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        Preface
      

      To my first meetings with the great Chinese, Tibetan, and Kashmiri masters, I owe the idea of the profound similarity between Ch’an,*1 Tantrism, Dzogchen, the Tibetan Mahamudra, and the original Mahamudra (that of Kashmiri Shaivism, a mystical movement linked to the teachings of the Mahasiddhas and to the Shaivism—Shiva worship—of the Indus Valley from six thousand years ago). Shiva is considered to be the creator of dance and yoga. His abode is Mount Kailash and he holds a trident, which symbolizes humankind as the divinity, the temple, and the worshipper—all united in the main branch of the trident.

      In 1967, at the age of twenty-two, I arrived fresh from my readings in a shocking and marvelous India that would destroy, one by one, the ideas that I had established for myself regarding spirituality. Armed with a letter of recommendation that Arnaud Desjardins, the French reporter and spiritual teacher, had quite willingly written for me following my enthusiasm for his film series Les Mystères des Tibétains, I set out for Delhi. There, I met the director of the Tibetan Museum, who in turn sent me to Kalimpong to meet the most prominent leader of the Nyingmapas, Dudjom Rinpoche. As chance (a word cursed by spiritualists) would have it, I stopped in front of a little house in which there lived a scholarly Chinese man by the name of Chien Ming Chen, author of some one hundred works unpublished in the West. This little bearded man, dressed in a worn, stain-spattered robe, radiated dazzling energy and overflowing joy. He served me tea before a yogini whose legs were spread open upon the space that he spent his days and his early mornings contemplating in unending ecstasy. He gave me as gifts more than twenty of his works, all of which I still have. Among these was a commentary on the Vijnanabhairava Tantra,1 which it seems existed in Chinese, although it belonged originally to the Mahamudra of the siddhas in the Kashmiri Shaivism tradition.

      This first meeting carried in seed form all of the future developments of my approach. Of all the works he gave me (which I carried about with me like a Himalayan mule), the Vijnanabhairava Tantra immediately and absolutely fascinated me. Chien Ming Chen was a follower of Ch’an but also of Dzogchen and Mahamudra. He had lived in his hermitage since 1947, without ever having gone outside of it. Curious souls who were now locally financing his printed publications had nevertheless found him. He fascinated both the masters of Hinayana Buddhism as well as those of the Mahayana and the Vajrayana, along with a few scientists and academics. I spent only a few hours in his company, but they were a determining factor in my opening to these various streams.

      After having explained to me the ideal conditions for establishing a hermitage—conditions that I still remember and that governed my choice of place for my retreat in Tuscany—Chien Ming Chen, very modest man that he was, told me that he could not guide me on the path because his vow as a hermit constrained him to practicing only, and that he himself had not yet realized the ultimate fruit. He sent me to the great master and supreme leader of the Nyingmapa, Dudjom Rinpoche, the same man for whom the director of the Tibetan Museum of Delhi had written me a letter of recommendation.

      With regret I left this remarkable man, and arrived that same day at a lovely Indian-style dwelling, a bungalow perched on a hill, where I was warmly welcomed by Dudjom Rinpoche’s wife. During those golden days, the greatest masters were accessible with surprising ease. Few Westerners were seeking the dharma. Dudjom Rinpoche received me. He was a man who had an open gaze on the infinite, a perpetual smile on his face, great kindness, and an almost feminine gentleness allied with a gripping powerfulness. He had long hair and wore a Western shirt under his blue Tibetan robe. He granted all my requests. I had naively gotten it into my head to write a book on Tibetan painting with the support of the great art publisher Albert Skira, who had had me take a few courses on the photography of paintings and had then armed me with the appropriate materials. Dudjom Rinpoche had the thangkas (painted rolls) brought out from the temple and watched me photograph them, then informed me, with humor, that in order to penetrate their secrets, I would have to practice the path.

      Troubles at the nearby Sino-Indian border were such that foreigners were not allowed to stay in Kalimpong for more than three days. The Indian authorities were being driven by an acute sense of spy mania, and for them, any foreigner was a potential informer of the Chinese. In the face of my enthusiasm, Dudjom Rinpoche gave me, over the course of each of my three days, the essence of the Dzogchen teachings; it would be thirty years before I understood how simple, vast, and direct his instruction had been. (Subsequently, I had the opportunity to meet with Kalu Rinpoche and to express my gratitude to him.) When I was leaving him, Dudjom Rinpoche gave me a letter of recommendation for one of his disciples who lived near Darjeeling: Chatral Rinpoche, also a great master of Dzogchen.

      This meeting would turn out to be rough and upsetting. Having arrived at his place, I pushed open the door to a kind of hovel, and I found Chatral Rinpoche in contemplation, his gaze absolutely still and open straight in front of him. I remember a brazier, a thermos bottle on the table, and a calendar bearing the effigy of Gandhi. Standing before the master’s silence, I took out the letter, which he did not read. Abruptly and bluntly he asked me what I wanted. I made my request, trembling, so irrepressible and marvelous was the energy he emitted. He leaped up, caught me by the collar, and took me to a spot behind his lair, where there were six little retreat cells: loose boards and canvas roof. He opened a door and pushed me into one of these cubbyholes—which seemed more like a latrine than a place for contemplation—and said, “Are you ready to be in this cell for six years?” I came right back out, frightened by the cold, the rain, the fog, and the smallness of the place. He laughed and told me, “In that case, I can do nothing for you. Start by learning Tibetan.”

      I was quite happy at the idea of escaping from him. Just as I was leaving, he called out in a more friendly tone, “It’s too bad. I only take six disciples at a time. There was an open space. You would have had the chance to attain awakening. But go down to Sonada; it’s a few kilometers away. There you’ll find your master.”

      I walked in the driving rain, thanking the gods for my having escaped this big-nosed typhoon. I imagined that the master awaiting me was going to be even more insane. I had the surprise of my life when I came into the room where a magnificent old man with eyes full of love was playing with a cat, balancing cans on its head, the cat looking at him as if hypnotized. After a brief conversation, Kalu Rinpoche told me right then and there that I could think of him as my master or as my mother. I chose the second option and relaxed completely in his presence, which emitted love like a soothing and nourishing elixir.

      It was at Sonada that I undertook my long search, which would culminate much later with the transmission of the Mahamudra. I would discover, over the course of the weeks that followed, that Chatral and Kalu Rinpoche were very close. Chatral, at the wheel of his jeep (which he drove like a frenzied madman), visited Kalu quite frequently. He never missed the opportunity, while I was there, to make fun of this young, pretentious Westerner whose nose he had been so nice as to wipe.

      In the years during which I followed the teachings of Kalu Rinpoche, I learned that he had realized the teachings of both the Dzogchen and the Mahamudra, the Direct Way, which many, many lives are not enough to reach. Kalu Rinpoche said:

      Mahamudra, the Great Symbol, or Dzogchen, the Great Perfection, are truly beyond the distinction between meditation and nonmeditation; thus it is not really right to name them in one way or another. Because they are the outcome of all the practices, one can conventionally say that they are the highest form of meditation. Some people make a distinction between Dzogchen and Mahamudra, but that distinction is pointless because, fundamentally, these are two names for the same experience.2

      I later learned that Kalu Rinpoche’s father, a yogin and doctor, had been a disciple of the famous Mipham Rinpoche, one of the great Nyingmapa masters. Several learned masters of this school have confirmed that the Ch’an masters had had to retreat from Tibet after their defeat at the infamous debate of Samye, but that the Nyingmapa and the Kagyupa had preserved the essence of Ch’an under the names of Dzogchen and Mahamudra. Many academics today explore this route, and one may read with interest an article on the subject by Guilaine Mala published in Tch’an, Zen, racines et floraisons.3 Also of interest are Mahamudra: The Quintessence of Mind and Meditation by Takpo Tashi Namgyal,4 and A Spacious Path to Freedom: Practical Instructions on the Union of Mahamudra and Atiyoga by Karma Chagmé,5 both of which treat this question in detail.

      Once familiarized with Ch’an, I was not surprised when I noticed that the teachings of the Bodhidharma6 on the “two entrances” is systematically taken up again in the Dzogchen and the Mahamudra, and that Dudjom Rinpoche and Kalu Rinpoche reserved a significant amount of space for the subject in their teachings.7

      When in 1975 I met the yogini Lalita Devi—who would become my master and who would transmit to me the teachings of the Pratyabhijna and Spanda of the Kashmiri Shaivism stream—I took it a step further and grasped the impact of the Kashmiri siddhas on Tibetan Buddhism, which, by the way, “Buddhafies” the siddhas to such a degree that Alain Daniélou would go on to write that “Tibetan Buddhism is Shaivism in disguise.”8 One of the most striking examples is Saraha’s “Queen Doha,” which includes the following stanzas:

      
        A [Saivite] yogi in whom a [pseudoexistential] pristine awareness [allegedly imparted to him by Siva himself] has come about, [and hence] in whom there is no fear,
      

      
        will, whilst wearing the insignia of Siva [as a charm], look for a woman born in the outskirts.
      

      
        . . . Taking in her qualities he will [reciprocate by] offering his pristine awareness,
      

      
        Reverberating within the intensity of immediate experience, and,
      

      
        For the time being, he will take this pristine awareness—heightened in its sensibility through Being’s genuineness [operating in it], approximating in flavor,
      

      [Being’s nothingness replete with everything in highest perfection]—as the Mahamudra experience.9

      Scholars with Buddhist tendencies, uncomfortable with this passage, have it follow, or replace it with, similar verses—sometimes in parentheses, it is true—removing the allusion to Shaivism, just as they often delete, purely and simply, all allusion to Saraha’s master, who was a Shaivite yogini.

      It seems that in seventh- and eighth-century Kashmir, and even in later centuries, there reigned a great freedom of spirit and that the yogis and yoginis, when it was a matter of realizing the ultimate, hardly worried about the etiquette of the masters or about their belonging to one group or another. The great Abhinavagupta himself had many masters, some of whom were not Shaivite.

      What I am proposing here is to rediscover this opening of mind by presenting the texts of Ch’an, Dzogchen, and the Mahamudras—Chinese, Tibetan, and Kashmiri—texts that only mystical experience can bring together. Several of these essential texts have been translated here into English for the first time. The teachings that follow come from the greatest masters of Kashmiri, Tibetan, and Indian Tantrism, but also from the great Ch’an masters who passed on the essence of Mahamudra. Their names are Abhinavagupta, Kshemaraja, Vasugupta, Kallata, Utpaladeva, Lalla, Savari, Virupa, Mazu, Niu-tou, Tao-sin, Dahui, Chen-houei, Foyan, Pao-tche, Machig, Yung Chia Hsuan Chueh, Jayratha, Padmasambhava, Vimalakirti, and Yuanwu.

      I will add that, in 2002, to commemorate this union of the three streams that had the strongest impact upon me, I received, in Catalonia, the Ch’an ordination (Soto Zen lineage) from Master Kosen. What is a monk? According to Kosen, a monk is simply someone who is “in harmony with the cosmos.” A lovely definition that spatializes, or brings space to, the vows by bringing them back to unending unity. Finally, in the spring of 2004 in China, I met the Grand Ch’an master Jing Hui, dharma heir of Xu Yun, better known in the United States as “Empty Cloud” (1839–1959),*2 who is recognized as the foremost Ch’an master of the twentieth century. My master Jing Hui gave me the Ch’an ordination in the Lin t’si and Caodong schools, as well as the permission to transmit the Zhao Zhou Ch’an spirit in the West.10

      How to be in harmony with the cosmos? It seems that certain preliminaries are indispensable: Rid yourself of all beliefs; leave metaphysics to the sectarians of the absurd; understand that hope is fear gone bad; confront reality directly; stop upholding the romantic dream of realization; forget sentimental neurosis; play with your own limits; look at your confusion; confront life without the bric-a-brac of the religious and the spiritual—without, for all that, becoming a narrow-minded materialist who would make a new God out of rationalism; dare to be alone; do not oppose Essence against reality; give yourself over to the pleasures of pure subjectivity; understand that everything is real; and finally, one day, know exhilarating silence. Can one say that such a person is a mystic? According to the Shaivites, yes. According to the Ch’an masters, yes. According to the followers of Mahamudra, yes. In fact, all it takes is to say no to everything or to say yes to everything and to be an iconoclast who goes so far that he forgets the vehicle that brought him to this form of radical thinking. In short, it takes crazy wisdom.

      The commentary on each stanza of the Spandakarika, or “Song of the Sacred Tremor,” comprises three parts: the first is newly written by me; the second is a quotation from one of the great masters of the Mahamudra tradition; the third is the transcription of an oral teaching given during my seminar on this text. The commentary on each of the three “flows,” or parts, of the Spandakarika, is followed by a great poem: the first by the yogini Machig Labdrön, the second by Padmasambhava, and the third by Tilopa. Two appendices follow: Appendix 1 is a translation of the complete text of the Vijnanabhairava Tantra. Appendix 2 is an alternate translation of the Padmasambhava poem that appears at the end of the second flow.

      Today, having made Mahamudra my sole practice, in contemplation before the unbridled sea, I know that knowledge divides, and practice unites.

    

  
    
      
        
          The Ancient Text

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Spandakarika:

The Tantric Song of the Sacred Tremor
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      The Spandakarika, or “Song of the Sacred Tremor,”*3 is one of the essential texts of Kashmiri Shaivism. Having been revealed at the beginning of the ninth century by Shiva to Vasugupta, or to say it more directly, having gushed forth like a spring from Vasugupta’s own heart, it presents the essence of the Tantras in fifty-two marvelously elliptical stanzas. They were written by Vasugupta himself or by his disciple Kallata. Some say that Vasugupta received them in a dream while meditating in a cave in Mount Kailash, the mythical home of the trident-bearing god who gave birth to the sacred River Ganges. Ksemaraja, another important master of the tradition, who left a long commentary on the first stanza and to whom we owe the magnificent Pratyabhijnahrdayam or “Heart of Recognition,” said that Vasugupta found them carved into a rock, and the faithful of today still revere the site.1

      In his commentary, Ksemaraja stresses the fact that the “Song of the Sacred Tremor” is a presentation of Mahamudra, which would go on to become famous through the Tibetan lineage of transmission, and which is the ultimate teaching of the Kagyu school. Mahamudra is often translated as the “Great Seal,” referring to the secret of this teaching and to the fact that it seals all that preceded it. But the Kashmiris translate it as the “Great Cosmic Movement” because its realization is linked to the yoga transmitted by Matsyendranath, who is at the source of the Kashmiri lineages. This siddha probably lived in Assam in the seventh century of the common era. Abhinavagupta, the great tenth-century philosopher and master, pays homage to Matsyendranath in his Tantraloka, which presents the sum of all knowledge on the Tantras.

      This yoga, the teaching of which has almost completely disappeared, is very profound. It seems to have been the form that preceded hatha yoga. Its very simplicity is what makes it so difficult. The most ancient masters of the tradition had come to the realization that all is movement in the universe. They saw everything, including matter, as consciousness, and they invented a yoga that fit this realization. This sacred dance, called Tandava, is carried out in three phases: During the first stage, the body is released into space, the breath settles in, and the sacred tremoring of the organs is welcomed by consciousness, which allows this inner palpitation to become free and thus rejoins the limitless. Lalita Devi compared this sensation to the movements that moths flying within us might make. Little by little, the body lets itself go into an extremely slow, involuntary movement, where the limbs are carried by the breath in a circular unfolding.

      In the second phase, the yogi lets his arms open out into space, the spinal column extremely supple, the eyelids slightly open, the tongue relaxed, the perineum open, the breath freed. The shoulder blades are open like wings and give balance to the body, which is normally drawn more toward the front. This whole yoga is practiced visualizing oneself naked, floating in midnight blue space.

      In the third phase, the yogi gets up and allows his whole body to express the dance of Shiva in space. These movements look like a completely free kind of t’ai chi in which no movement is codified. The sequential linking of these movements make up the whole Kashmiri yoga such as I received its transmission from my master, yogini Lalita Devi.

      This is an extremely subtle and difficult yoga that requires thousands of hours of practice. The advantage of this yoga is that it makes all other physical practice unnecessary. It can be seen in the sculptures of Tantric temples and in Tibetan statuary and paintings, which almost always represent the yogin, the yogini, and the divinities in this supple, lateral movement, and which one can imagine is omnidirectional. This tradition—so simple, so subtle—has gradually fallen into oblivion and been replaced by the more spectacular hatha yoga.

      The Spandakarika presents the philosophy that was born of this practice, and all the yoga does is keep bringing us back to the source of this fundamental realization.

      THE SONG OF THE SACRED TREMOR

      1.

The venerated Shankari (Shakti), source of energy, opens her eyes and the universe is reabsorbed in pure consciousness; she closes them and the universe is manifested within her.

      2.

The sacred tremor, the very place of creation and return, is completely limitless because its nature is formless.

      3.

Even within duality, the tantrika goes straight to the nondual source, because pure subjectivity always resides immersed within his own nature.*4

      4.

All the relative notions tied to the ego rediscover their peaceful source deeply buried under all the different states.

      5.

In the absolute sense, pleasure and suffering, subject and object, are nothing other than the space of profound consciousness.

      6., 7.

To grasp this fundamental truth is to see absolute freedom everywhere. Thus, the activity of the senses itself dwells in this fundamental freedom and pours forth from it.

      8. 

Therefore, the person who rediscovers this essential sacred tremor of consciousness escapes the dim confusion of limited desire.

      9. 

Liberated in this way from the multiplicity of impulses tied to the ego, he experiences the supreme state.

      10. 

Then the heart realizes that the true innate nature is both the universal agent and the subjectivity that perceives the world. Thus immersed in understanding, it knows and acts according to its desire.

      11. 

How can this wonder-filled tantrika, who always comes back to his own fundamental nature as the source of all manifestation, be subject to transmigration?

      12.

If the void could be an object of contemplation, where would the consciousness that perceives it be?

      13.

Therefore, consider contemplation of the vacuity as an artifice of a nature analogous to that of a profound absence from the world.

      14., 15., 16.

Actor and action are united, but when action is dissolved by abandoning the fruits of the act, the very dynamic that is tied to the ego exhausts itself, and the tantrika who is absorbed in this profound contemplation discovers the divine tremor liberated from its ties to the ego. The profound nature of action is thus revealed, and he who has interiorized the movement of desire no longer knows dissolution. He cannot cease to exist because he has returned to the profound source.

      17. 

The awakened tantrika realizes this continuous sacred tremor throughout the three states.

      18. 

Shiva is then in loving union with Shakti in the form of knowledge and its object, whereas everywhere else he is manifested as pure consciousness.

      19. 

The whole palette of the different kinds of sacred tremoring finds its source in the universal sacred tremor of consciousness, and in this way reaches the person. How could such a sacred tremoring limit the tantrika?

      20. 

And yet, this sacred tremor itself causes people who are subject to limited views to become lost because, their intuition being dissociated from the profound source, they throw themselves into the whirlwind of transmigration.

      21. 

The person who with fieriness tends toward the profound sacred tremor reaches his true nature even within activity.

      22.

The profound and stable sacred tremor can be reached in extreme states: anger, intense joy, mental wandering, or the drive toward survival.

      23., 24.

When the tantrika gives himself over to Shiva/Shakti, the sun and the moon come up in the central channel.

      25.

At that moment, when in the sky the sun and the moon disappear, the awakened person remains lucid, whereas the ordinary person sinks into unconsciousness.

      26., 27.

Mantras, when they are charged with the power of the sacred tremor, accomplish their function through the senses of the awakened person. They become united with the mind of the tantrika, who penetrates the nature of Shiva/Shakti.

      28., 29.

All things emerge from the individual essence of the tantrika who recognizes himself in Shiva/Shakti; everything in which he takes pleasure is Shiva/Shakti. Thus, there is no state that can be named that would not be Shiva/Shakti.

      30. 

Always present to the reality that he perceives as the play of his own nature, the tantrika is liberated at the very heart of life.

      31. 

Through the intensity of objectless desire, contemplation emerges in the heart of the tantrika united to the profound sacred tremor.

      32. 

This is the attainment of the supreme nectar, the immortality of samadhi, which reveals to the tantrika his own nature.

      33., 34.

The ardor toward Shiva/Shakti that manifests the universe allows the tantrika to be fulfilled. Over the course of the dream, the sun and the moon appear in his heart and all his wishes are granted.

      35.

But if he is not present, the tantrika will be wronged by the play of manifestation, and he will experience the illusory state of the aspirant throughout waking and sleeping.

      36., 37.

Just as an object that escapes attention is more clearly perceived when we make the effort to see it better from all angles, so the supreme sacred tremor appears to the tantrika when he ardently strives toward it. In this way, everything is in tune with the essence of his true nature.

      38. 

Even in a state of extreme weakness, such a tantrika succeeds in this accomplishment. Even starving, he finds his food.

      39. 

With his only support the recognition of the heart, the tantrika is omniscient and in harmony with the world.

      40. 

If the body/mind is ravaged by discouragement due to ignorance, only the completely unlimited expansion of consciousness will dissipate a lassitude whose source will then have disappeared.

      41.

The revelation of the Self arises in the person who is now only absolute desire. May each of us have this experience!

      42.

Then, may light, sound, form, and taste come and impede the person who is still tied to the ego.

      43.

When the tantrika pervades everything with his absolute desire, what use are words? He has this experience on his own.

      44.

May the tantrika remain present, his senses vigilantly sown in reality, and may he know stability.

      45.

The person who is deprived of his power by the dark forces of limited activity becomes the plaything of the energy of sounds.

      46.

Caught in the field of subtle energies and mental representations, the supreme ambrosia is dissolved, and the person forgets his innate freedom.

      47.

The power of the word is always ready to veil the profound nature of the Self because no mental representation can free itself from language.

      48.

The energy of the sacred tremor that passes through the vulgar person enslaves him, whereas this same energy liberates the person who is on the path.

      49., 50.

The subtle body itself is an obstacle that is tied to limited intelligence and to the ego. The enslaved person has experiences that are tied to his beliefs and to the idea that he has of his body, and in this very way perpetuates the tie.

      51. 

But when the tantrika becomes established in the sacred tremor of reality, he liberates the flow of manifestation and return, and in this way takes pleasure in the universal freedom, as a master of the wheel of energies.

      52. 

I venerate the spontaneous, tremoring, and wonderful words of my master who had me cross the Ocean of doubt.

      May this jewel of knowledge lead all beings to reach the true nature of reality, and may they keep this jewel in the deepest part of their heart.2

    

  
    
      
        
          The Commentary

          The teaching relates to the three flows of the Spanda:

          
            	The instructions concerning the independent existence of the Self.

            	The direct perception of one’s own fundamental nature.

            	The universal nature reflected in the power of one’s own nature.

          

        

      

    

  
    
      First Flow (Stanzas 1–16)

      
        The Instructions Concerning the Independent Existence of the Self
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      STANZA 1

      The venerated Shankari (Shakti), source of energy, opens her eyes and the universe is reabsorbed in pure consciousness; she closes them and the universe is manifested within her.

      The Shakti is one with Shiva; the teaching is the joyous issue of their union. Whether she appears or withdraws, the Shakti escapes from the succession of time. In her breast, in the form of Kali, she does away with space-time. It is the relation of impassioned worship with the divinity or the guru that feeds our own divinity and allows us, through the mirror of this passion, to discover fundamental freedom.

      The eyes open in Bhairavimudra, turned inward, without blinking, and the world is reabsorbed in pure consciousness. The eyes close, the world appears within us, for when mastery of this mudra is achieved, we are the divinity. From now on, there is no longer inner and outer, but rather, totality bathed by omnipresent consciousness. This is the secret kept by the Great Seal, the Great Cosmic Movement, the Great Configuration of the cosmos, one of the thousand names of Kali: Mahamudra. This teaching flows from the Ocean of Consciousness; it is the heart of the yoginis. Physical and mental contraction obscures perception of our innate nature and gives rise to duality. The yogin and yogini experience the nondifferentiation of states, the pure consciousness of the “I.” Consciousness gleams. It cannot be said that Shankari inhales or that she exhales. The senses are the wheel of energies, the freedom of their expressions, the creativity of consciousness.
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