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“Aleksandra Wenta’s masterful translation of the Vajrabhairava Tantra sets a new gold standard in Buddhist tantric studies. Her rigorous intertextual analysis demonstrates how tantric practices transcended sectarian boundaries, illuminating the complex interplay between Buddhist and Śaiva textual traditions, iconography, and ritual systems in medieval India. This definitive work corrects previous translations and transforms our understanding of a spellbinding tantric text that has shaped religious traditions across Asia for centuries.”


—BRYAN J. CUEVAS, translator of The All-Pervading Melodious Drumbeat: The Life of Ra Lotsawa
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—SAM VAN SCHAIK, head of the Endangered Archives Programme at the British Library and author of Tibet: A History
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“Solitary Hero” Vajrabhairava, fifteenth century, Tibet. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.






















Preface


IT WAS a sunny day at the Thiksey Monastery in Ladakh when I first encountered Vajrabhairava. My friend Jaiwanti and I were exploring the monastery, marveling at its ancient architecture and serene ambiance. As we wandered through the labyrinthine corridors, we stumbled upon a shrine. Its doors were secured with a lock, but two panels stood slightly ajar. Drawn by an inexplicable magnetism and the darkness peeping from within, I couldn’t resist sneaking through the wooden doors. There he was: a four-meter-tall black statue of Vajrabhairava, commanding the room with an awe-inspiring presence. The atmosphere was eerie, the space pervaded with the smell of burned oil and alcohol. It was unsettling yet strangely familiar. Little did I know then that Vajrabhairava would become the topic of this book.


The importance of the Vajrabhairava Tantra and lack of a proper Sanskrit edition was first brought to my attention by Péter-Dániel Szántó, who was then supervising my MPhil thesis at Oxford. Upon consulting with Prof. Alexis Sanderson, who confirmed the Vajrabhairava Tantra’s significance for understanding the formative phase of tantric Buddhism, I decided to focus my doctoral research on editing this text and understanding its contents. My academic journey at Oxford University, coupled with the privilege of studying Śaivism under the esteemed guidance of Alexis Sanderson, profoundly shaped my understanding of tantric Buddhism. That formative experience instilled in me a deep appreciation for the broader tantric milieu, leading me to perceive tantric Buddhism as a dynamic and interconnected tradition rather than an isolated sectarian practice. This approach allows us to recognize the themes, practices, and philosophical underpinnings that unite these various tantric traditions.


In this study, I aim to explore the Vajrabhairava Tantra as a product of this broader tantric milieu. By examining its relationship to Śaivism and Śāktism, we can gain a deeper understanding of the text’s significance and see more clearly its particular contributions to the development of tantric thought and practice. By adopting a comparative approach, this study endeavors to reposition the Vajrabhairava Tantra within the dynamic landscape of medieval Indian tantra—a space that transcended established sectarian identities. This book examines the Vajrabhairava Tantra’s alignment with key tenets of both Śaivism and Buddhism. It investigates the text’s engagement with concepts common to the tantric milieu, such as the tantric path, initiations, and the ultimate goal of liberation. Ultimately, this study aspires to contribute to a more inclusive comprehension of tantric Buddhism by acknowledging the fluidity of sectarian boundaries within the medieval Indian context. By highlighting commonalities and differences between the Vajrabhairava Tantra and tantric texts from other traditions, I hope to offer a more comprehensive and nuanced interpretation of this enigmatic scripture.
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Introduction


THIS BOOK is a study and translation of the Vajrabhairava Tantra (henceforth, VBhT), a Buddhist tantric text in seven chapters that focuses on the means of attainment (sādhana) centered upon the wrathful tantric deity Vajrabhairava. The VBhT, composed in India in the eighth century and written in Sanskrit, is attributed to Lalitavajra (a.k.a. Līlāvajra), a Buddhist master (ācārya) at Nālandā Monastery, who is said to have retrieved it from the land of Oḍḍiyāna. It is a work of great importance to the development of tantric Buddhism in India as well as to the understanding of Tibetan Buddhist history more generally. Like most tantras, it is a ritual text, dedicated in all of its seven chapters to the description of rites, such as the drawing of the sacred diagram (maṇḍala), the ceremonies performed within it, as well as the performance of various rituals, such as magical rituals (karmas), fire offerings (homa), recitation of sacred spells (mantras), and so on. The VBhT deals with what might have been the earliest form of Vajrabhairava, the Solitary Hero (ekavīra), in the charnel ground surrounded by various mortuary objects, weapons, and eight zombies. All of these gruesome symbols clearly reflect the transgressive character of the tantra, associated with the tantric cult of the cremation ground and antinomian practices involving contact with impure places and substances as a means of attaining power. In the subsequent centuries, the pantheon of the Vajrabhairava maṇḍala grew, giving rise to the Seventeen- and the Thirteen-Deity maṇḍalas. The latter was directly influenced by the pantheon of the Guhyasamāja Tantra, and could be seen as its direct evolution (Tanaka 2018, 323). Indeed, Thirteen-Deity Vajrabhairava gained widespread popularity also outside India—in Tibet, Mongolia, and China.


The transmission of the VBhT from India to Tibet took place during the Later Dissemination (phyi dar), when it was classified as a scripture belonging to the highest unexcelled (yoganiruttara) class. The tantra was translated into Tibetan by Rwa lo tsā ba Rdo rje grags (b. 1016), the famous Vajrabhairava sorcerer who used this text to set the record straight with his enemies and rivals. Several Vajrabhairava lineages emerged in Tibet, where the cycle became part of the practice in all the prominent traditions of Tibetan Buddhism, especially in the Sa skya, Jo nang, and Dge lugs. Within several decades of its emergence in the eighth century, Vajrabhairava became one of the most revered deities of Tibetan Buddhism and a pan-Asian phenomenon. The cult of this deity was adopted by the Newar Buddhists in Nepal, where it continues to the present day, and instantiations are attested in Mongolia and China.


But despite Vajrabhairava’s popularity, global reach, and considerable impact on the formation of religious praxis in the medieval Buddhist world, the cult of Vajrabhairava has still not received sufficient scholarly attention. While some research has been done on comparatively late milieus, such as the Chinese (Bianchi 2005; Bianchi 2006; Bianchi 2008), Tibetan (Siklós 1996; Cuevas 2021), and Mongolian (Ujeed 2009) instantiations, the early Indian cradle has been neglected. This book intends to fill this gap.


Who Is Vajrabhairava?


In the introductory verse of the VBhT, Vajrabhairava is paid homage to as a form of Mañjuśrī, but unlike his benign predecessor, he is described as being “very fierce” (atyugra) and “terrifying” (bhayānaka) to all the gods. Indian exegetical commentaries understand these two adjectives as referring to Vajrabhairava’s inner and outer natures. He causes terror externally because of his inner wrathful state of mind. Tibetan Buddhists consider Vajrabhairava to be an emanation body (nirmāṇakāya) of the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī. Vajrabhairava is said to have emerged from Mañjuśrī’s heart to tame those trainees (’dul bya) who are difficult to discipline, among whom Yama and Bhairava Maheśvara feature prominently. Prior to the VBhT, various Buddhist tantras made references to Vajrabhairava, although none of them considered him a central deity. The earliest among these textual sources is the seventh-century Sarvatathāgatatattvasaṃgraha (STTS), where Vajrabhairava—not yet a god, but a mere messenger (dūta)—is accompanied by the mantra:




Oṃ Vajrabhairava vajradūta bhakṣaya sarvaduṣṭān mahāyakṣa hūṃ phaṭ.


Oṃ Vajrabhairava, vajra messenger, yakṣa chief, devour all the wicked ones hūṃ phaṭ.





In this mantra, Vajrabhairava is petitioned to destroy (literally, “devour”) all the wicked ones (sarvaduṣṭān). This early reference given in the STTS may be regarded as the gist of Vajrabhairava’s ritual function. Vajrabhairava is requested to engage in retributive action against morally degenerate beings that will bring them into line and into the pursuit of (Buddhist) virtue. This directive seems to be motivated by a sense of responsibility, a need to reform those who have fallen from the path of righteousness. The project of moral reform requires adequate means, for as it is repeatedly said, wicked beings are extremely hard to tame, and the mere exercise of peaceful measures is not enough to uproot the ultimate evil.



The Development of the Vajrabhairava Tantra



The textual configuration of the VBhT suggests that it was written at a time of an important transition in the development of tantric Buddhism. For it was at this time when the earliest class of Buddhist scriptures, the action tantras (kriyātantras)—focusing on the outer rituals, non-soteriological powers, and techniques of invoking and controlling the deity through mantras—were superseded by the emergence of a new class of tantric Buddhist scriptures, the yoga tantras (yogatantras), which were more concerned with soteriological goals and meditative union with the deity. This gradual transition is reflected in the textual layers of the VBhT that are by no means uniform. The first three chapters display specific features of the kriyā tantras and might have in fact been the earliest textual stratum that was later enlarged by another four chapters more consistent with the practices of the yoga tantras. This peculiar blend of features created controversy with regard to the tantra’s classification in both India and Tibet, a topic that will be discussed further in this work.


The VBhT also reflects another point of transition in the development of tantric Buddhism—namely, the influence of non-Buddhist, particularly Śaiva, traditions. Witness, for instance, the adoption of Śaiva practice of mad laughter (aṭṭahāsa) or the ritual consumption of impure substances called the five nectars (pañcāmṛta). This reveals the complex origins of the tantra, stemming from the complicated social dynamics between Śaivism and Buddhism in medieval India, which mutually influenced one another and thus owed their shared elements to a process of mutual appropriation and adaptation. Despite diverse academic theories examining the issue of directionality in the much-debated subject of the (mutual) influence and dialectical relationship between tantric forms of Śaivism and Buddhism, the practices discussed in the VBhT, as well as those given in the commentarial literature, are certainly drawing upon the practices of the Śaivas. One example is the consumption of fluids discharged during the sexual intercourse, which is typical of the Kaula strand of Śaivism. Although the VBhT does not possess the markedly Kāpālika elements that are characteristic of the later yoginī tantras, centered upon such deities as Cakrasaṃvara or Vajrayoginī, those few Śaiva elements still point to the fact that the process of appropriation of Śaiva practices was already underway during the emergence of the yoga tantras. Śaiva elements are also visible in Vajrabhairava iconography, a topic discussed further below.



The Vajrabhairava Tantra and Its Practice



The VBhT is clearly a practice-oriented text, almost bereft of doctrinal framework. The better part of the VBhT contains magical rituals (karmas). This use of the word karma, which appears already in the Atharva Veda (ca. 1200–900 BCE) to describe magical procedures of a similar kind, is also attested in early tantric Buddhist texts such as the Siddhaikavīra, the Mañjuśriyamūlakalpa (MMK), and the early Śaiva Guhyasūtra of the Niśvāsatattvasaṃhitā (NTGS). The magical rituals belong to the repertoire of the advanced practitioner, one who has already mastered the power of the mantra (mantrasiddhi), which he can now apply for gaining worldly powers (siddhi). The VBhT not only describes what kinds of magic rituals are to be done, it also explains how to do them. Therefore the prescriptive core of “magical know-how” is deeply ingrained in the text’s textual fabric. The majority of the karmas described in the VBhT deal specifically with aggressive rites, called abhicāra, sometimes also termed “fierce” (ghora), directed against the enemies. The abhicāra category includes such rites as attracting (ākarṣaṇa), subjecting under one’s will (vaśīkaraṇa), paralyzing (stambhana), killing (māraṇa), creating dissent (vidveṣaṇa), and driving away (uccāṭana). These six karmas constitute the so-called six acts (ṣaṭkarmāṇi) of tantric sorcery (Goudriaan 1978). Despite the aggressive nature of these karmas, it is mandatory that the adept does not perform these rituals for a wrong purpose or with a wrong intention. If he does, the magic ritual set up by him can rebound on him. To expound this concept, the VBhT uses the important term pratyaṅgirā, which betrays an Atharva Veda influence. Bloomfield (1899, 66) argues that the term pratyȧṅgirā, employed in the Ṛgvidhāna (4.6.4; 8.3) with the meaning of counteractive sorcery, is a later systematization of the Atharvavedic concept of pratyabhicaraṇa, pratisara, or pratīvrata as retaliative magic.


The VBhT is distinctively practice-oriented also in another sense: following the directive of the yoga tantras, it is grounded in the practice of yoga. That means that the adept performing these magic rituals must be in union with the deity. The adept has to dissolve his own individuality, becoming the deity through the meditative stabilization. Therefore the VBhT can be understood as expounding a transformative praxis or a technique of experience that instructs how to realize one’s own identity with Vajrabhairava himself. The adept takes on a role of Vajrabhairava trying to emulate his wrathful conduct. With every magic ritual employed to destroy the enemy, the adept ritually reproduces the primordial act of violence of the subjugation of Śiva Maheśvara, returning, as it were, to the mythic origins of the tradition.



The Vajrabhairava Tantra and Tantric Buddhist Ethics



The rituals discussed in the VBhT, although somewhat violent and cruel in practice, had to fit into an overall ethical framework of Buddhism. After all, the first of the five ethical rules (pañcaśīla) of Buddhism is abstinence from harming living beings. The tantric Buddhist ethics has resolved this conundrum by postulating the double moral standard for the tantric practitioners exemplified by the principle of “compassionate violence” (Gray 2007b) or “ruthless compassion” (Linrothe 1999). Tantric masters harm the evil ones through the use of aggressive magic and thus do them a service. They do not act out of anger; they exercise compassion to liberate those beings from the torments of hell that would otherwise surely await them for their evil deeds. The VBhT clarifies that the aggressive magic can be performed only with “the mind that is moist with compassion.” The misuse of the VBhT can be potentially fatal, and wrathful magic performed with intention of harming others rebounds on a doer. Among the most common consequences of this misuse is rebirth as a hell being. The moral lesson intended here is that the retributive punishment for the employment of aggressive magic against those who perform wrathful actions without compassion is severe and entails dire consequences. Thus the ethical core of the VBhT is firmly rooted in the intention to help sentient beings.


Here, the philosophical problem of intention (cetanā) and action (karma) comes to the forefront. This age-old interplay widely attested in early Buddhism was based on the idea that intention is an integral part of any action. The Buddha explicitly says, “It is intention that I call kamma” (Gombrich 1996, 50). As a result, karma (Pāli: kamma) came to refer to intentional action. Moreover, it is precisely the intention behind the act that is the causal factor animating transmigration in saṃsāra. Intention can be either wholesome or wicked, and hence “the ethic of intention” that became the greatest innovation of early Buddhism (Gombrich 2006, 68) placed an obligation to examine one’s own motivations. The VBhT seems to follow this line of reasoning when it distinguishes right and wrong intentions. The leading premise of the VBhT’s argument in support of aggressive magic as an action motivated by compassion is based on the assertion that intention wholly determines normative principles of tantric practice. Thus violent action motivated by compassion and with the intention of helping sentient beings is considered “right,” but violent action motivated by anger and with the intention of harming others is “wrong.”


Along with compassion and the intention of helping others, there was a third motivation that ethically informed any violent act—the wish to liberate. This decidedly soteriological drive often appears in Tibetan Buddhist narratives associated with the Vajrabhairava cult, like the one narrated by the seventeenth-century Tibetan historian A mes zhabs, who gives the following account from the life of the tantric sorcerer Rwa lo tsā ba (eleventh century):




Another time, in the Yar lung Valley, a minister of the king called Rtsa lde stole the horse of Rwa lo tsā ba’s attendant while Rwa lo was lecturing on Vajrabhairava. The minister beat up the attendant. [On learning this] Rwa lo began to summon his magical power, but others intervened, offering to get the horse back. He was requested not to use his power, and he promised not to use it. One day later, the king together with the evil people of Gyor po came to that place where Rwa lo was giving lectures on Vajrabhairava and robbed him. Rwa lo’s disciples, rising in anger, said: “Because the king and his subjects have harmed us repeatedly, we must unleash our power.” Having said that, hail descended over the entire land of the king and the evil people of Gyor po, bringing total destruction. In short, through Rwa lo’s magical power and abilities, a great many malicious people were liberated.





Overview of Contents


The first part of this book consists of a study of the VBhT, its historical significance, commentarial literature, provenance, tantric practice (sādhana), and relationship with non-Buddhist traditions. My textual and comparative study provides an analysis of Sanskrit and Tibetan sources, mostly unpublished, which paves the way for a better understanding of the Indo-Tibetan context in which the emergence of the Vajrabhairava cult took place. This book studies the contents of the VBhT in the light of relevant sources outside the corpus, such as early tantras like the Guhyasūtra of the Niśvāsatattvasaṃhitā (NTGS), the Mañjuśriyamūlakalpa (MMK), the Jayadrathayāmala (JY), and the Brahmayāmala (BY), but also of sources within the corpus, like the six canonical commentaries on the VBhT.


Chapter 1 introduces the VBhT by examining its placement within the tantric Buddhist systems in India and Tibet and discusses some pertinent questions regarding the text’s dating and problems in identifying the identity of the tantra’s alleged revealer, Lalitavajra. My discussion shows that confusion about the real identity of Lalitavajra in Tibet was mainly due to the erroneous translation of his name into Tibetan that resulted in the situation in which the identity of Rol pa’i rdo rje (Lalitavajra) and Sgeg pa’i rdo rje (Vilāsavajra) became conflated. This chapter also provides an overview of the six commentaries on the VBhT, focusing on the issue of chronology and doctrinal leanings, which help us trace the development of the Vajrabhairava cult in India. The earlier commentaries of *Akṣobhya and Lalitavajra are clearly distinguished from the later ones by their focus on the mortuary magic and Śaiva practices. The later commentaries, on the other hand, are more concerned with Buddhist “encoding”—that is, to provide a Buddhist doctrinal and metaphysical framework to the contents, which were almost completely devoid of any Buddhist context. The second part of chapter 1 investigates the history of the Vajrabhairava cult in Tibet and its adoption by the Sa skya and Dge lugs schools. This part is key to tracing the lineages of the Buddhist masters who initiated rulers of China into the Vajrabhairava cult, possibly through ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan (1235–80), the nephew of Sa skya Paṇḍita, or his disciples. The exploration of the main Tibetan transmission lineages is important for understanding the adoption of the Vajrabhairava cult on the Tibetan plateau, as well as the history of Tibetan Buddhism more generally. The last part of chapter 1 provides a brief overview of the practices of the Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka cult in Mongolia, Japan, and Nepal that consolidated this deity as a pan-Asian phenomenon.


Chapter 2 examines the origins of Vajrabhairava in India, concentrating on Vajrabhairava iconography and ritual epithets. This chapter examines the evolutionary theory advocated by some scholars that promotes the clear-cut development of Vajrabhairava from the cult of Yama-Yamāntaka, and points out some of the shortcomings this theory involves. First, the evolutionary theory does not explain all the iconographic features of Vajrabhairava as a simple evolution of Yama/Yamāntaka. For example, its ithyphallic aspect has not yet been satisfactorily explained; while it is a widespread symbol of fertility, in the specific context of Vajrabhairava, it is a sign of iconographic appropriation of attributes belonging to Śiva, pointing also to the yogic practice of semen retention that is typical of the Śaiva tradition. Second, the evolutionary theory does not explain the discrepancy between iconographical representations and ritual epithets. For example, the epithet vikṛtānana, or “deformed face,” does not point to any specific feature in the iconography of Yama/Yamāntaka or Vajrabhairava. Nevertheless, this appellation is indicative of an established iconographic code through which demonic, dangerous, and highly transgressive beings have been textually represented in the early tantric milieu. Thus I argue that, rather than a straightforward evolution, the iconography of Vajrabhairava must be considered the product of a long process of syncretism and synthesis of Hindu-Brahmanical, Buddhist, Śaiva, and tantric concepts of divinity.


Chapter 3 examines the origins of Vajrabhairava in Tibet. The current conceptual framework in which Vajrabhairava’s origins in Tibetan Buddhist tradition is formulated focuses on his role as Yama’s destroyer narrated in the so-called Yamarāja Myth. This chapter explores another contextual layer in Vajrabhairava’s birth that specifically links him to the Śiva complex and in a distinctive way recapitulates an earlier myth of the subjugation of Maheśvara, in which Vajrabhairava subsumes the role of Trailokyavijaya of the STTS. Interestingly, the ithyphallic attribute becomes enveloped here with the important ritual function of the conversion of Yama and Bhairava Maheśvara. In this regard, the connection between iconography and ritual function is easier to establish through the medium of the mythic narrative, for myth often serves to create a coherent explanation of iconography. The association of Vajrabhairava with the Śiva complex is also visible in the adaptation of the Purāṇic trope of the war between the gods and the demons, in which Vajrabhairava assumes the role of the buffalo Mahiṣa and slays the non-Buddhist gods, as reflected in the Rwa lo tradition as rendered by Tāranātha.


Chapter 4 examines the topic of the tantra’s “rediscovery” in the land of Oḍḍiyāna by Lalitavajra, preserved in Tibetan historiographical sources. This account suggests that Lalitavajra was initiated into the tantric path of the *Vajramāyājāla Tantra cycle, praised Ārya Mañjuśrī for twenty years, and was engaged in the recitation of the Mañjuśrīnāmasaṅgīti (MNS) when one of Mañjuśrī’s “names” given in this text—“Vajrabhairava who creates fear”—caught his attention. This single moniker together with a prophetic dream was the impetus that prompted Lalitavajra to travel to Oḍḍiyāna and eventually establish a new tantric tradition dedicated solely to Mañjuśrī’s wrathful form of Vajrabhairava. This chapter argues that this story contains some important insights that might in fact be true. The comparative analysis of textual layer of chapter 4 of the VBhT dedicated to the process of generating oneself as Vajrabhairava by means of seed syllables closely resembles the generation of oneself as Mahāvairocana in chapter 4 of Vilāsavajra’s commentary on the MNS—namely, the Nāmamantrārthāvalokinī (NMAA). The similarity between the NMAA and the VBhT with regard to this specific sādhana, and also the outmost importance given to Mañjuśrīkumārabhūta/Ādibuddha, may indicate that the two texts were drawing upon an earlier source—the *Vajramāyājāla Tantra (as the NMAA itself confirms), a popular yoga tantra available in eighth-century Nālandā that appears to be no longer extant. The comparison of the sādhana passages given in the VBhT and NMAA provides us with an insight into the general development of the praxis concerning the “generation of oneself as a deity” existing in the early yoga tantras. The similarity of those passages with regard to their basic structure and subsequent stages of the sādhana together with the identical seed syllables through which the sādhana is enacted seems to indicate that it was a type of “template” that circulated in tantric circles at that time. It does not seem to be a coincidence that both Lalitavajra and Vilāsavajra were among the residents of Nālandā Monastery, where the tantricized cult of Mañjuśrī had flourished.


Chapter 5 examines the VBhT through the lenses of its tantric sādhana and analyzes the use of tantric technology—mantras, maṇḍalas, yantras, and so on. This chapter presents the material in a manner that is more descriptive than interpretative. It reconstructs the tantric sādhana of Vajrabhairava in the light of the text’s canonical commentaries, and thus presents what is hopefully an accurate account of the early cult of Vajrabhairava in India in its various manifestations.


Chapter 6 shows the influence of the Śaiva-Śākta traditions on the development of Vajrabhairava’s sādhana by examining some important practices, such as the Śaiva entry into the cremation ground with mad laughter and the ritual consumption of impure substances. Tantrism propagated an ideological shift that affected the way in which ritual practices involving impure substances shaped the religious experience. In this context, impurity emerged not as an entity to be resisted but as a site of knowledge that had, as its important goal, triumph over dualistic thinking and over the horror of death. The logic of such an approach impacted the way in which ritual practices involving impurity were conceived, leading to the integration of impurity into spiritual praxis.


The development of this new cultural trend, which is also visible in the commentarial literature of the VBhT, was ideologically grounded in the concept of nonduality, which in the Buddhist context was the underlying theme of the Mahāyāna doctrine of emptiness stating that impurity is just a concept and not a thing in itself. Impurity does not possess an independent reality and is, like everything else, empty in itself. From an absolute point of view, there are no objects that are “pure” or “impure.” Impurity and purity are mere concepts derived from the subject-object dichotomy, which clouds the essential purity (prabhāsvara) of the mind. Since purity and impurity depend on the mind, it is only in the mind where they can be broken. In the soteriological context, impurity was recognized as a powerful tool that could be used to help one realize the nonduality and emptiness of everything. The Prajñopāyaviniścayasiddhi says, “Both impurity and saṃsāra are the mind endowed with conceptual constructs, whereas nirvāṇa is the mind devoid of these.”




Chapter 7 places the VBhT in a wider framework of early tantric magic. In large part, the magical technology of early tantric magic relies on the manipulation of a wide range of material objects or substances—grains, minerals, chemicals, plants, sweets, effigies, animals, items retrieved from the cremation ground, and so forth. My aim in this chapter is to examine the available evidence for the recourse to different magical technologies in the early tantric milieu, and classify them on the basis of the various material objects they use. The early tantras shared a very similar understanding of the magical categories and manipulation of objects that were believed to bring about magical results. This common understanding transcended sectarian boundaries of “Buddhist” and “Śaiva” religious discourses. The existence of such broad similarities across Śaiva and Buddhist tantras may point to an underlying “culture of magic” that may have predated the earliest known textual evidence as part of a religious substratum. Though this substratum cannot be known but only assumed, it can cast some light on the issue of directionality in the much-debated subject of the dialectical relationship between tantric Śaivism and tantric Buddhism. Rather than supporting a monothetic paradigm of one-way influence of Śaivism on Buddhism or vice versa, a shared culture of magic would point to a common phenomenon that crossed sectarian boundaries as well as linguistic, geographical, and sociocultural milieus.


Part II of this book provides the first-ever English translation of the VBhT based on a critical edition of the Sanskrit prepared by me from the following manuscripts: NAK A994/3, NAK B112/16, and Beijing 107, which is forthcoming in another publication. To date, the only available study on the VBhT, presenting the Tibetan and Mongolian editions of the text as well as an English translation and introduction, was published by Siklós in 1996. In spite of its merits, Siklós’s study is of limited value since at that time, the original Sanskrit manuscripts of the tantra had not yet been discovered. Moreover, Siklós includes only three out of six canonical commentaries on the VBhT and uses them very selectively to elucidate some aspects of the root text. He passes over in silence the more important and difficult commentaries penned by *Akṣobhya and *Kṛṣṇācārya, which are of great value for understanding the Vajrabhairava cult. This book intends to fill these lacunae by providing the complete testimony of the Indian exegetical tradition that (except for Kumāracandra’s Vajrabhairavatantrapañjikā) is currently only known to exist through the Tibetan translations in the Tibetan canon, the Bstan ’gyur.
















PART I


STUDY
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1. An Introduction to the Vajrabhairava Tantra




The Vajrabhairava Tantra and the Buddhist Tantric Systems



WITHIN THE SCOPE of the general, ex-post-facto classification 	of the Buddhist tantric systems in India into kriyā, caryā, yoga, and yoginī tantras (Isaacson and Sferra 2015), the VBhT has been classified under the yoga tantras. As the name of this class suggests, yoga—understood as “the paradigmatic practice of deity yoga in which practitioners create themselves as enlightened Buddha figures through a series of contemplations and visualizations, each accompanied by repetition of a specific mantra” (Weinberger 2003, 177)—was a prevalent feature of the yoga tantras. Alongside the marked shift in emphasis on the method that stressed the inner yoga over the outer ritual characteristic of the kriyā tantras, the yoga tantras were more interested in the soteriological goals that became as important as the procurement of magical powers (siddhi). The classification of the VBhT under the yoga tantras was controversial. In this regard, *Akṣobhya, one of the earliest commentators of the VBhT, outlines the main points of the disputed issue together with the reasoned arguments against those who objected such categorization. He provides the following justification:




[The VBhT] is called a yoga tantra because in this tantra there are many external ritual applications (prayogas). But if this is the case, then someone might say that this is a kriyā tantra. [To this I reply:] It is not a kriyā tantra because there is an occurrence of the seventh chapter, which teaches only things to be done by meditation (yoga). Moreover, because [the VBhT] teaches internal yoga as essential in every external ritual application, we have the teaching “[He should] be well concentrated (samāhita),” and this is an internal aspect of yoga. This is not a kriyā tantra but a yoga that teaches great external ritual applications. Others say that in this tantra, yoga cannot be derived from the stem yuji, but it can only mean yoniśas [i.e., yoniśo manasikāra, “right mental attention”], but it is not true. In this tantra, it is the stem yuji, and it is, for the most part, yoniśas not only in the case of the seventh chapter and achieving the body of the deity [but also in case of other chapters]. Even in the kriyā tantras, we have yoniśas, and that’s why it is not true.1





*Akṣobhya tries to refute the first objection of the opponent (pūrvapakṣa) that the VBhT should be classified under the “action” or kriyā category because of the predominace of outer rituals on the basis of two facts. First, the very existence of the seventh chapter, which relies solely upon rituals conducted through meditation. Second, there is the inner yoga component in every outer ritual, conveyed by the phrase susamāhita/samāhita in a meaning of “[being] well concentrated,” which is to be understood as an inner meditative state characterized as the union with the deity Vajrabhairava that any practitioner (sādhaka) performing rituals delineated in the VBhT must assume prior to the engagement in the rituals. According to *Akṣobhya, these aspects alone qualify the VBhT as a yoga tantra.


The second debatable issue brought forth by *Akṣobhya in the above passage revolves around the class of the verbal stem (dhātu) from which the term yoga was derived. In this regard, the Dhātupāṭha distinguishes two classes: (1) the fourth class (IV.68), where yoga is derived from the root yuj- in the sense of concentration, yuja samādhau, and (2) the seventh class (VII.7), where yoga is derived from the root yuj- in the sense of conjunction, yuji yoge (Staal 1997, 122). It was a common practice in Sanskrit exegetical writings to engage in a discussion on the issue of the two aforementioned derivations whenever the topic of yoga was considered. For example, the exegetical commentary on the Yogasūtra, the Yogasūtrabhāṣya—forming together with it the Pātañjalayogaśāstra (probably early to mid-fifth century)—gives the following explanation of yoga:




Doubt as to the actual thing (yoga) is occasioned by doubt as to the meaning of the word. This doubt is removed by stating that in the language of the sūtra, yoga is etymologically derived from the root yuja in the sense of concentration and not from the root yuji in the sense of conjunction. (trans. Staal 1997, 122.)





In making a distinction between the two derivations of the word yoga, *Akṣobhya goes against the objection of the opponent that denies the possibility of the word yoga to be derived from the stem yuja, “yoga as concentration,” and favors the derivation from the dhātu yuji, “yoga as union,” expressed through the Buddhist idiom of yoniśas manaskāra—“right mental attention.” In order to understand *Akṣobhya’s reasons for putting forward such an explanation, we have to look at the definition of yoga in the Sgra sbyor bam po gnyis pa, a commentary on the early ninth-century Mahāvyutpatti:




What is called yoga is so called [because of the root, dhātu] yuji, [“to unite”]. Yoga means meditation (dhyāna), which unites tranquility (śamatha) and insight (vipaśyanā). Yoniśas manaskāra means the following: yoni is upāya, the method or tantra, [the affix] śa[s] means “it teaches” (śasati);2 [this refers to the act of] following and teaching that very same method and means. In general, through meditation on the repulsive (aśubhabhāvanā), one eliminates desire, through meditation on the dependent origination, one eliminates ignorance, and so on. Because it is the name for meditation (dhyāna) according to the [right] method and means, it is called yoniśas manaskāra accordingly.3





There are two aspects of the above definition of yoga that could throw some light on *Akṣobhya’s earlier explanation. First, yoga is derived from the Sanskrit root (dhātu) yuji (that is, “yoga as union”), and it denotes a meditation (dhyāna) that is understood in terms of the union of calm abiding and special insight (śamathavipaśyanā). Those two technical terms Wayman (1973, 110) defines as the “backbone of tantric practice” insofar that they relate to the development of the one-pointed concentration on tantric Buddhist deities, mantras, and so on, during śamatha and the realization of emptiness (śūnyatā) in vipaśyanā, respectively (Sarbacker 2005, 116). Second, dhyāna is also defined through the yoniśas manaskāra4 terminology because of its proximity to skillful means (upāya), or the method of meditation that brings specific results—for example, elimination of desire and so on. If we take this explanation as an interpretative tool for understanding *Akṣobhya’s definition, we may conclude that in the VBhT, “yoga as union” is considered a skillful means for eliminating all kinds of obstacles through meditation (dhyāna), which comes about through concentration and realization of emptiness.


Yet another attempt at classifying the VBhT within the scheme of Buddhist tantras in India came with Vilāsavajra, who placed it within the great yoga (mahāyoga) or highest yoga (yogottara) category,5 alongside the Guhyasamāja Tantra (GS) and the Māyājāla Tantra (Tribe 1994, 5). It is difficult to understand what the basis for Vilāsavajra’s classification was. Scholars usually point to several distinctive features of yogottara tantras not found in other classes. For example, an oft-repeated statement is that one of the yogottara tantras’ features was a sudden proliferation of wrathful deities of Akṣobhya’s vajra family, whose status rose to prominence in that genre of texts (Tribe 1994, 5; English 2002, 4). While this statement may be correct in the case of the Guhyasamāja and Māyājāla, it cannot be confirmed with regard to the VBhT, where no mention of Akṣobhya is to be found. Similarly, scholars (see, e.g., English 2002, 4; Williams and Tribe 2000, 151–64; Harvey 2013, 182) unanimously maintain that the yogottara tantras are distinguished from the tantras of other classes by their marked emphasis on sexuality, especially initiation involving sexual intercourse as well as the depiction of deities in sexual embrace. While sexuality becomes an important aspect of the Guhyasamāja and Māyājāla, it is entirely absent in the VBhT. The only feature that the text seems to be sharing with the tantras of the yogottara class is the ritual use of body products. The VBhT employs the ritual consumption of the five nectars (pañcāmṛta),6 and thus it follows the “transgressive paradigm” initiated in Buddhist tantras by the Guhyasamāja.


Now, let us examine the placement of the VBhT in Tibet. The classification of Buddhist tantras in Tibet went through various stages of development and only in the twelfth century was codified into the well-known fourfold division mentioned above, mainly thanks to the legitimizing efforts of the members of the new schools (gsar ma) such as the Sa skya pas (Dalton 2005, 159). The “fourfold” system closely followed the classifications of tantras current in India at that time into “action” or kriyā (bya ba’i rgyud), “performance” or caryā (spyod pa’i rgyud), yoga (rnal ’byor gyi rgyud), and “unexcelled yoga” or yoganiruttara (rnal ’byor bla na med pa’i rgyud),7 the last one grouped together the yogottara and yoginī tantras. The yoganiruttara class was further divided into father (pha rgyud), mother (ma rgyud), and nondual tantras (gnyis med rgyud) (English 2002, 6). With regard to this system, the VBhT was categorized under the father tantras of the unexcelled yoga (yoganiruttara) class (anuttarayoga, Siklós 1996, 4). The father tantras were further organized in accordance with the predominance of afflictive emotions (kleśa) present in the trainees—namely hatred, desire, and ignorance. In accordance with this classification, the VBhT—as well as the Yamāntaka—were suitable for those trainees who had mainly hatred, while the Guhyasamāja and *Vairocanamāyājāla were appropriate to those who had desire and ignorance, respectively.8 It is reasonable to assume that the grouping of these three tantras together may have been influenced by Vilāsavajra’s model attesting to the inclusion of the same texts under the yogottara category. The father tantras were also distinguished from the mother tantras for its emphasis on the cultivation of the illusory body (sgyu lus), which is upāya / the material cause of the material body (gzugs sku). The mother tantras, on the other hand, emphasize luminosity (’od gsal), which is prajñā / the material cause of the truth body (dharmakāya).9




The grouping of the VBhT under the unexcelled yoga (yoganiruttara) category in Tibet was controversial. The tantras of the yoganiruttara class are qualified as the highest of all tantra classes for one particular reason—they are regarded as a tool for reaching awakening in this lifetime. The dispute revolved around the suitability of classifying the VBhT as a text for attaining liberation in view of its (mostly low-level) magical content designated to harm some target. The ramifications of this controversy were extensive, and it is useful to present the whole argument summarized in Tāranātha’s History of the Yamāntaka Tradition (Gshin rje chos ’byung). Tāranātha was dissatisfied with the perspective of elimination (rnam bcad) that viewed the VBhT, in accord with the description of the father tantras, merely as the means (upāya) of removing obstacles leading to awakening. He stated that there are various obstacles such as disease or poverty that can also be removed by other things, such as medicine and so on. Their removal, however, does necessarily guarantee awakening (byang chub). He writes thus:




If one cannot attain awakening through the path of [the VBhT in] seven chapters, it would be inappropriate for you [the opponent] to hold that the explanations of the seven chapters of the Skyo and Mal lineages is the supreme dharma, because even though it [the seven chapters] would enable one to accomplish some minor rituals, it would be comparable to the dharma of the non-Buddhists. Again, if one were to examine the position that says “[The VBhT] dispels obstacles to attain awakening,” [one may conclude the following]: if all the obstacles can be removed in that way, then [the VBhT] would be the unexcelled (niruttara) means of awakening. Because once all the obstacles are removed, it is impossible not to attain awakening. Now, if [the VBhT] only removes disease, harm, poverty, it would be impossible to establish it as [the means of] removing obstacles [leading] to awakening. And if it can do it, then, since the knowledge of medicine, substances, magical formulas, methods against the enemy, and so on have the same ability, [the VBhT] would be comparable to the method of village people. In that case, how would you justify [the VBhT] as a valid means of annihilating, protecting [against evil], and destroying [the obstacles]? If you were to argue that [the VBhT] removes the suffering for one or two lifetimes, that too would make it similar to the methods of non-Buddhists.10







On that basis, Tāranātha argued in support of the positive inclusion (yongs gcod) that would subsume the VBhT under the unexcelled (niruttara) category by associating it with skillful means (upāya) as well as with wisdom (prajñā). In this regard, prajñā—understood as “knowledge of indissolubility of Beatitude and Void on the side of void” (Lessing and Wayman 1978, 265)—precedes the elimination of obstacles. If we take it in a metaphysical sense, as Tāranātha does, we may say that the main “obstacle” the VBhT tries to eliminate—Māra or Yama—requires a skillful means (upāya), but this “means” can only be generated from the transcendental wisdom (prajñā).




If you were to argue that [the VBhT] counteracts Māra or Yama, then transcendental wisdom must be generated [for that]. On that basis, one must understand [the VBhT] as referring to the “means (thabs) of attaining awakening.” From the elimination point of view, it is the case of giving up faults, such as obstacles and so on. From the perspective of inclusion, it may be possible that good qualities may not actually be obtained. The following exemplifies this dharma explanation: Imagine a dirty copper vessel that you wash out and then pour a liquid into; it is like this. Without the stages of knowledge, neither the understanding of the stages of the path nor the giving up of the undesirable can arise here. Therefore, without generating the antidote to the evil one, one will be unable to eliminate the object of elimination.11







Tāranātha supports his argument by referring to the well-established Mahāyāna categories of the two accumulations that need to be accomplished during the bodhisattva’s ascent through the ten bodhisattva levels. It is only upon the accumulation of merit (puṇyasaṃbhāra) associated with upāya and of wisdom (prajñāsaṃbhāra) associated with prajñā that the eradication of the emotional and cognitive obscurations (the kleśa- and jñeya-āvaraṇas) is possible.12 This eradication, in turn, is concomitant with the attainment of awakening.




Similarly, if the two accumulations of merit and wisdom are incomplete, the two obscurations [emotional and cognitive] will not be cleared, just like you cannot remove darkness without light. Therefore, according to the perspective of inclusion, one generates good qualities and eliminates faults of obstacles; [thus, generation of good qualities] and removal of faults run in tandem. Because this is the way of highest comparability [between the two methods], when one eliminates obstacles, one achieves the unexcelled [realization of awakening], and when one generates good qualities, one also achieves the unexcelled [realization of awakening].13





Tāranātha’s explanation comes very close to the exposition given by *Kṛṣṇācārya and Kumāracandra in their commentaries on the VBhT, who also understand the purpose of the sādhana delineated in the VBhT as the means of attaining awakening through the eradication of the two obscurations (see pp. 37, 39 below). Tāranātha concludes his defense of the VBhT as the “unexcelled yoga” (yoganiruttara) by showing that the generation of the transcendental wisdom is a prerequisite that must necessarily precede the skillful means, and thus that the position that the VBhT is the “tantra of method” (upāyatantra) because it merely removes hindrances is untenable.





Dating the Vajrabhairava Tantra



Dating the VBhT is somewhat problematic. Based on the evidence presented below, it is currently plausible to date the text to the mid- to late eighth century. The VBhT is mentioned in Vilāsavajra’s NMAA, which means it was composed prior to it. The dating of the NMAA ranges between the late eighth and the early to mid-ninth centuries (Tribe 2016, 6),14 which therefore provides the terminus ante quem for the VBhT. The reason for placing the VBhT in the eighth rather than the ninth century is based on the fact that Vilāsavajra grouped the VBhT among other eighth-century tantras, such as the Guhyasamāja (GS)15 and the Māyājāla, which may indicate that the connection among these three texts was based on their relative chronology. However, taking into account the evidence of quotations included in the VBhT, it is certain that the VBhT must have been composed after the GS, since it cites, albeit without attribution, a passage from that text’s characterization of the enemy (14.47ad), defined as those people who “blame the teacher” (ācāryanindana) and “speak ill of the Mahāyāna” (mahāyānāgranindakāḥ), and who—as part of retributive punishment—must be killed or else relocated. The existence of an isolated, unattributed quotation from the GS establishes the terminus ante quem for the composition of the VBhT. The VBhT is also mentioned in chapter 3 of the Cakrasaṃvara Tantra together with other early Buddhist tantras, such as the STTS, GS, and Sarvabuddhasamāyogaḍākinījālasaṃvarakalpa (Gray 2007a, 177). Since the Cakrasaṃvara is most probably dated to the ninth century (Gray 2012, 6–8),16 the VBhT must have been written before that time, which in turn could possibly support the dating to the mid- rather than the late eighth century. There is, however, another important piece of evidence that suggests a slightly later date for the composition of the VBhT. Unlike the GS, STTS, and the Sarvabuddhasamāyogaḍākinījālasaṃvara, the VBhT is not mentioned in Amoghavajra’s Index of the Vajraśekhara Yoga Sūtra in Eighteen Sections,17 penned after Amoghavajra’s return to China in 746.18 This fact could push the date for the production of the VBhT to the later half of the eighth century.



Lalitavajra: The Revealer of the Vajrabhairava Tantra



The colophons in the Sanskrit and Tibetan versions of the VBhT state that the text was brought from Oḍḍiyāna by a master of the infinitely great maṇḍala (paramamahāmaṇḍalācārya), Śrī Lalitavajra. On the basis of this as well as historiographical information included in Tāranātha’s History of Buddhism in India (Rgya gar chos ’byung), it has been accepted that Lalitavajra is the revealer of the VBhT. The identity of Lalitavajra and his whereabouts in the Buddhist world are, however, highly problematic. Tibetan Buddhist historiography gives witness to several individuals who share this or a similar name, and Tāranātha himself acknowledges the mix-up that left the Tibetan lineages that took part in the transmission of the VBhT confused about Lalitavajra’s identity. The main problem concerning the identity of Lalitavajra revolves around the erroneous translation of the word lalita into Tibetan as sgeg pa, while the proper translation should be rol pa. Tāranātha thinks that the wrong translation created confusion between Rol pa’i rdo rje (Lalitavajra) and Sgeg pa’i rdo rje (Vilāsavajra), whose separate identities were sometimes conflated into one. Tāranātha refers to this mix-up as follows:




Thinking that rol pa and sgeg pa are synonyms, it appears that lalita was translated as sgeg pa. Thus, ācārya sgeg pa’i rdo rje became the ground for confusing him with another person. The translation as sgeg pa’i rdo rje is not good; furthermore, lalita is mainly expressed through [the Tib.] rol pa. The etymology of sgeg pa is principally lāsya or vilāsya, and the meaning of rol pa is “play,” “frolic,” the purpose of which is to be relaxed in one’s own nature and behave in whatever manner one wants. Since the term sgeg pa connotes “exuding a sense of grandeur,” the meaning of the two words [i.e., rol pa and sgeg pa] is slightly different.19







That Sgeg pa’i rdo rje (Vilāsavajra) and Rol pa’i rdo rje (Lalitavajra) are two different persons has been established by Tribe (1994, 10–11). Sgeg pa’i rdo rje, born in Nor bu gling (Ratnadvīpa)20 but a resident of Oḍḍiyāna, was a teacher of *Buddhajñānapāda, the founder of the Jñānapāda school of GS exegesis, and “taught him many kriyā and yoga tantras.”21 Tāranātha and ’Gos lo tsā ba make the distinction between the two masters clear when they refer to them by different names: Rol pa’i rdo rje for Lalitavajra and Sgeg pa’i rdo rje for Vilāsavajra/Līlāvajra.22 They are also consistent in portraying them via different storylines.23 More importantly, the works attributed to Sgeg pa’i rdo rje in the Bstan ’gyur differ in nature from those assigned to Rol pa’i rdo rje: the former is associated with the authorship of the commentary on the MNS—that is, the NMAA—while the latter being exclusive to titles bearing the names Vajrabhairava, Bhairava, and Kṛṣṇayamāri (Tribe 1994, 11). Although Tāranātha and ’Gos lo tsā ba are most of the time careful24 in using Rol pa’i rdo rje for Lalitavajra in order to distinguish him from Sgeg pa’i rdo rje, the Tibetan lineages that took part in the transmission of Vajrabhairava cycle had not been as careful. The confusion between the equivalent forms rol pa and sgeg pa has been indeed transferred to the narratives dealing with Lalitavajra’s life. For example, the followers of Bari lo tsā ba Rin chen grags (1040–1111/12) refer to Lalitavajra as Sgeg pa’i- and not Rol pa’i rdo rje. Moreover, in the Bari lineage, Sgeg pa’i rdo rje is succeeded by the line of masters associated with the commentarial tradition of the Nāmasaṅgīti, which indicates that the Sgeg pa’i rdo rje whom they thought was Lalitavajra was in fact Vilāsavajra (see diagram 1).


Another confusion that contributed to conflating the identity of Lalitavajra with Vilāsavajra was created by the linguistic problem of using the words lalita and līlā as synonyms. The Skyo lineage accepted the name Līlāvajra (and not Lalitavajra) for the revealer of the VBhT, and in so doing they seemingly confused him with Sgeg pa’i rdo rje (whose name sometimes appears in Sanskrit transcription as Līlāvajra),25 whom they believed was also the author of the Gsang ldan (*Guhyāpanna).26 Sgeg pa’i rdo rje, the author of the *Guhyāpanna, again suggests Vilāsavajra—the late eighth- to early ninth-century author of the NMAA. He is known as the founder of the ’Jam dpal gsang ldan (Mañjuśrī *Guhyāpanna) school, which was named after Agrabodhi’s sādhana to the *Guhyāpanna (Mañjuśrīnāmasaṅgītisādhana, Toh. 2579; see Tribe 1994, 20). Agrabodhi, which is the ordination name of Vilāsavajra, is considered by Tāranātha and Bu ston as one27 and the same person28 (Tribe 1994, 19).29


The juxtaposition of Vilāsavajra/Agrabodhi with Līlāvajra suggested by Skyo lineage is understandable, especially since those masters share the same interest in the MNS and Māyājāla Tantra traditions,30 and both resided at Nālandā Monastery. Nevertheless, it is more probable that the Skyo lineage attributed the stories of Vilāsavajra, whom they thought to be the same as Agrabodhi, to Līlāvajra (see diagram 2). This is supported by another piece of evidence: according to the Skyo lineage, Līlāvajra met Mañjuśrīmitra.31 But as the two Tibetan historiographers confirm, Mañjuśrīmitra was a teacher of both *Buddhajñānapāda (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 449; Roerich 1949, 1:369–70) and Sgeg pa’i rdo rje32 (Vilāsavajra), and not Līlāvajra.


The real identity of “our” Lalitavajra is difficult to establish. Unfortunately, most of the information about him comes from Tāranātha’s Rgya gar chos ’byung and Gshin rje ’chos byung, whose historical accuracy has often been questioned (Templeman 1981). Tāranātha depicts Lalitavajra, the revealer of the VBhT, as one of the siddhayogis and great masters (mahācāryas), contemporary of other great tenth-century siddhas, such as Luipa (also known as Lūyīpā, Lvāvapā, and Kaṃbalapāda), Indrabhūti the Middle, Kukkurāja, and Saroruhavajra (Chattopadhyaya 1990, 240–41). According to the Rgya gar chos ’byung, Lalitavajra (whose real name was *Mañjuśastra) was a teacher (ācārya) at Nālandā Monastery who did not have a mortal guru but was initiated by Vajrayoginī/Vajraḍākinī when he went to U rgyan (Oḍḍiyāna) to retrieve the three cycles of Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka, which also featured the VBhT in seven chapters. Tāranātha depicts Lalitavajra’s life through the narratives of magical feats, acts of religious conversion of the non-Buddhists, and victorious struggles with natural and supernatural adversaries (Wenta 2021), all of which he employed to emulate a certain siddha ideal.33 Although Lalitavajra was probably a historical figure, in Tāranātha’s work he underwent a kind of canonization, and the gaps in his real life story were filled with wonders and marvelous deeds so that they could become a firm basis for embodying the magical paradigm of the siddha milieu. The fact that Lalitavajra is depicted in the company of other famous siddhas, such as Luipa and Indrabhūti the Middle,34 who act as direct witnesses of Lalitavajra’s display of siddhis, is deliberately designed to consolidate Lalitavajra’s status as the accomplished siddha and the founder of a new tantric tradition.




In the Gshin rje chos ’byung, Tāranātha provides us with yet another chronology of Lalitavajra’s period of activity, for he places him approximately one hundred years before the great master *Buddhajñānapāda (slob dpon chen po sangs rgyas ye shes zhabs) (ca. 770–820).35 Based on this information, it can be inferred that Lalitavajra would have been active between the second half of the seventh and the first half of the eighth century. Tāranātha says that for about one hundred years after Lalitavajra’s discovery of the VBhT, the cycle did not flourish much. After a gap of approximately a hundred years—that is, around the middle of the eighth century—the Vajrabhairava cycle was picked up by *Buddhajñānapāda, who inherited the succession of Lalitavajra and taught the Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka cycle.36 The Tibetan lineages that took part in the transmission of Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka tantras perceive the relationship between the two masters slightly differently, for they consider Lalitavajra to be a disciple of the great vajra-master (mahāvajrācārya) of the maṇḍala *Devabuddhajñānapāda (dkyil ’khor chen po’i rdo rje slob dpon lha sangs rgyas ye shes zhabs), who “has achieved realization equal to the state of nonduality of Mañjuśrī in peaceful and wrathful forms,” and not his teacher.37 In this regard, both the Zhang and Gnyos lineages (see diagrams 3 and 4) consider *Buddhajñānapāda to be the first actual lineage holder of Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka cycle, and Lalitavajra to be his disciple.38 According to the Zhang lineage (see diagram 3), Lalitavajra belonged to a direct transmission lineage of *Buddhajñānapāda through another vajra-master of Vikramaśīla, Dīpaṅkarabhadra, who bestowed upon him the Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka tradition.39 Tāranātha tried to resolve this chronological conundrum by stating that there existed two Lalitavajras: Lalitavajra Senior, who brought the VBhT from Oḍḍiyāna, and Lalitavajra Junior, who was a direct disciple of Dīpaṅkarabhadra in the lineage of *Buddhajñānapāda.40 Lalitavajra Junior was committed to reviving the legacy of Lalitavajra Senior through dissemination of Lalitavajra Senior’s earlier works,41 and he also composed his own treatises (see diagram 5). Since the two Lalitavajras bear the same name, their distinct identities became conflated.


Tāranātha’s solution to this chronological problem is to postulate the existence of the two Lalitavajras separated in time and space. His explanation of a revival of Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka tradition initiated by *Buddhajñānapāda and implemented by Lalitavajra Junior seems viable. Our current knowledge about the scholarly interests of the Vikramaśīla vajrācāryas allows for the existence of a strong Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka tradition at Vikramaśīla Monastery, as suggested by the type of works the tantric masters at Vikramaśīla engaged with. Beginning with *Buddhajñānapāda, who allegedly composed three texts on the Raktayamāri (Toh. 2086, 2084, 2085), through Śrīdhara, the first lineage holder of the Raktayamāri tradition, to Dīpaṅkarabhadra, Lalitavajra Junior, Tathāgatarakṣita, Kamalarakṣita, Kṛṣṇācārya Junior, and so forth, we notice a continuous effort to grant visibility to the Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka cults in the tantric world.



Six Canonical Commentaries on the Vajrabhairava Tantra



As noted above, there are six known commentaries on the VBhT originally composed in Sanskrit by various Indian authors. These commentaries were written to clarify more obscure or difficult portions of the root tantra (mūlatantra), following a word-by-word exegesis. All six of them have been included in the Bstan ’gyur portion of the Tibetan canon, and they are referenced in my annotated translation of the VBhT in part II. Only one of these commentaries42 has come down to us in the original Sanskrit; the others can only be accessed in Tibetan translation. The history of the VBhT’s exegetical writers is even more obscure than the history of its alleged revealer, Lalitavajra. Almost nothing is known about their lives, and any shred of information that can be gathered on some of them, for example from xylographs’ colophons, does not throw any light on their affiliation or the lineages they belonged to. Tāranātha does not have much to say about the commentaries either. His brief note contains the following:








DIAGRAM 1. VAJRABHAIRAVA TRANSMISSION IN THE LINEAGE OF BA RI LO TSĀ BA
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DIAGRAM 2. VAJRABHAIRAVA TRANSMISSION IN THE SKYO TRADITION
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DIAGRAM 3. VAJRABHAIRAVA TRANSMISSION IN THE ZHANG TRADITION
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DIAGRAM 4. VAJRABHAIRAVA-YAMĀNTAKA TRANSMISSION IN THE GNYOS TRADITION
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DIAGRAM 5. VAJRABHAIRAVA TRANSMISSION ACCORDING TO TĀRANĀTHA
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Concerning the dharma cycle of the Śrīvajramahābhairava [Tantra]: the commentary by Kumāracandra (Vajrabhairavatantrapañjikā) is very limited and appears to be merely fulfilling the oath. [The commentary] by *Vajrasiddha (Śrīvajrabhairavatantraṭippaṇīnāma) is said to be [the one] by *Śoṇaśrī; despite some differences in their translations, their basic content is the same. There is also a commentary by the so-called Lalitavajra (i.e., the Vajrabhairavatantravṛttyalaṃkāraupadeśanāma). The commentary that is said to be written by the ācārya *Akṣobhya (Śrīvajrabhairavatantraṭīkā) was composed by Lo tsā ba Cog gru Shes rab.43 Although later commentaries are more exhaustive than the [commentary] by Kumāracandra, I do not find them clear enough to convey the meaning of the [Vajrabhairava] Tantra.44





Tāranātha’s statement that it was Cog gru Shes rab, and not *Akṣobhya, who wrote the commentary on the VBhT is somewhat unusual. Cog gru Shes rab bla ma (tenth–eleventh centuries), also known as Zhang Cog gru lo tsā ba Shes rab, established the earliest of the Vajrabhairava transmission lineages in Tibet, the so-called Zhang lineage (zhang lugs). This lineage is traced back to the Indian, or perhaps Newar, paṇḍita Devākaracandra (ca. 1030–1130), who is regarded as the Zhang lineage’s root guru (rtsa ba’i bla ma),45 and who is identified by Tāranātha as Bla ma Mgos khub, the “scholar-monk who had a consort” (mkhas btsun mo can). Scant biographical information places Cog gru in Nepal and Magadha, where he met Devākaracandra (probably at Vikramaśīla) and received from him the teachings on the Guhyasamāja, the Kālacakra, and three cycles of Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka. It is said that Cog gru was empowered into all types of Yamāntaka, particularly Black Yamāntaka.46 Cog gru’s contribution to the dissemination of the Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka tradition in Tibet is attested in his translation work. The Bstan ’gyur mentions Cog gru’s name in the context of several texts that he translated alone or in collaboration with the Indian paṇḍitas,47 including Prajñāśrīdeva and Amoghavajra Junior. Apart from the translation work, the Zhang lugs’s greatest contribution to the development of Vajrabhairava teachings in Tibet was the establishment of a unique tradition of the Forty-Nine-Deity Vajrabhairava system (dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed zhang lugs lha zhe dgu ma) (see plate 1). The tradition of the Forty-Nine-Deity Vajrabhairava maṇḍala appears to have been known at the Yuan court and was certainly practiced at the Qing court.


*Akṣobhya


There is some evidence suggesting that *Akṣobhya’s (Mi skyod pa) commentary,48 entitled the Śrīvajrabhairavatantraṭīkā (=Dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed kyi rgyud kyi dka’ ’grel, Toh. 1970),49 is also one of the earliest commentaries on the VBhT among all those included in the Bstan ’gyur. *Akṣobhya, who in the colophon of his treatise refers to himself as vajra-master (rdo rje slob dpon), was probably active in the early ninth century. This date is established on the basis of several references included in his work that are uniquely associated with an early tantric milieu. For example, *Akṣobhya quotes a passage on the mantra recitation50 that also appears at the end of the Rahasyānandatilaka, a text attributed to Mahāmati, where it is listed as a quotation from the Sarvakalpasamuccaya,51 one of the earliest supplementary commentaries (uttaratantra) on the proto-yoginī tantra Sarvabuddhasamāyoga (Sanderson 2009, 154–55). The same passage quoted by *Akṣobhya also appears in the Susiddhikara Sūtra, an early kriyā tantra and the only surviving text of the Susiddhi cycle that has been translated into Chinese by Śubhākarasiṃha in 724 (Giebel 2001). Another piece of evidence in support of *Akṣobhya’s early date is a gloss on the three worlds (triloka)52 explained by him (in chapter 4 of his commentary) through the example of the three brothers, namely, Jayakāra, Madhukāra,53 and Sarvārthasiddhikāra. The same gloss appears in the NMAA (Tribe 2016, 104), where Vilāsavajra glosses trailokya “[with loka meaning ‘people’ rather than ‘worlds’] as the three brothers, namely, Jayakāra, Madhukāra, and Sarvārthasiddhikāra.” According to P. D. Szántó (in private conversation), the early commentators use the concept of the “three brothers” to refer to the three worlds, but this semantic gloss must have disappeared sometime in the ninth century.


Apart from its value as one of the earliest commentaries on the VBhT, *Akṣobhya’s exposition offers a comprehensive and detailed account of magical technologies, especially with regard to the performance of magical procedures in chapter 2 and fire offerings in chapter 6, which (except for Lalitavajra’s work) are absent in the later commentaries. The close attention paid to the ritual details54 throughout his work suggests that at the time when *Akṣobhya was composing the Śrīvajrabhairavatantraṭīkā, the cult of Vajrabhairava was still flourishing. Another feature that sets *Akṣobhya’s commentary apart from other exegetical works and also supports the text’s early date is a reference to Vajrabhairava as a solitary hero (ekavīra) that aligns with both the exposition of the root text and Lalitavajra’s commentary, and differs from the later commentaries, which focus on Vajrabhairava in the company of the maṇḍala consisting of thirteen or seventeen deities (see p. 113 below). Moreover, *Akṣobhya makes an attempt to present an integrated ritual system in bringing the Vajrabhairava and Kṛṣṇayamāri traditions together. Insofar as *Akṣobhya’s scholarly background is concerned, the commentary does not reveal any dogmatic features that could give an indication of the author’s scholarly orientation or doctrinal leanings. In the discussion of the mantra recitation, *Akṣobhya refers to the concept of one’s own mantra (svamantra/nijamantra), and thus he exhibits a distinctive feature of the Jñānapāda school of exegesis (see p. 274), but in other places he quotes a passage from Nāgārjuna’s Pañcakrama, a text associated with the Ārya school (see p. 162).


Lalitavajra


The commentary on the VBhT entitled Vajrabhairavatantravṛttyalaṃkāropadeśanāma (=Dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed kyi rgyud kyi ’grel pa man ngag dang ldan pa’i rgyan zhes bya ba)55 attributed to Lalitavajra (Rol pa’i rdo rje) is an uneven work, which may indicate that it was composed by more than one author. On the one hand, some features of the commentary seem to point to a relatively early date. In this regard, the text stands out for its strong mortuary magic content that is bereft of any attempts at Buddhist “encoding,” as is characteristic of later commentaries. Lalitavajra’s commentary aligns with the precepts of the root text insofar as it closely follows the original stratum of Vajrabhairava cult in its connection to Yamarāja’s mantra as the thirty-two-syllable root-mantra of Vajrabhairava. At the same time, it is strongly reminiscent of an earlier cult of Mañjuśrī as the antecedent to Vajrabhairava cult (see p. 86 below). In this regard, Lalitavajra is the only commentator who refers to Mañjuśrī’s root mantra, and unlike other commentators, he is also aware of the symbolism of the letter a as the source of Mañjuśrī that is also found in the MNS (see p. 123). Another early feature is the fact that in the visualization procedure, Vajrabhairava is summoned with the mudrā of vajragraha that goes back to the STTS (see p. 131). Moreover, Lalitavajra’s text contains extensive instructions on fire offerings (see p. 149) and various magical rituals that are not only very detailed but also distinguished by a strong transgressive and antinomian content. Witness, for instance, the instructions on sexual magic and the consumption of sexual fluids that are characteristsic of the Kaula tradition (see p. 158) and which are not found in other VBhT commentaries. Lalitavajra’s text is also the only commentary that begins with the visualization praxis (dhyāna) of Vajrabhairava, otherwise mentioned only in chapter 4. On the other hand, this commentary exhibits some features that would suggest later influences. For example, the visualization process (dhyāna) includes the generation of Mañjuśrī as the knowledge being (jñānasattva) in the heart of Vajrabhairava (see p. 130), which resembles the Mañjuśrī-related sādhanas of the Sādhanamālā, where the concept of the knowledge being becomes more and more associated with “the yogic practices based on the deity in the heart” (English 2002, 471). This apparent combination of early and later features included in one text may point to the scenario in which a later author was redacting the writings of an earlier master, as suggested by Tāranātha (see p. 27 above).


*Śoṇaśrī/*Vajrasiddha


The next two works in the exegetical tradition of the VBhT are the commentaries on the difficult points bearing the same title—namely, the Śrīvajrabhairavatantraṭippaṇīnāma (=Dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed kyi rgyud kyi mdor bshad pa zhes bya ba, Toh. 1971 and 1972) by *Śoṇaśrī56 and *Vajrasiddha, respectively. These two texts are almost identical in content apart from a very few, mostly stylistic, differences. It is likely that *Vajrasiddha’s commentary is an updated version of *Śoṇaśrī’s work and may be the result of a scenario in which a diligent disciple updated the text of the master. This suggestion, although nothing more than a hypothesis, is supported by the fact that *Vajrasiddha’s text is written in a more elegant and lucid language. Several features identify this commentary as belonging to the later commentarial tradition, perhaps in existence sometime in the tenth or eleventh century. First, Vajrabhairava appears in the company of the maṇḍala of deities. Second, the thirty-two-syllable mantra of Yamarāja that was part of the original stratum of the root text loses its ritual function. Third, the commentary is much less detailed and less comprehensive than those by *Akṣobhya and Lalitavajra, for it does not provide any specifics regarding the performance of the rituals and fire offerings or the explanation of the mantra. Thus the dimension of material culture that plays an important role in the magical technology in the earlier commentarial tradition is almost completely absent here, while the aspects of Vajrabhairava practice associated with visualization (dhyāna) receive extensive exegetical analysis.


*Kṛṣṇācārya


Another commentary on the VBhT that belongs to the later exegetical tradition is the Vajrabhairavatantrapañjikā Ratnamālā (=Rdo rje ’jigs byed kyi rgyud kyi ’grel pa rin po che’i phreng ba zhes bya ba, Toh. 1974) by *Kṛṣṇācārya. *Kṛṣṇācārya certainly belongs to the same oral tradition as *Śoṇaśrī and *Vajrasiddha, for all the three commentaries exhibit very similar exegetical features. Whether this *Kṛṣṇācārya is the same Kṛṣṇācārya who composed the Yogaratnamālā, a commentary on the Hevajra Tantra, is not a question I attempt to answer here. Both Kṛṣṇācāryas incorporate the threefold division of the tantra into the causal tantra (hetutantra), the resultant tantra (phalatantra), and the method tantra (upāyatantra),57 and in so doing, they follow the standard hermeneutical method for tantric exegesis prevalent in the tenth–eleventh centuries, adopted also by Ratnākaraśānti.58 “Our” *Kṛṣṇācārya integrates the method of the threefold division of tantra with another commentarial method: the connections (anubandhas) popular in the Yogācāra-Madhyamaka tradition.59 At the outset of his commentary, *Kṛṣṇācārya mentions the five anubandhas60 to introduce his discussion of the text: (1) prayojana-prayojana, “the purpose of the purpose,” (2) prayojana, “the purpose,” (3) abhidhāna, “the text,” (4) abhidheya, “the subject matter,” and (5) sambandha, “the connection.” *Kṛṣṇācārya explains the meaning of the anubandhas61 in the context of their application in the Vajrabhairavatantrapañjikā Ratnamālā and couples them with the twofold division of the tantra. He is mainly interested in interpreting the prayojana-prayojana in terms of resultant tantra (phalatantra) and prayojana in terms of method tantra (upāyatantra). He does not discuss the category of causal tantra (hetutantra). With regard to the prayojana-prayojana category, he says:




The Lord Vajradhara himself is the goal to be accomplished through this resultant tantra (phalatantra). The sādhana is the path because it is realized through practice; for the yogin, the purpose of the purpose is the accomplishment (siddhi).62





After that, *Kṛṣṇācārya goes on to explain the purpose (prayojana) as well as the purpose of the purpose (prayojana-prayojana) categories that become conjoined with the Mahāyāna doctrine of personal benefit (svārtha-saṃpad) and benefit for others (parārtha-saṃpad). The altruistic context of the Mahāyāna tradition is paired with the classic description of the Mahāyāna praxis predicated upon the distinction between what is to be avoided (heya) and what is to be obtained (upādeya). *Kṛṣṇācārya offers the following explanation:




As for the svārtha-saṃpad, it is of two kinds: to give up without remainder (heya-saṃpad) the two obscurations (āvaraṇa), that of afflictive emotions (kleśa-āvaraṇa) and that of cognitive obscurations (jñeya-āvaraṇa). As for that, this is obtained by upādeya-saṃpad, which is obtaining awakening by obtaining awakening. Purpose (prayojana) is the sādhana itself, which comes from method tantra (upāyatantra). Prayojana of that prayojana is bringing about benefit for others by overcoming through this tantra demons, non-Buddhists, serpents, yakṣas, wrathful caṇḍīs, wrathful bhairavas, and so on, those who turn on the teachings and who are intent on hurting sentient beings in general and the teacher (ācārya) in particular.63





Next, *Kṛṣṇācārya turns to a brief exposition of his understanding of the text, subject matter, and connection, which are also explained in terms of personal benefit and benefit for others:




The yogin who accomplishes benefit for himself and for others amounts to the text (abhidhāna) and the subject matter (abhidheya), which have both a causal and an identity relationship because they are mutually related.64





After explaining the general meaning of anubandhas, *Kṛṣṇācārya then proceeds to show in the commentary itself how these categories can be applied and gives several examples pertaining to the beginning of chapter 1 of the VBhT.65




Tendencies of the later commentarial tradition are also reflected in *Kṛṣṇācārya’s discussion of the four gateways to liberation while commenting on the chapter 1 of the VBhT. *Kṛṣṇācārya shows the influence of the post-tenth-century Hevajra tradition when he incorporates into his discussion of the gateway to liberation of wishlessness (apraṇihitadvāra, see p. 211) that system’s description of the four energetic circles (cakras) constituting the yogin’s subtle body—those located in the navel, in the throat, in the heart, and in the head66—but with the mantras typical of the Yamāri tradition. This passage is also important for another reason: it demonstrates a commentarial attempt to reformulate the concept of apraṇihitadvāra under the generation stage (utpattikrama) category. For what in *Kṛṣṇācārya’s commentary is described as manipulation of the energetic centers (cakras) located in the subtle body that produces great bliss (mahāsukham) and, in turn, releases nectar, corresponds to Ratnākaraśānti’s exposition of the completion stage (utpannakrama), which rests upon the cultivation of great bliss (mahāsukham) “that spreads throughout the sādhaka’s body.”67


Another sign that *Kṛṣṇācārya’s commentary reflects a later exegetical tradition is his reference to the practice of identifying as the deity (devatāhaṃkāra) during all the activities a practitioner undertakes: when eating, when being initiated into the maṇḍala, when performing rituals, and so on. In this regard, *Kṛṣṇācārya instructs as follows: “One should give offerings to himself after having assumed the identity of Vajrabhairava.” This statement correlates with the devatāhaṃkāra concept found pervasively in the yoginī tantras (English 2002, 166).


Kumāracandra


The commentary by Kumāracandra68 (Gzhon nu zla ba), entitled the Vajrabhairavatantrapañjikā (=Rdo rje ’jigs byed kyi rgyud kyi dka’ ’grel, Toh. 1973), also belongs to the later exegetical tradition. This commentary is limited in its exposition, for it devotes only one sentence each to chapters 4, 6, and 7 of the VBhT. The beginning of the text and most of the glosses seem to be drawing on either *Kṛṣṇācārya’s or *Śoṇaśrī/*Vajrasiddha’s exposition. Kumāracandra gives a description of Vajrabhairava almost identical to the one in *Kṛṣṇācārya’s commentary (see p. 202), and he also follows *Kṛṣṇācārya’s division of the resultant tantra (phalatantra) and the method tantra (upāyatantra).69 He also adopts the exegetical method of the connections (anubandhas)70 that closely resembles that of *Kṛṣṇācārya. Moreover, in line with *Kṛṣṇācārya’s exposition, Kumāracandra defines the sādhana of the VBhT as the means (upāya) for accomplishing a personal benefit (svārtha-saṃpad) and a benefit for others (parārtha-saṃpad). The personal benefit is of two kinds—the understanding of perfect accomplishments and giving up the perfect accomplishments. The first one is as great as the awakening that leads to the perfect buddhahood; the second one is complete abandonment of the latent traces (vāsanās) of emotional and cognitive obscurations (kleśa- and jñeya-āvaraṇas). The benefit for others, on the other hand, is to instill fear in all wicked beings.71 Unlike other commentators, Kumāracandra gives a complete extraction of the mantras delineated in chapter 3, which appears to be his only “original” contribution.


The History of Vajrabhairava in Tibet and China


The transmission of the VBhT from India to Tibet took place through the Indian or Newar masters and the Tibetan translators during the later dissemination (phyir dar) of Buddhism in Tibet.72 As indicated in diagrams 1–5 above and plates 1–5 below, there were five distinct Vajrabhairava transmissions (lugs), named after the Tibetan masters who brought the VBhT to Tibet: (1) Zhang, established in the tenth–eleventh centuries73 by Cog gru Shes rab bla ma (a.k.a. Zhang Cog gru lo tsā ba Shes rab), (2) Skyo, named after Skyo ston ’Od ’byung gnas (a.k.a. Skyo nag ’brom ston, 1126–1200), (3) Gnyos, named after Gnyos lo tsā ba Yon tan grags (b. 973), (4) Mal, established by Mal lo tsā ba Blo gros grags pa (eleventh century), and (5) Rwa, named after Rwa lo tsā ba Rdo rje grags,74 (b. 1016). These different transmissions introduced Vajrabhairava in a wide variety of forms or manifestations. In this regard, the collection of Ngor maṇḍalas (Rgyud sde kun btus)75 distinguishes the following variations of Vajrabhairava systematized according to their respective lineages:




	1. Forty-Nine-Deity Vajrabhairava (Zhang)76



	2. Nine- and Seventeen-Deity Vajrabhairava (Skyo)77



	3. Thirteen-Deity Vajrabhairava (Rwa)



	4. Ekavīra “Solitary Hero” Vajrabhairava (Rwa)



	5. Vajrabhairava with eight zombies (ro langs brgyad) and thirty-two weapons (phyag mtshan) (Mal and Rwa)78








The source text for all the above-mentioned Vajrabhairava forms was the VBhT in seven chapters. The tantra was expensive: to have a single manuscript copy made, one had to pay no less than ten srang of gold.79 Moreover, in Tibet, the cult of Vajrabhairava (rdo rje ’jigs byed) flourished alongside the similar cult of Kṛṣṇayamāri (dgra nag po), which during the time of Abhayākaragupta (d. 1125) surpassed the popularity of Vajrabhairava.80 Another tantra that appeared in that period was the Tantra of the Six-Faced (gdong drug gi rgyud),81 probably dedicated to the Six-Faced Yamāntaka (gdong drug); the text seems not to have gained currency and was used mainly to supplement existing teachings.82 In Tibetan Buddhism, these three separate cults were initially categorized together as the Triple Cycle of Black Bhairava (nag ’jigs skor gsum) or simply the Triple Cycle of the Black One83 (nag po skor gsum), and they were also referred to through their abbreviated names as Dgra/Gdong/’Jigs.84 The masters who appeared in the Vajrabhairava transmission lineages had often received the empowerment of Dgra and Gdong, but they considered them merely as a “backup” or supporting ritual (rgyab rten) for the initiation into Vajrabhairava.


Among the most popular transmissions of Vajrabhairava in Tibet were the Thirteen-Deity Vajrabhairava and the Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava surrounded by eight zombies (vetālas) and thirty-two weapons according to the Rwa lugs that were transmitted through various teachers in the Tibetan Sa skya and Dge lugs schools.


Vajrabhairava in the Sa skya tradition


The earliest transmission received by the Sa skya pas in the twelfth century was the Rwa lugs form of Vajrabhairava surrounded by eight zombies (rdo rje ’jigs byed ro langs brgyad skor) that was passed down from Rwa ’Bum seng ge of the [Western] Rwa lugs to the famous Klog skya Dbang phyug grags pa (twelfth century), a student of Btsum rin po che Grags pa rgyal mtshan, the third patriarch of the Sa skya tradition.85 This particular Klog skya transmission lineage, characterized as descending from master to disciple in an uninterrupted line of succession, has continued through various generations of Sa skya patriarchs.86
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Map. The original clan sites of Vajrabhairava transmission lineages in Tibet








The Thirteen-Deity Vajrabhairava according to the Rwa lugs was received by the Sa skya pas in the thirteenth century. This particular transmission was passed down through Rong pa Rgwa lo of Dben dmar Monastery87 and Rong pa Shes rab seng ge,88 and then through Sa bzang ma ti paṇ chen Blo gros rgyal mtshan (1294–1376) and Sa bzang ’phags pa Gzhon nu blo gros (1358–1412/24), reaching Ngor chen Kun ’dga bzang po (1382–1456), the founder of Ngor evaṃ chos ldan Monastery.


Even though the Sa skya masters were loyal to the original teachings handed down in the Rwa transmission, they also introduced important changes. In this regard, Thar rtse Nam mkha’ dpal bzang (1532–1602), the thirteenth abbot of Ngor, and his direct disciple Shar chen Kun dga’ bkra shis (1558–1603), the fourteenth abbot of Ngor, introduced “the permission to practice the death rituals” (las gshin gyi rjes gnang), and the “instructions on the utpanna-krama according to the systems of Rwa and Skyo.” Another transmission that became a part of Ngor’s Vajrabhairava legacy was a reading transmission (lung) of pith instructions on the Nine-Deity maṇḍala practice of Vajrabhairava, Rdo rje ’jigs byed kyi man ngag phyogs sdeb,89 written by Dpal ’dzin grags pa (fourteenth–fifteenth century), known as ’Bri gung pa Dpal ’dzin. The Sa skya pas had also adopted a practice centered on focusing the mind on the horn tips of [Vajra]bhairava that was based on the manual of the Skyo ’Od ’byung tradition.90


One of the most important masters in the Sa skya Vajrabhairava lineage was ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan (1235–80), also known as Chos rgyal ’Phags pa,91 the seventh patriarch of Sa skya Monastery and a powerful member of the ’Khon family. He earned his fame in the Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhist history as a national preceptor (guoshi) and then as imperial preceptor (dishi)92 of the Mongol emperor Kublai Khan (1215–94), founder of the Yuan dynasty. ’Phags pa—whose relationship with Kublai was modeled on the patron-lama (yon mchod)93 association—acted as the Mongols’ proxy in Tibet and was in charge of religious institutions throughout the Mongol empire. More importantly, he occupied the office of royal religious officiant (mchod gnas) and was responsible for granting the emperor tantric initiations (dbang). ’Phags pa seemed to have had a determining influence on Kublai and the religious practices in his court, despite some scholars claiming otherwise.94 The Tibetan Script Edict (’Ja sa bod yig ma)—one of the two edicts concerned with the status of monks issued by Kublai—records that ’Phags pa granted three tantric initiations to Kublai in 1253.95 Kublai was considered an incarnation of the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī,96 through which his spiritual and political authority was consolidated in accord with the Buddhist ideology of “bodhisattva-cracy” (Seyfort Ruegg 2004, 2). The cult of Vajrabhairava, a wrathful form of Mañjuśrī, was certainly popularized in the Mongolian court of Kublai during the Yuan period, and it is reasonable to believe it was ’Phags pa or his direct disciples who introduced this cult there.97


’Phags pa was a lineage holder of the [Western] Rwa lugs transmission of Vajrabhairava through Rong po Rgwa lo and his son, Rong pa Shes rab seng ge. According to A mes zhabs, Rgwa lo remained in a close educational relationship with ’Phags pa for about two decades,98 but it was Ldong ston Shes rab dpal (thirteenth century),99 the teacher in the lineage of Rwa ’Bum seng and Klog skya Dbang phyug grags pa, who bestowed on ’Phags pa the Rwa transmission of Vajrabhairava.100 ’Phags pa composed at least one sādhana of Vajrabhairava based on the teachings of Rwa lo tsā ba,101 dealing with the generation of oneself in the Solitary Hero form of Vajrabhairava. ’Phags pa was also a recipient of the Raktayamāri cult of the mahāsiddha Virūpa in the lineage of Glo bo lo tsā ba Shes rab rin chen,102 the thirteenth-century translator from the Mustang area (glo bo) who appears to have granted him the Yamāntaka initiation.103


Although there is no evidence that ’Phags pa ever conferred a Vajrabhairava initiation on Kublai, we know that such initiations were conducted for the Yuan dynasty by the imperial preceptors in later years. The first Taidung emperor, Yesün Temür, was granted the Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka initiation by the imperial preceptor in 1324, and his wife in 1326.104 It is plausible that the same preceptor performed a Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka abhiṣeka on Tugh Temür (great-great grandson of Kublai Khan and the emperor of the Yuan dynasty from 1328–32) and his wife Budhashiri in 1329, for it is also known that Tugh Temür was bestowed two tantric initiations as an emperor; however, no details of those have been given (Watt and Wardwell 1997, 98). The evidence in support of the theory that it was the Vajrabhairava initiation that was conferred on Tugh Temür, and possibly on Kublai as well, is the existence of the kesi-silk tapestry thang ka (now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York) designed in the fourteenth-century Sa skya style,105 usually commissioned for imperial initiation rituals106 (see plate 6). The kesi features a nine-headed, thirty-four-armed and sixteen-legged Vajrabhairava as the central figure of the maṇḍala, surrounded by forty-eight attendant deities. This configuration suggests the Forty-Nine-Deity form of Vajrabhairava according to the Zhang lugs (see plate 1).


Vajrabhairava in the Dge lugs tradition


Vajrabhairava is equally important in the Dge lugs tradition. The founder of the reformist Dge lugs school, Tsong kha pa Blo bzang grags pa (1357–1419), popularized the cult of Vajrabhairava in fifteenth-century Tibet and institutionalized Vajrabhairava, the wrathful form of Mañjuśrī, as one of the three main practices in the Dge lugs tradition.107 Moreover, the form of Yama Dharmarāja, known also as Kālarūpa, is one of the three protective deities (dharmapālas) within the Dge lugs tradition, along with Six-Armed Mahākāla and Vaiśravaṇa riding a lion.


Tsong kha pa belonged to the [Western] Rwa tradition of Vajrabhairava108 through his Bka’ gdams pa master Chos rje Don grub rin chen (1309–85), who received the Vajrabhairava transmission from Sman dge Ye shes dpal ba, known also as Bla ma Ye shes dpal. Chos rje Don grub rin chen was the founder and the first abbot of the Bya khyung theg chen yon tan dar rgyas gling Monastery. According to hagiographies of Tsong kha pa composed by his disciples, Don grub rin chen was visited by the deity Vajrabhairava, who commanded him to take care of a child named Kun dga’ snying po (who later became known as Tsong kha pa).109


The practice of Vajrabhairava has been an important part of Tsong kha pa’s tantric sādhana since his initation by Don grub rin chen (Jinpa 2019, 304). The Very Secret Biography of Tsongkhapa composed by Mkhas grub rje Dge legs dpal bzang (1385–1438), one of Tsong kha pa’s closest disciples, who was bestowed Vajrabhairava initiation by Tsong kha pa,110 reports that his teacher had a vision of Vajrabhairava in the year 1394. This incident triggered him to enact a daily practice focused on the generation stage of the deity Vajrabhairava.111 When Tsong kha pa was residing in retreat on the slopes of the Mount ’Od lde gung rgyal in the ’Ol kha Valley, he composed a sādhana of the Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava,112 entitled Complete Victory over the Demons (’Jigs byed kyi sgrub thabs bdud las rnam rgyal). To this day this treatise serves as the basis for many sādhanas dedicated to the Solitary Hero form of Vajrabhairava within the Dge lugs tradition,113 including the empowerments conducted for the public by H. H. the Fourteenth Dalai Lama.114 The Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava gained special prominence in the Dge lugs funerary rites of cremation. An example of such a crematory manual is the ’Jigs byed dpa’ bo gcig pa la brten pa’i sku gdung sreg chog written for the cremation of Khri chen mchog sprul Blo bzang ’phrin las rgya mtsho.115


In the year 1418, Tsong kha pa composed the Jewel Casket: The Sādhana of the Thirteen-Deity Vajrabhairava116 based on the methods of the Rwa and Gnyos traditions. The arrangement of the twelve deities in the maṇḍala around the central figure of Vajrabhairava along with the deities’ respective names closely resembles the exposition of the Indian exegetical tradition, especially those of *Śoṇaśrī/*Vajrasiddha and *Kṛṣṇācārya, the recipients of the same oral transmission (see p. 114 of this book). One element that differs in Tsong kha pa’s version is the depiction of Vajrabhairava in union (yab yum) with a consort, Vajravetālī (see plate 8).


Both the Solitary Hero and the Thirteen-Deity forms of Vajrabhairava became important parts of tantric practice for monastics following Tsong kha pa’s tradition. In the principal Dge lugs monastery, Dga’ ldan, Tsong kha pa erected a large statue of Vajrabhairava and introduced a mandatory practice of the Thirteen-Deity Vajrabhairava for all adult monks residing there.117 Tsong kha pa seems to have also systematized Vajrabhairava’s iconography with some heads positioned at the back. This iconographic variant, although not found uniformily in all the Dge lugs forms of Vajrabhairava, was reportedly based on Tsong kha pa’s meditative vision.


Vajrabhairava also played an important part in the foundation of ’Bras spungs, another principal Dge lugs monastery. According to the Gshin rje chos ’byung of Tāranātha, the relics of Rwa lo tsā ba were brought from Ldan (where Rwa lo died) to ’Brag spungs in the year 1416 (the founding year of ’Bras spungs), where they were used as an inner support (nang rten) for the statue of Vajrabhairava known as Dharmarāja with the Iron Chain (Chos rgyal lcags thag ma gshin rje gshed).118 The person who initiated this transfer was Phag gru sne’u rdzong pa Drung chen Nam mkha’ bzang po, the patron of Tsong kha pa and the early Dge lugs pas (Hazod 2004, 36).


In the fifteenth century, the cult of Vajrabhairava reached the Qing court of China through the Dge lugs pa masters. The Yongle emperor (r. 1402–24), following in the footsteps of Kublai Khan, commenced the practice of inviting important religious dignitaries to his court. In both 1408 and 1413, Tsong kha pa was invited to the Qing court but refused to undertake the trip himself. Instead, he sent his close disciple Byams chen chos rje Shākya ye shes (1354–1435), the future founder of Se ra Monastery, who conducted tantric rituals of Guhyasamāja, Cakrasaṃvara, and the Forty-Nine-Deity Vajrabhairava (’jigs byed zhe dgu ma)119 at the Qing court in the years 1415–16. Śākya ye shes was probably responsible for introducing the practice of the Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava at the Qing court. The evidence of this tradition being current during the reign of the Yongle emperor is a Chinese silk embroidery thang ka of the deity now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (see plate 9). The figure in the upper right corner has been identified as Śākya Ye shes.120 The thang ka was probably commissioned by the Yongle emperor as a gift for Śākya ye shes to commemorate the introduction of the Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava to his court.121


During the reign of the Manchu ruler Qianlong (r. 1735–96), the cult of Vajrabhairava was systematically integrated into the state religion as a symbolic source of legitimization of the Qing emperors through the construction of a spatial symbolism that relied upon the establishment of correspondences between the segments of the capital city of Beijing and the threefold Vajrabhairava maṇḍala.122 Lessing (1976) identifies the statue of the Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava in Beihai Park as the presiding deity of the first maṇḍala and the protector of Beijing. He further suggests that the Taihedian, or the great “Audience Hall” located in the Forbidden City, was the center of the maṇḍala, and that its architectural composition replicated Vajrabhairava’s palace.123 The emperor’s throne situated in the middle of the Audience Hall would correspond to the seat of Vajrabhairava at the center of the maṇḍala; thus the sovereign would symbolically integrate the deity’s protective and wrathful aspects.


Qianlong was an especially avid patron of the Dge lugs cult of Vajrabhairava through his association with the Dge lugs pa master Lcang skya Rol pa’i rdo rje (1717–86; Ch. Zhangjia Ruobi duoji),124 a follower of Tsong kha pa’s tradition.125 The master acted as Qianlong’s main advisor in Buddhist matters and later also as his imperial preceptor (guoshi), the tile previously bestowed on ’Phags pa during the Yuan dynasty. Like ’Phags pa before him, Lcang skya was responsible for conducting initiation rituals and transmitting various tantric practices to the emperor, palace officials, and monks,126 for which he was named Qianlong’s root guru (Berger 2013, 60). He reportedly transmitted the initiation manual of Thirteen-Deity Vajrabhairava to an audience of Manchus and Chinese.127 Qianlong’s devotion to the Dge lugs tradition of Vajrabhairava is attested in many temples in the Beijing area erected during his reign.128 Some of them, such as the Yuhuage (Pavillion of Raining Flowers) established by Qianlong in 1750,129 housed three Dge lugs deities, including Vajrabhairava, intended for the private worship of the emperor and his court (Bianchi 2008, 339). An annual recitation of the text Mahāvajrabhairavamaṇḍala (Ch. Dabuwei tancheng jing) was conducted at this site on the eighth day of the fourth month. Other Vajrabhairava statues erected in that area include one in the Fanzonglou (“Hall of Buddhism”) established by Qianlong in 1768 (Bianchi 2008, 340).


One of the most important Tibetan Buddhist temples established by Qianlong in Beijing was the Yonghegong,130 also known as the Lama Temple, which housed a bronze statue of the Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava in its Mizong dian (“Vajrayāna Hall”). The shrine also contained a statue of Tsong kha pa, as well as Vajrabhairava in the yab yum position (Bianchi 2008, 344). The Eastern Side Hall, also known as the Hall of the Five Mahāvajras, was a shrine dedicated to the protective deities of the Dge lugs pantheon, which also featured Vajrabhairava with his consort, Vajravetālī. One of the Vajrabhairava statues originally housed in the Lama Temple and currently in the collection at the British Museum, London (see plate 10), has an inscription identifying the donor as the Qing emperor Jiaqing (r. 1796–1820), the beloved son of Qianlong, for whom Qianlong abdicated the throne. At the back of the Yonghegong was the Yamāntaka Tower (Ch. Yamandaga lou) located close to the Hall of the War God dedicated to the Chinese god of war, Guanyu. The physical proximity of these two deities points to their martial function.131 The Yamandaga lou was a martial tower, and it was used to store Qianlong’s own weapons and was where he officiated rituals at the time of war (Berger 2003, 118). Stylistic features of Vajrabhairava prominent in that period (see plate 11) are formalized to resemble a warrior-like figure.132


The rituals dedicated to Vajrabhairava continue at Yonghegong to this day. Especially worth mentioning is the Festival of Vajrabhairava’s Maṇḍala (Ch. Daweide Jingang tancheng fahui), which takes place annually in the autumn. According to Bianchi (2008, 345), the festival lasts for three days and involves the preparation of the Vajrabhairava sand maṇḍala, the recitation of sādhana texts, and fire offerings (Ch. huogong).


Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka in other parts of Asia


A wealth of sources testifies to the spread of Vajrabhairava cult throughout the area outside India and Tibet, from the Himalayan region of Nepal to Mongolia and Japan. Unfortunately, a thorough examination of this topic is beyond the scope of this book. Below I briefly mention three instances of this tradition in other parts of Asia.


The cult of Vajrabhairava was popular in the eastern region of Inner Mongolia due to the successful proselytizing efforts133 of Neichi Toin (1557–1653), a missionary lama and “a theological disciple of Paṇ chen Lama” (Heissig 2010, 591) who effectively promoted the Tsong kha pa tradition of Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka. The form of Vajrabhairava most widely disseminated in eastern Mongolia was Thirteen-Deity Vajrabhairava, with the Solitary Hero somewhat less common (Heissig 2010, 591). The tradition of Vajrabhairava continued through Neichi’s disciple, the First Mergen Gegen, who consolidated the tantric practice of the Mergen tradition of Vajrabhairava based on eleven works, the majority of them dedicated to Thirteen-Deity Vajrabhairava.134 The three lineage transmissions135 of the Mergen tradition of Vajrabhairava list Tsong kha pa and Mkhas grub rje at the very top of the Tibetan lineage, with Neichi assuming the position of root guru of the Mongolian Vajrabhairava lineage.


The cult of Yamāntaka was also present in the first half of the seventeenth century in northern Mongolia,136 where it became enmeshed with the indigenous cult of incense offering of the white and black war standard (sülde)137 of Genghis Khan, who was venerated as a powerful ancestor deity of the Mongol nation (Kollmar-Paulenz 2012, 249). Worship of the war standard took place during war campaigns, and various sacrifices, including human ones, were offered to the standard to appease the ancestor spirit (Ibid.). The “Hymn to Yamāntaka” discovered in the Xarbuxyn Balgas collection (no. 65) shows striking similarity with the ritual texts dedicated to the worship of sülde of Genghis not only in terms of analogous textual features, but more importantly in the way in which “the representation of Yamāntaka and the sülde of Cinngis coincide” (Chiodo 2000, 146).138 Both descriptions clearly point to a context of warfare where Yamāntaka and the sülde139 are propitiated to destroy “countless armies” (see note 138 below).


The martial aspect of Yamāntaka, known in Japan as Daiitoku myōō (大威德明王), is also preserved in Kūkai’s Shingon and Saichō’s Tendai sects of Japanese tantric Buddhism (mikkyō), where he became one of the Five Great Wisdom Kings (godai myōō). Daiitoku is identified with the righteous wrath of Amida nyorai (Amitābha) of the western quarter (Covaci 2016, 14). Like Vajrabhairava, he is also regarded as the wrathful form of Mañjuśrī (monju).140 The iconography of Daiitoku (see plate 12) resembles the earlier phase in the development141 of the Vajrabhairava figure, built upon the iconography of the Six-Faced Yamāntaka (see p. 42) rather than Vajrabhairava, insofar as Daiitoku is six-headed, six-armed, six-legged, and riding on a water buffalo. His main face is fierce and often shows fangs. He carries various weapons in his hands, including a club (sometimes represented as the daṇḍamudrā), a sword, a trident, and a noose (Covaci 2016, 14). He is always depicted with flames around his head. Another name used in reference to Daiitoku is Goemmason (Destroyer of Death) because he destroyed the king of the underworld (Emma-O);142 thus Daiitoku shares the same mythology with the narrative plot of Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka destroying Yama (see p. 70). The cult of Daiitoku was linked to the subjugation of enemies both in the court and on the battlefield, and also to the removal of poisons and pain (Fowler 2016, 157). Daiitoku rituals for military victory were conducted for the overthrow of the Taira forces in 1152, 1157, and 1183 (Covaci 2016, 14). The only notable temple dedicated to Daiitokuji established near Osaka during the Heian period, called the Mountain of the Buffalo’s Waterfall (ushinotakiyama), was a place of pilgrimage at the time of war (Duquenne 1983, 659). The cult of Daiitoku was also involved in the black-magic rites meant to cause harm to some target. These rites were usually comprised of fire oblations and made use of transgressive substances such as animal bones and excrement (Duquenne 1983, 660).


The cult of Vajrabhairava is also found in Nepal. According to Decleer (1998, 296), a textual tradition of the VBhT dedicated to the worship of Vajrabhairava under the name Mahiṣa-Saṃvara continues to be practiced to this day in the temples of Patan and Kathmandu. Furthermore, on the authority of the oral tradition of Newar vajrācāryas, Decleer states that one of the yi dam deities in the temple’s shrines is thought to be Vajrabhairava. More research is needed to establish whether the Newar Mahiṣa-Saṃvara currently propitiated in Nepal could be an example of a syncretic cult combining the worship of the Buffalo-Faced One (Vajrabhairava) and Heruka (Cakrasaṃvara).







1. *Akṣobhya’s ṭīkā, 373: sbyor ba’i rgyud ces bya ba ni rgyud ’dir phyi rol gyi sbyor ba rab tu mang bas na’o/ de ltar na ’di bya ba’i rgyud ces brjod do zhe na/ bsam gtan ’ba’ zhig gi bya ba ston pa’i le’u bdun pa ’byung ba dang/ phyi rol gyi sbyor ba’i bya ba thams cad la yang shin tu mnyam par gzhag pas bya’o/ zhes nang gi rnal ’byor rab tu yang gces par ston pas na/ bya ba’i rgyud ni min te/ ’on kyang phyi rol gyi sbyor ba chen po’i rnal ’byor gyi rgyud do/ gzhan dag ni ’dir yo ga zhes bya ba yu dzir mi ’dren te/ yo ni sha nyid du ’dren na/de ni ma yin te/ ’dir yu dzir nyid shas che ba’i yo ni sha ni le’u bdun pa tsam las med cing/ lha’i sku bsgrub pa la ni bya ba’i rgyud las yang yo ni sha yod pa’i phyir ro/.


2. I thank Francesco Sferra for suggesting this emendation to the text.


3. Sgra sbyor bam po gnyis pa (Mie 1990, 137): yo ga zhes bya ba {148b3} yu dzir yo ga zhes bya ste/ zhi gnas dang lhag mthong zung du ’brel pa’i bsam gtan gyi ming ste rnal ’byor zhes bya/ yo ni sha ma na sk’a ra zhes bya ba yo ni au p’a y’a ste thabs sam rgyud la bya/ sha ni sha [del. na ed.] sa ti zhes bya ste/ thabs dang tshul de nyid la spyod cing ston pa la bya ste/ spyir na mi {148b4} sdug pa sgom pas ’dod chags gzhil ba dang/ rten cing ’brel bar ’byung ba sgom pas gti mug spangs pa la sogs pa ste/ thabs tshul bzhin du sgom pa’i ming yin pas na tshul bzhin yid la byed pa zhes bya/.


4. The explanation of the yoniśo/yoniśas manaskāra/manasikāra is beyond the scope of this book. For some important implications of this term in the Mahāyāna Buddhism, see Pagel 1995, 169.


5. According to Isaacson (1998), yogottara appears to be a later designation invented as it were for the mahāyoga category, while English (2002, 5) points out that Vilāsavajra is not aware of such a category.


6. The VBhT does refer to the consumption of the five nectars (amṛtas) in chapter 4, but neither the root text nor the commentaries provide any specific list of the nectars included in this category. Nevertheless, the text habitually refers to urine, excrement, blood, human flesh, and different types of animal meat used in the worship of Vajrabhairava. For the discussion on the five nectars in the VBhT, see chapter 6 below.


7. Sanderson (1993) pointed out that the term anuttarayoga, which is a false modern etic translation from Tibetan into Sanskrit often used in secondary sources, is not attested in Sanskrit sources, and it was probably a mistranslation of the term yoganiruttara (lit. “tantras of the highest [niruttara] division of the yoga [class],” Sanderson 1994, 98n1, quoted in English 2002, 5). The term yoganiruttara is indeed attested in the Sekanirdeśapañjikā by Rāmapāla (ed. p. 165.8–9: kriyācaryāyogayogottarayoganiruttaratantreṣu) and in the Muktāvalī by Ratnākaraśānti (ed. p. 233). I thank Francesco Sferra for this information.


8. A mes zhabs, Gshin rje chos ’byung (pp. 8–9): gdul bya ’dod chags can gtso por ’dul ba’i ched du gsungs pa gsang ba ’dus pa’i skor/ gdul bya zhe sdang can gtso bor ’dul ba’i ched du gsungs pa gshin rje gshed skor/ gdul bya gti mug can gtso bor ’dul ba’i ched du gsungs pa rnam snang sgyu ’phrul dra ba’i skor rnams su yod pa yin no/.


9. Mkhas grub rje, in Lessing and Wayman 1978, 265. I thank John Newman for this clarification.


10. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 5–7: gal te rtog pa bdun pa’i lam gyis byang chub mi thob na/ rtog bdun gyi bshad pa skyo lug dang/ mal lugs ni mchog tu gyur ba’i chos su khyed rang ’dod pa yang mi ’thad de/ las phran tshogs tsam ’grub du zin yang mu stegs kyi chos dang mtshungs bar thal ba’i phyir ro/ yang byang chub sgrub pa’i bar chad sel zhes zer ba la yang brtags na/ ’di ltar bar chad thams cad sel ba yin no ni/ byang chub sgrub byed bla na med par ’gyur te/ bar chad thams cad spangs nas/ byang chub ma thob pa mi srid pa’i phyir ro/ tshe ’di nad dang gnod byed dang/ ’phongs pa sel ba tsam la byed na ni/ de tsam gyis byang chub kyi bar chad sel byed du ’jog mi thub cing/ de ’dra ni sman dang rdzas dang/ rig pa dang/ dgra thabs la sogs pa’i blo grogs kyis kyang nus pas na/ grong pa’i skye bo rnams dang thun mong du ’gyur bas/ ’dir khyad par chad srung ba dang ’joms pa’i tshad gang la ’jog/ skye ba phyi ma gcig gam gnyis su sdug bsngal sel ba la ’jog na yang/ mu stegs dang thun mongs su ’gyur la/.


11. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 5–7: bdud dang gshin rje thub pa la ’jog na ni/ de la ni ’jig rten las ’das pa’i ye shes skye dgos pas/ de ka la byang chub thob pa’i thabs zhes zer ba go dgos so/ khyed kyi go yul na rnam bcad kyi cha nas/ bar chad la sogs pa’i skyon spangs pa yin pa la/ yongs gcod kyi cha nas yon tan mngon par ma bsgrub pa cig srid/ mtshan gzhi chos skor ’di rnams yin/ dpe zangs gzhong gi dri ma bkrus [del. nam, ed.] bcud blug pa dang ’dra snyam pa cig ’dug ste/ rig gras tsam ma gtogs lam gyi rim pa dang/ spang gnyen sogs kyi go ba phyogs re tsam yang ma shar ba der ’dug/ des nag nyen po ma skyes par spangs bya spongs mi thub/.


12. In this regard, the realization of emptiness generated through the meditation on the emptiness mantra (see p. 128 below) is often concomitant in the early sādhanas with the accumulation of prajñā wisdom (Tribe 2016, 61–62). The accumulation of wisdom (prajñāsaṃbhāra), in turn, preceeds the stage of the generation of oneself as a deity.


13. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 6: tshogs gnyis ma rdzogs na sgrib gnyis mi dag ste/ dper na snang ba ma byung na mun pa mi sel ba bzhin no/ des na yongs gcod du yon tan skyes pa dang/ rnam bcad du bar chad nyes skyon sel ba bang mnyam mchog [em.; mchod ed.] mnyam gyi tshul yin pas/ bar chad sel byed mchog tu grub na yon tan skyed byed kyang mchog tu ’grub po/.


14. Davidson (1981, 7) dates Vilāsavajra’s NMAA to the mid- to late eighth century.


15. The GS was compiled in India in the early eighth century. The earliest reference to it is found in a Chinese text attributed to the Buddhist monk Amoghavajra, the Index of the Vajraśekhara Yoga Sūtra in Eighteen Sections, dated to the mid-eighth century (Gray 2005, 3708–9). For a discussion of the various stages in the development of GS, see Tanemura 2015, 327–28. Matsunaga (1978, xxvi) suggested that the first half of the eighth century “was a formative period of the Guhyasamāja-tantra” but concluded that the text was completed later, in the mid- to late eighth century. For the critique of this dating, see Newman 1987, 59–60.


16. On the dating of the Cakrasaṃvara, see Gray 2012, 6–8. Newman (personal communication) disagrees with this dating.


17. For an English translation of Amoghavajra’s Index of the Vajraśekhara Yoga Sūtra in Eighteen Sections from Chinese, see Giebel 1995.


18. Chou 1945, 292, also quoted in Gray 2007a, 13.


19. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 67–68: rol pa dang sgeg pa don gcig par bsams nas la li ta sgeg par bsgyur snang yang/ slob dpon sgeg pa’i rdo rje zhes bya ba gzhan ’khrul gzhi’i byung bas/ sgeg pa’i rdo rjer bsgyur ba mi legs shing/ der ma zad la li ta rol pa la gtso bor ’jug cing/ sgeg pa’i skad dod gtso bor la syā ’am/ bi la sya yin pa dang/ rol pa’i don rtsed mo ’am/ gang ’dod dang ci gar rang nyams su lod pa’i don yin/ sgeg pa ni cha byad spros pa bskyed pa’i don yin pas tshig don gnyis gar nas cung zad mi ’dra’o/.


20. ’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 446 (trans. Roerich 1949, 1:367), mentions Maṇidvīpa for Nor bu gling, but Tribe points out (1994, 13) that it is most probably Ratnadvīpa, for the Sanskrit colophon of the NMAA indicates this connection (kṛtir ācāryavilāsavajrasya ratnadvīpanivāsinaḥ).


21. ’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 446 (trans. Roerich 1949, 1:367).


22. ’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 255 (trans. Roerich 1949, 1:204), refers to Sgeg pa’i rdo rje (Līlāvajra) as the exegete of the Mañjuśrīnāmasaṅgīti.


23. For the storyline associated with Vilāsavajra in Tāranātha’s Rgya gar chos ’byung, see Chattopadhyaya 1990, 271–72; for Lalitavajra, see Chattopadhyaya 1990, 242–44.


24. ’Gos lo tsā ba refers to Rol pa’i rdo rje (transcribed as Lalitavajra) only once (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 1200; Roerich 1949, 2:1030) when he is described as a direct disciple of Tilopā and a teacher of Mitrayogin (see below). Sgeg pa’i rdo rje is referred to twice, first (transcribed as Lalitavajra) as a tantric teacher of Dam pa sangs rgyas (eleventh century), also known as Black Ācārya (Ātsāra nag po) (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 1117; Roerich 1949, 2:869), and second (without transcription) as the author of the commentary on the MNS (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 255; Roerich 1949, 1:204)—i.e., the NMAA.


25. Tāranātha’s Rgya gar chos ’byung refers to Līlāvajra (Chattopadhyaya 1990, 271–71) implying Vilāsavajra. In the Gshin rje chos ’byung (p. 67), Tāranātha states that using Līlāvajra for Lalitavajra is slightly inappropriate (li la vajras zhes ’bod pa cung zad mi legs so).


26. Skyo lugs gyi brgyud pa’i dbang du byas na/ la li ta vajra dang/ gsang ldan mdzad mkhan kyi sgeg pa’i rdo rje gcig pa ltar gyi bshad pa byed te/. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 116.


27. Sakurai (1987, 88) agrees with this view and explains that the identification of Agrabodhi with Vilāsavajra is because Agrabodhi’s work expounds the Māyājālasaṃbodhikrama, also dealt with in chapter 4 of the NMAA, although the exposition follows categories that are not extant in the NMAA. Davidson (1981, 8) and Tribe (1994, 20) disagree with Sakurai, suggesting that Vilāsavajra and Agrabodhi are two different persons who adopted a very similar ritual system.


28. Tribe (1994, 19) suggests that identification of Vilāsavajra with Agrabodhi is based on the mistranslation into Tibetan of the Sanskrit compound bhāgineyasya in the colophon of NMAA as two words—bhāgine and yasya (skal ba dang ldan pa gang gi)—and the understanding of Śrīmadagrabodhibhāgin as “to be in apposition to Sgeg pa’i rdo rje.”


29. Davidson (1981, 8) thinks that Agrabodhi flourished later than Vilāsavajra, but Tribe (1994, 20), based on the analysis of the compound bhāgineyasya, states the opposite, suggesting that Vilāsavajra was drawing upon the earlier work of Agrabodhi, who was his maternal uncle.


30. For the discussion on Lalitavajra’s interest in the MNS and Māyājālatantra, see chapter 4 below.


31. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 117: slob dpon la la li ta de la ’jam dpal bshes gnyen gyis thug/.


32. Bu ston as reported by Davidson 1981, 6.


33. Lalitavajra’s life stories are discussed in chapter 4 of this book.


34. The stories about Lalitavajra’s meeting with Indrabhūti the Middle and Luipa are given in Tāranātha’s Rgya gar chos ’byung (Chattopadhyaya 1990, 244–45) and Gshin rje chos ’byung, 61–62.


35. For the biography of Jñānapāda/*Buddhajñānapāda, see Dalton and Szántó 2019, 264–68.


36. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 68: slob dpon ’di’i rjes su lo brgya lhag tsam gshin rje gshed kyi chos skor ha cang mang por mched pa med/ de nas rdo rje slob dpon chen po sangs rgyas ye shes zhabs kyis kyang ci rigs par gsungs shing/ la li ta’i rgyud ’dzin dang/ ye shes zhabs kyi rgyud ’dzin rnams gcig tu ’dres te shin tu dar bar gyur to/ de dag ni gtso bar nag po’i skor byung tshul yin la/. “A little more than a hundred years after the ācārya (Lalitavajra), the teachings of Yamāntaka did not spread much. Then the great vajra-master *Buddhajñānapāda again taught the cycle as suitable, and in due order, the holders of Lalita’s lineage and Jñānapāda’s lineage became mixed together. The cycle came to be widely disseminated. This is the principal way the Black Cycle (Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka) originated.”


37. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 82–83: srol btod [em. brtod ed.] mkhan zhang lugs par grags par rnams lo rgyus ’di skad ces ’chad de/ dkyil ’khor chen po’i rdo rje slob dpon lha sangs rgyas ye shes zhabs de/ ’jam dpal zhi khro dang gnyis su med pa’i go ’phang brnyes pa lta bu yin/ des mar me mdzad bzang po la gnang/ ’di dang la li ta chen po gnyis kyi lo rgyus ’khrul gzhi cung zad byung/. “As for the initiator of the tradition known as those of the Zhang lineage, the story goes like this: The mahāvajrācārya of the maṇḍala *Devabuddhajñānapāda has achieved realization equal to the state of nonduality of Mañjuśrī in peaceful and wrathful forms. He gave the teaching to *Dīpaṅkarabhadra. A little confusion has arisen with regard to the lineage of the two great Lalitas.”


38. See Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 82–83, for Zhang lineage, and page 125 for Gnyos lineage: gnyos kyis ba ling acarya gsan pa yin/ rtsa ba la li ta la thug dgos pa gzhir bcas kyang/ slob dpon sangs rgyas ye shes zhabs kyi man ngag kho na la brten pa’i phyir/ dngos su brgyud pa’i ’go yang de nas ’dren/. “Gnyos has received the teaching from *Baliṅgācārya. But even though, without any doubt, the root [guru] can be traced to Lalita, since the explanation (of the Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka tradition) relies exclusively on the master *Buddhajñānapāda, he is at the head of the actual lineage, and one therefore has to quote [him as the first in the lineage].”


39. According to the Blue Annals (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 451; Roerich 1949, 1:371), *Dīpaṅkarabhadra was one of the eighteen excellent disciples of Buddhaśrījñāna (Jñānapāda), and among these, four attained the status of great vajra-holder (rdo rje ’phang chen po). According to the Rgya gar chos ’byung (Chattopadhyaya 1990, 18), he was one of the twelve vajrācāryas of Vikramaśīla (to which Buddhajñānapāda, Śrīdhara, Lalitavajra Junior, and Tathāgatarakṣita—who wrote a commentary on the VBhT—also belonged) during the reign of the king Devapāla, just after *Buddhajñānapāda. The scriptures attributed to him in the Bstan ’gyur include the work on Kṛṣṇa and Rakta Yamāris—namely, sorcery via natural forces (char ’bebs cho ga), aversion of spirits, exorcism (klu chog), destruction (bsad mnan), one work on Vajrabhairava, and the explanatory tantras of the GS, such as the Guhyasamājamaṇḍalavidhiṭīkā.


40. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 83:’di dang la li ta chen po gnyis kyi lo rgyus ’khrul gzhi cung zad byung/ de la li ta vajra ma mtshan gzhan li la vajra gyis zhus/ ’dis rgyud rdo rje ’chang zhal gzigs/ nus pa thogs pa med/ dgra nag gi rgyud kyi don ’grel du gshin rje gshed ’byung pa’i bstan bcos mdzad/ zhang pa rnams slob dpon ’dis nag ’jigs skor gsum gyi rgyud rnams spyan drangs par ’dod mod/ slob dpon ’di ni sangs rgyas ye shes zhabs kyi yang slob tu zhang lugs pa rang ’dod pa bzhin du/ don la ’ang gnas par mngon pas/ la li ta chung ba rang yin zhing/ rgyud spyan ’dren pa po ni la li ta chen po yin pas/. “This, together with the story of the two great Lalitas, became the cause of a little confusion. In this regard, Lalitavajra was called by another name—i.e., Līlāvajra. Through this [VBhT] tantra, he was graced with the vision of Vajradhara, and his powers became unhindered. He completed the treatise on the genesis of Yamāntaka as the commentary on the tantric cycle of the Black Enemy [of Death]. Even though Zhang followers believe that he was the master (ācārya) who brought the three cycles of Black Bhairava, according to the vested interest of the Zhang tradition this ācārya was also a disciple of *Buddhajñānāpāda, and this seems to be a historical fact too. It must be the junior Lalita, and the one who brought the [VBhT] tantra must be Lalita Senior.”


In the Gshin rje chos ’byung, Lalitavajra Junior is mentioned as a direct disciple of Dīpaṅkarabhadra, but in the Rgya gar chos ’byung (Chattopadhyaya 1990, 325–29), he is listed as one of the twelve vajrācāryas of Vikramaśīla, headed by Jñānapāda and followed by Dīpaṅkarabhadra, Laṅkajayabhadra, Śrīdhara, Bhavabhadra, Bhavyakīrti, Līlāvajra (Lalitavajra Junior), Durjayacandra, Samayavajra, Tathāgatarakṣita, Bodhibhadra, and finally Kamalarakṣita.


41. In the Rgya gar chos ’byung (Chattopadhayaya 1990, 224), Lalitavajra Junior is mentioned as a disciple of Lalitavajra Senior: “Līlāvajra committed to writing the works of the ācārya. But the Yamāntakodaya, the Śāntikrodhavikrīḍita, and so on were composed by Līlāvajra the Great.” It thus appears that most of the works attributed to Lalitavajra were penned by his disciple on the basis of Lalitavajra Senior’s earlier works. These works are listed under the name Lalitavajra in the appendix of the Rgya gar chos ’byung (see Chattopadhyaya 1990, 411–12).


42. Siklós (1996, 225) reported the existence of a Sanskrit manuscript of Kumāracandra’s pañjikā and numbered the manuscript SPMT 276 and 300. The Sanskrit manuscripts of Kumāracandra’s pañjikā are currently held at the University of Beijing (ms. no. 107, ms. no. 23). I thank F. Sferra and Shaoyong Ye for helping me to gain access to those manuscripts. My critical edition of this text is forthcoming.


43. As discussed below, it is unclear why Tāranātha would make such a statement. The commentary by *Akṣobhya was translated by the Indian paṇḍita Vinayacandra and the lo tsā ba Go rub chos shes, which could be a mistake for Cog gru Shes rab.


44. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 134: dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed chen po’i chos skor la/ gzhon nu zla bas mdzad pa’i ’grel pa ni/ bshad pa shin tu cha chung ba mna’ skyel [em. sel, ed.] lta bur snang/ rdo rje grub pas mdzad pa dang/ so na sris mdzad ces pa gnyis ni ’gyur khyad tsam ma gtogs ngo bo gcig yin cing/ rol pa’i rdo rje zhes bya ba cig gis mdzad pa’i ’grel pa ’ang yod/ slob dpon mi skyod pas mdzad zer ba’i ’grel pa ’di ni/ lo tsa ba cog gru shes rab [em. go rub chos shes, ed.] byas pa yin/ ’grel pa phyi ma de rnams gzhon nu zla ba las ni cung zad rgyas kyang/ rgyud don gsal bar rtogs nus pa’i bshad pa mi snang ngo/.


45. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 117.


46. See Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 84.


47. For the full list of translations attributed to Cog gru, see Gangs ljongs skad gnyis smra ba du ma’i ’gyur byang bla gsal dga’ skyed (BDRC W24697), 267–68, and Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 76.


48. In the introduction to chapter 4, *Akṣobhya refers to the well-established Abhidharma categories of composing scholarly treatises saying that the VBhT as a root tantra (mūlatantra) is the goal (uddeśa), his commentary as a whole is an instruction (nirdeśa), and the exposition of the most difficult parts, such as a detailed description of the deity’s iconographical features, is the cross-reference (pratinirdeśa).


49. The Tibetan text of *Akṣobhya’s ṭīkā (Dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed kyi rgyud kyi dka’ ’grel) is included in all the five editions of the Bstan ’gyur—i.e., Co ne, Beijing, Gser bris ma, Sde dge, and Dpe bsdur ma; see bibliography.


50. For the discussion on this passage, see page 275 below.


51. I thank P. D. Szántó for this information.


52. *Akṣobhya’s ṭīkā, 381: “Three worlds [means] he is the lord of these [three worlds]: Jayakāra, Madhukāra, Sarvārthasiddhikāra” (’jig rten gsum zhes bya ba ni de’i bdag po ste/ rgyal bar byed pa dang/ sbrang rtsir byed pa dang/ don kun ’grub pa’o).


53. Jayakāra, Madhukāra, Vasanta, and Balabhadra come under the Balabhadra group in the Dharmadhātuvāgīśvara maṇḍala of the Niṣpannayogāvalī (Bhattacharyya 1958, 378). A reference to Jayakāra and Madhukāra appears also in the Śūraṅgama mantra (v. 103), the central mantra of the Śūraṅgamasamādhisūtra (Lamotte 2003), when their names are followed by the words: sarvārthasādhakakṛtaṃ vidyāṃ chedayāmi kīlayāmi.


54. Indeed, in the colophon *Akṣobhya acknowledges the fact that his knowledge of intricate particulars is based on the teachings of his guru: “This work contains extensive prayogas, which accord with the instructions (upadeśa) taught by my guru” (sbyor ba rgya chen ji skad bla mas smras pa bzhin).


55. The incipit title mentions the Indian paṇḍita Lalitavajra (rol pa’i rdo rje) as the author, while the colophons mention the paṇḍita Las kyi rdo rje and a monk named Kumāraśīla as translators.


56. The name *Śoṇaśrī (although given in Sanskrit transcription as Sonaśrī) is not attested in Sanskrit. Prof. Diwakar Acharya has suggested to me that Sonaśrī is a corruption of *Śoṇaśrī (the word śoṇa in Sanskrit is the name of a river and it also denotes the color red or crimson). The variant soṇā is also attested in Sanskrit with the meaning of “gold.” P. D. Szántó has proposed that Sonaśrī is the Middle Indic form of the Sanskrit suvarṇa, meaning “gold,” “red,” or “crimson.” Both explanations are viable, and on this basis I have emended the name Sonaśrī to *Śoṇaśrī.


57. The threefold division of the tantra generally understands hetutantra to mean the sādhaka, phalatantra to mean the fruit of the sādhana (for example, union with the deity), and upāyatantra to mean the method of accomplishing the fruit, or the sādhana itself.


58. Ratnākaraśānti was especially fond of this threefold division. In the Guṇavatī commentary on the Mahāmāyā Tantra (1.3, Samdhong and Dwivedi 1992, accessible online on http://www.dsbcproject.org/canon-text/book/347), he glosses the word tantra as prabandha “continuum” of the three aspects: hetutantra (“cause tantra”), phalatantra (“result tantra”), and upāyatantra (“method tantra”) (tantram iti prabandham. trividhaṃ tantram, hetutantraṃ phalatantram upāyatantraṃ ca). The same system was adopted by Kṛṣṇācārya in his Yogaratnamālā, a commentary on the Hevajra Tantra: tantram iti prabandhaḥ/ tac ca tridhā hetutantraṃ phalatantraṃ upāyatantrañ ca/ tad atra hetur vajrakulīnāḥ sattvāḥ pariṇiṣpannā hevajramūrtiḥ phalaṃ/ upāyo vakṣyamāṇaḥ saparikaro mārgaḥ. (Yogaratnamālā I.1 [4–10], ed. Snellgrove 1959, 105). For the translation, see Snellgrove 1959, 138.


59. The first manual that contained theoretical foundation for writing the commentary for the Mahāyāna tradition was the Vyākhyāyukti (“Principles of Exegesis”), the text attributed to Vasubandhu (fourth–fifth centuries CE), which followed the fivefold model (see Cabezón 1991, 233). Tantric Buddhist exegetical writers adopted this system as the commentarial method for explaining the tantras.


60. The list of anubandhas varies. The longest list contains six anubandhas, the shortest four. For a discussion on the different lists of anubandhas in the commentaries on the Mahāyāna sūtras, see Schoening 1995 and Broido 1983.


61. *Kṛṣṇācārya does not use the word anubandhas for the description of these categories.


62. *Kṛṣṇācārya’s pañjikā, p. 443: bcom ldan ’das rdo rje ’chang de nyid bsgrub bya ’bras bu’i rgyud ’dis bsgrub par byas pas lam sgrub byed do/ rnal ’byor pa la dngos grub dgos pa’i [em. dgos pas, ed.] dgos pa’o/.


63. *Kṛṣṇācārya’s pañjikā, p. 443: de yang rang gi don phun sum tshogs pa gnyis te spangs pa phun sum tshogs pa nyon mongs pa dang shes bya’i sgrib pa ma lus pa spong ba’o/ de yang thob bya phun sum tshogs pa thob pa las te/ mngon par byang chub pas mngon par byang chub pa’o/ dgos pa de yang thabs rgyud las byung ba nyid sgrub thabs so/ dgos pa de’i dgos pa ni gzhan gyi don phun sum tshogs pa ste/ bdud dang mu stegs dang/ klu dang/ gnod sbyin dang/ drag po dang candi dang/ ’jigs byed drag po la sogs pa bstan pa la gnod pa dang/ sems can dang slob dpon la gnod pa la rgyud ’dis bsgrubs pas phan ’dogs pa’o/.


64. *Kṛṣṇācārya’s pañjikā, p. 443: rnal ’byor pas bsgrubs pas bdag dang gzhan gyi don thob pa dang/ brjod par bya ba dang rjod par byed pa de phan tshun ’brel bas de dang de las byung ba dang/ bdag nyid gcig par ’brel pa bstan pa’o/. I thank John Newman for clarifying this translation.


65. In this regard: iti, or the word identifying the lemma of the root text, is the subject matter (abhidheya), etc. (de la zhes bya ba ni brjod bya la sogs pa). “First” is a part of the purpose (prayojana), “first” [meaning] “before undertaking the sādhana” (dang po zhes pa ni dgos pa de bsgrub pa rtsom pa’i sngon du’o). “The mantra master” [means] “a yogin who has received initiation, who has performed pūrvasevā of the mantra, and who knows various subjects, such as maṇḍala, etc.”—this constitutes part of abhidhāna (sngags pa zhes pa ni dbang thob cing sngags kyi bsnyen pa dang dkyil ’khor la sogs pa shes pa’i rnal ’byor pa [em. rnal ’byor pas, ed.] brjod pa’o). “Pleasing to the mind” [means] “one should seat himself in an isolated place pleasing to the mind such as a cremation ground; moreover, this should be understood to include his assistant, [as well as] substances, and articles for worship”—this is filled under prayojana because it includes the benefit for oneself (svārtha) and the benefit for others (parārtha)” (yid du ’ong zhes pa dur khrod la sogs pa yid dang mthun pa spro ba’i gnas gcig tu gnas par bya’o/ yang grogs dang rdzas dang ldan par byas la sdud [em. sdod, ed.] par shes par bya’o/ dgos pa zhes pa bdag dang gzhan gyi don).


66. For a discussion on the four cakras and the physiology of the yogin’s subtle body in the Hevajra Tantra, see Snellgrove 1959, 35–39.


67. See Ratnākaraśānti’s commentary on the Hevajra Tantra 1.8.24cd–24ab in Isaacson 1999, 470–71, quoted in English 2002, 172–73.


68. Kumāracandra’s is also the author of the commentary on the Kṛṣṇayamāri Tantra. The relationship between these two texts remains a desideratum.


69. Kumāracandra (ms. 106 f1v-1r) gives the following definition of accomplishment (siddhi), adopting the upāya- and phala- categories: “As for the accomplishment, it is a sādhana, which accomplishes a result (phala), and a path is that by which [that result is accomplished]. The path of that sādhana is the method (upāya).”


70. Kumāracandra (ms. 106 f1v-1r) adopts the method of the anubandhas and shows how these categories can be applied in his commentary—for example, in a gloss to the VBhT that says, “‘Bhairava’ [means] abhidheya. ‘Teaching’ [means] abhidhāna. Their relation (sambandha) to each other is that of the named and the name.” Kumāracandra defines siddhi as the prayojana and employs the category prayojana-prayojana to explain that the siddhi of the Vajrabhairava sādhana is to generate fear in all wrathful deities.


71. Kumāracandra’s pañjikā, p. 288: rang gi don phun sum tshogs pa’o/ de yang gnyis te/ rtog pa phun sum tshogs pa dang/ spangs pa phun sum tshogs pa dang spangs pa phun sum tshogs pa’o/ dang po ni ji snyed mngon par byang chub par bya ba byang chub pa’o/ gnyis pa yang nyon mongs pa dang shes bya’i sgrib pa’i bag chags ma lus pa spangs pa’o/ de’i thabs ni sgrub pa’i thabs kyi lam mo/ de’i yang thabs ni gsung rab bo/ gzhan gyi don phun sum tshogs pa ni gdug pa can ’jigs par byed pa’o/ de’i thabs ni sgrub thabs so/.


72. According to Tāranātha, a small number of Vajrabhairava sādhanas entered Tibet with the advent of Buddhism (snga dar), when its practice was adopted by the first dharma king, Srong btsan sgam po (sixth–seventh centuries).


73. Tāranātha says that Zhang Cog gru lo tsā ba founded the Zhang lineage one generation after the establishment of Bsam yas Monastery (779 CE), which would place him in the ninth century. However, Tāranātha also says that Cog gru lo tsā ba was a contemporary of two lo tsā bas, Leng and ’Brogs, whom the Blue Annals (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 320; Roerich 1949, 1:260) identifies as pupils of *Atiśa Dīpaṃkaraśrījñāna (980–1054): “The lo tsā bas Leng and ’Brogs from Lower Gtsang were great disciples of *Atiśa.” This would place Cog gru lo tsā ba around the tenth–eleventh centuries as well.


74. For different sources of Rwa lo’s biography, see Cuevas 2015. For Cuevas’s translation of Rwa lo’s rnam thar written by Ye shes seng ge, see Ra Yeshé Sengé 2015.


75. Rgyud sde kun btus is a collection of Sa skya materials containing initiations, empowerments, and other explanatory texts for the tantric practice of 139 maṇḍalas that have been compiled and painted in the ninteenth century by ’Jam dbyangs blo gter dbang po (1847–1914). The Tibetan edition containing thirty-two volumes of Sde dge blockprints was published in 2004 in Kathmandu by Sachen International and is available on the BDRC website (W27883). In addition, two English translations have been published: Tachikawa 1989 and Lokesh Chandra et al. 2006.


76. For the Forty-Nine-Deity Vajrabhairava tradition according to the Zhang lineage, see, for example, Zhe dgu ma’i sgrub thabs zhi khro rnam rol bzhugs of ’Phags pa Blo gros rgyal mtshan or Dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed zhang lugs lha zhe dgu ma’i dkyil ’khor by ’Jam dbyangs blo gter dbang po. See plate 1.


77. See Skyo ’Od ’byung nas brgyud pa’i rdo rje ’jigs byed lha dgu ’am lha bcu bdun dkyil ’khor (56), pp. 7–50, volume 10 of the Rgyud sde kun btus. See plate 2.


78. This form of Vajrabhairava transmitted by Rwa lo tsā ba was adopted by Sa skya through the lineage of Mal lo tsā ba. See plates 4 and 5.


79. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 74, reports thus: glegs bam tshar re ’bri ba la yar gser srang bcu’i yon du tshad byad skad. ’Gos lo tsā ba acknowledges the fact that Rwa lo tsā ba fixed a donation for the instruction of the VBhT, which was one golden srang, thus he caused the tantra to become known as a “golden book” (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 457; Roerich 1949, 1:377).


80. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 74: de rjes slob dpon a bha yā ka ra’i dus tsam na/ dgra nag dar bar yod/ ’jigs mdzad kyi chos skor rnams btsal rnyed tsam las med/. “Later, during the time of Abhayākara, the Kṛṣṇayamāri became more popular. The cycles of Vajrabhairava were no longer present, and one had to search for it.”


81. The identity of the Six-Faced tantra is difficult to establish. Kuranishi (2013, 268) pointed out that the text may be either the Gshin rje gshed nag po’i ’khor lo las thams cad grub par byed pa (Yamārikṛṣṇakarmasarvacakrasiddhikara Tantra, “Black Yamāri: The Tantra that Accomplishes All by Means of the Wheel of the Black Enemy,” Toh. 473) or, following Nishioka 1983, 164, the Dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed kyi rtog pa’i rgyud (i.e., the VBhT in seven chapters). Based on Bu ston’s classification of tantras given in his chos ’byung, the Six-Faced tantra may also refer to the Gzhon nu gdong drug gi rgyud, which is listed separately from the Gshin rje gshed nag po’i ’khor lo las thams cad grub par byed pa (Nishioka 1983, 66–67). It is, however, unlikely that the Six-Faced tantra is the same as the VBhT in seven chapters. The deity referred to in Tibetan as Gdong drug is the Ṣaṇmukha form of Yamāntaka, and this deity served as an antecedent to the development of Vajrabhairava, as reported in Lalitavajra’s legends (see chapter 4). Walter Eugene Clark (1965 part 2, 69, quoted in Decleer 1998, 299n8) has identified this deity as Ṣaṇmukha-Bhairavavajra, ref. 2B30/71. The icon identified by Clark resembles the earliest form of Yamāntaka (see p. 57 below).


82. Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 74: gdong drug gi rgyud ni zhar byung tsam ma gtogs de’i snga rol nas kyang ha cang dar ba ma byung ba ’dra’o. “As for the tantra of the Six-Faced One, it was not other than a mere ancillary; it had not really spread very much from the beginning.”


83. This tripartite division evolved around the time of Ba ri lo tsā ba, who, according to Tāranātha, supplemented those three with the Yamāntakakrodhavijayatantra (“Victorious Wrathful Yamāntaka Tantra”); thus the Triple Black Cycle became the Quadruple Black Cycle (nag po skor bzhi). See Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 20: ba ri lo tsa ba ni de’i steng du gshin rje gshed rnam par rgyal pa’i rgyud bsnan nas/ nag po skor bzhi zhes tha snyad mdzad. Tāranātha (Gshin rje chos ’byung, 75) also says that the Yamāntakakrodhavijayatantra and the Mañjuśrī-Vajrabhairava[tantra] are the best antitode (gnyen po mchog) against barbarians (kla klo) and demons (lha min).


84. The classification changed when the translation of the Raktayamāri cycle by Dpyal lo tsā ba, Chag lo tsā ba, G.yag sde lo tsā ba, Glo bo lo tsā ba, and Shong lo tsā ba Blo gros brtan pa had begun. These five lo tsā bas gave rise to the five traditions of the Raktayamāri in Tibet; see Wenta 2022. From that time onward, the Dgra and Gdong drug were combined as the Black Cycle (nag po). The newly established convention was to refer to the “Three” as “Red, Black, and Terrifying” (dmar nag ’jigs gsum),” derived from Raktayamāri (Red Enemy of Death), Kṛṣṇayamāri (Black Enemy of Death), and Vajrabhairava. See Tāranātha, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 20: phyis gshed dmar gyi skor ’gyur ba nas gzung ste/ dgra nag gdong drug gnyis la nag po zhes gcig tu sdoms te/ dmar nag ’jigs gsum zhes tha snyad ’dogs.


85. See A mes zhabs, Sa skya’i gdung rabs ngo mtshar bang mdzod, 76.


86. The names of the masters from Rwa ’Bum seng up to Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po given in Ngor chen’s Thob yig and A mes zhabs’s Gshin rje chos ’byung are identical, and both sources list the following transmission lineage: Rwa ’Bum seng, Klog skya Dbang phyug grags pa, Ldong ston Shes rab dpal (thirteenth century), ’Phags pa rin po che, Zhang Dkon mchog dpal (thirteenth century), Na bza’ brag phug pa Bsod nams dpal (thirteenth–fourteenth centuries), Bla ma dam pa Bsod nams rgyal mtshan (1312–75), who was the fourteenth abbot of the Sa skya Monastery, Mkhan chen Byang chub bzang po, who was the thirteenth-century founder of the Rgyal gling tshogs pa Monastery, Chos rje Ye shes rgyal mtshan (1359–1406), Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po. While the list of masters in the Thob yig ends with Ngor chen, A mes zhabs reports that the lineage until the seventeenth century passed down from Ngor chen further to Kun dga’ bkra shis (1558–1603), the fourteenth abbot of Ngor.


87. Rnam rgyal rdo rje (1203–1282), a student of Rwa ’bum seng who became identified as the incarnation of Khams pa Rgwa lo, was also given the name [Rong pa] Rgwa lo (khams pa rgwa lo’i skye ba yin pas mtshan yang rgwa lor btags; A mes zhabs, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 125). Rong pa Rgwa lo was one of the most important figures in the transmission of the Vajrabhairava-Yamāntaka cycle in Tibet and appears to be a member of a powerful family with strong political associations, including a paternal ancestor named Gzhon nu snying po who belonged to one of the eight lineages of Chinese priests of Mi nyag that settled in Yar ’brog in Central Tibet. He was invited by Sam shi—the minister of the king Khri srong lde btsan—to become the officiating priest (mchod gnas) of the king himself. See also Blue Annals (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 924–26; Roerich 1996, 2:789–90). Rgwa lo attended several famous masters, such as Kashmiri paṇḍita Śākyaśrī, Dpyal lo tsā ba, Sa skya Paṇḍita, and paṇḍita Vibhūticandra. Rgwa lo invited Vibhūticandra to his monastery, Rong Dben dmar, in Gtsang and to Kyog po and Sham bhar monasteries, where he requested from him all the empowerments and pith instructions of the Kālacakra (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 987; Roerich 1996, 796; Stearns 1996, 146). Rgwa lo’s perilous ordeals with the wrathful rgyal po spirits that were jeopardizing his efforts of receiving the transmission of Yamāntaka from Dpyal lo are recorded in his biography (see the Dpal chen rgwa lo’i rnam thar).


88. Rong pa Shes rab seng ge was the second son of Rong pa Rgwa lo, and like his father, he spent the larger part of his life in the monastery of Dben dmar in Rong (Gtsang province). He traveled extensively, teaching various tantric texts and philosophical doctrines (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 926–27; Roerich 1996, 2:791–92).


89. The BDRC (W3CN2615) has a scanned copy of this text, which consists of a handwritten manuscript by ’Bri gung pa Dpal ’dzin himself, but access to this text is restricted.


90. Dhongthog 2016, 175. See, for example, Kun dga’ bzang po, ’Jigs byed kyi rwa rtse sems ’dzin skyo lugs kyi brgyud ’debs.


91. For the biographies of ’Phags pa, see Lam ’bras bla ma brgyud pa’i rnam thar by Sher chen Ye shes rgyal mtshan in volume kha of the Sa skya pa’i chos kyi snying po bi ru pa’i gsung ngag lam ’bras rin po che. Another rnam thar dealing with ’Phags pa’s biography is the Sa skya gdung rabs chen po rin chen bang mdzod by A mes zhabs.


92. According to Petech (1990, 36–37), ’Phags pa received the office of national preceptor in 1261 and imperial preceptor in 1269/70.


93. For the mchod yon relationship, see Seyfort Ruegg 1997 and 2003.


94. Petech (1993, 651) states that ’Phags pa was “just a tool utilized by Qubilai to implement a policy of control without conquest.” Similarly, Wylie (1977, 331) argues that Kublai had chosen ’Phags pa from “a centralized form of hierocratic government in Tibet.” Shen Weirong (2004, 196) says that “control of Tibet” was the main objective of Kublai’s association with ’Phags pa. For the opposite view supporting ’Phags pa’s influential position at the Yuan court, see Franke 1978, Franke 1981 and Smith 2009.


95. A mes zhabs (Sa gsum, 124) mentions the receipt of tantric initiation by Kublai in the female water-ox year when ’Phags pa was nineteen but gives no details. Stag tshang lo tsā ba verifies that information and adds that it was a Hevajra initiation (Stag tshang lo tsā ba, Dpal ldan sa skya’i gdung rabs ’dod dgu’i rgya mtsho, 20).


96. Various sources validate the claim that Kublai was regarded as an incarnation of Mañjuśrī. The most important is the inscription attributed to Tugh Temür and engraved on the Juyongguan gate, north of the Yuan capital of Dadu (modern Beijing), which states that Kublai fulfilled a prophecy that predicted that Mañjuśrī would incarnate on Mount Wutai in China (see Berger 1994, 106). Another textual genre that attests to this attribution is Tibetan historiographical sources. In the rnam thar of U rgyan pa Rin chen dpal (1229–1309), written by Bsod nams ’od zer (thirteenth century), U rgyan pa states that Kublai was an incarnation of Mañjuśrī (p. 176). In Tshal pa’s biography of Smon lam rdo rje (1284–1346/47), we find a description of Kublai as a “wondorous manifestation of Mañjuśrī” (see Debreczeny 2011, 22–23, quoting van der Kuijp 2010, n89). For a discussion of the theory that only the sixteenth-century sources describe Kublai as the incarnation of Mañjuśrī, see Tuttle 2011, 163–214.


97. According to the Fozu lidai tongzai, 49:729–30, the cult of Yamāntaka was introduced to China in the early Yuan dynasty by a disciple of ’Phags pa whose transliterated name reads Ji-ning Sha-luo-ba-guan zhao (see Watt and Wardwell 1997, 95).


98. ’Phags pa rin po che sogs bla ma [i.e., Rgwa lo] bcu phrag gnyis tsam zhig bsten nas/. A mes zhabs, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 125.


99. Ldong ston Shes rab dpal, also called the “blind master,” met ’Phags pa when he was twenty-three years old. ’Phags pa arrived at Ldong ston’s invitation when he was residing at Mount Wutai in China and received Yamāri teachings from him (Dhongthog 2016, 67). Ldong ston Shes rab dpal is better known as a scholar who had contributed to the development of Sa skya epistemology; see van der Kuijp 1986, 51–64.


100. A mes zhabs, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 126: yang rwa ’bum seng nas glog skya dbang phyug grags/ des rwa rgya ldong gsum grub mtha’ gcig ces grags pa’i nang tshan ldong ston shes rab dpal la gnang/ de la bla chen ’phags pas ’jigs byed rwa lugs gsan nas/.


101. The information that ’Phags pa composed a sādhana of Vajrabhairava based on the teachings of Rwa lo tsā ba is given in the colophon of the text entitled The Light That Destroys Māra, the Sādhana of the Rwa Tradition of Śrī Vajrabhairava (Dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed rwa lugs kyi sgrub thabs bdud ’joms snang ba zhes bya ba bzhugs so), written by Dkon mchog lhun grub (1497–1557). The Light That Destroys Māra identifies itself as a text based on the Vajrabhairava sādhana composed earlier by Chos rgyal ’Phags pa (chos rgyal ’phags pa mdzad pa’i sgrub thabs la gzhi byas) with reference to the works of Rwa lo tsā ba (rje btsun rwa lo tsā ba chen po’i gsung rab la yang gtugs shin tu dag par). The Tibetan text has been published in 1978 as Dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed rwa lugs kyi sgrub thabs bdud ’joms snang ba (A sādhana practice focusing upon Vajrabhairava according to the Rwa tradition transmitted among the Ngor pa by Ngor chen Dkon mchog lhun grub). The preface to the modern edition says that this particular practice is widely spread among the Sa skya. The same text has been published in English translation in Migmar Tseten 2018.


102. The Blue Annals (’Gos lo, Deb ther sngon po, 460; Roerich 1996, 1:379) is quite explicit in stating that Glo bo lo tsā ba received teachings on Red Yamāntaka of the Virūpa lineage from Darpaṇācārya and Bharendra and spread them in Central Tibet. According to A mes zhabs, Glo bo lo tsā ba was a prolific translator of the Red Yamāntaka tantras attributed to Śrīdhara, Virūpa, and a certain Yogeśvara. He also translated and disseminated thirteen works of Śrīdhara dealing with the ritual practices of Red Yamāntaka. All of these texts were translated in collaboration with Darpaṇācārya. However, only seven works attributed to Śrīdhara and translated by Glo bo in collaboration with Darpaṇācārya have been identified so far. These are: (1) *Caturyogatattvanāmasvādhiṣṭhānopadeśa (Rnal ’byor bzhi’i de kho na nyid ces bya ba rang byin gyis brlab pa’i man ngag, Toh. 2025); (2) Raktayamāryādhiṣṭhānādeśana (Gshin rje mthar byed dmar po’i byin gyis brlab pa’i rim pa, Toh. 2038); (3) Rakṣacakrādhiṣṭhānapṛṣṭyopadeśa (Srung ba’i ’khor lo’i byin brlab dang phyir bzlog pa’i man ngag, Toh. 2045); (4) Svacittordhvasaṃkrāntyupadeśādhiṣṭhānasaṃyuktā (Rang gi sems gong du ’pho ba’i man ngag byin brlab dang bcas pa, Toh. 2041); (5) Agnidevapūjā (Me’i lha mchod pa, Toh. 2043); (6) Adhiṣṭhānakrama (Byin gyis brlab pa’i rim pa, Toh. 2042); (7) Śrīraktayamārimantrasiddhisādhana (Dpal gshin rje gshed dmar po’i sngags kyi dngos grub sgrub pa’i thabs).


103. A mes zhabs, Gshin rje chos ’byung, 134: ’phags pa rin po che’i bla ma yang yin pa glo bo lo tsa ba shes rab rin chen gyis/ ’gro mgon sa pa la gnang ba sogs nas ’phel ba yin te/.


104. For the details of these initiations described in the Yuanshi, see Watt and Wardwell 1997, 99n15.


105. For the Sa skya-style thang kas, see Pal 1984.


106. Watt and Wardwell 1997, 98.


107. The other two being the GS and Cakrasaṃvara. Tsong kha pa commissioned the construction of three-dimensional maṇḍalas of the GS, Vajrabhairava, and Cakrasaṃvara in the principal Dge lugs Monastery, Dga’ ldan, which were installed in 1417. This has been regarded by the tradition as Tsong kha pa’s fourth of four great deeds (Repo 2011). Note that Jinpa (2019, 296) says that these were the maṇḍalas of Vajradhātu, Akṣobhya, and Cakrasaṃvara. Jinpa (2019, 294) also identifies the institution of the annual rites and practice of nine tantric deities at Dga’ ldan as the fourth great deed.


108. The Vajrabhairava lineage recorded in Tsong kha pa’s Jewel Casket gives the following transmission sequence: (1) Vajrabhairava, (2) Jñānaḍākinī, (3) Lalitavajra, (4) Amoghavajra, (5) Jñānākaragupta, (6) Padmavajra, (7) Dīpaṅkararakṣita, (8) Rwa lo tsā ba Rdo rje grags, (9) Rwa Chos rab, (10) Rwa Ye shes seng ge, (11) Rwa ’Bum seng ge, (12) Rgwa lo tsā ba Rnam rgyal rdo rje, (13) Rong pa Shes rab seng ge, (14) Bla ma Ye shes dpal, (15) Chos rje Don grub rin chen, (16) Rje Tsong kha pa. After Tsong kha pa, the lineage continued to (17) Mkhas grub Dge legs dpal bzang, (18) Ba so Chos kyi rgyal mtshan, (19) Grub chen Chos kyi rdo rje, (20) Dben sa pa Blo bzang don grub, (21) Mkhas grub Sangs rgyas ye shes, and (22) Paṇ chen Blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan. See Sopa and Patt 2004, 523.


109. Ary 2015, 24.


110. This information is given in an inscription of a painting held in the collection of Shelley and Donald Rubin (HAR 56) depicting Mkhas grub’s vision of Tsong kha pa after his death, which reads: rje btsun chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pas/ rdo rje ’jigs byed dbang dang gdams pa gnang/ phyag drug mgon po bsnyen bsgrub be bum la/ lhad zhugs bsal mdzad mkhas grub dge legs dpal// (Debreczeny 2011, 68). For Mkhas grub’s five visions of Tsong kha pa after his death, see Charleux 2011.


111. See Mkhas grub rje, Dad pa’i ’jug ngogs, 179.2–180.2. On the motif of Vajrabhairava intervening on Tsong kha pa’s behalf in Tsong kha pa’s biography, see Ary 2015, 113.


112. Jinpa 2019, 305. See the colophon of Tsong kha pa, ’Jigs byed kyi sgrub thabs bdud las rnam rgyal.


113. For example, the Seventh Dalai Lama composed The Self-Initiation Portion of the Ekavīra Vajrabhairava Maṇḍalavidhi Called “Triumph Over Māra” (Rgyal ba bskal bzang rgya mtsho’i gsung rdo rje ’jigs byed dpa’ bo gcig pa bdud las rnam rgyal gyi dkyil chog la bdag ’jug bya tshul ’don sgrigs nag po), which was based on Tsong kha pa’s Victory over All Demons. For more contemporary treatises, see, for example, The Sadhana of Bhagavan Glorious Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava Entitled “Victory over Demons” by Pha bong kha pa Bde chen snying po (1978–1941), a Dge lugs pa bla ma of the modern era, translated in Gonsalez 2021, 249–94. One of the most influential contemporary propagators of the Solitary Vajrabhairava practice was Skyabs rje Dge legs Rin po che (1939–2017), who frequently taught this practice around the world.


114. On January 21, 2018, H. H. the Fourteenth Dalai Lama conferred the Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava empowerment to a public audience in Bodhgayā, India, where he stressed that this particular sādhana is derived from Rje Tsong kha pa’s personal experience of Mañjuśrī-Vajrabhairava. See https://www.dalailama.com/news/2018/solitary-hero-Vajrabhairava-empowerment.


115. See A khu ching Shes rab rgya mtsho, ’Jigs byed dpa’ bo gcig pa la brten pa’i sku gdung sreg chog, 179.


116. Rdo rje ’jigs byed lha bcu gsum ma’i sgrub thabs rin po che’i za ma tog bkod pa. This text has been partly translated into English as A Casket of Jewels: Meditation on the Thirteen Deity Glorious Vajrabhairava by Je Tsongkhapa (San Jose: Gyuto Vajrayana Center, 2009).


117. Jinpa 2019, 298–99. The ritual manual used by all adult monks in the Dga’ ldan chos ’phel gling and in majority of Dge lugs pa monasteries is Tsong kha pa’s Jewel Casket. The version of this text used in the Dga’ ldan Monastery is included in the collected rituals of Stag lung brag bsam gtan gling Monastery, entitled Dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed lha bcu gsum ma’i bdag bskyed bum pa dbang chog smon shis dang bcas pa (Bentor 1996, 97–98).


118. Sørensen and Hazod 2007, 1:51; Hazod 2004, 44, following Mkhyen brtse’s guide, for which see Ferrari 1958, 41n76, 41n97.


119. Mdzad pa po mi gsal, Byams chen chos rje’i rnam thar, 4A, l.2. I thank Sonam Tsering Ngulphu for this reference.


120. See www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/39742.


121. This argument is supported by another very similar embroidery thang ka featuring Hevajra as Kapāladhara accompanied by a long inscription mentioning the Dge lugs lineage of Hevajra ending with Śākya ye shes, who is paid homage to by the Yongle emperor and is given the thang ka as a gift; see Heller, “Homage by an Emperor.”
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