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THE DALAI LAMA


Message


The foremost scholars of the holy land of India were based for many centuries at Nālandā Monastic University. Their deep and vast study and practice explored the creative potential of the human mind with the aim of eliminating suffering and making life truly joyful and worthwhile. They composed numerous excellent and meaningful texts. I regularly recollect the kindness of these immaculate scholars and aspire to follow them with unflinching faith. At the present time, when there is great emphasis on scientific and technological progress, it is extremely important that those of us who follow the Buddha should rely on a sound understanding of his teaching, for which the great works of the renowned Nālandā scholars provide an indispensable basis.


In their outward conduct the great scholars of Nālandā observed ethical discipline that followed the Pāli tradition, in their internal practice they emphasized the awakening mind of bodhichitta, enlightened altruism, and in secret they practised tantra. The Buddhist culture that flourished in Tibet can rightly be seen to derive from the pure tradition of Nālandā, which comprises the most complete presentation of the Buddhist teachings. As for me personally, I consider myself a practitioner of the Nālandā tradition of wisdom. Masters of Nālandā such as Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Āryāsaṅga, Dharmakīrti, Candrakīrti, and Śāntideva wrote the scriptures that we Tibetan Buddhists study and practice. They are all my gurus. When I read their books and reflect upon their names, I feel a connection with them.


The works of these Nālandā masters are presently preserved in the collection of their writings that in Tibetan translation we call the Tengyur (bstan ’gyur). It took teams of Indian masters and great Tibetan translators over four centuries to accomplish the historic task of translating them into Tibetan. Most of these books were later lost in their Sanskrit originals, and relatively few were translated into Chinese. Therefore, the Tengyur is truly one of Tibet’s most precious treasures, a mine of understanding that we have preserved in Tibet for the benefit of the whole world.


Keeping all this in mind I am very happy to encourage a long-term project of the American Institute of Buddhist Studies, originally established by the late Venerable Mongolian Geshe Wangyal and now at the Columbia University Center for Buddhist Studies, and Tibet House US, in collaboration with Wisdom Publications, to translate the Tengyur into English and other modern languages, and to publish the many works in a collection called The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences. When I recently visited Columbia University, I joked that it would take those currently working at the Institute at least three “reincarnations” to complete the task; it surely will require the intelligent and creative efforts of generations of translators from every tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, in the spirit of the scholars of Nālandā, although we may hope that using computers may help complete the work more quickly. As it grows, the Treasury series will serve as an invaluable reference library of the Buddhist Sciences and Arts. This collection of literature has been of immeasurable benefit to us Tibetans over the centuries, so we are very happy to share it with all the people of the world. As someone who has been personally inspired by the works it contains, I firmly believe that the methods for cultivating wisdom and compassion originally developed in India and described in these books preserved in Tibetan translation will be of great benefit to many scholars, philosophers, and scientists, as well as ordinary people.


I wish the American Institute of Buddhist Studies at the Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies, Tibet House US, and Wisdom Publications every success and pray that this ambitious and far-reaching project to create The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences will be accomplished according to plan. I also request others, who may be interested, to extend whatever assistance they can, financial or otherwise, to help ensure the success of this historic project.
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“Famously vowing to become a Buddha in the body of a woman, Tārā is the most important female figure in the vast Buddhist pantheon. In this impressive work of translation and exegesis, Susan Landesmann presents Tārā’s root tantra, a welcome gift to scholar and practitioner alike.”


— DONALD S. LOPEZ JR., Arthur E. Link Distinguished University Professor of Buddhist and Tibetan Studies, University of Michigan


“Beloved across the Himalayan region and beyond, the figure of Tārā has offered inspiration to artists, meditators, rulers, and ordinary women and men for centuries. Susan A. Landesman has done an exceptional service to English readers with her groundbreaking translation and study of the core ritual text, inviting readers to discover new aspects of this most famous exemplar of enlightenment in female form.”


— ANNABELLA PITKIN, assistant professor of Buddhism and East Asian religions, Lehigh University


“Susan Landesman’s translation of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa is a major and accessible work of scholarship that should be of great interest to both scholars and practitioners. It sheds light on an important and early tantric Buddhist work that played a foundational role in the development of the practice traditions connected with one of Tibetan Buddhism’s most popular deities. Her translation of Buton Rinpoche’s masterful Tibetan translation is excellent, both clear and accurate, and her introduction illuminates the history of this text, its reception in Tibet, and the development of practice traditions associated with Tārā. I congratulate Dr. Landesman for her excellent work on this volume.”


— DAVID B. GRAY, Bernard J. Hanley Professor and chair of Religion, Santa Clara University












Dedicated to my advisor, Professor Emeritus Alex Wayman, who guided me onto the path of this lifetime project;


And to my teacher Gen Dr. Lozang Jamspal, who has continually guided me toward the shores.
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Series Editor’s Preface



The American Institute of Buddhist Studies and Wisdom Publications, with the Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies and Tibet House US, are honored to present this Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences series, which is dedicated to making available in English and other languages the entire Tengyur (bsTan ’gyur), the collection of Sanskrit works preserved in Tibetan translations, and the originally Tibetan learned commentaries and treatises based upon them. Herein we present Dr. Susan Landesman’s milestone work of scholarship, deep study, and expert translation of the Tārā Tantra, the foundational text of the worship of Tārā and her many emanations around the many worlds of the Buddhist infiniverse.


Dr. Landesman deserves the highest accolades for her deep and long-term commitment to this work, beginning as a graduate student under the late Professor Alex Wayman and the Lecturer Emeritus, Acharya Dr. Lozang Jamspal, and persisting subsequently as an eminent senior scholar, translator, and lecturer. I especially honor her breakthrough achievement in Tārā scholarship, how she solved the many problems in the text that had daunted previous scholars by using brilliant detective work and thorough scholarship to find the unquestionable deep connections between her Tārā text with the Mañjushrī Mūla Kalpa and the Vairocana Abhisambodhi Tantra, and even, to my utter delight, with the oceanic Buddha Avataṃsaka Sutra and especially its “Night Goddess” Female Buddhas. The reader will find her illuminating discoveries detailed dramatically and persuasively in her introduction.


In general, the translation and publication of the Tantras are somewhat nerve-wracking endeavors. It is not because the texts are not significant, profound, and exquisite, but because they are traditionally sealed in bonds of secrecy. This is both because people without the necessary prerequisite insights, motivations, and skills might harm themselves by “trying out the practices,” and also because casual readers of their sometimes shocking statements might mistakenly take them literally and come away with serious misunderstandings of Buddhist thought and practice. In fact, there is already quite a bit of misunderstanding in wide circulation about Tibet, Buddhism in general, and the Tantras in particular. This is not only the case in Western societies where Buddhism is still a novelty, but also prevails in Asian Buddhistic countries other than Tibet and Mongolia, where Tantra is rare and Tibetan Buddhism in the popular mind is tainted by presumed association with “primitive shamanism” and a supposed corruption of Buddhist ethical norms.


To clear up such misunderstandings, His Holiness the Dalai Lama has encouraged scholars to study and make available translations and studies of these texts, with suitable commentary, so people can see how firmly they are rooted in Buddhist principles of wisdom and compassion; how sophisticated and advanced are the yogic practices, presupposing prior achievement of a high degree of meditative ability, profound understanding of selflessness and voidness, sincere motivation of the compassionate spirit of enlightenment, the vow to liberate all beings from suffering, and a courageous determination to accelerate the spiritual evolution that would normally take the countless lifetimes of self-transcendence that are integral to the bodhisattva path and compress them into a single or a few lifetimes of strenuous yogic study and achievement.


The scientific treatises (śāstra) of the great Indian Buddhist universities, accumulated during the fifteen-hundred-year flourishing of the Buddhist sciences from the Buddha’s time until the end of the first millennium, are preserved mainly only in the Tibetan translation canon. Contrary to modern prejudices, these truly are scientific works. Most are focused on the supreme science, the “inner science” of the psychology of human beings, the causes of their suffering and the pathways of their realization of their full potential through the transformation called “enlightenment.” Such works are often highly technical and complicated, and so tend not to be the most exciting to read. They have had a long run of usefulness in India, Tibet, and Mongolia, to a lesser extent among mystics throughout Asia and the Middle East, but they have never been “bestsellers.” It is therefore difficult to find sponsors for their study, translation, and publication.


The Indian and Tibetan scholar-adepts who have treasured and made good use of them for millennia, today tend to be impoverished refugees, spending their time and effort trying to learn the teachings in Tibetan, and thereby keep alive their traditions of scholarship and practice. Indian scholars and philanthropists tend not to take interest in the ancient Indian Buddhist works, since the Buddhist scientific institutions were long ago driven out of India, to survive in full form only in Tibet and the Mongolias. Only the most learned of contemporary Indian scholars identify them as their own cultural, religious, and scientific treasures. Sophisticated donors from a number of countries have had the vision to realize right away that the works contained in the Tibetan Tengyur are an extraordinary jewel mine of scientific and spiritual achievements of immense value to all humanity. They generously have continued to provide the funding needed to bring out the first dozens of these works we have published. For this vision and generosity, I, and future generations of scholars and practitioners, will always be deeply grateful.


Dr. Landesman herself skillfully thanks the many scholars and teachers from whom she learned about the Tārā Tantra. As co-publisher and series editor-in-chief, I would also like to thank Dr. Landesman’s teacher and my long-term colleague, Dr. Acharya Lozang Jamspal, for yet another great contribution; Dr. Paul Hackett, for his encouragement of the author and his skillful and dedicated editing, including his unfailingly patient and meticulous efforts in the final stages of editing; and Dr. Thomas Yarnall for his detailed editorial and production coordination with the expert staff of Wisdom Publications, including the publisher, Dr. Daniel Aitken, and David Kittelstrom, Ben Gleason, and Lindsay D’Andrea.


It is also my duty and pleasure to offer sincere acknowledgment and thanks to Columbia University’s Department of Religion, faculty and administrators, for their gracious hosting of the American Institute of Buddhist Studies; and to the Conanima Foundation, the Infinity Foundation, the Sacharuna Foundation, the William T. Kistler Foundation, the Robert H.N. Ho Family Foundation, the Wang family, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Omidyar Family Foundation, the Tsadra Foundation, and the many generous individual and institutional donors of the American Institute of Buddhist Studies and Tibet House US, who have made our publications possible over the years and fortunately continue to do so.


Finally, I wish to express my appreciation of the pioneering efforts of my late colleague, Professor Alex Wayman, who started the author on this great work, and to underline again my deep respect and admiration of Dr. Susan A. Landesman, a modern scholar-adept (Tib. mkhas grub), for her fine scholarship and persevering dedication to the Noble Tārā and her great source Tantra, for picking up the trail of this precious treasure text followed by past generations of scholar-adepts, especially Atisha (982–1054), Buton Rinpoche (1290–1364), and the Dalai Lamas, and for holding up the flame of Tārā devotion kindled in the hearts and minds of millions of Indian and Tibetan devotees, still burning ever more brightly today.


Robert A.F. Thurman


Jey Tsong Khapa Professor of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies,


Department of Religion, Columbia University, New York;


Director, American Institute of Buddhist Studies;


Co-founder and President, Tibet House US.


December 2, 2018 Common Era;


Year of the Earth Dog, Tibetan Royal Year 2143
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Author’s Preface



This book contains an English translation of the “root text” of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa, a scripture that documents the emergence of the quintessential female Buddha Tārā in seventh-century India. Its contents capture an important Buddhist tantric tradition in mid-formation. In this regard, it is unique and unlike any other tantric text thus far seen in the Buddhist canon. As Tārā’s popularity grew, her cult spread throughout Southeast Asia and Tibet, where she became revered as the “Mother” of the Tibetan people. Tārā is worshiped for health and long life, wealth, protection from enemies, and ultimately, the mind of enlightenment. She has been mentor and guide to many important Buddhist scholars, practitioners, and lineage holders from India to Tibet.


I became interested in translating the Tārā-mūla-kalpa in the mid-1980s as a graduate student at Columbia University. One day, as I was walking up Broadway at 114th Street, I encountered my advisor, Alex Wayman.


“Want a cup of coffee?” he asked.


“Sure!” I said.


“I like it black,” was his usual response when drinking coffee.


I shared his preference by ordering a cup of black coffee. As we sat down, he spoke about his project on the Vairocana-abhisambodhi-tantra and one of its commentaries by Buddhaguhya. Then he asked, “Are you more interested in a project on gods or goddesses?”


“Goddesses.”


“Well, I know of a very interesting text on Tārā that I came across while working on my Vairocana text.” He continued to talk about this Tārā text and how it related to his own work.


Later that week, when I met Professor Wayman in his office, he showed me a copy of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa from the Derge Kanjur. It was printed in two volumes with red ink. After our discussion, I located the Tārā-mūla-kalpa in the Stog Palace Kanjur (rgyud, MA) and checked it out. My Tibetan language professor, Lozang Jamspal, suggested we begin reading the chapter titled “The first painted image (bris sku dang po),” based upon my interest in Tibetan art.


The time we spent translating this chapter taught me a great deal about the relationship between Buddhist art, ritual, and culture in ancient India. Art was not a private outlet for individual expression as it is in the West but a culturally shared symbol system with sophisticated philosophical and religious concepts. Paintings on cloth (thang ka), imbued with the power of mantras, were believed to liberate the viewer in an instant. The text’s verses rang with poetic beauty, eliciting a different world and time, with Tārā at its center. My time reading Buddhist scriptures with Professor Jamspal was the most genuine and heartfelt spiritual experience, filled with stimulating discussions of Buddhist philosophy, Tibetan and Sanskrit language, candid humor, kindness, and hospitality (tea and dried Ladakhi apricots). This began my long, ongoing relationship with Gen-la Jamspal, under whose guidance and mentorship I translated a great deal of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa.



How I Sustained My Interest in the Tārā-mūla-kalpa



While translating the first chapter of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa (TMK) the following fall semester, I encountered six-line sentences spanning an entire side of a Tibetan folio. Attempts to translate these passages resulted in heated debates with Professor Wayman. Complicating my efforts was the fact that after the Tārā-mūla-kalpa was translated from Sanskrit into Tibetan in the fourteenth century, its original Sanskrit edition was lost, and there were no known commentaries on this text. In the spring, the Starr East Asian Library sponsored a book sale in front of Kent Hall. Imagine my luck when I noticed a pile of old journals and picked up a volume with an article by Marcelle Lalou entitled “Manjuśrīmūlakalpa et Tārāmūlakalpa” (Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 1 [1936]:327–47). I bought this journal for a dollar without realizing how it would change the course of my research. Lalou’s article explained that the first thirteen chapters of the TMK were identical in structure to the Manjuśrī-mūla-kalpa (MMK), although both texts differed in the details associated with the cults of Tārā and Manjuśrī, respectively. Ultimately, the MMK helped me decipher many difficult passages in the first thirteen chapters of the TMK.


In no time, I located two Sanskrit editions of the MMK in Columbia’s Butler library: a 1925 edition edited by G. Śāstrī and a 1964 edition edited by P. L. Vaidya. With the MMK’s parallel Sanskrit passages at my side, the heated arguments with my advisor cooled! This discovery did not preclude all difficulties with the translation, as both texts contained numerous corruptions. Nevertheless, the concordances made the difficult task of translating the first thirteen chapters of the TMK much more manageable. That was in 1987.


I defended my dissertation in 1994. Many years passed.


One day, I received an email from my friend Elisabeth Benard who was in New York on a sabbatical leave from the University of Puget Sound. She suggested that I contact Alex Gardner at the Rubin Foundation about giving a talk at the Rubin Scholars’ Circle. When I sent them a description of my work on the Tārā-mūla-kalpa, they invited me to give a talk.


As I exited the elevator to the Rubin Foundation, there stood Paul Hackett as a messenger of Tārā, beckoning to me, “Your dissertation is still unpublished?”


I gave my talk, which was well received, especially by Gene Smith, whose warm smile and probing comments still echo in my mind. A week later, I met with Paul. His enthusiasm for my translation encouraged me to resume where I left off. Over the next two years, I worked closely with Professor Jamspal to translate the remaining (untranslated) folios of TMK’s “core text.” Then, I continued to prepare the manuscript for publication under Paul’s guidance. Paul’s knowledge of the Tibetan language and Buddhism, skillful and dedicated editing, patience, and kindness helped me bring this publication to its optimal form. I sincerely thank Dr. Paul Hackett for dedicating his time to work closely with me on this project for many years.


Before closing, I would also like to offer my sincere gratitude to Dr. Robert Thurman, AIBS director and editor in chief of the Treasury of Buddhist Sciences series, for his beautifully written preface, his editorial suggestions, and the exceptional opportunity to have my work published in this series. I would also like to extend my heartfelt thanks to executive editor Dr. Tom Yarnall for his ongoing support and his beneficial, timely suggestions in the final stages of editing and design. In addition, I’d like to express my sincere appreciation to the Wisdom staff, including Dr. Daniel Aitken, David Kittelstrom, Ben Gleason, Lindsay D’Andrea, and freelance editor Sandra Korinchak, for their very careful editing, proofreading, and exquisite design of the Tārā-Tantra. A special thanks to Ben Gleason for his editorial expertise, patience, kindness, and understanding as he coordinated the input of Wisdom staff members during the completion and production of this beautifully printed book.


This project would not be possible without the late Geshe Wangyal, who invited Gen-la Jamspal (when he was a monk in India) to teach at the Tibetan Buddhist Learning Center in Washington, New Jersey; Diane and Joshua Cutler, directors of TBLC; and Natalie Hauptman Griffin and Philip J. Hauptman for welcoming Jamspal to their home in New York City while he earned his PhD and taught classical Tibetan language classes at Columbia University.


Last, I would like to thank my husband, Peter Landesman, and my son, Aaron, for their continued support and encouragement while I wrote this book!


Susan A. Landesman


New York, 2020
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Abbreviations



Note: The abbreviations provided here are used when referring to the texts and are not their full titles. They are listed alphabetically under these shorthand titles in the bibliography, where complete bibliographic details are provided.


Canonical Materials





	CK
	Refers to the numbers assigned in the Bka’ ’gyur (dpe bsdur ma) (China Tibetology Research Center, 2006–2009); cf. A Catalogue of the Comparative Kangyur (bka’ ’gyur dpe bsdur ma) (Hackett 2013)




	D/Tōh.
	Refers to the numbers assigned in the Tōhoku catalogue of the Derge canon, A Complete Catalogue of the Tibetan Buddhist Canons (Bkaḥ-ḥgyur and Bstan-ḥgyur) (Ui et al. 1934)




	MMK
	
Mañjuśrī-mūla-kalpa Tibetan: Tok (stog) Palace manuscript (TPMMK, vol. DA) Sanskrit MMK, Vaidya edition




	Q
	Refers to the numbers assigned in the Tibetan Tripitaka: The Peking Edition (Suzuki 1955–1961)




	TMK
	Tārā-mūla-kalpa









	DTMK
	Derge (sde dge) recension of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa





	PTMK
	Peking recension of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa





	TPTMK
	Tok (stog) Palace recension of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa










	VAT
	Vairocana-abhisaṃbodhi-tantra






Other Reference Sources





	BI
	
Buddhist Insight, Alex Wayman




	CD
	
Tibetan-English Dictionary, Sarat Candra Das




	EJS
	
Ein Jahrzehnt Studien zur Uberlieferung des Tibetischen Kanjur, Helmut Eimer




	EV
	
Enlightenment of Vairocana, Alex Wayman and R. Tajima




	IBTS
	
Introduction to Buddhist Tantric Systems, Ferdinand Lessing and Alex Wayman




	LC
	Lokesh Chandra, Tibetan Sanskrit Dictionary





	MW
	
Sanskrit-English Dictionary, Monier-Williams




	RV
	Ṛg Veda Samhitā




	SM
	
Sādhanamālā, B. Bhattacharya, ed.






Technical Note


When Sanskrit equivalents of proper names and technical terms are given in the body of the text, they are reconstructions from the Tibetan; for the sake of ease of reading, they are not marked with an asterisk (*). When Sanskrit mantras and vidyās are given in the body of the text they are normalized Sanskrit forms based on the Tibetan transliterations.
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Background on Tārā



Oṃ Tāre Tuttāre Ture Svāhā!





	Tāre
	[means] She who liberates from the cycle of worldly existence




	Tuttāre
	[means She] who liberates from [the suffering caused by] the eight dangers




	Ture
	[means She] who quickly liberates from illnesses




	[Svāhā

	means] Salutations to Mother Tārā1







The Legend of Tārā’s Beginnings


Tārā is popularly known in Tibetan legends. In one account of her origins, a monk challenged a princess committed to achieving the foremost goals of the Buddhist path.


Formerly, in beginningless time, in the world realm called Manifold Light, there arose the Tathāgata Lord Dundubhīśvara, Sound of the Drum. Also living there was the king’s daughter Jñānacandrā, “Moon of Wisdom,” who greatly revered the Tathāgata’s discourse. She worshipped the Buddha, together with his retinue — an infinite community of disciples (śrāvakas) and enlightened beings (bodhisattvas) — for hundreds of millions of years. Every day she made offerings equal in value to the amount of jewels completely filling twelve miles in each of ten directions . . . and she generated the Thought of Enlightenment, which is the generation of the foremost thought. At that time, a group of monks implored the princess, “If you aspire to serve the teachings of the Buddha, due to your own roots of virtue, you will be transformed into a man in this very life. In order for it to turn out that way, it is proper to do so accordingly. . . .”2


Princess Jñānacandrā rejected the monk’s advice, offering her rationale for pursuing the bodhisattva path in female form:


There is neither man nor woman nor self nor personhood nor notion of such. Attachment to [the designations] ‘male and female’ is meaningless, and deludes worldly people with poor understanding. . . .


She then vowed: Many desire enlightenment in a man’s body, while not even a single [person] strives for the benefit of sentient beings in a woman’s body. Therefore, I shall work for the benefit of sentient beings in a woman’s form as long as saṃsāra has not been emptied.3


Princess Jñānacandrā challenged values of Theravāda tradition as a woman and a practitioner.4 She was motivated to pursue enlightenment by a profound sense of compassion to help others.5 The uniqueness of her vow rested upon her commitment to remain in female form in all subsequent lifetimes, working to alleviate suffering.6 As The Legend unfolds, the princess actualized her vow through the efforts of her daily practices: generating the mind of enlightenment and liberating countless beings. Her success led to the prophecy that as long as she manifested unexcelled, perfect enlightenment, she would be referred to as “Goddess Tārā.”7


In spite of the Tārā’s obscure beginnings in Indian sources, her cult grew strong by the seventh century. Thereafter, it spread to Tibet where Tārā was proclaimed the “Mother” of the Tibetan people. The basis of the present study of the Tārā cult’s formative period in India is the ritual compendium with the abbreviated title Tārā-mūla-kalpa (“Tārā’s Fundamental Ritual Text”). It is the largest canonical source on the goddess, spanning roughly four hundred folios. The Sanskrit text, believed to have been composed in seventh-century India, was translated into Tibetan in the fourteenth century by Bu-ston and classified as a kriyā tantra.8 Subsequently, the Sanskrit text was lost. The TMK’s Tibetan translation is found in various redactions of the Tibetan canon’s scriptural collection (bka’ ’gyur). The first complete English translation of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa’s core text (approximately 150 folios) is the subject of this study, featuring Tārā’s earliest forms in the ritual of the maṇḍala, painting on cloth (paṭa), and burnt offerings (homa). The remaining 250 folios of the text comprise its uttaratantra, or ‘subsequent revelation,’ which will be translated in a separate volume.


Tārā as a Personified Star and Tārā’s Boat


The word Tārā means “star” and “crossing,” as a star crosses the night sky.9 By extension, the name Tārā signifies she who guides or carries others across [difficulty], who navigates others across [a water body], and she who protects, rescues, and liberates.10 These meanings explain Tārā’s role as a divine protectress from danger and a goddess of enlightenment. In Tibet, Tārā is referred to as “Dolma” (sgrol ma), meaning “Savior.” Her name is derived from the verb sgrol ba, which signifies “to save, rescue, liberate; to carry, transport, or cross; and to expel or drive away [evil].”11


Tārā’s name is related to two of the most important features of stars: light and guidance. Stars traditionally guided maritime travelers across treacherous waters under the dark night sky. The relationship between night and the crossing of dangerous waters is recorded in a hymn from the oldest extant Indian scripture, the Ṛg Veda (10.127).12 This hymn is dedicated to the Goddess of Night (rātri), referred to as Ūrmī, the Wavy One:


O Night, full of waves! Be easy for us to cross over.13


Although some claim that Tārā was conceived as a personified star guiding sailors under night skies,14 her symbolism within Buddhist context incorporated inner light, spiritual guidance, and liberation, dispelling mental darkness.


Tārā’s former maritime connections are also implied by the nature of her vehicle: a boat. Within Indian tradition, each divinity has its own vehicle to aid the worshipper. Accordingly, Tārā navigates her boat to convey drowning beings to safety ashore.15 In the opening scene of the TMK, Śākyamuni and Avalokiteśvara are discussing the Dharma before a huge assembly convened “in the grove of Tārā’s boat.”16 Here, the metaphysical vessel of Dharma teachings and the physical vessel of the boat are both used to convey sentient beings across the ocean of cyclical existence (saṃsāra-sāgara) toward the “farther shore” of liberation.


The presence of Tārā’s boat is reflected in the activities of her attendants, the Four Sisters and Brother Tumburu, who aid living beings while traveling in an ocean-going vessel.17 The theme of the enlightened being (bodhisattva) as a ferryman is eloquently described centuries earlier in the Gaṇḍavyūha-sūtra.18


Just as a boatman is always at work on the rivers to ferry people over, never ceasing all his life, never dwelling on the near shore nor on the farther shore, and not remaining in midstream either, in the same way, the enlightening being undertakes to save sentient beings from the current of the mundane whirl by the power of the boat of the transcendent ways; the enlightening being does not fear the near shore [saṃsāra], and does not think of the farther shore [nirvāṇā] as safety, yet is always engaged in ferrying sentient beings over . . .


In the core text, Tārā is referred to three times as a bodhisattva.19



Tārā’s Identity in the Tārā-mūla-kalpa



Although some scholars claim all Buddhist goddesses may be referred to as “Tārā,” textual evidence from the TMK identifies Tārā as the female companion20 of Avalokiteśvara, bodhisattva of compassion and master of the Lotus Family. Tārā’s identity as Avalokiteśvara’s female companion spans the early phase of her cult in India (c. 6th–8th centuries), as noted in some of her oldest, extant depictions in Buddhist cave reliefs21 and three early Buddhist tantras: Mañjuśrī-mūla-kalpa (MMK),22 Mahā-Vairocana-abhi-saṃbodhi-tantra (VAT)23 and Tārā-mūla-kalpa. Buddhaguhya’s commentary24 on the VAT clarifies the multiplicity of Tārās originating from Avalokiteśvara’s tears:


As Avalokiteśvara gazed upon the realms of beings, he saw that even if he were to transfer his accumulation of merit and awareness in order to benefit all the countless beings and save them, he would still not be able to free them all from saṃsāra. Then from his tears, which arose from the power of his great compassion, many Tārā goddesses emerged and took on the forms of saviours for all beings.


Passages from the latter half of the TMK, the uttaratantra, refer to the plurality of Tārās, and their role as Avalokiteśvara’s female companions. In one ritual, Avalokiteśvara is accompanied by “seven Tārās” (Śrī Devī, Pāṇḍaravāsinī, Candrā, Śrī Yaśovatī, Śvetā, Mahāśvetā, and Bhṛkuṭī) (500b-3ff.). In another, multiple Tārās are referred to in reference to Candrā’s vidyā, used to “. . . propitiate Noble Tārā and all Tārās in this powerful king of ritual texts.” Furthermore, Pāṇḍaravāsinī’s seal (mudrā) is identified as “the basic seal common to all Tārās” (392b-1 to 7).


Besides the name “Tārā,” Avalokiteśvara’s female companions in the TMK are referred to as Bhṛkuṭī (She with Furrowed Brows), Pāṇḍaravāsinī (She Who Is Clothed in White), Mahākāruṇikā (the Supremely Compassionate One) (282a-5 to 285b-5), and Ārya Tārā, etc. Furthermore, Tārā is also referred to throughout the TMK as the Bhagavatī, signifying her status as a Buddha in female form. Moreover, Tārā’s identity as a Mahāvidyārājñī (Distinguished Queen of Vidyās) also highlights her enlightened status.


The word “vidyā,” used throughout the Tārā-mūla-kalpa in relation to Tārā, derives from the Sanskrit verbal root, √vid, meaning “to know, understand, discover, experience.” In the Buddhist tantras, a vidyā is used specifically for “a female (deity) appearance and the utterance associated with that method.”25 Such an utterance is a string of sacred syllables with the spiritual power to engender the “presence” of a female divinity, as well as to bring about a result, depending upon the context in which the syllables are recited. For example, the vidyā with the syllables Tāre tuttāre ture svāhā [“O Tara, who quickly liberates from suffering, Hail!”] is used to invoke the presence of Tārā to protect or save devotees from various dangers. A suggested translation of vidyā as “charm” or “incantation” can be problematic. Although “charm” means “the chanting or recitation of a magic verse or formula,” it also connotes “an amulet, trinket, magic, sorcery, attraction through beauty, and enchantment.” The latter meanings distort a true understanding of the term. Thus, as vidyā has no exact equivalent in English — in the same way as the word mantra — it will remain untranslated in its original Sanskrit form.


In the TMK, Tārā is also referred to as a Mahāvidyā, i.e., “a goddess’s transcendent and liberating knowledge and power” and the sacred syllables associated with her presence,26 as well as a “Queen of Mahāvidyās.” In the later sense, she is noted as the leader of female deities who embody transcendent, liberating knowledge and power. This signifies her religious role as ultimate savior through spiritual knowledge and power.



Tārā and Avalokiteśvara: The Great Secret



Although Tārā is the featured deity of the TMK who is active in her role as a compassionate savior from danger, she is completely silent throughout the text. Furthermore, her presence is evoked within the context of secrecy. In conversation with the gods, Avalokiteśvara proclaims:


Listen to the secrets belonging to The Great Secret of the Mother and Mahāvidyā [Tārā]. I shall now explain the vidyā for the ritual performed to generate her.27


Tārā’s identity as a Mahāvidyā is revealed within the context of The Great Secret, a theme that pervades the text. Sacred speech (vidyā) plays an important role in this process:


There is a long-standing tradition [in India] that sound is the essence of reality. . . [Indian] philosophical schools of great sophistication . . . are based on theories of sound and vibration as the essential and basic constituents of reality.28


Sacred syllables, when intoned, are believed to elicit a deity’s animating presence. Thus, intoning Tara’s vidyā underlies her relationship with Avalokiteśvara in The Great Secret (251a-5ff.). Bhagavān Śākyamuni reveals its meaning to Avalokiteśvara:


O Great Being . . . [the ritual] called “Perfecting One’s Wishes,” . . . which is an evocation practice in this distinguished ritual text rejoiced in by all the Buddhas . . . is The Great Secret of Blessed Noble Tārā. O Great Being, I shall explain that [ritual] to you.


[The ritual] “Perfecting One’s Wishes” is victorious!


It liberates from passion (rajas) and mental darkness (tamas),


Pacifies attachment,


Purifies [the mind], and releases from sin. [1]


During the month of the All-Seeing [Buddha],


Make salutations and worship


Noble Avalokiteśvara


To destroy the seeds of transmigration. [2]


If relying upon You [Avalokiteśvara],


Is explained to make [Tārā] appear,


She will appear in the world once more. [3]


Tadyathā / śvete śveteṅge śve[te] bhuje śvet[e] /


Mālyeralaṃkṛte / Jaye vijaye ajite aparājite svāhā //


Salutations to [the Goddess] who is entirely white:


White-limbed, white-armed, and white-garlanded!


Salute [the Goddess] who Conquers, who is Victorious,


Who is Invincible, and who is Unrivaled! [5]


A ritual sequence observed in the passage above indicates that the practitioner cannot invoke Tārā directly, but must first worship Avalokiteśvara by visualizing him or meditatively generating oneself into him, before uttering Tārā’s vidyā to invoke her presence.29 This sequence also suggests that Tārā’s vidyā must be intoned by Avalokiteśvara using “secret speech,” rather than by an “ordinary” person using “ordinary speech.” This interpretation of The Great Secret is reinforced by two recurring motifs in the text. The first concerns the many times that Avalokiteśvara enters meditative concentration prior to uttering Tārā’s vidyā.30 In one passage, Avalokiteśvara proclaims:


“I entered equipoise in order that I may explain the aims of evoking Blessed Noble Tārā in that most excellent of ritual texts . . . I shall also explain the vidyā for the ritual to generate her.” (283a-2 to 5)


The second motif supporting the role of “secret speech,” whereby one cannot invoke Tārā directly, is found in Tārā’s vidyās. Most begin with praises to Avalokiteśvara. This feature even appears in Tārā’s popular essence incantation, which is deemed a “supreme secret” (202a-1, 208b-6):


Namo ratna trayāya


Namo Ārya Avalokiteśvarāya


Bodhisattvāya Mahāsattvāya


Tāre tuttāre ture svāhā!


Homage to the Three Jewels!


Homage to Noble Avalokiteśvara,


The Enlightened Being and Great Being,


O Tārā, who rescues from pain! O quick one! Hail!


Avalokiteśvara’s prominence as intermediary when evoking Tārā is reinforced by his role as a main speaker of the text,31 as well as his pervasive presence in all but one of the text’s paṭa and maṇḍala rituals. What does this suggest to readers who are exposed for the first time to perhaps the earliest ritual compendium featuring Tārā?32 Was this the only way to facilitate Tārā’s entrance to India’s tantric movement?


Tārā Worship: From India to Tibet


By the eighth century, the Tārā cult was firmly established in India, based upon three bodies of evidence:(1) her depictions in Buddhist rock art, (2) her appearance in the early Buddhist tantras, the MMK,33 the VAT, and the TMK, and (3) literary sources confirming the expansion of the Tārā cult beyond Indian borders.
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Fig. 1 Avalokiteśvara, Tārā, and Bhṛkuṭī. Kānheri Cave 90.


Tārā’s earliest extant images have been identified at sixth through eighth-century Buddhist monuments, including Nālandā in eastern India34 and various caves at Kānheri, Ellora, and Aurangabad in western India (see Fig. 1).35 Wall reliefs at these sites portray Avalokiteśvara as a protector from danger, and Tārā as his female companion.36 Evidence from archaeological remains and textual sources37 suggests that as Avalokiteśvara’s functions multiplied, his role as a savior from danger was entrusted to his female companion Tārā.38


Although Avalokiteśvara assumed a paramount role during the formative period of Tārā’s cult in India, he did not continue in this capacity once Tārā’s popularity gained momentum and expanded beyond Indian borders. Eighth-century literary sources indicate that the veneration of the Goddess spread southeastward to Java under the first Śailendra monarch Panangkarana and northward to Tibet under the reign of King Khri-srong-lde-btsan (755–797 CE). The earliest reference to Tārā worship in Java is found in the Kalasan inscription (c. 778–79 CE), which states that a temple was erected to Tārā, and her image was installed therein under the direction of a Śailendra king. A verse from the MMK (53.836) also mentions the worship of Tārā in the east, followed by the place name Kalaśa (probably Kalasan).39


Among the earliest remnants of Tārā worship in Tibet are those found in an eighth-century catalogue listing three Sanskrit Tārā texts that had been translated into Tibetan. These include the Tārā-devi-nāmāṣṭa-śataka, Candragomin’s Āryāṣṭa-mahābhayot-tārā-tārā-stava, and Ārya-Avalokiteśvara-mātā-nāma-dhāraṇī.40 Tibetan literary sources after this period portray Tibet’s seventh-century king Srong btsan sgam po and his two wives as the respective incarnations of Avalokiteśvara, (white) Bhṛkuṭī, and (green) Tārā.41 Kapstein proposes that this King and his wives were posthumously identified with Avalokiteśvara and Tārā; thus promoting an eleventh-century inception of Avalokiteśvara’s cult in Tibet, spearheaded by Atiśa, and coinciding with the later spread of Buddhism (bstan pa phyi dar) in Tibet.42


Atiśa, a renowned scholar-monk living at Vikramaśilā monastery in eastern India, played a key role in promoting the worship of Tārā in eleventh-century Tibet. According to legend, Atiśa received a prophecy from his tutelary deity43 the white Tārā that he would help spread the Buddha’s teachings if he traveled to Tibet. Such a strenuous journey involved a sacrifice on Atiśa’s part, whereby his life span would be shortened by twenty years.44 Nevertheless, he set out for Tibet in 1040,45 laden with many Sanskrit manuscripts, in order to spread Buddhism.46


The ritual compendium Tārā-mūla-kalpa was one of the many Buddhist manuscripts that Atiśa transported to Tibet. After Atiśa’s death, the Tārā-mūla-kalpa was deposited in Re-ting monastery47 where it remained for approximately three centuries,48 until its Tibetan translation was undertaken in 1358 by the renowned Buddhist scholar, Bu-ston.49 Bu-ston completed the translation of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa in 1361.


Tārā’s Predecessors in Buddhist Literature: The Goddesses Prajñāpāramitā and Vāsantī


The following section highlights two Buddhist goddesses whose veneration predates the rise of Tārā worship: the Goddess Prajñāpāramitā in the Prajñāpāramitā sūtras and the night Goddess Vāsantī in the Gaṇḍavyūha-sūtra. A review of their iconography and functions reveals features that later became prominent within the Tārā cult.


(1) The Goddess Prajñāpāramitā


The Goddess Prajñāpāramitā embodies perfect wisdom. Conze notes that Buddhism’s “mythological consciousness has personified as a deity, the book, its doctrine, and the virtues it represents,”50 which is a movement that predates the rise of the Tārā cult. The majority of texts that comprise the Perfection of Wisdom (prajñāpāramitā) sūtras are believed to have been composed between the mid-first and seventh centuries CE, with the earliest layers placed in the first century BCE.51 Passages from these scriptures praise the Goddess Prajñāpāramitā as the goddess of enlightenment, savioress from danger, and mother, roles for which Tārā later became renowned. A passage from chapter 7 of the Eight Thousand Line Perfection of Wisdom Sūtra (aṣṭasāhasrikā prajñāpāramitā), “Hell” (avīci), supports this claim. The Goddess Prajñāpāramitā is:


. . . a source of light . . . [who] removes darkness, . . . the blinding darkness caused by the defilements and by wrong views. In her we can find shelter . . . She makes us seek the safety of the wings of enlightenment . . . She brings light so that all fear and distress may be forsaken . . . She is the mother of the Bodhisattvas, on account of the emptiness of own marks . . . She protects the unprotected, with the help of the four grounds of self-confidence. She is the antidote to birth and death . . . the perfection of wisdom of the Buddhas, the Lords. [She] sets in motion the wheel of the Dharma.52


The twelfth chapter of the Eight Thousand Line, “Completely Instructing the World” (lokasaṃdarśana), further elaborates upon Prajñāpāramitā’s role as a mother, and goddess of enlightenment. Her wisdom is likened to a womb that is the biological and metaphysical source for the enlightened Buddhas:


So fond are the Tathāgatas of this perfection of wisdom, so much do they cherish and protect it. For she is their mother and begetter, . . . she has shown them the world for what it really is . . . All the Tathāgatas, past, future, and present, win full enlightenment thanks to this very perfection of wisdom. It is in this sense that the perfection of wisdom generates the Tathāgatas, and instructs them in the world.53


(2) The Goddess Vāsantī


The Gaṇḍavyūha-sūtra is the last section of a large collection of texts collectively referred to as the Buddha-avataṃsaka-mahāvaipulya-sūtra,54 and the original Sanskrit version of the Gaṇḍavyūha is still extant.55 Gomez dates its composition somewhere between the first and mid-third centuries of the Common Era (0–250 CE),56 a time period that predates the rise of the Tārā cult by many centuries.


The major speaker of the Gaṇḍavyūha is a young seeker named Sudhana who is sent on a pilgrimage by the bodhisattva of wisdom, Mañjuśrī. On his journey, Sudhana meets a series of spiritual guides with whom he engages in dialogue and from whom he ultimately receives instruction in a different bodhisattva practice. Midway in his journey, Sudhana reaches the city of Kapilavastu where he meets ten night goddesses (rātri-devatā). The first of these goddesses is Vāsantī57 whose name means “spring.” Within the context of their discussion, Vāsantī’s spiritual attainments and functions are mentioned, many of which parallel Tārā’s sphere of activities, particularly Vāsantī’s roles as: (1) protectress from various dangers, (2) goddess of enlightenment, (3) “mother” of all Buddhas, and (4) embodiment of compassion. Vāsantī’s royal legendary past as Queen Dharmamatīcandrā also parallels Tārā’s past as princess Jñānacandrā.58 Subsequent paragraphs highlight passages from the Gaṇḍavyūha to illustrate these points.59


First, Vāsantī shares certain physical characteristics with an early depiction of Tārā from the MMK and the TMK. In the Gaṇḍavyūha, Vāsantī is described as “beautiful, with a golden complexion, . . . adorned with all kinds of ornaments, wearing a red robe, . . . her body showed reflections of all the stars and constellations,”60 as she “illumine[d] the world with a body like Mañjuśrī’s.”61 In comparison, the MMK and TMK’s fourth chapter depict Tārā golden in color, adorned with all ornaments, and wearing an upper red silk garment.62 Mañjuśrī’s golden complexion in the same ritual from the MMK supports the notion that Tārā’s golden aspect has “a body like Mañjuśrī’s,”63 as does Vāsantī.


Second, Vāsantī shares the green Tārā’s primary status as a role model for enlightenment. This is indicated by Vāsantī’s attainment of the “enlightening liberation” called “the means of guiding sentient beings by the light of truth that dispels the darkness for all sentient beings.”64 Just as Tārā vows “to work for the benefit of sentient beings in a woman’s form as long as saṃsāra has not been emptied,”65 Vāsantī vows to remain in the world in order to guide sentient beings toward enlightenment:


I resolve that just as I liberate these sentient beings from the miseries of such bad behavior, so shall I establish all sentient beings in the transmundane path of transcendence, make them irreversible in progress toward omniscience, and lead them to omniscience by the great vow of universal good; and I shall not fall from the stages of enlightening beings, while not turning away from the realm of all sentient beings.66


The main difference in the bodhisattva vows of these two goddesses is Tārā’s added commitment to remain in female form in all subsequent lifetimes, as long as saṃsāra has not been emptied.


Third, Vāsantī shares Tārā’s role as savior from various dangers. However, the Gaṇḍavyūha-sūtra does not refer to these dangers in neat categories of “the eight great dangers” or “the sixteen dangers” as they are referred to in Tārā texts.67 Rather, the Gaṇḍavyūha provides a copious, rambling description of dangers from which Vāsantī saves:


Any people who travel on a dark night, where ghosts, thieves, and thugs lurk, when the sky is covered with black clouds, when it is misty, windy, and raining, when there is no moonlight or starlight, when there is no visibility, through forests, or through provinces or villages, or on the roads, if they are ship-wrecked at sea or held up on land, or fall in the mountains or run out of provisions in the desert, or if they get stuck in the underbrush in the forest or run into trouble, or if they get scattered in the darkness, or if they get mugged in a town, or if they get lost or confused and cannot tell which direction they are going in, or if they run into disaster on the road, I rescue them by various means. For those traveling on the sea, I quell hurricanes, get them past bad waters, stop unfavorable winds, quiet the raging billows, free the right sea lanes, show them the channels, guide them to the isles of treasure, and show them the way in the form of a navigator. Through various forms of being I act as a support and reliance. This root of goodness, furthermore, I dedicate in this way: “May I be a refuge for all sentient beings, to put an end to all suffering . . . By this root of goodness may I become a savior of all sentient beings.68


This passage is the first of many that describes Vāsantī’s saving powers. Its importance lies in its emphasis upon protection from the perils of night travel as well as sea travel.69 The prominence of these two motifs echoes the theory that the Tārā cult emerged from an ancient form of star worship whereby seafarers sought guidance across dangerous waters under the dark night sky.


Finally, Vāsantī shares Tārā’s role as the compassionate mother of all the Buddhas. For Vāsantī, such may be inferred from the following verse from the Gaṇḍavyūha:70


Measureless is my ocean of compassion for the world;


Herein the buddhas of all times are born,


Hereby the pains of the world are soothed —


Realize this wisdom, O Sudhana, steadfast one.


An interesting difference may be noted between the portrayal of Vāsantī and Prajñāpāramitā as a mother: Vāsantī embodies compassion from which the Buddhas are born, whereas Prajñāpāramitā embodies wisdom that serves as the source of the Buddhas for all times. Within tantric practice, wisdom and compassionate means are employed simultaneously to reach enlightenment in one body and in one lifetime. Green Tārā’s role is unique in this sense as she embodies both the wisdom of the mind of enlightenment and Avalokiteśvara’s compassion.


In conclusion, a careful analysis of Vāsantī’s dialogue with Sudhana in the Gaṇḍavyūha reveals significant features that Vāsantī shares with Tārā. These observations, coupled with evidence for Vāsantī’s early conception in the Gaṇḍavyūha-sūtra (0–250 CE), challenge the theory that Tārā’s conceptual origins derive from the portrayal of the Hindu Goddess Durgā in the Devī Māhātmya, composed between the 4th and 6th centuries. In addition, if one links Tārā’s conceptual origins to Vāsantī, one must also recognize the importance of Vāsantī’s identity as a night goddess (rātri-devatā),71 which ultimately harkens to the Vedic goddess Rātri’s candidacy as Tārā’s non-Buddhist predecessor. Rātri is a savioress from danger in India’s earliest extant body of scriptures. These include the Ṛg Veda, the Atharva Veda, and the Brāhmaṇas.72 The strong conceptual parallels between the goddesses Tārā, Vāsantī, and Rātri challenge the views of scholars who promote the Hindu goddess Durgā as Tārā’s conceptual role model.


A consideration of the forms and functions shared by Tārā (in the TMK) and Vāsantī (in the Gaṇḍavyūha, the final section of the Avataṃsaka-sūtra) may also help to explain the TMK’s many references to the Bodhisattva-piṭaka and Avataṃsaka-mahāyāna-vaipulya-sūtra.73 Although some scholars claim that these references do not point to a specific text, but rather to a body of literature that highlights the Mahāyāna bodhisattva ideal, one may consider the parallels between Tārā and Vāsantī as a distinct rationale for the TMK’s references to the Avataṃsaka-sūtra.


Conclusion


In response to dialogues expressing the biases of Theravādin monks that women could not attain complete enlightenment, Mahāyāna sūtras, composed during the early centuries of the Common Era, promoted female role models for enlightenment. In these sūtras, enlightened female beings not only embody and express the highest forms of wisdom, the source of Buddhahood, but they also display some of the most active forms of compassion to protect devotees from various fears and physical dangers.
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37. See Appendix II, part C for a list of dangers from the Lotus sūtra. Verses from The Lotus Sutra that praise Avalokiteśvara for protecting devotees from danger can be found in the Scripture of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma, Leon Hurvitz, tr., 1976, chap. 25, pp. 311–19.


38. Tārā is depicted as a savior from the eight dangers on a wall relief in Cave 9 at Ellora. See Mitra, Debala, 1971, pp. 165, 182, 184; and 1957, pp. 19–22. As a protectress from danger, Tārā appears in the MMK (Skt. p. 45, line 27) as “the goddess who destroys all obstacles and the excellent destroyer of dangers” (sarvavighnaghātakī devī uttamābhaya-nāsinī); in the VAT as “. . . goddess Tārā . . . [the] dispeller of fear . . .” (Wayman, Alex, and R. Tajima, 1992, v. 81, p. 123), and the TMK, as “the goddess who destroys all obstacles and is foremost in dispelling danger,” lha mo bgegs kun ’joms pa mo / ’jigs pa ’joms par byed pa’i mchog //
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43. Skt. iṣṭa-devatā. A tutelary deity functions as a practitioner’s focus and guide during spiritual practices. By the eleventh century, Tārā had become completely differentiated from Avalokiteśvara, enabling her to be invoked on an independent basis.
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72. The above evidence reinforces Raghavan’s theory that Durgā’s conception derives from Rātri’s.
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Textual Analysis of the Tārā-mūla-kalpa




Introduction to the Tārā-mūla-kalpa, Atiśa, and Bu-ston



The main canonical source for the study of the Tārā cult’s formative period in India is the ritual compendium referred to by the abbreviated title Tārā-mūla-kalpa [TMK]. The full Sanskrit title is ūrdhvajaṭā-mahākalpa-mahābodhisattva-vikurvaṇapaṭala-vistarād bhagavatyārya-Tārā-mūla-kalpa-nāma. The title of its Tibetan translation is ral pa gyen brdzes kyi rtog pa chen po byang chub sems dpa’ chen po’i rnam par ’phrul pa le’u rab ’byams las bcom ldan ’das ma ’phags pa sgrol ma’i rtsa ba’i rtog pa zhes bya ba. In English, the title is The Fundamental Ritual Text of Bhagavatī Ārya Tārā from the Extensive Chapter of the Great Bodhisattva’s Magical Manifestations [and] the Distinguished Ritual Text of Ūrdhvajaṭā. As this title indicates, the Tārā-mūla-kalpa pays tribute to two sources: the Mahā-bodhisattva-vikurvaṇapaṭala-vistarād (a work featuring the miraculous teaching devices of enlightened beings), and the Ūrdhvajaṭā-mahā-kalpa (a tantric ritual text featuring Tārā’s aspect Ūrdhvajaṭā — “She whose locks of hair are bound up”). The word mūla in the title indicates that this is a “root” text on Tārā.


The Tārā-mūla-kalpa [TMK] is found in the tantric section (rgyud ’bum) of the various editions of the Tibetan canon’s scriptural collection, the Kangyur (bKa’ ’gyur). For the purposes of the present study, I have consulted three74 photo-reproduced xylograph redactions of the Kangyur:


(1) Stog Palace Kangyur: vol. 107, rgyud ’bum MA


(128b-5 to 532a-4)




(2) Derge (sde dge) Kangyur: vols. 93, 94; rgyud ’bum


TSA (205a to 311a), TSHA (1a to 200a)


(3) Peking Kangyur, vol. 165: rgyud ZA (folios 1a to 332a)


(rgyud vols. 10 & 11)


Unless the redaction is specified, all TMK folio numbers quoted throughout this volume refer to the Stog Palace Kangyur.75 Alternate readings from the Derge and Peking76 Kangyur editions have been consulted throughout and, when appropriate, have been cited in the footnotes.77 To my knowledge, no one has found a commentary on the TMK, and its Sanskrit manuscript is no longer extant.78


Since the TMK is classified as a “scripture,” there is no record of its authorship. Rather, tradition assumes the TMK was initially revealed by the Buddha and handed-down orally before it was finally written down. The TMK’s colophon verses tell us that a copy of the Sanskrit text originally belonged to Master Atiśa (982–1054),79 a renowned monk from Vikramaśīla monastic college. Due to Atiśa’s vast knowledge of Buddhist scriptures, he was invited to Tibet by the grandson of Byang-chub-’od.80 After a two-year journey, he arrived in the westernmost province of Tibet more recently called mnga’ ris bskor gsum.81 Atiśa was 60 years old at the time, reported to be in the year 1042.82 He spent the next [and last] twelve years of his life in Tibet, translating various texts in collaboration with the great Tibetan translator Rin-chen-bzang-po, and traveling from place to place to spread the Dharma.83


Atiśa brought a library of books with him from India to Tibet,84 including the Sanskrit edition of the TMK. After his death in 1054, the TMK was deposited in Reting monastery,85 established in 1056 by Atiśa’s Tibetan disciple, Drom-tön (’brom ston, 1011–1064).86 The text remained at Reting for three centuries, until it was translated into Tibetan by Bu-ston Rin-chen-grub (1290–1364). He completed the translation in 1361.


Bu-ston’s life and work marks a turning point in the Second Diffusion (phyi dar) of Buddhism in Tibet. He is the celebrated editor of the Tibetan canon’s first comprehensive and definitive block-print edition of commentaries (bstan ’gyur),87 translator of three scriptures and twenty-three commentaries, and author of one of the most extensive and authoritative gsung ’bum.88 Having mastered the teachings of renowned Indian and Tibetan scholars, Bu-ston became a pre-eminent master and expounder of particular methods (bu lugs) in the fields of Tantra and philosophy, and was prominent in the spiritual lineages of Tibet’s greatest lamas.89


Bu-ston’s disciple Sgra-tshad-pa Rin-chen-rnam-rgyal maintains that Bu-ston began translating the Ral-pa-gyen-brdzes after the arrival of Sumanaśrī in 1357.90 The TMK’s colophon records that Bu-ston completed his translation in the year of plava (’phar ba), corresponding to 1361.91 He was 72 years old at the time.


Having expended much effort to bring Master Atiśa’s book from Rwa-sgreng [monastery], the Śākya monk Rin-chen-grub completed the translation on the fifteenth day of the [first] month of Great Miracles, [under the lunar asterism] Aśvinī in the year of plava. The scribe was the Śākya monk Bsod-nams-lhun-grub residing at the honorable feet of the great translator.


If there are mistakes in word or meaning, because I [Bu-ston] neither met with a paṇḍita [i.e., someone learned about this book], nor obtained a commentary bearing witness on the book, I pray that learned persons correct it.92


Bu-ston completed translating this voluminous work without the aid of a commentary, and despite the difficulty of the text’s language, which he claimed needed revision. The latter is indicated by Bu-ston’s advice to his disciple Sgra-tshad-pa Rin-chen-rnam-rgyal, when he said, “If one is a paṇḍit, he thinks of revising . . . the Ral-pa-gyen-brdzes.”93


The style of Bu-ston’s translation does not always accord with the range of possibilities noted in standard Tibetan syntax. This is evidenced by the TMK’s many lengthy sentences, some spanning the entire side of one folio, in which the Tibetan reading follows the exact same word order as the parallel passage in the MMK’s Sanskrit edition. Many passages in the TMK’s Tibetan text also lack grammatical case markers, specifically when long Sanskrit compounds were translated into what appear to be long “Tibetan compounds.”94 Based on these two factors, Bu-ston’s translation contains a number of ambiguous Tibetan passages that leave ample room for interpretation, especially without the aid of an extant Sanskrit manuscript or commentary.


The TMK is classified as a kriyā tantra; however, Mkhas-grub-rje did not mention it when discussing the chief tantras (rgyud . . . gtso che ba) associated with the worship of Tārā.95 His silence does not rule out the significance of the TMK, yet it may lead one to conclude that the TMK’s lineage had been broken and that the text contains mixed contents affiliated with material other than that which is classified under kriyā tantra.96 The proposal that the TMK contains mixed contents is based upon the many features that it shares with the Maha-Vairocana-abhisaṃbodhi-tantra, a caryā tantra.97 Thus, the TMK could have been a good candidate for classification as a caryā tantra, even though it was ultimately classified as a kriyā tantra.98 Another example that points to mixed contents in the TMK is found in Bu-ston’s Rgyud ’bum gyi dkar chag bzhugs (Tantric Index), which states that a practice (sādhana) for Vajrayoginī was extracted from the Ral pa gyen brdzes kyi rgyud.99 The Vajrayoginī sādhana is affiliated with annutarayoga-tantra.100



The Divisions of the TMK and Their Contents101



The Tārā-mūla-kalpa, as it has been received, is a ritual compendium of forty-nine chapters divided into two major sections: a “core text” and a “subsequent revelation.” The TMK’s core text consists of fifteen chapters (154 folios: 128b-5 to 282a-5). The latter section of the TMK, referred to as a “further explanation” or “revelation” of the subject matter, is comprised of 250 folios (282a-5 to 532a-4) in thirty-four chapters, twenty-two of which are not numbered. Although the text does not explicitly self-identify its initial section as a “root tantra,” it nonetheless functions as a “core” for the remaining portions of the text, some of which are explicitly identified as the subsequent revelation (Skt. *uttaratantra; Tib. rgyud phyi ma). All chapters from the core text contain references to the TMK’s association with the Bodhisattva-piṭaka Avataṃsaka mahāvaipūlya-sūtra.102


Further textual analysis indicates that the TMK is more finely divided into five separate “layers” distinguished by the style and content of writing. The contents of each of these layers — two of which belong to the core text, and three of which belong to the uttaratantra — are described below.103


Layer One consists of 117 folios (128b-5 to 245b-1) in thirteen chapters numbered 1–3 and 1–11 (The second numbered sequence is missing chapter 2.) This entire section, except for one divergent reading (from 184b-3 to 187b-6),104 shares parallel passages with the MMK. Two possibilities for these parallel passages exist. One may conjecture, as Lalou proposed,105 that the first [13] chapters of the MMK and the TMK were based upon an earlier work,106 or that the anonymous author of the TMK rewrote the initial chapters of the MMK, replacing major personages, place names, mantras, and mudrās of the Mañjuśrī cult with personages, place names, vidyās, and mudrās pertaining to the cult of Tārā. The chapters in layer one introduce readers to the TMK’s teachings (“The Assembly”), identify the uses of Tārā’s vidyās, and provide instructions for various maṇḍala, paṭa, and homa rituals associated with the worship of Tārā. Some of these rituals highlight Tārā’s golden form.


Layer two consists of 37 folios (245b-1 to 282a-5) comprising two chapters (numbered 12 and 13). The first folio of chapter 12 shares parallel readings with the MMK. Thereafter, the readings of both texts permanently diverge from each other.107 Although both chapters are linked in structure to the core text, as its concluding chapters, they are linked in content to the uttara-tantra, the final three layers of the TMK. For this reason, layer two serves as a bridge to the contents of the uttaratantra: it introduces many new forms of Avalokiteśvara and Tārā, including her white form, and refers to itself as a Mahā-tantra.108


Layer Three, the first part of the uttaratantra, consists of 29 folios (282a-5 to 311b-3) collectively entitled “The Great Secret of Generating the Bhagavatī, the Queen of Mahāvidyās” (Skt. Bhagavatī Mahāvidyārājñī; Tib. bcom ldan ’das ma rig pa’i rgyal mo’i skyed par byed pa’i gsang chen zhes pa). This section mentions the Bodhisattva-piṭaka Avataṃsaka at the end, and is divided into eleven chapters: an introductory chapter followed by chapters 1 and 4–12 (with chapters 2 and 3 missing). Each chapter is taught by a different bodhisattva, deity, or spirit group, including Avalokiteśvara, Vajrapāṇi, Brahmā, Triśaṅku, Indra, the four Great Kings, Garuḍa, the asura Lord Vemacitra, matṛkās, yakṣas, rakṣasas, and piśācas, who discuss the paṭa ritual, homa rituals, and related vidyās. Layer three introduces some of Tārā’s green forms, accompanied by her white aspects.


Layer Four, the second part of the uttaratantra, consists of 82 folios (311b-4 to 394a-1) in five unnumbered chapters. Tārā’s vidyās are the primary focus of this layer, including an extensive chapter on her essence incantation (Oṃ Tāre tuttāre ture svāhā). Two rituals also highlight her golden form as a wealth goddess. Layer four ends with the statement, “This completes the Bhagavatī Ārya Tārā’s Ritual Text called Kalparāja Ūrdhvajaṭā, from the Very Extensive Bodhisattva-piṭaka Avataṃsaka.” This is followed by the Tibetan marker, [image: Image] used in scriptures to signal the end of one work and the beginning of another. Thereafter, the writing exhibits abrupt changes in the style and setting of the teachings.


Layer Five, the third and final section of the uttaratantra, consists of 138 folios (394a-1 to 532a-4) divided into eighteen chapters. It begins with chapter “eleven,” followed by seventeen unnumbered chapters. Chapter 11 opens on folio 394a-1 with a description of the Bhagavān dwelling on the island mountain of Potala (ri’i rgyal po gru ’dzin), the domain of Avalokiteśvara. This setting is distinguished from the first chapter of the text, “The Assembly,” in which the Bhagavān Śākyamuni is dwelling in Tārā’s boat (sgrol ma’i gru) (128b-7, 136b-6). It may not be a mere coincidence that the Tibetan word for Tārā’s boat (gru) also appears in the name of Avalokiteśvara’s island mountain (gru ’dzin). Chapter 11 ends with a tribute to two sources: the Bodhisattvapiṭaka [and] the Ūrdhvajaṭā-kalpa (448a-3). The remaining chapters, seven of which end with a reference to the “Uttaratantra of Ūrdhvajaṭā,” contain a miscellaneous collection of paṭa and maṇḍala rituals. The last chapter of the text ends with the statement, “This completes the Uttaratantra of Ūrdhvajaṭā,” followed by the text’s colophon reading (532a-4 to 7). The rituals in layer five feature Tārā’s green forms accompanied by Tārā’s white, black, or golden forms.



The TMK’s References to the Bodhisattvapiṭaka Avataṃsaka-mahāvaipūlya-sūtra



The Avataṃsaka-sūtra, which the Chinese refer to as the “Inconceivable Liberation Scripture,” is a huge collection of thirty-nine or more separate texts meant to confirm one’s faith in Mahāyāna Buddhism. The ages of these texts are determined by the many dated translations of its contents undertaken between the second and twelfth centuries.109 Although the original Sanskrit version still exists for some of the Avataṃsaka’s works (i.e., the Gaṇḍavyūha-sūtra, Daśabhūmika-sūtra, and the Dharmadhātu-praveśa),110 most of its texts are only extant in Chinese and Tibetan. In the 1980’s, Cleary completed an English translation of the entire Avataṃsaka sūtra111 based upon its late seventh century Chinese translation by the Khotanese monk Śikṣānanda.112


The collection of texts comprising the Avataṃsaka-sūtra are believed to have been compiled in Central Asia,113 then brought to China where they were collectively translated into Chinese by Buddhabhadra in the early fifth century. By the late sixth or early seventh century, it is probable that the Avataṃsaka filtered back to India, where it became known as a scriptural collection.114


In the bKa’ ’gyur volume 34, CHA, the Buddhāvataṃsaka is referred to as a bodhisattva-piṭaka. The colophon reads:115


shin tu rgyas pa chen po’i mdo sangs rgyas phal po che zhes bya ba byang chub sems dpe’i sde snod kyi nang nas sdon pos brgyan pa zhes bya ba chos kyi rnam grangs chen po las . . .


. . . from the great enumeration of the Dharma called the “ornamented chapter” taken from the bodhisattva-piṭaka called the “Buddha-Avataṃsaka-mahāvaipūlya-sūtra.”


The Avataṃsaka is also a mahāvaipūlya-sūtra, defined by Bu-ston as a class of scriptures equated with quintessential Mahāyāna teachings:116


The vaipūlya class is . . . the Mahāyāna. It is that part of scripture, by means of which the bodhisattvas, having attained the ten stages of enlightenment (bhūmi) through the ten transcendental virtues, attain the state of Buddha, the substratum of the ten forces.


A peculiarity of the TMK is displayed by its complete and abbreviated references to the Bodhisattva-piṭaka Avataṃsaka Mahāvaipūlya-sūtra. The TMK has twenty-two references to this collection, three of which occur in the body of chapter A.1, “The Assembly.” Here, Śākyamuni asks Avalokiteśvara to teach an extensive chapter of the precious ritual treatise [and] the Bodhisattva-piṭaka Avataṃsaka,117 along with The Aims of Practicing the Pure Being’s Secret Mantras (136a-1 to 3). After a very long interlude during which the assembly arrives for the teachings, Śākyamuni says, “O Pure Being! If you know that the time has arrived, please explain the extensive chapter of the Concentration that clarifies the Aims of Mantra Practices, which is a Collection of Bodhisattva Teachings (Bodhisattvapiṭaka)” (155b-1).118 Having been granted permission, Avalokiteśvara entered equipoise and promulgated Dharma teachings from the “Very Extensive Bodhisattvapiṭaka119 . . . to benefit the performance of his own vidyā mantras and secret mantras” (156a-6). This teaching spans two folios (156a-6 to 158a-4) and refers to a host of themes from the Sūtras, including generating bodhicitta, “equality” knowledge (samatā), perceiving reality as non-elaborating (niṣprapañca-dharmadhātu), bodhisattva morality, cultivating the four immeasurables (great love, compassion, joy, and equanimity), cultivating the Perfection of Insight, engaging in the collections of merit and knowledge,120 and Thusness, etc. Avalokiteśvara concludes the teaching by emphasizing that the success of mantra practices depends upon total adherence to the bodhisattva practices: “One who has supreme devotion to the Three Jewels and is not separated from the Thought of Enlightenment, whose mind lacks sorrow and immoral tendencies, and who continually strives, will achieve the mind-born results of the infinite, amazing bodhisattva activities and will succeed in the extensive chapter of my mantra. Otherwise, nothing shall be realized . . .” (158a-4 to 6).


The remaining references to the Bodhisattvapiṭaka Avataṃsaka appear at the end of specific chapters or layers. The words Bodhisattva-piṭaka Avataṃsaka are next to — and often identified as — the source of specific chapters from TMK (the Bhagavatī Ārya Tārā Ūrdhvajaṭā-mūla-kalpa).121 Although commentarial literature may refer to other scriptures, such references are generally unknown in the revealed scriptures themselves. Are these references to the actual scriptural collection Buddhāvataṃsaka-mahāvaipūlya-sūtra or are they functioning as a synonym for a special category, class, or idealized conception of Buddhist teachings?


Ulrich Pagel studied the term Bodhisattvapiṭaka, beginning with its earliest occurrences in Lokakṣema’s second century translations of Mahāyāna sūtras, and concluded that the term functions according to three working categories.122 Pagel notes, “the association of the Bodhisattvapiṭaka with the [mahāyāna] vaipūlya genre is by no means rare and is found in a number of treatises. In most of these instances, it is used quite clearly as a synonym for the expression Mahāyāna-piṭaka.”123 Furthermore, he examines three sources in which the Bodhisattvapiṭaka and the Buddhāvataṃsaka collection are referred to conjointly, and concludes that there is “no convincing evidence that would explain the association of these two terms . . .”124


In conclusion, it appears that the TMK’s references to the Bodhisattvapiṭaka Avataṃsaka may be rationalized as specifying the TMK’s non-tantric Mahāyāna scriptural base.125 In this sense, they appear to function according to Pagel’s first category as a synonym for Mahāyāna sūtras in general; a specific reference to a distinct collection of texts that expound the bodhisattva career; and a general reference to the six perfections (pāramitā) and related practices.126


Previous Scholarship


The first western scholar to write about the TMK was Csoma de Kőrös. In his 1836 analysis of the Bka’ ’gyur, he wrote a brief account of the TMK concerning the contents of its first chapter127:


The Bhagavatī-Ārya-Tārā-mūla-kalpa is a detailed description of religious rituals and ceremonies related to Tārā called the “Goddess” and the “Mother of all the Tathāgatas.” Avalokiteśvara, sent from Sukhāvati by Amitābha, came to visit Śākyamuni, and then, after having expressed Amitābha’s compliments to him, praised him in many verses. Śākyamuni, in a discussion with Avalokoiteśvara, speaks of all kinds of religious rituals and ceremonies. There are descriptions of maṇḍalas, and ceremonies and some mantras. There is also instruction on many subjects, [such as] the six transcendental virtues (pāramitās). This volume deals in general with mystical doctrines and ethics.


Marcelle Lalou was the second scholar, to my knowledge, who studied and wrote about the TMK. In her study of the MMK’s paintings on cloth (paṭa), she observed that the contents of the TMK’s first thirteen chapters were identical to the corresponding chapters in the MMK, except for the names of main speakers, bodhisattvas, iconography, mantras, and mythological place names, etc., respectively associated with the cults of Mañjuśrī and Tārā.128 These parallel readings proved helpful to Lalou: she accessed the TMK to reconstruct poorly preserved versified fragments and corrupted or missing passages in the Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Chinese versions of the MMK.129


Upon comparing the paṭa chapters of the MMK and the TMK, Lalou concluded: (1) the initial thirteen chapters of the Tibetan TMK followed the readings of the Sanskrit MMK more closely than the Tibetan MMK; (2) the language of the TMK’s Tibetan translation was more elegant than the MMK’s Tibetan translation, and, based upon the higher quality of the TMK’s Tibetan translation, (3) the TMK’s Sanskrit manuscript130 appears to have been more accurately rendered than the MMK’s Sanskrit manuscript published by Ganapati Śāstrī in the 1920’s.131 She also theorized that there could have been a common “core” text [M], in thirteen or fourteen chapters, upon which both encyclopedic collections of the MMK and TMK were developed:


MMK = M + 41 chapters         TMK = M1 + 25 chapters132


This important observation is substantiated, in part, by analyzing the MMK’s title and chapter colophons that pay tribute to separate works.133 Whereas Mañjuśrī is the “Great Bodhisattva” in the MMK, and Avalokiteśvara is the “Great Bodhisattva” in the TMK, there may have been an earlier work in which another (presently unidentified) Bodhisattva was the focus, and upon which both the MMK and TMK were based.


After making detailed comparisons of the iconography from the MMK and TMK’s first paṭa ritual, Lalou formulated what she called “problems of authenticity” in the TMK’s text. Her observations prompted me to carefully investigate the first thirteen chapters of the TMK for inconsistencies in the text.134


Dating Theories: Tārā in the TMK, the MMK, and the VAT


The TMK displays a historic affiliation with the Mañjuśrī-mūla-kalpa (MMK), a kriyā tantra, and the Vairocana-abhisaṃbodhi-tantra (VAT), a caryā tantra. Based upon internal evidence, the TMK has been assigned a provisional date of composition in the seventh century. It was composed concurrent with or subsequent to the composition of the Vairocana-abhisaṃbodhi-tantra and the initial thirteen chapters of the Mañjuśrī-mūla-kalpa, yet prior to Candragomin’s commentary (ekaviṃśati-sādhana) on Twenty-one Praises of Tārā (namastāre ekaviṃśati).


Aside from the parallel readings that the MMK and the TMK share, numerous points of comparison between the TMK, MMK, and VAT link these texts. First, the TMK’s major speakers — Śākyamuni, Avalokiteśvara, and Vajrapāṇi — also play key roles in the MMK and the VAT. Second, entire families of deities are held in common, in particular maṇḍala and paṭa rituals in these three texts. Third, shared iconographic features are noted when comparing Tārā, Mañjuśrī, and Vairocana in their respective texts (chapter 2: extensive maṇḍala ritual). These associations suggest that the circles of worship related to these three tantras emerged relatively close together in space and time.


Starting with a comparison of Ekajaṭī Tārā in the TMK135 and Mañjuśrī Kumārabhūta in the MMK,136 one notes that the MMK features a golden-bodied Mañjuśrī, centrally located in the maṇḍala below Śākyamuni. Mañjuśrī bears all the ornaments of a youth, as he holds a blue utpala lotus in the left hand and a myrobalan fruit (śrī-phala) in the right hand, which also displays a boon-granting gesture. In comparison, the TMK features Tārā’s aspect as Rakṣāsi Ekajaṭī centrally located in the maṇḍala below Śākyamuni. Although her color is not mentioned and she does not display a boon-granting gesture, she bears all the ornaments of a youth and holds the same hand symbols as Mañjuśrī, the lotus and myrobalan fruit.


The fourth chapters of the MMK and TMK contain identical images of Ārya Tārā, positioned beneath the lotus seat of Avalokiteśvara as a golden-bodied, benevolent goddess who bestows boons upon her worshippers and protects them from various dangers. The only difference in the portrayals is Tārā’s relationship with the Bodhisattva. In the MMK, Tārā is a “Goddess and mother of the resplendent youth Mañjughoṣa.”137 In the TMK, Tārā is the “Goddess who performs distinguished activities associated [with] the Illustrious Bodhisattva [Avalokiteśvara].”138


The close relationship between the TMK and the VAT is supported by the number of commonly occurring deities in three tantric families (Tathagata, Lotus, Vajra), particularly the Lotus family.139 As well, a comparison of Vairocana and Ekajaṭī Tārā as central deities in the extensive maṇḍala ritual highlights their shared iconographic elements.140 Although Vairocana has a golden complexion and Ekajaṭī Tārā’s color is not mentioned, both figures are centrally located in their respective maṇḍala palaces, both have their hair bound up, characteristic of deities of the Akaniṣṭha heaven, and both are adorned with a jeweled crown, referring to the wearer’s status as a king [or queen] of Dharma.141 These three shared iconographic features suggest that Tārā is being portrayed as a Buddha in female form.



Tārā in the TMK and the Ekaviṃśati-sādhana



It has been hypothesized that the TMK was composed prior to Candragomin’s famous commentary (ekaviṃśati-sādhana) on The Twenty-one Praises of Tārā (namastāre ekaviṃśatistotra-guṇahitasahitai). The latter is believed to have been composed in the eighth century.142 Candragomin’s text does not appear to be a true commentary, but a ritual text for worshipping the twenty-one aspects of Tārā.143 The proposed dating of the TMK prior to Candragomin’s text is based, in part, upon the TMK’s lack of references to Tārā in her twenty-one forms, which it would have included, had it been in vogue at the time and place where the TMK was composed. Such an omission suggests that the TMK was composed prior to the popularization and proliferation of Tārā’s twenty-one forms discussed in Candragomin’s Ekaviṃśati-sādhana and a ritual text by Sūryagupta.144 Despite the omission of Tārā’s twenty-one forms, the TMK contains numerous depictions of green Tārā whose aspect as Khadiravanī Tārā is considered to be the source for the twenty-one Tārās.145



Tārā in Bhavaviveka’s Tarkajvālā



A final source for dating the composition of the TMK is Bhavaviveka’s Tarkajvālā. It is generally accepted that Bhavaviveka [Bhavya] lived in the sixth century,146 whereby the inclusion of Tārā’s ten-syllable vidyā147 — oṃ tāre tuttāre ture svāhā — in the fourth chapter of his Tarkajvālā could be the earliest reference to Tārā and her vidyā. An interesting question, raised by Braarvig, is whether Tārā, and the main [vidyā] by which she is invoked in later Tantric religion, was already in existence at the time of Bhavya, or, based upon the observations of Gokhale,148 was mentioned in the Tarkajvālā as one of a “few anachronisms” inserted into the text by Atiśa, who played a role in translating the Tarkajvālā into Tibetan in the eleventh century?149


Watanabe (1998, pp. 126, 146–47) notes,


There are sufficient reasons to wonder whether or not the surviving Tibetan translation of the TJ150 has been preserved in the original form . . . This is because, after some kārikās, it is written “thus says the ācārya” in what should be a reference to Bhāviveka, the author of the kārikās. Moreover, in explaining the meaning of some kārikās, the expressions “this is the intention of the ācārya,” “the ācārya says,” and “the author of this treatise says” are used.151 [Because] the word “ācārya” usually means “senior teacher” or “great teacher” . . . it is not expected that Bhaviveka would call himself “ācārya.” [Rather,] Gokhale (1985:77) suggests that sentences containing the word “ācārya” were explanatory comments by Atiśa, and that Tshul khrims rgyal ba, Atiśa’s collaborator, inserted them into the text.152


Despite questions of the TJ’s authenticity, phrases referring to an “ācārya” (Tib. slob dpon) do not appear in close proximity to Tārā’s ten-syllable vidyā (Derge Tanjur, dbu ma DZA, 184a) therein. Thus, Braarvig’s proposal that Tārā’s vidyā may be one of a “few anachronisms” inserted into the text by Atiśa (or his collaborator) cannot be confirmed based upon textual evidence. This suggests that Tārā’s ten-syllable vidyā was an original part of Bhavya’s commentary, and that Tārā worship had already been in existence in the sixth century CE.153


That the TMK and the TJ were composed in close proximity to each other may also be inferred by the similar functions of vidyā and guhya mantras in these texts. Bhavya explains that when a guhya or a vidyā-mantra is used in meditation, it embodies . . . the essence of the secrets of the Tathāgatas’ wisdom. Specifically, the guhya-mantras fulfill whatever one wishes, whereas the vidyā-mantras are practiced in association with teachings on . . . the pāramitās and the four [noble] truths . . . used to subdue the vices.154 In the TMK, Tārā’s ten-syllable vidyā is also referred to as “a most secret essence incantation” (186a-2ff.), “a supreme secret” (186a-5, 202a-1, 208b-6), and “the essence of all the Tathagatas” (208b-5ff.). Similarly, Tārā’s ten-syllable vidyā is used to fulfill one’s wishes (208a-6), to practice the perfections (272b-2 to 273–4), and to subdue the vices (337b-1 to 378b-end).



Conclusion: Dating the Tārā-mūla-kalpa



Based upon the evidence presented above, one may conclude that the TMK was composed within the span of a few decades of the seventh century. This time frame would allow for the composition of the TMK’s first layer concurrent with or subsequent to the VAT and the initial thirteen chapters of the MMK, and the composition of the entire TMK compendium prior to that of the Ekaviṃśati-sādhana. In layer one of the TMK, Tārā shares rituals and iconography with the bodhisattva of wisdom Mañjuśrī (in the MMK) and the Buddha Vairocana (in the VAT). In layers two through five of the text, Tārā’s foremost association is with the bodhisattva of compassion Avalokiteśvara. Bhavaviveka’s inclusion of and commentary upon Tārā’s ten-syllable vidyā in the Tarkajvālā, along with a discussion of the significance and function of vidyā-mantras, provides added support for a seventh-century composition of the TMK.



Rituals in the Tārā-mūla-kalpa



The path of the tantras, also referred to as the “diamond path” (vajrayāna), is based upon the nature of diamonds (vajra) as one of the hardest minerals, symbolizing the unalterable reality of the mind of enlightenment. The tantras promote the goal of complete enlightenment, achieved by the practice of deity yoga:155 the practitioner simultaneously focuses body, speech, and mind upon a luminous being that embodies a particular aspect of enlightened awareness, encountered in visionary experience in various forms: whether male or female, bodhisattva or Buddha, goddess or Dharma-protector. The TMK reveals the central role that the chosen divinity (iṣṭa-devatā) plays in the life of the practitioner:


From life to life, one is bound to that [deity], who is one’s virtuous friend, causing one to mount the seat of enlightenment, to accomplish the aim of bringing to fulfillment the omniscient wisdom of great enlightenment, and to bring about great enjoyment, great sovereignty, and association with distinguished people. (TMK 182a-3 to 6)


Through identifying with the enlightened qualities of one’s tutelary deity, one ultimately incorporates those qualities into one’s own consciousness.


The process of identification with one’s deity (iṣṭa-devatā) includes ritual methods that simultaneously focus body, speech, and mind. Body is focused upon the deity through the formation of hand gestures (mudrā) distinguishing a particular power associated with that deity. Speech is focused upon the deity through the recitation of sacred syllables: vidyā and mantra.156 Continuous repetition of these syllables absorbs one in their pure sound, helping one surmount ordinary discursive thought that attaches meaning to sound.157 Mind is focused upon the deity through one-pointed concentration (samādhi) on a visualized image of the deity. Upon simultaneously focusing body, speech, and mind on the deity as one’s meditative object, one transcends subject-object consciousness, and reaches complete identification with the deity. Here, one “. . . abides in naturally present, pristine cognition without thoughts of the three times (past, present, future).”158


Criteria used to identify appropriate candidates for initiation into tantric practice are meticulously defined as those who:


. . . possess great enthusiasm and absolutely sincere faith in the Buddha, Dharma, and the Saṃgha, who are not separated from the thought of Enlightenment, who have entered into the Great Vehicle, who revere the Three Jewels, who have unimpaired and faultless senses, who desire to accomplish [the aims of] mantra and vidyā in this very life, who possess good intentions and enthusiasm toward the practice of mantras, who naturally desire virtuous marks, who lack false views about the aim of the vidyās and the cause of awakening, and whose minds are fixed on that. The remaining [candidates] are excluded. Apart from those who are distinguished in insight and unerring practice, others are not to be served. (TMK, 182b-1 to 5)


As a kriyā tantra, the TMK provides detailed instructions for the performance of rituals for desired results (siddhi), also referred to as magical “accomplishments,” “attainments,” or “success.” These span the gamut of mundane desires, from the elimination of sin, to the acquisition of wealth, health, and sovereignty.159 On rare occasions, magical attainments (siddhi) may lead to the supramundane goal of enlightenment.


For most rituals, the TMK carefully describes auspicious times (astrologically and seasonally) and auspicious places (near water bodies, in certain directions, etc.) when and where they can be successfully carried out. Almost every ritual sequence entails preliminary instructions to ensure the bodily purification of the ritual performer through the consumption of vegetarian foods (such as grains cooked in milk), fasting, bathing, donning fresh clothes, and anointing the body, lips, and hair with fragrant substances such as sandalwood, saffron, or camphor. Protection rituals are prescribed for eliminating “demonic” obstacles (bgegs pa) hindering the ritual’s performance. One-pointed concentration (samādhi) is an important component of these rituals; however, the TMK does not delineate the methods that allow the practitioner to progress to increasingly subtler levels of consciousness. Alternatively, the text devotes much energy to describing the nature of Avalokiteśvara’s samādhis.


A few of the TMK’s rituals waive the ritual requirements of sacred time, sacred place, and bodily purification. These rituals are usually performed in graveyards and may entail corpse worship (293a-4ff., 300b-2),160 indicating Śaivite influence.161


The primary ritual forms in the TMK are particle maṇḍalas (images made of powdered colors), paintings on cotton cloth (paṭa), and burnt offerings (homa). Homa rituals are generally performed in the presence of the painted cloths and maṇḍalas to bring about the desired results.162


In ancient Indo-Iranian traditions, burnt offerings (homa) were originally performed by Zoroastrian and Vedic priests. Vedic rituals involved the sacrifice of live animals. Eventually, burnt offerings were incorporated within a Buddhist context, which required the substitution of vegetarian offerings for animal sacrifices. Buddhists honored ahiṃsā, the restraint from intentional injury of any living being.


In the TMK, chapters are filled with methods for performing burnt offerings, using substances that are ritually consecrated by the recitation of vidyās or mantras. Sometimes these vidyās are intoned hundreds of thousands of times over a combination of leaves, flowers, fruits, wood from specified trees, minerals, or precious gems, pulverized in butter and curds — the ritually purifying products of the cow — plus honey. White mustard, which crackles when sprinkled in a fire, is used to scare away “demons” hindering the ritual. In one fierce ritual (abhicāruka), white mustard mixed with one’s own blood (rang gi khrag) acts as a demon repellent.


A few of the TMK’s homa rituals include details for constructing fire altars in specified shapes depending upon the purpose of the ritual. For example, a lotus-shaped hearth is used to appease the deity, a crescent-shaped hearth is for subjugating, and a triangular hearth is used for fierce rituals.163


The ritual of the maṇḍala164 features the construction of a visual environment. Its complex imagery is formed by the careful placement of colorful powders made from a variety of substances, from pulverized precious jewels and metals to powdered rice, brick, or sand. Deities and their enlightened states of awareness are crafted into symbolic forms (mudrā) and “seed” syllables (bīja).165 Traditionally, a maṇḍala is constructed on a ritually consecrated site. In the TMK, such a site should be:


. . . a spot of earth . . . free from rocks, gravel, ashes, charcoal, chaff, and skeletal bones, and sprinkled with vermin-free water either mixed with the five products of the cow or with sandalwood, camphor and saffron, and consecrated with 8,000 repetitions of [Tārā’s] vidyā and Blessed [Tārā’s] Great Seal.


In modern times, many maṇḍalas have been constructed in public spaces on specially constructed wooden platforms. Their imagery is completed after many days of intense concentration and mantra repetition, believed to imbue the image with special powers. The heart of the maṇḍala ritual occurs when the disciple is initiated by the guru, who bestows permission to perform a particular practice and to invoke the deity:


Having covered the faces of those situated in the second maṇḍala and having given each of them a fragrant flower mixed with sandalwood and saffron, the maṇḍala hierophant should have them scatter their flowers with two clean hands. On the place where one’s flower has fallen [in the maṇḍala], that [deity’s] vidyā should be given. From life to life one is bound to that [deity]. That [deity] is one’s virtuous friend, causing one to mount the seat of enlightenment . . . [TMK 182a-1 to 4]
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