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THE 
EVERYTHING®


Tantric Sex Book

Dear Reader

You are busy. Trust me, I know. But I took time to write this book, and you took time to read it, because we are perceptive enough to know that something is missing in our lives, despite our best efforts to cram every possible thing into a twenty-four-hour day.

What is this missing element? Calmness. Bliss. Contentment. If you are like most people, you are so caught up in the “rat race” and pursuing success (however you envision it) that you don’t take enough time to nurture your spirit and your soul.

By learning how to achieve balance within yourself—and with your partner, as well as the world around you—you can lead a life of happiness and harmony. And since personal relationships are often the first casualties of a busy life, picking up a few trick s to spice up your sex life can strengthen your intimate bond with your partner. Bottom line: I think your pursuit of Tantra will bring light and sunshine into your life in all sorts of magical ways.

I hope this book will help you find spiritual bliss and personal contentment. Not to mention, a hot and passionate sex life.




—Bobbi Dempsey








Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series ! 

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything®  book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything®  books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®  !
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Top Ten Reasons Why You Should 
Practice Tantric Sex 

1. Tantra helps you connect with the universe and the higher power, leading to spiritual healing and enlightenment.

2. You will be a happier person. For most people, Tantra brings a sense of peace and joy that may have been missing in their lives.

3. Your orgasms will become much stronger, more satisfying, occur more frequently, and last longer than they did before.

4. You will rediscover your own body.

5. Relatedly, you will also see your partner’s body in a whole new light. Most likely, you will find exciting new spots that you previously neglected or overlooked.

6. Tantra stresses the importance of balance, which brings an overall sense of calm into one’s life.

7. The incredibly powerful intimate bond you develop with your partner will benefit both of you. The connection you build through Tantra will make your union stronger and more fulfilling.

8. Your fitness level will greatly improve. Many of the techniques associated with Tantra—yoga, Kegel exercises, etc.—can have great fitness benefits such as muscle strengthening and toning. Bottom line: it does a body good.

9. You will have some fun shopping trips. Hitting the stores in search of perfect items for your sacred space and fun toys for your bedroom adventures sure beats grocery shopping!

10. Everybody loves good sex! And your partner will be thrilled at the new moves you pull out of your sexual bag of tricks.










Introduction

[image: Il_9781598693263_0014_001] CONGRATULATIONS. By making the decision to check out this book, you have taken an important first step on an entirely new journey in your life—embarking on a path that can lead you to a special place where you feel both ultimate peace and unbridled passion.

Peace and passion. A highly desirable combination—and a state of being that many people pursue, but few are able to successfully achieve. You will be following a path created for you by Tantric trailblazers of ancient times. By heeding the wisdom of the past, you will be paving the way for your blissful new future.

Let’s face it: If having a powerful and fulfilling intimate connection were as easy as inserting Tab A into Slot B, everybody would be in a constant state of bedroom bliss. Instead, many people find themselves feeling frustrated and disappointed in their personal relationships, constantly searching for the elusive key to ecstasy. They may go from one unsatisfying relationship to another, never seeming to find what they need. Eventually, they reach a point of reluctant acceptance and resign themselves to the fact that “this is all there is.” They abandon all hope of ever having more—more passion, more happiness, and more spiritual peace.

But it gives me great pleasure to tell you it doesn’t have to be that way. No matter what your background or current situation, you too can have balance and happiness in your life. You can eliminate stress and negative energy from your life. And, finally, you can reach new heights of passion with your partner. As a bonus, you will also learn how to have a loving, blissful existence with the world around you—and understand how to achieve peace and acceptance within yourself.

 With the help of ancient gurus and the sexual and spiritual secrets they dedicated themselves to protecting, you will first learn how to attain harmony in your life, which will then pave the way toward a completely fulfilling love life.

There is an old saying that the brain is the most important sex organ. There is a lot of truth to that—although you must also include two other critical elements: the heart and soul. So rather than just throwing you into a menu of various exciting sex positions, this book first takes you on a journey toward a more content and enlightened soul. You will learn about the history of Tantra, including the ancient traditions that gurus carefully preserved and passed down to trusted students. You will also discover the differences between the various types of Tantra, which can help you decide which path is right for you.

Before just jumping into bed with a bottle of massage oil (and, ideally, a partner) you will learn the importance of touch and why you first need to establish a powerful intimate connection. You will become skilled at creating the all-important sacred space for love, and find out why those preintercourse rituals and routines are so important.

You will learn how to prepare yourself—mentally, emotionally, and physically—for the most passionate encounters you may ever have. Realizing that spiritual and emotional factors play a big part in physical pleasure, you will learn techniques for establishing and/or strengthening an intimate bond with the special person in your life. Once you have completed that goal, you will discover the key to the most passionate—maybe even magical—sex of your life.

In pursuing Tantric enlightenment, you will also discover a new and exciting network of like-minded people. You will find yourself with many new friends who share your interest in self-improvement and higher consciousness.

Perhaps most importantly, you will learn the importance of treating yourself and your partner with the love, respect, and adoration that you deserve. You will learn to expect the treatment befitting a god or goddess, while also bestowing appropriate treatment upon your partner.

By employing ancient Tantric approaches and attitudes, you will open yourself up to new levels of passion and spiritual peace that will cast a glow of positive energy over your entire universe.

Welcome to an exciting phase of your life. Your future is bright and radiant with joy. Embrace this new beginning and revel in the spiritual awakening it brings you. May you enjoy total bliss in your life—and your love.








Chapter 1 

Tantric Sex 101

You may be familiar with the saying, “everything old is new again,” and that’s definitely true when it comes to the art of sensual pleasure. Tantric sex is among the oldest (if not the oldest) of all the sensual arts. Yet it is recently becoming more popular than ever. More and more people are becoming fans of Tantra and the positive effects it can have on their love life. Read on and discover how an ancient philosophy can spice up the sex life of a modern person like you.

What Does Tantra Mean?

The word Tantra is Sanskrit for “weave” or “woven together.” Sometimes it is also translated to mean “to expand” or “to liberate.” It is a system of beliefs and traditions—based on the art of consciousness—dating back to ancient times. The roots of Tantra are obscure. Some say the practice dates back many thousands of years to early goddess worship. Tantra became extremely popular in India in the eighth through twelfth centuries, working its way across the country and even making its way to rural villages.
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Sanskrit is a classical language used in Hinduism and Buddhism. Some people believe it is the world’s oldest language. It is one of India’s twenty-two official languages, but has mainly become a language for research scholars. It is not used as a common form of communication.

The term Tantra has been used loosely over the years, applied to several different bodies of beliefs—mostly those based on Hindu and Buddhist traditions celebrating the union of what appear to be opposites. In other words, celebrating the union of masculine and feminine, positive and negative, etc.,  in order to transcend the perceived separateness and regain the actual oneness of reality. Tantra also involves the idea of using the union of man and woman—meaning intercourse—as a route to a divine place. In some cases, intercourse was seen as a path to God or a higher spiritual universe.

A main tenet of the Tantra philosophy is that all aspects of life, all living things and of creation, are special and sacred. Simply put, it’s the basic idea of creating “heaven on earth” and viewing yourself as a god or goddess. Using Tantric teachings, people learn to form a spiritual connection with everything and everyone around them.

People who practice the traditional art of Tantra are called Tantrics (also Tantrikas or Tantricas). In traditional Tantra, Tantrics would spend years studying under a guru and would engage in elaborate, often time-consuming, rituals and exercises to perfect their skills and sharpen their minds and spirits.

The Basic Idea 

Tantra involves many different beliefs and practices, but there is one common theme. In all practices, there is an emphasis on the joining of two seemingly opposite life forces—male and female, yin and yang, dark and light, hot and cold, etc.—to create one powerful force leading to higher consciousness. Basically, by joining these two halves, you make a whole, which leads to spiritual (and sensual) bliss.

It’s All about Unity 

The basic principle of Tantra is unity. That can be expressed in many forms. It could be unity with the world around you, or unity of spirit, which brings peace and clarity, or when related to sex, the unity of man and woman to bring about the ultimate pleasure and fulfillment. Once you achieve the desired unity, you reach a higher consciousness and connect with a divine place. (In traditional Tantra, this usually involved a connection with a god, a creator, an ultimate being, or some other deity, but today it is often interpreted to mean a place of complete bliss.)

The Ancient Approach 

In ancient Hindu times, the Tantra approach to sex involved using meditation combined with nonorgasmic sensual activities, resulting in spiritual bliss. This technique involved activating and stimulating the energy centers (the chakras, which will be discussed in detail in Chapter 13), each of which played an important role in helping participants pursue their ultimate spiritual destination.
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What is sacred sex?
When the techniques of Tantra are applied to sensual acts, this is sometimes referred to as “sacred sex.” This term is used to refer to any sexual experience that helps a person attain a stronger connection with the universe or a higher power.

Shiva and Shakti 

When discussing Tantra and the idea of unity, it is necessary to include Shiva and Shakti, who represent masculine and feminine archetypes in Hindu symbolism. Shiva, the male, is pure consciousness; Shakti, the female, is the power of creation—she’s the life force energy that combines with his power of thought to manifest the physical world. One cannot exist without the other, as the two are inseparable and it takes both powers working in harmony to keep the universe functioning (more on Shiva and Shakti in Chapter 3).

Tantra’s Bad Reputation 

For a long time, Tantric practices were frowned upon in many regions of the world (to a lesser extent, this bias still exists today). This was largely due to myths and misconceptions surrounding Tantra. People in the scientific community wrongly believed that Tantra was based on superstition. Also, some of the traditional Tantric rituals—often marked by chanting, dancing, sacrificial rites (including human sacrifices), images of gods and goddesses, and other mystical/religious elements—made people think of a cult, or witchcraft, or black magic. But perhaps the most important opposition came from those in power, who disliked Tantra’s philosophy of freedom and openness, perhaps fearing it would make people too rebellious and independent.
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Modern Tantra is not a religion, although it focuses on spiritual enlightenment. You can practice Tantric techniques regardless of your religious faith. You do not need to renounce your current religion to practice Tantra. Ideally, Tantra should enhance your established beliefs, not replace them.

Even today, some people prejudge Tantra as being too “New Age” or obscure, usually because they haven’t taken the time to learn about Tantric beliefs or understand the principles behind them. Perhaps people also  mistakenly believe that Tantra is a religion—and therefore they cannot observe its teachings while adhering to their own particular religious beliefs. 

Why Westerners Need It 

People today may be more “free” about sex as far as discussing it openly and feeling comfortable with their sexuality, but for the most part they are still not nearly as enlightened when it comes to sex as they may like to think.

Sexual Enlightenment 

A lot of people today confuse promiscuous behavior with sexual enlightenment. This couldn’t be further from the truth. Just because you have a multitude of partners, this does not mean you are sexually enlightened. In fact, many followers of Tantra are advocates of monogamy and committed relationships. The whole idea behind Tantric sex is to make the experience more fulfilling, both physically and emotionally, allowing you to form a bond with your partner that’s stronger than ever. As a result, sex is infinitely more pleasurable and never gets boring, even if you’ve been with the same partner for a long time. By learning to make the experience itself more enjoyable, you eliminate the need to continue to search for new partners to keep things exciting. Essentially, by fulfilling the spiritual aspect of sex, as a higher power intended, the desire for multiple sex partners is decreased because the emotional void is filled.

Slow Things Down 

In our fast-paced world, there’s a tendency to focus on quick gratification and purely physical encounters. True, such quickie encounters can be satisfying in the short-term, but eventually you realize that you crave more. By slowing things down and focusing on forming a strong spiritual connection, you will have sensual encounters that will prove much more satisfying.

In addition, Tantra emphasizes relaxation, togetherness, creativity, and playfulness. These are all things that can come in handy for the busy people rushing through today’s high-stress environment. Taking the time to smell  the roses (or your partner’s unique enchanting scent) can be a great way to escape the stresses and pressures of daily life.
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Western philosophy is generally concerned with the outer world—how to achieve success outside of one’s self. Eastern philosophy teaches the importance of cultivating one’s inner strength. That is, it teaches that success cannot be measured by outer achievements.

Embrace Emotions 

In the West, there is a lot of emphasis on logic, reason, and linear thought. In the East, however, there is intuition, belief, and circular thought.

One teacher described the difference in perceptions like this: The westerner sees the world, while the easterner feels the world.

Yet, in the West, throughout history so much emphasis has been placed on logic that the feeling is missing. Westerners are more and more interested in getting control over emotions rather than the “let it out” approach and deep-relaxation techniques.

Ideas of Eastern and Western spirituality generally suggest that the East is passive while the West is active. In analyzing the different schools of Tantra, we can see that this is not always true. This “live it” aspect of Eastern spirituality appeals to many westerners who wish to experience spirituality and are no longer content simply contemplating it.

Is It All about Sex?

There are many misconceptions when it comes to the subjects of sex and Tantra. The most common, is that Tantra means “sex.” While it’s true that Tantra principles can greatly enrich and enhance your sex life, that’s just one aspect of a much broader way of life. In reality, Tantra is a large philosophy encompassing many areas of life, and sex is only one small part of that. But since sex is—in the Western world—the most well known (and, arguably, the most titillating) part of Tantra, it gets the most attention.

 In Tantra, desires are expected and embraced. They are viewed as a natural part of being human. They are to be encouraged and learned from.  Desire becomes a vehicle for spiritual awakening. This is very different from what the Western approach teaches.

Tantra beliefs and teachings can help you improve all aspects of your life.  This philosophy can help you take a fresh new look at everything around you. You will learn to view all of creation as a spiritual, heavenly universe—and to view yourself as a god or goddess inhabiting that universe.

A Tantra Guru Weighs In 

Al Link and his partner Pala Copeland have been Tantric sex practitioners since 1987 and teachers since 1997. They are the authors of Soul Sex: 

Tantra for Two and several other books on the subject. Al shares his thoughts on Tantra’s connection to sex:

There is an interesting split in the Tantric community about the meaning and significance of Tantra sacred sex practices. At one extreme, there are those teachers who claim that sex has nothing to do with the ‘“true” or “pure” spiritual Tantra. At the other extreme there are those who believe that enhanced sexuality is all that Tantra is about. There is also a middle position, such as ours, which maintains that in its spiritual dimension, as a vehicle leading practitioners toward full enlightenment, that all aspects of life in a body are sacred and to be celebrated, indeed that nothing is to be denied or excluded. This includes a healthy joyous sexuality, a sacred sexuality.

Our teaching is that sex is good, pleasure is good, sex is sacred, and sacred sex is definitely a spiritual aspect of Tantra. Sex doesn’t bring one to an enlightened consciousness, nor do other Tantric practices such as meditation, ceremony, ritual, prayer, and physical and psychological techniques such as relaxation, breathing, visualization, chanting, mantras, yantras, mandalas, mudras, and so on. It’s not the activity itself that brings one to an awakened state—practices are simply vehicles to help one become clear, focused, and present in the eternal now.

The Broader Picture 

Tantric teachings usually combine yoga, meditation, breathing exercises, workshops, written materials—all of this in addition to information on the sexual aspect of Tantra.

However, obviously, you picked up this book because you have an interest in Tantra as it relates to sex specifically, so this book will focus most of the information on that part of the Tantra philosophy. But it is important to at least briefly touch on the ways that Tantra can affect your entire life. The first and most basic way? Tantra can make you feel more peaceful, spiritually balanced, and emotionally fulfilled. This fulfillment improves all aspects of your life as a whole, and in turn, also makes your love life better. After all, when your life in general is happy, balanced, and fulfilling, your sex life can’t help but reap the benefits.

Personal Benefits 

Tantra can have many benefits to an individual. Tantra in its traditional form as a true spiritual practice holds a very important place in the lives of the practitioners. It creates calmness and awareness. Tantra makes change possible. It spurs spiritual evolution by awakening energies within you that would otherwise remain dormant.

Here in the West people learn to suppress desire, as it is often associated with weakness and sin. They are taught to be strong and self-denying. This can cause more damage than good to a person’s well being. By denying yourself experiences that may be enriching or that may further your spiritual quest simply because they are desires, you create repressed emotions and regrets, leading to a host of other complications. You will eventually begin to feel unfulfilled and will grow resentful of constantly being forced to stifle your desires. That is why it is better to learn about yourself, your strengths and weakness, through your desires, thereby becoming a more whole, fuller individual. Bottom line: Embracing and heeding your desires, rather than opposing them, can be a very good thing.

Additionally, the East considers the individual as part of the integrated whole. The West traditionally sees the individual as separated from the whole. More and more seekers are in need of feelings of unity and connection, not division and separation. Tantra can provide that feeling of unity.
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Many westerners feel empty after dedicating their lives to the outer world. Eastern religions and philosophies provide them with an answer. Philosophies such as those connected to Tantra can provide people with a feeling of fulfillment that they can’t get from material things.

Other Benefits of Tantra 

Aside from improving your life overall and enriching your sex life, there are lots of other ways you can benefit from studying the Tantra philosophies and incorporating them into your daily routine. By becoming more conscious of your body’s well-being—spiritually, emotionally, and physically—you will find that you start taking better care of yourself. The meditation and breathing exercises connected to Tantra are great stress relievers—as are the yoga exercises, which also can do wonders for your body physically.

In addition, a core principle of Tantra is enriching your relationship with those around you, and strengthening the bond you have with loved ones.

Lastly, by studying the Tantric emphasis on higher consciousness, you will experience personal growth and spiritual evolution that will benefit all facets of your life. So, while you may initially be interested in studying Tantra for the sexual benefits, you can apply the lessons you learn to virtually all other aspects of your life, making your entire world a much better place to be!

Neo-Tantra: What It Is and Isn’t 

Neo-Tantra is a term used to refer to the modern-day version of Tantra. It is also known as “New Age” Tantra or “Western Tantra.” Neo-Tantra practitioners don’t adhere to all of the traditional Tantric beliefs and techniques. For example, many Neo-Tantra fans don’t view all sexual encounters as a ritual, as is common with traditional Tantra. That is not to say that one practice is better or more respectable than the other, but rather that they are different and that the terms are not interchangeable.

There are many characteristics that set westernized Tantra apart from traditional Tantra. Take the guru, for example. In traditional Tantra, the guru is the ultimate authority and treated with utmost respect. This spiritual master is essential to assuring a positive and enriching spiritual experience. In traditional Tantra, the principal interests are the guru-disciple relationship and ritual discipline.
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There is significant difference between Tantric and Neo-Tantric philosophy in regard to the importance placed on orgasm. For example, Buddhist Tantra views the orgasm as essentially an irrelevant event, as it is believed that this energy should be used toward spiritual awakening. In Neo-Tantra, however, the orgasm (albeit, often an enhanced or prolonged orgasm) is encouraged as a way to increase pleasure, both for the man and the woman.

In westernized Tantra, on the other hand, the guru is not an important figure, as each person in the relationship acts as the teacher. In westernized Tantra, both people in the relationship assume the position of the teacher and the transmitter of truth. Each person learns from the other and experiences spiritual truth through their union.

Neo-Tantra and Sex 

In traditional Tantra, sex was seen as just one piece of the puzzle. The pure, traditional Tantra philosophy stressed total-body happiness—spiritually, physically, sexually, etc. With Neo-Tantra, however, sex takes center stage. Things like male multiple orgasm and female ejaculation—which are not really stressed in traditional Tantra—are given much more attention in the westernized version. Also, Neo-Tantra tends to stress the “G-spot orgasm,” as opposed to the full-body orgasm of traditional Tantra. Many modern Tantra fans are primarily interested in the sexual aspects of the philosophy. They may know almost nothing about the background and lessons of Tantra—they simply want to learn how to use its techniques to improve their sex life.
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In Neo-Tantra, couples generally use the ideas of spiritual peace and other elements to enhance their relationship. Whereas with traditional Tantra it’s somewhat the opposite—the goal is to use the relationship as a tool to attain higher levels of peace and consciousness.

Neo-Tantra brings sex into the light, making the practitioner more sexually aware. It gives you the opportunity to expand your limits of pleasure, to try new positions and techniques, and to delve deeper into intimacy. It helps you to have better, fuller orgasms and deeper, more meaningful communication in the bedroom. By bettering the quality of your intimate relationships, you better yourself, your partner, and those around you. Not to mention, every aspect of your life is bound to benefit when you achieve a greater sense of peace, balance, and harmony with the world.

In essence, Neo-Tantrics believe pleasure has spiritual value; pleasure is a path of spiritual practice. Neo-Tantra deals more with increasing intimacy, having better orgasms, and deepening relationships. Neo-Tantra can help fill a void that many people may feel in their personal lives. It adds a deeper dimension to one’s sex life and therefore one’s love life, and possibly even has the potential to affect one’s outlook and lifestyle in general.

What Neo-Tantra Is Not 

Neo-Tantra offers many benefits to those who follow its techniques, and is also a good way to introduce some Tantra beliefs to those who otherwise may not be willing or able to study Tantra. Still, it is important to note that Neo-Tantra is not the traditional, ancient version of Tantra. It is not “pure” 

Tantra. Indeed, many Tantra purists take a negative or critical view of Neo-Tantra. However, Neo-Tantra may be more attractive and suitable for many people in this modern age, especially in the United States. Many people just don’t have the dedication or interest to study the traditional Tantra lessons. However, if you choose to study Neo-Tantra, it is much better to incorporate at least some of the Tantra teachings into your life as well, rather than none at all.
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If you are interested in learning more about Neo-Tantra, there are plenty of groups, workshops, and related resources available. However, use caution and do your research. Some unethical and unsavory groups have taken to using the term Neo-Tantra as a way to lure unsuspecting people into “clubs” that are thinly disguised escort services or other objectionable endeavors.

Here’s a little secret: Even if you start out only interested in learning about the sexual aspects of Tantra, you will almost inevitably learn about many other aspects of the philosophy. Ideally, this book will provide a blend of the best of both worlds—the sexual and sensual advice you want, but the spiritual and informative material that will also prove very helpful. And maybe once you read this book on Tantric sex, you will be inspired to do further research on the topic of traditional Tantric beliefs.

Tantra in the Modern World 

Recently, there has been a renewed interest in Tantra—both the traditional type and the westernized variety—in the United States. Maybe that is because people today tend to be more sexually open and adventurous than in the past.

Westerners are generally more repressed and uptight about sex than people in other parts of the world. Sex in the West is often associated with sin. Until very recently, it had no place in spiritual or religious practices. This has made sex confining and at times even dark. Tantra and Neo-Tantra have provided westerners with a way to explore sexuality through spirituality. It has brought together these two realms that are really interconnected. Part of the reason that Neo-Tantra has been so successful is because it meets the needs of westerners everywhere. It fits in exactly where there is a gap that needs to be filled.

There is also a general interest in things viewed as “New Age,” like yoga and meditation. Books on Tantra are selling in great numbers. There are countless Web sites on the topic, in addition to magazines, videos, and  workshops. Today virtually everyone—no matter where he or she lives—has access to information about Tantra and the ability to discuss it openly and share knowledge with others.
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Tantra has become more well known (and more widely accepted) in the United States thanks to high-profile fans like the singer Sting and his wife Trudie Styler, who have openly raved about the benefits of Tantra in their relationship and sex life. Actor Woody Harrelson has also publicly discussed his experiences with Tantric sex.

Tantra Across the World 

In various scattered regions of India, authentic traditional Tantra is still practiced by devoted followers. However, this is done mainly in secrecy.  The gurus who teach Tantra are viewed as almost godlike, and the whole process is handled with extreme reverence. It definitely would not be discussed as openly or casually as it would be in the United States. Tibetan Tantra is also practiced by many native Tibetans in Tibetan Buddhist locations throughout Europe and America.








Chapter 2 

History of Tantric Sex

Tantric sex is no fad or “flavor of the month” bedroom trend. It has actually been around for thousands of years. References to the Tantric sex principles and beliefs can be found in writings of early Buddhist teachers. But many couples today realize that Tantra can really give their bedroom activities a boost. This chapter will explore the history of Tantra and some of the groups and individuals who have helped formulate and preserve its traditions.

The Roots of Tantra

Tantra is an ancient body of beliefs that has been held sacred by many groups of people throughout history. It was a widespread practice in ancient India and Tibet. Its influence was also felt as Tantric ideas and practices spread to other regions such as Egypt and China. Tantra was very prevalent between the seventh and thirteenth centuries.

Tantra is a term that is most commonly used to refer to this philosophy of beliefs directed at forming a spiritual connection with the universe. The term also refers to the sacred writings related to those beliefs. However, other types of written Hindu documents—such as those related to scientific, medical, and astrological topics—are sometimes also referred to by the general term of Tantras.

It can be tricky to try and trace the history of Tantra because much of it is shrouded in secrecy. This was partly because it was misunderstood. Tantra was often perceived as involving sorcery or black magic. To the uninformed, casual observer of early times, it may have just looked and sounded like a lot of hocus-pocus. But Tantra was a private, personal practice that wasn’t commonly discussed openly in public.
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In ancient Hindu, the word Tantra often referred to the joining or connection of two forces. Sometimes sexual terms or depictions were used to illustrate this, but it often really had nothing to do with actually having sex.

In many cases, the teachings and traditions of Tantra were passed directly from guru to student verbally (sometimes with the help of nonwritten aids such as art, music, etc.), so there weren’t a lot of written materials to be saved for posterity. This is unfortunate, as those early Tantric gurus probably had a lot of impressive wisdom to offer. Modern-day Tantrics could likely benefit greatly from the lessons these early pioneers could have shared. This scarcity of written records also makes it more difficult to pinpoint exact milestones in the evolution of this sacred art.

It is generally accepted that Tantra dates back at least 3,000 years, originating in India. Over the years, Tantra in various forms has also been practiced in many other areas of the world, including Tibet, China, and Korea.

Hindu Tantric Traditions 

According to Hindu lore, the Tantras came from communications between Shiva and Shakti very long ago, probably at least 2000 B.C. or earlier. Some of these conversations were overheard and passed along from gurus to their students, and eventually were documented in written form.
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Some people believe the earliest roots of Tantra date all the way back to branches of Hinduism called Shaktism and Shaivism. These religions were based on the worship of Shakti and Shiva in their many forms.

Hindu and Buddhist Tantra both place an emphasis on rituals—specifically, rituals involving sex, food, and wine. Many of these rituals would also frequently involve dancing, music, and other forms of entertainment. (For more on rituals see Chapter 12.)

Tantric Buddhism 

Tantric Buddhism (also known as “Tibetan Buddhism” or “Vajrayana”)  traces its roots to the teachings and life of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, who was born in Nepal during the sixth century B.C. His beliefs centered around the idea of the “Middle Path”—meaning the philosophy of seeking enlightenment through balance and moderation. It is believed that Buddhist Tantra originated somewhere around the fourth century through a slow process in which teachings were passed down quietly from teacher to pupil.  It most likely originated with the monks, and even once it spread to other parts of the population, some secret teachings were still reserved for monks alone. Tantric Buddhism gathered momentum by the eighth century and  was even adopted by rulers during the period of Bengal’s Pala dynasty (A.D. 750 to 1150).

Somewhere along the way Tantric Buddhism has also adopted elements of Bon, the indigenous religion of Tibet. As a result, this type of Buddhism has developed into a very distinctive form of the religion.

In Buddhist Tantra, it is believed that you can use sex to help you reach a state of bliss and supreme enlightenment. Followers are taught to revere the body and to indulge its sensual desires and impulses. This was a sharp contrast to the traditional branch of Buddhism, called Theravada, where strict discipline and self-denial are cardinal rules. Those who follow the Theravada doctrines generally live a very spartan, modest lifestyle, with little importance placed on materialistic pleasures, and spend a great deal of time on meditation. The ritual sex activities common in Tantric Buddhism are totally foreign (not to mention prohibited and frowned upon) to the followers of Theravada.
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In traditional Buddhist Tantra, a sex partner was called a karma mudra. By contrast, a jnana mudra was a fantasy partner, one that was only “present” in the person’s fantasy. Interestingly, jnana mudra is also a sacred Tantric hand gesture in which the hand is held at chest level and the index finger and thumb touch to form a circle while the other three fingers extend upward.

The sex rituals that were sometimes parts of Buddhist Tantra were large and elaborate, often involving anywhere from ten to fifty celebrants. It was an indulgent event, and not just in a sexual way. Celebrants often smoked cannabis, drank alcohol, and enjoyed a huge feast.

In addition to the sexual aspects, Tantric Buddhism was also seen as controversial because it essentially offered a shortcut to nirvana. In the more traditional types of Buddhism, it is believed that followers must study intently and dedicate themselves to their faith, cultivating their spiritual perfection over the course of several lifetimes. By contrast, Tantric Buddhism offered the ability to reach this state much more quickly, in less than a single lifetime.
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People are often surprised to learn that Buddhist Tantra can be traced back to early monasteries. It is believed that many of the founders of Buddhist Tantra were monks and others who felt compelled to rebel against the rigid rules and attitudes of the religious and spiritual leadership which were common in ancient times.

The Siddhas 

The first significant Tantric-related records date back to the time of the Siddhas. Siddha is a Sanskrit term that refers to someone who had attained the status of a “grand master.” In parts of India, a Siddha was believed to be an individual who had attained both spiritual and physical perfection, to the point where he had become immortal. There was a broad Siddha movement involving Hindu and Buddhist people that occurred as part of an era known as the “Pan-Indian Tantric Yoga Movement” beginning around the seventh century and continuing until around the eleventh century. The Tamil Siddhas were a specific religious group within that movement which originated in the southern region of India sometime around the eighth century. You might say the Tamil Siddhas were a rebel group. They were viewed by more conservative religious orders to be heretics, because the Tamil Siddhas practiced beliefs that were considered unorthodox and controversial for that time.

But the important thing from a historical viewpoint is that the Tamil Siddhas were among the first to put Tantric texts down on paper. However, they did not make their writings easy to understand. They used a lot of poetic verse, often in an ancient style, and also employed a lot of imagery and symbolism.

Tantra’s Dark Period

Somewhere around the eighth century, Tantric practitioners were forced to go “underground” and practice their beliefs covertly, because Tantra was viewed as strange and perhaps connected to black magic. The sex rituals  commonly associated with Tantra were also viewed as highly controversial during this time.

During a drawn-out period usually assumed to have been between the seventh and twelfth centuries, Muslims invaded India and enacted laws prohibiting many popular beliefs. Anyone caught following Tantric beliefs or practices could be executed during this period.

As a result of these and other occurrences, Tantric followers in India and other regions were forced to be very secretive about their actions for several centuries.
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What are left-handed and right-handed Tantras?
In some older writings about Tantra, believers are divided into two groups—left-handed and right-handed—based on the path the person took in following the Tantric teachings. Left-handed Tantras were the ones who regularly indulged in sensory pleasures and “vices,” such as alcohol, meat, and sex, and incorporated these pleasures into their rituals. Right-handed Tantras had more self-control and were generally viewed to be more spiritually pure and disciplined. Right-handed Tantra did not include sexual acts.
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