
 

 

Alchemy and Dharma?   
By Leonardo Anfolsi 

 
Dunhuang caves: a connection between worlds 

 

 

A great amount of crucial information and experiences probably 

will remain hidden to everybody and to the practitioners, and this 

could be forever.  Even religion, the potentiality of man, and of 

course, Dharma, is part of these concealed matters. 

With the word ñDharmaò, I mean Buddha-dharma, Buddhism, but 

at the same time, the inner insight pertaining to each and every 

person, whatever religion or philosophy in 

which one can be involved. 

 

Particularly in Buddhism, we are part of a revolution coming 

from the discovery of the archaeological site of Dunhuan in 

the Gobi Desert. 

Far more important than the very important Death Sea scrolls 

of Nag Hammadi, the scrolls and pieces of art found in this 

new site are giving us a new is giving us a new 

understanding of the Indian, central Asian, and Eastern 

traditions and religions. 

Imagine a new discovery that can show you what really 

happened many centuries ago, a glimpse of those times and of 

all the history that can return to the real facts and the real 

ideas, freed from all the successive political and religious 

manipulations.  

We already know that the Chinese mentality is very far from the monotheistic ideas 

of conversion. We know whoever starts to practice Buddhism in China will always 

and still be Confucian and Taoist.   

Another example of the same insight, but this time coming from a cave of Dunhuan, 

in a Manichean text in Chinese language, we can find Christ defined as ñJishu Foò, 

the ñBuddha Jesusò! 

 

In Dunhuan, we have found a lot of documents that are clearing the history of 

Buddhism even, sometimes, in a critical way, showing opposite points of view about 

lineages, teachings and the political involvement of teachers and schools.   

An insight from the caves that existed from the times of King Trisong Detsen, we 

know now, for centuries from a Tibetan Zen, something that the official history 
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refused to acknowledge. Before the discovery of the caves, we had some doubt about 

this just because some teachers cited Zen sayings in their texts. From these scrolls, 

we learned what really happened in China between Bodhidharma and the Emperor 

Wu of Liang; and we know what really happened to the lineage from the fifth chôan 

Patriarch to now. Those who anciently collected these scrolls had the good idea to 

consider all the different points of view about it. The Empress Wu who pretended to 

choose the seventh Patriarch to stop any quarrel, but rather the contrary, chose the 

northern School of Chôan that considered Shen hsiu as the Sixth Patriarch.  The 

southern School of Chôan considered Hui neng the Sixth 

Patriarch; a situation that created one of the main four 

riots that started the collapse of the Tang dynasty.   

 

My feeling is that one of the most useful information we 

receive from these ancient scrolls concerns the continuous 

play of building up a school with links to specific Sutras, 

and new methods, goals, and answers. After the building 

phase, then there is the need of an enriching 

contamination with others Buddhist or non- Buddhist 

schools and the subsequent changes focused on the times 

and the needs of monks and lay people.    

 

These are only some examples to show that we can find a 

lot of new information in those caves that can change our 

view of what Buddhism is, has been, should be, and will 

be. 

What Iôm saying is not meant to create doubts about 

everything but to give a chance for new/ancient insights 

about the methods and the ways to organize them. 

The dualism between science and spirituality has been 

fundamentally an Orfic/Christian theme, not an Islamic/Jewish, Hinduist/Buddhist 

one.  And for this reason medicine, physic, metaphysic and alchemy meet 

continuously in the teachings in every country and centuries, and much more 

evidently and openly than in the Christian world. 

 

 

Alchemy and Dharma: Zosimo and Vimalamitra  

 

The usual way to reorganize teaching, methods and schools in Buddhism was, 

centuries after centuries, first of all, to find any word of the Buddha that could 

contain in essence any of the new methods or ideas and, starting from them, teachers 

try to promulgate these sutras and their own commentaries.   

So the doctrinarian, quite mathematical, way to understand things pertaining to 

Buddhism, dividing them by arguments and numbers, were supported by these useful 
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ñrewriting the known.ò Indeed this was a very good figment of the Dharma, but not 

its core. 

Any method, school or teaching canôt have the pretence, in Buddhism, to be the last 

word and the meaning of all.  These formulas, until now, have been the usual way to 

be accepted, and being these, after all, the façade of that kind of historical 

manipulations mentioned before.  

 

A typical entanglement among the Buddhist scholars of every tradition is the pretence 

to debate their particular schoolôs terms and the particular way of expressing them. 

Seems funny but, even among Zen and Chôan Teachers, so free and beyond the 

concepts, the misunderstanding goes on, even between teachers of different Zen 

schools or nations.  The Vacuity discussed, the narrow shikantaza gadget, or the 

impelling need to debate in a strong rhetorical way, seems to me, only methods and 

not THE key.   

 

What we can find in the history of almost every school is the presence of a certain 

scientific knowledge, directly or indirectly linked to the Abhidharma Canon. 

Sometimes it is a matter of little words or phrases with which the Teachers make 

known some implicit concept. Other times there are huge texts that give a higher 

order to the scientific knowledge of the time revised and focused by the insight of 

somebody or by the ascetic needs of that school. 

And so does exist Abidharmakosha, Kalachakra Tantra, various Mahayana 

cosmologies, Medicine and Astrological colleges and any kind of Yogas and use of 

substances.  This is a reality that we canôt avoid calling ñAlchemyò because of the 

same kind of structure of knowledge that we can find in Alexandrian times in Greece 

and Egypt, and that reached again the Eastern world through the Islamic sages 

Avicenna, Rashid, Khaled, Artefio, Jabir et ceteraé. 

 

The most amazing thing, having the eyes to understand it, is to see how the ancient 

Egyptian Alchemist Zosimo di Panopoli and the Siddha Vimalamitra wrote similar 

words about mirrors and similar words about vision, and similar insights about the 

use of Alchemy in the process of Meditation. 

Often Zosimo, in the III-IV centuries, explained Alchemy processes using the terms 

in use in the initiation of Mithra, a name in some ways connected to Buddhism being 

the origin of the name Maitreya., a fact that everybody can find and not only in a 

(etimogenetico = related to the origination of words) sense. 

In a ñtantric wayò Zosimo speaks to us: 

ñThis mirror lays above the seven doors, in the western part, so that the reflex of the 

One can be seen in the East, where shines the Noetic Light thatôs above the veil. 

It lies even in the side that looks at South, above all this visible world, far above the 

twelve (astrological) mansions and Pleiads, thatôs the world of the Thirteens. 

Above all of this thereôs the Eye of the invisible senses, this very Eye of the Spirit that 

dwells there and everywhereò.       

  



And we know by history that the Buddhadharma was already known and accepted in 

the Eastern courts during the Alexandrine Period in which we had the maximum 

expansion of Alchemy, being the holistic science of those times. The Greek courtesan 

called the teaching of Buddhism ñEusebeiaò, the deepest peace.     

            
 

The Mahasiddhasôs Alchemy 

 

Still today in India you can receive a cure according three different medicine corpus: 

Iunnani, Greek or Galenic medicine very much appreciated by Muslims; Ayurveda, 

the ancient Indian medicine; and the Siddha Rasayana, the medicine of the ancient 

tantric alchemists. 

This latter kind of therapy is still part of the Tibetan medicine with the formulation of 

the ñrinchen pillsò that are compounded by precious stones and metals, for example, 

the famous Tsotru.    

A great amount of alchemical Tsotru, the purified mercury that the Indian Siddhas 

called Rasa, quintals of grey powder, was thrown by the Chinese invaders in the hole 

of a Potala Palaceôs toilet down in the valley. 

 

In the histories of the lives of the Mahasiddhas, we find a certain presence of 

alchemical substances, terms and ideas. 

The three historical Alchemist-Siddhas that we know for sure are Nagarjuna, 

Vimalamitra and Padmasambhava.  

We are in doubt about Nagarjuna as to whether the philosopher of the madhyamika 

system and the alchemist are the same person. 

Natives still tell a story about Nagarjuna, the Alchemist, that out of compassion for a 

group of starving countryman, he decided to transform, with the projective power of 

his transmutative mind, a mountain in gold but his teachers warned him that it could 

start conflicts because of the attachments by the humans. 

Two Greek Alexandrian-styled Buddhas, and the Greek goddess of Wisdom, Athena, in the same style: the 

Gandhara style.  

 



 

In a temple in Delhi and in a temple of Varanasi, there are two engraved statements 

about two transmutations of a pot of mercury in pure gold under the control and 

witness of political, economical and university personalities. The product of that 

transmutation was an amount of gold invested in the foundation of a new branch of 

these universities: Alchemy Studies.  

Still today the Government of India pays groups of physicians who work in the 

countryside to heal people using projective substances in form of little pebbles that 

the patient has to wear or to keep in the mouth, on a particular organ, or on the wound 

etcetera. One of these stones can absorb the poison of the cobra after being put 

immediately on the bite sores - it becomes dark, but then when it is washed in the 

water, it returns white in colour.      

 

Some biographies of Buddhist Alchemists 

 

Nagarjuna 

 

ñMethod is more important than strength . . . by dropping golden beads near a snake, 

a crow once managed to have a passerby kill the snake for the beads.ò 

 

 

Nagarjuna, together with Asanga (Thosg-med), were the two great pioneers of the 

Mahayana tradition.  Nagarjuna transmitted the lineage teachings of the profound 

view of voidness from Manjushri, while Asanga transmitted the lineage teachings of 

the extensive bodhisattva practices from Maitreya. 

Nagarjuna was born into a brahmin family probably around the mid-first or early 

second century C.E. in south India in Vidarbha, a kingdom 

lying in present-day Maharashtra and Andhra Pradesh.  He 

was predicted in various sutras, such as The Descent into 

Lanka Sutra (Lan-kar gshegs-paôi mdo, Skt. Lankavatara 

Sutra).  At birth, a soothsayer predicted he would live only 

seven days, but if his parents made offerings to a hundred 

monks, he could live to be seven years old.  Fearing for 

his life, at age seven, his parents sent Nagarjuna to 

Nalanda Monastic University in North India, where he met 

the Buddhist master Saraha.  Saraha told him that if he 

became a renunciate and recited the Amitabhamantra, he 

would lead a long life.  Nagarjuna did so and then joined 

the monastery, receiving the name ñShrimantaò. 

 

Look at the story about Saraha and Nagarjuna at the end of these pages. 

 

 

The egg-shaped vase in the 

Siddhasô portraits is an Athanor, a 

kiln that they used for travelling 

as luggage. 

 



Once, when Nagarjuna was teaching Prajnaparamita, six nagas came and formed an 

umbrella over his head to protect him from the sun.  Because of this, the iconographic 

representation of Nagarjuna has the six nagas over his head.  From this event, he got 

the name Naga.  And from the fact that his skill in teaching Dharma went straight to 

the point, like the arrows of the famous archer, Arjuna (the name of the hero in the 

Hindu classic, Bhagavad Gita), he got the name Arjuna.  Thus, he became called 

ñNargarjuna.ò 

Nagarjuna later travelled to the Northern Island (Northern Continent) to teach.  On 

the way, he met some children playing on the road.  He prophesied that one of them, 

name Jetaka, would become a king.  When Nagarjuna returned from the Northern 

Island, the boy had in fact grown up and become the kind of a large kingdom in 

South India.  Nagarjuna stayed with him for three years, teaching him, and then spent 

his last years elsewhere in his kingdom, at Shri Parvata, the holy mountain 

overlooking modern-day Nagarjunakonda.  Nagarjuna wrote for the King A Precious 

Garland (Rin-chen óphreng-ba, Skt.Ratnavali).  This was the same king to whom 

Nagarjuna wrote A Letter to a Friend (bShes-paôi spring-yig, Skt. Suhrllekha), 

namely King Udayibhadra (bDe-spyod bzang-po). 

   

This is a modern image interpreting Nagarjuna as an 

Indian Siddha Alchemist. 

Nagarjuna, as a Siddha, is highly considered even in 

the Hindu Alchemical tradition of the Siddhas where 

he formulated three very important medicines called 

ñRas Ratnakarò, ñRashrudayaò and 

ñRasendramangalò.  He was particularly concerned 

with the empowerment and fixation of mercury, but 

we still donôt know if we are talking of the same 

Siddha - probably the name ñnagarjunaò was 

connected to the work on mercury.  

 

In the southern Indian Tradition of the Siddhas (Cittar) explains that some of them 

come from China (Bothacina) and that one of them was from the distant land of 

Ekiptu... 

 

Vimalamitra  

 

An 8th century Indian adept, is key to the history 

of Tibetan Buddhist Dzogchen practice. He lived 

equally in China, Oddiyana and Tibet, but was 

known as the "Sage of Kashmir". According to 

tradition, he was born in Western India and 

travelled to China to become a disciple of Shri 

Singhain China. He was also a student 
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of Buddhaguhya. Upon his return to India, he was invited to Tibet by emissaries of 

King Trisong Detsen where he established himself as a teacher and translator of 

Dzogchen texts and was an important teacher within what centuries later came to be 

known as theNyingmapa. 

Vimalamitra was called in Tibetan Drime Shenyen and he was 

figured as a well dressed Pandit - a Dharma professor - or as a 

hermit Siddha with a long beard.  

Vimalamitra created a pill of special formulation currently called in 

his name Vimala or Bimala for treating disorders of the wind 

element like nervousness, restlessness, deep pain in upper part of 

the body, loss of memory etc.  

 

Being Vimalamitra, a complete Alchemist, practiced both ways, outer and inner, 

realizing the body of light. 

His teachings about this matter were transmitted to his disciple Nyangban Tingzin 

Zangpo, who concealed them subsequently on Vimalamitraôs journey to China, 

particularly Mount Wutai, for later discovery by Neten Dangma Lhungyal in the 

Eleventh Century, who proceeded to transmit these teachings to Chetsun Senge 

Wangchuk, one of the first accomplished Tibetan Buddhist yogins, and to others. The 

Nyingtig materials were at the heart of the Great Perfection Buddhism and had 

considerable influence upon Jigme Lingpa, who labelled his own Treasure with the 

same term.  

 

By the eleventh century, both Bonpos and Buddhists were presenting texts they 

claimed to have unearthed from the place where those texts had been hidden in the 

past. Among the earliest Buddhist materials so characterized were the esoteric 

Nyingtig, or "Heart Sphere", teachings, including the seventeen Atiyoga tantras, 

which were associated with Vimalamitra, an Indian Great Perfection master invited to 

Tibet, according to some accounts, by Trisong Detsen in the eighth century. 

Vimalamitra united two disparate aspects of the Nyingtig teachings: the explanatory 

lineage with scriptures (kama), and the hearing lineage without scriptures and 

elementally concealed them as terma to be revealed as the Vima Nyingtig . 

 

Vimalamitra also translated, together with Ma Rinchen Chok, important Nyingmapa 

texts such as the Guhyasamaja Tantra and the Guhyagarbha (Tib., gSang-ba snying-

po, "The Secret Heart", or "Essence of Secrets"). 
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Vimalamitra, according to the Nyingma tradition, was a pupil of Buddhaguhya 

and Lilavajra, as was Vairotsana who received the Mahayoga (MǕyǕ-jǕla Cycle) 

transmission from Buddhaguhya. 

 

In this Tibetan drawing of the XII century we can see 

Vimalamitra with a vase of longlife that looks like very 

much to an alchemical circulation-pot of Indian kind. 

We can consider that even the typical symbolic ñlong life 

bumpaò can be an obvious symbol for an alchemical 

circulator or of an athanor. 

On the top thereôs a relics container [tib. gau] that stands 

for the sublimated inner substance. 

The four descending fluxes in the four direction are the four 

elements and, at the same time, the descending waves of 

bliss produced by the vase-dumo practice [snscr. 

Kumbaka]. 

               

 

Vimalamitra lineage.   

One tradition of Dzogchen was directly transmitted to Vajrasattva, an aspect of 

the Sambhogakaya, to Garab Dorje, the Nirmanakaya. Garab Dorje transcribed this 

teaching which he transmitted to his disciple Manjushrimitra. Ma¶jushrǭmǭtra 

classified the teaching into three cycles: 

Á Semde (mind class/cycle); 

Á Longde (space class/cycle); and 

Á Menngagde (oral instruction class/cycle), 

and this classification determined the exposition of the Dzogchen teachings in the 

following centuries. Ma¶jushrǭmǭtraôs student Shrisimha re-edited the oral instruction 

cycle, and in this form the teaching was transmitted to J¶ǕnasȊtra and Vimalamitra. 
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Vimalamitra took the Menngagde teachings to Tibet in the 8th Century in the form of 

the Vima Nyingthig or "Secret Heart Essence of Vimalamitra".  

Even this term thig (thigl®) meaning ñdropò is related to distillation, in this case as a 

spiritual process.  

In regards to the Nyingtig Yabshi, Vimalamitra united the two aspects of Innermost 

Unexcelled Section ð the explanatory lineage with scriptures and the hearing lineage 

without scriptures ð and concealed them to be revealed as the Nyingtig 

teachings Vima Nyingtig. 

 

Padmasambhava  

 

Padmasambhava was called in Tibet, Pemajungney, and considered the second 

Buddha, who was in the eighth century a tantric Teacher and for sure, in his youth, an 

Aghora Siddha that practiced any kind of extreme yoghic technique in the carnal 

grounds of India, Pakistan and Nepal. 

He obtained some amount of energy and power that he understood was most 

important to realize enlightenment and so received the teaching from several 

teachers, one of those was Vimalamitra. He was invited to Tibet by King Trison 

Detsen to help the work of Shantaraksita, a Teacher monk that wasnôt able to win the 

resistance of the energies of the Tibetan soil and Mind. 

Very soon he found problems and misunderstandings caused by political groups but 

every time he found in exile the occasions to practice in retreat, in some case with a 

tantric consort, or to entangle the forces of the place bounding them with the vow to 

protect the Buddhist teaching. Being a Teacher enabled him to perform a lot of 

miracles and he remained in the mind of Tibetan people as the Guru Rimpoché, the 

Precious Master. 

It is impossible to count exactly how many students in Tibet 

received empowerment from Padmakara in person, but the 

most renowned are the original twenty-five disciples, the 

intermediate 25 disciples and the later 17 and 21 disciples. 

There were 80 of his students who attained rainbow body at 

Yerpa and also the 108 meditators at Chuwori, the 30 tantrikas 

at Yangdzong, the 55 realized ones at Sheldrag. Of female 

disciples there were the 25 dakini students and seven yoginis. 

Many of these close had blood lines that have continued until 

the present day. 

He gave a particular blessing to a statue that, He said, was 

incredibly looking similar to him and that was called for this reason ñlookslikemeò. 

 

Some of his students in the future centuries became the finders of his Dharma 

Treasures.  
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