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In a word, the way of liberation resides in the Kula Dharma, the Royal Path of Shakti.

KULARNAVA TANTRA


Preface

The Kaulajnananirnaya Tantra of Mahasiddha Matsyendranath is the pivotal tantra that marks the transition from the magic and erotic tradition of Assam to the refined philosophical tradition of the great Kashmiri masters Somananda, Abhinavagupta, Kallata, and Utpaladeva, spanning the period from the ninth and tenth centuries up to the poetical flowering of Lalla in the fourteenth century.

The arrival of Matsyendranath in Kashmir and Nepal and the transmission of the Kaula Way, the Path of Shakti, are considered fundamental by Abhinavagupta. He pays homage to the Mahasiddha in the first chapter of his monumental Tantraloka,* where he writes: “May Matsyendranath be auspicious for me. It is he who cast the net, the net steeped in red, crisscrossed with knots and gaps, that extends and stretches to all locations.”†

What is notable in the Kaulajnananirnaya Tantra is that he also points out a connection, a continuation with the ancient Shaivism of the Indus Valley. This connection is the preeminence of the yoginis and of respect for the feminine in all its forms—whether it be human, vegetable, or animal, such respect being essential to the wish for union with all that is. Matsyendranath could be an answer to the mystery of the transmission of teachings between the disappearance of civilization from the Indus Valley 1,700 years before our era and the resurgence of the teachings in Kashmir at the beginning of our era.

In the Kaulajnana* we find all the magic practices connected with obtaining siddhis (magical powers), such as the ability to hear at great distances, to be present in several places at the same time, to travel great distances in a few moments, to penetrate through solid matter, and to defend oneself from enemies. Such powers also included black magic practices such as enslaving, destroying, or paralyzing. More surprising, and rarely mentioned among the siddhis by other sources, is obtaining the gift of poetry and experiencing the freeing power of the word.

Matsyendranath lived with his consort Konkanamba, the mother of Konka, at Kamarupa, a sacred site that mythology tells us was the place where Shakti’s yoni fell when she was dismembered by Vishnu. Konkanamba was considered a Mahasiddha. She and Matsyendranath were incarnations of the magic Shiva-Shakti couple and together they taught the practices of the Kaula Way, which would have been lost if it had not been transmitted by Lalita Devi’s lineage. Their text just barely touches on this topic without embarking on the transmission of the actual practices. They were revered as Kuleshvara and Kuleshvari.† Matsyendranath and Konkanamba traveled to Kashmir, taking the route through Nepal. They established the Kaula tradition by creating several practice centers in locations between Assam and Kashmir. Matsyendranath died on one of these trips, at Patan, where he lived in a temple that still exists today, as does a column erected there in his memory. He and his companion lived four generations before Abhinavagupta (950–1020). The Kaula lineage proceeding on from them was as follows: Matsyendranath and Konkanamba transmitted to several disciples, of whom nine were their own children. One of the children transmitted the teaching to Sumati, who transmitted it to Somadeva, and finally it was transmitted to Ambunatha, who was Abhinavagupta’s master.

In the Sahasranamam, which contains the thousand names of Shri Lalita Devi, a manifestation of Durga, we find a connection to the Kaula Way: “O Thou, divinity in the Kula sphere, I pay homage to Thee. O Thou, whom the adepts of the Kaula tradition venerate, I pay homage to Thee” (sts. 440–41).

In the Kaulajnana there is a brief autobiographical passage on Matsyendranath containing underpinnings of legendary magic:

When you (Devi) and I were going to Candradvipa (the Island of the Moon), we were joined by Vatuka Karttikeya. Even though he was ignorant, I entrusted this Shastra to him. O Devi! The instruction given to Skanda was in vain: he stole the knowledge and threw it into the sea. Bhadre! So I went to the ocean and after having caught the fish that had swallowed the Shastra, I made an incision to open its stomach. After having recovered the books of knowledge from the fish’s stomach, I hid them in a secret location. Once more, Kruddha adopted the appearance of a mouse and stole them in order to throw them into the ocean. Once again, they were gobbled up by a fish of immeasurable size! Furious, I made a Shakti net. I caught this fish, which was submerged in seven seas. However, this fish was as strong as I was. Because of his spiritual strength, he was difficult to vanquish even for the thirty-three gods. Giving up my position as a Brahmin, I became a fisherman and I caught the fish with my Shakti net. By making a gash to open him, the Kulagama* was recovered once again. Even though I was a Brahmin, O Supreme One, I acted as a fisherman. Since the Brahmin rescued the knowledge from the stomach of the fish by killing it, he was known as Matsyaghna.* Because the Lord of the Brahmins acted as a fisherman, he became Kaivarta (the fisherman). (Patala 16)

The twenty-four chapters (patalas) of the Kaulajnana broach the following topics:


1. From the tips of the big toes emanate the tattvas.

2. Fire kicks off dissolution.

3. Kaula characteristics: the senses, the object of the senses, and the body are Shakti.

4. Intense practice and opening the nadis.

5. Alchemical knowledge, the light of the moon.

6. Where Shiva resides in the body, amrita or sublime essence.

7. The chakras nourished by lunar light.

8. The sadhana of the sixty-four yoginis.

9. Siddhas, mantras, molten gold flowing through the chakras.

10. The round of Sanskrit letters in the body.

11. Feeding, the sacred substances of Shakti.

12. The Way is to act according to one’s own will.

13. Inner repetition of the Hamsa mantra.

14. The eight siddhis, the heart center, the beautiful perspiration of lunar milk. Shakti.

15. The Sahaja chakra.

16. The siddhi yoginis, sexual union. Autobiographical fragments. Vatuka.

17. The vital breath, the central channel, Shiva-Shakti unity. Neither meditation nor non-meditation.

18. The worship of the siddhas, the yoginis, and the guru.

19. The worship of the black yoginis and the siddhi yoginis.

20. The path of sexual love. The vira (hero) and his Shakti.

21. The various Kaula paths.

22. The hidden lingam and the worship of the guru.

23. The animal, vegetable, and human forms of the Kaula yoginis.

24. The red yoginis.



The Kaulajnana is above all a text on practice and, like many other tantras, it is written in a “twilight” language, meaning a text that outlines the practice without revealing its esoteric aspects, which are to be received by transmission from one’s master. Lalita Devi took great care to explain each practice to me, and to have me discover everything that was not written explicitly in the text. The Kaulajnana is actually a kind of crib sheet or reminder list that names the practice without saying how it begins or how it ends. Without further explanation, it is therefore impossible to conduct these practices. That is why I have chosen to separate them and describe them in detail before giving the full text of Dominique Boubouleix’s magnificent work, which to my knowledge is the first French version of this text translated directly from Sanskrit. What I am writing here is the third installment of the teachings of Lalita Devi, following my books Tantric Quest: An Encounter with Absolute Love* and Crazy Wisdom of the Yogini: Teachings of the Kashmiri Mahamudra Tradition.†

Without preludes and postludes, the textual rendering of the practices is not savored in the same way. What is missing is the night-blue space, how to begin, the way the visualization appears, and the conclusion: generally a return to the body that has undergone an alchemical transmutation and has found once again the memory of infinite space. Here is an example:

Let us meditate on the image of an eight-petalled chakra, colored white like the Moon and located where the spine meets the skull, that is, where one’s hairline begins. We can gratify our bodies thanks to this light. (Patala 7)

And here is the complete practice as taught by Lalita:

You are floating naked, seated in night-blue space. Your breathing is becoming more and more finely subtle. It transforms into a breathing cycle that forms an energy loop moving across your palate, descending along the central channel, looping around the perineum and coming back up in front of the spine. Behind you a magnificent full moon appears. You feel its rays shining on your skin, but you cannot see it. Your desire to rest your gaze upon it is so great that you imagine that your eyes turn back slowly and focus on the spot of the secret chakra found in the occiput, where your hairline begins. With your finger, you can feel a slight hollow there. A triangle is formed joining your left eye, your right eye, and the secret chakra that will gradually open so you can see the moon. You gaze at it until the moment when a river of lunar milk emerges from the moon, enters your secret chakra, nourishing the eight-petalled lotus and spreading out impetuously through your head, irrigating your brain with a milky whiteness and carrying away all the dark shadows of suffering, memories, and patterns of conditioning. The tumultuous flow descends through your body, moving through the bones, muscles, organs, nerves, and tendons, carrying with it all traces of darkness. The river of milky light revolves in your pelvic area, touching all parts and moving out into night-blue space continuously until you become nothing but lunar light. Stay in this space until the lunar river ceases to enter you. The secret chakra that opened now closes. Your eyes return to where they belong. The river leaves your body. Be aware of your luminous spatiality and gently come back to where you are, slowly opening your eyes.

Two characteristics of the Kali Yuga are that, during this period of cosmic chaos, secrets must be revealed and practitioners have a greater capacity to integrate them. These positive aspects of this dark period are often ignored by the commentators. Matsyendranath begins his tantra by saying: “What has been kept secret is now revealed” (Patala 1). The Tantra of Great Liberation, the Mahanirvana Tantra, also says: “Once the age of Kali is advanced, the Kaula Way will be revealed.”* The publication of this tantra is happening then at the designated moment and offers us the deepest practice of the Kaula Way. These practices have a power that has never been fully plumbed, and they are still today luminously wrapped with yogini magic.

The manuscript of the Kaulajnananirnaya Tantra was discovered in 1922 in the royal library of Nepal by Prabodh Chandra Bagchi. It was published in 1934, and translated into English by Michael Magee in 1986.† Dominique Boubouleix translated it directly from Sanskrit into French in 1999; it is his unpublished version that I am presenting here, now translated into English. There is also a beautiful English version translated by Saktari Mukhopadhyaya and Stella Dupuis.* Magee presents the Sanskrit text; Dupuis presents the text in Devanagari and Sanskrit.

In order to facilitate the ease of reading, but above all to re-create the direct and subtle perfume of Lalita Devi’s transmission, mouth to mouth, as it is said in the Kaulajnananirnaya Tantra and the Kularnava Tantra,† I have decided not to use diacritics since they don’t influence the pronunciation for someone who doesn’t know Sanskrit. I have also dropped brackets and most parentheses since they make the text difficult to read. In this way, the taste of the oral teaching is retained in authentic vibration for those parts of the text that concern the practices. I have also chosen to directly insert the translation of certain Sanskrit words in order to avoid endlessly breaking up the reading with a link to notes or a glossary. Finally, I have not commented on certain explicit practices in the text.

In the second part of the book, you will find the complete Dominique Boubouleix version of the text (here translated into English). I thank him for having entrusted me with this text, which immediately resonated with Lalita’s teaching and which allowed me to recognize all the passages that she referred to in her teaching. For her, Matsyendranath was the carrier of the whole yogini lineage that she was proud to belong to. Lalita owned no books. She knew the main texts and a great many of the poems by heart. She was a yogini and not a scholar. She loved to go to the heart of things without making precise references. Each time that I asked her where something was in the Kaulajnananirnaya Tantra, she would smile and reply: “I am placing it in your heart and that will be your library. Knowledge is not practice and Matsyendranath took care to conceal the practice so that only he who had received the direct transmission could penetrate the mysteries of the twilight language.”



*Abhinavagupta, Luce delle sacre scritture (Tantrāloka), ed. Raniero Gnoli Turin: Unione Tipografico-editrice Torinese, 1972.

†“Steeped in red” refers to the “Shakti net” that Matsyendranath weaves in order to capture the giant fish that has just swallowed his text.

*Abbreviation of Kaulajnananirnaya.

†Kuleshvara and Kuleshvari are male and female incarnations or idealized representations of the Kaula (or Kula) Way.

*Another way of saying the “Kaula Way.”

*[Matsyaghna means “killer of fish” in Sanskrit. —Trans.]

*Rochester, Vt.: Inner Traditions, 1997.

†Rochester, Vt.: Inner Traditions, 2021.

*Tantra of the Great Liberation (Mahānirvāna Tantra), trans. Arthur Avalon [John Woodroffe] (London: Luzac, 1913).

†Kaulajnana-Nirnaya of the School of Matsyendranatha, ed. P. C. Bagchi, trans. Michael Magee (Varanasi: Prachya Prakashan, 1986).

*The Kaulajñānanirṇaya: The Esoteric Teachings of Matsyendrapāda, Sadguru of the Yoginī Kaula School in the Tantra Tradition, edited and translated by Satkari Mukhopadhyaya with Stella Dupuis (New Delhi: Aditya Prakashan, 2012).

†In order to understand this type of transmission, see the description of Lalita’s teaching in my book Crazy Wisdom of the Yogini: Teachings of the Kashmiri Mahamudra Tradition, trans. Jack Cain (Rochester, Vt.: Inner Traditions, 2021).







PRACTICE 1

The Emergence of Tattvas

From the tips of the big toes emanate the tattvas.

PATALA 1

“The tantrika must be pure of heart, supremely joyful, devoid of anger and turning thought. He rejects inferior ritual. He is warmhearted and worships the lineage of the masters. He is generous and full of devotion. He is supported by the lineage of yoginis. He practices formless meditation, samadhi.”

There are three forms of initiation: by touch, by voice, by the mind. They are without any definite form, without ritual.

The disciple receives the grace of understanding from Shakti’s impact.

The body itself is the temple in the Kaula tradition. It harbors the thirty-six tattvas, or the thirty-six categories, stretching from the five basic elements up to the absolute, which is beyond Shiva/Shakti. It is therefore not necessary to deny the body or abandon it in order to know union with the divine, but, on the contrary, to liquefy it, to make it like earth, water, fire, air, and ether. Practice awakens the body and makes it vibrate (spanda). The body becomes aware that it is the cosmos.

The thirty-six tattvas and the absolute tattva that crowns them:

THE FIVE ELEMENTS

•  Earth

•  Water

•  Fire

•  Air

•  Ether

THE FIVE ELEMENTS OF SENSE

•  Smell

•  Taste

•  Form

•  Touch

•  Sound

THE FIVE ORGANS OF ACTION

•  Creation

•  Excretion

•  Foot

•  Hand

•  Speech

THE FIVE ORGANS OF PERCEPTION

•  Nose

•  Tongue

•  Eye

•  Skin

•  Ear

THE FIVE INTERNAL ORGANS

•  Mind

•  Intellect

•  Ego (linked to objectivity)

•  Nature

•  Ego (linked to subjectivity)

THE SIX PROTECTIVE SHELLS

•  Limitation of space

•  Limitation of time

•  Limitation of attachment

•  Limitation of knowledge

•  Limitation of creativity

•  Illusion of individuality

THE FIVE SUBTLE ELEMENTS

•  Subjectivity invested with power in action

•  Awareness of one’s own absolute nature

•  The universal Self

•  Shakti

•  Shiva

THE ABSOLUTE

•  Beyond Shiva/Shakti*



*For a detailed description of the tattvas, see Lalita Devi’s teaching in my books Tantric Quest: An Encounter with Absolute Love, trans. Jody Gladding (Rochester, Vt.: Inner Traditions, 1997), and Tantra, la dimension sacrée de l’érotisme.




PRACTICE 2

The Body on Fire

The fire known as Kalagnirudra is eternally situated in the tip of the nail of the big toe. When it flames upward, then dissolution is set in motion.

PATALA 2

This practice is also found in two stanzas of the Vijnanabhairava Tantra: “Concentrate on the fire raging more and more as it rises up from your feet and completely consumes you. When all that is left is ashes scattered by the wind, know the tranquility of space that returns to space.” And: “See the entire world transformed into a gigantic firestorm. Then, when nothing is left but ashes, enter into beatitude.”*

Ash has always been considered to be a purifier. It also stays very hot when it is applied to the body or when one is buried in an ash pit, as we did with Lalita. It is here that there also begins the practice in night-blue space. You can imagine the Earth seen from space. In the first practice you are consumed and disappear into space; in the second, you direct the fire toward Earth, which bursts into flame, is consumed entirely, and disappears. You then dwell in the spatiality of samadhi.



*Daniel Odier, trans., Tantra Yoga: Le Vijñânabhaïrava tantra, Le “tantra de la connaissance supreme” (Paris: Michel, 2004), 20.




PRACTICE 3

The Five Elements

Where the mind resides, there dwell also the senses, the objects of the senses, and the body—they are impregnated by one’s own Shakti, one’s embodied being, and the five tattvas.

PATALA 3

This is an essential point of our practice. The body is the cosmos, the body is Shakti. Shakti resides in the first five tattvas: earth, water, fire, wind, and ether. The practice takes place in the integration of the tattvas and the body, which then becomes the sole residence of Shakti.

You float in night-blue space, nude and seated. The yoga of the five elements or tattvas is the beginning of the transformation of the ordinary body into a cosmic body. Through this practice the yogi becomes all that is—the totality.

Earth

Meditate on your body as being a cube of earth floating in night-blue space. Little by little, your body is transformed into liquid gold. It shines in space and conquers illness. After three years of this practice, the body becomes adamantine. It is inhabited by the strength of nine elephants, and it enters into spanda (continuous vibration). Breathing stabilizes in the heart. The yogi must see himself as being Shakti. She resides in the heart and illuminates the body with her own radiance seated on a black lotus. The yogi spreads his luminosity across the world and becomes like the tattva of the Earth.

Water

Floating in night-blue space, your body is in the shape of a half moon, a white lotus at your throat. Imagine your body cool like a full moon and submerged in the ocean. Think: There is nothing else either in me or outside of me. My body liquefies. My seeing becomes like water. Your body rises up above the water. It conquers illness, becomes water. It is filled with a lunar glow spreading out from the lotus of the throat. It becomes equal to the tattva of water.

Fire

You see your body as a triangle surrounded by a belt of fire. A fire emerges from your body and burns everything outside of you. Illness leaves you. After a season of practice, you can burst what you touch into flames and you can become fire. You enter into vibration. You are the spirit of fire. You view yourself then in your human form. You meditate on your palate, which produces a sparkling fire surrounded with smoke, like the sun in smoke. In this way you become the element fire and you master the mantras. You spread your light across the world and you experience the stillness of Shakti.

Wind

You visualize yourself as a night-blue sphere in which six drops of a lighter blue are floating. The drops vibrate and produce a sound, a celestial music. You free yourself from illness. You are able to go great distances without being tired, and you take the form of the wind. You visualize your night-blue body. It becomes the wind tattva in the form of a sparkling sapphire. You become unable to be seized.

Ether

Your night-blue body clarifies, little by little, until it turns into ether. You sense spatiality, and you become impervious to the venom of serpents. You are freed from illness. You become space and can pass through the elements. You become invisible and you see the earth as being perforated. You can become the emptiness in a dark, rocky cavity. You visualize the ether at your forehead and you see yourself as the moon devoured by an eclipse. You become Shiva, the lord of mantras.

The practice of the five elements transforms the yogi into these elements. It stabilizes the mind, destroys poisons and egoism, and reveals consciousness. It makes it possible to vanquish reality, which is the ultimate level for the yogi. Consider the siddhis, the magic powers, as a dynamic movement toward the infinite instead of an attainment in reality. Of course it happens that in intense practice one or another siddhi will manifest. Don’t ascribe any importance to that. Only the siddhi of being gifted poetically is necessary in order to transmit my teaching.
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