the darkness. 
From somewhere in the dark I could hear the voice o f  a lone Baul 
singing a song about the Devi to the strumming o f  a dotara and the 
rasping twang o f  a khomok:

I a m sick o f living, M a, sick.
L ife and money have run out,
But I  go on crying, Tara, Tara!
Hoping. You are the Mother o f A ll,
A nd our nurse. You carry the Three Worlds, 
In Your Belly.

I  am not calling you Mother any more,
A ll yo u  give me is trouble.
Oh my mad, m ad heart!
Once I  had a home and a fam ily,
Now I am  a  beggar. What w ill you think o f 
Next, my wild-haired D evi? 

How many times, Mother, w ill you tie me to this wheel 
Like a blindfolded ox, grinding out oil?
Take the blindfold off, oh my dark D evi,
So I   can see
The feet that give comfort. 

At the next fire, one o f the sadhus began to blow a conch shell. 
From other hearths came the noise o f wild drumming and ecstatic 
shouts o f “Jaya Tara! Jaya Guru! Jaya  Jaya M a Tara!”

I f  you wish to search fo r Tara, 
Come to the pyres o f Tarapith.
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The Mother plays here night and day,
                     Foxes dance with serpents.

With meat and wine and liquor.
It is here that Tara’s secrets 
A re revealed.

Tapan had now lit his homa fire, and soon the flames were shoot- 
ing up into the darkness. Ironically, it is the Tantrics, who have 
inverted so much o f Hindu ritual, that have remained uniquely 
faithful to the Vedic fire sacrifices lost almost everywhere else in 
modern Hinduism; and like the Brahmins they emphasise the need 
to perform their rituals correctly and exactly.

The businessman, who introduced himself as Mr. Basu, gathered 
his family around Tapan’s fire, as casual, eager and relaxed and 
as at ease as their British equivalents would be on Guy Fawkes 
Night.

“We are praying for the improvement o f our domestic life,” he 
explained, “and for our business also.”

“We want peace in the home,” added his wife, “and children 
doing well at school.”

Tapan began to chant mantras, occasionally ringing the bell he 
kept in his left hand. With his right, every so often he threw a 
spoonful o f  ghee on the fire, which made the flames shoot up 
higher than ever. I took a seat beside Manisha, a little back from the 
Basu family, and asked her about Tapan’s story.

“Tapan Sadhu is a Brahmin, a Chatterjee,” she said. “Like me, he 
was called by the goddess when he was a householder in Calcutta. 
Like me, he left behind a family.”

“Is his wife still alive?” I asked.
“She died recently,” said Manisha. “He had been married to her 

for fifteen years before the call came from Ma.” She paused. “He 
happened to be in Calcutta, so he went to her funeral. But his son 
would not speak to him.”

At this point, Tapan, who had been half-listening as he tended his 
fire, left the Basus, who had begun to sing some kirtans. He came 
and squatted beside us, at the foot o f the trident, next to the skull. I 
asked him what had happened.
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“It gave me great pain,”  he said, shaking his head. “M y son was 
very angry with me. He said I had never taken any interest in him, 
and never been in touch.”

“Was that true?”
“It was partly true,” said Tapan. “After I answered the call o f the 

Mother, I never found a way o f connecting back with them.” He 
sighed, and threw a piece o f  kindling into the fire. “Now my son 
feels obliged to the people who brought him up, not to me. He says 
they are the people who supported him. He doesn’t want to try to 
understand my point o f view.”

“How did you come to hear about your wife’s death?” I asked.
“I was in Calcutta with some disciples when a call came from my 

brother saying, ‘Your wife has expired.’ I went straight to the crema
torium, and as I walked in, there was my son. I recognised him 
immediately, after nearly twenty years. How could I not recognise 
my own son? But even as I was heading towards him, I heard my 
niece’s husband commenting, ‘Look at him! After all these years 
he hasn’t been here, and now she’s dead he reappears.’ My son 
wouldn’t even look at me, and his wife’s family formed a sort o f 
wall between me and him. Without saying anything, they gave me 
the feeling I should not approach him.”

In the light o f the fire, Tapan Sadhu suddenly looked old and vul
nerable.

“This was my own kith and kin,” he said. “They were preventing 
me from talking to my son.” 

Tapan fell silent again, staring into the flames.
“They are not spiritual, and probably don’t even believe in God,” 

he said eventually. “They belong to a very different world. My niece 
is a professor, and her husband does electrocardiograms. My son is 
now an accountant with Tata. He was very smartly  dressed, in a 
blazer. A  good-looking boy. But they all reject the world I live in. I 
don’t think I can ever explain it to him.”

“Now he is married,” said Manishia, “maybe his wife will change 
his mind?”

“I don’t think so,” replied Tapan Sadhu, stroking his beard. 
“What signs are there? My son is dominated by the people around 
him. He is not strong enough to think independently.”
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The Basus were still singing around the fire. Tapan looked to see 
i f  they needed him, but they seemed engrossed in their chants.

“So what did you do?” I asked.
“I stayed at the back. After the ceremony was finished I left. I 

won’t ever go back.”
“As long as there is life in you,” said Manisha, “you should be full 

o f hope.”
“This life o f renunciation, o f sanyas, is a life o f joy,” said Tapan. 

“But in the life o f every sadhu, some pain is there. The longer you 
live as a sadhu, the more you enjoy the life, and the more you for
get your past. Then something happens to remind you, and you 
weep.”

“I have been more lucky,” said Manisha. “When my husband was 
dying he told my daughters that I was in Tarapith. Someone from 
my village had seen me here, and reported back. So after his death, 
the girls came to the burning ground looking for me. ‘Have you 
seen a woman whose skin is flecked with white?’ they asked. A 
sadhu pointed out my hut and my daughters came and touched my 
feet. It had been over twenty years. When I left them they were chil
dren. Now they were all middle-aged women, two o f them with chil
dren o f their own.

“It was a very tense moment. We looked at each other for a 
moment, then we all embraced, and burst into tears. They told me 
that my husband was now dead, so then and there I broke my ban
gles. The youngest one, the only one who is unmarried, decided to 
move to Tarapith, along with my mother. Now they both stay in the 
town, and we see each other every day. She was here this morning.”

Manisha looked at Tapan. “Tapan Sadhu has come to love my 
daughters and is like a father for them.” She paused. “I know it is 
not exactly like every family, but in this burning ground, in this 
place o f sorrow, we have found new hope.”

From behind us there were more cries o f “Ja i Tara!”  as sacrificial 
flames streaked up across the burning ghat. The woody noise o f a 
bansuri flute could be heard drifting through the trees from the tar
paulins o f an encampment o f sadhus. The two elderly Tantrics 
exchanged a shy glance.

“When I look at her feet,” said Tapan Sadhu, “I am happy. What 
I see in Ma Tara, I see in her.”



“He found a live Tara in Tarapith,” said Manisha. “Now Tapan 
Sadhu looks after us. He is as strong as Tara Ma.”

“As long as you are in my protection, no one will harm you.” 
“And by the grace o f  Ma, I have my daughters back. I thought I 

had lost them forever.”
“Things have worked out for us all.”
"I never imagined it would be possible to see them again,” said 

Manisha. “People think that we who live in the burning ground are 
crazy. But you get here what you cannot find anywhere else: pure 
human beings.”

“When she first came to me,” said Tapan Sadhu, “I thought: look 
at this girl, how vulnerable she is, all on her own. Only later did I 
begin to realise what a gift she was.”

“You were sent a woman who understands your calling.”
“Some people here protested when we got together,” said Tapan. 

“But we didn’t listen.”
“This is the will o f Tara,” said Manisha. “Everyone must accept it.” 
“She gives us what we need.”
“My only wish now,” said Manisha, “is to finish my days in the 

arms o f Tara, and that she takes me in a good way, with all the 
proper rites.”

Mr. Basu had now brought the goat he had earlier tethered to a 
tree, and was looking expectantly at Tapan.

“Come,” said Tapan. “Enough talking. This is the night o f Tara. 
We should be praying, not chatting.” 

“It is true,” said Manisha. “It is late now—the time Ma comes. It is 
time to get ready for our sacrifice.”
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	Before you drink from a skull,” said Manisha Ma Bhairavi, “you must first find the right corpse.”
	We were sitting in a palm-thatched hut amid the dark woods and smoking funeral pyres of the cremation ground at Tarapith in Bengal-a shakti pith, one of the most holy places in India, and said to be the abode of the Devi’s Third Eye. It is also the home of the great goddess Tara.
	Tarapith is an eerie place, with a sinister reputation. In Calcutta I had been told that it was notorious for the unsavoury Tantric rituals and animal sacrifices which were performed in the temple. Stranger things still were rumoured to take place after sunset in the riverside burning ground on the edge of the town, outside the boundaries of both village life and the conventions of Bengali society.
	Here the goddess is said to live, and at midnight-so the Bengalis believe—Tara can be glimpsed in the shadows, drinking the blood of the goats slaughtered day after day in an effort to propitiate her anger and win her favour. In this frequently vegetarian country, where blood sacrifice is growing rarer and rarer, the worship of
	the goddess at Tarapith is an increasing oddity, a misweave in the weft of things, where can be found scenes almost unknown elsewhere: at least twenty goats a day are dispatched here to satisfy her hunger. 
	Tara is believed to be especially attracted to bones and skeletons, and for this reason the dreadlocked and ash-smeared sadhus who live in the cremation ground above the river and under the great spreading banyan trees decorate their huts with lines of human skulls, many clearly belonging to children. They are painted pillarbox red, and built into the packed mud of the threshold of each house. There are other images too: framed and garlanded calendar pictures of the Devi in her different forms, prints of t
	“So how do you go about finding the right skull?” I asked Manisha.
	“The Doms who administer the cremation ghats find them for us, she replied matter-of-factly. “They keep them for us and when we need them, they give them to us. The best ones are suicides,” she added. “When someone has drunk poison or hanged themselves, their skulls are especially powerful. So are the skulls of innocent and pure kumaris—virgin girls.”
	“And then?”
	“Well, once you have a good skull, the next thing is to cure it. You must bury it in the earth for a while and then oil it. If you only want to use it for drinking, then it’s ready; but if you wish to use it as a decoration, then when it’s completely dry, you can paint it red. That way they don’t go mouldy in the monsoon.”
	For all the talk of what might elsewhere be considered black magic, in the daylight at least, the cremation ground that surrounded Manisha’s little hut made an oddly domestic scene. The Tantric sadhus who live here were all sitting around, ash-smeared, naked or half-naked, sipping tea and playing cards, as if living in a skull-filled burning ghat was the most normal thing in the world. While we talked about curing skulls, Manisha’s dreadlocked partner, Tapan Sadhu, was sitting at the back of the hut, with 
	clamped to his ear, and occasionally interrupting with the latest score from South Africa. “England are 270 for four!” he shouted excitedly at one point.
	Nor was Manisha in any sense a fearsome or sinister figure. Despite her matted, dreadlocked grey hair and ragged saffron robes, she was a large, warm woman in her sixties, quietly spoken, with gentle, vulnerable eyes. Her dark-brown skin was disfigured with large, creeping patches of white, the result of a skin disease. She attended dutifully to the devotees who came to her for blessings, looked after the sadhus who passed by, offering them water and chai, and was gentle and affectionate towards Tapan.
	“Whatever people think,” she said, “this is not an evil or frightening place. People imagine all sorts of things about us—but we look after one another much better than people who live in proper houses in the cities. In Calcutta, if you fall sick, none of your neighbours may notice you’ve gone. Here if one of us is ill, the others make sure he is all right. When the floods come during the rains and the river rises to submerge our homes, we come to the aid of one another. If someone is ill, we all help pay
	Manisha shrugged. “People who don’t know what we do are afraid of Tantra,” she said. “They hear stories about us abducting girl-children and killing them. Sometimes gundas come to the graveyard and insult us, or knock about the sadhus when they see them in the bazaars. Many times I have been called a witch.”
	I had read a little about this in the newspapers: according to one report I had seen, Tantra in Bengal was now under threat from the ruling Communist Party, which occasionally sent out members of what were called “Anti-Superstition Committees” to persuade people to reject faith healers, embrace modernity and return to more mainstream and less superstitious forms of Hinduism. This often involved attacking-rhetorically or otherwise—the Tantrics of the area, whom they depict as perverts, drug addicts, alcohol
	community; indeed they are still occasionally put to death, like the witches of Reformation Europe and North America.
	“Several of my Tantric friends to the west of here in Birbhum have been badly beaten up,” said Manisha. “But l am not worried. Our local Communist MP may tell his followers that what we do is superstition, but that doesn’t stop him coming here with a goat to sacrifice when he wants to find out from us what the election results will be. He was here only a fortnight ago. He is just afraid that people will come to the goddess and get power from her, and not from him. In his heart he believes.”
	“But why live in a cremation ground in the first place?” I asked. “Isn’t it asking for trouble? Surely there are better places to lead a holy life? In the Himalayas, or at the source of the Ganges ...”
	“It is for her that we people inhabit this place,” said Manisha, cutting me short. “Ma Tara pulled us here, and we remain here for her sake. It is within you that you find the loving shakti of the Mother. This is a place for its realisation, for illumination.”
	As we spoke, a devotee approached and bowed his head before Manisha, who stopped her story to give him a blessing, and to ask how he was. As he left, the man slipped a few coins on to the cloth that was laid out for offerings in front of the largest skull.
	“Every night we believe she reveals herself here, just before dawn,” continued Manisha. “At that time you feel her very strongly. If she did not bless us in this way we would not be here. She takes us in. She takes care of us. She gives us help. Anyone who comes here and calls on her will overcome their difficulties. She is everywhere in Tarapith: in the leaves of the trees, the buds of the rice, in the sap of the palms, the clouds that bring rain. All we do is to light some fires in her honour, chant a few
	“But aren’t you scared to live in a place like this?” I asked.
	“Tara loves us,” replied Manisha. “So no, I am not scared.” She paused, then added, “And anyway the dead do not stay here in the burning ground. Only the bodies are here. The dead take birth again.”
	Manisha smiled. “We have been fetched by the Mother,” she said. “She has taken us away from the humdrum of normal life. She
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	arranges everything for us: the gifts that come to us, the alms which allow us to survive. I feel her presence here. This is her home.”
	“Have you actually seen the goddess?” I asked.
	“The Mother has many forms,” she replied. “All the forms of Tara cannot be numbered. Recently, I saw a jackal-her vehicle. Sometimes in my dreams I glimpse her, but she has never yet appeared to me in a vision. I hope one day she will. If you call her from your . heart, one day you will see her, floating before you.”
	Manisha fingered the beads of her rudraksh rosary. “Maybe I am not worshipping her in the right way. Unless you call her from within, in a truthful manner, she will never hear you. It is a long struggle, and it’s not easy. But if you stay here, getting up at 2 a.m. to pray, and if you persist and do not give up, then surely you will see her.”
	I asked about the skulls that littered the graveyard: what did they actually do?
	“We cannot speak of everything,” she replied. “But the skulls give us power and charge our prayers with their shakti. The spirits help bring them to us, and they remain with the skull. We take good care of them, and feed them with rice and dal. Then they protect us, keeping us away from evil and death. They help us to awaken the goddess.”
	From the way that Manisha spoke, it was clear that for her the goddess was not something terrible. She talked intimately of her as Ma Tara-Mother Tara-as if she were a benign matriarch, quite a different image from that on the popular prints that I had seen in the bazaar on the way there. Here, it is true, Tara was sometimes shown as a nursing mother or enthroned in the Paradise of Kailasa or on the Isle of Gems. But usually she was depicted almost naked with matted hair and a blood-red lolling tongue and 
	“Ah,” she said. “This is true. This is her wild side. But all this just means she can fight the devils on your behalf.”
	“But she looks herself almost as much a demon as a goddess.”
	“Tara is my mother,” replied Manisha simply. “How can your own mother evoke fear? When I first came here in a distressed condition, Ma protected me. I had been beaten by my husband, rejected by my mother-in-law and had lost my home and my three daughters. It was she who brought Tapan Sadhu to protect me and give me love. In this place of death, I have found new life. Now I don’t want to go anywhere. To me, Ma is all. My life depends on her.”
	Tarapith lies in a great planisphere of flat, green country: fertile floodplains and rice paddies whose abundant soils and huge skies stretch out towards the marshy Sunderbans, the Ganges Delta and the Bay of Bengal-a great green Eden of water and vegetation.
	The road from Shantiniketan is raised on a shaded embankment and passes through a vast patchwork of wetlands: muddy fields of half-harvested rice give way to others where the young green seedlings have been transplanted into shimmering rectangles in the flooded fields. Through all this runs a network of streams and rivers and frog-croaking, fish-filled, lily-littered duck ponds. These are surrounded by fishermen with bamboo fishing cages and lines of village women with earthen pitchers. Kingfishers watch
	From a distance, Tarapith looks like just any other Bengali village, with its palm-thatched huts, and still, cool fish pond. But here one building dominates all the others: the great temple of the goddess. Its base is a thick-walled, red-brick chamber, broken by an arcade of arches and rising to a great white pinnacle, like the snow capping of a Himalayan peak. Inside, below the low-curving Bengali eves, stands the silver image of the goddess with her long black hair, half-
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	submerged beneath marigold garlands and Benarasi saris, and crowned and shaded by a silver umbrella. On her forehead is a patch of red kumkum powder. Onto this the temple priests place their fingers, then transfer the red stain onto the foreheads of the devotees. In gratitude the pilgrims then kiss her silver feet, and leave her offerings of coconuts, white silk saris, incense sticks, bananas and, more unexpectedly, bottles of whisky.
	Yet in Tarapith, those who live here are quite clear that Tara’s preferred residence is not the temple, but the cremation ground which lies above the ghats of the river on the edge of the village. Tara is, after all, one of the most wild and wayward of Hindu goddesses, and cannot be tamed and contained within a venerated temple image. She is not only the goddess of supreme knowledge who grants her devotees the ability to know and realise the Absolute, she is also the Lady Twilight, the Cheater of Death, a 
	Tara means “star” in Sanskrit, and some scholars trace the origins of her cult to the Mesopotamian goddesses of the stars, Ishtar and Astarte: indeed the modem English word “star” and “Tara” are almost certainly linked through a common Indo-European root, via the Persian Sitara, the Greek Aster and the Latin Stella, all of which have the same meaning. It is even possible that the modern Catholic cult of Our Lady Stella Maris, Star of the Sea, may be part of the same tradition. Moving eastwards in the early 
	In her Hindu form, which re-entered Bengal from the Himalayas via Buddhist Tibet, and hence is sometimes known as “Chini Tara”— Chinese Tara-the goddess has always been perceived as a more volatile figure than her Buddhist devotees understood her to be. According to the Mantra Mahodadhi of Mahidhara, the great medieval Sanskrit work on Tantra, Tara can be found “sitting on a white lotus situated at the centre of the water enveloping the entire universe.
	With her left hand she holds a knife and a skull and, in her right hands, a sword and a blue lotus. Her complexion is blue, and she is bedecked with ornaments... She is decorated with three beautiful serpents and has three eyes. Her tongue is always moving, and her teeth and mouth appear terrible. She is wearing a tiger skin around her waist, and her forehead is decorated with ornaments of white bone. She is seated on the heart of a corpse and her breasts are hard ... [She is] the mistress of all three wor
	In this frightening aspect, she is not alone, but instead part of a sisterhood who encompass a range of visions of the divine feminine at its most terrible: a brood of dark-skinned and untameable Tantric divinities who are worshipped in Bengal, and who here take precedence in popular piety over the more familiar male gods: Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva. These goddesses, known as the Ten Mahavidyas, are attended by jackals, furies and ghosts. They cut off their own heads, and are offered blood sacrifices by thei
	All this is a survival of some of the oldest forms of Tantric rites which date back to the early medieval period, when they were once
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	widespread around India. The word "Tantra” is a reference to ancient texts that deal with yogic practices, magical rites, metaphysics and philosophy, and which straddle the world of Hindu Vaishnavites and Shavites, and cross over into not only Jainism and Mahayana Buddhism, but even Chinese Daoism and some forms of Sufi Islam.
	Though Tantrism became well defined only at the end of the first millennium ad, some of its constituent elements, such as its goddess cults, shamanism and sexual yoga, may date back: to pre-Aryan and pre-Vedic religious currents, and in many ways are fundamentally opposed to the ideas and structures of the Vedas, which emphasise the social and religious hierarchies. Tantrics, in contrast, oppose society’s conventions and encourage the individual of whatever background to develop a mystical relationship w
	Shaivite Tantrics regard the universe as the product of the divine play of Shakti and Shiva, which are ultimately identical, separate aspects of the same unity, like fire and heat. To access this energy, early Hindu Tantric rituals seem to have encouraged blood sacrifice in cremation grounds as a means of feeding and winning over a series of terrifying and blood-thirsty Tantric deities. By the tenth century there was a change of emphasis towards a type of erotico- mystical practice involving congress with t
	Once satisfied, the Yoginis were believed to reveal themselves as ravishing young women by incarnating in female devotees with whom male practitioners sexually interacted. Especially important
	was the oral ingestion, of sexual fluids thought to give the devotee access to the goddess’s supernatural powers. In this way Tantric sex was used to awaken latent energies from the base of the body and bring them to the fore, so using the physical body with its blood and semen, desires and energies, as a way of accessing the spiritual, and the divine. The elaborate scenes of group and oral sex displayed on the walls of the temples at Khajuraho may well illustrate such rites. Yet while Tantra has come in th
	Moreover, the sexual aspect of medieval Indian Tantra is quite different both in aim and practice from the “Tantric sex” marketed in illustrated manuals published in the contemporary West. Early Tantric texts make no reference to pleasure, bliss or ecstasy: the sexual intercourse involved in the rites was not an end itself so much as a means of generating the semen whose consumption lay at the heart of these Tantric fertility rituals-a sort of inverted Tantric version of the offerings made in Vedic fire s
	These original esoteric medieval Tantric traditions nearly died out in India, sinking from view around the thirteenth century ad, probably partly as a result of the disruption that followed in the wake of the violence of the Islamic invasions, which broke many of the lines of guru-disciple relationships through which Tantric secrets were passed. Tantrics later became a particular target of European missionaries, who made “the obscene ceremonies of the Hindoos central to their polemics. The nineteenth-cent
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	the “Rama-fication” of Hindu worship in the Ganges plains: the rise of the Vaishnavite bhakti cults of Lord Krishna and especially Lord Rama, to the extent that they eclipsed many other more traditional and popular forms of local devotion involving Devi cults and blood sacrifices, which were judged primitive, superstitious and anti-modern by the urban and often Western-educated reformers.
	All this conspired to make Tantra a marginal phenomenon almost everywhere except in certain areas of Bengal, Kerala and Assam, as well as in Nepal and Bhutan, where Tantra still flourishes as a mainstream form of religion, in the latter case within a Buddhist rather than Hindu context.
	At the root of popular modem Tantric practice lies a deeply subversive and heterodox concept: the idea of reaching God through opposing convention, ignoring social mores and breaking taboos. Whereas caste Hindus believe that purity and good living are safeguarded by avoiding meat and alcohol, by keeping away from unclean places like cremation grounds and avoiding polluting substances such as bodily fluids, Tantrics believe that one path to salvation lies in pushing every boundary and inverting these str
	Tarapith, in other words, is a place where the ordinary world is comprehensively turned upside down. Today, the rites that take place in the burning ground involve forbidden substances and practices-alcohol, ganja and ritualised sex, sometimes with menstruating women-for Tara’s devotees believe that the goddess transmutes all that is forbidden and taboo, and turns these banned acts and forbidden objects into pathways of power. Onto this base of transgressive sacrality has grown a whole body of esoteric pr
	The dark and wooded cremation ground in Tarapith is the perfect backdrop to these practices and beliefs, and attracts scores of the hardest of hardcore Tantric sadhus-wanderers, sorcerers and skull feeders. Many of these have been partially unhinged by their experiences or extreme acts of asceticism, and are now looked upon as holy madmen, living in a mystical anarchy in a great open-air lunatic asylum for the divinely mad. These red-robed sadhus live here with their skulls and their spells, with the half-
	and the dogs and the jackals, the vultures and the carrion crows, occasionally throwing bones at passing visitors to warn them off.
	Here on the boundaries of life and on the cusp of reason, they pray and meditate, daily confronting their fear of death. Caught suddenly by the influence of the goddess, these crazed anchorites roll on the ground in ecstasy, screaming “Jaya Tara!” (“Victory to the goddess Tara!”). It is also here, within the bounds of the cremation ground, on nights with no moon—the most inauspicious time in the month according to orthodox Hindus—that they perform their Tantric rites.
	Yet, just as Manisha Ma had said, in many ways what is most striking about this place is not any sinister quality, so much as its oddly villagey and almost cosy feel. There is a palpable sense of community among the vulnerable outcastes, lunatics and misfits who have come to live there, and those who might be locked up, chained, sedated, hidden, mocked or shunned elsewhere are here venerated and respected as enlightened lunatics full of crazy wisdom. In turn, they look after one another and appear to toler
	Later that evening, when Manisha Ma took me to the temple, I got a small glimpse of how Tantra still plays its part in modern Indian politics. Inside the sacred enclosure, a line of pilgrims were queuing to have darshan of the image of the goddess, but although it was approaching the time for the evening aarti, the place was surprisingly empty for such a famous shrine. Separate from the main crowd, in an enclosure to the east, however, stood a group of burly men wearing homespun khadi, and one of these was
	I am a Bollywood fight director,” explained the man holding the goat, “and for many years I was a stunt fighter. Now I am standing for election. That is why I have brought this bakri all the way from Bihar, in my own car-to offer it to the goddess.”
	Milan Ghoshal leaned a little closer, in a confidential manner. “My seven colleagues have come to Ma Tara too,” he said, waving his hand at his entourage of tough-looking moustachioed men in short sleeves loitering, some distance away. “You see,” he explained, “in our state, politics is only for the strong. There are many tough and violent men competing for power in the Bihar Assembly.”
	This, I knew, was certainly true. Bihar has long been renowned as the most lawless state in India: in recent elections, many of the candidates actually fought their campaign from behind bars, and a large number of Bihar’s Legislative Assembly MLAs have criminal records. Milan certainly looked the right man to fight an election in such a place: he had a thin beard and a shaven head, a firm jawline and a broken nose that, together with the deep scar above the left eyebrow, gave him a harsh and brutish expres
	“In Bombay,” he said, “they call me Milan Thakur-Milan the Boss. I trained in martial arts in Bhutan, and now I am a master. No one can beat me in a fight; not in Bombay and not in Bihar.”
	“And all this is important in Bihar elections?”
	“Of course,” he said, putting the goat down. “Bihar is a rough place. I need Ma Tara to fight alongside me. If she accepts my offering, then maybe with her protection, I will win: Ma Tara can help get us power. If not, I have no hope. I am not a rich man, and I cannot spend the money that some of the other candidates will be throwing at the people.”
	I introduced Manisha Ma, who had just come up from the temple, where she had queued to have darshan. When Milan learned that Manisha lived in the cremation ground, he bent forward and made a gesture of touching her feet. “Tantra is much more powerful than conventional religion,” he explained. “Without the shakti of the Devi and her followers you cannot do anything.”
	“And you think this is the place to access that power?” I asked Milan.
	“There are very few places where shakti is still worshipped,” he replied. “That is why I drove for eight hours to come here, getting
	up before dawn. In my part of Bihar, when men seek shakti they know they must come to Tarapith. We chose today because tomorrow is an amavashya, a night with no moon. On this night and the next, we believe, the goddess is at large, and more open to our prayers.”
	Milan indicated a platform where a priest was chanting amid a yantra-a Tantric symbol made from flowers, coconuts, bamboo, vermilion and coloured sand-as part of the yagna ritual of sacrifice. A fire was burning in its centre, and flickering candles framed its corners. As the flames rose, higher the priest threw in handfuls of rice from a thali, all the time reciting Sanskrit mantras, while two of Milan’s colleagues sat silently cross-legged on the far side. Milan sat for a while with Manisha and me, watchi
	The goat, which had been tethered a short distance away, was brought forward, and Milan picked it up and put its head in a twopronged metal stand shaped like a giant tuning fork. One of the priests then painted a saffron stripe on its head and stepped back. Another man, barefoot in a dhoti, came forward with a long, sharp cleaver, just like the one held by Tara in the prints. With a single swipe he cut off the head, and the priest pulled the body away, where it lay writhing on the ground. There was a stron
	"All auspicious work starts in the name of Ma,” said Milan. Tomorrow, on the night of no moon, I will announce my candidacy. With Ma’s aid I and my colleagues are ready to fight this bat- tle. She is the most powerful protector you could want. I tell you: with her power, no one can stand against us.”
	The following day I returned to the cremation ground to talk to Manisha Ma. What interested me was how different her vision of
	Tara was to that of Milan, who clearly saw the goddess as a supernatural channel through which he could gain worldly power. Man- isha, however, believed that Tara was a motherly figure who had saved her, looked after her when she was most vulnerable and who above all had brought her love. I wondered what this actually meant, and what kind of life Manisha had lived before moving into the burning ground.
	As Tapan Sadhu continued following the test match at the back of the hut (“India are ninety-four without loss!”), and as a roving chai wallah poured clay cups of tea to the growing circle of listening sadhus and sadhvis, Manisha settled back on a durree surrounded by her skulls, and began to tell me her story.
	“I was bom in the town of Ariadaha in south-west Bengal,” she said. “My father worked for the Public Works Department. His job was to announce how the water would be distributed. He had a drum and a megaphone, and used to tell people when the water supply would be cut off and when it would be turned back on again.
	“I had seven sisters and one brother. When I was born, before my father got his PWD job, we were very poor, and often ate only once a day. Some days my mother could only afford manioc, which she would cook with a little salt and give to us to eat. I was close to my sisters and also to my father, who loved me very much. But my brother was the one my mother loved. He was very spoilt: if the slightest thing went wrong for him she would stop eating and go on a fast, and if there was only food for one, then he w
	“After my father got his job with the PWD, I went to school, but only until class five, when I was eleven. Even before then I was not a good student: the school made me feel confined and I was always running away. My parents scolded me, but it never suited my temperament. I still am not good at reading or writing. After I had passed out of class five, my father decided that we needed more money as he couldn’t feed us properly on his small government salary. So when I was thirteen, we moved to Calcutta, and
	mother and he went to work in one of the jute mills in Baguhati. We used to wait impatiently for them to return. My mother would bring flour, and when she got home we all made chapatis. Sometimes I earned a little too, cleaning the dishes and washing the clothes of our neighbours. But I didn’t mind. I was very excited to be in Calcutta, which was full of cars and buses and cinemas and all manner of things we rarely saw in Ariadaha. We were staying in a third-floor apartment, and my sisters and I would look
	“Two years later, when I was fifteen, I went to work at the mill too, and was put in the finishing department. When the jute came out of the machine, I was part of the team that cut it up and made it into the jute bales which were then sent to America. It was very hard work, and so dusty that everyone who worked there developed breathing problems. Some of the girls got caught in the machine and were badly injured. But I used to pray to the goddess and she always looked after me.
	“From my childhood I was very spiritual. Both my parents were religious too, and at home we had a small puja to the goddess every day. I was always attracted to the Devi, in her different forms-Ma Kali, Ma Durga, Ma Tara and so on—and I always believed that it was she who saved me from danger. Even as a child I used to love to attend festivals and melas, and especially the Durga Puja, which was my favourite week of the year. I loved to see the immersion of the goddess in the river at the end of the ten-day 
	“When I was sixteen, I was married off. I never met my husband before the ceremony, and I didn’t really know what it was all about. My husband’s family owned a small shop selling paan and cigarettes and groceries. My father had begun to drink by then, and he never had any money, so my maternal uncle gave Rs 3,000 for the marriage. I cried a lot when I had to move to my in-laws’ house. I was
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	leaving my father and going to a strange place. It was over a year before I would sleep with my husband, and this made him angry. My mother-in-law also did not like me, and kept saying: ‘What are you crying for?’
	“It was shortly after I moved into my husband’s room that I was possessed by the goddess, and had a fit for the first time, A few months later, when I first became pregnant, and went back to my mother to have the child, I went into a full trance. A friend of my mother observed me in this state and said: ‘This is not an illness, this is possession.’ Over the next few years it became more and more frequent: I would start shaking or faint, and fall unconscious. The doctors could do nothing. My children became 
	“None of this stopped me. Instead, I became increasingly preoccupied with the goddess and spent more and more of my time in the temple, listening to kirtans. This led to more conflict still. My mother-in-law kept asking: ‘Why do you go to the temple the whole time? You have children.’ But I continued to sneak out whenever I could. I loved to hear the chanting of the names of the goddess, and it always calmed me down and made me happy when I could put garlands around her image.
	“One day I was possessed when I was in the temple, and when I came to, I found the pundit of the temple had garlanded me. Not only that, he had washed my feet and put a sandalwood-paste tilak on my forehead. I asked why he had done this, but he just replied: ‘Ma-don’t refuse.’ From that point on, people at the temple used to worship me, as they thought I was possessed by the goddess, and they gave me offerings and tried to interpret what I was saying during my fits. This frightened me at first, but slowly 
	more often I went into a state of trance. Maybe this also was the doing of the goddess.
	“Before long, quite large numbers of devotees would come to see me in this state-five or ten people a day would come to the house, or the shop if I was working there, and of course they disrupted everything. My husband got more and more furious, saying I had turned our store into a temple. Then one afternoon, after he beat me very badly, I heard a call from Ma Tara. It was a sound which came in the breeze, Tara Ma saying, very clearly: ‘Come to me. All that you may lose, you will recover. I will take care o
	“It was not my will. Mother called me, and I had to go. I walked out of the house then and there, taking nothing with me other than the clothes I was wearing. I didn’t even have time to say goodbye to my children. It was already over with my husband; we no longer had a relationship. I spent the first night in the temple of the goddess Kali. That was the lowest moment. I didn’t sleep at all and felt depressed, as if my whole life had broken apart, and I had failed in everything. In fact the first few weeks 
	“Only after much wandering did I finally find my way here to Tarapith. I have now been here twenty years. It was here that Ma Tara fulfilled her promises to me. I have been on many pilgrimages since then, but from the day I arrived here, and after Tapan Sadhu became my protector, Tarapith became my home. I missed my children, of course—the youngest was only four, and none of them were old enough to understand. Often I would weep. But my devotees came to fill the hole in my heart left by the absence of my g
	“From the day I left my husband, my trances became less frequent, but I feel her presence more than ever now. I will be sitting here in my hut with Tapan and suddenly I feel that she is here—I feel this with tremendous force—even though I cannot see her with my
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	eyes. This is a very ancient site, and many great saints have attained perfection here though tapasya [ascetism] and meditation. Those who invoke the energy of the Mother here can access her power, and her imagination. She is present in all the rituals that are performed here.
	“One of the reasons I collect skulls is to help visualise her; many saints have seen her using the skulls. The great Bama Khepa—one of the first saints to realise the power of this place-saw her in a circle of fire in the form of a very young girl. Skulls remind us of our mortality, and of the world of illusion that surrounds our daily life. But we also believe that if you awake the skulls through sadhana [Tantric practice], and tame their spirits, they will give you more power and help show you the path t
	“The spirits of the dead often stay with the skull. They are formless and shapeless. No one can enclose them or burn them or drown them. You have to worship them, appease them and feed them regularly. You must offer them perfume, flowers and oil. Not all skulls work, of course-you have to give them time. You can tell by the way the skull behaves with food. You feed them rice, dal, raw meat from sacrifices, even whisky. If the skull moves its face away or recedes, then it is not accepting the food, and the
	“What you are looking for is a dissatisfied and troubled spirit. If a person has a peaceful death, and all the funeral rites are conducted properly, he will be reincarnated. But unsatisfied spirits, the ones that have died unfortunate deaths when they are young: they are the ones that linger on, and wander. They take a long time to reincarnate and they are the ones we can call through the midnight air. With luck, they are the ones we can work with.
	“You can’t master spirits. They are wilful and independent. They will come if they want to, and if you please them with special mantras. Some that Tapan taught me are so powerful he said that they can split the tombs open, and make the bodies manifest themselves. You must draw a circle around yourself for protection. Then, when the spirits which you have invoked come, you have to know the mantras which can help you talk with them, and use their shakti.
	These are rare skills and great secrets. Compared to Tapan and some of the other masters here, I am just a novice.
	“Now, however, I am beginning to think that Tantra only really works properly when it is coupled with intense devotion, with bhakti. When I was younger and I first came here, I was very obsessed with skulls and the secrets of Tantra. I would do anything to collect new skulls and tend to them—putting vermilion on them, feeding them as well as I could, and bathing them in ghee, yoghurt and honey. I had a whole room filled with them. Once you feed them and they accept the offerings, they are pacified and will 
	“But now my attention is. more directed on Ma Tara herself, and increasingly I believe that the most important thing is to get close to her through devotional love. Skulls are still useful and they can be very powerful, but these days I am concentrating simply on the love and worship of the Mother-although in such a way as not to alienate the skulls. You could say that I am bringing them with me on my journey. Love is the most important thing.
	“Tantra on its own can be very dangerous. The skulls may help us to awaken the goddess, but if you make one mistake in the ritual, you can go mad. Some tried to do battle with the goddess, to tame her with magic. Look what happened to them! There are many here who made mistakes in their sadhana, and went insane. So what you need is to find a balance between bhakti and Tantra. With the two of them together, with both love and sacrifice, I believe you are on the right path, and when she thinks you are worthy 
	Tapan Sadhu taught me all I know about Tantra and love. I met him first in Calcutta, when I was still living in the Kali Mandir. I was passing by, and he was there with his disciples, and he said, ‘You want a paan'? Over the following years I noticed him when he came to the temple. I was impressed because people said he was very strong and had great powers, but he was a kind and gentle man too.
	Somewhere at the back of my mind, I realised that if I wished to follow the Tantric path, I needed someone with whom I could perform sadhana. I also realised I needed to find a man who would protect me, because if I went out on the roads on my own I would be vulnerable, and might be attacked.
	“Then Tara Ma sent me a dream, in which I saw the face of Tapan Sadhu, and a voice said, ‘He is waiting for you now.' I recognised him immediately, so I went to Tarapith, where he lived. For a long while I didn’t dare address a word to him, even though I had settled near his hut, under a tree. Even in Calcutta we had barely talked. But before long the people here began to gossip, and said we were having an affair. So eventually I went to him and said, ‘Since people are saying these things, why don’t we solv
	“In Tarapith, thanks to the Mother, I moved onto a different plane. I collected many disciples, and found that the life here suited me. At the end of the first year, Tapan Sadhu said we should go on a yatra, and I agreed to go with him. We travelled in trains across India to Benares, Haridwar and Rishikesh. We had no money for tickets, but the ticket inspectors are a little afraid of the sadhus and they never ask for money.
	“From Rishikesh we walked up into the snows to Badrinath and Kedarnath. By the time we got there it was very cold and the winter blizzards were beginning. But it was still wonderful-I felt I was in heaven. Whatever he ate, I ate. We used to practise yoga and asanas, and live a life of meditation in the silence of the high Himalayas. For me it was pure joy. Looking back at my old domestic life, it seemed meaningless, without any spiritual substance. I felt free for the first time. It was a total release.
	“We stayed up there a whole winter, and then the summer too. In the hot weather, the waters of Ma Ganga were cool and refreshing. But we were too attached to Tara Ma to stay there for longer than that. Ma Ganga is very powerful, but Ma Tara is stronger and more compassionate. The greatest pleasure we have is here, with her. It is here in this place of death, amid the skulls and bones and smoking funeral pyres, that we have found love.”
	That night was the amavashya, the Night of No Moon. 
	Crowds started to arrive in the cremation ground around midafternoon. By sunset, preparations had begun in earnest for the sacrificial rituals that were to be performed after midnight. Piles of kindling were carried on the heads of the Tantrics, and goats led in, some pulled on leads by individual sadhus, others in great herds by villagers looking to sell them. In every hut, lamps were lit.
	Many of those who drifted into the burning grounds were sadhus and Baul minstrels, but as the day wore on, a surprising number of those who gathered were ordinary middle-class Bengali families from Bolpur, Shantiniketan and even Calcutta. All, for their different reasons, were determined to access the shakti of the goddess on the night when she was at her most powerful. I asked Manisha if it was unusual that so very many goats were being led into the cremation ground for slaughter. 
	“The mother is very hungry,” she replied. "She is constantly needing to be fed, and of course she never moves by herself. To summon her you have to be prepared to feed her entourage of daki- nis and yakshis too. They want their pleasures, their drink and the blood of a goat.”
	As darkness fell, and the shadows grew longer, Tapan Sadhu began to build a large pit for the sacred homa fire immediately in front of the hut. If was the first time I’d had a good look at him. Tapan was a handsome old man in his seventies, with a long grey beard and a surprisingly lean and toned body, the fruit of many years of yoga. He brought kindling and wood from the back of the hut, as well as one of the tridents, the biggest skull and a handful of incense sticks. He placed the trident at the edge of 
	Before long, other fires were beginning to flicker through the
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	trees. Across the cremation ground you could see squatting sadhus silhouetted against the flames. Some were muscular and naked, sitting crossed-legged in meditation amid clouds of incense. Others were building yantras of coloured sand under the banyan trees, with
	candles marking the eight points of the Tara Chakra. A few were passing chillums of bhang around circles of fire watchers. Shrouded, dreadlocked and topknotted figures emerged from the dusk, passed into the light of a fire, then disappeared again into the darkness. From somewhere in the dark I could hear the voice of a lone Baul singing a song about the Devi to the strumming of a dotara and the rasping twang of a khomok:
	I am sick of living, Ma, sick.
	Life and money have run out,
	But I go on crying, Tara, Tara!
	Hoping. You are the Mother of All,
	And our nurse. You carry the Three Worlds, 
	In Your Belly.
	I am not calling you Mother any more,
	All you give me is trouble.
	Oh my mad, mad heart!
	Once I had a home and a family,
	Now I am a  beggar. What will you think of Next, my wild-haired Devi? 
	How many times, Mother, will you tie me to this wheel Like a blindfolded ox, grinding out oil?
	Take the blindfold off, oh my dark Devi,
	So I  can see
	The feet that give comfort. 
	At the next fire, one of the sadhus began to blow a conch shell. From other hearths came the noise of wild drumming and ecstatic shouts of “Jaya Tara! Jaya Guru! Jaya  Jaya Ma Tara!”
	If you wish to search for Tara, 
	Come to the pyres of Tarapith.
	The Mother plays here night and day,
	                     Foxes dance with serpents.
	With meat and wine and liquor.
	It is here that Tara’s secrets Are revealed.
	Tapan had now lit his homa fire, and soon the flames were shoot- ing up into the darkness. Ironically, it is the Tantrics, who have inverted so much of Hindu ritual, that have remained uniquely faithful to the Vedic fire sacrifices lost almost everywhere else in modern Hinduism; and like the Brahmins they emphasise the need to perform their rituals correctly and exactly.
	The businessman, who introduced himself as Mr. Basu, gathered his family around Tapan’s fire, as casual, eager and relaxed and as at ease as their British equivalents would be on Guy Fawkes Night.
	“We are praying for the improvement of our domestic life,” he explained, “and for our business also.”
	“We want peace in the home,” added his wife, “and children doing well at school.”
	Tapan began to chant mantras, occasionally ringing the bell he kept in his left hand. With his right, every so often he threw a spoonful of ghee on the fire, which made the flames shoot up higher than ever. I took a seat beside Manisha, a little back from the Basu family, and asked her about Tapan’s story.
	“Tapan Sadhu is a Brahmin, a Chatterjee,” she said. “Like me, he was called by the goddess when he was a householder in Calcutta. Like me, he left behind a family.”
	“Is his wife still alive?” I asked.
	“She died recently,” said Manisha. “He had been married to her for fifteen years before the call came from Ma.” She paused. “He happened to be in Calcutta, so he went to her funeral. But his son would not speak to him.”
	At this point, Tapan, who had been half-listening as he tended his fire, left the Basus, who had begun to sing some kirtans. He came and squatted beside us, at the foot of the trident, next to the skull. I asked him what had happened.
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	“It gave me great pain,” he said, shaking his head. “My son was very angry with me. He said I had never taken any interest in him, and never been in touch.”
	“Was that true?”
	“It was partly true,” said Tapan. “After I answered the call of the Mother, I never found a way of connecting back with them.” He sighed, and threw a piece of kindling into the fire. “Now my son feels obliged to the people who brought him up, not to me. He says they are the people who supported him. He doesn’t want to try to understand my point of view.”
	“How did you come to hear about your wife’s death?” I asked.
	“I was in Calcutta with some disciples when a call came from my brother saying, ‘Your wife has expired.’ I went straight to the crematorium, and as I walked in, there was my son. I recognised him immediately, after nearly twenty years. How could I not recognise my own son? But even as I was heading towards him, I heard my niece’s husband commenting, ‘Look at him! After all these years he hasn’t been here, and now she’s dead he reappears.’ My son wouldn’t even look at me, and his wife’s family formed a sort
	In the light of the fire, Tapan Sadhu suddenly looked old and vulnerable.
	“This was my own kith and kin,” he said. “They were preventing me from talking to my son.” 
	Tapan fell silent again, staring into the flames.
	“They are not spiritual, and probably don’t even believe in God,” he said eventually. “They belong to a very different world. My niece is a professor, and her husband does electrocardiograms. My son is now an accountant with Tata. He was very smartly dressed, in a blazer. A good-looking boy. But they all reject the world I live in. I don’t think I can ever explain it to him.”
	“Now he is married,” said Manishia, “maybe his wife will change his mind?”
	“I don’t think so,” replied Tapan Sadhu, stroking his beard. “What signs are there? My son is dominated by the people around him. He is not strong enough to think independently.”
	The Basus were still singing around the fire. Tapan looked to see if they needed him, but they seemed engrossed in their chants.
	“So what did you do?” I asked.
	“I stayed at the back. After the ceremony was finished I left. I won’t ever go back.”
	“As long as there is life in you,” said Manisha, “you should be full of hope.”
	“This life of renunciation, of sanyas, is a life of joy,” said Tapan. “But in the life of every sadhu, some pain is there. The longer you live as a sadhu, the more you enjoy the life, and the more you forget your past. Then something happens to remind you, and you weep.”
	“I have been more lucky,” said Manisha. “When my husband was dying he told my daughters that I was in Tarapith. Someone from my village had seen me here, and reported back. So after his death, the girls came to the burning ground looking for me. ‘Have you seen a woman whose skin is flecked with white?’ they asked. A sadhu pointed out my hut and my daughters came and touched my feet. It had been over twenty years. When I left them they were children. Now they were all middle-aged women, two of them with chi
	“It was a very tense moment. We looked at each other for a moment, then we all embraced, and burst into tears. They told me that my husband was now dead, so then and there I broke my bangles. The youngest one, the only one who is unmarried, decided to move to Tarapith, along with my mother. Now they both stay in the town, and we see each other every day. She was here this morning.”
	Manisha looked at Tapan. “Tapan Sadhu has come to love my daughters and is like a father for them.” She paused. “I know it is not exactly like every family, but in this burning ground, in this place of sorrow, we have found new hope.”
	From behind us there were more cries of “Jai Tara!” as sacrificial flames streaked up across the burning ghat. The woody noise of a bansuri flute could be heard drifting through the trees from the tarpaulins of an encampment of sadhus. The two elderly Tantrics exchanged a shy glance.
	“When I look at her feet,” said Tapan Sadhu, “I am happy. What I see in Ma Tara, I see in her.”
	“He found a live Tara in Tarapith,” said Manisha. “Now Tapan Sadhu looks after us. He is as strong as Tara Ma.”
	“As long as you are in my protection, no one will harm you.” “And by the grace of Ma, I have my daughters back. I thought I had lost them forever.”
	“Things have worked out for us all.”
	"I never imagined it would be possible to see them again,” said Manisha. “People think that we who live in the burning ground are crazy. But you get here what you cannot find anywhere else: pure human beings.”
	“When she first came to me,” said Tapan Sadhu, “I thought: look at this girl, how vulnerable she is, all on her own. Only later did I begin to realise what a gift she was.”
	“You were sent a woman who understands your calling.”
	“Some people here protested when we got together,” said Tapan. “But we didn’t listen.”
	“This is the will of Tara,” said Manisha. “Everyone must accept it.” “She gives us what we need.”
	“My only wish now,” said Manisha, “is to finish my days in the arms of Tara, and that she takes me in a good way, with all the proper rites.”
	Mr. Basu had now brought the goat he had earlier tethered to a tree, and was looking expectantly at Tapan.
	“Come,” said Tapan. “Enough talking. This is the night of Tara. We should be praying, not chatting.” 
	“It is true,” said Manisha. “It is late now—the time Ma comes. It is time to get ready for our sacrifice.”
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