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Introduction

A large part of traditional medical knowledge is often embodied in
learned and skilled practitioners (Vaidyas) who lead their lives in the
traditional ways in India even today. We have taken a survey of these
traditional medical practitioners in Kerala and interviewed some of them.
We made inquiries mainly about their life histories, educations, training
methods, textual traditions and clinical experiences in our interviews.
The purpose of our interviews is to reveal the various aspects of living
traditions of medicine in India through the interviewees’ stories. Our
interviews were recorded on videotapes by permission of the interview-
ees. From the recorded videotapes, we made transcriptions in the original
language, Malayalam and translated them into English. We would like to
introduce here one of our interviews. The interviewee is a doctor of tra-
ditional poison-therapy (visavaidya), V*** S*** Nampiutiri (1917~ ).
We made an attempt to prepare a literal translation of the interview
closely to the original, but in order to promote better understanding of
what was said, we organized the stories by topic and gave detailed ex-
planations in the footnotes. The personal names of living persons, and
their related personal and place names are shown by initial characters
with asterisks to protect their privacy. This interview was conducted as
one of the activities of Indo-Japanese research project, PADAM (Pro-
gram for Archiving and Documenting Ayurvedic Medicine) directed by
the authors (Yamashita and Manohar) and supported by JSPS (Japan
Society for the Promotion of Science) and Mishima Kaiun Memorial
Foundation, Japan. An overview of this interview was published in Japa-
nese, ‘‘Indodentoigaku-no-genzai, — Keralashuu-niokeru-chousakiroku
(1)- >’ Kyotogakuen University Review, Faculty of Business Administra-
tion. Vol.11, No.3 March 2002, pp.133-152.

Data of the interview

Date: 26th August 2001 (additional interviews: 21st August 2003; 22nd
March 2006)

Place: At the interviewee’s residence in Palakkad, Kerala, India

Interviewee: V#*¥** S*t Namputiri (1917 ~ ), Doctor of traditional poi-
son-therapy (visavaidya)

Interviewer: Sasi Keezhattupurath

! Nampitiri (also Namboodiri or Namboothiri) Brahmins are the highest caste in
Kerala. For their traditions and community, see Parpola [2000].
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Video-record: PADAM VT, G003 and GO04. For about 73 minutes in total
Original Language: Malayalam

Translator: P. Ram Manohar

Editor: Tsutomu Yamashita

Editor’s note
[ ]: Supplementary explanation by editor
( ) : Paraphrase of the previous word by editor

Abbreviations

e AHS: Astangahrdayasamhita
e AS: Astangasangraha

e Ci: Cikitsasthana

¢ Ka: Kalpasthana

e Mal.: Malayalam

¢ Ni: Nidanasthana

o Sa: Sarirasthana

e Skt.: Sanskrit

e SS: Susrutasamhita

e Sii: Sutrasthana

o Utt: Uttarasthana or Uttaratantra

Interview with V*** S*** Nampitiri

1. Background and Present Circumstances
I was born in K*** V#*¥* and am 84 years old now. I was born in the
Malayalam year 1093 (1917 according to the Christian calendar) under
the star of Utram (the 12" asterism) during the Malayalam calendar
month of Kumbham (February-March). We (our family) used to live as a
joint family of eight-ten members, including [my] father, brother, grand-
father and so on.

Initially, I studied the Vedas for four-five years. I had a keen interest
in Ayurveda. My grandfather’s brother (Mal. muttappan)® (A*** Nam-
pitiri) was a ‘‘doctor of poison-therapy’’ (Skt. visavaidya).” 1 stayed

2 In Malayalam, muttappan means ‘‘younger brother of one’s paternal grandfather.
This Malayalam word is one of the kinship terms used by only Nampitiri Brahmins.
Cf. Mencher & Goldberg [1967] pp.91-97.

* In Sanskrit, visa means ‘poison’. Vaidya in Sanskrit means ‘a learned person’ espe-
cially ‘medical doctor’ or ‘physician’ and sometimes denotes ‘medicine’ itself.
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with him for some time. I learned a little English, and then I learned San-
skrit. I learned the Yajurveda under N*#* N*¥&* of A*** Mana.* My guru
in the traditional system of ‘‘poison-healing’’ (Skt. Visavaidya) was C***
K*** Nampttiri (1879-1966). He had a disciple, P*** K*** Nampitiri,
under whom I studied Visavaidya for about four or five years. Thereaf-
ter, I studied Visavaidya under my guru (C*** K*** Nampitiri), until I
was 23 years old.

My guru used to come and stay here for a few months every year
from the Malayalam month of Kanni (September-October) onwards. All
of his advice and instructions during those visits would be written down
and preserved. Subsequently, I started treating patients on my own. This
practice has continued until today. I have treated more than four hundred
cases of serious snakebites. Not to mention other treatments, I do not
perform ‘purification treatments’ (Skt. Sodhanacikitsa).” Of course, I do
perform ‘enema therapy’ (Skt. vasti), although I do less of ‘emesis ther-
apy’ (Skt. vamana) and ‘purgation therapy’ (Skt. virecana). My treat-
ment is basically of the ‘pacification’ (Skt. Samana) type.°

Visavaidya can be rendered as both ‘a doctor who specializes in detoxification’ or ‘a
doctor of poison therapy’ and his/her traditional ‘poison-healing system’. In this
transcription, visavaidya means ‘a doctor of poison therapy’ and Visavaidya means
‘traditional poison-healing system’.

The Malayalam word mana literally means ‘house’, and it refers especially to the
traditional houses of Namputiri Brahmins and their patrilineal descent groups.

The treatments and medicines of Ayurveda are classified broadly into two categories,
namely purification (Sodhana) type and pacification (Samana) type. AHS St 1.24cd
= AS St 1.46ab: ‘Medicines are briefly of two kinds, purification and pacification.’
(Sodhanam samanam ceti samasad ausadham dvidha). For sodhana type of treat-
ments, the Sarigadharasamhita 1.4.8cd-9ab gives an explanation: ‘That which an
accumulation of impure matter (mala) moves away from its seat in an upward or
downward direction, is an agent that purifies the body, for example, devadaliphala.’
(sthanad bahir nayed irdhvam adho va malasaiicayam/| dehasamsodhanam tat syad
devadaliphalam tatha /) (translated by G. Jan Meulenbeld) Cf. the Varngasenasamhita
(Cikitsasarasangraha), Dipanapdcanadravyalaksanadhi-kara 8; the Bhavaprakasa
6.220. See Meulenbeld [1974] p.506.

For samana type of treatments, the Sarigadharasamhita 1.4.2cd-3ab runs: ‘That
which has no purifying action on congruous morbific entities (dosa) nor rouses them,
(but) makes congruous those which are incongruous, is (called) samana, for example
amrta.’ (na Sodhayati na dvesti saman dosams tathoddhatan [/ samikaroti visamai
Samanam tadyathamyta | ) (translated by G. Jan Meulenbeld)

Cf. the Vangasenasamhita (Cikitsasarasangraha), Dipanapacanadravyalaksanadhi-
kara 2; the Bhavaprakasa 6.214. See Meulenbeld [1974] p.511.
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I have reduced my practice nowadays, because my daughter has
taken it up, and one of my disciples is now very active. I cannot focus my
mind because of my old age. Yet currently I still treat a small number of
patients.

I am not boasting, but it is a matter of fact that there has not been a
single mishap in any of the poisoning cases that I have handled. I am
confident to treat snakebites even today, that is, if the patients are
brought here in time. Nowadays, the primary problem is with the avail-
ability and quality of medicines. About 25 years ago, at home I used to
prepare and keep many medicines vital for treating snake-poison. It has
been about 50 years now since I settled down here with my family.
About eight to nine people used to stay here. We provided them with
food and housing, and they used to work day and night to prepare the
medicines. Today the situation has changed. There are no people to make
medicines. Therefore, sufficient medicines are not available, and it is
difficult to attend to patients at night. In spite of all this, I am willing to
treat patients if they approach me. But patients have begun to realize that
I have some difficulties and that I am old.

Apart from [treating cases of] poisoning, I regularly sit in the ‘stor-
age house’ (Mal. pattayappura)’ in the afternoon. Patients come and see
me there. Most of them are Nampiitiris, and they come from far off
places. My wife passed away 12 years ago. I am now living like an as-
cetic, staying alone and teaching these children (one of his grandsons and
a neighbour). Many people approach me to learn, but I cannot help them
all. So I decline their requests. There is no limit to my method of teach-
ing. Yet it is not possible to educate more students. This is a brief ac-
count of my life.

The ‘treatment of poisoning’ (Skt. visacikitsa) is a tradition in my
family, so I have focused on it. I used to come and sit at the facade (Mal.
pitmukham)® [of my house] at 6 o’clock in the morning and recite the
Astangahrdayam.® This has been my custom for more than seventy years.
And I have been teaching these children (my students) without making
any compromises. I don’t ask them to come here and study. I sit with

7 Pattayappura is a storage house or granary of rice in the traditional premise of Nam-
piitiri Brahmins or other rich families in Kerala. This structure is also used as a rest-
ing place for the male visitors. Some families uses it for their important meetings and
other activities. Cf. Parpola [2000] p.375.

8 Pitmukham is a portion of the traditional house in Kerala. Cf. Parpola [2000] p.376.

° Vagbhata’s Astangahrdayasamhita (AHS), one of the classical treatises of Ayurveda
in Sanskrit.
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them as they learn and teach in the process; this way they hear the pro-
nunciation very clearly. Including my daughter, six-seven people have
learnt the traditional system of ‘poison-healing’ (Visavaidya)'® from me.

2. Textual Traditions

The method of studying Visavaidya has three parts: First, there is the
study of Sanskrit, followed by a close study of the Astangahrdayam, and
it ends with learning the Jyotsnika."' In Kerala, the Astangahrdayam is
the basis of Ayurveda. After that, if the student is interested in a particu-
lar branch, then that is taught — e.g., the Jyotsnika in the case of
Visavaidya. After studying the Jyotsnika, one needs only to review the
Prayogasamuccayam," just like one would study the Astangasangraha®
after studying the Astangahrdayam.

We follow those books in our method of treatment — i.e., the
Astangahrdayam for Ayurveda, the Jyotsnika for Visavaidya followed by
the Prayogasamuccayam. This is the tradition of Kerala. My own guru
has composed a work called the Visavaidyasarasamuccayam." It briefly
deals with the subject of Visavaidya in about three hundred verses. The
Prayogasamuccayam lists many medicines and methods of treatment.
The Visacandrika," a book of about five hundred verses, contains many
interesting and important applications.

19 Ayurveda has the eight clinical branches (astanga). Healing of poisoning (Visaci-
kitsa) or toxicology (Agadatantra) is one of the eight clinical branches. This branch
has been developed especially in Kerala by native physicians in order to meet the
needs of patients of poisonings. In Kerala, this branch is generally known as
Visavaidya.

"' Narayana’s Jyotsnika is considered to be the oldest extant text of the traditional
system of poison-healing (Visavaidya) in Kerala; it is written in old Malayalam
(manipravalam). See Bibliography, Malayalam Texts.

2 The Prayogacamuccaya is the text of traditional poison-healing system in Kerala
written in Malayalam by Koccunni Tampuran (1870-1936/37), one of the Cochin
royal family members. There are some printed editions of this text, see Bibliography,
Malayalam Texts.

13 Vagbhata’s Astangasangraha (AS) is one of the classical Sanskrit treatises of Ayur-
veda.

4 The Visavaidyasarasamuccaya was published in 1961. An English rendering of this
text was published in 2006. See Bibliography, Sanskrit Texts.

15 The Visacandrika is one of the Malayalam texts of Visavaidya.
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However, all of these texts cannot be put into practice today due to
unfavorable circumstances. The Bhaisajyaratnavali*® [also] has very
important recipes, but the study of these books becomes relevant only if
one has first studied the Astangahrdayam. As the text says: etatpathan
sangrahabodhasaktah ... ."

The books and medical implements, such as a wooden cot (Mal.
dharapatti),'" have been gifted away to my daughter’s place. Since my
daughter is also practicing now, my books and notes are with her. Some
traditional books were lost.

It is not enough to simply read and study these works. What is im-
perative is that these works be brought into the realm of experience.
‘Theoretical knowledge’ (Skt. Sastrajiiana) must be brought into the
realm of ‘practical experience’ (Skt. karmaparicaya).

3. Traditional Medicines

Mrtyuiijayam, Garudaiijanam and Mrtasarfijivani are important medicines
used in the treatment of poison (visacikitsad) cases. My guru instructed
me how to purify substances in order to prepare these medicines.

Many mineral ingredients are used in the preparations of [traditional
medicines, such as], Mrtasaiijivani, Mrtyuiijaya, Jivaraksa and Garuda-
fijanam, and so on." Mineral ingredients, [such as], mercury, sulphur
and arsenic are used in various drug preparations. Some ingredients have
to be immersed in the latex of arka (Calotropis gigantea (Linn.) R.Br.),
snuhi (Euphorbia ligularia Roxb.) for 14 days and then ground into a

1 The Bhaisajyaratnavalf is one of the Sanskrit treatises of Ayurveda. This work was
written by a Bengali physician, Govindadasa around 18th century A.D..

'7 The interviewee quoted from the Sanskrit text of AHS Utt 40.83 here: etatpathan
sangrahabodhasaktah ... ‘The physician who studies this (text, the Astangahrdaya-
samhita) will be able to understand (also) the Sarigraha (the Astangasangraha)’...

'8 Dharapatti is a wooden cot made of kupilu (Skt.) tree (Glycosmis arborea (Roxb.)
DC.) for dhara treatment. Mooss [1983] p.37: ‘Dhara is the process in which medi-
cated oil, milk or butter-milk is poured in a continuous stream on the head, especially
on the forehead in a specific manner.’

¥ Mrtasaiijivant, Mrtyuiijaya, Jivaraksa and Garudaiijanam are the traditional drug
preparations applied in the treatments of Visavaidya. For Mrtasaiijivani, see the
Prayogasamuccaya, 5.2 Kalavaiicanam (1999 ed., p.133); the Kryakaumudi, 1
Visasamanyaprakaranam 134-174; 8 Uragavisasamanyacikitsaprakaranam110-115,
335-340, 424-431, 937-943, for Mrtyuiijaya, see the Prayogasamuccaya, 5.3 Sarppa-
visacikitsa (1999 ed., pp.164-165); the Kryakaumudi 8.923-936, 1625-1634, for
Jivaraksa, the Prayogasamuccaya, 5.2 (1999 ed., pp.134-135); the Kryakaumudi
8.503-555, for Garudaiijana, see the Kryakaumudi 8.1561-1624.
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paste in the same medium. Such medicines give quick results and are
very potent.

Mercury is only mildly purified before it is administrated in cases of
snake poison. One coin weight of mercury is purified by grinding in betel
(Skt. tambiila; Piper betle Linn.) leaf juice. Sulphur (Skt. gandhaka),”
realgar (Skt. manahsila),” orpiment (Skt. haritala)®” and so forth are
also mineral substances that may be used. Pasana (Skt., Mal.)* is not
used. It (pasana) is dangerous and risky. These medicines should be ad-
ministered with a clear understanding of the intensity of the poison. If
one gives very strong medicines in a case of mild poisoning, the conse-
quences will be injurious.

Immovable poison (Skt. sthavaravisa) is used to treat animalistic
poison (Skt. janigamavisa) for treatment and vice versa. The impelling
forces (Skt. vega) [of immovable and animalistic poisons] are opposi-
tional. One is ascending (Skt. iirdhvaga) and the other is descending (Skt.
adhoga). So says Caraka.” Snake venom is the most important animalis-
tic poison. The opposite immovable poison given in cases of snakebite
poisoning is rasa (Skt.), or mercury. The root of aconite (Skt. var-
sanabha; Aconitum ferox Wall.) is also used.

4. Treatments

The primary objective [of Visavaidya, or Agadatantra] is to save life.
After that, we treat disease. This is the meaning of the term agada (Skt.),
or poison. Agada is that which stops what is going away. Agada prevents
the vital spirit (Skt. prana) from going out of the body. Agada prevents
the vital spirit located in the throat (Skt. kanthagataprana)® from leaving

2 Dutt [1922] pp.26-27.

21 Tbid., pp.44-46.

2 Ibid., pp.41-44.

2 Pasana means only ‘a stone’ in Sanskrit, but in Malayalam and Tamil, pasanam
means not only ‘stone’, but also ‘poisonous mineral’, for example, arsenic. Cf. Gun-
dert [1872] p.654.

2% CS Ci 23.17: “The animal (poison) is situated in the upper part (of the human body),
but the plant (poison) is situated in the lower part (of the human body). Therefore,
the animal poison harms the plant (poison) and plant (poison) harms the animal
(poison).’ (jangamam syad adhobhagam tirdhvabhdgam tu miilajam/ tasmad damstra-
visam maulam hanti maulam ca damstrajamf/).

2 AHS Utt 36.37cd-38ab = AS Utt 41.86: ‘The physician should treat all the others
(than those described above) quickly mitigating the poison and protecting the life
lurking in the throat, just like saving a house which has caught fire.” (ato ‘nyatha tu
tvaraya pradiptagaravad bhisak/ raksan kanthagatan pranan visam asu Samam
nayet//) (translated by K.R. Srikantha Murthy).



Memoirs of Vaidyas (1) 51

the body. One must know how to handle emergency situations. One must
know what to do without delay. When the patient is unconscious, for
instance, one must know to use nasal drops (Skt. nasya).”* We have to
administer strong medicines, stronger than the intensity of poison. After
that, other treatments can be given. Experience is fundamental here.

Poison is dry (Skt. rizksa), hot (Skt. usna) and sharp (Skt. tiksna) [in
quality].”” Thus, it is similar to vayu and pitta. But one has to keep awake
during night if afflicted by poison. This (awaking during night) normally
aggravates vayu, but this is not the case with poisoning. The logic of
opposites will not work here. One needs to understand things through
experience. One needs immense courage to specialize in Visavaidya.

Treatment of poisoning (Visacikitsa) is done according to the degree
to which the dosas are aggravated (Skt. dosakopa) and not according to
the type of snake [that has bitten the patient]. In western science, snake-
poison is cured on the basis of the type of venom that a snake delivers,
and a specific anti-venom is administered accordingly. Ayurveda is based
on the condition of the dosa. Here, the emphasis is not on the type of
snake, but on the nature of the dosa which is aggravated [by the poison
of the snake]. This is an epistemological difference that either stresses
the substance (Skt. vastunistha) or the human being (Skt. armanistha).

There are some special remedies: nasal drops (Skt. nasya), eye oint-
ment (Skt. afijana) and so on. They are all special types of treatment for
snake poison.

Nasya
The juice of a particular leaf given as nasal drops (nasya) gives instant
relief [to the patient]. It can be followed by a routine method of treat-
ment.

26 Dutt [1922] p.17: ‘Nasya or the application of medical substances to the nose, forms
a prominent feature of native therapeutics.’

27 AS Utt 40.12: ‘Both kinds of poisons (animal and plant poisons) possess properties
such as tiksna (penetration deep), usna (hot, heat producing), ritksa (dry, causing
dryness), visada (viscid, non-unctuous, removing unctuousness), sitksma (thin, enter-
ing into minute pores), vyavayin (spreads all over the body quickly and then under-
goes processing), asukarin (quick acting), vikasin (causes loosening of the joints and
tissues), laghu (light in weight), avyaktarasatva (imperceptible in taste), with these
ten properties, it remains apakin (indigestible, not undergoing digestion).” (dvivi-
dham api caitad visam tiksnosnariksavisadasiksmavyavayyasukarivikasilaghvavya-
ktarasatvair dasabhir gunair yuktam apaki ca) (translated by K.R. Srikantha
Murthy). Cf. CS Ci 23.24-27; SS Ka 2.18cd-23; AHS Utt 35.7cd-8ab.
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Uttu

The blowing of medicines into the patient’s ears and head region, or arfu
(Mal.) is not related to mantra. It is a part of the medical therapy and is
routinely done in snake-bite cases. [In irfu therapy] three practitioners
who have kept the medicines in their mouth blow the medicines into the
ears and the parietal region (top and lateral walls of the skull) of the pa-
tient. If you ask how it works, I cannot explain it. My experience practis-
ing #irtu has led me to believe in it.

Karuprayoga

The application of mercury on an artificially made wound on a patient’s
scalp is one of the special treatments in the karuprayoga (Mal.)®” in
snake-poison cases. I have done this only in one case. Mildly purified
mercury was used in that case. The patient became conscious and was
cured. This treatment is not the same one as mentioned in the Sus-
ruta[samhita).>

A case of cobra bite

When I was once about to leave for Palakkad, a cobra (Skt. darvikara;
Mal. miirkhan) bit a 20 year old girl harvesting the field behind of my
home. She complained of thirst, but fell unconscious before she could be
given any water. I was watching these events, deliberating about what
should be done. In the meantime, the patient was brought to me in a
gunny bag. In such cases, the first thing one has to do is bring back the
patient’s consciousness. I performed a nasal drop of sharp quality (Skt.
tiksna-nasya) with pepper and holy basil. She became conscious and
restless and then she became unconscious again. The tiksna-nasya was
done again with another medical preparation. She regained conscious-
ness. Certain medicines were applied on her forehead to maintain her
conscious state. Thereafter, the treatment was started. Within two hours,
the girl got up on her feet and walked away.

28 The Jyotsnika, Cikitsarambham 19-20 (1124 (1948) ed., p.18).

» Karu (Mal.) means ‘a specialized apparatus’ to introduce the potent drugs into the
patient’s body. Prayoga (Skt., Mal.) means ‘usage’ or ‘treatment’. Cf. The Prayoga-
samucca, 1998 ed., pp. 31-32, pp.91-99. The Kryakaumudi, 8 (Uragavisasamanya-
cikitsaprakaranam) 858-900.

30 A similar treatment is described in SS Ka 2.43; AHS Utt 35.20 and AS Utt 40.172.
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A case of krait®' bite

This happened when I was a student [and I heard this from my guru].
After taking an oil bath, a snake bit a person as he was coming out of the
pond. He suspected it was a water snake and did not take it seriously.
When the victim sat for supper, he found that he could not swallow, and,
not only that, mucus was coming out of his mouth. The routine medi-
cines for the management of kapha were given, but to no avail. Kapha,
or mucus kept coming out of the person’s body. It was unimaginable that
so much mucus could be lodged in one person’s body. Then my guru
came on the scene. He diagnosed the condition as krait poison and gave
an appropriate counteractive treatment (Skt. visahara) for krait (Skt.
rajimarita; Mal. sankhuvarayan or vellikkettan) poisoning and the patient
recovered.

Viper

Special treatment is required for special types of snake venom. For the
cases of viper (Skt. mandalin; Mal. anali) poisoning, a special treatment,
jaladhara (Skt.),** or ‘water-pouring treatment,’ is given.

After a poison has been treated, medicines are given to pacify the dosas.
This may sometimes require only a week, a month, or even more time.
Throughout all of this, diet restriction is very important. At first, proper
treatment must be done against ama (Skt.), or a substance in an unripe
condition.” Diet itself is treatment. Proper treatment counteracts the
cause (Skt. hetu-viparita), not just the disease (Skt. vyadhi-viparita). And
what is the cause (hefu) here (in the cases of poisoning)? This is ama, or

31 Krait, the common krait, or Indian krait is a highly venomous snake of the Bungarus
genus (Bungarus caeruleus (Schneider)) found in the jungles or the shrubs of the
Indian Subcontinent.

32 The Jyotsnika, Cikitsakramadikaram 62-64 (1124 (1948) ed., p.39); The Kryakau-
mudi, 8 Uragavisasamanyacikitsaprakaranam 1674-1691.

3 AHS St 13.25-26: AHS St 8.13cd-14: ‘Persons who indulge in partaking incom-
patible foods, overeating and eating of uncooked food develop the dreaded amadosa
which is similar to poison and so known as amavisa (food poison) which also should
be refused treatment because of its similarity with poison, quickness of action (caus-
ing death) and requiring treatments of opposite nature (to one another).’
(viruddhadhyaSanajirnasilino visalaksanam// amadosam mahaghoram varjayed visa-
safijiiakam/ visarapasukaritvad viruddhopakramatvatah//) (translated by K.R. Sri-
kantha Murthy). Cf. AHS Su 13.25-26; AS St 11.7. Arunadatta comments on AHS
Ni 1.1: ‘The meaning of amaya (‘disease’) (comes from the concept that) all diseases
are certainly caused by ama. (Gmaya ity asyartham, kilama-samutthah sarve vyadha-
yah).
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the substance in an unripe condition. After ama is removed, we tackle the
disease (vyadhi).**

Treatment counteracting the cause (hetu-viparita) can be done only
when the patient has the patience and all of his or her facilities are avail-
able. Today, we mostly perform treatments intended specifically to coun-
teract to the disease (vyadhi-viparita). I would recommend — try to per-
form the treatment which counteracts to the cause (hetu-viparita)
wherever it is possible.

Diet restrictions in snake-bite cases

At first, a patient was treated and responded well. Then they went to a
hotel (restaurant) and had pungent and sour food. The patient collapsed
and could not be saved.

Another case

A patient was advised not to use alcohol for two weeks. Not heeding this
advice, the person consumed liquor on a festival day. He immediately
fell unconscious.

Disivisa
If poison (visa) is not properly treated, it becomes corrupting poison
(Skt. disivisa). This is a condition in which the poison remains latent in
the body and causes problems later on.” In such conditions, one has to
perform a ‘purification treatment’ (Sodhanacikits@).® A ‘purification
treatment’ is the fundamental treatment in Ayurveda. Only through this
can the latent dosa be removed. Otherwise, it will surface again, just like
a plant from a seed.

In such cases, one must treat the poison, even though the involvement
of the poison may not be obvious. For example, one time a person was
bitten by a snake. Treatment was done. Now, if the patient did not follow

3 Cf. AHS Su 8.23; AS Su 12.5.

35 SS Ka 2.25c¢d-26 = AHS Utt 35.33-34ab = AS Utt 40.40-41: ‘(Any) poison which
has become old, killed (or made ineffective) by other anti-poisonous medicines,
dried (or acted upon) by forest fire, breeze and sunlight or that which by its very na-
ture is not endowed well with (all) the properties (of the poison) derives the name
dusivisa. Though of its mild potency, it is not to be neglected, since it continuous to
exist in the body for many years getting enveloped by kapha.’ (jirnam visaghnausa-
dhibhir hatam va davagnivatatapasositam vaf/ svabhavato va gunaviprahinam visam
hi disivisatam upaiti/ viryalpamavan na nipatayet tat kaphavrtam varsagananu-
bandhif/) (translated by K.R. Srikantha Murthy in AHS).

36 See Footnotes 5 and 6.
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the prescribed dietary restrictions, the patient’s condition would have
become serious by the corrupting poison (dizsivisa). The patient could
have become afflicted by diarrhoea (Skt. atisara) and died.

There was a debate whether such a patient died of poison or diar-
rhoea, as this would determine the manner in which the final funerary
rites would be performed. Once, Tampurz‘m,37 who was a famous doctor
of poison therapy (visavaidya), examined such a patient and explained
that the patient had died of corrupting poison (diisivisa), not of diarrhoea.
In such cases, one cannot merely treat diarrhoea. One must treat the poi-
son as well. Ayurveda views all phenomena as interconnected. Even
treatment of poisoning (Visacikitsa) is not fully divorced from internal
medicine (Skt. Kayacikitsa) in Ayurveda. In Kerala, everything, even
treatment of poisoning (Visacikitsa), is based on the Astangahrdayam.
Without studying the Astarngahrdayam, one cannot study poison therapy.

Rabies

There was a method of managing rabies (Skt. alarka). Have you heard?
Have you seen? My guru used to treat rabies. He would ask me to write
down the histories of all of these cases. One of the most important medi-
cines for treating rabies is dhattiira (Skt.) (Mal. ummattii; Datura metel
Linn.). The juice of the dhattiira plant is used. This treatment is akin to
‘emesis therapy’ (vamana). And you know that ‘emesis therapy’ is diffi-
cult to perform, mainly because vayu moves in contradiction to the natu-
ral course (Skt. pratilomagati) here. 1 have performed ‘emesis therapy’ a
few times.

5. Mantra and Reading Omens

I have a lot of experiences to narrate about the field of poison-healing
(Visavaidya). There are things which ought to be known about the infor-
mation on messengers from patients and so on (Skt. ditadivijiianiva)®® in
the field of poison-healing.

37 In Malayalam, tampuran generally means ‘a lord’, ‘king’ or ‘male in a royal family’,
but here, the interviewee described Koccunni Tampuran (1870-1936/37) as one of
the Cochin royal family members and the author of a Visavaidya text, the Prayoga-
samuccaya.

38 The practical techniques to draw diagnostic deductions from appearances and atti-
tudes of messengers from patients or various omens on that occasion are illustrated
in the chapters named ditadivijiianiya (about information on messengers from pa-
tients and so on) in some Ayurvedic texts; for example, AHS Sa 6; AS Sa 12.
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About [diagnosis from] features of messengers from patients (Skt.
diitalaksana), 1 shall share one experience. It was about 7 o’clock in the
evening. A patient bitten by a snake was brought to me. I was taking an
oil bath at the time. Some people came and informed me [about the pa-
tient]. Looking at the time, I knew that the patient wouldn’t survive. In-
deed, it was true. When I came, the patient was already dead.

I have had many experiences [similar to that one]. One afternoon, I
was sitting and talking to some people. A patient bitten by a snake was
brought to me in a car. The car was parked outside and one person came
to me to convey a message. Just as he walked towards me, a buffalo
broke its rope and ran in between him and me. I immediately realized
that the patient was dead. And that was what had happened. The patient
in the car had already died.*’

Thus, in my experience the [diagnosis from] the features of a pa-
tient’s messenger (diitalaksana) are correct. But this does not mean that I
have always looked at such signs. In a snake bite case, one is more con-
cerned about what should be done immediately. The normal custom is to
give strong medicines, more potent than the poison that has entered the
patient’s system. After this, first aid measures are taken, enquiries are
then made, and the patient’s condition is understood on the basis of
dosas. After all of that, treatment is started.

There are effects of mantras, too, in addition to medicines.*’ When
one properly applies mantra, it produces results. However, I do not apply

% AHS $a 6.5c¢d-7: ‘The messenger who comes when the physician is thinking or
speaking inauspicious, when he is naked, tearing or cutting things, lighting the fire,
offering oblations to the manes, sleeping, untied his hairs, taking oil bath, weeping
and unclean; such a man is the messenger of a person who is going to die.’
(asastacintavacane nagne chindati bhindatif| juhvane pavakam pindan pitrbhyo nir-
vapaty api/ supte muktakace ‘bhyakte rudatyaprayate tathaf/ vaidye diita manusya-
nam agacchanti mumirsatamy/) (translated by K.R. Srikhantha Murthy). Cf. AS Sa
12.4.

“0'In ancient India, the buffalo (mahisa) was generally regarded as an inauspicious
animal or a vehicle of Yama (Death). The Brhatsamhita, Pratimalaksanadhyaya 57:
‘Yama (Death) has a club and takes a buffalo ride ... .” (dandi yamo mahisago ...).

4 For mantras applied in treatments of poisoning, see CS Ci 23.35-37, 61, 90-94, 223;
SS Su 46.448; SS Ka 5.8-13, 51, 7.59-62; AHS Utt 35.24-32, 36.42-43, §9-90,
38.38cd; AS Utt 40.13, 59-67, 156-159, 41.72-75, 42.5-7, 99-106, 46.79-81, 47.59-
64, 48.1-2; for example, AS Utt 40.156 runs: ‘Poison is full of fejas (potency, fire
like activity). It does not get warded off (destroyed, prevented from acting) by the
administration of drugs as quickly as by the use of mantras (sacred/remedial hymns),
full of (fortified by) satya (truthfulness), brahmacarya (righteous conduct) and tapas
(penance) of the priest/toxicologist.” (visam tejomayam mantraih satyabrahmatapo-
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mantras, because it can lead to grave consequences if the mantra is done
improperly. Conversely, medicines are safe. My guru told me always to
use only medicines. Nevertheless, my guru himself used to apply man-
tras.

Though I have been initiated in the mantra therapy, I do not use man-
tras. I use only medicines. My guru has applied mantras to cure cases of
snake-poison, but he advised me not to do it because I am a householder.
It will affect my family. Only those who have perfect control over their
minds and are ascetics (Skt. fapasvin) can do it. The concept of garuda
formed in the mind (Skt. garudasamkalpa) works behind the mantras. 1
have had some experiences too. Mantra has an advantage in that there is
no need for physical substances. On the other hand, medicine has an ad-
vantage in so far as it is safe. There are effects of karman (Skt.), if the
mantras are improperly done.

It is said in the texts that devas (Skt.) (gods) or gandharvas (Skt.) are
not the cause for mental ailments, [namely] naiva devah na gandharvah
... .*> The person himself is the cause. If one is strong in the mind, then
she or he is not affected.

Daiva (Skt.) means actions performed in the past lives. Here daiva-
vyapasraya treatment is done as a counter measure. Treatment becomes
complete only when daiva-vyapasraya, yukti-vyapasraya and sattvava-
jaya are done together.®

mayaih/ yatha nivaryate sighram prayuktair na tathausadhaih/f) (translated by K.R.
Srikhantha Murthy).

2 CS Ni 7.19-20: ‘Neither the gods, nor gandharvas, nor pisacas, nor raksasas nor
others inflict on a person who is himself unaffected (by his own deeds).” (naiva deva
na gandharva na pisaca na raksasah/ na canye svayam aklistam upaklisnanti mana-
vam/[) (translated by P. V. Sharma).

43 CS St 11.54: ‘There are three types of therapy — spiritual (daivavyapdasraya), ra-
tional (yuktivyapasraya) and psychological (sattvavajaya). The spiritual therapy con-
sists of recitation of mantras, wearing roots and gems, auspicious acts, offerings,
gifts, oblations, following religious precepts, atonement, fasting, invoking blessings,
falling on (the feet of) the gods, pilgrimage, etc. The rational therapy consists of ra-
tional administration of diet and drugs. Psychological therapy is restraint of mind
from the unwholesome objects.’ (trividham ausadham iti, daivavyapasrayam, yukti-
vyapasrayam, sattvavajayas caf tatra daivavyapasrayam, mantrausadhimanimangala-
balyupaharahomaniyamaprayascittopavasasvastyayanapranipatagamanadi, yuktivya-
pasrayam, punar aharausadhadravyanam yojand, sattvavajayah, punar ahitebhyo
’rthebhyo manonigrahah) (translated by P.V. Sharma). However, the interviewee’s
interpretation of the three types of the Ayurvedic therapy seems to be different from
P.V. Sharma’s the above translation.
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Even the thoughts of physicians, social circumstances, and other
things are influenced by daiva, or past actions. So daiva-vyapasraya
treatment creates the occasion for proper performance of yukti-
vyapasraya treatment. Mélppattar (Narayana) Bhattatiri** was cured of a
vata disorder by the power of devotion. Sattvavajaya is also important,
because all diseases originate from the mind, [namely] ragadirogan.. B

6. The Canon of visavaidya

The traditional doctor of poison therapy (visavaidya) should not accept
any remuneration. Kokkara (Nampitiri)*® in Tripunithura [Ernakulam
district] represents an important tradition of the poison-healing system
(Visavaidya). A person wanted to learn Visavaidya in order to earn a
living and approached Kokkara (a famous visavaidya at the time). Kok-
kara asked him to touch the book and swear that he will not charge his
patients for treatment. The man was taken aback [and felt disappointed to
know that he could not get any money from patients]. Kokkara, [who
was a member of an affluent Nampitiri family at that time], was assured
that he will not have any financial difficulties, even if he does not charge
his patients. This holds good for not only snake-poison, but also all kinds
of poison.

One should not visit the patient’s home to treat cases of poisoning.
This is because the required facilities will not be present there. Cases of
snake-bites especially demand immediate action. So the patient should be
brought to the home of the doctor who treats cases of poisoning.

Now all these practices are dying out. When traditions are dying out,
we cannot expect the traditional treatment of poisoning (Visacikitsa) to
escape the onslaught. Now, social changes have occurred, which are
unfavourable for these traditions to survive.

4 Melppattir Narayana Bhattatiri is a famous Sanskrit poet around the 16th century
and the author of the Narayaniyam, a poetry work extolling the glory of the Lord of
Guruvayur.

 The interviewee quotes from the beginning verse of AHS here. AHS Si 1.1: ‘Obei-
sances be, to that apiirva vaidya (the unparalleled physician), (all) the diseases like
raga (passion) etc., which are constantly associated (innate) with and spread all over
the body, giving rise to autsukya (anxiety), moha (delusion) and arati (restlessness).’
(ragadirogan satatanusaktan asesakayaprasrtan asesan/ autsukyamoharatidarja-
ghana yo ‘purvavaidyaya namo ‘stu tasmaif/) (translated by K.R. Srikantha Murthy).

46 Kokkara Nampitiri is almost a legendary visavaidya who lived around the mid-19th
century in Kerala.
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