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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, Chandrakīrti, 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, 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 and Tibet House US every success and pray that this ambitious and far-­reaching project to create The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences will be accomplished according to plan. I also request others, who may be interested, to extend whatever assistance they can, financial or otherwise, to help ensure the success of this historic project. 
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“One of the most extraordinary feats of tantric studies scholarship of the past half-century . . . . A rich, well-written introduction and a lucid translation . . . . A must-read for anyone — scholar or practitioner — with a serious interest in tantric Buddhism.”


 — ROGER JACKSON, Carleton College


“Wedemeyer is one of the world’s foremost scholars in this area of research, and his masterful translation remains a touchstone in the field. His brilliant and lucid introduction to the text alone is worth the price of admission.”


 — BRYAN CUEVAS, Florida State University


“A major contribution to our understanding of the Guhyasamāja Tantra, systems of tantric praxis, and esoteric Buddhist thought more broadly . . . . Accessible to a wide range of readers.”


 — ANDREW QUINTMAN, Wesleyan University


“For anyone interested in tantric Buddhism, the Lamp . . . is essential reading . . . . The meditations discussed herein lead the qualified practitioner . . . through the dissolutions of ever-subtler levels of consciousness unto death and a direct encounter with the brilliance of emptiness.”


 — JACOB DALTON, University of California, Berkeley


“A crucial work exploring what it means to be both a body and a mind, Āryadeva’s Lamp establishes Buddhist tantra among the great contemplative philosophies of the world. A stunning achievement in translation . . . and a gift to dedicated practitioners, scholars, and explorers of the human condition.”


 — KURTIS SCHAEFFER, University of Virginia


“The . . . authority and influence [of the Lamp] were widely recognized, significantly contributing to the formation of subsequent Tibetan approaches to contemplation and yoga . . . . Wedemeyer’s masterful study and translation of this essential work, based upon his superb edition of the original texts in Sanskrit and Tibetan, offers a true touchstone for reading and reference by all students and scholars of Buddhist esoteric traditions.”


 — MATTHEW KAPSTEIN, École Pratique des Hautes Études, Paris; University of Chicago











For
My Parents
and
My Children,
With Love and Profound Gratitude
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Series Editor’s Preface to the First and Second Editions


THIS Treasury series is dedicated to making available in English and other languages the entire Tengyur (bsTan ’gyur), the collection of Sanskrit works preserved in Tibetan translations. Āryadeva’s Lamp for Integrating the Practices is a key work in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism. Along with Nāgārjuna’s Five Stages, the Lamp is considered by the living representatives of the spiritual and intellectual tradition it illuminates to be one of two foundational instruction manuals covering the theory and practice of that type of Mahāyāna Buddhism that is interwoven with the contemplative technology of the vehicle of Mantra or Tantra. It is with great pride and delight that we present a second edition of Christian Wedemeyer’s brilliant, comprehensive, and thorough study, translation, and critical editions of Āryadeva’s Lamp.1


The Lamp has a charming structure, its information given in the form of a dialogue between a Vajraguru and a Vajrashiṣya, a Diamond Mentor and Diamond Student. It closely parallels Nāgārjuna’s Five Stages in its structure, proceeding up through the five stages of perfection stage practices: (1) body isolation, (2) speech isolation, (3) mind isolation / self consecration / magic body, (4) clearlight transparency, and (5) communion (according to one of several ways of counting the five), though it is more detailed and discursive (mostly in prose). Before this work of Wedemeyer’s, there have been many things about the unexcelled yoga tantras that have been obscure to the community of scholars that study them. Making Āryadeva’s masterpiece available in English translation, together with its Sanskrit and Tibetan foundations, sheds much light on them. 


Of course, the full understanding of this recondite and subtle subject will continue to remain somewhat difficult. It may well be that the whole complex literature of the Esoteric Community Tantra — its five explanatory tantras, Nāgārjuna’s Five Stages, Nāgabodhi’s Stages of Arrangement, the Esoteric Community works of Nāropa, the many Tibetan commentaries, especially those of Tsongkhapa, and finally the instructions of the living Tibetan mentors of the practice of these traditions — all must be translated, studied, and made accessible for any scholar without knowledge of Tibetan to gain a real grip on what it is all about. Whatever the fate of the field, the present work represents a major step in the right direction.


A continuing issue that persistently confronts us all, always resisting any easy solution, is that of the authorship of the original work. The “Vajra” Nāgārjuna is said to be the author of the Five Stages; the “Vajra” Chandrakīrti, in his Illuminating Lamp, refers to his mentor as Nāgārjuna; and the “Vajra” Āryadeva, in the prefatory remarks of this work, also refers to his mentor as Nāgārjuna, at least in some recensions of the texts. Thus, the “Noble” (ārya) lineage of instruction in the Esoteric Community Tantra cult and literature is inseparable from a Noble Nāgārjuna, who is claimed in the works themselves to be the mentor of an Āryadeva and a Chandrakīrti. 


Christian Wedemeyer takes great care to consider the evidence of references to datable texts in order to establish a firm dating for the author of this work as an Āryadeva who lived in the 9th century or so, many centuries later than the famous Āryadeva of Mādhyamika fame, also reputed to be the direct disciple of the Mādhyamika founder Nāgārjuna. The Mādhyamika Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva are loosely dated in modern historiography in the 2nd–3rd century CE, and the Mādhyamika philosopher Chandrakīrti is placed in the 7th century CE; but all three of the tantric writers are dated in the 8th through 9th centuries. Therefore we have (at least) two sets of the three famous persons: the philosophical set dated in the 2nd and maybe 3rd centuries, and likely the 7th century, respectively, and the tantric set dated in the 8th through 9th centuries. 


The Indo-Tibetan Buddhist scholarly tradition almost unanimously considers the two sets to be one set, not bothered by what for modern scholars is the major dating problem — namely that this postulates a six hundred year lifespan for Nāgārjuna, considers Āryadeva to be a miraculously born and nearly immortal saint, and considers the very same famous Chandrakīrti to have been both a Mādhyamika philosopher and a tantric adept. It seems strange that such sophisticated thinkers and scholars as the Indian masters of the last half of the first millennium and the equally distinguished Tibetan masters who followed them in the first half of the second millennium would so easily accept the traditional attribution of authorship of the tantric works to the same individuals, which means accepting their personal relationships across centuries of time. As Wedemeyer indicates, they often critically reject attributions that contradict internal evidence in the texts attributed, and it is not true that they have no sense of “history,” which plays as strong an authenticating role for them as it does for modernist scholars. It thus appears that here we have a clash of cosmologies and therefore a clash of “histories” — what seems plausible and realistic to the Indian and Tibetan Buddhist seems fantastic to the modern scholars; what seems plausible and realistic to the modern scholars, seems spiritually blind and dogmatically materialistic to the Buddhists. Neither side can be expected to capitulate to the other. But should they simply condemn each other? Or is there something each can understand from this?


Perhaps what the Buddhists can learn from the moderns is the instability of texts, their transformability as they are transmitted, and the mixing of originals with commentarial notes from the hands of new generations; Wedemeyer’s careful comparisons of the various Sanskrit texts and the Tibetan translations is useful for this. What the moderns can learn from the Buddhists is the imprecision of “history,” how nothing relative can ever be asserted as absolute objective fact, how in a universe we do not fully understand we live tolerably only by cultivating a tolerance of cognitive dissonance. And eventually they might also learn that it is a form of cognitive imperialism to insist on inscribing the events in the Indic and Tibetan past into the materialist history of the modern West, dismissing as childish, deluded, primitive, superstitious, and unrealistic those who do not accept the hegemony of the Eurocentric and modernist presumptions regarding the nature of reality. After all, a glance at any number of recent writings on string theory, dark matter, dark energy, the wave-particle paradox, nonlocality, and so on, immediately reveals that we do not understand what “matter” is; so how can we be so certain about our “laws of scientific materialism” or the concrete factuality of our presumed “history”?


The traditional tantric scholars, still in modern times, recount a history wherein the founders of the tantric traditions worked at the very founding of the Mahāyāna itself; however, with the Vajrayāna being the esoteric aspect of the Mahāyāna, they kept the tantric teachings secret with no circulation of any kind of written text for up to seven hundred years. They observed serious vows of secrecy for good social reasons, and they had prodigious memories that could keep oral texts in relatively stable form without committing things to writing. This would allow the main Nāgārjuna and the main Āryadeva to have established the teachings in the Five Stages and the Lamp during their lifetimes in probably much shorter memory-preserved texts than those we have today after fifteen hundred years of handwritten and variously printed textual transmission. And as for the claims of meetings, these may have occurred on the visionary level. So with a touch of open-mindedness, it might be possible for modern scholars to bracket their sense of the really real and retain respect for the traditional tantric scholars.


Once we bracket as presently unknowable the historical facts of when and how long different persons lived, we must base our sense of which Nāgārjuna, which Āryadeva, and so on, on the internal evidence in the texts ascribed to them by responsible scholars. Thus, for example, the Tibetan scholar-adept Tsongkhapa (1357–1419) studied the Centrist philosophies and the Esoteric Community meditational practices during years of advanced study and practice in the 1390s, as did many other Tibetan monastic scholar-adepts, over centuries before and after him. All these master scholars eventually thought they did achieve remarkable results, and all recognized in the teachings they received and implemented the hands of the same teachers. Thus, after comprehensive study and sustained practice, they all reported that the two types of teachings complement each other and are best pursued in some form of coordination. It therefore seemed logical to them that the original teachers taught them in a coordinated way.


Either to verify or to reject these claims is beyond our present powers and understandings. Therefore, while staying skeptical, we can at least be open-minded and respect those who make such claims as being possibly more correct than us. We can go beyond our dogmatic self-enclosure in a smug sense of intellectual and scientific “modernist” superiority and reach a level field where we can engage in the healthy “contestation of truth-claims” (Peter Berger’s felicitous phrase) with our counterparts from another civilization, without fixed prejudice as to the outcome.


It is in this spirit that we offer for your exploration and contemplation this Lamp for Integrating the Practices. Whether its original is eleven hundred years old or eighteen hundred years old, it is accessible for study in the present. Whether it is a sophisticated investigation of how the body and mind of a human being fit together and come apart in life and death, and ultimately evolve into an extraordinary state called “full enlightenment,” or an elaborate fantasy about such matters from an era before the development of modern neuroscience, it is fascinating in its intricacy of detail, its grandeur of conceptual scheme, and its clarity in explaining how a community of tantric practitioners thought and lived in India and Tibet over many centuries.


I congratulate Christian Wedemeyer for his great scholarly and intellectual achievement in producing this book, maintaining his focus through many years of strenuous labor and unrelenting critical insight. I also add my sincere thanks to the international group of fine scholars he remembers and thanks for their skilled assistance, and a special acknowledgment of the labor of love and skill given by Thomas Yarnall, our designer, meticulous scholarly colleague, and executive editor. 


Finally, it is a pleasure to present this second edition of Wedemeyer’s wonderful work twelve years after the first edition, this time in collaboration with our new copublishing partners, the publishers and staff of Wisdom Publications. The work has stood the test of time, sold out some time ago, and as we evaluated it in the light of the intervening years of scholarship in the field, we found very little that needed changing. We have changed our way of handling the Sanskrit and Tibetan language critical editions, providing them to the scholarly readership online rather than printing them on paper, though we retain herein in Appendix VI the detailed explanation of the critical edition of the originals, Sanskrit and Tibetan, that introduces the online editions. I would like to thank Daniel Aitken, Ben Gleason, and the whole Wisdom Publications design and production team for their diligent and skilled work on this beautiful second edition.


Robert A.F. Thurman


Columbia University


August 3, 2007 CE


Tibetan Royal Year 2134, Fire Pig


Amended:


March 8, 2020 CE


Tibetan Royal Year 2147, Iron Mouse


_____________


1. The Sanskrit and Tibetan critical editions published in the first edition of this book can now be found in the online reading room at wisdomexperience.org. A slightly corrected version of the Sanskrit critical edition is also available at sarit.indology.info/caryamelapakapradipa.xml.
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Author’s Preface to the First Edition


THE TEXT BEFORE YOU is the product of a sustained encounter between the author and a literary work over the course of about twelve years (1993–2005). Or, more precisely — since a literary work is rarely, if ever, properly instantiated in concrete, textual form — the text before you is the product of a sustained encounter between the author (myself by no means self-identical over the same period) and two primary, four secondary, and numerous tertiary texts over the course of about twelve years. During this period, I have attempted to reconstruct two literary works in two distinct languages and to present another afresh in yet a third. The two works whose reconstruction has been attempted are: a) a late first-millennium guide, composed in Sanskrit, detailing the gradual path of esoteric Buddhist yoga, and b) its eleventh-century translation into Tibetan. That which is to be presented afresh is an annotated English translation that attempts, within the typical limitations of the genre,2 to communicate the ideas contained in the first two works.


The work to which I allude, you may well surmise, is the Caryāmelā­pakapradīpa (CMP) of Āryadeva. When first pointed in the direction of this book by my doctoral advisor in 1993, I had little idea of the journey upon which I was about to embark. At the time, the work was only available in Tibetan translation; and it was in this form that I worked on it from 1993 until 1999, when a translation of it appeared as an appendix to my doctoral dissertation.3 In early 1999, however, as work on the dissertation neared completion, I discovered that scholars at the Central Institute for Higher Tibetan Studies (Sarnath, Varanasi, India) had recently identified two manuscripts (or, more exactly, two halves of one manuscript) of this work in India and Nepal. Having long since been requested to publish a translation of the CMP in the Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences series, I realized that my old work was now obsolete and, begging the indulgence and patience of the publishers, set about obtaining the necessary manuscripts so as to update the translation with reference to the newly-available Sanskrit materials. By mid-2000, I had the MSS in hand, along with an advance copy of Dr. Janardan Pandey’s edition, published later that year,4 and set about what I assumed would be the brief work of revising the translation in light of the Sanskrit texts.


The next few years, however, witnessed the “goal posts” of this project progressively receding further and further from where I had at first imagined them to be. As I was setting about reworking my translation in light of these initial materials, I simultaneously (May 2000) discovered the existence of yet another manuscript that had previously escaped notice — in the Rahul Sāṅkṛtyāyan collection in Patna.5 The results of my initial work at revision (which had very quickly revealed rather significant problems with Pandey’s editio princeps) and the revelation of the new manuscript — combined with a little prodding by my senior colleague at the time, Prof. Kenneth Zysk — led me, by early 2001, to undertake a new edition of the Sanskrit to accompany the revised translation. Further work in this direction — coupled with my personal sense of unease at working on a Sanskrit edition while anticipating review for a promotion in my position directing the University of Copenhagen’s Tibetan Studies program — led me in 2002 further to undertake an edition of the canonical Tibetan translation of Śraddhākaravarman and Rinchen Zangpo. These expansions of the scope of the project, along with no less than four international moves (from New York to India, India to Florida and back to New York, New York to Copenhagen, Copenhagen to Chicago), a seemingly interminable academic job search, and a heavy teaching load for three years, conspired to demand three more years to complete the work, completely revise long-obsolete introductory material, and bring this volume at last to press. Though numerous flaws no doubt remain, I offer it here in the hope that it represents at least a small improvement over previous works and that it will make some helpful (if minor) contribution to knowledge and study of this important document of Indian esoteric Buddhist literature, the traditions of which it speaks, and to the study of religion as a whole.


Contributing over the years to this encounter of man and text(s) have been numerous others who have given generously of their time, energy, love, and consideration. It is my privilege here to acknowledge them and to thank them for their invaluable contribution to the work here presented. First and foremost, I should mention Robert A.F. Thurman, who was first responsible for setting me on the trail of Āryadeva and his Lamp. His patience, insight, and encouragement throughout my doctoral program at Columbia were invaluable. “Second readers” Ryuichi Abé and Gary Tubb were also of inestimable aid in helping me through the historical, linguistic, and interpretative issues posed by the work. Prof. Tubb contributed yet further to the very end of the process, generously agreeing to help me (in January 2005) to work through a last few editorial difficulties that had proven intractable.


Colleagues at the various academic institutions with which I have been affiliated during these last years have contributed in countless ways: some clearly apparent, many in less apparent, but all in important ways. At Columbia, deserving of special mention are Rachel McDermott, Frances Pritchett, Tom Yarnall, and David Mellins. At Antioch University: Robert Pryor, Pema Tenzin, Karma Lekshe Tsomo, Rebecca Manring, Peter Friedlander, and Abraham Zablocki. Among colleagues and staff at the University of Copenhagen’s (erstwhile) Department of Asian Studies, I should mention Kenneth Zysk, Don Wagner, Viggo Brun, Pankaj Mohan, Stefan Baums, Cynthia Chou, Margaret Mehl, Anne Burchardi, Hartmut Buescher, Ole Lillelund, Leif Littrup, and the librarians of the institute library, Jens Østergaard Petersen and Merete Pedersen; my M.A. students in Copenhagen — Trine Brox, Heidi Köppl, Thomas Doctor, and Tina Rasmussen — have also been a source of inspiration. More recently, the faculty and staff of the University of Chicago Divinity School have distinguished themselves as absolutely outstanding colleagues, among whom Richard Rosengarten, Wendy Doniger, Matthew Kapstein, Bruce Lincoln, Martin Riesebrodt, Winifred Sullivan, Clark Gilpin, Steven Collins, and Daniel Arnold figure prominently. Colleagues at other institutions have also been very generous, among whom especially should be mentioned Ashok ­Aklujkar, José Cabezón, Jacob Dalton, Georges Dreyfus, Stephen Hodge, Anne MacDonald, Patrick Olivelle, Isabel Onians, Kurtis Schaeffer, and Tōru Tomabechi.


Though not contributing directly to this project, I would like to thank my many teachers over the years: J. H. Stone II, Janet Gyatso, Janice Willis, Lou Nordstrom, Andrew Szegedy-Maszak, G. Thomas Tanselle, Peter Awn, John Sutula, Angela Irvine, Jack Thorpe, Tim Vincent, Betty Highlands, Bob Kaelin, and Mike O’Neill, as well as others too numerous to mention. None of this could have been accomplished without my many language teachers: Tibetan teachers Geshe Lhundup Sopa and Khamlung Tulku, Tsetan Chonjore, Tinley Dhondup, Tsering Wangyal, and Robert Thurman; and Sanskrit teachers Ted Riccardi, Nadine Berardi, Timothy Lubin, and Gary Tubb. Also deserving of gratitude are the many Tibetan scholar-practitioners who have taught, debated, and conversed with me over the years, including Geshe Pema Wangchen, Geshe Jigme Dawa, Kirti Tsenshab Rinpoche, Khensur Lobsang Nyima Rinpoche, Khensur Wangdag, Chokyi Nima Rinpoche, Geshe Lama Lhundup, Bokar Rinpoche, and His Holiness the Dalai Lama XIV. Nor can I omit to mention the significant contributions of my dear friends of many years: Greg Anderson, Dan Capper, Grady Clouse, Jerry Garcia, David Gimbel, Jessica Glass, Dominique Jones, Andy Kaufman, Joe Kennedy, Christian Svanes Kolding and Adriana Estrada, Ben Lund, Chase McClister, Dan Nothmann, Aaron Pomerantz, Larry Rosansky, Josefina og David Rosenkvist (og selvfølgelig også lille Andrea), Andy Ruskin, Sanjay Talwani, Ganden Thurman, Chris Trimble, Michael Unger, and Rick Weinstein. All these and many others who have shared beauty and knowledge with me, I thank most appreciatively.


Many persons gave assistance in obtaining the manuscript and other materials needed. Among these I would like to thank: the Asiatic Society of Bengal and their General Secretaries, Manabendu Banerjee and Ramakanta Chakrabarty, for their generous help with MS A and for generously granting permission to publish; Hena Basu, who did the actual legwork of procuring a copy of this manuscript; the very helpful staff of the Nepal-German Manuscript Preservation Project, through whose offices I obtained MS B — in particular Anne MacDonald, Johannes Vagt, and Klaus-Dieter Mathes; Mrs. Sarala Manandhar, Chief of the National Archives of Nepal, for assistance in consulting MS B and for generous permission to publish my results; Reinhold Grünendahl, Helmut Rohlfing, and the staff of the manuscript section of the library of Göttingens Universität for help in procuring microfilms of MSS from the Rāhul Sāṅkṛtyāyan Collection in Patna, including a film and print of MS C; Tōru Tomabechi, who confirmed for me the identity of MS C and initially directed me to the library at Göttingen; Janardan Pandey for sharing an advance copy of his edition of the CMP; the staff of Columbia University’s Lehman Library, particularly David Magier and Peter Banos; the staff of New College’s Cook Library, for extremely efficient ILL services; the staff of the Danish Royal Library (Det Kongelige Bibliotek), København, Denmark, for their kindness and assistance with accessing their excellent collection of Tibetan texts; and the staff of the University of Chicago’s Regenstein Library, who, when their own outstanding collection fell short, went the extra mile to extract essential ILL materials from recalcitrant Ivy League libraries that shall go unmentioned.


Financial support, for its part, was not forthcoming for much of this work — textual scholarship of this ilk not being much in favor these days. One notable exception, to whom especial thanks are due, is Robert Schiffman, for his invaluable support of my work and for his faith in standing up against an array of obstacles in order to secure my research stay at New College, Sarasota, Florida. The semester I spent there as a Research Scholar allowed me both to produce my first published article and to begin the work on the Sanskrit manuscripts of this project — the indispensable foundation to bringing this book, ultimately, to completion. In this regard, thanks also are due to New College Trustee Darilyn Avery, Dean of the Humanities Stephen Miles, and Humanities secretary Nedra Hartley. On the other end of the process, the University of Chicago Divinity School and Committee on South Asian Studies (COSAS) have provided crucial support, both financial and moral, toward the completion of this project. I would also like to express appreciation to the University Seminars at Columbia University for their help in publication. Material in this work was presented to the University Seminar on Buddhist Studies. The late Aaron Warner and Robert Belknap, Directors of the Seminars, were most helpful and encouraging.


My research assistant of the last two years, Brad Aaron, provided crucial assistance in the final stages of the project, translating the computer files into a Unicode-friendly word processor in 2003 and then back again to the original (updated) program in 2004, producing the architecture for the glossary, formatting the marginal page numbers, and re-collating the Cone CMP, among other inestimable services. While preparing the typescript for publication, in Brad’s absence, Amanda Huffer was also a great help in time of need. Many, many thanks are also due to Ngawang Jorden for his close reading of my Tibetan edition, which caught several careless typos and inadvertent errors. Wendy Doniger, Matthew Kapstein, Yigal Bronner, Losang Jamspal, and Stefan Baums all gave much needed and valued critical feedback on textual problems. Dan Arnold gave helpful feedback on part of the introduction. And especially, I must express my sincere, deep, and lasting gratitude to Harunaga Isaacson for his reading and correction of the Introduction and all three texts, generously offered even as he faced the challenges of new parenthood. Even though I have had the benefit of so much support, learned criticism, and guidance of all sorts, numerous errors and oversights no doubt remain — for which I own complete responsibility.


I could not have accomplished any of this without the support of my family. Endless thanks are due to my wife, Gitanjali Kapila who, as usual, gave invaluable help with both my thinking and my prose. Her patience and her love have kept me going all these years, without which I could never have persevered. Given the burdens she has had to shoulder in the course of it, she is no doubt as glad as I to see this project reach completion. Homage and gratitude are due as well as to the rest of my family: Phillips Wedemeyer, Anne Wedemeyer, Josephine Wedemeyer, Hope, Larry and Henry Wedemeyer-Salzer, Bill Wedemeyer and Jennifer Ekstrom, Margarete Wiener, Bina Kapila, Rajender Kapila, Vik, Kanan, Lola, and Kairavi Kapila, Jennifer, Alison and Sue Stanton and their families, and all the rest of the Wedemeyer and Kapila clans.


Finally, I need to mention a word about the two beautiful people whose names grace the dedication page of this work. As a young graduate student at Columbia, I was blessed to be classmates with Acarya Pema Losang Chögyen, an absolutely first-rate human being and very promising scholar of Buddhism, whom I am honored to have called my friend. Though I and the world were robbed of Pema’s warm and generous presence as this work was commencing, in completing the project I have happily been blessed with a new friend, the other dedicatee of this work: my precious daughter Maitreya, who daily gives me confidence that there really could be buddhas in the future. Along with them, this work is gratefully dedicated to you, my dear reader.


Christian K. Wedemeyer


Chicago, Illinois


19 August 2005


Addendum


THOUGH THIS WORK was “completed” over two years ago, it has by no means lain fallow in the interval. While a tremendous amount of time and effort went into writing it, no less remarkable an amount of care and attention has since been lavished in bringing these “chips from an American workshop” at last to press. The editors of this series, Robert A.F. Thurman and Thomas F. Yarnall, have been exemplary in their consistent concern for quality and in their no-less-appreciated patience with a highly opinionated and occasionally rather stubborn author. Dr. Yarnall, in particular, has been an outstandingly helpful and accommodating midwife: humoring my many persnickety demands for niceties such as marginal cross-pagination and a gargantuan glossary, incorporating much new material shamelessly smuggled into the margins of galleys long into the production process, enduring my at times “phantasmicly” idiosyncratic translation choices — even bearing up under my last-minute demand to include an addendum to the Preface! In the face of all these (and more) challenges, with a consummate skill Dr. Yarnall has crafted this handsome nirmāṇa — a public face — for the dharma (lowercase-d) produced in my private researches. The labor has been long and exhausting; the birth at last a joy and relief. As with all midwives, whatever thanks I can here offer will be inadequate, though they be nonetheless earnest and heartfelt.


Christian K. Wedemeyer


Chicago, Illinois


21 September 2007


_____________


2. As Edmond Jaloux has written (with apologies for the less-than-politically-correct phraseology), “les traductions sont comme les femmes: quand elles sont belles, elles ne sont pas fidèles, et quand elles sont fidèles, elles ne sont pas belles.”


3. Christian K. Wedemeyer, “Vajrayāna and its Doubles,” 232–356.


4. Janardan Shastri Pandey, Caryāmelāpakapradīpam of Ācārya Āryadeva.


5. Having identified this MS by the chapter titles listed in Sāṅkṛtyāyan’s second article, I later discovered that it had previously been identified by German and Japanese scholars: see Tsukamoto et al., Descriptive Bibliography (237) and Bandurski, “Übersicht” (66).
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Author’s Preface to the Second Edition


AS I OBSERVED at the beginning of the Preface to the first edition of this book, Aryadeva’s Lamp for Integrating the Practices was my intellectual sparring partner for nearly twelve years — challenging me, frustrating me, and thrilling me, as I labored to develop the skills necessary to conduct advanced research into Buddhist literature and pursue a career as a professor of the History of Religions. Some further years have passed since I sent what understanding of it I was able to acquire in those years out into the world at large. At present, just over another dozen years has passed since its first birth as a published book.


I recall the early days, soon after I first agreed (against my better judgment) to follow Bob Thurman’s advice to work on the Lamp for my dissertation project. Walking on a sunny New York day, I bumped into Alex Wayman on the street in front of Ollie’s Noodle Shop at 113th Street and Broadway. As Wayman was at that time the only person to have published a monograph on the traditions of the Guhyasamāja Tantra, I asked him if I might come by to see him sometime to discuss sources I should consult. I was taken aback by his reply: “Oh! The Guhyasamāja! I wrote a book about that. You should just read the book. Everything I know is in the book.” At the age of twenty-four, I could only surmise that this rejoinder reflected advanced senility on the part of this emeritus professor, for how could it be that he had nothing more to offer a student new to the field than the contents of his book, published only seventeen years previously? Yet, time is an unsparing teacher; and well before seventeen years had passed since the publication of what was to become my own book on the subject (whose second edition you hold in your hands), I found myself empathizing with Prof. Wayman, having moved on to other sparring partners, to other projects and ideas — with their thrills, challenges, and frustrations — and realized that I, too, retained only a rapidly fading recollection of the topics I had ­written about. Reviewing it recently in preparing it again for publication, I am happy to say that I find the author of this book seems to have done a pretty decent job under the circumstances, and seems not to have been nearly the fool as is his elder successor, the author of this Preface.


It has long been my hope that a more compact and affordable, English-only edition of the CMP may become available; and, now, the remarkable collaboration of Wisdom Publications and the American Institute of Buddhist Studies has made it a reality. The original edition was very much a scholar’s tome: comprehensive in its scope and analysis of texts in three languages, but designed primarily for the use of researchers conversant in Sanskrit and Tibetan. Weighing in at 826 pages, it was a prime offender of the Greek dictum attributed to Callimachus, μέγα βιβλίον μέγα κακόν: “a big book is a big evil.” Yet it was not an unmixed evil; and I hope those who aspire to such things may still be able to benefit from the (now out-of-print) first edition, lovingly produced by the magisterial efforts of Tom Yarnall and the AIBS team. Speaking another ancient-yet-modern tongue, H.H. the Dalai Lama XIV has stressed the crucial importance of Āryadeva’s work for understanding the Tantric traditions of India and Tibet; and, referring to the fact that I had translated the book into English, he commented [image: Image] (“outstanding!”). So, the book has that going for it, which is nice.






The current edition consists of all of the English-language contents of the first, excluding only the critical editions I had made of the Sanskrit of Āryadeva and the Tibetan translation of Śraddhākaravarman and Rinchen Zangpo. With the exception of only minor corrections and emendations, the introduction and translation remain essentially unaltered, although completely re-typeset. The appendixes from the original have been included, allowing further insight into the terminology of the treatise, its dialogical structure, and the sources it cites as authorities for its claims. There are no doubt improvements I could make, were I to revisit the work in a sustained manner; but for now, it remains what it is. 


I hope soon to supplement this work with a companion volume of translations of the most essential Noble Tradition6 works of liturgy (sādhana) and theory of liturgy, including those by Nāgārjuna, Candrakīrti, Nāgabuddhi/Nāgabodhi, Abhayākaragupta, and others. Taken in conjunction with the forthcoming AIBS translation of the Guhyasamāja Tantra itself — and the many other important works being produced on the classics of Indian Tantric Buddhism (by AIBS, Wisdom, and others) — a significant body of English-language sources are now available for the research, study, and/or practice of modern readers. (Indeed, the Dalai Lama himself commented that a large proportion of Tibetans today must themselves rely upon English translations for understanding their own traditions.)


The most significant development related to the contents of this volume and my own research — one that could not neatly be incorporated into a new edition — is the “discovery” of the parameters and larger significance of the “practices” (caryā) referred to in the title of Āryadeva’s work. It was reflecting on the distinctive schematization found in the Lamp that led me subsequently to interrogate the broader Tantric literature to determine how these “practices” appeared outside of Āryadeva’s system. What I learned was that the term “practice” (caryā) that appears in the title and last three chapters of Āryadeva’s work, with its frequent synonym “observance” (vrata), which had hitherto been construed by readers (scholars and practitioners alike) as “practice” in the generic, is correctly to be understood as “(1) a highly specific term of art [already] in the literature of the Buddhist Mahāyoga and Yoginī Tantras, signifying a very precise undertaking, (2) that close attention to the semiology of the rite reveals a very clear ritual intent that is evident throughout the Buddhist literature, and (3) that the sources explicitly (if at times somewhat obliquely) stress that this rite is appropriate only in quite specific and elite ritual contexts with very specific prerequisites.”7 That is, while Āryadeva’s systematic analysis of (what I think is thus best called) The Practice (caryā) or The Practice Observance (caryāvrata) is innovative and constitutes one of his distinctive interventions in the theory of the Buddhist Tantric traditions, it is important to understand that systematic transgression of moral and ritual purity norms was never understood as “Tantric practice” in general, but was always a special time-delimited undertaking for advanced practitioners. Since I first presented these ideas in 2007, I have been gratified to find that — aside from exciting one scholar’s ressentiment (allegedly based on some concern about my explicit use of synchronic historical method) — most have found my interpretation compelling. That this insight has since enabled others to uncover new and fascinating features of the Buddhist Tantric traditions, both in India and Tibet, is the stuff of which scholarly dreams are made.


The new edition carries a new dedication: to my parents, of whom I cannot begin to express my love, devotion, and gratitude for their many blessings over half a century now; and to my two daughters, Maitreya, to whom the first edition was dedicated, and now Isolde, born as the first edition was in press. It is my firm hope that, in the end, our time together may likewise have the good fortune of unfolding over at least half a century. I am daily grateful for their presence in my life, bringing some sorrows as well as joys, but mainly delight and pride, meaning and purpose.


Christian K. Wedemeyer


Chicago, Illinois 


Day of Miracles [image: Image] 9 March 2020


_____________


6. Like the Four “Noble Truths” of Buddhism, which are best rendered as the Four Truths of the [Spiritually] Noble (who understand them) — there being nothing particularly “noble” about facts such as universal suffering — what is herein rendered the “Noble Tradition” is also best understood as the Tradition of the Noble Ones (Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Nāgabuddhi/Nāgabodhi, Candrakīrti, etc.).


7. See Wedemeyer, Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism, 136, where further discussion of this issue may be found.
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Abbreviations & Sigla


Primary Textual Sources






	SKT


	Edited Sanskrit text of the Caryāmelāpakapradīpa of Āryadeva, based on sources as follows:







	A


	Microfilm copy of Sanskrit manuscript held by the Asiatic Society of Bengal: manuscript no. 4837; catalogued as Vajra­yānasādhanāṅgānī; palm leaf, 36 leaves, Old Newari/Proto-Bengali script, 28.5 3 5 cm. (The first half of ms B.)







	B


	Microfilm copy of Sanskrit manuscript held by the National Archives, Kathmandu, Nepal: manuscript no. 3-363/vi, bauddhatantra 8; catalogued as Saṃśaya-pariccheda; palm leaf, 36 leaves, Old Newari/Proto-Bengali script, 28.5 3 5 cm; NGMPP reel no. A48/6, filmed on 19 October 1970. (The second half of ms A, minus the last folio.)







	C


	Microfilm copy of photograph of Sanskrit manuscript made by Rāhul Sāṅkṛtyāyan in Tibet (Ngor Monastery); paper, 69 leaves (final 27 containing CMP), Old Bengali script, 12.33 3 2.17 in., 9 lines per side, Bandurski no. Xc 14/30.







	Pn


	editio princeps of Janardan Pandey (See Pandey 2000).







	Tib


	Edited text of Spyod pa bsdus pa’i sgron ma — the Tibetan translation of the Caryāmelāpakapradīpa by Śraddhākaravarman and Rin-chen bZang-po.







	Co


	Co-ne edition; microform copy by IASWR held in library of American Institute of Buddhist Studies/ Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies, Columbia University, New York.







	D


	sDe-dge edition; facsimile reprint of xylographic edition in poṭhi format, published as part of the dGongs-rdzogs of H.E. the Karmapa XVI (Delhi: Delhi Karmapae Choedhey, 1984) held in Columbia University Libraries.







	N


	sNar-thang edition; xylographic copy held by the Danish Royal Library (Det Kongelige Bibliotek), Copenhagen, Denmark.







	P


	Peking edition; facsimile edition of the copy of Otani University (as Chibetto Daijōkyō — Tibetan Tripitaka, ed. D. T. Suzuki) held at the Danish Royal Library.







	Tib[Chag]


	Readings from Chag Lo-tsā-ba’s translation of CMP found in RṄSG.








Other Textual Citations








	AKṬ


	Amṛtakaṇikā-ṭippaṇī of Raviśrījñāna (See Lal 1994)







	AKU


	Abhibodhikramopadeśa attributed to Āryadeva (Tōh. 1806)







	AKUN


	Amṛtakaṇikodyota-nibandha of Vibhūticandra (See Lal 1994)







	ĀM


	Kambala’s Ālokamālā (See Lindtner 2003)







	ASPP


	Aṣṭasāhasrikā-prajñāpāramitā Sūtra (See Vaidya 1960)







	AVS


	Advayavajra-saṃgraha (See Shāstrī 1927)







	BHSD


	Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary (See Edgerton 1957)







	CGKV


	Caryāgītikoṣavṛtti of Munidatta (See Kværne 1977)







	Chandra Das


	A Tibetan-English Dictionary, ed. Sarat Chandra Das (see Das 1899)







	CMP


	Caryāmelāpakapradīpa of Āryadeva







	CS(Tucci)


	Catuḥstava of Nāgārjuna (See Tucci 1932)







	CS(Patel)


	Catuḥstava of Nāgārjuna (See Patel 1932)







	CVP


	Cittaviśuddhiprakaraṇa attributed to Āryadeva (See Shāstrī 1898 and Patel 1949)







	DK


	sDe-dge bKa’-’gyur







	DN


	Dīgha-nikāya (See Davids and Carpenter 1903)







	GS


	Guhyasiddhi of Padmavajra (See Rinpoche and Dwivedi 1987)







	GST


	Guhyasamāja Tantra (See Matsunaga 1978)







	GSUT


	Guhyasamāja Uttaratantra (See Bhattacharyya 1931)







	HJ


	Hobson-Jobson (See Yule and Burnell 1886)







	Jäschke


	A Tibetan-English Dictionary of H.A. Jäschke (See Jäschke 1881)







	KP


	Kāśyapa-parivarta (See von Staël-Holstein 1977)







	KRP


	Kinnara-rāja-paripṛcchā (See Harrison 1992)







	LAS


	Laṅkāvatārasūtra (See Nanjio 1923)







	MNS


	Mañjuśrī-nāma-saṃgīti (See Davidson 1981)







	MV


	Mahāyāna-viṃśikā of Nāgārjuna (See Tucci 1982)







	M-W


	A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, ed. M. Monier-Williams (See Monier-Williams 1899)







	NTED


	The New Tibetan-English Dictionary of Modern Tibetan (See Goldstein 2001)







	PED


	Pali-English Dictionary (See Davids and Stede [1921–25] 1999)







	PK


	Pañcakrama of Nāgārjuna (See Mimaki and Tomabechi 1994)







	PK-Poussin


	Pañcakrama of Nāgārjuna (See La Vallée Poussin 1894)







	PKṬ


	Pañcakramaṭippaṇī of Parahitarakṣita (See La Vallée Poussin 1894)







	PKṬYM


	Pañcakramaṭippaṇī Yogīmanoharā of Muniśrībhadra (See Jiang and Tomabechi 1996)







	PSED


	A Practical Sanskrit-English Dictionary by V.S Apte (See Apte 1890)







	PU


	Pradīpoddyotana-nāma-ṭīkā-ṣaṭkoṭi-vyākhyā of Candra­kīrti (See Chakravarti 1984)







	RD


	Rahasyadīpikā commentary of Vanaratna on Vasantatilakā Tantra (See Rinpoche and Dwivedi 1990)







	RṄGC


	Rim lnga ’grel chen (or sLob dpon klu sgrub mdzad pa’i rim lnga’i ’grel chen rdo rje ’chang chen po’i dgongs pa zhes bya ba) of Jo-nang Tāranātha (See Tāranātha 1976)







	RṄSG


	Rim lnga gsal sgron (or Rgyud kyi rgyal po dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i man ngag rim pa lnga rab tu gsal ba’i sgron me) of rJe Rinpoche bLo-bzang Grags-pa (See Tsong-kha-pa, The Collected Works, 1975–, vol. 11







	SBS


	Sarvabuddhasamāyoga Tantra







	S[K]P


	Svādhiṣṭhāna-[krama-]prabheda of Āryadeva (See Pāṇḍey 1990)







	SRS


	Samādhirājasūtra (See Vaidya 1961)







	SS


	Subhāṣitasaṃgraha (See Bendall 1905)
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	Sarvatathāgata-tattva-saṃgraha (See Horiyuchi 1968)







	SUṬ


	Sekoddeśaṭīkā of Nadapāda (See Carelli 1941)
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	Saṃvarodaya Tantra (See Tsuda 1974)
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Introduction


Prologue


ĀRYADEVA’S Lamp for Integrating the Practices (Caryā-melāpaka-pradīpa, hereafter CMP or the Lamp) is among the most important and influential works in the history of esoteric Buddhist thought. One may infer as much from the fact that it is cited in numerous Indian commentaries of the late first and early second millennia, including the Sekoddeśaṭīkā of Naḍapāda (Nāropā) and the Pañcakrama-ṭippaṇī Yogi-manoharā of Muniśrībhadra. In Tibet, it has been considered of the highest authority by authors from all of the various traditional lineages over many centuries. In Gö Kugpa Lhay­tsay’s eleventh-century Survey of the Esoteric Community ( gSang ’dus stong thun) — the earliest extant Tibetan treatise on the Noble Tradition’s practice of the Esoteric Community (Guhyasamāja) Tantra — it is the first and arguably the most prominent textual authority cited; and it was closely studied and cited by a wide range of Tibetan scholar-monks from this time until at least the seventeenth century. Perhaps most notably, the Lamp served as a definitive template for the early fifteenth-century systematization of esoteric practice by the founder of the Ganden (later Geluk) Tradition, Je Rinpoche Lozang Drakpa (1357–1419; a.k.a. Tsongkhapa), through which it continues to exercise a decisive (if second-hand) influence on much of contemporary Tibetan practice of the esoteric traditions to this very day.


It may be considered remarkable, then, that the Lamp has not generated much comment by modern scholars of Buddhism, who have tended (insofar as they have taken notice of the esoteric traditions at all) to focus their attention on the few Vajrayāna works edited and published in the early twentieth century — a number among which the CMP does not figure. A work that was so edited and published, however, and that accordingly has been noticed and commented on since the very inception of the modern study of the Buddhist traditions, is the Pañcakrama, or Five Stages, of Nāgārjuna (hereafter PK). This latter is intimately related to the CMP, for it is the central idea of the PK that the CMP seeks to elaborate and legitimate.


The existence, and to a limited extent the importance, of the PK was noted as early as 1844 in what has come to be considered the foundational document of the modern academic study of Buddhism: Eugène Burnouf’s Introduction à l’Histoire du Buddhisme Indien. Burnouf was not, however, much impressed by Nāgārjuna’s work — indeed, he was rather volubly put off by its antinomian rhetoric — and, aside from a few elementary observations about its use of maṇḍalas and the mantra oṃ śūnyatā-jñāna-svabhāvātmako ’ham, he did not have much to contribute to its study or analysis.8 Further research in this area was left to his self-appointed successor, Louis de La Vallée Poussin, who took up work on the PK and one of its commentaries in the 1890s. In 1894, La Vallée Poussin published an initial notice of this work, entitled “Note sur le Pañcakrama,” which was subsequently republished as the introduction to his critical edition in 1896.9 Since the publication of that work, the PK has been a touchstone of the published works of esoteric Buddhism, referred to and cited in a variety of contexts. 


There has not, however, been equal attention paid to works in the same tradition preserved unpublished in manuscript form or solely in Tibetan translation, as was the CMP until quite recently. The earliest mention of the CMP in modern scholarship seems to have been in Ferdinand Lessing and Alex Wayman’s 1967 translation of the Fundamentals of the Buddhist Tantras (rGyud sde spyi rnam) of Kaydrup Je Gelek Palzang (1385–1438), a major disciple of Tsongkhapa.10 Further brief reference was subsequently made by Wayman in an article entitled “Early Literary History of the Buddhist Tantras, especially the Guhyasamāja Tantra.”11 Much of this discussion was taken over verbatim into Wayman’s 1977 Yoga of the Guhyasamāja Tantra, which seems to represent what is to date the most extensive discussion of this work and its related traditions in a European language. Wayman emphasized the importance of the Lamp, writing that “in this tradition the greatest work on important phases of tantric praxis is Āryadeva’s Caryāmelāpakapradīpa.”12


The “tradition” he speaks of is one that Tibetan intellectuals refer to as the Noble Tradition of the Esoteric Community ( gsang ’dus ’phags lugs). Since the work of Wayman and others, this moniker13 has been taken up into scholarly usage. While we have no evidence that Indian tradition likewise had a special name for this school of thought and practice, the literature of the tradition itself is sufficiently coherent and self-referential that it may confidently be said to form a consistent school of thought. Thus, though the name may not be of Indian origin, its application in this case seems apposite. Nonetheless, it should always be borne in mind that the “canon” of commentarial literature this name implies does not appear to have been explicitly so-called in the Indian context.


That said, what is “the Noble Tradition of the Esoteric Community?” In brief, the Noble Tradition comprises a group of authors (and their spiritual descendents) who commented in distinctive ways upon the literature and praxis of the Guhyasamāja Tantra, or Esoteric Community Tantra (hereafter GST or Esoteric Community) — one of the most important scriptures of Indian esoteric Buddhism.14 Perhaps the idea most central to the Noble Tradition (though by no means exclusive to it) is that the goal of Buddhist enlightenment is to be reached through a gradual yogic process, rather than through a “sudden” or immediate experience. There is, of course, more to it than this, which will be explored in greater detail below. In the meantime, as a working definition, we may postulate that the Noble Tradition asserts that full and complete realization as an enlightened world teacher (samyaksaṃbuddha) is a) only possible through the practice of yogic techniques revealed in the Esoteric Community Tantra, b) that further essential components of these techniques are only taught in a set of auxiliary “explanatory tantras” (vyākhyā-tantra), and c) that these techniques effect a gradual process of transformation whose main features may be reduced to a schema of discrete stages.


In what follows, I will attempt both to unpack the richness condensed into these three propositions and to provide the background necessary to appreciate and to understand the significance and the thought of the Lamp and the school of which it is an authoritative statement. To date, modern scholarship on these traditions has (it seems to me) made little effort to communicate the fundamental concerns of these Buddhist thinkers — either to other specialists or to a more general public. While there have been some few articles discussing the Noble Tradition, nowhere have its constitution and its main contributions to Buddhist thought and practice been clearly and succinctly outlined. Wayman’s remains the only book-length contribution in this area. As valuable as Wayman’s work may have been in its time and place (and I will leave that for the enterprising reader to determine), Yoga does not succeed in communicating clearly and systematically the thought of the Noble Tradition, although it is devoted precisely to elucidating the same. Unfortunately, as in the case of much scholarship on the esoteric Buddhist traditions, Wayman seems not fully to believe that the tradition even has a coherent, explicable system of thought to elucidate, referring as he does to its doctrines as “arcane lore.”


In attempting to rectify this lacuna, I proceed on the understanding that the teachings of this tradition are not at all “arcane,” except in the limited sense that it may at one time have been restricted to initiated practitioners (and even this proposition is open to serious question).15 The thought of the tradition is herein communicated through the vehicle of a translation and explanation of the CMP, a work ideally suited to this task insofar as it constitutes an unusually lucid and direct presentation of the yogic system and doctrinal underpinnings of the Esoteric Community as mediated through the interpretative lens of Nāgārjuna’s school. This introduction seeks to give an overall sense of the parameters of the tradition — its history, literature, and major figures — as well as to explain its yogic platform in terms accessible to both specialist scholars of Indic religions and the educated public. I begin by addressing the historical context of the tradition and its authors; I then give an overview of the major monuments of the literature of the school; this is followed by an analysis and close reading of the CMP. The introduction concludes with some observations concerning the materials and methods used in editing and translating the work.


History of the Noble Tradition


The Noble Tradition is a school of Buddhist esoteric thought and practice centering on the Esoteric Community Tantra (though making frequent and wide reference to other esoteric scriptures). It is styled “Noble” by Tibetan exegetes in deference to its central thinker, the Noble (i.e., Ārya) Nāgārjuna (Tib. [dpal mgon] ’phags pa klu sgrub), whose PK is the most authoritative statement of the school’s yogic technologies — as contrasted with the other major tradition so identified, which bears the name of its chief thinker, Jñānapāda.16 In addition to Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva, its most significant authors bear the names Nāgabodhi and Candrakīrti. To anyone with even a passing acquaintance with Mahāyāna Buddhist thought, these names will not be unfamiliar, and their conjunction as members of a common “school” will come as no surprise: for these are none other than the names of the more famous thinkers of the exoteric Mahāyāna Centrist Tradition (madhyamaka, dbu ma). Thus, the attributions of these esoteric works to these authors suggests a link between the exoteric school of the Centrists and the esoteric school of the Noble Tradition.


The exact nature of this link, however, has been a matter of some dispute; and there are, accordingly, divergent views concerning the history of the Noble Tradition and its authors, and their relationship (if any) with the famous authors of the Centrist Tradition. Though in what follows I will problematize this formulation, the contrast may most succinctly be stated as follows. The Tibetan tradition has accepted — from its earliest encounter with these texts until the present — that the authorship of the esoteric works may be attributed to those authors bearing the same names who composed the exoteric philosophical works of the Centrist (Madhyamaka) School. That is, they maintain that the famous Nāgārjuna who penned the Fundamental Verses of Centrism17 was also a tantric yogin who wrote the Five Stages and other important works of Buddhist esoterism.18 Modern scholars of Buddhism, in contrast, have tended to find this position untenable if not utterly inconceivable. Based on the conviction that esoteric Buddhism constitutes a much later phase in the development of Indian Buddhist literature, they have concluded that the esoteric writings could not possibly have been written by the Centrist authors.


In part, this difference of opinion reflects the fact that these two groups approach this literature with rather different concerns — though there is perhaps more consonance between the two camps than the “ideal types” here presented might imply. For while the Tibetan tradition is, to be sure, rather deeply invested in Nāgārjuna’s role as an authoritative source for the esoteric practices, it is not entirely uninterested in (nor entirely unaffected by) the results of critical, historical scholarship. Modern scholarship, too — if it seeks not merely to “know better” than the tradition itself, but also to understand its internal ideo-historical dynamics — needs be alert to the indigenous construction of the tradition’s own self-imagining if it is properly to evaluate its claims.


A suitably-nuanced scholarly understanding of the history and historiography of this literature, then, requires that each of these ideal positions be somewhat rethought. On the one hand, there are clear problems with the “traditional view” as so constructed. Taken in the aggregate, the extant evidence suggests that the authors of the esoteric writings lived rather later than the homonymous authors of the exoteric texts. On the other hand, modern scholarship has in general taken a rather myopic approach to the issue. A tendency simply to rest satisfied in the smug assertion of difference has prevented scholars from probing more deeply into the complex of issues involved. In particular, having overlooked features of the construction of authorship culturally-specific to first-millennium Indian Buddhist communities, they have failed to engage the issue in such a way as would illuminate the important dynamics of religious history and ideology that lie behind the attribution. In what follows, we shall accordingly endeavor to reconsider these positions, taking into account heretofore-overlooked evidence from the Indo-Tibetan historiographical tradition that suggests a more subtle (and more accurate) way of understanding the indigenous views concerning the emergence of these texts and their noteworthy attributions. 


Through the Glass of Modern Scholarship, Darkly


Although the Library of Congress catalogs the esoteric writings attributed to Āryadeva under the rubric “Āryadeva, 3rd cent.” — seemingly assenting to the traditional attribution — on the whole, modern scholarship has not considered this credible. It was an early axiom of scholarship on Buddhism that the esoteric traditions were morally degenerate and, precisely to that extent, of correspondingly late date.19 Though poorly argued and predicated on only the weakest evidentiary footing, a consensus was quickly reached that led inexorably to the conclusion that the works of the Esoteric Community Noble Tradition could not possibly have been composed by the homonymous authors of the Centrist Tradition. 


The incredulity of the modern scholarly community early found its most unambiguous voice in the scornful comment of Louis de La Vallée Poussin who, in his Bouddhisme: Opinions sur l’Histoire de la Dogmatique, wrote that:






There are, no doubt, some tantric writings whose promulgation is attributed to Nāgārjuna, Saraha, [and] Āryadeva — illustrious doctors of the Great Vehicle. But this literary fraud cannot fool anyone, and the authors of our books are very probably the sorcerers subsequent to the sixth century that are described by Tāranātha — by profession “evokers” of divinities of the second rank, with a smattering of Buddhist philosophy, but totally foreign to the spirit of the Good Law.20





Much the same has been repeatedly asserted by the most prominent scholars of esoteric Buddhism, such as Benoytosh Bhattacharyya,21 S. B. Dasgupta,22 David Seyfort Ruegg,23 and David Snellgrove.24 That is to say, modern scholars have tended to give one of two explanations for the Tibetan assertion of the identity of the exoteric and esoteric authors: either they were “confused” or they were the victims of a crude (but effective) “literary fraud.” There has been no effort to engage the traditional attribution in more detail or to attempt to understand the logic internal to it. Scholarly consensus in this case has not resulted in any uniformity of opinion concerning their respective floruit,25 nor in any greater insight as to the ideological import of this noteworthy attribution than La Vallée Poussin’s view that it was nothing more than a simpleminded attempt to commandeer the authority of the “illustrious doctors of the Great Vehicle.” 


Before interrogating the traditional attribution further, it will perhaps be instructive to digress a moment on the evidence available for dating the Noble Tradition literature. For despite the ineptitude with which the modern scholarly view has generally been presented,26 it is in fact possible to argue fairly persuasively that the Āryadeva who authored the CMP was not contemporaneous with the person who authored the Catuḥśataka.27 This is possible based upon the wide range of sources cited in the CMP — sources the nature of which allow us to begin to make some claims about a terminus post quem for its author — and sources that themselves cite the CMP, which allow us to fix a terminus ante quem.28 Given the notorious difficulty of assigning dates to the scriptural corpus of revealed sūtras and tantras, it is the śāstric literature that will concern us here.29 Of śāstras, the CMP cites the following two known works: Kambala’s Ālokamālā (ĀM) and Padmavajra’s Guhyasiddhi (GS).


The citation of ĀM alone would allow us fairly confidently to conclude that the Āryadeva who authored the CMP is not the Āryadeva who authored the Catuḥśataka. Christian Lindtner has argued that the ĀM demonstrates “acquaintance with Bhartṛhari (ca. 450–510) and Dignāga (ca. 480–540, or a few decades earlier).”30 If we accept this, then we must accordingly date the author of the CMP as at least one century posterior to that of the Catuḥśataka. However, it is not at all certain how much later the citation of the ĀM allows us to place the CMP. If we follow Lindtner, it would be no later than this same period, that is, the late fifth/early sixth centuries (ca. 450–525).


However, Lindtner’s placing the date of the ĀM so early is based in part on the ascription of the Madhyamakaratnapradīpa to Bhavya/ Bhāvaviveka (ca. 490–570), which ascription (I think it is fair to say) is highly controversial.31 Lindtner bases further argument for this early date upon the existence of a commentary on the ĀM by *Asvabhāva, of whom a commentary on the Mahāyānasaṃgraha was translated into Chinese in 648–49. While this may turn out to be sound reasoning, I feel it is premature to rely too heavily on this argument, as so little is known of this author and his range of authentic works. Thus, the evidence of the ĀM citation allows us to rather confidently place the CMP posterior to the fifth century, though further work on the date of Kambala may require us to push this date back somewhat.


The citation of GS suggests that we ought to situate the authorship of the CMP rather later in the second half of the first millennium. Wayman (on rather dubious premises) puts its author, Padmavajra, in the latter half of the eighth century,32 while Ronald Davidson (more reliably) locates him in the second quarter of the ninth century.33 Given the relative security of these dates (which views are also supported by Yukei Matsunaga),34 it seems we must move the CMP yet further back into at least the mid-to-late ninth century.


Having thus established on the basis of the works it cites a tentative terminus post quem for the CMP, we may now turn to evidence that allows us to determine with rather more certainty a terminus ante quem  — that is, the evidence provided by sources that themselves cite the CMP. The CMP is cited in several extant works both in Sanskrit and Tibetan. It is, for example, cited in the anonymous Subhāṣitasaṃgraha (SS)35 and the Pañcakramaṭippaṇī Yogimanoharā (PKṬYM) of Muniśrībhadra.36 These two works, however, are of little help in the task at hand — the former because it is of rather uncertain date (and I suspect later than the earliest Tibetan references), the latter because it, too, likely postdates the earliest Tibetan reference to our text.37 Much the same is true of the Caryāgītikośavṛtti (CGKV) of Munidatta, which was likely composed in the thirteenth century.38


We are on firmer ground, however, when we consider the citation of the CMP at the end of the Sekoddeśaṭīkā (SUṬ) of Naḍapāda (Nāropā).39 Adopting the date 1040 for the death of Naḍapāda,40 we may presume that the SUṬ was written in the early eleventh century. The terminus ante quem this establishes (early eleventh century) is supported by the earliest Tibetan reference to the CMP. As noted above, the Survey of the Esoteric Community ( gSang ’dus stong thun) of Gö Kugpa Lhaytsay frequently cites the CMP.41 While the date of Gö is somewhat vague, it seems certain that he flourished in the mid-eleventh century. He does not cite Āryadeva as one of his many Indian gurus, so we may presume that there was at least one generation of teachers, and probably two, between Gö and Āryadeva.


Thus, the evidence here cited suggests that the CMP (and, by extension, its author) is the product of the period between ca. 850 CE and 1000 CE. This is, no doubt, rather a large window, capacious enough to encompass the lives of three or more persons. By Indological standards, however, it is relatively precise; and, for now, it will have to do.42 It is certainly enough, at the least, for our present purposes, in that it provides relatively reliable grounds on which to maintain that the Noble author of the CMP is not the same person as the Centrist author of the Catuḥśataka. 


Traditional History: Treasures and Visions


What, then, is one to make of the traditional attribution? Is it in fact the case that the Tibetan tradition has “hopelessly mixed up” two or more historical figures? Or were they, on the contrary, either the victims or the later propagators of a literary fraud: a nefarious scriptural “bait-and-switch?” I do not believe either hypothesis fits the case. A closer look at the materials available reveals a much more complex picture of the “traditional view” on the authorship of the Noble Tradition literature than has hitherto been recognized by modern scholarship. For while it is certainly the case that Tibetan tradition accepts that (in some sense at least) the author of the Catuḥśataka and the Caryāmelāpakapradīpa are the “same person,” it is by no means entirely clear what precisely is meant by this claim. I contend that this assertion should be taken not as a strictly historical claim about concrete figures (though some may have come to this conclusion), but as an “auctorative” assertion about the validity and prestige of the literature concerned.43


The first of the modern contentions — that Tibetan tradition has merely “confused” two distinct authors — is untenable at best, condescending at worst. There is, on the one hand, abundant evidence of a critical stance with regard to authorial attribution among Tibetan religious thinkers. Traditional scholars frequently demonstrate an awareness of the phenomenon of multiple authors bearing the same name, not to mention the inverse phenomenon of a unitary author writing under several names.44 Furthermore, it is quite evident that the Tibetans were not the initiators, but the inheritors of a well-established Indian tradition to the effect that the Noble and the Centrist authors were identical. Though it may be argued that we have little or no direct textual evidence that the esoteric authors “Nāgārjuna,” “Āryadeva,” and “Candrakīrti” themselves claimed identity with the exoteric authors,45 I think there is a good prima facie case to be made that such is implicit in their writings. These names are not common, so the hypothesis that the correspondence is a mere coincidence is rather a weak one from the start. Their conjunction in a group of authors who form an inter-referential school of thought, however, is so remarkable as to speak overwhelmingly for the position that these texts were deliberately claiming derivation from authors of renown. There are, in addition, several ways in which an affiliation with Centrist doctrines is implicit in the Noble literature: most notably in their technical nomenclature.46 Thus, I think it is safe to say that the notion of the identity of the Nobles and the Centrists is an Indian one, presumably intrinsic to the composition of the Noble works themselves, and transmitted as such by Indian teachers of the tradition in Tibet. It was by no means the result of carelessness or confusion on the part of the Tibetans.


The other hypothesis typical of modern scholarship to date — that the Tibetans were the dupes of a literary fraud perpetrated by their Indian masters — is less easy to dismiss but, as I will argue below, nonetheless equally problematic. There is no end of evidence to the effect that Tibetans were highly critical of putative Indic authorities and were not wont to accept the attribution of works uncritically47 — there being an extensive literature dealing with issues of “literary fraud” and the issue of how to determine genuine religious authority. Thus, even if one insists on describing the attribution of the Noble Tradition works as a “fraud,” the Tibetans — if credulous — were by no means the simpleminded dupes they are implied to be, but went into it with their eyes open. However, there are further, fatal difficulties with this hypothesis, such that the Tibetan votaries of this tradition are perhaps better described as conscious participants in a widespread (and arguably salutary) Buddhist tendency to ratify religious innovation through a distinctive kind of “soft history.”


Tibetan historical literature — presumably the source for modern scholars’ construction of the “traditional Tibetan view” — reveals rather a different understanding of the historical issues surrounding the Noble Literature than has hitherto been recognized. I believe this evidence compels us to construct an alternative understanding of the indigenous historiography. First and foremost, there should be no doubt that traditional historians were well aware of the historiographical difficulties they confronted — not only with regard to the attribution of the literature of the Noble Tradition, but also to the attribution of its source scriptures to the “historical” Buddha (a similar example wherein modern scholars have uncritically maintained that the tradition is guilty of a simpleminded literary fraud). On the contrary, the traditional sources can be read as reflecting a clear, if largely implicit, awareness of this problem. That, on the whole, they do not explicitly so address it reflects the fact that, to them, the problem was not a problem. I mean this not in the sense that they did not recognize that the attributions posed significant historical difficulties (which they did), but in the sense that for the tradition this “problem” was in fact the solution to a prior — and presumably more pressing — difficulty: that of the legitimacy of ongoing scriptural revelation.


For while it is uniformly accepted that the exoteric and esoteric authors are in some important sense “identical,” traditional sources nonetheless reflect the “cognitive dissonance” that such a claim creates with respect to historical plausibility. This is perhaps most clearly seen in an analysis of the nature of this authorial “identity” by the early seventeenth-century Tibetan historian Jo-nang Tāranātha (1575–1634) who expresses this dissonance in an unusually explicit manner. His treatment of this issue represents a thoughtful and creative attempt to harmonize a critical approach to historical fact with the theologically exigent concern for the auctorization of the traditional sources of his lineage. While it may legitimately be objected that Tāranātha’s confrontation of this issue demonstrates nothing more than his own distinctively critical stance, other parallel historical narratives concerning the revelation of several earlier Buddhist traditions (both exo- and esoteric) suggest that Tāranātha’s view might plausibly be considered not the novel hypothesis of a creative, critical mind (which his undoubtedly was), but simply the straightforward expression of what I argue is the de facto (if implicit) position of most traditional authorities on the historical question.


In his Great Commentary on the Five Stages (Rim lnga ’grel chen, hereafter RṄGC), Tāranātha stresses the point that the esoteric works of the Noble Tradition are “uncontestably the work of the Father [Nāgārjuna] and Sons.” 48 However, this assertion — noteworthy in its direct advocacy of a view most authors treat as part of the axiomatic background of the tradition — comes at the end of a discussion in which he confronts directly the historical problem of attributing the Noble literature to the early period of the Centrist authors. In fact, he no less stringently maintains that these works were not in fact propagated during the lifetime of the Centrist Nāgārjuna. He writes:






These teachings of the Esoteric Community Noble literature were not openly [and] widely spread to common and uncommon students during the time when the Noble Father [Nāgārjuna] and Sons were actually residing in this world. At that time, as appropriate, they greatly clarified the tradition of the [exoteric] scriptures and clarified the [esoteric] secret mantra practices [of] the Ritual and Practice Tantras. Hence, [the Esoteric Community Noble literature] was not spread at that time as were Nāgārjuna’s collections of advice, reasoning, and praises. Likewise, the Illumination of the Lamp [Commentary on the Esoteric Community (PU)] was not composed and spread while Candrakīrti was actually active in the human realm.49





On one level, Tāranātha here unambiguously asserts precisely the position maintained by modern scholarship: that the Esoteric Community Noble Tradition literature was not the product of the early first millennium, nor even of so late a period as that of the seventh-century Centrist Candrakīrti. And, it may be worth noting, Tāranātha makes this point some two hundred and fifty years prior to the moment when European scholarship would arrogate to itself the responsibility to propagate these same views in ostensibly overturning the native ignorance that allegedly held the opposite. However, for all their agreement about the chronological question, there remains a significant divergence between Tāranātha’s position and that of most modern scholars: that is, he maintains that these works are nonetheless properly attributable to those authors. How is this possible? How could a thinker of his caliber maintain two such seemingly contradictory propositions?


He does so by recourse to the notion that the active agency of these authors is not restricted to conventional, historical time and place — a presumption, I think it is fair to say, that would have been shared by most of his Mahāyāna co-religionists. He goes on to assert that their works were propagated in a later period by one Nāgabodhi, alleged to be an actual disciple of Nāgārjuna who had attained a “rainbow body” (’ja’ lus, i.e., a kind of immortality), who preserved the teachings in some form until the late first millennium.50 Tāranātha is less definitive when it comes to the question of the form in which these works were so preserved, and he advances two hypotheses for his learned readers to consider:




The Father [Nāgārjuna] and Sons may have composed these treatises in an earlier time and commanded [Nāgabodhi] to propagate [them] when [the proper] disciples of these teachings would emerge in the future; or it is also possible that, when the disciples’ time had come, [they] composed those treatises in the body of a vidyādhara and taught them to fortunate ones.51





That is, Tāranātha does not come down firmly here on the question of whether or not the works as we have them were even composed during the early first millennium. He is willing to entertain the notion that they were, and were then subsequently preserved and propagated by Nāgabodhi; or, alternatively, that they were not, and that Nāgārjuna et al. themselves composed these works at a later point while embodied in a kind of mystical, immortal vidyādhara-form (rig pa ’dzin pa’i lus). Given his commitment to the authenticity of the tradition, however, Tāranātha does come down firmly on one point, concluding (as we have already observed) that “however that may be, [they are] uncontestably the work of the Father and Sons.”52


In his rather more famous History of Buddhism in India (rGya gar chos ’byung, a work widely consulted and regularly cited by modern scholars since the nineteenth century), Tāranātha makes similar claims — claims strangely overlooked by modern scholarship.53 While discussing the esoteric saint Mātaṅgīpā, who is traditionally held to be a disciple of Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva and an important link in the transmission of the Noble Tradition, he states quite unambiguously that “though it is said that Mātaṅgī was a disciple of ācārya Nāgārjuna and his disciple [Āryadeva], he could not have lived at that time.”54 Yet he does not reject the traditional ascription of authority implicit in this history. How is it possible that Mātaṅgīpā could nonetheless be considered the disciple of these saints? Simply stated, “he could have had their vision later ( phyis zhal mthong ba’o),” that is, he qualifies due to having received their teachings in a miraculous vision.


In his History, then, as in his Great Commentary, Tāranātha makes much the same assertion concerning the provenance of the Noble Tradition’s literature — they are theologically authentic, though historically anachronistic works. Elsewhere in his History, he further adds a rather provocative analogy in which he compares this phenomenon with two others presumably more familiar to his readers, drawn from specifically Tibetan religious experience of which the above cases of Nāgārjuna and Mātaṅgīpā may serve as illustrative examples. What Tāranātha suggests is that the writings of the Nobles were either sequestered revelations along the lines of the Treasure Teachings ( gter ma) famous in the rNying-ma School of Tibetan Buddhism,55 or they were revealed as mystical visions. Speaking of such literary monuments of the Noble Tradition as the Pañcakrama (PK) and Caryāmelāpakapradīpa (CMP), he writes,




Those treatises did not become widely known like works such as the [Six] Logical Treatises of the Middle Way.56 Since they were entrusted solely to Nāgabodhi, who attained the [immortal] state of vidyādhara-hood, they were spread later in the time of King Devapāla ‘father and son.’ That is the reason that the lineage of the Noble literature and the Buddhakapāla literature is short. For example, it is like the Tibetan Vision Teachings (bod gyi yang dag snang gi chos) and those Treasure Teachings that are not counterfeit ( gter chos rdzun gso ba med pa).57







It is hard to overestimate how remarkable this passage is. Again, Tāranātha clearly denies that the works of the Nobles can be properly ascribed to the early first millennium era of the “real” Nāgārjuna, et al. Instead, he here explicitly states his view that they were propagated during the reign of the Pāla Dynasty’s King Devapāla (ca. 810–850) and his son.58 His analogy to the Treasures or Visions is meant to communicate that these are books that, while allegedly composed (or, at least inspired) in an earlier period by a distinguished buddhalogian-saint, were not actually transmitted until a later period. While it could be argued that this is a distinctively Tibetan understanding applied ex post facto to the Noble Tradition, I would suggest that his invocation here of the concept of Treasure is only meant to be clarificatory — that he is not thereby doing anything new historiographically, but merely providing an example of an analogous, more highly and explicitly theorized phenomenon for the benefit of his Tibetan readers. This case will be made in more detail below. For now, let us return for a moment to one remaining, important passage from Tāranātha’s History.


Subsequent to his previous declaration, in the chapter specifically devoted to the era of King Devapāla, Tāranātha finishes the story, describing the manner in which these “Treasures” were revealed.




At this time, the son of a Mātaṅga [outcaste] met Āryadeva and, through his blessing, came to a thorough knowledge of the Dharma. Meditating, he achieved accomplishment (siddhi). He obtained the esoteric works of Ārya Nāgārjuna, father and son. He appropriately explained them. [He was] Mātaṅgīpā.


In addition, in Koṅkana, Ācārya *Rakṣitapāda actually studied under Candrakīrti; the text of the Illumination of the Lamp appeared also. Likewise, Paṇḍita Rāhula [śrībhadra] is said to have met Nāgabodhi. The Noble Tradition teaching began to spread a bit. Later, at the time of the four latter-day Pālas, it spread extensively.59







Here we find three separate mystical revelations as the sources of the Noble Tradition teachings. Āryadeva appeared in a vision to Mātaṅgīpā — presumably transmitting the text of the CMP, if nothing else; Candrakīrti appeared to one *Rakṣitapāda,60 transmitting the PU; and Rāhulaśrībhadra is said to have also received an unspecified revelation — perhaps of the PK, since this saint appears in the lineage lists as a recipient of Nāgārjuna’s teaching. The import, however, is the same: the historical origin of the Noble literature is located by a “traditional” author in the late ninth century.


At least according to the testimony of Tāranātha, then, the Tibetan tradition was well aware of the historical problems posed by the attribution of the Noble Tradition literature to the authors of the Centrist School. Nonetheless, one may legitimately entertain the possibility that Tāranātha was unique in this regard, and that, far from reflecting the mainstream of traditional understanding, his account merely represents his own (or, perhaps, one of his teachers’) attempt to assuage a personal sense of unease with the putative “traditional history.” It is, after all, (as far as I am aware) the only explicit appearance in the early literature of this notion regarding the origin of the Noble Tradition corpus.61 We have no evidence of a Treasure tradition per se in India; so, one must wonder if Tāranātha is merely anachronistically (and anatopistically) imputing second-millennium Tibetan practices to first-millennium India. As Tāranātha drew from Indian sources whose dates of composition and authors are not known to us, as well as drawing on oral information from his Indian teachers, one may plausibly entertain the hypothesis that this story emerged sometime between the eleventh and seventeenth centuries. 


On the other hand, Tāranātha’s formulation might also (indeed, might better) be understood as a seventeenth-century Tibetan articulation of a widespread pattern of historical understanding evident in a broad range of Indian (and Tibetan) Buddhist contexts since the early first millennium. His presentation encapsulates a set of distinctive motifs that are pandemic in the historiography of Buddhist scriptural production. The theoretical models underpinning his discussion are neither restricted to esoteric nor to Tibetan historiography, but have functioned throughout the Buddhist world as devices for those traditions discursively to digest the conspicuous fact of near constant scriptural revelation over the course of (at least) a millennium, while simultaneously validating these revelations by referring their origins to beings of unimpeachable authority: generally buddhas, bodhisattvas, or major saints.


To begin with an example near to our own, one may consider the traditional narrative concerning the initial preaching of the Esoteric Community Tantra (GST). Here, too, scholars have decried the fraud and/or confusion they see as implicit in the traditional depiction of these teachings as having been taught by Buddha Śākyamuni. A more careful reading, however, again reveals a more complex picture. For in this narrative, although care is taken to emphasize that the initial preaching of the Tantra may be attributed to Śākyamuni (thus validating the revelation as being equally as authoritative as other examples of the Buddha’s gospel [buddha-vacana]), the narrative also contains (though it does not elaborate upon) a similar tale of revelation “lost and regained” as found in Tāranātha’s account of the Noble Tradition. In this influential story, the Esoteric Community is said to have been taught on behalf of a King Indrabhūti, who wanted to follow the Buddha’s path but could not bring himself to “go forth from home into homelessness” as had the Buddha and his community of monks. The following account appears in the seventeenth-century History of the Esoteric Community ( gSang ’dus chos ’byung) written by the Sakya lay scholar Jamgön Amey Zhab:




Previously, when the Lord [Buddha Śākyamuni] was present [in this world], in the western land of Udyāna, a king called Indrabhūti saw a community of renunciants (śrāvaka) who, using their religious robes as wings, flew in the morning from east to west, and in the evening flew in the sky from west to east. Inquiring of his domestic minister, and so forth — who could not explain [it] — he asked the people of the city what it was. The citizens said, “to the east of here in the city called Śrāvastī, King Śuddhodana’s son, Sarvārthasiddha, called the Buddha Śākyamuni, is residing turning the wheel of Dharma for his disciples. They are his renunciants.”


Upon [hearing] their reply, the religious instincts of the King were awakened. Immediately upon hearing the name “Buddha,” the hair on his body stood on end and an unexcelled faith in the Teacher was born. On account of that, he had a direct vision of the Teacher and retinue staying in Śrāvastī. Having asked them, “please won’t you come and visit me tomorrow,” the next morning the Lord and his retinue miraculously appeared. Having pleased them through worship and service, he requested, “please establish us on the stage of omniscience.”


The Lord said, “Go forth from home into homelessness and practice the three educations.”


The King replied, “since we cannot abandon the objects of desire, please teach a method of enlightenment involving the enjoyment of the objects of desire.”


The Teacher . . . emanated the maṇḍala of the Esoteric Community and gave initiation to those with the good fortune to hear, such as the Great King Indrabhūti, and so forth. The King attained great success (mahāsiddhi) at the very time of initiation. . . .


Then the Teacher proclaimed the Root and Explanatory Tantras of the Esoteric Community to the King. He entrusted them to Vajrapāṇi. There, the King wrote the tantras on gold paper with melted sapphire [ink], and he also made a building to house them. Then, everyone living in that land ruled by the King, even down to the crows who ate their scraps of food, attained success.


Gradually, as that land became empty, it became a great lake. Many snake-spirits (nāgas) lived in that lake, and gradually a town was built on its shores. Then, Vajrapāṇi, having again given initiation to the snake-spirits who lived in the lake, explained the Tantra, and taught the path. Many snake-spirits became heroes and yoginīs. Then, when the lake dried up [and] the house that the king had earlier built for the texts emerged without having been damaged by the water, it was given the name “chapel of the self-emergent Heruka.” It is said that even today that very [chapel] stands in the sky and one or two fortunate ones see it.62







As this passage demonstrates, the narrative of Śākyamuni’s preaching of the GST preserved by Tibetan tradition contains embedded within itself the notion that, although it was originally taught by the Buddha (and thus derives its spiritual authority from a valid source), all trace of this original teaching was subsequently obliterated from the face of the Earth and, therefore, the immediate source of the spread of these teachings was a text or texts recovered from a miraculously-appearing shrine. In fact, the narrative suggests that a significant lapse of time must have occurred after the time of the Buddha (enough to allow for a large lake to form, another town to develop on its shores, and the lake to dry up again) before the chapel, its contents, and spiritual message were (re)revealed in the world. This account is also related in no less than three separate works of Butön (1290–1364).63 Substantially the same narrative may be found (for which the same analysis holds) in the Blue Annals, which interposes the emptying of the land and the mediation of a snake-spirit yoginī between the Buddha’s immediate disciple Indrabhūti and the later Noble Tradition.64


It is worth stressing that, although this is the most common history related in Tibetan sources, it does not appear to be of Tibetan origin. Ronald M. Davidson has drawn attention to a very early version of this narrative found in an Indic work, a commentary on the Prajñāpāramitā-nayaśatapañcāśatikā.65 Another variant, though structurally similar, tale of the revelation of the esoteric scriptures — one that uses the Vision, rather than the Treasure model — may be found in one of the earliest Tibetan histories, Nyang Ral Nyima Özer’s eleventh-century Essence of Flower, Nectar of Honey: A History of Buddhism.66 This latter, in the chapter entitled “The Manner in which the Adamantine Vehicle of Secret Mantra Spread in the World,” specifies that twenty-eight years had passed since the Buddha’s death before the revelation of the Vajrayāna took place.67 That is, although they may properly be attributed to the Buddha (“auctoritatively”), these teachings were propagated (“historically”) via mystical revelation.


It is not too great a reach, I think, to postulate that these narratives were originally crafted to account for the fact of the manifestly anachronistic revelation of esoteric traditions such as the GST. Its authors and propagators were presumably aware of the difficulties in maintaining that there had been a continual, worldly transmission of the textual tradition of the GST since the time of the Buddha. Thus, the notion of the texts being hidden in an underwater chapel (or revealed in mystical glory on Mt. Malaya) allowed these revelations to have the authority of buddhic authorship, while simultaneously explaining their posterior historical derivation. That we see here precisely the same pattern presented in the historiography of the Noble Tradition — an auctorative assertion of derivation from ancient authority coupled with a narrative trope of revelation, disappearance/latency, and re-revelation — is, I argue, not a matter of coincidence or confusion,68 but reflective of broader patterns in Buddhist historiography of scripture. Thus, the historiographical paradigm of an early revelation by an authoritative ( prāmāṇika) source, only revealed in later historical time, occurs throughout the extant indigenous historiography of Buddhism — both as it relates to its revealed scriptures and to problematic commentarial literature such as that of the Noble Tradition. This pattern is an ancient and pervasive Buddhist strategy for dealing with scriptural innovation.


Perhaps the earliest example of this strategy may be found among the schools that developed the Abhidharma literature. When it was first introduced, the Abhidharma corpus was by no means universally accepted by the Buddhist faithful.69 Like the later Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna scriptures, the fact of their novelty was palpable. Thus, some accommodation was necessary in order to ensure that this inconvenient historical fact did not impugn the authority of the new scriptures. Hence, at least by the early first millennium, the mainstream Buddhist schools developed the notion that although the Abhidharma was understood (adhigata) by the Buddha in his enlightenment experience, and reflected on (vicita) during his weeks of subsequent meditation, it was not taught by him until his legendary visit to teach his mother in the Trayastriṃśas Heaven.70 Though this tradition maintains that he also taught the texts to Śāriputra at that time (who would thus be considered responsible for propagating them), I believe that — given the documented controversy over the attribution of these works to the Buddha — the structural similarity of the narrative to our other examples suggests a similar desire to resolve the tension between contested historical origins and the desire for authoritative scriptural status. The clear implication is that Queen Mahāmāyā acted as an intermediary, like the nāgas in the GST narrative: the teachings were given to her by an authoritative source, she acted as repository until a later historical moment, and they were then propagated in the world.71


In its turn, Mahāyāna Buddhism devised similar ways by which the creative expansion of its scriptural resources could be authenticated, while acknowledging their later historical provenance. For instance, the remarkable scripture Samādhi of Direct Encounter with the Buddhas of the Present studied by Paul Harrison — which figures among the earliest Mahāyāna scriptures — presents the outlines of a mode of mystical revelation by which practitioners may meditatively cultivate the perception of enlightened beings from whom they may learn new scriptures to reveal and propagate in the world.72 In fact, this scripture is especially notable in that it also represents an example of the very phenomenon it describes. That is, this work contains a narrative of its own revelation and re-revelation not dissimilar to those we have been discussing. For the Buddha states therein that some years after his death the scripture will disappear, going “into a hole in the ground.” Five hundred disciples present among the congregation thereupon vow to re-reveal it at a later point during the prophesied decline of Buddhism.73 Thus, this text gives scriptural warrant to both of the modes of subsequent revelation suggested by Tāranātha: mystical revelation through direct contact with enlightened beings (“Vision Teachings,” dag snang gi chos) and concealed, re-revealed teachings (“Treasures,” gter ma).


Both of these models thus have Indian prototypes and scriptural sanction as early as the second century.74 Both of them also appear in narratives of specific scriptural revelations. For instance, the traditional tale of Asaṅga’s cultivation of a direct, visionary encounter with Maitreya, resulting in Asaṅga’s revelation of Maitreya’s Five Books (Byams chos lnga), reflects the self-same historiographical move intended to lend authority to these new scriptures through claiming direct, mystical revelation of a scriptural corpus.75 The “Treasure” pattern, on the other hand, may be observed in the well-known tale of Nāgārjuna’s receiving the scriptures on the Transcendent Virtue of Wisdom (Prajñāpāramitāsūtra) from the undersea world of the nāgas, where they had allegedly been preserved since the time of the Buddha.


Once one begins to attend to it, this pattern — involving an awareness of the difficulties of chronology coupled with a desire for auctorization — is evident throughout Buddhist historiography. Aside from the Vision and Treasure models, there also exist other strategies that reveal the same auctorizing/historicizing tension. One is to attribute an extraordinary life-span to certain authors. This can be seen in Tāranātha’s tale of Nāgabodhi’s attainment of the rainbow body, rendering him immortal.76 To consider merely one further example, one might consider the famous tradition of Nāgārjuna’s having lived six hundred years (as related, for instance, in Butön’s History of Buddhism77). This may be understood as another strategy to deal with chronological difficulties, bringing Nāgārjuna’s active life up to the period in which he was understood to have composed and taught the PK. One may also detect another strategy in some sources, including some related to Nāgārjuna’s life: a narrative of rebirth. According to one account, the jealous son of a king whose life force was linked to that of the immortal Nāgārjuna, being desirous of ascending to royal power, killed the sage, thus ending the life of the king. However, from the neck of the deceased Nāgārjuna issued the following stanza: “I, having gone to the realm of Sukhāvatī, will again enter this body.” And we are told, “neither the head nor the body decaying, each year they came nearer to each other and, having ultimately united, he is said to have performed deeds for the teaching and the benefit of beings.”78
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