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Abstract- Mercury, or Parada, occupies a unique position 

in the traditional knowledge systems of ancient India, 

especially in Rasashastra and texts associated with 

mechanical devices such as Vimanas and Yantras. This 

study explores the concept of mercury as a fuel or energy 

source as portrayed in Sanskrit treatises like the 

Samarangana Sutradhara, Rasaratna Samuccaya, 

Rasarnava, and later interpretations like the Vaimanika 

Shastra. By comparing these textual narratives with 

modern scientific principles, the research critically 

examines whether these ancient references were symbolic, 

ritualistic, or early explorations into energy technologies. 

This interdisciplinary approach seeks to contextualize 

ancient Indian technological imagination in light of 

contemporary physics and propulsion engineering. 
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I INTRODUCTION 

Among the various metals and minerals revered in 

ancient Indian tradition, mercury (Parada) holds a 

special status due to its fluid, elusive, and 

transformative properties. From the times of early 

Tantric rituals to sophisticated alchemical experiments 

described in Rasashastra, mercury has been treated 

both as a divine element and a potential medium of 

extraordinary powers. Not only confined to medicinal 

or spiritual pursuits, certain classical texts hint at using 

mercury in mechanical devices, including flying 

machines (Vimanas) and automata (Yantras). 

This intriguing suggestion raises several questions. 

Could mercury have been envisioned as an actual fuel 

source? Was it used merely for symbolic purposes? Or 

do these references point to a proto-scientific curiosity 

about utilizing the unique physical properties of 

mercury? The study navigates through these 

possibilities by systematically analyzing primary 

Sanskrit sources, their traditional commentaries, and 

juxtaposing them with principles from modern 

chemistry and propulsion systems. 

This paper also aims to clear misconceptions—both 

overly credulous and overly dismissive—surrounding 

ancient Indian technological capabilities. By situating 

these textual traditions within a broader intellectual 

and historical context, it endeavors to offer a balanced 

perspective on the idea of mercury as a fuel. 

1. Mercury in Ancient Indian Thought 

1.1. Symbolic and Philosophical Dimensions 

In Indian cosmology, mercury (Parada) was often 

associated with Shiva, representing both destructive 

and regenerative forces. The fluid nature of mercury 

made it an ideal metaphor for the subtle energies 

(prana) that flow through the universe. In the Shiva 

Purana, mercury is portrayed as semen of Shiva, 

emphasizing its creative potency (Sharma 18). 

Thus, before entering purely technological 

discussions, it is essential to recognize that many 

references to mercury occur in ritualistic, 

metaphysical, and Tantric contexts. The Parada 

Vidya, a specialized branch of Tantric practice, 

considered mercury to be an embodiment of life force 

capable of granting immortality. 

1.2. Early Alchemical Explorations 

Indian alchemy, primarily under the umbrella of 

Rasashastra, advanced extensive studies into the 

purification, stabilization, and transformation of 

mercury. Texts like the Rasaratna Samuccaya, 

Rasarnava, and Rasa Hridaya Tantra elaborate 

intricate processes such as: 

• Samskara (Purification): to rid mercury of its 

inherent impurities. 
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• Bandhana (Fixation): to solidify volatile mercury 

into stable forms. 

• Maran (Killing): converting mercury into 

powdery forms believed to be medicinally active. 

As Bhattacharya notes, “Indian alchemy was as much 

a spiritual practice as it was a proto-chemistry, seeking 

both physical transformations and spiritual liberation” 

(Bhattacharya 66). 

2. Mercury as Fuel in Ancient Mechanical Texts 

2.1. The Samarangana Sutradhara 

The most often cited text linking mercury with 

mechanical propulsion is the Samarangana 

Sutradhara, attributed to King Bhoja of the Paramara 

dynasty (11th century CE). This encyclopedic treatise 

on architecture, mechanics, and iconography dedicates 

its Chapter 31 to the construction of Vimanas (aerial 

chariots). 

A key shloka states: 

“Mercury and another driving wind inside the vessel 

with the aid of fire forms the power. The metal vessel 

should be properly made, strong and durable, so that 

the mercury inside is agitated by fire, producing 

energy to propel the machine in the sky.” 

(Shukla and Misra 156, my translation) 

Here, mercury is explicitly mentioned along with 

internal air flow (vayu), heated by fire. Scholars debate 

whether this implies a steam-like pressure system or is 

purely fantastical. 

N. R. Banerjee suggests that the mention of mercury is 

“symbolic of mobility, just as we speak of ‘quicksilver 

speed’,” whereas G. R. Josyer interprets it as a literal 

design for mercury vapor engines (Banerjee 201). 

2.2. The Rasaratna Samuccaya and Technical 

Procedures 

Although primarily a medical and alchemical text, the 

Rasaratna Samuccaya contains detailed chemical 

procedures that might underlie any technological 

usage: 

• Describes Dola Yantra and Patana Yantra for 

distilling mercury. 

• Elaborates on binding mercury with sulfur to 

make kajjali, which was considered stable. 

Some researchers speculate these stabilization 

processes could have inspired ideas of using mercury 

under heated, pressurized conditions to generate 

motion. 

2.3. The Vaimanika Shastra 

No study of ancient Indian “mercury fuel” concepts is 

complete without mentioning the Vaimanika Shastra. 

However, this text, brought to public attention by 

Pandit Subbaraya Shastry in the early 20th century, is 

widely criticized as a modern composition lacking 

authentic medieval origins. 

Yet it elaborates mechanisms where mercury is 

subjected to centrifugal forces and heated chambers to 

produce anti-gravity or propulsion. For example: 

“Mercury should be placed in a closed globe under 

intense heat, causing an upward thrust through fine 

jets, enabling aerial navigation.” (Childress 45) 

S. R. Roy’s detailed analysis found the scientific basis 

“entirely unsound,” concluding that the Vaimanika 

Shastra lacks any genuine technological viability (Roy 

208). 

3. MODERN SCIENTIFIC INTERPRETATIONS 

3.1. Mercury’s Physical and Chemical Properties 

Mercury (Hg) is unique among metals for being liquid 

at room temperature (melting point -38.83°C, boiling 

point 356.73°C). It is dense (13.53 g/cm³) and forms 

amalgams with many metals. 

From a modern propulsion perspective: 

• Combustion: Mercury does not combust to release 

energy; it oxidizes slightly but this is not an 

exothermic fuel process. 

• Pressure systems: Heated mercury can produce 

vapor pressure. It has historically been used in 

barometers and vacuum pumps, not engines. 

• Toxicity: Mercury vapor is highly toxic, posing 

severe risks in enclosed environments. 

Roddam Narasimha succinctly states, “The notion of 

mercury as a chemical fuel is implausible. However, 

its high density and vapor characteristics could 

hypothetically serve in pressure engines, albeit 

dangerously” (Narasimha 193). 
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3.2. Mercury in Ion Propulsion 

Interestingly, mercury has been used in modern space 

propulsion: 

• Early ion thrusters, such as those tested by NASA 

in the 1960s, used mercury ions due to their mass. 

However, these were later abandoned for safer 

alternatives like xenon (NASA 5). 

This illustrates that mercury can be used to expel mass 

at high velocity (producing thrust), but not as a fuel in 

the combustion sense—rather as a propellant driven 

by external electrical energy. 

4. BRIDGING ANCIENT CONCEPTS AND 

MODERN ENGINEERING 

4.1. Could Ancient “Mercury Engines” Have Been 

Vapor Pressure Systems? 

One hypothesis is that references to mercury heated 

inside closed chambers could indicate attempts at 

creating vapor pressure engines. The idea parallels the 

way early steam engines used water. 

However, there is no archaeological evidence of such 

mercury-based engines. Additionally, managing high-

pressure mercury safely would have been beyond the 

metallurgical capabilities of the time. 

4.2. Symbolic or Metaphorical Language? 

Many Sanskrit texts use metaphorical language. Just 

as “fire in the belly” means enthusiasm, “mercury 

inside the vessel with wind and fire” might describe a 

symbolic process. 

B. V. Subbarayappa writes, “Ancient texts often blend 

mystical and mechanical descriptions, leading to 

misunderstandings when interpreted literally” 

(Subbarayappa 88). 

4.3. A Cultural Fascination with Movement 

Mercury’s very behavior—slipping, rolling, elusive—

made it an ideal poetic stand-in for motion. This might 

explain why authors chose mercury as the heart of 

moving machines, whether or not they built actual 

engines. 

5. CASE STUDIES IN MISINTERPRETATION 

5.1. Popular Fringe Claims 

Numerous fringe writers claim that mercury-powered 

Vimanas prove ancient alien technologies. Websites 

and pseudo-historians often cite Sanskrit verses out of 

context. They overlook that these descriptions could 

be metaphysical or entirely imaginative. 

David H. Childress’ popular books contribute to this 

confusion by presenting these ideas uncritically 

(Childress 62). 

5.2. Responsible Historiography 

In contrast, careful studies by Debiprasad 

Chattopadhyaya and scholars of the Indian History 

Congress stress the importance of reading texts in their 

intellectual and ritual contexts, not imposing modern 

technological interpretations (Chattopadhyaya 129). 

6. CRITICAL ANALYSIS 

This analysis leads to nuanced conclusions: 

• Technological imagination: Ancient Indians 

indeed imagined sophisticated devices. Whether 

these were built or purely literary remains 

uncertain. 

• Metallurgical brilliance: Their chemical 

knowledge of mercury was real, especially in 

purifying and alloying processes. 

• Lack of practical engines: No archaeological 

remains or practical demonstrations of mercury 

engines have been found. 

Thus, the claim that mercury was literally used as a 

fuel in ancient India is unsubstantiated. Yet, these 

textual ideas reflect an early exploration of using 

volatile substances for motion—concepts that 

centuries later became foundational to steam and 

internal combustion engines. 

CONCLUSION 

The concept of mercury as a fuel in ancient Indian 

texts straddles the boundaries between symbolic 

metaphor, spiritual aspiration, and proto-scientific 

curiosity. While these writings do not substantiate 

literal mercury engines, they indicate a profound 

engagement with the natural world’s mysteries. 

By studying these traditions alongside modern 

scientific knowledge, we gain a richer appreciation of 

humanity’s universal quest to harness nature’s forces 

for movement, transformation, and transcendence. 

The interplay of myth, metallurgical practice, and 

technological imagination in these texts continues to 
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inspire and challenge our understanding of both 

history and possibility. 
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