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Abstract


The Tibetan form of Vajrayana Buddhism is currently popular, but the period of the genesis of this tradition in South Asia hardly attracts the attention of the general public. To contribute to the study of this field, we gather here the clues which tend to show that the priviledged area of the development of Vajrayana in South Asia was the region which corresponds to the present Indian State of Odisha. To this end, we resort to archeology, linguistics and philology. Furthermore, the choice is made to take into account the discourses of the Tantric tradition itself, whenever they help making sense out of, at times, puzzling material data. The long impregnation of Northeastern India by Vajrayana explains the survival of Buddhist ideas and practices in local religious traditions to this day, some of them having largely exceeded the frame of Eastern India, or even of India. This local heritage of Tantric Buddhism, in particular in its final form, Vajrayana, is the subject of the last part of our study. This book is resolutely aimed at a large spectrum of readers, which is why an important part of the text is devoted to situating Tantric Buddhism within the history of Buddhism in general, as well as to clarifying its relationships with Hinduism.
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Foreword


by Lama Tenzin Samphel
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Namo Shri Jagannath Puri !


In August 2016, with a group of French students1, I made a Dharmayatra pilgrimage through India. During that time, we visited Bodhgaya, Varanasi, Ajanta, Ellora, Nagarjunakonda, and Odisha. Such magical places! Especially, when we were in Odisha, we discovered Ratnagiri, Udayagiri, Lalitgiri, and other places whose impact was palpable with powerful blessings and vibrations of Buddhist Tantra. Some of these locations had been Buddhist from the 3rd century continuously until the 16th century and we could still feel the presence of that millennium and a half of practice and devotion.


We saw some unbelievable monuments all clearly related to Buddhist Tantra. On the back of one such stone statue of Avalokiteshvara, it mentions the name of Padmasambhava, the founder of Tibetan Tantric Buddhism, in a script dating from the 8th century of our era. The Buddha statues are attended only by Mahayana sangha figures, such as Manjushri, Vajrapani and others. While several stupas indicated that they contained the Buddha’s relics, all the stupas we saw had written inside them the five great mantras of consecration used even in present times in Tibetan Buddhism [Tib. gzungs chen sde lnga], such as om ye dharma hetu…. Perhaps most astonishing was that under most of the tantric statues, you can see a tripod upon which are triangular offering cakes [Tib. gtor ma] and a conch shell with ablution water inside [Tib. dri’i dung zhal]. Until now, many scholars have argued that these offering cakes are a Tibetan invention and not originating from India. Generally, in India, scholars discuss only the type of offering cake that is made by squeezing the hand around a ball of dough [Tib. chang bu], but not the typical triangular cake found in Tibetan Tantric rituals. These surviving stone images talk clearly about how strongly Tantric Buddhism was flourishing at that time in Odisha.


Because of seeing all those wonderful places, I asked Dr. Frédéric Moronval, who was on the pilgrimage with us, to research more on these sites. I could see that there was a great deal more to understand and learn and it could be very beneficial.


This book represents countless hours of research and work, nonetheless it is still just like a seed for further investigation. Dr. Moronval has created here a lengthy survey of the research and study of countless other scholars, historians, and religious texts. I hope he will continue with a second volume based on fieldwork and delve deeper into the archeology, society, language and culture, religion, history and so on of the great region of the Diamond Triangle in Odisha, providing even more evidence for his theories. I am so happy of his work, and it is with much encouragement that I am hoping he will continue and go even further in this research.


May Buddhist Tantra reflourish in India and spread throughout the entire world for the benefit of all beings.


Lama Tenzin Samphel


France, Day of Buddha, November 15, 2020


Lama Tenzin Samphel, of Tibetan descent, grew up in Odisha. He became a holder of the Dudjom Tersar lineage of the Tibetan Nyingmapa Tantric tradition, founded by Padmasambhava of Uddiyana. Lama Tenzin holds a Postgraduate Degree from the INALCO, Paris. He teaches at Shedup Kunsang Chöling, Septvaux (France).





1 i.e. persons who study Buddhism with Lama Tenzin.









To Lama Tenzin Sampel, who drew my attention to the importance of Odisha in the history of Buddhism, and of Vajrayana in particular.


To my friend Ilkka, a Finnish Buddhist, whose wish to understand my French essay prompted me to write an English version.
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Preface


In spite of the current popularity of Tibetan Vajrayana, the period of the genesis of Tantric Buddhism in South Asia seldom attracts the attention of the general public. On the other hand, researchers are now more active in the field of the Tantric branch of what is called Indian Buddhism. David Snellgrove's masterpiece Indo-Tibetan Buddhism (1987) is an unrivaled reference to date. Since then, translations of Tantric texts written in Indian languages, mainly Sanskrit, have multiplied, but synthesis are rare and necessarily tend to “explain” Tantric Buddhism by resorting to analytical grids familiar to the Moderns, as did Ronald Davidson for Vajrayana in his Indian Esoteric Buddhism: A Social History of the Tantric Movement (2002). We are still awaiting a presentation of Buddhism, particularly Tantric Buddhism, which would bring to light its inner logic without reductionism, in the vein of Mircea Eliade’s Chamanisme: techniques archaïques de l’extase (1950).


Our approach here is both geographic and historical. It consists in collecting the clues that tend to show that the priviledged area of the development of the Vajrayana form of Tantric Buddhism in South Asia was the region which corresponds to the present Indian State of Odisha. To this end, we resort to archeology, linguistics and philology. Furthermore, the choice is made to take into account the discourses ot the Tantric tradition itself, whenever they help making sense out of at times puzzling material data. In so doing, we are somehow transposing to the history of Buddhism the idea of Durkheim (1912: 604), according to whom “a society [is constituted], before anything else, by the idea that she has of herself.” The long impregnation of Northeastern India by Vajrayana explains the survival of Buddhist ideas and practices in local religious traditions to this day, some of them having largely exceeded the frame of Eastern India, or even of India proper. This local heritage of Tantric Buddhism forms the subject of the last part of our study.


Finally, this book is resolutely aimed at a wide audience, ranging from students and specialists of Asian cultures to any interested readers. The latter might include some of our contemporaries who have adopted a form of Tantric Buddhism as their personal spiritual practice, most of time Tibetan Vajrayana, but also Japanese Shingon Buddhism. For this reason, an important part of our text is devoted to situating Vajrayana within the history of Buddhism in general, as well as to clarifying the relationships beween Buddhism and Hinduism, in the light of the findings of Johannes Bronkhorst, Philip Maas and James Mallinson in particular2. For various reasons, research works seldom reach the general audience. We hope studies like the present one can contribute to filling the gap.







Note on the second edition


In this second edition (2024), in addition to correcting typos and adding some precisions and updates, numerous additional illustrations have been inserted, as well as a section on the links of Patanjali's Yoga Sutras with Buddhism.





2 I would like to thank here my professor Dr. Philippe Cornu (PhD), from whom I heard about the work of J. Bronkhorst for the first time.






Maps


The maps given below aim solely at helping to locate the places mentioned in the book. They show some cities, archeological sites and rivers, as well as capital cities, either of countries or of States of the Indian Union. Line drawings are simplified and don’t claim geographical or political accuracy. Maps are followed by comments underlying the importance of certain places in relation to our topic.
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Map 1: South Asia





On this map of South Asia (above) is indicated Patna, capital city of the State of Bihar in the Gangetic plain. Under the name of Pataliputra, it was the capital city of Magadha in the 5th century BCE, and thereafter became the capital city of the Maurya Empire till circa 150 BCE. Bhubaneshwar is the capital city of Odisha. West Bengal (capital: Kolkata) and Bangladesh (capital: Dhaka) correspond to the ancient Bengal. The area constitued by Bihar, Odisha and Bengal witnessed the most intense activity of Tantric Buddhism in India.


The locality of Kadri, in Karnataka on the South-Western coast of India, hosts an ancient Buddhist monastery eventually appropriated by the Shaiva Nath Yogis, and today administrated by Vaishnava3 Sadhus. There, the temple of Manjunath still contains statues of Buddhist deities, now known with Hindu names.
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Map 2: Bihar (India)





On this map of the State of Bihar, traversed by the Ganges River, six cities are indicated. First Bodhgaya, the place where the Buddha gained Englightenment. Then Rajgir which, under the name of Rajagriha, was the capital city of the kingdom of Magadha at the time of the Buddha. That is where the Enlightened One delivered the teaching of the Perfection of Wisdom, the Prajnaparamita Sutra. Patna, under the name of Pataliputra, had been the capital city of the Maurya Empire (4th-2nd century BCE). The Greek ambassador Megasthenes sojourned there around 303 BCE. Nalanda, Odantapuri and Vikramashila had been major centers of study and teaching of Buddhism as well as of other subjects until they were destroyed at the very beginning of the 13th century CE.
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Map 3: Odisha (India)





On this map of Odisha (above) are shown two towns located upstream of the Mahanadi River, viz. Sambalpur, the possible capital city of Indrabodhi, king of Uddiyana in the 8th century CE, and Lanka, today Sonepur, the capital city of a neighboring kingdom. In the East, on the coast of the Bay of Bengal, we find two cities: Puri with its famous Jagannath temple, and Cuttack, which could be the ancient Dhanyakataka, the place where the Buddha revealed the Kalacakra Tantra. The sites of Lalitgiri, Ratnagiri and Udayagiri, rich with stupas and statues, were important centers of study and practice of Tantras. Jajpur, under the name of Viranja Nagara was, from the 8th to the 10th century CE, the capital city of the Bhaumakara dynasty, patron of Buddhism.


Maps 4 and 5 (below) show the Indian State of West Bengal, and Bangladesh, which together correspond to the Greater Bengal cultural area. They are surrounded by other Indian States with which they constitute the Northeastern India where Tantric Buddhism was born and flourished for almost a millenium. Kamakhya in Assam and Sylhet (formerly Srihatta) in Bangladesh are major Tantric power places. Jagaddala and Somapuri were two of the main monastic universities. At Vikrampur, South of Dhaka, have been recently spotted the remains of the monastery attached to the village of Vajrayogini, the birth place of Atisha Dipamkara Srijnana (982-1054). This famous abbot was invited to teach by the king of Western Tibet, and contributed to a revitalization of monastic life in Tibet.
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Map 4: West Bengal (India)
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Map 5: Bangladesh








3 Shaiva and Vaishnava are Sanskrit adjectives referring to the Hindu gods Shiva and Vishnu respectively.









Resorting to the wisdom of non-duality One reaps the accomplishment of Buddhahood What need is there for a long discourse?


Lakshminkara









Introduction


Buddhism is a religion whose founder is identified. Its doctrine and ascetic practices are transmitted since 25 centuries. It is a philosophy which has produced a greater amount of literature than any other religion in the world. It is a metaphysical system which has long been flourishing in Asia, until materialism made it ebb by fair means or foul in the 20th century. But again, unexpectedly, Buddhism gained a rapid success in the Western world, then at the peak of its frenetic consumerism and development. For all these reasons, and considering its enduring vitality, Buddhism seems very well to be a unique case in the adventure of human spirituality.


It is thus all the more surprising that key-informations about the history and principles of Buddhism are not part of the cultural background of the average educated modern people. Even among the admirers and followers of Buddhism, such a knowledge is unequally spread. The subject is vast indeed, and any tentative attempt to sketch a history of Buddhism, of the life story of its founder or of the diverse philosophical schools which developed along the centuries, soon takes an encyclopedic turn.


Therefore, one has to chose a line of investigation and show its consistency and relevance with regard to this field of study. Our angle of approch is, to some extent, a territorial one. We intend to show the fundamental role played by an area of South-Asia, corresponding to the current Indian State of Odisha, in the development of Tantric Buddhism. We will aslo show that the deep rooting of Tantric Buddhism, particularly of Vajrayana type, in the land of Odisha has allowed the durability of Buddhist ideas and practices in India far beyond the disappearance of Buddhist institutions as such.


Our reflection started at the sight of the enthousiasm the Tibetan Vajrayana tradition met with in the Western world and elsewhere. The exile of many Tibetans after the annexation of Tibet by the People’s Republic of China in 1959 had the unexpected result of spreading this form of Buddhism in the rest of the world. This tradition has been brutally uprooted some 60 years ago and, since then, survives above the ground, so to speak. The contacts between Tibetan masters and their disciples on the five continents depend on the continuity of air links and internet networks. In Tibet, long established centers of teaching and hermitages are, for most of them, no more than a memory. India, the holy land of which the Tibetan tradition kept an idyllic picture, hardly looks like the Buddhist India of one or two millenia ago anymore. Hence, if modern adepts of Tantric Buddhism can only imagine the traditional Buddhist Tibet, how could they relate to the more remote period when the Tantras were revealed and spread in South Asia? Some of the new recruits of this ancient tradition are rightly eager to learn where they come from, spiritually speaking. To provide them with such informations is the purpose of this book. On top of being a historical investigation, the author hopes that this work can contribute to help modern adepts of Vajrayana Buddhism to feel closer to their spiritual forefathers, starting with the founders of the transmission lineages they are affiliated with. Practitioners could even wish to increase their inspiration by visiting and paying homage to the land where these teachings have first been practiced and transmitted.


Buddhists who follow the Theravada Buddhist school of Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia attach the greatest importance to the historical life of the Buddha. It is therefore but natural that they contributed to a great amount to restoring, and rehabilitating as pilgrimage destinations, sites such as Lumbini, in Southern Nepal, where the prince Siddhartha Gautama was born. They did the same at Bodhgaya, in the Indian Gangetic plain, where Siddhartha reached Enlightenment and became the Buddha, the Awakened or Enlightened One. The followers of Vajrayana Buddhism, however, adhere to meditative methods which have been exponed by diverse emanations of the Buddha, particularly in the kingdom of Uddiyana. Uddiyana, just like Dhanyakataka, where the Buddha revealed the Tantra of the deity Kalacakra, displaying himself in the form of Kalacakra, and Shambhala, the famous spiritual kingdom, are today commonly considered as purely mythical. And yet...


There is a State of the Indian Union where visitors come across Buddhist archeological remains at every step. Moreover, nowhere in the world is found such a high number of images and symbols dating back to the beginnings of Tantric Buddhism up to the final period of its Vajrayana form. This is the State of Odisha, previously called Orissa, in Eastern India, on the shore of the Bay of Bengal.


At first, we will set some chronological and doctrinal milestones related to the development of Buddhism, but also dispell some deeply rooted misconceptions about the relationships between Buddhism and Hinduism. After having thus set the scene, we will highlight the central yet little known role that Odisha played in the history of Buddhism, in particular Vajrayana Buddhism. In the end, we will follow the traces of Buddhism up to some contemporary Indian religious groups, in Odisha and around. Future will tell what the coming generations will do out of this incredible heritage.









1. The diffusion of Buddhism


Buddhism did not exist before the Buddha himself, in the sense that the Buddha was not a figure whose coming would had been prophesied or expected by a religious community. Neither was he part of a human spiritual lineage within which he would have been trained and which he would have contributed to perpetuate, was it through reforming it. It does not mean, however, that the spiritual genius he displayed appeared ex nihilo. The Buddha himself told the didactic stories of some of his previous lifetimes, where various events exemplify the chain of intentions and actions which can lead a sentient being to Englightenment at the end of a long succession of reincarnations. During his last lifetime on earth, some 25 centuries ago, the Buddha contributed to the first dissemination of his teachings on an extended territory which he tirelessly traveled at the invitation of his contemporaries.


1.1 The beginnings in the kingdom of Magadha


Although the Buddha traveled extensively thoughout his life, some of the major events of his life and work were set in Magadha, one of the 16 kingdoms and republics historically attested in the lower Gangetic valley, in Eastern India, around 500 BCE. At that time, the capital city of Magadha was Rajagriha, today Rajgir. It was then moved to Pataliputra, today Patna, the capital city of Bihar. Magadha gave its name to Magadhi, the Indo-european language which the Buddha spoke. At the time of the Buddha, that cultural area had not yet been “brahmanized”. Brahmins as such were part of the social landscape, performing various duties, but the caste society had not yet been imposed on the tribal kingdoms of the region. Magadha and its neighboring political entities belonged to an original cultural area, inhabited by Indo-european tribes, dintinct from the Brahmin tribe whose territory was lying outside of it, to the West. That cultural area centered on Magadha has been named “Greater Magadha” by the indologist Johannes Bronkhorst (2007). The contributions of this cultural hub to South Asian civilizations and beyond are immense, since it developed metaphysical notions and ascetic practices which came eventually to characterize Indian religious identity as a whole. Reincarnation, karma, non-violence, renunciation to the world, liberation from the cycle of reincarnation, for instance, are some of the contributions of the religious and philosophical currents of Greater Magadha. The surviving sources allow us to know mainly about two of these systems of thought. One of them is Jainism, founded by Mahavira, more or less contemporaneous with the Buddha, and the other one is Buddhism.
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1.1.1 The Buddha


Siddhartha, the son of Shuddhodhana, chief of the Shakya clan, and of Mayadevi, was born in the park of Lumbini, in Southern Nepal, while his mother was on her way to her parental home. Mayadevi passed away a week later, and her sister, herself one of the wives of Shuddhodhana, raised the child. The astrologer Asita predicted the great destiny of Siddhartha, either as a great king or as a saint. Shuddhodhana wanted to see his son succeed him at the head of the kingdom. Shuddhodhana made great efforts to prevent his son from seeing the sufferings of life, knowing that it could trigger Siddhartha’s religious propensities. The prince was kept in the capital city, Kapilavastu, surrounded with all the possible courtly pleasures of the time. But one day, as his young wife Yashodhara had just given birth to their son Rahula, Siddhartha, aged 29, escaped the vigilance of his guardians and explored the surroundings. On his way, he met successively an old man with a wringkled face, walking with difficulty, a sick person with an emaciated face, who could not stand up, and a funeral procession with the weeping relatives surrounding the corpse. It was a shock fot the young man raised in the illusion of a permanently youthful and pleasurable life. When, on the next occasion, he met with a wandering ascetic whose face was radiant with serenity, Siddhartha soon made his decision to go in search of a happiness which would not depend of fleeting circumstances. Despite the opposition of his father, the prince left home and took up the school of spiritual masters of his time.
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Although he soon mastered each of their methods, Siddhartha did not find the answer he was looking for. In the company of five fellow ascetics, he decided to sit in meditation until he reached his goal. Weakened by starvation, he understood that excessive austerity hindered his concentration. He then accepted the bowl of food offered by the cowherd Sujata. The relaxing of his discipline discredited him in the eyes of his comrades, who left him. After 49 days of a solitary seated meditation, on one last night, he underwent a final outburst of passions such as desire, doubt, anger, fear, pride and discouragement. In the representation of this scene, visual and narrative arts personify these storms of the human heart by the insidious tempter Mara and his terrifying warriors and lascivious beauties. But Siddhartha stood firm and was not fooled. At dawn, the way sentient beings bind themselves to suffering appeared clearly to his mind. He realized that each phenomenon is part of a web of interdependence, and that in this ever changing fantasy, deprieved of any limit or separation, no phenomenon ultimately exists in itself. He was established in a fundamental state of peace and freedom.
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1.1.2 The main disciples and the compilation of the teachings


Siddhartha, now Shakyamuni, the sage of the Shakya clan, had thus awakened to the Real, beyond the deceptive play of appearances. The illusion of being a separate individual having vanished, the agitated and confused mental activity had ceased too. That liberation is called bodhi in Sanskrit, the definitive awakening, the recovery of the natural state of mind, without origin nor cause, nor depending on anything. In the Lalitavistara Sutra, the Buddha himself described his experience as being “profound, peaceful, simple, luminous”, as well as “uncompounded”, i.e. which cannot be divided into compounding parts, having neither a center nor a circumference. The prince Siddhartha had therefore become a Buddha, an Awakened or Enlightened One. A few weeks later, in the Deer Park at Sarnath, he met his five ascetic companions, who required from him his first teaching. Hence were expounded the Four Noble Truths: suffering is everywhere indeed, but it has a cause, so it is possible to get rid of it, and there exists a path leading to this freedom. This first expression of what the Buddha had found out is the foundation of the Dharma, a Sanskrit term which, in Buddhism, refers to both the correct presentation of reality, and the path to be followed in order to actualize this understanding for oneself. Soon, more disciples started to gather, and the Buddha described the twelve links of the chain of suffering, starting from the emergence of dualistic concepts of “I” and “other” in the mind, up to the actions resulting from this fundamental delusion. The feelings of pain or pleasure resulting from these actions call for more actions in turn, and that is how the dream-like individual feels to be trapped in a nightmare of ephemeral and tormented existences. At the request of his disciples, the Buddha enacted rules of conduct aiming at helping them to channel their mind-streams towards the understanding of these truths. Thus the Buddhist monastic rules were established.
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As Buddhism is a path to tread, the presentation of Dharma is compared to the movement of a wheel. The aforementioned initial teachings constitute the first “turning of the wheel” of Dharma. These teachings of “the first wheel” are the doctrinal basis of all Buddhist philosophical schools. On hearing these teachings, the first sixty disciples of the Buddha got rid of the “passions”, the frustrations or torments of the mind. They reached the state of Arhats, and started to spread the words of the Buddha. The following year, at Rajgir, on the Vulture Peak, the Buddha taught on Emptiness, the absence of independant existence of any phenomena, including the conscious individual himself. These are the teachings of the “second wheel”. At last, according to the Mahayana school, the Buddha turned the wheel of Dharma at a third level of understanding when he asserted that the Buddha-nature dwells at the core of each and every living being, waiting to be revealed, like a diamond within a veinstone. The Buddha and his disciples travelled extensively, while often retreating for the rainy season at Shravasti, in the Jetavana Park belonging to a merchant relative of the Buddha. It is the place where, a few years after the Enlightnement, the Buddha displayed the “miracles of Shravasti”. He thus belittled the pride of six non-Buddhist religious leaders who had challenged him on the ground of magical powers.
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The king of Magadha, Bimbisara, his son Ajatashatru, and Prasenajit the king of Kosala were among the benefactors and disciples of the Buddha. Among the members of the monastic community, the most famous ones were Shariputra, Maudgalyayana renowned for his magical powers, Mahakashyapa, Ananda the faithful assistant who could keep into memory all the teachings of his master, and the son of the Buddha, Rahula. At the insistent request of his maternal aunt Mahaprajapati, who had raised him, the Buddha granted women access to ordination. The Buddha taught anyone who came to him, without distinction, including non-human beings that only few people among the audience could perceive. Even after his Enlightenment, the Buddha had to endure the consequences of mistakes he committed in some past lives. He himself gave them as illustrations of the law of karma, the chain of actions and reactions. For instance, for all his life he was the object of the hainous jealousy of his cousin Devadatta, who tried to murder him several times. He also witnessed the extermination of his clan at the hands of a rival clan. The Buddha died from disease at more than 80 years old. His body was cremated, and his relics were distributed to eight clan kings, who erected eight circular burial mounds to house his remains.
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Three successive councils were convened to compile the Buddha’s teachings, to clarify the monastic rules and to define the qualities of an Arhat, respectively. The first of these conciles took place at Rajgir, on the initiative of Mahakashyapa and under the patronage of king Ajatashatru. This was a year after the Parinirvana, the “complete extinction” of the Buddha. On that occasion, Ananda recited from his unfailing memory the words of the Buddha, which were then written down as the first Sutras. Upali recited the Vinaya, the rules of monastic discipline. Mahakashyapa reported some Buddha’s teachings on metaphysics, cosmology and psychology which, together with their commentaries, make the Abhidharma collection. These three collections of teachings during this first Buddhist concile are called the Three Baskets of the teachings, the Tripitaka. A the end ot this concile, Ananda succeeded Mahakashyapa as the head of the community. The convocation of the second concile was motivated by the offenses committed by some monks. It was organized at Vaishali, 110 years after the Parinirvana. The third concile took place at Pataliputra according to the Theravada school, or in Kashmir for the Mahayana school. There might have been several “third concile”, Buddhist philosophical schools having started to multiply and spread in diverse regions by that time. The earliest known written versions of the Buddha’s teachings date from the first century CE.


1.2 Towards Sri Lanka in the South, hellenized Afghanistan in the West, and Central Asia and China by the Northern route


Modelled on the lifestyle of the Buddha and his direct dsciples, the study and practice of the Buddhist Dharma takes place mainly in the context of celibate monastic life. But monks attached to a Buddhist monastery are not cloistered like, for instance, catholic monks, nor are their monastic vows taken for life. Monks freely go out, visit their relatives, travel, receive visitors, and can renounce their vows and return to laylife. In monasteries monks study, teach, and endeavour to progress spiritually. They also prepare themselves to teach and advise lay followers. Monasteries are not economically productive. Their foundation, their funding, the maintenance of the buildings and facilities, the support of their members and of their activities rely entirely on the benevolence of the surrounding lay population. Since the very time of the Buddha, the merchants, and even more the kings have been instrumental in securing the existence of the Buddhist monastic community, hence ensuring the transmission and spread of the Buddha’s words. Over the centuries which followed the Parinirvana, Buddhism reached areas more and more distant from its native place, Greater Magadha.


Emperor Ashoka, of the Maurya dynasty, lived in the 3rd century BCE. He gave a decisive impulse to the implantation of Buddhism in the four corners of India. Remorseful after his bloody conquest of Kalinga, today’s Odisha in Eastern India, he set out to promote nonviolence. He had pillar stelae erected all over India, bearing inscriptions in various languages, including Greek. Indeed, in the Western borders of his empire, in Gandhara, which more or less corresponds to present-day Pakistan and Afghanistan, Greek influence had replaced Persian domination following the conquests of Alexander the Great. In the Southern direction, Ashoka sent his own son to lead a religious delegation to Sri Lanka, laying the groundwork fot what would become the Theravada Buddhist school. The sovereign also launched the construction of the great stupa of Sanchi, in the Western part of Central India. The building was intended to shelter relics of Shariputra and Maudgalyayana, the two famous disciples of the Buddha. The Maurya Empire covered most of today’s India, Pakistan and Afghanistan.
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In the 2nd century BCE., the immense empire fell apart, and the Kushan ruled over the North-West, in the regions of Gandhara and Kashmir. Their king Kanishka, towards the end of the 1st century BCE, installed its capital in Purushapura, currently Peshawar in Afghanistan. He promoted Buddhism in the area, therefore paving the way for its spread in Central Asia and China via the silk roads. This circulation of people, goods and ideas from India to China by the Northern land route came to a halt with the destructive invasions of the Hephtalites Huns in the middle of the 5th century CE. Buddhist Gandhara was in ruins and was never to recover from the cataclysm. However, the Buddhist kingdoms of Central Asia, like Kucha, Turfan and especially Khotan, lasted for several centuries, and played an important role in the diffusion of Buddhism in Tibet.


The Tibetan Empire, from the mid-7th to the mid-9th century CE, was in a permanent state of war with its neighbors. In the South, crossing the Himalayas, the Tibetans invaded the Kathmandu valley and reached the Gangetic plain. To their East, they took over the Chinese capital Changan, and both the Newars of the Kathmandu valley and the Chinese emperor had to offer princesses as brides to the Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo. In the West, the Tibetans, who were not yet Buddhist, first ravaged the Buddhist kingdoms of Central Asia, and allied for a time with the Arab conquerors against intruding Turkish tribes. But quite suprisingly, the Tibetan sovereigns quickly turned to become patrons of Buddhism in the same Central Asian region they had first terrorised. Out of all the Buddhist oasis existing there, the kingdom of Khotan lasted the longest and remained a flourishing Buddhist society until the 11th century. Although the religious exchanges between Tibetans and Khotanese are attested by writings found in the region, they were soon forgotten, and Tibetan historiography totally ignored the point (Snellgrove 1987: IV.2).


1.3 Towards Eastern India


Meanwhile, from Magadha, once again, an empire blossomed. Succeeding that of Ashoka, the Gupta Empire, although extending less far to the South, covered most of the Northern part of the Indian subcontinent, from the Indus valley in the West to the Ganges delta in the Bay of Bengal in the East. It lasted from the 3rd to the 6th century CE. During the succession of these various dynasties, the foundations of Buddhist monasteries continued in the North, center and South of India. For example, the beginning of the Christian era witnessed the excavation of the rock temples of Ajanta in the Western part of Central India, and the construction of the monasteries of Amaravati and Nagarjunakonda in the South-East.


At the same time, in the North-East of India, the rise of the philosophical schools which would constitute the Great Vehicle inspired the creation of monastic universities. The first of them was Nalanda, near Rajgir, where the Buddha had delivered the founding teaching of the Mahayana, viz. the Sutra of the Prajnaparamita. The site where Nalanda was erected already sheltered the funeral stupas of Shariputra and Maudgalyayana, and a temple built by Ashoka. In the 2nd century CE, a first monastery was built, accomodating Mahayanist monks, along with eight new temples. The tradition of public debate between supporters of rival doctrines, which continues today in some schools of Tibetan Buddhism, already existed at the time, and it is said that during a verbal contest organized in this first monastery of Nalanda, the Buddhist philosopher Aryadeva triumphed over his non-Buddhist adversary. Under the Gupta dynasty favorable to Buddhism, the university continued to grow. After the Gupta, other rulers contributed to the support and development of activites of study and practice in Nalanda. One famous example is given by King Harshavardhana, a Mahayanist practitioner himself, in the 7th century. Then came the Pala dynasty, ruling from the 8th to the 12th century.
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The Pala dynasty, the last one in the region to have supported Buddhism on a large scale, reigned over the regions of the Eastern course of the Ganges and up to the lower course of the Brahmaputra, which corresponds to the present Indian states of Bihar5, Bengal and Assam, as well as in Bangladesh. The most renowned scholars of Mahayana philosophy spread the fame of the university of Nalanda throughout the Buddhist world, as far as to Central Asia and China. The Chinese pilgrims Xuanzang (602-664) and Yijing (635-713) are famous representatives of these international exchanges, and their travel accounts are unique testimonies of the state of Buddhism during this period. In addition to Buddhism and other philosophies, many sciences of the time were taught at the University of Nalanda, which at its peak represented a huge residential campus of 10,000 souls.
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Other monastic universities appeared and allowed the development and the sustainability of the Mahayana school, and later of its Tantric branch. These included the monastic complexes of Odantapuri and Vikramashila, built further down the Ganges, Somapuri and Jagaddala in present-day Bangladesh. There were also renowned monasteries in Odisha such as those of Lalitgiri, Ratnagiri and Udayagiri, collectively known as the Diamond Triangle with reference to their reputation as teaching centers of the Diamond Path (or Way), Vajrayana. Among these last great centers of Buddhism in India, and the lesser ones, those located in the lower Gangetic valley were destroyed one after the other in the interval of a few years, following the raids carried out at the beginning of the 13th century by the Muslim Ghurid dynasty from Afghanistan.


Subsequently, small groups of practitioners, as well as more or less itinerant individuals, continued to maintain Buddhist practices on Indian soil for some time. But it is especially in later Indian mystical currents, although not claiming Buddhist descent, that one can detect a Buddhist heritage in the form of concepts from the Mahayana and esoteric practices from the Vajrayana. Buddhism proper did not regain a foothold on Indian soil until the 20th century. Then came teachers from the Theravada school, such as S. N. Goenka, an Indian trained in Burma, who popularized Vipassana meditation and, from 1959 on, Tibetan Tantric Buddhists fleeing communist China started to gather in refugee camps in India and Nepal.


1.4 Towards Nepal and Tibet in the North, and Southeast Asia and China by the Southern sea route


During the first millennium following the demise of the Buddha, a period of intense philosophical and ascetic creativity in South Asia, other countries became interested in the teachings of the Awakened One. Buddhism had already entered Northern China by the silk routes passing through Central Asia. As a result of the spread of Buddhist ideas and practices in these areas, translations of Buddhist texts into Chinese are attested in the 1st century CE. From there, Buddhism reached Korea in the 4th century and Japan in the 5th. Closer to Magadha, Nepal, a term which, until the end of the 18th century, refers to the Kathmandu valley, domain of the kingdoms of the Newar ethnic group, has been a center of Mahayana Buddhism since the 7th century. Then the Newar civilization became imbued with Tantric Buddhist values until the conquest of the valley by Prithivi Narayan Shah in 1768, which marked the entry of the small Newar kingdoms into modern Nepal, occupying a much wider territory. Modern historiography describes the transmission of Tantric Buddhism from India to Tibet from the 8th century as an exchange between Indian and Tibetan scholars, translators and practitioners. However, by so doing we ignore the central role played by the Newars. As erudites, translators and practictioners, they were an essential link between Buddhist India and a Buddhist Tibet in the making. As a symbol of the strong Buddhist identity of the Newars, let us remind here that as early as in the 7th century, for her marriage with the Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo, the Newar princess Bhrikuti, of Licchavi dynasty, brought in her dowry several Buddhist statues of great value, including the Jowo, an image of the Buddha child, which was to remain the most revered one in the city of Lhasa, the Tibetan capital.


In the 8th century, two main actors of the first large-scale implantation of Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism in Tibet, the Tantric scholar and master Padmasambhava and the abbot of Nalanda Shantarakshita, sojourned in Nepal. During the second period of Tantra dissemination in Tibet, from the 10th to the 12th centuries, prominent Indian and Tibetan practitioners and translators worked in Nepal with Nepalese masters, including direct disciples of the famous Naropa. Then, when in the 13th century the monks of Nalanda and of the other monasteries of the Ganges valley fled to escape the swords of the Afghan raiders, some moved South to Odisha, others went North towards the Himalayan foothills. Many, bringing with them as much precious scriptures as they could carry, found asylum in the Kathmandu valley.


Subsequently, once the translations into Tibetan were completed, the monasteries of Tibet became in turn great centers of Buddhism, and the bond with the Newars loosened. During the following centuries, the pressure of the Hindu caste system supported by Newar kings gradually changed the Buddhist Newar society into a hybrid socio-religious organisation. The status of Tantric master turned into an inherited family privilege, while the last Newar Buddhist monk disappeared in the 15th century. Not only the great Indian centers had disappeared forever, but the contact with the flourishing Tibetan spiritual lineages became impeded by linguistic differences and the vagaries of political relations between Nepal and Tibet. Newar Buddhism then survived by adapting to the dominating caste system, its practice became sclerotic, and the level of learning and of spiritual achievements of its followers gradually decreased.


Nevertheless, this Newar Tantric culture remains a testimony absolutely unique in the world, allowing us to guess what could have been Buddhist societies imbued with Tantric Buddhism in South Asia before the Muslim invasions of the 13th
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