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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.


[image: Image]


May 15, 2007








[image: image]







COMPOSED IN INDIA during the late eighth or early ninth century, the Cakrasamvara Tantra is a foundational scripture of one of the most important Indian Buddhist tantric traditions, as evidenced by the vast number of commentaries and ritual literature associated with it. Along with the Hevajra Tantra, it is one of the earliest and most influential of the yoginī tantras, a genre of tantric Buddhist scripture that emphasizes female deities, particularly the often fiercely depicted yoginīs and ḍākinīs.
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Series Editor’s Preface



The Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tantric tradition is one of the most profound and vast products of Indian and Tibetan civilizations. Though some have been inclined to read the literature of this tradition as being the perverse product of a community of delusional and sociopathic yogins, they still acknowledge that it provides a remarkable wealth of data on the contents of the human individual subconscious and collective unconscious — a rich mine of insight for depth-psychological researchers. More seriously, it seems much more likely (and more realistic) that this literature represents the normally esoteric codification of the manuals for and results of extraordinary psychic explorations on the part of sophisticated, determined, and courageous Indian and Tibetan philosopher-adventurers, which is how yogin and yoginī adepts (siddha) might properly be described. These individuals were practitioners of Mahāyāna Buddhism, immersed in the evolutionary world of the bodhisattva who lives in a time-stream of millions of lifetimes, aiming to evolve — through the meritorious activities of generosity, morality, and tolerance, and through the psychic and sustained intellectual development of contemplative skill and wisdom-insight — toward the evolutionary summit of buddhahood.


They define buddhahood as the total and eternal freedom from suffering — attained through the perfection of the understanding of the self and the universe and the processes of life and death — conjoined with the perfection of the compassion that enables a buddha-being to assist others in their own evolutionary progress with maximal effectiveness. They progress within the Mahāyāna way from the exoteric practice of the transcendences (pāramitā) to the esoteric practices of the Tantras in order to accelerate such evolutionary development, compressing into a single lifetime or a few lifetimes biological and psychological transformations that would normally take lifetimes of positive efforts during thousands or millions of deaths and rebirths.


The tantric communities of India in the latter half of the first Common Era millennium (and perhaps even earlier) were something like “Institutes of Advanced Studies” in relation to the great Buddhist monastic “Universities.” They were research centers for highly cultivated, successfully graduated experts in various branches of inner science (adhyātmavidyā), some of whom were still monastics and could move back and forth from university (vidyālaya) to “site” (pīṭha), and many of whom had resigned vows of poverty, celibacy, and so forth, and were living in the classical Indian saṁnyāsin or sādhu style. I call them the “psychonauts” of the tradition, in parallel with our “astronauts,” the materialist scientist-adventurers whom we admire for their courageous explorations of the “outer space” which we consider the matrix of material reality. Inverse astronauts, the psychonauts voyaged deep into “inner space,” encountering and conquering angels and demons in the depths of their subconscious minds.


These tantric communities seemed to have understood full well the real dangers of falling prey to the forces lurking in such psychic depths — hence the secrecy and warnings of the dangers of the Tantras. As a skillful response to such dangers, the mandala universes of the tantric imaginaire — such as that of Chakrasamvara, located on the summit of Mount Meru in the Buddhist cosmos, and associated with Mt. Kailash on earth — are realms wherein such explorations can be conducted safely. Just as astronauts have to wear elaborate metal and plastic space suits to venture into the moonscape or the pressureless reaches of outer space, so the holographically visualized life-forms (iṣṭhadevatā, or “chosen deities”) such as Chakrasamvara are embodiments and identities that the adepts can inhabit in order to penetrate areas where otherwise their normal embodiments and identities would be destroyed. These inner scientist adepts claim to have developed such extreme stability of contemplative attention and imagination that they can persist in the continuum of awareness from waking into lucid dream state, and that in the latter they can consciously manifest their body as that of a systematically imagined divine buddha-form, acting in the dream with the identity of being a perfect buddha-deity of the Chakrasamvara mandala palace community. They further claim that they can build on that ability and do the same thing in contemplatively induced out-of-body experience, manifested when the ordinary, coarse body has been stabilized in cataleptic trance, in simulation of near-death and post-death, between-state (antarābhava, bar do) experiences. They thus contend that they can traverse death and rebirth in these subtle, dream-like planes numerous times in a single lifetime, and that they can thereby radically accelerate their evolutionary progress toward what they define as the buddha condition.


Our understanding of these ideas and practices is complicated by the fact that these psychonauts lived in societies in various Indian nations and in Tibet wherein there were numerous other spiritual practitioners who were not Mahāyāna Buddhists, but tribal shamans, local sorcerers, and religious worshippers of Mahavira, Shiva, Vishnu, and Shakti in India, and later in Tibet of the buddha-deities of the Bön practitioners, possibly derived from Zoroastrian deities. Among these, the Shaivite adepts seem to have been the most closely associated with the Chakrasamvara community, since the world of this Tantra seems intimately interactive with the forms of the esoteric Shaivite world. This is all the more interesting, since Shiva himself seems almost a yogin or adept god — “God” as a yogin — with the creation and destruction of the world being the practice of a divine yogin.


The Buddhist myth of Chakrasamvara seems to take aim at the destructive aspect of Shiva — the “world-destroyer” Rudra aspect for which he is well known — seeking to overwhelm its forms and transmute its energies into the bodhisattva enterprise. The most terrible symbol of this is the depiction of the buddha-deity Chakrasamvara standing with his two feet planted on deity forms, his right foot on the back of the neck of Rudra, and his left on the breasts of his consort, Kālarātri. Hindu scholars in the past have understandably found this insulting; and it certainly would be an aggressive affront if these forms were intended for public display. However, they were of course not so intended. Rather, these are esoteric imaginary forms; they are intended as aids (counter-archetypes) to enable one to overwhelm the archetypes of familiar cosmic deities — of whom one is in awe or is deeply afraid — in one’s own deep psyche as one rises to the challenge of directly confronting naked reality, without depending on God or Goddess to know everything and to take care of everyone but assuming those responsibilities oneself out of the abundantly messianic drive of the bodhisattva. This powerful symbol thus represents oneself maturing into union with the divine enlightened identity, not depending on any enlightened or divine being outside oneself. This is similar to the shocking Ch’an Buddhist expression, “If you meet a buddha on the road, kill him!” Nobody is getting killed here, and no Rudra is being insulted in the Tantra; it is simply a matter of the practitioner overcoming within herself or himself any vestige of the childish imaginings that the goal state of divine enlightenment is anything outside of one’s own self, or belongs to anyone other than oneself.


The present study, critical edition, and annotated translation of the major scripture of the Mother Tantra division of the Unexcelled Yoga Tantras represents a remarkable achievement on the part of Dr. Gray. It would have been exceptional at the hand of a senior scholar with decades of experience, and so is all the more admirable as the work of a young scholar in the early part of his career, though it has taken him about a decade to bring it up to this outstanding level. Immersing ourselves in this scripture, as we did in the process of editing Dr. Gray’s amazing work, is an exhilarating and somewhat daunting process. There is even a tinge of dread, as its enlightened author prudently intended it to be kept esoteric, not to be widely available to an unprepared public, in order of course to avoid the types of dangers outlined above. Because of the tremendous importance of this major source of the Mother Tantra division of Unexcelled Yoga, Dr. Yarnall and myself honored the extraordinary work of David Gray by making strenuous efforts to make sure every detail was clarified, every potentially misunderstandable point was meticulously presented. In this way we have endeavored to follow the example set by His Holiness the Dalai Lama who in forewords to several books on Buddhist Tantra (some including descriptions and representations of rather fierce ritual images) has expressed his wise counsel to the effect that, ‘Well, traditionally (and probably still now) it would be better not to publish this at all; but if it is going to be published inevitably anyway, it is important to explain it clearly and authoritatively so as to avoid damaging misunderstandings.’


Sigmund Freud, in discovering and expounding the subconscious with its id, full of polymorphously perverse eros and murderous thanatos, unbridled lust and aggression, is not urging us to go out and commit incest, rape, and murder. Yet many people still today do think of Freud as perverse, or at least a bit unsavory, as they themselves live in denial that such impulses exist in the civilized human mind, and of course especially in themselves. Educated persons with any knowledge of psychoanalytic theory and practice, of course, are quite clear on the greatness of Freud et al.’s discoveries and contributions. The modern reception of the Buddhist and Hindu Tantras has been similarly mixed, thought of as “obscene” (Snellgrove), “vulgar” (de la Vallée Poussin), “atrocious,” “transgressive,” and so forth. Of course, we must accept the possibility that they all may be right — we indeed may be encountering here a perverse, demonic cult, sanitized by centuries of pious rationalization. But we must likewise accept the possibility (as I certainly believe) that we are encountering some of the results of an extraordinary inner science, which explored the unconscious of the individual to learn how to transform its energies from negative to positive. Whichever the case, for the moment the present work stands as a major milestone in our progress toward understanding and more fully appreciating this complex, ancient tradition.




We are very pleased and proud to publish this magnificent work today, and so to provide another key resource that makes possible the beginnings of the solid study of this recondite and important tradition. Though the Tantra itself is a part of the Kangyur, not the Tengyur, its translation is fully interconnected with numerous commentaries from the Tengyur, and so it fits perfectly into our Treasury. Therefore, I congratulate David Gray, intrepid translator and meticulous scholar, for this wonderful accomplishment, I thank Dr. Yarnall for his great effort and painstaking care in designing and editing such a complex text, and we invite modern explorers of the Buddhist Tantras to encounter, for the first time, a clear picture of the root textual source of the cult of Chakrasamvara, the “Superbliss Wheel” Buddha.


Robert A. F. Thurman


Jey Tsong Khapa Professor of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies, Columbia University


Director, Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies


President, American Institute of Buddhist Studies


President, Tibet House US


February 18, 2007


New Year’s Day, Fire Pig Year


Copublishers’ Preface to the 2019 Printing


Since the AIBS first printed this book in 2007 Dr. Gray has published three related books, one containing the Sanskrit and Tibetan editions for the Cakrasamvara Tantra (Gray 2012, AIBS), and two volumes containing Tsong Khapa’s commentary on this tantra (Gray 2017, AIBS; and Gray 2019, AIBS and Wisdom Publications). For this new 2019 printing, now copublished by AIBS and Wisdom, we have fixed minor typos and have reformatted the book to include many of the new aesthetic elements from our new copublished series. However, since all three of Dr. Gray’s more recent books (2012, 2017, 2019) refer to pages from the first 2007 printing of this tantra, we have minimized and implemented all changes in such a way as to maintain the original pagination in this new 2019 printing.
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Author’s Preface



This book is a study and translation of the Cakrasamvara Tantra, a Buddhist ritual text composed in India during the eighth century by an unknown author or group of authors. It is a work of central importance to the development of tantric Buddhism in India, and it remains an important scripture in many tantric Buddhist communities. Its study and practice is maintained by the Nevārī Buddhist community in the Kathmandu valley, as well as by many Tibetan Buddhists, not only in Tibet itself but in other regions influenced by Tibetan Buddhism, including Mongolia, Russia, China, and elsewhere, as Tibetan lamas have been living and teaching in diaspora.


The first part of this work consists of a study of the Tantra and its historical significance. While not exhaustive, it does explore a number of important issues, including the dating and provenance of the text and its commentarial tradition. I highlight evidence indicating that the Cakrasamvara Tantra developed in a non-monastic setting, and was composed via the active appropriation of elements of both text and practice belonging to non-Buddhist groups, most notably the Kāpālikas, an extreme and quasi-heretical Śaiva group focusing on transgressive practices.


Since appropriation invariably entails transformation, I also explore the strategies taken by Buddhists to transform the Cakrasamvara Tantra into a bona fide Buddhist text. These strategies included both active erasure of Śaiva elements and the addition and overlay of standard Buddhist terms and concepts. They also include the development of a mythic discourse that explains this appropriation in a manner that privileges the Buddhist perspective, and reduced the Śaiva other to a subordinate position. Buddhists also advocated internalized meditative practices that bracketed and neutralized the transgressive exercises that are actually prescribed by the text.


These changes apparently took place as the text and its concomitant tradition of ritual and meditative practice were incorporated into the curricula of several monastic Buddhist communities in Northeastern India, most notably at Vikramaśīla in what is now West Bengal, where a number of the text’s commentators thrived. This process was underway by the ninth century, and continued unabated until these institutions were destroyed during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Fortunately, by this time the Cakrasamvara tradition, in both its textual and praxical manifestations, was already transmitted to and established in Nepal and Tibet. Its transmission is ongoing, largely due to the work of Tibetan lamas and their disciples around the world.


The second section of this book is an annotated translation of the Cakrasamvara Tantra. It is based on my own edition of the incomplete Sanskrit manuscripts, the Tibetan translations, and extensive consultation of the Sanskrit and Tibetan commentaries. My edition of the Sanskrit and Tibetan texts was published in Gray 2012. The Cakrasamvara Tantra is a difficult and obscure text, so its translation necessitated frequent and sometimes lengthy annotations. Many of these consist of discussion and analysis of the disparate sources, which often disagree on the reading of a given section of the text. Many also consist of my translations from the commentaries, often accompanied by the Sanskrit when I am working from manuscripts or hard-to-obtain Indian editions. I generally do not provide the Tibetan when quoting from the texts in the Kangyur and the Tengyur; unless otherwise noted, I work mainly from the now widely available sde-dge edition of the Tibetan canon.


* * *


This study could not have been written without the assistance that has been provided by many individuals and institutions. My initial research into the Cakrasamvara Tantra began when I was a graduate student at Columbia University, studying under Robert Thurman, Ryuichi Abé, Gary Tubb, and Matthew Kapstein. I had the good fortune of being able to spend a year studying in India and Nepal with the financial and logistical support of Columbia University and the American Institute of Indian Studies. While there, I was fortunate to receive the hospitality of the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies in Sarnath, the Office of H.H. The Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatso, and the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in Dharamsala. Much of my work at this time was largely conducted under the guidance of Geshe Yeshe Thapkay of the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies, Geshe Yama Tseden and Geshe Tenzin Dargyay at Namgyal Monastery in Dharamsala, and Lelung Rinpoche, both in the United States and Dharamsala. I would also like to thank the Oriental Institute in Vadodara, the Kesar Library in Kathmandu, and the Institute for Advanced Studies of World Religions in Carmel, NY for so graciously allowing me to study manuscripts in their collections, and for providing me with microfilm and microfiche copies, as well as photocopies, of those that were essential for my work.


Work on this volume began during my tenure as a Woodrow Wilson postdoctoral fellow at Rice University. This would not have been possible without the support of the Woodrow Wilson Foundation, and, at Rice University, the Center for the Study of Cultures, the School of Humanities, and the Department of Religious Studies. I would like to particularly thank Werner Kelber, Sandra Gilbert, William Parsons, Anne Klein, and Jeffrey Kripal for their support and encouragement during this period. The work was completed at Santa Clara University, with the support of the College of Arts and Sciences and the Religious Studies Department. I would like to thank Catherine Bell, Paul Crowley, and David Pinault for their support during this period. I would also like to thank Iain Sinclair, who kindly provided me with detailed criticisms resulting from his careful reading of my dissertation, and Nobumi Iyanaga, who also provided me with helpful feedback on topics related to this work. I would particularly like to acknowledge the detailed feedback and criticism provided by the editor of this series, Robert Thurman. The editor of this volume, Thomas Yarnall, likewise provided indispensable and meticulous editorial support and critical advice. This volume would not have been possible without their assistance. Any and all faults, however, are solely my own responsibility.


Last but not least, I would like to thank my wife, Diana Iong, whose support and assistance has been indispensable from this project’s inception eight years ago until its completion now. I would also like to thank our parents, Harry B. Gray III, Patricia Hope Allen-Hunt, Raymond L. Hunt, David Kam Hon Iong, and Silvia Sau Wan Lee Iong, without whom this work would not have been possible.













Dedicated to the Memory of


David Kam Hon Iong, 容 錦 漢 (1934–2000)


and


Harry B. Gray III (1938–2003)
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1. Introduction to the Cakrasamvara Tantra



1.1 The Cakrasamvara and the Yoginī Tantras


The texts and practices associated with the Cakrasamvara Tantra collectively constitute one of the most important contemporary traditions of esoteric or tantric Buddhism, still practiced in distinct lineage traditions by Nevārī Buddhists in Nepal as well as by Tibetan Buddhists of three of the four major schools, namely the Sa-skya, bKa’-brgyud, and dGe-lugs. It was also evidently quite popular in India, at least in Northern India during the late tenth through late thirteenth centuries when the second transmission of Buddhism to Tibet took place, as is attested by the hundreds of texts associated with the Cakrasamvara tradition that were translated into Tibetan during this time. It was extensively disseminated in India, as there is evidence of its spread as far south as Śrī Laṅka.1 The Cakrasamvara Tantra was translated at least twice into Tibetan, and through the medium of Tibetan it has also been translated into Mongolian and Chinese.2 There are also surviving copies of Cakrasamvara related texts in pre-modern Uighur3 and Chinese translation.4 Nevertheless, it remains a tradition that is still largely unknown outside of the Asian cultural worlds where it has been practiced, as very few of its texts have been edited and translated into Western languages.5


The text most usually known as the Cakrasamvara Tantra (CS)6 has several different names. At the conclusion of the surviving Sanskrit manuscripts, the text refers to itself as the “Great King of Yoginī Tantras called the Śrī Cakrasamvara” (śrīcakrasamvara-nāma-mahāyoginī-tantra-rāja). The term Cakrasamvara literally means the “Binding of the Wheels,” and it is usually taken as referring to the Tantra’s maṇḍala, which is called the “triple wheel” (tricakra), due to the maṇḍala’s three wheels which are believed to pervade the cosmos, which in the traditional Indian perspective was also seen as threefold.7 The later tradition also relates it to the inner anatomy of the subtle body, which the maṇḍala is also thought to pervade. The subtle body, too, was thought to consist of “wheels” or energy centers oriented along the vertical axis of the central channel (avadhūtī).


The Tantra, however, refers to itself by another name at the end of every chapter, and this name is the Śrīherukābhidhāna, “Discourse of Śrī Heruka,” Śrī Heruka or Heruka being the name of the maṇḍala’s central deity. The text itself is relatively short, consisting of approximately seven hundred stanzas.8 It is a rather cryptic text, largely lacking the narrative structure that its name suggests it will have — for this reason, the text is also widely known as the Laghusamvara, or “Samvara Light,” due to the belief that it is a condensed version of a much larger source text.


The full title in the colophon, “Great King of Yoginī Tantras called the Śrī-Cakrasamvara,” draws explicit attention to the class of “Yoginī Tantras” in which tantras such as the Cakrasamvara and the Hevajra were classified by the Indian commentarial tradition. The Cakrasamvara Tantra also, in several places, draws attention to a rival class which it calls the “Yoga Tantras,” which, in contradistinction to later Tibetan systems of tantric classification, includes tantras such as the Guhyasamāja.9 The Yoginī Tantras correspond to what later Tibetan commentators termed the “Mother Tantras” (ma rgyud), while tantras such as the Guhyasamāja were classified as “Father Tantras” (pha rgyud), both of which were placed in the ultimate class known as the “Unexcelled Yoga Tantras” (rnal ’byor bla med kyi rgyud).10


The Yoginī Tantras were well-known for their focus on sexual yogas, and according to some commentators, this is the reason for their superiority. The Vajrapañjara, an explanatory tantra for the Hevajra, which is one of the most important Yoginī Tantras along with the Cakrasamvara, describes the tantra classes as follows:


The method of the perfection of wisdom is called “yoginī,” who is served for the sake of union with the great consort (mahāmudrā). The Vajrapañjara of the yoginī is called the “Yoginī Tantra.” The art of all perfections is attained through meditative states (dhyāna) alone. The Hevajra maṇḍala, the Sarvabuddha[samayoga], the Guhyagarbha, the Vajrāmṛta, the Cakrasamvara, and the [Vajra-]pañjara11 are famed as the six Yoginī Tantras. The Yoga Tantras were taught for the sake of disciplining men. Yoginī Tantras were taught in order to assemble women. Action Tantras [were taught] for the inferior, and the Practice [Tantras]12 for everyone else. Superior Yoga (rnal ’byor mchog) is taught for superior beings, and Unexcelled Yoga (rnal ’byor gong med) for those who surpass [them].13


Devakulamahāmati comments on this passage as follows:


Action Tantras involve the external visualization of the deity as food, and so forth, and the earnest practice of purification, silence, and so forth. Action yoga involves visualization [of the deity] external to oneself. Yoga is the visualization of the experiential unity (ekarasa) of oneself and the wisdom [hero] who arises from one’s own wheel. Superior Yoga is engaging in the great secret of supreme joy which arises from the embrace with one’s consort (vidyā). Unexcelled Yoga (rnal ’byor bla med) involves dependence upon the supreme bliss that arises from the union of the vajra of one’s deity with the lotus.14


He depicts the two highest tantric classes as entailing sexual union with a consort. This is a matter which bears further investigation, as one would not expect that normative Buddhist organizations, centered as they are upon the institution of celibate monasticism, would give rise to spiritual disciplines that would require a violation of the vow of celibacy.


The term yoginī in the name Yoginī Tantra points to the unusual social context in which these texts arose. It appears almost certain that the Yoginī Tantras, with their focus on sexual practices, the transgressive consumption of “polluting” substances such as bodily effluvia, female deities such as yoginīs and ḍākinīs, and fierce male deities, such as the Heruka deities — who are closely modeled on Śaiva deities such as Mahākāla and Bhairava, and bear the accoutrements of charnel ground dwelling yogins — did not solely derive from a mainstream monastic Buddhist context. Instead, they seem to have developed among and/or been influenced by liminal groups of renunciant yogins and yoginīs, who collectively constituted what might be called the “siddha movement.” This movement has been outlined in great detail by Ronald Davidson in his 2002 book. Of particular interest here is the strong influence of the Śaiva groups, including the Kāpālikas, on the development of the Buddhist Yoginī Tantras, a topic on which Alexis Sanderson has written an influential series of essays.


The Buddhist Yoginī Tantras, like the Hindu tantric traditions to which they are closely related, appear to have originated in a distinct subculture15 which could be termed “the cult of the charnel ground,”16 consisting of antinomian yogins, yoginīs, and various renunciants who chose a deliberately transgressive lifestyle, drawing their garb and, in part, sustenance from the liminal space of the charnel ground that was the privileged locus for their meditative and ritual activities. The Śaiva Kāpālikas constituted the best-known group in this subculture, as attested by the numerous references to them in Sanskrit literature.17 The Kāpālikas have been characterized as having been engaged in a pursuit of power, one that often involved the transgression of social mores and rules of purity.18 This power-centered ideology and its concomitant advocacy of transgressive, heteropraxic conduct is a central feature of the Yoginī Tantras as well, and it is valorized in the Cakrasamvara Tantra as the yoginī’s heteropraxy or “conduct of the left” (vāmācāra).


Alexis Sanderson has argued convincingly that Śaiva-Kāpālika sources made an important impact on the Buddhist Yoginī Tantras, and has likewise claimed that Buddhist Yoginī Tantras are intertextually dependent upon them. While many of his claims have yet to be substantiated,19 he identifies at least one point where Buddhist Yoginī Tantras, including the Cakrasamvara Tantra, appear to have borrowed from a non-Buddhist source.20


The non-normative nature of the Yoginī Tantras is indicated by their textual structure. These texts generally jettisoned the textual conventions of earlier esoteric Buddhist scriptures such as the Sarvatathāgata-tattvasaṁgraha Sūtra, which followed the textual model of the earlier Mahāyāna sūtras, and often assumed instead the discursive style found in Śaiva scriptures, with the texts presenting themselves as records of conversations between a god and goddess.21 More specifically, the Cakrasamvara Tantra and its early commentaries exhibit traces of Śaiva influence, traces which inspired different commentarial responses.22 These involve the appearance of names of Śaiva deities, namely Mahābhairava, Rudra, and Mahākāla/Mahākālī. One case, in chapter two, was eradicated in later editions of the text.23 The earliest commentator, Jayabhadra,24 generally accepts these traces but explains them in a Buddhist fashion, arguing that Mahābhairava, mentioned in chapter two as Vajravārāhī’s consort, is actually a buddha (bhagavān). Likewise, when chapter sixteen describes a clan of yoginīs as companions of a Śaiva deity, “the hero Rudra,” Jayabhadra explains that they were born in Śrī Heruka’s clan.25 However, one of his successors at Vikramaśīla, Bhavabhaṭṭa, emended the text in these places to more orthodox Buddhist readings.26


Now it is important to note that most if not all of these deities, while likely originating in Hindu circles, have Buddhist analogues. For example, there is a Buddhist Mahākāla, as well as a Buddhist version of Bhairava, Vajrabhairava. What is of particular interest is not so much the presense of these names in the text, but the consternation that these names caused among the early commentators. In particular, the attempts to erase or thoroughly transform these names in the text indicates that at least some Buddhists, such as Bhavabhaṭṭa, were uncomfortable with the presence of Śaiva names in the text. Such emendations were undoubtedly the work of Buddhists working in monastic contexts, who were likely troubled by these instances of slippage, in which the names of major Śaiva deities appear in the place of Buddhist deities.27




In the case of the Yoginī Tantras such as the Cakrasamvara Tantra, it appears that the ninth century was crucial with regard to their acceptance within Buddhist monastic institutions, and was the period when such altertions were made.28 It is unclear why texts such as the Cakrasamvara were apparently only slightly rather than significantly emended. Perhaps this was due to their prestige. If widespread belief in the efficacy of the text’s rituals and meditations was the primary factor leading to their inclusion within Buddhist monastic curricula, this very same prestige may have seriously limited the possibility for emending the text. This limitation, however, was not a problem, for creative hermeneutics could achieve what actual alteration could not. This was the province of the commentators, whose work was essential in establishing the Cakrasamvara Tantra as a Buddhist text.


1.2 Dating the Text


It is not currently possible to date the Cakrasamvara Tantra precisely. Its terminus ante quem is clearly the late tenth century, when it was first translated into Tibetan by Rin-chen bZang-po with the assistance of Padmākaravarman.29 However, the long and rich commentarial tradition points to a much earlier composition of the text; the earliest commentary, that written by Laṅka Jayabhadra,30 was probably composed during the early- to mid-ninth century. According to Tāranātha, he was the third tantric preceptor at Vikramaśīla,31 which was founded by King Dharmapāla (c. 775–812) at the end of the eighth century.32 Since the first two preceptors, Buddhajñānapāda and Dīpaṁkarabhadra, served during Dharmapāla’s reign,33 Jayabhadra likely was active as a scholar during the early- to mid-portion of the ninth century.


The Cakrasamvara Tantra’s terminus post quem is the early eighth century. This is provided by the fact the Cakrasamvara Tantra, in its third, twenty-seventh, and thirtieth chapters, mentions by name several other tantras, including the Sarvatathāgata-tattvasaṁgraha Sūtra, Guhyasamāja Tantra, Vajrabhairava Tantra, Śrī Paramādya, and the Samvara, which here refers to the Samayoga or Sarvabuddhasamayoga-ḍākinījālasamvara (JS).34 The Cakrasamvara Tantra, in its final form, must postdate these texts. While their exact dates are unknown, there is no firm evidence that any of these texts, aside from the Sarvatathāgata-tattvasaṁgraha Sūtra, existed prior to the eighth century.35 On the other hand, all of these texts (except for the Vajrabhairava) are listed by Amoghavajra in his Index of the Vajraśekhara Sūtra Yoga in Eighteen Sections,36 which shows that they existed in some form when he composed this work following his return to China from South Asia in 746 CE.37 They may date, as has been conjectured, to the early eighth century, but it is certainly possible that some of these texts may date to the late seventh century.38


While there is no evidence suggesting that the Cakrasamvara Tantra was composed prior to Amoghavajra’s return to China, there is evidence suggesting that the text was composed soon afterward, by the mid- to late eighth century. Ronald Davidson has previously noted that there are citations “from the Laghusaṁvaratantra (bDe mchog gi rgyud, Tōh. 368)” in Vilāsavajra’s Ārya-Nāmasaṁgītiṭīkā-mantrārthāvalokinī-nāma.39 Since Vilāsavajra was active in the mid- to late-eighth century,40 this would be a startling discovery, as it would firmly date the text, in some version at least, to this period.


It turns out, however, that most of the passages in this text that are identified as quotes from the Samvaratantra (bde mchog gi rgyud) derive not from the Cakrasamvara/Laghusamvara but are quotations from the Samayoga.41 In Indian Buddhist texts the appellations samvara or samvaratantra are typically a shorthand designation for the latter text. This was the case not only in Vilāsavajra’s commentary, but in others as well.42 Generally, when Indian commentators refer to the Cakrasamvara they use the name Laghusamvara or Cakrasamvara. However, it turns out that there is one instance in his commentary where Vilāsavajra does quote the Cakrasamvara Tantra, from its second chapter.43 He also makes a reference to its forty-eighth chapter.44 While it is not possible to date the Cakrasamvara Tantra earlier than the tenth century on the basis of the extant manuscripts and translations alone, Vilāsavajra’s commentary suggests that the text was compiled in some form by the late eighth century. The Cakrasamvara is thus traceable to the latter end of an epoch of Indian history, namely the seventh and eighth centuries, which a preponderance of data suggests was a crucial era in the development of tantric Buddhism. Concerning this epoch, Naudou has suggested: “Let us recognize that the arguments invoked in order to justify that chronology are not all of equal value; certain can assuredly be proven false, but, from whichever angle one approaches the problem, all lead us to the end of the 7th and to the 8th century.”45




1.3 Cakrasamvara Literature


The Cakrasamvara Tantra is a very cryptic text. While this is due in part to its relative brevity, and in part to the somewhat simplified and prosaic form of Sanskrit in which it is written (a form which was increasingly common from the early medieval period onward),46 it is largely the text’s contents and their treatment that account for its obscurity. Like most tantras, it is primarily a ritual text, dedicating most of its fifty-one chapters to the description of rites such as the production of the maṇḍala, the consecration ceremonies performed within it, as well as various other ritual actions such as homa fire sacrifices, enchantment with mantras, and so forth. Moreover, like many tantras, and perhaps more than most, it fails to give sufficient information for the performance of these rituals.47 It also often obscures crucial elements, particularly the mantras, which the text typically presents in reverse order, or which it codes via an elaborate scheme in which both the vowels and consonants are coded by number.48


The text was thus written so as to require commentary. This was no doubt due to the imperative of secrecy, which the text itself repeatedly demands of its adepts. Only initiated adepts were to receive the Root Tantra (mūlatantra), and they would have required oral instructions from their gurus in order to understand it. It probably did not take long, however, for Buddhists to begin composing literature to expand upon and explain the root texts. Indeed, the earliest surviving commentary (Jayabhadra’s) was probably composed within fifty years of the Root Tantra itself.


There are three general genres of Cakrasamvara commentarial literature: the “explanatory tantras” (vyākhyātantra); commentaries on the root text; and ritual literature, such as sādhanas, maṇḍalavidhis, abhiṣekavidhis, and so forth, which describe in detail meditative and ritual practices. Among these, the greatest uncertainty surrounds the explanatory tantras. Generally, these are independent but closely related tantras that were later subsumed within the tradition surrounding the Cakrasamvara Tantra. The decision of what is and is not an explanatory tantra seems to have been somewhat arbitrary, given the great diversity of texts so classified. Perhaps to address this taxonomic confusion, the Tibetan exegete Bu-ston composed a list of seven types of explanatory tantras, as follows:


With regard to [those texts] taken to be explanatory tantras, it is claimed that they fall into seven types: 1) those which clarify that which is unclear; 2) those which complete the incomplete; 3) those of different methodology; 4) those which summarize the meaning [of a text]; 5) those which correspond to a portion [of a text]; 6) those which give rise to definitive understanding; and 7) those which discern the word and meaning [of the text]. (DS 47–48)


This is not, properly speaking, a list of different types of explanatory tantras, but rather a list of their functions. As such, it may be useful as the basis of a polythetic taxonomy of this genre of literature, with all examples being expected to contain some, but not necessarily all, of these functions.49


Such functional diversity also undoubtedly facilitated the ex post facto classification of bodies of related texts, with one selected as the “Root Tantra” and the others relegated to the role of its explanatory tantras. This is apparently what took place in the Cakrasamvara tradition. Bu-ston listed nine tantras as explanatory tantras of the Cakrasamvara. These are, to use the common short-hand names: the Abhidhānottara (AU);50 Vajraḍāka (VD); Dākārnava (DM);51 Herukābhyudaya (HA); Yoginīsaṁcara (YS);52 Samvarodaya (SU);53 Caturyoginīsampuṭa (Tōh. 376); Varahī-abhisambodhi (Tōh. 377); and the Sampuṭa (SP).54 All but the last of these texts are classified by Bu-ston as “uncommon” (thun mong ma yin pa) explanatory tantras, meaning that they belong solely to the Cakrasamvara tradition. The Sampuṭa, on the other hand, is a “common” (thun mong ba) explanatory tantra, meaning that it is shared by more than one tradition, in this case the Cakrasamvara and Hevajra traditions.55


A period of approximately five hundred years separates the composition of the Cakrasamvara Tantra and the exegetical activities of the Tibetan scholar Bu-ston (1290–1364 CE),56 and there is no doubt that the identification of the Cakrasamvara explanatory tantras evolved slowly. The early Cakrasamvara commentaries, composed during the ninth and early tenth centuries, make no mention of this issue. The earliest reference to Cakrasamvara explanatory tantras occurs in commentaries dating to the late tenth or eleventh centuries. Durjayacandra apparently refers to six explanatory tantras in his commentary, although his text is ambiguous.57 Meanwhile, Atīśa Dīpaṁkaraśrījñāna, in a text likely composed during the early- to mid-eleventh century,58 mentions three explanatory tantras.59




Most of these texts appear to be independent works, and internally contain no indication that they are subsidary to the Cakrasamvara Tantra, although many make reference to a vast ur-text known as the Abhidhāna or Khasama Tantra. Some, such as the Abhidhānottara and Yoginīsaṁcara, do indeed “complete the incomplete,” filling in crucial details that are missing in the “Root Tantra” itself.60 Some of these texts, such as the Abhidhānottara, Vajraḍāka, and Ḍākārṇava, are also much larger than the Cakrasamvara Tantra.


It seems likely that these texts were identified later (by the late tenth century) as Cakrasamvara explanatory tantras. The rationale for doing so was probably just that they were seen to be closely related texts. I suspect that the Cakrasamvara was privileged simply because it had by that time become the most popular text of this body of closely related literature. This is indicated by the Tibetan canon, which contains over a dozen translations of Indian commentaries on the Cakrasamvara Tantra, and many more Cakrasamvara ritual texts. The texts identified as its explanatory tantras generally have only one commentary each, with far fewer corresponding ritual texts. While it is possible that the Tibetans themselves, wittingly or unwittingly, engaged in selective translation, I find this unlikely, and suspect rather that their translation choices reflect, approximately if not precisely, the intellectual currents in North Indian Buddhist communities.61




That said, there is evidence suggesting that the identification of the Cakrasamvara Tantra as the Root Tantra of the tradition was somewhat arbitrary. Some early commentators, such as Bhavabhaṭṭa, express the notion that the “light” version of the Cakrasamvara Tantra derives from a much larger root text.62 This seems to be closely related to the distinction between a “root tantra” and an “appendix” (uttaratantra),63 which may be a precursor to the concept of the explanatory tantra. The colophon of the Cakrasamvara Tantra refers to itself as follows: “It is the king and master of all teachings, the great hero Śrī Heruka, and the appendix of an appendix (uttarottaraṁ), and it appears in the Discourse of Śrī Heruka as the end of the one hundred thousand [stanza] Great King of Tantras.” For the Indian Buddhist who wrote this colophon, the existing Cakrasamvara Tantra is merely an “appendix of an appendix,” deriving ultimately from a much larger text that is also called the Discourse of Śrī Heruka (Śrīherukābhidhāna). Bhavabhaṭṭa comments here that “The word and64 shows that it is an appendix of an appendix that summarizes the import of another tantra.”65 This problematizes the Tibetan conclusion that the Cakrasamvara Tantra is a root tantra.66 It also points to the Abhidhānottara Tantra, which seems to have been considered the appendix to this larger Abhidhāna text. The Abhidhānottara is clearly one of the oldest of the explanatory tantras, as it preserves Śaiva readings dating to the ninth century, some of which were emended in the root tantra itself. But although the Abhidhānottara in several cases preserves older readings, it is clearly not older than the Cakrasamvara Tantra, as it mentions this text by name.67 Its preservation of older readings is likely a result of the fact that it was apparently a less popular text, as indicated by the dearth of commentaries upon it. On the other hand, many of the explanatory tantras, such as the Samvarodaya, Vajraḍāka, and Ḍākārṇava, appear to have been composed later than the oldest strata of texts, which certainly includes the Cakrasamvara and Abhidhānottara Tantras. This is because the former texts, unlike the latter texts composed during the eighth century, contain technical Buddhist terminology relating to the perfecting stage (niṣpannakrama), indicating that they were likely composed no sooner than the ninth century, as I will discuss in section 3.1 below.


Shinichi Tsuda has suggested that the identification of the Samvarodaya Tantra as a Cakrasamvara explanatory tantra is also problematic.68 Tsuda’s doubt was also apparently shared by the Nevārī Buddhist community, which emphasizes the Cakrasamvara tradition. The Nevārīs, however, did not evidently value highly the Cakrasamvara Tantra text itself, of which they preserved only one incomplete manuscript, and two late copies made from it. The Nevārīs placed far greater emphasis on the Samvarodaya, of which approximately a dozen manuscripts survive.69 At least one of these manuscripts,70 copied in 1702, refers to itself as the Herukābhidhāna-mahātantrarāja, which implies that, for one copyist at least, the Samvarodaya Tantra eclipsed the Cakrasamvara Tantra, usurping the name by which that latter was known in the Nevārī manuscript tradition.


While the exact history of the Cakrasamvara and its related tantras remains unclear, the history of the Cakrasamvara commentarial tradition is far more clear. A date for the composition of the Cakrasamvara Tantra in the mid- to late-eighth century is supported by the general trajectory of the commentarial tradition, which appears to have begun during the ninth century, by which point the Cakrasamvara Tantra must have become incorporated into the curricula of Northern Indian Buddhist monasteries, most notably at Vikramaśīla in Northeastern India. This suggests, albeit weakly, that the text may have been composed in Northeastern India, a hypothesis that also seems to be confirmed by botanical evidence as well.71


Moreover, the authors of five of the eleven extant commentaries that treat the entire Root Tantra were associated with Vikramaśīla monastery. The earliest Cakrasamvara commentary is that composed by Laṅka Jayabhadra, who was likely active during the early to mid-ninth century. His commentary, which survives in two Sanskrit manuscripts as well as in Tibetan translation,72 is very important as it gives us an early view into the process of the adaptation of the Cakrasamvara Tantra to the Buddhist monastic context. This process, as argued above, was characterized by the elision of non-Buddhist elements (such as the names of Śaiva deities) and their replacement with Buddhist substitutes. Its relatively early date is also attested by the significant number of later commentators who depend upon it.


This adaptive process was already well underway by the time of Bhavabhaṭṭa.73 He was the fifth tantric preceptor at Vikramaśīla, succeeding Jayabhadra’s successor, Śrīdhara, and was thus likely active during the late ninth century. He may be the Mahāsiddha Bhadrapāda, who according to tradition was a disciple of Kāṇha. As Kāṇha was a contemporary of King Devapāla (c. 812–850 CE),74 this also seems to point to a late ninth century date for Bhavabhaṭṭa. His commentary is clearly dependent upon Jayabhadra’s, reproducing large portions of it. It is, however, much larger and more comprehensive, and it also contradicts Jayabhadra at numerous points, often providing more normative Buddhist readings where Jayabhadra gives the older, Śaiva readings. Bhavabhaṭṭa also often attests multiple readings, indicating that there were at least three distinct versions of the Cakrasamvara Tantra circulating by this time.


Bhavabhaṭṭa was succeeded at Vikramaśīla by another Cakrasamvara commentator, Bhavyakīrti, who was probably active during the early tenth-century. His commentary is shorter and less ambitious than his predecessor’s, following Jayabhadra’s commentary more closely, and thus appearing to represent a more conservative commentarial tradition, one which did not accept all of Bhavabhaṭṭa’s emendations and interpretative innovations. His commentary is preserved in Tibetan translation only.


The next Cakrasamvara commentator based at Vikramaśīla was Durjayacandra, the eighth preceptor at Vikramaśīla, who was active during the late tenth century when Rin-chen bZang-po met with him there.75 His commentary was particularly important for the Sa-skya school in Tibet, as that school’s founder, the Tibetan exegete Sachen Kun-dga’ sNying-po, relied heavily upon it.


Finally, Tathāgatarakṣita, the tenth preceptor at Vikramaśīla, also composed a commentary. He is undoubtedly the same Tathāgatarakṣita who composed the Yoginīsaṁcāra-nibandha (Tōh. 1422), which he translated with Rin-chen-grags during the late eleventh century.76 He also helped Dharma blo-gros translate *Candrakumāra’s Herukābhyudaya commentary (Tōh. 1421), which according to that text’s colophon was translated at Vikramaśīla, confirming the tradition reported by Tāranātha.77


There are also six complete commentaries written by five authors who were apparently not associated with Vikramaśīla. Among these, the oldest is that written by Kambala, and it rivals in importance Jayabhadra’s commentary. According to legend, Kambala was from Oḍḍiyāna in the Northwest,78 and was strongly associated with the dissemination of the Yoginī Tantras. He has been dated by Dowman to the mid- to late-ninth century, although there is a tradition in Tibetan Buddhist historiography that places him earlier, in the eighth century.79 On the other hand, there is still another Tibetan tradition which sees him as a guru of the Mahāsiddha Tilopa,80 who was active during the latter half of the tenth century (if we accept Wylie’s dating of his disciple Nāropa as 956–1040 CE).81 But there is an alternate tradition that holds that Kambala was not Tilopa’s guru, but rather his guru’s guru, which would bring him back to the late ninth century.82


In any event, Kambala’s commentary is relatively early and important, since, with Jayabhadra’s, it is one of the two commentaries on which many later writers rely. Indeed, several commentaries depend significantly on Kambala’s work. Devagupta’s commentary is basically an expansion of Kambala’s. Indrabhūti’s commentary likewise relies upon it, and is clearly a later work, as it relies upon the four joys system of exegesis which was borrowed from the Hevajra tradition, and which is not found in the earliest commentaries.83 According to Tāranātha, Indrabhūti was a disciple of Kambala, which might date him to the tenth century.84


There are two commentaries attributed to Vīravajra. While little is known concerning this author, they are clearly relatively late works, dating to the eleventh century.85 They are very sophisticated works, and represent a high point of Indian tantric Buddhist scholarship. His commentaries are also among the most thorough. He relies both upon Jayabhadra and Kambala, as well as Bhavabhaṭṭa and Durjayacandra, and he is also quite erudite, quoting from a number of other sources, including Yogācāra texts and a number of other tantras.


Lastly, there is the Śrītattvaviśadā-nāma-śrīsamvaṛavrtti, attributed to the author *Śāśvatavajra (rTag-pa’i rDo-rje), about whom very little is known. He appears to have been active relatively late.86 His commentary, while erudite, is quite different from the others, and somewhat difficult to use due to its lack of chapter divisions. I have, however, referred to it in several instances.




In the course of translating the Cakrasamvara Tantra I have turned to all eleven of the Indian commentaries that treat the entire scripture,87 as well as to several of the Tibetan commentaries, namely those by Sachen Kun-dga’ sNying-po (1092–1158), Bu-ston Rin-chen-grub (1290–1364), and Tsong Khapa bLo-bzang Grags-pa (1357–1419). Among these, Sachen’s is relatively independent, although it relies particularly strongly on Durjayacandra’s commentary. Sachen follows the translation of Mal-gyo Lotsāwa, to which I have not referred except via his quotations. Bu-ston takes into account multiple translations and also a large number of the Indian commentaries. Tsong Khapa also takes them into account, and is aware of the works of Sachen and Bu-ston. He relies particularly heavily on Bu-ston’s commentary, which he often quotes at length.88


I often translate portions of these commentaries in the notes to my translation of the Cakrasamvara Tantra, especially at points where the root scripture is obscure and the commentaries help clarify the meaning. Indeed, there are numerous passages where the commentaries were essential aids to my own understanding of the text. While I have tried as much as possible to take into consideration a large number of these commentaries throughout my translation, I have tended to privilege the earlier commentaries for which there are also surviving Sanskrit manuscripts, namely those by Jayabhadra and Bhavabhaṭṭa. In addition, I have also found Kambala’s and Vīravajra’s commentaries to be particularly helpful, especially in the ritual portions of the text, as they are often the only commentaries which explain these challenging portions of the text. I also translate comments that are of unusual interest, even when the Root Tantra is relatively clear.


One problem with this methodology is that while it may assist the reader in understanding the Tantra, it does violence to the texture of the commentaries themselves, some of which are interesting works in their own right. Take, for example, Vīravajra’s comments on the opening verse of the Tantra:


Moreover, as soon as one has praised and made supplications with the speech of the heroes and heroines, having prostrated without rising and worshipped with the fivefold ambrosia, and now is stated. Now, as it is desirable that the topic of the Tantra be shown at the beginning, it says: I will explain the secret. The referent of secret is twofold: the creation stage and the perfecting stage. There are two secrets of the creation stage: 1) visualizing the solitary hero, and 2) visualizing the maṇḍala’s wheels. Why are they secret? It is because they concern, as the Śrī Paramādya states, the entry of the gnosis hero into the heart. As the Vajraśekhara states, “in this very secret vehicle, total entry achieves the victors’ state.”89 As for the perfecting stage, it is secret because it is endowed with the four seals (mudrā) and the four arts (upāya). Why is it secret? It is because bliss and emptiness are not realized without practicing it, that is, by Brahmā, Viṣṇu, Mahādeva, the disciples (śrāvaka), or the solitary buddhas (pratyekabuddha).90 Thus it says in this text, the happiness of the divine and human states do not amount to one sixteenth of Vajradhara’s.91 Also, the Sampuṭa states: “it is secret because it is the experiential scope (gocara) of all buddhas and bodhisattvas.”92


I will explain shows the purpose of the text. It was previously attained by the heroes and heroines, and now is realized by the yogins. What is the text like? As it says, concisely, not extensively, it is not extensive, being condensed from the one hundred thousand stanza [text] which is itself condensed from the [text of] one hundred thousand chapters. Thus it is an appendix of an appendix. If we clearly state that which it will discourse upon, it is union with Śrī Heruka. His defining mark is the self-nature of the three bodies, and with regard to the cause of that, the method of the creation and perfecting [stages], Heruka signifies the buddhas and bodhisattvas. Union indicates wisdom; it is the actual woman, the wisdom of emptiness of the twelfth [bodhisattva] stage. The cause of that, the wisdom of the creation and perfecting [stages], is signified by the lady (yoṣid, btsun mo). With regard to wisdom and art, there is the perfecting stage wisdom and art that perfects the solitary hero and the maṇḍala’s wheels, and there is the perfecting stage wisdom and art of the karmamudrā, dharmamudrā, samayamudrā and mahāmudrā. The defining characteristics of these will be explained later. Now union (saṁyoga) is unification (samāyoga). There is unification by directly giving rise to the realization of bliss which is devoid of the eighty instinctual natures,93 and by giving rise to the consciousness which accords with its object through direct vision of the mahāmudrā, which is the emptiness of the sphere of reality (dharmadhātu). Here this is not the total union with the emptiness of dharmadhātu that is the gnosis of the eleventh [bodhisattva] stage.


What is the [Tantra’s] purpose? It is the means of achieving all desired aims. The yogins’ desired aims are the worldly powers that are the good qualities of the desire realm, the common powers that are the meditative states (dhyāna) and the formless [realm] concentrations, and the supreme achievement, the gnosis of the buddhas and bodhisattvas. (PD 354b–355b)


Vīravajra employs here the “purpose and relevance” (dgos-’brel) method of tantric exegesis which became the standard hermeneutical device employed by commentators on the Yoginī Tantras.94 And while portions of this might be usefully extracted for footnotes, doing so violates the texture of the commentary itself. While this is unavoidable in a work of this sort, the study and translation of the commentaries themselves remains a desideratum.


2. Traditional History of the Cakrasamvara Tantra


2.1 Mythic Root Texts


Diachronic study of the commentaries is helpful in ascertaining the history of the tradition. However, this is not the traditional history as understood by the commentators themselves. Like all Mahāyāna Buddhist scriptural productions, the Cakrasamvara Tantra is believed to be a revealed scripture, representing the authentic speech of a buddha. Unlike most other Buddhist scriptures, however, this tantra is not located in the teaching activity of the historical Buddha Śākyamuni. This is marked textually by the unconventional opening of the Tantra, which does not begin with the standard opening background verse (nidāna) that graces virtually all other Buddhist scriptures. Asserting the claim that the text is the authentic speech of the Buddha (buddhavacana),95 the standard nidāna verse always begins: “Thus I have I heard: at one time...” (evaṁ mayā śrutam ekasmin samaye...). This is typically followed by a statement that the Blessed Lord was staying in such-and-such a place in the company of a group of monks, nuns, laypersons, bodhisattvas, and so forth.


In the Nikāya scriptures the speaker is Śākyamuni, teaching in settings recognizably within the area of Northeastern India that was the scope of his peregrinations. Mahāyāna Buddhist scriptures reference an expanded cosmology including multiple buddhas and buddhalands, expanding the potential range of teachers and teachings. Some of the early Buddhist tantras, such as the Sarvatathāgata-tattvasaṁgraha Sūtra, contain elaborate opening scenarios which feature buddhas such as Vairocana in supramundane settings such as Akaniṣṭha, the highest heaven of the form realm (rūpadhātu).96 Other tantric texts contain opening scenarios that must have seemed shocking to more conservative Buddhist communities. Such was the case with the nidāna verse of the Guhyasamāja, famous for its strong erotic savor: “Thus have I heard: at one time the Blessed Lord was residing in the vulvae of the adamantine ladies, the essence of the body, speech and mind of all tathāgatas.”97 This verse or its variants occur in a number of other tantras, which no doubt reflects its popularity in tantric Buddhist circles.98


In contrast to this established convention, the Cakrasamvara Tantra and other texts, such as the Samayoga, jettison the nidāna verse entirely, beginning instead with the laconic “and now” (atha). The presence of this and the corresponding absence of the standard opening verse inspired considerable controversy, which the commentator Bhavyakīrti summarizes as follows:


Now, some hold that this [Cakrasamvara text] was selected from the One Hundred Thousand Stanza Root Tantra, and that since that Root Tantra states, “Thus have I heard,” and so forth, there is no statement of it in this appendix (uttaratantra). Additionally, some claim that it is because the Lord is in the non-located nirvāṇa, which is why [the text] says “always abides in the the universal nature.” Furthermore, it is held that it shows that in the unteachable teaching the teacher and what is to be taught are one, and hence it is said that the [text itself, which is] the body of mantra, is the Buddha Lord. Others assert that it teaches the Mahāyāna in the same manner as the Mañjuśrī-nāmasaṁgīti, and so forth, which also lack “Thus have I heard.” I, Bhavyakīrti, hold that since the primal buddhas know no cessation, this teaching formulation has a beginningless continuum, existing even before Śākyamuni, as has been well stated by tens of millions of buddhas and heroes. This means that when the Prajñāpāramitā, and so forth, wane due to the power of time, the burning eon, and so forth, the Lord Śākyamuni teaches them again. The Śrī Cakrasamvara is not like that, for it exists without interruption in inexpressible buddhalands, and it is experienced through meditative states, and so forth, by the heroes and heroines such as Īśvarī. This is the significance of text such as “and then” (atha). (SM 2b–3a)


The first theory that Bhavyakīrti mentions, that this text begins with atha because it was derived from a much longer tantra, appears to be generally accepted. As this hypothetical source text no longer exists, its exact nature was also a source of controversy. Generally, it was believed to be a massive text of one hundred thousand stanzas, called either the “Discourse” (abhidhāna) or “Sky-like” (khasama). Thus, like many other tantric traditions, this tradition claims that its relatively brief text originates in a lost original of one hundred thousand stanzas. That number was presumably chosen in response to the standard set by the Prajñāpāramitā Sūtra of that length, which appears to be the only Buddhist text to have actually reached that length. As this claim was made many times by many different traditions, there seems to have occurred a progressive inflation, with some commentators upping the ante and claiming an even larger length for this mythic text. The Ḍākārṇava, a Cakrasamvara explanatory tantra, thus tripled the size of the mythic root text: “In the Laghusamvara, which is derived from the three hundred thousand verse Abhidhāna, the chapters are linked to reality in accordance with the letters, from A until letter Kṣ.” (DM 242b–243a) Similarly, the Herukābhyudaya claims that there are two source texts: “The Essence Tantra was taught abridged from one hundred and three hundred thousand [stanza texts].”99 (HA 7a) The commentator Vīravajra further upped the ante, positing a massive text of one hundred thousand chapters. He does so in the context of commenting upon the text of the first chapter, “more lofty than the lofty” (uttarād api cottaraṁ), which he reads nominally, as a statement that this tantra is an appendix derived from another appendix: “Why is ‘the appendix also [derived] from an appendix?’ There is the Root Tantra of one hundred thousand chapters, and subsequent to it is the hundred thousand stanza Khasama, and the fifty one chaptered [text] is the subsequent appendix.” (PD 355b) This theory does not make much sense, however, as it is hard to see how a short text of seven hundred stanzas could contribute much as an appendix to the far vaster texts from which it supposedly derives.


Even if one accepts the hypothesis that the Tantra derived from a much larger source text, many commentators felt that it was necessary to “read” into the extremely concise first chapter the background information that a nidāna usually provides. The Cakrasamvara Tantra and related tantras contain a verse which came to be identified as their nidāna verse, despite the fact that it does not conform to the venerable Buddhist model. It reads: “The hero made of all ḍākinīs, Vajrasattva, supreme bliss, always abides in the universal nature, the secret that is supreme and delightful.”100 According to the Vajraḍāka explanatory tantra, this text esoterically codes the standard nidāna verse.101


Advocates of the Cakrasamvara Tantra claim that this “nidāna” embodies an esoteric knowledge that is timeless. This represents an alternative legitimation strategy that permits the rejection of historically based lineage claims. Insofar as they appear in the world, they appear simply as a recurrent revelation from a timeless source, one that is hence continually accessible to those who possess the esoteric knowledge. This is the claim made by Bhavyakīrti; and it was also the claim of his predecessor at Vikramaśīla, Bhavabhaṭṭa, who argued that it was taught by the Dharmakāya Buddha Mahāvajradhara, as follows:


The teacher is Mahāvajradhara in his form of four faces, and so forth. He also exists directly as an emanation. This Tantra exists by being taught from time beginningless. Whenever sentient beings lack merit it wanes, and through their merit it thrives [again]. The teacher and the one who is taught, and so forth, are illusory, and the deeds of the tathāgatas are inconceivable. Here the solicitor was the Blessed Lady Vajravārāhī, and the compiler Vajrapāṇi. It was taught in order to restore it for all.102




Bhavabhaṭṭa thus denies that this teaching originated in an historical teaching encounter, asserting instead that it is primordial and eternal, appearing in the world when the collective karma of sentient beings is appropriate. Moreover, Bhavabhaṭṭa claims that the Cakrasamvara Tantra was taught in its short form due to the compassion of numerous awakened beings, who teach it for the sake of those who, understandably, lack the patience to tackle the long version(s) of the scripture:


Furthermore, the Tantra is accomplished setting forth its entire import through the teacher of four faces, and so forth, the teaching, and those who are to be taught. It is taught by the sugatas, but they do not give rise to it in the manner of cause and effect, happiness or unhappiness, lust or hatred, the well-done or poorly done, and so forth. Here [it says this Tantra is] “well-spoken by tens of millions of buddhas and also tens of millions of heroes.”103 Elsewhere [it says]: “that which was stated by the past buddhas will be stated by the future ones, and that which the present complete buddhas state again and again is extolled in this Māyājāla Mahātantra”104 Regarding their utterance, which is here the teaching, the Śrī Cakrasamvara appears as a result of the Buddha’s teaching — at unlimited times — the same words, and so forth, from the perspective of both meaning and text. Desiring thus to teach this, the Blessed Lord said “And now,” and so forth. The Blessed Lord, drawing from the one hundred thousand [stanza] Root Tantra, teaches for the sake of devotees of the Śrī Cakrasamvara who desire brevity. Due to Vajravārāhīs solicitation, there was this reply by the Blessed Lord, “And now,” and so forth.105




Of course, the notion that a great text of one hundred thousand or more stanzas was reduced to a short text of a mere seven hundred might seem troubling to some, given the fact that its import could hardly be retained in such a short text. Bhavabhaṭṭa assures the reader that this is not the case and that it remains true to the original, despite the fact that over ninety-nine percent of it was stripped away. He also reads into the text additional details, providing a narrative framework for a text that is virtually stripped of narrative elements:


The relevance of “I will explain the secret” is that the Root Tantra is completed. The Śrī Cakrasamvara Tantra, then, cannot produce additional material. This is because it fulfills the import of that. It differs only in being a condensed text. Indeed, [the statement] that “due to that cause of my being solicited by Vajravārāhī, I will explain the secret” is relevant [here.] The solicitation is [implied] by the statement, “Listen to what is taught in the Tantra.” It would truly not be felicitous for there to be a Dharma teaching for which there is no solicitation. This is because this would incur disrespect for the teaching that is foremost. Is it necessary that the Goddess is the solicitor? It is reported that in the Root Tantra that there is a solicitor who is an attendant in the lineage of the gurus. Therefore, here too it is understood that there is an attendant. According to some the Blessed Lord is the solicitor and the Blessed Lady is the teacher. [This is possible because] the intention of the tathāgatas is inconceivable.106




Issues such as the identities of the teacher, solicitor, and so forth, may seem minor, particularly in the case of a text for which its advocates claim a timeless existence. However, these issues were important for Buddhists such as Bhavabhaṭṭa as they grounded the text in “history” as richly imagined by the tradition, providing the basis for the production of lineages. Indeed, at least two such lineages for the Cakrasamvara Tantra emerged, rooted in two revelations of the text by awakened beings in the world.107 Since one of these awakened beings was the Tantra’s primary goddess, Vajravārāhī, it was necessary to claim for her at least the status of the text’s solicitor or even perhaps the text’s teacher. This latter claim reverses the expected gender roles, and while Bhavabhaṭṭa apparently does not favor it, he was not willing to dismiss it as impossible, given the importance of Vajravārāhī in this Yoginī Tantra tradition.


2.2 The Origin of Heruka


While the central deity of the Cakrasamvara Tantra — known as Heruka, Śrī Heruka, and also Samvara and Śamvara — appears in the world of Buddhist literature in noticeable form in the eighth century, it is possible to construct a genealogy for him that goes back considerably further in Indian history.


The name Samvara, which is also attested as Śamvara and Śambara, has the most ancient lineage. This term does not appear as a proper name in the Cakrasamvara Tantra itself. The noun samvara is derived from the verb saṁ-√vṛ, meaning to “bind,” “enclose,” or “conceal.” A common meaning of samvara is “vow.” It occurs several times in the Cakrasamvara Tantra in this sense, including in the title for chapter twenty-six. A secondary meaning is a “sanctuary,” derived from its sense of concealment. This occurs once, at the beginning of chapter fifteen. It occurs numerous times in compound, usually in the well-known compound ḍākinījalasamvara, which I translate as the “the binding of the ḍākinīs’ network.” This is a very important concept in this text; the compound is given great prominence, occurring twice in the first chapter, where it is equated with “union with Śrī Heruka” (śrīherukasasaṁyoga), as well as with Vajrasattva, the “hero made of all ḍākinīs.” It is likewise equated with the “unification of all heroes” (sarvavīrasamāyoga) at the end of chapter thirty-one. This compound is clearly derived from the Sarvabuddhasamayoga-ḍākinījālasamvara Tantra, in which the concept of the ḍākinījālasamvara is equated with the “union of all Buddhas.”


As Claudio Cicuzza has pointed out, the term samvara in this context clearly implies the sense of “union.”108 The spiritual implications of this term are quite significant, as is nicely illustrated by the following passage in the Samvarodaya Tantra:


The union (samvaraṁ) of all Buddhas resides in the syllable evaṁ. Physical, verbal, and mental action is the ultimate union of all forms (sarvākāraikasamvaraṁ). Union (samvaraṁ) is supreme bliss, awakening which cannot be spoken or shown. It is the secret of all buddhas, the assembly that is the supreme union (samvaraṁ varaṁ).109


While “union” is a sound translation of samvara in this context, I prefer translating it literally as “binding” in the context of the compound in which it almost always occurs in this text, ḍākinījālasamvara, since this translation seems more congruous with the metaphor of the “net.” This translation also reflects the root meaning of the Tibetan term used to translate samvara in this compound, sdom pa. The “ḍākinīs’ network” here refers to the Cakrasamvara maṇḍala, which is dominated by the “three wheels” of the ḍākinīs and their consorts. Its “binding” is the process of union or mystical identification in which the adept engages via creative visualization, thereby achieving “union with Śrī Heruka.” This term thus refers to the “body maṇḍala” practice in which the adept visualizes the three wheels of the maṇḍala within his/her own body. That is, he or she experiences his or her body as the sacred space of the maṇḍala, constituted as a “net” or network of the ḍākinīs and their consorts. Success in this practice is thought to yield profound results, including the achievement of the “adamantine body” (vajradeha) which prevents untimely death, as well as the gnosis that results from the achievement of union with Śrī Heruka.


As the Samvarodaya suggests, this term refers not only to praxis, but also to the promised result of this practice, “supreme bliss,” which is awakening. This sense of samvara is attested by its interpretive Tibetan translation as “Supreme Bliss” (bde mchog). While vara does mean “supreme,” the derivation of “bliss” from saṁ is based upon an old Indian Buddhist interpretive etymology, which Bhavabhaṭṭa describes as follows: “Since bliss is signified by joining together, saṁ is bliss, as it is said: ‘bliss is called saṁ.’ Moreover, this is also the worldly palatal syllable śaṁ.”110 This explanation is based upon the fact that in Sanskrit the prefix saṁ-, like the Latin prefix con-, suggests conjunction, union, togetherness, and so forth.


Bhavabhaṭṭa also acknowledges the alternate spelling of the term as śamvara or śambara. This name appears to have a venerable history. It is attested in the first chapter of the Sarvabuddhasamayoga, which reads: “śaṁ is said to be bliss; it is the great bliss of all buddhas. Since this bliss is supreme, he is Śamvara, the one who employs all illusions.” (JS 151a)


The name Śamvara or Śambara brings to mind the figure of Dāsa Śambara of the Ṛg Veda, the enemy of Indra.111 Asko Parpola has argued that “buffalo-shaped” deities are remnants of a pre-Āryan buffalo cult, and are asuras who are the enemies of the gods, whose classical descendents include the Buffalo Demons Mahiṣāsura, Śumbha, and Niśumbha,112 who are also thought to derive from non-Āryan sources.113 Parpola includes the Cakrasamvara deity Śamvara/Heruka in this class.114 He stresses that the power of “illusion” (māyā) is typically attributed to the asuras, and that this power primarily manifests as the ability to assume multiple shapes, as do demons Mahiṣāsura, and so forth, in their combat with the Goddess.115 As noted above, the Samayoga attributes to Śamvara the ability to “employ all illusions.” And while he is typically depicted in human form, he also has a “donkey form,” introduced in chapter fourteen. Furthermore, by mastering his mantra, the adept is promised the power to “assume many thousands of forms.”116


A link, albeit tenuous, between the vedic and tantric materials is provided by the Arthaśāstra, which contains the following spell to render a victim unconscious:


I bow down to Bali the son of Virocana, to Śamvara of a hundred illusions, and to Bhaṇḍīrapāka, Nāraka, Nikumbha and also Khumba. I bow down to Devala and to Nārada; I bow down to Sāvarṇi Gālava. By imploring them great sleep has been produced for you.117




Like Davidson,118 I do not mean to imply that worship of Śamvara/Heruka continued unbroken from vedic times onward.119 Yet this passage, probably composed by the early centuries CE,120 points to a continuation of the asura cult into the classical period, from which Buddhists apparently drew inspiration as they developed new cults of deities who were viewed as manifesting hostility to the classical Hindu deities such as Śiva and Viṣṇu, just as the asura were the perpetual foes of the older vedic deities such as Indra.


The link may have been suggested to the Buddhists by the Hindus, who during the first half of the first millennium of the Common Era wrote numerous polemical attacks on Buddhism and other “heretical” religions such as Jainism. These include the legends in the Purāṇas which resorted to the older vedic myth of the unending battle between the gods and asuras to account for the origins of heresy. Many of these, such as the myth of the destruction of the Triple City (tripurāntaka), describe the heresies as tricks devised by the gods to deceive the militarily superior asuras, who could only be defeated if they took up the practice of heresy.121 The origin myths of the tantric Buddhist deities, one of which will be discussed at length below, were likely composed in reaction to such hostile discourse. Buddhist versions reproduce Hindu polemical discourse in describing a hostile encounter between Buddhist and Hindu deities, but, naturally, resolve it with the victory of the former over the latter.


The figure of Heruka appears to have a somewhat less venerable history than that of Śambara. As Davidson has pointed out, the earliest reference to Heruka appears to be in the Subāhuparipṛcchā Tantra,122 where “Heruka” is not the fierce cosmic savior that he is in the later tantric origin myths, but rather appears to be classified among demonic beings: “At night gods, titans (asura), goblins (pīśaca, sha za, j食 肉), and herukas (khrag ’thung ba, 食 血) wander unresisted in the world, harming beings and wandering on.”123 Here the herukas are characterized as ferocious and demonic creatures, whose terrible nature is indicated in both the Tibetan and Chinese interpretative translations, which label them as “blood drinkers.”124


Soon afterward, Heruka appears in the Samayoga125 in recognizable form, that of a fierce charnel ground deity, the guise assumed by the Buddha Vajradhara in his effort to subdue evil doers.126 This text presents an origin myth that portrays Heruka’s appearance as presaged by a period of chaos and evil in the world. At some point in the distant past:127




At that time all beings were extremely violent and perverse. Due to extremely vicious violence, [beings] fell down wailing. Dying, those beings were reborn as extremely perverse ones due to their habitual tendencies. Their minds blessed by Māra, they were extremely perverse ones, [such as spirits who cause] fever, poison, and goitre,128 and ḍākinīs,129 yakṣas, astral spirits (graha),130 devils,131 and obstacle demons.132 They devastated the triple world, devouring even spiritual practitioners. Even gods, and so forth, were killed. The teachings were also destroyed. Then the gods, together with Indra, came before Brahmā. And Brahmā and the gods with Indra proceeded to take refuge in Viṣṇu. And Brahmā, Viṣṇu, and the gods came before Mahādeva. Then Brahmā, Viṣṇu, and Mahādeva133 took refuge in Vajrin. (JS 157a–b)


According to the commentator Indranāla, “Vajrin” refers to Buddha Mahāvajradhara,134 who assembles all buddhas with the gesture (mudrā) of the “vajra snap” in order to secure their help in suppressing the vicious ones. The Samayoga continues:




Just through the “vajra snap” the buddhas together with Vajradhara spread everywhere throughout all of the worlds and cosmic realms like sesame seeds. As the extremely perverse and violent would not be benefited through peaceful [means], all of the tathāgatas manifested the ferocity that is the reality of wisdom and art. If the triple world is burned by them, fervent, in fierce forms, what need is there to speak of the three cosmic realms being scorched by all fervent buddhas? (JS 157b)


This is followed by a fascinating but rather ambiguous passage describing the birth of Heruka, evidently through the generation of yogic heat via controlled breathing:


Now, the mind is firmly focused on the tip of the nose. Through the heat of a long nasal breath,135 he arises through union with a consort by means of the Victor. That very Blessed Lord emerges as a yogin, an Adamantine Fierce one. Greatly Glorious Vajraheruka is very terrifying, blazing with ash; his visage blazes blue for beings, and his maṇḍala of light blazes red. He is as fierce as the end-time of great destruction. Greatly blazing, his voice blazes, like a charnel ground fire. He has a crown of skulls, fierce like the end-time of great destruction. Possessing the methods such as ferocity, he is as terrifying as a charnel ground, with various faces, and eyebrows arched in anger. With his blazing gaze and dance, he incinerates the triple world, along with Rudra,136 Mahādeva, Viṣṇu,137 the Sun, the Moon, Yama, and Brahmā, reducing them to ash. They are all brought by the sounding of his vajra, vajra skull-staff, and bell, and become ash, and are restored again. The shadows that are the evil spirits could not endure the sun of his blazing. The devils, and so forth, all were born again, and this king, who is able to consume the blood of the vicious ones, sported with them in the charnel ground. They were all joined with the vajra, and with the blazing ḍākinī maṇḍala he cleansed the cosmos of the extremely vicious and violent beings, establishing them in the awakening of the buddhas in purified buddhalands. Through all of his unexcelled behavioral modes,138 such as adamantine lust and ferocity, the cosmos and its beings who are infinite [like] the realm of space were purified. J(S157b–158a)


This text does not vilify the Hindu deities, despite the fact that they are gratuitously roasted in Heruka’s process of cosmic house cleansing. They are rather portrayed as victims of the cosmic disorder, and as progressively seeking refuge in the hierarchy of cosmic beings, which naturally culminates in the ultimate refuge, the Buddha Mahāvajradhara. The cosmic disorder is the result of an apparently inevitable process of karmic conditioning, although the traditional Buddhist villain, Māra, apparently stirs up trouble by “blessing” the evil-doers.


The version of the story that would eventually predominate, however, is far more polemical, and clearly portrays Śaiva deities — Rudra and/or Bhairava — as the culprits of the cosmic disorder. This change was perhaps unavoidable, as the deity Heruka is clearly modeled on the figure of Śiva in his destructive manifestation, closely approximating the iconography of the deity Bhairava. This change was likely influenced by the general proliferation of religious polemical literature during the mid-first millennium of the Common Era. In particular, this transformation may have been triggered by the famous account of Vajrapaṇi’s subjugation and conversion of Mahādeva in the Sarvatathāgata-tattvasaṁgraha Sūtra.139




Several well known Tibetan versions of Heruka’s origin myth have received critical attention.140 This myth, in its full form, likely post-dates the Tantra itself, which contains only tantalizing hints of the myth’s cosmic show-down resulting in Heruka and Vajravārāhī’s subjugation of Bhairava and Kālarātri. The most prominent is that which occurs in chapter fifty-one, as follows:


On a stalk on the summit of the mountain are a universal lotus and the vowels and consonants. [There] he treads upon Gaurī’s Lord, his body embraced by the Adamantine Bell. Contemplate the supreme state, the Great King Śrī Heruka, endowed with half of twenty-four and with hosts of heroes and yoginīs.


This relatively sparse description of the central deities and their subdued Hindu foes is greatly developed in the commentarial literature. For example, Abhayākaragupta describes the Cakrasamvara maṇḍala as follows:


In the Samvara maṇḍala there is a variegated lotus atop Mount Sumeru within an adamantine tent (vajrapañjara).141 Placed on it is a double vajra, which sits as the base of a court in the middle of which is the Blessed Lord. He stands in the archer (ālīḍha) stance142 on Bhairava and Kālarātri who lie on a solar disk atop the pericarp of the lotus. He is black and has four faces which are, beginning with the front [and continuing around counter-clockwise], black, green, red, and yellow, each of which has three eyes. He has a tiger skin and has twelve arms. Two arms holding a vajra and a vajra-bell embrace Vajravārāhī. Two of his hands hold up over his back a white elephant hide dripping with blood. His other [right hands hold] a ḍamaru drum, an axe, a flaying knife (kartri), and a trident. His remaining left [hands hold] a khatvanga staff marked with a vajra, a skull-bowl filled with blood, a vajra noose, and the head of Brahmā. A garland of fifty moist human heads hangs about his neck. He has the six insignia,143 and a sacred thread made of human sinew.144 He has a row of five skulls above his forehead, and a crest of black dreadlocks topped by a left-oriented crescent moon and a double vajra. He is endowed with a fierce meditative state (vikṛtadhyāna) and bears his fangs. He brings together in one the nine dramatic sentiments (navarasa).145


Until recently, there did not appear to be any surviving Indic accounts of the Heruka origin myth, aside from a paucity of references of the sort seen in the text above. Davidson surmises that this is likely due to the late development of the myth in India, which he suggests may have been composed by the Indians involved in the transmission of the related traditions to Tibet.146 There is, however, at least one Indian version of the myth that rivals, if not exceeds, the complexity of the Tibetan versions of the tale, and is likely their source. It occurs in Indrabhūti’s commentary (c. tenth century)147 on the Cakrasamvara.148 Given the importance of this account, I translate it here in full:


Regarding the instruction concerning the great secret of the distinctive fruit in this chapter, “next” (atha) [indicates the line] in the first chapter, “Existing in the beginning, middle, and end, difficult to obtain in the triple world.” As for the meaning of this, the beginning [indicates] the emergence of the enlightened activity of the reality body in the gnostic communal enjoyment body from the sphere of reality, which was from the beginning connected to the body of reality itself. The middle is the emergence of the communal enjoyment body as Vajradhara’s mansion atop Mt. Sumeru. The end is the body which manifests from the measureless magic of maṇḍala emanation, the inseparable [pair] Heruka and Vajrayoginī, who abide having created the true maṇḍala in Jambudvīpa, for the sake of taming the worldly deities of the Desire Realm. I will explain the triple body which is supreme and unexcelled together with the background (nidāna) in order that there will be no doubt that the secret will be attained through simply knowing the process of meditating on the path in accordance with union.


To summarize, in the beginning — in accordance with the previous origination of the wheel of wisdom — the Buddha created the palace of the sphere of reality in the expanse of pure wisdom. From the inseparable sphere of the reality body and wisdom inseparable, there was the glorious communal enjoyment body, Mahāvajradhara, in Akaniṣṭha, the realm of great happiness. There dwell changelessly, through the method of inseparability, measureless great bodhisattvas of the ninth stage, goddesses who are bodhisattvas, and tathāgatas. The lustful ones who are to be disciplined, and their principal teacher, Mahādeva, came to the palace atop Mt. Sumeru, and all of these evil ones were disciplined. The Tathāgata Mahāvajradhara himself, and the Reverend Vajrapāṇi who is inseparable from him, disciplined them as described in the Śrī Tattvasaṁgraha.149


Vajrapāṇi asked Vajradhara, “Blessed Lord, How should I proceed with the criminal sentient beings such as Mahādeva, and so forth, who have not been peacefully trained by all Tathāgatas?” Then the Blessed Lord Vairocana, through the blessing of all tathāgatas, settled into the concentration called the “Wisdom Vajra of the Great Art of All Tathāgatas.” As soon as he was equipoised, the atoms of all of the spheres of all the tathāgatas burst forth, and they assembled on the peak of Mt. Sumeru as a palace made of vajras and precious jewels. It was perceived in the same way by all of the tathāgatas, and resided in the curl of hair (śrīwatsa) at the heart of the Blessed Lord Vairocana. As soon as he uttered [the syllable] hūṁ, luminous light from the heart of Vajrapāṇi pervaded all of the three realms. The great god Mahādeva, and so forth, surrounded by a great host of [beings] who dwelt everywhere, in all of the realms, farflung clouds and oceans of the world,150 were summoned by the iron goad of the samaya of all tathāgatas, and gathered there. All the lords of the three worlds such as Mahādeva completely surrounded the palace [on Mt. Sumeru], aghast with their jaws dropping, muttering anxious words, and seeking refuge in Vajrapāṇi. The god known as Mahādeva fell to the ground unconscious.




There Vajrapāṇi called out to all of the gods, saying, “Listen to my command! If you all want to live, then take refuge in Buddha, Dharma, and Saṁgha!”


Then they replied, “We go for refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṁgha, together with the mudrā host.” Being pacified, those sentient beings who did not endeavor to turn away from evil were blessed by being annihilated.


Then the Blessed Lord said to the Great Bodhisattva Vajrapāṇi, “Great Bodhisattva, if we do not reanimate this Maheśvara or Mahādeva, there will be no point in his striving to listen with a diminished life-force. But if we revive him, even he could become a good person!”


Thinking “So be it!” Vajrapāṇi spoke the essence mantra for reviving the dead, which is: Oṁ vajrāyur jñāna bhāṁ. As Śrī Vajrapāṇi uttered these adamantine words, the essence mantra blazed upon the soles of his feet. In order to purify them, he pressed Mahādeva with his left foot, and the goddess Umādevī with his right. Then Mahādeva, through being touched by the sole of Vajrapāṇi’s foot, experienced the bliss of the many concentrations (samādhi), dharaṇīs, and doors of liberation of all the tathāgatas. Offering up his body at the feet of Vajrapāṇi, Mahādeva passed beyond numerous world systems, as many as there are grains of sand in thirty-two Gaṅgā rivers, or as there are atoms in a world system, and he became a buddha known as Soundless Lord of Ashes (Bhasmeśvaranirghoṣa) in the world system called Ash Parasol (Bhasmacchatrā). On account of this the body of Mahādeva exclaimed: “Ah! The wisdom of awakening of all the buddhas is indeed unexcelled! I have been established in nirvāṇa through being pressed with the mantric words!”


Then that buddha created a manifestation which entered into the body of Mahādeva, who then said, “Ah! What a wonder is the secret wisdom and bliss of all buddhas, on account of which this corpse has returned to the world of the living!” Then the body of Mahādeva was revived and blessed, for the sake of all the beings of this world, and so that all the criminals would be disciplined. He was established as the crown prince in Jambudvīpa.


After Vajrapāṇi pressed down the head of Mahādeva, he had a crescent moon on the left side of his dreadlocks. All of the tathāgatas gave him a trident to bear, and bestowed the adamantine name consecration, [calling him] “Excellent Adamantine Spell” (Vajravidyottama). Then Vajravidyottama Bodhisattva, circling with his blazing vajra trident like a whirling firebrand, worshipped them with an offering of dance and said, “Ah! Buddhahood is attained through contact with the supreme foot due to the unexcelled spirit of awakening of all buddhas!”


In the Paranirmitavasavartin [heaven] he disciplined criminals as the Fierce One Trailokyavijaya; the obstacle demons (vināyaka)151 were disciplied in the Nirmāṇarati [heaven] by the Fierce One Vajrajvālānalārka,152 in Tuṣita by Vajragarbha, in the Yāma [heaven] by the Fierce One Vajrahūṁkāra, and on the peak of Sumeru by Vajrapāṇi. Then Mahāvajradhara established himself as the manifestation body Śrī Heruka, who is inseparable from the Four Bodies [of a buddha]. Vairocana [offered him his] palace which is the maṇḍala with perfected wheels. Amitābha [offered him] the vase of nectar in a brimming skull bowl. Amoghasiddhi worshipped him with the gods [who consecrate] the sense media and the blessing goddesses. Through the complete gnosis of mantra that is a glorious treasure, Akṣobhya consecrated him with his vajra, [giving him] unexcelled authority as Lord of the Clan. Vajrasattva taught him the supreme bliss of the play of passion in the form of the fierce Samvara who completely embodies the nine dramatic sentiments. He emanated from his body the host of fierce ones [who were to subdue] the lord who led astray the triple world…153 Since these twenty-four fierce ones proceeded to pervade the sky, the earth’s surface, and the underworld, the Supreme Lord of the maṇḍala together with the door and quarter guardians [exist] internally, externally, and in all times. There was a previous origination of this gnosis in the kṛtayuga of the first eon. In the tretā, dvāpara, and final kali yugas, Bhairava and Kālarātri dwelt in Magadha, at the center of the lotus of Jambudvīpa, due to the supreme sovereignty of karma. As a result, there were the eight Bhairavas in the pilavas, upapīlavas,154 and charnel grounds. The four gods together with their goddesses [came] from the sky to the places they call the seats (pīṭha). The celestial musicians (gandharva), without feminine accompaniment, [came from] the sky to the places called [subsidiary] seats (upapīṭha).155 On earth the two yakṣas with their wives seized the places known as fields (kṣetra), and the subsidiary fields (upakṣetra) were seized by yakṣas who dwelled there with their wives in the manner of lords of wealth. The demons (rākṣasa)and demonesses (rākṣasī) seized the chandoha and enjoyed themselves in mountain ravines. At the upachandoha the attendants of the demons together with their mates engaged in perversions. In the meeting-places (melāpaka) the serpent-deity lord couples united. In the subsidiary meeting-places (upamelāpaka) the two serpent-deity servants, the husbands together with their wives, wandered and played. In the charnel grounds (śmaśāna) the serpents (uraga) endeavored to obstruct reason. The two servants of the serpents, together with their wives, operated in the subsidiary charnel grounds (upaśmaśāna) from the underworld.


Having taken control of the three realms, they overpowered the world. In these twenty-four places they [behaved like] worldly ones, acting out their lust and hatred. Wherever they were, Īśvara-Bhairava and Umā engaged in love-play, along with their retinue.


The Blessed Lord Heruka, together with Vajrayoginī, voiced resounding, fierce, terrible laughter, a miracle for the purpose of disciplining the evil ones, through the wisdom and enlightened activity of the deity host of the maṇḍala’s wheels. The earth greatly trembled and the realms of the world quaked. Through engagement, control, enjoyment, and dissolution, the names of those disciplined were attached to the heroes and yoginīs who disciplined them. (IC 49b–52a)


This myth serves several purposes. It provides an account for the appearance in the world of the deity Heruka as well as the teaching attributed to him, including the Discourse of Śrī Heruka (Cakrasamvara Tantra). It narrates the appearance of the maṇḍala, which is structured around the three wheels inhabited by twenty-four deity couples, corresponding to the twenty-four pilgrimage places. It also accounts for the fact that Heruka and his retinue appear with the accoutrements and even the names of Śaiva deities. This myth, via projective inversion, attributed to the Hindus the very heretical qualities for which the Cakrasamvara tradition was suspect in Buddhist circles.156


Heruka himself appropriates the appearance of the Hindu deity Bhairava, a fact acknowledged in the Tantra itself, wherein he is described as having “Bhairava’s form” (bhairavākāraṁ).157 A master of illusions, he, along with his entourage, is described by his Buddhist advocates as taking on the appearance of Bhairava and his host, as a compassionate strategy (upāya) for the conversion of their followers. According to Indrabhūti, this process had four stages: “engagement, control, enjoyment, and dissolution.” Engagement and control evidently refer to the actual subjugation of the deities. According to Grags-pa rGyal-mtshan, “enjoyment” entailed taking on the forms and behavior of the subdued deities to be subdued. He wrote that Heruka and his host


enjoyed both their food and their ornaments. Since they enjoyed their food, flesh, and blood in the tantric feast (gaṇacakra) they are called the “Glorious Host of Blood Drinking Deities.” Moreover, they stole their ornaments, which is the reason why Heruka and his retinue took as their ornaments the six insignia (ṣaṇmudrā), the human head necklace, the tiger hide undergarment, and so forth.158


Bu-ston adds that they also forcibly stole the girls of the subdued gods, and enjoyed with them the “four joys” (caturānanda), i.e., the sexual yogas.159


With regard to their “dissolution,” this is basically a form of what has been termed “compassionate killing.”160 Grags-pa rGyal-mtshan wrote that Heruka and his host “dissolved the consciousnesses of Mahādeva’s annihilated deity host into clear light. The Buddha predicted that in the future [Mahādeva would become] the ‘Tathāgata Lord of Ashes’.”161 Finally, their “control” over these deities is symbolized by their use of their bodies as seats.162


This myth represents the adoption of non-Buddhist elements while at the same time representing the subordination of these elements within a Buddhist cosmic hierarchy, graphically represented by the placement of the Śaiva deities under the feet of their Buddhist vanquisher. The myth provides an elaborate fourfold scheme for this process of the appropriation and subordination of a non-Buddhist tradition. It is clearly a reaction to Hindu myths such as the myth of the destruction of the Triple City (tripurāntaka), of which Buddhists were aware.163 The Cakrasamvara commentator Bhavyakīrti made an elaborate apologetic defense of the violence implicit in this text, arguing that “being endowed with great compassion, and having realized the reality of selflessness, one will not fall even if one practices the ten non-virtues for the sake of beings.” (SM 29b) He further defended it by referring to examples from Hindu mythology, including the tripurāntaka myth: “Rudra destroyed the Triple City, and the army of Viṣṇu demolished eighteen massive armies”164 (SM 30a); and descriptions such as: “the sage (ṛṣi), whose mind was burned with the fire of wrath, incinerated like wood the king’s army with the fire of malediction.” (SM 30a) However, he claimed that unlike the wise and compassionate Buddhists who commit acts of violence, “these heretics, because they kill, give rise to the suffering of the hells, and so forth” (SM 30a), thus propounding an ethical double standard with regard to the employment of violence by religious figures. It should be of no surprise that this contentious myth of the tradition’s origin attracted negative attention. In fact, this Buddhist myth of Heruka inspired a Śaiva counter-myth, which was based upon the Hindu model of the tripurāntaka narrative.165


3. Contents and Contexts



3.1 The Triple Wheel Maṇḍala


It is not an accident that Indrabhūti recounts Heruka’s origin myth in the context of the Cakrasamvara Tantra’s tenth chapter. For this chapter introduces the concept of the three levels of embodiment of a buddha, and Indrabhūti sees the manifestation in the world of Śrī Heruka and his maṇḍala as a process of emanation. This is a process which proceeds from the inconceivable and non-localizable reality body to the communal enjoyment body manifestation of Vajradhara and his palace atop the axial peak Mount Sumeru, and which culminates in the manifestation of the Cakrasamvara maṇḍala — of Heruka with his consort and retinue — embedded in the landscape of Jambudvīpa, the Indian subcontinent.


According to the first verse of this chapter, “nondual union with Śrī Heruka” is essential for the realization of the triple body (trikāya),166 which is equivalent to the gnosis of a buddha (buddhajñāna), the knowledge of reality that is the product of a buddha’s awakening experience. According to commentators such as Bhavabhaṭṭa, this is because the nature of Śrī Heruka is the nature of the triple body which is the universe;167 in other words, to realize Śrī Heruka is to realize the nature of the universe which is one’s own nature.


This union is to be achieved via meditation on the Cakrasamvara maṇḍala. The Cakrasamvara maṇḍala focuses upon a central deity couple, Śrī Heruka and Vajravārāhī. They are surrounded by the four “essence yoginīs,” Ḍākinī, Lāmā, Khaṇḍarohā, and Rūpiṇl. Together these six deities constitute the central “gnosis wheel” (jnānacakra) of the maṇḍala. They are surrounded by three concentric wheels — the blue colored mind wheel (cittacakra), the red colored speech wheel (vākcakra), and the white colored body wheel (kāyacakra) — each of which consists of eight deity couples.168 The periphery of the maṇḍala is protected by eight fierce goddesses positioned in the cardinal directions and quarters.169 This constitutes the maṇḍala palace. It is, in turn, surrounded by the “eight great charnel grounds,” which clearly mark the tradition as a pre-eminent product of the charnel ground culture of the siddha movement. Like other tantric traditions, the most basic form of meditation practice for this tradition is the creation stage (utpattikrama) practice in which one visualizes oneself as the deity Heruka, surrounded by his retinue, in the maṇḍala palace atop the pinnacle of Mt. Sumeru, stacked atop the elemental disks that support the cosmos. The description of the Cakrasamvara maṇḍala occupies a significant portion of the text.170 However, the Root Tantra itself does not provide sufficient information for the visualization of the maṇḍala; this information is rather found in the tradition’s sādhana texts, which provide detailed meditation instructions.171




This union is further deepened by meditation on what the tradition terms the “body maṇḍala” (kāyamaṇḍala), in which the maṇḍala is mapped onto the practitioner’s body, which is transformed into a “network of ḍākinīs” (ḍākinījāla). Here the maṇḍala serves as what Tambiah has termed an “indexical symbol,” capable of shifting between multiple levels of referentiality.172 The tradition presupposes that the maṇḍala, along with the deities who inhabit it, pervades the cosmos at its various levels, including the microcosmic level of the body. As the Tantra states in chapter forty-eight concerning the male and female deities who inhabit the maṇḍala:


The entire world is completely pervaded by the twenty-four heroes. The heroes’ ḍākinīs, the yoginīs Pracaṇḍā, and so forth, should be seen as positioned in the wheels. He who is adept in all rites and who desires power should always, well-equipoised, visualize himself as consisting of the three wheels. By means of what was previously taught and the established method, worship the binding of the ḍākinīs’ network, which is indeed the great wheel which is the abode of all powers, and which was well-spoken by tens of millions of buddhas and also tens of millions of heroes.


Accordingly, the Cakrasamvara adept, who is shown the maṇḍala in the context of his or her consecration, is to engage in an intensive practice of meditation which involves visualizing the maṇḍala — which is thought to pervade the triple world of ancient Indian cosmology — within his or her body. The practitioner’s body is linked to the larger cosmos via the three wheels of the maṇḍala, which are correlated to the triple world cosmology — to the heavens, earth, and underworlds, respectively — and also to the three bodies of a buddha, namely to the reality body (dharmakāya), the communal enjoyment body (saṁbhogakāyá), and the manifestation body (nirmāṇakāya), respectively.




Each wheel is the abode of eight deity couples, for a total of twenty-four. These are correlated to twenty-four sacred sites scattered around the Indian subcontinent and the surrounding mountainous areas. Moreover, each of the twenty-four goddesses is correlated to a body part. In this regard the wheels are arranged hierarchically along the body’s vertical axis, with the mind wheel more or less occupying the head and uppermost parts of the torso, the speech wheel corresponding to the upper torso and vocal organs, and the body wheel corresponding to the lower torso, legs, and feet. A detailed list of the wheels, their deities, and correlations is provided in Table One below.




Table One: The Three Wheels of the Cakrasamvara maṇḍala*


Mind Wheel


[image: Image]


* The CS itself lists the sacred places in ch. 41, the female deities in ch. 4, and the male deities in ch. 48, but does not provide the additional correlations. Some of this is found in the commentaries on these chapters, such as the commentary on ch. 4 by Kambala and Devagupta. Here I relied on the explanatory tantras, particularly: the pīṭhāyoginī ch. of the AU, translated and edited in Kalff 1979; chs. 4 and 13 of the YS (edited in Pandey 1998); and ch. 7 of the SU (edited and translated in Tsuda 1974). I have also consulted the Tibetan translation of Lūipa’s BA, and Atīsa’s AV commentary on this. See also the edition and annotated translation of Umāpatideva’s śrīvajravārāhtsādhana in English 2002.


** The AU (J 109.2) and YS (13.7, Pandey 1998, 38) both read here bukke, “in the heart,” which is redundant since the next element on the list is hṛdaya. The Tibetan translation of both is mkhal ma, “kidney.” KalfF argues that bukke is a corruption of vṛkka, “kidney.” I believe that he is correct, and that the readings bukke/bukka resulted from an incorrect Sanskritization from the Pāli vakkaṃ (see Table Two below).




[Table One (Cont’d)]


Speech Wheel


[image: Image]


* The AU here reads akṣiṇī (Kalff 1979, 319); the SU gives the alternate reading cakṣur (7.8, Tsuda 1974, 94). The YS gives the corrupt reading kakṣayor, corrected in the Tibetan translation to mig gnyis (4.3, Pandey 1998, 39, 228). While these are relatively consistent, this is nonetheless an anomalous reading that does not fit the remainder of the list. It is one of only two points where the Sanskrit does not correspond to the Pāli of the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta, which reads here yakanaṃ, “liver.” I wonder if here as well the Sanskrit resulted from a misreading of a Pāli text. Perhaps the Tibetan translation of mchin pa (“liver”) for bukka in the SU (7.7, Tsuda 1974, 94, 183) reflects a misplaced recognition that the liver should be in this list.


** The Sanskrit here reads meḍhrake in the Yoginīsaṃcāra (Pandey 1998, 121); medhre in the Abhidhānottara (J 110.1); and medhrasthāne in the Samvarodaya (7.11, Tsuda 1974, 94). The term meḍhra usually means penis, but so too does liṅga, correlated to Pretapuri below. Unlike liṅga, this term is less common, and appears to have been a source of confusion for the Tibetan translators. It is translated in the Tibetan version of the Yoginīsaṃcāra as the “root of the penis” (Pandey 1998, 310: mtshan rtsar). Kalff (1979, 159) follows the Tibetan here in making his translation, and he also notes several other variants in Tibetan texts, including the reading “anus” in the AU translation (bzbangsgo) and “rectum” (tgyu zhabs) in the translation of Śūraṅgavajra’s commentary. The translation of Darika’s sādhana reads “bladder” (200b). Lūipa’s Śrībhagavad-abhisamaya gives the vague reading “genital region” (AV 190b: doms). English translates meḍhra as “penis” and liṅge “sexual organ” (2002, 275; see also p. 511 n. 577). While we cannot do better on the basis of the Sanskrit alone, I would be inclined to translate liṅga as penis, as this is its usual referent in Cakrasamvara literature, and I would translate medhra with a more vague reading, such as “sexual organ” or “pubic region,” following the Tibetan ’doms. Given the variance in the Tibetan translations, I am inclined to tentatively identify this spot as the perineum, which could be considered the “root of the penis” in men, located as it is between the sexual organ and anus.




[Table One (Cont’d)]


Body Wheel


[image: Image]


* The AU (Kalff 1979, 286) and YS (13.7, Pandey 1998, 122) both read here aṇgulīṣu, which could refer either to the toes or fingers, excluding the big toe and thumb. The SU, however, reads pādāngulau, which confirms that it is a toe or the toes that is being referred to here. Other texts, such as the BA, read sor mo rnams (190b), which could include both fingers and toes. I translate this as “toe” because it fits the pattern of the body wheel, which otherwise correlates only with body parts on the legs or in the genital region.


** Literally pādapṛṣṭhayoḥ, the “back side” or dorsal surface of the two feet.




In “body maṇḍala” practice, the meditator imagines the deity couples in their divine abodes, which are, on the macrocosmic level, the sacred spaces of South Asia, and, on the microcosmic level, the parts on the surface of one’s body listed in the fourth column of Table One above. In the meditation, the practitioner visualizes the deities in these places while intoning the corresponding seed syllable, a process known as the placement of the seed syllables (bījanyāsa).173 The purpose of this is to strengthen one’s sense of identity with the cosmos that is the maṇḍala, and with the divinities who reside within it, particularly with Heruka, who, the Tantra tells us, pervades the universe.174


One of the purposes of this identification is to effect the creative reimagination of one’s body, which is to be seen no longer as filthy and incomplete, but as the perfect, divine abode of the deities. It is thus noteworthy that this tradition borrowed from an earlier Buddhist meditation tradition that sought to establish the very conviction that the body is in fact foul and impermanent. This borrowing concerns the list of body constituents correlating to the twenty-four male deities in Table One above. This list is a bit peculiar, as it lacks the organization along the vertical axis of the prior list, consisting mainly of internal and external organs as well as bodily effluvia. This list is almost identical to an earlier list given in a text of the Pāli canon, the Scripture on the Foundations of Mindfulness (Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta), a pivotal early Buddhist meditation text that is still highly valued in the Theravāda tradition.175 In this text, the list is given for the purpose of the common meditation technique of analyzing the body into its constituent parts. The text takes a quite dispassionate tone, and if anything exhibits the revulsion toward the body which was quite common in early Buddhist discourse. The lists, as they occur in the Yoginīsaṁcāra Tantra and the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta, are compared in Table Two below.176


It is quite remarkable that the Cakrasamvara tradition takes this very same list, which admittedly contains some quite unpleasant elements, and correlates them to the male deities. The aim here is to completely re-envision one’s body as the pure abode of the maṇḍala deities, an abode which is in fact co-extensive with the universe. This visualization is extended even to the conventionally most foul and objectionable of body parts and bodily substances, perhaps to challenge the meditator to overcome his deeply ingrained conditioning concerning the body. No doubt for this reason, the second mantra that the adept is to recite at the conclusion of this meditation is as follows: oṁ vajraśuddhāḥ sarvadharmā vajraśuddho ’haṁ, “Oṁ All things are vajra-purified, and vajra-purified am I.”




Table Two: Bodily Constituents in the Cakrasamvara literature and the Pāli Canon






	
Yoginī Saṁcāra177


	
Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta178







	nakhadantayoḥ

	nakhā dantā






	keśaromayoḥ

	keśā lomā






	tvaṅmalayoḥ

	taco






	māṁse

	maṁsaṁ






	naharuṣu

	nahārū






	asthiṣu

	aṭṭhī aṭṭhimiñjā






	bukkaṁ

	vakkaṁ






	hṛdayaṁ

	hadayaṁ






	akṣiṇī179


	yakanaṁ






	pitte

	pittaṁ






	phupphuse

	papphāsaṁ






	antre

	antaṁ






	guṇavartau

	antaguṇaṁ






	udare

	udariyaṁ






	purīṣe

	karīsaṁ






	sīmante

	-----






	śleṣma[ni]

	semhaṁ






	pūye

	pubbo






	lohite

	lohitaṁ






	prasvede

	sedo






	meda [si]

	medo






	aśruṣu

	assu






	kheṭe

	kheḷo






	siṅghāṇake

	siṅghāṇakā









As Sferra points out, in tantric Buddhist texts such as this the term “purification” (viśuddhi)


deals with the crucial theme of the essential nature of things, not merely as aiming at theoretical definitions, but also as a starting point of the practice that leads to awakening. In this second context we see the term “purification” is used in two different ways. One the one hand it indicates pureness, Buddha’s nature itself, the ever shining and pure condition that is always present in all things. This pureness represents one of the foundations on which the practice and doctrine of the Buddhist Tantras is based and which can be exemplified by the formulas viśuddhis tathatā and tathatātmikā śuddhiḥ. On the other hand, the term indicates “purification” and therefore a process or a means: yayā sarvabhāvā nirdoṣā bhavanti sā viśuddhiḥ. (1999, 85–86)


The purpose of this practice is to recondition one’s conception and image of one’s body, a reconditioning that is effected via the metaphor and practice of the maṇḍala. This is possible due to the flexibility of the maṇḍala as an indexical symbol, as it permits cross-referentiality between the bodies of individual practitioners, the cosmos, and the social world, in turn effecting the production of distinct subjectivities and the inextricably related, hierarchically organized social spaces. That is, the maṇḍala, as enacted in ritual and meditative practice, mediates between the microcosm of the practitioner’s body, the macrocosm of the cosmos, and the intermediary world of India’s sacred sites. As David Gellner has suggested:


Such practices as these make clear that the maṇḍala model applies equally to the universe as a whole, to the country (deśa) Nepal, to each city, to each temple and shrine, and, Tantrically, to the worshipper’s own body. The realization of one’s own identity with these larger designs is the attainment of salvation. (1992, 191)


For the tradition itself, the various meditative and ritual techniques focusing upon the maṇḍala have tremendous soteriological value. A wide array of practices — ranging from “outer” practices such as pilgrimage to “inner” meditative techniques — are deployed to encourage creative identification of the body with the larger universe as an essential means of reshaping one’s identity for the purpose of achieving awakening.180


The Cakrasamvara maṇḍala and the practices surrounding it also have political implications that should not be ignored. An interesting feature of the maṇḍala, as noted above, is its correlation of the twenty-four deity couples with twenty-four sites scattered across South Asia.181 From the Buddhist standpoint, this list is notable for its absence of any of the well-known Buddhist pilgrimage sites. This may be an indication that this list ultimately derives from a non-Buddhist source. Alexis Sanderson has argued that the passage in the Cakrasamvara Tantra that lists these twenty-four sacred sites derives from Śaiva scriptural sources.182 The issue of textual dependence aside, the myth of Heruka’s origin can be profitably read as an indirect acknowledgment of the tradition’s debt to non-Buddhist or marginally Buddhist groups such as the Kāpālikas.


In addition to composing the myth of the origin of the Cakrasamvara maṇḍala, its adherents also sought to re-encode the maṇḍala to bolster its identification as Buddhist. One tried and true method for re-encoding was to correlate suspect entities with classical Buddhist categories.183 Chapter fifty of the Cakrasamvara Tantra correlates the ten types of pilgrimage places with the ten bodhisattva stages (bhūmi), providing them with a normative Mahāyāna Buddhist association, as illustrated below in Table Three. Doing so links this text and its external practices of pilgrimage and internal meditation practices with the rich Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition of viewing progress along the spiritual path as a pilgrimage.




Table Three: Cakrasamvara Pilgrimage Sites and the Bodhisattva Stages






	 

	Type of Sacred Site

	Pilgrimage Site

	Bodhisattva Stage






	  1.

	Seat (pīṭha)

	Pullīramalaya, Jālandhara, Oḍḍiyāna, Arbuda

	Joyous (pramuditā)






	  2.

	Subsidiary Seat (upapīṭha)

	Godāvarī, Rāmeśvarī, Devīkoṭa, Mālava

	Immaculate (vimalā)






	  3.

	Field (kṣetra)

	Kāmarūpa, Oḍra

	Illuminating (prabhākarī)






	  4.

	Subsidiary Field (upakṣetra)

	Triśakuni, Kośala

	Effulgent (arciṣmatī)






	  5.

	Chandoha

	Kaliṅga, Lampāka

	Facing (abhimukhī)184







	  6.

	Upachandoha

	Kāñcī, Himālaya

	Very-difficult-to-conquer (sudurjayā)






	  7.

	Meeting Places (melāpaka)

	Pretapuri, Gṛhadevatā

	Far Reaching (dūraṅgamā)






	  8.

	Subsidiary Meeting Places (upamelāpaka)

	Saurāṣṭra, Suvarṇadvīpa

	Immovable (acalā)






	  9.

	Charnel Grounds (śmaśāna)

	Nagara, Sindhu

	Accomplished (sādhumatī)






	10.

	Subsidiary Charnel Grounds (upaśmaśāna)

	Maru, Kulutā

	Cloud of Truth (dharmameghā)







Such correlating evidently was not sufficient to fully assuage Buddhist discomfort. After providing this correlation, the text concludes with the following passage:




This teaching of Śrī Heruka concerns the inner stages. With respect to the ten perfections and stages there is the barbaric language (mlecchabhāṣaṁ)185 of the yoginīs. The hero’s body, by nature mobile and immobile, is in heaven, the underworld, and in the mortal worlds. The teaching regarding Pullīramalaya, and so forth, is that they are positioned both outside and inside.


The text suggests that the Buddhist assumption of non-Buddhist terminology and practice (such as a non-Buddhist pilgrimage circuit), is an example of the “barbaric language” of the yoginīs which is found throughout the text. This language is not “foreign” from the perspective of the Indian cultural world; it is “foreign” or “barbaric” only from the normative Buddhist perspective. Such appropriation is justified by the myths of conversion, and also here via the claim for the omnipresence of Śrī Heruka. That is, since “the hero’s body, by nature mobile and immobile, is in heaven, the underworld, and in the mortal worlds,” therefore it pervades all pilgrimage sites, Buddhist and non-Buddhist alike. The text, however, backs away from this claim to totalizing all-inclusiveness, limiting the “teaching of Śrī Heruka” to “the inner grounds,” which probably reflects the likely political reality that Buddhists did not have control over many or any of the sites listed in chapter forty-one. This may represent a case where the attempted conversion of Indian sacred spaces by Buddhists was less than successful.186


Buddhists thus tended to de-emphasize the literal, “outer” interpretation of the maṇḍala as a map of external pilgrimage places, and emphasized instead an inner interpretation which involved the re-mapping of the maṇḍala onto the body.187 This was effected ritually through meditative practices such as Lūipa’s “body maṇḍala.” This re-mapping was reinforced in Buddhist discourse through the development of taxonomies of disciples that categorized practitioners in accordance with the degree of sophistication of their praxis. In one such taxonomy, the Indian Buddhist scholar-saint Abhayākaragupta posited five classes of practitioners, whose status was determined by the nature of their practice. Regarding these, he wrote:


There are five types of disciples, distinguished as the lesser, the middling, the lesser amongst the great, the middling amongst the great, and the greatest of the great. In terms of the lesser, the outer regions such as the “seats” (pīṭha), and so forth, are taught. This is stated in the Vimalaprabhā. Here the seats, and so forth, such as Jālandhara are taught so that the childish might wander the land; this is not applicable to everyone. This is because the Vajrayoginīs who are born among the brahmin, warrior (kṣatriya), commoner (vaiśya), and servant (śūdra) classes, and among the outcastes, live also in the cities, and they also exist in lands such as Tibet and China. This is not taught in the concise tantras, but it does say in the extensive tantras that the seats (pīṭha), and so forth, are in all countries and in all cities. In terms of the middling, the seats, and so forth, of the goddesses of the maṇḍala are arranged as the foundation of the maṇḍala palace.


In terms of the lesser amongst the great, the seats, and so forth, are taught to be the head, and so forth, in the body, by the process wherein the pilgrimage circuit of the childish is completely transformed by the syllables puṁ, and so forth. The channels that run between them are also referred to as the goddesses. In terms of the middling amongst the great, by means of the perfecting stage there is placement with respect to the Vajradevīs, who are esteemed as the seats, and so forth, that are in the head, and so forth, which exist thus in the body, and as the natural actuality of the channels which run between them, without the [use of] seed syllables, and so forth. The greatest of the great who abide in the perfecting stage create the bodhicitta of inseparable emptiness and compassion as mastery of all of the wheels of the maṇḍala — which are the reality of the stages (bhūmi) and the perfections (pāramitā) — by means of the seats, and so forth, which are the natural actuality of the eyes, and so forth, in the body. In terms of the above, there are statements such as “great gnosis abides in one’s own body, free of all thought.”188


Passages such as this one from Abhayākara’s text served two general Buddhist political interests. The first was to de-emphasize a non-Buddhist pilgrimage circuit, which was to be replaced by a “superior” internal meditative praxis. Abhayākara’s taxonomy privileges the subtle perfecting stage practices, while downplaying external practices such as pilgrimage. This passage also exhibits a transformation with respect to the status of women, whose participation in the rituals of the early tradition was requisite, but who are eliminated in the “great” modes of practice, via the reduction of the female to abstract presences in the (presumed male) body of the adept.189


The second political interest served involved Abhayākara’s acknowledgment and open approval of the transmission of the tradition to other cultural contexts. The mention of Tibet and China is surely not accidental, as these were major destinations for its transmission, of which erudite Indian Buddhists such as Abhayākaragupta were certainly aware. Abhayākara thus legitimates the re-mapping of the sacred sites of the tradition to the landscape of Tibet and China, which re-mapping was ongoing as he was writing in the eleventh century, and with which he was involved.190


External pilgrimage was not a problem provided that Buddhists were in control of the sites in question. This sort of interpretive flexibility was an essential factor in the transformations the tradition had to undergo as it crossed boundaries. These included the boundary between the liminal renunciant groups and the mainstream monastic Buddhist communities in South Asia, as well as the cultural and geographic boundaries the tradition crossed as it was transmitted across Asia.191


Abhayākaragupta exemplifies an interpretive trend in the Cakrasamvara and related traditions, a trend which involved increasing emphasis on the internalized yogic anatomy highlighted in the perfecting stage practices. It is important to note that there is no overt reference to these practices in the Cakrasamvara Tantra itself. It appears that categories of the creation stage (utpattikrama) and perfecting stage (niṣpannakrama) were products of the interdependent processes of tantric composition and commentarial systematization that occurred in Indian Buddhist monastic settings from the late eighth century onward, and, in particular, in the Ārya school of Guhyasamāja exegesis that produced the Piṇḍīkṛtasādhana and the Pañcakrama.192 Cakrasamvara commentators writing from the ninth century onward typically portrayed the perfecting stage as the “ultimate import” of the text, a necessary strategy as the Root Text itself does not mention the perfecting stage in any direct or literal fashion. Fortunately, these commentators had at their disposal a long tradition of sophisticated interpretative strategies that permitted the creative discovery or uncovering of the hidden import of the text.193




While the sophisticated commentarial apparatus that would characterize later tantric scholarship may not have been developed until after the Cakrasamvara Tantra was composed, it is clear that many of these practices themselves had been developed by the mid- to late eighth century. The “creation stage” techniques of visualizing both individual deities and their maṇḍala environments were already a well-developed feature of tantric practice by the eighth century, and had evolved from far older Buddhist visualization techniques.194


By the late seventh century Indian Buddhists were also composing tantric texts such as the Mahāvairocana-abhisambodhi Tantra that advocated “signless” meditations which were apparently seen as alternatives or augments to the visualization exercises. Buddhaguhya’s Piṇḍārtha commentary on this text, which was likely composed in the late eighth century, provides an interesting explanation of one such technique. In it he first describes the generation of a visualized image of the deity via a four-branched recitation practice.195 This is followed by a description of the “concentration (samādhi) without perceptual forms,” which presupposes mastery of the previous visualization techniques. He explains:


First you should actualize all the four branches of recitation for a while as before, and then analyze the manifestation of the created (parikalpita) colour, shape, and so on, of your tutelary deity who is identical to yourself, breaking them down into atoms. Or it is also acceptable to do this by way of the reasoning that is unborn and unarising from the very beginning, or similarly by way of the technique of drawing-in the vital energy (prāṇa) through the yoga of turning your mind inside, or by way of not focusing on its appearance [as colour and shape]. In accordance with that realization, you should then actualize the mind which is just self-aware, free from the body image of your tutelary deity and without appearance [as subject and object], and mentally recite your vidyā mantra as appropriate. (Hodge 2003, 522)


Buddhaguhya lists four possible techniques for further “perfecting” the visualized image of the “creation stage,” a perfection that implies its dissolution. Although he does not use the terminology of the later tradition, it does seem reasonable to see this as an early attempt at systematizing what must have been a diverse array of advanced meditative techniques, some of which would eventually be included under the rubric of the “perfecting stage.”


Two of the techniques described by Buddhaguhya support David Germano’s argument that the perfecting stage covers two distinct rubrics, which are


an earlier body of practice focused on the absence of images and a later system of techniques focused on the human body as a directly sensed reality. The first aspect indicates formless types of contemplation directly on the ultimate nature of one’s mind utterly devoid of any fabricated or spontaneous visual images. Often discussed as the dissolution of visual images back into the visionary, one could explain them as a felt experience of being grounded in the body, guided by the felt gravity of the body’s presence without any cathexis to external images. They can also be understood in part as attempts to formally incorporate the non-esoteric styles of meditation on emptiness (that were increasingly normative in orthodox monastic environments) into Tantric practice and ideology. (Germano 1994, 220)


In addition to this aspect, which may correlate to Buddhaguhya’s “unborn reasoning,” Germano also describes a second aspect, which likewise appears comparable to Buddhaguhya’s “technique of drawing-in the vital energy (prāṇa) through the yoga of turning your mind inside.” Germano continues, writing:




The second rubric of perfection phase contemplation signifies internal meditations on a subtle or imaginal body-image through visualizing its triune elements known as “the channels, winds, and nuclei” (rtsa rlung thig le). This is in contrast to focusing on external visualizations of deities in front of oneself, or as one’s self, or even internal visualizations of constellations of such deities as a “body maṇḍala.” These types of perfection phase meditations are innovative and distinctive in the history of Buddhist Tantra in that they introduce overtly sexual symbolism as the basis for contemplation through reliance on non-anthropomorphic representations of a subtle body. Correspondingly they mark a move towards felt tactile sensations (especially sexual bliss and the sensation of warmth) rather than exclusive reliance on our capacity for vision. In this way it marks a movement toward embodiment and processes internal to our body, with sexuality involving intensely tactile felt presences in contrast to vision, the coolest and most metaphysical of our senses. (Germano 1994, 221)


The Cakrasamvara Tantra does not explicitly address the subtle body, with its channels, winds, drops, and energy centers (cakras), or the meditations involving these. These are, however, important topics for the commentators. Several of the explanatory tantras do address the topic of the perfecting stage. The Samvarodaya Tantra and Ḍākārṇava Tantras, for example, explicitly discuss the structure of the subtle body.196 This likely indicates that these texts were in fact composed after the Cakrasamvara Tantra itself. Interestingly, the portions of the Samvarodaya Tantra that discuss the perfecting stage exhibit several instances of intertextuality with texts of the Āryā tradition of Guhyasamāja exegesis, such as the Pañcakrama.197 This probably indicates that this text (or at least these portions of it) was not completed until after the Āryā texts were composed.198


Other explanatory tantras such as the Vajraḍāka express criticism of the “contrived” (bcos ma) meditations and rituals of the “lower” tantras, and uphold an alternative, namely the “natural” (rnal ma or sahaja) state of natural repose in the body that is the product of perfecting stage practice. The Vajraḍāka Tantra explains:


In order to realize the natural union, you must practice the contrived meditations and contrived [mantra] repetitions. And once you have realized the natural union through the outer, contrived disciplines, you no longer need to bother with the contrivances. For example, having obtained a boat, you cross to the other side of the river, and once you have crossed you abandon it; it is just so with the contrivances. Those who clear away the outer actions produced by the contriving mind, such as the maṇḍala, and so forth, are praised as being of foremost worth, since all successes abide in them. Those who follow the literal treatises in which the actuality of the Victor is unknown, such as those written by the sages (ṛṣi), and those who follow the tantras mentally yet engage in worldly, contrived actions, are begging for misery with much exertion. Therefore, those who engage in the procedures of ritual actions (kriyāvidhi) such as the maṇḍala, and so forth, are unliberated, outer men who produce only afflictions. Being unrealized they will not awaken, insofar as they have misconceptions. Yet if they thoroughly understand purification, those things that they desire will naturally arise.




The nature of cause and effect does not exist ultimately; yet due to the luminosity that is the nature of things, it is also not [mere] emptiness. The repose (vihāra) of the diverse aspects of all distinct natures is like a jewel in the ocean, which has the mode of being without beginning or end. The mundane are always involved with conventional practices; the supramundane go against that. Existence and non-existence are not known to be intrinsic. Those who are thoroughly realized through this method are not liberated lacking perfection. If you rely on the natural path, you will be liberated no matter what you do. Saṁsāra and nirvāṇa, the actuality of misery and bliss, which augment, respectively, error and virtue, all abide naturally. (VD 124b–125a)


The term sahaja here is probably employed as it was by Buddhajñānapāda in his Dvikramatattvabhāvanā-mukhāgama (Tōh. 1853), designating “the outcome of both the developing and perfecting practices, but not as a member of a schema of joy or ecstasy.”199 This text also is unlikely to have been composed prior to the ninth century.


One common element in both the Cakrasamvara Tantra and the perfecting stage practices is the emphasis placed on sexuality as an essential element of the spiritual path. This notion was a radical one, directly at odds with the practice of celibacy that Buddhists had emphasized for over a millennium. The Cakrasamvara Tantra, in its third chapter and also elsewhere, advocates the deployment of sexuality in its second and third consecrations. These were later understood as conferring upon the adept the authority to practice the perfecting stage sexual yogas. However, as I will argue below, there is no overt evidence in the Cakrasamvara Tantra itself for any of these sexual yogas. Rather, the purpose of these consecrations appears to have been the production of sexual fluids that were deemed to be powerful and empowering substances in their own right. The nature of these practices and their relation to the sexual yogas, and well as the concomitant issue of the status of women in this tradition, are the subjects of the next two sections below.




3.2 Ḍākinīs, Yoginīs, and Women


One of the central enigmas of the Yoginī Tantras concerns the figures of the yoginīs or ḍākinīs,200 and their relation to the sexual practices described in these texts. The ḍākinīs, who are particularly emphasized in the Samayoga and Cakrasamvara Tantras, were initially viewed as a class of nefarious quasi-human or non-human beings, similar to the dreaded flesh-eating rākṣasa/rākṣasī demons. Such is their portrayal in the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra, a Mahāyāna scripture composed in India during the fourth century, although mention of the ḍākinīs was likely added to this text no earlier than the sixth century.201 This text threatens carnivores with the following fate:


The [carnivore] is born again and again as one who is ill-smelling, contemptuous, and insane among the families of the caṇḍāla, the pukkasa, and among the ḍomba.202 From the womb of a ḍākinī he will be born into a carnivorous family, and then into the womb of a rākṣasl and a cat; he belongs to the lowest class of men.203




Around the same time that the ḍākinīs appear in the Laṅkāvatāra, Dharmakīrti brings to our attention the existence of Ḍākinī Tantras, which are evidently notorious for advocating observances (vrata) involving perverse or transgressive practices. This discussion occurs in Dharmakīrti’s Svavṛtti on his Pramāṇavārttika, which was likely composed by the late sixth or early seventh century,204 in the context of a passage addressing the issue of whether or not “success” (siddhi) in magical procedures involving mantras is dependent upon adherence to ethical norms (dharma).205 His answer was:


No, for it is evident that there are observances in the Ḍākinī and Bhaginī Tantras, and so forth, which are incompatible with ethical norms and are replete with violence, theft, sexual intercourse, perverse actions, and so forth, and through which there is distinctive success.206


Dharmakīrti clearly identifies them as non-Buddhist teachings, as follows:


Violence, sexual union, the doctrine of the Self, and so forth, are explained as being the causes of bad and good results in mantra ritual texts that are Buddhist and non-Buddhist, [respectively]. How could both be true if one is designated as being incompatible [with ethical norms]? Since there is no verdict on this matter as a ritual text of antithetical import accords with the other [perspective], there is no certainty [with regard to this issue].207




Alexis Sanderson has argued convincingly that the Ḍākinī and Bhaginī Tantras were Śaiva texts,208 and while there may be no connection between these and the later Buddhist Yoginī Tantras, which were also notorious for their apparent advocacy of transgressive violence and sexuality, the similarity is striking, and points toward the “ritual eclecticism” that was common in early medieval India.209


During the sixth and seventh centuries in India when Dharmakīrti was writing, Mahāyāna Buddhists were certainly engaged in the production of ritual texts and practices involving the use of mantras, maṇḍalas, and so forth. Indeed, for centuries they had been increasingly practicing ritual and meditative techniques, many of which would retrospectively be included under rubrics such as vajrayāna, mantrayāna, and so forth. The slow increase of ritual and meditative texts translated into Chinese during the mid-first millennium has been well-documented,210 and Buddhist authors writing during the seventh century, such as Śāntideva and Bhāvaviveka, demonstrate an increasing familiarity with and acceptance of the accoutrements of esoteric Buddhism, such as the magical use of mantras.211 There is even evidence that ritual practices involving maṇḍalas were performed at Nālandā during the seventh century, although evidently there was some secrecy surrounding these performances.212 As Matthew Kapstein has argued:




[T]he practice of “incantation and ritual,” directed to both ultimate and mundane ends, had become normal Mahāyāna practice, and not merely popular cult shunned by the learned clergy, prior to the sixth century, and probably as early as the third. Over the course of the centuries the volume of ritual lore incorporated into the Mahāyāna in this fashion increased without any but general doctrinal restriction…. It was only after this corpus had grown sufficiently massive to take on a life of its own however, that conditions came to favor the emergence of the mantranaya and later Vajrayāna as distinct ways of Buddhist practice…. [T]his development occurred within a century or two following Bhāvaviveka’s day, and perhaps had begun already during his lifetime. Once it took place, it became possible to attempt an ex post facto classification of the whole mass of mantric lore that had accumulated during the preceding centuries. Thus, the so-called “outer tantras” had been part and parcel of Mahāyāna practice long before anyone ever conceived of them as a class apart. (2001, 245)


While much of esoteric Buddhist ritual appears to have derived from the appropriation of non-Buddhist rituals, it is important to note that this appropriation involved a complex and creative process which took place over many centuries.213 Indeed, Buddhists appropriated and thoroughly transformed the vedic fire sacrifice (homa), but this appropriation appears to have taken place quite early in Buddhist history, leading to an extended period of transformation culminating in the tantric Buddhist version of this rite.214 Buddhists, however, were aware of the popularity of non-Buddhist versions of the homa rite, and wrote apologetic defenses arguing for the superiority of their version of it.215


The Yoginī Tantras seem to represent a later instance of Buddhist appropriation of non-Buddhist practices, one which was underway no later than the eighth century. They are characterized by the transgressive practices which Dharmakīrti labeled hīnakarma, which were associated with non- Buddhist groups such as the Kāpālika, as well as, increasingly, some members of the Buddhist communities. These were likely accepted only by relatively few Buddhists at this time, and resisted by some. Xuan-zang’s biographer, Hui Li, reports that when King Harṣa Śīlāditya was travelling in Orissa he was reproached for his support of Nālandā by “Hīnayāna” monks, who argued that “The Monastery of Nālanda and its ‘sky-flower’ doctrine is not different from the Kāpālika sect.” (Beal 1911, 159) This may represent resistance to the growing popularity of esoteric Buddhism in major monastic centers such as Nālandā.


The Buddhist adaptation of Kāpālika-type practices remained controversial for several centuries. During the eighth century, when Tibetans were beginning their project of receiving, translating, and assimilating Buddhist texts and practices, some Tibetans had serious misgivings concerning the tantras that contained transgressive elements, which culminated in an attempt at censorship during the imperial period, circa the late eighth century.216 According to the Tibetan scholar and historian Bu-ston:


Tibet’s king and high-ranking ministers observed that dishonest sentient beings of the future would not understand the profound intentional import [of the texts], and would apprehend the symbols literally. Without even the slightest unification of art and wisdom, they would be educated in the mantras without being bound to even a single commitment concerning [what behaviors are] to be avoided or cultivated. These practitioners of the immodest, deviant, semblant tantras of the heretics would denigrate the Teachings of the Buddha and engage in a method of destroying both self and other. Hence it was decided through royal proclamation that there was to be no translation of the Mahāyoga Tantras except when permission is granted.217


Apparently, during the imperial period the Tibetan kings were particularly concerned with the rites of black magic (abhicāra) — including rites to destroy the king — that are included in many of the tantras, and which occur prominently in the Unexcelled Yoga Tantras such as the Cakrasamvara.218


Controversy concerning these texts continued in India well beyond the eighth century. Ānandagarbha, writing during the ninth century,219 makes the more general statement that the Guhyasamāja as a whole was taught for the purpose of converting a certain type of non-Buddhist religious practitioner. He wrote that the Guhyasamāja was taught in order to bring into the Buddhist fold220 those




low born ones who are opposed to the other tantras and who are inclined toward malicious deeds, who have the karmic obstruction of the inexorable sins,221 and so forth, who adhere to the teachings in the Viṣṇu, the Ḍākinī, and the deviant tantras, who kill, who do not give but take, who tell lies, who “practice” with their mothers and daughters, and who enjoy both suitable and unsuitable foods.222


The “Ḍākinī Tantras” — which by Ānandagarbha’s time very well may have specifically referred to Yoginī Tantras such as the Samayoga and Cakrasamvara which highlight the ḍākinī — do indeed contain multiple references to the transgressive practices of the sort that he describes here. However, his argument is disingenuous, as the Guhyasamāja is likewise replete with such references. Undoubtedly, for Ānandagarbha, what is “deviant” for others is “skillful means” for his own tradition.223


During the tenth century, at the beginning of the “second transmission” of Buddhism to Tibet, king Lha bLa-ma Ye-shes-’od, who ruled in Pu-hrangs in Western Tibet, doubted the orthodoxy of transgressive tantric practices, particularly the sexual rites, violent rituals, and offerings of impure substances described in many of these texts. He sent Rin-chen bZang-po to India to learn if such teachings were orthodox or not.224 Rin-chen bZang-po confirmed that they were quite popular in India at the time, as he translated several of them, including the Samayoga and the Cakrasamvara Tantras. Nevertheless, some Tibetans remained suspicious of these teachings. During the eleventh century, the king’s grand nephew, Zhi-ba-’od — the younger brother of King Byang-chub-’od who would invite Atīśa to Tibet — would write the following in an open letter: “Although the ‘Mother Tantras’ are excellent, they nevertheless cause many monks to break their monastic vows as a result of not knowing the implications of certain terms. There will not be any contradiction if they are not practiced at all.”225



OEBPS/images/4_img01.jpg





OEBPS/images/82_img01.jpg
Sacred Place | Seed (b7ja) | Goddess Body Part Consort Bodily Constituent
E Pretapuri prem Cakravega penis Mahibala phlegm
N Grhadevata | grm Khandaroha | anus Ratnavajra pus
W | Saurastra saum Saundini thighs Hayagriva blood
N Suvarpadvipa | sum Cakravarmini | calves Akasagarbha sweat
NE | Nagara nam Suvira toes Heruka fat
NW _| Sindhu sim Mahabala dorsal feer” Padmanarcesvara | cears
SW | Maru mam Cakravartini | big toes Vairocana saliva
SE Kuluta kum Mahavirya knees Vajrasattva snot






OEBPS/images/img.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
“TREASURY OF THE BUDDHIST SCIENCES.

THE CAKRASAMVARA
TANTRA
(The Discourse of St7 Heruka)
Sriherukabhidhina

A Study and Annotated Translation
by David B. Gray

Edited by Thomas F. Yarnall

TREASURY OF THE BUDDHIST SCIENCES SERIES
TENGYUR TRANSLATION INITIATIVE

COPUBLISHED BY
THE AMERICANINSTITUTE OF BUDDHIST STUDIES AND WISDOM PUBLICATIONS
IN ASSOCIATION WITH THE COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY CENTER FOR BUDDHIST STUDIES
AND TIBET HOUSE US

= Wisdom

e





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Cakrasamvara
Tantra

The Discourse of Sri Heruka
SRIHERUKABHIDHANA

A STUDY AND ANNOTATED
TRANSLATION BY

David B. Gray











OEBPS/images/81_img01.jpg
Sacred Place | Seed (bija) | Goddess Body Part Consort Bodily Constituent
E Kamariipa kam Alravat armpits Ankuraka eyes’
S Odra om Mahabhairava | breasts Vajrajatila bile
W__| Trigakuni trim Vayuvega navel Mahavira lungs
N | Kosala kom Surabhaksi | tip of the nose | Vajrahamkara | large intestine
NE | Kalinga kam Syamadevi mouth Subhadra small intestine
NW | Lampaka lam Subhadra throat Vajrabhadra stomach
SW_| Kaci kam Hayakarni heart Mahabhairava feces
SE | Himalaya him Khaganani | perineum” | Viripaksa part of the hair






OEBPS/images/23_img01.jpg
Part One

INTRODUCTION





OEBPS/images/80_img01.jpg
Sacred Place | Seed (b#ja) | Goddess Body Part Consort Bodily Constituent
E | Pulliramalaya | pum Pracanda head Khandakapala | teeth & nails
S |Jalandhara | jam Candaksi crown Mahakankala head & body hair
w Odiyana om Prabhavatt right car Kankala skin & filth
N Arbuda am Mahanasa back of neck | Vikatadamstri flesh
NE | Godavari gom Viramat left car Suravairi tendons
NW | Rameévart am Kharvari between the | Amitabha bones

eyebrows

SW | Devikota dem Lankegvart eyes Vajraprabha kidneys™
SE Malava mam Drumacchaya | shoulders Vajradeha heart






OEBPS/images/3_img01.jpg





