



[image: Cover]









[image: Image]











TREASURY OF THE BUDDHIST SCIENCES SERIES


Editor-in-Chief: Robert A.F. Thurman, Jey Tsong Khapa Professor Emeritus of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies, Columbia University


Executive Editor: Thomas F. Yarnall, Columbia University


Assistant Editor: Edward A. Arnold, Fairfield University


Series Committee: Daniel Aitken, David Kittelstrom, Tim McNeill, Robert A.F. Thurman, Christian K. Wedemeyer, Thomas F. Yarnall


Editorial Board: Ryuichi Abé, Jay Garfield, David Gray, Laura Harrington, Thubten Jinpa, Joseph Loizzo, Gary Tubb, Vesna Wallace, Christian Wedemeyer, Chun-fang Yu


The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences series is copublished by the American Institute of Buddhist Studies and Wisdom Publications in association with the Columbia University Center for Buddhist Studies and Tibet House US.


The American Institute of Buddhist Studies (AIBS) established the Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences series to provide authoritative translations, studies, and editions of the texts of the Tibetan Tengyur (bstan ’gyur) and its associated literature. The Tibetan Tengyur is a vast collection of over 4,000 classical Indian Buddhist scientific treatises (śāstra) written in Sanskrit by over 700 authors from the first millennium CE, now preserved mainly in systematic 7th–12th century Tibetan translation. Its topics span all of India’s “outer” arts and sciences, including linguistics, medicine, astronomy, socio-political theory, ethics, art, and so on, as well as all of her “inner” arts and sciences such as philosophy, psychology (“mind science”), meditation, and yoga.











[image: Image]

THE DALAI LAMA


Message


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


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


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


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


I wish the American Institute of Buddhist Studies at the Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies and Tibet House US every success and pray that this ambitious and far-reaching project to create The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences will be accomplished according to plan. I also request others, who may be interested, to extend whatever assistance they can, financial or otherwise, to help ensure the success of this historic project.


[image: Image]


May 15, 2007
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AS THE LAST GREAT TANTRA to appear on the Buddhist scene in India, the Kālachakra or Wheel of Time had a profound impact on Vajrayāna Buddhism in Tibet. Over the past millennium, Tibetan exemplars plunged into the depths of the tantra, explored its revelatory world of Shambhala, and applied its techniques of personal and global transformation. Among the orders of Tibetan Buddhism, scholar-adepts of the Jonang tradition have specialized in the Kālachakra Tantra and become the custodians of its complex systems of cosmology, yogic transformation, and secret wisdom. The Kālachakra Mandala: The Jonang Tradition animates the intricacies of the sublime mandala universe in all its magnificence based on writings by Tibetan experts in the Jonang Kālachakra.


“A scholar of Tibetan Buddhism and computer journalist with expertise in information technologies, the late Edward Henning gifted us his last labor of love, a book that brings the specialized knowledge of the Kālachakra’s spiritual mysteries to life. With great care, this book describes the symbolism, architectural design, and the multi-dimensional experience of the mandala. Such exquisite detail will be appreciated by scholars for its historical importance, artists for its representation of the mandala in both 2D drawings and 3D constructs, and perhaps most essentially, by Kālachakra practitioners for its instruction on how the vivid resplendence of the mandala is performatively visualized in their mind’s eye.”


—MICHAEL R. SHEEHY, director of scholarship at the Contemplative Sciences Center, research assistant professor in Tibetan Buddhist studies in the Department of Religious Studies, and affiliated faculty at the Tibet Center at the University of Virginia


“Henning’s detailed presentation and illustrations of the structure and symbolism of the kālacakramaṇdala as expounded by the Jonang Kālacakra master Banda Gelek is the first such presentation. It brings to light the Jonang tradition’s unique interpretation of the kālacakramaṇdala that combines its innovative elements with those presented in the original Indian sources. It indirectly points to the malleability of the application of the kālacakramaṇdala to different contemplative traditions. This work will be of interest not only to scholars and practitioners of the Kālacakratantra but also to art historians interested in the comparative study of the kālacakramaṇdala paintings.”


—VESNA WALLACE, professor of South and Central Asian religions at the University of California at Santa Barbara


“Perhaps no other tantra has more deeply influenced Tibetan Buddhism and its reception in the West than Kālacakra, whose mandala has been so often produced during numerous empowerments, museum exhibitions, and activities devoted to protecting and strengthening global peace. And no modern scholar mastered the Kālacakra material with its complex technical details more thoroughly than Edward Henning, who shared his broad and profound knowledge in the present publication. It profited not only from extensive textual studies across different Tibetan traditions but also from his long years as a translator for Kagyu and Jonang masters. The Kālachakra Mandala: The Jonang Tradition covers a wide range of topics, from the symbolism of the mandala and its role in empowerment to more technical issues such as measurements and terms unique to this tantric system. It is a must-read for everybody interested in tantric Buddhism.”


—KLAUS-DIETER MATHES, Venerable Yuen Hang Memorial Trust Professor in Buddhist Studies, the University of Hong Kong
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Copublisher’s Preface


WE ARE DELIGHTED to publish Edward Henning’s masterful presentation of the Kālachakra mandala, especially as deeply understood, devotedly revered, and assiduously practiced and performed by the venerable Jonang order of Tibetan Buddhism. The Jonangpas were among the earliest schools that hugely appreciated the mysteries of the Kālachakra vision of life beyond death, and not only because of the great eleventh-century Indian psychonaut adept and scholar Somanātha, who brought its sciences and arts from India to Tibet; Kunpang Thukje Tsondru (1243–1313), who deeply practiced and carefully coordinated seventeen different traditions of Kālachakra teachings; Dolpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (1292–1361), a wild and great yogi adept lama who achieved miraculous spiritual experiences and mystical enlightenments; and Tāranātha (1575–1634), another great adept and polymath scholar, who made a special effort to center their research, experiential attainment, and education systems around the world of the Kālachakra. Nowadays, even H.H. the Great Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Lobsang Tenzin Gyatso (b. 1935), widely known as the greatest exponent and worldwide teacher of the Kālachakra yogas, invited the senior Jonangpa masters to transmit to him some of their most rare and profound instructions. Such is the tradition of the masters under whom Edward Henning has been one of the most important long-term Western researchers, a practitioner and independent scholar transmitting to us in these volumes what he has learned.


The Kālachakra Tantra is one of the most comprehensive technologies of the unexcelled yoga tantra class, placed by some authorities in the mother tantra category, by others in the nondual category. Its mandala (sacred universe) represents a most vivid artistic representation of the uninterrupted, continuous presence of the Buddha’s awareness and beneficent activity in the world, long after his humanoid embodiment as Shakyamuni passed away more than two and a half millennia ago. It quite magnificently represents the mahayana (Universal) vehicle discovery that the realm of nirvana, free from suffering, is not somewhere outside of the life-cycle realm of suffering but is ultimately findable through enlightenment as indivisible from this world, as experienced by anyone who eliminates the self-centered, materialistic misperception of its nonduality. The main and subsidiary embodiments such an enlightened being manifests are entirely constituted by the elements and divisions of time itself, demonstrating that a such an inconceivable being can expand his/her/its presence in time in all of past, future, and present “everywhen,” yet effectively engage with beings who perceive themselves as trapped in specific instants within a linear flow, exiled from the past and not admitted to the future and not really aware of whenever is the present.


Given the omnipresence of such a by-us-imagined-as-possible enlightened being, its divine embodiment can be thought of as simultaneously manifesting also as his/her/its residence and environment and retinue. Its Kālachakra mandala is the ideal space—abode and company—into which suffering beings can be invited to feel immersed in the buddha presence. Therein they can be enabled gradually, critically, and aesthetically to revise their misperceptions of the seemingly inescapable reality of the danger and pain of life, awaken to a basic trust of life’s goodness, and carefully open to the perception of its beauty. The mandala is thus a sanctuary, a forum for the deep discovery of freedom, and a school for learning how to wield the joy of its taste compassionately and responsibly to share that freedom with infinite others.


In this volume, Mr. Henning follows upon his numerous essays and his systematic intellectual and experiential explorations of Buddhism in general and the Jonang Kālachakra traditions in particular. It is a companion of his first volume in our series, Kālachakra and the Tibetan Calendar (AIBS-CBS-THUS, 2007), wherein he tackled the notoriously difficult subject of the mathematics, astronomical calculations, and calendar construction of The Light Kālachakra Tantra. It must be acknowledged and remembered that it was the Indian “inner scientific” tradition that discovered the empowering use of the zero (shūnya) in mathematics, perhaps as a practical corollary of their enlightenment discovery of the empty or void nature of ultimate reality that mandates the absolute relativity of the living relatedness of everything in the world, enabling the digital representation of things in the inconceivable tapestry of our interconnected lives which universal compassion can deploy to ameliorate the condition of countless sensitive beings.


I first met Edward Henning at SOAS at University of London, where I was giving a talk myself on something, I don’t clearly remember what, and I was delighted by his erudition and sincerity when he answered very well a question from the audience. Whatever it was, I didn’t know the answer, nor did the other professors or grad students present. Afterward, we enjoyed a supper together, and I began to realize the depth and breadth of his researches, his realizations, and his dedication to the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tantric sciences and arts that are so rarely appreciated and understood for the extraordinary humanistic and scientific achievements that they are. His work is part of the huge work of a small group of modern scholars—philological, philosophical, rigorously analytical, and experientially empirical and scientific—rediscovering a profound and detailed knowledge of the human psyche and human body and the planetary environment. This rediscovery and systematic presentation is as necessary for human survival and flourishing today as it has ever been. It is a high priority asset that is aiding the marvelous efforts of contemporary materialist scientists who find themselves blocked from finding the key insights needed to prove to intelligent people the critical urgency of changing the trajectories of current self-destructive technologies of our clearly terminal lifestyle of industrialized consumerism and militarism.


This work that Edward Henning labored relentlessly to complete as he was passing beyond his body’s ability to keep him going is an utterly marvelous presentation of the amazing mandala—purifying and sustaining enlightening environment—of the Kālachakra, “Wheel of Time.” Sadly, his body let him go before we finished all the p’s and q’s, so our editors had to complete the work without being able to consult with him about every step involved in the polishing of the material. However, we have ourselves learned so much from what he so lucidly presents on these important topics that we are pleased to present it mostly as he left it to us, for the benefit of the many others who are also trying to scale the Himalayan heights of the amazing psychonaut traditions of the Wheel of Time.


We are confident that Edward, wherever he may be by now, will be very pleased with the result (even forgiving us for not preserving the British spelling in a few cases!), and may he be inspired in his rebirth in another enlightenment-supporting family to eventually produce further volumes for new generations. For the moment, we thank him for having taught us so much with these two wonderful volumes and the many informative essays on his website, and we congratulate him beyond his bardo for this wonderful work on the Kālachakra.


May there be blessings and good fortune for all sentient beings!


Robert A. F. Thurman


Editor-in-Chief,


Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences


Jey Tsong Khapa Professor Emeritus,


Columbia University


Director, Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies


President, American Institute for Buddhist Studies


President, Tibet House US


Ganden Dechen Ling, Woodstock, New York


June 14, 2022


Tibetan Saga Dawa Fourth Month,


Enlightenment Full Moon


Sovereign Year 2149, Water Tiger Year
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Author’s Preface and Acknowledgments


MY INTEREST IN Kālachakra started in 1974, and a couple of years later, my teacher, Tenga Rinpoche of Benchen Monastery, introduced me to the practices used by our tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, the Karma Kagyu. Interestingly, these were just about all written by a lama from the Jonang tradition, Tāranātha. I later discovered that the Karma Kagyu had its own tradition of Kālachakra practices, but that these had fallen into disuse. Earlier that same year, I had attended a course on the basic philosophies of the Karma Kagyu tradition, given by Thrangu Rinpoche, and it was then that I first came across the name Tāranātha, at that time in relation to the concept of extrinsic emptiness (gzhan stong).


I spent most of that year of 1976 in India and Nepal, and during that time I was unable to find any texts by Tāranātha other than the couple of Kālachakra practice texts that I copied out by hand. On returning to the UK and the British Library, I found that, apart from a handful, the works of Tāranātha were indeed difficult to find. However, a few years later I came across a seventeen-volume set of his collected works in a library in Germany; this included the instruction texts on the Kālachakra practices that I needed, and much, much more besides. I spent many hours over a hot photocopy machine.


During the following years, Tāranātha easily became my favourite writer on Buddhism, until one day in the late 1990s, Guenther Grönbold, of the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek in Munich, gave me a copy of a paper by Matthew Kapstein, entitled “From Kun-mkhyen Dol-po-pa to ‘Ba’-mda’ Dge-legs: Three Jo-nang-pa Masters on the Interpretation of the Prajñāpāramitā” (Mkdoleg).


I knew Matthew, as he had interpreted for Thrangu Rinpoche during the 1976 course and had helped me obtain some useful Tibetan texts. I much appreciated his comments early in this paper regarding Tāranātha: “he should be regarded as one of the greatest contributors to the study of tantrism and yoga, in any time, place or methodological tradition. . . .” I could not have put it better myself.


And then a few pages later came a surprise that changed the course of my Kālachakra studies: Banda Gelek, a lama of whom I had never heard before (I subsequently learned that none of my Karma Kagyu teachers had heard of him, either). Matthew had obtained a copy of his collected works from Dzamthang in Eastern Tibet (now part of Sichuan) and usefully reproduced in his paper a list of the contents. Among them was a significant number of texts on Kālachakra, many of them of very considerable length. Matthew was at the time living in Chicago, and luckily I soon needed to go there on business: more time followed spent over a hot photocopy machine.


In the second chapter of this book, I describe the most significant feature of Banda Gelek’s work as his “pedantic attention to detail.” It goes further than this. He seems basically to have written down most, if not all, of the oral instructions he received on any particular subject, and done so in great detail. He also mostly avoids any discussion of different views on any particular subject. Tāranātha, for example, will often introduce a point and then discuss the views of various previous teachers before finally stating his own particular approach. I would not try and pretend to know if his understanding of tantra is any different than that of Tāranātha, but if I simply want to get straight to the Jonang view on any point, Banda Gelek stands out as the main source.


There is no single Tibetan text that fully describes all the aspects of the Kālachakra mandala and its meaning, and so this book draws on a large number of texts—the main ones, of course, being by Tāranātha and Banda Gelek. Much of this work, particularly after the first chapter, consists of translations from the Tibetan, sometimes very literal, at others very loose, often combining comments from more than one author.


My original intention was to describe several types of Kālachakra mandala as found in three of the main traditions of Tibetan Buddhism: the Jonang, (the earlier) Karma Kagyu, and the Gelug. I eventually found that this was becoming too complex and likely to be confusing to readers. (It was getting confusing to me, so I could hardly expect it to be an easy read for others!) I decided instead to concentrate on the Jonang tradition and only mention the main differences with the others. Also, I would not cover the other mandalas, such as those of the 100 yoginīs and of Mahāsaṁvara Kālachakra. I decided to put much of this extra material on my website, www.kalacakra.org.


There are two reasons for concentrating on the Jonang mandala rather than one from one of the other two main traditions: it is the one I am personally involved with, and the wealth of information available in the Jonang tradition on the mandala more than outweighs all others combined.


There is also one aspect of the mandala that is brought out particularly well in the Jonang tradition, which is also relevant to other types of tantric practice: this is the development of the mandala within a major meditation practice and the benefits of this. Many texts describe how the process of imagining the mandala and populating it with deities purifies the cycle of existence, but there is normally scant detail available. This process applies to all the main tantric cycles but is particularly well developed in the Kālachakra cycle and, of course, most extensively described by Banda Gelek. I have included this subject in this book because I feel it is essential to a proper understanding of the meaning of the mandala.


In the second chapter I describe the 2D drawing of the mandala; this can be considered as essentially a floor plan of the full 3D structure, which is the subject of chapter three. The meditative process of the creation of the mandala, which in Kālachakra can easily take well over an hour, can be thought of as the fourth dimension of the mandala, a process of creation that takes place in time; the mandala, when in actual use in a meditation practice, is not a static entity. This is described in the fifth chapter. In the sixth chapter I briefly outline the distinctive Jonangpa approach to the six yogas of the perfection stage.


I worked for many years as a computer journalist, and in an editorial meeting in about 1987, the remark was made that “We need somebody to learn CAD so that we can cover that area of software.” I had started studying texts on the drawing and structure of mandalas a few years before (and had been building one from balsa wood), and it took a few seconds for me to realize the benefits of volunteering for this work. The first software of this type that I tested was AutoCAD from Autodesk, and within just a couple of years that company produced the first proper 3D rendering and animation software for a PC, 3D Studio. I was introduced to this very early and was on the beta program before final release in 1990. This DOS program (yes, really!) was much later replaced by 3D Studio MAX (later, 3ds Max) running on Windows. Over the years, I used many other programs from different vendors, but these from Autodesk were the ones used for most of the illustrations in the second and third chapters.


Those chapters deal with a great number of measurements, and the two main units used are called minor units and door units. I use for these the symbols “mu” and “DU,” and treat these as if they were standard SI units (Système International d’unités). So, no plurals with the symbols and there is always a space between a number and the symbol: “4 mu” instead of “4mus.”




It is all very well being able to produce 2D and 3D illustrations on a PC, but I am no artist and cannot draw deities, either on a PC or on paper. To accompany the descriptions of the deities in the fourth chapter, I therefore photographed Kālachakra mandala deities in three locations for illustrations: the Kagyu Bokar Monastery in Darjeeling district, India, and Tsangwa and Jayul Jonang monasteries in Dzamthang, Sichuan. I am very grateful to the lamas and monks that allowed and helped me with this photography.


I was at first surprised to find discrepancies between the paintings and descriptions in texts. However, I have come to accept that it is unlikely that artists will read in detail the instruction texts in which the full descriptions are to be found. For example, reading the main practice texts—the most likely sources for an artist—the retinue goddesses in the speech and body palaces will be given as being in the lalita posture. But as there are several versions of this posture, the artist will likely paint the one most familiar to him, rather than searching out the small details hidden away in a large specialist text. Gathering images for a full and accurate collection has to be a future project.


This is not an art book, in the sense that I have not been concerned with having the most accurate reproduction of a painting; I have therefore adjusted many images, as my main purpose is to represent the Kālachakra deities as accurately and clearly as possible. By way of example, the image that required the most work is the beautiful mandala from Jayul Monastery in Dzamthang. This is about 200 years old and is now rarely unrolled as it is showing signs of wear and the monks quite rightly feel that it receives a little more damage each time it is displayed. Unfortunately, there is no suitable place to hang it for proper photography—we hung it from a window, and my images were captured handheld with the sun in a bad position and the wind blowing! Many thanks are due to Ricky Swaczy for help in adjusting my original photograph.


On images, I am also grateful to the Victoria and Albert Museum in London for allowing me to include a photo of my personal favourite painting of Kālachakra (at the beginning of the fourth chapter).


Regarding the terminology in this book, where a Sanskrit equivalent to a Tibetan term is available in the literature, I give the Tibetan term first, in italics and in Wylie transcription and then the Sanskrit. Tibetan proper names are also given in phonetic form for the benefit of people not familiar with the language.


A couple of words of caution regarding mandala terminology. The meaning of some terms can be a little different when used with other mandalas. This is not a major problem—a parapet in Kālachakra does not suddenly become a balcony in some other mandala (despite what some translators would have us believe)—but at least care needs to be taken, particularly with more minor terms, such as the Tibetan equivalents for joist and rafter. More problematic in the translation of mandala architectural terminology is the fact that so many English architectural terms have evolved from the Greek and may not therefore be appropriate in a Tibetan/Indian context.


However, one major difference in Kālachakra concerns the torans that sit above the porches of the palaces. Their design and the terminology associated with their components is quite different to torans in other tantras.


Many people have helped with the production of this work, but the most important has certainly been my own teacher, Tenga Rinpoche. Not only did he introduce me to Kālachakra, but as an accomplished artist himself, he also introduced me to both the 2D and 3D construction of mandalas. His help continued through nearly four decades, until not long before he passed away in 2012.


Among westerners, the greatest help came from the late Gene Smith, founder and head of the Tibetan Buddhist Resource Center, until his death late in 2010. As well as republishing in electronic format a vast number of Tibetan texts, including every Tibetan source for this book but one, he always kept his eye open for new materials on my favourite subjects. A typical experience was an envelope dropping unexpectedly through my letterbox in London including a photocopy of a very rare text on the 3D Kālachakra mandala that Gene had received just a few days before.




I hope this book is of benefit to a range of people, including those interested in the art, but also those engaged in Kālachakra meditation practice.


I am especially grateful to Dr. Robert Thurman, Dr. Thomas Yarnall, William Meyers, and the AIBS for accepting this second work of mine into their series. There is no other group that has done more to publish translations of Kālachakra materials, and as with my last work on the Tibetan calendar, I feel that the AIBS is the natural home for this book.


In particular, Dr. Yarnall has paid close attention to the editing, design, and layout of this book, which is somewhat complex due to the number of calculations, tables, and graphics that it contains. Any errors that may remain are of course entirely my own.


Edward Henning 
May 2016
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Typographical Conventions and Abbreviations


Sanskrit and Tibetan transliterations


WE HAVE STRIVED generally to present Tibetan and Sanskrit names and terms in a phonetic form to facilitate pronunciation. For most classical Sanskrit terms this has meant that—while we generally have kept conventional diacritics for vowels—we have added an h to convey certain sounds that the general reader will mispronounce without it (thus ś, ṣ, and c are rendered as sh, ṣh, and ch respectively).


In addition, in the context of the Kālachakra literature presented herein, two Vedic Sanskrit letters (ḥpa and ḥka) are also attested, which are pronounced fa and xa, respectively.


In more technical contexts (notes, bibliographies, appendixes, and so on) we use full standard diacritical conventions for classical Sanskrit, and Wylie transliterations for Tibetan.


For Sanskrit terms that have entered the English lexicon (such as “mandala,” “nirvana”), we use no diacritical marks.


The reader will notice that clusters of Sanskrit letters or characters (e.g., CCHJJHÑA) appear in a few instances in conjunction with the names of certain deities. In these instances, we render the clusters with conventional diacritics but apply our own phonetic form to the deity names.


British spellings


While we have Americanized most of the author’s original British spellings, in deference to the author’s preferences we have maintained British spellings for a few select words, including, for example, “practise” and “memorise.”


Abbreviations


The author used multiple abbreviations (e.g., Bglha9, Bg6yspyi, 6ykrab) to refer to Tibetan texts. While we were able to identify many of these and cite their full references in the bibliography below, we were unable to identify several abbreviations (e.g., Kagcho, Dpkthig, Takhist) as we were not able to consult the author during the final editing process.
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THE KĀLACHAKRA MANDALA
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1. Entering the Mandala


IF YOU LOOK UP the word “mandala” in a Sanskrit dictionary you will find meanings such as: circular, round, a disk, a circle, a wheel, a group, and so forth. The word also has more technical uses, and in a Buddhist ritual context, mandala is used mostly to represent two closely related but different things.


In the Tibetan language a distinction is made between these two by, for the first use, leaving the word “mandala” in its original Sanskrit and transcribing it into Tibetan characters, and for the second, translating the word into Tibetan. As yet there is no consensus as to how, if at all, we should represent either of these two uses of this word in English.


The first type of mandala is a representation of the Buddhist view of the world system, or universe. This consists of a central mountain, known as Mt. Meru, surrounded by four major continents, rings of lesser mountains, continents and oceans, and much else.


Most people new to Tibetan Buddhism encounter this type of mandala first. In a widely used type of preliminary meditation practice, the practitioner imagines offering the whole world and its contents to an assembly of buddhas, lamas, and so forth, imagined in the form of this mandala. This is often called in English an “offering mandala,” and it is encountered in many situations in Tibetan Buddhism, not just these preliminary practices.


The second main use of the term “mandala,” translated into Tibetan as kyil-khor (dkyil ’khor), is more widely known. In this use the mandala is a representation of a divine palace (gzhal yas khang, vimāna), in which at least one deity, and sometimes several hundred, is imagined as dwelling. Two words that are often used in this context are support (rten) and supported (brten pa). The latter refers to the deities that are housed in the mandala, and the support refers to the palace that houses them. This pair of words also often describes the support of the outer physical world and the supported animate world that lives in it.


The most common representation of a palace mandala is a two-dimensional drawing or painting, usually of a square structure within circular boundaries. However, the divine palace is really a three-dimensional object, and the two-dimensional representation is effectively a floor plan of the three-dimensional palace.


As it happens, in a full textual description of a divine palace mandala, the mandala as world system is also often included, because the divine palace mandala is often said to sit on top of the central Mt. Meru, within a world-system mandala.


The most widely known representation of the divine palace mandala is usually referred to as a powder mandala (rdul tshon gyi dkyil ’khor, rajomaṇḍala); these are often also referred to as sand mandalas, but fine sand, although commonly used, is just one suitable powder. For a very large mandala, large grains can be used, such as rice. During large rituals, particularly empowerments (initiations), a large mandala is drawn on a flat surface using colored powders. This becomes the focus of the main ritual and is destroyed after several days at the end of the ritual.


These powder mandalas have attracted much attention in the West—they are after all visually attractive and complex, true works of art—and many have been created outside of a ritual context in such places as museums and art galleries. Drawn or painted mandalas are also commonly used for small rituals performed in monasteries or in private individual practice. In such instances the mandala again usually becomes the focus of the ritual concerned. In both cases, the procedure for creating the mandala starts by laying out a grid of lines (thig rtsa) for the dimensions, and then drawing the components of the mandala with the help of this grid. After this quite complex drawing has been completed, the colors are applied, either in the form of powder or paint.


The most commonly cited Buddhist definition of a mandala comes from a tantra called the Vairochanābhisambodhi. For example, the early Gelug writer Drakpa Gyaltsen refers to this as the basis of his definition in his text on Sarvavid Vairochana meditation: “Mandala means leading to the essence; as it says in the Vairochanābhisambodhi: ‘maṇḍa is essence, la is leading.’”


Drakpa Gyaltsen continues by describing the nature of the mandala as being a manifestation or projection of the awareness of enlightenment, and that this has two aspects, the inner mandala and the outer. The inner mandala is that nondual awareness of enlightenment that itself has no form, color, and so forth. The outer mandala has form and structure and is described for the benefit of unenlightened beings as a means to attain enlightened awareness. This outer mandala which has the structure of a divine palace is not enlightened awareness itself, but it is used as a means to help realize that awareness. It embodies or grasps the essence of that enlightenment and both symbolizes that final goal and is also used as a tool on the path to enlightenment.


The divine palace is not considered real in any sense and neither are the deities that are imagined within it. There is no concept of a creator god in Buddhism, and the deities that are described are not considered to exist in this world or any other in any literal sense, even though the mythology that accompanies many of them is very rich and full of wonderful stories. That mythology helps practitioners to develop a proper feel for the spiritual reality that the deity and its divine palace represent.


To paraphrase Drakpa Gyaltsen, the images and mythologies of the outer mandala are not real but are described as means to help achieve the realization of the inner mandala, the awareness of enlightenment, that is real. These images are part of the vocabulary that is used in ritual and meditation to communicate with and about that spiritual reality. Perhaps we could say that they are a metaphorical reality representing the state of enlightenment.


Within vajra vehicle Buddhism there are many different divine palace mandalas described, but the purpose of this book is to describe the Kālachakra (dus kyi ’khor lo) mandala and its meaning. By this I mainly refer to the divine palace of Kālachakra, but as this is always imagined as sitting on top of Mt. Meru, this also therefore implies the world-system mandala as defined within the Kālachakra system.


The source material for the meditation and ritual practices of the vajra vehicle, or tantric Buddhism, is a set of Indian texts known as tantras. Associated with any particular tantra will be commentaries explaining its meaning and the practices it describes. There will also be texts to be used in those practices and rituals, together with material covering the many other topics possibly discussed in the basic tantra.


These works were originally written in Sanskrit, although most of the Sanskrit originals have now been lost. Over a period of several hundred years, Tibetan, Indian, and Nepali scholars translated a large amount of this material into Tibetan. There are two large collections of the original material that was translated into Tibetan—not just concerning the tantras, but all aspects of Buddhism.


The original tantras themselves are said to be the word of the Buddha himself, and these are included with all other such works, sutras, and so forth, in a set of texts of about 100 volumes, depending on the edition, known as the Kangyur (bka’ ’gyur). The commentaries, ritual manuals, and all other materials associated with the tantras are included in a section of the other large collection of translations, the Tengyur (bstan ’gyur).


The two most important source texts for the Kālachakra system are the Kālachakra Tantra (more properly called the Laghutantra, or Abbreviated Tantra), and the commentary to this, the Vimalaprabhā.




Origins of the Kālachakra literature


It is said that the Buddha was requested to teach the Kālachakra by the king from the land of Shambhala, Suchandra. According to the famous historian Tāranātha: “On the full moon of the month Chaitra in the year following his enlightenment, at the great stūpa of Dhānyakaṭaka, the Buddha emanated the mandala called The Glorious Lunar Mansions. In front of an audience of countless buddhas, bodhisattvas, vīras, ḍākinīs, the twelve great gods, gods, nāgas, yakṣhas, spirits, and fortunate people gathered from the 960 million villages north of the river Shītā, he was requested by the emanation of Vajrapāṇi, the king Suchandra, to teach the tantra.” (Takhist)


It is said that Suchandra then returned to his kingdom of Shambhala and wrote down in textual form the original tantra as taught by the Buddha, the 12,000-line Kālachakra root tantra (mūlatantra). As a commentary to this he also composed the explanatory tantra in 60,000 lines. If either of these texts ever existed, they do not survive today, although many quotations attributed to the root tantra do survive, particularly in the Stainless Light (Vimalaprabhā). Suchandra is also said to have constructed out of precious materials a three-dimensional Kālachakra mandala palace, 400 cubits in size.


A later king of Shambhala, Yashas, is said to have written the abbreviated version of the tantra summarizing the meaning of the root tantra, known as the Kālachakra Laghutantra (KalT). This is the one that survives today, both in the original Sanskrit and in several Tibetan translations.


The next king of Shambhala is said to have been Puṇḍarīka, an emanation of the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara. Following the structure of the root tantra, he composed a commentary to the Kālachakra Laghutantra, known as the Vimalaprabhā. Fortunately, this also survives in both Sanskrit (Vimala) and Tibetan (Kaldri).


The history of the Kālachakra tradition now moves from the realm of myth and legend into history, but much is still unclear. There are many variations available on similar stories depending on which author one references. The following description of the Indian Kālachakra history up until the time of the visits to Tibet of Somanātha is adapted from the work (Kzabhis) of the Sakya writer Amye Zhab (a mye zhabs, aka: ngag dbang kun dga’ bsod nams).


The one known as Kālachakrapāda the Elder (dus zhabs pa chen po) was born in Varendra (a region of northern Bengal) in eastern India. His father was a Brahmin yogin who practised Black Yamāri (gshin rje gshed nag po), and his mother was an awareness ḍākinī. They performed a ritual from the Kṛṣṇayamāri Tantra to ensure the birth of a noble son. The father dreamed of the noble Mañjushrī entering his wife’s belly, and the child was later born together with auspicious signs.


Due to the blessing of noble Mañjushrī, the child had a bright mind with clear faculties and took ordination when he was young. He studied many subjects, and understanding them all with ease, he became a paṇḍita and was known as Chilupa. He heard of Kālachakra from one Paṇḍita Ācharya, but was not satisfied, and through the awakening of his previous prayers he developed a powerful wish to go to Shambhala.


As his personal deity, Tārā would grant the realization of anything he wished, she prophesied that for the benefit of beings he would gather from Shambhala many tantras and bodhisattva commentaries. Those commentaries are known as the “bodhisattva trilogy” (sems ’grel skor gsum). Each said to have been written by great bodhisattvas, one is the Vimalaprabhā commentary on Kālachakra and the other two deal with the Chakrasaṁvara and Hevajra tantras, but explained from a Kālachakra point of view.


He traveled north, but as there was physical danger due to a desolate area that would need four months to cross, he journeyed together with some traders by boat across an ocean. The traders went to an island of jewels, and he traveled on north. He climbed a mountain on an island in the ocean and there met a white man, who was an emanation of the Kalkī king of Shambhala. Some say this was the king Shrīpāla, and others say it was Puṇḍarīka.


The king asked him where he was going and for what reason. He replied that he had traveled from eastern India and was on his way to Shambhala to meet the Kalkī and request teachings on Kālachakra. The king told him that he would not be able to make such a journey, but that if he could understand such things here, would he not listen?


Chilupa then understood that the man was an emanation of the Kalkī and prostrated to him and circumambulated him many times. After offering a mandala, he requested that the king accept him as a student. The king told him, “I have come here in order to teach you Kālachakra for the benefit of beings in India, so listen.”


He then manifested the complete Dharmadhātu mandala and gave him empowerment. The full name of the mandala is the Dharmadhātuvāgīshvaramandala (chos dbyings gsung gi dbang phyug gi dkyil ’khor), a name of the normal triple Kālachakra mandala. He then gave Chilupa instruction in the very fast path of the profound six-limbed yoga.


Chilupa meditated for seven days at the foot of the mountain by the side of the ocean and attained realization. He magically flew through the air to the sandalwood grove in Shambhala, and there, at the Kālachakra mandala house, he bowed to the feet of the Kalkī in person, who gave him the complete empowerment, explained to him the instructions on the tantra and commentary, and gave him texts of the bodhisattva teachings, including the Laghutantra, the Kālachakra Tantrottara (rgyud phyi ma), the Vimalaprabhā, the root tantra, the Sekoddesha (dbang mdor bstan), “a synopsis of our and others’ views,” the Triyogahṛdayavyākaraṇa (rnal ’byor gsum gyi snying po gsal ba), the Paramārthasevā (don dam bsnyen pa), the Piṇḍārtha commentary on Chakrasaṁvara (bde mchog bstod ’grel), and Vajragarbha’s commentary on Hevajra (rdo rje snying ’grel).


He then traveled to Puṣhpagiri (me tog khyim) in eastern India, and after journeying to Magadha, Chilupa became known as Kālachakrapāda the Elder. He spread the teachings of the bodhisattva cycle widely through east and west India.


Kālachakrapāda the Elder had many students, among whom were three known as Kālachakrapāda the Younger: Avadhūtipa, Shrībhadrabodhi, and Nālandāpa; also Nāropa, Sādhuputra, Ratnakaragupta, Mokṣhākaragupta, Vinayākaramati, Siṁhadhvaya, and Anantajaya.


Regarding the one known as Kālachakrapāda the Younger, Avadhūtipa: in India a monk with a dull mind performed a practice of the goddess Kurukullā in order to increase his intelligence. The goddess appeared to him in a dream and taught him what to do. He should make a coral image of Kurukullā and then find in a charnel ground the corpse of a woman with all her faculties. He should insert the image in the mouth of the corpse and, placing it facedown, sit in meditation on its back for seven days, until achieving success.


In accordance with this prophecy, after seven days had passed the corpse looked up and asked, “What kind of intelligence do you want?” He had wanted to be able to memorize anything that he saw, but when it came to it, because of his dull mind, he said that he wanted to be able to remember everything that he wrote, and this came to be.


As he lived from alms, he became known as “paṇḍita āchārya.” Later, in Madhyadesha, he became known as Vāgishvarakīrti, and he lived at the Khasarpaṇa temple.


He touched the feet of Kālachakrapāda the Elder and asked him how many tantras he knew, but it is said that he could not even remember the names of those given in the answer. He was then given the empowerment and instructions of Kālachakra, and as a result of his practice he achieved realization and became known as Avadhūtipa, also as Kālachakrapāda (the Younger).


He authored such works as the Padmanināmapañjika (dka’ ’grel padma can) and the sādhana of the Glorious Lunar Mansions (dpal ldan rgyu skar dkyil ’khor gyi cho ga).


His main students were the younger Kālachakrapāda Upāsakabodhi and his son, Nālandāpa. He also spread the teachings of Kālachakra in southern India.


Regarding Nālandāpa, he was the intelligent son of Upāsakabodhi, named Bodhibhadra. Having become an unequaled great paṇḍita, in order to learn Kālachakra from Kālachakrapāda the Elder in Magadha, he thought he should make a golden offering mandala for this teaching. It was said that in Tibet gold could be dug from the ground, and so he went to Tibet in search.


He traveled to Chirong in Mangyul (mang yul skyid grong), and obtained his gold there from a head craftsman who became his patron. Later, when traveling on the road to Dingri, he met a paṇḍita riding on a donkey. When he asked him why he was doing this, the paṇḍita replied that as Tibetans were poor they had to act in this way, and this saddened him (the implication being that anybody of substance would be riding a horse).


Nālandāpa returned to India and presented the gold to Kālachakrapāda the Elder, who was greatly pleased. Together with Nāropa he received the full empowerment and instructions on the tantra and commentary. Having practised, in one moment he achieved the ten signs and the eight qualities, and the mandala of his body was filled with bliss. Right there he achieved realization.


His father and his aunt also heard the teachings, but from Avadhūtipa. It is said therefore that there were certain discrepancies between the explanations of the father and son. He considered that the Kālachakra would spread widely if it were taught in Magadha.


At a time when the king of Magadha was the “One with the Wooden Seat,” [that is, Rāmapāla (1072–1126, approx.)], and Sendhapas were in charge of the vihāra of Uddaṇḍapura, he traveled to glorious Nālandā and placed over the door of the vihāra the “Letters of Ten Powers” (the well-known monogram of Kālachakra). Underneath this he wrote:


“Those who do not understand the Paramādibuddha do not understand Kālachakra; those who do not understand Kālachakra do not understand the Nāmasaṁgīti; those who do not understand the Nāmasaṁgīti do not understand the awareness body of Vajradhara; those who do not understand the awareness body of Vajradhara do not understand the mantrayāna; those who do not understand the mantrayāna are those in cyclic existence, and are not on the path of the victorious Vajradhara. This being so, all pure teachers should rely on the Paramādibuddha, and take with them all pure students intent on liberation.”


About 500 paṇḍitas were living there, and not liking this, they argued with Nālandāpa. However, he convinced them of the profound and vast nature of these teachings, and they all gave up their own positions, bowed to him, and became his students.


Well known among these who became experts were: Abhayākaragupta, Buddhakīrti, Abhiyukta, Mañjukīrti, the Kashmiri Somanātha, Paṇḍita Parvata, Achalagarbha, Dānashrī, Puṇya the Great, the Kashmiri Gambhira, Shāntagupta, Guṇarakṣhita, and others.


Also, many kṣhatriyas, vaiṣhyas, and traders developed great confidence in these teachings, copied texts, and developed a strong inclination to these teachings, spreading them widely.


As he stayed at Nālandā, he was known as Lord Nālandāpa. He also built there a Kālachakra temple. His qualities became equal to those of Kālachakrapāda the Elder, and throughout the whole of east and west India he was known as Kālachakrapāda the Younger.


The Kashmiri paṇḍita Somanātha was born the son of a Kashmiri brahmin, and he was able to memorise sixteen verses at one time, remembering one with each breath. Up until the age of twelve he learned all the Vedas from his father, but his mother was a Buddhist, and she sent him to study the Dharma from an excellent great Kashmiri paṇḍita called Brāhmaṇapāda, also known as Sūryaketu.


This paṇḍita had a daughter who found Somanātha very attractive and told him that in order to request teachings the two of them should behave as a couple. He acted accordingly and heard many teachings, and he and the other main students, Sonasahi, Lakṣhminkara, Jñānashrī, and Chandra Rahula, all became paṇḍitas expert in the five subjects. In particular, Somanātha became expert in the “Noble cycle of Guhyasamāja” (the tradition of Guhyasamāja meditation that comes from the “noble” Nāgārjuna) and Mādhyamika.


At that time, paṇḍita Vinayākaramati (earlier mentioned as a student of Kālachakrapāda the Elder) sent as a present to one Bhadrapāda (Brāhmaṇapāda) copies of the Sekoddesha (a section of the Kālachakra Mūlatantra dealing with empowerment) and the Sekaprakriya (an extract from the third and fifth chapters of the Kālachakra Laghutantra, also about empowerment). He placed these on his head and prayed, and his students asked what they were and if he would give them to them. He said, “These are from a particular profound tantra which I have not received, and so I am unable to explain these to you.”


He gave the texts to the students, and Somanātha, having looked at them, developed great respect for them.


He broke off his studies and headed to Magadha to investigate these teachings. He met the father and son Kālachakrapāda the Younger, and heard the entire cycle of the bodhisattva teachings (the bodhisattva trilogy), took empowerment and instructions on the tantra and commentaries, and so forth. He also listened to the Abhidharma.


Having mastered all these instructions, he achieved the pacification of the winds and saw all objective phenomena as only the play of awareness. He could not be overpowered by thieves, had the ability to withhold bodhichitta without release, and was greatly blessed. He became known as truly (an embodiment of) Mañjushrī.


He then traveled to Kashmir, debated with the Kashmiri Ratnavajra, and won by refuting his Chittamātra view. Ratnavajra told him that lest his students should come to lose confidence in him, Somanātha should go somewhere else.


As it happened, at that time the Kalkī Puṇḍarīka came to him and told him, “You should go to Tibet and spread widely the teachings of definitive meaning,” and on the basis of this prophecy, Somanātha went to Tibet.


Kālachakra in Tibet


Somanātha traveled to Tibet three times, became expert in the language, and either translated certain texts himself into Tibetan or worked with other translators helping them produce Tibetan versions of important Kālachakra materials. Among these the most notable, and in the long term the most influential, was Dro Sherab Drak (’bro shes rab grags), born at the beginning of the eleventh century.


Generally considered to be equally important and influential in the early translation of Kālachakra material was the translator Ra Chorab (rwa chos rab), born a little later than Dro, in the middle of the eleventh century. He journeyed to Nepal and worked with the Newari paṇḍita Samantashrī, who lived in Patan. Samantashrī is said to have learned Kālachakra from Abhayākaragupta and Mañjukīrti. Both of these are given in the above list as contemporaries of Somanātha at Nālandā.


The traditions in Tibet that come down to us from these two great translators, known respectively as the Dro and Ra traditions, give somewhat different versions of the origin of the Kālachakra teachings before Kālachakrapāda the Elder, but in these stories we read the names of most of the important Indian figures in the transmission of Kālachakra. Later in this book I shall be quoting from the works of some of these Indian masters, particularly Puṇḍarīka, Kālachakrapāda the Elder, Abhayākaragupta, Sādhuputra, and Somanātha.


However, there were many others involved, such as Anupamarakṣhita and Vibhūtichandra, particularly in association with the perfection process meditations of Kālachakra, the six yogas, and their teachings passed along different routes.


Although Dro Sherab Drak and Ra Chorab are considered the most important early translators of Kālachakra, many others were also involved, and The Blue Annals (BlueAn) gives a list of twenty such translators of just the Kālachakra Tantra alone and adds at the end of the list “and others.”


It is also not the case that any one tradition in Tibet adopted just one of the early Indian traditions passing through just one translator. Instead, it was usual that multiple lineages combined together to form the systems that survive today in the Tibetan traditions.


For example, in a quote often cited from The Blue Annals, Zhonnu Pal (’gos lo tsā ba gzhon nu dpal) writes of two contemporary (fourteenth-century) great Tibetan masters of Kālachakra, Buton Rinchen Drup (bu ston rin chen grub) and Dolpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (dol po pa shes rab rgyal mtshan). In Roerich’s translation we read: “Bu(ston) and Dol-(pa-pa) were the two great expounders of the Kālachakra in the Land of the Snows. These two first obtained it from the spiritual descendants of Rwalo-(tsā-ba), but later they studied it according to the tradition of ’Bro lo-tsā-ba.”


Buton had considerable influence on the later development of the Gelug and Sakya traditions of Kālachakra, and Dolpopa on the development of the Jonang, but there were many other influences and much cross-fertilisation between the different traditions.


In the current work I shall be describing the Kālachakra mandala from the point of view of the Jonang tradition. A main reason for this is simply that the Jonang were, and still are, the foremost practitioners of Kālachakra in Tibet, with the Gelug a close second. However, I will also be pointing out the main differences in the mandalas as described in the Karma Kagyu and Gelug traditions.


In the main vajra vehicle meditation practices the focus of attention is on one particular yidam (yi dam), or meditation deity. In the so-called creation process meditations, the practitioner imagines becoming that particular deity within its mandala palace, surrounded perhaps by a large retinue of other deities. The different Tibetan traditions preserve meditation practices that focus on many different yidams—in fact, some collections contain practices for several hundred different deities—but all these traditions specialize in just a handful.


The Sakya have Hevajra (dgyes pa’i rdo rje) as their main yidam; the Kagyu traditions focus on Chakrasaṁvara (’khor lo sdom pa) and Vajrayoginī (rdo rje rnal ’byor ma); the Gelug tradition practice mainly Guhyasamāja (gsang ba ’dus pa) and Vajrabhairava (rdo rje ’jigs byed); and the Jonang specialize in Kālachakra.


Most notably including the present Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, there were many Gelug teachers and writers who specialized personally in Kālachakra, as well as teachers from other traditions, but the primary position of the Kālachakra within the Jonang means that there survives today more detailed material describing the practices of Kālachakra, including the mandala, in Jonang texts than in works from any other tradition. Unfortunately, there is not so much surviving Jonang material on the theory of Kālachakra, although Jonang annotated commentaries on Vimalaprabhā, one possibly attributable to Dolpopa and, most notably, another by Jonang Chokle Namgyal (phyogs las rnam rgyal), have recently been found and republished. In one of these works, many of the comments that come from the Vimalaprabhā follow the revised Jonang translation, commissioned and annotated by Dolpopa. There are several points where the Jonang translation improves upon the clarity of the earlier versions. There are also substantial works on the theory of the Kālachakra six yogas, by both Tāranātha and Banda Gelek.


The situation with regard to the Karma Kagyu school is rather odd. That tradition’s Kālachakra practices originally came from the translator Tsami (tsa mi lo tsā ba), and passed through the siddha Ogyenpa (o rgyan pa), and then to the third Karmapa, Rangjung Dorje (rang byung rdo rje). From him it was passed down the Karma Kagyu lineage. However, the use of the practice texts of this tradition, the most notable being written by the eighth Karmapa, Mikyö Dorje (mi bskyod rdo rje), has largely ceased, and the practices of the Jonang tradition written by Tāranātha are now mainly used. But still the mandala is drawn according to the original Karma Kagyu methods (to which I will refer as the Tsami tradition), even though there are some clear, although minor, contradictions between the descriptions given in the mandala drawing texts and the practice texts. These differences have sometimes caused puzzlement to modern Karma Kagyu mandala artists, unaware of the full history of their tradition.


In this book I shall therefore describe the Kālachakra mandala mainly from the point of view of Jonang writings, particularly those of Tāranātha (1575–1634) and Banda Gelek (’ba’ mda’ thub bstan dge legs rgya mtsho, 1844–1904). For the Gelug tradition my main sources are Tsongkhapa’s student Khedrubje (mkhas grub rje, 1385–1438) and the third Detri Rinpoche, Jamyang Thubten Nyima (’jam dbyangs thub bstan nyi ma, 1779–1862). My main sources for the Karma Kagyu tradition are Mikyö Dorje (1507–1554) and the fourteenth Karmapa Thekchog Dorje (1798–1868) (theg mchog rdo rje).


There are differences between the mandalas as described by the Jonang, Gelug, and Karma Kagyu traditions, and I shall point out only the most important of these; it could be confusing to go into too many minor details. The differences are relatively small, and by describing them from the point of view of these traditions, this almost certainly covers the variations within the mandala as described by all the Tibetan traditions.


Most of these differences, but not all of them, can be traced back to variations between the original Indian writers. As the Tibetans studied all the original Indian material, they clearly had to make choices when writing their own practices. Most tried to base those choices, or at least justify them, by reference to the Vimalaprabhā, the great Indian commentary on the Kālachakra Tantra, but the Vimalaprabhā does not describe the mandala and meditation practices in as much detail as one would perhaps hope. And, as we shall see, there are some variations in the descriptions as given within the Vimalaprabhā itself, and of course differences between the various translations, original and revised, of the Vimalaprabhā into Tibetan. There are also some difference between the mandala descriptions given in the Vimalaprabhā and some of the original Indian mandala rituals that have been preserved in Tibetan.


The present writer is not free from preferences in this respect, and my choices are influenced by the Vimalaprabhā, which in my opinion should be the primary reference work for the Kālachakra. Unfortunately, we cannot now judge why there were some minor differences in the Indian traditions, as those early Indian writers did not leave us explanations for them.


Structure of the meditation practices


Before discussing the mandala in detail in the following chapters, as it is the focus of meditation practices in the Kālachakra system, some overview of that system would be helpful. As with most vajra vehicle meditation practices, the most common format is that of the sādhana (sgrub thabs). Vajra vehicle practice has two main components: the creation process (bskyed rim, utpattikrama) and perfection process (rdzogs rim, utpannakrama). A sādhana is a ritual text for performing the creation process of a deity such as Kālachakra.


A typical sādhana for Kālachakra consists of certain preliminary sections. After the standard Buddhist preliminaries such as refuge and so forth, the most important of these is the protective sphere, which itself consists of two parts, the protection of the individual performing the practice and the protection of the site where it is performed.


There then follows the development of the two accumulations, of virtuous actions and wisdom, the latter culminating in the contemplated dissolution of the individual performing the practice and all the physical worlds into emptiness. From this point on starts the creation process proper.


The creation process is divided into four sections, properly known as the fourfold yoga (yan lag bzhi’i rnal ’byor). In order, these are known as: the Mastery of the Mandala (dkyil ’khor rgyal mchog, maṇḍalarājāgrī), the Mastery of Activity (las rgyal mchog, karmarājāgrī), Drop Yoga (thig le’i rnal ’byor, binduyoga), and Subtle Yoga (phra mo’i rnal ’byor, sūkṣmayoga). In the longer versions of the practice the first two are very extensive.


1. Mastery of the Mandala. First of all, the mandala palace is imagined. Out of emptiness arises the world-system mandala—the elemental disks, Mt. Meru, and so forth. This dissolves into the form of the monogram of Kālachakra, the so-called “ten-powered” (rnam bcu dbang ldan, daśākārovaśī), which itself then transforms back again into the world-system mandala.


Next, on top of Mt. Meru, inside a vajra tent, is imagined the mandala palace. In the center of this is a lotus, moon, sun, and Rāhu, on which the practitioner appears in the form of Kālachakra. That process of Kālachakra forming out of emptiness takes place in five steps, known as the five true awakenings (mngon par byang chub pa, abhibodhi). Banda Gelek explains the meaning of this phrase in terms of the development of awareness: a particular aspect of the meditation removes obstacles to the development of an aspect of awareness, which is then realized, or achieved.


Next, resulting from the union of Kālachakra and his consort, Vishvamātā, the various groups of deities in the mandala are born from the womb of the consort, each taking their place in the palace. Once all the deities have been created, there is a short section known as the Empowerment of Compassion (snying rje’i dbang bskur, karuṇābhiṣeka); in this, all beings are invited into the palace and transformed into the purified forms (deities) of their aggregates (skandhas), elements (dhatus), and so forth.


The main deities then dissolve into light, and this section ends with Kālachakra and his consort existing as a sphere of light above the lotus seat.


As this section of the practice sees the formation of the mandala together with the initial radiation of its deities, it is known as the Mastery of the Mandala. It is associated with the purification of the channels and is also known as the path of the body vajra.


2. Mastery of Activity. Goddesses arise spontaneously and request Kālachakra to arise again. In response, the central couple are reformed, and the retinue deities are once again born from the womb of the consort.


Next, the wrathful form of Kālachakra, Vajravega (rdo rje shugs), radiates out and attracts the awareness beings of the Kālachakra mandala. These are then dissolved into the originally imagined forms (the commitment beings), the two groups becoming indistinguishable.


There then follow several sections which could generally be grouped under the heading of empowerment. The first is the placement of six syllables at the six places of the deities (crown, forehead, throat, heart, navel, and genital area). There is then the empowerment proper of the three vajras, those of body, speech, and mind. Next, the deities are “sealed” at the six places, then further syllables are placed at five places (excluding the genital area) and then four places (excluding the crown), and finally one, the vajra jewel (penis).


This completes the Mastery of Activity section. This purifies the impure action-winds that create all the various conceptual activities of the mind, the activities of talking, and various physical activities; it also goes beyond the Mastery of the Mandala with the activities of attracting the awareness beings, the empowerment, and so forth. For this reason this section is called the Mastery of Activity. It is associated with the purification of the winds and is also known as the path of speech vajra.


3. Drop Yoga. These last two sections are quite short and relatively simple, although this does not suggest any lesser importance. Banda Gelek states that when proficiency has been obtained in the two Masteries, much more time and attention should be paid to these. In the Drop Yoga, bodhichitta (the subtle aspect of gross semen) flows all the way down the central channel generating bliss. Bodhichitta is here referred to as “drop,” which is the focus of attention in this section. It is also known as the path of mind vajra.


4. Subtle Yoga. In ordinary human activity, semen is ejaculated, and the focus of attention is on the bliss that this creates. In the Subtle Yoga, the bodhichitta instead returns up the central channel, generating even greater melting bliss, and as it passes each of the six centers, it causes the radiation of subtle forms of the six classes of deities of the mandala. This is also known as the path of awareness vajra.


Once these four processes that make up the creation process are complete, it is usual that the practitioner will then recite the mantra of the deity many times while cultivating a clear image of being the deity, identifying with that deity.


The typical practice will often end at this point after a torma offering and some other ritual conclusions, but a more elaborate ritual of offering (mchod pa’i cho ga, pūjāvidhi) can be performed, to another mandala of Kālachakra, imagined in front. On a shrine in front of the practitioner will be a physical mandala of Kālachakra. This could be something very small, such as a painting, or it could be a large powder mandala for a major ritual involving many people. Either way, the principle is the same, and this mandala in front is contemplated as dissolving into emptiness, and then the imagined form of the mandala palace is created, together with Kālachakra and all the retinue deities inside and around it.


The process of creation of this front mandala is essentially the same as that used for the creation of the individual as Kālachakra; in fact, the liturgies used are usually the same, apart from a few words changed for the different context. In the main practice, the practitioner and the world they are in were imagined as transformed into Kālachakra together with the retinue inside a mandala palace. Similarly, for the offering ritual, the physical mandala image in front of the practitioner will be imagined also as transforming into Kālachakra and the retinue inside another palace, in the sky in front; the two Kālachakras facing each other, with the eastern side of one mandala facing the eastern side of the other. (I should point out that in most practices, at this point the self-creation is much simplified, as the focus of attention is on the mandala in front.)


Next, extensive offerings and praises are made to these deities in front. Just as the mandala in the sky is a transformation of a physical mandala on the shrine, so real physical offerings are arranged on the shrine, dissolved into emptiness, and then recreated as vast and fantastic imagined offerings to be presented to the deities. These offerings take many forms and need not be elaborated on here. The ritual concludes with both the front- and self-generated deities dissolving back into emptiness, followed by various dedications of the virtue of the practice and verses of good fortune.


This has been a very brief description in order to place the use of the mandala image in context. Physical mandalas are only used in rituals in which a front-creation is going to be required. All such rituals require in addition a sādhana, or self-creation practice, but if no front-creation is performed, and only a sādhana, then a physical mandala is not required. However, the form of the mandala that is imagined for the sādhana is, with one exception, identical to that used for the front-creation. Many further details of the creation process will be described in later chapters.


The most extensive Kālachakra sādhanas use the full triple mandala of Kālachakra. This is sometimes known as the mandala of body, speech, and mind because the palace consists of three component palaces stacked one on top of the other: the body palace at the bottom with the smaller speech palace on top and the still smaller mind palace on top of that. Twenty-four-armed Kālachakra is in the middle of the mind palace, with a total of 634 other retinue deities arranged throughout the three palaces and beyond. It is this triple mandala that is the subject of this book, and the one intended here by any simple references to “the Kālachakra mandala.”


Kālachakra symbolism


Drakpa Gyaltsen was quoted earlier as describing the nature of mandala as being a manifestation of enlightened awareness, and that the outer form of this—the mandala with form and color—is described for the benefit of unenlightened beings as a means to attain that enlightened awareness. I wrote that images such as that of a mandala were “part of the vocabulary that is used in communicating through ritual and meditation with and about that spiritual reality.”


That vocabulary is very extensive, and the mandala is just one component. A practitioner will be presented with a large amount of information concerning any particular practice. For example, many deities, most notably the protectors, have considerable myths and stories associated with them—by myths I am referring to descriptions of the lives of the deities, their exploits and powers, and by stories to details of notable practitioners of the particular deity and their meditation experiences and powers.


Also, the deities themselves and their mandala palaces have rich symbolism and meaning, as do other elements in the practice, such as offerings presented and other objects and substances used, hand gestures known as mudras, music, and other ritual elements, mantras recited, and so on; there will often also be complex dynamic images contemplated in the meditation, such as radiation of light, revolving of mantra garlands, and so on. All of this, learned and repeatedly recited and contemplated, creates dispositions in the mind of the practitioner; when the practice is performed, these pure dispositions (dag pa’i bag chags) give rise to a developing mental state in the practitioner that eventually should lead to the realization of that enlightened awareness that is the goal of the practice.1


So the mandala is a tool used in meditation practices; it represents the totality of enlightened awareness, which itself has no form, and hence it is said to symbolize that awareness. The different components of the palace and the different arms, weapons, and so forth of the deities symbolize different aspects or features of that enlightened awareness, that final state of perfection.


However, the concept of symbolism does not fully do justice to the intentions here. A word that is much used in this context is purity (rnam par dag pa, viśuddhi), and there is often a section in creation process meditations where one contemplates the purity of the imagined forms, which is called the contemplation of purity (dag pa dran pa). This usually takes the form of verses in which the attributes of the deity and the mandala are mentioned together with their symbolism. (Much more on this in the fifth chapter.)


The components in a mandala or the attributes of the same deity symbolize two types of things: qualities of enlightenment, such as compassion, pure awareness, and so forth, and aspects of human experience that have been purified. Buddhism describes three states: ground, path, and goal. The ground is the state in which we find ourselves, the world and its beings in the impure state. The goal is the enlightened state when all impurities and obscurations have been removed, and the path is the set of methods used to achieve that goal.


Regarding the symbolism, for example, a lotus held by a deity commonly represents enlightened compassion. From one point of view, it is not a normal lotus but a pure lotus, the manifestation of compassion, and the appearance of that compassion to an enlightened mind. Of course, compassion can manifest, or be represented, by many other forms, as it is with different deities and in different mandalas. Also, the contemplation of the lotus is a method used in the meditation as a means to develop compassion. In this way, the lotus represents a purified aspect of the ground (perhaps desire, which when purified will manifest as compassion), the path (a method used on the path), and an aspect of the goal when purified.


I find it useful to refer to the kind of symbolism just described as the static symbolism of a deity or mandala palace in order to distinguish it from the symbolism of the various stages of the creation process, to which I refer as dynamic symbolism. These words are not translations from the Tibetan, and such a distinction is not made in that language, but these words are useful as there are these two different uses of the concept of symbolism or purity.


There are three components to the dynamic symbolism in a full description: purification, perfection, and development.


Purity (dag pa) refers to the purification of the whole process in cyclic existence, from death, the intermediate state, conception, and gestation in the womb through birth and growing up to be a sexually mature adult. The various stages of the creation process are contemplated as purifying the different steps in that whole process, from death through rebirth to sexual maturity.


If the experience of cyclic existence is purified and one achieves the state of enlightenment, then the result of that purification is the various aspects of the goal, and so each step of the creation process is contemplated as producing in the practitioner some aspect of the goal, of the enlightened state. This is called perfection (rdzogs pa).


Third, the creation process is a system of meditation that prepares the practitioner for perfection process meditation, such as the six yogas in the Kālachakra system. Therefore many, but not all, steps in the creation process are contemplated as preparing, or developing (smin pa), in the practitioner certain qualities needed for the correct practice of the perfection process.


Typically, an instruction text might include something along these lines at some point in the creation process: Identify with this, contemplating that the process of birth in samsara has been purified and that I have obtained the ability in the goal-state to produce emanations to benefit other beings. That is not a direct quote, but the sense should be clear. Many other instances will also include the need to imagine that some quality relevant to perfection process has been achieved. Banda Gelek (Bgdubum) expresses this in the following way:


“Regarding the purification, perfection, and development of the generation process, those which are to be purified are birth, death, and the intermediate state of cyclic existence; the ultimate results that are obtained by means of the generation process are those which are to be perfected, and the particular aspects of the perfection process are those which are to be perfected, and the particular aspects of the perfection process are those which are to be developed. The creation process purifies birth, death, and the intermediate state, perfects or obtains the ultimate results, and develops aspects of the perfection process.”


All of this can be considered a purification process: the experiences in cyclic existence are to be purified, the perfection of the aspects of the goal are the results of that purification, and also the development of qualities needed for the perfection process is also a result of purification of aspects of the mind. There is rather more here than we normally understand by the word “symbolism.”


In this way, there is nothing real or absolute concerning these deities and the mandalas. Just as there are countless words in different languages that can indicate a table, so there can be many different forms and images that represent aspects of enlightenment, such as compassion. And of course, there are. This is why there are so many different forms of deities and mandalas in Buddhism—all equally valid, all representing true enlightenment, but in different styles and with different emphasis.


Basics of Kālachakra symbolism


In its introduction to Kālachakra symbolism, the Vimalaprabhā first describes “the five letters of great emptiness” (stong pa chen po yi ge lnga, pañcākṣaramahāśūnya) and “the six letters of empty potential” (thig le stong pa yi ge drug, binduśūnyaṣaḍakṣara). The first of these are five vowels, A, I, Ṛ, U, and Ḷ, and the second are the six consonant groups, KA, CA, ṬA, TA, PA, and SA.


These six groups comprise the usual way in the Kālachakra system of categorizing the consonants of the Sanskrit alphabet:
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Table 1


These two groupings, of the five letters of great emptiness and the six letters of empty potential, are associated with the different components of human experience, and these fall into six groups of six. These are the most important aspects of Kālachakra symbolism, and their purified forms are symbolized by the deities in the mind mandala palace. They feature also in the purification process of the main initiation ritual of Kālachakra, known as the Seven Empowerments Raising the Child.


First are the six aggregates (phung po): form (rūpa, gzugs), sensation (vedanā, tshor ba), recognition (samjñā, ’du shes), reaction (samskāra, ’du byed), consciousness (vijñāna, rnam shes), and awareness (jñāna, ye shes). The second group comprises the six elements (khams): earth, fire, water, wind, space, and awareness. In other tantras one normally only finds sets of five aggregates and five elements, the inclusion of awareness being peculiar to the Kālachakra tradition.


The next two groupings comprise the six organs of sense (dbang po) and their objects (yul): body, eyes, tongue, nose, ears, and intellect; textures, forms, tastes, odors, sounds, and concepts.


Finally, we have the six action organs (las kyi dbang po): the organ of speech, legs, hands, rectum, urethra, and genital organ; and their activities (las kyi dbang po’i yul): speech, motion, grasping, defecation, urination, and orgasm.


The Vimalaprabhā associates these in either five or six categories in order to describe the five letters of great emptiness and the six letters of empty potential. The text starts by taking two categories together—the two that are combined from the set of six to make five categories:


“The aggregates of awareness and consciousness, the elements of awareness and space, intellect and ears, sounds and reality, urethra and genitals (lit. supreme organ and vagina) and urination and orgasm: all these free from obscuration, of same taste, and combined together, are called empty; they are not intangible as they are perceived by the yogi. The jinas call this indestructible (gzhom du med pa, anāhata), and the symbolic emblem for this indestructible, in the center of South, North, East, and West, is inexpressible and is merely a picture of a curved knife, the first letter of great emptiness.”


The point here is that the character “A” is itself in the center and has a shape like that of a curved knife. This is introducing the first of two fundamental concepts in the symbolism of the creation process, the most basic concepts of the mandala—the four directions, plus the center. The main deities in the mandala are colored according to their positions within the palace, whether they are in the East, South, West, or North, or centrally placed, either above the center or below. Some of the deities are literally placed above or below the center of the mandala palace; others associated with the above and below directions are of the appropriate colors, but in among the various other deities in the palaces.


The floors of the palaces and the deities in the eastern direction are black, in the South red, in the West yellow, and in the North white. The deities that are above the center are green and those below blue. In the simple arrangement being described here, this first symbolic emblem, the curved knife, is in the center, and it includes both the elements of space and awareness. When these are considered separate, awareness (blue) is below the center and space (green) above.


The text continues with the next category, in the South: “The aggregate of sensation, the element of fire . . .” and so on; this is the character “ṛ”in the shape of two drops. It is easiest to list these categories in table 1 above, each category being one of the columns, the two columns on the right being taken together.


In the table on page 17 (table 3), each of the 36 is given together with the character associated with it in the Vimalaprabhā discussion of the five letters of great emptiness. These characters are all either vowels or are derived from vowels.


Next is the discussion of the six letters of empty potential. The same components are given, except in six groups rather than five. The Vimalaprabhā lists these in a similar manner: “The consciousness aggregate, the space element, ears, reality, genitals, and orgasm: all these, free from obscuration, are emptiness possessing the totality of possibilities; above the central indestructible, its symbolic emblem with the nature of the ka-group is the letter KA, the inexpressible consonant, the first empty potential.”


This group, including the space element, is given as above the central emblem. The latter group associated with the awareness element is given as below the center. The others are in the same directions as before, but beyond—east of East, south of South, and so on. The descriptions of the others follow in the same manner, this time associated with groups of consonants rather than vowels. These groups of consonants are called the ka-group, ca-group, and so forth, and are given in the Vimalaprabhā in the following way:
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There are seven groups where we need six, and the last represents syllables that have to be added to the six groups above, in the order as given. Associating these with the aggregate groups and writing them fully, the list becomes:














	

Consciousness




	

KA KHA GA GHA ṄA HA









	

Reaction




	

CA CHA JA JHA ÑA YA









	

Sensation




	

ṬA ṬHA ḌA ḌHA ṆA RA









	

Recognition




	

PA PHA BA BHA MA VA









	

Form




	

TA THA DA DHA NA LA









	

Awareness




	

SA ḤPA ṢA ŚA ḤKA KṢA










Table 2


Presumably, within these groups, the order of association is as before, with consciousness associated with KA, space with KHA, ears with GA, etc., but I have not found this explicitly stated in the literature.


So far, each of these groupings has been identified with a particular symbolic emblem and a direction. Also, the five emptinesses have been described as indestructible, and the six letters of empty potential as inexpressible. There is much more.


These two groups are associated with the two well-known symbolic characters, “E” and “VAṀ.” First, combining the five letters of great emptiness together, the character “VAṀ” has the nature of the five emptinesses; this is Vajrasattva, great bliss, the vajra. The essence of these five, free from obscuration and of one taste, taken together is indestructible, and so is likened to a vajra.


Next, the six letters of empty potential are the character “E,” the dharmodaya, the form of emptiness of the totality of possibilities. Here, the six groups free from obscuration are referred to as the emptiness having the form of all possibilities. In his great commentary on the Kālachakra Tantra (MiKal), Mipham explains that this does not refer to an emptiness which is empty of all possibilities, but to that nature which itself has no (is empty of) inherent existence, but possesses the totality of possibilities, the incessant manifestation of all possible appearances.


These two groupings have now been associated with the typical pairings of opposites, familiar from other tantras, but expressed in Kālachakra terms: “VAṀ” and “E.” These are, respectively, male and female, bliss and emptiness, the vajra and the reality source (dharmodaya) (or lotus).


These six letters are described as the dharmodaya, represented as two interlocked equilateral triangles, which is the holder of the indestructible vajra, the character “E,” being the receptacle or support for the vajra, the character “VAṀ.” I have not found this mentioned in any of the literature, but it is worth pointing out that a vajra, symbol for the five emptinesses, usually has five tines, and the dharmodaya, symbol of the six letters, as it consists of two triangles, contains six straight lines and six vertices.


The five emptinesses are also called semen and moon; the six letters of empty potential are ovum and sun. The dharmodaya can be replaced by a lotus, and we then have that semen and moon are the character “VAṀ,” or vajra; and ovum and sun are the character “E,” or lotus. The identity of the vajra and lotus is Vajrasattva.


The list of pairings is expanding: “VAṀ” and “E,” respectively—male and female, bliss and emptiness, vajra and dharmodaya, semen and ovum, moon and sun, knowledge and objects of knowledge, method and wisdom.


Regarding Vajrasattva as the identity of the vajra and lotus, Mipham explains that vajra is also called ultimate bliss, knowledge, semen, and also moon and body; sattva is the form of the understanding of the totality of possibilities (the form of emptiness), object of knowledge, ovum (the red aspect), sun, and speech. These, body and speech, infused with mind, base consciousness, the awareness of reality together with life-wind, taken as one-taste, originally of pure nature, free from obscuration; these combined together as one-taste are ultimate reality, the very nature of secret mantra, and it is through their power that beings are benefited.
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Table 3


These two components, semen and ovum, also called the white and red elements, are the two main drop-potentials that create our bodies. It is considered in the Kālachakra system that at the moment of conception, the consciousness that is to be reborn unites with the combined white and red elements; once this occurs, life-wind automatically arises to create the living fetus. In this discussion of semen and ovum, this is being described from the point of view of the purified form, and this is imagined in the sādhanas as the process that gives rise to the formation of the deity Kālachakra.


So we have here the second of the two fundamental concepts in creation process meditation, the creation of the form of the deity. The contemplation of this process, imagining the semen and ovum in the form of moon and sun disks and consciousness and life-wind in the form of characters, is intended to purify the process of conception.


Mipham continues by telling us that this ultimate nature is embodied in Kālachakra, and the description given is of the combination of body, speech, mind, and awareness, which is the reason for the four faces of Kālachakra: awareness is the yellow face in the West; consciousness is the black face in the East; moon and body are the white face in the North; and sun and speech are the red face in the South.


The descriptions in both the Vimalaprabhā and Mipham’s commentary now start to elaborate in greater detail. If the next three paragraphs seem rather dense—they are a loose translation from the Vimalaprabhā—this is because the scene is being set for the symbolism of the full mandala of Kālachakra.


Considering the six elements, they can be classified into two groups: three of them mainly arise from semen and three mainly from ovum. The three that mainly arise from semen are water, wind, and space (called taste in the Vimalaprabhā at this point), and the three that mainly arise from ovum are earth, fire, and awareness (great taste).


The three elements that mainly arise each from moon and sun create the body, speech, and mind of one born from a womb. From the lunar elements arise the body, speech, and mind of method; from the solar elements the body, speech, and mind of wisdom. Body is the union of earth and water, speech the union of fire and wind, and mind the union of space and awareness.


These elements give rise also to the six classes of the six senses, and so forth. In the mind mandala palace, these give rise in their purified forms to the buddhas, their consorts, and others. There also arise the classes of body, speech, and mind, and together with the class of identity (ngo bo nyid) the four connate classes; this also creates the three bodies and the four bodies, also the three states and the four states, also the classes of the five elements, and together with the awareness element, the six classes. Similarly, for those born from a womb, the classes of the five aggregates, combined with the aggregate of awareness, create the six classes.


The two fundamental points (static and dynamic) concerning the creation process symbolism have been described, the directions in space of the mandala and the formation of the deity. These descriptions are now giving a sense of how the full elaborate mandala together with its hundreds of deities evolve from this. This is not a formation that happens in one go; it is a process that has many steps and purifies, or symbolizes, the processes of growing up from conception through birth and learning and finally to sexual maturity. This is why the empowerment that introduces practitioners to the practice of the creation process is called the Seven Empowerments Raising the Child.


The texts continue, telling us that for a girl up to age twelve when menstruation starts, and for a boy up to age sixteen when semen is ejaculated, they are understood as being of the three (body, speech, and mind) and five (aggregate) classes. But from the time of the development of the element of awareness until the time of death, they both are of the four and six classes.


The Vimalaprabhā next starts describing some of the groups of deities in the mandala and their association with these different classes, a subject that we will leave until later. Mipham concludes his discussion of this section by repeating that the five emptinesses and the six letters of empty potential have been explained as the characters “E” and “VAṀ”: through the symbolism of the emblem “EVAṀ,” one comes to realize that which is symbolized, the ultimate “EVAṀ,” the union of method and wisdom. The nonduality of method and wisdom has no classification; this is Kālachakra, Vajrasattva, the ādibuddha; from this one class arise the three classes, the five, a hundred, and a multiplicity of classes. In other words this is describing, from the point of view of the ground, the world and the beings in it in all their complexity, and from the point of view of the path and goal, the full elaborate mandala of palace and deities, both in terms of the final structure and in terms of the process of its creation.


These two groupings of five or six classes, each consisting of six components, are symbolized by their respective vowels and consonants. These can all be subdivided and combined together further, and we shall encounter such subdivisions later in the mandala itself, with the seed characters of the deities, which are clearly derived from the two lists of the five emptinesses and the six letters of empty potential.


Mandala overview


Before moving on to the details of the mandala in the following chapters, it is worth giving a short overview. The structure consists of four stories, each one half the size of the one below it. The largest, the body palace, sits on the vajra ground that is the base for the palace. Inside of this, and in height equal to the wall structure of the body palace, is a foundation for the next storey, the speech palace. From the outside it looks as though the speech palace sits in the middle of the roof of the body palace, but in fact the roof surrounds the speech foundation, and this sits on the floor of the body palace.


Similarly, inside the speech palace is a foundation for the next storey, the mind palace. All these three palaces are constructed of walls, each with four doorways, with a toran (rta babs, toraṇā) over each porch. These torans are easily seen in a drawn two-dimensional mandala, laid flat away from the porches. On the floor of each palace, between the walls and the foundation for the one above, are podiums on which sit the lotuses for the main deities of that palace. Also, around the base of the outside of the walls of each one are plinths on which are other deities.


The fourth storey is constructed differently. Known as the Circle of Great Bliss, it sits on its foundation which is in the middle of the mind palace. Instead of walls, it is constructed from two square sets of pillars; it also has no doorways, torans, or plinths. The pillars support the final roof structure. In the center is a raised platform for the central lotus for the Kālachakra couple and the eight shaktis. This is raised, but as it is quite low and does not protrude through the top of the Circle of Great Bliss, it cannot really be considered as a fifth storey—however, for symbolic reasons it is often described as such. So, we have four stories, each half the width of the one below, looking from the outside as if they are sitting one on top of the other, but in fact supported by internal foundations.
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