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Roger Jackson’s Mind Seeing Mind is an outstanding achievement, vast in scope and profound in its engagement with Tibetan Buddhist contemplative and philosophical traditions. From the origins of the Mahāmudrā teaching in India, through its refinement and development among the Kagyü masters of Tibet, to its transmission to Jé Tsongkhapa and his Gelukpa successors down to the present day, Jackson guides the reader on a journey resembling the exploration of a great river from its turbulent headwaters to the spreading streams of its delta. Mind Seeing Mind is a model study of the historical and doctrinal literature of Buddhism in Tibet.”


— MATTHEW T. KAPSTEIN, École Pratique des Hautes Études, Paris, and the University of Chicago


“A lifetime of study has gone into this immensely important volume, and it shows on every page. The best historical overview of Mahāmudrā available in any language, Mind Seeing Mind is also the definitive study of the Great Seal in the Geluk tradition. Erudite, yet accessible, it is a book no serious student of Buddhism can afford to overlook.” 


— JOSÉ IGNACIO CABEZÓN, Dalai Lama Professor of Tibetan Buddhism and Cultural Studies, UC Santa Barbara


“The Mahāmudrā tradition of the New translation schools of Tibetan Buddhism and the ‘cutting through’ teachings of the Dzokchen tradition of the Old translation school represent the pinnacle of the science of mind in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism. Roger Jackson has done us a great service in translating core Mahāmudrā texts from the Geluk tradition and contextualizing them within the broader framework of Tibetan Buddhism. This volume is worthy of close attention by contemplatives and scientists alike, for it is enormously relevant to understanding the mind in the modern world.” 


— B. ALAN WALLACE, president, Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies


“In Mind Seeing Mind Roger Jackson presents for the first time a comprehensive work on Geluk Mahāmudrā against its Indian and Tibetan background, investigating its history, doctrines, and practices from a critical scholarly standpoint. At the same time the work also contains multiple translations of Tibetan texts crucial to Geluk Mahāmudrā, which profit from Jackson’s intimate acquaintance with the tradition. With this rare combination of skills, Jackson renders an enormous service for scholars and practitioners alike. It is a must-read for anyone interested in Geluk Mahāmudrā.”


— PROF. DR. KLAUS-DIETER MATHES, University of Vienna














Ed elli a me: “Questa montagna è tale,


che sempre al cominciar di sotto è grave;


e quant’ om più va sù, en men fa male.


Però, quand’ ella te parrà soave


tanto, che sù andar ti fia leggero


com’ a seconda giù andar per nave,


allor sarai ad fin d’esto sentiero;


quivi di riposar l’affanno aspetta.


Più non rispondo, e quest so per vero.”




And he to me: “This mountain is such


that beginning from below is always hard;


and the higher you go, the less the affliction.


So, when it seems to you so gentle


that going up is as easy for you


as going downstream in a boat,


then you’ll reach the end of this path,


where rest from your troubles awaits.


More I cannot say, but this I know is true.”


Dante, Purgatorio 4.88–96
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Know that nothing is established here,


so appearances have no essence.


Appearances free themselves into the realm of truth;


understanding frees itself into great awareness.


The nondual self-same Dharma body


is like a great river’s downward current:


whatever there is is beneficial.


This is eternal buddhahood,


great bliss beyond saṃsāra’s realm.







Nāropa, Verses Summarizing Mahāmudrā
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Preface


WHEREVER YOU ARE reading this, pause for a moment and ask: Who or what is doing the reading? Who or what is doing the comprehending? One obvious answer to both questions is “the mind.” We usually think of the mind as intending this or that object, like the words on this page or the daydream we drift to when the words can’t keep our interest. Now, though, step back from your mind’s usual preoccupations, take a few slow, deep breaths, and settle into the clear awareness that is mind itself. If thoughts appear, let them subside to their source, and relax again into awareness without content. When you have stabilized that calm, clear awareness, ask yourself what the true nature of this calm, clear awareness is. Where is it found? Is it in your body-mind as a whole? Particular parts of your body-mind? Your brain? A certain part of your brain? Your neurons? Your senses? The rise and fall of thoughts? The interrelation of thoughts? Thoughts at rest? Completely outside your body-mind? No matter where you look for the mind, you never arrive at an absolute point at which you can say, “Ah, that’s it!” Not finding the mind may at first seem frustrating or even frightening, but when you understand that that’s just the way it is, you can rest in that not-finding, in the clear, empty, aware state that is your natural mind, mind as it really is. Resting in the natural mind, you feel joyous, and so fulfilling is that joy that it spontaneously overflows the boundaries of your “self” and into concern for others, so that, brimming with wisdom and compassion, you return to the world — in the old Zen expression — with gift-bestowing hands.


What you’ve just gone through is a basic exercise in mahāmudrā meditation, a first step to opening the “great seal” (mahā-mudrā) of the natural mind. In the West, this is often all mahāmudrā is imagined to be, but in its traditional Asian settings, it is not just an isolated contemplation but a bodily practice, a religious practice, and a social practice as well. Indeed, mahāmudrā rarely occurs outside the context of the very particular — and for Westerners, quite challenging — ritual and meditative technique known as guru yoga, in which one worships one’s guru, absorbs blessings from them, and ultimately comes to identify with their mind, seen as inseparable from that of the buddhas, hence luminous, blissful, and empty.


In the popular imagination, mahāmudrā is associated almost exclusively with the Kagyü schools of Tibetan Buddhism, where it is a core wisdom teaching about the nature of mind and how to realize that nature through meditation so as to attain the awakened state of buddhahood. Partly because of its focus on such meditation practices as mahāmudrā and the tantric six Dharmas of Nāropa, and partly because of the reputations enjoyed by such yogīs as Milarepa, Gampopa, Jikten Sumgön, Rangjung Dorjé, and Jamgön Kongtrul, the Kagyü is often characterized as the Tibetan contemplative school par excellence. It sometimes comes as a surprise, then, to learn that there is a living tradition of mahāmudrā theory and practice in the Geluk tradition, which usually is depicted as the most scholastic and conservative of Tibetan orders. Many of the common characterizations of Tibetan schools, of course, are little more than caricatures, and it is as foolish to think that Gelukpas are uninterested in meditation as to assume that Kagyüpas are indifferent to scholarship. Certainly, the association of mahāmudrā with the Kagyü is not misplaced, for the concept does lie at the heart of Kagyü religious discourse. Nevertheless, mahāmudrā has been a vital term for Gelukpas for nearly four centuries, where it has been taught as part of a secret hearing transmission (snyan brgyud) known either as the Geden Oral Transmission (dge ldan bka’ brgyud, after an alternative name for the Geluk), the Ensa Hearing Transmission (dben sa snyan brgyud, after a hermitage in west-central Tibet where several masters of the lineage resided), or — as is now most common — the Ganden Hearing Transmission (dga’ ldan snyan brgyud, after the first Geluk monastery). Attributed to the tradition’s founder, Tsongkhapa Losang Drakpa (1357–1419), Geluk mahāmudrā initially was publicized by the First Paṇchen Lama, Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen (or Paṇchen Chögyen, 1570–1662). It was further developed a century later by Kachen Yeshé Gyaltsen (1713–93), then revived in the twentieth century by Phabongkha Rinpoché Dechen Nyingpo (1878–1941). Since then it has continued to be an important Geluk practice tradition. Mahāmudrā may not be as central to the worldview and experience of Gelukpas as of Kagyüpas, but it forms an important strand within the overall fabric of Geluk tradition — more so than it does in the other two great Tibetan Buddhist orders, the Nyingma and Sakya. And however central or marginal mahāmudrā may be for the Geluk, the topic has generated a significant literature within the order. Some of it predated Paṇchen Chögyen’s seminal contributions, but most of it came in his wake.


Scholarship on Geluk mahāmudrā in Western languages has been relatively sparse. In 1966, Herbert Guenther brought out Tibetan Buddhism without Mystification (revised and published in 1976 as Tibetan Treasures on the Middle Way), which includes a number of texts by Yeshé Gyaltsen that are at least tangentially related to Geluk mahāmudrā. In 1975, the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in Dharamsala published a translation of Paṇchen Chögyen’s root text on mahāmudrā, with commentary by Geshé Ngawang Dhargyey, under the title The Great Seal of Voidness: The Root Text for the Ge-lug/Ka-gyu Tradition of Mahāmudrā. In 1995, Janice Dean Willis brought out Enlightened Beings: Life Stories from the Ganden Oral Tradition, which includes considerable discussion of the Ganden Hearing Transmission, a translation of Yeshé Gyaltsen’s long biographies of the main early lineage-holders, and a translation of the Geluk mahāmudrā lineage prayer. In 1997, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama and Alexander Berzin published The Gelug/Kagyü Tradition of Mahāmudrā, which includes a lengthy introduction by Berzin, a fresh translation of Paṇchen Chögyen’s root verses, and the Dalai Lama’s detailed and scholarly commentary on both the root verses and Paṇchen Chögyen’s autocommentary.


In 2001, I contributed an article entitled “The dGe ldan-bKa’ brgyud Tradition of Mahāmudrā: How Much dGe ldan? How Much bKa’ brgyud?” to a volume honoring Jeffrey Hopkins. In his 2005 book on meditation, Gom, Gelek Rinpoche devoted a chapter to mahāmudrā, which includes a verse-by-verse commentary on all of Paṇchen Chögyen’s root verses except those devoted to insight. In 2005, Victoria Sujata brought out Tibetan Songs of Realization: Echoes from a Seventeenth-Century Scholar and Siddha in Amdo, a study of the spiritual songs of an important eastern Tibetan Geluk mahāmudrā practitioner, Kalden Gyatso (1607–77). In 2009, Geshe Acharya Thubten Loden published Great Treasury of Mahamudra, a massive, traditional presentation of sūtra- and tantra-based Geluk mahāmudrā practice that actually says little about the distinctive form of mahāmudrā introduced by Paṇchen Chögyen or the special transmission of which is it said to be part. The same year, I published a journal article entitled “Archer Among the Yellow Hats: Some Geluk Uses of Saraha.” In 2011, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama and José Cabezón published Meditation on the Nature of Mind, a translation and analysis of a meditation manual by a contemporary of Paṇchen Chögyen with strong ties to the Geluk, Khöntön Paljor Lhundrup (1561–1637), which is influenced by the discourse of Kagyü mahāmudrā and the Nyingma great perfection (rdzogs chen) but shows no real connection to the Geluk approach to mahāmudrā or the Ganden Hearing Transmission. In 2015, I published a journal article entitled “Did Tsongkhapa Teach Mahāmudrā?” In 2017, B. Alan Wallace brought out a translation of texts related to the Lerab Lingpa lineage of the great perfection, which includes three texts touching on mahāmudrā by the early-twentieth-century Geluk scholar from Amdo Losang Dongak Chökyi Gyatso (1903–57).


In late 2018, two books based on mahāmudrā discourses were published: Lama Thubten Yeshe’s Mahamudra: How to Discover Our True Nature and Zasep Tulku Rinpoche’s Gelug Mahamudra: Eloquent Speech of Manjushri; unfortunately, both appeared too late for more than cursory consideration in this volume. Victoria Sujata’s translation of Kalden Gyatso’s spiritual songs (Journey to Distant Groves) should appear in 2019, and Ven. Tenzin Gaché’s translation of Chöden Rinpoche’s commentary on the First Paṇchen’s root verses (Mastering Meditation) is scheduled for publication in 2020; neither has been available to me. Apart from passing references in writings devoted to other topics, and several works that focus primarily on Geluk tantric mahāmudrā or on the important Ganden Hearing Transmission–based tantric liturgy by Paṇchen Chögyen known as Offering to the Guru, that is the extent of the important Western-language work on the topic as of late 2018.


What no one has attempted before is a work on Geluk mahāmudrā that, at once, analyzes it in the context of previous Indian and Tibetan discourse on mahāmudrā; investigates its history, doctrines, and practices from a critical scholarly standpoint; and provides translations of multiple Tibetan works crucial to the tradition. That is what I undertake here.


This book, as Bob Dylan might put it, has been a slow train coming. I first became interested in mahāmudrā in the early 1970s, during my undergraduate days at Wesleyan University, when I read the Kagyü-inflected works of W.Y. Evans-Wentz, John Blofeld, and Lama Anagarika Govinda. To me, the great seal sounded like a rather more exotic version of Zen, which at the time I took to be a mystical, paradoxical way of seeing and being that was nothing less than the acme of human spiritual inquiry. When, after college, I eventually began to study Buddhism seriously, it turned out to be the Tibetan variety and not the Japanese, and of Tibetan schools not the experience-focused Kagyü but the academic and clerical Geluk. After studies at Kopan Monastery near Kathmandu and the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in Dharmasala, I moved to Madison, Wisconsin, to study with Geshé Lhundub Sopa. In my academic studies at the University of Wisconsin and my personal study at what is now known as Deer Park Monastery, my orientation was primarily philosophical; indeed, I focused on the work of Dharmakīrti, one of the knottiest of the great Indian thinkers. The personal and intellectual appeal of a direct, nonconceptual approach to truth remained strong, however, and I wrote a number of graduate papers on the Indian Buddhist tantric poet-saints, the great Chinese-Indian debate on the role of reason in spiritual life held at the Tibetan court in the eighth century, and various aspects of the Kagyü tradition, including mahāmudrā.


Out of grad school and teaching at various colleges and universities, I turned my research attention in the late 1980s to the Geluk mahāmudrā tradition — on which at that point almost no scholarship had appeared. My original plan was to offer a few translations of important texts from the tradition, preceded by a brief introduction, and be done with it. While researching the introduction, however, I fell down a scholarly rabbit hole: the attempt to make sense of Geluk mahāmudrā forced me to read seriously in the literature of Kagyü mahāmudrā. Understanding Kagyü mahāmudrā turned out to require some understanding of the Indian texts and contexts in which discourse on the great seal had first arisen, including the works of Saraha and other tantric mahāsiddhas, or great adepts (sometimes simply referred to as siddhas for short). Just as the project began to mushroom far beyond my initial conception, however, it was relegated to the proverbial back burner by a series of collaborative editorial projects that occupied most of the next two decades: collections of essays on Tibetan literary genres and “Buddhist theology,” a translation of Thuken Chökyi Nyima’s Crystal Mirror of Philosophical Systems, and a collection of scholarly essays on mahāmudrā and Kagyü traditions. It was only with the completion of the last-mentioned volume, in 2011, that I felt able to return to the book on Geluk mahāmudrā that had been simmering so long. In many ways, this postponement was a good thing, for in the three decades since I started the project, I have learned an immense amount about mahāmudrā, whether through receiving teachings from lamas in various Tibetan traditions, reading and rereading Indian and Tibetan texts, digging into a range of modern scholarly writings, or conversing (in person or by email) with Tibetan- and Western-trained scholars. I don’t know if this project ever could be fully cooked — in the manifold senses of the Indian word pakkā — but I feel that I’ve done what I could, and so I humbly offer it up in the hope that it may be of benefit or interest to a few readers, here or there, who wish to join me in the luminous darkness of the rabbit hole that is study of the great seal.


I am grateful to many, many people for help along the way.


Among the Tibetan teachers whose discourses have directly or indirectly deepened my understanding of mahāmudrā are such Gelukpa lamas as H. H. the Dalai Lama, Geshe Lhundup Sopa, Lama Thubten Yeshe, Thubten Zopa Rinpoché, Ven. Lobsang Namgyal, Lochö Rinpoché, Yangsi Rinpoché, Geshe Losang Tenzin Ngari, and Ganden Tri Rinpoché Losang Tenzin; such Kagyüpa lamas as the previous Kalu Rinpoché, Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, Khenpo Karthar Rinpoché, Khenpo Könchog Gyaltsen, Drigung Chetsang Rinpoché, Mingyur Rinpoché, Khenpo Tenpa Gyaltsen, Khenpo Kunga Gyaltsen, Khandro Rinpoché, and Khenpo Kunga Trinlé; such Nyingmapa lamas as Khenpo Sherab Sangpo, Tsoknyi Rinpoché, and Chökyi Nyima Rinpoché; and such Sakyapa lamas as H. H. Sakya Trichen and H. E. Jetsun Chimé Luding Rinpoché. To all of them, I am most grateful — as I am to a singular Sri Lankan Theravāda meditation master with whom I had several fruitful exchanges on mahāmudrā in 1993, the late and still-lamented Godwin Samararatne.


Scholarly friends who have aided my understanding and provided encouragement along the way are far too numerous to acknowledge fully, but I would like to specially mention Lara Braitstein, José Cabezón, Thupten Jinpa, Matthew Kapstein, Donald Lopez, Klaus-Dieter Mathes, John Newman, and Jan Willis for their learned interest and support at many points during the project — and in the cases of José and John, all the way through.


I would also like to acknowledge the encouragement and help I received from Yael Bentor, James Blumenthal, Michael Broido, Donna Brown, Ven. George Churinoff, Cortland Dahl, John Davenport, Ronald Davidson, Martina Draszczyk, John Dunne, Artemus Engle, David Fiordalis, Jim Fisher, Ven. Tenzin Gaché, Ruth Gamble, Alexander Gardner, Holly Gayley, David Germano, Laura Gibson, Luís Gómez, Janet Gyatso, Paul Hackett, Sarah Harding, David Higgins, John Holt, Jeffrey Hopkins, David Jackson, Ven. Ani Jampa, Edwin Kelley, Casey Kemp, Yaroslav Komarovski, Ulrich Timme Kragh, Lewis Lancaster, Tomoko Makidono, John Makransky, Dan Martin, Sara McClintock, Eric Mortensen, Tenzin Namgyal, Beth Newman, Richard Payne, Andrew Quintman, David and Nancy Reigle, Jim Rheingans, Geshe Ngawang Samten, Kurtis Schaeffer, Alexander Schiller, Michael Sheehy, Shen Weirong, Jan-Ulrich Sobisch, Julia Stenzel, Michael Sweet, John Thiel, Robert Thurman, Tenzin Trinley (Sharpa Tulku), Alan Wallace, Christian Wedemeyer, Tom Yarnall, Dan Smyer Yu, and Leonard Zwilling.


I also have benefited greatly from the fruits of several visionary projects that have made much of the Indian and Tibetan Buddhist literary heritage available in digital form, most notably the Asian Classics Input Project, the Buddhist Digital Resource Center, and the Buddhist Canons Research Database.


My many colleagues over the course of three decades in the Religion Department at Carleton College consistently expressed a lively interest in my work. I would mention especially Bardwell Smith, Richard Crouter, Ian Barbour, Anne Patrick, Louis Newman, Mike Ashcraft, Mark Unno, Shahzad Bashir, Michael McNally, Lori Pearson, Will Elison, Asuka Sango, Noah Salomon, Kristin Bloomer, Shana Sippy, Sonja Anderson, and Matt Robertson. I am particularly grateful to the members of a 2012–13 Humanities Center seminar I directed, on “Dimensions of Mind” — Ken Abrams, Kristin Bloomer, Lauren Feiler, Trish Ferrett, and Tun Myint — for their inquiries into my work from angles I could scarcely imagine, and to Cathy Yandell and Susannah Ottaway for their support of the seminar. Carleton College, on more than one occasion, generously provided me with financial support so I could pursue this research, through several internal term-release grants and, at the end, funds to help defray indexing expenses.


Toward the end of the drawn-out process of putting this book together, I enjoyed several strokes of especially good fortune, which helped push it toward completion. In the fall of 2013, I offered a seminar on mahāmudrā at McGill University in Montreal. I am grateful to Lara Braitstein for inviting me to teach there and to the students in the seminar — especially Julia Stenzel — for their hard work and probing questions. In the spring of 2014, I was able to give two lectures on mahāmudrā at Rangjung Yeshe Institute in Boudhnath, Nepal. I thank Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche for inviting me to visit, and the faculty, students, and staff of RYI for their hospitality, curiosity, and enthusiasm. During the summer of 2015, I was able to attend four weeks of teachings on Paṇchen Chögyen’s mahāmudrā texts, and the commentary on them by Keutsang Jamyang Mönlam, which were given in Madison by the then Jangtsé Chöjé Rinpoché — now Ganden Tripa — Losang Tenzin, who kindly took the time to answer a number of my questions on the texts and their practice. In early 2016, I presented my work over the course of a weekend at Sravasti Abbey, in Newport, Washington; I thank Thubten Chodron and the nuns for their kind invitation, their hospitality, and their spirited questioning of my historical and doctrinal perspective. Around the same time, Alan Wallace used my draft translation of Paṇchen Chögyen’s autocommentary in a course he taught in Tuscany and was kind enough to provide detailed suggestions for improvement, from which my rendition has benefited greatly. In 2018, my long-time friend and colleague José Cabezón carefully read sections 1–4 of the draft manuscript and made many useful comments and suggestions. He also arranged for his graduate students at the University of California at Santa Barbara to read those sections and invited me to UCSB to discuss with them the issues it raised. I greatly appreciated their questions and observations as well. Lastly, between 2016 and 2019, I was able to present aspects of my analysis and translations to students and community members at Maitripa College in Portland, Oregon. I am grateful to Namdrol Miranda Adams, Leigh Miller, and Tiffany Patrella as well as Sunitha Bhaskaran, Daryl Dunigan, Linda Brown, and Amanda Russell for their help in making my stays in Portland so productive and enjoyable, to the members of my 2016 Tibtean translation class for their sharp and constructive comments on my draft translation of Paṇchen Chögyen’s autocommentary, to the students in the Mahāmudrā course I helped teach in early 2019 for their thought-provoking questions and their garuḍa-like eye for typos, and above all to Yangsi Rinpoche for his deep interest in and encouragement of my project over the course of more than a decade, and for the confidence he has displayed in asking me to speak and teach about Mahāmudrā at Maitripa over the past several years. I deeply admire Rinpoche’s curiosity and open-mindedness — not to mention his erudition — and have learned immensely from our wide-ranging conversations.


At Wisdom Publications, I was most fortunate to have as my editor, David Kittelstrom, who was my student at Carleton College three decades ago, and who has more than amply repaid any debt he feels he owes me, through his careful, sympathetic, and knowledgeable reading and his incomparable skill at reshaping academic writing so that it comes across smoothly in English without sacrificing the precision required of serious scholarship. I would also like to thank Ben Gleason at Wisdom for help in the production of the book and Ian MacCormack for preparing the index.


Finally, I am beholden to many friends who, though not academically trained Buddhism scholars, have been no less encouraging of my work and no less probing in their questions to me than those inside the academy. Here I would single out Paul Arllen, Mike Atkins, John Barbour, Frank Barone, Ann Chavez, John Costello, Morgan Groves, Cathy Kennedy, David Monroe, Kelly O’Neill, Sue Solomon, Ken Tobacman, and Peter Wilson. No project this long in the works can come to pass without the interest and encouragement — not to mention tolerance — of one’s family, so I reserve my last and deepest thanks to my son Ian Jackson, my brother Blair Jackson, the other members of our far-flung Jackson-Percy-Beakley-McMahon-Sawyer-Steinert clan — and above all, to my beloved co-conspirator and muse in this life, both on and off the cushion, Pam Percy.


Sarva mangalam!


Roger R. Jackson


Northfield, Minnesota


May 28, 2019
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PORTIONS OF A number of the chapters here have appeared elsewhere and are published with permission:


Portions of the introduction and chapters 1–5 appeared in “Mahāmudrā in India and Tibet,” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Religion (Online: http://religion.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.001.0001/acrefore-9780199340378-e-184, accessed August 2016).


Portions of chapter 6 appeared as “Did Tsong kha pa Teach Mahāmudrā?,” Zentralasiatische Studien 44 (2015): 79–97.


Portions of chapters 10 and 11 appear in “Assimilating the Great Seal: The Dge lugs pa–ization of the Dge ldan bka ’brgyud Tradition of Mahāmudrā,” in Mahāmudrā in India and Tibet, edited by Roger R. Jackson and Klaus-Dieter Mathes (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming).


The first two segments of chapter 15 appeared in an earlier form in “The dGe ldan bka’ brgyud Tradition of Mahāmudrā: How Much dGe ldan? How Much bKa’ brgyud?” in Changing Minds: Contributions to the Study of Buddhism and Tibet In Honor of Jeffrey Hopkins, edited by Guy Newland, 155–92 (Ithaca: Snow Lion Publications, 2001).


Most of the material in chapter 16 appeared as “Archer Among the Yellow Hats: The Uses of Saraha in Geluk Tradition,” Indian International Journal of Buddhist Studies, 10 (2009): 103–31.


Most of the questions in chapter 17 appeared in seminal form in “Mahāmudrā: Natural Mind in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism” Religion Compass 5/7 (2011): 286–99.













Technical Note


TIBETAN NAMES AND terms are rendered in phonetics; the transliterated Tibetan spelling may be found under the appropriate entry in the index. In general, I try to provide phonetic spellings for Tibetan names that approximate their Lhasa-dialect pronunciation. Two notable exceptions, however, are Paṇchen, which is usually pronounced penchen, and Dalai, which when uttered by a Tibetan (it is a Mongolian word) is more like talei. Paṇchen and Dalai are so well known in those spellings that I render them thus throughout the book. Similarly, because the phonetic spellings of many modern teachers’ Tibetan names have become standardized in English, I will usually spell them following that standard rather than my own conventions.


Sanskrit text titles are generally translated into English, with the Sanskrit equivalent noted parenthetically after the first occurrence. The Sanskrit title also may be found under the appropriate entry in the index.


Tibetan text titles are generally translated into English, with the Tibetan title not noted parenthetically after the first occurrence. The Tibetan title may be found under the appropriate entry in the index.


Full information on original Indic texts referred to in the footnotes is found in the bibliography under “Indic Sources.” Texts for which an author is known are indicated in the following format: XxYY (e.g., SdBA for Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra). Authorless texts — mostly sūtras and tantras — are indicated in the following format: XXX (e.g., SRS for the Samādhirāja Sūtra).


Full information on original Tibetan texts referred to in the footnotes is found in the bibliography under “Tibetan Sources.” Texts for which an author is known are indicated in the following format: XxYYYY (e.g., BzYSGM for Paṇchen Chögyen’s Phyag chen yang gsal sgron me). Authorless texts — mostly edited volumes — are indicated in the following format: XXXX (e.g., NGCS for Dpal dge ldan pa’i lugs kyi lam rim dang snyan brgyud kyi chos skor).


With regard to translations (especially of verse) that are cited in parts 1–4, I have in many cases slightly amended existing translations — whether my own or others’ — for the sake of stylistic and terminological consistency. Such instances are noted by “translation adapted” appearing in parentheses. I ask that readers forgive me this mild breach of scholarly protocol.


Along similar lines, in my own translations in part 5 (and elsewhere) I have generally eliminated the brackets that indicate content not explicitly stated in the original text yet obvious from context, in the hope that this will make the translations more readable. Scholars may, of course, consult the original text to see what liberties I have taken and judge my amendments accordingly.


In the footnotes to the translations, quotations whose source I have not been able to locate are indicated by SNL.


Finally, on the matter of gendered pronouns, in passages of my own I have tried to allow for equality or neutrality wherever possible, by utilizing either “he or she” or “they” and their variants. In my translations, however, I have generally left in place the pronouns employed by their authors, who were, overwhelmingly, operating within an androcentric cultural and linguistic system. Readers should appreciate, however, that when a generic person or practitioner is referred to by an author as a “yogī” or simply as “he,” an implicit “[or yoginī]” or “[or she]” may be supplied.











Introduction


MAHĀMUDRĀ — SANSKRIT FOR “GREAT SEAL,” “great symbol, or “great gesture” — is one of the most vital and variable terms in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism. It refers to, among other things, a symbolic hand gesture in tantric ritual, a consort employed for sexual yoga practices, an experience of gnostic bliss, the view of emptiness as the nature of all persons and phenomena, a meditative system in which mind contemplates its own empty and luminous nature, or the culmination of the spiritual path in buddhahood. In all its contexts, mahāmudrā reveals much about the ways in which Buddhists conceive of the nature, activity, and potential of that most ubiquitous yet elusive of subjects: the mind. Those conceptions raise in turn a range of questions endemic not just to Buddhism but to all religious traditions — indeed to any cultural tradition concerned with exploring the philosophical, psychological, aesthetic, corporeal, social, and ethical implications of trying to understand — and alter — consciousness in the interest of human flourishing and meaning-making. In both India and Tibet, mahāmudrā was celebrated in song by mystics, analyzed in detail by scholastics, and debated vigorously by philosophers. Indeed, it was (and continues to be) the pretext for some of the most evocative poetry, profound metaphysical speculation, creative meditative experimentation, and acute philosophical debate ever produced in the Indian and Tibetan Buddhist worlds. To study mahāmudrā is to understand a crucial notion in Indian and Tibetan religious culture and a key source of Buddhist views on reality, life, and the mind.


Mahāmudrā is of particular importance in Indian tantric (or Mantra Vehicle) Buddhism (ca. 600–1200 CE) and the Tibetan Buddhist “Renaissance” (after ca. 1000 CE). In early Indian Buddhist tantras, the term referred primarily to a particular ritual hand gesture, a mode of reciting mantras, or the visualization of oneself as a deity. As tantric discourse in India became more esoteric, mahāmudrā acquired further significance, most often denoting one of a set of “seals” to tantric meditation and ritual, a female consort employed in sexual yoga practices, and the connate1 blissful gnosis — equivalent to buddhahood — revealed by such practices. Finally, in late Indian Buddhism it became a single term — bridging the sūtras and tantras — that evokes Buddhist ultimacy in all its aspects: the emptiness that is the true nature of all persons and phenomena; the buddha nature, or capacity for awakening (buddhadhātu, tathāgatagarbha), inherent in all beings; the mind’s natural freedom from delusion and duality; any mode of meditation that reveals the mind’s intrinsic nature;2 a free and spontaneous way of living and acting in the world; and the awakened state at the culmination of the Buddhist path. In India, mahāmudrā is associated above all with the texts and practices of such yoginī (or mother) tantra systems as Cakrasaṃvara, Hevajra, Vajrayoginī, and Kālacakra, and with such great and charismatic tantric mahāsiddhas as Saraha, Śavaripa, Virūpa, Tilopa, Nāropa, and Maitrīpa.


In Tibet, mahāmudrā (phyag rgya chen po) bore all these meanings and became a central topic of philosophical and meditative discourse in the various traditions that are traced to the great eleventh-century translator Marpa Chökyi Lodrö and go under the name Marpa Kagyü. For the Marpa Kagyü, mahāmudrā denotes the true nature of reality and the mind, a set of contemplations in which the “natural mind” is realized, a relaxed and spontaneous way of being in the world, and the attainment of the awakened state of a buddha. From the very inception of the Marpa Kagyü in the eleventh century, virtually every important master of the lineage has written on mahāmudrā. Most of these masters worked in multiple genres — as a baseline, virtually all of them composed songs and ritual texts — but they are usually best known for one or two works, or kinds of work:


• Marpa (1012–97) for his transmission of Indic tantric practice traditions and his translations of important Indic texts


• Milarepa (1040–1123) for his ascetic lifestyle and his inspiring and instructive spiritual songs


• Gampopa (1079–1153) for his account of the stages of the Perfection Vehicle path and his analytical treatises on various types of mahāmudrā, including one that does not require tantric empowerment


• Drigung Jikten Sumgön (1143–1217) for his epigrams on the Single Intention behind all the Buddha’s teachings and his teaching of a fivefold, gradual system of mahāmudrā


• Shang Rinpoché (1123–93) for his exposition of a radical, instantaneous approach to mahāmudrā


• Götsangpa Gönpo Dorjé (1189–1258) for his systematization of mahāmudrā theory and practice


• The Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé (1284–1339) for his popular mahāmudrā prayer and his discussions of mahāmudrā in relation to Indian Buddhist philosophy


• Gö Lotsāwa Shönu Pal (1392–1481) and Pawo Tsuklak Trengwa (1504–66) for their historical chronicles, which prominently feature the Marpa Kagyü and mahāmudrā lineages


• Tsangnyön Heruka (1452–1507) for his biographies and song collections related to Marpa and Milarepa


• The Seventh Karmapa Chödrak Gyatso (1454–1506) for his great anthology of Indian mahāmudrā texts


• The Eighth Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé (1507–54) for his anthology of Kagyü poems and his Madhyamaka (or middle way) commentaries


• Pema Karpo (1527–92) for his philosophical treatises, his practice manuals, his history of Buddhism, his autobiography, and his grand overview of mahāmudrā lineages and practices




• Dakpo Tashi Namgyal (1512–87) and the Ninth Karmapa Wangchuk Dorjé (1556–1603) for their great compendia of mahāmudrā practices


• Karma Chakmé (1613–78) for his texts on “mountain Dharma” and his synthesis of mahāmudrā and the great perfection


• Situ Paṇchen Chökyi Jungné (1700–1774) for his autobiography, retreat manual, and mahāmudrā commentaries


• Jamgön Kongtrul Lodrö Thayé (1813–99) for his encyclopedic overviews and anthologies


• Chögyam Trungpa (1939–87) for his revealed mahāmudrā treasure text (terma) and his modernizing interpretations of the practice


To paraphrase an early Buddhist sūtra, just as the ocean has everywhere the taste of salt, so the Kagyü has everywhere the taste of mahāmudrā.


Because mahāmudrā was a crucial term in late Indian Buddhism, it made its way into all the major Tibetan traditions, so there has been discussion of it not just among the Kagyü but also in the Kadam, Shiché, Shangpa Kagyü, Sakya, Nyingma, Jonang, and Geluk schools. Apart from the Shangpa and Marpa Kagyü, it is the Geluk tradition of Tsongkhapa and the Dalai and Paṇchen Lamas that has placed the most emphasis on mahāmudrā. According to later sources, Tsongkhapa (1357–1419) received from his divine teacher, the wisdom buddha Mañjughoṣa (or Mañjuśrī), a special oral tradition (bka’ srol) or hearing transmission (snyan brgyud) that included a mahāmudrā meditation practice, which Tsongkhapa then taught, uniquely, to his student the contemplative and visionary Tokden Jampal Gyatso (1356–1428). The tradition was handed down secretly from one master to another until, in the sixteenth century, it reached Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen (1570–1662), a scholar at Tashi Lhunpo Monastery in Tsang who would gain renown as the First (or Fourth)3 Paṇchen Lama and chief tutor of both the fourth and fifth Dalai Lamas. Paṇchen Chögyen (as he is known for short) published a set of verses describing the Geluk mahāmudrā practice and a prose commentary on his own verses; it is from these two texts — Highway of the Conquerors (Rgyal ba’i gzhung lam) and Lamp So Bright (Yang gsal sgron me),4 respectively — that all subsequent Geluk mahāmudrā literature stems.


In those foundational texts, the Paṇchen — who shows considerable familiarity with the writings of both Indian tantric mahāsiddhas like Saraha and the early masters of the Tibetan Kagyü — divides mahāmudrā into sūtra mahāmudrā and mantra mahāmudrā. The latter, which is discussed only briefly, is found within the completion-stage practices of unexcelled yoga tantras (yoganiruttaratantra), with mahāmudrā itself described as the gnosis of connate great bliss that arises after the vital winds (prāṇa; rlung) have been made to enter, abide, and dissolve within the central channel of the subtle body. Sūtra mahāmudrā, to which Panchen Chögyen devotes most of his attention, is practiced within the context of guru yoga and involves serenity meditation on the conventional nature of the mind, as clear and aware, followed by insight meditation on the ultimate nature of the mind, as empty of intrinsic existence, and a postmeditative recognition of all phenomena as illusion-like. The Panchen also wrote a number of poetic, biographical, and ritual texts that conveyed various elements of the mahāmudrā teaching.


The hearing lineage continued after Paṇchen Chögyen’s death, and out in the open now, the mahāmudrā aspect became increasingly widespread, both in the central Tibetan provinces of Ü and Tsang and in the northeastern region of Amdo. By the late eighteenth century, through the efforts of Kachen Yeshé Gyaltsen (1713–93) and others, commentaries on Paṇchen Chögyen’s texts and accounts of the practice were appearing regularly. A key factor in the expansion of the tradition was Yeshé Gyaltsen’s explicit linkage of mahāmudrā meditation with an important ritual text composed by the First Paṇchen, Offering to the Guru (Bla ma mchod pa). The mahāmudrā tradition, though popular in Amdo throughout the nineteenth century, waned somewhat in central Tibet, but it was revived there by the influential early twentieth-century lama Phabongkha Rinpoché Dechen Nyingpo (1878–1941). Today, it is frequently taught to both Tibetan and non-Tibetan audiences by Gelukpa lamas — including, on numerous occasions, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama.


To understand how this came to pass, it is necessary to set the Geluk appropriation of mahāmudrā within the context of the discourse and history of mahāmudrā as a whole. That discourse and history begin not in Tibet but in India, and because the adoption of mahāmudrā by the Geluk comes relatively late in the history of Tibetan Buddhism, any attempt to understand the place of Geluk mahāmudrā within Buddhist tradition requires a preliminary survey of the development of mahāmudrā more broadly, both in India and Tibet.


To talk about either the discourse or the history of mahāmudrā is no simple matter, however. The discursive difficulty is starkly indicated in a statement by one of the most prominent members of the Kagyü mahāmudrā lineage, the Indian mahāsiddha Tilopa:


The real can’t be shown by the guru’s words,


so the disciple cannot comprehend.


The fruit of the connate tastes ambrosial;


who teaches the real to whom?5


This appeal to ineffability would seem to stymie any attempt to study mahāmudrā right at the start, on the grounds that it is, essentially, trans-linguistic and incommunicable. Its ineffability, in turn, is rooted at least in part in the fact that both the object and the subject of mahāmudrā realization are nothing — or, perhaps more properly, no thing to which we may assign ontological, epistemological, or axiological status. Subject, object, and realization are, in a word, empty. Indeed, true mahāmudrā is beyond either subject or object, and to the degree that our language depends on dualistic distinctions, the great seal is beyond any meaningful predication, and anything said about it is a lie. In this sense, discourse about mahāmudrā is similar to other forms of Buddhist negative rhetoric, from atomistic analyses of no-self (anattā) in the Pāli canon to the repetitive rhetorics of emptiness (śūnyatā) in the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras — and similar, too, to the apophatic discourse of mystics in many traditions, who insist that ultimate reality cannot be conceived, let alone described, by language or any other human construct.


As is well known, however, the mystic’s insistence on the ineffability of the subject, object, or experience of ultimate reality is mired in paradox, for the very denial of communicability is itself a form of communication. By the same token, the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras may attempt to negate all philosophical assertions, but that negation tells us something about the ultimate, even if only provisionally, and positive language inevitably finds its way into the sūtras’ discourse, as well. The Heart Sūtra, for instance, may negate every Abhidharma category within its compass, but in the end it affirms that there is awakening and a path that leads to it — even if that path is a sort of via negativa. In the passage cited above, Tilopa not only tells us something about mahāmudrā by describing it as indescribable but actually slips in a positive claim about the nature of mahāmudrā (or, in this case, its synonym, “the connate,” sahaja), saying that it “tastes ambrosial.” Thus, like so many mystics, he asserts something about reality by his very denials, and like mystics, too, he mixes his negative rhetoric with metaphors and images that actually are intended to convey something positive about what it is like to know the ultimate. In the case of mahāmudrā discourse in particular, for every negation there seems to be an equal and opposite affirmation: the insistence on the emptiness of subject, object, or cognitive act is often followed by an assertion that “mind itself” — despite, or perhaps because of, its emptiness — is luminous and undefiled, the true nature of reality. This is clear in another pair of verses by Tilopa. In the first, he asks rhetorically:


If you think, “this is the self,” “this is the cosmos,”


how will you waken to mind that’s naturally stainless?6


To counter the negative rhetoric of the first verse, he follows immediately with this:


I am the cosmos, I am the Buddha, I am the unadorned,


I am nonmentation — I’ve broken existence!7


In other words, the negation of our ordinary, deluded conceptions of self, mind, and world is not a negation pure and simple but clears the way for an appreciation of the natural purity possessed by all of these. Hence, in the proper context, positive imagery is just as appropriate an indicator of the real as negative imagery; indeed, each requires the other, if we are to take seriously the fundamental Buddhist axiom that the truth transcends the extremes of “is” and “is not.”


Furthermore, and again mirroring a paradox in the study of mysticism, Indian and Tibetan writers concerned with mahāmudrā have produced an immense literature on this supposedly empty and ineffable topic. Scholars, whether traditional insiders or modern outsiders, have plenty of material on which to draw if they wish to analyze the nature and history of the great seal. In the face of this, however, the insider may point out that the written record of mahāmudrā, whether Indic or Tibetan, is only a husk and that the kernel of mahāmudrā practice and understanding always and only is to be found in the pith instructions (man ngag) transmitted orally since time immemorial from guru to disciple. This may well be so, and anyone who writes about mahāmudrā must acknowledge this argument respectfully — just as they must acknowledge that, at the highest level, mahāmudrā cannot be understood or described in finite terms, and that the historical record as it can be discerned with the tools of modern scholarship is not the only way to understand the human past, let alone bring meaning to it. That point conceded, however, the writer may turn with a relatively clear conscience to the vast corpus of texts that bear directly or indirectly on mahāmudrā.


Doing so, however, engenders new problems. For one thing, it is hard to know precisely how to delimit a mahāmudrā corpus, especially on the Indian side. For all the Indic texts that mention mahāmudrā — the term is peppered throughout tantras, mahāsiddha songs, and treatises from the eighth century on — there are precious few that actually make it their explicit and primary subject. Very late in the history of Indian Buddhism, figures like Maitrīpa’s disciple Vajrapāṇi (b. 1017) began to group together different sets of texts that supposedly pertained to mahāmudrā, including the Seven Attainment Texts written by various mahāsiddhas and tantric commentators, three Dohā Treasuries attributed to Saraha, twenty-five texts on nonmentation (amanasikāra, also translated as “no mental engagement”) associated with Maitrīpa, and a number of other collections, mostly drawn from the writings of Saraha and Maitrīpa.8 Tibetan scholars, including the compilers of the canon of Indian treatises known as the Tengyur (bstan ’gyur), adopted these groupings, and when the Seventh Karmapa Chödrak Gyatso produced his great anthology of Indian mahāmudrā texts, he included not only the core collections just mentioned but virtually every poetic work (and many prose writings, as well) attributed to any Indian siddha of any importance, thereby vastly expanding the corpus of mahāmudrā literature. What’s more, to the degree that mahāmudrā had come, by the late period of Buddhism in India, to be associated with almost any Buddhist idea pertaining to ultimate reality, a vast number of sūtras, tantras, and treatises — including the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras, the Hevajra and other highly esoteric tantras, works on buddha nature, and the writings of Nāgārjuna — came to form a sort of outer, or supplementary, mahāmudrā corpus, to the point where it is only a slight exaggeration to say that there was little in Indian Buddhist literature that did not seem to pertain to the great seal.9 Beyond “canonical” mahāmudrā literature, of course, a scholar interested in mahāmudrā has available additional texts, some Indian but most Tibetan, that directly or indirectly bear on the topic: historical chronicles, biographies and autobiographies, philosophical and polemical texts, commentaries, lineage lists, letters, poems, and so forth.


The wealth — indeed, embarrassment — of available research materials begs a further question, however: what historiographical approach should a researcher adopt? Should one take an emic approach and treat mahāmudrā as a timeless, unchanging teaching of the buddhas, or should one employ an etic stance, in which it is seen as a contested and complex term that evolved relatively late in the history of Indian Buddhism? From the standpoint of those Indian and Tibetan traditions that first identified mahāmudrā as a term whose history was worth relating, discourse on the topic can be traced back to the Buddha himself. After all, if the Buddha was (in one form or another) truly the source of the vast array of sūtras and tantras attributed to him by Mahāyāna tradition, and those texts contain both explicit and implicit references to mahāmudrā, then mahāmudrā discourse can be traced back to the time of the Buddha. If mahāmudrā discourse did not appear again until a thousand years after the Buddha’s passing, it is not because it was invented then but because it took centuries for the karmic circumstances to be such that the teachings long transmitted in secret could finally be revealed. Furthermore, because “the Buddha” is not limited to the emanation body (nirmāṇakāya) that manifested in the sixth/fifth century BCE, fresh revelations are possible in later times, so whether a seminal mahāmudrā master like Saraha was part of an unbroken lineage that stretched back a millennium or more, or whether he received instruction from forms of the Buddha appearing to him contemporaneously as the female wisdom beings known as ḍākinīs really is of little consequence: one way or another mahāmudrā can be traced to the Buddha. Indeed, if not traceable to the Buddha, it would lose its legitimacy and fall to the level of mere human invention. If there are gaps in the literary record, whether in early or more recent times, this is because mahāmudrā, as noted above, is essentially an oral teaching, transmitted from master to disciple. And if there are contradictions in the written teachings, either they are only apparent — to be adjudicated by the guru’s instruction — or they are the result of inevitable shortcomings involved in the process of literary production.


Certainly, scholars who wish to trace the development of mahāmudrā through modern critical methods find themselves beset with problems. The Indic material is notoriously difficult to date, either absolutely or relatively, and in all too many cases we lack the Indic-language originals and hence must rely on Tibetan (or, occasionally, Chinese) translations to get a sense of how the text must once have looked. Authorship is nearly as difficult to establish as dating: texts sometimes are credited to more than one author; one author may bear multiple names; and in any case, many of the authors are simply unfindable as historical actors. Much of what we think we know about the teachers and texts of mahāmudrā in India is found in Tibetan writings, and although on the surface problems of dating and authorship seem less serious in Tibet than in India, the Tibetan material is less helpful to the historian than might be imagined. Most crucially, because the identification of the great seal as a central teaching of Indian Buddhism is mainly a function of religious and social developments from the eleventh century on in Tibet, much of the literature that identifies key Indian mahāmudrā texts and reports on the lives and teachings of the masters of mahāmudrā in India was produced many centuries after the fact, shaped by intellectual, literary, sectarian, and even political concerns unique to one or another Tibetan teacher or institution far more than by what we would call critical historical method. Furthermore, many Tibetan texts purported to be of great antiquity appear to have been composed considerably later, so the history of Tibetan mahāmudrā is not much easier to construct than the Indian. Even if we do regard the Tibetan material as trustworthy, we find so many contradictions between one text and another that those texts’ value in determining any definite chronology or narrative — any history in our contemporary sense of the term — is dubious at best.


This does not mean that a history of mahāmudrā cannot be written. It does mean that the sources available for such a history are in most cases compromised, so that any narrative we produce is subject to a great many qualifications and must be regarded as tentative at best.


A Summary of the Book


The book is divided into five major parts.


Part 1, “The Background to Geluk Mahāmudrā” (chapters 1–5), provides context for the Geluk mahāmudrā tradition by surveying the development of the discourse, practice, and problematics of mahāmudrā in India and Tibet. The first two chapters (1–2) trace the origins and development of the concept of mahāmudrā in India, from its first appearance in the Buddhist tantras, through its employment by the mahāsiddhas, to its eventual integration with concepts and practices familiar from sūtra-based literature. In these chapters, we see mahāmudrā take on an ever-expanding set of referents, including a tantric hand gesture, the clear visualization of oneself as a buddha deity, one of a set of four “seals” (mudrā) to tantric meditation, a sexual consort, the bliss-emptiness gnosis generated by subtle-body yogas, and a term synonymous with emptiness, buddha nature, dharmakāya, and other Mahāyāna Buddhist “ultimates” — such that by the end of the Buddhist period in India, it had become one of the most significant items in the Indian Buddhist lexicon, associated with both tantras and sūtras, and articulated in the languages of both nondual paradox and esoteric praxis. Chapters 3–5 trace the pre-Geluk history of mahāmudrā in Tibet, beginning with its introduction to the plateau in the eleventh century, and turning then to its place in a number of important lineages that developed during the so-called Tibetan Renaissance that followed: Kadam, Shiché/Chö, Shangpa Kagyü, Sakya, and Nyingma (chapter 3). The final two chapters of part 1 (4–5) concentrate on the powerful and long-lasting tradition in which mahāmudrā has been most central, the Marpa Kagyü, with particular attention to the ways in which both earlier and later Kagyü masters balanced considerations of esoteric or nondual rhetoric, sūtra- or tantra-based practices, and gradual or sudden approaches to awakening.


Part 2, “Early Geluk Mahāmudrā” (chapters 6–9), provides an overview of the lives and mahāmudrā-oriented works of Geluk masters from Tsongkhapa through Paṇchen Chögyen — that is, from the late fourteenth century to the mid-seventeenth century. Chapter 6 sets the context for a discussion of Geluk mahāmudrā by surveying the life and work of Tsongkhapa and examining his life and writings in an attempt to understand how he used the term mahāmudrā, how he felt about Kagyü traditions and their mahāmudrā practices, and whether a distinctive great seal teaching of his own is discernible in his works. The next two chapters (7–8) concentrate on the period between Tsongkhapa and Paṇchen Chögyen in greater detail, focusing on the lives and writings of masters both inside and outside the Ganden Hearing Transmission, with an eye to their familiarity with mahāmudrā. These masters include many of the most important figures in the formation of the Geluk tradition, among them the earliest Dalai Lamas. Chapter 9 explores in some detail the life and writings of Paṇchen Chögyen. It traces the contours of Paṇchen Chögyen’s career and summarizes the texts he composed that have come to form the heart of the Geluk mahāmudrā tradition: his Highway of the Conquerors and his Lamp So Bright commentary; the mahāmudrā lineage prayer, whose earliest version Paṇchen Chögyen composed; his brief biographies of the mahāmudrā lineage masters, Like a Treasure Inventory; his mahāmudrā-related tantric liturgy, Offering to the Guru; and selected spiritual songs relevant to mahāmudrā that are scattered throughout his writings. The chapter concludes with a consideration of the broader question as to why Paṇchen Chögyen chose to focus on mahāmudrā as, and when, he did.


Part 3, “Later Geluk Mahāmudrā” (chapters 10–14), provides an overview of the lives and mahāmudrā-oriented works of Geluk masters from Paṇchen Chögyen’s disciples through the Fourteenth Dalai Lama — that is, from the mid-seventeenth century to the early twenty-first century. Chapter 10 discusses the attitudes toward and writings about mahāmudrā generated by two direct disciples of Paṇchen Chögyen — the Fifth Dalai Lama and Shar Kalden Gyatso — and by other Geluk masters of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Chapter 11 is devoted to Kachen Yeshé Gyaltsen (1713–93), who wrote more works on mahāmudrā than any other Geluk master, and probably did more than anyone besides the First Paṇchen to shape the way the tradition’s history and practices are understood today. The next two chapters examine, respectively, four masters of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries who commented directly on Paṇchen Chögyen’s root verses and autocommentary (chapter 12), and the work of a number of other later contributors to the tradition from eastern Tibet, especially the northeast region of Amdo (chapter 13). Chapter 14, “The Twentieth Century and Beyond,” discuses a number of more recent contributors, including Phabongkha Rinpoché and the major Gelukpa figure of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatso.


Part 4, “Perspectives on Geluk Mahāmudrā” (chapters 15–17), examines a number of questions and problems that arise from a study of Geluk mahāmudrā. Chapter 15 analyzes three major issues in the Geluk great seal tradition: (1) whether the name given the tradition by Paṇchen Chögyen shows he intended it to be a synthesis of Geluk and Kagyü or solely Geluk, (2) how the Geluk mahāmudrā tradition compares to selected mahāmudrā traditions among the Kagyü with respect to Paṇchen Chögyen’s textual citations, way of distinguishing sūtra from mantra mahāmudrā, ordering of serenity and insight, and accounts of serenity and insight meditation, and (3) what the actual place is of mahāmudrā is in Geluk ritual, meditative, and institutional life. Chapter 16 examines a variety of different ways in which Geluk authors have treated the seminal Indian mahāmudrā adept Saraha. Finally, chapter 17 considers sixteen key questions of theory and practice explicitly or implicitly posed by Tibetan discourse on mahāmudrā and relates them to broader questions in Buddhist studies and, beyond that, religious studies in general and the study of mysticism in particular.


Part 5 presents translations, from the Tibetan, of ten major texts that express different aspects of, and perspectives on, mahāmudrā in the Geluk tradition:


(1) Synopsis of the Spiritual Practice Taught by the Exalted Mañjughoṣa is a translation of Tsongkhapa’s transcription and analysis of a set of verses imparted to him in a vision by Mañjughoṣa that summarize the entire path to enlightenment, including advice on meditation and the view that resonates strongly with that of the mahāmudrā traditions.


(2) An excerpt from Bright Lamp of the Excellent Path is a translation of a brief history of Geluk mahāmudrā found in Yeshé Gyaltsen’s great discourse on Paṇchen Chögyen’s basic great seal text. It illustrates the role of sacred narrative in the tradition.


(3) The Mahāmudrā Lineage Prayer is a translation of the prayer to the great seal masters of the Ganden Hearing Transmission composed by Paṇchen Chögyen and updated by Kachen Yeshé Gyaltsen in the eighteenth century, Phabongkha Rinpoché in the nineteenth or early twentieth century, an unidentified lama or lamas and Trijang Rinpoché in the late twentieth century, and Thubten Zopa Rinpoché in the early twenty-first century.


(4) Highway of the Conquerors is a translation of Paṇchen Chögyen’s root verses on how to practice mahāmudrā according to the Geden Oral Transmission. Although he touches on tantric practice, his major focus is on mahāmudrā meditation according to the sūtra, or Perfection Vehicle, tradition.


(5) Lamp So Bright is a translation of Paṇchen Chögyen’s detailed prose commentary on Highway of the Conquerors.


(6) The Hundred Deities of Tuṣita is a translation of a brief but influential fifteenth-century recitation and meditation text by Dulnakpa Palden Sangpo that is often used as a jumping-off point for mahāmudrā meditation along the lines of the sūtra tradition.


(7) The Bright Lamp of Mahāmudrā is a translation of the earliest-known text on mahāmudrā by a Gelukpa, a fifteenth-century analysis, focused on Mantra Vehicle mahāmudrā, by Khedrup Norsang Gyatso, tutor to the Second Dalai Lama.


(8) Offering to the Guru is a translation of perhaps the most popular of all Geluk ritual texts, which has its origins in the same Ganden Hearing Transmission, includes teachings on mahāmudrā, and may provide a context for mahāmudrā meditation.


(9) Excerpts from The Crystal Mirror of Tenet Systems are translations of a discussion of various philosophical problems posed by mahāmudrā in its Tibetan setting, drawn from the “Kagyü” chapter of the great history of Asian religions by Thuken Losang Chökyi Nyima.


(10) Poetic Expressions comprises translations of twenty-two of the songs of spiritual experience (mgur) composed by Paṇchen Chögyen drawn from either his autobiography or a collection of songs inspired by the life and example of Milarepa.


Five of the texts presented here (nos. 3, 4, 6, 8, and 9) have previously been translated elsewhere; the other five (nos. 1, 2, 5, 7, and 10) have not. The purpose of bringing them together in this volume is to demonstrate how mahāmudrā is a concept that may be woven through the entire fabric of religious life: in textual analysis, prayer, sacred narrative, ritual performance, meditative practice, aesthetic expression, and philosophical disputation.




The volume concludes with three appendixes. Appendixes A and B provide charts of the proximate and distant lineages of Geluk mahāmudrā masters. Appendix C provides one of the most detailed and interesting of all commentarial outlines of Highway of the Conquerors, that of Keutsang Jamyang Mönlam.





1. The Sanskrit term sahaja has most often been translated as “innate” or — reflecting the Tibetan lhan cig skyes pa — “coemergent.” These are reasonable, but the little-used English word connate captures perfectly the original term’s sense that things are born or arise (ja) together or simultaneously (saha). On sahaja, see, e.g., Kvaerne 1975; Davidson 2002b.


2. The Sanskrit term svabhāva (Tib. rang bzhin) is one of the most important in the Buddhist lexicon. It has been translated variously as “essence,” “own-being,” “self-existence,” “inherent existence,” or “intrinsic nature.” Generally, it refers to the intrinsic, inherent, or essential nature of something, by virtue of which it is what it is. In the Abhidharma of the Sarvāstivādins, it is that characteristic of a phenomenon (a dharma) without which it could not be distinguished from other phenomena and through which the phenomenon’s existence is vouchsafed. In the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras and the works of Nāgārjuna and other early Mādhyamikas, it is svabhāva that is the chief target of philosophical criticism: it is rejected on the grounds that it is explicitly or implicitly conceived as a permanent, unitary, independent “real,” whereas under analysis it turns out that nothing exists in that way, because all phenomena are dependently arisen, in that they are produced by causes and conditions, made up of parts, and/or merely nominal designations imputed by thought. In that sense, their real nature is emptiness (śūnyatā), a term that appears nihilistic but is quite the opposite, since it is precisely the fact that phenomena lack ultimate or intrinsic existence — that they are not permanent, partless, or independent — that assures their conventional validity. If things existed intrinsically, they could not change, yet it is evident that the world in which we live consists of impermanent, dependently arisen phenomena. Since dependent arising and emptiness are synonymous, the reality of things can be vouchsafed only by their emptiness. In Indian and Tibetan sources, svabhāva/rang bzhin is used to describe both the conventional (or phenomenal) and ultimate natures of things. For example, fire may be described conventionally as being of the nature of heat or as ultimately empty of any intrinsic, essential nature. Sometimes an author intends the conventional usage, sometimes the ultimate, and sometimes their usage may be ambiguous. Here, where the conventional status of something seems intended, I will generally translate svabhāva/rang bzhin as “nature,” and where the ultimate status seems intended, I will translate it as “intrinsic nature,” all the while recognizing that the two are not always or easily distinguishable.


3. Paṇchen Chögyen was the First Paṇchen Lama to be so recognized and usually is numbered accordingly, but tradition actually regards him as the fourth, preceded in the lineage by Khedrup Jé Gelek Palsang (1385–1438), Sönam Choklang (1438–1505), and Ensapa Losang Döndrup (1505–68). It is in this system of enumeration that the current (disputed) Paṇchen Lama is the eleventh. I will generally refer to Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen as Paṇchen Chögyen (a common Tibetan abbreviation of his name), and when I indicate his place in the succession of Paṇchen Lamas, I will designate him as the First Paṇchen.


4. These are BzGBZL and BzYSGM, respectively. Alternative renderings of these titles, adopted by a number of translators, include The Main Path of the Victors and The Re-Illuminating Lamp, respectively.


5. TpDK 131 (translation adapted).


6. TpDK 115.


7. TpDK 115 (translation adapted).


8. See, e.g., Roerich 1976, 864–66.


9. For a further discussion of these issues, see R. Jackson 2008.











PART 1


THE BACKGROUND TO GELUK MAHĀMUDRĀ
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1. Mahāmudrā in India: Hindus and Buddhists, Sūtras and Tantras


OVER THE CENTURIES, the Sanskrit term mudrā — usually derived from the verbal root mud, meaning “to enjoy”10 — came to convey a wide range of meanings, but the most basic seem to involve sealing, stamping, or signifying. Drawing on such sources as the Mahābhārata, kāvya literature, the Purāṇas, and the Rājataraṃgiṇī (roughly dateable to the early centuries of the common era), Monier-Williams defines it as:




a seal or any instrument used for sealing or stamping, a seal-ring, signet-ring . . . , any ring . . . ; type for printing or instrument for lithographing . . . ; the stamp or impression made by a seal &c; any stamp or print or mark or impression; . . . an image, sign, badge, token . . . ; authorization, a pass, passport . . . ; shutting, closing . . . ; a lock, stopper, bung . . . ; a mystery.11





Although a derivative meaning, the best-known referent of mudrā — perhaps stretching back as far as the Vedic period — is as a symbolic gesture or hand position displayed in ritual, dramatic, and artistic settings. In a dramatic context, such as that of dance, it expresses a character’s intentions or actions. In an artistic medium such as sculpture or painting, it identifies a human or divine figure and particular actions or attitudes associated with that figure. In a religious setting, the mudrā effects, confirms, or “seals” various aspects of yogic and/or ritual performance.12 The term mudrā is used widely — and in a variety of different senses — in Indic religious traditions, including many forms of Hinduism and Buddhism, as well as Jainism. Some mudrās, considered especially important or “great,” are referred to as mahāmudrā.


Seals and Great Seals in Hindu Traditions 


In Hindu traditions, mudrā carries all of the meanings just mentioned and more. It is a particularly significant term in the Hindu tantric culture that flourished from the mid-first millennium CE onward, frequently intersecting with similar Buddhist and Jain cultures. For our purposes here, I would define tantra as “an esoteric tradition of thought and practice, rooted in South Asia, that requires empowerment by a qualified master and has as its aim the exercise of power over divinities to the point where one identifies one’s own body, speech, and mind with one or more of those divinities and, in the end, transforms onself into one of those divinities.” Visualizations, maṇḍalas or yantras, mudrās, mantras, and the manipulation of both external forces and energies found within a “subtle body” are part of most (but not all) tantric traditions, while sexual, scatological, morbid, and/or wrathful imagery, as well as transgressive behavior, occurs in some (but not all) tantric traditions. The presence of one or more of the above-listed elements in a tradition does not assure that it is “tantric” (for those elements are the common currency of many South Asian traditions), nor do all of the elements have to be present to assure that a tradition is tantric. Indeed, the efforts of traditional and modern scholars notwithstanding, there is no “essential” defining characteristic of tantra, merely a set of interlocking features like those listed above. In Hindu traditions generally regarded as tantric, four major usages of the term mudrā can be identified.


The first is its best known sense: as one of a multitude of hand gestures (or, secondarily, body positions), demonstrated by deities and employed in ritual by humans to effect certain ends. A clear account of the tantric sense of this is provided by Douglas Brooks:




By showing the mudrā, the Tantric creates a physical manifestation and visual display of divine form; not only do mudrās give “shape” to the divine in a ritual context, they also provide a conceptual link to the qualities or attributes of divinity that are made part of the Tantric’s personality. As the Tantric adept shows the mudrā in the course of contemplative worship (upāsana), he or she acquires the power associated with that particular aspect of divinity. The adept is said to achieve the level of realization with which the mudrā is associated. The mudrā literally “seals” the relationship between the adept and the deity invoked in the form of the mudrā.13





The second tantric usage of mudrā is as a type of fermented grain, cereal, or kidney bean employed in tantric rituals as one of the “five m’s” (pañcamakāra) spurned by brahmans and used especially by tāntrikas of the “heroic” (vīra) type: liquor (madya), fish (matsya), meat (māṃsa), grain, cereal, or beans (mudrā), and copulation (maithuna). The Mahānirvāṇa Tantra specifies that this mudrā is of three kinds: superior, middling, and inferior: “The excellent and pleasing kind is that made from Shāli rice, white as a moon beam, or from barley or wheat, and which has been fried in clarified butter. The middling variety is made from fried paddy. Other kinds of fried grain are inferior.”14 In some sources, this type of mudrā is considered originally or primarily to have been fermented, hence to have intoxicating qualities;15 in others, it consists of any savory treat.


The third tantric meaning of mudrā, found especially in Śākta systems that developed in Bengal and elsewhere, is as a synonym for śakti, in the specific sense of “the consort of a male adept, or the female counterpart of a male divinity.”16


A fourth Hindu tantric usage of mudrā is as the clear, blissful awakened state of consciousness — that of Śiva — attained by the adept of Kashmir Śaivism, a tradition that arose around the same time as some of the later Buddhist tantric systems. Thus, the Śiva Sūtra (2:5) states, “When the knowledge connately inherent in one’s own nature arises, [that is] Śiva’s state — [the gesture of] the one who wanders in the sky of consciousness.”17 The commentator, Bhāskara, explains:






Pure Knowledge is said to be the light of one’s own nature (svāloka) which dawns when [the yogī] emerges from the higher stages of contemplation . . . . [At the same time] it is the uncreated and connate (sahaja) power . . . , inherent in one’s own nature. As it is such, the vitality of Mudrā expands within it. It is Śiva’s state, called [the gesture of] “the one who wanders in the Sky of Consciousness” because it is risen . . . in the sky of Śiva and because [it is the power of awareness] which moves . . . in the expanse . . . of the firmament of one’s own consciousness. It is the dawn of realisation [in which the yogī perceives] his identity with [Śiva], the object of [his] meditation. And so, [this gesture] that possesses the contemplative absorption . . . which penetrates into one’s own nature, is Śiva’s state.18





The addition to the term mudrā of the adjectival prefix mahā, or “great” (or a synonym), is relatively rare in Hindu contexts, but a number of instances, and several different usages, can be found. The most common sense of mahāmudrā, it would seem, is as a particular body position (āsana), especially important in the yoga traditions of Śākta tantrism. Mahāmudrā is described by Ajit Mookherjee as an āsana “in which the practitioner sits with the left heel pressed against the perineum (yoni-place) and the right leg stretched out, while holding the right foot with both hands.”19 It is one of a number of śakticālanā (energy-moving) mudrās20 that “are combined with postures, breath-techniques and mantras to awaken Kuṇḍalinī.”21 According to Arthur Avalon, once the position has been assumed,






Jālaṃdhara-Bandha22 is then done. When Kuṇḍalinī is awakened, the Prāṇa [energy] enters the Suṣumnā [central channel], and Iḍā and Piṅgala [the left and right channels], now that Prāṇa has left them, become lifeless. Expiration should be done slowly, and the Mudrā should be practiced an equal number of times on the left and right sides of the body. This Mudrā, like other Haṭha-yoga Mudrās, is said to ward off death and disease.23





Swami Muktananda adds that, through mahāmudrā,




all the nadis are activated and physical inertia dispelled. It aids the retention of semen. The body becomes calm and glowing, the digestive fire gets stronger, the senses become easier to control, and the process of aging is slowed down. When practiced constantly, it eradicates diseases such as tuberculosis, leprosy, piles, hernia, dyspepsia, and spleen trouble.24





In this sense, then, mahāmudrā is an important technique for dissolving vital winds into the central channel of the subtle body, a crucial step on nearly any tantric practitioner’s path to liberation.


In Hindu tantra, mahāmudrā or one of its cognates may also refer to:


1. The “great vulva” (mahāyoni) found at the śāktapīṭha of Kāmākṣyā, in the Himalayas25


2. The supreme goddess of a tantric system, who is invoked so as to possess the disciple26


3. A consort for sexual yoga practice27




4. The “great seal” (mahāmudrā) that in some Kashmir Śaiva emanation schemes (e.g., that of Kṣemarāja) seals off, or blocks, the supreme experience of śāṃbhavamudrā, in which “the supernal ‘nectar’ of the paramount bliss of one’s own nature flows uninterrupted ‘from the ocean of consciousness,’ which is the conscious nature consisting of the harmonious unity (sāmarasya) of Light and Bliss”28


5. The “supreme gesture” (paramamudrā) that in other Kashmir Śaiva systems (e.g., that of the Īśvarapratyabhijñā) is the secret, internal experience of the perfected yogī “established on the plane of Bliss relishing the objects of sense that appear before him . . . the perfect and unobstructed expansion of the Awakened”29


6. The “great gesture” (mahatīmudrā) that in still other Kashmir Śaiva authors (e.g., Maheśvarānanda) is the subsumption of physical gestures to the process of yogic reflection (rāva) and “the intuition (parāmarśa) of one’s own nature [that] is the supreme worship”30


In brief, we see that both mudrā and mahāmudrā (or its cognates) came to have a wide range of meanings in Hindu — and especially Hindu tantric — traditions, from such relatively “concrete” (though still symbolic and transformative) referents as a kind of grain, a hand gesture, a bodily posture, a goddess, or a consort for sexual yoga to rather more abstract associations with advanced states of awareness involving luminosity, bliss, and an understanding of the true nature of self, consciousness, and reality. Many of these usages are shared by Hindu and Buddhist traditions alike. Of those mentioned, Buddhists will come to speak of mudrā/mahāmudrā in terms of (a) hand gestures that seal one’s identification with a deity, (b) goddesses and human female consorts, and (c) the nature of reality and/or a blissful and luminous awareness that is the true nature of mind. Buddhists less often use the terms to refer to forbidden grains or specific bodily postures. Although the very earliest usages of mudrā probably are Hindu (or proto-Hindu), the provenance of mahāmudrā is very much in doubt — there being no certainty that the earliest Hindu usages of then term predate its first appearances in Buddhist texts. In any case, it is within Buddhism that discourse on mahāmudrā became most prominent, and — with these Hindu echoes still in mind — it is to Buddhist discussions of seals and great seals that we now turn.




Seals and Great Seals in Sūtra-Based Buddhism


There is general agreement among traditional Tibetan scholars, as well as modern researchers, that although Foundational31 and Mahāyāna Buddhist literature are replete with references to mudrā, the term mahāmudrā does not appear in the Buddhist sūtras and is, rather, a product of the tantras. In Pāli Buddhist literature (ca. 300 BCE–400 CE), muddā is used primarily to mean either a seal as a physical implement, such as a royal seal (rājamuddā), a method of calculation using the fingers, or signs that may be communicated manually, as sign language (hatthamuddā).32 In nontantric Sanskrit Buddhist literature (especially of the early centuries CE), it may refer to finger calculation, a coin, or an unspecified high number,33 as well as the hand gesture employed by a buddha, bodhisattva, or deity, but its primary usage, again, seems to be as a seal, albeit sometimes in a less than concrete sense. The literature of the Great Vehicle, the Mahāyāna, uses the term mudrā in a number a creative ways, some of which prefigure meanings that mahāmudrā will come to have later on. Thus, the Questions of Sāgaramati Sūtra (Sāgaramatiparipṛcchāsūtra) describes all phenomena — dharmas34 — as being “marked by the seal of intrinsic freedom . . . the seal of sameness.”35 The Questions of Gaganagañja Sūtra (Gaganagañjaparipṛchhāsūtra) gives a list of ten seals, those of (1) the tathāgata, (2) nonarising, (3) emptiness, (4) signlessness, (5) wishlessness, (6) uncompoundedness, (7) nonattachment, (8) suchness, (9) the utmost limit, and (10) space.36 A famous (and sometimes misquoted) passage in the King of Concentrations Sūtra (Samādhirājasūtra) asserts, “the concentration called ‘the proclamation of the essential sameness (samatā) of all phenomena’ . . . is the seal of all phenomena (mudrā sarvadharmāṇām).”37 Other sūtras mention the “seal of emptiness,” the “seal of awareness,” or the “seal of realities.”38 In other contexts Buddhist scholars developed a list of four “seals” of the Buddhist teaching: all contaminated entities are unsatisfactory, all compounded phenomena are impermanent, all phenomena are empty, and nirvāṇa is peace. The third and fourth seals clearly are consonant with the “ultimate” seals mentioned in the sūtras and implicitly indicate some of the referents to which the term mahāmudrā eventually would be applied.


Quite apart from ultimate-level usages of mudrā in sūtra literature, many Tibetan authors regarded the entire sūtra-based tradition — both the Foundational Vehicle and the Great Vehicle or Perfection Vehicle (pāramitāyāna) — as replete with ideas that later would be intrinsic to conceptions of mahāmudrā. To the degree that, eventually, mahāmudrā came to connote understanding of and meditation upon the empty, luminous, nondual nature of mind, virtually any sūtra-tradition passage that refers to lack of self, voidness, or simply the nature of mind may be read as “about” mahāmudrā. Thus, mahāmudrā may be seen in anything from Foundational Buddhist passages asserting that we neither are nor possess a permanent self, to the discourse on emptiness in the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras and the treatises of Nāgārjuna and other Mādhyamikas; from the Dhammapada’s opening statement that “phenomena are preceded by mind, they are founded on mind, they are composed of mind,”39 to the Yogācāra school’s claim that “all the three worlds are mind-only”;40 from the Aṅguttara Nikāya’s oft-echoed claim that mind by nature is luminous and its defilements merely incidental,41 to Mahāyāna texts on buddha nature that describe permanence, purity, bliss, and selfhood intrinsic to awareness at its deepest level;42 from accounts in the early sūtras of such “formless” contemplative states as infinite space, infinite consciousness, nothing whatsoever, and neither perception nor nonperception, to descriptions in Mahāyāna sūtras and treatises of the practice of nonduality in view, meditation, and action.


Tantric Buddhism


However much an implicit discussion of mahāmudrā may be read ex post facto into the literature of Foundational and Mahāyāna Buddhism, it is only in the texts of that branch of the Mahāyāna variously called the Secret Mantra Vehicle (guhyamantrayāna), the Mantra Way (mantranaya), or the Vajra Vehicle (vajrayāna), that the term mahāmudrā actually appears. The tantric tradition, whose articulation in India dates roughly to the last half of the first millennium CE, is set off from other forms of Buddhism by its intense focus on a combination of ritual and gnostic practices that are intended to swiftly transform a practitioner into a fully awakened buddha by “taking the goal as path”: becoming buddha by first seeing oneself as buddha and identifying oneself with buddha in every thought, word, and deed, then being buddha through transforming one’s ordinary psychophysical being into the body and mind of an awakened being. One achieves this above all through the mediating figure of the tantric guru, who gives one access to, and instruction on, (a) a particular lineage of teachings traced back to the Buddha, or a buddha, and (b) a range of buddha deities, the practice of whose rituals and meditations become the vehicle for one’s own awakening. The ritual context in which the guru — in exchange for pledges of secrecy and loyalty — grants the qualified disciple access to the buddha deity is a formal consecration, initiation, or empowerment (abhiṣeka) that enables him or her to practice the contemplative ritual (sādhana) of the particular buddha deity that is the focus of the rite, such as Avalokiteśvara, Tārā, or Hevajra.


It is important to stress that tantric empowerment only is conferred upon qualified disciples. A “qualified” disciple is, in principle, one who already has internalized the basic ideas and values of Foundational and Mahāyāna Buddhism. Like Foundational Buddhist aspirants to arhatship, they must:


• Acknowledge that the mind is a primary and potent force in the cosmos, and that its training is central to the spiritual path




• Recognize the essential cosmological distinction between the repeated, unsatisfactory series of rebirths that is saṃsāra and the undecaying bliss of nirvāṇa, and key their practice to the four noble truths:


○ There is suffering, whether through birth, sickness, aging, dying, separation from the pleasant, encounter with the unpleasant, or not getting what one wants.


○ There are causes for suffering, often condensed to the three poisons — ignorance, desire, and anger — of which ignorance is usually regarded as the most basic.


○ There is a cessation of suffering, nirvāṇa, which may be experienced in the world or attained utterly beyond it.


○ There is a path to the cessation of suffering, which may be divided in a number of ways, including into the three trainings in morality, concentration, and wisdom.


• Aspire to eliminate defilements (such as the three poisons) and unskillful actions (karma), so as to eliminate the saṃsāric suffering that results from these


• Assiduously practice morality, concentration, and wisdom in pursuit of liberation from saṃsāra


• Attain the transformative realization that no person anywhere possesses a permanent, partless, independent self


And, like Mahāyāna bodhisattvas, they must:


• Acknowledge the fundamental purity and power of the mind as enshrined in the concept of buddha nature, the notion that all beings have the capacity to become buddhas


• Aspire to full buddhahood, a state in which one not only transcends defilement and suffering but possesses three (or four) “bodies”:


○ A Dharma body (dharmakāya) that involves direct, simultaneous, and nonconceptual apprehension of ultimate reality (dharmatā) and complete omniscience, along with limitless compassion and knowledge of the skillful means (upāyakauśalya) through which one might help suffering beings


○ An enjoyment body (saṃbhogakāya), a glorified, subtle form through which one may give Mahāyāna teachings to high-level bodhisattvas in a pure realm until saṃsāra ends (if, in fact, it ever ends)


○ An emanation body (nirmāṇakāya), which may appear in various guises (including that of the historical Śākyamuni Buddha) in order to assist and enlighten ordinary beings




○ A nature body (svabhāvikakāya), which may be regarded as the unity of the three other bodies or, in certain cases, simply as the empty aspect of the Dharma body


• Develop and express confidence in the Buddha and his Dharma, in part through such virtuous activities as going on pilgrimage, circumambulating holy objects, reciting and copying sūtras, and practicing the sevenfold worship rite or seven-limbed pūjā (saptāṅgapūjā), consisting of prostration, offering, confession, rejoicing in the virtues of awakened and ordinary beings, entreating the buddhas not to disappear into nirvāṇa, requesting them to turn the wheel of Dharma, and dedication of merit


• Pursue the path to buddhahood not only for the sake of one’s own awakening but for the awakening of all sentient beings (bodhicitta), making it the basis for mastering the perfections (pāramitā) of generosity, morality, patience, effort, concentration, and wisdom, and ascending through the various paths and levels of the bodhisattva


• Develop a range of skillful techniques for compassionately teaching and helping others (upāyakauśalya)


• Attain the transformative realization of emptiness (śūnyatā), whether understood (as in the Madhyamaka school) as the lack of intrinsic existence that is the ultimate nature of all persons and phenomena, or (as in some Yogācāra traditions) as external objects’ lack of difference from the mind that perceives them, or (as in other Yogācāra and buddha-nature traditions) as the mind’s essential purity and luminosity, which is empty of any defilements but implicitly contains all the qualities of Buddhahood


In any case, the sādhana practice that follows upon empowerment generally entails the dissolution of the world and one’s ordinary appearance into emptiness, after which the world is reconstituted as a divine abode, or maṇḍala, with oneself as a buddha deity at the center of that maṇḍala. In many traditions, the three basic stages of generating oneself as a deity — reduction of one’s ordinary appearance to emptiness, generation of a “seed” syllable/sound from emptiness, and generation of the deity’s luminous form from the seed syllable — are said, respectively, to purify the three “existential events” (death, intermediate existence, and rebirth) and to prefigure the attainment of the Dharma body, enjoyment body, and emanation body of a buddha. After one’s self-generation as the deity, the maṇḍala is populated by a range of other deities that represent the enlightened transformation of various aspects of one’s psychophysical being: aggregates, physical elements, senses, body parts, bodily functions, and so forth. Situated at the center of the maṇḍala, one utters the mantra of oneself as the central deity, then those of the surrounding deities, in the process sending out purifying and illuminating light-rays to all sentient beings, who are visualized as being cleansed and awakened, then as absorbing into oneself. As part of sādhana practice, one develops “divine pride” in one’s identity as a buddha deity and tries in all circumstances to imagine one’s surroundings as a maṇḍala or pure land, see other beings as deities, hear and speak all sounds as mantras, and think all thoughts as a buddha would — to the degree that a buddha “thinks” at all. In some tantric systems, especially earlier ones, mastery of the sādhana, with its range of contemplative and ritual procedures, may lead to buddhahood.


In the later, more esoteric, tantric systems, sādhana, called the “generation stage” (utpattikrama), is merely preliminary to a “completion” or “perfection” stage (saṃpannkrama) that involves manipulation and transformation of various physical and mental elements within a subtle body (sukṣmaśarīra) or diamond body (vajrakāya) consisting of channels, vital winds, and drops (nāḍī-prāṇa-bindu), and the wheel-like channel intersections known as cakras. The empowerment that is the basis for practice at these more advanced levels is typically fourfold, involving:


1. The vase (kalaśa) empowerment, in which the disciple is purified by contact with various consecrated substances, among them a vase of sanctified water. This purifies the disciple’s body and their rebirth process, enables them to practice the generation stage, and sows the seeds for their attainment of the emanation body of a buddha.


2. The secret (guhya) empowerment, in which the guru enters into sexual union either with their own consort or with the disciple’s consort and offers the disciple a taste of the resulting sexual fluids, which induce an experience of great bliss. This purifies the disciple’s speech and their intermediate-state process, enables them to reach the illusory-body phase of the completion stage, and sows the seeds for their attainment of the enjoyment body of a buddha.


3. The wisdom-gnosis (prajñajñāna) empowerment, in which the disciple enters into sexual union with his own or the guru’s consort and experiences four levels of progressively greater joy, which culminate in a state of great bliss that is connate (sahaja) with wisdom realizing the nature of reality. This purifies the disciple’s mind and their death process, enables them to reach the luminosity phase of the completion stage, and sows the seeds for their attainment of the Dharma body of a buddha.


4. The fourth (turiya) or word (śabda) empowerment, in which the guru offers the disciple instruction on the nature of reality and/or the mind, which induces in the disciple a profound realization of that reality. This purifies the disciple’s body, speech, and mind all at once, enables them to attain the union phase of the completion stage, and sows the seeds for their attainment of the nature body or, alternatively, the great-bliss body (mahāsukhakāya) of a buddha.43


In these highly esoteric traditions, such basic forces as sexual desire, anger, and even death itself may be harnessed toward spiritual ends, and the literature related to the traditions is replete with transgressive rhetoric and descriptions of countercultural performance or conduct (caryā), which may include inhabiting charnel grounds, consorting with low-caste women, wearing bone ornaments, behaving as if mad, and singing and dancing at tantric ritual feasts (gaṇacakra). There has been much debate among modern scholars as to whether such practices are a sign of Buddhism’s degeneracy in its late phases in India, an indication that the tantras are motivated by religious and social protest, or, in fact, a carefully controlled phase of tantric practice that does little to undermine orthodoxy.44 Completion-stage yogas include practices — some of them requiring a sexual consort — aimed at producing such experiences as inner heat (caṇḍalī), the four joys (caturānanda), luminosity (prabhāsvara),45 the illusory body (māyādeha), and the gnosis of inseparable bliss and emptiness. These practices eventually were codified under such titles as the five stages of Guhyasamāja, the six Dharmas of Nāropa, or the six yogas of Kālacakra.46 All of them require the practitioner to direct the vital winds from the “outer” channels of the subtle body to the central channel (avadhūti) — where one moves the winds up and down through the cakras, manipulating the various drops that are found there, producing experiences of supernal joy and realizations of emptiness, and, in the end, purifying the subtlest basis of one’s mental and physical being (located at the heart cakra) and transforming them into, respectively, the Dharma body and form body (or bodies) of a buddha, thereby completing the tantric path. It should be noted that in later Indic and in Tibetan tantric traditions, the mind’s blissful realization of its own natural luminosity and/or emptiness during the completion stage often came to be synonymous with mahāmudrā, as was the state of buddhahood that ensued from completion-stage practices.


Mahāmudrā in the “Lower” Buddhist Tantras


It is difficult to know precisely where and when the term mahāmudrā first appears, because the historiographical problems endemic to the study of Indian Buddhism in general pertain to the tantric traditions as well. Any relative chronology, let alone firm dating, of tantric literature still is quite tentative.47 What little solidity it has comes through piecemeal evidence provided by, for instance, linguistic analysis, quotation of one text by another, stray historical references, the existence of an early Tibetan translation in the caves at Dunhuang, or the date of a Chinese translation where there is one (most of the later tantric material, unfortunately, was not translated into Chinese). One reasonable — if far from foolproof — approach to a chronology of Indian Buddhist tantra assumes that it may roughly correspond to the different types of tantric systems that eventually were identified by a few Indian scholars and later many Tibetan ones. These systems, which seem to show “development” from more external, ritualized, and purificatory practices to those that are increasingly internal, gnostic, and transformational, have been arranged in various ways; one useful sequence, frequently discussed by modern scholars, involves the classes of tantra known as action (kriyā), performance (caryā), yoga, mahāyoga, and yoginī.48 Generally speaking, the first three classes contain “early” tantras, composed before the end of the eighth century, while the last two contain “later” tantras, mostly dating from the eighth through eleventh centuries. In outlining the history of mahāmudrā in India, I will — with due acknowledgment of their artificiality and arbitrariness — employ these five categories and two phases.




Most of the texts classified as action and performance tantras have as their focus the service of and identification with one or another buddha, bodhisattva, or deity, primarily of peaceful disposition.49 Action and performance tantras contain copious references to and descriptions of mudrās as hand gestures, but they rarely, if ever, mention mahāmudrā. Perhaps the earliest tantra in which the term occurs is the massive Root Tantra of Mañjuśrī (Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa), often classed as an action tantra.50 There, the great seal refers principally to a “five-peaked” (pañcasikhā) ritual hand-position, that of Mañjuśrī himself, which signifies the attainment of all mundane and ultimate aims.51 In chapter 36, eight mahāmudrās are listed:


1. The mahāmudrā of the Dharma wheel of the Blessed One


2. The mudrā of the buddhas’ conquest of all obstructors


3. The mahāmudrā called the buddhas’ non-arousing of all defilements


4. The mudrā of the great compassion of all the buddhas


5. The mahāmudrā called “raising the spear against all views”


6. The mahāmudrā called “the attainment of all spells”


7. The mahāmudrā called “the pacifier of all disasters”


8. The mahāmudrā called “fortunate”52


Chapters 43–46 of the Root Tantra53 are explicitly devoted to mahāmudrā, which is not only taken there as the five-peaked mudrā but, more abstractly, associated with various ultimate notions, such as no-self, emptiness, and the gnosis of the buddha, and described as “the highest Dharma, undeclining, the highest step” (43:22).54 In a subsequent but still relatively early tantra, Chanting the Names of Mañjuśrī (Mañjuśrīnāmasaṅgīti), variously classed as a performance tantra, yoga tantra, or mahāyoga tantra,55 mahāmudrā is identified as one of six great buddha families (3:2), that associated with the tathāgata Amoghasiddhi, master of the all-accomplishing wisdom, who is described elsewhere as “avoiding all imagination; whose incessant realm is without constructive thought; the unchanging supreme Dharma realm (dharmadhātu)” (6:15).56 We see, then, that even in some of the earliest Buddhist tantras, mahāmudrā bears multiple significations. It may be a hand gesture or a buddha family, but it also evokes the true nature of reality and the supreme attainment at the end of the path — though its bearing on questions of ultimate reality and knowledge is less obvious in these texts than it will be later on.


In the yoga tantras57 — which form the core of the esoteric Buddhist traditions of East Asia but also were influential in the early period of Buddhism in Tibet — mahāmudrā takes on further associations. It still may be regarded simply as a symbolic hand gesture (such as the “vajra fist”), and in the root tantra of the class, the Compendium of the Realities of All the Tathāgatas (Sarvatathāgatatattvasaṃgraha), it is used, perhaps for the first time, to refer to goddesses and female consorts.58 The major contribution of the yoga tantras to mahāmudrā discourse, however, lies first in its tendency to define the term primarily in terms of the clear visualization of oneself as a buddha deity and second in its inclusion of the term into a scheme of four mudrās — the great seal (mahāmudrā), pledge seal (samayamudrā), Dharma seal (dharmamudrā), and action seal (karmamudrā) — each of which involves particular hand gestures and mantras, and each of which is associated with a particular (a) buddha family, (b) tathāgata, (c) maṇḍala, (d) basis of purification, (e) defilement to be purified, and (f) buddha gnosis. In the Compendium of the Realities of All the Tathāgatas, the seals are arrayed as follows:


1. The great seal is primarily the process and product of visualizing a buddha deity, or oneself in the form of a buddha deity; it is associated with (a) the tathāgata family, (b) Vairocana, (c) the “great” maṇḍala, (d) the body, (e) the defilement of desire, and (f) the mirror-like gnosis.


2. The pledge seal involves visualizing the deity through certain meaningful symbols (such as a sword or lotus); it is associated with (a) the vajra family, (b) Akṣobhya, (c) the “retention” maṇḍala, (d) the mind, (e) the defilement of anger, and (f) the gnosis of equality.


3. The Dharma seal involves visualizing the maṇḍala deities within their symbols on their respective thrones; it is associated with (a) the lotus family, (b) Amitābha, (c) the “doctrine” maṇḍala, (d) speech, (e) the defilement of wrong view, and (f) the discriminating gnosis.


4. The action seal involves seeing the peripheral deities in the maṇḍala as offering goddesses; it is associated with (a) the jewel and action families, (b) correspondingly, Ratnasambhava and Amoghasiddhi, (c) the “action” maṇḍala, (d) activities, (e) the defilement of miserliness, and (f) the all-accomplishing gnosis.59


As Jacob Dalton notes, a key point emerging from the Compendium’s four-mudrā scheme is that there, because of its association with the Buddha’s mind, the pledge seal is the most important of the set, while the great seal, associated with the Buddha’s body, is less vital — an order of priority that will be reversed in later tantric theory, where mahāmudrā comes to be associated with ultimate reality and the ultimate attainment, buddha mind.60


Other yoga tantras, such as the Vajra Peak (Vajraśekhara), Conquest of the Three Worlds (Trailokyavijaya), and the Purification of All the Lower Realms (Sarvadurgatipariśodhana), lay out the scheme in slightly different ways, but in each case, mahāmudrā denotes the clear visualization of the bodily form of a maṇḍala deity, usually accompanied by a hand gesture and mantras.61 The Conquest of the Three Worlds adds, “Like a high edict with the king’s seal that should not be broken and is difficult to contradict, the symbolic form of a great spirit is mudrā. . . . This feature of all mudrā arises through the yoga of the mental image of the vajra of body, speech, and mind. . . . Ultimate reality is mudrā.”62


While certain texts within the earlier tantric systems — the action, performance, and yoga tantras — already demonstrate a complex notion of mahāmudrā, such that it may refer to a hand gesture, a buddha family, a goddess, the visualization of a deity, one of a set of four interrelated seals, or the ultimate attainment at the culmination of the path, it is probably fair to say that the predominant usages of the term in these early texts were related to the employment of hand gestures and the clear visualization of deities, which were believed to help effect one’s ultimate transformation into a buddha.




Mahāmudrā in the Mahāyoga and Yoginī Tantras


The mahāyoga tantras, most of which were likely composed between the late seventh and mid-ninth centuries, are the first set of tantras to focus strongly on practices using sexual desire, anger, and other “negative” forces. Together with the still later yoginī tantras, they form the most esoteric — and for Tibetans, the “highest” — corpus of Indian Buddhist tantras, which are distinguished by their elaborate visualizations and maṇḍala rituals (what came to be known as the generation stage) and their intricate meditations within the subtle body (what came to be known as the completion stage). As noted above, these practices are typically preceded by a set of four empowerments. The vase empowerment empowers the disciple to practice the generation stage, and the secret, wisdom-gnosis, and fourth (or word) empowerments empower them to practice various aspects of the completion stage. In the former case, the disciple experienced great bliss by ingesting the sexual secretions produced by the guru’s intercourse with the consort, while in the latter case great bliss was induced in the disciple through their own intercourse with the consort. The fourth empowerment, by contrast, involves transmission of transcendental awareness through an understanding of emptiness. In Nyingma schemes, the mahāyoga and yoginī tantras correspond, respectively, to the “inner” tantras of mahāyoga and anuyoga, beyond which lies the highest teaching, atiyoga. In the New Translation schemes, they roughly correspond, respectively, to the father (or method) and mother (or wisdom, or yoginī) tantras of the unexcelled yoga tantra, the culmination of a fourfold classification that begins with action, performance, and yoga tantras. The mahāyoga and yoginī tantras both show evidence of Śaiva influences, though they bend the originally Hindu images, myths, and symbols very much to Buddhist purposes.


In the mahāyoga tantras, we see clear signs that mahāmudrā’s web of signification is shifting from the realm of hand gestures and visualized deities to themes at once more transgressive and more transcendental. Although in the Net of Illusion (Māyājāla) collection, mahāmudrā once again primarily signifies the clear visualization of oneself as a buddha/deity, a number of other mahāyoga tantras pick up on the sexual themes that had appeared spottily, or not at all, in the action, performance, and yoga tantras. For instance, the Mantra Ritual Section of the Supreme Primordial One (Śrīparamādyamantrakalpakhaṇḍa) refers to mudrās as goddesses/consorts to be evoked by ritual practices,63 and mahāmudrā as an epithet for the consort of the central deity of the tantra’s maṇḍala, Paramādya64 — but also as ultimate reality itself, which must be contemplated before the creation of the tantra’s maṇḍala.65 Similarly, a mahāyoga tantra closely related to the Net of Illusion, the Secret Essence (Guhyagarbha) — which is highly important in the Nyingma tradition — also associates mahāmudrā with a sexual consort and suggests as well that it may be equated, in a “gnostic” sense, with the highest realization and attainment of the tantric path.66 The most influential mahāyoga tantra, the Guhyasamāja (Secret Assembly) — which actually specifies (17.46) that those who desire awakening should not perform mudrās with the hands67 — refers to mahāmudrā as a consort (mudrā) for the practice of sexual yoga and as the realization ensuing from that practice (10.21); a contemplation-recitation that leads to attainment of the vajra body, speech, and mind of the tathāgatas (11.1–3); or the essence of the vows of the tathāgatas, meditation on which assures buddhahood (17.45).68 Although it does not refer directly to mahāmudrā, the second chapter of the Guhyasamāja is devoted to a discussion of the awakening mind (bodhicitta), which is, like mahāmudrā, taken to be the “essence” of the vajra body, speech, and mind of the tathāgatas (2.1). This awakening mind is described as beyond meditation; pure in essence; space-like; free from thought or its objects; the way to awakening in which there is no awakening; beyond the aggregates, sense fields, and elements; identical with the lack of self in phenomena; eternally unarisen; and in the nature of emptiness (2.3–4).69 Though it is implicit and somewhat tentative, the Guhyasamāja’s linkage between mahāmudrā and ultimate realization presages the even greater significance that the term will assume in the yoginī tantras.


The yoginī tantras, the last major class of tantras to emerge in India (starting around the ninth century), aim to produce a blissful, nondual gnosis through (a) worship of and identification with female (and male) deities in their maṇḍalas (the generation stage), (b) meditations centered in the channels and cakras of the subtle body (the completion stage), and (c) the practice of sexual yoga and other unconventional types of behavior (caryā, or tantric performance). It is in the yoginī tantras that mahāmudrā becomes a term of central ritual, philosophical, and soteriological importance. In the systems based on such tantras as the Cakrasaṃvara (Pledge Wheel), Hevajra, and Kālacakra (Wheel of Time), it still may be seen as one of three or four mudrās that “seal” tantric experiences, but it now usually is the most important in the sequence, the great seal that betokens a full understanding of the nature of reality. At the same time, mahāmudrā in the yoginī tantras increasingly is treated on its own, referring sometimes to a goddess to be invoked, sometimes to a consort in sexual yoga, sometimes to the gnostic great bliss ensuing from that practice, and sometimes to the ultimate reality, emptiness — experience of which is inseparable from great bliss.70


The yoginī tantra generally regarded as the earliest, the Union of All the Buddhas (Sarvabuddhasamāyoga), does not refer to mahāmudrā but clearly associates the term mudrā with consorts and the goddesses they symbolize, asserting that “Through this mudrā, the yogī / goes, comes, and flies as he pleases.” Further, and a bit more abstractly,


Women . . . are the supreme treasure,


enjoying everything, of the substance of space.


Through uniting yourself to the insubstantial,


you become equal to space


and always will accomplish


the supreme bliss of the ḍākinīs’ magic.71 


In the Cakrasaṃvara Tantra, mahāmudrā is mentioned in the context of the “most accomplished great seal” (adhisiddhā mahāmudrā) — that is, a sexual consort — who is deserving of worship.72


In the Hevajra Tantra, it is a synonym for emptiness (1:10.20), a consort for sexual yoga (2:8.1–5), the bliss arising from sexual yoga (2:4.50), an empowerment that produces great bliss (2:2.31), and the “eternal state” that is the goal of tantric practice (1:8.43), the final achievement of the mind of connate and inseparable bliss and emptiness (2:8.5).73




In the Buddha Skull Tantra (Buddhakapālatantra), mahāmudrā refers primarily to a consort for sexual yoga practice74 but also may denote the culmination of the tantric path, buddhahood, which is in part conferred by the consort.75 The combination of the two is neatly summarized in a verse that reads:


By that very caressing and thrusting,


one will also see the great seal;


those who meditate thusly


will accomplish it right here, no doubt!76


Finally, in the Kālacakra Tantra, mahāmudrā is the inexpressible, unchanging bliss transcending other mudrās (1.12), as well as the empty-form buddha-aspect in which one awakens (1.15) and the final attainment (siddhi) that is the gnosis of buddhahood (1.41).77 The notion of a fruitional “attainment of mahāmudrā” (mahāmudrāsiddhi) would become prevalent in later Indian tantric discourse and carry over to Tibetan Buddhism as well. David Gray well summarizes the complexity of mahāmudrā in the yoginī tantras when he writes, “mahāmudrā ultimately becomes the mudrā qua consort qua symbol; it is the realization of ultimate reality, or buddhajñāna, as symbolized by the goddess Prajñāpāramitā, who in turn is reflected in . . . various other goddesses, and ultimately in the woman who serves as a consort.”78


The mahāyoga and yoginī tantras spawned an immense commentarial literature, including “explanatory tantras” (vyākhyātantra), in which the Buddha purportedly clarifies the obscurities of the root tantras (mūlatantra). Composed later than the root tantras, these texts often reflected an era in which mahāmudrā had gained greater currency, and so they tended to focus on the term even more strongly. In the widely read Cakrasaṃvara-based Arising of the Pledge Tantra (Saṃvarodayatantra), for instance, mahāmudrā is “the clear and perfect awakening to great bliss” (3:16).79 In a Hevajra-related tantra called the Drop of Mahāmudrā (Mahāmudrātilaka), mahāmudrā is the “supreme state of bliss . . . sublime mystery, indefinable, inexhaustible, and unborn . . . formless . . . indeterminable, unaffected by concepts . . . unstained lucidity . . . a steady illumination of the sublime expanse . . . free from the space-time dimension . . . not subject to birth and death.”80 The Drop of Mahāmudrā goes on to specify that


One who does not know mahāmudrā,


even if a buddha, is not a yogī.


.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .


When you understand mahāmudrā perfectly,


you become the glorious Vajrasattva.81


The Drop of Mahāmudrā also is credited by some Tibetan authors with a classic etymological definition of the term, the first of many to follow: “mu is the gnosis of emptiness, drā is freedom from saṃsāric dharmas, mahā is their union.”82 Mahāmudrā also is prominent in a number of tantras spun off from the Guhyasamāja tradition. For instance, the Vajra Garland (Vajramālā) describes it as “great bliss that possesses one great flavor . . . a vast space . . . the awareness of the Tathāgata . . . a state without discrimination . . . the realm of indivisible mind . . . free from dualistic movements . . . like space that is unclouded.”83


The commentarial traditions surrounding the mahāyoga and yoginī tantras also maintained and developed the multiple-seal scheme that originated in the yoga tantras. Now, though, mahāmudrā typically was regarded as the most important in the sequence. In some traditions related to the Cakrasaṃvara system, mahāmudrā is the third of the four seals, the “awakening mind of great bliss” (mahāsukhabodhicitta) that succeeds the action seal (physical consort) and Dharma seal (visualized consort), and paves the way for the manifestation of divine images, the pledge seal.84 In the literature surrounding the Hevajra Tantra, it often is seen as the fourth in the sequence of seals:


1. The action seal represents, among many other equivalents, the goddess Locanā, the experience of joy in the subtle body, and attainment of the emanation body of a buddha.


2. The pledge seal represents the goddess Māmakī, the experience of perfect joy in the subtle body, and attainment of the Dharma body of a buddha.


3. The Dharma seal represents the goddess Pāṇḍaravāsinī, the experience of the joy of cessation in the subtle body, and attainment of the enjoyment body of a buddha.


4. Mahāmudrā represents the goddess Tārā, the experience of the connate joy in the subtle body, and attainment of the great-bliss body of a buddha.85


Like that of many later tantric traditions, the Kālacakra literature often refers to a three-seal scheme consisting of the action seal, which is a physical consort in sexual yoga practices, the gnosis seal (jñānamudrā), which is a visualized consort, and succeeding and transcending these two, mahāmudrā, which is supreme, immutable bliss.86 Puṇḍarīka’s Kālacakra commentary, the Stainless Light (Vimalaprabhā), further specifies that mahāmudrā entails “emptiness devoid of differentiated representations and provided with all excellent aspects, the accomplishment of omniscience, devoid of differentiated representations.”87 A Guhyasamāja explanatory tantra, the Matrix of Gnosis (Jñānagarbha), goes so far as to subsume four tantric seals under mahāmudrā: the action seal (a physical consort), the pledge seal (tantric vows), the gnosis seal (a visualized consort), and the Dharma seal (the nature of phenomena).88


In short, mahāmudrā was a term and concept that was employed with increasing frequency and sophistication by both Hindus and Buddhists in India, especially during and after the second half of the first millennium. It was more significant in Buddhism than Hinduism, and within Buddhism, its origins clearly lay in the tantras and their commentarial literature, where its denotation evolved from a ritual hand gesture signifying the visualization of oneself as a buddha, to a goddess or consort employed in tantric subtle-body practice, to a signifier of ultimate reality and the ultimate attainment, buddhahood itself. By the time the yoginī tantras — the last major class of Buddhist tantric literature — were composed, mahāmudrā was a term to conjure with, but it was the charismatic great adepts, the mahāsiddhas, who embodied, sang out, and wrote about the tantric approach to the world, that would bring it near the center of late Indian Buddhism. It is to them that we now turn.
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2. Mahāmudrā in India: The Mahāsiddhas


THE MAJOR EXPONENTS of the mahāyoga and yoginī tantras were the charismatic, wonder-working, and often quasi-legendary Buddhist mahāsiddhas, who were often said by later scholars to number eighty-four. In treatise and song these figures distilled essential themes from the mahāyoga and yoginī tantras, criticizing social mores while celebrating the bliss and freedom found in yogic contemplation and an unconventional way of life. They lived in cremation grounds or retreated to the mountains, often consorted with low-caste women, and generally acted out a religious performance or mode of conduct (caryā) that appeared to turn brahmanical — and Buddhist — values upside down.89 In traditional accounts of their lives, their often transgressive practices inevitably culminate in the “attainment of mahāmudrā” (mahāmudrāsiddhi), which is equivalent to buddhahood. In their works, mahāmudrā has many more meanings as well, and takes on great importance, whether as an explicit topic of discourse or through discussion of related terms, such as the connate purity of our primordial mind (sahaja or nijacitta) or the practice of nonmentation (or inattention, or mental nonengagement, amanasikāra), a type of formless, concept-free meditation.90 As a result, many of the mahāsiddhas’ writings were incorporated into anthologies of mahāmudrā texts compiled centuries later by Indian or Tibetan scholars. The three most widely recognized collections are known as the Seven Attainment Texts, the Essential Trilogy, and the Twenty-Five Works on Nonmentation; our discussion of the contributions of the mahāsiddhas will be keyed — though not limited — to these three.




The Seven Attainment Texts


The Seven Attainment Texts,91 most of which probably date from the eighth through tenth centuries, are by mahāsiddhas who base themselves closely on one or another system of mahāyoga or yoginī tantra (especially the Guhyasamāja, Cakrasaṃvara, or Hevajra) and presuppose familarity with those systems on the part of their readers. They emphasize practice over theory but do occasionally discuss philosophical matters. It is in that context that they are likeliest to mention mahāmudrā — yet of the authors of the Attainment Texts, only Padmavajra and Indrabhūti mention the term with any frequency. In the Secret Attainment (Guhyasiddhi), Padmavajra refers to mahāmudrā as that which is cultivated when one has abandoned practice with either a physical consort or imagined consort and has “abandoned multiple concepts”; “the perfection of all ornaments, pacification into supreme formlessness, lucid, faultless, stainless”; and realization of the unproduced, selfless nature of mind.92 In the Attainment of Gnosis (Jñānasiddhi), Indrabhūti describes mahāmudrā as “pervasive and without characteristics, like the sky . . . the ultimate, the unsurpassed vajra gnosis, the all-good . . . the Dharma body, the mirror-like gnosis,” the “abandonment of all conceptuality” by which all the buddhas and siddhas achieved awakening in a single life.93 Terms synonymous with mahāmudrā emphasized in other Attainment Texts include the connate (sahaja), described by Ḍombī Heruka in the Attainment of the Connate (Sahajasiddhi) as final perfection, beyond ritual and expression, the essential thatness (tattva) pervading the triple world, by identification with which the yogī attains great bliss.94 In the Attainment of the Nondual (Advayasiddhi), Lakṣmīṅkarā (one of the few important female mahāsiddhas) does not mention mahāmudrā per se, but she does describe the nondual as the signless and baseless nonabiding nirvāṇa that pervades all beings, which is achieved not through astronomical calculation, ritual observance, or tantric meditation but solely through the recognition that all entities are selfless, unproduced, and stainless, whereby one attains the nondual gnosis of buddhahood.95




Apart from the Seven Attainment Texts, many other tantric commentaries and treatises touch on mahāmudrā, including:


• Commentaries on Chanting the Names of Mañjuśrī by Narendrakīrti and Ḍombi Heruka96


• Nāgārjuna’s Five Stages (Pañcakrama), an exposition of the subtle-body practices of the Guhyasamāja tradition97


• Āryadeva’s Lamp that Integrates the Performance (Caryāmelapradīpa), a detailed explanation of the “gradual path” of the Guhyasamāja98


• Commentaries on the Cakrasaṃvara Tantra by Bhavabhaṭṭa, Vīryavajra, and Kambala99


• Kṛṣṇācārya’s Jewel Garland of Yoga (Yogaratnāvalī), a word-by-word explanation of the Hevajra Tantra100


• Puṇḍarīka’s Stainless Light (Vimalaprabhā), a massive commentary on the Kālacakra Tantra101


• Nāropa’s Commentary on the “Teaching on Empowerment” (Sekoddeśaṭīkā), also related to the Kālacakra but drawing on multiple mahāyoga and yoginī tantra sources102


In most of these, mahāmudrā has the same sense of ontological and soteriological ultimacy as in the Seven Attainment Texts and frequently is “read in” to passages in the root tantras in which it is not explicitly mentioned. But it also frequently refers to a female consort, and occasionally describes a meditation, the Perfection of Wisdom, nondiscursive awareness, vibrationless pleasure, or the word empowerment.




Saraha: The Essential Trilogy and Beyond


The Essential Trilogy comprises three poetic works attributed to the mahāsiddha Saraha,103 who probably lived in east India late in the first millennium. In legend, he is said to have learned arrow-making from a yoginī with whom he consorted; his name literally means “fletcher.” Author of a commentary on the Buddha Skull Tantra104 and clearly conversant with the yoginī tantras in general, Saraha is regarded by most Tibetan traditions as the earliest and greatest Indian exponent of mahāmudrā. He is reputed to have been the guru of the great philosopher (and tantric mahāsiddha) Nāgārjuna and of the mountain-hermit Śavaripa, both of whom would come to figure importantly in Tibetan mahāmudrā lineages.105


The works of the Essential Trilogy — the Dohā Treasury Song (Dohākoṣagīti), Dohā Treasury Instruction Song (Dohākośopadeśagīti), and Performance Song Dohā Treasury (Dohākoṣanāmacaryāgīti) — are commonly referred to as, respectively, the People, Queen, and King Dohā Treasuries. Tibetan tradition tells us that Saraha sang each of these collections of aphoristic couplets (dohākoṣa) for a particular segment of the populace in a kingdom he was visiting. Various versions of the People Dohās in the medieval Indian language of Apabhraṃśa have been discovered, but the Queen and King Dohās are known only from their Tibetan translations. Although they are considered foundational texts for Tibetan mahāmudrā practice lineages, Saraha’s Treasuries seldom use the term; indeed, mahāmudrā is explicitly mentioned only in the Queen Dohā, which refers to it as the abiding state of natural nonduality, the sameness of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, a consort for sexual yoga practice, and the goal of the tantric path.106 The King Dohā emphasizes the fundamental purity of mind rather than mahāmudrā, but it does mention the four seals and implicitly equates mahāmudrā with the unborn, empty nature of all phenomena, insisting that “all the worlds in their diversity have this very nature.”107 The People Dohās, the best known, most studied, and most often quoted of the three, focuses not on mahāmudrā but on cognate concepts, such as the connate, the yoginī, great bliss, thatness, the natural mind, the stainless nature, and mind itself — all of which are equated to buddhahood, and all of which are described in terms familiar to us from discussions of mahāmudrā elsewhere in tantric literature. One of the most frequently cited verses from the People Dohās summarizes his attitude well:


The single seed of everything is mind,


where existence and nirvāṇa both arise.


Bow down to it; like a magic jewel,


it grants the things you wish.108


Though the Essential Trilogy is Saraha’s best-known work, he discusses mahāmudrā in far greater detail in other texts, especially in a trilogy of vajra songs (vajragīti) consisting of the Body Treasury (Kāyakoṣa), Speech Treasury (Vākkoṣa), and Mind Treasury (Cittakoṣa). In the Body Treasury, for instance, mahāmudrā is described as “unchangeable great bliss,”109 “experienced like ocean and space,”110 “the sameness of all phenomena,”111 “the nature of fruition,”112 “from nothing other than oneself,”113 “the highest union . . . single taste in the unborn nature,”114 “instantaneous full awakening,”115 “reflexive awareness,”116 and “the mind itself.”117 As he sings,


Hey! In the great seal are present body, speech, and mind. . . .


It is the unsurpassed secret vehicle, the essence of all.


The essentials of path and fruition are distilled there,


the authentic highest Mahāyāna and the distinctness of the vehicles.




The characteristics by which one ascertains mahāmudrā are:


recollection and nonrecollection are unarisen and nondual.


Why would it not remain like space, beyond the intellect?118


In the Speech Treasury, he sings:


Mahāmudrā is manifest presence:


if you reject it, you will never meet it,


while if you hear of mahāmudrā just for an instant,


then, whether you’re subjected to blame or not,


just by that teaching, just by remaining single-pointed, you’ll get it;


anyone who contemplates the connate meaning,


unwavering in pure recollection, will get it.119


Later in the same text, he makes an important point about the dependence of the mahāmudrā yogī on a guru:


Hey! Whoever possesses mahāmudrā, the supreme qualities,


has the basis of all yogic attainments because of delighting the guru.


Not abandoning the precious guru, the qualities arise.120


In the Mind Treasury, he identifies mahāmudrā as:


. . . the lamp of connate gnosis,


the meaning of the union of means and wisdom,


unarisen, empty, luminous, impartial,


a special gnosis, suchness,


nondual, uninterrupted bliss,


self-arisen, nonconceptual, the uprooting of all propensities.121


The vajra songs explicitly equate mahāmudrā with a full range of Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna Buddhist terms for ultimacy while also relating it to various categorical sets, such as the four joys experienced through subtle-body yogas (joy, supreme joy, joy of cessation, and connate joy), the four stages of meditation on emptiness (recollection, nonrecollection, nonarising, and beyond mind), and the four bodies of a buddha (the Dharma, enjoyment, emanation, and great-bliss bodies) — with mahāmudrā in each case equivalent to the fourth and highest of the set. Finally, in another text attributed to him, the Dohā Song on View, Meditation, Conduct, and Result (Dṛṣṭibhāvanācaryāphaladohāgīti), Saraha introduces the four practice-stages mentioned in the title — view, meditation, conduct, and result — all of which are required for the attainment of “the mahāmudrā of transcendent union,” here described as:


. . . clear and nonconceptual like the sky,


so it pervades and expands as great compassion,


appearing yet essenceless, like a moon in water,


clear, beyond designation, without circumference or center,


unclothed, stainless, beyond hope or fear,


ineffable, like the dream of a mute.122


Much of Saraha’s radically nondual rhetoric about mahāmudrā suggests that it transcends both the sūtra-based and tantric vehicles of Buddhism, but it cannot, in fact, really be understood outside the esoteric context of tantric discourse and practice — especially that of the yoginī tantras. In that respect, it is important to note that Saraha affirms again and again that the realization of the ultimate — whether termed mahāmudrā, mind itself, the connate, or thatness — cannot simply be “produced” through this or that technique. Rather, realization arises when one relinquishes control. In terms of meditation, relinquishment involves relaxing into the open, luminous, blissful nature of mind. Yet meditative relinquishment — indeed any genuine approach to mahāmudrā — requires a prior and even deeper relinquishment, whereby one places all one’s confidence in the guru. If one cannot trust the guru, all one’s exertions will come to naught, but when, as Saraha puts it, “the guru’s words but enter your heart, it’s as if you’ve been handed assurance.”123 This will be an important theme in much of the mahāmudrā discourse to follow, whether among later Indian mahāsiddhas or the various Tibetan masters who gave the term cultural prominence.


Seminal though he was, Saraha was far from the only master to compose songs to express his understanding of mahāmudrā. Indeed, the Tibetan canon is replete with translations of dohās, vajra songs, and performance songs by scores, if not hundreds, of different tantric mahāsiddhas, both male and female. Those most important for mahāmudrā lineages in Tibet include Śavaripa, Virūpa, and, most especially, Tilopa and Nāropa.


Śavaripa and Virūpa 


Śavaripa (or Śabara, ninth century?),124 sometimes said to be a disciple of Saraha or Nāgārjuna, was a mountain-dwelling yogī particularly adept in the tantras of Mahākāla and Vajrayoginī. He is credited with a number of Apabhraṃśa performance songs in which he describes himself as a madman and a drunkard, the bliss-besotted lover of a mountain girl known variously as Lady No-Self or the Empty Lady (nairāmaṇi).125 He also is credited with at least two poetic works explicitly or implicitly related to mahāmudrā, the View of Emptiness (Śūnyatādṛṣṭi)126 and the Dohā Treasury of Mahāmudrā Instruction (Dohākoṣamahāmudropadeśa). The former, written in the style of a performance song, plays on the traditional imagery of emptiness as female, to which the mind is often the male counterpart. Thus he begins:


The pinnacle of mind, which is reality,


is said to be the seed in the sky realm;


embraced around the neck by Lady No-Self,


I abide in the state of wakefulness.127


And the song ends:


“Reject!” “Avoid!” These confuse the self.


Embracing the Empty Lady,


I, Śavari, dwell in great bliss.128


The Dohā Treasury of Mahāmudrā Instruction, which is often attributed to Saraha rather than Śavaripa,129 begins with homage to the “greatly blissful connate gnosis body.”130 It goes on to sing of mahāmudrā as primordial nonmind, that which is attained when the mind — even in its wavering — is understood by mind itself through a process of nonmentation. For:


Where mind is nonexistent, by whom could phenomena be conceived?


When you seek mind and the appearance of phenomena,


neither they nor the seeker can be found.


Nonexistent throughout the three times, neither arising nor ceasing,


that which does not change into anything else,


it has great bliss as its nature.


Therefore all appearances are the Dharma body.


All sentient beings are buddhahood.


All karmic formations are primordially the Dharma realm.


All concepts are like horns of a rabbit.131


Thus he advises:


Not holding breath or restraining your mind,


rest in effortless awareness like a little child.


When a thought arises, just see its nature;


do not conceive of water and waves as different.


In the mahāmudrā of nonmentation (amanasikāra),


there is not even an atom on which to meditate.


Not being separate from nonmeditation is supreme meditation.


The flavor of the nondual connate great bliss


has one taste, like water poured into water.132


The ethical consequences are:


Like a crazy man without calculation,


like a little child, one should act without acting.


The mind arises from the mud of saṃsāric existence like a lotus.


There are no faults to defile it.133




At the same time:


With the spontaneous action of realization,


when we meet foolish beings,


tears readily well up from the force of unbearable compassion;


having exchanged self for others, we accomplish their benefit.134


Śavaripa is said to have appeared in visions to a later mahāsiddha, Maitrīpa, and to have helped provide the basis for the latter’s account of mahāmudrā as nonmentation, discussed below.


Virūpa (tenth century?) is a figure of great importance for the Sakya traditions of Tibet. In legend, he is one of the most colorful of the mahāsiddhas, famous above all for his love of drink and for performance songs that celebrate it. In the incident that provides the basis for his usual iconographic representation, he is said to have drunk so much at a tavern that the owner made him promise to drink only until sundown — at which point he raised his hand, pointed to the sun, and stopped it in the sky. As always with such material, it is difficult to know whether the song is to be taken literally, figuratively, or on multiple levels.135 The Vajra Verses (Vajrapāda) attributed to him by Sakyapas are regarded as the root text of the path and fruit (lam ’bras) meditation system that is central to Sakya contemplative life. In the Vajra Verses, Virūpa discusses the “three appearances” that arise for afflicted beings, yogīs, and buddhas, respectively: impure appearance, experiential appearance, and pure appearance. Through practice rooted in the four unexcelled-yoga-tantra empowerments, “the obstructions to great bliss cease and awakening is clear. . . . Mahāmudrā . . . is omniscience by way of the four . . . empowerments.”136 In his own Treasury of Dohās (Dohākoṣa), Virūpa describes mahāmudrā as:


The great seal of saṃsāric existence and peace,


essentially pure like the sky;


without a real nature that could be shown,


it is cut off from the ways of verbal designation.


It’s naturally unelaborated,137 its essence free from every dependent dharma.




It lacks investigation or analysis, and is free from any exemplary sign. . . .


Connate from the beginning, not to be sought elsewhere,


mind itself, empty of names and unelaborated, is mahāmudrā.138


Furthermore:


If you’re free from paying any attention, you’re stainless without a doubt;


when you’re purified of mind and mental objects, reality nakedly appears.


But if you haven’t realized primordial mahāmudrā,


then, ever driven by dualistic grasping, you hanker after everything. . . .


If you don’t abide on the unerring meaning, you’ll wander and circle throughout saṃsāric existence.139


In short, mahāmudrā is the “great word,” a synonym for “emptiness of any basis of designation,” understanding of which makes one fit to be called a buddha.140


Virūpa’s two great disciples, Ḍombī Heruka and Kṛṣṇācārya (also known by his Apabhraṃśa name, Kāṇha), both were important mahāsiddhas in their own right. The former, as we saw, is the author of Attainment of the Connate as well as numerous performance songs; the latter, as also noted, wrote an important commentary on the Hevajra Tantra, as well as some of the most famous of all performance songs, in which he sings of his passion for a woman from the untouchable ḍombī caste.141


Tilopa and Nāropa


Tilopa, or Tillipāda, (928?–1009), is regarded as the fountainhead of the Marpa Kagyü traditions of Tibet. He received four great oral practice transmissions from a range of human teachers and ḍākinīs, as well as the tantric buddha Vajradhara. His main disciple was Nāropa, to whom — after subjecting him to extraordinary trials142 — he transmitted twelve major practices, drawn from a range of mahāyoga and yoginī traditions:


1. The preliminary practices known as the ordinary wish-fulfilling gem


2. Equal taste


3. Commitment


4. Inner heat


5. Illusory body


6. Dream yoga


7. Luminosity


8. Transfer of consciousness


9. Resurrection


10. Incorruptible bliss


11. Mahāmudrā


12. Intermediate-state yoga143


At least one text attributed to Tilopa, Instruction on the Six Dharmas (Ṣaddharmopadeśa), reduces these twelve practices to a set of six: (1) inner heat, (2) illusory body, (3) dream yoga, (4) luminosity, (5) intermediate state, and (6) transfer of consciousness.144 The first four — drawn from the Cakrasaṃvara or Hevajra system (no. 1) and the Guhyasamāja system (2–4) — are crucial for the attainment of awakening on the completion stage of unexcelled yoga tantra; the last two are special instructions — drawn primarily from the Four Seats (Catuṣpīṭha Tantra)145 — for exploiting the death process for spiritual purposes.


Tilopa is credited with several works related exclusively to mahāmudrā, including a Dohā Treasury (Dohākoṣa) in which he instructs: “Quick! Kill the thought that is not rooted in mind; this is mahāmudrā, stainless in the triple world,”146 and the Inconceivable Mahāmudrā (Acintyamahāmudrā), where he sings:


I bow down to the unborn, unceasing


reality-luminosity, which is the path of mahāmudrā,




inexpressible by speech, unidentifiable,


nonmentation, profound, peaceful, uncompounded.147


Tilopa’s best-known poetic work is the Instruction on Mahāmudrā (Mahāmudropadeśa), better known as the Mahāmudrā Song of Mother Ganges (Mahāmudrāgaṅgāmā), in which he instructs Nāropa, as follows:


Just as in space, nothing supports anything,


so in mahāmudrā, there is no objective support.


Rest relaxed in the uncontrived, natural state;


if you loosen your bonds, you’ll doubtless be free.


Just as when you look into space, seeing is stopped,


so when you look at mind with mind,


the mass of conceptions stops, and you obtain unexcelled awakening.148


In the same work, Tilopa provides a famous set of similes for the progress of the mind as one masters mahāmudrā: at the beginning, inundated by thoughts, it is like a cascading waterfall; in the middle, as one begins to gain some control, it is like a flowing mountain stream; at the end, when one is completely accomplished, it is like a vast ocean, in which the appearance of waves on the surface does not affect the still and limpid depths.149


Nāropa, or Naḍapāda, (956?–1040) was a great scholar and abbot who, tradition tells us, abandoned the monastery in midlife to seek tantric teachings from Tilopa. From Tilopa he received the twelve great teachings mentioned above, as well as the aforementioned sixfold list, which — justly or not — came to be known as the six Dharmas of Nāropa: (1) inner heat, (2) illusory body, (3) dream yoga, (4) luminosity, (5) the intermediate state, and (6) transfer of consciousness.150 The list of six Dharmas was far from stable: the order might change, and other yogas, such as resurrection or the action seal, might be included while others were subsumed under a different yoga or dropped entirely.151 Indeed, the one text attributed to Nāropa that touches on these practices, Vajra Verses of the Hearing Transmission (Karṇatantravajragāthā), actually lists ten yogas, those of:




1. The generation stage


2. Inner heat


3. Illusory body


4. Dream yoga


5. Luminosity


6. Transfer of consciousness


7. Resurrection


8. The action seal


9. Cultivating the view


10. The intermediate state152


Whatever the arrangement, however, the six Dharmas of Nāropa eventually came to be regarded by the Kagyü as constituting the “path of means” (upāyamārga, thabs lam), the esoteric or tantric form of mahāmudrā. Although not connected to the six Dharmas, Nāropa’s Kālacakra-related Commentary on the “Teaching on Empowerment” is a rich source of tantric discourse on mahāmudrā, where, in line with usages in the yoginī tantras, it is referred to as a goddess, a consort, the culmination of the path, and as “the essential result . . . [whose] characteristic is gnosis of original immutable bliss.”153 


Nāropa also taught what Kagyü traditions came to call the “path of liberation” (vimuktimārga, thar lam), mahāmudrā as a nondual-wisdom instruction on the empty and luminous nature of mind and a nonconceptual meditation for realizing that nature. Thus, in the section on the yoga of the view in his Vajra Verses of the Hearing Transmission (Karṇatantravajragāthā), he instructs the disciple to “keep the three doors unmoving . . . view the characteristics of mind without seeing . . . settle [the mind] in its own place, unfabricated and objectless,” and thereby “illuminate mahāmudrā gnosis.”154 Through this:


The two obstructions are self-purified; you are free from the extremes of object and subject.


The perceiving mind, and all phenomena of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, disappear.


The measure of knowledge is self-perfected with the full extent of virtues,




and you become a self-born buddha, transcending thought or expression.155


As the outcome of the path, buddhahood, mahāmudrā is to be understood as follows:


Mind itself, unborn and empty, is the Dharma body;


whatever appears as unceasing, luminous clarity is the emanation body;


the union of nonabiding and great bliss is the perfect enjoyment body.156


In short, the term mahāmudrā is glossed thusly:


Mu is recognizing nondual gnosis;


drā is untying the knots of saṃsāra;


mahā is the self-liberated Dharma body,


born from the lamp of union and nothing else.157


Nāropa writes in his Verses on Mahāmudrā (Mahāmudrāsaṅgamita), sometimes attributed to Maitrīpa,158 that mahāmudrā


. . . is not an intrinsic nature that can be shown . . .


but when anyone realizes it as it is,


all that appears and exists is mahāmudrā; . . .


settling genuinely into the uncontrived nature . . .


settling without seeking — is meditation.159


In his Summary of the View (Adhisidhisamā), he sings of “unelaborated self-awareness,” which is synonymous with mahāmudrā and:


. . . itself is actually saṃsāra,


itself is also nirvāṇa,


itself is also the great middle way,


itself is also what is to be seen,




itself is also what is to be contemplated,


itself is also what is to be gained,


itself is also the valid truth.160


Kagyü tradition tells us that Nāropa was the teacher of the Tibetan founder of the Kagyü, the translator Marpa Chökyi Lodrö (1012–97), although the traditional claim has been questioned by some modern scholars.161


Maitrīpa and the Practice of Nonmentation


The Twenty-Five Works on Nonmentation162 are attributed to Maitrīpa (986?–1063),163 a mahāsiddha also known as Advayavajra or Advaya Avadhūtipa. According to Tibetan historians, he studied with Nāropa, received teachings from Śavaripa in visionary encounters, debated with the Yogācāra scholar Ratnākaraśānti, and was the main mahāmudrā guru of the Indian scholar Vajrapāṇi and the Tibetan translator Marpa, each of whom was instrumental in transmitting mahāmudrā traditions to Tibet during the eleventh century. Maitrīpa also is said to have had a complex connection to Atiśa Dīpaṃkara Śrījñāna (982–1054) — later the inspirer of the Kadam tradition of Tibet — who studied mahāmudrā texts with him but also may have had him expelled from Vikramaśīla Monastery for his involvement with transgressive tantric practices.164


In his intellectual and spiritual life, Maitrīpa is said to have focused on the King of Concentrations Sūtra as an important early source for understanding mahāmudrā and to have rediscovered — and linked to mahāmudrā — Distinguishing the Precious Lineage (Ratnagotravibhāga), also known as the Sublime Continuum (Uttaratantra), a poetic treatise on buddha nature supposedly transmitted to the fourth- or fifth-century Mahāyāna master Asaṅga by the future Buddha, Maitreya.165 The Twenty-Five Works on Nonmentation, most of which are available in Sanskrit,166 is an anthology of treatises, some in verse, some in prose, and some in a mixture, that deal with a variety of topics in Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna thought and practice. They rarely mention mahāmudrā, while only a few discuss nonmentation in detail, and the text often regarded as most seminal, the Ten Verses on Thatness (Tattvadaśaka), mentions neither — yet whether taken individually or as a whole, the texts in the anthology are still regarded by Tibetans as foundational for understanding both concepts.


In the texts that do mention mahāmudrā, it is referred to in a variety of ways already familiar to us. The Way to Condense the Empowerments (Saṃkṣiptasekaprakriyā) describes it as the final result of tantric empowerment.167 The Twenty Verses on Thatness (Tattvaviṃśaka) refers to a “yogī who sees reality and is intent on mahāmudrā,” and who, furthermore, “is himself mahāmudrā, is himself the Dharma, enjoyment, and emanation bodies, is himself everything.”168 The Instruction on Empowerment (Sekanirdeśa) asserts that mahāmudrā is obtainable “from scripture, self-awareness, and the teaching of a true guru.”169 It is described there as “not abiding anywhere . . . stainless self-awareness that is bereft of the arising of multiplicity.”170 In the end, Maitrīpa asserts,


The one who neither abides in the realm of the antidote nor is attached to reality


nor desires the fruit: that is the one who knows mahāmudrā.171


The Holy Pith Instruction on Settling Thought without Dispersion or Concentration announces that:




Through the taste of emptiness,


even meditation becomes realization;


because of this, through wisdom meditation,


everything is mahāmudrā.


Even something discordant [with reality]


is mahāmudrā.


In this naturally relaxed, unthinking state,


as soon as dualistic details arise,


they dissolve back to whence they came.172


As we might expect, Maitrīpa mentions mahāmudrā with some frequency in the Succession of the Four Seals (Caturmudrānvaya),173 where it is listed as the third in the sequence of four seals: it is preceded by the action seal (a physical consort) and Dharma seal (wisdom and compassion connate), and followed by the pledge seal (the manifestations of enlightened mind). In itself, the great seal is described as follows:




It is without intrinsic nature, free from the obstructions to knowledge and so on. It is immaculate, like the center of the stainless sky of autumn. It is the basis of the possession of infinite excellences. It is the single self-nature of saṃsāric existence and nirvāṇa. It is the body of objectless great compassion. It is the single form of great bliss. . . .174





The poetic portion of the section goes on to pay homage to the mahāmudrā yogī, “whose thought is thoughtless and whose mind is unabiding, / who is unremembering, without mentation, objectless.”175 Also, as sometimes is the case in tantric commentarial literature — especially but not solely in the context of Hevajra — mahāmudrā is the name of an empowerment (abhiṣeka), in this case equivalent to the third of the four unexcelled-yoga-tantra empowerments, that of wisdom-gnosis, in which, typically, the initiate joins in sexual union with his or her consort, inducing thereby an experience of great bliss.176


Texts among the Twenty-Five Works that do not mention mahāmudrā — such as the Illumination of Great Bliss (Mahāsukhaprakāśa), Six Verses on the Connate (Sahajaṣaṭaka), Upholding Nonmentation (Amanasikārādhāra), Six Verses on Madhyamaka (Madhyamakaṣaṭaka), the Jewel Garland of Thatness (Tattvaratnāvalī), and, not least, the Ten Verses on Thatness — nevertheless are regarded as dealing with topics related to the great seal and are revered by Tibetans as key parts of Indian mahāmudrā literature.177 One particular contribution of Maitrīpa to Indian philosophical discourse, which would have important repercussions in Tibet, was his division of Madhyamaka into the Madhyamaka of Nonabiding (apratiṣṭhāna) and the Madhyamaka of Illusion-Like Nonduality (māyopamādvaya) subschools. As the name suggests, the Illusion-Like Nonduality school focused on the way in which all phenomena are the same in being like an illusion, while the Madhyamaka of Nonabiding, which would be the viewpoint adopted by many thinkers in the Marpa Kagyü tradition in Tibet, was said to eschew any ultimate description of phenomena or reality at all, thereby clearing space for the experiential apprehension of the empty luminosity that is the nature of mind. At the hands of Maitrīpa’s commentators, such as Rāmapāla and Vajrapāṇi, this Madhyamaka of Nonabiding was explicitly identified with mahāmudrā, as well as with nonmentation and the concept of buddha nature articulated in the Sublime Continuum.178


It is in a long (188-verse) poetic text usually classed outside the Twenty-Five Works (and unavailable in Sanskrit), the Golden Garland of Mahāmudrā (Mahāmudrākanakamālā), that Maitrīpa explicitly discusses mahāmudrā in the greatest detail. At the outset of each of the text’s three chapters, he lists a number of mahāmudrā masters, including Nāgārjuna, Śavaripa, Saraha, Śāntideva, Virūpa, Tilopa, Ḍombī Heruka, and curiously, two names of the purported author himself: Avadhūtipa and Maitrīpa.179 In the poem’s first mention of mahāmudrā, Maitrīpa explicitly links it to the doctrine for which he is best known, saying:


Meditation and nonmeditation are within the range of conceptual mind;


the unwavering ground free from the thought even of nonmeditation


is nonmentation, the mahāmudrā path.


Kye ho! It is free from activity, unarisen, beyond mind.180


Along similar lines, Maitrīpa affirms:


The path of mahāmudrā is realization of the meaning


of mind itself, the bliss-emptiness Dharma realm;


in it, there is no object, subject, or act of meditation,


no thought of anything at all.181


Furthermore:


Mahāmudrā is spontaneously present within you;


settle into the condition of nonmentation, noncognition, and inactivity.


It isn’t nihilism because you yourself can experience it in direct experience;


it isn’t eternalism because it’s union without attachment.182


These three verses convey well the flavor of Maitrīpa’s approach to mahāmudrā in the Golden Garland. He also describes it as a path on which emptiness and compassion are inseparable; the nonduality through which one’s own primordial buddhahood is realized; and the great seal of nonmentation that eliminates even the subtlest propensity to defilement from those on the path to awakening.183




A Perfection Vehicle Mahāmudrā?


It is clear from reading Maitrīpa that, to a greater degree than perhaps any other mahāsiddha, he moves comfortably in the worlds of both Perfection and Mantra Vehicle discourse, and equates mahāmudrā as readily with concepts found in Madhyamaka, Yogācāra, and buddha nature literature as with tantric empowerments, maṇḍalas, or subtle-body practices. This should not surprise us, especially when we remember that Maitrīpa, like many of the mahāsiddhas, spent at least part of his life at a great monastic university — in his case, Vikramaśīla. We know that in the last centuries of the first millennium, such institutions as Vikramaśīla, Nālandā, and Odantapuri offered a curriculum that combined the study of Perfection Vehicle texts and practices with that of Mantra Vehicle texts and practices. Thus, regardless of whether the particular sūtras, treatises, or commentaries studied in the monasteries explicitly linked terms from one vehicle with those in another, many students, simply by dint of their regular exposure to both vehicles, must have established connections in their own theory and practice — and sometimes articulated those connections. Since mahāmudrā — a term of tantric origin — was increasingly important in Maitrīpa’s time, it is entirely possible that he sought to align the great seal with ideas and practices of nontantric origin.184 In the end, Maitrīpa’s own writings leave it open to question whether he saw mahāmudrā as (a) a doctrine and practice inseparable from the tantras, (b) a tantra-based doctrine and practice that also is found independently in the sūtra tradition, or (c) a doctrine and practice that both combines and transcends the Perfection and Mantra Vehicles.


Maitrīpa’s disciple Sahajavajra certainly seems to have allowed for the second or third possibilities. In his Commentary on the “Ten Verses on Thatness” (Tattvadaśakaṭīkā), he describes his master’s purpose as providing “condensed pith instructions on the perfection of wisdom that accord with the mantra system.”185 Sahajavajra goes on to quote a number of important Mahāyāna figures, such as Nāgārjuna and Maitreya, and sūtras, including the King of Concentrations and the Descent to Laṅkā (Laṅkāvatāra), in support of the idea that the realization attained by those intent on mahāmudrā is described in Perfection Vehicle literature, and that even if the methods of the Perfection Vehicle cannot result in mahāmudrā without the blessing and instruction of a guru, those who receive such instructions “have utter certainty about the suchness of the single taste of emptiness; they are like villagers who grab a snake and play with the snake but are not bitten by it.”186 As with Maitrīpa himself, it is not clear whether Sahajavajra is describing a mahāmudrā that is strictly Mantra Vehicle, strictly Perfection Vehicle, or a great seal that combines and transcends both approaches,187 but at the very least he establishes a consonance between the tantric realization of mahāmudrā and the sūtra tradition’s realization of emptiness.


Sahajavajra, in turn, was echoing suggestions to the same effect made in a handful of earlier texts.188 Thus, in his Entrance into Thatness (Tattvāvatāra), Jñānakīrti observes that ordinary beings who strive to complete the Mahāyāna perfections and practice serenity and insight meditation may realize nondual mahāmudrā.189 As he puts it in a well-known verse:


The union of method and wisdom:


just that meditation is the highest yoga;


the victors call it the meditation


of the mahāmudrā union.190


Elsewhere in the text, Jñānakīrti explicitly or implicitly equates mahāmudrā with the “nonseeing of all phenomena” mentioned in the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras191 and describes the unelaborated meditative stage of “resting in non-appearance” mentioned in the Descent to Laṅkā Sūtra (10.256–57) as the true meaning of Mahāyāna, for which mahāmudrā is a synonym.192 He further insists that perfection-vehicle practitioners who can master these techniques are, in fact, practicing mahāmudrā, which is simply another name for Mother Prajñāpāramitā.193 Along similar lines, another late text, an anonymous commentary on the Kālacakra Tantra called The Lotus Holder (Padminī), says, “mahāmudrā is she who gives birth to all tathāgatas appearing in the past, future, and present, that is, Prajñāpāramitā. Since she seals bliss through the nonabiding nirvāṇa . . . . she is the seal. Since she is superior to the action seal and gnosis seal and free from the latent tendencies of cyclic existence, she is great.”194 Finally, in a tantric commentary related to the Cakrasaṃvara tradition entitled Illuminating the Significance of the Yoginī’s Pure Conduct (Yoginīsaṃcaryānibandhapadārthaprakāśa), in the course of glossing certain terms from the root tantra, Maitrīpa’s near-contemporary, Vīryavajra, asserts,




“Mahāyāna” is nonconceptual gnosis. . . . The “seal” is the Dharma realm (dharmadhātu). The nonduality of the Dharma realm and the gnosis being is the Dharma body (dharmakāya). . . . The Dharma body is taught as mahāmudrā. Mahāmudrā is the Dharma realm. “All yogas” implies serenity and insight. Among objects of serenity and insight, there is no object superior to mahāmudrā.195





None of this assures us that either Maitrīpa or others of his era actually conceived of a Perfection Vehicle system of mahāmudrā. Even less, of course, does it specify precisely what it might mean to equate mahāmudrā with the perfection of wisdom. After all, virtually all Mahāyānists accept the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras as authoritative and foundational, and many different — and at times contrasting — ideas have been drawn from them, from Nāgārjuna’s Madhyamaka notion of emptiness, to Maitreya and Asaṅga’s Yogācāra ideas of the three natures or mind-only, to the concept of the natural purity and luminosity of the mind, which is central to buddha-nature literature.


For instance, if we grant for the sake of argument that emptiness is the central philosophical teaching of the Perfection Vehicle, in what sense is “emptiness” meant? When the sūtras assert that “everything from form through omniscience” is empty, are form and omniscience, or buddha mind, empty in precisely the same way, or might they be empty in different ways? Many Mādhyamikas, especially those who came to be known as Prāsaṅgikas, assert that, indeed, all phenomena are empty in exactly the same way, and that their emptiness is a “mere,” or nonaffirming, negation — that is, a negation in which nothing positive is implied by the negation. Other thinkers, especially those partial to Yogācāra and buddha-nature discourse (and this may include self-proclaimed Mādhyamikas like Maitrīpa), will insist that while form and other conventional phenomena may be empty in the sense of a nonaffirming negation, buddha mind itself is empty in a different sense, as an affirming negation. It is empty of anything saṃsāric, but emptiness implies the presence of all buddha qualities, such that buddha mind is empty of everything other than its own natural purity, luminosity, and omniscience. Still other interpreters, even more deeply shaped by Yogācāra, go so far as to suggest that everything in the cosmos is empty primarily in the sense that it is simply an emanation, or reflex, or activity of an inconceivable, perfect, blissful gnosis, which is the fundamental reality, and itself empty in the sense of containing infinte potential. This, too, is an affirming negation.


This is just within the context of the Perfection Vehicle; when we consider that all these ideas shaped the philosophical discourse of the Mantra Vehicle, which in turn — at least in later Indic Buddhism — influenced the way in which Perfection Vehicle concepts, like emptiness, were conceived and discussed, then the picture gets still more complicated. Indeed, it is from the matrix of these complex interactions that mahāmudrā originated and expanded as a topic of Mahāyāna discourse. In Tibet, as we will see, the whole question of the legitimacy of a Perfection Vehicle tradition of mahāmudrā became a major topic of debate, and the works of Maitrīpa and his disciples would loom large in those debates.


These issues notwithstanding, it is clear that, as the meaning of mahāmudrā rippled outward from a symbolic hand gesture, to the visualization of a deity, to a female consort, to ultimate reality, it became an increasingly significant term in Indic Buddhism. And precisely to the degree that it came to signify the ultimate reality, realization, and attainment (whatever that might mean), it was with increasing frequency read back into earlier sūtra-based or tantra-based texts in which it never or rarely occurred. For instance, Maitrīpa’s commentary on Saraha’s Essential Trilogy, Munidatta’s commentary on the multi-author Treasury of Performance Songs (Caryāgītikoṣa), and (as we have just seen) Sahajavajra’s commentary on Maitrīpa’s Ten Verses on Thatness all find references to mahāmudrā “hidden” in the verses on which they comment.196 And, as we also have seen, many tantric commentators of the ninth to eleventh centuries — like Narendrakīrti, Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Bhavabhaṭṭa, Kṛṣṇācārya, Vīryvajra, Puṇḍarīka, and Nāropa — discovered mahāmudrā “between the lines” of the fundamental tantras that shaped later Indian Buddhism. Tibetan authors would read mahāmudrā into a range of Indian texts with even greater zeal, but the interpretive tendency to do so had clearly been established by the Indians themselves even before the dawn of the Tibetan Renaissance.
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