


The research undertaken here about Buddhist 
ma1J£!alas is basically designed under the 
philosophical question how the visible 
dimensions of forms are related to their 
invisible contents. The textual sources in 
reference to Buddhist ma1J£!alas teach that the 
essence of ma1J£!alas is silnya (void) and their 
forms are the reflective images (pratibimba) of 
silnya. This volume investigates how the 
colourful form of Buddhist ma1J£!alas 
represents the prime concept of silnya, and 
what makes these ma1J4alas visually powerful, 
leaving the impression of "spiritual 
enhancement" in the heart of people who do 
not even know about the Buddhist doctrines. 

The ma1J4alas permanently represented in the 
monastic complexes of Tabo and Alchi in the 
Western Himalayas have been focused in 
order to examine a prominent role of visual 
dimensions of maiJ£!alas. In order to 
comprehend ma1J£!alas in the context of 
Buddhist philosophy, the texts of the Yoga­
Tantra class have been looked up. Especially, 
the references to the tantric visualization­
practice throw light on the internal 
experiences with maiJ£!alas. 

Considering the fact that the Buddhist 
ma1J4alas have been developed as a method of 
Mantrayana, being always combined with 
mantras and mudriis, this volume presents the 
concept of vak (word, subtle sound, voice) as a 
key to explain how the ultimate state of silnya 
and perceptible forms of maiJ4alas are related 
to each other. The doctrine of vak developed in 
the tradition of Trika Saivism in Kashmir 
provides us with a systematic way to explain 
the non-dualism betWeen all phenomenc 
objects and the Supreme Divine. The doctrii'f'( 
of four levels of vak is examined in the book for 
the purpose of interpreting the aesthetic 
phenomena and structuring the different 
levels of meanings of maiJ£!alas from the 
aesthetic perspective. On the basis of the viik 
theory, the external forms of maiJ£!alas have 
been explored and their visual principles 
have been technically analysed, in attempt to 
answer the question: how do the colourful 
forms of Buddhist maiJ£!alas resemble the 
formless silnya? 

Dr. Sung Min Kim, born in Seoul, Republic of 
Korea, is an artist and scholar on Indian arts. 
Having completed her Bachelor of Fine Arts 
in Seoul in 1995, she studied the history of arts 
in New Delhi and accomplished her doctoral 
research in the School of Arts & Aesthetics, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi in 
2009. She worked on the theme of 
comparative aesthetics of Kashmir Saivism 
and Mahayana Buddhism, one of the least 
studied areas of Indian aesthetics. Living at 
present in Vienna, she combines the practice 
of painting and the philosophical research on 
arts. 
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Prologue 

THis presentation of Dr. Sung Min Kim seeks to work out the innermost substance of 
Being in the unfathomed inner steppes of the mind in the transfinite forms irradiating 
the substantive deeps. It reveals a mind wrapped in gold of the raptures of the creative 
consciousness, true to her name Kim which means gold. One of major Siitras in East 
Asia ,  is Suvan;abhasottama-sutra or the Golden Light Sii tra �:YtaJI@ ;:;���. I t  
represents the resplendence of the rising sun like brahma muhurtta (glorious moments 
of meditation) enshrined in the Gayatrl hymn. In absolute silence of time the vessels 
of the spirit have been common awaking in the Vedic and Buddhist traditions .  Both 
the Golden Light Siitra and the Gayatrl likewise seek the cosmic, the transcendent in 
the cadence of the golden light of the dawning day . Dr. Kim' s  perception of mm:ujala 
in the ambience of the fourfold vak of the Upani�ads and Trika Saivism flows from 
her noble phylogeny of two millennia. From these precious seeds of time grows the 
bodhi tree of interpretation of Dr. Kim: the scintillating ripples of sraddha and sadhana 
(faith and contemplation) .  

The Kims are descendants of the Princess of Ayodhya. She arrived i n  Korea i n  CE 
48 at Kimhae aboard a ship, heeding a call from Heaven.  Rocks and ruins  around 
Kimhae are proud heirs of this legacy .  She became the queen of King Kim Suro and 
they founded the first powerful state in Korea, which continued till its end by Shilla in 
CE 532. In gratitude to the sea that allowed safe passage to the queen to his shores, the 
king built the Haeuensa "Temple of Sea Grace" that stands to this day on top of Mount 
Punsong. The simple subtlety of this queen incarnates in the heart of Dr. Kim so that 
she can dive deep into her Indic mind to make vivid the inherent but unobserved paths 
of the phylogeny of mm:ujalas .  Dr. Kim captures the profound light of the metaplane 
of mm;cjalas of Vairocana or the Transcendent (Vai) Sun (rocana) who casts His sheen 
of eternity in our invoking minds. Dr. Kim' s  native Land of Morning Calm has been 
blessed with astounding pensive images of the Maitreya trinity. It is but spontaneous 
for her to real ize, vi sualize and conceptualize the subtle vibrations of maf}cjalas of 
Tabo and Alchi, which were masterminded by painters and sculptors from Kashmir. 

The monasteries of Tabo and Alchi are in the direct tradition of Rin.chen .bzail .po 
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( CE 958- 1 055) who came to Kashmir to study the Sanskrit language. In the first period 
he spent seven years in Kashmir, in the second he was at VikramasiHi and in the third 
period he was again in Kashmir to arrange the materi als col lected and to finish the 
translations undertaken with his first masters . Parahi tabhadra of Kashmir worked at 
Tholing. 1  Rin.chen.bzail.po had an image of his father made in Kashmir2 by the famous 
artist Bhitaka. He returned to his country with thirty-two Kashmiri arti sts3• The work 
he began was continued with fervour by his disciples. Kashmir was one of the places 
where Buddhist masters prospered the most. Naropa, the great teacher of Marpa, too 
was from Kashmir. Somanatha, one of the greatest interpreters of Kalacakra, was a 
Kashmiri . To K�emendra ' s  inexhaustible genius we owe A vadana-kalpalata . The 
tantric systems introduced by Rin .chen . bzail .po were designated as the Kashmiri 
system.4 The "Great Pal).�ita of Kashmir" Sakyasrl (Kha.che.pal). . chen) was c losely 
associated with the translation and graphic representation of A vadana-kalpalata . He 
carried it with him to Tibet in CE 1204 and presented it to Sa . skya Pal).�ita. It was 
translated into Tibetan in CE 1 272 and enlivened the walls of the monasteries of Rgya, 
Snar.thail and Jo.nail to inculcate the paramita perfections as a preparation to Supreme 
Bodhi . These Buddhist masters must have studied the works of Abhinavagupta whose 
literary activity flourished in CE 990-1020 as the most celebrated author on aesthetics 
and Kashmir Saivism. The masters must have been influenced by his Trika philosophy 
as enunciated in his  Tantraloka and other works .  Dr.  Kim ' s  ingenious exegesis of 
mm:ujalas as an expression of the fourfold vak is evident in the confluence of the spiritual 
ambience of the concerned centuries and their intellectual space as well as in the artistic 
representations detailed by her on page 13. 

Within the Buddhist tradition, mm:ujalas have been interpreted in different ways .  
In terms of architectonics a mm:ujala is a plan of the sanctum of a specific deity . The 
square parts are a two-dimensional diagram of a sanctum dedicated to a central deity 
and its olympian assembly. It has four gates in the four cardinal directions. The inner 
portion of the diagram has, square structures which are the walls ,  pi l lars and other 
architectural elements of the sanctum.  The round parts are psychic elements .  Its 
innermost psychic chore is constituted by the eight-petalled lotus of the heart of the 
devotee wherein resides the main deity with his prominent acolytes. The other psychic 
elements are also round, like the outermost circle of fire (jvalavall) to burn the sins of 

1 Tucci 1 988  ( 1 932) :64 

2 Ibid . :  66 

3 Ibid . :  67 

4 Ibid . :  39 
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the meditator. Vajrii vall (c ircle of vajras) represents the solidity of the adamantine 
plane wherein the Vajrayana practitioner has become a vajra-being, a vajra-sattva, one 
empowered to undertake Vajrayana practices and rituals. The circle of lotuses (padmiivall) 
is the purity of heart with which the devotee approaches the sanctum. Thus the psychic 
components of the circles of fire, vajras and lotuses in a ma1J¢ala are round, while the 
solid material components of the architectonic temple are square. A ma1J¢ala is thus a 
square and a circle, the squared material space and the circularity of psychospheres. 

Representation as Trikaya 

Sarva-tathiigata-tattva-saytlgraha (STTS) has been illustrated by Subhakarasirpha (cE 
637-735) in Gobu-shingan ( GS) . According to GS, Vairocana is represented in trikiiya 
as : saytlbhogakiiya with his consort Vajradhatvisvari, dharmakiiya the absolute denoted 
by addorsed vajras, and nirmiif}akiiya as a monk (not distinguished from Sakyamuni) .  
Al l  are represented in separate maf}cjalas in the four sections of STTS. The central 
deity of Vairocana is illustrated below from GS in the three kiiya 's : 

Vairocana as saf!!bhogakaya 
crowned and decked with 

ornaments 

Vajradhatvi:Svarl alias Vajri9-l 
as the consort of Vairocana in 

sw!1hhogakaya 
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...3'!lt4� i'l·tP.���'f �<ff4'i"1� �'1 .3�� "tt-ofl � ·�ct-fl�U.l, p�� 

.,p.--n�1".("{ �-t�-- � � 

Vairocana as dharmakaya symbolized by 
two vajras placed cross-wise at his back 

Vairocana as nirmaf.Iakaya represented 
as a monk 

The flames of their spiritual vibrations are different in the four epiphanies . Mantras 
of each epiphany are different, naturally so. STTS views mm:u;lalas primarily as the 
trikiiya system, but its colophons of the four sections are viewed as four Samayas. 

Samaya is  one of the three main ways of awakening kw:u;lalini in the Tantra to 
accomplish the highest state of enlightenment. The three ways are : Kaula, Misra and 
Samaya. They explain the methods of awakening the primal force to lead to the abode 
of Siva. The highest of all schools is Samaya. It is purely yogic without any external 
rituals .  Yogins who follow this path i l luminate al l the cakras to the abode of S iva 
which is  the crown of the head (sahasriira) .  This yoga of consubstantiation (sam-aya) 
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was the highest expression of  Saivism.5 Samaya is  the foundation of STTS, the root 
Tantra of the Vaj radhatu Mar:t<;lala. STTS is div ided into four sections representing 
four Samayas : abhisamaya (section 1 ) , vajra-samaya (section 2), dharma-samaya 
(section 3) and karma-samaya ( section 4). Each Samaya is  symbolized by mm:u;lalas 

of four epiphanies of Vairocana: Vaj radhatu Vairocana (section 1 ) ,  Tri lokavij aya 
Vairocana (section 2), Sakala-jagad-vinaya Vairocana (section 3 )  and Sarvarthasiddhi 
Vairocana (section 4) .  

In  Saiva Siddhanta "the three paths of  salvation are those of  service (caryii), worship 
(kriyii) and meditation (yoga) all of which should be animated by the love of God (i .e. 
Siva)" .6  All these ways receive divine knowledge (pratijiiiina) from Siva, by which is 
realized perfect union (Samaya) with S iva. The terms kriyii, caryii and yoga relate to 
the three paths of realization, as is clear from the Saiva tradition . To convert them into 
a classification system of the Tantras is a later development (Kim, p. 1 7) ,  due to some 
misunderstanding. Srisaila was one of the five main religious centres (ma!has) of the 
Saivas, as well as a core centre of Tantric Buddhism as Sriparvata7• Among the three 
outstanding texts of the Krama tradit ion of Kashmir i s  Mahiinayaprakiisa which 
reminds the Nayasutra, one of the fundamental texts of Vajrayana. Thus ,  there was 
constant interflow of ideas between Saivism and Tantric Buddhism in  Kashmir as 
well as in the south (at  Srisai lam and Kafici alias O<;l<;liyana) . 

The subtle observation of Dr. Kim on sarva in the title of Sarva-tathiigata-tattva­
sa1J1graha is "a qualitative indication of ' Supreme ' ,  rather than a denotation of ' all ' .  
Indeed sarva suggests the meaning of ' absolute ' "  (p. 1 1 9) .  She has rightly suggested 
that Sarva, Sarva and S iva are synonyms .  Again,  the equation S arvatathagata­
Vairocana Tathagata derives from the Saiva tradition. 

The vanquishment of Mara (miira-vijaya) by S iddhartha before attaining bodhi to 
become the Buddha too is a reflection of S iva destroying Kama (the god of erotic 
love) with the fire from his third eye when Kama attempts to disturb his ascetic trance. 
Kama becomes Anailga (disembodied form) so that creation goes on. Vimalaprabhii 
commentary on the Kalacakra says that Mara is the conscience which attaches us to 
life, to passion . He is the king of love and life . The word Mara is the non-sigmatic 
variant of Smara (the God of Love) .  Asvagho�a says so clearly in Buddhacarita 1 3 .2:8 

5 Personal communication of Swami Ram in 1 984. 
6 Mariasusai Dhavamony, in The Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Mircea Eliade, 1 987: 1 3 . 1 2 . 

7 Lokesh Chandra, Cultural Horizons of India, 1 993 : 3 . 1 54-57. 

s E.H. Johnston, Buddhacarita or Acts of the Buddha, Part II ,  1 936: 1 88 .  
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yaf!l kiimadevaf!l pravadanti lake 

citriiyudhaf!l pu�pa-saraf!! tathaiva I 
kiima-praciir-iidhipatif!l tam eva 

mok�a-dvi�af!l miiram udiiharanti 11211 

Him whom in the world they call the God of Love, 

him of the bright weapon and also the flower-arrowed, 

that same one, as the monarch of the activities of the passions 

and as the enemy of liberation, they style Mara. 

Siddhartha was born when his mother Mahamaya was between forty and fifty, though 
she and her s i ster were married early in their youth to King Suddhodana. The 
bodhisattva entered her right side in the form of a white elephant. The elephant seems 
to represent Gal)apati to whom Mahamaya must have prayed to beget a son for long 
years and finally she dreamt being blessed by Gal)apati (son of Lord Siva) . Saivism 
may have been the original dharma of the Suddhodana family .  

We have dealt wi th  three ways  of looking at  the configuration of maf}(ialas in  
( i )  architectonic terms, ( i i )  the trikiiya paradigm, and (iii) as  four Samayas. There is a 
fourth mode of representation on the physical plane (kiiya) ,  verbal plane (viik) and the 
plane of mind (citta ) .  They are graphical ly represented as fol lows :  kiiya , as an 
anthropomorphic icon, termed Mahabhuta Mal)9ala; viik, as a bljiik�ara (hieronym) ,  
termed Dharma Mal)9ala; and citta , as  a symbol, termed Samaya Mal)9ala. 

There is  a fourth kind of Karma Mal)9ala for ritual performances ,  in which the 
deities are images made of metals for rites.9 

Abhayakaragupta dis tingui shes bhiivya -maf}(iala for meditation from lekhya ­
maf}(iala, which is  a graphic representation. He details  the iconographic depiction of 
deities in Ni�panna-yogiivalz as lekhya-maf}(iala, while bhiivya-maf}(ialas are detailed 
in Vajriivali as symbolic forms (cihna). For example, Vairocana in Vajradhatu Mal)9ala 
is represented in the meditational maf}(iala as a five-pronged vajra (paiica-sucika­
vajra) .10 A line drawing of the maf}(iala of Abhisambodhi-Vairocana from Japan, based 
on MVT, is shown at the end of the book as the folded figure. This maf}(iala is popularly 
termed as Garbhadhatu Mal)9ala in Japan . The symbolic forms of Samaya Mal)9ala 
are i l lustrated by Ishida Hi satoyo in his Mandara-no kenkyu (vol . 2, pp. 32-54 ). It 
begins with the samaya symbols of Mahavairocana and Ratnasambhava (p. xxxv) .  

9 See other interpretations of these four kinds of maiJ{ialas i n  Lokesh Chandra and Nirma1a 
Sharma, Twin Mal){ialas of Vairocana in Japanese Iconography, 20 1 2, pp. 39-40. 

10 Masahide Mori, Vajravati of Abhayakaragupta, Tring, 2009 : 1 ,  269 .  
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3 Ratnasambhava 2 Mahi:i.vairocana I stupa 

The substantialism of the Jo.nali..pa School contains an echo of the Saiva schools of 
Kashmir. 1 1 The teacher of the founder of this school was a paf}r;iita from Kashmir. 1 2  The 
increasing stress on mahiisukha in the Rfiili..ma.pa School is influenced by iinanda (bliss) 
which is  "one of three inherent properties of the real in Saivite philosophy"Y The 
philosophical ideas and symbols around the Bon mountain (Bon. ri) of KaiHisa are a 
"middle way between Rdzogs .chen and Saivism". 1 4  Monk Bsod.nams.rgyal .mtshan of 
the Bka�.rgyud.pa praises the human body as a means of salvation, "a motif that often 
recurs in the Saivite schools". 1 5  When Bon began to be organized systematically it came 
under Saiva influences which flourished in the bordering regions of western Tibet. 1 6  

1 1 Giuseppe Tucci, The Religions of Tibet, 1 980: 69. 
12 Ibid . :  259. 
13 Ibid. : 8 1 .  
14 Ibid . :  2 1 9 . 
15 Ibid . :  265 n. 32. 
16 Ibid . :  27 1 .  
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Tibetan rel ig ious  schools were constantly being suffused with S aiva elements 
under new technical terms. The detailed analysis of the four aspects of viik as para, 
pasyanti, madhyamii and vaikhari is a remarkable insight into the ascent into spiritual 
serenity and supernal vision, where the highest divine is conceived in the nature of 
sound and in its transience. Dr. Kim revives the archetypal flow of the moving eternity 
of viik from the depths of the Brahmayana of the Upani�ads to deepen the sublime 
vision of mm:u;lalas .  The pearl s of wisdom that resonate from the antarjyoti of Dr. 
Kim are precious seeds to grow into bodhi trees to realize the rapture of being in the 
scinti llating ripples of viik. In the words of Kobo Daishi ' s Hizo hoyaku (The Precious 
Key to the Esoteric Treasury) :  "The deeper a person penetrates ,  the profounder the 
mind becomes,  each stage being a stepping stone towards the higher one" . 1 7  The work 
of Dr. Kim is a journey that leads us to the ever higher, ever sublime, in the meticulous 
preci sion of analytical comparison of textual and artistic data. 

Lokesh Chandra 

1 7 Yoshito S .  Hakeda, Kukai: Major Works, 1 972: 2 1 7 . 



Foreword 

WHEN I visited the Alchi monastery for the first time, upon entering the Dukhang 
Hal l, I experienced in a flash what this book describes in great detail .  I was enveloped 
by the mal}gala, so as to enter it and become a part of it, I was drawn into the centre 
from the periphery, in a process moving from the many forms to the emptiness from 
which they all spring forth. Once drawn within, the natural effect was to close my 
eyes , to contemplate in the inner vision (pratibhii) what the outer form had just so 
powerfully manifested. I stayed there for a long time, and when I opened my eyes 
again, I found a clarity and a confirmation . I was within the mal}gala, and the mal}gala 

was within me. All  this arose prior to any analysis  of the rel igious  content or the 
details of the forms.  

In a second flash, the idea came to me that the perfection and harmony of these 
forms had an exact correspondence in the perfection of the thought of a contemporary 
of the creation of these painting s :  Abhinavagupta, the greatest  Kashmiri myst ic ,  
philosopher, aesthetician of the first millennium. This correspondence fascinated me, 
because in both cases, the paintings of these mal}galas and the great tantric synthesis 
of Abhinavagupta ' s  work (such as the Tantriiloka) ,  their structural consistency and 
harmony, and the perfection of the detailed execution and expression were perfectly 
balanced. Neither does the structure overwhelm the beauty of all the parts ,  nor do the 
beautiful forms interfere with the overall conception. Part and whole are integrated .  
They represent in the ir  respective media  what  the  tantric dictum says :  sarvau 
sarviitmakam - "everything is  related to the whole", "every part reflects/contains the 
totality" (and other translations) .  

These two flashes of ins ight  (pratibhii) were spontaneous ,  not  prepared by any 
detailed study or analysis .  But I found them wonderfully confirmed in the study of 
Sung Min Kim. 

The author has requested me to write a foreword to her wonderful book, although 
I am not a Buddhist scholar or art historian . My qualification lies perhaps in the two 
areas which the present study embraces. One, the analysis of the principles of Indian 
art, which I have studied in the S i lpasastras , and especially in  an extraordinary text 
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which the author al so rightly quoted:  Viistusutra Upani�ad. There the geometric 
structure of any work of art (be it sculpture, painting, architecture) is  given its ful l  
symbolic va lue ,  a value of which the tradi tional art is ts were deeply aware . The 
importance of the line, the point (hindu) ,  the circle, etc . and their cosmic significance 
is hinted at in that text,  thus making the sacred art a "mesocosm" between the 
microcosm of the body and the macrocosm. The same basic principles are relevant to 
Hi ndu and Buddhist art. 

The second area is that of the Trika and PratyabhijiUi, commonly called (non-dualist) 
Kashmir Saivism, with its great tantric exeges i s .  I was always convinced that the 
philosophy underlying the aesthetic concepts and principles of Abhinavagupta apply 
not only to poetics and dramaturgy, but to visual arts as wel l . '  

Sung Min Kim has made a great contribution to overcoming the dichotomy between 
the visual and the spoken or written word, between form and language. Form is another 
kind of language, with its "grammar", "syntax" and poetry. That these are not vague ideas 
of correspondences but rather can be precisely related is the content of the present book. 

The author has based her analysis of the mm:ujalas of Tabo and Alchi,  the great 
monasteries of Spiti and Ladakh, on the pervasive theory of Yak and its four stages -
parii, pasyantl, madhyamii and vaikhar"i - and she has done it so convincingly. It is in 
the framework of this philosophy of language, as originated from Bhartrhari, contained 
in the Agamas, and ful ly  developed by Abhinavagupta, that the analys is  of the 
rel ati onship between the Form and the Formless ,  the differenti ated and the 
undifferentiated can be meaningfully placed. 

The present study effectively combines what is  required for the understanding of 
such complex sacred art as Buddhist mm:ufalas: a knowledge of the texts (Sanskrit 
and Tibetan ) ,  the phi losophy and the rel ig ious-spiritual background, aestheti c 
principles and artistic execution. Being an artist herself, trained in Indian art history 
and aesthetics ,  Sung Min Kim fulfils these core disciplinary requirements . Therefore 
her interpretation is based on aesthetic perceptivity and a deep understanding of the 
relationship between form and meaning. But more than that, the important contribution 
of her work is the bringing together of two traditions ,  Buddhism and Saivi sm, and of 

1 Cf. my articles : "From Stone to God", in R. Nagaswamy (ed.) ,  Foundations of Indian Art, 
Chennai : Tamil Arts Academy 2002, pp. 28-37;  "Light and Reflection : The Metaphysical 
Background of Aesthetics in Kashmir Saivism", in K .  Vatsyayan and D.P. Chattopadhyaya 
(eds . ) ,  Aesthetic Theories and Forms in Indian Tradition, New Delhi : Project of History of 
Indian Science, Philosophy and Culture, Centre for Studies in Civilization, 2008, pp. 1 27-47. 
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two methodologies, related to "word" (vak) and to painting and sculpture . Kashmir 
was a melting pot of religious, philosophical and artistic traditions around the beginning 
of the fi rst mil lennium, and the in teractions and influences between Sai vism and 
Buddhism contributed to their mutual development. Thus, the historical proximity of 
Abhinavagupta to the two great monasteries of Tabo and Alchi makes this attempt 
both valid and relevant. 

Sung Min Kim has negotiated the difficult task of doing justice to both the aesthetic 
and the religious aspects of the Buddhist maiJtjalas .  She has taken into account the 
artistic quality without neglecting the spiritual dimension, and placed both of them in 
the overal l scheme of the four levels of vak, since in both cases it is a question of 
manifestation out of the Unmanifest. Her interpretation is convincing, because such 
detailed analysis is  not found in the field of the visual arts as it is in the context of 
language. Placing the Alchi ma1J4alas in the level of sthula pasyantl (the gross form 
of the Visionary Word) is a stroke of genius. Pasyantl is the level of consciousness 
and of vak which encompasses all in one act of vision, without being dependent on 
time sequence or analysis  of detai l s .  It is  thus close to the Supreme (Para) which 
would correspond to sunya in Buddhist thought. When pasyantl manifests at the level 
of form (sthula) - whether in sound or in visual forms - it mediates between the Ultimate 
and the manifestation. This accounts for the intuitive, simultaneous vision of a maiJtjala 
before its component parts are comprehended or have become the object of ritual . In 
sthula pasyantl the form comes close to pure consciousness (saf!tvid) , hence leading 
to a state of identification. The author shows the correspondence of saf!tvid in Saivism 
to dharmadhatu in Buddhism, as manifest in Mahavairocana. In her interpretations 
the synaesthetic often plays a role, relating to a transformation of the visual as sound 
(as with nada and the like) . 

Without going further into the content of the present work, I want to stress its 
originality, opening new vistas in the interpretation of sacred art - and not only for 
Buddhist ma1J4alas, which are particularly apt at presenting what the author calls "the 
essence" (dharmadhatu ) .2 I am sure that the book wi l l  contribute to a deeper 
understanding of Buddhist art in both its aesthetic and spiritual content. 

Varanasi  
August 2014 

Bettina Baumer 

2 In this respect her work can be compared to the orig inal approach of Alice Boner in  
understanding Indian art, especially sculpture, as  for example in her book Principles of 
Composition in Hindu Sculpture, New Delhi : Motilal Banarsidass and IGNCA, 1 990 (reprint). 





Preface 

IT was about twenty-two years ago (in 1 992) when I first witnessed the great ritual of 
Heruka Mal)<;lala in Leh, in Ladakh, India. At the time I was an art student and my trip 
to India was triggered by a rather vague question about the meaning of arti st ic 
creations. My encounter with the ritual of sand-ma1J4ala was unexpected and indeed 
overwhelming. First of all ,  the ri tual of ma1J4ala that was accompanied by the mantra 
recitation and mudriis had shaken my senses with their strong aural and visual powers. 
I was enraptured in the current of colourful visuals and penetrating sounds throughout 
the ritual that continued over the course of ten days. Above all, the final dissolution of 
ma1J4ala into a flowing river after such an el aborate construction of the colourful 
form had given me the idea about what "the arts" should stand for: I thought I have 
seen the truest form of art. The impression of ma1J4ala was so strong that I wanted to 
write an essay about it, when I returned to Korea after the journey . However, I could 
not grasp the topic, despite that, during the ritual, I had written some notes with technical 
descriptions ;  the subject was too formidable to be dealt within an essay. Moreover I 
had no knowledge either about the background or the philosophy of ma1Jgala. However, 
my personal experience of the ma1Jgala ritual in Leh and the mural paintings of 
ma1J4alas in the monastery of Alchi spoke about its profundity. I started researching 
the symbol ic  and rel igious meanings of ma1J4ala s .  At that stage ,  I was mainly 
concerned about the question of the relation between the concepts and the forms ;  
however, I realized i n  due course that i t  i s  not the symbolic contents of ma1Jgalas that 
make ma1J4alas visually powerful .  Several years of research led me to the point of 
view that the deeper nature of ma1J4alas cannot be explored without touching upon 
the dimensions beyond concepts and symbols .  

Buddhist ma1J4alas have been primari ly dealt  wi th in  the context of rel igious 
practice .  They have been understood as a design which helps the pract i tioner in 
exploring the inner realm during the rituals. It is said that the subtle forms of ma1Jgalas 
re-created in the mind lead one to the core of ma1Jgalas .  The symbol ic dimension of 
ma1J4alas has been doctrinally laid out in the visualization method of tantric practices 
wherein the external figures of a ma1Jgala are, one by one, held in the mind and those 
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mental images gradually lead one to the realization of the Void (Sunya ) .  However, the 
technique of visualization is not known to ordinary people.  In spite of their ignorance 
of the visualization technique, non-practitioners also respond intensively to the vi suals 
of mm:ujalas, especially if mm:ujalas are accompli shed by a high standard of arts .  The 
response of non-practitioners cannot be simply named as the realization of bodhicitta 
(mind of enlightenment) ,  karuf}ii (compassion) or sunyatii (the void) ,  as is formulated 
for the tantric practitioners. Non-practitioners would not interpret their own experiences 
in such doctrinal terms ,  when maf}t;lalas are spontaneously re-created in the mind . 
These internal images leave an impression of "spiritual enhancement" in the mind, 
which I define as "aesthetic" .  The present volume investigates the phenomenon of 
how the Buddhist maf}t;lalas  speak to the heart, and from where their aesthetic power 
originate s .  

Most of  this work has been completed for my  doctoral thesis under the supervision 
of Prof. H . S .  Shivaprakash in  the School of Arts and Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, New Delhi . It is only thanks to Prof. Shivaprakash that my quest for the 
meaningful visuals has been encouraged and possibly taken into a fruit. 

I must above all express gratitude for the help and critical comments received 
from Dr. Ernst Ftirlinger. From the initial stage of the conception till the final refinement 
of the writings ,  he shared h i s  knowledge about the subject  and provided me with 
treasuries of research sources. Conversations with him stimulated me to carry on the 
research with enthusiasm and made me look at the subject from different angles. His 
critical comments helped me in organizing my fragmentary thoughts into a structure. 
I thank Dr. Bettina Baumer in having read through my unripe synopsis and given me 
helpful  comments . Also, I must express thankfulness to her for introducing the field 
of Trika Saivism to me and for helping me out in comprehending the verses from the 
old texts. I must equally express my gratefulness to Dr. Christian Luczanits for giving 
me a number of practical guidance in regard to the researches on the sites of Tabo and 
Alchi. I appreciate his scholarly quality and great generosity that were proved by his 
detailed comments on my unorganized draft . I am grateful to Prof. Lokesh Chandra 
for his generous help in the matter of textual understanding of Buddhist maf}t;lalas. He 
generously shared his erudition and years of researches on maf}t;lalas with me. I should 
not forget to thank the late Prof. Ramachandra Gandhi for helping me in relating my 
theoretical search wi th the creative activity of paintings .  His  questions about my 
paintings and academic interests stirred me to bring forth the question about the 
relationship between form and formlessness - which was the original title of the thesis 
- from its dormant state within my consciousness .  I also owe thanks to Dr. Kapila 
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Vatsyayan whose presence and writings have been a continuous inspiration for my 
research and to Dr. Lolita Nehru who taught me how to write and how to organize 
ideas . 

I must express my gratefulness to Geshe Tsewang Dorje of the Ngari Institute of 
Buddhist Dialectics in Ladakh for accepting my request for his  personal instruction 
on the practice of tantric vi sualization. His compassionate teachings were extremely 
helpful in understanding the descriptions of the practice given in the old texts . I also 
thank Genla Takpa Ji gmet of the S pituk monastery in Ladakh for sharing h i s  
understanding of  visualization. I thank the monks of  the Tabo monastery, especially 
Lama Urgyen Angrup, for explaining me the revived ritual of Vaj radhatu Mar:t<;lala 
and Lama Sonam for helping me at the site of the research. 

I gratefully acknowledge the staff in the Western Himalaya Archive Vienna, for 
providing me with valuable visual materials during my research period; the Jawaharlal 
Nehru Memorial Fund for having financially supported my doctoral research ;  Mr 
Tsering Wangchuk of Archaeological Survey of  India, Leh ,  for h is  assistance. I also 
express my gratitude to Anil Pawar for his help in many practical matters during the 
research. I thank my parents for encouraging me all the way through the research. The 
equal gratitude should be expressed to my friends in Austria, especially Anni, Christa, 
Hemma and Fransiska for their constant help and love. 

I would like to express special thanks to Dr. Jaroslav Poncar for the permission to 
publish his photographs and to Dr. Christian Luczanits who has not only granted me 
permission to use his photographs but indeed provided most of materials for the plates 
in this book. And with extreme gratitude I must mention the name of Michael Ianuzielo 
for his painstaking proof-reading and language correction. 

I dedicate the book to my husband Ernst and our l ittle daughter Yu Zin. 

Vienna 
August 2014 

Sung Min Kim 
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Introduction 

THE central question of this work concerns, in a broad framework, the relation between 
the forms taken in the visual arts and their innate meanings embedded within .  This 
research has been undertaken with the question of how the visible dimensions of artistic 
forms are related to their invis ible dimensions.  The invisible dimensions of vi sual 
forms are experiential in the arts, and their vital presence unfolds in both the process 
of arti stic creation and in  aesthetic relish .  While we discuss the inlaid meanings of 
visual forms,  we are naturally confronted with important questions :  what is meant by 
the "embedded content" ? Is this a symbolic implication or perhaps a metaphorical 
connotation? 

From the outset, i t  should be discerned that there is a non-discursive meaning as 
well as discursive meanings that are charged into visual forms . 1  For example, the 
symbolic or metaphorical meanings of visual elements given in the fold of religious 
doctrines should be categorized as discursive meanings.  The non-discursive layer of 
visual forms might merely be glimpsed in a flash, as we see in artists ' inspirations that 
result in the creation of new forms. For the purpose of investigating into the nature of 
forms and their relationship to the invisible dimensions of these forms ,  this volume 
focuses on Buddhist  matpjalas ,  because they are as profound and multi - layered in 
their content as they are elaborate and rich in form. Mm:ufalas have been a perennial 
theme in the religious arts of India, and became even more elaborate in both form and 
concept in their Buddhist context .2  The forms of Buddhist maJJljalas are traditionally 
laid down on the basis of the vision attained at the state of the absorption into the non­
conceptual world. The term maJJljala designates different objects according to the 
context.  It may refer to the system of bodily cakras  wherein deities reside ; or the 
secret ritual meeting of tantric initiates and yoginis (me/aka) where the partic ipants 
usually form a circle; the ritual maJJljala seen during the initiation; or even one ' s  own 

1 Langer calls it "essential import". See Langer 1 953 :  373-74. 

2 For the historical development and the artistic influence of the mm:ujala form in Asian arts, 
see Leidy ' s  article "Place and Process :  Mandala Imagery in the B uddhist Art of Asia" in 
Thurman 1 997 : 1 7-47 . 
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body in the process of tantric yoga .  Mm:u;lala considered in this volume i s  limited to 
those vi sual objects permanently represented in the monastic complex and meant to 
be seen by the publ ic  during worship .  The B uddhi st maf}c;ialas are generally 
characterized in the form of geometric structures with clear indications of the centre 
and the four cardinal directions ;  and the d iv ini ties  are either represented in 
anthropomorphic forms or in symbolic forms,  and are arrayed in a hierarchical order 
around the centre within the geometric layout. 

The Question of the Relationship Between Forms and the Formless 

Before discussing the question of vi sual forms and their inner content in Buddhist 
maf}c;ialas ,  let us consider one concern found in the study of Buddhi st arts :  although 
the Ultimate Reality is defined Sunya (Void), the Buddha that is the emblem of the 
Ultimate Reality,  i s  also conceived in the form of the human body.  One may see a 
contradiction in  Buddhists ' bowing down to Buddha images at the altar yet averring 
that the Buddha resides in one ' s  own mind, not in the external images. However, it is 
not to the physical form, but rather to the spiri t  of the Buddha that devotees bow 
down. The physical form of the Buddha is placed at the altar in order to remind people 
of their own bodhicitta (awareness of enlightenment) and to mirror the Buddha in 
their heart .  Another example would corroborate the suggest ive characteri st ics  of 
B uddhist  images . Among the B uddhis t  communit ies of East As ia ,  the portrait of 
Bodhidharma, the first patriarch of Zen tradi tion, is revered and believed to have 
spiri tual power; thus, monastic painters of the Zen tradi tion often draw his portraits. 
When they draw his portrait, it i s  not the beautiful face of Bodhidharma but the spirit 
imbued in his face that they feel challenged to draw. These two examples may typify 
the non-discursive meaning of visual forms embedded in the expression of Buddhist 
art s .  

I f  we talk about form in the context of  Buddhism, first of al l ,  we are reminded of 
the great affirmation of Mahayana Buddhism:  "rupa (form) is .�unya, and sunya i s  
rupa" . 3  Thi s  assertion concisely exposes the non-dual i s tic foundation of Buddhist 
arts : the formless can be expressed by means of forms. The elaborate form of the 
Buddhist maf}c;iala is ,  in concept, meant to represent Sunya. But, how can we prove it 
or experience i t? The Sanskrit word maf}qala, l i terally meaning "the ci rc le", is the 
combination of two words maf}c;ia (Tib. : dkyil) and la (Tib. :  kor), respectively denoting 
"the chief divinity and the emanation" or nirviif}a and sa1f1siira . 4  Thus,  we notice that 

' Cf. Prajiiiipiiramitii Hrdaya-Sutra, tr. Muller 1 894: 1 47-48 . 
4 The meaning has been explained in DMS of eight century CE. Cf. DMS, tr. Lo Bue 1 987: 796. 
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the term itself contains the two counterparts: the formless Ultimate and multiple forms.  
The ritual concerning the creation of a sand-ma�J4ala explicitly expresses the ideal of 
Sunya, when the ma�J4ala is destroyed to be dissolved in the flow of a river at the final 
stage of the ritual . However, how does Sunya , the Buddhist term for the formless 
Ul timate, have anything to do with the colourful forms of mal}cjalas that are 
permanently painted on the walls  of ancient monasteries  and which have been 
preserved up to now? The question which is  first encountered in regard to Buddhist 
ma�J4alas is how the bodily figures and primary colours in mal}cjalas can be consistent 
with formless Sunya. When facing colourful ma�zcjalas on the wall of these ancient 
monasteries, one is  in a difficult position to understand the Buddhist ideal of Sunya : 
these ma�J4alas seem contrary to "the Void" at the first glance. I, personally, had been 
struggling with the fact that Buddhist monasteries are filled with images, golden statues 
and colourful paintings, which, I felt, were contradictory to the Buddhist ideal of Sunya . 
Nevertheless, one thing is clear: if the employment of colourful forms was contradictory 
to the quest for Sunya , the presentation of colourful forms simply would not have 
been the perennial tradition of Buddhist art . Here, we must return to the Buddhist  
affirmation: rupa is sunya, and sunya is rupa . Colourful forms are present in Buddhist 
monasteries as a self-evidence of the non-dual ism between forms and the formless,  
and what we investigate here is the question of these colourful forms of ma�J4alas and 
their relation to Sunya . 

Buddhist Mal}.«.falas in the Context of the Religious Practice 

The symbolic meaning of Buddhist ma�Jcjalas in the context of religious practice has 
been concisely expressed by David L. Snellgrove, a scholar of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism: 

MatJtf.ala, the primary function of which is  to express the truth of emanation and return 
(saf!Isiira and nirviil}a), is the centre of the universe . . . .  Its core is Mt. Meru : it is the 
palace of the universal monarch, it is the royal stupa; it is even the fire altar where one 
makes the sacrifice of oneself.5 

His words express the cosmic significance of ma�zcjalas .  In this text, two essential 
concepts of the ma�Jcjala are implied: the centre and its transformations. However, not 
all ma�J4alas are charged with cosmic meanings .  Depending on the main divinity 
represented in the centre, the purpose and the meaning of ma�J4alas vary. For example, 
the ma�J4ala of the eight Nagas is for pacifying the venom of snakes;6 an interpretation 

5 Snellgrove and Skorupski, 1 977, vol. 1: 32, n. 4. 

6 Cf. SDPT, introductory commentary by Buddhaguhya, tr .  Skorupski 1 983 :  xxvii . 
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of overt cosmic symbolism is  hardly appropriate for this mm:ujala . In his commentary 
on the Sarvadurgatiparisodhana Tantra , Buddhaguhya remarks that each mat:ujala is  
designed for different purposes.7 Thus, one should clearly understand that the cosmic 
symbolism with an emphasis  on "the centre and its transformation" is apt only when 
we deal with mm:u;lalas of divini ties who represent the Absolute. For instance, the 
mm:u;lalas of Tabo and Alchi that are the main objects of the investigation in this book 
are centred on Mahavairocana, who represents "the great i l lumination of 
Enlightenment" and "the absolute body of Dharma". Thus, these mm:u;lalas are charged 
wi th cosmic s ignificance,  involving such concepts as Dharmadhiitu (Ult imate 
Dharma), Sunya and Bodhicitta . As a ritualistic tool ,  Buddhist mm:u;lalas mainly serve 
the practice of visualization. However, not every Buddhist is eligible to practice the 
visualization of mm:uJalas .  First of all ,  one should be properly initiated in order to 
carry out the mm:u;lala practice. In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, the practitioners are 
assigned according to their spiritual ability to particular mat:u;lalas that are categorized 
into four groups .  These four categories of mm:ujalas correspond to the Tibetan 
classifications of Buddhist Tantras : Kriya, Carya, Yoga and Anuttarayoga. Because 
Anuttarayoga Tantras mark the predominant stream of Tibetan B uddhism today , it is 
mainly the div init ies of Anuttarayoga Tantras who are nowadays employed for 
mm:u;iala practices. Thus, only spiritually advanced monks are said to be able to carry 
out mal}f;/ala practice. 

Let us  examine how the forms and the formless dimension of mal}f;/alas are 
conceived by religious practitioners .  For monks who practise with malJf;/ala images, 
the pictorial mal}f;/alas are not real mal}f;/ala s :  they are merely reflective images 
(pratibimba) .  The real mal}f;/ala, which is  the "Essence", 8  must be internally explored. 
During an interv iew I carried out in Ladakh i n  July 2007 in  order to survey what 
mal}f;/alas actually mean for contemporary Buddhist practitioners , Geshe Tsewang,9 a 
practitioner of Heruka Mar:t9ala, said: 

When the external mm:ujala i s  successfully internalized, the way how to practise mm:ujala 
is revealed. 10 

7 Ibid .  

8 The mm:ujala is  called in Tibetan, dKyilkor (the centre and the circle), and also siiinpo which 
means the essence. 

9 Geshe Tsewang Dorje is the director of Ngari Institute of Buddhist Dialectics, Leh, Ladakh. 
He is the former Disciplinarian (Gekoe) of Sera Jey Monastic University, Karnataka, India. 

10 Personal interview in Leh, Ladakh, on 30 July 2007. 
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His statement confirms that the complicated external forms are not all about mm:u;lala, 
and there are deeper dimensions to be explored. Unless the real matp;lala is tasted, one 
could not know what the visual mm:u;lala is merely by seeing it. Geshe Tsewang actually 
used the expression of "tasting a mm:u;lala" to indicate its inner sensual experience. It 
is remarkable that a religious practitioner used the terminology of Indian aesthetics in 
explaining his spiritual experience, being unaware of what rich history the concept of 
"tasting" (rasa) has undergone in Indian aesthetics .  The use of the metaphor, "tasting 
a mm:u;lala " by a religious practitioner is particularly significant in dealing with the 
aesthetics of Buddhist  mm:u;lalas .  

Buddhist mar:u;lalas are taught to  be the representation of  Sunya:  the essence of 
mm:u;lalas is Sunya and their forms are reflective images (pratibimba) of Sunya . It is 
said that realizing Sunya of the self should precede the visualization of a mm:u;lala. From 
Sunya of the self, the deity is generated as the self. In visualization, the self becomes a 
divinity through Sunya and returns to the self through Sunya, and the deity of mm:u;lala 
appears in Sunya and disappears into Sunya . The practice of Sunyata , Bodhicitta and 
Karw:za (compassion) should precede the practice of mm:zfjalas, and the Buddhist practice 
of mm:zfjalas is essentially meant to strengthen the realization of the Truth that is Sunya. 1 1 
Thus,  the Hevajra Tantra (HT), an Anuttarayoga Tantra says :  

Bodhicitta which has both absolute and relative forms should be generated by means of 
the mm:ujala Circle, etc . (mm:ujalacakriidi) and by the process of Self-empowerment 
(sviidhi�[iinakrama). 1 2- 1 3 

HT succinctly explains about the essence of mat:zfjala from the religious perspective. 
HT further teaches that mm:zfjala is the essence which has the nature of void (kha) and 
purifies the sense faculties ; thus, Bodhicitta is cultivated through mm:zfjala . 1 4  Mm:zfjalas 
are also said to be the abode (purarrz) of the essence of al l  the B uddhas 

1 1  In a personal interview (4 August 2007), Geshe Tsewang of Ladakh emphatically stated that 
the mm:ujala practice should be based on Sunya, Bodhicitta and Karu!Jii. 

12 The commentary, Yogaratnamiilii interprets the term sviidhi�[hiinakrama as the emanation of 
the Process of Perfection. Cf. Farrow and Menon 1 992: 2 1 5 .  

1 3 HT 11.4.35, Farrow and Menon 1 992: 2 1 5 .  The bodhicitta has been translated by Farrow and 
Menon into "enlightened consciousness", which I find inappropriate. I use the original term 
bodhicitta untranslated. 

14 Cf. HT 11 .3 .27.  "The circle (cakra) is  an assembly (nivaham) and having the nature of the 
space element (kha dhiitu) ,  it is that which purifies (visodhanam) the sense objects (vi�ayii) 
and other aggregates", tr. Farrow and Menon 1 992: 1 9 1 .  
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(sarvabuddhiitmakam) 1 5  and bears the great bliss (mahat sukham) . 1 6 We see a clear 
notion in HT that mw:ufalas are defined to be the Essence (siiraf!1) or Bodhicitta . 1 7  At 
the same time, they are the means to realize the Essence or Bodhicitta. Thus, we observe 
that, in religious practice, the notion of Sunya combined with the concept of Bodhicitta 
i s  symbolically impl ied in the vi sual images of Buddhist mw:u;lalas .  

Buddhist Mandalas as Works of Art? . . 

Many attempts have been made to comprehend ma1J4alas primari ly on the bas is  of 
their association with rel igious practices ,  because they accompany the ritual s and 
spiri tual pract ices . In the field of rel ig ious studies ,  their s ignificance has been 
understood as the representation of doctrinal expositions, 1 8 and their ritual process 
and rituali stic function have been unravelled.  1 9  In these approaches ,  the vi suals of 
ma1J4alas have been viewed within the framework of traditional interpretations, chiefly 
as symbols wi th discursive meanings ;  however, they have not been questioned in 
regard to their sheer visual aspect .  On the other hand, their vi sual constitution has 
been the focus of art historical studies. 20 In the field of art history , efforts have been 
made to trace their formal development. The deities of ma1J4alas have been identified 
on the basis of the ancient manuals of the visualization , 2 1  and the depicted ma1J4alas 
have been compared with possible textual sources . 22 However, the scope of previous 
researches in the field of art history , while focusing on the vi suals of ma1J4alas, does 
not seem to include their inner meaning. Buddhist ma�1cjalas, though used in religious 
practices, are not merely one more item of religious paraphernalia. Nei ther are they 
the same as ordinary works of arts that are free from religious allegories. Being defined 
to be the object  of rel igious arts ,  their inner contents and v i sual forms should be 
understood together. 

Certainly for Buddhist pract i ti Oners ,  ma1J4alas are the sacred objects that 
accompany and help their path to the Enlightenment .  Can ma1J4alas be seen as works 

1 5 Cf. HT 11.3 .25, tr. Farrow and Menon 1 992: 1 90.  
16 Cf. HT 11 .3 .26, tr. Farrow and Menon 1 992: 1 90. 

1 7  Cf. Ibid. 
I H  See Thurman and Leidy 1 997;  Khanna 1 979. 
I Y  See Wayman and Tajima 1 992; Brauen 1 997 ; Bi.ihnemann 2003 . 
20 See Ma1andra 1 993;  Leidy in Thurman and Leidy 1 997 ; Luczanits 2008.  
2 1  See Chandra and Vira 1 995 ; Snodgrass 1 992; de Mailman 1 975.  
22 See K1imburg-Sa1ter 1 999. 
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of art as well ? One may question whether we can deal with mandala s under the 
category of arts despite that they have been created in extremely ritualistic settings .  
The question may be, at  the first hand, argued back on the basis that the separation 
between the rel ig ion and arts is a modern, Western convention, which resulted from 
the rise of individual ism and the emancipation of arts free from the power of the 
Christian churches . The isolation of arts from rel igion in the modern concept of arts 
should be discerned as the freedom from the institutional authority of the church, not 
the denial of religion as a source of arti stic inspiration. Even today , the validity of 
religion as the source of artistic activities remains intact .  Secondly, we should be 
reminded that mal}galas are created by artists or monk-arti sts ,  yet not by ordinary 
monks .  We should pay spec ial attention to the fact that mal}galas have been 
permanently depicted on the walls in the monasteries of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism. One 
is tempted to generalize, given that mal}galas are for the initiated, and thus are secret 
or esoteric. The initiation mal}galas are created temporarily to be the base of an internal 
vi sualization, which are to be dismantled after the rituals are over. Contrary to this 
general ization, ma�1galas permanently painted on the walls of monasteries are open 
and publicly displayed. In such a case, they are meant to be seen by ordinary devotees; 
therefore, their visual dimensions play a prominent role .  These mal}galas in particular 
should be studied in a context different from that of the initiation mal}galas in rituals 
or mal}gala thangkas (roll painting on cloth) for visualization practices. They are works 
of arts, not restricted by their religious context. 

One should especially note that mal}galas are appreciated even away from their 
religious meanings .  Today arti stically executed mal}galas are publicly displayed in  
exhibitions and people appreciate them even without knowing their ritualistic context 
or symbolic indications .  People are overwhelmed by the exquisite forms and bright 
colours . However, the appreciation of mal}galas is different from that of ordinary 
pictures of portrai t, still life or landscapes ,  in that the exquisite forms of mal}galas 
intend to lead one to feel ·something transcendental . One may have such experiences 
even without worshipping divinities delineated in mal}galas .  These experiences would 
be better described in terms of the reaction of the heart, which we may call "an aesthetic 
rapture". Such experiences unambiguously indicate the non-discursive inner meaning 
different from religious associations or discursive interpretations of symbols . In this 
context, they should be essential ly seen as "an archetype" .  Mal}galas can be 
aesthetically, or even spiritually appealing, without allowing their contents or meanings 
to be known, because their form, being "an archetype", speaks to the heart at the non­
di scursive level .  
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The modern understanding of ma1:ujalas as the mirror of our psyche can be attributed 
to Jun g ' s  research .  His  analys i s  of mal}galas c reated by h i s  psychotic patients23 
demonstrates mal}galas as "symbols" that have been constantly recurring in diverse 
cultures, from the ancient to the contemporary . Jung observes that mal}galas appear 
in the process of individuation in case of his patients, in aid of self-healing, and he 
speculates that they spring from an instinctive impulse. He writes that many patients 
realize the reality of "the collective unconscious" as an autonomous entity, and these 
mal}galas are governed by the same fundamental laws that are observed in mal}galas 
from different  parts of the world.  He uses words such as " insti nct ive impulse",  
"transconscious dispos it ion" or "collect ive unconscious" to express  the kernel of 
mal}galas as the archetype .  Jung views the motif of mal}gala as "one of the best 
examples of the universal operation of an archetype".24 Seen as an archetype, mal}galas 
are used as a psychotherapeutic method in the West. In this method, no meanings are 
given to patients. When patients are to copy mal}galas given to them, or when children 
in primary schools are given drawings of mal}galas and asked to fill the scenes with 
whatever colours they like, it is quite opposite to Jung ' s  method encouraging the active 
imagination .  Although it is not certain whether any contemporary therapeutic 
application of mal}galas in the West can be efficacious in bringing a desirable result, 
they are based on the idea that the heart spontaneously responds to the visual qualities 
of mal}galas, and that they have an influence in moulding the structure of the mind, 
whether consciously or unconsciously. Jung ' s  writings on mal}galas urge us to uncover 
that ma�Jtfalas are primarily the archetypal or primeval space .  In addition, we must 
pay attention to his statement in  order to confirm that the mal}gala as a recurnng 
archetype can be explored in depth through the study of ancient texts . 

Knowledge of the common origin of these unconsciously preformed symbols has been 
totally lost to us. In order to recover it, we have to read old texts and investigate old 

23 Jung 1 97 3 .  Although Jung's  researches on malJcfalas of psychotic patients unearth the 
fundamental meaning of maf}cjalas as an archetypal symbol, his psychoanalytical interpretations 
of their visual symbols have little scope of application in regard to Buddhist malJcjalas, because 
the cultural background of the symbols depicted in particular malJcfalas has not been considered 
in his interpretations .  The misapplication i s  exemplified by his interpretation of the burial 
ground as "the horror" without the consideration of its tantric context. 

24 Jung 1 972 :  69. From the conclusion of his article "A Study in the Process of Individuation", 
translated from "Zur Empirie des Individuationsprozesses", Gestaltungen des Unbewussten, 
(Psychologische Abhandlungen VII) ,  Zurich, 1 950. 
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cultures so as to gain an understanding of the things our patients bring us today in 
explanation of their psychic development.25 

1 9  

In lung ' s  time, the translations of old texts into Western languages had not been done 
as extensively as they are today . Since then, crucial texts in relation to mal}galas have 
been translated into English, which have tremendously benefitted the present work.  

Vajradhatu MaQ«Jala and Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara MaQ«Jala 
from Tabo and Alchi in the Western Himalayas 

In order to inquire into the rel at ionship between the inner contents of B uddhist 
mal}{lalas and their v i sual forms,  and to analyse the phenomenon that Buddhist 
malJ{lalas demonstrate an appeal even to the hearts of people outside the tradition and 
beyond its religio-symbolic meanings, the present volume narrows down its scope of 
examination to mandalas in the monasteries from Tabo and Alchi in the Western 
Himalayas . These examples have been chosen because they display a rare refinement 
and sophistication as comparable with the classical arts, and also because they are one 
of the earliest mal}galas extant in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism,  which show the l ively 
spirit, characteri stic of the tradition before the Buddhist mal}{lala had been formally 
conventionalized and dogmatically fi xed. 

The monasteries of Tabo and Alchi were constructed during the period of the Second 
Diffusion of Buddhism (phyi dar) that was patronized by the Puran-Guge Kingdom 
in the Western Himalayas.26 As is also observed in other monasteries established under 
the same historical background, such as Nako, Duti.dkar, S umda and Mangyu,  
Mahavairocana (Great I l lumination) i s  the central iconographic theme of the 
monasteries at  this time. Ma1J4alas are not isolated paintings in Tabo and Alchi , but 

25 Jung 1 972:  1 00.  The quotation i s  from the conclusion of the article "Concerning Mandala 
Symbolism", first published, as "Uber Mandalasymbolik", in Gestaltungen des Unbewussten 
(Psychologische Abhandlungen, VII), Zurich, 1 950. 

26 The First Diffusion of Buddhism into Tibet was carried out during seventh-nineth centuries by 
the three Dharma kings - Songtsen Ghampo, Trisong Detsen and King Relbachen - which 
has been ended by the Lang Dharma' s  persecution of Buddhism. The political upheaval resulted 
in the disintegration of the Tibetan empire into small principalities .  At the end of the tenth 
century, Y eshe b, the king of western kingdom of Guge, demarcated the beginning of the 
Second Diffusion of Buddhism by motivating scholarly researches and translations of Buddhist 
texts. A number of translations of major Buddhist texts from Sanskrit into Tibetan in the 
Second Diffusion of Buddhism are attributed to Rin-chen-zang-po who was sent by the king 
to India. 
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central to the whole iconographic programme, and vital in creati ng the world of the 
Buddha. Consequently,  we encounter in these monasteries ma!Jgalas rel ated to 
Mahavairocana. His  posit ion as the central divinity characteri zes the Yoga Tantra 
class; thus these ma�J4alas with the image of Mahavairocana at the centre are justifiably 
viewed in association with what Yoga Tantras say. 

Dukhang (assembly hall) of Tabo is resplendent with valuable materials that require 
careful attention from various disciplines of study. Although the b iography of Rin­
chen-bzang-po (cE 958- 1 055)  claims that i t  was he who founded the monastery of 
Tabo, the inscriptions there reveal that the monastery was founded by Yeshe b, c. CE 
996. In so far as the present remains indicate, there are only two ma!J4alas represented 
in the dukhang in Tabo: Vajradhatu Mal)�ala and Dharmadhatu-Vag!svara Mal)�ala. 
Vaj radhatu Mal)�ala of Tabo i s  one of rare sculptural ma!J4alas set into architectural 
space. Alternately, the entire architectural space of assembly hall (gTsug-lag-khang) 
may be conceived as a ma!J4ala, constituted by the thirty-three life-sized clay sculptures 
that represent the main divi nit ies of the Vaj radhatu Mal)�ala .  Another c learly 
recognizable ma!J4ala - though it resists our preconception of a ma!J4ala in the form 
of geometric layout - is located on the west wall of the assembly hall, on the right side 
to the entrance to the circumambulatory path (skor-lam) before the sanctuary (dri-gtsang­
khang). It shows seventeen painted figures in a long rectangular arrangement. According 
to earlier researches on the site,27 it is identified as the Dharmadhatu-Vag!svara Mal)�ala. 
The research on the inscription in the dukhang reveals that the construction of the wall 
paintings as well as the sculptural ma!J4ala of Tabo may be assigned to c. CE 1 042, 

during the renovation of Jang Chup 0. 2x 

The oldest structure of Alchi monastery - i .e .  dukhang - i s  almost contemporary 
to the restoration phase of Tabo, in the mid-eleventh century by Kelden Sherap, a 
follower of Rin-chen-bzang-po. Sumtseg ( a  three-storeyed structure) i s  thought to 
have been founded in the early thirteenth century by monk Tsultrim Sherap. 29 The 
dukhang is the congregational hall of the monastery, whereas the sumtseg is the three­
storeyed temple, more conducive for personal worship and prayer. The monastery of 

27 See Klimburg -Salter 1 997. 

2H Cf. Petech and Luczanits 1 999. The iconographic programme, dating from the restoration 
phase CE 1 042, includes painting, sculptures, inscriptions and extensive wall texts. The evidence 
of the paint underneath the mm:ujala sculptures makes it clear that the ma!J4ala scu lptures 
belong to the restoration phase . 

29 Cf. Snellgrove and Skorupski 1 977.  



INTRODUCTION I 1 1  

Alchi offers us plentiful ma�uja/as that are more consistent with our conventional 
imagination of a mal}gala in a geometric layout. The dukhang of Alchi is  completely 
fil led with mal}galas on the walls .  Six large mal}galas of over 3 m in diameter each 
and a small ma�J4ala of Ak�obhya over the doorway create a remarkable visual effect, 
especially through their prominent large circular frames .  Among them, Vaj radhatu 
Mar:t9.ala and Dharmadhatu-VagiSvara Mar:t9.ala seem essential as much as their 
variations occupy entire walls of the second and third stories of the sumtseg . As far as 
the scholars have discovered, there are also mal}galas in  the Durgatipari sodhana 
tradition in the dukhang . 30 Here the central divinity of mal}galas is  associated with 
Mahavairocana or Sarvavid Vairocana (Omnisci ence-I l lumination) . In addit ion,  i t  
should be also mentioned in  the outset that the Goddess Prajfiaparamita has a significant 
place in Alchi, being featured in two mal}galas :  one in the dukhang and another in the 
sumtseg. The sumtseg accommodates ten mal}galas on the second storey and three on 
the third storey. The sumtseg is an architectural stupa, which is traditionally revered 
as a form of Dharmakiiya, and the inscription in the sumtseg reveals that its architectural 
space had been conceived to be a projection of Buddhi st teaching s . 3 1  A three­
dimensional stupa is placed at the centre of the sumtseg, representing the concept of a 
stupa within a stupa , which i s  also demonstrated by the small twin - stupa (kakani  
chorten) in front of  the sumtseg . Seeing the architecture of sumtseg as a stupa i s  
important,  because i t  c larifies the meaning behind the setting of mandalas - i . e .  
essentially participating i n  the expression of  Dharmadhiitu . 

Doctrine of Vak 

Mandalas are one of the maJor concerns of Buddhist Tantras , and there i s  much 
reference to them found in  the context of those tantric practices cal led mantrayiina 
(the way of mantras) .  Though the aesthetic dimension of Buddhist ma�1galas is the 
main question of the present volume, the nature of mal}galas as understood in the 
context of religious practice shall also serve as valuable aid for the comprehension of 
the non-discursive Essence which is supposedly embedded within Buddhist mal}galas .  
In particular, references to the tantric vi sualization practice provide us with a key to 
interpret the internal experience of mal}galas .  Through the visualization of a ma�J4ala , 
the practitioner identifies the self with the various manifestations of the divinity, and 

30 Cf. Snel lgrove and Skorupski 1 977:  39-40. 

3 1  For the original Tibetan inscriptions and their English translations, see Snel lgrove and Skorupski 
1 977 :  48 .  
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thereby experiences the non-duality of self and divinity . Though there is a fundamental 
difference between an aesthetic viewing and the tantric v isualization with regard to 
the way the visuals are processed, the visualization practice of mw:u;lalas, systematically 
laid out by the tradition, demonstrates convincingly the innate depth of mw:u;lalas,  
which could be related to the aesthetic immersion. Among the invaluable references 
that the practice of visualization gives us, the concept of "sound" - as comparable to 
the Sanskrit viik, sabda, dhvani and the l ike - presents us a key to bridge between the 
ultimate state of Sunya and the perceptible images, therefore to understand the Buddhist 
non-duali sm of form and the Void.  Because mar:u;lalas are always combined with 
mantras and mudriis in tantric practices, it i s  necessary to ponder upon the notion of 
subtle sound that explains the conceptual basi s of mantrayiina .  The descriptions of 
v isual ization indicate that the metaphysical levels of form between Sunya and the 
pictorial forms of mw:u;lalas exist in the nature of sound, which is consistent with the 
fact that the visuals of Buddhist ma!Jtjalas have been elaborated in association with 
the mantrayiina practice,  and mantras have been employed as the essential 
soteriological means to meet the Ultimate Dharma, according to Yoga Tantras . The 
concept of "subtle sound" plays a central part in analysing tantric practice, and it 
holds a crucial key to interpret the tantric methods of salvation . 

"Sound" is a perennial theme in spiritual traditions of India, and it appears often in 
the descriptions of cosmic revelation or world manifestations .  As the principle of 
divine manifestation and multiple creation of the world, "sound" has been explored in 
the book through the concept of viik. Viik (often translated as "speech") is traced back 
to the period as early as that of l,?.gveda, and its theological and theoretical development 
may be represented by the philosophy of Trika Saivism of Kashmir. The doctrine of 
viik in Trika Saivism synthesizes diverse streams of spiritual traditions : earlier Saiva 
Tantras , Bhartrhari ' s  phi losophy of sound (Sabdabrahman) ,  the Vij fHi navadin ' s  
phi losophy o f  logic and the non-dualist ic v i s ion represented i n  the Pratyabhijiia 
(recognition) phi losophy. The non-dual ist ic  phi losophy of Trika Saivism i s  well  
pronounced in  the profound aphorisms of the Sivasutra by Vasugupta. The logical 
arguments of i ts  non-dualistic theology have been carried out by the Pratyabhijiia 
School, represented by Somananda (c. CE 900-50) and his disciple, Utpaladeva (c. CE 
925-75) .  Abhinavagupta (c. CE 975- 1 025 ) ,  who represents the culminating point of 
Indian aesthetics wi th h is  theory of rasa and dhvani ,  i s  the descendant of these 
philosophers of Kashmir, and he is  the one who accomplished and synthesized the 
various streams of spiritual traditions on the basis of the non-dualistic philosophy of 
the Pratyabhijiia  S chool .  These key personages of Trika Saivism of Kashmir are 
contemporary to the period when the region of the Western Himalayas was actively 
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interacting with Kashmir,  i n  terms of the arts and rel igion as wel l  as economy . 3 2  
Especially, Abhinavagupta i s  exactly contemporary to Rin-chen-bzang-po (cE 958-
1 055) who was sent to Kashmir for the collection of Buddhist texts and translated a 
number of Buddhist texts into Tibetan . His biography reveals the connection of early 
monasteries along the Western Himalayas with Kashmir.D 

The philosophical exegesis of Trika Saivism, in my opinion, substantiates the non­
dualistic philosophy of the Yogacara Buddhists .  Especial ly ,  the conviction of the 
Pratyabhij na School that S iva permeates everyth ing and the pratyabhijfiii of one ' s  
own identity (iitman) as S iva leads one to salvation reminds u s  o f  the Yogacari n ' s  
exposition of Tathiigatagarbha (Womb o f  Enlightenment) . Tucci has recognized the 
val idity of Trika Saivism of Kashmir in understanding ma�Jtjalas .  In h is  book on 
mm;tjala s ,  he expressed h i s  view that the Hindu yantra s  are "the quintessential 
reduction of the identical idea which the B uddhist ma�Jcjalas are based on".  34 
Consequently, he draws upon the Hindu Tantras even in interpreting the symbolic 
meanings of the Buddhist ma�Jcjalas.  He interprets the Five Buddha Families in parallel 
with the five aspects of Paramasiva or the five tattvas of the absolute plane in the 
iibhiisa system of Trika Saivism:  sivatattva , saktitattva, sadiisivatattva , zsvaratattva 
and sadvidyii. And the five aspects of Sakti are also referred in relation to the Five 
B uddha Fami l ies .  35 Most  of al l ,  he pays attention to the concept of sound in  
understanding of ma�Jtjala s ,  and i ntroduces the third chapter of Abhinavagupta ' s  

32 The presence of Kashmir artists in Western Tibet has been discussed at length by Tucci i n  his 
Transhimalaya ( 1 973) .  He mentions the artistic influence of Kashmir on Western Himalaya 
( 1 973) .  He refers to the importance of Mangnang and its paintings created by a number of 
artists from Kashmir summoned by Rin-chen-bzang-po (pp. 9 1 -93) .  He exemplifies it with 
illustrations of a figure of a siidhu (Pl. 1 14) in affinity to the one depicted on terracottas from 
Harvan in Kashmir, as well as figures of divinities (Pl. 1 22) and an ivory statue from Western 
Tibet (Pl. 1 28) .  "Work such as this provides indisputable evidence of Kashmir influence in  
Tibet in  the tenth-eleventh centuries ,  and similar examples from a later period have been 
found at Alchi in Ladakh" (p. 92). He adds examples from Tsaparang (Pl . 1 38),  Tholing (Pl .  
1 36) and Tabo (Pl. 1 29) a s  revealing their Kashmir origin. 

Snellgrove also states about the same point ( 1 977:  1 6) :  "It may be taken for granted, and we 
think quite rightly, that the main source of artistic work in Western Tibet and Ladakh from the 
tenth to the thirteenth centuries was north-west India, and especially Kashmir, which was then 
still a Hindu-Buddhist land, and which is often specifically mentioned in Tibetan sources." 

33 Cf. Tucci 1 988  ( 1 932);  Snellgrove and Skorupski 1 977 :  86-92. 

34 Tucci 1 96 1  : 4 7 .  

35 Ibid . :  50 ,  55-57. 
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Tantrasiira to explain the symbolism of sound which lays the basis for the relation 
between mantra and the emanation of images.36 Tucci ' s  attention to the texts of Trika 
Saivism encourages us to look to their philosophy for the purpose of exploring Buddhist 
matpjalas .  The vast cosmic vision of Trika Saivism certainly renders parallel concepts 
that can be compared or applied to those of the Buddhist mal'}t;lalas, as Tucci 's approach 
displays .  In addition, the relationship between Kashmir Saivism and Tibetan Buddhism 
has drawn attention of eminent scholars, and has been explored in terms of the history,37 
the religious practice38 and the arts .  The cultural connection between Kashmir and the 
Western Himalayas during the tenth to thirteenth centuries39 is particularly relevant to 
the Buddhist mal'}t;lalas of Tabo and Alchi . One shouldn 't ignore the fact that the artists 
had been brought from Kashmir to embellish these monasteries, 40 and that their work 
reflects the style of Kashmir arts . 4 1  However, it i s  not the intention of the present 
volume that Buddhist mal'}t;lalas ought to be interpreted in terms of the philosophy of 
Trika Saivism at the level of symbolic or doctrinal meanings .  The application of the 
philosophy of Trika Saivism to the symbolic meanings of Buddhist mal'}t;lalas ought 
to be avoided, because the doctrinal or symbolic meanings have been consciously 
endowed in the context of particular religious practices; thus, they should be interpreted 
within their own context. It should be clarified that the doctrine of viik is referred to in 
this book for the purposes of interpreting the aesthetic phenomena and for structuring 
the different levels of the meanings of mal'}t;lalas from the perspective of aesthetics .  

36 Tucci 1 96 1 :  6 1 -63 . 

37 See Klimburg-Salter 1 982. 

38 See the articles B tihnemann 1 999; Ruegg 200 1 ;  Sanderson 1 994, 1 996, 200 1 .  

39 See Pal 1 989. 

40 The presence of Kashmir artists in Western Tibet is especially well corroborated by Rin-chen­
bzang-po' s  biography where the name of a Kashmir artist is mentioned. Bhidhaka and thirty­
two are said to be brought by him, as was requested by the King Yeshe b. Cf. Snellgrove and 
Skorupski 1 977 :  92. 

41 Pal , while illustrating stylistic variations and their chronological order of mural paintings of 
Alchi, states that "the style of the murals in dukhang and sumtseg is generally considered to 
derive from Kashmir which was undoubtedly the principal source for western Tibetan artistic 
tradition at that time" ( 1 982: 1 9) .  He presents paintings of western Tibet rendered in dukhang 
and sumtsek as "the only surviving evidence for inferring what Kashmir paintings once looked 
like" (ibid. ), because no comparative paintings have survived from Kashmir. Luczanits states, 
"All the original paintings of Alchi and related monuments can be considered to have been 
made under the supervision of Kashmiri craftsmen, or at least the strong influence of a Kashmir 
school" ( 1 997 :  20 1 -02) .  
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The comprehensive philosophy of viik in Trika Saivism presents u s  a systematic 
way to explain the non-dualism between phenomenal objects and the Supreme Divine, 
which may be analogical to the relationship between multiple forms and the formless 
Sunya presupposed in the teachings of B uddhis t  mat:uf-alas .  I t  renders e laborate 
expositions concerning the nature of worldly manifestations and their relation to the 
Ultimate Origin, and mainly deals with the question regarding the relationship between 
the Unmanifest Source and mult iple creations .  Therefore , it i s  expected that the 
comprehension of viik would impart the framework through which we can explain 
what makes the visuals of Buddhist mm:uf-alas appeal to the heart of people even away 
from their doctrinal assoc iated meanings .  Moreover, the wide scope of viik that 
encompasses the field of aesthetics has been already testified by the poetics of dhvani 
in the texts of Dhvanyiiloka and its commentary Dhvanyiilokalocana. Vak, primarily 
viewed as the principle or vehicle of transformation, will be scrutinized in this book 
in its four aspects : Pariiviik, Pasyanti, Madhyamii and Vaikharl. 

The doctrine of viik also can be validly employed in regard to "the common origin" 
of various ma�u;ialas as questioned by Jung. Let us briefly think of what is  meant by 
"the origin". From the religious perspective, the origin would be the Essence of the 
divinity ,  which is manifested in maf}t;iala s .  In respect to the v isual dimension of 
maf}t;ialas, their origin is the artistic inspiration that gives birth to such forms.  Probably, 
J ung had not considered the artistic inspiration when he spoke of the origin of maf}t;ialas, 
while possible that he had rather considered the origin in terms both religious as well 
as psychological . From the psychological perspective of Jung, the origin of maf}t;ialas 
would mean ' the Collective Unconscious '  that would give rise to the inner symbolic 
meanings. However, these concepts are not to be ultimately separated in  the scope of 

� In regard to the arts of Tabo, the style of Buddha figures in the west wall of ambulatory 
corridor in dukhang of Tabo has been compared with the metal sculptures attributed to tenth­
eleventh century Kashmir. One of the closest comparisons would be between the Maitreya 
Buddha in Tabo (Klimburg-Salter 1 997 : 1 8 1 -82)  and the standing Buddha in Cleveland 
Museum (Klimburg-Salter 1 982:  Pl. 27). Klimburg-Salter suggests two phases of artistic activity 
in dukhang of Tabo: the original in CE 996, and that of renovation in CE 1 042 . The second 
phase consists of four different stylistic groups. She attributes Group A (paintings in the 
ambulatory and clay sculptures of mat;ujala in the assembly hall) to the true Kashmir-derived 
style, and presumes that groups A and B (all the narrative paintings and the protectress in the 
assembly hall) may have been undertaken by the Kashmir artists, as stated in Rin-chen-bzang­
po' s  biography (Klimburg-Salter 1 997 : 5 1 ). She considers other groups of style to be derived 
from the Group A. Luczanits discerns that the style of thirty-three c lay sculptures of the 
Vajradhatu MaQ<:lala is only partly comparable to the contemporary Kashmiri style, while the 
sculptures of Alchi are recognized as the "direct influence of Kashmiri art" (Luczanits 1 997: 
202 ) .  
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vak. If meaning and form are interrelated, then the devotional source ,  the psychic 
source, and the artistic source would be also interconnected, or even converge . The 
quest for the common origin of mm:u;lalas could bring together the divinity, the deepest 
consciousness - what the collective unconscious in Jungian term suggests - and the 
artistic inspiration .  The doctrine of vak portrays its highest level Paravak to be the 
arti st ic insp iration (pratibha) as well  as the pure consciousness (saf!lvid) , and 
s imultaneously worshipped as Devi (the Primeval Goddess ) ,  which may contain a 
crucial key in explaining that convergent origin of various mm:u;lalas .  

Primary Sources of the Research 

The understanding of the doctrine of vak in the present volume has been chiefly based 
upon those texts that represent the synthetic phase of Trika Saivism, such as 
Abhinavagupta ' s  Tantraloka with Jayaratha ' s commentary and his  Paratrlsika­
Vivara�a .42 The verses from Spandakarika along with the commentary Spandavivrti by 
Rajanaka Rama have been also consulted.43 For logical expositions of vak, the invaluable 
sources are Utpaladeva's  lsvarapratyabhijiiakarika44 with two commentaries of his own: 
a short one (vrti) and a long one (vivrti or flka), of which only fragments are available.45 
Abhinavagupta wrote a commentary on lPK - lsvarpratyabhijiiavimadin'i46 - and a 
much longer commentary on Utpaladeva ' s  Vivrti /Svarapratiyabhijiiavivrtivimadini 
(lPVV). Relevant verses on vak have been translated by Andre Padoux in French, whose 
English translation immensely benefited my understandings of vak.41 

In order to comprehend ma�galas in the context of Buddhist philosophy, I have 
mainly employed the texts that belong to the Yoga Tantra class of Buddhist texts, with 
which the examples of Tabo and Alchi are associated. The primary texts on the Buddhist 
iconography such as Sadhanamala (SM), Vajravall (VV) and Ni�pannayagavall (NSP)48 
are only occasionally consulted, since the present research is more oriented towards the 
existential foundation of ma�galas than to their conventional pictoric appearances. The 

42 PTV, tr. Singh 1 988 .  

4' SpK and Sp V, tr. Dyczkowski 1 994. 

44 lPK, tr. Torella 2002. 

45 Torella 1 988 .  

46 lPV, For the English translation see Pandey 1 954. 

47 Padoux 1 992. 

48 NSP and VV, two complementary works by Abhayakaragupta ( 1 064-1 1 25) were written around 
CE 1 1 00. Both texts describe in great detail twenty-six mm:ujalas from various tantric traditions. 
"NSP focuses on three-dimensional forms of these ma7J{ialas for visualization (bhiivyama7J{iala) 

� 
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major texts often quoted in the present volume are Mahiivairocaniibhisarrzbodhi Tantra 
(MVT) and Sarvatathiigatatattvasarrzgraha (STTS) . 

MVT provides us with a profound philosophy of Mahavairocana and fundamental 
concepts of the mantrayiina. We find invaluable materials that especially help in 
comprehending mm:ujalas of Mahavairocana. The Tibetan text with Buddhaguhya' s 
commentary has been translated by Stephan Hodge.49 His translation includes pit:u;liirtha 
as well. Although MVT is classified as a Carya Tantra in the Tibetan tradition, it can 
also be categorized as an early Yoga Tantra. In the summarized commentary of the 
same Tantra called the pit:u;liirtha, Buddhaguhya mentions only two classes of Tantras 
- Kriya and Yoga - 50 which implies that the four divis ions of Tantras are a later 
development. Buddhaguhya classifies MVT in the category of ubhaya (dual ) ,  which 
combines the orientations of both Kriya and Yoga TantrasY 

STTS gives more direct references to the Vaj radhatu MaQ.<;iala. Thirty-three clay 
sculptures in Tabo have been interpreted first by Tucci  as the Vaj radhatu MaQ.<;iala 
described in STTS. Along with the MVT, i t  i s  regarded as one of the most important 
texts of tantric Buddhism in East Asia. The text has been translated into Chinese by 
Amoghavajra c. CE 754.  The Tibetan translation of STTS by Sraddhakaravarma and 
Rin-chen-bzang-po dates from the early eleventh century. There exis t  Tibetan 
translations of Sanskrit commentaries of this text by Sakyamitra and Anandagarbha, 
who were active in the eighth century . In addition, a tenth-century Sanskrit manuscript 
has been published.  52  This Sanskrit text consists  of four  major sections and a 
commentary section. In the introduction of its Sanskrit publication, Snellgrove outlines 
that the text contains "teaching of invocations of sets of divinities with instructions in 
setting up their mat:ujalas and in  the rites and benefits  concerned w ith them" Y 

� and describes in detail the iconography of deities. VV explains the construction and ritual use 
of two-dimensional mm:ujalas ,  which are to be drawn ( lekhyama1J4ala) on the ground" 
(Biihnemann 2005 : 5643 ) . However, there is a different interpretation on the point, how these 
two texts are related to the bhiivyama!Jcjala and the Lekhyama!Jcjala, as is given by Dr. Lokesh 
Chandra in the Prologue of this book (p. xvi) . "According to Abhayakaragupta, Vajriivali, a 
practical guide to all the preliminary rites preceding the initiation into ma1J4ala, is the main 
text while the Ni�pannayogiivall, which deals with ma!Jcjalas in details,  and Jyotirmafijari, 
which deals with the homa ritual exclusively, are supplementary". (Biihnemann and Tachikawa 
1 99 1 : xvi) .  

49 MVT, tr. Hodge 2003. 

50 Cf. Snellgrove 1 987:  1 96. 

51  Pi1J4iirtha 4a, tr .  Hodge 2003: 449. 

52 STTS, ed. Snellgrove and Chandra 1 98 1 .  

53 Ibid. :  9.  
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Snellgrove translated some parts of the Sanskrit text into English in the introduction of 
the Sanskrit publication, and also in  another publication. 54 Giebel has translated 
Amoghavajra ' s  Chinese text into English, which comprises only the first part of the 
first major section, called Vajradhiitumahiimal}t;ialavidhivistara. Amoghavajra 's  Chinese 
translation "tallies very closely with the corresponding portion of the Sanskrit text, the 
Tibetan translation, and Danapala's Chinese translation".55 I have been benefited a great 
deal from Giebel ' s  English translations as well as from those by Snellgrove. 

One of the major commentators of these crucial Yoga Tantras is B uddhaguhya 
from the eighth century .56 His commentaries of MVT have espec ially helped me in 
comprehending some cryptic words found in  Tantras .  He wrote a commentary on 
STTS called Tantriirthiivatiira and another on the Sarvadurgatiparisodhana Tantra 
(SDPT) .  Taranatha mentions him as being very well  acquainted with Kriya,  Carya 
and Yoga classes of Tantras . 57 His  own writing on the maiJtfalas ,  DharmamalJtfala 
Sutra , despite being lost in  its original Sanskrit, yet existing in Tibetan , presents us 
with discourse on maiJtfalas integrated from various Yoga Tantras .  Its authorship has 
been attributed to Padmakara by Tucci ;  however, Lo Bue clarifies that it is attributed 
to B uddhaguhya on the bas is  of Tanjur ( the second part of the Tibetan canon) . 
DharmamaiJtfala Sutra (DMS) i s  a philosophical poem of 386 verses .  Buddhaguhya 
states that he explains maiJtfalas ' divinities and their palaces from all the great Tantras. 
In great detail it lists and describes the essential constituents of the conventionalized 
fivefold scheme of the Buddhist maiJtfala . It is thought to be the earliest known account 
of the conventionalized mal}t;iala as we know today . 58 

Another important Yoga Tantra for the study of Buddhist  nzalJtfala is the 
Sarvadurgatiparisodhana Tantra . The first translation of this Tantra from Sanskrit into 
Tibetan was made at some point at the end of the eighth century and was revised sometime 
before CE 863 .59 Some information is available from Taranatha and the Blue Annals, 
which refer to three Indian commentators of this Tantra: Buddhaguhya, Anandagarbha 

54 Ibid. ; Snellgrove 1 987 .  

55 Cf. Giebel 200 1 :  7 (translator' s introduction) .  

56 Buddhaguhya was contemporary to the Tibetan King Khri-srong-lde-brtsan who ruled from c .  
754 to  798. He  is also contemporary to Padmasambhava and Santarak�ita. Cf. Lo  Bue 1 987: 
7 8 8 .  

57 Cf. Skorupski 1 983: xxv, i n  the introduction to his translation of SDPT. 
58 Cf. Lo Bue 1 987:  790. 

59 Skorupski 1 983 :  xxiv, in the translator' s  introduction to SDPT. 
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(early ninth century) and his teacher Vajravarman . 60 Rin-chen-bzang-po (958-1 055) 
translated two works of thi s  Tantra. Skorupski ' s  English translation of the Tantra i s  
based on  the Tibetan version which was translated from Sanskrit sometime during the 
first half of the thirteenth century by Lo tsa ba Chog, Chos rje dpal. Chapter II of this 
Tantra is especially useful for the study of Buddhist iconography and ma1Jtjalas.  While 
the descriptions of the div init ies in the text are s imple and unelaborated, merely 
mentioning their mudras ,  locations and colours , Vajravarman ' s  commentary gives 
detailed accounts on the basic ma1Jtjala of Tantra61 and the divinities of the ma1Jtjalas.  
However, the text benefits the present research i n  the context of the v isualization 
practice rather than in that of the visual elements of ma1J4alas ,  since the discussion of 
this book shall be limited to the Vajradhatu Mal) <;tala and the Dharmadhatu-VagiSvara 
Mandala .  

Namasarrtgiti (NS) is a crucial source which speaks of the nature of the Ultimate as 
it had been understood i n  the period when ma1Jtjalas of Tabo and Alchi  were 
established. The NS reflects the popularity of devotional practice in the eighth century; 
it was sti l l  popular in north-east India in  the early eleventh century. The text was 
translated into Tibetan during the First Diffusion of BuddhismY A commentary to 
NS that has been affiliated to the Mayajala Tantra has delineated the ritual of ma1Jtjala 
of Dharmadhatu-V agisvara. The text has been understood as the devotional hymns 
for Mafi.jusri, and the title has been translated into "the Litany names of Mafi.jusri". In 
contrast to the prevalent understanding of the text, Chandra draws a new understanding 
of the text, based on the titles of the Chinese, Tibetan and Sanskrit manuscripts .63 He 
argues that NS is recited by Mafi.jusri address ing the l itany of names of Advaya 
Paramartha, i .e .  Mahavairocana in the context of Yoga Tantra.64 

ffi "From a short colophon at the end of a work by Anandagarbha, who was a renowned scholar 
of the Yoga Tantras, we learn that Vajravarman came from Siilhala (Sri Lanka) and was 
Anandagarbha ' s  teacher" (Skorupski 1 983 :  xxv). 

6 1  SDPT, tr. Skorupski 1 983 :  3 1 1 - 1 2 . 
62 Cf. Davidson 1 98 1 ,  his introduction in the translation of NS. Also see Klimburg-Salter 1 999: 

3 1 7 . 
63 Cf. Chandra 1 993.  

64 Cf. ibid . :  39 1 -94. 





Pl. 1 Vajradhatu Mat:t<;lala, left wall of dukhang, Alchi . 
(Photo: J. Po ncar 1 98 1  (WHA V)) 



Pl. 2 Central chamber of Mahavairocana, Vajradhatu Mal).<;lala, dukhang, Alchi. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1 98 1  (WHAV)) 



PL. 3 Mahavairocana, the central chamber, Vajradhatu Mal).9.ala, dukhang, Alchi. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1 989 (WHA V)) 



Pl. 4 Chamber of Tara, Vajradhatu Mar:t<;lala, dukhang, Alchi. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1 98 1  (WHA V)) 



I .  

Tangible Forms and Symbolic Meanings 

of Buddhist Mandalas 

1.1 Mal}4ala Space 

THE word mm:ujala implies a circular form. Knowing this ,  it is not surpri sing that a 
circular frame is often a prominent element in the composition of Buddhist mm:ujalas .  
Especially in  the examples of Alchi ,  al l  mat:ujalas have a circular outer frame. For 
example, a glance at the Vajradhatu Mal).9ala painted on the left wall of the dukhang in 
Alchi (Pl. 1 )  informs us that the entire mm:u;lala is displayed in a circular arrangement. 
Along the circumference run lines of vajras and fire. A square is laid within the circle, 
with four elaborate toral}aS (gateways) at the four directions .  Along the square, two 
bands give room for minor deities of the Mal).9ala. They surround another square which 
has the second set of four gates in the four directions, which lead the viewer's attention 
to the inner chamber of the Mal).9ala. The square space is again divided into nine smaller 
squares by golden l ines of vajras .  These nine squares accommodate nine concentric 
circles, each of which gives a room for each of nine major deities of the Mal).9ala (Pis. 2, 
4 ) .  The deity Mahavairocana to which the Mal).9ala is  dedicated is  painted within the 
central chamber (Pl. 3). The outer circular bands of these concentric circles are punctuated 
with four smaller figures placed in the four directions .  The geometric layout of the 
Vajradhatu Mal).9ala may be i l lustrated as fol lows (Illus . 1 . 1  ) . Elaborate geometric 
structures of mal}{ialas in Alchi may be equally well demonstrated by the Dharmadhatu­
Vag!Svara Mal).9ala, placed right next to the Vajradhatu Mal).9ala (lllus . 1 .2, Pl. 5) .  

Mal}{ialas are pictorially represented on c loth or  on a wal l ,  or  they are spatially 
conceived in  architectural space. In all cases, mal}{ialas are more than mere physical 
objects ; while this might be obvious, it  i s  often forgotten when actually encountered. 
They are meant to be internally entered by the viewer. However, one cannot enter a 
mal}{iala immediate ly ,  because i t  i s  l ike a fortified palace, surrounded by borders 
pic torially  symbolized by fire, vajra and so on .  A mal}{iala is a protected space, 
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lllus. 1 . 1 :  Geometric layout of 
Vajradhatu MaQ.<;la1a, dukhang, 

Ale hi 

VoiCE OF THE VoiD 

lllus. 1 .2 :  Geometric layout of 
Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara MaQ.<;lala, 

dukhang, Ale hi 

fundamentally sealed by several layers of wall s .  A wall in the mm:u;lala structure 
functions as a protective screen, yet gates give a means of ingress. In order to enter the 
space within the walls, one should find one ' s  proper entry way. Thus, there are series 
of gates that allow one ' s  entrance to the innermost space of the mm:ujala . As i s  
represented by the Dharmadhatu-VagiSvara Mal)<;lala painted on the left wall in the 
dukhang of Alchi (lllus. 1 .2, Pl. 5), it is most often protected by three layers of square 
walls which demarcate the three divisions of the mm:ujala space. Each layer of walls 
has four gates at the four quarters. It is significant that there are four gates that give 
access to the innermost space of a matp;lala . The mat:u;lala structure with four gates 
implies one ' s  c ircular movement in samadhi or in in i ti at ion, which mirrors the 
traditional practice of parikrama (circumambulation) around a stupa .  Additionally, 
there are door guardians who watch the path toward the inner zone of the ma�Jt;/ala . 
"Entering a ma�Jt;/ala" means "being allowed to practise with it" in rituals .  Entering 
the innermost space of a ma�Jt;/ala, having found one ' s  way through the gates, indicates 
the spiri tual advancement towards B uddhahood. However, it is not l imited to its 
ritualistic context;  its fundamental meaning l ies in one ' s  inner search for the Self. 

In regard to one's  approach to the centre of the ma�Jt;/ala ground, the unique feature 
observed in  ma�Jt;/alas in the sumtseg of Alchi may be mentioned. Whereas in the 
second storey,  ten ma�Jt;/ala s  of Vajradhatu Mal)<;lala variations share a common 
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geometric layout, bound with two sets of four gates (lllus . 1 .3), in the third storey three 
marpjalas of Maii.jusri, Mahavairocana and Prajii.aparamita have only a single set of 
four gates in their layout (lllus. 1 .4 i-iii Pls. 6-8). The difference in the number of gates 
that leads one to the centre of the mat;u!ala ground could be understood in relation to 
their locations within the three-storeyed structure. When the sumtseg is considered to be 
a three-storeyed stupa, these three mar:u!alas are at the place of the last round in the 
conventional three revolutions of parikrama. Having only one set of gates and being 
placed along the third round of parikrama, these marpjalas seem to signify that the 
practitioner has already come close to the central core of the mal}.9alic world. 

Illus. 1 .3 :  Geometric layout of the ten mar;tf.alas in the 
second storey of sumtseg, Alchi 

The examples of Alchi illustrate how appropriately a mar.ujala can be characterized 
by the geometric layout and reinforced by circular dynamics .  However, when we 
discuss about the characteristics of marJ4alas,  marJ4alas without geometric layout 
should be also considered;. there are vertical marJ4alas employed by Saivas, such as 
Trisiilabja Mal}.9ala and Tritrisiilabja Mal}.9ala1 as well as linear marJ4alas as we see 
in Tabo. These examples suggest that the geometric formation of divine residence is 
not indispensable. From these examples we cannot assert that the geometric layout 
represents the essential characteristic of every marJ4ala. Here we pay attention to the 

1 Cf. Padoux 2003: 225-38. Padoux points out a distinctive characteristic of Saiva mar;tf.alas -
Trisfi.labja MaQ.4ala, Tritrisfilabja MaQ.4ala - described in Abhinavagupta's TA. He states that 
in these mar;tf.alas, the mental movement of the user is one of ascension or centrifugal, whereas 
the concentric geometrical structure of general mar;tf.alas has a centripetal motion. 
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(i) MaQ9ala of Mafijusri 

(ii) MaQ9ala of Maha�airocana 
Illus. 1 .4: Geometric structure of three ma1J4alas in the third storey of sumtseg, Alchi 
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(iii) MaQ<;iala of Prajfiaparamita 

Illus. 1.4: Geometric structure of three ma!Jt}alas in the third storey of sumtseg, Alchi 

dukhang of Tabo, where the entire artistic scheme reflects the theme of "entering a 

mar;u!ala". Apart from the treasures of Vajradhatu Mal).c;lala and Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara 

Mal).c;lala preserved in the assembly hall (gTsug-lag-khang) in the dukhang, one's 

movement from the entrance room (sokhang) to the assembly hall where these mar.ujalas 

are placed betrays the concept of ma1Jt}ala. The artistic scheme of the entrance room 

represents the fundamental human desires for prosperity and protection from perils, 

which in religious terms signifies "the fortification of the buddhak�etra (the sacred world 
of Buddha)". We see here various personages: eight Mahadevas of the Indian pantheon, 

' 

including Gal).esa and Siva; eight Great Niigas; eight Planets; historical figures including 

the founder of the monastery, Yeshe 0 and his two sons (Pl. 9); the protectress of Tabo, 

Wi-nyu-myin (Pl. 10); several guardian figures such as two dharmapiila clay statues of 

Hayagriva and Mahakala at the doorway to the assembly hall. The entrance room may 

be compared to the periphery of the Vajradhatu Mal).c;lala. 2 Once one moves past all 

2 Cf. Klimburg-Salter 1997: 86. Klimburg-Salter proposes that the figures of the entrance room 
constitute the outer zone of ma!Jt}ala on the following basis: the eight Mahadevas of the 
Hindu pantheon, eight Great Niigas, eight Planets and the twenty-eight mansions are found 

� 
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these worldly gods, tutelary deities and door guardians, one steps into the assembly 
hall ,  bending low to pass through a small ,  low doorway, as one should prostrate one ' s  
body to enter the interior space. 

Entering the assembly hall is a significant step towards the mm;cjala ground's  inner 
zone. In this hall ,  the most predominant sight is that of the thirty-three clay sculptures 
(Pl. 1 1 ) which demarcate the inner zone of the Vajradhatu Mal)9ala. The four-bodied 
statue of Mahavairocana (height 1 1 0 em) is at the rear part of the hall (Pl. 1 2) and the 
rest are affixed to the middle portion of the wal ls  as if  they are floati ng in  the 
intermediate space. These striking stucco images are placed so as to look down upon 
a vis i tor, creating a remarkable visual effect that transforms a physical space to a 
ritual , metaphysical one (Pl.  1 3 ) .  The narrative scenes of Sudhana and the l ife of 
Sakyamuni run below the Vajradhatu Mal)9ala, respectively, based on the Gal)gavyuha 
Sutra and the Lalitavistara . Those of Sudhana suggest the preliminary steps that one 
must pass before reaching "the inner space of the maiJcjala ground" . The backgrounds 
of these narrative scenes are either forests or houses or palaces ,  and houses or palaces 
here represent spatial compounds where the true teachings of Dharma are protected. 
City walls and gates feature frequently in the panels of Sudhana' s pilgrimage; 3  we 
observe that Sudhana is often depicted entering city gates, or leaving the city to find 
his spiritual friends (kalyiil)amitras) (Pl. 14) .  City walls and gates are not only important 
visual elements found harmoniously on various narrative panels ,  but also emphasize 
the hardship experienced when crossing the layers of walls in order to enter the inner 

---+ protecting the outer precincts of mm:u;falas listed in the early sources, such as SDPT. SDPT (tr. 
Skorupski 1 983 )  gives the list of divinities for the periphery of the basic mm:u;fala of the 
Tantra. According to the text, on the outside are the thirty-two divinities: the eight Sriivakas to 
the east, eight Pratyekabuddhas to the south, eight Mighty Wrathful Ones to the west, and 
eight Messengers of the Wrathful Ones to the north. Further outside, there is a circle of sixty­
four divinities: Four Great Kings in the four quarters, the Guardians of the Ten Directions on 
the left sides of the Four Great Kings, eight Planets, the Lunar Mansion, eight Great ��is, and 
eight Leaders of the lesser divinities. The text goes on to illustrate the minor divinities that are 
to be placed outside the circle of the sixty-four divinities, such as the four main Hindu gods -
Indra, Brahmii, Vi�Q.U and Mahesvara - presiding over the four continents. The same pan­
Indian deities appear in the outer circles of Dharmadhiitu-Viigisvara MaQ.<;Iala (NSP 2 1 ;  
Mallmann 1 986: 2, 268-69). Since the paintings of entrance room, belonging to the foundation 
period (c. CE 996 or 1008), are presumed to be the outer ring of a mal)(iala, we can infer that 
the mal)(iala scheme had been already planned in the monastery of Tabo from the foundational 
period, although the major mal)(iala deities in the assembly hall are traced back to the renovation 
period ( CE 1 042). 

3 See panels II, IX, XII, XIV, XIX, XX, XXV and XXXVIII as numbered in Steinkellner 1 996. 
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core of Dharma. The repeated use of city walls and gates in  Sudhana' s  pilgrimage is  
also related to the spiritual progress of the Tantric siidhana.4 The scene where Sudhana 
meets the master Ratnacfu;la especially draws our attention , because it is depicted 
within the setting of a ma�4ala-l ike structure, thereby telling us about the significance 
of the ma�4ala ground in relation to spiri tual development (Pl .  1 5 ) .  5 Here, the 
composition is  framed by a multi-cornered structure , with two doors at each of the 
four directions .  In the i l lustration, Sudhana is guided by Ratnacii<;la; they enter the 
ma�4ala- l ike structure from the leftmost door and come to the centre, surrounded by 
eighteen Bodhi sattvas bedecked with crowns  and j ewels .  According to the 
Ga�4avyuha Sutra,  this ma�4ala-1ike structure is  the ten-storeyed house of Ratnacii<;la, 
which may be compared to the ten stages on the path of Bodhisattva. The ma�4ala­
shaped structure in this illustration is an analogy for the inner space charged with true 
teaching. Some other panels of Sudhana's pilgrimage also display this circular ma�4ala 
structure, 6 and these compositions express the spiri tual symbol i sm of the ma�4ala 
ground.  

Thematically, the wall of the assembly hall in the dukhang of Tabo is  divided into 
three horizontal sections .  The threefold division is apparently related to the ritual act 
of a threefold circumambulation. The upper part of wall presents many figures : the 
Buddhas of the Ten Directions (Pl .  1 6 ) ;  the protectress of Tabo Wi-nyu-myin 
surrounded by her retinue and animals and the trinity of Amitabha-A valokitesvara­
Samantabhadra (Pl .  1 7 ) ;  the three Bodhi sattvas - A valokitesvara, Mafijusr1 and 
Vajrapa�i (Pl. 1 8) ;  various tantric figures ; and Dharmadhatu-Vag!Svara Ma�<;lala (Pis . 
29-3 1 ) .  We further discover that the painting themes of the upper partition display its 
affinity to the inner zone of the dukhang, i . e .  the c ircumambulatory path and the 
sanctuary . The c ircumambulatory path (skor-lam) that surrounds the sanctuary is 
painted with the thirty-two Bodhisattvas,  consisting of sixteen Mahabodhi sattvas in 
the lower row and sixteen Bodhisattvas above (Pl .  1 9) ,  the eight historical Buddhas,7 
the Buddhas of the Bhadrakalpa (Pl. 1 9) ,  and the narrative scenes of Sadaprarudita in 

4 McMahan (2002: 1 72) places the story of Sudhana's pilgrimage in parallels with the generation 
and completion stages of the tantric siidhana. 

5 Cf. Gm:ujavyuha Sutra, tr. Cleary 1 989: 1 1 4- 1 6; Steinkellner 1 996: 24. 

6 See panels V,  XIV, XX and XXXIX. The numbering of the panels has been adapted from 
Steinkellner 1 996. 

7 On the west wall are found the six historical Buddhas. However, it appears to have originally 
consisted of eight seated buddhas. 
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search for Prajfiiipiiramitii . 8  The sanctuary (dri-gtsang-khang ; 2 .55  x 2.65 m) has a 
raised floor and i s  higher than the rest of dukhang . I t  contains stucco images of 
Vairocana,9 Avalokitesvara and Vajrasattva, which are larger than l ife-size (Pl. 20) . 
A pair of goddesses i s  painted on either side of these statues, and the entire walls of 
the sanctuary are painted with rows of Buddhas. 

What we see in the artistic scheme of the assembly hall walls i s  not arbitrary . One 
might ask why the narrative stories of Sudhana and Sakyamuni have been placed at 
the lower zone, rather than at the top. If we consider the distinctive artistic themes of 
the three levels of the wall, we can infer that two different realms have been represented: 
one "human" and the other "divine", i ntermediated by the figures of the Vajradhatu 
MaQ<;iala. Klimburg-Salter interprets the three levels in the assembly hall as being in 
connection with trikiiya, having applied the i conographic programme of the eighth­
century bSam-yas ,  first monastery of Tibet (modelled after the monastery of 
Odantapuri in B ihar) which became the model of the later monasteries to come in  
Tibet .  

Thus, also at  Tabo, the Buddhist through his  circumambulation, at minimum three times, 
could ascend through the three bodies (kiiyas). The nirmii!Jakiiya is represented through 
the spiritual pilgrimage of Sudhana and the Buddha Sakyamuni, the saf!Lbhogakiiya is 
represented by the images of mm:uj,ala and the dharmakiiya is represented by the images 
of Ten Buddhas and their attending Bodhisattvas, also the Tantric images. 10 

It i s  an insightful interpretation of the artistic scheme of the assembly hal l .  However, 
it should be applied only in a l imited context, and we should not generali ze every 
mw:u;lala to be the representation of the salflbhogakiiya. The threefold wall division i s  
significant in the context of  the iconographic scheme that leads one to  smoothly enter 
the mm:u;lala space. Even without borrowing the technical terms such as trikiiya or 
defining ma1J4ala as salflbhogakiiya, it is certain that the lower and upper zones present 

8 These narrative  scenes have been ident ified by Luczani ts .  See h i s  webs ite,  http : // 
www.univie.ac.at/itba/index.html 

9 Tucci ( 1 988  [ 1 935] :  78) identified the statue as AmiHibha. However, Klimburg-Salter ( 1 982: 
1 60) suggested the identification of Vairocana on the basis of the lion vehicle, and the fact that 
older images of Vairocana are represented with dhyiina mudrii. The hypothesis of Luczanits -
that the central Buddha might have been painted white - substantiates the identification of the 
statue as the representation of Vairocana. See Klimburg-Salter 1 997: 1 43 .  

10 Klimburg-Salter 1 997 : 1 06. 



Pl. 5 Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara Mar:t<;lala, left wall of dukhang, Alchi .  
(Photo: J. Poncar 1 98 1  (WHAV)) 



Pl. 6 Matp;lala of Mafijusri, rear wall, third storey, sumtseg, Alchi .  
(Photo: J. Poncar 2009) 



Pl. 7 Ma1J4ala of Mahavairocana, left wall, third storey, sumtseg, Alchi .  
(Photo: J .  Poncar 2009) 



PL. 8 Mm:ujala of Prajfiaparamita, right wall, third storey, sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: J .  Poncar 2009) 



Pl. 9 Painting of sokhang, dukhang, Tabo, showing eight Mahadevas, eight Great 
Nagas, eight Planets and the founder of the monastery Yeshe b and his two sons. 

(Photo C. Luczanits 1 99 1  (WHA V)) 



Pl. 1 0  Protectress of Tabo, Wi-nyu-myin, sokhang, dukhang, Tabo. 
(Photo: C. Luczanits 1 994 (WHA V)) 

Pl. 1 1  View of the Vajradhatu MaQ.<;lala with thirty-three clay sculptures in 
gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Phota: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHA V)) 



Pl. 1 2  Altar in  front of the statue of Mahavairocana, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. 
(Photo: C. Luczanits 1 993 (WHA V)) 



Pl. 1 3  Clay sculptures of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, Vajradhatu Ma�Q.ala, 
gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHA V)) 

Pl. 1 4  Narrative scenes of Sudhana' s  pilgrimage, 
gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J .  Poncar 1 984) 



Pl. 1 5  Narrative scene depicting Sudhana' s  meeting with the master Ratnacii<:}a, 
gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J .  Po ncar 1 984 (WHA V)) 



Pl. 1 6  A part of Buddhas of the Ten Directions, upper zone of wall, 
gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J. Poncar 200 1 (WHAV)) 

Pl. 1 7  Upper zone of wall, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. Wi-nyu-myin surrounded by 
her retinue and animals (below). The trinity of AmiUibha, Avalokitesvara and 

Samantabhadra (above). (Photo: J. Poncar 200 1 (WHAV)) 



Pl. 1 8  Avalokitesvara and Mafijusri, upper zone of wall, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. 
(Photo: J .  Poncar 200 1 (WHA V)) 



PL. 1 9  Bodhisattva Surarpgama (dPa'-bar- 'gro-ba), circumambulatory 
path (skor-Lam ) , dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: C. Luczanits 1 994 (WHA V)) 
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the Buddhist ' s  spiritual journey both in the empirical and transcendental worlds;  the 
lower zone below the Vajradhatu Ma�<;lala has a thematic correspondence to the forepart 
of the dukhang, while the zone above the Ma�<;lala i s  thematically akin to the inner part 
of the dukhang . Thus ,  we observe that there is an overall principle in  the arti st ic 
programme that connects al l  the architectural divisions in the dukhang of Tabo . 1 1  At 
this point, it should be asked why the Vajradhatu Ma�<;lala was positioned in the middle 
of the wall, and in the middle part of the architectural plan, which seems to indicate the 
middle of the two realms, i .e .  the human earthly realm and the human transcendental 
realm. The understanding of the Vajradhatu Ma�<;lala in Tabo in the context of the entire 
architectural and decorative scheme induces a significant role of mm:u;lalas as the mediator 
between the world of sentient beings and the world of the Buddhas. 

As we see in the example of Tabo, the geometric layout i s  not necessary when the 
h ierarchical arrangement of mm:u;lala deit ies i s  fulfi l led and one ' s  entrance to the 
ma�ujala ground i s  ushered through a systematic array of religious symbols .  However, 
later examples of mm:u;lalas in every Buddhist country testify that the geometric layout 
of squares and circles has been preferred to the non-geometric ones in express ing 
mm:u;lalas, despite that ma1J4alas could be created without any geometric layout. Why 
has the geometric layout become one of the most essential features of later matp;lalas? 
Here, we need to pay careful attention to the difference between mm:u;lalas of Tabo 
and those of Alchi . The same mm:ufalas appear in both sites with more or less same 
iconographic depictions of deities ,  and their artistic achievement can be attributed to 
the group of artists who shared the same aesthetic milieu. Nonetheless, their solutions 
in regard to the compositional setting of the deities of the same maf}cjala are different 
from one another. The maf}cjala of Alchi demonstrates the stage when the standard 
pattern of geometric maf}cjalas had already been estab li shed.  Once the geometric 
settings for the deities have been explored, the composition with squares and circles 
becomes the essential mark of the Buddhist maf}cjala. 

1 1  While discussing the Vajradhatu Ma�<;lala in Tabo, Klimburg-Salter ( 1 997 : 1 20) l imits the 
sacred space to the entrance room and the assembly hall, and excludes the circumambulatory 
path and the sanctuary as parts of mm:ujala. While we might accept her view, the connection 
among the architectural parts should not be underestimated. One must remember that the core 
of the Indian temple is the inner sanctuary, garbhagrha. The ritual circumambulation and 
movement is designed in a way to allow one ' s  access to the sanctuary to be smooth and 
gradual . In the temple, the main axial movement starts from the entrance room, passes the 
assembly hall and then in some cases one passes through an antechamber before the sanctuary. 
The main purpose of one's visit to a temple is achieved only when one meets the divine image 
enshrined in the sanctuary, often small and dark. 
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We will examine later what advantages are there for using a geometric layout in creating 
mm:u;lalas, bearing in mind that the image of the mal}t;lala, metaphysically enfolding the 
symbolism of the Ultimate and of Sunya, is the sign positioned between that realm which 
has been externally displayed and the realm which is to be internally explored. Since an 
external image is the expression of inner contents , it is presupposed that the geometric 
layout has its association with the inner contents of the mal}t;lalas; in this regard, what are 
the inner contents of the Buddhist mal}t;lala that necessitate such a geometric layout? 
Keeping this crucial question aside for a later reflection, we now look at another prominent 
element of Buddhist mal}t;lalas, the anthropomorphic image of deities .  

1.2 Mal}«}ala Deities 

1.2.1 Vajradhatu Mal}f}.ala 

One might object to the inclusion of anthropomorphic images of deities as one of the 
essential components of mal}t;lalas, by giving the example of Hindu mal}t;lalas .  Hindu 
mal}t;lalas most often consist of geometric patterns and the syllables studded within it 
(Pl. 2 1  ) . However, even in the Hindu context, the deities are essential . They are invoked 
by mantras and visualized with the support of geometric drawings of yantras through 
the process of ritual . Especially, it is the "viewing of the deities", and not the preci sion 
of the drawings  of yantras that i s  impl ied in "seeing mal}t;lalas" at the time of 
initiation . 12 Thus, even in the Hindu context, the visualization of deities is an essential 
part of the mal}t;lala . The difference between Buddhist  mal}t;lalas and Hindu yantras 
in general should be found at the point of whether the deities are projected in their 
"gross" anthropomorphic forms or rather implied in the subtler form of sound. In the 
Hindu context, it is said that the deities are too powerful and dangerous to be depicted 
with their iconographic features . 1 3 However, Buddhist mal}t;lalas in general visually 
present anthropomorphic images of deities .  

In the assembly hall of dukhang in Tabo, the physicality of the Vajradhatu Mal).�ala 
is directly experienced through the three-dimensionality of the Mal).�ala 's  deities. The 
central statue of the four-bodied Mahavairocana i s  placed on a throne at the back of 
the hall (Pl. 22) . The four bodies are directed towards the four quarters, seated in 
vajraparyankiisana with their hands in the gesture of dharmacakrapravartanamudrii . 
This statue of Mahavairocana i s  positioned slightly higher than the level of the statues 

12 Cf. Torzsok 2003 : 1 83-85 . 

13 Cf. TA XXVII .23 .  
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of the Four Kula Buddhas , which are placed on the southern and northern wal ls .  In 
this Vajradhatu MaQ.<;lala, the identification of the central image, and of the images of 
Four Kula Buddhas, is doubtless due to the clear representation of their vehicles, mudriis 
and body colours (Pis . 23-26) .  However, the rest of images can be identified only 
when we rely on the textual source Sarvatathiigatatattvasarrzgraha (STTS) where we 
find reference to the Vajradhatu MaQ.<;lala. 1 4  A pair of statues placed on both sides of 
each of the Four Buddhas comprises the S ixteen Bodhisattvas .  They show diverse 
mudriis in their postures as if they are holding unknown objects (Pl. 27) ;  also, they are 
seated on a lotus seat, not in the vajraparyankiisana, but rather in sattvaparyankiisana 
(with only one foot visible, crossed over their thigh). The eight Offering Goddesses 
are located in pairs to the sides of the guardian figures along the eastern and western 
walls (Pl. 28) .  A pair of ferocious guardian figures is placed on the eastern wall and 
another pair stands at the entrance to the circumambulatory path . STTS describes the 
manifestation of the thirty-seven divinit ies ,  and not the thirty-three we see in the 
dukhang of Tabo. What is absent in the Vajradhatu MaQ.<;lala of Tabo are the four 
Mahamudras who are specifically defined as piiramitii , usually known as the consorts 
of the Four Kula Buddhas of the quarters , namely Locana, Mamakl, PaQ.<;iuravasinl 
and Tara. According to Luczani ts ,  these four miss ing goddesses in  Tabo were 
represented by four clay symbols - vajra, ratna, lotus and crossed vajra - placed on 
the wooden throne, one between each of the four images of Mahavairocana. 1 5  

The Vajradhatu MaQ.<;lala painted on the left wall of the dukhang i n  Alchi (Pl. 1) 
shows more or less similar mm:u;lala deities as those in Tabo. The central figure is the 
four-headed Mahavairocana in white, seated on the vajraparyankiisana (Pl . 3 ) .  He 
has two arms and his hands are held in the gesture of bodhyagrz mudrii (the left index 
finger held by the right fist) . 1 6  At the four quarters are the Four Kula Buddhas, and at 
the intermediate quarters are their consorts, the Prajna Goddesses. These figures that 
surround Mahavairocana are two-armed and one-headed, except Ak�obhya in the east 
with four heads and eight ·arms .  According to Luczanits ,  the wrathful representation 

14 The clay sculptures of Vajradhatu Mal)�ala in Tabo have been identified, shown with photo 
representations and their locations in the plan of the assembly hall in Klimburg-Salter 1 997: 
1 0 1 -03 . 

15 Cf. Luczanits 1 997: 1 93 -94. 

16 However, there are traces of two additional upper arms, which reveal the possibility of another 
pair of arms that might have been hidden at the time of restoration. 
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of Ak�obhya indicates that the Mar:t�ala is not the normal Vajradhatu Mar:t�ala, but a 
Tri lokavij aya Mar:t�ala as i s  referred in  STTS. In terms of iconography ,  i t  i s  worth 
noticing that, compared with those of Tabo, the four Mahiimudriis in the Mar:t�ala of 
Alchi  are represented anthropomorphical ly as goddesses ,  and that here , they are 
prominently shown in their own independent chambers each with four accompanying 
figures ,  whereas in the Mar:t�ala of Tabo they remain purely symbolically shown.  
Sixteen Bodhisattvas are grouped into four so as  to punctuate the four directions around 
Four Kula Buddhas . 

Reading Mal)t}ala Deities on the Basis of the Sarvatathiigatatattvasaqtgraha 

The puranic story given in the first chapter of STTS reflects the concept of Vajradhatu 
Mar:t�ala. When the Enlightenment of the Bodhisattva S iddhartha i s  described in the 
first chapter, we encounter the name Vajradhatu, which means "the Invincible Diamond 
Body".  Here, Bodhisattva S iddhartha,  who would become Sakyamuni B uddha, i s  
referred to  with his  variant name, Sarvarthasiddhi . I t  i s  Sarvatathagata who guides 
Sarvarthasiddhi in the way of mantra to realize the highest Truth. By reciting mantra,  
the lunar disk i s  envisioned i n  the heart of Sarvarthasiddhi , which means that the 
Bodhicitta has risen. Through another recitation of mantras, vajra is visualized on the 
lunar disk .  Into the vajra entered the Vaj radhatu of the kiiya, viik and citta 1 7  of 
S arvatathagata . Having been consecrated by S arvatathagata wi th the name­
consecration of Vajradhatu , Sarvarthasiddhi is cal led now Vajradhatu . The 
transformation of S arvarthasiddhi to Vaj radhatu implies the attainment of 
Enlightenment. The nature of Vajradhatu at the centre of our Vajradhatu Mar:t�ala is 
well exposed in the conversation between Sarvatathagata and Sarvarthasiddhi who 
would become Vajradhatu : 

Vajradhatu said :  "0 Lord Tathagata, 1 8  I see myself as the Body of Sarvatathagata 
( sarvatathiigatakiiyamiitmiinam)". 

Sarvatathagata repl ied :  "0 Great Be ing ,  conceive yourself as the Vajra of Being 
(sattvavajra) ,  as the Buddha-Form (buddhabimbam) which possesses  al l  excellent 
manifestations using mantra: 01\1 yathii sarvatathiigatas tathiiham" . 1 9 

17 Kiiya, viik and citta are often translated as body, speech and mind, respectively. The problem 
of the translation will be raised later in Chapter Ill. 

18 In the translation of Snellgrove and Chandra ( 1 98 1 :  1 6), the Sanskrit term tathiigata has been 
understood as plural, thus translated tathiigatas. However, here the plural form should be seen 
as an expression of respect. 

19 SITS I ,  ed. Snellgrove and Chandra 1 98 1 :  1 6. For the Sanskrit text, see Chandra 1 987: 4. 
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We know from the above that Vajradhatu represents the Body of Sarvatathagata, the 
sattvavajra ( invincible  core of Be ing) ,  and the original form of B uddha which 
possesses all excellent manifestations - in other words, the invincible, yet conceivable 
manifestation of Sarvatathagata that is itself the seed of all excellent manifestations. 

The text continues with the Vajradhatu ' s  petition : "Empower me, Lord Tathagata, 
and stab i l ize thi s  state of Enlightenment (abhisaf!lbodhi)" .  20 Sarvatathagata entered 
the sattvavajra of Tathagata Vajradhatu to make him fully enlightened in the wisdom 
of the oneness of S arvatathagata (sarvata thagatasamatajiiana) ,  and Sarvatathagata 
emerged again out of the sattvavajra as an expression of Vajradhatu ' s enlightenment. 
He was consecrated with three other kulas of ratna (jewel) ,  dharma and visvakarma 
(universal activity) before he ascended to the summit of Mt. Meru . After this ,  comes 
an exposition of five main divinities of the Vajradhatu Mal).<;iala :  

Having reached there [it] empowered Tathagata Vajradhatu as  the totality of  Sarvathagata 
(sarvatathiigatatve 'dhi�{haya) and [ it] placed him on the Lion-throne of Sarvatathagata 
and he faced in every direction (sarvatomukhmrz). Then Tathagata Ak�obhya, Tathagata 
Ratnasarp.bhava, Tathagata Lokesvararaja  and Tathagata Amoghasiddhi, having received 
themselves  empowerment i n  the total i ty of S arvatathagata (sarvatathiigata tvaf!Z 
svayamiitmanyadhi�{hiiya), i n  order to express the universal sameness (sarvasama­
tiisuprativedhatviit) of the Tathagata Sakyamuni with regard to the sameness of a l l  
directions (sarvadiksamatiimabhyiilambya),  took their places in the four quarters . . . .  2 1  

The above exposition of  the deities of  the Vaj radhatu Mal).<;lala directs us to  see that 
Vajradhatu'  s enlightenment resulted in immediate emanations in the form of centre 
and four directions .  

Then the text describes the epiphany of the S ixteen Bodhisattvas and the remaining 
deities of the Mal).<;iala. In the first chapter, they appear as members of vajra kula, but in 
the other chapters in parts III and IV, they appear as members of dharma kula and ratna 
kula . Their names change in accordance with the category of kula (lineage) .  The first 
chapter describes the S ixteen B odhisattvas emanating from the samadhi of Vairocana 

20 SITS I, ed. Snellgrove and Chandra 1 98 1 :  1 6. For the Sanskrit text, see Chandra 1 987:  4. 
21 STTS I ,  tr. Snellgrove 1 987 :  242 ; cf. STTS I ,  ed. Chandra 1 987 : 5 .  Snellgrove trans lates 

sarvatathiigata as "all tathiigatas". However, I quote his translation, leaving sarvatathiigata 
untranslated. The problem of understanding sarvatathiigata as all Tathagatas will be raised 
later in Chapter I I I .  Therefore, the pronoun "they" for "all Tathagatas" is changed in the 
quotation as "it". 
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who sits in the centre of the Vajradhatu manifestation. The division of the four kulas of 
sattva, ratna, dharma and karma is revealed in Vairocana ' s states of samiidhi, such as 
sattva-consecration-vaj ra , ratna-consecration-vaj ra , dharma-consecration-vaj ra and 
karma-consecration-vajra . 22 The Sixteen Bodhisattvas are allocated to the Buddhas of 
the Four Directions, in groups of four, and the four chief Bodhisattvas - Samantabhadra, 
Akasagarbha, A valokitesvara and Sarvatathagatavisvakarman - with variations in their 
names depending upon the kula allocation of the mm:ujala lead the groups.23 

After the epiphany of the Sixteen Bodhisattvas, the remaining deities of the Mal).<;fala 
are described: four Mahamudras (Great Seals)  cal led Sattvavajri ,  Ratnavajri ,  
Dharmavajri and Karmavajri ;24 eight Offering Goddesses25 and four Door Guardians .26 

Kula means the "family" or "lineage" ; furthermore, i t  represents the evolutionary 
principle of emanations. Paftcakulas (the five families or l ineages) are the basic units 
of c lass ify ing the emanations from the centre . The Five B uddhas representing 
paftcakulas constitute the main axes of the inner chamber of the Vajradhatu Mal).<;fala. 
However, the STTS follows the division of four kulas in regard to mm:ujalas. Mm:ujalas 
are given instruction in accord with the fourfold kulas :  Tathiigata, Vajra, Dharma 
and Ratna/Karma. The mmpjala for the Tathiigata kula is known as the Vajradhatu 
Mal).<;fala, and it is identical with the Trilokyavijaya Mal).<;fala of the Vajra kulaY The 
analys i s  of S nellgrove, the editor of the S anskrit text STTS states that the main 
ma�ujalas are shown to be fivefold : 28 

22 Cf. STTS, ed. Snellgrove and Chandra 1 98 1 :  1 7-25 . 

23 Cf. Snellgrove and Chandra 1 98 1 :  1 1 . 

24 "They are, however, specifically defined as piiramitii, namely as SarvatathagatajfHinasamaya, 
Mahabhi�aka, Vajradharmata, Sarvapiija . . . .  They correspond in their colours and positions 
in MaQ<;Iala to the four Great Goddesses - Locana (SE), Mamaki: (SW), PaQ<;iuravasinl (NW) 
and Tara (NE) - as known in other tantras" (Snellgrove and Chandra in the introduction to the 
facsimile of SITS 1 98 1 :  3 1  ) .  

25 SE :  Vajra1asya (Wantonness Vajra), Vajradhiipa (Incense Vajra). 
SW: Vajramala (Garland Vajra), Vajrapu�pa (Flower Vajra). 
NW: Vajragi:ti (Song Vajra), Vajraloka (Lamp Vajra). 
NE: Vajranrtya (Dance Vajra), Vajragandha (Scent Vajra) . 

26 E: Vajrailkusa (Hook Vajra), S :  Vajrapasa (Noose Vajra), W:  Vajraspho�a (Bursting Vajra), 
N: Vajrave§a (Enchantment Vajra) or VajraghaQ�a (Bell Vajra). 

27 Cf. Snellgrove 1 987 :  1 98 .  

28 Cf. SITS. Snellgrove and Chandra 1 98 1 :  1 1 , i n  the editor's introduction. Different mandalas . .  
� 
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i )  Great Vaj radhatu Mal).<;iala of Tathiigata kula 

i i )  Trilokavijaya Mal).<;iala of the Vajra kula 

i i i )  Trilokacakra Mahamal).<;iala of the Vajra kula 

i v )  Sakala-Jagad-Vinaya Mahamal).<;iala of the Dharma (Padma) kula, 

v )  Sarvarthasiddhi Mahamandala of the Karma kula. 

In addition, four other mm:u;lalas are affi l iated to these main mmp;lalas of four 
kulas .  Each of them has a subsidiary mat;u;lala of "Four Symbols" (caturmudriis) whose 
primary feature does not change :  Vai rocana wi th four B uddhas at the cardinal 
directions. With the exception of the Trilokacakra Mahamal).<;iala of the Vajra kula the 
thirty-seven deities comprise the basic setting of the main mm:u;lalas of the four kulas .  
The thirty-seven deit ies are Vairocana and the Four Kula B uddhas,  S ix teen 
Bodhisattvas, four Mahamudras, eight Offering Goddesses and four Door guardians. 

What Do the MaQ�ala Deities Symbolize? 

1) Mahavairocana and Four Buddhas 

At the centre of the Vaj radhatu Mal).<;iala resides Mahavairocana. The symbolism of 
Mahavairocana is concisely outl ined in the verses c i ted by Vaj rapal).i in the 
Mahiivairocaniibhisambodh i Tantra . 

I salute you who are bodhicitta ! 
I salute you who are the source of enlightenment (saf!Zbodhi) ! 
I salute you who are the embodiment of practice which is the levels and perfects 

(piiramitiinaya) !  
I salute you who were the first to do it !  
I bow to you who reside in siinya ! 29 

In the above verses, we have a collection of the prime concepts of Mahayana Buddhism: 
bodhicitta, salflbodhi, piiramitiinaya and §unya . Mahavairocana is indeed the symbol 

� referred to in the text are given in ibid . :  9- 1 0. Chandra (in Tucci 1 988  [ 1 935] : XXI-XXII) 
enumerates mm;cjalas given in STTS as twenty-four, counting six ma!Jc}alas under the four 
kula categories. 

29 MVT X.5,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 2 1 8 . 
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of highest virtues of Mahayana Buddhism.30 He is  often conceived of as making the 
seal of dharmacakra mudrii because he preaches Dharma i n  the universe . 3 1  As the 
Invincible Body (Vajradhatu) of Enlightenment, he represents dharmakiiya of Dharma, 
while Sakyamuni B uddha is a nirmiil}akiiya (embodiment) of Dharma. In 
Vajravarman ' s  commentary on SDPT, Vairocana is said to represent the Wisdom Body 
Uiiiinakiiya) that arises from Dharmadhiitu .3 2  

The B uddha in  the centre and the Four Buddhas at the cardinal points constitute 
the pentad of Buddhas. We observe that the five B uddhas in the Vajradhatu Mal).<;iala 
are represented with their usual features and colours : 

i )  Vairocana in  the centre i s  painted white,  and his  hands are in  the gesture of 
dharmacakrapravartana mudrii .  He i s  seated on the lion throne. 

ii) Ak�obhya i s  the B uddha of the east, and is  depicted in  blue, with his hands in 
bhumisparsa mudrii . He is  seated on the elephant throne. 

i i i )  Ratnasarpbhava is the B uddha of the south, usually shown in  yellow with the 
gesture of giving (varada mudrii) .  He is  seated on the horse throne .  

i v )  Amitabha of  the west is  shown in red with dhyiina mudrii . He is  seated on the 
peacock throne. 

v )  Amoghasiddhi in  dark green with his hands in  abhaya mudrii i s  the Buddha of 
the north. He is  seated on the garutja throne. 

This set of five Buddhas is  shown at the centre of the mal}galas.  In the horizontal 
mal}gala of Tabo, this set constitutes the conceptual centre . The names of these five 
B uddhas vary from tantra to tantra ; however, their symbol i sm remains common 
throughout the Yoga Tantras . In the Niimasarrzgiti ( v .  59) ,  the five B uddhas are 
expl icated i n  correspondence to the five bodies of Dharma and five jiiiinas 

30 According to Snellgrove, Sarvavid (Omniscient) and Vairocana (Resplendent) are two titles 
attached to Sakyamuni as the central Buddha (cf. Snellgrove 1 987:  1 96). In Vajrayana Buddhism, 
the following names indicate the transcendental Being beyond the Five Buddhas : Vajrasattva, 
Mahavairocana, Vajradhara, etc. 

3 1 "The Buddha (namely 'Resplendent One, Adorned with Rays, Transformation-King' Vairocana) 
is myself with a different name, preaching the Dhanna in that universe and saving living beings." 
(Suratigamasamadhi Sutra, quoted in Snellgrove 1 987: 1 96.) 

32 Cf. Wayman and Tajima 1 992: 55 .  



PL. 20 Statues of Vairocana (Amitabha), A valokitesvara and Vajrasattva in 
dri-gtsang-khang (sanctuary), dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHAV)) 



Pl. 2 1  Yantra of the goddess Durga, Rajasthan, 1 9th century, Ink and colour on paper. 
(Source: www .natha-yoga.com) 



Pl. 22 Four-bodied statue of Mahavairocana, Vajradhatu Ma�<;J.ala, 
gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHA V)) 



Pl. 23 Ak�obhya, Vajradhatu MaQ<;fala, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1984 (WHAV)) 



Pl. 24 Ratnasaqtbhava, Vajradhatu Mal).<;fala, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHAV)) 



Pl. 25 AmiUibha, Vajradhatu MaQ.<;lala, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHA V)) 



Pl. 26 Amoghasiddhi, Vajradhatu MaQ<;lala, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHA V)) 



Pl. 27 View of two from the S ixteen Bodhisattvas: Vajraketu and Vajrahasa, 
Vajradhatu Mat:J.9ala, south wall, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHAV)) 

Pl. 28 Offering Goddesses of Dhiipa and Lasya, Vajradhatu Mat:J.9ala, 
east wall, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J .  Poncar 1 984 (WHAV)) 
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(knowledge) . We read i n  Mafij u srlmitra ' s  commentary to the verses that the five 
Buddhas may be understood as the five  bodies (pa iicakiiya)  of B uddha: 
sviibhiivikakiiya, saf!Zbhogakiiya, nirmiil}akiiya, dha rmakiiya and jiiiinakiiya . And they 
represent, respectively ,  tathiigata jiiiina (knowledge of sunyatii or dharmadhiitu) ,  
iida r§a jiiiina (mirror- l ike knowledge) , samatii jiiiina (knowledge of equality) ,  
pratyavek�al}a jiiiina (knowledge of discrimination) ,  krtyiinu�fhiina jiiiina (knowledge 
of the procedure of duty ) .  In the tantric context ,  the five elements (mahiibutas )  
correspond to five syllables, five colours and five Buddhas who are the personification 
of five jiiiina s .  Table 1 . 1  shows the corresponding concepts of the five Buddhas in  
tantric Buddhi sm.  One may wonder how these  various concepts l ike  directions ,  
colours, elements Uiiiinas)  could ever  be brought together and combined into such 
networks ;  the question ari ses often,  as to what is the ground of these esoteric 
correspondences among different categories . 

Table 1 .1 :  Corresponding Concepts of the Five Buddhas 

Five Vairocana Ak�obhya Ratna- Amitabha Amoghasiddhi 
Buddhas" sambhava 

Direction Centre East South West North 

Colour White Blue Yellow Red D ark Green 
or Black 

Element Ether Water Earth Fire Air 

Body of Sviibhiivika- Saf!'lbhoga- Nirmiina- Dharma- Jiiiina-
Dharma'' kay a kay a kay a kay a kay a 

Skandha' Vijiiiina Rupa Vedanii S af!Z j fiii Saf!Zskiira 

Jiiiina Tathiigata- Adar.fa- Samatii- Pratyavek�af}a- K [tyiinu�fhiina 
jiiiina jiiiina jiiiina jiiiina -jiiiina 

Bija OM HOly/ TRAM HRlH AH 

" The names of the Five Buddhas vary. Here, names are taken from those of  the Vajradhiitu Mal)9ala given i n  

the NSP. 

h The correspondence is based on the Mafijusrlmitra's commentary of the NS. See the translation of Davidson 

1 98 1 :  26. 

< For the correspondences among the five skandhas, the five jiianas, and the five Buddhas in  detail ,  see 

Govinda 1 959: I 08- 1 1 0. 
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Though these correspondences are not always consistent - and especially the 
connections among colours, elements, bljas and the five Buddhas are often variable -
the concept of kula may be thought to be the basis of these correspondences .  33 The 
five Buddhas are called Kula Buddhas because they represent five kulas34 - Tathiigata 
kula, Vajra kula, Ratna kula, Dharma kula and Karma kula - which are expressed 
through the symbols of the cakra (wheel) vajra ,  gem, lotus and four-pronged vajra . 
Here, the term kula needs due attention . Kula i s  generally translated as "family";  
however, we need to reconsider what is implied in the term kula . Tucci observes Pafica 
Kula Buddhas from the cosmogonical perspective. He states that Pafica Kula Buddhas 
signify, "in the meditation process, the four lines of evolution of things or of experience 
of indi scriminate primeval being".35 According to his  understanding, paiica kula are 
the categories of "the different emanations of the cosmos from the indiscriminate 
primeval conscience" .  36 As the term kula means l i terally "mult i tude" as well as 
"family", the cosmogonic implication of the term should not be overlooked, especially 
in unders tanding the visual component of the mat:ujala . The role of Paika Kula 
Buddhas should be found in their being the principle in the process of emanation and 
absorption at the level of microcosm as well as macrocosm. 

When we deal with the re lationship between the central B uddha and the four 
Kula Buddhas in mat:ujalas, we should more carefully examine the general conception 
that the four Buddhas are the emanations of the central Buddha: is it the central Buddha 
Vairocana who is conceived to cause the emanation of the four Buddhas and the other 
divinities at the cardinal directions of the mm:ujalas? If we refer to STTS in regard to 
the emergence of the four Buddhas, we can observe that Tathagata Vairocana is  not 

33 Lama Anagarika Govinda explains such corresponding systems in following words: "In the 
symbolism of meditative processes, however, the leading principle is not a theoretical point of 
view, but the practice and the experiences derived from it. For this reason each school of 
meditation and each particular sect has its own system, which is maintained by tradition and 
passed on from master to pupil .  Therefore in the distribution of Dhyani-Buddhas and their 
mantras among the psycho-physical Centres (cakras) of the body, there can be no single and 
fixed system. It depends on the meditator, which particular symbol he wants to place into the 
centre of his contemplation, and from this choice depends the position of all the other symbols 
of the mm:ujalas." (Anagarika Govinda 1 959: 1 80-8 1 )  

:14 STTS presents us with caturkula, having combined Ratna and Karma into one. 

35 Tucci 1 988 ( 1 935) :  7 1 .  

36 Ibid. : 42. 
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the primary source, but i s  rather the effic ient cause of the emanation of the four 
Buddhas. Let us ponder over some points extracted from the descriptions in  STTS: 

i )  Bodhisattva Sarvarthasiddhi attained Enlightenment when Sarvatathagata entered 
the sattvavajra of his heart. Having arrived at the moment of Enlightenment, he 
was consecrated to be Tathagata Vajradhatu (Vairocana) . As the "expression of 
the Enlightenment" of Vairocana, Sarvatathagata emerged again out of his heart. 37 

i i )  Sarvatathagata, emerging from the heart of Vairocana, consecrated him with three 
other kulas of Ratna, Dharma and Karma ,  before ri s ing to the summit of Mt.  
Meru . 

i i i )  When Sarvatathagata reached the summit of Mt .  Meru, i t  empowered and 
enthroned Tathagata Vajradhatu (Vairocana) in the centre . It empowered itself, 
and took its place at the four cardinal directions as the expression of the all­
pervasion of the B uddha nature . Thus, the core of V aj radhatu Mar:t<;lala I s  
establ ished. 38 

The first point tells us that Sarvatathagata is the essence of the Enlightenment. The 
second point says that Sarvatathagata is the prototype of the Kula Buddhas. The second 
and the third points together indicate that the four Buddhas are not only the emanations, 
but are also the agents of empowerment on the path to Enlightenment. We may formulate 
the relationship between the central deity and the four Kula Buddhas as follows :  

i )  Vairocana placed in the centre represents the subject of  the Enlightenment, the 
Tathagata kula . Especial ly ,  h i s  heart is the place to and from which the all­
pervasive Buddha nature converges and diverges .  

i i )  Four Kula Buddhas derive from the emanating nature of Sarvatathagata. 

i i i )  Four Kula  B uddhas represent Sarvatathagata who gives the empowerment for 
the Enlightenment .  S ymbol iz ing four kula s ,  they are dynamic agents that 
empower a Tantric practitioner in the process of absorption. 

From the above analysis ,  i t  i s  understood that it  was the nature of Enlightenment 
that resulted in the immediate emergence of Sarvatathagata from the heart of Vairocana. 
Here we are in the context where we should distinguish Mahavairocana from Vairocana 

37 Cf. STTS I, tr. Giebel 200 I :  23-24; cf. SITS, Snellgrove and Chandra 1 98 1 :  1 6. 

3s Cf. SITS, tr. Snellgrove 1 987 : 242; STTS I, tr. Giebel 200 1 :  25 ; SITS, ed. Chandra 1 987: 5 .  
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of Pai'ica Kula Buddhas . Mahavairocana or Sarvavid-Vairocana indicates the Ultimate 
Dharma, beyond the five kula emanations. When, NS (v. 59) refers to the five Buddhas, 
it certainly points toward the sixth Buddha that encompasses the nature of five Buddhas. 

A Buddha in his nature of five bodies, an overload by his nature of five types of gnosis 
(jiiiina), wearing a diadem whose nature is five Buddhas, having five eyes, he maintains 
dissociation (aswiga) . 39 

The above passage tells us that the five Buddhas are the bodily manifestations of a 
Buddha, i .e .  Adi Buddha (primeval Buddha). It suggests that it is incorrect to understand 
the central Buddha within the mm:ujalas of the Yoga Tantras to be the source of the 
four Buddha-manifestations .  Moreover, the passage signifies that the source of the 
fi ve B uddha-manifestat ions exi sts , yet i s  inconceivable ,  because of i ts  nature of 
"dissociation". The image we see at the centre of the Yajradhatu Mal).<;lala represents 
not only the Kula Buddha Vairocana but also Adi Buddha Mahavairocana, who i s  
akula (the Absolute beyond the concept of  kula) .  

I t  should be emphatically said that Enlightenment is  the source of  all emanations 
bearing the form of malJgala . When Mahavairocana is  said to be the source of 
emanations, it i s  the Adi Buddha Mahavairocana, the personification of the Ultimate, 
not the physical form of Vairocana in the centre that is  being addressed. The physical 
image at the cen tre of the malJgala , which i s  the devotional focus and the fi nal 
aspiration, has two levels of form: the manifestation of the Dharma, and the Dharma 
beyond. When the central divinity is seen as Yairocana of the Five Kula Buddhas, the 
centre does not alone represent the U ltimate. Even the image of Dharmadhatu­
Vagi:svara or Praj fiaparamita in  the centre of the nw!Jgala is merely the reflective 
image of the Ultimate, although such figures play a crucial role in the spiritual journey 
that starts from the visuals of malJgalas.  The central image of the Vajradhatu Mal).<;lala 
demonstrates that the visual image at the centre signifies the point where the physicality 
of the visible is experientially transcended, passing from Yairocana to Mahavairocana, 
and from Kula Buddha to Adi Buddha. 

39 NS (v. 59), tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  26. Mafijusrlmitra in the commentary on the text identifies the 
five bodies (pafica kiiya) as sviibhiivikakiiya, saf!1bhogakiiya, n irmar:wkiiya, dharmakiiya, 
and jfiiinakiiya. The fivefold gnosi s  (paiicajfiiina) means :  the very pure dharmadhiitu gnosis, 
the mirror- like gnosis, the gnosis of individual in spection, the gnosis of equality and the 
situationally-effective gnos i s .  The five Buddhas (pai1ca jina) are : Vairocana, Ak�obhya, 
Ratnasarpbhava, AmiUibha and Amoghasiddhi .  The five eyes (paiica cak�us) are the corporal 
eye, the heavenly eye, the eye of insight, the eye of the Dharma and the eye of the Buddha; cf. 
ibid., fns .  73-76. 
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2) Sixteen Bodhisattvas 

From the STTS, we have seen that the Kula Buddhas in  the Vaj radhatu Mal).9ala 
ultimately represent S arvatathagata. The text tel ls  us that the S ixteen Bodhisattvas 
are the sixteen sattvas of Sarvatathagata. Thus, first of all, we should clarify that the 
S ixteen Bodhi sattvas are not the emanation of Vairocana, despite the samiidhi of 
Vairocana being the space where these Bodhisattvas take form. 

The description in STTS shows a certain general paradigm in explaining how the 
S ixteen Bodhisattvas emerge. The reference that Vairocana ' s  samiidhi results in the 
emergence of the Sixteen Bodhisattvas, is important especially in regard to two aspects . 
First ,  i t  emphasizes the overwhelming processes of transformation impl ied in the 
physical forms of Bodhisattvas in the Mal).9ala. Second, i t  speaks of the relationship 
of the S ixteen Bodhisattvas to Vairocana, Sarvatathagata and the four Kula Buddhas. 
We can understand the paradigm of their emergence from the fol lowing description, 
using the brackets marked with English letters where different terms should be applied 
in correspondence to different Bodhi sattvas. Table 1 .2 shows the terms to be placed 
in the corresponding brackets for each Bodhi sattva.  

1 .  Vairocana entered samiidhi ,  called "(a)-Empowerment born of the samaya of 
Mahabodhisattva (b)" of Sarvatathagata. 

2. From the heart of Vairocana came forth the heart of Sarvatathagata, called the 
samaya of (c) of S arvatathagata. 

3 .  Mantra (d) came forth from the heart of Sarvatathagata and condensed into one.40 

4 .  Vajradhara (or Vajrapal).i )  became the multi tudes of (e) of Sarvatathagata. 

5 .  (e) entered the heart of Vairocana, and together they became one in the form of (f) .4 1  

6. From (f) ,  there appear the figures of the Tathagatas . They performed the various 
deeds of Sarvatathagata. 

7 .  The figures of the Tathagatas became one in the heart of Vairocana, producing 
the figure of Mahabodhisattva (b) .  

40 The description of the emergence of Akasagarbha makes clear the relation between the heart 
mantra of Sarvatathagata and the sudden appearance of Vajradhara. Cf. STTS, tr. Giebel 
200 1 :  33 .  

4 1  The stages 5 and 6 i n  the paradigm are sometimes omitted and one comes directly to the stage 
where the figure of Bodhisattva appears . 
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Table 1.2: Emergence of Sixteen Bodhisattvas in STTS, chap. I 

a. Kula b. Primary c. Aspect d. Mantra e. Visual 

Bodhisattva Transformation 

Sattva Samantabhadra Knowledge Vajrasattva Knowledge-
vajras 

2 Sattva Amogharaja Hook- Vajraraja Hooks 
Summoning 

3 Sattva Mara Enrapturement Vajraraga Flower -
Weapons 

4 Sattva Pramodyaraj a Great joy Vajrasadhu Applauses 

5 Ratna Akasagarbha Consecration Vajraratna Empty space 

6 Ratna Mahateja Light Vajrateja Solar discs 

7 Ratna Ratnaketu Wish fulfilment Vajraketu Multi-coloured 
banner 

8 Ratna Nityapritipra- Joy Vajrahasa Smiles 
muditendriya 

9 Dharma A valokitesvara Dharma Vajradharma Dharma realm 

10 Dharma Maiijusri Knowledge- V ajratik�Da Wisdom 
Wisdom swords 

1 1 Dharma Sahacittotpadita Wheel Vajrahetu Great 
dharmacakra- ma�J-cJalas 

pravartin 

12 Dharma Avaca Mindful- Vajrabha�a Dharma-
Recitation syllables 

13 Karma Sarvatathagata- Karma Vajrakarma Karma-realm 
visvakarman 

14  Karma Duryodhana- Protection Vajrarak�a Firm suits of 
virya armour 

15 Karma Sarvamiira- Expedient Vajrayak�a Tusk-weapons 
pramardin means 

16 Karma Sarvatathagata- B inding the Vajrasandhi B inds of all 
musti vajras of kaya, mudras 

vak and citta 
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Table 1.2: Contd. 

f Concentrated g. Location h. Symbol i. Vajra 

Forms Name 

Five-pronged In front Vajra Vajrapa�i 

vajra 

Right Hook Vajrakar�a 

Great arrow Left Arrow Vajradhanu 

Great joy Behind Tusti Vajrahar�a 

Adamantine In front Adamantine Vajragarbha 

gem mal)i 

Adamantine Right Adamantine Vajraprabha 

sun sun 

Adamantine Left Adamantine Vajraya��i 

banner banner 

Adamantine Behind Adamantine VajraprHi 

smile smile 

Lotus flower In front Adamantine Vajranetra 

lotus flower 

Adamantine Right Adamantine Vajrabuddhi 

sword sword 

Adamantine Left Adamantine Vajrama�9a 

wheel wheel 

Tongue Behind Adamantine Vajravaca 

mindful 

recitation 

Karrna-vajra In front Kanna-vajra Vajravisva 

Great Right Adamantine Vajramitra 

adamantine armour 

suit of annour 

Adamantine Left Adamantine Vajraca�9a 

tusk tusk-weapon 

Adamantine Behind Mudra Vajramu�!i 

bind 
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8. (b) settled in the heart of Vairocana and uttered his udiina ( inspired verse). 

9. The figure of (b) descended from the heart of Vairocana. He took up his place on 
the lunar disc (g) of Sarvatathagata and again requested instruction. 

1 0 . Vairocana again entered samiidhi,  called "samaya of (c) of Sarvatathagata". 

1 1 . Vairocana conferred upon (b) the samaya of (c) in the form of (h). 

1 2 . Sarvatathagata consecrated (b) with the vajra name and calling him ( i ) .  

1 3 .  ( i )  uttered his udiina .  

These Sixteen Bodhisattvas in the STTS are the sixteen Sattvas of  Sarvatathagata: 

1 .  Four of the Sattva kula are the Great Samaya Sattvas; the Great Bodhicitta , the 
Hook-Summoning ,  the Knowledge of Enrapturement and the Great Joy of 
S arvatathagata. 42 

2 .  Four of the Ratna kula are the Great Consecration Sattvas; the Great Consecration, 
the Halo of Light of One Fathom, the Great Benefit of Sentient Beings, and the 
Great Laughter of Sarvatathagata.43 

3 .  Four of the Dharma kula are the Great Knowledge Sattvas ; the Adamantine 
Knowledge of the Dharma-nature, the Knowledge-Wi sdom, the Great Wheel­
Turning Knowledge, and the Knowledge of viik of Sarvatathagata.44 

4. Four of the Karma kula are the Great Karma Sattvas; the Action of the Extended 
Rules for Offering, the Firm Armour of Great Energy, the Great Expedient Means, 
and the Knowledge of the B inding of All Mudriis of Sarvatathagata.-15 

The text clearly indicates that Vairocana's  samiidhi is the space where the heart­
mantra of Sarvatathagata arises, and that the mantra is turned toward the visible form 
of a Bodhisattva. We encounter here a central concept of Buddhist deities. Ultimately, 
the v isual form of a Bodhisattva has its support in mantra ,  and the mantra has its 
origin in the heart of Sarvatathagata. With the agent - i.e. Vajradhara (or Vajrapar:ti) -

42 SITS, tr. Gibel 200 1 : 32. 

43 SITS, tr. Giebel 200 1 :  38-39. 

44 Ibid. :  45 . 

45 Ibid . :  53 .  



Pl. 29 Central divinity, Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara MaQ<;fala, 
gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J .  Poncar 2001 (WHA V)) 



Pl. 30 Ak�obhya-Mamakl, Ratnasarpbhava-Locana and four U�l).l�as, Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara 
Mal).<;lala, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: J. Poncar 200 1 (WHAV)) 

Pl. 3 1  Amitabha-Pal).<;lara, Amoghasiddhi-Tara and four U �l).l�as, Dharmadhatu-V agi:Svara 
Mal).<;lala, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. (Photo: C. Luczanits 1 993 (WHA V)) 



P/. 32  Central divinity, Dharmadhatu-Vagi"Svara Maryc;lala, dukhang, Alchi. 
(Photo: J.  Poncar 2009) 



Pl. 33 Central divinity, maJJ4ala of Mafijusri, rear wall, third storey, sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHA V))  
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the heart mantra from Sarvatathagata undergoes various stages of transformations ,  
before it takes the distinct form of a Bodhisattva. For example, the mantra of Vajraratna, 
having come forth from the heart of Sarvatathagata, becomes Vajradhara, who became 
rays of l ight which fi l l  every empty space ;  when the entire realm of empty space 
entered the heart of Vairocana, it took the form of a gem. From this  gem, Tathagatas 
appeared. Having accomplished the siddhis (yogic attainment) of Sarvatathagata, they 
became one, thus producing the figure of the Mahabodhisattva Akasagarbha.46 

STTS tells us that Vairocana i s  the subject of samiidhi,  and that his heart is the 
ground where the vi sual transformations of Sarvatathagata take place. However, he is 
not the source of the manifestations of the Bodhisattvas. Having been invoked from 
the heart of Sarvatathagata, the S ixteen Bodhisattvas represent the sixteen aspects of 
Sarvatathagata. The number sixteen i s  charged with a cosmogonical significance in 
Indian spiritual traditions, being associated with the ideas of totality and "limitless 
plurality".47 As much as these Bodhisattvas take shape in the Mal)<;fala through this  
process, comparable to a cosmogonical evolution, the number sixteen in this  context 
relevantly s ignifies the total ity . Here, the total ity should be justifiably ascribed to 
Sarvatathagata. Sarvatathagata as the principle of form-manifestation and the ultimate 
source of the mm:u;lala deities wi l l  be examined further in Chapter III of the present 
volume.  

1.2.2 Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara MaJ.l�ala 

In the dukhang of Tabo, Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara Mal)<;fala occupies the entire northern 
part of the western wall, above two clay statues of Offering Goddesses and the entrance 
to the circumambulatory path (Pis . 29-3 1 ) .  In their l inear layout, each of seventeen 
deities are framed by a circular nimbus. The central divinity, Dharmadhatu-VagiSvara 
in the form of Mafijusrl, is seated in the vajraparyankiisana on the large pericarp of a 
colourful lotus (Pl. 29). No animal vehicle flanks his seat. He is four-headed and eight­
armed. The central hands make the gesture of dharmacakra mudrii . From top to bottom 
his right hands hold a sword, an arrow and a vajra , while his left hands hold a bow, a 
book and a bell (a reasonable conjecture, as the shapes are obscured by erosion) .48 

-16 STTS, tr. Giebel 200 1 :  33. 

47 Cf. Gonda 1 977: 1 20-26. Gonda introduces the various references to the number sixteen and 
presents its implication of "totality". He analyses the formation of such conception in terms of 
the perception of the lunar cycle. 

48 See also Klimburg-Salter 1 999: 300. 



74 I V OJCE OF THE Yom 

Thus, we get the following sets of objects held in the hands of Dharmadhatu-VagiSvara: 
dharmacakra mudra ,  sword-book, arrow-bow and vajra-bel l .  He wears a red­
coloured, bejewelled crown decorated with five seated Buddha figures painted in five 
different colours : blue, white, light green, red and light yellow, obviously indicating 
the five kulas .49 The eight figures right next to Dharmadhatu-VagiSvara holding wheels 
in their right hands are identified as the eight U�Q.I�as on the basis of NSP:50 Maho�Q.I�a 
(east), Sitatapatra ( south) ,  Tejorasi (west), Vij ayo�l).l�a (north) ,  ViklraQ.a (north-east) , 
Udgata (south-east) ,  Mahodgata ( south-west) and Ojas (north-west) .  Each figure i s  
seated on a l ion vehicle, turning toward Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara (Pls .  30-3 1 ) .  Next 
to the U�Q.I�as on both sides are four Kula Buddhas. The delineation of these figures is 
more or less same as that of Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara: they are four-headed and eight­
armed, seated in the vajraparya�ikasana on lotus pericarp s .  However, their facial 
expressions and body colours vary from Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara, and their animal 
symbols are painted under or both sides of their lotus seats. These four Kula Buddhas 
are identified on the basis of these animal vehicles and their colouration: blue-coloured 
Ak�obhya on elephants, orange-red-coloured Ratnasarpbhava on horses, red-coloured 
Amitabha on peacocks, and blue-coloured (conventionally,  dark green) Amoghasiddhi 
on garut;fas .  Next to these four Buddhas are placed their prajiia consorts . 5 1  Like the 

49 Cf. ibid . :  303-05 . Klimburg-Salter compares the visual representation of Dharmadhatu­
Vagisvara in Tabo with the descriptions of iconographic texts. This figure coincides with the 
description in NSP 2 1 ,  except in colour and in the fact that the attributes in the upper two left 
hands are reversed. The figure of Tabo i s  painted in reddish white as described in the 
Siidhanamiilii, whereas the NSP describes yellow for the divinity. 

5° Cf. Mallmann 1 975 :  386.  

51 The identification of the Prajiias placed in relation to Ak�obhya and Ratnasarrbhava is given 
in different ways according to the types of ma!J4alas .  In the description of the four female 
deities of the Dharmadhatu-VagiSvara Mal).<;lala in Tabo, Klimburg-Salter ( 1 999: 303) identifies 
them as follows:  the one next to Ak�obhya as Mamaki; Ratnasarrbhava-Locana; Amitabha­
Pal).<;lara and Amoghasiddhi-Tara. She introduces the location of the four Prajiias given in 
NSP: Mamaki in the south-east, Locana in the north-east, Pal).<;lara in the south-west and Tara 
in the north-west. In Snellgrove's introduction to SITS, we find a different order in placement. 
Ak�obhya-Locana, Ratnasambhava-Mamaki, Amitabha-Pal).<;lara and Amoghasiddhi-Tara. 
Snellgrove describes also a different set of Prajiias and their location whereas the location of 
the four Buddhas coincides with the above: Ak�obhya (E)-Locana (SE), Ratnasambhava (S)­
Mamaki (SW), Amitabha (W)-Pal).<;lara (NW), Amoghasiddhi (N)-Tara (NE). Cf. Snellgrove 
and Skorupski 1 977: 1 0. However, according to Vajravarman's  commentary on SDPT, in the 
basic ma!Jtfala of the Tantra, Mamaki is placed in the south-east; Locana in the south-west; 
Pal).<;lara in the north-west; and Tara in the north-east. 
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four Buddhas, they are four-headed and eight-armed, seated in the lotus pericarp, but 
without any animal symbols. Their bodily colours do not concord to the iconographic 
convention. The figure of Mamakl next to Ak�obhya is light red .  The figure of Locana 
beside Ratnasaf!Ibhava is white .  The figure next to Amitabha, Pal).<;iara, is also l ight 
red .  The figure next to Amoghasiddhi is Tara in blue. 

In Ale hi, the Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara Mal).<;iala is  painted next to the Vajradhatu 
Mal).<;iala (Pl. 5) .  The centre of the large circular layout of the maf}gala is shown as a 
pericarp of a fully-bloomed lotus, which accommodates the presiding deity of maf}gala, 
Dharmadhatu-V aglsvara (Pl .  32 ) .  Like in the Mal).<;iala of Tabo , Dharmadhatu­
Vagi"Svara is  shown in white, four-headed and eight-armed. However, observation 
shows that some iconographic detai ls of these two examples differ l ightly from each 
other. In the Mal).<;iala of Alchi , he is seated on his lion vehicle, and the colours of the 
three other faces are yellow to his proper right, blue to his proper left ,  and reddish­
orange above. The attributes of eight hands are more or less same as the example of 
Tabo, except the presence of a book and an arrow in his upper right hands. There are 
eight U �l).l�as placed around Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara on eight lotus petals .  

To the east of the central chamber of  Dharmadhatu-V aglsvara we see  a blue­
coloured Ak�obhya; to the south, yellow-coloured Ratnasaf!Ibhava; to the west, red­
coloured Amitabha; and to the north, dark green-coloured Amoghasiddhi .  These four 
Kula Buddhas are four-headed and eight-armed . They are seated on their animal 
vehicles: elephants, horses, peacocks and garugas respectively. Each of them has four 
faces, of blue, white, red and yellow, and dark green, while the colour of the main face 
is same as that of the body. Ak�obhya 's  hand attributes are the pairs of vajra-bell ,  
arrow-bow, makara-headed staff-string and sword-mudrii . The obj ects in 
Ratnasaf!Ibhava 's  hands are sword-bel l ,  arrow-bow, makara-headed staff-mudrii and 
vajra-fist. Amitabha holds sword-lotus, arrow-bow, makara-headed staff-mudrii and 
vajra-bell .  The hand-held objects of Amoghasiddhi are difficult to define because of 
the deterioration of the figure, apart from an arrow and makara-headed staff in two of 
the right hands . Like in the case of Vajradhatu Mal).<;iala, four Bodhisattvas are affiliated 
to each of the four Buddhas ; these S ixteen Bodhisattvas are one-headed and two­
armed. Around Ak�obhya are B odhi sattvas in  white, yel low, red and dark green .  
Around Ratnasaf!Ibhava are Bodhisattvas in yel low,  red ,  white and blue .  Around 
Amitabha are two Bodhisattvas in red and two in yellow. Around Amoghasiddhi are 
a Bodhisattva in white,  another in yellow and two others in dark green. The objects 
held in the hands of these Bodhisattvas accord more or less with the symbols of the 
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Sixteen Bodhisattvas referred to in STTS: vajra, ankusa , a bow and an arrow, a gem, 
the solar disk, a wheel, a sword, a book, and the like. On the intermediate quarters are 
four PrajiHi Goddesses with features similar to the main deity and the Four Buddhas ; 
four-headed and eight-armed . The inner square region i s  guarded by four Door 
Guardians at the four directions :  Vajrailkusa, Vajrapasa, Vajrasphota and Vajravesa. 
Fifty- two feminine divinities surround these main deities of the Marygala. Based on a 
reading of Vajriivall,52 these feminine dei t ies can be identified as twelve Bhiimis in 
the east, twelve Paramitas in the south, twelve Vasitas in the west and twelve Dharil).IS 
in the north. At the intermediate corners are four Offering Goddesses :  Lasya, Mala, 
Glta and Nrtya.  They are placed within a square "palace" that is itself guarded by 
additional, feminine door guardians . At the four quarters and four intermediate quarters 
of the outermost square band are the Eight Krodhas . They are of ferocious expression, 
with four heads and eight arms.  These figures bear the appropriate colours according 
to their directions . Each of these Krodhas is flanked by two feminine divinities, for a 
total of eight :  Pu�pa, Vajrariipa, Dhiipa, Vajrasabda, Dipa, Vajrer�ya, Gandha and 
Vajrasparsa. "The Sixteen Bodhi sattvas of the Good Age"53 fi nd their place on the 
outermost square band. All these divine figures are enc ircled by red nimbus, except 
the square band of fifty-two feminine deities .  These red circles contrast with their 
blue background,  producing a strong vi sual effect .  The outermost c ircular ri m is 
occupied by rows of figures ;  yogis and Hindu deities such as Siva, Parvatl, Karttikeya 
and Gal).eSa are noticeable .  As is the case with the Vaj radhatu Mal).gala ,  the 
Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara Mal).gala of Alchi  is composed of an exten sive range of 
divinities, whereas that of Tabo displays only the major deities of the Marygala. 

The Niirnasaf!Zglti (NS) may be used as the conceptual source of the Dharmadhatu­
Vagi:Svara Marygala. It is said that Mafijusrlklrti wrote (presumably in the early tenth century 
CE) the enormous commentary on NS, called the Niima!Wf!Zg"iti Tippa�Ii . Mafijusr1k1rti ' s  
commentary represents the exegesis of the text based on the Yoga Tantra system, and the 
new ritual structure delineated therein is called the Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara Mal).<._iala.54 In 
the Dharmadhatu-Vaglsvara Mal).gala, the presiding deity, Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara, is 
Mafijusri in his Mafijugho�a aspect. According to Mallmann55 the name Dharmadhatu-

52 Cf. Chandra and Vira 1 999: 68-70. 

53 Identification following Snellgrove, in Snellgrove and Skorupski 1 977: 39. 

54 See Davidson, in his introduction to the translation of NS (Davidson 1 98 1 : 1 2) .  See also 
Chandra 1 993 :  384 .  

5 5  Mallmann 1964: 20. 
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Vaglsvara-Maiijusri is reserved for the aspect of Maiijusri (Maiijugho�a) with four faces 
and eight arms, with the main hands forming the dharmacakra mudrii.56 Maiijusrl in the 
Mat:�c)ala is not merely the Bodhisattva of intel ligence, but is also the spokesman of the 
Dharma; furthermore, he himself embodies Dharma. The description of the deity given in 
NS as holding a book of prajiiiipiiramitii,  a sword, a bow and an arrow tells that 
Mahavairocana is embodied in the image of Maiijusri. 57 NSP 2 1 ,  while describing the 
iconography of the Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara Mat:�c)ala, mentions that Maiijugho�a is of 
the nature of Mahavairocana (bhagavan mahiivairocanatmii maiijugho�a) . 5 8  

The practice of adoring Maiijusri, which may have catalysed the development of 
this grandiose mw:u;lala, must have been based on his aspect as Mahavairocana .  And 
the prominent placement of Maiijusri - especially as demonstrated in the entire arti stic 
schemes of Alchi - may be justifiably understood via his aspect as the spokesman or 
embodiment of Dharma. The placement of Maiijusri in the centre of the Mat:�c)ala 
confirms that he has been adored as the highest divinity Mahavairocana, who i s  the 
main focus of Yoga Tantras . 

In one of the three mm:u;lalas painted in the third storey of the sumtseg of Alchi , the 
main divin ity i s  the four-headed and eight-armed Maiijusri ,  seated in the 
vajraparyafzkiisana posi t ion ,  upon the l ion throne (Pis .  6, 3 3 ) .  However,  in this  
ma1J4ala i t  i s  questionable whether or not he represents Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara, 
because he holds four pairs of books and swords in his eight arms, and all his faces are 
white. Usually, the Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara form of Maiijusrl holds the pairs of book 
and sword, bow and arrow, bell and vajra, and his main hands are in the dharmacakra 
mudrii ;  also, his other faces show three primary colours : yellow, red and blue. In thi s  
ma!Jcfala of Maiijusri, the eight U�l)i�as are absent. Instead, the four Buddhas and four 
Prajiia Goddesses are adjacent to Maiijusrl. Although the ma!Jcfala of Maiijusri in the 
third storey of the sumtseg is differenti ated from Dharmadhatu-V agisvara Mat:�c)ala, 
the observation of the Mat:�c)ala in relation to the two other maiJcfalas of Mahavairocana 
and Prajiiaparamita beside it informs us of the eminence of Maiijusri (Pls . 7-8) .  The 
maiJcfala scheme of the third storey of the sumtseg has been deri ved from the 

56 The name of Dharmadhatu-Vagi:Svara is  found in SM 6 1 .  According to Bhattacharyya's study 
(Bhattacharyya, 1 968: 1 03-04) on Buddhist iconography based on SM, Dharmadhatu-Vagi:Svara 
is a form of Mafijusrl, and he is classified as the emanation of Amitabha. 

57 NS 1 50, tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  37. 

sx NSP 2 1 ,  ed. Bhattacharrya 1 972: 65 .  
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Table 1.3: Iconographic Scheme of Three Mal}.,alas in the Third Storey of the Sumtseg 

Layers Ma1Jcfala of Maftjusrl Mat}cjala of Mahavairocana Mal}cjala of Prajftaparamita 

1 st M aiijusrl Mahavairocana Prajiiaparamita 

2"d Four Buddhas and Pra j iiaparam ita Four Prajfiaparamitas and four 

four Prajfias B uddhas in the nirmli1Jak£1ya form 
3'd Sixteen B odhisattvas Four B uddhas and four Eight B uddhas in the nirma�wkii_va 

Bodhisattvas (or four Prajfias) form and four Bodhisattvas 
4'h Sixteen B odhisattvas Sixteen Bodhisattvas Sixteen B uddhas in the nirma�wkaya 

form 

correlating concepts of the three central divinities of Mahavairocana, Prajfiaparamita 
and Mafij usrL These three mal}galas are based on s imi lar geometric structures ,  
consist ing of large concentric c i rc les  in the inner chamber. ( l l lus .  1 .4 i - i i i )  The 
iconographic settings within the structure clearly demonstrate the relationship among 
these three mal}galas .  Table 1 . 3 di splays the comparison of these three mal}galas in 
terms of the iconographic settings. Here the divinities allocated to a layer of the mal}gala 
correspond to those placed at the same layer of the other two mal}galas. The hierarchical 
arrangement shown in these mal}galas verifies the affinity of the iconographic schemes 
of these mal}galas, which especially pronounces the status of Mafijusri to be equivalent 
to that of Goddess Prajfiaparamita and of Mahavairocana .  

1.3 Colour 

When one sees for the first time a Buddhist mal}gala, it may well be its colour that is 
its first striking quality. For example, in the Vajradhatu Ma�<;Iala, found in the dukhang 
of Alchi ,  the contrast and interplay of the primary colours are remarkable (Pl. I) .  
Here, on a blue background, we find anthropomorphic deities ,  row by row,  painted 
onto red circles .  Painted in white, Mahavairocana is  flanked by four female figures, 
one blue (eastern) ,  the others yellow (southern) ,  red (western) and green (northern) ,  
and the four Buddhas are in their usual colours : Ak�obhya in blue, Ratnasarpbhava in 
yellow, Amitabha in red and Amoghasiddhi in dark green. Ak�obhya is  surrounded 
by four Bodhisattvas of blue (E), yellow (S) ,  green (W) and red (N);  Ratnasarpbhava 
by four Bodhisattvas of yellow (E), red (S) ,  white (W) and blue (N); Amitabha by four 
Bodhisattvas of l ight red (E), blue (S) ,  yellow (W) and red (N) ; and Amoghasiddhi by 
four Bodhisattvas of green (E), yellow (S) ,  yellow (W) and dark green (N). The colour 
of each of the four Prajfia Goddesses is the same as that of their corresponding Buddhas, 
and four small female figures around each goddess are painted in the same colours as 
their respective goddesses .  
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By their colour can one identify the five Buddhas ; however, any fixed colour scheme 
for the Sixteen Bodhisattvas often seems obscure, as is seen in the Vajradhatu Mal).<;fala 
of Alchi. Even in the Vajradhatu Mal).<;fala of Tabo, it is hard to recognize any fixed 
scheme in the colours of S ixteen Bodhisattvas .  And, to compare the colours of the 
corresponding S ixteen Bodhisattvas in these two Mal).<;falas yields l i ttle fru it .  One 
discernible rule in Alchi is that the colour of the four Bodhisattvas placed to the east 
of each kula B uddha coincides with that of their respective Kula B uddhas ,  which 
seems to tell  us that these are the representative Bodhisattvas of the four kulas ,  and 
that their colour reflects their kula association. The relation of colour to directional 
position is noticeable in case of door guardians ,  who are conventionally coloured 
blue, yellow, red and bluish green for the directions of east, south, west and north 
respectively.  In particular, the matJ4alas in the sumtseg of Alchi displays the use of 
colours charged with symbolic implications . We observe that the mm:u;lalas in the 
second storey of the sumtseg or in the dukhang are painted wi th five colours .  
Remarkably, in the matJt;ialas of  the third storey of  the sumtseg, only white, red and 
blue are seen (Pis. 6-8) .  The central images are painted white, and the deities of the 
east and the west have their conventional colours of blue and red, respectively .  
However, those of the south and the north are not  painted with their conventional 
colours of yellow and green ,  but rather in white, as in the centre . Keeping in  mind 
another distinctive feature of these three matJt;ialas of the third storey in the sumtseg -
that their geometric matJt;iala fields consist of only a set of four gates, as distinct from 
other matJt;iala examples - their colour scheme should also be considered in relation 
to the inner progress in both the ritual and the meditation. 

Let us now look at the general symbolic use of colours in Mahayana Buddhism. In 
Buddhism, colours are part of the vijiiapti� (mind formulation), as are all other objects 
or qualit ies within our range of perception,  in that they are derived from our 
consciousness .  Vasubandhu explains as fol lows : 

There is a representation of consciousness (vijiiapti�) which appears in the form of colour 
(rupa-pratibhiisa) .  It develops from its own seed (svablja) ,  which was there in the 
unconscious, namely iilaya-vijiiiina. Then at the proper times it externalizes itself in the 
form of colour. 59 

The above verses describe the general Mahayana position in regard to colour. It denotes 
that colours are perceived in association with state of consciousness .  In the dualistic 

59 Vrtti on Vif!z.Satikii 9, tr. Kochumutom 1 989: 1 7 1 -72. 
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worldview, colours stand for the phenomenal world (saf!1siira) ,  whereas the absence 
of colour represents n irviil}a or sunya . In h i s  commentary on MVT, Buddhaguhya 
speaks of the sensual nature of colour and mal}t;iala :  

The intrinsic nature of colour is to cause attachment. The interest of beings is aroused by 
the appearance of the colours and attributes of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas and the 
drawing of the Mandala.60 

Having seen the sensual nature of colours that causes "attachment", how can one 
understand how the cause of attachment can be used in a sacred c i rcle designed to 
lead one towards Enlightenment? MVT explains the basis of colour use in mal}c)alas .  

Although beings are attached to the realms by them, the Buddhas have preciously taught 
that they have the taste of dharmadhiitu, therefore they are called "colours".6 1 

In conformity with our actual experience, this verse states that colours ' intrinsic nature 
of leading one towards delight and involvement62 is advantageous for drawing one ' s  
attention . I f  their sensual aspects do not imprison the practitioner, they turn one ' s  
attention to an optimal centre of concentration. Here lies the specificity of the tantric 
soteriology, in that the apparent duali sm i s  undermined by the transformation of the 
apparently negative pole . The colours of mal}c)alas are the instruments to engage one 
i nto the state of samiidhi .  Thus ,  it is said that the ir  colours have "the taste of 
dharmadhiitu" ;  Buddhaguhya wri tes that thi s is because these colours are "of one 
taste" .63  We learn in the text that colours used in mal}t;ialas are fundamental ly the 
aspects of this Dharmadhiitu, and especially in Buddhist mal}t;ialas, the primary colours 
are used intentionally with due consideration of their symbolic meanings. When their 
nature of delight and joy give way to the inner vision, colours let us taste the deeper 
flavour of Dharmadhiitu .  

Colours used in  the mal}t;iala are seen a s  aspects o f  Dharmadhiitu, first of al l ,  
because they undergo the ritual of transformation . They are explicitly endowed with 
symbolic connotations by means of the visualization and empowerment of the syllables. 

60 MVT 1.69, comm. ,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 23 .  

61 MVT 11.69, tr. Hodge 2003: 1 22. Hodge assumes that original word for colour could be riiga 
or rmiga, because they both have colour and attachment among their various meanings (cf. 
Hodge 2003: 548, n. 30). 

62 Cf. MVT 11.69, comm.,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 23 .  

6J Cf. ibid. 



TANGIBLE FORMS AND SYMBOLIC MEANINGS OF B UDDHIST MA�QALAS I 8 1  

How colours are empowered and transformed to reflect Dharmadhiitu i s  described in 
chapter X of MVT, where the viik mm:ujala i s  explained .64 The ritual process can be 
summarized as fol lows :  having prepared the mmpjala ground,  the master first  
transforms himself into Vairocana. Then, he imagines the colour p igments to be the 
vast Dharmadhiitu, which is Siinya.65 One by one, all five colours are transformed. 
For example, the white colour is transformed first. The master imagines that the white 
pigment i s  the pure Dharmadhiitu that purifies the realms of beings ,  and i s  i tself 
Tathagatas . Then, the syllable ra with a flaming aura i s  imagined and superimposed 
onto it .  In this manner, red, yellow, green and black colours are in turn transformed. 
Buddhaguhya specifies in the commentary that the colours are transformed by the 
Buddha, who is generated by his bija mantra . 66 This ritual of colour transformation 
that precedes the making of a mm:ujala is based on the correspondence between the 
bija mantras  and colours ; furthermore, the association of colours with b"ija mantras  
lays the foundation for the other symbolic implications of  colours in maf}t;ialas .  

Not only do  colours attain symbolic significance in  their relation to mantras ,  but 
the meanings of mantras  themselves are also strengthened due to their corre lation 
with colours . In the section of MVT that describes the colours, shapes and size of the 
deities of citta maf}tjala, it is read: 

The mantras uttered by the Tathagatas, likewise those uttered by the perfect Buddhas, 
should be known as white and yellow. That of Vajrapal).i is multi-coloured. The mantra of 
Lokesvara is white due to his type of action.67 

Buddhaguhya ' s  commentary connects the colour white with the dharmadhiitu nature 
of all phenomena, and yellow with enrichment and beneficence. The description of 
Vajrapal).i ' s  multi-colour i s  due to his nature as the "Awareness of Accomplishment" 
of those activities that benefit l iv ing beings ;  thus, h is  mantra is of every colour.68 
These references urge one to see the interrelation between colours and mantras .  

MVT elaborates the symbolic connotations of  colours in  relation to  Dharmadhiitu . 

64 Cf. MVT X. l 7 , tr. Hodge 2003: 225-26. 

65 Buddhaguhya equates dharmadhiitu to sunya, especially in this context ( cf. MVT 1 . 1 7, comm., 
tr. Hodge 2003 : 226). 

66 Cf. MVT X. l 7  comm., tr. Hodge 2003 : 226. 

67 MVT XIII .35 ,  tr. Hodge 2003: 273-74. 

68 Cf. MVT XIII .35 ,  comm.,  tr. Hodge 2003: 274. 
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The five primary colours referred to in the MVT are white ,  red, yellow, green and 
black, different from the five colours in the mmpjalas of Tabo and Alchi. One also 
observes that the correspondence between the symbolic categories and the colours is 
not always consistent .  Nevertheless ,  the discourse on colour given in thi s  Tantra 
exposes the fact that colours in mm:ujalas are employed not from any criterion of 
creating sensual beauty, but rather are consciously used in their symbolic context to 
represent multiple layers of reality . In chapter II of MVT Buddhaguhya explains that a 
five-coloured cord, used in  laying out a ma1J4ala, along with five colour pigments, 
should be i magined to be the fivefold Awareness  Uiiana) of perfect 
Enlightenment. 69 The Tantra states that colour should be applied from the inside 
towards the outside, in the order of white, red, yellow, green and black. 70 According to 
the commentary , the sequence of colour application i s  determined by the intrinsic 
nature of each colour, and their symbolic correspondence to a fixed stage of spiritual 
development. White should be applied first because its intrinsic nature is Dharmadhatu . 
Next, red i s  applied, for the intrinsic nature of the red i s  involvement with beings by 
v irtue of the karu1Jii (compassion) which benefits beings through expedient means .  
Then, compassion ought to  be  encouraged. Therefore yellow i s  applied, the attribute 
of enrichment. Then, one becomes capable of carrying out everything, and so green 
must come next. 7 1  Having been able to carry out all activities, one applies black which 
represents the subdual of evildoers; furthermore, the inner regions are black, because 
what is within i s  secret.72 

fB Cf. MVT 11. 1 9  comm. and X. 1 7  comm. ,  tr. Hodge 2003: 1 03, 227. 

70 MVT 11.69, tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 22-23. 

71 Hodge gives an insightful understanding of green in its doctrinal connotation of "action": 
"Green symbolizes the capacity to perform various different actions because it is not a primary 
colour but can be produced by the mixture of several other colours, thus combining the 
functions those colours symbolize" (Hodge 2003 : 548, n. 3 1  ) .  

72 Cf. MVT Il.69 comm. and X. 1 7  comm., tr. Hodge 2003: 1 23,  227. 



II . 

Multiple Layers of Form Implied in the 

Discourses on Mandalas 

11.1 Mai}<Jalas in Association with the Notion of Trikaya and Triguhya 

AMONG the several inscriptions that remain in the sumtseg in Alchi , 1 those towards the 
left of the feet of the colossal Maitreya are significant in that the purpose of the building 
is expressed; when one remembers the sumtseg to be both three-storeyed stiipa and 
mat:ujala, these inscriptions are important for understanding the meaning of the 
matJtj.ala. After lamenting the impermanence of life and urging the practice of religion, 
they speak further: 

Tshul-khrimsod (the founder), in order to demonstrate that possessions are non-substantial 
and to inculcate the essentiality of universal relativity, has set up these three receptacles of 
Body, Speech and Mind. In order to remove bodily impurities and to obtain a ' human' 
Buddha-Body (nirmii!Jakiiya), he has set up Mafijusrl as a 'Buddha-Body ' image. In order 
to remove vocal impurities and obtain a 'glorious' Buddha-Body (saf!lbhogakiiya),  he has 
set up Avalokitesvara as a 'Buddha-Speech' image. In order to remove mental impurities 
and to obtain an 'absolute' Buddha-Body (dharmakiiya), he has set up Maitreya as 'Buddha­
Mind' image.2 

The inscription tel l s  that the construction was motivated to demonstrate the "non­
substantiality of possessions and the essentiality of universal relativity", which is none 
other than the description of the Buddhist ideal of Sunya. The ideal of Sunya was the 
dominant doctrinal principle of this construction, which most likely influenced the 
whole artistic programme of the sumtseg . Another doctrinal concept glimpsed through 

1 Various inscriptions reveal that the temple was set up more or less as it i s  now arranged and 
some repair work was carried out in the sixteenth century, but re-decorators repainted the 
temple as it was originally (cf. Snellgrove and Skorupski 1 977 : 48) .  

2 Quoted from Snellgrove and Skorupski 1 977 : 48. Its original Tibetan inscription is also given; 
ibid . :  48 n. 33. 
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these inscriptions is  triguhya of kiiya-vak-citta . The three-storeyed structure is meant 
to be the receptacle of kiiya, viik and citta . The three colossal statues of Bodhisattvas, 
installed in the first storey, signify the purification of kay a, viik and citta ,  which is  
prel iminary to the realization of trikiiyas - nirmiif}akiiya, saf!lbhogakiiya and 
dharmakiiya . 

One must remember that maf}gala paintings, used in the sumtseg in particular and 
in monastic complexes in general, are to be understood through their philosophical 
association with Sunya and other Buddhist principles, such as triguhya and trikiiya. 
These notions are cruc ial in establishing the non-dualistic relationship between the 
Buddha and the individual self. The three levels of nirmiif}akiiya,  saf!lbhogakiiya and 
dharmakiiya tel l · how the Buddha Dharma i s  revealed to every sentient being.  
Furthermore , trikiiya i s  frequently explained through an analogy to another set  of 
kiiya-viik-citta . As observed i n  the above inscriptions from the sumtseg, the three 
B odhisattva statues correspond to the set of kiiya-viik-citta as wel l  as that of 
nirmiif}akiiya-saf!lbhogakiiya-dharmakiiya . The fourteenth-century rGyal-rabs gsal­
ba 'i me-long speaks of the three-storeyed structure in bSamyas in connection with 
those three manifestations of Buddha. According to the description, Sakyamuni and 
his retinue were represented on the ground floor, Vairocana and his retinue appeared 
on the middle floor, and the upper third floor was dedicated to Sarvavid Vairocana.3 
In other words, the three storeys of bSamyas express a complete set of nirmiif}akiiya­
saf!lbhogakiiya-dharmakiiya in their iconographic schemes .  If we apply this  concept 
to the three s toreys of the sumtseg, we find an analogy :  the first  floor denotes 
nirmiif}akiiya, and therefore themes such as the life of Sakyamuni, pilgrimage and the 
spiritual practices of the yogis find their place on the dhotis of the three colossal 
Bodhisattvas found there (Pls. 34-36) ; the second storey, its walls completely covered 
by maf}gala paintings ,  might represent saf!lbhogakiiya ; and the third floor, with the 
three malJtfalas of Mafijusri, Mahavairocana and Praj fiaparamita, would thus have 
been conceived as dharmakiiya . Consequently, one may be reminded of the tripartite 
scheme seen in the assembly hall of the dukhang in Tabo. 

Textual sources reveal that maf}galas are related to these crucial concepts of tantric 
practice ; however, textual references are not always consistent in regard to the 
corresponding systems between the symbolic concepts and maf}galas .  In 
Vaj ravarman ' s  commentary on SDPT, trikiiya denotes jiiiinakiiya (wi sdom body) , 

3 Cf. rGyal-rabs gsal-ba 'i me-long, ed. Sorensen 1 994: 378-79; quoted in Klimburg-Salter 
1 997 : 1 05 .  



Pl. 34 Maitreya's dhoti with the narratives of Sakyamuni ' s  life and 
some folk scenes, sumtseg, Alchi. (Photo: J .  Poncar 1 98 1  (WHA V)) 



Pl. 35  Avalokitesvara 's  dhoti with various scenes of temples, sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: J .  Poncar (WHAV)) 



PL. 36 Mafijusri' s  dhoti with the theme of siddhas '  yogic practices, sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1 99 1  (WHA V)) 
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samayakiiya (symbolic body) and karmakiiya (action body) .  They are respectively 
related to Vairocana, Sakyamuni and Vaj rapal) i ,  who ari se from dharmadhiitu,  
bodhicitta and pratitya-samutpiida (twelve links of dependent origination) . 4  Another 
variation of the set of three is  found in another commentary of SDPT, known as sNan 
ba�i  rgyan, 5 where different mm:ujalas of the Tantra are associated with three kulas ,  
three mudriis,  triguhya and trikiiya .6 

STTS presents four d iv is ions of mm:ujala s :  mahiimal}c;lala, samayamal}c;lala, 
dharmamal}c;lala and karmamal}c;lala . In his commentary on STTS, Buddhaguhya speaks 
of the deities of the four mal}c;lalas ,  claiming them to have taken shape respectively 
from kiiya , citta, viik and karma of Sarvatathagata.7 In Tattviiloka, another commentary 
on that Tantra by Anandagarbha, the set of four (kiiya, citta, viik and karma)  i s  
associated wi th four mudriis and  five  B uddha fami l ies : kiiya-mahiimudrii with 
Vairocana, cit-samayamudrii with Ak�obhya, viik-dharmamudrii with Amitabha and 
karma-karmamudrii with Ratnasambhava or Amoghasiddhi .  Here, the four mudriis 
correspond to the four mal}c;lalas .  8 In the commentary of NS, Maiijusrimitra identifies 
mahiimudrii with saf'!lbhogakiiya (devatiikiiya ) ,  samayamudrii with dharmakiiya , 
dharmamudrii with viik and karmamudrii with nirmiil}akiiya . However Surativaj ra ' s  
commentary gives a different arrangement :  mahiimudrii with dharmakiiya, 

4 Cf. Wayman and Tajima 1 992: 55 .  

5 SarvadurgatiparisodhanatejoriijakalpiilokiilaY(lkiiraniima translated by Suvidyakaravarman 
and dBaii. phyug rgyal mtshan T.T., vol. 76, no. 3454: 202- 1 -3 to 235-3-8. 

6 See SDPT, tr .  Skorupski 1 983 :  xxvii-xxvii i .  

7 "In the case of the mahii-mw:ujalas, because the array of deities is  an arrangement in the 
rupa-kiiya (Body of Form) ,  one understands them (the mahii-mw:ujala) as comprising the 
magical manifestation of shapes (vikurvii�Ja) from the treasury of inexhaustible Body . . . .  The 
samaya-ma�Jt}.ala is characterized by an arrangement of thunderbolt (vajra), iron hook (afzkusa), 
arrow (sara) and so on, which are symbolizing agents for the way in which emancipation is 
comprehended; hence, comprises the magical manifestation of shapes from the arranged treasury 
of inexhaustible Mind. . . . The dharma-cakra arranges and disposes the deities who stand for 
the practice which i s  the means of teaching how the Doctrine (dharma) i s  comprehended; 
hence, is the blessing (adhi�fhiina) for the magical manifestation of shapes from the arranged 
treasury of inexhaustible Speech of all the Tathagatas . . . .  Accordingly, in the case of the 
karma-ma�Jtj.ala, it arrays the deities who are the offering and other rites ;  hence one should 
understand it as displaying in concise form the practice of all Tathagatas for the aim of sentient 
beings ." (Mkhas-grub-rje 's  Rgyud sde spyi�i rnam par giag pa rgyas par brjod, tr. Lessing 
and Wayman 1 998 ( 1 968) :  224, n. 20.) 

8 Quoted in Mkhas-grub-rje's Rgyud sde spyi�i rnam par giag pa rgyas par brjod, tr. Lessing 
and Wayman 1 998 ( 1 968) :  225. 
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Table 2.1 :  MaQfJ,alas in Association with Symbolic Concepts in Buddhism 

a. Vajravarman's commentary on SDPT 

Jfiiinakiiya Vairocana Dharmadhiitu 

Samayakiiya Sakyamuni Bodhicitta 

Karmakiiya Vajrapal).i Pratitya-samutpiida 

b. Commentary on the SDPT called sNail bal}i rgyan 

Basic mm:u;lala 

U�l).I�a mmp;lala 

Mal}cjala of worldly 
gods, e.g. Amitayus 

Tathiigata Kula Mahiimudrii 

Padma Kula 

Vajra Kula 

Dharmamudrii 

Samayamudrii 

c. Commentary on STTS by Buddhaguhya 

M ahiimal}cjala 

Samayamal}cjala 

Dharmamal}cjala 

Karmamal}cjala 

Kiiya 

Citta 

Viik 

Karma 

d. Commentary on STTS by Anandagarbha (Tattvaloka) 

Kiiya 

Citta 

Viik 

Vairocana 

Ak�obhya 

Amitabha 

Kiiya 

Viik 

Citta 
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samayamudrii with salflbhogakiiya, dharmamudrii with jfiiinaviik and karmamudrii 
with nirmii1Jakiiya .9 These differing accounts render us  a glimpse of the scholastic 
symbol ism of these mm:u;lalas in association wi th the kiiyas, the mudriis, and the 
triguhyas .  Although the correspondences between ma1J4alas and the symbolic concepts 
of Buddhism are not always consistent, 10 from the above account we can understand 
that multiple layers of manifestations have been conceived to be associated with these 
mandalas .  (Table 2 . 1 )  

11.2 Multiple Layers of Form in Mal}4alas 

11.2. 1 Three levels of MaJ}.cJalas : Svabhava, Samadhi and Pratibimba 

The words of B uddhaguhya presuppose different  levels of form between the 
perceptible forms of ma1J4ala s and their u l timate meaning of Sunya . S ince 
B uddhaguhya was the prime commentator of the important Yoga Tantras ,  his 
exposit ions provide us  wi th a reliable bas is  for understanding the metaphysical 
dimensions of ma1J4alas .  

In h i s  commentary to  SDPT, Buddhaguhya c learly specifies the relation between 
a ma1J4ala in meditation and one physically delineated. He starts his exegesis on "the 
concise meaning of ma1J4ala" 1 1 with the following verse : 

Now I shall teach about the reflected image of the conceptual basic mm:ujala. 1 2 

It is remarkable to read the term ' the reflected image of the conceptual basic ma1J4ala ' 
because it s ignifies that there is  an original image which is  reflected. In other words, 
the original ma1J4ala is  conceptual and the tangible, externally drawn ma1J4ala is  a 
reflected image (pratibimba) of the original ma1J4ala (bimba) .  Therefore, this verse 
clearly directs the reader towards a metaphysical dimension. On a following verse of 
SDPT "One should draw the outer ma1J4ala", he gives a detailed commentary : 

9 NS, tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  38,  n. 1 27 .  

1° Cf. Snellgrove 1 987: 250-5 1 .  In  dealing with the tantric set of  four Buddha-bodies in allocation 
to the four cakras in one ' s  body, Snellgrove mentions :  "The allocation is so arbitrary and 
displays so many variations that this can scarcely be the case" (ibid . :  25 1 ). His comment on 
the tantric equation of four demonstrates how cryptic the allocation is .  

1 1  The complete section of Buddhaguhya ' s  "the concise meaning of ma!Jcjala" and verses of 
SDPT whose commentary it is meant for is translated by Alex Wayman ( 1 990 ( 1 973):  92-97). 

12 Ibid. : 93. 
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Cognition manifests . One must visualize the samiidhi-mm:ujala. The outer ma!Jcjala i s  a 
reflected image of that, and since that i s  the required basis ,  one speaks of an "outer 
ma!Jcjala"; and in order to symbolize that, there is the expression "outer ma!Jcjala"Y 

The commentary clarifies that the samadhi-mm:ufala is the basis of the outer maiJcfala . 
Mal}cjala ' s  image, externally produced, is  the reflection (pratibimba) of the samiidhi­
ma!Jcfala, projected by the consciousness of the meditator. This only leaves the question 
of 'where the samiidhi-maiJcfala originates from?'  

In the DharmamaiJcfala Sutra (DMS), Buddhaguhya renders us three levels of the 
ma�Jcfala,  wherein svabhava-mal}cjala is added to the above two categories of 
meditation (samiidhi-mal}cjala) and image (pratibimba-ma!Jcfala ) .  Buddhaguhya 
describes maiJcfalas from the perspective of the three levels of form:  svabhava, 
samiidhi and pratibimba . Svabhiiva (self-nature) ,  often encountered as a synonym of 
Sunya, may be equated to the nature of Sunya, and its reference in association with 
ma!Jcfalas directly connects the perceptible forms of mal}cjalas to the formless Ultimate. 
According to DMS, the three levels of ma!Jcfalas can be outlined as follows : 

i )  Svabhava-maiJcfala i s  twofold: absolute and relative. "the maiJcfala of absolute 
self nature abides in the primeval state itself, just as it is ,  as nothing at all ." 1 4  "The 
absolute may or may not be categorized . " 1 5  The Absolute ,  which cannot be 
categorized, is  identified with bodhicitta and prajfiii, and "it is  truly said to be 
the 'essence ' of the maiJcfala , as taught in  all the great tantra . " 1 6  The absolute 
svabhava-mal}cjala that may be categorized is exemplified by skandha 
(components of personali ty) ,  dhiitu ( spheres of sense) ,  ayatana (bases of 
consciousness) and nidiina (the twelve interdependent causes) , and they are said 
to have the same es sential nature as the gods and goddesses ,  in  complete 
accordance wi th the Dharma. 1 7  The text s tates that ma�Jcfalas of the relative 
svabhiiva-ma�Jcfala appear as signs in  order to represent the absolute truth . 

i i )  Samiidhi-maiJcfala is  threefold: meditating on the divinity ' s  self-nature, studying 
his form and producing him skilful ly .  

n Wayman 1 990 ( 1 973) :  94. 

14 DMS, tr. Lo Bue 1 987:  796. 

1 5  Ibid . :  795. 

16 Ibid. 

1 7 Ibid. 
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i i i) Pratibimba mm;cjala is twofold : wi th i mages and with superior images .  S ix  
different kinds of  media for the ma�cjala-making are given as  the former - gold 
and silver, relievo shell ,  and so on. The superior image is explained to be threefold, 
as outer, inner and secret ;  the outer image is the body with the five limbs , the 
inner image is the five subtle cakras ,  and the secret superior image is the union 
of vajra and lotus . 1 8 

Three levels of ma�cjalas described by Buddhaguhya may be understood as three 
layers coexisting in a ma�cjala with varying levels of subtlety, rather than as three 
different types of ma�cjalas.  The three levels of ma�cjalas include not only the external 
ma�cjala but also the formless and inconceivable ma�cjalas .  The "image ma�cjala" 
refers to the material dimension of a ma�cjala. The "superior image" corresponds to 
the subtle form, if we interpret "the body of the five limbs" and "five cakras" to be 
respectively the gross and subtle manifestation of paiicakula (the five l ineages) .  The 
ma�cjala of the secret superior image means the complete identification of the vajra, 
i . e .  the practitioner, with the lotus which is the undefi led essence. 19 The ma�cjala of 
meditation is related to the process of the contemplation of deities .  The ma�cjala of 
svabhava may signify the realm of Sunya , as Sunya is often defined as svabhava . 

However,  some verses from the sect ion about ma�cjala-related flaws or 
shortcomings give us  another possible way to interpret how these three categories 
could be understood. 

If you do not understand the matJfj,ala of svabhava, you will be at cross purpose in your 
view of dharmatii (absolute truth) . . . .  If you do not practise the meditation matJfj,ala, 
there wil l  be no result at all since your meditation will be pervaded by discriminating 
thought. . . .  If you do not identify the matJfj,ala of images, in your confusion, you will 
not taste the intended flavour: by failing to ensure the benefit of others you will be at 
cross purposes with the practice of enlightenment.20 

The practice of ma�cjala i l lus trated in  this verse can actual ly  be viewed as three 
different practices ,  involving the three categories of ma�cjala.  However, since the 

1 8 DMS, tr. Lo Bue 1 987:  795-96. 

19 The union of vajra and lotus does not necessarily mean sexual intercourse. The vajra here 
means the practitioner and the lotus symbolizes the pure essence which is not defiled by 
anger, lust and ignorance. Here the clause "the union of vajra and lotus" is interpreted with 
the help of Geshe Tsewang, in a personal teaching on 4 August 2007. 

20 DMS, tr. Lo Bue 1 987:  800. 
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structure of the mm:uJala i s  described within the framework of the relative svabhava­
ma�uj.ala and since the other mm:u;lalas are said to be identical, 21 this possibility does 
not exclude the concept of a mm:uf.ala which has three levels of nature : svabhava , 
meditation and images. We may be reminded that the absolute svabhava which cannot 
be categorized is the essence of the mm:uf.ala . Additionally,  when in DMS Buddhaguhya 
expounds upon the palace of the mm:u;lala, he again i l luminates the metaphysical 
dimensions of space within the mm:u;lala . In the text, the shape of the ma�Jtf.ala palace 
is explained in the context of the relative svabhava-ma�Jtf.ala, and its space is  classified 
as fourfold: the exterior, the interior, the entrances and the �oundation. 

The outer shape is intended as a stupa, a citadel, a royal residence and a pavilion (on) a 
mountain top. 

The inner shape is decided in conformity with the various tantras, by the (Buddha) families 
and their functions. 

As for the entrances, they have lower and upper (parts). 

The lower ones consist of the actual entrance and the gateway; the upper ones are built in 
a way which is as beautiful as possible (with) mounting steps (round l ike) elephants ' 
backs, and so forth. 

As for the shape of the basis, it is boundless and level to infinity.ZZ 

Buddhaguhya's exposition on the fourfold shape of the ma�Jtf.ala palace projects a picture 
of the ma�Jtf.ala consi sting of layers of inner forms .  This fourfold structure actually 
describes an internal transformation of form, smoothly grading from the physical level 
to the transcendental, proclaiming there to be inner forms beyond the pictorial shapes. 
"The outer shape" referred to above may mean the external forms of ma�Jtf.ala as we 
perceive it .  "The inner shape" could mean the subtle form imbued w ith symbolic 
meanings that is  grasped when one internalizes the ma�Jtf.ala. The text says that the inner 
shape is decided by five symbols - wheel, vajra, jewel, lotus and crossed vajra - which 
represent the five Buddha families (paiicakula)Y After internalization follows the real 
entrance to the realm of Dharma in the state of absorption, which has two stages : low 
and high. The aesthetic elaborations over the doorways described in the above verse 
seem to imply the joy and bl iss  of the experience of entering .  Having entered the 
ma�Jtf.ala, one is in contact with the realm of Dharma. The shape of ma�Jtf.ala at the state 
of complete absorption is "the basis", the realm of dharmadhatu . The text says :  

2 1  Cf. DMS, tr. Lo Bue 1 987:  796-800. 
22 Ibid . :  796-97 . 
21 Ibid . :  796, 80 I .  
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The extent of the basis is shown as infinite because of the l imit less spread of the 
dharmadhiitu.24 

The discourses of Buddhaguhya postulate that the svabhiiva-matJr;/ala is the origin of 
the external matJr;/alas ,  and that those matJr;/alas  consisting of the palace, divinities 
and colours are basical ly supported by dharmadhiitu . Their external forms are 
transformed through the stages of meditation, and the matJr;/ala contains various layers 
of form, from the gross to the subtle and beyond. We have to bear in mind that the 
matJr;/alas are not static objects, but are rather objects that must be approached through 
an internal vision. It should be emphasized at this point that the matJr;/alas are precisely 
meant to be experienced through such a process .  Thus,  we should not be bound to the 
mere external appearance of a matJrjala , but should instead try to discern how the 
visuals of the geometric palace, divinities and colours are transformed within the inner 
consciousness of the viewer. According to DMS, the visual details of divinities - bodily 
form, colours ,  marks of perfect ion,  hand gestures ,  attributes , postures,  mode of 
manifestation, ornaments and garments - are "used as token symbols for the realization, 
as methodical symbols for marking (the process)  and as mudrii for this ( tantric)  
practice" .25  The images of divinities seen in matJr;/alas are comparable to the knots 
that should be untied in order to proceed further within the experience . They are akin 
to a door through which the inner room is attained. 

II. 2.2 Mal}.«Jalas of Kaya, Vak and Citta in the Mahavairocanabhisaipbodhi 
Tantra 

Now one might consider a different formulation to understand the levels of form in 
matJr;/alas. The discourse on the three matJrjalas as described in MVT conveys non­
hierarchical ,  horizontal layers of subtle forms that have taken the external shapes of 
ma tJr;/a la s .  MatJr;/ala s ,  as expl icated in MVT specifical ly denote "the spontaneous 
manifestation" and "the direct transformation" of the Perfect  Enl ightenment 
(abhisambodhi ) .  The manifestation and transformation are the natural results of 
Vai rocana ' s  Perfect  Enl ightenment, as the fu l l  title of the text indicate s :  
Mahiivairocana-abhisaf!Zbodhi- vikurvati-adhi�!hiina- Tantra . In a commentary on 
MVT, Buddhaguhya explains the term vikurvati (manifestation) as follows: 

At the moment of his  Perfect Enlightenment (abhisaf!!bodhi), he (Vairocana) spontaneously 
pervaded all of the Three Realms, unsurpassed by anyone, with the Adornments of his 

24 DMS, tr. Lo Bue 1 987 : 802. 

25 Ibid. :  806. 
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Inexhaustible Body . . . .  Likewise the Adornments of his Inexhaustible Speech also pervaded 
all of the Three Realms with the sacred Speech of the Buddha and taught the Dharma. And 
in the same way, the Adornments of his Inexhaustible Mind manifested as the various 
cakras of earth, water and so on, which arise from the mind with perceptual images. 26 

Yet, the manifestations of Vairocana' s kiiya, viik and citta are beyond the perceptible 
range (gocara) of ordinary beings ,  only perceived by pure B odhi sattvas such as 
SamantabhadraY Thus ,  they are respecti vely transformed (adh i�fhiina) to the 
mw:ujalas, mantras and mudriis of the Tantra for the sake of trainees .28 In this setting 
of MVT, matpjalas are viewed as the transformation of Vairocana'  s kiiya, the 
Inexhaustible Body . On the other hand, it imparts the three mm:ujalas of kiiya, viik and 
citta, which are col lect ively said to be "ari sen from the matrix of compassion 
(karw:ziigarbhodaya)".29 It is  perplexing, if we attempt to establish a logically consistent 
system between the matpjalas of kiiya-viik-citta and matpjala-mantra-mudrii in the 
Tantra. The kiiya-mw:ujala called Mahakarul).agarbhodbhava MaQ.<;lala30 is drawn two­
dimensionally but is imagined in  three dimensions .  The viik-mm:ujala has a blja for 
each deity that must be combined with a mudrii . The citta-maiJ4ala is also called the 
Secret Mal).<;lala, and its drawing is described in chapter XIII. One should pay careful 
attention to the fact that the Tantra also describes the layout of citta-mm:ujala.  It means 
that not only is nirmiit:zakiiya represented at the physical level, but also the dharmakiiya, 
believed to be inconceivable, finds i ts  representation in the physical realm .  These 
three mat:zqalas are all conceived with external forms, taken as only "reflected images" 
of "the original image" in samiidhi .  

It  is conceived in MVT that the three mat:zqalas of the Tantra are parallel expressions 
of kiiya , viik and citta of the Perfect  Enl ightenment, while the exposit ions of the 
Dharmamat:zqala Sutra imply that three mat:zqalas of pratibimba , samiidhi and 
svabhiiva l ie wi th in  the grades of subtlety, from gross to subtle and beyond. B y  
juxtaposing these two diverse exegeses of mat:zqalas, we conceive the varying layers 

26 MVT 3a-b, tr. Hodge 2003: 44. 

27 Cf. ibid. 

28 "All those same adornments of his Inexhaustible Body and so on are revealed for the sake of 
trainees as physical, verbal and mental attributes, by means of the mary9alas, mantras and 
mudriis in the Tantra. 'Adhi�!hiina ' means he caused them to be present in the nature and the 
guise of body, speech and mind, by means of mary9alas, mantras and mudriis." (cf. ibid.) 

29 Hodge 2003 : 33 .  

30 I t  is  elaborated in chapter II of  MVT. 
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of forms in mwpjalas as both parallel and in a series. Nonetheless, we find in both exegeses 
a clear conformity in comprehending the metaphysical source of physical ma!Jcjalas .  MVT 
mentions two aspects of dharmadhiitu : the Profound and the Extensive, which is  
reminiscent of the description of two aspects of svabhava-ma!JcJala - the absolute and the 
relative - given in DMS. The Profound is the bodhima!Jcja (the core of Enlightenment), 
which refers to "the place where a Buddha becomes perfectly enlightened", "the place of 
Perfect Enlightenment in the Akani�tha realm", and "the places of awakening to the Great 
Enlightenment in the abode of men". 3 1  The Extensive is the svabhiiva-ma!Jcjala formed 
by the Inexhaustible Adornments of Vairocana' s kaya, vak and citta,32 which undergoes 
transformation into ma!JcJala-mantra-mudra of the Tantra and also into the three ma!Jcjalas 
of kaya, vak and citta. Thus, one sees that the three matJ4alas of kaya, vak and citta described 
in the Tantra are assigned to the Extensive aspect of dharmadhatu . Compared to the 
Extensive aspect of dharmadhatu, the relative aspect of svabhava-ma!Jcjala lays the basis 
for the perceptible expression of ma!Jcjalas in DMS. 

11.3 Practice of Visualization 

The visualization practice of nw!Jcjalas demonstrates their innate depth, their internal 
and transcendental experience. Textual accounts of ma!Jcjalas are most often not any 
of methodical descriptions saying how pictorial ma!Jcjalas should be delineated in 
physical space, but rather are meant for the visual ization and imagination in the inner 
space of one ' s  mind. The process of producing a ma!Jcjala takes place in the virtual 
space of samadhi. However, ma!Jcjala paintings display a significant similarity to the 
instructions given for meditative visualization ,  in terms of the physical characteristics 
such as a square layout with four gates ,  an eight-spoked wheel in the centre, or any 
anthropomorphic revelations of divinit ies .  The present volume does not attempt to 
answer the question as to whether the meditation practice of visualizing a ma!Jcjala 
has infl uenced the ma!Jcjala arts or vice versa .  Nevertheless ,  the descriptions of 
visual izing a ma!Jcjala certainly highlight the meditative background of the physical 
creation of a ma�zcjala .  They also demonstrate the inseparable relationship among the 
three main tools of the tantric ritual : mantra, mudra and mandala . 

11.3 .1  Process of Visualization 

The process of vi sualizing a ma!Jcjala can be observed from the perspective of the 
transformation of the relationship between the subject and the object. The descriptions 

31 Hodge 2003 : 564 in the glossary. 

:l2 Cf. Hodge 2003 : 34. 
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of visualization given by contemporary practitioners help scholars in seeing the relation 
between the object  of mal}qala and the meditating subject .  For example ,  Geshe 
Tsewang of Ladakh, a practitioner of the Heruka Mal).<;}ala meditation, describes the 
visualization process as follows : 

First, one should study the external forms of a ma�ujala. Each detail - for example colour, 
posture, attribute of deities and their meanings - should be learnt and carefully registered 
in the mind. Then, one leaves the external forms of ma�ujala behind, and internally visualizes 
each detail in due course from outside towards the inside. Depending on the mm:ujala, the 
order of visual recol lection differs. The images of deities are generated at one 's own will, 
and due rituals for entering the ma1J4ala should be performed. When all the detail has 
been visualized, one finally reaches the centre. The central deity is visualized in front of 
him. The deity gives the blessing to him in the forms of light or rainbow, etc. The blessing 
of the deity empowers the practitioner in the path to Enlightenment. The mw:u;lala is to be 
practised regularly in order to strengthen the power to reach the highest Truth.33 

This  process  corresponds to the threefold samiidhi-ma1J4ala mentioned in DMS: 
meditating on the divi ni ty ' s  self-nature, studying his  form and producing him 
skilfu l ly .  34 The above description helps us  in grasping the general pattern of 
visualization as it  is  practised today . 

We now look into some references which have more direct relevance to the 
mal}qalas of our concern. SDPT, one of the primary Yoga Tantras, provides us with 
valuable accounts in this regard . The following excerpts summarize the description 
given for the mal}qala of Supreme Royal Mal).<;}ala (mal}qalariijiigrl) in the Tantra : 35 

1 )  It begins with the recitation : "0¥ the syllable A ,  the source of all dharmas on 
account of their non-origi nation from the beginning . "  

2 )  By means of vajra produced from the syllable HUtyf, there arises the Air-Mal).<;}ala, 
on top of it the Fire-Mal).<;}ala from the syllable RA¥, on top of it the Great Waters 
from the syllables VA¥, and on top of them the Gold-Mal).<;}ala from the syllable 
KA¥. By means of mantra HU¥ SU¥ HU¥ in its centre, Mt. Sumeru is produced. 
It is empowered by the mantra and the mudrii . On top of Sumeru , by means of 
karmamudrii, a square palace with four gates is produced from the white syllable 
BHUM .  

33 Personal interview with Geshe Tsewang on 4 August 2007 . 

34 DMS, tr. Lo Bue 1 987 : 795 . 

35 SDPT, tr. Skorupski 1 983 :  26-3 1 .  
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3 )  The inner maiJgala has the eight- spoked wheel . At its centre i s  the Lion Seat 
with a lunar disc, and within the eight spokes there are also lunar discs. 

4 )  Entering into a state of concentration known as "Sky Pervading", the practitioner 
envisages, on the lunar disc resting on the Lion Seat, the vowels and the consonants 
melting into one another. 

5 )  By means of the mantra whose svabhiiva i s  the bodhicitta : "OM SAGE SAGE 
GREAT SV AHA", he becomes fully perfected as Siikya l ion. 

6 )  Entering into a state of concentration as Lord Buddha, he should perform the 
mantra and the mudrii . 

7 )  From the syllable A i s  produced a lunar disc in the heart of Sakyamuni. 

8 )  Then on the lunar disc, the mantras of all the divinities are brought to maturation. 

9 )  The mantra of each divinity is produced and five rays come forth from the mantra. 
These rays enter his or her heart . 

1 0 )  The mingling of the mantra and the rays produces the perfect bodily forms . All 
the divinities of the maiJgala should be envisaged one by one. 

1 1 ) The text describes colours,  mudriis ,  attributes ,  postures and locations as the 
characteristics of bodily forms of divinities .  

The maiJgalas of five elements produced from bijas are the foundation for further 
meditative constructions of maiJgala. When the maiJgala palace and its central seat 
are visualized, then begins the process of the production of images of deities .  From 
items 4-6, the visualization of the central deity is described: one visualizes vowels 
and consonants melting into one another upon a lunar disc in its centre; by means of 
the mantra, one becomes the central deity and performs the ritual as such. Items 7-8 

describe the generation of the anthropomorphic images of other divinities :  syllable A 
is visualized in the heart. 'A ' produces the lunar disc where the mantras of other deities 
come into maturation; the mantra of each deity and five rays coming out of the mantra 
mingle in the heart and produce the bodily form. Here, we witness the dynamic interplay 
between syllables and visuals ,  especially in the descriptions of "vowels and consonants 
melting into one another" or with "mantra and five rays mingling". The role of syllable 
and mantra is seen to be essential in the process of visualization. 

Now it i s  time to examine the description given in Buddhaguhya ' s  commentary 
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on MVT. It needs careful examination because it speaks in detail about the central role 
of the syllable A in the process of identification of the practitioner as the central deity, 
which has been briefly referred to in the above process from SDPT (item 7) .  

You should imagine any one of the four aspects of A as appropriate in  the moon disc in your 
heart. Perceiving that the sound of this A signifies that all phenomena are unborn from the 
very beginning, you should dissolve your psycho-physical constituents (skandhas) into the 
Hmya, with the technique (yoga) [of realizing that] they are unarisen and unborn from the 
very beginning, or with the technique of reducing them to atoms. Having imagined that 
there is only A present in the moon disc, you should then, following the above method, 
dissolve both the moon disc and the A itself, which are without any objective basis, and 
maintain samiidhi of sunya for as long as you wish. Then arising out of the samiidhi by 
virtue of your compassion, you should imagine that A in the area of your heart, with the 
conviction that it is like a magical i llusion. With the technique of radiating light forth from 
that A and then drawing it back, you should transform yourself into the appearance of your 
tutelary deity. That should be done until you appear with certitude in the body-image of your 
tutelary deity . . . .  Having thus transformed your own body into the body-image of the deity, 
you should imagine an A in your heart, and following that A you should imagine a moon 
disc, the bodhicitta symbol, which is like a mirror. It should be very radiant and unsullied. 
You should then imagine that the letter A in its centre becomes the Bhagavat Vairocana. 36 

The visual ization has been described in the context of the i dentification of the 
practitioner with the tutelary deity and its transformation into Vairocana. Here , the 
expansion and dissolution of A represent the transformational power found throughout 
the process .  We wil l  return to the significance of A when we deal with the tantric 
practice surrounding Sanskrit syllables. 

In Mafi.j usrlmitra ' s  Upade§a on NS we see the intimate relationship between the 
mantric sound and the vi sual form of the matpjala .  Before the recitation of NS, the 
mantra "a ii i 1 u u e a i . o au alfl ai" should be pronounced. Constructing the basic 
mQI:u;lala are the rays of light shining through the mantra,  which are the rays of light 
from one ' s  own mind on account of the svabhiiva of Sunya . These rays of light are 
considered as the vowels (ali) and consonants (kiili) . In the centre of the mm:uJala, 
Mahavairocana is  to be visualized. In the heart of Mahavairocana, the Adi Buddha is  
visualized. In the heart of the Adi Buddha, prajfiiicakra (wheel of wisdom) is visualized. 
By reci ting mantra of six mantrariijiis six spokes are visualized on the prajfiiicakra . 

36 MVT VI.23 comm. ,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 75-76. I have in the quotation used the term sunya 
instead of the translation "emptiness" by Hodge. 
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Above that cakra, the jiiana-sattva in the form of syllable A is visualized. The rays of 
A are imagined to enter the practitioner in the form of the six jiiana-ma�u;lalas. Mantrin 
begins the recitation of the text, being based on the six mal}galas ,  proceeding up to 
verse 1 57 .  Through the rec itation of verses 28-4 1 ,  one vi sual izes the words 
corresponding to the names reci ted which ari se from the syllable A .  They transform 
into the group of deities belonging to the ma!J4ala of Bodhicittavajra (Mahavairocana). 
They go forth to work for the sake of all living beings, and return to assemble again 
within the mal}gala.  In the same way, the recitation of the verses 42-66 generates the 
ma!J4ala of Vairocana in the immediate retinue of the Mahavairocana ma!J4ala ; by 
the verses 66-76, the ma!J4ala of Ak�obhya arises in the east; from the verses 77- 1 1 8 , 

the mal}gala of Amitabha i n  the west ;  from verses 1 1 9-42,  the ma!J4ala of 
Ratnasarpbhava in the south; and from verses 1 43-57,  the ma!J4ala of Amoghasiddhi 
in the north . Then, the twenty praises are recited (vv.  1 5 8-62), directed to the whole 
great ma!J4ala . 37 

11.3.2 Concepts Extracted from the Visualization Practice 

The visualization process seen above, though not exhaustive, underlines some profound 
dimensions of mal}galas and suggests their metaphysical arena. Now some prominent 
concepts that play key roles in the processes of visualization will be taken into account. 

The Syllable and the Bodily Form of Deity 

Within the process of visualization we first observe a clear indication that the bodily 
form of a deity is  assoc iated with the syllable.  Here, the perceptible form evolves 
from the seed syllable (bija) of the deity; in other words, the bija is the support of the 
bodily form of the deity . As the term bija indicates, it is the seminal cause that would 
bring forth the form through planting and nourishing. The seed syllable, blja, contains 
the innate divine form within it. By means of the recitation of mantra , the bija of a 
particular deity is  nourished to grow into a distinct form. The visualization of a deity 
on the basis of syllables is well described in a passage from the Sadhanamala, a tantric 
manual of meditation, describing the visualization of the Goddess Tara . 

Square, with four doors, ornamented with eight columns, surrounded by four verandas, 
embellished with four arches . . . in the midst of it he should imagine the moon, born by 
transformation from a double row of vowels ,  and above thi s ,  a vajra born by the 

37 The extraction is based on Davidson' s  translation of Mafijusr!mitra's  Upadda of NS. Cf. NS, 
tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  45-4 7 .  



MuLTIPLE LAYERS OF FORM IMPLIED IN THE DISCOURSES ON MANI;>ALAS I 1 0 1  

transformation of the syllable TA"rf. From this the sun is born by the transformation of a 
double row of the following letters pA, /)HA, DA, DHA, YA, LA .  

When these two (sun and moon) are joined together, great bliss results. With the rays 
emanating from these seeds (that is the above-mentioned syllables) he may attract beings. 
Then, when he has caused the cycle of his protecting deities to penetrate (into himself) the 
yogin should actuate by mediation the Goddess Tara, born of the transmutation of these 
indicative syllables.3H 

The above passage from SM gives a detailed account about the process which has 
been outlined in items 3-5 of the above description from SDPT. 39 SDPT only briefly 
speaks of the process :  "the practitioner envisages , on the lunar disc resting on the 
Lion Seat, the vowels and the consonants melting into one another". SM specifies the 
moon born by the transformation from vowel s ,  and the sun ,  transformed from 
consonants . Thus ,  it  can be postulated that the description in SDPT of "vowels and 
consonants , melting together" signifies the complete union of the moon and the sun. 
The moon represents bodh icitta or prajiiii,  while the sun stands for bija or 
upiiya .4° Furthermore, the lunar disc upon the lion seat that follows the visualization 
of the mm:ujala palace indicates the co-existence of the moon and the sun. The union 
of vowels and consonants is the basis of not only the distinct form of a deity, but also 
of the entire mm:ujala ground, according to Mafijusr1mitra ' s  Upade§a on NS wherein 
the intimacy between the mm:ujala and the mantra is well il lustrated. Mantras of the 
vowels instigate the state of Siinya towards manifesting in the form of l ight, which is 
bodhicitta, and the light consisting of vowels and consonants creates the basic mm:u;lala, 
which gives birth to the six jiiiina-mm:u;Lalas. 

Outside the general role of syl lables in the vi sualization practice, we observe that 
the syl lable A has been especial ly esteemed as the source of mult iple forms .  For 
instance, in Mafijusr1mitras 's account, the jiiiinasattva of the Adi Buddha takes the 
form of the syllable A, a·nd A is transformed into six jiiiina-mm:ujalas to enter the body 
of the mantrin. In SDPT, the visualization starts with the salutation to A ,  wherein A is 
praised as the source of all dharmas (i .e . of all phenomena). In this process, the syllable 
A is vi sualized in the heart of the divinized self, and it produces the lunar disc, which 
is  the source of all the deities of the mandala.  In Buddhaguhya ' s  commentary on 

38 SM (vol. 1 :  224), tr. Tucci 1 96 1 :  34. 

39 Supra, p. 98. 

4 0  The text specifies that the vowels and the consonants represent Wisdom and Means. 



1 02 I VOICE OF THE VoiD 

MVT i t  is also seen that the syllable A serves as the door through which one dissolves 
into Sunya and is reborn with the body of the tutelary deity . The description given 
above from the MVT verifies the dynamic transformations of A throughout the process 
of visual ization . 4 1  

These l imited references to the tantric visualization practice, though call ing for 
further investigation, may be enough to highlight the importance of looking into the 
auditory facet of the visual components of mm:u;lalas .  We see a close affinity among 
the descriptions of visualization from various texts, in that it is denoted that the bodily 
form of a deity or a mm:u;lala is metaphysically founded on the union of bodhicitta and 
b'ija . The description of visualization typically begins with imagining the lunar disc, 
i . e .  bodhicitta .  The lunar disc i s  brought to i ts  subtle manifestation by means of 
consonants or via the b'ija of a particular deity . The b'ija mantra i s  literally the divine 
seed which contains the divine energy in a compact form. When it is  planted in the 
soi l  of bodhicitta, i t  wi l l  bloom into bimba ( the primary manifestation) in  the 
metaphysical plane. Thus, it  i s  the union of bija mantra with bodhicitta that generates 
the bimba manifestation of a divinity .42 Here, we should keep in mind that the bimba 
manifestation of a mm:u;lala is not the same as its perceptible pictorial forms.  Mm:u;lalas 
described in the tantric texts refer to their bimba form, which the practitioner creates 
internally, on the metaphysical plane. 

A Compound: MaQcJalas, Mantras and Mudras 

A reading of descriptions of the visualization practice shows that mantras play a crucial 
role in the vi sualization of a deity. It is mantra that stimulates b'ija to unfold into 
divine form. In Brhad Gandharva Tantra i t  i s  stated:  "B'ijas contain innate divine 
forms within them and with just the utterance of mantra, the deity physically presents 
her or himself. "43 It is  easier to understand the intimate connection between mantras 
and mal}galas i n  regard to Hindu yantra s ;  often the syl lables ,  rather than 
anthropomorphic images of deities ,  are written wi thin their geometric layout . 44 

41 Supra, p. 99. 

42 The idea is well represented in HT 1 .3 .2: prathamaf!1 sunyatabodhif!l dvitlyaf!1 bljasaf!1grahaf!1 
trtlyaf!1 bimbani�patlif!l caturthan nyasam ak�araf!1 l l  "first the realization of the void, secondly 
the seed in which all is concentrated, thirdly the physical manifestation, and fourthly one 
should implant the syllable" (tr. Snellgrove 1 959, vol. 1: 56, vol. II :  1 2) . 

43 Tr. Woodroffe 1 95 1 :  245 ; cf. Joshi 1 999: 8 1 .  

44 In the context of Hindu ritual, we find a direct connection between mandalas and mantras (cf. 
---'> 
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Conversely ,  B uddhist  mal}t;ialas do not immediately reveal their connections to 
mantras ,  except dharma-mal}t;iala . While the power of Hindu yantras  i s  assumed to 
derive from the power of mantra because mantra i s  the main means to invoke deities 
to reside within the yantra, Buddhist  mal}t;ialas to some extent conceal the mantric 
power behind their anthropomorphic representations of deities . However, a close look 
into the visualization or the ritual that employs the mal}t;iala unveils the role of mantra 
i n  generating these mal}t;iala deit ies .  The auditory value of mantras  i s  addressed 
towards the auditory aspect of b"ija, thus mantras serve as the efficient agent to bring 
the forms out of the formless. 

That visual images of mal}t;ialas have a mantric basis is also stated in the historical 
record of the three-storeyed temple (dBu-rtse) of bSamyas .45 Also, in order to explain 
the intimacy between the syllable and the divine image, Tucci quotes a verse from 
Siikta Anandatarangif}i, in his book on mal}t;ialas :  "twofold is the aspect of Divinity, 
one, subtle, represented by the mantra and the other coarse, represented by an image".46 
Here we may also cons ider mudrii in relation to mal}t;iala and mantra .  The MVT 
discusses ak�ara (syllable), mudrii and riipa as the three forms of the divinity.47 Further, 
it describes two aspects of each form - the perceptible and the non-perceptible.  The 
Tantra states :  

---+ Padoux 2003: 225-38) .  In samaya-dik$ii described in  TA, chapter XV,  the initiand being 
blindfolded casts flowers on trisuliibja-mm:ujala (ibid . :  228) .  When the cloth is swiftly removed 
"he, suddenly seeing the sacrificial area illuminated by the supernatural power of the mantras 
(mantraprabhiivollasite sthale), is possessed by them and identifies with them (tadiive§avasiic 
cchi$yas tanmayatvaf!1 priipyate) ." TA XV.45 1 b-452a says: "As a lover perceives directly the 
virtues of his beloved, in the same way [the initiand] made perfect by the descent of divine 
grace (Saktipiitasaf!1skrta�), experiences the presence of the mantras (mantrasannidhi)". Padoux 
adds in this regard: "Tantric pantheons are as much structured groups of mantras as groups of 
deities". And he again places emphasis on the power of the mantra in mm:ujalas in the context 
of the next step of Saiva initiation, putraka-dik$ii, which is underlined in TA XVII. 1 -3 and 
described in TA XVI.23-26: "Thus, pervaded with the power of the mm:ujala, that is the power 
of the mantras placed in this diagram, he will be all the more able to transmit this transforming 
power to the initiand" (ibid . :  230). 

45 "All the murals were [executed] in accordance with the manner of the Siitra; all the figures 
(lder tsho) were [executed] in the manner of the Tantric Mantra" Sa-skya-pa (bla-ma dam-pa) 
bSod-nams-rgyal-mtshan [ 1 3 1 2-75 ] ,  rGyal-rabs gsal-ba 'i me-long [ 1 368] . Serensen 1 994: 
38 1 .  

46 Cf. Tucci 1 96 1 :  60. 

47 Cf. MVT VII.3,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 208. 
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There are two types of letters (ak�ara) - sound and bodhicitta. There are two types of 
mudrii - that with form and that without form . . . .  The natural form (rupa) of the deity is 
of two types - completely pure and the impure.48 

The perceptible aspects of these three forms obviou sly find their empirical 
correspondences in mantras,49 mudras ,  and mw:ujalas, which may be counted as the 
triad of tantric rituals. As Buddhaguhya explains, the three types of form describe the 
intrinsic threefold nature of the deity; mantras, mudras and nuu:ujalas are an inseparable 
compound which bespeak the intrinsic perceptible nature of the deity. 

The process of creating a mwz{lala in samadhi includes the use of mudra and mantra 
as part of its method. Mudra has various meanings : a seal or stamp of authority or the 
imprint of the seal ; a symbolic representation of a concrete form; an idea presented 
through hand gestures or facial expressions; a ritual hand gesture ; a female partner for 
tantric practice; the Supreme Reality .50 In relation to the visualization of maiJ{lala, the 
term mudra designates the ritual bodily gestures to invoke and imitate the deity . We 
have specific  references of mudra explained in the context of Yoga Tantras in the 
Rgyud sde spyif:ti rnam par gag pa rgyas par brjod of Mkhas-grub-rje ( CE 1 385- 1 438) :  

If  one intensely contemplates a god in  conformity to the acts in  the province of a Buddha 
but does not apply the mudriis of the four Mudras, then links of the path are missing.5 1 

Here, it is  explicitly stated that mudra i s  the crucial factor to l ink with a deity - to 
invoke, visualize and identify with a god. Performing the mudra of a deity implies the 
contemplation of that deity , which finally leads to self-identification. 

One should not overlook the meaning of impressing with mudriis:  i t  is  the method of 
intense contemplation of a god.52 

Thus ,  mudras  designate the entire process of contemplation ;  or, i t  is the symbolic 
expression through one ' s  body during the contemplation of a deity. Mudra i s  the 
primary, immediate method to identify oneself with a deity.5J The triad of tantric ritual 

48 MVT VII .3 , tr. Hodge 2003 : 208. 

49 Buddhaguhya in the commentary clarifies that sound refers to the syllable (ak�ara) of mantra. 

5° Cf. Gupta 2005 : 62 1 9. 

51 Mkhas-grub-rje's Rgyud sde spyi�i rnam par gag pa rgyas par brjod, tr. Lessing and Wayman 
1 998 ( 1 968) :  227. 

52 Ibid. : 229. 

53 Cf. MVT X. l 7 , tr. Hodge 2003 : 225 . 
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instruments - mantra, mudra and mm:u;lala - appeals to our three major senses :  auditory, 
tacti le and visual . Being complementary to one another, they play important roles 
respectively as auditory , tacti le and visual symbols in the cosmogonic manifestation 
of deities, and in one ' s  absorption to Dharmadhatu. Considering the relationship of 
mm:u;lala to mantra and mudra , we can understand the visual aspect of mm:u;lala akin 
to the sound of mantra and to the touch of mudra . Also, it can be surmised that their 
forms are not confined to the surface levels of a picture, a recitation or a hand gesture, 
but rather extend into subtle dimensions related to one another, bound by a common 
metaphysical concept .  

11.4 Non-dualism of Form and the Formless in the Practice and 
Theory of Buddhist Mai}<J_alas 

11.4.1 Non-dualism of Multiple Forms and Siinya 

The visualization of ma�J4ala begins with imagining of the state of Siinya. When the 
practitioner abides in the samadhi without perceptible form, he comes face to face 
with the deities invoked by their mantras . 54 Before making a ma�J4ala ,  one should 
fi rst be in the samadhi, in sunya . The master (mantrin) should transform himself and 
his disciples into siinya, before the teaching and practising of ma�J4ala .  55 Of course, it 
must be asked if Sunya is thereby innate within the visual component of ma�J4ala . In 
regard to this question, we may recollect Buddhaguhya ' s  description of the three levels 
of ma�J4alas in his DMS, i .e .  svabhava, samadhi and pratibimba ma�J4alas .  According 
to the text, the svabhava-ma�J4ala i s  of two kinds :  the absolute and the relati ve.  It 
seems that Buddhaguhya refers to dharmadhatu or Sunya when he states, "the ma�J4ala 
of absolute svabhava abides in the primeval state itself, just as it is, as nothing at all".56 
The absolute svabhava-ma�J4ala may or may not be categorized . 57 Of these, the latter 
is identified with bodhicitta and prajiia ,  and is said to be the "essence" of the 
ma�J4ala . 5 8  In the commentary on MVT, svabhava-ma�Jf;iala is taught to be the 

54 Cf. MVT VII .6, tr. Hodge 2003 : 2 1 2 . 

55 The preliminary ritual required before teaching and making ma�ujalas has been mentioned in 
MVT, especially in  chapter X, about the ma�Jlfala of ak�aras. It says :  "Having brought to 
mind Sarvatathagata, Bhagavat Vairocana transformed both himself and Vajrapa�i into the 
primordial state of unbornness" (MVT X.4, tr. Hodge 2003 : 2 1 7) .  

56 DMS, tr. Lo Bue 1 987:  796. 

57 Ibid . :  795. 

58 Ibid. 



1 06 I VOICE OF THE VoiD 

manifestation of Mahavairocana ' s  Perfect Enlightenment, consisting of his kiiya, viik 
and citta. The svabhiiva-mm:uj,ala is the subject matter (abhidheya) of the text, and the 
mm:uj,ala, mantra, and mudrii of the text are the transformation of the triguhya of the 
svabhiiva-mm:uj,ala .59 We can presuppose that the perceptible mal}galas seen and used 
in tantric practice are based on the samiidhi-mal}gala, being its pratibimba . The 
samiidhi-mal}gala, being bimba, has its origin in the svabhiiva-mal}gala .  Thus, the 
svabhiiva-mal}gala has to be recognized as the transcendental origin of all mal}galas. 
The svabhiiva-mal}gala is said to be without perceptual forms and consists of kiiya, 
viik and citta of Perfect Enlightenment. Being the spontaneous and instant manifestation 
of Perfect Enlightenment, the svabhiiva-mal}gala i s  none other than Sunya . 

Practice of mal}gala evidently represents non-dualism between Sunya and rupa, 
as is  described by the following statement from MVT: 

Furthermore, in all places, in all colours, shapes and bodies, they (bodily forms of deities) 
arise from inconceivable Awareness, therefore they are also inconceivable. The Awareness 
realized always becomes a diversity of Awarenesses for the sake of beings.60 

If we define Sunya as "nothing" in the nihilistic sense and understand "no-form" as 
the opposite to "multiple forms", we are still locked within the mindset of materialism, 
placing the concept of Sunya only at the level of physical existence. At the physical 
level ,  Sunyatii cannot be reconciled with the multiplicity of beings .  However, once 
the mindset of duality is  transcended, Sunyatii is not the physical emptiness ,  but i s  
rather the principle of  being - as  the Mahayana Buddhist defines Sunya as  svabhiiva 
in a way. In an ultimate sense, Sunya is not an object to be realized, but is the state of 
the Highest Realization in which there is no duality of subject and object. 

The realization of the non-dualism of multiple forms and Sunya i s  evident even in 
the early Mahayana B uddhist texts . An oft-quoted stanza from the Prajfiiipiiramitii 
Hrdaya Sutra makes a c lear statement about the non-duality of form and "no-form". 

There are five skandhas, these he considered as by their nature empty. Rupa is sunyatii 
and sunyata indeed is rupa. sunyata is not different from rupa, riipa is not different from 
sunyatii. What is rupa that is sunyatii, what is sunyatii that is rupa.6 1 

59 Cf. MVT. Introduction in Buddhaguhya's commentary, tr. Hodge 2003 : 44-45 . 

60 MVT XIII.36, tr. Hodge 2003 : 274. 

61 Prajiiiipiiramitii Hrdaya Siitra, tr. Mi.iller 1 894: 1 47-48. 
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Especially in relation to mantrayana practices , MVT presents a dynamic concept of 
Si"mya such a description as "the billowing forth of Sunya".62 In this dynamic concept 
of Sunya conceived by tantric practitioners, Sunya i s  not mere still and tranquil .  It is  
comparable to the principle that causes constant waves in the ocean, but which itself 
resides within itself. It is not only the Dharma but also the principle and nature of all 
dharmas (phenomena) . We observe that this non-dualism of Sunya and rupa finds for 
itself a robust position within tantric practice, as it views Sunya as the vibrant principle. 

Reading MVT, a question arises which is directly related to that of the relationship 
between forms and the formless in maJJ4alas .  While Vairocana explains the creation 
of ma!Jljala s ,  Vaj rapal).i ponders the riddle of us ing perceptual forms to real ize 
something which i s  formless and inconceivable .  

Buddhas are without perceptual forms, and reside in dharmakaya. If the Dharma they 
reveal is without attributes, unconditioned, unequalled, then why is this ritual with perceptual 
form taught for the mantra practice? It does not accord with reality !63 

In contrast to the serious and significant question raised by Vaj rapal). i ,  the answer 
given by Vairocana in  the Tantra is  flat and unsatisfying:  i t  i s  merely to teach "the 
stupid who wrongly conceive of their environments" in darkness .64 The commentary 
of Buddhaguhya on this  topic is milder: "although its attributes of the Dharma are like 
that on the absolute level ,  it is also appropriate to describe things with perceptual 
forms in order to guide beings in the future" .65 And he specifies the perceptible form 
to be "the condition of a perceiving subject and perceived objects".66 He seems to say 
that unless we transcend the condition of the dualism between subject and object, we 
learn something only from perceptible forms .  He divides the perceptible form into 
two categories: those that bring about benefits and those that do not bring about any 
benefit. In this categorization, ma!Jljalas have been included in the former group. The 
maJJ4ala has been referred to along with sadhana and mantra practice as an example 
of one whose svabhava is bodhicitta on the absolute level ,  thus ,  that brings about 
beneficial effects on the relative level. On the other hand, perceptible forms of things 
such as the calendar or constellations are at variance with the absolute level and also 

62 Cf. MVT XIII. l and XXIV. l O, tr. Hodge 2003 : 254, 368. 

63 MVT 11 .8,  tr .  Hodge 2003: 89. 

64 MVT 11.9, tr .  Hodge 2003: 89. 

65 Ibid. comm., tr . Hodge 2003: 90. 

66 MVT 11 .8 comm. ,  tr. Hodge 2003: 89. 



1 08 I VoiCE oF THE Yom 

do not bring about any beneficial effect, even on the relative level .67 We can summarize 
Buddhaguhya's teachings as saying that those that bring about benefit have their foundation 
in bodhicitta on the absolute level , and that is why they are used in the spiritual practice. 

11.4.2 Transformation of Siinya into Perceptible Mal}.cJ,alas 

When a tantric practi tioner employs a physical , visible ma!Jgala, he orients himself 
toward svabhava-ma!Jgala. It should be remembered that, in the texts, the external 
ma!Jgala is perceived to be the transformation of svabhava-maf}gala.  It is this concept 
of transformation (adhi�!hana) that connects the pictorial ma!Jgala with the svabhava­
ma!Jgala. The relation between the svabhava-ma!J4ala and the external ma!Jgala lays 
the conceptual basis for the practice of vi sualization; it also answers the question of 
why ma!J4alas are used for spiritual practice directed towards the realization of Sunya 
and the generation of bodhicitta . 

The citta-ma!J4ala imparted in MVT is taught to be the transformation of the dharma­
kaya .  S ince the dharmakaya transcends perceptible forms ,  i t  cannot be directly 
revealed. However, i t  may be revealed through that which resembles its qualities 
(gu!Ja) .  The Tantra states that it  i s  revealed by means of its transformation into the 
ma!J4alas of earth, water, fire and wind.68 Attention must be paid here to the point that 
the inconceivable dharmakaya is revealed within those perceptible forms which share 
its qual i ti e s ;  th is  must  be considered together wi th B uddhaguhya ' s  reference to 
perceptible forms bringing about beneficial effects . 69 

i )  The inconceivable i s  revealed by its transformation into what shares i ts  
characteri sti c s .  

i i )  The ma!J4ala i s  a perceptible form that mus t  bring about benefic ial effects ,  
because i ts  svabhava is  bodhicitta . 

67 Cf. MVT 11 .9 comm., tr. Hodge 2003: 90. 

68 Buddhaguhya elaborates how the dharmakiiya is  transformed into the mm:uf,alas of the four 
elements; the authentic, unchanging quality of the dharmakiiya is revealed by its transformation 
into the mm:uf,ala of earth, because the earth is stable and unchangingly perfect, like a vajra; 
the dharmakiiya's  nature of freedom from all concepts is transformed into the water ma1J4ala; 
its attribute of liberation from all emotional afflictions is transformed into the fire ma1J4ala; the 
ability to perform all activities is transformed into the wind ma1J4ala. Cf. MVT XIII, commentarial 
introduction, tr. Hodge 2003:  254. 

69 Cf. MVT 11.9 comm., tr. Hodge 2003: 90. 
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Keeping in mind these two points, we come to the conclusion that the inconceivable 
Dharma, which may be called Sunya, dharmadhatu or bodhicitta, has been transformed 
into the perceptible mm:ujalas which bear resemblance due to shared characteri stics .  
The reason why perceptible mmp;lalas are used to generate bodhicitta and to realize 
Sunya can be found in the concept of the transformation between form and the formless. 
By studying the perceptual mm:u;lalas and entering them in samadhi, the qualities of 
the Ul timate are realized. Having establ ished the transformational relation between 
perceptible mm:u;lalas and Sunya , two major questions remain :  ( i)  what brings about 
this  transformation? and (i i)  what features of mmp;lalas resemble Sunya? 

Bimba (Image) - Pratibimba (Counter-Image) 

As previously mentioned, the subtle ma�Jtjala exists  m the domain of the inner 
absorption, and the perceptible ma�Jtjala is the reflection of another image. The original, 
the bimba, belongs to the metaphysical plane; the other is its pratibimba, mirror image. 
The visualization practice of Buddhist ma�Jtjalas has its foundation in the meditative 
vision, where bodily forms of ma�Jtjala divinities take birth from Sunya with the help 
of mantras  and mudras .  Especially in the di scourse of the svabhava -ma�Jtjala , the 
perceptible forms are extended across to the notion of Sunya with the support of the 
concept of bimba-pratibimba ; this suggests an inner meaning of Buddhist ma�Jtjalas 
which is  non-discursive and different from their symbolic meanings .  However, the 
primary question of the present volume remains unanswered : how do certain ma�Jtjalas 
appeal to people even without any knowledge of their forms, symbolism, or philosophy? 

Nevertheles s ,  these textual references make evident a crucial presupposition in  
approach to  the question : when the inconceivable Sunya is  revealed and transformed 
into ma�Jtjalas ,  there is a resemblance between the perceptible forms of the ma�Jtjalas 
and the qualities of Sunya . The external form of a ma�Jtjala is the transformation of 
the inconceivable Sunya for the benefi t  of ordinary people .  As has been noted 
previously,  the tantric source clarifies that the external , gross ma�Jtjalas are actually 
meant to appeal to the "stupid" ordinary people. 70 Therefore, this volume' s  unanswered 
question is actually i n  accord with the primary intention of vi s ible ,  perceptible 
ma�Jtjalas.  They can stir the heart of people prior to any doctrinal knowledge, because 
their forms resemble the qualities of Sunya, which is the original state of the Ultimate 
Consciousness. Consequently ,  this volume ' s  primary question of "how do ma�Jtjalas 
appeal to ordinary people?" can be answered ironically on the basis  of doctrinal 

70 MVT 11 .9,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 89. 
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exegesis :  the aesthetic response to mm:ujalas i s  due to their being the representation 
of Sunya . However, this leads to a more specific question: "in what way do external 
ma1J4alas resemble the qualities of Sunya?" If their resemblance cannot be proven, 
one might conclude that it is merely a dogmatic belief that views mat;ujalas to be the 
representation of Sunya . 

To claim the vi sual dimension of ma�ujalas as parallel to qualities of Sunya not 
only speaks much of tantric soteriology, but also bespeaks of a remarkable affirmation 
of visual forms, which further accentuates the spiritual dimension of these visual forms. 
The question "in what way do pictorial maiJl}alas resemble the qualities of Sunya?" 
requires an aesthetic approach to ma�Jljalas ,  as well as a philosophical and spiritual 
comprehension of Sunya . Additional ly,  we need to look at the transformative power 
that works between the perceptible maiJl}a/as and Sunya . The factor of transformation 
(adhi�fhiina), as has been observed by means of the textual references, establishes the 
non-dual relationship between Sunya and the pictorial maiJljalas .  Here it should be 
pointed out that it is through this  transformational power that maiJl}alas lead ordinary 
people to experience SFmya. The problem of whether this experience of Sunya through 
maiJljalas is direct or indirect demands intense philosophical discussion , which will 
not be dealt with here. 

To sum up, reflection on bimba-pratibimba in this context brings us to three broad 
but important points to be explored in approach to our question: ( 1 )  understanding the 
qualities of Sunya ; (2) analysis of the visible, perceptible forms of maiJl}ala ; and (3 )  
investigation of the transformational power in  the context of tantric practice. 

In the fol lowing chapters , these three points  w i l l  be invest igated from the 
perspective of the concept of viik. Viik i s  a valuable concept to explain the process of 
the creation or transformational power which is crucial to tantric practice. The doctrine 
of viik not only e laborates upon speculations concerning the Absolute,  but also 
systematically describes how the Absolute transforms itself into multiplicity . It explains 
step by step the process of transformation in both directions :  i)  the expansion of the 
formless Absolute into multiple forms ,  and i i )  the absorption of the multiple into the 
formless Absolute . While it logically describes the non-dualistic relationship between 
multiplicity and Anuttara (the Highest), it provides the scope that could integrate the 
multiple layers of meanings implied in nwiJl}alas, and help focus upon their aesthetic 
s ignificance.  



III . 

Vak in Tantric Buddhist Practices 

WE shall examine in this chapter certain references of vak in the Buddhist Tantras, so 
as to better appreciate the context wi thin which the mm:ufalas were included in the 
artistic scheme of the monasteries of Tabo and Alchi. 

The concept of vak may be primarily placed within the broad framework of the 
cosmology conception of India. The Sanskrit term vak is known already in the f.?gveda as 
female aspect of the androgynous Puru�a (Cosmic Man)' and continued to be a theme yielding 
profound insights in the Upani�ads.2 When the traditional post-Vedic texts explain the creation 
of the world, they employ various Sanskrit terms apart from vak that also mean "the primeval 
sound", such as chanda,  dhvani, nada, sabda and anahata . 3  These terms clearly place 
this vibrating energy of the creative source as the means by which the entire objective world 
manifests. Sound is an important concept in understanding the cosmological ideas of India. 
The Vakyapadiya (VP) provides us with valuable sources in this regard. It starts with the verse: 

The Brahman who is without beginning or end, very essence is the word (Sabdatattvam), 
who is the cause of the manifested phonemes (ak�aram), that appear as the objects, from 
which the creation of the world (prakriyii jagato) proceeds (vivartate) .4 

A clearer description of the role of sound in  world-creation can be found in  an oft­
quoted verse from the same text. 

Knowers of tradition (Vedas) have declared that all this is the transformation of the word 
(Sabda). It is from the chandas that this  universe has evolved.5 

1 See Falk 1 943 : 3 - 14, 23 .  

2 Cf. Falk 1 943:  3-26;  Padoux 1 992: 4-29. 

3 Silbum ( 1 988, glossary) translates dhvani as "spontaneous resonance", aniihata as "continuous 
inner resonance" or "the unstruck sound", and niida as "inaudible sound". 

4 VP 1 . 1 ,  tr. Iyer 1 965 : 1 .  

5 VP 1 . 1 20 ,  tr . Iyer  1 965 : 1 07 (§abdasya paril:tiimoyamityiimniiyavido chandobhya e va 
prathamam etad viJvaf!1 vyavartata). 
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The vision of the sonic energy that originates from the Highest Principle which gives 
birth to multiple forms is  reminiscent of the process of ma1J4ala visualization, wherein 
the syllable A is the mediating principle between Sunya and the bodily forms of deities. 

Although viik was speculated to be the divine creative principle as early as the 
f!.gveda , the earliest  theoretical formulation of the concept of viik is attributed to 
Bhartrhari (mid-fifth century CE) in his VP.6 The exposition of VP has been further 
developed in the philosophy of Trika Saivism. The tantric philosophers who elaborated 
the speculation of viik, inc luding Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta, are apparently 
influenced by Bhartrhari ' s  philosophy found in  VP. 7  Consequently ,  the concept of 
viik has been studied largely within the field of Hindu Tantras or in the Indian 
philosophy of language ; however, its importance has not been duly recognized in the 
study of Buddhist Tantras, except the attention paid by a few scholars . 8 The profound 
meaning of sound, be it named in Sanskrit viik, sabda or dhvani,  is certai nly not the 
invention of Bhartrhari , or the sole domain of Hindu Tantrism. Even though the term 
viik is frequently encountered as one of the triguhya in Buddhist Tantras, and despite 
that the mantra practice is central in understanding Buddhist Tantras, the fundamental 
concept of viik has not been prominently brought forth . The vital importance of the 
concept of viik i n  B uddhist  practice is ev ident in the fact  that the two essential 
soteriological techniques of B uddhist Tantras - mantra and visualization - have a 
common background in the power of viik. As the fundamental basis for the practices 
which use miitrkiis (alphabets), bljas and mantras ,  viik serves as the guiding agent in 
siidhanas ,  and the power of viik is at work during the transformations described 
previously, within the visualization process .  Lama Anagarika Govinda remarks :  

The knowledge of the creative sound lived in India. I t  was further developed in the various 
Yoga-systems and found its last refinement in those schools of Buddhism which had their 
philosophical foundation in the doctrine of the Vijfianavadins.9 

I t  should be pointed out that the term viik i s  charged with layers of meanings and 
symbolism, and that these symbolic layers of the term have often been overlooked while 

6 Cf. Padoux 1 992: 1 66 .  

7 Ibid . :  1 67 .  

8 Cf. Hodge 2003 : 5 .  In the translator' s  introduction to MVT, Hodge gives a summary of the 
features of Buddhist Tantras: "Speculations on the nature and power of speech are prominent, 
especially with regard to the letters of the Sanskrit alphabet". 

9 Lama Anagarika Govinda 1 959: 26. 
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dealing with Buddhist practice and philosophy . The term viik has been conveniently 
translated into "speech" in English. The routine translation of the term into "speech" 
often vei l s  its profound conceptual layers , and obstructs its conception within 
metaphysical dimensions. Furthermore, the scope of kiiya-viik-citta i s  narrowed in its 
English translation as body-speech-mind, which causes a grave misunderstanding in 
that we try to interpret the concepts, more or less, purely in terms of human constituents. 
Especially, when we encounter the kiiya-viik-citta in the descriptions of the Absolute, 
we fai l  to grasp the meaning because our idea of body, speech and mind implicitly 
returns to a psycho-physical level. The English translation hampers any understanding 
of the subtle layers of the viik concept; thus ,  we tend to view viik as mere discursive 
speech. 10  We should keep in mind that the translation of viik and citta into speech and 
mind flattens these concepts and prevent us from considering them in their original 
context. The concept of viik in the Buddhist context needs new academic emphasis ,  in 
accord with its significance in other Indian spiritual traditions. 1 1  

111.1 Buddhist Practice of Syllables 

The mantra practice had already occupied an important place in Mahayana tradi tion, 
indicating that the power of primeval sound had been recognized in the Buddhist context 
even before the establishment of the mantrayiina. The practice had already been introduced 
in the Ga!Jgavyuha Sutra (believed to have originated before second century cE). 1 2  For 
example, in the story of Silpabhijfia, phonemes are taught to be the instrument to lead the 
practitioner to wisdom . 1 3  In the mantrayiina practice, the sound of mantras and ak�aras 
(syllables) is understood to be the subtle manifestation of Sunya. MVT explains that qualities 

10 The present work keeps untranslated the original term vak, even when English translations of 
Buddhist texts are quoted in the present volume. The problem of translating citta is not different. 
The problem of translating cit as "consciousness" has been raised and criticized in the context 
of Trika Saivism. See Fi.irlinger 2006. Cit should be discerned from citta in the context of 
Trika Saivism; the former signifies the Pure Divine Consciousness, while the latter denotes the 
individual consciousness in which cit is in the state of contract. However, in the context of 
Buddhi sm, citta signifies both cit and citta in the sense of Trika Saivism, and its meaning 
should be understood depending on the context of reference. 

1 1  See Falk 1 943.  

1 2  The first Chinese translation of the A vataf!Isaka Siitra that includes the Ga!Jcjavyiiha Siitra is 
assigned to the period around second century CE. 

n Ga!Jcjhavyiiha Siitra. See tr. Cleary 1 989: 3 1 6- 1 8 . The story of the youth Silpabhijiia in the 
Ga!Jcjavyiiha Siitra informs us that the Buddhists had already known of the practice of 
phonemes, if it was not a part of the Buddhist practice. 
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of Tathagatas are transformed into the letters of the mantras. 1 4 Having spoken about the 
attributes of the Perfect Enlightenment, Bhagavan Vairocana declares :  

Hence I revealed this reality in the form of letters, by the power of transformation, to 
illumine the world, and out of pity for beings I teach everything to them. 1 5 

The same Tantra views these syl lables to be the receptacle of Truth and Reality, 
proclaiming that they illumine the world . It is  believed that the properties of mantras 
at the absolute level are not created . Preceding any appearance of Tathagata, it i s  
svabhava of all phenomena, and the svabhava of the mantras of a mantrin . 1 6 The sound 
of Sanskrit syllables and phonemes all performs as symbols within the mantra practice; 
they have esoteric value. For example, chapter II of MVT explains, "[the syllable] A is 
a gate to all phenomena because they are unarisen from the beginning. Ka is a gate to 
all phenomena, because they are without a purpose. Kha i s  a gate to all phenomena, 
because they cannot be perceived as objects, like the sky, etc . " 1 7  Here, the phonemes 
are explained as gateways to samadhi .  In samadhi,  the transformation of phonemes 
into such gates is  both relative and absolute. On the relative level , they manifest the 
Buddha ' s  qual i ties .  Regarding the absolute transformation, they reveal the fact that 
all phenomena are unborn, even seen from the viewpoint of manifestation itself, and 
that they are intrinsically empty . 1 8 The syllables with anusvara,  such as fza, iia, f}a, na 
and ma, have been specifically explained to be the source of mastery, because anusvara 
is the symbol of Sunya . The syllables with the anusvara are lak�·af}a (signs) of Sunya, 
and therefore they are endowed with all power. 1 9  

A Phoneme 

In the expositions of MVT, the phoneme A is endowed with profound esoteric meanings, 
which may be compared to the archetype of all audible and inaudible sounds .  The 

14 Cf. MVT 11 .82-83 ,  tr. Hodge 2003 :  1 32 .  

15 MVT II .  73 ,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 26. 

16 MVT 11 .8 1 ,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 3 1 .  

17 MVT 11 .84, tr. Hodge 2003:  1 32 .  

1 8  Cf. Buddhaguhya' s  commentary on MVT 11 .84, tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 33 .  Cf. MVT 11 .83 comm. :  
"The relative is  the transformation and manifestation of the Strengths, Fearlessnesses and so 
on, as words and letters. The absolute is the manifestation of the intrinsic emptiness of all 
phenomena, which are unborn and unarisen from the very beginning, as letters." (ibid . :  1 32). 

19 Cf. MVT 11.85 comm.,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 35 .  
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syllable A is associated with one ' s  entry to Dharmadhiitu in the mantra practice.20 The 
following passage from MVT describes an esoteric definition of four syl lables of A :  

Immediately after he (Bhagavat Vairocana) had entered it (samiidhi), there arose the four 
modes from a single sound, the sounds which make known the entire Dharmadhiitu without 
remainder, whose strength abides in the Dharmadhiitu, whose strength is equal to the 
unequalled, which arise from the fervent inclination (adhimok.ya) of the perfect Buddha 
and which having pervaded all of the Dharmadhiitu became space- l ike :  NAMA fj 
SARVATA THAGATEBHYO VISVAMUKHEBHYA/f SARVATHA A A A¥ Alf (salutations 
to Sarvatathagata, who are al l-forms and omnipresent !  A A A¥ Alf) 

As soon as these essence of the perfect Buddha had arisen, then the sounds which make 
things known, characterized by the words of the essence of the perfect Buddha, sounded 
forth from each one of the gates, which communicate the entire Dharmadhiitu.2 1 

The above passage describes the four modes of A:  A A Al}J Alf. The fourfold power of 
A derives  from Dharmadhiitu . B ecause they abide in Dharmadhiitu , they have 
unequalled power, and they are the essence (hrdaya) of the perfect Buddha. They are 
the gates from which emanate those sounds that make known such th ings as pots ,  
sheets and the like . 22 Here one finds the fundamental basis of the mantrayiina method : 
sounds designating distinct or indistinct objects derive from the Dharmadhiitu ; since 
Dharmadhiitu is the essence of words and sounds within mundane communication , 
by uttering "the essence" of these syllables along with their gross sound , one reaches 
Dharmadhiitu. And in the Tantra, Vajrapal) i  requests Vairocana: 

Please explain the ground of the perfect Buddhas, with whose attainment-accompl ishing 
words the sons and daughters of good family abide in thi s  very world, experiencing joy 
and happiness, without being out of tune with the DharmadhiituY 

By this request, one is advised to recite the syllable A .  Here, A is the principle through 
which one could realize the non-dualism between Dharmadhiitu and all phenomena. 

As we have observed earlier, A plays an essential part in the process of visualization, 
and is the syllable of Mahavairocana, according to MVT. In making the viik-ma�ujala,  
it is said: 

2° Cf. MVT Vl. l 06. A with anusviira is visualized and imagined as the tranqui l  dharmakiiya and 
the ground of al l. 

21 MVT VI. l 9-20, tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 73-74. 

22 Cf. MVT VI. l 9  comm., tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 73 .  

23 MVT Vl.42, tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 80. 
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In the centre there is the Bhagavat Mahavairocana . . . .  He should draw either his mudrii, 
his body image, or his syllable. Of these, his syllable is A.24 

NS also explicitly informs that Mahavairocana or the Adi Buddha is born of A,  and is 
itself A .  

And i n  this way the blessed one, the Buddha, the completely awakened, born from the 
syl lable A (akiirasaf!Zbha va�) ,  i s  the sy l lable A ,  the foremost of a l l  phonemes 
(sarvavar!Jiigryo), of great meaning, the supreme syllable (paramiik�araM.25 

A is taken as the essence (hrdaya) of all mantras, and all mantras are contained within 
A .  26 "It is the supreme life-energy, and is called the most excellent magnet. "27 Four 
variations of A - A, A, A¥, Alf - in the doctrinal setting respectively signify Enlightenment, 
Practice, Perfect Enlightenment, and Nirvaf}a .28 In STTS, A is instructed to be the heart 
mantra of every entry (aveS'a).29 

Vak Cakra 

The mal}gala of vak cakra, which consists of syllables, has been expounded upon in chapter 
X of MVT. In the exposition of the mal}gala of vak, vak is said to be the mediating agent 
between nirmal}akaya and dharmakaya, and between all beings and Dharmadhatu. Thus, in 
the following passage, the emanations of the mal}gala of vak have been compared to "gates". 

Lord of the Secret Ones (VajrapaQi), behold the vast emanations of the Mandala of my viik 
cakra which pervade limitless world systems, which are gates of purity, gates which satisfy 
all beings according to their wishes and make known the Dharmadhiitu to each of them 
individually. They are at present engaged in the performance of B uddha activities as 
Sakyamunis in unlimited world systems that are more extensive than the realm of space. 
Yet, Lord of the Secret Ones, concerning that, beings do not know that this is the arising of 
the Mandala of Bhagavat's viik cakra, that they are Buddha Bodies arisen from the Essence 
[A¥1 of the arrayed of Adornments of viik of the Buddha, which produces them to satisfy 
being according to their wishes.30 

24 MVT X. 1 9, tr. Hodge 2003 : 228. 

25 NS 28, tr .  Davidson 1 98 1 :  22. 

26 Cf. MVT IV . 1 7 ,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 63 .  

27 MVT VI .57 ,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 88 .  

28 MVT IV . 1 5 ,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 62. 

29 SITS I ,  tr. Giebel 200 I :  70. 

3 0  MVT XXII.3, tr. Hodge 2003 : 350. 
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It explains that the emanations from the mm:u;lala of viik cakra pervade all the worldly 
systems, which i mplies the all-pervading nature of viik. These emanations are the 
gates between Dharmadhiitu and all beings .  Through these gates , Dharmadhiitu is 
revealed within all beings according to what they wish, and through the same gates all 
beings enter the Dharmadhiitu ; therefore, they are called "the gates of purity" .  31 The 
Sakyamunis, the innumerable nirmii!Jakiiyas found in every worldly system, are said 
to have been born from the viik cakra in order to bring satisfaction to all beings. Also, 
Buddhaguhya c larifies the term viik cakra : "it is  called a cakra because viik of the 
Tathagata which arises in various kinds of forms,  enters the [consciousness] streams 
of beings".32 Thus, the expression of viik cakra implies that viik is the mediating agent 
between bodily forms (kiiya) and consciousness (citta) ,  as well as between all beings 
and Dharmadhiitu.  

111.2 The Highest Divinity Conceived in the Nature of Sound 

Dharmadhiitu 

The verses of MVT VI. l 9-20 quoted earlier account regarding the evolution of sound: 
from a single sound, four 'A ' s  arise; when these four 'A ' s  have arisen, the subsequent 
sounds of mundane phenomena sound forth . 33 Here we come across  a remarkable  
reference to  "a  single sound" that is  the ultimate origin of  all the words we use. In  the 
commentary to the above teaching of the Tantra, Buddhaguhya adds that "the single 
sound" from which these four  'A ' s  ari se is both "unborn and unarisen" . 34 The 
association of four 'A ' s  with Dharmadhiitu as referred to repeatedly in  these verses, 
suggests that the "single sound" refers to Dharmadhiitu, and that here Dharmadhiitu 
has been conceived as existent in a sonic form. It is noteworthy that the description of 
the cosmogony of "sounds which make things known" is followed by a salutation to 
Sarvathathagata in mantra ; this implies that Sarvatathagata might be another name of 
this source of sound. 

Sarvatathiigata 

Earlier in chapter I of this book, the term Sarvatathagata has been referred to in the context 
of the symbolism of malJ4ala deities as encountered in STTS. References to Sarvatathagata 

31 Cf. MVT XXII.3 comm.,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 350. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Supra, p. 1 1 5 .  

34 Cf. MVT VI . 1 9-20 comm., tr. Hodge 2003: 1 74. 
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occur abundantly in descriptions of malJljala deities and mantra practices in Yoga Tantras. 
However, when the English translation of "All Tathagatas" is given as equivalent to the 
term Sarvatathagata, we tend to imagine a collection of innumerable Tathagatas with 
personified forms,  causing considerable confusion and hampers one from grasping the 
true meaning of the descriptions .  The significance of S arvatathagata needs deeper 
consideration, and a question must be raised as to whether it means "all Tathagatas" or if 
it is rather a proper noun replacing Dharmadhiitu, with a further emphasis on its innate 
creative power. For the examination of the significance of Sarvatathagata, here I pay careful 
attention to the opening verses of chapter I of STTS. 

At that time, Sarvatathagata fi lled this Buddha world (buddhak�etra) just l ike sesame 
(tilabimbamiva) [ seeds packed c losely together in a sesame pod] .  Then Sarvatathagata 
gathered as if in a cloud and betook themselves to where the Bodhisattva and Mahasattva 
Sarvarthasiddhi was seated at the place of enlightenment (bodhima�uja) .  Manifesting the 
body of enjoyment (saf!lbhoga-kiiya), Sarvatathagata spoke . . . .  15 

The text continues, relating what Sarvatathagata as manifested in saf!Zbhogakiiya said 
to Sarvarthasiddhi :  

How will you, who endure ascetic practices without knowing the essence of Sarvatathagata 
(sarvatathiigatatattvaniibhijiiiitayii), realize unsurpassed perfect enlightenment (anuttaraf!l 
samyaksambodhim abhi.saf!lbhotsyase ) . 16 

The thorough pervasion of Sarvatathagata m buddhak�etra has been compared to 
sesame seeds packed into a pod. The metaphoric reference to sesame is significant 
because the literal meaning of bija could imply an association of Sarvatathagata with 
mantra . This assoc iation i s  more plaus ible when also examining the fact  that 
Sarvatathagata is said to have guided Sarvarthasiddhi on his way to Enlightenment 
through mantras, and that the entire group of mal}ljala deities are said to derive from 
those mantras ,  who themselves originate from Sarvatathagata. The statement that 
Sarvatathagata took the form of saf!Zbhogakiiya when i t  communicated with the 
Bodhisattva in the bodhimalJ4a indicates that Sarvatathagata was in a different form 
before the manifestation of its saf!Zbhogakiiya; probably, its state before the !iaf!lbhoga­
kiiya manifestation is that of dharmakiiya . As described with metaphors of sesame 

15 SITS I, tr. Giebel 200 1 :  23.  When quoting the translation of Giebel, the term sarvatathiigata 
i s  left untranslated, though he uses "all the tathiigatas". For the Sanskrit text, see Chandra 
1 987:  4. 

16 SITS I, tr. Giebel 200 1 :  23 . 
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seeds, or of the contraction of air into clouds, Sarvatathagata in its state of Dharmakaya 
may be envisaged as the innate dynamic forces of expansion and contraction. Though 
it is the saf!Zbhogakaya form of Sarvatathagata in the samadhi of Vairocana that plays 
the major role throughout the text, it should be clearly realized that it is the dharmakaya 
form of Sarvatathagata that must be understood to be the origin of all mal}t;lala deities . 

Furthermore, the question put forward in the voice of saf!Zbhogakaya Sarvatathagata 
tells the reader that Sarvarthasiddhi should comprehend the Sarvatathagata Tattva in 
order to attai n this Perfect Enlightenment. It says that Sarvatathagata is  the principle 
of Enl ightenment,  the source of the knowledge of the B uddhas .  It guided the 
Bodhisattva on the way to the Perfect Enlightenment, consecrated him as Vajradhatu­
Vairocana and enthroned him in the centre of the mal}t;lala. We should keep in mind 
that the references to Sarvatathagata occur at vital points in the texts, which are related 
to transformation or spiri tual uplift .  While Sarvatathagata is both the source and the 
ultimate aspect of the mal}t;lala deities, Vairocana is the efficient cause of these form­
creations .  The samadhi opens the heart of Vairocana, and he becomes the channel 
through which Sarvatathagata reveals his various forms in the mal}t;lala. Here, precision 
regarding how the term Tattva is translated is crucial for a correct understanding of 
Sarvatathagata. Even though the term Tattva features in  the t i t le of the text 
Sarvatathagata -Tattva-Saytlgraha, the term Tattva has not received worthy attention. 
Thus, it is either taken to be insignificant, or is translated by the word "truth" .  In this 
context, a glance at the writings of Chandra is enlightening. In one of his articles, he 
points out that the Tattva in the title of the text means "essence, core, heart" .37 Bearing 
in mind that the term tattva has been used in Indian philosophical schools in the sense 
of "a category of reality", thus applicable regarding any hierarchical understanding 
within these systems by convention,  Sarvatathagata Tattva i s  more reasonably 
interpreted as "the First Tattva", "the Highest Principle" or "Essence", which is named 
Sarvatathagata. 

The term Sarva , usually translated as "all", also needs a new understanding; for 
this ,  we may look at another epithet for Vairocana, Sarvavid.  Sarvavid (Omniscient 
One) may be understood as "the One with the highest knowledge" as well as "the One 
with all knowledge". Similarly, Sarva in the Sarvatathagata may be more appropriately 
interpreted with a quali tative indication of "supreme", rather than in a quantitative 
denotation of "all" .  Indeed, Sarva suggests the meaning of "absolute". Therefore, we 

37 Chandra 1 993 :  385 .  
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find Sarva as a name of God in the fourth stanza of the Visnu-Sahasranama-Stotra38 
where Sarva, Sarva and Siva are introduced as names of Vigm. 39 The use in the Sanskrit 
text of plural forms for Sarvatathagata, such as sarvatathagata or Sarvatathagatai�, 
should be seen to be express ions of respect within the Sanskrit grammar. The 
S arvatathagata Tattva is the origin of mantric power that brings  forth the bodily 
manifestation of deities, and the knowledge (abhijiiii) of this essence is the method to 
attain Perfect Enlightenment. 

In MVT, the allusion of Sarvatathagata as the source of mantras  is explicit .  In 
chapter XII, "The Dharma Letter Method, the All-penetrating Gate", Vairocana, having 
explained the samadhi gates formed by the syllables and the letters of the mantras ,  
praises the mantra method in the following verses .  

This is the Dharma discourse regarding skill in the letter method, the process of abiding in 
the mantra method, that which is transformed by the transforming power of Sarvatathagata, 
the process of upholding the deity, the skill in the method of all full and perfect Buddhas 
and the dance of Bodhisattva practice.40 

The message of this passage is unambiguous ,  saying that mantrayana is based on the 
transformative power of Sarvatathagata. Another reference to Sarvatathagata in MVT 
is worthy of mention in order to demonstrate the correlation among Sarvatathagata, 
Dharmadhatu and the essence of sound as conceived in the mantrayana practice. In 
the closing scene of chapter II ,  we read: 

As soon as the Bhagavat (Vairocana) had entered it (samiidhi), Sarvatathagata uttered a 
sound that permeated the Dharmadhiitu and completely protected all the realms of beings 
without remainder, and spoke this powerful protector Queen of Vidyii-mantras: [ . . .  ]4 1 

Though these references to Sarvatathagata are by no means extensive, they urge the reader 
to reconsider the significance of Sarvatathagata in the mantrayana practice. Sarvatathagata 
could be a designation for the dynamic Dharmadhatu, which undergoes the transformation 

38 The Vi�fJu-Sahasraniima-Stotra i s  a hymn from the 1 491h chapter of Anusasana Parva of 
M ahiibhiirata. 

39 I specially thank Dr. Lokesh Chandra for having provided me with the information to support 
my understanding of Sarvatathagata. He states in a personal correspondence, "Sarva-tathiigata 
thus means the Highest Tathagata, endowed with all the supreme qualities". And, he adds that 
" in the Ni�pannayogiivati, the mantra of Vaj radhatu Vairocana i s  Of!1 sarva- tathiigata 
mahiiyogisvara huf!1 (p. 47)". 

4 0  MVT XII .3 ,  tr. Hodge 2003:  25 1 .  

41 MVT 11.97, tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 49. 
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into various forms. Its transformational power is conceived to be with the quality of sound; 
thus, Sarvatathagata is comparable to the Primeval Sound, the source of all sounds. 

Dharmadhiitu- Viigisvara-Maiijusri 

As the presiding deity of the Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara MaQ.<;lala, Maiijusr1 is  said to be 
one wi th Dharmadhatu,  which is a designation for the Ultimate Dharma. Why i s  
Maiijusri especially venerated as  Dharmadhatu and regarded as  a manifestation of 
Mahavairocana? The basis for this seems to be his association with vak, thus lending 
him the name Vag!Svara. This name should be understood in the context of the prevalent 
tantric practice wherein the concept of vak is intimately associated with the essence 
of a divinity, and with perfect knowledge. 

Maiijusri represents jiiana (knowledge) and is  thereby called jiianasattva.42 In Yoga 
Tantras, his nature is described in relation to vak (sound) . When Maiijusri is identified 
with Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara in the Mal).<;lala, he i s  Maiij ugho�a (the gentle sound) .  
The mantra of Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara Maiij ugho�a i s  a a sarva- tathagata-hrdaya 
hara-hara Of!l hilf!l hrl� I bhagavan jiiana-murti vaglsvara/mahavaca sarva-dharma­
gagan-amala supari-suddha Dharmadhatu-jiiana -garbha a� .43 Here, the recitation 
of "Jiianamiirti Vag1svara" (the form of knowledge, the Lord of vak) and mahavaca 
(great vak) displays the nature of Maiijugho�a as conceived in terms of vak. The mantra 
of Maiijugho�a given in the Sadhanamala i s  same as that of VagiSvara - Of!l vaglsvara 
mu� - wherein mu� i s  the blja of Maiijugho�a. 

In chapter I of STTS, where the epiphany of S ixteen Bodhisattvas is described, 
Maiiju sri says :  

O h o  I a m  thought o f  a s  Mafij ugho�a (gent le sound) o f  the S upreme B uddha 
(sarvabuddhaniilfl mafijugho�a), by whose wisdom which is formless, the essence of sound 
will be attained (yatprajfiiiyii arupil}yii gho�atvamupalabhyate) .44 

In the commentary on MVT B uddhaguhya describes Maiij ugho�a as the nature of 
prajiia connected with vak. 

42 The complete title of NS is the mafijusrljfiiinasattvasyaparamiirtha niimasmigitiparisamiipta� 
(from the colophon of Paris MS. 62; Filliozat 1 94 1 :  3 1  ) . Other variant Sanskrit titles are given 
in Chandra 1 993 :  3 8 1 -84. 

43 Cf. Chandra 2003 : 2229. 

44 Snellgrove translates "sarvabuddhaniilfl" into "al l buddhas" and "yatprajfiiiyii arupil}yii 
gho�atvamupalabhyate" into "in that knowledge which is formless is conceived as sound". 
Cf. STTS, ed. Snellgrove and Chandra 1 98 1 :  22. 
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He is the Insight connected with speech in nature. Having intellectually investigated and 
examined the general and specific attributes of all phenomena, that Insight brings about 
the direct realization of them.45 

We see that the remarkable connection between viik and prajfiii is implied in the tantric 
concept of Mafij usrl .  Mafiju sri ' s  prominent twofold assoc iation demonstrates the 
foundation of mantrayiina,  in  that the knowledge of viik is the dominant means to 
attain prajfiii . 

The text Niimasaf!Zglti is interesting in relation to the association of Mafijusri with 
viik, for it leads one to ask, "to whom are these verses directed?' One might well lose 
sight of the object of these devotional hymns, because one finds not only Vairocana 
and other names of Mafijusri like Vajratik�Q.a (v. 1 1 1 ) , but it also gives names normally 
designating other divinities, such as Vajraitkusa or Amoghapasa ( v. 66). Scholars like 
Davidson46 and Wayman47 view the text as addressing Mafijusri; Chandra, examining 
the titles of traditional manuscripts in  Chinese, Tibetan and Sanskrit, comes to the 
conclusion that the verses are devoted to the Paramiirtha of Yogatantra (Advaya) ,  
which  corresponds to  the term tattva (essence,  core , heart) in  the title of  the 
Sarvatathiigata Tattva Saf[lgraha .48 He underlines the role of Mafijusri as interlocutor 
in a number of Mahayana texts , such as Saptasatikii Prajfiiipiiramitii or 
Saddharmapu!Jt;farlka Siitra.  The homage to Mafijusri is given in the third verse of the 
chapter about miiyiijiiliibhisaf!Zbodhi-krama in the NS. 

Orp homage to you, Embodied Knowledge of Insight (prajiiiijiiiinamurtaye), Cutter of 
Suffering, Sharp as a Vajra. Homage to you, Lord of Speech (Vagisvara), Gnostic Body 
(jiiiina kiiya) ,  Arapacana!49 

Once Sakyamuni summons Mafijusrl and pays homage to him with these words , it  is 
Mafijusrl who gives instruction in the verses that follow. With the interpretation of Chandra 
as guide, one notices that those verses teeming with descriptions of various attributes and 
names are addressed to the Ultimate Dharma, Paramiirtha or Dharmadhiitu . 

In NS, the Ultimate Dharma or the Adi Buddha is  often associated with viik and 

45 Cf. MVT 11.57 comm., tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 1 8 .  

46 Cf. Davidson 1 98 1 .  

47 Cf. Wayman 1 985 .  

48 Chandra 1 993 :  385 .  

49 NS 27, tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  22 .  
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mantras .  consi stent with the important place that the mantrayiina practice holds in  
the Yoga Tantras . The following verses verify the relation of  Paramiirtha to  mantra. 

Aspirated, unoriginated, without uttering a sound, he is the foremost cause of all expression, 
shining forth within all speech. - v. 2950 

Being highest with mahiividyiis, he is the protector; being highest with mahiimantras, he 
is the guide. Having mounted to the practice of the Mahayana, he is highest in the practice 
of the Mahayana. - v. 4 1 5 1 

Being Mahavairocana, he is Buddha; he is a great sage with profound sapience, and as he 
is produced by the great practice of mantras, by nature he is the great practice of mantras. 

- v. 4252 

As the lord of viik, the commander of viik, possessed of eloquence, he is the master of viik, 
unending in fluency, and with true viik he speaks the truth, teaching the four truths .  

- v. 5053 

In addition to these excerpts,  verses 65 , 1 0 1  and I l l  can be viewed as conspicuous 
examples that embody the conception of the Ultimate Dharma or the Adi Buddha in 
association with viik. Additionally ,  the Ultimate Dharma was shown later in this text 
In rich, multi-dimensional forms associated with ak�ara and mantra . 

To be realized by all Buddhas, as the enlightenment of the Buddha, he is supreme; devoid 
of syllables, his source is in mantra;  he is the triad of the great mantra families. - v. 1 43 

The progenitor of the significance of all mantras, he is the great hindu, devoid of syllables ; 
with five syllables and greatly void (§unya), he is voidness in the hindu, with one hundred 
syllables. - v. 1 44 

50 NS 29, tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  23 -
mahiipriii)O hy anutpiido viigudiihiiravarjita� 
sarviihhiliipahetvagrya� sarvaviiksuprahhiisvara� I I  

51 NS 4 1 ,  tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  23 -
mahiividyottamo niitho mahiimantrottamo guru� 
mahiiyiinana.viirucjho mahiiyiinanayottama� I I  

52 NS 42, tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  24 -
mahiivairocano huddho mahiimaunl mahiimunih 
mahiimantranayodhhuto mahiimantranayiitmaka� I I  

53 NS 50, tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  2 5  -
viigl.So vakpatir viigml viicaspatir anantagl� 
satyaviik satyaviidi ca catu�satyopade.faka� I I  
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Having all aspects, having no aspects, he bears four bindus;54 partless, beyond enumeration, 
he sustains the limit at the level of the fourth meditation. - v. 1 4555 

Abundant references in NS to viik and to mantras related to Paramiirtha lead us to 
understand that viik is the factor that connects Mafi.jusr1 and Dharmadhiitu. The viik 
nature of Dharmadhiitu is the essence of Mafi.jusrl ' s  activities; in other words, the viik 
nature of Dharmadhiitu manifests in the viik activity of Mafi.jusrl. Through viik, Prajiiii 
is transmitted from Dharmadhiitu to Mafi.jusr1, and he i s  adored as the spokesman of 
the verses and teachings that reveal the nature of Dharmcidhiitu which is perceived in 
various forms .  S ince Mafi.j usr1 manifests  the viik nature of Dharmadhiitu, he i s  
Vagisvara. Thus, we see that viik is the reason for Mafi.jusr1 being adored as the revealer 
of Dharma, and why he is identified with Dharmadhiitu . 

111.3 Association of Goddess Prajfiaparamita with Vak 

The abundant pictorial representations of the Goddess  Praj fi.aparamita in Alchi are 
significant, for they demonstrate the religious environment of the time - which informs 
equally about the background of the mm:uJalas painted next to them. Prajfi.aparamita 
has been extensively depicted in Alchi along with representations of Mahavairocana, 
Sakyamuni,  Mafi.jusr1 and many mm:ujalas .  The image of Prajfi.aparamita depicted on 
the second storey of the sumtseg reveals her status to be comparable to Mahavairocana 
(Pl.  37 ) .  Especial ly ,  the two mm:u;lalas painted on the third storey of the sumtseg 
explicit ly demonstrate the dynamic relation between Mahavairocana and Goddess  
Prajfi.aparamita (Pls. 7-8 ,  3 8-39) .  As has  been presented in  Table 1 . 3 ,  the innermost 
c ircle of Mahavairocana in  the mm:u;lala of Mahavairocana i s  surrounded by eight 
petals of a lotus ,  where only the image of Prajfi.aparamita is  painted towards the east. 
Thus ,  Prajfi.aparamita is  placed in thi s  mm:u;lala between Mahavairocana in the centre 
and the set of four Buddhas and four Bodhisattvas in the eight directions. The mm:ujala 
of Prajfi.aparamita on the opposite wall gives greater importance to the Goddess ;  the 
central image of Praj fi.aparamita is surrounded by her four manifestations at the four 

54 Davidson 1 98 1 :  36,  n. 1 20:  "Bindu here means bzjamantra . . .  in this case a ii af!1 a�". 

55 NS 1 43-45, tr. Davidson 1 98 1 :  36 -
sarvasaf!1buddhaboddhavyo buddhabodhir anuttara� I 
anak�aro mantrayonir mahiimantrakulatraya� I I  (v .  1 43 )  
sarvamantriirthajanako mahiibindur anak�ara� I 
paiiciik�aro mahiisunyo bindusunya� satiik�ara� I I  (v .  1 44) 
sarviikiiro niriikiira��ocjasiirdhiirdhabindudrk I 
akala� kalaniitltas caturthadhyiinakofidhrk I I  (v.  1 45 )  



Pl. 37 Prajfiaparamita as Mahavairocana, rear wall, second storey, sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 2009) 



Pl. 38  Central divinity, mm:ujala of Mahavairocana, left wall, third storey, sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 2009) 



Pl. 39 Central divinity, mat;ujala of Prajfiaparamita, right wall, third storey, sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 2009) 



Pl. 40 Mat:t<;lala of Prajfiaparamita, dukhang, Alchi. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 1984 (WHA V)) 



VA.K IN TANTRIC B UDDHIST PRACTICES I 1 29 

cardinal directions, and four Buddhas bearing nirmii1Jakiiya attributes are found at the 
four intermediate directions. These two ma1Jt}alas are evidently related to each other, 
and they show the unmistakable relationship among Dharmakaya, Prajfiaparamita and 
the Buddhas. In these two ma1Jt}alas, the Goddess Prajfiaparamita plays an important 
part in the centripetal dynamism of ma1Jt}ala, with implications of both emanation and 
revelation (Ill us. 3 . 1 ) .  

By being represented in the uppermost place in the three-storeyed architectural 
stupa, Goddess Prajfiaparamita displays her prominence in the iconographic scheme 
of the monastery, which is also noticeable in other contemporary monasteries of the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries. There are other ma1Jt}alas of Prajfiaparamita in the 
dukhang (Pl. 40) and inside the small twin stupas (Kakani Chorten) in front of the 
sumtseg in Alchi. In the Maitreya Hall of Mangyu, a ma1Jt}ala of Prajfiaparamita shows 
the Goddess with six arms, surrounded by other feminine divinities. 

Let us consider the difference between the iconographic scheme of Alchi and that 
of Tabo in this context. 

i) Unlike Alchi, one finds no image of Goddess Prajfiaparamita in Tabo. Only the 
narratives of Sadaprarudita in search of the prajiiiipiiramitii have been depicted 
in the ambulatory of the dukhang in Tabo. 

ii) The ma1Jt}alas of Alchi are characterized by their predominant geometric layout, 
absent from the dukhang of Tabo. 

From these facts, it can be posited that prolific depictions of Prajfiaparamita in 
Alchi may have an analogous relationship to the equally abundant geometric 
representations of ma1Jt}alas found there. It may be assumed that behind their visual 

Illus. 3. 1 :  Dynamism between Mahavairocana and Prajfiaparamita in the 
two mm:uJ.alas of the third storey of the sumtseg, Alchi. 
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representations of Praj fHiparamiUi and the geometric mm:uJalas tn Alchi one could 
fi nd a common conceptual bas i s .  Praj fiaparamita has a prominent p lace in the 
iconographic scheme of Alchi ; understanding the background of this representation 
can explain why such geometric mm:uJalas might have been created so prolifically. In 
this regard , one must examine the association of Goddess Prajfiaparamita with the 
practice of mantra,  especially keeping in mind the concept of vak. 

111.3.1  The Concept of Goddess Praj fiaparamita 

When the then-new Mahayana for the first time focused upon the philosophical concept 
of prajiia, hitherto unexamined in earlier schools of Buddhism, 56 prajiiaparamita was 
one of the six paramltas which the seeker-after-truth had to cultivate. Prajiiaparamita 
was initially a designation for a particular group of literature and its teachings. However, 
prajiiaparamita had also been further designated as "the Mother of the Buddhas (jinana 
mata)" and, already in the early stage of its development, was conceived as a goddess.57 
Thus, the A�fasahasrika Prajiiiiparamita (from sometime between 1 00 BCE - CE 1 00) 
says, "the Saviours of the world who were in the past and these that are now in the ten 
directions have issued from her and so will the future ones be".58 And, within the idea 
of ekayiina that teaches the ultimate teaching of Buddhism to be s ingular (despite 
differing schools ) ,  integrating diverse "vehicles" (yana) of thought, Prajfiaparamita 
plays a central role as a goddess.  59 In the Munimatalalflkara,  Abhayakaragupta states :  

Thus, the nature of the Mahayana is established as  being only the one vehicle (ekayiina) 
and the absolute (paramiirtha) absence of own being (ni�svabhiivatii) of all dharmas .  
This (great vehicle) i s  the Bhagavatl PrajiUiparamita. This (Prajfiaparamita) is  to be known 

"6 Conze assigns the literature that informs the first stage of prajfiiipiiramitii thought to c. I 00 
BCE (cf. Conze 1 967a: 1 24). 

"7 In the fi rst chapter ( v .  1 5 ) of the Ratnagul)asaiicayagiithii ( summary verses of the 
A�rasiihasrikii) Prajfiaparamita demonstrates the conception of "the mother of the J inas" in 
the early development of the Prajfiiipiiramitii thought (cf. Conze 1 967a: 1 25). On the basis of 
the iconography of the Goddess described in  siidhana nos. 1 52 and 1 59 in  the Siidhanamiilii, 
D.C. Bhattacharyya ( 1 978 :  45) sees the conception of the goddess conceived in association 
with the Five Tathagatas as early as fourth century CE, since the siidhana no. 1 59 is ascribed to 
the authorship of Asali.ga who belonged to c. CE 300. He ascribes the composition of siidhana 
no. 1 52 to the same period as no. 1 59. 

5 x  Tr. Conze 1 978:  3 1 .  

59 Munimatiilaf!!kiira, chapter I ,  "The Prajfiaparamita itself, the Bhagavatl, is the essence of the 
Mahayana, the ekayiina preci sely" (tr. Ruegg 1 977: 295) .  
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as the absolutely real (piiramiirthika) bodhicitta, which consists of the non-differentiation 
of the Empty (comprehension of sunyatii) and compassion.60 

Mall stresses the Dharmakiiya aspect of prajftiipiiramitii, which seems relevant to the 
depictions in Alchi of the Goddess  PrajfHiparamita juxtaposed with Mahavairocana. 
He remarks :  

The authors o f  A�fasiihasrikii Prajiiiipiiramitii saw the Prajiiiipiiramitii a s  the only 
embodiment of the teaching of all Buddhas, i .e. as Dharmakiiya. Therefore all the respect 
that should have been paid to the Buddhas was transferred to the Prajiiiipiiramitii. The 
worship of the Prajiiiipiiramitii text is something that exceeds the worship of all other 
objects, mainly the worship of relics (buddhasarlra).6 1 

While his remark is  perceptive, in that it draws attention to the Dharmakiiya aspect of 
Prajftiipiiramita , the general conception of the Goddess  represented in  his  remarks 
should be reconsidered in the context of the images of the Goddess  in Alchi . It has 
been general ly believed that the worship of the Prajftiipiiramita Sutras is the 
background of Goddess Prajfiaparamita, and that she is the personification of the book. 
It is the assertion of this present work that the adoration of the Goddess Prajfiaparamita 
is more than the adoration of sutras ;  she should be understood to be the source of 
Wisdom beyond words - Dharmadhiitu . In the history of Buddhism, the mantrayiina 
was a later development of Mahayana, though the philosophy of the former adhered 
to the latter. In terms of Bodhisattva pract ices ,  the mantrayiina i s ,  in general ,  
distinguished from Prajftiipiiramitiiyiina. If  the Goddess Praj fiaparamita i s  merely a 
personification of the prajftiipiiramitii texts in the sense of the early Mahayana Siitras, 
then the profuse representations of the Goddess,  painted next to the mat:uf.-alas which 
accompany the mantrayiina practice, seem awkward. Thus ,  it has to be more specified 
that Goddess Prajfiaparamita is worshipped not as the personification of any particular 
book or books, but rather as the personification of the True Word or Essence that 
those books enshrine. Therefore, the worship of Prajfiaparamita exceeds the adoration 
of any Buddha, Buddha relic or stupa, because as the supreme reality (bhutako{i) she 
is the source of and basis upon which these obj ects are sanctified. The worship of 
Prajfiaparamita as a feminine divinity should be understood in the broader context of 
the Indian spiritual tradition , in that the creative force of the Ultimate has been long 
conceived as such, as is  observed in the early Vedic concept of vak. 

60 Munimatiilarrtkara, chapter I, tr. Ruegg 1 977: 297-98. 

61  Mall 2005 : 68 .  
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111.3.2 Goddess Prajfiaparamita in the Mantrayana 

In the preface of his study on Buddhist iconography, D .C .  Bhattacharyya generally 
presupposes that these images developed through the tantric belief in mantric syllables . 
He states :  "The excessive increase in the number of divine concepts was mainly due 
to the Buddhist belief, during this period, in the efficacy of mantras".62 According to 
his conception of Buddhist iconography, the mantras, being sacred and having efficacy, 
became deified and developed "with the relevant iconographic specification"Y His 
view underlines the importance of the mantra practice in the iconographic rendering 
of divinities . Conze also refers to evidence of the dissemination of the mantra practice 
within the early development of Prajfiiipiiramitii l i terature, even before the teaching 
of Prajfiiipiiramitii was incorporated within tantric ideology . When the large 
Praj iUiparamita texts were composed, the forty -three dhiiral}is were taught . 64 The 
mantras and dhiiral}ZS became manifold and diverse through a number of short siitras 
which were composed after CE 500, and Vaj rapal).i found great importance in  these 
texts . 65 Conze states that the conception of Prajfiiipiiramitii had changed drastically 
under tantric influence.66 He recognizes a particular passage of the Adhyardhasaktikii 
(n. XII) as the one truly tantric exposition of Prajfiiipiiramitii . 

Thereupon the Lord Vairocana, the Tathagata, again demonstrated thi s  method of 
prajiiiipiiramitii, called the power which sustains all beings (sarvasattviidhi�{hiinam): All 
beings are Tathiigatagarbha, because they a l l  have the self-nature (iitmatii) of 
Samantabhadra, the great Bodhisattva;  all beings are vajragarbha because they are 
consecrated (abhi�iktatayii) with the vajragarbha; all beings are dharmagarbha, because 
all viik transforms (or manifests; sarvaviikpravartanatayii);  karmagarbha [is] in all beings, 
because all beings exert themselves in doing deeds.67 

62 Bhattacharyya 1 978 :  1 .  

63 Ibid. 

64 Conze 1 967a: 1 35-36 .  

65 Ibid . :  1 43 -44. 

66 Ibid . :  146.  

67 Adhyardhasatikii 1 2, quoted in Conze 1 967 a: 1 46-4 7.  I have modified the translation of Edward 
Conze given in his article because his translation does not clearly reveal the fourfold concept 
of kula implied in the text. Tathiigatagarbhii� was translated by Conze into "embryonic 
Tathagatas" and vajragarbha� into "thunderbolts in embryo". In my translation, dharmagarbha 
i s  what I assume from Conze ' s  trans lat ion "Dharma i n  embryo" .  Conze trans lated 
sarvaviikpravartanatayii into "because all speech comes to pass". 
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Herein prajiiaparamita i s  both the method and the power on the basis of which the 
Ultimate Dharma is revealed within all beings .  In tantric conception, prajiiaparamita 
is the power of transformation ; therefore it makes it impossible for any being to be 
separate from the Ultimate Dharma. All beings adhere within the Ultimate Dharma in 
their four aspects - Tathagatagarbha, vajragarbha, dharmagarbha and karmagarbha 
- which are identical to the four categories of kulas in the Yoga Tantra. The 
transformation of vak has been especially mentioned in the tantric prajiiaparamita 
text above as the basis of how all beings are not different from Dharma. It hints at the 
vital role of vak in the concept of prajiiaparamita in the tantric context .  

Is the Queen of Vidyii in the Mahiivairocaniibhisarpbodhi Tantra 
Identical to the Goddess Prajiiiipiiramitii? 

When studying the Goddess Prajfiaparamita, one notices many references to the Queen of 
Vidya (Vidyarajfi.I), found frequently throughout MVT. In a number of verses, the term 'Queen 
of Vidya' is given in place of 'mantra '. The general pattern where ' the Queen of Vidya' 
occurs in the Tantra may be abbreviated as such: the Bhagavat Vairocana spoke the Queen 
of Vidya "NAMA/f SAMANTA-BUDDHANAM (or NAMA/f SARVA TATHAGATEBHYO) 
[ . . .  ]" with other mantras following afterwards; one such mantra praises the nature of this 
Queen of Vidya as identical to that of space (gagana or kha).68 

We come across  some passages in  MVT that l ink the Queen of Vidya and 
Prajfiaparamita. In a passage of the Tantra, the Queen of Vidya has been praised as 
"the mother of all Buddhas and Bodhisattvas", which is the epithet of Prajfiaparamita.69 
When Buddhaguhya explains the meaning of the Queen of Vidya in his commentary 
to the Tantra, his description coincides with the meaning of prajiiaparamita . 

Vidyii means knowledge and here it refers to the prajiiii of Enlightenment. Queen is because 
the prajiiii of Enlightenment is the most excellent of all prajiiiis, it is a queen.70 

The connection between the "Queen of Vidya" and Prajfiaparamita can be observed 
in another passage, when MVT gives instruction about the ritual required before the 
drawing of the vak-mm:ujala . 

68 See MVT IV . 1 2 ;  Vl.29; X. l .  

m Cf. MVT IV . 1 2, tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 6 1 .  

70 MVT X. I comm.,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 2 1 7 . 
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Having done the ritual to transform the colours, he should make the mudrii or mantra of 
the B lessed Lady Prajfiaparamita and recite this Vidya Queen eight times.7 1 

It cannot be ascertained at this stage of the research whether "the Queen of Vidya" 
and the Goddess Praj iiaparamita are identical or different ;  further, any connection 
between these two in MVT might also be assumed to represent a stage when hitherto­
discrete concepts had undergone a mutual assimi lation .  Another Goddess ,  Gagana­
Locana, can briefly be mentioned in relation to Prajiiaparamita and the Queen of Vidya. 
Gagana-Locana, adored as the Mother of Buddhas in MVT,72 is described to be in the 
nature of prajiiiipiiramitii and the prajiiii associated with the abhisambodhiY In the 
aforementioned description of the Queen of Vidya in her similarity to space (gagana) ,  
one sees a l ink between Gagana-Locana and the Queen of Vidya - however, it i s  
difficult  to  know, fundamentally ,  whether these divinities should be  understood as 
different names of one goddess .  Leaving this problem aside for further separate 
research,  one can only say with certainty that the Queen of Vidya and the Goddess 
Prajiiaparamita are l inked with regard to their nature as prajiiii, and that the concept 
of the Goddess Prajiiaparamita in the mantrayiina practice can be explored on the 
basis of her affinity to the Queen of Vidya. Regardless of the problem of whether she 
is identical with the Goddess  Praj iiaparamita, it is worthwhile to pay heed to the 
concept of the Queen of Vidya because, as mention of her so undeniably indicates her 
nature of viik and the importance of viik in the Buddhist Tantras, this certainly could 
help bring forward an unexplored aspect of the Goddess Prajfiaparamita in association 
with mantras and the concept of viik. 

The Queen of Vidyii: Viik 

The references to the Queen of Vidya are more or less always in connection to viik and 
mantra practices ; she seems to imply a profound relation to the power of syllables. The 
following passage by Vairocana is later expanded by Buddhaguhya's  commentary, which 
clarifies that "the Queen of Vidya" denotes the essence of the viik cakra . MVT says: 

There is  a mantra phrase which arises from the MaQ9ala of cakra of Tathagata ' s  viik 
which is vast and penetrates into infinity; it is like a multi-formed gem, it completely 
perfects all aspirations, it is an accumulation of an immeasurable mass of merits, it abides 

71 MVT X. l 9, tr. Hodge 2003 : 227. 

72 Cf. MVT 11. 1 8  comm. ,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 08 .  

73 Ibid. 
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in unimpeded realization and it is endowed with the power that is independent of the three 
times.74 

Buddhaguhya ' s  commentary as serts that the above passage g ives  instruction 
concerning mantras  for the mm:ujala - apparently meaning the kiiya-maJJ4ala , since 
this passage is drawn from chapter II which deals wi th producing this  parti cular 
mal}gala . Here, he describes viik cakra ,  the Queen of Vidya. 

It (viik cakra) penetrates and encompasses all realms of beings. Wish-fulfilling gem appears 
in various forms and carries out various actions so that beings may obtain what they 
desire. Likewise this Vidya Queen also manifests in various forms for the sake of beings 
and carries out various activities for them.75 

This  passage gives the words of Vairocana concerning viik cakra in i ts  nature of 
transformation and all-pervasion. According to Buddhaguhya ' s  conception, the Queen 
of Vidya personifies the nature of transformation and all pervasion of the viik cakra . 
The Queen of Vidya represents the power of the viik cakra, and the source of mantras. 
And the power of the Queen of Vidya is explained to function at the two levels : absolute 
and relative. 

The strength to generate perception of that relates to the absolute level, and the strength to 
be unharmed by obstructions by all demons and opponents, through the power of this 
Vidyii, relates to the relative level. 76 

Vidyii is understood as the power through which the tantric practitioners are unhindered 
by obstructions, which bespeaks the important p lace given to the Queen of V idya in 
this tantric practice. The Tantra teaches that one attains through the empowerment of 
Vidyii the unhindered reality, Sarvatathagata.77 

This Vidya Queen reveals Sarvatathagata, she does not let you depart from the confines of 
the path of Three Dharmas and she causes you to perfect the Levels and Perfections.7x 

Buddhaguhya thereafter explains the meaning of "she reveals Sarvatathagata" . 

74 MVT 11 .95, tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 48-49. 

75 MVT 11.95 comm., tr. Hodge 2003 : 1 49 .  

76 MVT X. l comm.,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 2 1 6- 1 7 . 

77 Cf. MVT X.3,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 2 1 7 . 

78 MVT XI.3,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 233 .  
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By reciting this Vidya, it will be as though you were seeing the intrinsically existent Mary.�ala 
(svabhava-mw:ujala), the residence of Sarvatathagata; the representational mw:ujala which 
has been drawn is shown after this Vidya, or the mw:ujala of all the Buddhas is seen after 
reciting it.79 

The role of the Queen of Vidya in the creation of an external mm:u;lala i s  explicitly 
indicated above. In addition she has also been described as the divinity who reveals 
Sarvatathagata: 

The Bhagavat Vairocana entered the samadhi, called ' Infinite Victory ' .  No sooner had the 
Bhagavat entered that samadhi than there emerged the Vidya Queen called 'Universally 
Unimpeded Power' ,  which arises from the sphere of Sarvatathagata.80 

Sarvatathagata may be understood to designate Tattva or Paramiirtha, which means 
"the Highest Reality", "the Essence" or "the Heart". The definition found in MVT of 
the svabhiiva-mal)c;lala as "the residence of Sarvatathagata" again confirms that 
Sarvatathagata indicates the Essence, which is Dharmadhiitu. Subsequently, i t  follows 
that the transformational power of the Queen of Vidya is associated with viik, and it is 
this power that reveals Dharmadhiitu. 

Yet, the Queen of Vidya is not only the revealer of Dharmadhiitu ; she i s  
Dharmadhiitu itself. Buddhaguhya places the Queen of  Vidya at the ontological level 
of Dharmadhiitu, informing that her power is independent of past, present and future. 
He states ,  "that which i s  unhindered in the past, present and future i s  §unya, in other 
words , Dharmadhiitu" . 8 1  MVT also states that the experiential horizon of Dharmakiiya 
is not different from that of the Queen of Vidya; Buddhaguhya comments that this is 
evident, given that these two both perceive the true nature of thingsY 

From these references, the characteristics of the Queen of Vidya can be summarized. 

i )  The Queen of Vidya is the essence of the viik cakra and is therefore the source of 
mantra as well .  

i i )  A tantric practitioner who attains the ultimate realization, an unobstructed state 
without h indrances, does so through her power. 

79 MVT Xl.3 comm., tr. Hodge 2003 : 233-34. 

80 MVT X. l 8 , tr .  Hodge 2003 : 227 . 

�� MVT X. l comm. ,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 2 1 6 .  

xz Cf. MVT X.2 comm.,  tr. Hodge 2003 : 2 1 7 . 
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i i i )  She is  the revealer of the Supreme Essence (Paramiirtha;  Dharmadhiitu) .  

i v )  She is  equivalent to Dharmadhiitu . The experience o f  the Queen o f  Vidya, that 
of the viik cakra and the experience of Dharmadhiitu are not different from each 
other. 

The Representation of the Goddess Prajiiiipiiramitii in A/chi 
and the Textual Descriptions of the Trika Goddess Para 

Certain characteri stics of the Queen of Vidya indicate the possibil ity of a relation 
between the B uddhist  Goddess Prajiiaparamita and the Trika Goddess Para. The 
symbolism used in reference to the Queen of Vidya bears striking similarities to that 
concerning Goddess Para who has her origin in the philosophy of Pariiviik, the highest 
level of viik. The iconographic specifications for the image of Goddess Para in some 
Trika Saivaite texts (including some south Indian examples, influenced by texts from 
Kashmir)83 di splay a remarkable  affin i ty to the representation of the Goddess  
Prajiiaparamita in Alchi. The name of Goddess Para varies, because the Goddess Para 
of Kashmiri Trika is incorporated into and superimposed upon the local goddesses of 
different regions ;  depending on the source text, one finds 'Para ' as co-equivalent to 
goddesses such as Kubj ika or Tripurasundari. These goddesses share a common 
theological base in the philosophy of Pariiviik. 84 Sanderson examines the descriptions 
given in various texts regarding the visualization of the Goddess Para;85 his research 
demonstrates that, while these descriptions are not exactly identical, there are sti l l  
certain common features that are common to all ,  such as "white l ike the moon" or as 
a crystal ; "in a white robe"; and having one, three or four faces. When she is described 
with four hands, she holds a rosary and a book in one pair of hands, and the other pair 
shows the gesture of cinmudrii (the thumb and the index finger forming a circle), with 
the other hand bearing a trident or a lotus .  

The images of Prajiiaparamita as depicted in Alchi show benevolent facial expressions 
and bear the dharmacakrapravartana mudrii . The hand attributes of these images are 
especially remarkable in their affinity to those which are prescribed for the Goddess Para. 
Although there are slight differences, the lotus, book and rosary are common in all images 
of the Goddess Prajiiaparamita. The dharmacakrapravartana mudrii was understood to 

�3 See Sanderson 1 990. 

l\.1 Ibid. 

�5 Ibid . :  32-42. 
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be a combination of jiiiina mudrii (touching the chest with the left hand) and the vyiikhyiina 
mudrii (presenting the right hand palm forward, with the tip of the index finger touching 
the thumb tip), respectively representing her aspects : jiiiina aspect and the exposition 
aspect. 86 The vyiikhyiina mudrii appears identical to the cinmudrii of the Goddess Para. It 
should be, however, noted that the six-armed form of Prajfiaparamita in Alchi does not 
correspond to any description of Goddess Para with either two or four hands .  This six­
armed Prajfiaparamita is rather unique; the usual representation of the Goddess is either 
with two or four armsY Bhattacharyya says that no description of the six-armed Goddess 
has been discovered in any Indian Buddhist text, yet tells of a Chinese text that describes 
a six-armed form of Prajfiaparamita.88 

On the second story of the sumtseg, an image of Prajfiaparamita understood to be 
a female representation of Mahavairocana is of particular note (Pl. 37). She is coloured 
white, with three clear eyes reminiscent of the three-eyed visage of the Goddess Para 
as described in the second verse of her invocation in the PariitriY(lsikiitiitparyadipikii .89 

The iconographic s imi larity observed between the Buddhi st  Goddess  
Prajfiaparamita in Alchi and the Hindu Goddess Para seems to  reflect at least a mutual 
interaction, if not co-equivalent assimilation . It is likely that thi s  interrelation might 
have been aided by their commonly-held association with Sarasvatl, the ancient goddess 
of knowledge, who is also the goddess of viik (Vagdevi), or rather even this association 
would have given them access to Sarasvatl ' s  iconographic features .  The Goddess Para 
is overtly associated with Sarasvatl in her aspect of "the embodiment of viik (Vaglsvari)" 
or "of the alphabet (Matrkasarasvatl, Lipidevl)" . 90 The Goddess  Prajfiaparamita i s  
related to  thi s  ancient deity more so in her  aspects of knowledge and inspiration ; 
therefore, she i s  adored in  B uddhism as the source of prajiiii .  The i conographic 
descriptions of Sarasvatl given in Vi.p;udharmottara are reminiscent of those of both 

86 Cf. Saraswati 1 958 :  1 29ff; cf. Bhattacharyya 1978:  43 . 

87 For an exhaustive discussion about the iconographic features of the Goddess, see Bhattacharyya 
1 978 :  38-39, 4 1 ;  Shaw 2006: 1 7 1 -80. 

88 Cf. Bhattacharyya 1 978:  59-60. He informs that the Chinese Dhara!J!samuccaya, translated in 
about CE 1 000, deals with a six-armed form of PrajiHipiiramiUi. 

89 The text is the commentary of the Pariitri§ikiilaghuvrtti composed in Cidambaram. "May the 
Supreme Power [Para] protect you, lshe who is as brilliantly white] as a markless moon, three­
eyed, adorned with the crescent moon [upon her hair] , her [two] hands showing the gesture 
(mudrii) and the book." - Pariitrilrt.�ikiitiitparyad!pikii 2, quoted and tr. Sanderson 1990: 33 .  

9° Cf. Sanderson 1 990: 43 .  
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the lesser-known Goddesses : she is  described as four-armed, white-coloured, dressed 
in white garments and bedecked with many ornaments ; her four hands hold such 
attributes as a manuscript, a white lotus, a rosary, a musical instrument, a water vessel 
(kamw;dalu) and so on.9 1  The rosary is  said to represent time and the vessel of the 
Goddess contains the nectarine fluid of all Sastras.92 The reference of kamm:ufalu should 
be seen in relation to the Goddess Prajfiaparamita in Pl. 37;  her third eye might not only 
be related to that of the Goddess Para but also to that of the Vajrasarada form of Sarasvati 
in Buddhism.93 As their iconographic resemblance overlap, the concept of the Goddess 
Prajfiaparamita might possibly have been incorporated with the viik aspect of Sarasvatl.94 

The passive visual impact of ma�z4alas cannot be properly understood away from 
their act ive,  meditative dimension wherei n the process  of v i sual imagination i s  
fundamentally co-ordinated by mantras .  Viik, the source of  mantra,  may be  envisaged 
as the bridge between the multiple forms of ma1J4alas and the Ultimate Dharma. On 
the one hand, it is the power of transformation, both centripetally and centrifugally, as 
it reveals the Dharmadhiitu to sustain in all beings and takes the practitioner to the 
realization of the Dharmadhiitu . On the other hand, it is Dharmadhiitu as much as its 
experience is equated to that of the Dharmadhiitu . The conception of the Highest 
Divinity in  the name of Dharmadhatu-Vagisvara-Mafij usri ,  or the references to 
Sarvatathagata in relation to viik, both demonstrates the tantric perception , and argues 
persuasively for the prevalence of the concept of viik during the spread of mantrayiina. 
Though the topic remains as an issue for much deeper research, it is  suggestive that 
the association of Prajfiaparamita with the archetypal Goddess of Viik, Sarasvati and 
the Para Goddesses surely implies a strong aspect of viik within Prajfiaparamita, which 
would not be separate or isolated from her attributes of prajfiii .  

The importance of  the Goddess Prajiiaparamita needs to be seen in  the broad context 
of Tantrism, as a part of the overall cultural ambience, where sakti (divine energy) 
goddesses gained much popularity on the basis of the phi losophy and practice of viik. 

91 Cf. Vi.yl)udharmottara III .64 and 73 ,  tr. Kramrisch 1 928 :  86, 97. 

92 Ibid . :  86. 

93 Vajrasarada has a crescent in her crown, is three-eyed and two-armed, carrying the book in 
the left hand and the lotus in the right (cf. Bhattacharyya 1 968:  35 1 ) . 

<j4 Aryasarasvatl, often revered by Buddhist tantrics ,  being also called Vajrasarasvatl, is of a 
white complexion, and holds in her left hand a lotus stalk with the Prajfiaparamita text atop it 
(cf. ibid.) .  
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The prominence that Prajfiaparamita attained along with the maturation of Mahayana 
B uddhism,  marks a palpable development :  Dharma, as the Universal Principle ,  is  
conceived as of the nature of the Creative Feminine.  "The apparent swiftness with 
which Prajfiaparamita rose on the Mahayana horizon"95 is  surprising when one limits 
one ' s  study to her image as the Buddhist  Mother Goddess  amidst  the patriarchal 
pantheon of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas: however, when one looks instead at the popular 
religions of the time, diverse in theology yet together taking part in the overall creation 
of religious images,  it is not surprising to find the Buddhist Goddess of Wisdom clad 
in  the garb of the ancient Vedic Goddess of Vak.  When considering the Goddess 
Praj fiaparamita in  the context of her affinity to the Queen of Vidya, the Goddesses 
Para and Sarasvati, she clearly reflects the philosophy of vak, which might well have 
influenced the geometric format of mm:ujalas as well as the whole spatial planning of 
Alch i .  

95 Shaw 2006: 1 67 .  
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" 

The Doctrine of Vak in Trika Saivism 

ALTHOUGH the doctrine of vak has been explored mainly from the perspective of 
language or literature, it directs to a metaphysical reality much broader than the levels 
of aural or verbal expression : it  encompasses all sensual perception, expression and 
cognit ion,  including v i sual  i mages and thought processes . The exegesis  of vak 
essentially brings together the two extreme poles of Hindu theology - the indivisible 
Ultimate and the variety of phenomena - and suggests their non-duality by analysing 
the transformational power of the Ultimate, Paravak. 

The conception of perceptible mmpjalas as the reflective image (pratibimba) of 
the samadhi-mm:ujala hearkens to the concepts of bimba-pratibimba in Trika Saivism. 1 
Trika Saivism maintains  that the Divine Consciousness i s  mirrored in the universe, 
and that the universe is  mirrored in  the Divine Consciousness ;  ul timately,  however, 
there is  neither that which i s  reflected (bimba) nor the reflection (pratibimba) ,  but 
only the independent free will (svatantrya) of the Divine Consciousness .  The infinite 
variety which is  mirrored in the Divine Consciousness is  merely the expansion of the 
Divine Consciousness itself. As much as the concept of vak i s  pivotal in explaining 
the logic of bimba-pratibimba in Trika Saivism, it may similarly illuminate the relations 
among the tangible mmpjala, the samadhi-mmpjala and the svabhava-mmpjala, while 
providing us with valuable references regarding three crucial points which have been 
noted in chapters I and II of this book: ( 1 )  the qualities of sunya, (2) the perceptible 
forms of certain mm:ujalas,  and (3) the transformational power explained in the context 
of the mantrayana.  

I t  i s  indeed problematic to s imply trans late the S anskrit term vak as "sound", 
"speech", "word", or "language", since one of its central attributes is  its multi-layered 
context; it is impossible to properly define this term without looking into its various 

1 Cf. Supra, pp. 1 09- 1 1 0. For a short introduction to the concept of bimba-pratibimba in Trika 
Saivism, see Swami Lakshman Joo 1 99 1 :  29-32. 
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levels .  In order to dispel any naYve conception of vak as ordinary, mundane speech, it 
is helpful to examine from the outset how the term sabda, which is equally complicated 
but usually translated as "word", has been defined from the perspective of philosophy . 
The phi losophy of B hartrhari gives many non-conventional meanings for this  
term;2 these definitions may also be applied to the term vak, as much as the theory of 
vak has been developed on the basis of Bhartrhari ' s philosophy of Sabdabrahman. 
Aklujkar classified these various meanings of sabda into four groups :  

i )  "Word" as an audible sound which conveys meaning .  

i i ) "Word" as the mental impressions or images which correspond to the audible 
sounds that we call l inguistic units. 

i i i )  "Word" as "a whole language, an entire system of l i nguist ic symbol s" or "a 
language, a collective set, a linguistic system" known by a person. 

i v) Ultimately, "word" is  that principle, power, or force which is  at the foundation 
of al l l inguistic knowledge. It is the entity that makes all individual languages 
possible .  3 

These four categories will help, at the least, in broadening one ' s  perception of the 
terms sabda or vak in preparation for the traditional Trika reading of them. 

IV.l Four Levels of Vak 

Man speaks something through vaikhar!, ideates through madhyamii, experiences some 
indeterminate state through pa§yantl and experiences inwardly some truth through para.� 

This verse from the ParatriSika- Vivaraf}a (PTV) expresses how humans experience 
and cognize within the four levels of vak - vaikhari, madhyamii, pasyanti and para .  
Before beginning the commentary on  the ParatriSika , Abhinavagupta, first describes 
the four levels of vak in the context of the Devl's question regarding the identity between 
Anuttara (the Highest, or the Absolute) and kaulika (bodily manifestations). It is implied 
in the exegesis that the four-levelled vak is the essential principle on the basis of which 
is developed the non-duality of the phenomenal objects and the Absolute. In this context, 
these four levels are described as the transformation of the highest Lord through His Sakti. 

2 Aklujkar 200 1 .  

3 Cf. Aklujkar 200 1 :  452-56. 

4 PTV 5-9, tr. Singh 1 988:  1 57, Sanskrit text p. 56. 
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The highest Lord is always intent on creativity (visargaparama�) through His Sakti. He 
showers grace, manifests and withdraws without any restraint.' 

Abhinavagupta keeps the four levels of viik within the context of the manifestation of 
the highest Lord . Pariiviik consi sts  of Paramiirtha that is the undifferentiated 
consciousness (cit-tattva) of the highest Lord (parame§vara) ,  meaning the Whole or 
the Complete. When His icchiiSakti (power of will) awakens within the state of complete 
non-differentiation, Pariiviik is mirrored in the pa.�yant'i where the "desire" to express 
is predominant, but the viicyaviicaka bhiiva (the principle of expression, l i terally "the 
nature of what is expressed and what expresses") is still indeterminate, and the subject 
and the object of the cognition are sti l l  undivided. The differentiation between the 
subject and the object starts in the stage of madhyamii. In the vaikhar"i stage comes the 
determinate difference between them, and the object of expression attains a concrete 
form. In thi s way the commentary i l lustrates that the scripture called Pariitr"isikii i s  
the final result of the manifestation and the transformation of Pariiviik through three 
stages of viik.6 From the above introductory notes on the doctrine of viik, we can deduce 
the following points : 

i )  Pariiviik or Paramiirtha ,  the highest truth , 1s  first echoed m an indeterminate 
form at the pasyant"i level. 

ii) It is conceived in subtle forms on the madhyamii level . 

5 Trikahrdaya quoted in PTV I ,  tr. Singh 1 988 :  1 4- 1 5 , Sanskrit text p. 5 .  

6 "So the inner content, i .e. question-answer which appears i n  the consciousness of the highest 
Lord in an undifferentiated way because of its being the highest truth, is thought of in the 
pa§yanti stage i n  an indeterminate form ( in  nirvikalpa form) with a desire to put it in  
apportionment of  letter, word and sentence; i t  is positioned with a sense of separateness in the 
madhyama stage in a determinate form (i .e. in savikalpa form) ;  it is finally expressed in the 
form of question and answer in the vaikharl stage, i .e .  in gross speech consisting of maylya 
letter, word and sentence . . . .  The fact of question and answer (vastu) is an ever-present reality 
which is in the first instance, i.e. at the level of paravak without division . . . .  The Self who is 
the natural state of all existents, who is Self-luminous, amusing Himself with question-answer 
which is not different from Himself, and in which both the questioner (as Devl) and the answerer 
(as Bhairava) are only Himself, reflects thus as I, ' I  myself, being thus desirous of wonderful 
delight knowing the truth as it is ,  appear as question and answer' ." (PTV 1 ,  tr. Singh 1 988:  1 5 , 
Sanskrit text p. 5 . )  "This question-answer in i ts entirety resides really in  the divine paravak 
whose quintessence is autonomy (svatantrya) which is independent of everything, which is 
unsurpassable and is able to bring about what is most difficult to accomplish, and which is not 
affected even by an iota of dependence on others." (PTV 5-9, tr. Singh 1 988 :  1 08) 



1 44 I VOICE OF THE VoiD 

3 .  Final ly ,  i t  IS concretely formulated at the vaikhari level ,  where ordinary 
communication occurs .  

These characteristics of the four levels of vak are associated with the various roles 
of saktis ;  at each stage of vak, particular characteristics are brought forth by specific 
saktis .  Each sakti plays a crucial role in determining the nature of the relationship 
between the subject  and the object  of both the cognition and the expression.  For 
instance, we have already seen that the rise of icchasakti in Paravak entails the stage 
of pasyantl vak. However, the state of pasyanti vak is determined by jfianasakti (power 
of knowledge) ;  therefore, pasyanti vak is - though stil l  in an indeterminate form -
characterized by the incipient differenti ation between the subject and the object, or 
between what expresses ( vacaka) and what is  expressed ( vacya) .  

The four levels of  vak correspond to  three goddesses (Para, Parapara, Apara) of 
Trika Saivism as well as the five main saktis of Siva (cit, ananda, iccha, jfiana, kriya). 

The Goddess Para (para bhagavati), Consciousness-Power (sarrzvit prasaranti) not different 
from Bhairava on the point of expansion according to Her essential nature, is said to be 
supreme icchasakti (voluntary power). Her actual expansion as jfiiinasakti (cognitive power) 
assumes the pariipara or pasyanti form and as kriyasakti (conative power) the aparii or 
madhyamii form, etc. 7 

The supreme icchasakti, the essential nature of the Goddess Para at the point of expansion, 
should be understood as the dynamism of primary life-force rather than as the power of 
any particular or definite desire. The Goddesses Parapara and Apara result from the 
expansion of the Goddess Para and they are manifested in the jfianasakti (cognitive 
power) and the kriyasakti (conative power) . Table 4. 1 shows their correspondence. 

All these stages of the expansion are conceived as the aspects of Anuttara in the 
non-dualistic vision of Trika Saivism, and the Para (paravak or Parasakti) is the pure 

Table 4.1 :  Correspondence Between the Four Levels of Vak, Three Saktis and Five Saktis of Siva 

Four Levels of Viik Three Sakti Goddesses Five Saktis of Siva 

Paravak Para Citsakti and Anandasakti 

Pasyanti Parapara Icchiisakti and Jfiiinasakti 

Madhyama Parapara and Apara Jfiiinasakti and Kriyiisakti 

Vaikhar! Apara Kriyiisakti 

7 PTV 2, tr. Singh 1 988 :  63,  Sanskrit text p. 22. 
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state of Anuttara ,  8 which i s  characterized by complete awareness ( vimar§a, pratya­
vamar§a, cit, saf!1vit) . The term Anuttara encompasses many diverse concepts ,  
including as the complete union of S iva and His  consort, variously understood as 
Sakti ,  saf!1vit, cit ,  pariisakti or pariiviik. The characterist ics of the doctrine of the 
fourfold viik become c learer when viewed in relation to its correspondence to the 
Sakti Goddesses and the powers of Siva. While these systems of divine power explain 
cosmic creation and dissolution, the doctrine of viik particularly well exposes their 
reflection in the microcosmic context such in the acts of cognition and expression. 

Jayaratha9 describes the etymological dimension of the three levels of manifested 
viik in his commentary on the verse of the Tantraloka 111 . 236 :  "When manifesting 
differentiation she is  said [to assume] a threefold body known as pasyanti, madhyamii, 
and vaikhari, which is gross" .  According to h is  commentary , pasyanti ( seeing or 
vi sionary) is the consequence of svasviitantrya (autonomous self-determination) of 
Pariiviik. "When Pariiviik wishes to appear externally without producing the 
multiplicity associated with the viicyaviicakakrama (the process of what is  expressed 
and what expresses)", it i s  called pasyanti, "because the light of cit still prevails" and 
"since she is a form of the Subject who sees (dra�!r)" . 1 0 Next comes the madhyamii 
(middle) stage , so-cal led because it intermediates between the subject who sees and 
the object to be seen (drsya) .  Here the act of sight or viewing (darsana) is predominant. 

This is a plane where, although the process made of what expresses and what is expressed 
begins to unfold in outline, the [ vak] nevertheless remains  grounded in the intellect 
(buddh imatrani�fha)  in a form that i s  both manifest  and unmanifest  
(sphufasphufarupatvena) . 1 1  

In the vaikhari (corporeal) stage, the objective world predominates and the multiplicity 
is clearly manifested. This stage is  called vaikhari because viik becomes completely 
bodily and extended through the development of phonemes,  speech organs, the places 
of articulation and the articulatory process .  

8 "Whether in the initial stage of para or the final stage of para, both of which are the expression 
of revered parasakti and also in its stage of expansion in the form of parapara, it is throughout 
the display of the immutable anuttara." (PTV 4, tr. S ingh 1 988 :  79-80, Sanskrit text p. 30) 

9 TA 111.236, tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 70. 

1 0  TA 111.236 comm. (vol. II :  577), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 70-7 1 .  

I I  Ibid. 
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The three stages of viik evolve from the highest state of Pariiviik, in terms of the 
relationship between the subject and the object. In pasyantl viik, the subject (the sabda 
or the knower) is predominant, whereas in vaikhari viik, the object (the artha,  or the 
known) predominates .  The madhyamii viik intermediates between the subject and the 
object ,  .�abda and artha ,  the knower and the known; it is the act of seeing, or the 
knowledge i tself. The etymological meaning of the four levels of viik given in 
Jayaratha ' s  commentary of TA tells that the central concern of the doctrine is how the 
highest Subject is identified with the manifold objects. It confirms the openness of its 
scope, appl icable not only to the linguistic field but also to other processes wherein 
the differentiation between the subject and the object  is crucial .  We may note the 
Devl ' s  question in the Pariitrisikii that entails the exposition of the four levels of viik 
in the commentary of Abhinavagupta : "How does the anuttara immediately bring 
about the achievement of the multiple manifestations, by the knowledge of which one 
becomes one with khecarl?" 1 2 Ultimately, the doctrine of viik explains how the non­
dual state of Reality can be explained in spite of the manifoldness of objects and subjects. 

The four levels of viik can be viewed in two ways in respect to their sequences, as 
both emanative and absorptive processes .  One's v isualization of the mm:ufala in the 
samiidhi is analogous to the emanative process of Pariiviik in the sense that the ideation 
of §unya is ultimately followed by the manifest forms of the deities .  Moreover, the 
arti s ts '  creations also analogize the emanative process of viik in the sense that the 
execution of the arti stic creation springs from the state of the formlessness and ends 
with concrete forms. On the other hand, the ritualistic process which is intended towards 
oneness with the Divine can be understood as tracing back from the corporeal to the 
pure consciousness and therefore is analogous to the absorptive process of viik. For 
instance, one practice using a bija mantra exemplifies the absorptive process of viik 
wherein one ' s  individual ego is dissolved through the physical sound of the blja mantra 
into the transcendental heart of mantra itself, which i s  the pure light of the Divine. 
Furthermore , the process of aesthetic experience could be appropriately understood 
as the absorptive process of viik. Given that the present volume is conducting an inquiry 
into the doctrine of viik in relation to the aesthetic experience of Buddhist mw:ufalas,  
we may look into each level of viik in specific regard to the absorptive sequence. 

1 2  ParatrWkii 1 ,  tr. Singh 1 988:  5 .  Khecar! means "the one who moves in the vast void (kha) of 
Divine Consciousness". 
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IV. l . l  Vaikhari vak 

Vaikhari is Not Mere a Language, But is rather a Sakti in Its Essence 

Vaikharl viik is often understood as "the gross, spoken language". Padoux, an eminent 
scholar of viik in Trika Saivism, states with regard to the levels of viik: Vaikhar'i is the 
final materialization of a continual, timeless and unbroken process which, from para 
and, metaphysically, without actually ever leaving her, starts with the visionary (pasyant'i) 
and, through the intermediate (madhyamii), results in the corporeal ( vaikharl)Y 

It is  true that, in  the traditional texts, the discussion of vaikhar'i viik often entai l s  
illustrations of the emanational process of  the phonemes .  Thus i t  is  rather natural that 
the vaikharl viik is, at a first glance, equated to the category of gross language or speech, 
and that it is characterized by its phonetic aspect. In consequence, the vaikhar'i viik -

indeed, the entire doctrine of viik - has been studied in the context of discursive language, 
especially in the domain of phonetics and grammar. Having accepted the general 
understanding of vaikhar'i viik, the task of locating it within a discussion on aesthetics 
would go beyond the limits of its definition as language or speech. We need to carefully 
consider the characteristics of vaikharl viik from its textual sources to examine whether 
it is merely limited to discursive verbal language. If the doctrine of viik can explain the 
non-dualism of the Absolute with the manifold phenomena, it should include not only 
audible speech but also every object of every sense. 

First of al l ,  vaikharl viik i s  defined as the state where viicya (what i s  expressed: 
meaning) and viicaka (what expresses :  word) are divided, 1 4  meaning that it  consists 
not only of viicaka but also of viicya in its scope. If we suppose that vaikhar'i viik i s  
merely gross speech,  the viicya aspect of vaikharl becomes difficul t  to explain .  1 5  
Vaikhari refers to the state "in which manifestation o f  difference of all the existents 
has proceeded fu l ly (vaikhar'iprasrtabhiivabhedaprakiisa-paryantarrz)" . 1 6  Va ikhar'i 

Ll Padoux 1 992: 2 1 9 . 

14 Cf. PTV I ,  tr. Singh 1 988 :  8 .  

1 5 Padoux also mentions that vaikharl consists of viicya and viicaka: "Vaikharl, therefore, consists 
of all the elements of the ' significants ' empirically manifested and perceptible to the ear, 
namely of 'gross '  phonemes and speech . . . .  But vaikharl also consists of all that has to be 
expressed (viicya), namely 'gross' images and representations belonging to conceptual thought, 
and material objects which form the manifested universe, which the Word brings into existence 
and words denotes." (Padoux 1 992: 220) 

16 PTV I ,  tr. Singh 1 988 :  9. 
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denotes the entire manifested world, and is not l imited to the sense of language, and it 
clearly includes the words and objects which the words designate . 

If vaikhari viik i s  not mere a language, a question ari ses, "why has vaikhari viik 
been described over and over along with the emanation of the phonemes?" The answer 
might be found on examining the descriptions of its association with the gross level of 
prii!Ja that flows in a human body. Texts often describe the phonetic aspect of vaikhari 
as l inked to the breathing process .  The association of vaikhari viik with prii!Ja t s  
explained in  Rajanaka Rama' s commentary of the Spandakiirikii 48 . 1 7 He states :  

The sole support of  the form of vak known as  the Corporeal Voice (vaikharl) i s  the vital 
breath (pral}a) that manifests the individual phonemes, etc. It manifests when the wind of 
the vital breath, impelled by the (conscious) exertion applied according to the intention of 
each speaker, strikes the chest and other. 1 � 

Further on, he writes :  

When i t  (parasakti) assumes the form of  vaikhar! vak, i t  is  said to be  the gross power of 
action because its manifestation depends upon the pulse (parispanda) of the individual 
soul ' s  vital breath (pra1Ja). 1 9 

Vaikhari viik i s  manifested in the corporeal body with the support of priiiJa, and it 
starts its function when one wishes and intents to do particular actions .20 Here, vaikhari 
viik i s  the exis tential bas is ,  or the precondition of the physical l anguage or any 
expression out of our body or mind. We find another remarkable account from his 
commentary , which tells  that vaikhari viik i s  something subtler than the gross sound 
of the phonemes .  

17 Available sources of  Sanskrit manuscripts of  SpK have different chapter divisions. I follow 
Dyczkowski 's numbering of karikas in his translation (Dyczkowski 1 994 ) .  

1 8  Sp V 48,  tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: 1 3 1 .  Dyczkowski translates vak as "speech", which might 
mislead the understanding of the doctrine of vak. Therefore, here I present the original term 
without translation. 

19 Ibid . :  1 32.  

20 According to Rajanaka Rama, icchasakti corresponds to Madhyama vak (SpV 48 by Rajanaka 
Rama, tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: 1 32) .  Then we can interpret that the action of vaikhar! vak is 
triggered by icchasakti i n  madhyama vak. Therefore, we read in  the commentaries, "set in 
motion according to the will of the person" or "impelled by the (conscious) exertion applied 
according to the intention of each speaker". 
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It is a form of sound common to all (siimiinyadhvanirupii), having the form of the letters 
(van:za) which are divided into vowels, consonants, and so forth, but it proceeds without 
being affected by the variety of those who speak it. This is how the aspect of viik that is 
called the Corporeal (vaikharl), the receptacle of the breath (priit:wmiitriisrayii) manifested 
with the division of the phonemes, and so forth, expands (vivrttiM.2 1  

The above quotation is puzzling if the reader is limited to  the idea that "vaikhari viik i s  
none other than the discursive speech". One notes that the phonemes, sentences or languages 
are merely gross forms of vaikhar"i viik, and its subtle dimension is in the nature of 
siimiinya-dhvanirupa, which is not affected by individual variations of expression or form. 
One might understand from this that vaikhari viik appears not only in the form of expressed 
verbal sounds, but it essentially rests in the subtle form of dhvani (resonance), which 
has a universal character. A verse from TA confirms that vaikhari viik should be understood 
more in terms of its subtle dimension than being in the limited sense of physical language. 

That which is the cause of the rise of the manifested phonemes i s  the gross vaikhari, 
whose work (effect) is speech, etcY 

It is clear from this verse that the speech organ and articulation of language are merely 
the expansion of the gross vaikharl .  

Vaikhari vak is the Direct Cause of the Objective World 

Returning to the question of why vaikhar"i viik has been often described along with the 
process of pronouncing phonemes,  it can now be understood that language is one of 
the most appropriate examples to describe the expansion of the subtle vaikhari viik: 
the gross,  vocal speech is, first of all ,  produced physically by means of the contact 
between pri"u;a and the bodily organs .  Distinct phonemes represent the function of the 
priif}a, the vehicle or the channel through which vaikhari viik manifests. As phonemes 
are mere examples of the expansion of vaikhar"i viik, examples of this gross form of 
vaikhari would be infinite because vaikhari viik "is expressed in varied scriptural and 
worldly forms (Siistr"iyalaukikiidi-bahubhedaf!1.vyaktayiim)" . 23 Raj anaka Rama names 

21 Sp V 48 by Raj an aka Rama, tr. Padoux 1 992: 2 1 7 . 

22 TA II1 .244b, 245a (vol. II :  582) :  
yii tu sphu{iiniif!l van;tiiniimutpattai kiirat;tarh bhavet I 
sii sthulii vaikhari yasyii� kiiryaf!l viikyiidi bhuyasii I I  

23 Cf. PTV 4 ,  tr. S ingh 1 988:  79. "Kathayiimi means :  ' I  am expressing i t  b y  use of appropriate 
names the series of utterances up to vaikhari that arise from the venerable pariisakti and are 
expressed in varied scriptural and worldly forms'  . . .  " 
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the phonemic manifestation of vaikharl as van;a-vaikhari and, furthermore, refers to 
its musical manifestation (svara-vaikharl) as well . 24 The vaikhari vak that produces 
the phonemes is  the very principle that produces the objective world. 

When [with the movement of the breath, vak] reaches the cavity of the mouth and divides 
itself according to [the different] points of articulation [of phonemes] - the throat and the 
rest - it is called vaikharl. This [vak], due to the impressions of the external world, transforms 
itself into such objects as pots and the like, and can thus be grasped by sight and the other 
[senses] . 25 

It may be understood, therefore, that in its essence, vaikhari vak is energy. Its receptacle 
is the pra!Ja (vital energy), and it appears in the form of vacya (the object) and viicaka 
(the subject) in dependence of the pra!Ja of a living being. 

Vaikhari on the Plane of Aparasakti (Power of Differentiation) 
and Kriyasakti (Power of Action) 

Vaikhari vak appears in  the form of vacya and vacaka . From the above examination 
of textual sources, it  becomes evident that vaikhari vak i s  energy: it  i s  aparasakti, the 
energy that manifests differentiation within the entire phenomenal reality, between 
vacya and vacaka, between object and subject. Here, the sphere of objects dominates 
over the sphere of subjects, and the principle of maya (delusion),  which is also the 
manifestation of Siva, hinders the identification between subject and object .  

Apara is placed where the world of objects predominates, dominated by Vi�I)U, Brahma, 
and Indra, when they take in themselves maya and the rest. This power, however, comes 
to them thanks to the grace only of the Supreme Lord (parame§varaprasadajam).26 

Vaikhari vak i s  on the plane of aparasakti where the power of action (kriyasakti) 
predominates .  As is implied by the elaborate accounts of vaikhari vak found in the 
context of aparasakti and kriyasakti, the exposition of vaikhari vak has its primary 
importance in the context of the non-dualistic soteriology . It is stated that vaikharl 
vak is the source of fetters and bonds when its origin of Paravak is not recognized, but 

24 "Again, just as the expansion of this (power) in the form of the Corporeal Voice of phonemic 
sounds (vartJa-vaikharl) is infinitely (varied), so is its development in the form of the Corporeal 
Voice of music (svara-vaikharl) with its diversity of notes (svara), scales (grama), ascending 
and descending patterns (murcchana), runs (tana), classes of melodic modes (jati) and modes 
(raga), etc ."  (SpV 48, tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: 1 3 1

,
) 

L"i Vrtti on the VP, quoted by Somananda in his SD, chapters 7-8, tr. Padoux 1 992: 2 1 8, n. 1 20. 

26 iPV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol. I :  254-55) ,  tr. Padoux 1 992: 2 1 6- 1 7 , n. 1 1 7 .  
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once the knowledge of its true nature is attained, i t  is the source of liberationY The 
understanding of vaikhari viik as aparii.�akti and kriyii§akti is central to the doctrine 
of viik, because without the knowledge of its essential nature it is the source of bondage 
and will obstruct one ' s  way to the Divine.2x If vaikhari viik is merely understood as 
the gross forms of language, or as the objective world, it is indeed the source of bondage 
to objects and concepts. In such a case, the next stage of madhyamii cannot be induced. 

IV. 1 .2 Madhyama vak 

Madhyama vak has the Form of Dhvani (resonance) beyond Priil)a ( vital breath), and is 
supported by Anta.l)karal)a (the internal organ of intelligence) 

Regarding the emanative process of viik, madhyamii viik is the intermediate stage between 
pasyanti and vaikharl. Vaikhari is supported by priiiJa .  Through priiiJa , vaikhari viik -

which is essentially energy - would manifest herself in bodily forms. The madhyama 
viik that precedes vaikhari viik in the cosmogonical expansion exi sts beyond any 
individual experience of priiiJa.  Rajanaka Rama expounds upon madhyamii viik: 

Its nature is a peculiar resonance (dhvani) that has neither beginning nor end and arises 
spontaneously within the body of each living being independently of the effort exerted by 
vital breath. 29 

It i s  said that madhyamii viik manifests herself "spontaneously" beyond the vaikhari 
level that one experiences through the exertion of priiiJa .  In the descriptions of the 
dhvani nature of madhyamii, one characteri stic that is often emphasized is that of its 
t imelessness .  

27 Cf. SpK 48: seyaf!Zkriyiitmikasakti�sivasya pasuvartinl I 
bandhayitr"i syamiirgasthii jftiitii siddhyupapiidikii I I  

"This Siva's power of action, residing in  the fettered soul, binds it, (but) when (its true nature) 
is understood and it is set on its own path, (this power) bestows the fruits of yoga (siddhi)." 
(Tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: xvii) 

28 "When this wealth of viik is recognized in this way to be the power of the Supreme Lord, it 
bestows the highest perfection, but when it i s  conditioned by its association with the many 
fettered souls, it is the cause of bondage." (SpV 48, tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: 1 32) 

29 Sp V 48, tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: 1 30. Cf. Padoux 1992: 2 1 4. Cf. Vrtti on VP which is also in 
Rajanaka Rama's commentary: "Transcending the operation of the vital breath (priil}avrttim 
atikramya) ,  it is solely based on the (activity of) the intellect (buddhi) ." (Tr. Dyczkowski 
1 994: 1 3 1 )  
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"Madhyamii viik arises spontaneously within the body of each l iving being ." But 
where? The texts say that i ts  support or vehicle is  anta�karatJa (the internal organ of 
intelligence) .  Abhinavagupta gives an analytical description of madhyamii viik : 

Madhyamii, he [Utpaladeva] writes, is that energy of self-awareness (vimarsasakti) which 
activates the internal organ (anta�kara!Ja), which is to say manas, huddhi and ahaf!Zkiira 
resting (visriintaf!l) on the substratum of vital energy (prii!Jiidhiire), the eightfold subtle 
body (puryanakiitmani) ,  i n  the central place between [the flow of the breaths :  
madhyahhumau] . 30 

Madhyamii viik is in essence the energy of self-awareness ( vimarsasakti) ,  which i s  
experienced through the function of  our internal cognitive organs or anta�karatJas :  
buddhi ( intellect) , ahaf!Zkiira (ego) and manas (mind) . In other words,  these internal 
organs are the field of its action . In regard to the locus of these anta�karatJas ,  
Abhinavagupta said they reside in "the substratum of priitJa" and "in the madhyabhumi, 
the central place between prii!Ja ( inhalation) and apiina (exhalation)". The madhyamii 
viik is beyond the prii!Ja.  Somananda also states that madhyamii viik manifests when 
viik activates anta�karatJaS in its emanative process, and in its absorptive process it is 
attained through the twin currents of prii!Ja and apiina . 3 1  Madhyabhumi is the point 
between prii!Ja and apiina. This point is a point of access to madhyamii viik, whose 
nature is the energy of self-awareness ( vimarsasakti) and where distinct thoughts are 
on the way to the indistinct Whole . 

Objectivity is Covered by Subjectivity 

The internal cognitive organs ( anta�karatJas) are made empirically manifest in the 
form of internal thoughts . Thought constructs (saf!Zkalpa) and discursive thoughts 
(vikalpa) appear in the madhyamii; therefore, Somananda uses the term vijiiiinarupatva 
(plane of thought) for the expression of anta�karatJaS in the Sivadr�!i (SD 11 .6) _ 32 In 
the emanative process of viik, i t  i s  the stage of madhyamii where the differentiation 
between the viicaka and the viicya emerges, and the subject and the object are separated 

30 lPVV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol. 2 :  1 88), tr. Padoux (with the help of A. Sanderson) 1 992: 207. 

3 1 "When this sound (§ahda) reaches a plane of thought (vijiiiinarupatve) where the desire to 
express the objects appear, this is called madhyamii." It continues, "This is due to the movement 
of hindu and niida (hinduniidamarutkramiit)". Utpa1adeva comments upon this passage: "This 
word is called madhyamii. Due to the movement of hindu and niida means due to the process/ 
sequence of prii!Ja and apiina." (SD 11.6 and comm.,  pp. 4 1 -42, tr. Padoux 1992: 2 14, n. 1 1 3) 

3 2  Cf. Ibid. 
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from each other. "The madhyama reveals the duality of vacaka and vacya ."33 However, 
it has both distinct and indistinct forms (parapara) .  "Owing to the reflective awareness 
attached thereto ( vimarfavyapara )",  madhyama vak shares the nature of Paravak, 
which is the undifferentiated reality. 34 On the other hand, the distinct forms of vaikhari 
vak rest latently within madhyama vak. Abhinavagupta draws the example of a child 
to explain that the distinctive names and forms already exist in madhyama vak. Here 
distinctive names and forms are the constituents of the objective world, which is the 
direct effect of vaikhari vak. 

The phonemes [making up the words] that he is aware of and that are audible pertain to the 
plane of vaikhari, in regard to which he is as if born blind [that is, he can hear but does not 
know to what the words refer] . It is therefore necessary that vaikhari, together with the 
places and organs of speech articulation which make it up, should already exist internally 
within madhyama.35 

The manifestation of the objective world at the stage of madhyama i s  neither physical 
nor empirical ,  and the obj ective world, though manifest ,  remains  dominated by 
subjectivity, as i l lustrated by the example of a child ' s  cognitive development. 

The relationship between the subject and the object - or between vacaka and vacya 
in madhyama vak - certainly describes a critical point of the aesthetic experience .  
The following passage by Abhinavagupta concerning madhyama vak i s  reveal ing 
because it forms the foundation for the connection between the madhyama stage and 
the initial stage of identification between the subject and the object during the act of 
aesthetic rel ish .  

It (madhyamii viik) consists of  a form of knowing (vedana) that is a covering [by pure 
consciousness] of the clearly manifested object of cognition; just as in viicya is viicaka, 
here viicya also is superimposed. Such an imposition, consisting of a reciprocal mixing 
and covering [of these two elements], can happen only if viicaka is entirely [superimposed] 
on viicya, which is all the manifest, and if all the manifest [is imposed on viicaka], and not 
otherwise. A cloth cannot cover another one if it is three or four fingerbreadths shorter. 

33 PTV, p. 5, tr. Padoux 1 992:  205 - madhyamii puna� tayor eva viicyaviicakayo� bhedam. 

34 "Owing to the reflective awareness attached thereto, [appears] as grounded in the same subject 
(iidarsya siimiiniidhikara�Jyena vimarsa vyiipiirii)." (PTV, p. 5 ,  tr. Padoux 1 992: 205 ) 

In the plane of madhyamii, the (Goddess) Parapara fully develops as residing in the supreme 
consciousness (parasaf!lvid) . Cf. PVT, pp. 1 47-48. 

35 PTV, p. 1 59, tr. Padoux 1 992: 2 1 2, n .  1 09. 
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And this omnipresence of all in all (visviitmakatvam) is due to this mutual mixing up of the 
natures proper to [ viicya and viicaka] . 36 

Madhyamii viik consists of the process of knowing (vedana) ,  which is defined as "a 
covering of the c learly-manifested object  (sphufavedyapracchiidaka vedanari1pa)" .  
I t  i s  revealed in  the process of knowing because anta�karaiJaS are themselves the 
field of madhyamii viik. "The process of knowing" denotes "the reciprocal mingling 
and covering of viicya and viicaka",  the complete superimposition of the viicaka (the 
subject) upon the viicya (the object). This reciprocal mingling and covering of the two 
elements of subject  and object  is a prec ise description of the init ial identification 
experienced during the act of aesthetic relish. One should be reminded that madhyamii 
viik has been also defined as a form of sight (darsana)Y The identification between a 
v iewer and an object during aesthetic rel i sh i s  a state exactly where a reciprocal 
mingling of the viewing subject and the viewed object takes place . 

If the stage of madhyamii viik is understood in terms of this stage of identification, 
how can one answer the question, "does subjectivity predominate over objectivity in 
the ini tial identification during an aesthetic experience?" .  In the first stage of an 
aesthetic experience, at a first glance obj ect iv i ty seems to predominate over 
subjectivity, because the selfhood of the viewer i s  forgotten and only the object of 
appreciation comes into the fore in the aesthetic realm. However, a deeper observation 
reveals us that there is a process in here where the objectivity of the viewer melts into 
the subjectivity of the object ,  and thus the relative objectivity of the individual i s  
overcome . The discursive thoughts and the phenomenal constituents of  the viewer 
are at rest within the "subjective being" of the object. Abhinavagupta makes explicit 
the relevance of thi s  stage of madhya rna viik to that of one ' s  identification in the 
aesthetic experience when he describes the gross form of madhyamii viik. He refers to 
"the sound (dhvani) produced by a drum or any other similar instrument" as an example 
of the gross form of madhyamii viik, "because their sound is both distinct and indistinct 
(sphufiisphufari1patva)" . 38 He explains that it is this undivided aspect (avibhiiga) of 
madhyamii that makes it aesthetically pleasant. 39 Here, J ayaratha comments :  

36 PTV, p .  1 48 ,  tr. Padoux 1 992: 2 1 0. I have given the Sanskrit terms of viicya and viicaka, 
while Padoux translates them "the expressed" and "the expressing". For the term vedana, I 
have used "knowing" instead of "knowledge" in order to emphasize the dimension of 'action' .  

37 Cf. Jayaratha' s  commentary of  TA III .236 (vol. I I :  577). Supra p .  145 .  

3 8  TA III.24 l b-2a (vol. I I :  5 80). 

3 9  TA III.242b (vol. I I :  5 8 1 ) . 
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By being attrac ted to that ( the undiv ided) ,  the state becomes l ike ' identification 
(tanmayibhiiva) '  .40 

Madhyamii viik is on the Plane of Icchiisakti, Jiiiinasakti and Kriyiisakti 

Textual sources variously associate madhyamii viik with icchiisakti (power of wil l ) ,  
jfiiinasakti (power of knowledge) and kriyiisakti (power of action). According to Rajanaka 
Rama in his commentary on SpK, icchiisakti corresponds to madhyamii viik.4 1  However, 
the PTV emphasizes that "the plane proper to madhyamii is on the level of isvara, which is 
kriyiisakti".·n As we have seen with madhyamii viik being defined as vedana or darsana 
(act of knowing or seeing), it is the action that intermediates between the knower and the 
known in the cognitive process; and between the viewer and the viewed in the aesthetic 
relish. On the other hand, the madhyamii viik is said to be in the plane of jfiiinasakti, because 
it acts in the field of the internal cognitive organs, anta�karaiJa. Abhinavagupta explains 
the association of the madhyamii with kriyiiSakti in PTV, and draws further affiliations to 
jfiiinasakti in the lsvarapratyabhijfiiivivrtivimar§inl. 

Because that which is what is expressed by thought comes between fpasyantl and vaikharl] 
it is [called] madhyamii. Its nature i s  that of the energy of cognition (jfiiinasaktirupii) .43 

The text says that when anta�karaiJaS are activated by madhyamii viik it operates its 
proper functions ,  which are saf!Zkalpa ( i ntentional thought activ i ty ) ,  niscaya 
(judgement) and abhimiina ( self-reference ) ;  these const i tute the dualist ic thought 
construction (vikalpa) .  Thus, madhyamii44 is revealed to be thought (cintana) . 45 

IV. 1 .3 Pasyanti vak 

The Intense and Synthetic Awareness of the Undivided Whole 

From the viewpoint of the cognitive process ,  pasyanti viik i s  the stage prior to the 
thought construction of madhyamii viik. According to Abhinavagupta, pasyanti viik i s  

40 Jayaratha' s  comm. on TA III . 242. (vol. I I :  58 1 ) :  teniitriipyiisaktyii tanmayibhiivo bhavediti 
bhiivah. 

4 1 Sp V 48, tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: 1 32 .  

42 PTV, p. 1 48 :  madhyamii tiivat sviidhikiirapade kriyiisaktyiitmany aisvare pade . . .  (tr. Padoux 
1992:  2 1 0) .  

43 iPVV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol. 2 :  1 88) ,  tr. Padoux (with the help of A .  Sanderson) 1 992: 208. 

44 Vimar.famayl viik in the text. 

45 iPVV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol. 2: 1 88), tr. Padoux (with the help of A. Sanderson) 1 992: 207-08 . 
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the ini ti al stage of insightful  knowledge (prathamajfianakala) ,  wherein there is  no 
distinction between vacaka and vacya (vacyavacakavise�ayo� abheda�).46 One grasps 
the undivided whole in the pasyant'i stage. 

This Sakti which is full of the awareness (vimarsa) of Grace for the entire world is, to begin 
with, non-different from pasyant"i who is paramarsamay"i, i .e. who is always cognizant of 
the essential nature of the Divine and who has a hundred powers which are boundless in 
operation.47 

Here, pasyant'i vak is c learly described as paramar§amayi (consisting of a holistic 
awareness) ,  while the term paramarsa is also one of the attributes of Paravak, as we 
read in  Jayaratha ' s  commentary on TA 1 1 1 .236 :  "She i s  that who i s  in the form of 
Paravak, and who is  paramarsa whose nature is  the aham (the absolute 1)" .48 Pasyanti 
vak is described as being very similar to Paravak in nature, as it is the first expansion 
of Para vak.49 However,  Paravak i s  described as vimar§amayi (consist ing of self­
reflection) or ahaY(lpratyavamar§a ( the reflective awareness of aham) ,  whereas 
pasyant'i vak i s  said to be idaY(lbhavariipasya pratyavamarsa (the reflective awareness 
of objectivity)  which is based on aham (ahaY(lbhavavisranti) . 50 

In pasyanti vak, obj ectivity has not yet arisen and pure subjectivity prevai l s . 5 1  
Although subjectivity (ahanta) prevails in  this state, the rise of  objectivity (idanta) i s  
imminent. The holi stic awareness (paramar§a) of  "the subject who sees" (draHr)52 
that prevai ls  the pasyanti stage is accompanied by the icchasakti, the wil l  towards 

46 PTV 1 (p. 4): "At the time of initial indeterminate knowledge in pasyant"i in which there is no 
distinction in the word (vacaka) and the referent (vacya), there was obviously not any sense of 
difference between the word and its referent." (Tr. Singh 1 988 :  8)  

47 PTV 1 ,  tr. Singh 1 988:  8, Sanskrit text p. 2 :  sa ca sakti�lokanugrahavimarsamay"i prathamata� 
paramarsamayapasyantyasutrayi�yaman-anantasaktisatavibhinna . . . .  
Padoux translates paramarsa as "the intense form of consciousness" and gives a better translation 
of lokanugrahavimarsamay"i as "a self-representation filled with grace for the world" (Padoux 
1 992:  1 89) .  

48 Jayaratha's commentary on TA III .236 (vol. II ,  p. 577) :  asyeti paravagrupasya ahamatmana� 
paramarsasya, . . . 

49 PTV, pp. 82-83 : pasyantyapi parabha!{arikaya� prathamaprasaratvat . . . 

50 Cf. lPV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol. 1: 25 1 -54); quoted in Padoux 1 992: 1 92 .  

5 1 Cf. Jayaratha' s  commentary of TA 111 .236 (vol. II :  577). 

52 Ibid. 
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differentiation. As a consequence, the emergence of viicya and viicaka i s  grounded, 
and "the l ineament of differentiation starts"Y Thi s  differentiation begins because 
pasyanti vak awakens the latent function of the icchiisakti. Pasyanti vak i s  thereby 
described as belonging to the category of pariipara (or bhediibheda : both difference 
and non-difference) as much as does madhyama vak. However, at the pasyanti level, 
ahanta (1-ness, subjectivity) sti l l  prevails ,  whereas idanta (That-ness, objectivity) is 
made concrete at the madhyama level . 

Abhinavagupta also identifies it with icchiisakti.54 In SD, to illustrate the connection 
between pasyanti vak and icchiisakti, Somananda draws the example of a potter. As a 
potter whose act of making a pot begins by cognizing the will, the icchiisakti of pasyanti 
i s  preceded by "the subtle expansion of consciousness" (suk�ma ulliisas 
cita�) . 5 5 Alternati vely ,  pasyanti vak is described as cons is ting of jftiinasakti in 
association with the sadiisiva tattva, contrasting to madhyama vak that is ascribed to 
the plane of kriyiisakti in association with the iSvara tattva. For example, we read : 

. . .  pasyanti where the differentiation is incipient, and madhyamii where the differentiation 
appears, that are in the form consisting respectively of jfiiinasakti and kriyiiSakti, in the 
essence of SadiiSiva and lsvara . . . .  56 

The division between the icchiisakti and the jftiinasakti i s  indefinite according to the 
following remark of Abhinavagupta: 

53  PTV, pp. 6 ,  1 5 :  bhediisutraf}arupiiyiif!l pasyantyiim (cf. Padoux 1 992: 1 89, n .  53) .  Padoux 
( 1992: 1 90) defines the pasyant"i stage as "a transition between the complete undifferentiation 
and the commencement of differentiation". He explains that the icchiiSakti "corresponds to 
the moment that follows immediately after that of the first complete and undifferentiated 
awareness. This moment is characterized by a subtle vibration (parispanda) of consciousness, 
[ . . .  ] a first non-discursive stirring of the will toward this objectivity" (ibid. : 1 94). 

54 PTV, p. 4: "Pasyanti becomes aware through the sole movement of consciousness of anything 
which, desired [by it] , is specifically awakened by a definite cause." (Tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 93) 
iPV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol .  2 :  1 89): iyaf!l eva ca icchiiSaktirupa. 

55 SD 2.84-5 (p. 9 1  ) :  "Just as the agent, be it a potter . . .  , or any other person, becomes aware 
(vimarsa), in the form of an act of will (icchiirupef}a), that 'a  pot should be made ' ,  likewise 
here (in pasyantl), the same situation [occurs] .  How could the will that thus precedes [action], 
develop if there was not . . .  a subtle expansion of consciousness intent on the prospective 
object?" (Tr. Padoux 1992: 1 94, n. 66) 

56 PTV, p. 6: pasyantyiif!l yatra bhediif!lsasyiisutraf}iif!l yatra ca madhyamii bhediivabhiisa�, 
tatra ubhauatra jfiiinakriyiiSaktimaye rupe sadiisivefvarasiire. 
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Icchiisakti has for i ts  nature the desire to know the object  which is to be known 
(bodhyabubhutsiisvabhava) .  The desire to know is, in  fact, nothing else in essence but 
knowledge itself (bodhasvabhava), for there the [prospective] object is already revealed 
in the full light of manifestation. 57 

Forms of Objects are Resorbed in the Stage of Pasyanti vak 

Pasyantl viik i s  proximate to Pariiviik, which is  an aspect of Anuttara, the Highest or 
the Absolute. However, it is not transcendental and beyond one ' s  grasp, for it can be 
experienced by means of the proper condition .  58 It can be deduced from the textual 
sources that the proper means include memory (smaral}a) and meditative concentration 
(samiidhiina) .  

A passage from the Vrtti of  VP quoted by  Abhinavagupta i n  h i s  lPVV, describes 
pasyant'i viik at the experiential level ,  brought about in this case by meditative 
concentration (samiidhiina ) .  

Pasyanfi, although the sequential ity is  entirely resorbed i n  her (pratisaf!lhrtakramiinta� 
satyapyabhede ) ,  possesses  however the energy [that animates sequential i ty ]  
(samiivinakramasakti� ) .  S h e  i s  attained by mental concentration 
(pratilabdhiisamiidhiinii). The forms of the objects of knowledge appear in her as immersed 
in  consciousness ,  their form being either resorbed or absent (saf!lvinni.J[hajiieyiikiirii 
pratitiniikiiriiniriikiirii ca) . All this appears in her in a variety of discrete aspects or as 
forms fused i n to each other, or i t  may appear as having lost  al l  form 
(paricchinniirthapratyavabhiisii saf!lsr�fiirtha-pratyavabhiisii ca sarviirthapratyavabhasii 
prasiinta pratyavabhiisii ca iti).59 

The description of pasyant'i viik from this state of meditation given above is important 
specifically in the context of aesthetic absorption, because it il lustrates how multiple 
objects appear within this  state . They first of all lose their distinct forms as they are 
immersed in sarrzvid (Divine Consciousness) .  However, the author subtly differentiates 
the forms at this  stage of pasyantl according to their individualities :  

i )  They appear in subtle forms,  while retaining their specific characteri stics .  

5 7  iPVV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol. 2 :  1 89), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 95 .  

58 Cf. iPVV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol. 2 :  1 95) :  "One must consider the plane of sadiiSiva (sadiiSive5varadasii) 
as a great pasyantl (mahiipasyantl) in  comparison with the innumerable pasyantis of the 
individual knowers subject to maya." (tr. Padoux 1 992: 20 I )  

59 Vrtti on VP 1 . 1 42, quoted in iPVV 1 .5 . 1 9  (vol . 2 :  226), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 9 1 .  
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i i )  They are infused into one another and create a unity. 

i i i )  They become void. 

The observation of these three different descriptions reveals that they signify the 
transformation from a state of subtle forms to the complete dissolution of all forms .  
The forms of  the objects of  knowledge lose their distinct nature. At once with this ,  
also within the pasyanti level ,  there occurs the transformation of vak i tself. 

The other means by which one might experience pasyanti vak i s  the act of 
recollection (smaral)a) .  Abhinavagupta states the following in his PTV: 

Pasyanti is touched (vimrsati) solely through "the act of stringing together" of awareness 
(bodhasutral)amatre!Ja) of anything that is desired (abhipsitaf!I), and which is specifically 
awakened by a fit cause (samucitakaral)aniyama prabodhitam) .60 

He continues, saying that, out of many mental impressions (of such qualities as a dark 
blue colour or the l ike) ,  one recalls (smrtirvimrsati) only what i s  awakened by the 
memory as its cause (smrtibijaprabodhakaicityat) . 6 1  The phrase "the act of stringing 
together of awareness" in the above quotation should be interpreted as "the act of 
recollection" in the context .  Here, the d i st inct forms are unmanifested (nahi  
prathamajiianakale bhedo 'tra asphu rat) . I t  i s  remarkable  that, in this  context ,  
Abhinavagupta draws the visual example of mecaka, the dark blue colour or the eye 
of a peacock tai l ;  this visual example implies that pasyanti vak is attained not only by 
a transformation of gross language, but also through visual memory . These textual 
descriptions of pasyanti vak lead to a discussion of the doctrine of vak int imately 
connected to the aesthetics of visuals .  

That the act of recalling (smaral)a) opens the door to pasyanti vak is crucial. In  the 
TA , Abhinavagupta equates memory in its highest sense to the Divine Consciousness ,  
saf!1vitti estab l i shed in  ·the manifested mult ipl ic i ty . 62 Memory i s  said to be non-

60 PTV, p. 4: tatastu pasyanti yadyat abhipsitaf!I tattadeva samucitakiiral)aniyama prabodhitaf!I 
bodhasutra!Jamatrel)a vimrsati . . . .  Padoux ( 1 992: 1 93)  translates the verse, "Pasyanti becomes 
aware through the sole movement of consciousness of anything which, desired [by it] , i t  
specifically awakened by a definite cause." 

61 PTV, p .  4 :  yatha anekabhavabha vajiianasaf!Iska rasaf!Iskrtaya mecakadhiya� 
smrtibijaprabodhakaicityat kif!Iciteva smrtirvimrsati. 

62 TA 5 . 1 37-39: "Memory (smrti), a recalling to mind (smara!Ja), is at the root of all the modalities 
of exi stence (purvaf!I sarvabhave�u vastuta�) ;  verily its innermost nature i s  the mantra 
(mantrasvarupa). It is that which allows the apprehension of the deeper nature of these modalities 

� 
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discursive (avikalpa) as well as discurs ive (v ikalpa) .  In memory, although distinct 
objects are represented (vimarsa viSe�iitmaka vikalpa rupa) and are thereby discursive, 
the potency of d is tinct ive express ion (Sabdabhiivanii)63 is shrouded (saf!Zvartita 
sabdabhiivaniirupa).64 How can these two contradictory descriptions - both discursive 
and non-discursive - coexist? In regard to this question one should presuppose that in 
the state of memory there occurs a "transformation" from the discursive to the non­
discursive, or vice versa. 

The Gross Pasyanti is Niida (resonance) 

The descriptions given above of mental concentration and memory as the means to 
reach pasyantl viik present a picture of pasyantl viik as the subtle, internal synthesis of 
multiple forms .  It appears unlikely for pasyanti viik to be experienced by any of the 
five sense-organs ,  or for i t  to be nakedly manifest as any particular external object. 
However, pasyanti viik is nevertheless also described as something that can be directly 
experienced by our senses. For instance, the pasyanti viik is conceived to be of the nature 
of "such a subtle murmur" (suk�masaf!Zjalpasvabhiiva) .65 In Tii, Abhinavagupta states :  

The gross pasyanfi (sthula-pasyantl) that is  i n  the form of  resonance (nadarupi!J"i) as  light 
and beautiful as a series of musical notes (svarasandarbhasubhaga) ,  is not divided into 
phonemes, and so forth.66 

Here, i t  is "the undivided flow" of musical notes, not divided into distinct sonic units, 
that is given as an example of niida and of the gross pasyanti. 

� when they arise (sarvabhiive�u raiijika) .  Memory, [indeed] ,  induces this nature. Colouring 
[or taking hold of] all objective modalities, as i t  is  present in the multiplicity of forms, it 
partakes of the innate nature of all things (svasvabhavasya saf!lprapti�), i t  is  consciousness 
(saf!lvitti) in the h ighest sense [of this word] (paramarthata�), abiding in what has been 
manifested. Know that as such i t  is  called supreme reality [or essence] (para)." (Tr. Padoux 
1 992: 397-98) .  Cf. lPV 1 .4. 1 (vol. 1: 1 53 ) :  "Thus, he who remembers is none other than the 
supreme Lord (evaf!l ca sa eva prame§vara� smarati)" (tr. Padoux 1 992: 397). 

63 Torella translates sabdabhavana as "a potential linguistic articulation". According to Bhartrhari, 
sabdabhavana i s  present, in various degrees,  in every cognition .  It exists even in avikalpa 
cognition, though in a subtle form (cf. Torella 2002: 1 25-26, n .  42). 

64 Cf. lPW 1 .5 . 1 9  (vol. 2 :  226), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 99. 

65 Cf. lPW 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol . 2 :  1 90, I .  1 8) mentioned in Padoux 1 992: 1 96.  

66 TA 111 .237b-8a (vol. 2 :  578) :  
tatra ya svarasandarbhasubhaga nadarupi!J"i I I  
sa sthula khalu pasyanti var!Jadyapravibhagata� I 
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Then, what i s  nada? The Netra Tantra defines that the nada i s  the sound that fills 
the world when sphofa (a  form of sound ; dhvanirupa)  expands from the invis ible 
form of S ivaY Abhinavagupta defines the nada as "what is  left of the experiencer ' s  
synthetic self-awareness (svatmaparamarsase�ata)  when all differentiating thought 
(vikalpajfianadinaf!1) disappears" . 68 According to Jayaratha ' s  commentary on TA , the 
nada is the unstruck (anahata) ,  almost unmanifest, sound (dhvani),69 the plane of the 
Divine Consciousness (saf!1vidaf!1) transcending the universe.70 It is puzzling to find 
the description of Paravak in the context of nada , which has been assigned to the 
gross pasyantl in the same text. However, this statement is logically tenable, because 
pasyantl i s  very close to Paravak in nature. In his commentary on NT, K�emaraja  
gives a detailed account about the para aspect of  nada : 7 1  i t  i s  the pure l ight of 
consciousness (paracitprakasarupa) and the reflective awareness ( vimadatmaka) 
where the subject (ahanta) and the object ( idanta) are uncreated (akrtaka),  where the 
subject  of the object ivi ty and the obj ect ivi ty in the subject are co- identified 
(samanyadhikarw;ya) ,  which is  also known to be the state of sadasiva . 

A Srividya text, the Sarada Tilaka72 explains the cosmogonical process through 

67 NT 2 1 .6 1 -63 (vol. 2 :  287-88) :  "When, from the invisible form of Siva the sphofa, which is a 
form of sound (dhvanirupa), expands, impetuously filling the world with sound (dhvaninapurayaii), 
it is called nada, 0 Master of the Gods, and Sadasiva." (Tr. Padoux 1992: 97-98, n. 33) 

68 TA IV. l 75 ,  tr. Padoux 1 992: 98.  

fE TA V. l 3 1  comm. (vol. 3:  1 060) .  Synonyms of nada are given in  the Nada Karika 1 6-7 : 
"Therefore the exi stence of nada (nada� para�) is established which is synonymous with 
summigala, malin!, mahamaya, samana, anahata, hindu, agho�a, vagbrahma, kw:ujalin!tattva 
and the category of vidya. These names have been stated in different Agamas." (Tr. Chakravarty 
1 992: 1 2) 

70 TA V.75 comm. (vol. 3 :  1 000) : 
nadadasaf!ls raye t' i tiv imarsatmikaf!l v isvottl rt}af!l saf!l v idamasadayedi tyartha� 

71 NT 2 1 . 6 3  comm.  (vol . 2 :  2 8 8 ) :  sa iva nadabhaffarako ' krtakahantedanta-samanadhi 
karm;yavimarfatmakaparacitprakasarupa� iti nada� sadasiva� iti samanadhikarm;yokter 
asaya� - "This blessed nada is the pure light of the Supreme Consciousness when it becomes 
aware both of itself as the repository of objectivity and of this objectivity which dwells within 
itself, as being uncreated, of identical nature and as dwelling in the same substratum (which is 
itself). Such is nada. And it is sadasiva, namely the receptacle for the utterance of this identity 
in nature and substratum (or relating to the same object and residing in the same subject: 
samanyadhikarm;ya) ." (Tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 0 1 ,  n .  46) 

72 The Sarada Tilaka (Forehead-ornament of Sarasvatl) is a basic matric digest along with the 
text Prapaiicasara. The author of the text, Lak�mat:�addika or Lak�mat:�a Desikendra was a 

� 



1 62 I VOICE OF THE VoiD 

the terminology of sound, m which niida i s  the permeating sonic principle, akin to 
resonance, in contrast to the concentrated state of hindu (point; drop) .  After describing 
the Absolute permeated by viik, thi s  text says :  

Out of  the Supreme Lord (paramefariit), overflowing with existence, consciousness and 
bliss (saccidiinandavihhaviit), endowed with kalii (sakaliit), was born the [phonic] energy 
(asicchaktis) .  Out of that came forth niida (tato niido) and out of niida (nadiid), hindu 
(hindusaf(lhhava�). which is a manifestation of the supreme energy (parasaktimayaM, 
and which itself divides into three (siik�iit tridhii 'sau hhidyate pimaM. I ts  three portions 
are called: hindu, niida and hija.11 

According to this text, both niida and hindu have two levels of existence. Niida, before 
the Supreme Energy (pariisakti) i s  concentrated into the form of hindu, i s  called 
pariiniida, and the niida at the other level that occurs after the division of the hindu is 
called apariiniida . The actual manifestation of pariisakti emerges from the form of 
hindu , which displays three d iv i sions - hindu, niida and hija - for the on-going 
emanative process of creation. 74 

The stages prior to the parii.�akti manifesting the empirical creation have been 
elaborately described in NT. Here, one encounters three levels of niida between sakti 
and hindu : niidiinta, niida and nirodhinl .  The difference between niida and niidiinta 
( l i teral ly meaning "the end of niida") is i l lustrated in K�emaraja ' s  commentary on 
NT. He states that S iva, the eternal knower, becomes aware in an undiv ided way 
(iimar§a ) of pariiniida that i s  l ike "the indist inct  murmur of a brook" 

� Saiva religious leader, reported to have been a pupil of Utpaladeva. Lak�mal).adesika is 
commonly placed to the eleventh century CE. About the text, see Goudriaan and Gupta 1 98 1 :  
1 34f. 

73 ST 1 .7-8 (vol. 1 :  1 6- 1 7) ,  tr. Padoux 1992: 87. The text continues to explain the cosmogonical 
process until the empirical world is created. Sahdahrahman comes into existence out of the 
threefold division of hlja, hindu and niida, and assumes the form of kut:ujalinl. Through the 
rise of ku!Jcfalini, the phonemes (var�Ja) arise. Then come speech, the gods, the elements, and 
the whole empirical world. Cf. Padoux 1992: 87. 

In Saiva Siddhiinta text Mrgendra Agama Kriyiipiida (1 .2 .) ,  hindu is  the outcome of niida 
which again is the resultant of sakti (Sakterniido 'hhavat hinduM. When the aniihata sound 
becomes condensed in the inner recess of the mind as an inner cognition (anta�saf(lkalpa), it 
gradually becomes well shaped like a round ball of speech (sampi!Jcfitaviigrupa�) .  It is named 
hindu because it is nothing but a drop (hinduriva hindu�). Cf. Chakravarty 1 992: 4. 

74 According to the text, aparii hindu is of the nature of Siva, hlja of that of Sakti, and aparii niida 
is the union or mutual relation between Siva and Sakti (cf. ST 1 .8-9; Padoux 1 992: 1 1 6- 1 7) .  
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(avyucchinnadrutanadigho�a) ,  and at the same time grows aware of the world and 
universe fi l led with niidiinta , which is l ike "the echo of a bel l  without sound" 
(dhvaniniighaf!fiinura�Janarupef!a niidiintena jagat visvam iipurayan ) . 75 Here one 
should note that niida i s  the indistinct continuous resonance, whereas the niidiinta i s  
the moment when the subtle indistinct vibration of niida i s  dissolved, close to the state 
of absolute non-manifestation.  On the contrary , when the niida moves on towards 
manifestation ,  it  becomes nirodhin"i or nirodhikii . Nirodhin"i is a state where niida 
rests (visriimyati) and brings forth (unmajjayati) the deep pervasiveness (adhara­
vyiiptim) for manifestation by merging into i ts own pervasi veness (svavyiipti­
n imajjanena ) .  76  

The relevance of the concept of niida in the context of the doctrine of viik, especially 
in association with pasyant"i viik, is evident from K�emaraja ' s  exposition of niidiinta . 

Nadiinta starts to radiate forth in  order to bring the universe into manifestation, being 
replete with the energy of the Supreme Word (pariiviiksakti) wherefrom it  originates.77 

Here it is made clear that niidiinta originates from Pariiviik, and it is this all-pervasion 
without manifestation that precedes the subtle manifestation of sound in the form of 
niida . Niidiinta may be imagined as a state between Pariiviik and pasyant"i, or as the 
highest level of the pasyant"i viik. Nirodhin"i is said to be the level where the dynamism 
peculiar to mantras appears ;  thus ,  it  i s  also called mantrakalii . 78 The association of 
mantrav"irya (the potency of mantra) to nirodhin"i in particular can be best understood 
when one remembers that pasyant"i viik is defined in PTV as "the initial creative state 
of the energy of the highest mantra" . 79 The observation of the state of niida and its 
diverse levels may help one comprehend the transformations of forms at the level of 
pasyantl .  

Is Pasyanti viik Comparable to Bindu? 

Pasyantl viik i s  the initial creative moment in the emanative process of viik, where -
after inconceivably subtle developments on the para level - the unmanifested and 

75 Cf. NT 2 1 .63, comm. (vol. 2: 288), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 02.  

76 Cf. NT 2 1 .64 comm. (vol. 2 :  289), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 03 -04. 

77 NT 2 1 .63 comm. (vol . 2: 288), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 02.  

n Cf. NT 2 1 .64 comm. ( vol. 2 :  289), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 04. 

79 PTV I (p. 5): paramahiimantrav!ryavisNfirupiiyii . . .  I 
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undivided Whole begins to unfold its parapara dimension. It may be said that pasyantl 
vak i s  at the border between para and apara . In the cosmogonic process described in 
ST and NT, hindu i s  the stage between parasakti (the supreme power) and aparasakti 
( the power of differentiation) . Bindu, divided into its three divisions, represents the 
actual beginning of manifestation. The various stages from Paramesvara to parahindu 
according to ST - or from unmana to hindu in NT - are analogous to the sequential 
development of forms from Paravak to pa§yantl vak. Comparable to the various stages 
of transformation within pa§yant"i vak, the stages from hindu. to Paramesvara seem to 
signify the process of swallowing the manifested back into their absolute, unmanifested 
source. 80 The relation of pa§yantl vak to hindu is difficult to clarify, because the textual 
sources give inconsistent descriptions of each concept and their relations .  Nevertheless, 
to study the exposition of hindu as compared to pa§yanti vak would help in discerning 
the various stages of forms within pa§yanti vak, because both of them represent the 
initial creative moment. 

The literal meaning of hindu is "a point" or "a drop". As a geometrical point, it is 
positioned in between form and the formless; therefore in itself it implies many-layered 
metaphorical meanings. It is the source from which everything emerges ,  and to which 
all created beings return. Synonyms of hindu are given in the Ratna Traya Parik�a : 
§ahdatattvagho�a ( the essence of the sonic element) , vaghrahma, kul}t;ialini, dhruvam 
( the stable) , vidya, §akti, para (the transcendent one) , nada ,  mahamaya, vyoma 
( l imitless  space) and anahata (the unstruck sound ) . 8 1  Whi le  hindu is understood 
through these many layers of meanings, its sonic nature persists, due to its intimate 
association with nada . As explicitly said in TA : 

It is a sound (sahda) in  the nature of a subtle sound resonance (niidiitmaka) present in all 
animate creatures and dwelling there (sarvapriil}i�vavasthita� ) , dividing between high 
and low [while] beyond all activity. 82 

In the Sanskrit phonemic system, where vowels are seen as an expansion of the energy 
of Siva, anusvara is the hindu into which gathers the energy of every vowel from a to 
au, and from which begins the manifestation of S iva through the agency of SaktiY 

80 The expositions of hindu given in ST and Kiimakaliiviliisa tell that "hindu and its division are 
therefore . . .  the same gathering up and then dividing movement of Siva's energy" (Padoux 
1 992: 1 1 6) .  

8 1  Cf. Ratna Traya Parik�ii 70-7 1 ,  tr. Chakravarty 1 992: 2 .  

82 TA 111. 1 1 3b- 1 1 4a, tr. Padoux 1992: 276. 

83 Cf. PTV 5. 
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Instead of making an exhaustive survey of the multi-layered concepts of hindu, the 
present investigation shall focus on its particular qualities that relate to pasyanti vak. As 
in pasyanti vak, where subjectivity prevails and objectivity exists in an unmanifest form, 
hindu i s  conceived as the Knowing Subject .  In thi s  sense, hindu i s  said to have the 
nature of pure light, consistent to its being assigned to the plane of sadasiva tattva.84 In 
his commentary on the Sivasutra ,  K�emaraja  defines hindu as supreme light: hindu� 
paraprakasa� .  85 When Abhinavagupta explains in TA that the first principle prakasa­
tattva abides in the knower, the knowledge and the known,86 he adds : 

This pure light (prakasamatra), shining while these three luminous aspects (dhamatraya) 
remain, is called hindu (vindu) in the scriptures. It is regarded as Siva's hindu (sivavindu).87 

In Abhinavagupta' s  Tantrasara (chapter I) ,  the light of Siva, though it itself consisting 
of no-form, is said to make manifest all forms through kriyasakti. When the phonemic 
emanation is explained, hindu is also equated to knowledge (vedana) and to l ight. 

Then, at the end of the power of action, all that was to be done and has been accomplished 
is about to enter into the Absolute, but, before doing so, it all exists as hindu which is 
essentially knowledge (vedana) and pure light (prakasamatra). R8 

If we are bound to the definition of hindu as a point of concentrated energy or as a 
geometrical point, it i s  difficult to understand its description as the penetrating light 
of Subjectivity, sometimes found written in Sanskrit as vindu. In another passage from 
TA (111 . 1 1 0- 1 1 )  which illustrates this aspect of hindu as both pure light and the Knowing 
Subject, we read : 

Even at this stage that transcendent power (anuttarasakti) though making its form clearly 
manifest and taking on limitations of the impurities of objectivity (jfieyakala), it is yet 
always of the form of hindu (vindurupit:zl) .  When kriyasakti develops fully (uditayiif!l 

84 YH ( 1 .56ab) :  "The seat of Sadasiva, 0 goddess, is i n  the mahahindu" (sadasivasanamdevi 
mahiihindumayamparam), tr. Chakravarty 1 992: 1 4. 

85 SSV 2.2, pp. 49-50, tr. S ingh 1 979: 87. 

86 TA III . 1 30b- 1 a  (vol .  I I :  486).  

itthaf!l prakasatattvasya somasuryagnita sthita I I  
api mukhyaf!Ztatprakasamatratvaf!Z na vyapohyate 

87 TA III . l 33-34, tr. Padoux 1 992: 273 . 

88 Tantrasiira I, pp. 14- 1 5 ,  tr. Padoux 1 992: 273. 
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kriyiisaktau)  in  the realm of knowable objects, the instrument of knowledge, and the 
experiencing subject (somasuryiignidhiimani), 89 the undifferentiated light (prakiisa) which 
pervades all is our Supreme B indu (vindu� paramo) .90 

Jayaratha comments on the above verses :  

This (vettiti vinduM i s  the autonomous knower (svatantra� pramiitii) i n  the very act of 
knowing. Its nature is light, supreme indivisible (avibhiiga� para� prakasa�1) .  He never 
loses anything from its original nature .9 1 

The above references show that hindu - especially when written as vindu - i s  the 
principle of l ight  and awareness which is unchangeable even in the turbidity of 
objectivity, and that it is the shining state of true awareness where one finds united the 
three conditions of knowledge: pramiitr (the knower) , pramii!Ja (the knowledge) and 
prameya (the known) .  The use of the term vindu emphasizes a particular concept of 
hindu as the conceptual point where the manifold objectivity touches the Subjectivity . 
Here it may be appropriate to again quote a verse from PTV: 

Pasyanti is touched (vimrsati) solely through "the act of stringing together" of awareness 
(bodhasutra�Jamiitre�Ja) of anything that is desired (abhipsitayt7), and which is specifically 
awakened by a fit cause (samucitakara�Janiyamaprabodhitayt7).92 

The association between the two concepts of hindu and pasyantl, brought together 
due to their functional parallels ,  i s  further strengthened under the hodha (awareness) 
aspect of hindu . The pure l ight and awareness represented by hindu i s  apparently 
none other than the narrative description of hodha . Particularly in PTV, when hindu is 
described as "cognizing the Bhairava nature of the heart",93 it is the hodha that perceives 
the S iva nature of the individual heart. Just as hindu is recognized as the symbol of 
hodhicitta in tantric B uddhism, hindu being especially written as vindu could be a 
signifier of hodha in Trika Saivism. 

89 Here, surya, soma, agni signify knower, knowledge and known - pramatr, pramiiiJa and 
prameya. 

90 Tr. Chakravarty 1 992: 1 8 . 

91 TA 111. 1 1 0  comm.,  tr. Padoux 1 992: 274. 

92 PTV, p. 4 :  tatastu pasyantl yadyat abhlpsitayt7 tattadeva samucitakiira1Janiyamaprabodhitayt7 
bodhasutra�JamiitreiJa vimrsati . . . I 

93 PTV, p .  230: bhairaviitmavedanarupatayii bindviitmakayt7 hrdayam (hrdaya i s  in  the nature 
of hindu that is represented in the cognition of its Bhairava nature). 
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IV. 1 .4 Paravak 

Pariiviik is in the Plane of Pariisakti, That is, Anuttara 

In the doctrine of viik, Pariiviik i s  often described to be s imi lar to saktitattva , for 
example in  the nature of vimar§a (reflective awareness) ,  sphurattii (shining forth) ,  
sviitantrya (spontaneity) and camatkrti (wonder) . Though the Sakti aspect of  Pariiviik 
is particularly mentioned, Pariiviik is essentially inherent to the inseparable relation 
between S iva and Sakt i .  Therefore, the divine l ight (prakiisa) is an important aspect 
of Pariiviik, without which there would be no pulsation that brings forth manifestation . 
In the fol lowing verse,  Pariiviik i s  envi saged as having the nature of pul sation 
(sphuritam),  prakiisa , the Self (aham) and the uninterrupted highest truth . 

Beginning with pasyanti up to vaikhari, the pariiviik full of the wondrous delight of her 
own self (svacamatkrti), resting within her own self which is all Light (prakMa), continues 
pulsating (sphurati). That pulsation is indeed the Self (aham) which is uninterrupted highest 
truth (avicchinnatii paramiirtham).94 

While Pariiviik is described as the union of S iva and Sakti - pure light (prakiisa) and 
the citi (consciousness) or pratyavamar§a ( awareness)  - it is seen as the heart of 
Paramesvara, the highest  c ategory wi th in  the tattva system . 95 The vrtti of the 
lsvarapratyabhijiiiikiirikii (1 .5 . 1 4) by Utpaladeva mentions Pariiviik - identical to citi 
- to be the foundation of everything, including the Divine Self: 

It (she) is  not to be understood as the counterpart of non-being (abhiiviipratiyoginl) [ but] 
it also pervades non-being (abhiivavyiipinl) ; it is existing (sattii), being (bhavatii), the 
subject of the action of being (bhavanakartrta); permanent (nityii), because untouched by 
space and time (desakiiliisparsiit) . . . .  It constitutes the foundation of the self of the supreme 
Lord, who is all things (sa visviitmana� paramesvarasya sviitma prati.}'[iirupii) ;  the various 
agamas call it the heart (hrdayam).96 

When pariiviik is said to be the heart of the Highest Divine, this demonstrates a crucial 
basis for recognizing Pariiviik as Anuttara, which is occasionally called Pariisakti . 97 A 

94 PTV I ,  tr. Singh 1 992: 9, Sanskrit text p. 2. Jaideva Singh ' s  Engl ish translation of "tadevar!l 
sphuritamavicchinnatiiparamiirtham aham iti" has been replaced by my own translation . 

95 lPK 1.5 . 1 4 : "It (she; pariiviik) is that which is said to be the heart (hrdayam) of the supreme 
Lord (parame�Jina�), in so far as it is his essence" (tr. Torella 2002: 1 2 1  ) . 

96 lPK 1 . 5 . 1 4, tr. Torella 2002: 1 22 .  

97 TA 111 .249a (vol . I I :  585) :  anuttarii parec·chii ca pariiparatayii sthitii. 
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verse from Pratyabhijiiiihrdayam of K�emaraja presents an integral overview of these 
term s :  

Having the form of pariiSakti, citi, the goddess, who is the absolute freedom, consisting of 
the awareness of anuttara (anuttaravimarsamayl), non-different from Siva, is the cause 
(of the world).98 

Citi, an aspect of Paravak,99 i s  defined as "having the form of pariisakti" and 
"consisting of awareness of Anuttara" .  Though it would be an extremely difficult 
task to sy stematical ly construct the specific  relationships among the concepts of 
prakiisa, citi, pariisakti, vimarsa and anuttara, a preposition can be drawn that Paravak 
i s  not merely equated to sakti tattva , but i s  placed in correspondence to the Divine 
Absolute, expressed by the words Anuttara or Paramiirtha.  Paravak is the state of 
"complete Oneness", where there is complete absence of any distinct objects . 1 00 Yet, 
it is present at all times, in every experient and in every object, because it is  beyond 
time and space or any other l imitations, and it utterly pervades the stages of pasyant'i, 
madhyama and vaikharl . 1 0 1  The nature of Paravak as being placed at the level of the 
Highest (paramiirtha) is expressed in the following words of Abhinavagupta : 

What i s  the stage of pariiviik (pariiviigbhumi�) i s  the power of non-miiyiya word 
(amiiyiyasabdasakti) and is of the nature of the highest truth (paramiirthasvabhiiva) .  It is 
unconventional (asiif!lketika) ,  natural (akrtaka) ,  having as its essence the stamp of the 
highest truth (piiramiirthikasaf!Zskiirasiirii), and is inspired by the truth of the energy of 
the mantra of !-consciousness ( vakSyamii!Janayena mantravirya bhuliif!lsacoditii) . 1 02 

98 PHr I comm . :  pariiSaktirupii citi� bhagavati svatantrii anuttaravimar5amay1 
sivabhaffiirakiibhinnii hetu�kiira!Ja I Cf. Singh 1 963 : 46-4 7 .  

99 Cf. lPK 1 .5 . 1 3 . 

lrXJ "In the parii (supreme) stage, there is, indeed, total absence of any object whatsoever" (PTV 
I ,  tr. S ingh 1 988:  1 2) .  

101 "The pariiviik which is non-dual, i .e .  identical with the (supreme consciousness) is present in 
all experients always in her integral nature uniformly in al l  states, i .e .  even at the level of 
pasyanti, madhyamii and vaikhari." (PTV, tr. Singh 1 988: 8, Sanskrit text p. 2) Cf. lPK 1.5 . 1 3 , 
author's  vrtti: "This is the First Word (iidyii-viic), in which the expressible is undifferentiated, 
without beginning or end in that it is constituted by perpetual consciousness, autonomous" (tr. 
Torella 2002: 1 2 1  ) .  

102 PTV 1 ,  tr. Singh 1 988 :  9 ,  Sanskrit text p. 2 .  
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Pariiviik is the Pratyavamarsa (reflective awareness), the Essential Nature of Citi 

One of the main characteri stics of Pariiviik relevant here i s  the citi-pratyavamaria 
(Divine Consciousness and pure reflective awareness ) .  Pariiviik i s  defined as the 
"power of the activity of consciousness (citikriyiisakti�) ,  i . e .  reflective awareness 
(pratyavamariiitmii)". 1 03 In lPK, Utpaladeva explains Pariiviik in  relation to citi : 

Consciousness (citi�) has as its essential nature reflective awareness (pratyavamarsatma); 
it is the supreme word (paravak) that arises freely (svarasodita). It is freedom in the absolute 
sense (svatantryametanmukhyaf!l) ,  the sovereignty (aisvaryaf!l) of the Supreme Self 
(paramatmana� ) . 104 

The above verse identifies citi with pratyavamarsa . It specifies that Pariiviik i s  self­
manifested (svarasoditii) and i s  citi-pratyavamaria . The author ' s  vrtti of this verse 
dwells on its exposition while discussing Pariiviik; therein, Pariiviik i s  defined as the 
"primeval viik" (iidyii viik), which is  "of the nature of eternal cit" (nityacitsvarupatva) ,  
and i ts  nature is described through such terms as freedom (sviitantrya) and sovereignty 
(aisvarya) . 1 05 Pariiviik is envisaged as Divine Consciousness (citi) , the subject of pure 
awareness (pratyavamaria) .  In lPV Abhinavagupta elaborates upon Pariiviik as the 
source of conventional language, drawing upon aspects of pra tyavamaria and 
camatkiira (wonder) : 

Pratyavamar5a i s  "sounding forth" by nature that expresses  i n ternal ly 
(antarabhilapatmakasabdanasvabhava�) .  This sabdana (sounding forth) i ndeed has 
nothing to do with the "conventional" (smiketa). The uninterrupted camatkara (avicchinna­
camatkaratmaka) that is seen as an internal nod of the head gives life to the letters a, etc. 
that is the conventional sound on the plane of maya (akaradimaylyasiitiketikasabda) .  She 
is the basis of the awareness of fragmented objects (adipratyavamar5iintarabhitti­
bhutatvat) . From 'being ful lness ' ,  she is  para, and from ' speaking and expressing the 

IOJ lPK 1 .5 . 1 4, author's vrtti: saiva pratyavamarsatma citikriyasaktita� 

1()4 Jp K 1 .5 . 1 3 : citi�pratyavamarsatma pariivak svarasoditii I 
svatantryametanmukhyaf!l tadaisvaryaf!l paramatmana� I I  

(Tr. Torella 2002: 1 20) 

105 lPK 1 . 5 . 1 3 ,  author' s  vrtti: "This is  the first word (iidyii vak) , in which the expressible is 
undifferentiated (abhinnavacya), without beginning or end in that it is  constituted by perpetual 
consciousness (nityacitsvarupatveniidyantii) ,  autonomous (paratantra ) . This is pure freedom 
(svatantryam) ,  independent of any other real ity,  which has the name of ' sovereignty ' 
(aisvaryaf!l) ."  (Tr. Torella 2002: 1 20-2 1 )  
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world by pratyavamar§a ' ,  i t  i s  called viik. Thus ,  she, essentially in the form of cit 
(citrupatayii), resting in her own self, manifests (udita) and produces (sadiinastamitii). 
She is the eternal "I" (aham). 106 

By means of pratyavamar§a , Paravak expresses every form (abhilapti 
pratyavamar§ena) and resides at every level of cognition. However, pratyavamar§a 
itself is not involved in producing any conventional form; it is beyond such due to its 
being devoid of any mental construct (vikalpa) . 1 07 It is the camatkara aspect of Paravak 
that triggers the process of manifestations .  It implies that pratyavamar§a, of the nature 
of "sounding forth" (sabdanasvabhava), lies beneath all forms without being obstructed 
by this .  That Paravak expresses the world through the pratyavamar§a denotes that 
pratyavamar§a embodies Paravak in the world. Particularly, awareness of the Self 
(ahampratyavamarsa), itself being the light (prakasatma) ,  is Paravak. 1 08 Paravak, being 
differenti ated from ordinary audible sound, is at once the nature of sounding forth 
(Sabdanatmakabhilapa) ,  permeation in the form of Divine Consciousness 
(saf!1vidrupavefi), and the shining light within (antaravabhasamana�) . 1 09 

Pariiviik Permeates the other Three Levels of Viik 

Trika Saiv ism presents a pic ture of the entire world as being constituted by vak. 
Paravak, equivalent to Anuttara or Parasakti, is the one that brings about congruency 
among the various levels of vak. 1 1 0 The analytical description of Paravak quoted above 

1 06 lPV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol. 1 :  252-54 ) , tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 75-76 with emendation. 

107 lPK 1 .6 . 1 :  ahaf!1pratyavamarso ya� prakiisiitmiipi viigvapu� I 
niisau vikalpa�sa hyukto dvayiik.yepl viniscaya� I I  

"The reflective awareness ' I '  (ahaf!1pratyavamar§a) ,  which i s  the very essence of light, is not 
a mental construct (vikalpa�). although it is informed by the word (viigvapuM. For a vikalpa 
is an act of ascertainment (viniscaya�) presenting a duality" (tr. Torella 2002 : 1 28 ,  Sanskrit 
text p. 27). 

10R Ibid. ,  ahampratyavamarso ya� prakiisiitmiipi . . .  I 

1 09 lPV 1 .6 . 1 .  (vol .  1 :  303 ) vi�ayarupiit srotragriihyiit sabdiid anya eva antaravabhiisamiina� 
SQf!1Vidrupave§l sabdaniitmiibhiliipo viik. Cf. Padoux 1 992: 1 77 .  

1 10 PTV 3 :  "Abiding as she does in the form of power of hearing, she has that sovereign power 
(sviitantrya) which consists in effecting congruous and suitable connexion by blending all 
sound in a meaningful whole . . . .  For one attentively intent on knitting the words in a sensible 
whole, there may be clear comprehension to some extent. Therefore in such a case, it is the 
congruous connexion of the words which can be of use. It is the goddess pariisakti (the 
supreme creative power) who brings about the congruous connection." (Tr. Singh 1 988 :  68, 
Sanskrit text p. 24) 



THE DocTRINE oF V AK IN TRIKA SAIVISM I 1 7 1  

(lPV 1 . 5 . 1 3) ,  substantiates how the distinct forms originate from Paravak. The verse 
tel l s  that it is due to the §abda - natured pratyavamar§a and to camatkara that the 
Paravak manifest all forms .  In the doctrine of vak, even vaikharz vak is present in 
Paravak (parabha!farikasaf!Zvidantargataf!Z tu vaikharzpadam),  1 1 1 and so i s  Paravak 
present in the vaikhar"i vak. 

Paravak is the primeval undivided state from which ongmates all power of the 
other levels of vak ; it denotes the state before any maya-borne differentiation or 
l imitation ari ses .  Thus ,  i t  i s  defined as the state of nirvikalpa,  devoid of thought 
constructs . Being itself nirvikalpa and §uddhavimar§a (pure awareness ) ,  Paravak 
radiates forth all  manifestations in their various forms. The other levels of vak are the 
forms brought forth by the radiant pulsation (sphuratta) of Paravak whose nature is  
light (prakasa), being enraptured by the wonder of her own creation (svacamatkrti) . 1 1 2 
Without Paravak, there would be no manifestation, and the world would be utterly 
insentient . 1 1 3 As the source of all manifestations and expressions, it  i s  not affected by 
the conventional rules ,  but rather persists under al l  the forms as "the effulgence 
(vanmahasi) of the highest mantra (mantravapu�)'' . 1 1 4 Here it is  important to keep in 
mind that mantra often stands for Paravak, implying that something perceptible can 
indeed be esteemed as having the status of the Highest . 1 1 5 One article of evidence that 
Paravak pervades even the vaikhari stage is demonstrated in the common experience 
that any cognition of a distinct object is impossible without the indistinct consciousness. 
While describing the pervasion of Paravak through the entire range of manifestation, 
Abhinavagupta states that no apprehension of distinction in vaikharz or madhyama 

1 1 1  Cf. PTV, p. 1 5 8, tr. Padoux 1 992: 2 1 8 . 

1 1 2 Cf. PTV I ,  tr. Singh 1 992: 9. Sanskrit text p. 2. 

1 u "Without her (Pariiviik) there would accrue the condition of non-manifestation, in pasyanti, 
etc. and thus would arise the contingency of absolute insensateness (jaljatii) ." (PTV 1 ,  tr. 
Singh 1 992: 9, Sanskrit text p. 2) 

1 14 PTV, pp. 1 93-94: All of this (diversity of divisions of phonemes) "abides in the great effulgence 
(mahiimahasi) of the mantra of pariiviik (paravanmantra), which is pure conscious awareness 
(.Suddhavimar§a) ,  subject neither to miiyii nor to the conventions [of ordinary speech] 
(amii_viyasiirrtketika)". PTV gives us a concrete example of how a seer experiences the pariiviik. 
"Thus the sages see that the non-conventional body of the [supreme] mantra (asiirrtketikarrt 
mantravapu�) takes on mutually differing forms and they teach that it must be revered since it 
is that which brings about the conventions [of ordinary speech] ." (Tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 85-86) 

1 1 5 For mantra conceived as Pariiviik, see Padoux 1 992: 1 85 ,  n. 45. 
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vak is possible without vimarsa of Paravak, and the sovereignty of vimar§a never 
ceases .  1 1 6  

Throughout PTV, Abhinavagupta asserts a number of  times that all three levels of 
vak inhere within Paravak.  Taking special note of phonemes, he explains that the 
obj ects of distinct  experiences - whether one refers to external speech or inward 
imagination - are all present in Paravak. 1 1 7 He affirms:  

Therefore, though the condensation of the phonemes becomes distinct only in  the vaikharl, 
yet it abides primarily in pariiviik which is all inclusive (sarvasarviitmaka). 1 1 8 

He explains that the difference in the vaikharz stage is  due to the organs that generate 
the distinct experience, and in the state of para these organs exist in the undivided 
whole ( sarvasarviitmaka ) . 1 1 9 The discrete div i s ion of obj ects and subj ects within 
vaikharz vak exists inwardly at the madhyama and on the pasyantz levels as wel l .  
Without any differentiation a t  these two more subtle levels ,  the power of  the senses 
that supports the distinct experience would not even exist at the vaikharz level, and no 
distinct internal thoughts could occur. 1 20 In this way, vaikharz vak i s  thought to inhere 
within the madhyama vak, madhyama vak within the pasyant"i vak, and pasyantz vak 
in Paravak. Ultimately, all three levels of vak rest within the undivided state of Paravak. 

So by this repeatedly thought-out reasoning, entering more and more in the interior, cherish 
that consciousness (pariSllyatiif!l saf!Zvidam) which is a mass of awareness and is all­
inclusive, and therefore the abode of guttural and labial energies (also), and in which 
inheres that creative !-consciousness,  v iz .  aham ( vimadiitmaka) which is the very 

1 1 6 PTV 5-9: "In the being of this indeterminate !-consciousness (vimarsa), its sovereignty of the 
creativity never ceases. In the vaikharl stage or in the madhyamii stage in which there is subtle 
miiylya objectivity, this kind of apprehension of difference (bheda-vimarsa) is not possible if 
it is completely excluded from the indeterminate !-consciousness (bhiisaniitirekl)." (Tr. Singh 
1 988 :  1 1 1 , Sanskrit text p. 45) 

1 1 7 Cf. PTV 5-9, tr. S ingh 1 988:  1 76-77. 

1 1 8  Ibid., Sanskrit text p. 64: 
evaf!l ca ghanlbhiivo 'pi va ikharlrupe yadyapi sphuflbhavati, tathiipi sarvasarviitmani 
pariiviigvapu�i mukhyatayiivati�fte I 

1 19 Ibid. 

120 Ibid. 
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quintessence of autonomy (sviitantryasiira), which is the venerable phoneme, the highest 
mantra (mahiimantrarupavarJJabhaf{iiraka), and is (always) inherent within. 1 2 1 

IV .2 Vak in Mantra Practice 
IV.2.1 Mantra and Paravak 

In PTV the multiplicity of the phenomenal world is represented by the expansion of 
Sanskrit phonemes and is described in accord with the Trika Saivite system of thirty­
six tattvas .  The correspondence between the tattvas and the syllables is established for 
the purpose of nyiisa (the assignment of mantras to various parts of the body of the 
practitioner) . 1 22 The expression of the phonemes as a manifestation of the Ultimate has 
thus developed as a rituali stic tool ,  employed to reify the connection between the 
individual body (the microcosm) and the multiple deities who perform as personifications 
of the Ultimate (the macrocosm) . Distinct sound comes into being at the madhyamii 
level, and the creative force imbued inside the phonemes has been named Malini, the 
Goddess of madhyamii vak. The creative force within syllabic sound represents tattvas ,  
the components of the world. The nyiisa ritual combines mental visual ization, mantras 
and the gestures known as mudrii. But here, the sound employed is not that of the ordinary 
vernacular, but rather is the symbolic engagement of human language. 

Mantras are countless in number. Some of them would seem to have been drawn 
from ordinary language; others, not. Also significant is that there is a hierarchy among 
mantras :  some are regarded as superior because they allow access to a h igher goal . 
The Trika philosophy describes different levels among mantras  according to upiiya 
(path or method) in  question. 1 23 AHA!yf is used in siimbhavopiiya (spontaneous way to 
realize S iva Consciousness) ;  SA U/f and KHPHRE!yf for siiktopiiya (resorting to cit­
sakti in order to realize Siva Consciousness, for example, practising the idea that the 
Siva nature is truely in oneself) ; and a number of different mantras in the iif}avopiiya 
(engagement of technical means in regard to the l imited self in  order to realize the 
Siva nature in oneself) . 1 24 If the mantras are to be employed towards worldly desires, 

1 2 1  PTV 5-9, tr. Singh 1 992: 1 77 .  Sanskrit text p. 64. 

1 22 Cf. PVT 5-9. "In these letters of Miilinl, the structure of siikta-sarlra has been described in 
Miilinl-vijaya for the purpose of nyiisa. Thus the principle that 'everything else is in everything' 
has been completely demonstrated." (Tr. Singh 1 988 :  1 49, Sanskrit text 53) 

123 Cf. Padoux 1 992: 389 .  

1 24 Cf. Padoux 1 992: 380-8 1 .  For a brief introduction to the three upiiyas of Trika Saivism, see 
Jaideva Singh's  introduction to the Sivasutra (Singh 1 979: xxxi-lvii) .  
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they are seen to be inferior. The superior mantras, such as O!rf, AHA!rf, or SA Ulf, are 
viewed as the seeds of creation itself, at the level of Paravak. 1 25 SpK compares certain 
important mantras to various organs of the body : 

Seizing that strength (bala), mantras, endowed with the power of omniscience, perform 
their functions, as do the senses of the embodied. It is there alone that they (mantras), 
quiescent and stain less ,  d i ssolve away (nirafijana�) along with the adept ' s  mind 
(sahiiradhakacittena) and so partake of Siva's nature (Sivadharmi!Ja� ) .  1 26 

The commentary of Raj anaka Rama elaborates on this analogy of mantras to bodily 
organs :  

As the sense organs perform different functions while being part of the same living being, 
while belonging to the same individual consciousness, likewise mantras, although equally 
vivified, in essence, by the infinite power of the divine spanda, have each their particular 
role and field of activity. 1 27 

It is  noteworthy that mantras are viewed as constituting the same consciousness - in 
this context, spanda - and that each mantra plays a particular role, as does a bodily 
organ in a l iving body. Thus, as there are some organs in the body that are essential to 
l ife ,  there are mantras that are more fundamental in  the animating body of cosmic 
consciousness .  For instance, SA Ulf, the mi1lamantra of the Paratrisika, is likened to 
the heart of the Divine Consciousness, and is therefore called the heart (hrdayaf!Z), or 
amrtablja . The potency of the whole universe lies in the form of bljamantra SA U/f, 1 28 

and all the perfections given in the Bhairava Tantras are said to be attained through 
this heart mantra . 1 29 

125 Padoux expresses his comprehension of mantras: "The manifestation of Speech, at the highest 
level, often assumes the form of either 0¥ or AHA!rf . . . or else of SA Ulf, the heart blja, or of 
any other mulamantra. Mantras, in this respect, though consisting of phonemes, are looked 
upon as their source: as the supreme Word. In such a perspective, the utterance of a mantra is 
identical with that of the Word which creates the world." (Cf. Padoux 1 992: 1 60) 

1 26 SpK 26-27, tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: xvi .  

127 SpV 26-27, tr .  Padoux 1 992: 389. 

1 28 Cf. Paratrlsika 25. "As the great banyan tree lies in the form of potency in its seed, even so 
this universe with al l the mobile and immobile beings lies in the seminal mantra (sau�), the 
very heart of the Suprerpe." (Tr. Singh 1 988: 244, Sanskrit text pp. 92-93) Cf. ibid. 1 0: hrdayaf!l 
bhairavatmana�; TA IV. 1 92-93 (vol . 3 :  840), tr. Padoux 1 992: 388 .  

129 Cf. PTV 1 8, tr. Singh 1 988:  204, Sanskrit text p. 77 .  
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The vocalized sounds of mantra exist at the vaikhar"i level ,  and arguably at the 
level of madhyama . 1 30 However, the true power of mantra (mantrav"irya) derives from 
its basis in Paravak. Drawing from the example of SA U/f and KHPHREM, TA relates 
that it  is paramar§a that endows mantras  with their efficient power; without this ,  
mantras are lifeless .  From the following verse, we notice that the higher mantras are 
characterized by their nature of "heart" and their aspect of vimarsa-praka§a, which is  
comprised by Paravak. 

This synthetic and intense reflective awareness (pariimarsa), uncreated (akrtrimam) and 
immaculate (aniibilam), peculiar to these [two mantras - SA U/f and KHPHRE!y!], is known, 
[the masters] say, as "I" (aham). It is the very Light of Light (parakiiSasya prakiisatii). It 
is the efficient power (viryam) - in the nature of the heart (hrdayiitmakam) - of all the 
mantras. But for it they would be lifeless, l ike a living being (Jiva) deprived of heart. 1 3 1 

We read in SS ( 1 1 . 1 ) ,  cittaf(lmantra� :  mantra i s  citta . K�emaraja  explains in his  
commentary of the text that cittam "is that by which one cognizes (cetyate), one becomes 
aware of (vimrsyate) the ultimate reality (paraf!I tattvam)". 1 32 He further equates citta to 
"the reflective awareness (vimarsarupam) and consciousness (saf!Ivedanam) of mantras 
like prasada (SAU/f), praf}ava (HUPrf or OPrf) "which are in the nature of the fullness of 
pulsating radiance (pu-rl}asphuratta)". m Thus, in its ultimate sense, mantra is understood 
as citta, vimar§a or saf!Ivedanam, of the nature of full radiance. According to the same 
commentary , mantra is "that by which one deliberates (mantryate) secretly,  or 
contemplates inwardly, and that by which one becomes aware of not being different or 
separate from the supreme Lord" . 1 34 Therefore, the proposition of "cittaf(lmantra� " 
speaks of the function of mantra regarding the awakening the Ultimate Truth (para) ,  
which is the undivided state. The reference of the mantra in equivalence to citta is also 
found in the Buddhist context. In the Yogaratnamala, a commentary of HT, 
Kr�Q.acarya135 relates the nature of mantra to bodhicitta : 

130 PTV 28. In PTV, SA U/f is said to be vocalization at the madhyamii level (cf. tr. Singh 1 988 :  
253 ,  Sanskrit text p. 96). 

1 3 1 TA IV . l 92-93 (vol. 3 :  840), tr. Padoux 1 992: 388 .  

132 SSV 2. 1 ,  tr. Padoux 1 992: 383-84. 

1 33 Ibid. 

1 34 Ibid. 

135 "In his caryii songs, Kr�l)acarya proclaimes himself to be a Kapalika yogi" (cf. Farrow and 
Menon in the introduction to the translation of HT and YRM, 1 992: xi-xii) . 
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The Mantra is that which when recalled (manana), saves (trii!Ja) .  Thus Mantra, the nature 
of which i s  the non-duality of Voidness (Sunyatii) and Compassion (karu!Jii) ,  is the 
Enlightened Consciousness (bodhicitta) .  For the purpose of different practices mantras 
are composed of ii and other letters of the alphabet. 1 36 

YRM affirms that mantras originate in bodhicitta; 1 37 it is the aspect of citta that charges 
mantras with their power and efficiency . 1 38 Without citta, mantra is a mere collection 
of phonemes.  Mantra, being the citta of a devotee, connects him to the deity of the 
mantra ; without citta ,  identification with the deity can never arise. 1 39 

Not only i s  mantra a means to approach Para ,  but also i tself represents this 
dimension of real i ty . In the fol lowing verse from SSV of K�emaraj a, mantra i s  
unambiguously portrayed as having the nature of Pariiviik: 

That whose body is knowledge is the blissful One in the form of the totality of sounds 
(bhagaviin sabdariiSi�) ,  whose soul is the pulsating radiance, the awareness of the perfection 
of the absolute "I" (pur!Jiihaf!Zvimarsiitmii sphurattii), consisting in the undivided totality 
of the universe (ase�avisviibhedamaya) .  Such is the secret . . .  of mantras. 1 40 

And, Pariiviik i s  often described as the "highest mantra": 

1 36 YRM 1 . 1 .28, tr. Farrow and Menon 1 992: 20. 

137 YRM, beginning of 1.2: "The different mantras, beginning with Of!l followed by other syllables, 
are called mantras because they issue from the Enlightened Consciousness (bodhicitta)." (Tr. 
Farrow and Menon 1 992: 25) 

138 SS 11.3 : vidyiiSarirasattii mantrarahasyam. "The secret of mantras is that being whose body is 
[pure] knowledge" (tr. Padoux 1 992: 385) .  

1 39 SSV 2. 1 :  "The mantra is not a mere conglomerate of different syllables. It is the very mind of 
the devotee (iiriidhakacittam) who, through intense awareness (vimarsaparatvena) of the deity 
of the mantra (mantradevatii), acquires identity (siimarasyam) with the deity . . . .  As said in 
the Tantrasadbhiiva : 'The l ife (jivabhutii) of mantras is she who i s  considered as the 
imperishable Energy (Sakti) ' . "  (Tr. Padoux 1 992: 384) 

140 SSV 11 .3,  tr. Padoux 1 992: 385 ;  cf. lPV 1 .5 . 1 4 : Here Abhinavagupta states that the heart is 
reflective awareness and the supreme mantra (hrdayaf!Z vimarsarupaf!l pariimantriitmakam). 
"The mantra is the heart of everything (sarvasya hi mantra eva hrdayaf!Z) . . . .  It is in the 
nature of the free activity of consciousness (mantras ca vimar§iitma) ,  and the latter consists in 
the energy of the supreme Word (vimarsanaf!l ca pariiviicchaktimayam). [It is said] indeed in 
the Agamas that but for these [mantras] there would be neither words (Sabda) ,  nor objects 
(artha), nor movement of consciousness (citer gatiM." (Tr. Padoux 1 992: 386) 
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This energy fwhich creates the worlds] abides first of all in the absolute consciousness 
beyond time and space, made of the supreme great mantra. 1 4 1  

This energy of the Supreme Word (para vakSakti), which is not different from the light of 
consciousness (citpraka.5a) is in the nature of the supreme great mantra (mahamantrarupa), 
eternally present and manifest. She i s  the active and living reflective awareness of the 
absolute "I'' (pun;iihaf!1vimadamayl) . 1 42 

IV.2.2 0� Uccara 

The hlja man tra 0¥ is also regarded as supreme, and its utterance i s  practised to 
reach the true nature of the Divine.  We find many references to ucciira (the yogic 
practice of mantra vocalization) of O!rf"143 in SvT and NT. 1 44 Through the practice of 
the vocalization of 0¥, the upward movement of breath energy (halflsa) reaches its 
highest point, called unmanii . 1 45 The twelve stages of 0¥ ucciira are given in the 
fol lowi ng order :  A ;  U; MA ; hindu ; a rdhacandra ; n irodhini;  niida ; niidiinta ;  sakti ; 
vyiipini; samanii; and unmanii . 

The practice of the utterance of 0¥ starts with the successive utterance of A, U 
and MA . The nasal  sound of hindu (the point) i s  vocal ized after MA . One then 
progresses through the stages of ardhacandra (the half-moon) ,  n irodhini (the 
hinderi ng) ,  niida ( resonance) ,  niidiinta (the end of resonance) , sakti, vyiipini (the 
penetrating) , samanii (with thoughts, or the mental) and finally to unmanii (without 
thought, the trans-mental) .  The experience of these levels of sound is  accompanied by 
passage through the subtle cakras in  the body . Here, the hindu of anusviira after the 
utterance of MA is the point at which the sound transforms from physical to subtle . 1 46 

14 1 PTV I ,  pp. 3-4: sa ca sakti . . .  prathamataraf!1 paramahamantramayam adesakalakalitiiylif!1 
saf!1vidi nirutjhii . . . (tr. . Padoux 1 992: 386-87). 

142 PHr 1 2  comm., tr. Padoux 1 992:  3 8 7 :  citprakasad avyatiriktanityoditamahiimantrarupii 
purl)ahaf!1vimarsamayi ya iyaf!1 para vakSakti�. (Sanskrit: Singh 1 963 :  79) 

14� In Trika Saivism, uccara of 0¥ is  a code name for kul)ljalinl-yoga practice. 

144 The uccara practice of Ofor!, as given in these texts, is described in Padoux 1 992: 405-07. 

145 Cf. SvT 4.262 (vol. 2: 1 66) :  sivatattvagato haf!1sa na caret vyapako bhavet (having reached 
the siva-tattva, haf!1sa subsides and becomes all-pervading), tr. Padoux 1 992: 95, n. 28) .  

146 According to NT, the utterances from a to hindu are correlated to the gross elements from 
earth to water. 
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The subtle some vibration becomes almost dissolved at the niidiinta stage, and is 
absorbed into pure energy at the sakti stage .  The stages after sakti from vyapini to 
unmanii are said to be of Siva nature, and are described with the term Sunya . Vyiipini 
is sakti immanent within the manifestation, and it is called mahiisunya . Samanii is the 
"Void of Tranquillity", which transcends time and space. 147 Unmanii is defined as ni.Jkalam 
iitmatattvam (the undivided Self) and siibhiisaf!Z niriibhiisaf!Z paratattvamanuttamam (the 
highest, including all manifestation and beyond all manifestation). 1 48 Unmanii is the 
supreme transcendental energy, at one with Siva and .virtually identical with 
him. 149 Associated with the supreme Siva (Paramasiva), unmanii is described as the state 
completely pervaded by Siva (§ivavyiipti), and is the "void beyond void" (sunyati-sunya). 1 50 

The following points in the exposition of Oflr! ucciira are particularly significant 
in relation to our question of forms and formlessness within mm:uf.alas .  

i )  The transformation of  sound observed in the OM ucciira i s  reminiscent of  the 
transformation of viicya and viicaka through the four stages of viik. 

i i )  The stages of unmanifest energy from vyiipini to unmanii, classified as the Siva­
tattva, are described as having the nature of Sunya. 

The speculation and practice of Oflr! ucciira is the outcome of the intense experience 
of sound. It illustrates the continuity between the Cosmic Consciousness and the prii!Ja 
of our body. By  bridging two poles with subtle concepts between, their non-dualism 
is realized. It bears emphasizing that the process of Oflr! ucciira provides a detailed 
classification of sonic forms which supplements the four divisions of viik. The accounts 
of the stages from hindu to unmanii help one envisage the subtle dynamism that takes 
place from madhyamii viik to pariiviik; in particular, the stages from vyiipini to unmanii, 
with their characteristics defined in terms of Sunya, may underscore any comparison 
between Pariiviik and Sunya . Although it would be imprecise to draw any unilateral 
equivalence between the twelve stages of ucciira and the four levels of viik, there is a 
certain correspondence between these two systems (Table 4.2) .  There could well be 
some difference of opinion concerning the demarcation of madhyamii viik and pasyanti 

147 Cf. Ftirlinger 2009: 227-28 ;  cf. Silburn 1 983 ,  introduction. 

148 NT 22.22 (vol. 2: 3 1 4) .  

149 Cf. NT 2 1 .60 (p. 285) :  siisakti� paramii suk�mii unmanii sivarupit:zl.. 

15° Cf. NT 2 1 .6 1  comm. ; TA 1 1 .20; VBh 5 1 ;  SvT 4.388 .  
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Table 4.2: Correspondence Between the Twelve Stages of 

Oqt Uccara and the Four Levels of Vak 

Twelve Stages of 
Ucciira of Oflr! 

Akiira (A) 
Ukiira (U) 
Makara (MA) 

Bindu 
Ardhacandra 

Nirodhini 
Niida 
Niidiinta 

Sakti 
Vyiipini 
Samanii 
Unmanii 

Four Levels of Viik 

Vaikhari 

Madhyamii (and Pasyantl) 

Pasyanti 

Pariiviik 

I 1 79 

vak. Yet, all would agree that the stages from sakti onwards find their paral lel in 
Paravak. The s tages of sakti, vyapin'i ,  samana and unmana are described in  terms 
simi lar to what we have observed under the topic of Paravak. 

Higher Levels of 01\f Ucciira and Siinya 

A study of the sensual experience of sparsa based on the Trika Tantras describes the 
metamorphosis at the level of sakti in between the subtle sound (nada-nadanta) and 
Sunya (vyapin'i-samana-unmana) . 1 5 1  One passage from TA affirms the understanding 
of sakti in her experiential form - touch (sparsa) - and tells a great deal about what 
happens between the manifested energy that produces forms and the transcendental 
energy that is  beyond form. In TA (XI.29-3 l ab) we read in the context of tattvas: 

In the earth, at the end of gw;a principle (from water to gutJa) and miiyii (i .e .  from puru�a 
to miiyii) there exist smell, taste and visual form, respectively, i n  the order of their 
comparative subtlety. In accordance to this established reason even at the end of the sakti 
principle there is a certain subtle form of touch, for experiencing which yogins are all the 
time longing. But consciousness (sarrzvit) at the end of (above stated) touch shines as pure 
consciousness (suddhacit) with the characteristic of void (vyomarupa). Having risen (rutjha) 

1 5 1  Fi.irlinger 2009. 
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there, one reaches the Highest (pariim) whose nature is l i ght by its own 
(svapraki"1.�iitmikiim). 1 52 

This passage introduces the paradigm of the non-dualistic soteriology of Trika Saivism, 
establishing relations among sensations at the level of the subtle body, tattvas, sunya, 
sarrzvid, prakasa and para .  Here, it is sarrzvid in the form of vyoman (the void of 
immensity) which characterizes the stages after saktitattva, indicating the highest state 
of Para. The four higher levels of O!rf uccara - sakti, vyapini, samana and unmana -

apparently unfold the multi- layered nature of Paravak. Paravak i s  the name for the 
undivided Ultimate. and this undivided Ultimate is experienced with a great variation 
of i ntens i ty .  SvT (chapter IV) refers to the s ix  success ive stages of sunya in  
correspondence to  the O!rf uccara system, 1 53 mentioning three sunyas before vyapini: 
urdhvasunyam,  adha�sunyam and madhyasunyam. 1 54 Vyapinl, samana and unmana 
are allocated, respectively, to the fourth, fifth and sixth sunya . 

Whereas SvT chap. IV refers to the levels of sunya in the absorptive sequence, in 
another chapter it refers to sunya in the emanative sequence in relation to the stages of 
O!rf uccara . In chapter XI, SvT shows how the world came (or comes) into being. The 
process of world creation starts from the churning (k�obha) of the void (vyoma) by 
the heat (svatejasa) of S iva, the effective cause of the world (nimitta kara�Ja) . 1 55 It 
then continues :  

From that, §iinya has arisen, from §unya, spar§a (touch) has arisen (samudbhava). From 
that niida has arisen . . . . 1 56 

K�emaraj a ' s  commentary on the verse specifies the first sunya as samana and the 
second sunya as vyapini, which is  "the sunya of Anasrita Siva" :  

From that in the nature of the samanii§akti [comes] the void (vyoman). This void (§unya) 
attains the state of vyiipin!, in the nature of manifesting the entire universe and dissolving 
it into non-being within the venerable Anasrita (Siva). 157 

1 5 2  TA XI.29-3 1 a, tr. Chakravarty 1 999: 304. His English translation rupa into "colour" has been 
replaced by "form" above. 

1 53 Cf. SvT 4.289-94 (vol . 1: 2 1 6- 1 8) ;  S ilburn 1 969. 

1 5 4  Cf. SvT 4.289 (vol. 1 :  2 1 6) .  

1 55 Cf. SvT 1 1 .3a-4a. (vol . II :  308-09). 

156 SvT 1 1 .5 (vol . I I :  3 1  0). 

1 57 SvT 1 1 .5 comm. (vol. II: 3 1 0) ,  tr. Bettina Baumer in personal communication. 
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This commentary clarifies that samanii signifies Hmya with the subtle vibration after 
the initial churning, and unmanii is the original state of Siva "before the churn". Thus, 
siinya of unmanii can be unders tood as pure openness wi thout even any subtle 
transcendental vibration. Vyiipini is the state of pervasion. m As the above explanation 
of K�emadija portrays, vyiipini is associated with siinya of non-being, the state where 
the lu stre of the entire world i s  absorbed into absolute tranqui ll i ty and i s  thereby 
designated mahiisiinya . 1 59 The attainment of unmanii level signifies complete fusion 
with the S iva nature (Sivavyiipti), and it leads one to "the compact mass of cit and 
iinanda (c idiinandaghana)" . 1 60 

Various levels of Siinya have been delineated in the system of 0¥ ucciira . That 
the more subtle levels of the system have been described in terms of varying degrees 
of Siinya displays that the dynamism exists not only in the category of being but also 
in that of non-being. Siinya, from sakti to the samanii level - which can be categorized 
as non-being, consistent with the fact that they are called Siinya - is a state in which 
there is still subtle movement, be i t  though transcendental . Unmanii is static, without 
any dynamism. The textual references to Siinya in the context of the 0¥ ucciira system 
have been drawn upon in an attempt to see the relation of Pariiviik to Stlnya . As a 
result, it may be proposed that there are various levels of Siinya within Pariiviik. 

158 Cf. SvT 4.26 1 comm. (vol. 1 :  208) vyiipinyiif!l tvakke§apade vyiipti'!l labdhvii . . . 

159 Cf. Kaviraj 1 990: 92. 

16° Cf. SvT 4.26 1 comm. (vol. 1 :  208) " . . .  attaining this unmanii energy, the pure light inseparable 
from the cosmic total ity, he becomes completely fused with the Supreme Bhairava, the undivided 
mass of cit and iinanda." (Tr. Padoux 1 992: 406-07) 



v. 

The Doctrine of Vak 

as a Theoretical Basis for Understanding 

the Aesthetics of Mandalas 

V .1 Paravak and Sonya 

V.l.l  References to Sii.nya in Trika Philosophy 

ONE frequently comes across the term sunya in Trika texts, particularly regarding the 
description of Anuttara (the Highest), which demonstrates the characteristics it shares 
with Mahayana B uddhists .  The concept of sunya then represents the state where all 
creation i s  immanent ,  yet  wi thout any dynamism.  In h is  TA (XXIX. l 3 3 - 35 ) ,  
Abhinavagupta uses the term Sunya t o  refer t o  "the original state", both before the 
dynamics of manifestation have occurred and after they have returned. He says :  

If, with the consciousness of  the heart (hrdayasaf(lvittyii) thus exercised by means of any 
practice whatsoever, the quiescent form (siintaf!l rupaf!l) of Siva manifests, one then gains 
access to the appeased state (siintaf(lsivapadam), similar to an unruffled sea. When one 
becomes established in that state, the whole host of the divine energies of the [main] wheel 
stand sti l l ,  free of fluctuation, suspended in  the void (Sunya) ,  in undivided beatitude 
(niriinanda) . 1 

From these verses ,  Sunya i s  the orig inal s tate of the Cosmic Consciousness ,  the 
unobstructed state reached when one realizes the truth of the Heart (hrdaya, essence). 
S imi larly , in  PTV, Abhinavagupta uses the term sunyarupa to describe the state of 
vyoman of hrdaya (the open emptiness of the Heart) .  When he comments on verse 4 

of the Paratrisika: kauliko 'yarrz vidhirdevi  mama hrdvyomnyavasthita� (the plan of 
creation in accordance with kula abides in the ether of my heart), the term sunyarupa 
is used to describe the nature of hrdvyoman where all the manifestation is held in a 
state of potentiality in  the receptacle of Creation, which is  analogously called "the 

1 TA XXIX. l 33b-5a (vol . VII: 3385) ,  tr. S ilburn 1 988 :  1 93 .  
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heart". "Heart" is one of the main metaphors in Trika Saivism for the dynamic, creative 
dimension of the Absolute. It can be experienced, because it is immanent as well as 
transcendent. It is also called sakti, citi or Pariiviik. 2 

While viewing Sunya as the state of Highest Consciousness, what is really remarkable 
is that even the Sunya after Sunya has been conceived. As we have seen in the description 
of unmanii, the highest state that can be reached through yogic practice is said to be 
sunyiitisunya, the Sunya beyond Sunya, stil l  yet characterized as Sunya . Tii assigns the 
term sunyiitisunya to this most supreme level of Paramasiva, who is understood to be 
the thirty-seventh tattva, above Siva, the highest tattva in Abhasa system. 

Beyond the Sivatattva, is the sunyiitisunya, without any support (aniisrita), that is beautiful 
enlightenment (bodhasundaram), free (svatantryaf!l) ,  and without any differentiation 
(sarviivibhiigiitma) .  The thirty-seventh tattva is  called Parasiva.3 

The Sunyiitisunya has been postulated as the all-inclusive principle called as the thirty­
seventh tattva, beyond the comprehensive system of the thirty-six tattvas. SvT presents 
the seventh Sunya above the sixth Sunya of unmanii, and calls it asunyasunya (the 
non-void void) . 4  One of the meanings of Anuttara given by Abhinavagupta in h is  
PTV signifies "beyond iikiisa " - i .e .  "beyond Sunya " . 5 In the passage from Tii found 
above, sunyiiti.�unya is a term for the Highest beyond the highest manifestation, Siva. 
However, a higher state than sunyiitisunya has been postulated in the commentary of 
PHr (4) . It states that sunyiitisunya, equated with such terms as prakiisiibhedana (non­
different from the Light) and Anasritasiva, is the first state to be manifest  after 
Paramasiva flashes forth with the desire to manifest the universe.6 Although attributing 

2 Cf. PTV 4 comm.,  tr. Singh 1 988:  78 ,  Sanskrit text p. 29. 

3 TA XI.2 1 -22a (vol. V: 2 1 05) .  

4 Cf. SvT 4.292 (vol. 1 :  2 17); cf. Padoux 1 992: 96, n. 29. YH (3. 1 74ff.) describes the meditation 
of the six voids which are correlated with kaliis of bija up to unmanii. Beyond these there are 
the great void (mahasunya), which is the supreme level (param tattva) ;  cf. Padoux ibid. ; cf. 
Si lburn 1 969. 

5 PTV 1 :  "Anuttara is now analysed as anut + tara. A in anut means avidyamiina (not existing), 
nut in anut means impulsion, i .e .  successive action (kramiitmakii-kriyii) depending on the 
duality of going and coming, i .e. movement in space and time. So anut means that in which 
there is no impulsion of the successive movement. This anut is well-known among people as 
iikiisa (ether), etc. i.e. sunya or void. 'Tara ' is a sign of comparison, meaning better, higher. So, 
'anuttara ' means higher even than iikasa or ether." (Tr. Singh 1 988: 25, Sanskrit text pp. 9- 1 0) 

6 Cf. PHr 4 comm., tr. Singh 1 963:  55 .  
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the term sunyatisunya to Anasritasiva is inconsistent with the reference above, where 
it indicates Paramasiva,  we yet cannot always universally fix these concepts into a 
concrete system, as their verbal descriptions are the outcome of subjective experiences 
and rely on personal expressions of those experiences in particular context. As Jayaratha 
clarifies while commenting on the above passage ( TA XI . 2 1 -22a) , the thirty-seventh 
tattva is postulated to clearly denote the nature of both transcendence and immanence 
within the highest principle, whereas the thirty-sixth tattva could only be understood as 
transcendentai . 7  He says :  "However, there is no such tattva really existent".8  Therefore, 
what i s  important to recognize i s  that the sunyatisunya , whether designated to 
Anasritasiva or Paramasiva, has the nature of both transcendence and immanence. The 
unimaginable Highest beyond sunyatisunya of Paramasiva has been also postulated in 
the notion of the thirty-eighth tattva ( TA XI.22b-23a) :  not different from the thirty­
seventh tattva in nature, but designating "the Highest" beyond any experience or 
definition (anavacchinna) . 9  

At  this point, it  should be  kept in mind that the sunya of  Trika Saivism does not 
always represent the state of Para, as is the case with Mahayana Buddhism. When the 
Vijiiana Bhairava tells to meditate on the sunya of the five senses, the sunya denotes 
the non-substantiality of the phenomena. 

By meditating on the five voids of the senses which are like the various colours of the 
peacock' s  feather, the yogi enters in the Heart of the absolute Void. 1 0  

In VBh, we see that objects that are ' empty in nature ' have been taken as the basis for 
meditation - for example, the si lence after sounds 1 1 or open landscapes 1 2  and even the 
physical body as void. 1 3  These verses themselves reveal that these forms of sunya 

7 TA Xl.2 1  comm., vol. V: 2 1 06.  

8 Ibid . :  nahi vastuta�kificidevaf(l tattvaf(l saytlbhavati. 

9 TA Xl.22b-23a, vol. V: 2 1 07 .  However, the thirty-seventh and thirty-eighth tattvas are same 
in nature, representing the highest state of undividedness (avibhiiga) ,  freedom (sviitantratva), 
and consisting of cit (cinmayatva) ;  cf. TA Xl.28. 

10 VBh 32, tr. Swami Lakshman Joo 2002: 33 . 
sikhipak�aiscitra-riipair mm:u;lalai�siinyapaficakam 
dhyiiyato 'nuttare siinye prave§o hrdaye bhavet I I  

1 1  Cf. VBh 4 1 .  

1 2 Cf. Ibid. 60. 

1 3 Cf. Ibid. 43. 
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have been employed towards the real ization of the hi gher levels of siinya , as 
exemplified above . Due to their physical or conceptual resemblances,  they stand as 
the path to Siinya within the Para level, and thus are used for meditation. 

In a different context, ,fiinya is a state comprised of experients (pramatr) that are 
bound to maya (delusion) and l imitation .  In h i s  PHr, K�emaraj a  explains that the 
manifold (nana) universe is brought about by the reciprocal adaptation of the object 
(grahya) and the subject (grahaka ) .  The verse i s  followed by commentary about the 
eight states of experients. J-l Among them, the second level of experients, called siinya 
pramatr or pralayakala pra ma tr , i s  characterized by the in sensible prameya 
(object) . 1 5 Here, .liiinya is the low state where consciousness (cit) is in the form of 
contraction . 1 6  It is unawareness, similar to the experience of deep sleep. 

The different noti ons of siinya revealed in Trika Saivism reinforce the idea that 
siinya is no mere speculative concept or object of knowledge, but is rather an object or 
a state of experi ence:  this i s  how diverse notions could have developed under the 
umbrella of siinya . But, even at the low state, siinya is not dissociated with Siinya at 
the Para level . Objects whose forms are indistinct have been placed above distinct 
forms (sakala) ,  and are preferred for the purpose of reaching the Highest, Anuttara . 
Although the non-dual i st ic worldview of Trika Saiv ism informs that al l  obj ects  
originate from the Highest, those objects that reflect this dimension of Siinya within 
their forms are accepted to be the best method to attain the highest Awareness.  

1 4  Cf. PHr 3, tr. Singh 1 987 ( 1 963): 52-54. 
The eight states of experients are as follows: ( 1 )  Siva is at the seventh level. (2) At the sixth 
level of mantramahdvara, sadiisiva-tattva governs; the experience is dominated (iicchiidita) 
by the consciousness of I (ahantii) and the idantii is incipient (asphu!a) ;  the object is both 
identified with and differentiated from the subject. (3) At the fifth level of mantresvara, iSvara­
tattva governs; the entire universe is experienced as "I am this"; idam is distinct (sphu!a) .  (4) 
At the fourth level of mantras, suddhavidyii-tattva governs. (5) The third level of vijftiiniikalas 
exists above the miiyii-tattva. Vijftiiniikalas are devoid of agency (kartrta) and in the nature of 
pure awareness (Htddha-bodhiitmiina�); the object of knowledge (prameya) - sakalas and 
pralayiikalas are identified (tatabhedasiiram) with the experients. (6) Sunya or pralayiikala. 
(7) The first level of experients, sakalas station from miiyii to earth; prameya is limited and 
different from themselves (cf. Swami Lakshmanjoo 1 99 1 :  5 1 -63) 

15 Cf. PHr 3, tr. Singh 1 987 ( 1 963): 53-54. 

It\ Cf. Ibid.: 60. 
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V.1.2 Paravak and the Vijiianavadins' Absolute 
Siinya in Mahayana Buddhism 

Sunya, in  the negative sense of physical emptiness or non-substantiality, has been 
well described in  B uddhism, especially in  the philosophy of the early disciples of 
Gautama B uddha and those of the Madhyamikas . 1 7 The dialectics of negation fully 
developed by Nagarjuna in  h is  philosophy of Siinyavada i s  a model to prove the 
emptiness of distinct form and language. Nagarjuna 's dialectics dealt with phenomena 
and refuted their validity. This can be interpreted as an attempt to show the imperfection 
of vaikhar"i (corporeal )  level  of existence.  The apparent negation of language, 
propounded by most of the Mahayana philosophical schools ,  i s  due to "its l imited 
capacities for expressing the truth of things ,  and its tendency to foster delusion" . 1 8  
This i s  certainly characteristic o f  vaikhar"i viik. Ultimately, thi s  method of negation 
was used to restore "existence" from the phenomenal level to the higher level . The 
"higher level of reality" implied in the dialectics of negation is  h inted at in the 
affirmation of Nagarjuna: "nirvii1Ja i s  not different from saf!1siira,  and saf!1siira is not 
different from nirviina". 1 9  

One should keep i n  mind that Mahayana Buddhists were not satisfied with any 
mere negation of phenomena, but rather were attempting to grasp the higher truth . 
While rejecting the corporeal reality of phenomena, they pursue the vision of Ultimate 
Reality and developed various meditation techniques to this end. Thus ,  it is ev ident 
that the V ij fianavadins develop a deeper speculation of Sunya , where is seen the 
affirmation of Sunya as the Ultimate . At this point, we find descriptions of Sunya 

17 In PHr K�emaraja explains that different philosophical traditions partly represent what the 
complete system of Trika Saivism has achieved. In this regard, the followers of Buddha have 
been introduced as "maintaining that the fundamental principle is only a continuum of 
cognitions". And the Madhyamikas have been viewed to be "considering abhava (non-being) 
as the fundamental principle" (cf. PHr 8, tr. Singh 1 963: 66). 

18 McMahan 2002 : 4. 

19 M ulamadhyamakakarika XXV . 1 9-20: 
na saf!1siirasya nirvii1Jiit kif!1cid asti vise�a1Jaf!1, na nirvii1Jasyasaf!1siiriit kif!1cid asti vise�a1Jaf!1 I 
nirvii1Jasya ca yii kofi� kofi�saf!1siira1Jasya ca, na tayor antaraf!1 kif!1cit susuk�mam api vidyate I 

"There i s  not the slightest difference between saf!1siira and nirviiiJa. There is not the slightest 
difference between nirviiiJa and saf!1siira. Whatever is the limit of nirvii1Ja, that is the limit of 
saf!1siira. There is not even the slightest difference between them or even the subtlest thing." 
(Tr. Garfield 1 995 : 33 1 )  
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comparable  to Paravak. In the Madhyantavibhaga of Maitreyanatha, laksana 
(characterizing form) of Sunya is explained: 

. . .  the non-being of duality (dvayiibhiivo), and being of this non-being (abhiivasya bhiiva�) .  
It i s  neither a being (na bhiivo) nor a non-being (niipi viibhiivaM.20 

Vasubandhu' s commentary explains that, here, duality means the dual positions of 
the object  apprehended (grahya) and the subj ect  apprehending (grahaka) ,  and that 
Sunya i s  to be understood as both non-being (abhava) and true nature (svabhava) . 2 1  

How is it not non-being? Because of  the being of non-being of  duality (kathaf!!niibhiivo 
yasmiiddvayiibhiivasya bhiiva) .  22 

Here, it is important to note that the sunya of Buddhism designates not only the negation 
of any dualistic apprehension, but also the affirmation of non-dualism. Further, in the 
commentary of thi s  text, Vasubandhu l ists sixteen kinds (bheda : divisions) of sunya 
(Table 5 . 1 ) . 23 

I t  is  important to realize that here, sunya is not merely a negative state of 
nothingness, but is the central notion which explains the various modes of existence . 
It is  understood that sunya i s  experienced in multiple dimensions, from the Ultimate 
to the phenomenal . The Ultimate Sunya (paramartha-sunyata) presents Sunya as the 
Highest Reality,  which apparently directs one ' s  attention towards the description of 
Sunya as the source of mm:uJala in the visualization practice, and which is  comparable 
to the Sunya aspect of Paravak. 

The Buddhist  sunya also corresponds to the pratyavamarfa (Pure Awareness) of 
Paravak.  

Sunya i s  the Ult imate (paramiirthatii) because of i ts  scope of exal ted knowledge 
( iiryajfiiinagocaratviit) , 24 

20 MV 1 . 1 3ab, tr. Anacker 1 984: 2 1 7, Sanskrit text pp. 427-28. 

21 MVBh 1 . 1 3a, tr. Anacker 1 984: 2 1 7 . 

22 MVBh 1 . 1 3b, tr. Anacker 1 984: 2 1 7, Sanskrit text p. 428. 

z.1 Cf. MVBh 1 . 1 6c, tr. Anacker 1 984: 2 1 9, Sanskrit text p .  429. The list of sixteen sunyas as 
given in the Bhii�ya, and their secondary interpretations in Table 5 . 1  are based on the 
Madhyiintavibhiiga 1 . 1 7  and its commentary. 

24 MVBh 1 . 1 5 , tr. Anacker 1 984: 2 1 8, Sanskrit text p. 428. 
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Table 5.1: Sixteen Kinds of Siinya According to Vasubandhu 

Kind (�f Sunya 

1 .  Adhyiitma-sunyatii 

2 .  Bahirddhii-sunyatii 

3 .  Adhyiitmabahirddhii-sunyatii 

4 .  MahiiSunyatii 

5 .  Sunyata-sunyatii 

6 .  Paramiirtha-sunyatii 

7 .  Safflskrta -sun yatii 

8 .  Asafflskrta-sun yatii 

9 .  Atyanta-sunyatii 

1 0 . Anavariigra-sunyatii 

1 1 . A navakiira-sunyatii 

1 2 . Prakrti-sunyatii 

1 3 . Lak�a�w-sunyatii 

1 4 . Sarvadharma-sunyatii 

1 5 .  Abhiiva-sunyata 

1 6 . Abhavasvabhava-sunyatii 

Secondary Interpretation 

Sunya of the fields of the internal senses = bhoktr-sunya: 
sunya of the experiencer 

sunya of the external elements = bhoJana-sunya: sunya 
of the experienced 

Sunya of the internal and external elements = dehasunya: 
sunya of the body" 

Great Junya = prati.yfhiivastu-sunya: sunya of the habitat 

Sunya of Hmya = .�unya of sunya through which those 
sunya are seen 

Sunya of Ultimate Truth = sunya of all that is seen under 
the Ultimate Truth = sunya of whatever object of under­
standing a B odhisattva may resort to 

Sunya of the conditioned 

Sunya of the unconditioned 

Sunya of the greatness 

Sunya of inferior and superior 

Sunya of no-rejection 

Sunya of nature 

Sunya of defining marks 

Sunya of all laws or events 

Sunya of non-being 

Sunya of the self-being of non-being 

a Vasubandhu's  commentary (MVBh) on the verse MV I. l 7  (tr. Anacker 1984: 2 1 9) clarifies that the body is the 

seat of the internal sense-field (experiencer) and the external objects experienced, and that adhyiitmabahirddhii­

sunyatii means "sunya of the body". 

Now, the present study can begin to further investigate the parallels between Paravak 
and the VijiHinavadin concepts of the Ultimate. When the perceptible mm:ujala is said 
to be a reflective image (pratibimba) ,  the source of this image is to be traced not in the 
negative sense but rather in the creative sense of Sunya, which is parallel to the other 
notions of Tathagatagarbha, Dharmakaya and Alayavijfian a .  These notions of "the 
Ultimate", placed in the centre of the non-dualistic philosophy of the Vijfianavada texts, 
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explain the creative dimension of ParamiirthaHmya,25 and explicitly expose the dynamic 
aspect of the Ultimate; therefore, they draw a remarkable set of parallels to the concept of 
Paravak. To recognize the transformational aspect of the Ultimate conceived in both 
traditions of Mahayana Buddhism and Trika Saivism is critical in dealing with the primary 
inquiry of this work: how the Buddhist mm:u;lala resembles Simya from the perspective of 
the Trika concept of vak. The affinity observed in these concepts of Highest Vak and 
Highest Dharma would establish the justifiable ground for understanding Buddhist 
mm:u;lalas on the basis of the theory of vak. The closer look into the qualities of Paravak 
and Her transformation may i l luminate through analogy the relationship between the 
Ultimate Dharma and its reflective image (pratibimba), the form of mm:u;lala. 

Paravak and Dharmakaya!Dharmadhatu 

MV informs that Dharmadhiitu is a synonym of Sunya . It says :  

Tathatii (suchness), bhutakofi� (the reality-limit), animittam (the signless), paramiirtha 
(the Ultimate), dharmadhiitu (the ground of all events) are, in brief, synonyms (paryiiyii�) 
for sunyatii. 26 

Dharmadhatu has been described in  the Prasphu!apadii27 (a commentary on the 
Abhisamayalankiira)  as possess ing the nature of akasa (extens ive space) and of 
prakrtiprabhasvara (natural luminosity) . 28 S imilarly,  prabhiisvara ( i l lumination) has 
been attri buted to Sunya . 

How is siinya neither defiled (na kliHii) nor impure (niipi ciisuddhii)? - Because of the 
luminousness of citra (prabhiisvaratviiccittasya ) . 29 

25 It is made explicit in RGV that these terms are synonymous to one another. Cf. RGV comm. 
1 .86, tr. Takasaki 1 966: 26 1 .  

26 MV 1. 1 4, tr. Anacker 1 984: 2 1 8 , Sanskrit text p. 428.  

27 The full title of the text is  the Abhisamayiilat1kiirakiirikiiprajiiiipiiramitopadesasiistra{ikii. 
28 In the Prasphufapadii, Dharmamitra (late eighth to early ninth century CE, cf. Ruegg 1977: 284) 

examined the penetration (nirvedhabhiigiya) of gotra as the ground (iidhiira) of practice 
(pratipatti) . Dharmamitra ' s  exposition of the nature of gotra included a description of 
dharmadhiitu: "Concerning the nature of the gotra it  has somewhere been stated to be the 
dharmadhiitu [as in the following scriptural statement] : '0 Jinaputras, what is termed the gotra 
of Bodhisattva assumes dhannadhatu, it is as extensive space (iikiisa), and it is naturally luminous 
(prakrtiprabhasvara); the Bodhisattvas residing in it are born in the family of Buddha-Bhagavats 
of the past . . .  future . . .  and present." (T.T vol. 9 1 ,  Ea: fol . 54a4-54b2, tr. Ruegg 1 977: 289-93) 

29 MVBh 1.22, tr. Anacker 1 984: 22 1 ,  Sanskrit text p. 43 1 .  Siinya is seen neither pure nor impure, 
---1 
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The qualities of limitlessness and luminosity may well be comparable to the attributes 
of cit and prakiisa found i n  the descriptions of Pariiviik. I ts  al l -pervasiveness i s  
emphasized more in  the notion of  Dharmakiiya, which is compared to that space which 
pervades all forms.  30 So, it could be asked what the difference is between Dharmakiiya 
and Dharmadhiitu . In the Ratnagotravibhiiga, which describes the two aspects of 
Dharmakiiya,  we find that Dharmakiiya includes Dharmadhiitu as one of its two 
aspects. The text says :  

The Absolute Body (dharmakaya) is  to  be  known in two aspects · 
[One] is dharmadhatu which i s  perfectly immaculate, 
[The other] is its natural outflow (ni�yanda), the teaching 
Of the profound [truth] and of the diverse guidance. 3 1  

On the other hand, texts such as MVT have said that Dharmadhiitu i s  also twofold, its 
aspects cal led "the Profound" and "the Extensive" . 32 As mentioned earlier, the 
transformational aspect of Dharmadhiitu has been referred to in MVT as being 
associated wi th the emergence of mm-;ujalas,  mantras and mudriis .  The 
A k�ayamatin irde§asutra adds that this relation between essence and phenomena is 
connected to the notion of Dharmadhiitu . According to the text,  Dharmadhiitu is 
constituted by twenty-two "realms", of which four are elements, six are sense-organs, 
six are perceptions associated with the sense-organs, and six are objects of the senses. 
Though they are the main constituents of saY[lsiira,  dharmadhiitu lies beyond saY[lsiira 
by having absolutely no characteristic (lak�m:w) which can be said to "reside" in any 

-7 neither undefiled nor defiled. The above verse explains one aspect of Sunya. A description of 
another aspect follows: "How is it neither undefiled nor pure? Because of the adventitiousness 
of defilements in it" (kathaf!l nakli�fa na suddha-klesasyagantukatvata�) ;  cf. Anacker 1 984: 
22 1 ,  Sanskrit text p. 43 1 .  

30 Cf. RGV, concluding commentary on chap. 1 . 1 45-47, tr. Takasaki 1 966: 286:  
Just as space (ambaram) is  considered to be all-pervading always, 
Similarly it is  held to be always all-pervading; 
Just as space pervades all visible forms, 
Similarly, it pervades all the multitudes of living beings. 

31 RGV 1 . 1 45 ,  tr. Takasaki 1 966: 284. 

32 Cf. MVT XIII . l 4  with the commentary of Buddhaguhya explaining what means "Profound" 
and "Extensive", tr. Hodge 2003: 264; cf. Pit;ujartha of MVT elucidating the topic of saf!!bhoga­
kaya, tr. Hodge 2003 : 463 ; Buddhaguhya in the introduction to MVT advocates that those 
who are mainly oriented to the Profound and the Extensive Dharmas are qualified to practise 
mantrayana. 
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of these realmsY One might note that the particular use of Dharmakiiya or Dharmadhiitu 
seems rather subject to its context. What is relevant to this present discussion is that the 
description of the twofold nature of the Ultimate Dharma be it called Dharmakiiya or 
Dharmadhiitu betrays a strong remini scence of the doctrine of viik. The concept of 
Pariiviik corresponds to that of Dharmakiiya in the sense that it encompasses both the 
highest principle and all its manifestations; at the same time, it corresponds to the notion 
of Dharmadhiitu that remains pure, in spite of i ts manifestation in every form and 
cognition. Also, its external, creative "outflowing" aspect may be compared to pasyanti, 
madhyamii or vaikhari, wherein is found discourse of Reality. Asatiga' s  commentary to 
RGV explains34 that the first aspect of Dharmadhiitu is perfectly pure (suvisuddha) and 
is the acting sphere of non-discriminative wisdom (avikalpajiiiina). The second aspect 
is the natural outflow from Dharmadhiitu (dharmadhiitu-ni�yanda), which brings about 
the attainment of Dharmadhiitu . 

It (dharmadhiitu) produces (prabhava) the communication (vijftapti) among living being 
according to their faculties in discipline (yathiivainayika).35 

Dharmadhiitu is Truth in the form of teaching (defanii-dharma) ; 36 it is expl ic i tly 
associated with the inner spirit of the teaching. The commentary refers to Dharmadhiitu 
as the cause of the manifestation of vijiiapti (the image of cognition),  which in Trika 
Saivism is attributed to the viik aspect of Anuttara (the Highest) . 

Pariiviik and Alayavijiiiina 

Alayavijiiiina i s  the term which signifies the origin of multiplicity in the eight vijiiiina 
system of the Vij iHinavadin .  I t  denotes the primeval state where everything rests ,  
invisible and unmanifest, but potentially existent. Thus the past, present and future 
co-exist in Alayavijiiiina. Just as Dharmakiiya (or Dharmadhiitu) has been understood 
as being twofold - one aspect not subject  to change and the other wi th a 
transformational quality :._ Alayavijiiiina is also said to have two aspects. Alayavijiiiina 
is the source of seven other vijiiiinas .  Here the term vijiiiina encompasses every state 
from the pure uninterrupted state of Consciousness to daily discriminative cognitions .  
Through the sy stem of the eight vijiiiinas ,  Vijiianavadins  explain the relationship 

33 The text is quoted in Wayman and Tajima 1 992: 53-54. 

34 Cf. RGV 1 . 1 45 comm. ,  tr. Takasaki 1 966: 284-85 . 

35 Ibid. 

36 Ibid. 
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between these two poles . Alayavijfiana is absol ute at one end of this spectrum, yet is 
transformative (pravrtti) at the other end.  The Lankavatara Szi tra cal l s  in the 
Sagathakam (59) the transcendental aspect of Alayavijfiana "paramalaya-vijfiana", 
expressing its supreme quality ; its aspect that undergoes transformation (pari�1ama) 
i s  called "vijfiaptir alaya " . 37 The former is alaya as it is in i tself and is known as 
prabandha (ceaseles s ) .  The latter is a laya as the ground of mental representation 
(vijfiapti), and is  known as lak�a�w (the sign or manifested) .  It is primari ly undefi led, 
yet appears in the dualistic mindset, devoid of purity, soiled by. external defilements .3H LS 
explains that Alayavijfiana i s  not momentary when it is  together with the habit-energy 
(vasana) of that which does not flow outward (anasrava),  but it is indeed momentary 
when it is found with the manas and vas ana of evolving vijiianas. 39 Here one finds the 
conception of the Ultimate both in negative and affirmative terms, as i s  consistent with 
"being and non-being"and "nei ther being nor non-being" both equally applying to 
Sii.nya. In its absolute aspect, it is envisaged as the waveless ocean, which is reminiscent 
of the same description for saf!Ivit or cit in the Trika Saivite texts:w LS says:  

It (Alayavijiiiina) is  l ike a great ocean in which the waves roll on permanently but the 
[deeps remain unmoved, i .e. Alaya-] body itself subsists uninterruptedly, quite free from 
fault of impermanence, unconcerned with the doctrine of ego-substance, and thoroughly 
pure in its essential nature. 4 1 

This passage presents the notion of the all-pervasive Absolute, unimpeded by space or 
time.42 A Trika Saivaite text, PTV gives a direct reference to Alayavijfiana equivalent to 
Paravak.43 At the end of his  elucidation of the pratibha, Abhinavagupta refers to 
A layavijfiana as the undivided whole, the source of every idea and recollection. Here, 
pratibha does not merely mean ' the poetic inspiration ' as is often translated in the field 

37 Cf. LS 11.37-38,  tr. Suzuki 1 999 ( 1 932):  33-35, 23 1 ;  cf. ibid. ,  introduction: xxv-xxvii. 

38 Cf. LS V1.220-2 1 ,  tr. Suzuki 1 999 ( 1 932) :  1 90. 

39 Cf. LS Vl.235-36, tr. Suzuki 1 999 ( 1 932):  203. 

40 Cf. PTV 1, Singh 1 988 :  24, Sanskrit text p. 9. 

41 LS Vl.220, tr. Suzuki 1 999 ( 1 932) :  1 90.  

42 Cf. TrK 30: "It  is  the inconceivable (acintyaM, beneficial (kusalo), constant ground (dhiitu) , 
not liable to affliction, bliss (sukha) and the liberation body (vimuktikiiya) called the Dharma 
body of the Sage (mahamuneM." (Tr. Anacker 1 984: 1 89, Sanskrit text p. 423) 

43 Cf. PTV 5, tr. Singh 1 988 :  94, Sanskrit text pp. 36-37. 
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of aesthetics ,  but rather designates the undivided Divine Consciousness (nirvikalpa 
saf!Zvid), identical to Pariiviik. It is  further explained that vikalpa cannot arise by itself 
without sviitantrya, and thus is based on the undivided consciousness (saf!Zvid) that is 
called the Supreme Goddess Pratibha (piirame.Svari pratibhii) .  Then it continues : 

Those, who are adept in discrimination (vivekakusala), have experienced Alayavijiiiina in 
this very way.44 

Here, "adept in discrimination" apparently indicates the Buddhist School of Logic 
which was affi l iated to the Vijiianavadin. 

It should be noted that the notion of Alayavijfiiina represents the Paramiirtha-sunya 
as the creative source that puts forth the existential basis for everything ;  for this is  
often read the equation of the notion of A layavijfiiina to that of Tathiigatagarbha 
(Womb of the Enlightened Ones) .45 LS says :  

Tathiigatagarbha known as  Alayavijiiiina evolves together with the seven vijiiiinas.46 

In this context, one can draw upon a particular aspect of Pariiviik: Pariiviik i s  the 
ground on the basis of which all levels of viik exist ,  whether in subtle or in gross 
forms ; every level of viik inheres in Pariiviik and Pariiviik is manifested through every 
level of viik. In the system of eight vijfiiinas, duality is seen to cause from the adherence 
of the manas to s ix sensory vijfiiinas and its non-adherence to Tathiigatagarbha­
Alayavijfiiina;  in  the doctrine of viik, the nature of duality i s  attributed to the non­
realization of Pariiviik inherent to vaikhar'i viik. Just as the dual states of vaikhar'i are 
restored to the non-dual state of Pariiviik by overcoming their adherence to those 
distinct parts of cognition, the realization of the sunya-nature of these eight vijfiiinas 
makes the condition of duality cease. 

While Alayavijfiiina is pure and unaffected, it forms the basis for all existence and 
cognition. Due to its aspect of pravrtti (manifestation) ,  it transforms itself into the 

44 Ibid . ,  Sanskrit text p. 37. In this verse, Alayavijiiiina is compared to the undivided highest 
consciousness, pratibhii, and obviously we can place the Buddhists ' Alayavijiiiina as equivalent 
to Pariiviik. But Padoux ( 1 992: 200) places it at the level of pasyantl and gives a reference 
from lPVV where Abhinavagupta identifies icchii-sakti with Alayavijiiiina. Cf. lPVV 1 . 5 . 5  
(vol. 2 :  99, I .  7) :  icchiikhyiilaya vijiiiina. 

45 Passages from LS explicitly identify Alayavijiiiina with Tathiigatagarbha. Cf. LS VI.22 1 -23, 
235-36, tr. Suzuki 1 999 ( 1 932) :  1 90-93, 203-04. 

46 Cf. LS VI.223, tr. Suzuki 1 999 ( 1 932): 1 92-93 . 



1 94 I V OJCE oF THE Yom 

seven other vijfiiinas. Throughout this aspect of manifestation, it is the seed that contains 
everything (sarvabijakam) .47 In the state of sainthood (arhatva) ,  the seventh 
consciousness, called manas, is produced (vyavrti) out of A layavijiiana, and in turn 
the latter becomes the object of the cognition (or alambam) of manas; in this state, 
manas has the nature of "always reflecting" (mananatmakam) and indeterminate 
(avyakrtam) ,  though it is obstructed (n ivrta) ,  being always conjoined with four 
afflictions.48 Manas is conscious of the presence of Alayavijiiana, but misunderstands 
it as "ego", thus affecting the perception of the six other vijiianas .  

The relationship between A layavijiiana and manas i s ,  to some extent, analogous 
to that between Paravak and vaikhari vak.49 One of the major characteristics of manas 
is the function of discrimination. We have seen that vaikhari vak is also characterized 
by its nature of "distinction" ,  and that this function of distinction binds one to the 
world of phenomena. In the system of eight vijiianas, phenomenal reality is produced 
by the discriminative cognition of manas via the six senses, reminiscent of the function 
of vaikhar'i vak. It is dependent on manas as to whether one sees only the world of 
phenomena consisting of the six sense cognitions, or if rather one grasps the solitary 
real ity (vivikta dharma) of A layavijiiana . Manas has these twin objects of cognition : 
one is Alayavijiiana and the other, the six sense cognitions .50 When the manas interprets 
the six vijiianas as the act of ego in the discriminative dualistic framework (vikalpa), 
not seeing their basis in Alayavijiiana, one is bound to the world of phenomena. Then 
what turns manas to see the non-apparent reality, A layavijiiana? It is the realization 
of the sunya nature ( specifical ly ,  ni�zsvabhavata )  of the s ix  sense cognitions 5 1  that 
reframes the relation between the Absolute and the world of phenomena. It changes 

47 Cf. TrK 2, tr. Anacker 1 984: 1 86, Sanskrit text p. 422. 

48 Cf. TrK 5-6, tr. Anacker 1 984: 1 86, Sanskrit text p. 422. 

49 Prii1Ja is the sole support of vaikhari, and saf!1vid is  one of the synonyms of Pariiviik. The 
relation between saf!1vid and prii1Ja has been explained by Kalla�a, quoted in Chakravarty 
200 1 ( 1 988 ) :  1 4 1 :  priik saf!1vit prii1Je pari1Jatii (consciousness in its first creative upsurge 
manifests itself as prii1Ja). Chakravarty adds: "Prii1Ja so to say mediates between consciousness 
and the external manifestation in space and time." (Ibid.) 

5°  Cf. TrK 1 5 , tr. Anacker 1 984: 1 87,  Sanskrit text p. 422. The six sense cognitions either arise 
altogether or not. 

5 1 Cf. TrK 17, 23-25, tr. Anacker 1 984: 1 87-88, Sanskrit text pp. 422-23.  Anacker in his note on 
the translation of TrK 29, specifically explains iisraya-paravrtti (revolution at the basis that 
turns manas to see the Reality) in connection with .stinya (ibid . :  1 90). 
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the point of view of manas, allowing it to see that all the data from the sense cognitions 
are mere reflections of Alayavijiiana . The role of manas in producing images of distinct 
objects may be compared to their production by vaikhari vak, binding one to them. 
Yet, at the same time, manas holds the key for understanding the non-dual Real i ty 
comprising the Absolute and the world of phenomena. Therefore, it i s  evident that the 
realization of the negative sunya in the system of eight vijiianas is the basis of realizing 
the higher Sunya; that sunya which is understood as a result of negation leads one to 
the Absolute Sunya . 

Paravak and Tathagatagarbha 

Just as the VijiUinavadins '  texts tell  of Dharmakaya and Alayavijiiana having a twofold 
nature, so as well i s  the case with the notion of Tathagatagarbha . Tathagatagarbha 
has two natures: one is called prakrtistha gotra, likening it to gold, which is immaculate; 
the other is samudanita gotra ,  compared to the seed that germinates .  52 It should be 
noted that the term garbha means not only the womb (yoni) but also the germ or the 
foetus .  It has the aspect of the indivisible receptacle where everything evolves, yet at 
the same time it is the seed of evolution. In the doctrine of Tathagatagarbha ,  one 
finds an unambiguous expression of a non-duali st ic  approach to Reali ty ,  as the 
following verse of RGV demonstrates :  

0 Sariputra, the Ultimate Truth i s  a synonym of the mass of living beings (sattva dhiitu). 
The mass of living beings is ,  0 Sariputra, nothing but a synonym of Tathagatagarbha. 
Tathagatagarbha is, Sariputra, nothing but a synonym of dharmakiiya.53 

In this passage, all objects in  the phenomenal world are viewed as being essentially 
identical with the Ultimate . 54 Here , one observes success ive identification s :  
Paramartha with the world o f  sentient beings ,  the world o f  sentient beings with 
Tathagatagarbha , and Tathagatagarbha with Dharmakaya . Furthermore, the central 
message of these identifications is that ' al l  things have Tathagatagarbha and are 
possessed by Tathagatagarbha ' .  It is said that it  is not the sense vijiianas that are 
subj ect  to transmigration and which undergo pleasure and pam, but 

52 RGV 1 . 1 49, tr. Takasaki 1 966: 288 .  

5 3  RGV commentary on chapter 1 . 1 ,  tr. Takasaki 1 966: 1 43 .  

54 See another quotation given in RGV 1. 1 48 comm. ,  tr. Takasaki 1 966: 287.  "The Tathagata, 
being Reality ( tathatii ) ,  i s  [ ident ical  w i th ]  the Matrix of these l i v ing beings 
(garbha�sarvasattvanam ) .  " 
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Tathiigatagarbha .55  In  the non-dualistic philosophy of Tathiigatagarbha, everything 
is  equal due to the existence of Tathiigatagarbha . RGV (! .27) says :  

The multitudes (riHi) of living beings are included in  the Buddha' s  Wisdom (buddhajniina), 
Their immaculateness is non-dual by nature, 
Its result manifests itself on the Germ of the Buddha (buddha gotra); therefore, it is said: 
all living beings (sarve dehina�) are possessed of Tathiigatagarbha (the Matrix of the 
Buddha) . 56 

According to this verse, the (Buddha) gotra57 is the quintessence of the non-duality of 

55 Cf. LS VI.236, tr. Suzuki 1 999 ( 1 932): 204. 

56 RGV 1.27, tr. Takasaki 1 966: 1 97.  

5 7  Takasaki ( 1 966: 2 1 )  gives the basic idea of interpreting the word gotra: " . . .  among the 
Buddhist literatures is gotra = dhiitu = hetu, or gotra = blja . . . . In India, however, by a 
common use, this word means 'family ' ,  ' clan ' or ' lineage' ,  and analogically, it is used in the 
sense of 'germ' ,  'mine' or 'matrix ' ." 

Snellgove translates the term gotra as "fold", when it is used in the meaning of a "category of 
people", which is divided in terms of their spiritual ability. "LS describes no less than five 
folds, those of Disciple (Sriivaka), of Lone Buddhas (pratyekabuddhas), of Tathagatas (i .e .  
for Bodhisattvas), of uncertain people, and of those who never desire salvation." (Snellgrove 
1 987: 1 10) However, the term gotra underwent a semantic change. In the earlier concept of 
the gotra-division, only those who belong to the tathiigata gotra (lineage) could raise bodhicitta 
and attain the ultimate nirviiiJa. Thus, the term came to mean "the essence of Buddhahood" or 
the seed which has to be brought into maturity through the training of the mind. "The Sanskrit 
term used for 'essence' in this particular sense is garbha, which normally means 'womb' or 
'embryo' ." (Ibid. :  1 1 2) Garbha meaning both "womb" and "embryo" encompasses both "the 
fold" and "the substance". 

An objection against the doctrine of these variations of gotra has been raised, since it has been 
stated that because there is no differentiation in dharmadhiitu, gotra cannot contain difference 
either. It is stated in Dasadharmaka Sidra : "Just as one knows [the presence of] fire [by 
inferring it] from smoke . . .  similarly one knows [the presence of] gotra of the intelligent 
Bodhisattva by means of [its] inferential mark. Concerning the inferential mark in this context, 
[54a] this refers to the fact that there are certain particular natural marks in a case where there 
exists some person possessing a particular sense base (iiyatana). But it is not correct to speak 
of an inferential mark (liliga) that indicates the presence of gotra where there is existence of 
dharmadhiitu, because dharmadhiitu is universal (siimiinyavartin) . Hence the Lord (bha{{iiraka, 
viz. Maitreyanatha) has stated that here gotra has dharmadhiitu as its nature. Nevertheless, it 
is not the case that there are [therefore] no varieties [of gotra] ; although it is settled that in 
reality gotra is one, still what the comparison has indicated to be the intended meaning is that 
the postulation of difference as such depends on peoples '  special iiyatanas due to nature or to 
the process of perfection ."  (Tr. Ruegg 1 977: 290-9 1 )  
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the phenomenal world and Tathagatagarbha. It is  the key concept for establishing the 
non-dualistic vision . According to Asailga ' s  commentary , the idea that "every living 
being is  at all times possessed of Tathagatagarbha" has three meanings : 

(i) dharmakaya of the Tathagata penetrates all l iving beings (tathiigata-dharmakiiya­
parispharat;tiirtha) ;  ( i i )  the Tathagata, being tathatii, i s  the undifferentiated whole 
(tathiigata-tathatii- 'vyatirekiirtha); and (i i i)  there exists the Germ of the Tathagata [ in 
every living being] (tathiigata-gotra-saf!lbhaviirtha ) . sH 

However, in the matter of whether the original Tathagatagarbha i s  pure or defiled, 
the discrimination between the Buddha and the objects of the phenomenal world is  
valid . 59 As Alayavijiiana i s  described as sarvabijakam, Tathagatagarbha i s  both the 
seed (blja) of all as well as the seed of Tathagata - i .e .  it i s  the cause (hetu) of the 
existence of the phenomenal world as well as of the acquisition of the nirva!Ja . The 
relation of the pure essence of Tathagata ( tathagatadhatu) to the defi lements of the 
phenomenal world is expressed analogically as "a germ" (b"ija) and "the husk of a 
seed" (atikurah) . 60 

Tathagatagarbha i s  said to be both sunya and asunya . It is  sunya in respect of 
"being devoid of defilement", and it is asunya in respect of "being" the anuttara dharma 
(highest principle) .  6 1  Asailga quotes a verse from A.ryasr"imala-Sutra (22 1 ) : 

Tathiigatagarbha is devoid (Sunya) of all the sheathing defi lements, which differentiate 

58 RGV 1.28 comm.,  tr. Takasaki 1 966: 1 98 .  

59 Cf. Mahiiyiinasutriilatikiira IX.37 quoted in RGV 1 . 1 48 comm.,  tr. Takasaki 1 966: 288 :  
Though being undifferentiated among all, 
Tathatii (Reality), in case the purification i s  perfected, 
Is [called] tathiigatatva (Buddhahood) ;  therefore, 
All living beings are possessed of the Matrix of Buddhahood. 

6° Cf. preceding the verse RGV 1 . 1 1 5 .  

61 Cf. RGV 1 . 1 55 ,  tr. Takasaki 1 966: 30 1 :  
The essence [of the Buddha] (dhiitu) is [by nature] devoid (sunya); of the accidental [pollutions] 
which differ from it; 
But it is by no means devoid (asunya) of the highest properties (anuttara-dharma); which are, 
essentially, indivisible from it. 11 1 55// 

Takasaki ' s  translation of "the accidental which differ from it" betrays its dualistic frame of 
thought, which is inappropriate to infer into the Tathiigatagarbha. Here, "which differ" may 
mean "the nature of differentiation". 
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and separate. Tathiigatagarbha is by no means devoid (asunya) of Buddha-dharma which 
are indivisible, inseparable, inconceivable and far beyond the sands of Ganga in number.62 

Here, it i s  noteworthy that "defi lement", the veil of Tathagatagarbha, i s  described as 
the state of "differentiation" and "separation". Tathagatagarbha, which is  the essence 
of a being, is said to be in a state of "non-differentiation"; as discussed above, in vak is 
found the pair of "non-differentiation and differentiation" regarding "the Ultimate 
and its evolutes within it". One of the central themes expounded upon in the doctrine 
of vak is the dynamics between Paravak and the three levels of vak, respectively ,  
defined as non-differentiation and differentiation (bhedabheda or vibhagavibhaga) .  
Tathagatagarbha i s  said to be buddha dharma, which i s  "inconceivable, indivisible, 
inseparable from the wisdom (amuktajfia)" .63 Tathagatadhatu (a term equivalent to 
gotra), of the nature of the undifferentiated (asarrzbheda), i s  the very sphere or domain 
(object) of the highest knowledge.64 In other words,  Tathagatagarbha represents the 
undivided Whole which is revealed by the highest level of jfiana (knowledge) . The 
highest  knowledge implies the realization of the Undivided Whole, which can be 
interpreted to be Paramartha-sunya . Regarding the cognition of Tathagatagarbha, 
the commentary on RGV (1 . 1 5 5 )  says :  

Indeed, wi thout the  i ntroduction to  the  knowledge of the  h ighest  truth of sunya 
(paramiirthasunyatiijfiiina}, nobody can attain or realize the non-discriminative sphere 
(avikalpadhiitu) [of the Tathagata]Y 

Associated with Dharmadhatu, A layavijfiana and Tathagatagarbha, the Absolute has 

62 Aryasrlmiilii-Sutra 22 1 c, quoted in the commentary of RGV 1 . 1 55 :  
sunyastathiigatagarbho vinirbhiigairmuktajfiai� sarvakle§ai� I 
as unyo gmig iinadl viii ikiivyati v rttaira v ini rbhiigai ramuktaj fiai rae intyai rbuddhadha rmai ri ti I I  

In the translation of Takasaki ( 1 966: 30 1 } ,  additional interpretative phrases have been added in 
brackets: "defilements . . .  separated [from the Absolute Essence]" and "Buddha-dharma . . .  
inseparable [from the Absolute Essence]". Here in the above text I omitted those in the brackets 
because they seem misleading. Vinirbhiigairmuktajfiai�sarvakle§ai� has been translated by 
Takasaki as "all the sheath of defilements, which are differentiated and separated". However, 
the clause describes the nature of the defilements. Thus, Tathiigatagarbha is Hmya of all the 
defilements, which are sheathing, differentiating and separating. 

63 RGV 1 .86 and comm. ,  tr. Takasaki 1 966: 259. 

64 paramatattva-jfilinavi�yas tathiigatadhiitu� (RGV 1 .29 comm.,  tr .  Takasaki 1 966: 1 99) .  

65 RGV 1 . 1 55 comm., tr .  Takasaki 1 966: 302: na hi parmiirthasunyatiijfiiinamukhamantarer:ta 
sakyate 'vikalpo dhiituradhigantUf!l siik�iitkartum I 
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been commonly conceived as possessing a twofold nature in VijfHi.navada Buddhism: the 
unchangeable immaculate and the transformational . The transformational aspect of the 
Absolute lays the foundation for explaining how the realm of phenomena is not different 
from the Absolute. As described in Trika Saivism, Pariivak - while being described as 
Paramiirtha, untouched by space and time - sustains itself in the realm of perceptible 
objects by means of its transformation into pasyanti, madhyamii and vaikhari viik. We 
notice that there is an accord between Trika Saivism and Mahayana Buddhism in regard 
to the fundamental concept of the Absolute. While Vajrayana Buddhism demonstrates the 
transformational nature of the Absolute to be found in one ' s  keen awareness upon viik 
through its mantrayiina practice, the concepts of the Absolute in Vijfianavada Buddhism 
make evident the truth that the non-dualistic philosophy of Mahayana Buddhism 
fundamentally corresponds to the vision of viik as conceived in Trika Saivism. 

V .2 The Non-dualism of Creation and Concealment 
within the Doctrine of Vak 

Although three levels of viik - pasyanti, madhyamii and vaikhari - ultimately originate 
from Pariiviik and essentially inhere within it ,  they are not identical to Pariiviik so 
long as they remain in the s tate where differentiation exists between viicya and 
viicaka .66 It is significant that vaikhari viik, though seen as the state in which the divine 
bliss has disappeared, does not degrade into "a fallen state, apart from the Divine". It 
is the divine power of concealment that veils the true nature of the Divine in the phase 
of vaikharl viik. However, vaikhari viik is at the same time understood to be the 
completion of the divine creation. For the manifestation of form, two aspects of divine 
nature are involved: one of creation, another of concealmentY The creation of multiple 
forms is here seen as the concealment of the Divine Whole. The light (prakiisa) i s  
obscured, thus the state of bl iss  (iinanda) is negated ; pure awareness (pratyavamarsa) 

66 Cf. PTV 5-9: "Thus vaikhari· herself, who has acquired development through madhyama, so 
long as she remains in herself with words and their referents perfectly manifest, expressing 
mutual diversity and having the network of the categories of existence within herself, so long 
she is apara. The development of the madhyama stage which inheres in para is known as 
parapara, and also the growth of pa§yanti. In her own self, para is the divine goddess." (Tr. 
Singh 1 988 :  1 56, Sanskrit text p. 55)  

67 SpK 46-47 (111. 1 4- 1 5) ,  quoted in PTV 5-9 .  "The powers are ever in readiness to  conceal his 
real nature, for without the association of words, ideas cannot arise." S imilarly, "The rise, in 
the bound soul, of all sorts of ideas marks the disappearance of the bliss of supreme immortality. 
On account of this, he loses his independence. The appearance of the ideas has its sphere in 
sense objects." (Tr. S ingh 1 988 :  1 93, Sanskrit text p. 7 1 )  
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is invaded by the discerning mind in  the hand of maya (delusion ) .  Without the 
concealment of the true nature of the Divine ,  no mult ipl ic i ty of form could be 
accomplished. K�emaraja  says in  the Para Prave§ika : 

Thus, it (akrtrimiiham; parame§vara) is the origin (kartrtvam) of the life (ajacjatvaf!Z) in 
this world; at the same time, the world (jagata�) is the result (kiiryatvam) of and dependent 
(adhina) upon the covering of light (aprakiisatvam) .68 

Out of His or Her own freedom, the Divine emits (sphurati) the world within the Absolute 
Light (prakasa). This is the beginning of creation, which is often described in the context 
of Paravak. The forms,  thereafter manifested, are seen as the condensation of the divine 
vibration as well as the l imitation of true, undivided nature, but are not seen to be 
fundamentally separated from it . "Condensation" means the imprisonment of the nada 
nature of the Divine into the hard-shell of the objects of senses, and the petrification of 
the sabda nature into var!Ja (literally, both phonemes and colours) . 69 

When the concepts of "creation" and "the created" are seen in such a philosophy 
where in  both revelation and concealment are inseparable ,  what could be the 
significance of "seeing multiple forms" or "hearing multiple sounds"? A non-dualistic 
worldview would allow such activities to ultimately restore the forms from the vaikhari 
level to the Para level, which means a reversion to the ananda experience of Light 
(prakasa) and Pure Awareness  (vimarfa) .  It is thi s experience of Paravak that has 
been the major theme of the aesthetic discussion in India. Bhana Nayaka describes 
aesthetic experience as follows:  

The enjoyment of rasa takes the form of melting (druti), expansion (vistara) and radiance 
( vikiisa ). This  enjoyment is like the bliss that comes from realizing [one' s  identity] with 
the highest Brahman.70 

Bhatta Nayaka' s  expression implies that the aesthetic experience has the same goal as the 
spiritual experience. When SvT (IV.275) teaches about the meditation particular to each 
level of uccara,  the spiritual experience at the .5akti level (Saktigati) is described to be 
"sparfa of the nature of supreme joy (sparfanandatma)".7 1  In the uccara system, sakti is 

68 Para Prave§ikii, p. 3 ,  translation with the help of Ernst Fiirlinger. 

69 Also see Larson 1 974: 44. 

70 Quoted in DhA 11 .4, tr. Ingalls ,  Masson and Patwardhan 1 990: 222. For Sanskrit, see DhA 
1 998 :  83 .  

7 1 SvT 4.275 comm. (vol. I :  2 1 2) .  
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the stage from which the practitioner enters the level of mahiisunya. In this  regard, the 
experience of iinanda in relation to the experience of Sunya can be examined. K�emaraja's 
commentary on SvT provides a similar reference to iinanda in the spiritual experience: 

After having adopted (grhitvii) the form of "end of sound" (niidiintarupataf!Z) and having 
come to rest (layaf!l yiiti) in the reality of sakti (Saktitattve), he/she - when niidiinta has 
ended (prasamyya) - takes refuge (Srayati) in the "aperture of Brahman" (brahmavlle) 
through the touch of joy of the Self (iinandasparSiitmatiif!l).72 

It is noteworthy that the experience of sakti is described along with the term iinanda,  
the universal bl iss .  From the viewpoint of aesthetics ,  iinanda i s  a state that occurs 
simultaneously with camatkiira (wonder) ,  and both iinanda and camatkiira describe 
the culmination of the aesthetic experience.73 On the basis of the understanding that the 
experience of iinandasparsa ( the touch of bliss) happens at the sakti level , it can be 
inferred that the experience of camatkiira also occurs at this level - i .e .  in between the 
experience of subtle resonance and that of Sunya, as we have seen in the 0¥ ucciira 
practice. Therefore, it is supposed that the experience of Sunya comes after the experience 
of camatkiira. It is thereby deduced that camatkiira signifies the aesthetic wonder that 
arises when all manifested energy is absorbed into the transcendental energy, Sunya . 

A question now ari ses :  "Can one aesthetically experience Sunya when the 
culmination of the aesthetic experience i s  defined by the term camatkiira ?" If 
camatkiira occurs when the subtle forms are dissolved,  before the state of Sunya 
pervades ,  then even at its highest point any aesthetic experience cannot be more than 
a gl impse of Sunya . S wami Lakshman Joo, a contemporary practit ioner of Trika 
Saivism, asserts that Para cannot be experienced in this body.74 In such a case, though 
iinanda and camatkiira are often said to be of the nature of Pariiviik, the aesthetic 
rapture characterized by them would be interpreted as the experience of the highest 
stage of pasyanti viik, where one has had a glimpse of Pariiviik. 

V .3 Sanctification of Mal}<}.alas on the Basis of 
the Doctrine of Vak 

It would now serve this study to examine the relation between mantras and ordinary 
language, for this is analogous to the relation between mm:u;lala paintings and ordinary 

72 SvT 4.260 comm. (vol. 1 :  207), tr. FUrlinger 2009 : 235. 

73 Cf. lPVV vol . II, p. 1 77 .  "Camatkrti means the act of a person savouring (bhufijiinasya), that 
is, the bliss constituted by the full achievement of fruition ." (Tr. Torella 2002: 1 1 8 ,  n. 23) 

74 Swami Lakshman Joo 1 99 1  ( 1 985) :  4 1 .  
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vi sual representations .  Ordinary language represents the product of vaikhari viik, 
determined by conventional rules and comprised of mental constructs. However, the 
innate dualistic nature of ordinary language is superseded in the doctrine of viik and it 
i s  restored to the non-dual source of Pariiviik, on the basis  of which the mantra 
represents the direct revelation of Pariiviik. 

In the doctrine of viik, even ordinary language is seen to originate from and be grounded 
in Pariiviik in the same way as are mantras.  In spite of that, mantras are distinguished 
from ordinary language. One may object to this distinction by refuting: "if everything in 
the objective world originates in Pariiviik, there cannot be any hierarchy among things". 
This objection may also be applicable to mm;ujala paintings: "if everything originates 
from the formless Siinya as Buddhist texts say, then there is no difference between mw:ujalas 
and ordinary objects". A similar objection i s  indeed put forth in  the attempt of some 
contemporary artists to deny any distinction between ordinary daily objects and works of 
art . 75 This dispute ultimately brings one to the question of why mar:ujala paintings are 
esteemed to be more spiritual than mundane art: if mantras are sanctified due to some 
objective basis, then on a similar basis would mm:ujalas be distinguished from ordinary 
objects. Therefore, this speculation on mantras can be looked upon in order to solve the 
question as to why mm:ujalas are specified as a means of meditation. 

Mantras consist of a syllable or a group of syllables . They can be intelligible or 
unintelligible. There are even mantras that cannot be pronounced. Or, a mantra can 
be an intelligible sentence or a group of sentences, and be similar in appearance to 
ordinary speech.  In the matter of how to define a mantra, Padoux answers, "mantra is 
a formalized utterance declared to be a mantra,  ' revealed ' by those texts and masters 
who are entitled to do so".  76 Mantra is regarded as revealed, rather than a human 
creation. Mantras are governed by sacred rules, and by tradition are inherited from a 
spiritual preceptor. The practitioner must observe specific rules to pronounce a mantra . 
However, once a person is established in the state of Pariiviik, his speech stands beyond 
any conventional rules. TA says :  

Whatever he  who is  established in the uncreated heart (akrtrimaitathrdayiiriqho) does, 
breathes or reflects, it is regarded as the recitation of mantra (japa).77 

75 See the article of Hertz ( 1 978) for the theoretical reflection on the development of the axiom, 
"art of non-art". 

76 Padoux 1 992: 379. 

77 Cf. TA IV. 1 94: "One who has reached this uncreated heart, whatsoever he does, whatever he 
animates or thinks, all this is regarded as mantric recitation." (Tr. Padoux 1992: 390) A person 

� 
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This example is noteworthy because it implies that ordinary language can be mantra 
if it reveals the nature of Paravak. The consideration of the formal aspects of mantra 
tells  us that its mere appearance cannot be a criterion in defining a mantra .  A mantra 
can be a collection of l ifeless phonemes at the level of vaikhar'i,78 and ordinary speech 
can be a radiant mantra of Pariiviik; i t  depends on 'how predominant is the citta (the 
consciousness) ' by which one identifies with the Undivided One, the Heart (hrdaya) . 79 
In Buddhist terms, it is  more specifically citta oriented towards Bodhicitta - as distinct 
from manas ( the mind) inc lined towards thought construction - that charges mantra 
with the power to lead one to the state of the undivided. It should be noted that ordinary 
language has a greater tendency towards discursive thought, whereas mantra orients 
towards non-discursive awareness .  What is relevant is not any particular way of 
arranging sounds or letters , but rather their inherence to Para vak.  80 Due to the 
predominance of citta, mantra i s  differentiated from ordinary language. Furthermore, 
mantras are classified into hierarchical levels depending on how directly they represent 
the state of Paravak. 

Analogous to the relation between mantra and ordinary language is  the essence of 
mmpj,alas distinct from that of ordinary obj ects .  Just  as mantras  that have l imited 
functions to fulfi l  worldly goals are p laced lower in the mantrayoga,  so too with 
mmpj,ala ;  despite complex rules required to accomplish their l imited goals ,  those do 
not represent any essential characteri stic of mal)t;iala. As the recitation of mantra i s  
ideally a process of one ' s  identification with the deity , 8 1  so i s  the v isualization of 
divinity in the form of mal)t;iala .  A mal)t;iala is a cosmic form of divinity, with which 
a practitioner is  ideally identified . This identification is attempted "by entering the 
mal)t;iala" ;  without "entering the mal)t;iala" ,  a mal)t;iala remains an external object .  

-7 who achieved the undivided state of Pariiviik, while speaking, is free from conventional rules 
of language, that is vaikharl. 

78 Cf. TA IV. 1 92-93; SSV 11 . 1 .  

79 Cf. SSV 11. 1 .  

8° Cf. PTV 5-9. Abhinavagupta quotes the Trikahrdaya: " . . .  it i s  not only the position of the 
letters of a mantra, but the power of creative energy (virya) that is inherent in it that matters. 
It is by being preserved with that creative energy, that the mantras are real ly preserved, 
otherwise what remains constitutes merely a number of letters (var�a) ."  Tr. Singh 1 988 :  
1 50, Sanskrit text p .  54. 

81 K�emaraja, in SSV 11 . 1 ,  says: " [The mantra] i s  the very mind of the devotee who, through 
intense awareness of the deity of the mantra, acquires his identity with that deity." (Tr. Padoux 
1 992:  384) 



204 I VoicE oF THE Yom 

When it remains external, it does not enter the self. Thus, "to enter the mm:ujala" also 
means that "mm:ujala enters the individual self" .  In this process of identification, there 
occurs an intermingl ing of the concepts of subject  and obj ect .  Once they are 
intermingled, the subject and object produce an indistinct form of cognition which is 
the state of the beginning of madhyamii. The rigid boundary between subject  and 
object is  dissolved through the very action of identification for which the mm:ujala 
has been created. Ma1J4alas are therefore primarily distinguished from ordinary objects 
in that the intention of their creation is that they are to be identified with, and will 
ultimately awaken Bodhicitta . 

V .4 Gross, Subtle and Transcendental Forms of Vak 

V.4.1 Description of the Three Forms of Vak in the Tantraloka 

In its description of vaikhar"i, madhyamii and pasyant"i viik, TA divides them each into 
three parts - sthula (gross) ,  suk.yma (subtle) and para (transcendental) . 82 The sthula 
forms of vaikhar"i, madhyamii and pa.�yant"i have already been briefly examined in 
Chapter IV. The gross pasyant"i is exemplified by the harmonious oneness of beautifully 
arranged musical notes in the form of niida. The sound of a drum, which is both distinct 
and indistinct, represents the gross madhyamii. Finally, the cause of physical speech is 
said to be the gross vaikharl. 83 The detailed description of these gross forms of all three 
levels of viik i s  of particular interest from the perspective of aesthetics ,  because it 
unambiguously allows for sensual objects to be placed "beyond" the limited state where 
the Pure Light is obscured, and where the Pure Awareness is obstructed by the dualism 
of subject and object. The gross forms of pasyant"i and madhyamii viik are exemplified 
by objects which one can experience through the aural sense. 

According to this description, the matter of aesthetic pleasure is  decided by how 
much the dual ism of subject  and object  is  surmounted in order to generate the 
harmonious oneness .  In the context of gross pasyant"i, Abhinavagupta writes. 

Undivided unity that consists in aesthetic pleasure (miidhuryartz) is called sakti.84 

He asserts that the one who is  immersed in the niida form close to samvid (Divine 
Consciousness) instantly experiences the state of tanmayibhuti (unity) because of its 

82 TA III .237a (vol. I I :  578) :  tiisiimapi tridhii rupaf!l sthulasuk.ymaparatvata� 

83 TA III.237b-245a (vol. I I :  578-82) .  

84 TA 111 .238b (vol. I I :  579) : avibhiigaikarupatvaf!l miidhuryaf!Zsaktirucyate I I  
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similarity to saf!Zvid. It is remarkable that nada is said to be similar to saf!Zvid due to its 
harmonious unity of distinct sounds despite that it possesses form. In the case of gross 
madhyama, the aesthetic quality derives from its qualities of non-distinction and non­
division. For example, the sound of a drum is  aesthetically pleasing because it consists 
of a single undivided note (avibhagasvaramayl) , and its repetitive rhythm ( talapafha) 
i s  also of the nature of the undivided. J ayaratha comments that absorption into the 
undivided-ness of the gross madhyama leads one to a state of unity ( tanmayi bhava) .  
In  contrast, the gross vaikhari that brings about distinct sounds such as  physical speech is  
too harsh to bring forth any aesthetic pleasure. 

Abhinavagupta states that the gross form at each of the three levels of vak begins 
with anusandhanam (the intention of a definite aim). For example, in the gross pasyant"i, 
nada i s  preceded by the determinate intention of "I play �a", in the gross madhyama 
by the intention of "I play sweetly", and in the gross vaikhari by the intention of "I 
speak". This subtle form (suk�ma) ,  which is anusandhanam, may well correspond to 
iccha (will) ,  which characterizes parapara-sakti as it is taught later in TA . 85 /ccha of 
the parapara-sakti results in the act of producing particular forms .  Anusandhanam 
should be understood as the "spontaneous" apprehension of a form, which entails  the 
intention of manifesting such a form. Abhinavagupta states :  

The individual anusandhiinam of three (levels o f  viik) i s  indeed clearly apprehended 
(saf!1vedyate ) .  x6 

The para form precedes each of the suk�ma forms of pasyant"i, madhyama and vaikharl. 
The three para forms are defined as "where Siva, the paracit (supreme consciousness) 
resides"Y Jaideva S ingh explains that the original forms of pasyant"i, madhyama and 
vaikhar'i that inhere in their source, para ,  are called para-pasyant'i, para-madhyama 
and para- vaikharl. 88 According to him, the para forms of pasyant'i, madhyama and 
vaikhar'i are compared to bimba, whereas their state which is manifested is  pratibimba . 

85 TA III .249 (vol. I I :  585 ) .  The verse describes the three saktis of Siva that bring forth the 
manifestation: parii, pariiparii and aparii. Parii is anuttara; pariiparii is the will (lcchii); and 
aparii is the power of unfolding called "knowledge". 

86 TA III .247a (vol . I I :  583) :  prthageviinusandhiinatrayam saf!1vedyate kila I 

87 TA 111.248a (vol. I I :  5 84): tatparam tritayam tatra siva� paracidiitmaka� I 

HH Cf. Singh 1 988 :  1 09, n. 
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V.4.2 Significance of the Exposition of the Sthiila-Pasyanti 

and the Sthiila-Madhyama 

One might be misled to formulate simple correspondences between the three states of 
para, siik�ma and sthiila in respect to the three levels of pasyanti, madhyama and 
vaikhari, and therefore to simply call pasyant'i the transcendental, madhyama the subtle 
and vaikhari the gross. However, the doctrine of vak establishes other terms as well :  
subtle (siik�ma) vaikhar"i, transcendental (para)  vaikhari, gross (sthula) madhyama, 
transcendental (para) madhyama, gross (sthiila) pasyant'i and subtle (siik�ma) pasyantl. 
It is indeed significant that Trika Saivism envisages not only the gross form of vaikhar"i 
vak but also those of madhyama vak and pasyant"i vak. In such a phi losophical 
framework, sensual objects are to be apprehended as manifestations not only of the 
vaikhari vak, but also of the madhyama vak and the pasyanti vak. In other words, the 
three stages of vak are manifest in the forms that can be experienced through the five 
senses. The gross vaikhari is based on the subtle vaikhar"i, which is the definite intention 
towards and desire for such a form. The subtle vaikhari arises from the original vaikhar"i 
at the para leve l .  In this  way, madhyama and pasyanti also have their gross forms 
being based on their subtle forms of wi l l  to bring forth such forms ,  which in turn 
originate from their para states .  Therefore, va ikhar"i, madhyama and pasyant"i vak 
inhere in the undivided state of Para. Para i s  the direct cause not only of pasyanti, but 
also of madhyama and vaikhari because they exist in Para as para-pasyanti, para­
madhyama and para-va ikharl .  In Paravak, everything shines and is  apprehended as 
not separate from Paravak. 89 

The important proposition of the doctrine of vak - especially in relation to aesthetics 
- is that there are vaikhar"i objects, madhyama objects and pasyanti objects .  As seen 
in an earlier section, it  is said that difference and diversity exists even in the pasyant"i 
and madhyama levels, but only at the stage of vaikhar"i is that difference distinct and 
perceptible as the powers of senses are ful ly awakened. In order to comprehend the 
three forms of the three levels of vak, the dualistic structure of mundane understanding 
- that vaikhar"i indicates external obj ects ,  madhyama the mental image or thought, 
and pasyant"i the subtle beginning of cognition - must be overcome. Mental impressions 
and thoughts might be instead manifestations of vaikhar"i vak if they be sufficiently 
distinct and discursive.  On the other hand, external objects can be categorized as 
madhyama or pasyanti according to which degree they reveal their undifferentiated 

89 Cf. PTV, tr. S ingh 1 98 8 :  44: tat pa.Syantyupari pariibhumi� bhagavati-yatra sarvam­
abhedenaiva bhiiti ca vimrsyate ca I 
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nature of Pariiviik. Thus ,  what dec ides the levels of viik is the relation between the 
whole and its parts, regardless of whether the object in question is physical or mental . 
When the unity of the whole predominates over the parts to reveal sarrzvid in an external 
object, it is restored to the state of Parii ; then, such an object should be thought of a 
manifestation of pasyanti viik. However, when the parts of an object predominate and 
the vision of the whole is obstructed, the object is not restored to the state of unity and 
thus remains at the vaikhari level . Therefore, i t  i s  read in  TA that the aesthetic 
appreciation of external objects in representations of madhyamii viik or pasyanti viik 
leads one to tanmayibhiiva (the state of unity),90 wherein one experiences the Undivided 
Whole to some extent .  

V.S Transformation of Form in the Doctrine of Vak 

The four levels of viik are essentially concerned with the relationship between the 
subject and the object, and they provide insight into the process of how the subject­
object dualism is transcended in favour of the undivided, non-dual state. The doctrine 
of viik describes the transformation from the dist inct ,  d ivided state of subject and 
object to the non-distinct, undivided state of subject and object. The transformation of 
the relationship between viicya and viicaka as delineated in  the doctrine of viik i s  
remin i scent of  the transformation that ma!Jtjalas undergo in  the process of  self­
identification. In other words, it can be defined as "the transformation of our awareness 
from the vaikhari l evel to the level of Para". Viicaka can be replaced by the terms 
sabda, subject or that which expresses, and viicya by the terms artha,  object or that 
which is expressed. This process of identification - from the point of view of the 
doctrine of viik - may explain the spiritual and aesthetic dynamics of ma!Jtjala, as 
well as possibly answering some important questions concerning Buddhist ma!Jtjalas :  
"why is it necessary to visualize the forms of the deities and their ma!Jtjalas in tantric 
spiri tual pract ice?" or "why do Tantras put such emphas i s  on v i sual ization (of 
ma!Jtjalas)  in pursui t  of the realization of Paramiirtha?" 

Stage of Vaikhari viik 

Within the vaikhari level of cognition or expression, a particular object i s  seen in  
terms of its distinct characteristics, and those characteristics define the object. It is the 
viewer who assigns these characteristics to the object .  At this stage, the v iewer and 
the viewed remain separate .  At the vaikhari level ,  cognition i s  vikalpa (thought 
construct), and the viewer identifies the object with apparent characteristics, "not seeing 

90 TA IIJ .239b-4 1 a, 242 comm. (vol. II, pp. 579-8 1 ) . 
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its true nature (svabhiiva )". It is the specific power of vaikhari viik that produces these 
distinct forms.  Thus, at the vaikhari stage, the viewer is the subject of the act and the 
viewed is the object of the act. Here, the act governed by vaikharz viik brings forth the 
division between the subject and the object .  

Stage of Madhyamii viik 

Madhyamii viik is also characterized by the state of vikalpa, and the relationship between 
viicaka (that which expresses) and viicya (that which is expressed) is still based on the 
dualistic model .  However, madhyamii viik marks the point where the border between 
the subject and the object begins to break down. Here lies the power whose action -
especially in the form of seeing or cognizing - bridges the subject and the object. It is 
distinguished from vaikharz viik due to the predominance of subjectivity over objectivity, 
and to its being indistinct as well as distinct. It seems contradictory that madhyamii viik 
is characterized as "the dual istic thought construct" and at the same time there is the 
"predominance of the subjectivity over the objectivity". In fact, there are found several 
references that appear inconsistent if one merely considers madhyamii - or any other 
level of viik - to be a fixed state. The study on viik carried out for this present work 
suggests that the four levels of viik are broad classifications that must be considered as a 
continuous dynamic flow. Therefore, these fourfold divisions are rather "dimensions" 
or "forms" of the One Undivided Reality of Viik. As understood from reading the Vrtti 
of the Viikyapadzya 1 . 1 42,  each level of viik contains various sub-stages within its 
category .9 1 Therefore, madhyamii viik should be understood as a range of stages, starting 
from the point where the distinctive thought process gives way to the non-distinct 
internalization , and ending c lose to the point where objectivity is  completely covered 
by subjectivity . As related by Abhinavagupta, madhyamii viik represents the initial state 
of identification where "a c learly manifested object  i s  completely covered by 
subjectivity" and "the reciprocal mixing of the subject and the object" takes place.92 

Identification: Transformation from Vaikhari viik to Madhyamii viik 

So,  what causes this co-identification? The identification between the self and the 
object does not always happen, even though there is always contact between the subject 
and internal or external objects. If one is bound to vaikharz viik, no such identification 
would occur, because vaikharz viik is the power to bind one to the state of duality. 

91 Cf. Supra, p. 1 58 .  

92 Cf. PTV (p. 1 48), tr. Padoux 1 992: 2 1 0. 
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A passage from PTV explains what causes vaikhari to transform itself i nto 
madhyamii and the subsequent stages . In the context of the expansion of the creative 
power of S iva,  the text describes the contact of external objects with an experient. 
First, Abhinavagupta narrates the quality of S iva, a name which could be replaced by 
"the Absolute" or "the Real ity" : 

Siva who consi sts of Pariiviik and creativity (visr�!i) in the form of expansion of the 
energy (vlrya) of the great mantra . . . 93 

According to the passage, once objects of sense experience enter the experient through 
the inner or outer sense-organs,  they abide in the "central channel" of the body 
(madhyaniigibhuvi,  viz .  su�um�Jii) in  the form of the sentient breath or l ife principle 
(prii�Jiitmanii cetanarupe�w),  which i s  called ojas. This ojas, the energy resulting from 
the contact between the sense object and sense-organ, is diffused into and enlivens every 
part of the body in the form of "undivided power" (avibhaktaviryarupa). Ojas inheres 
inside every part of the body . Then, when an "exciting" form or sound (brf!Ihakaruparrz 
rupasabdiidi) enters through a sense-organ (indriya), it awakens the "fire of passion" in 
the form of "the stirring of virya" (viryak�obharupa-kiimiinalaprabodhakam bhavati) , 
due to the nature of expansion (brrrzhakatviit) . 94 In this exposition, the "exciting" sense 
experience is distinct from ordinary ones. A particular form or sound stirs the undivided 
power in the body - i .e .  virya - due to its nature of expansion (brrrzhakatva) .  It may be 
inferred from its context that the brrrzhakatva, which causes this stirring of the undivided 
power in the body, represents Siva ' s  expansion of creative power. The text up to here 
explains how the creative power of S iva enters an individual body . Furthermore, the 
text describes the topic of sense experience in relation to aesthetic delight, demonstrating 
that the above process properly describes the moment when the s ignificant contact 
between the viewer and the viewed entails the process of "reciprocal mixing". The sensual 
pleasure is caused by the contact between brrrzhakatva of a form or sound (or any 
equivalent sensation) and - the undivided power, vlrya of the experient; both brrrzhakatva 
and virya here represent the creative power of Siva.95 Or, as is mentioned specifically in 
the context of the aesthetic experience, it is the union between the creative cosmic energy 
(mahiivisarga) of the object and ojas (vital energy) of the subject - the dimensions or 
forms of the same Universal Power - that brings the delight in question: 

93 PTV I ,  tr .  S ingh I 98 8 :  42 ,  Sanskrit text p .  I S : siva hi  paraviilimayamahiimantravlrya­
visr�!imaya� . . . The above translation has been given by the author. 

lJ.1 Ibid. 

9:; PTV I ,  tr. Singh I 988 :  p. 43, Sanskrit text p. I 6. 
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Even a (beautiful) figure brought into prominence by the meeting of two eyes affords 
del ight (sukha) only by the device of its union wi th the mi ghty seminal energy 
(mahiivisarga- visle�m:w -yuktyii)  which stirs up the energy of the eyes 
(tadviryak�obhiitmaka);  such is also the case when the ears hear a sweet song.96 

According to the earl ier exposition, even if an object does not stir the vlrya , once it 
enters through a sense-organ , it abides within the body in the form of ojas. However, 
by the touch of the creative power of Siva in the form of the brf!lhakatva (expansion) 
of an object, one ' s  sense perception is led to an aesthetic delight. A verse that follows 
the above exposition expresses that the pleasure of the stirring of vlrya is produced by 
the creative power of S iva - i .e .  vimarsa .97 It has been observed in an earl ier section 
that vimarfa is the essential nature of Pariiviik. Here one should remember that priil}a 
i s  the support of vaikharl viik,98 and madhyamii i s  defined as "the energy of self­
awareness ( vimar§a sakti) which activates an internal organ (anta�karal}a)" . 99 The 
impressions of external objects remain in the priil}a of the body, implying the level of 
vaikharl. The great change that occurs at the stage of madhyamii is marked by the role 
of vimar.fa sakti. The contact between brf!lhakatva of an object with ojas (vital energy) 
signifies transcendence from the distinct and divided conception of the object .  Once 
the object is removed from its dualistic frame by the vimarsa sakti - i.e. the madhyamii 
viik - the act of viewing or hearing draws one towards an unobstructed vi sion of pure 
awareness .  As SpK says :  

This Siva' s power of  action, residing in the fettered soul, binds it, (but) when (its true 
nature) is understood and it is set on its own path, (this power) bestows the fruits of yoga 
(siddhi). 1 00 

Stage of Pasyanti viik 

The next level of viik, pasyantl, is described as distinct and indistinct, just as madhyamii 
viik i s .  It is characterized by both vikalpa (distinct thought) and nirvikalpa (without 
dist inct thought) . However, unl ike madhyamii viik, its object iv i ty only exists in a 

96 PTV 1 ,  tr. Singh 1 988 :  p. 43, Sanskrit text p. 1 6. 

97 Vimarsa is described as full of creative pulsation (spanda) of perfect Bhairava-consciousness 
(paripiir�Jabhairavasarrtvid-iitmakaf!l), the absolute freedom (sviitantryam), full of power of 
bliss (iinandasaktimayaf!Z) (ibid. ) .  

<JX Cf. Sp V 48 ,  tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: 1 32 .  

99 Cf. lPV VI.5 . 1 3 .  

HXI SpK 48, tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: xvii .  
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potential "germ" form. While pa.�yantl viik i s  described as the state of pariiparii -
both di stinct and indistinct - it is at the same time said to be close to the undivided 
state of Paraviik. It has been earlier said that pasyanti viik is reached when certain 
condit ions are met; one of these is "memory" .  When Abhinavagupta explains 
"memory" in TA we notice that the synthetic awareness of the multiplicity - in other 
words, the unity of the multiplicity or multiplicity in unity - is an important aspect of 
pa.�yanti viik. This multiplicity certainly exists within pasyanti; yet unlike vaikhari or 
madhyamii, is also rest within the unity. 

Memory (smrti�). a recalling to mind (smara!Jam),  is at the root (vastuta�) of al l the 
modalit ies of exi stence (sarvahhiive�u ) ;  veri ly i ts  i nnermost nature is the mantra 
(mantrasvariipa). It is that which al lows the apprehension of the deeper nature of these 
modalities (hhavyasvariipa) when they arise.  Memory (smrtiM, [ indeed] ,  induces this 
nature (svariipa) .  Colouring (rafijikii) [or taking hold of] in all objective modalities, as it is 
present (sarvatriivasthitena) in the multiplicity of forms (anekiikiirariipe!Ja), it partakes of 
the innate nature of all things (svasvahhiivasya saf!lpriipti�). it is consciousness (saf!lvitti�) 
and the ultimate truth (paramiirtha�). abiding in what has been manifested (vyaktini�fhii) . 
Know that as such it is called supreme reality [or essence] (parii). 10 1 

This  gives a critical exposition of pasyanti viik in the context of memory , which i s  
related to the process of  identification. Above in the context of  madhyamii viik, we 
have read that it is the contact between brf!lhakatva in the object and ojas in the body 
that brings forth the initial stirring of virya within an aesthetic experience. Now can 
be discussed the sequence of the aesthetic experience in the description of pasyanti 
viik, found in passages such as "colouring in all existence with multiple forms in the 
way they are manifested . . .  ". Multiple forms are grasped, as they are present. By  
doing so ,  the constituting forms of  pasyanti partake of  and become one with "the 
inner nature of al l beings".  It is the synthetic v i sion (pariimar§a) of pasyanti that 
makes one able to take hold of multiple forms, and at the same time to become one 
with their inner nature, which is ul timately saf!Zvid. And this inner nature that the 
forms become identified with i s  Parii, as i t  is shown in the last part of the quotation. 
Finally, as "mantrasvarupa " indicates in the beginning of the above quotation, the 
pasyantl level i s  based on Pariiviik, 1 02 which i s  essentially vimarsa . 

101 Tri.Siro Bhairava Tantra quoted in TA V. l 37-39, tr. Padoux 1 992: 397-98. Padoux ' s  translation 
of paramiirtha� is "in the highest sense of the word", which is replaced in the above translation. 

102 Also see lPV 1 .4. 1 (vol . 1: 1 53) :  "Thus, he who remembers is none other than the supreme 
Lord (evaf!l ca sa eva parame§vara� smarati) ." (Tr. Padoux 1 992: 397) 
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Pa.(vanti i s  no static state, and nei ther are vaikhar"i, madhyama or Paravak. The 
level of pa.§yantl is not only said to have multiple forms in a synthetic unity, but its 
forms undergo a transformation, since they are correlated to the process of cognition. 
Rajanaka Rama' s  description of niida , which represents the gross form of pasyanti, 
suggests that these transformations take p lace even within pasyantl vak: 

It (nelda) is a peculiar resonance (dhvani), similar to that of the buzzing of a bee, greedy 
for honey. It begins with (a sound like that of) the loud roar of the current of a fast flowing 
river and (then) becomes progressively manifest in increasingly subtler forms. � <n 

It has been observed in Vrtti of VP that pasyanti is also described to be almost "without 
form". 1 04 Distinct forms disappear in pasyanti vak, and the forms of the objects of 
cognition undergo a transformation from the discursive to the non-discursive. From a 
cosmogonical standpoint, it is said to be the transitional stage between the Undivided 
Ultimate and the beginning of Its manifestation .  In the reverse order, it marks the 
transitional stage from the fusion of distinct and indistinct forms to the Oneness of the 
Undivided Formlessness. Pure subjectivity shines in the stage of pasyantl. Therefore, 
pasyanti can be compared to hindu, suggesting the transition between the realm of 
forms to that of formlessness, the undivided Pure Consciousness. Before its complete 
dissolution into Paravak, pasyanti is reflected in the speculation of hindu as "the pure 
light" and "the knowing subject". 

Stage of Para vak 

Paravak is essentially citi, vimarsa or pratyavamarsa, which is the pure awareness of 
the Undivided Ultimate . It is formless (niriikara) 1 05 - yet, the descriptions of Paravak 
are accompanied by terms connoting visual input, such as prakasa (l ight) or sphuratta 
(radiant vibration), at the subtle and non-physical levels. Even various dimensions of 
Paraviik can be to some extent delineated into a hierarchy, with the help of the paradigm 
found in the twelve stages of Olyf ucciira .  The stages from sakti to unmanii in O!y! 
ucciira can be compared to specific  attributes of Pariivak.  For example,  sakti i s  
described as  the stage where all the energy rests and is  characterized by  the term 

10' Sp V 42, tr. Dyczkowski 1 994: 1 1 9.  

1 0 4  Vrtti on VP I . 1 42 quoted in lPVV 1.5 . 1 9  (vol. 2: 226): "The forms of the objects of knowledge 
appear in pa§yanti as immersed in consciousness (saf!Zvinni�fhajiieyakara), their form being 
resorbed (prati/inakara), and absent (nirakiira)" ( tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 9 1 ) . 

ill) Cf. TA IV. I 96. 
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iinanda which i s  associated with camatkiira . The samanii stage is associated with the 
sphurattii in the commentary of NT. 

It (samanii) radiates (sphurati) in the form of the energy which brings forth the transcendental 
emanation (mahiisr�fisaktirupatayii) that i s  the expansion of the countless cosmic 
emanat ions  and wi thdrawals i t  holds within itself (garbh!krtiise�av isvasr.yfis 
a1'(lhiiraprapaiica) . 1 06 

However, i t  would be inappropriate to analytically allocate each attribute of Pariiviik 
to parallel stages from .�akti to unmanii, because both the system of viik and that of 
O"rf ucciira are extremely subtle. Moreover the descriptive terms referred to in these 
systems are meant to express the Undivided Whole. The purpose of comparing the 
attributes of Pariiviik with the higher stages of O"rf ucciira is to see the continuity that 
flows through the journey of forms from the vaikhari level to Pariiviik, and to understand 
the connection among their attributes - for example, the dynamic camatkiira juxtaposed 
to the formless cit and the absolute freedom of sviitantrya . The higher stages of O"rf 
ucciira from the sakti level onwards apparently introduce the di ssolution of form, 
step by step. Therefore, they give us the concept that the extremely subtle forms of 
pasyanti - parallel to niida and niidiinta in the O"rf ucciira system- gradually disperse 
and become one with the Absolute at the level of Pariiviik. Even in the stage designated 
as Pariiviik, the journey of forms does not stop ; there is a continuous dynami sm. The 
concept of form ends only at the final stage of Pariiviik, which may be compared to 
unmanii in the ucciira system. 'Seeing the various levels within Pariiviik' is important 
because they bridge and establish the continuity between the subtle forms of pasyanti 
and the formlessness of Pariiviik. It reveals the subtle ascension that takes place in the 
higher stages of the aesthetic experience, which i s  also related to the question, "in 
what way could Sunya be attained by means of the aesthetic experience of mw:u;lalas?" 
The exposition of Pariiviik i n  the nature of Paramiirthasunya (the Ultimate Sunya) 
explains how the subtle latency of form comes into being out of Sunya, and how the 
multiplicity of forms ultimately returns to Sunya. 

106 NT 2 1 .6 1  comm. (p. 286), tr. Padoux 1992: 95, n. 25. 
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Notes 

Through the study of B uddhist  Tantras , one sees how viik i s  thought to be the 
intermediate agent between kiiya and citta , having the nature of both . Without the 
aspect of viik, the citta aspect of Mahavairocana can neither be revealed within the 
kiiya of ordinary beings, nor can kiiya of ordinary beings be said to be non-different 
from citta of the Ultimate Dharma. More importantly, it must be remembered that viik 
is in no way limited to verbal expression which upholds discursive teaching or didactic 
instruction:  it is rather a principle of every manifestation or expression.  Viik is the 
principle that binds the physical realm with the transcendental in a non-dual embrace. 
If viik could be confirmed as the connecting agent between kiiya of ordinary beings 
and citta of Mahavairocana, then the relationship between the bodily forms of ma!Jcjalas 
and Sunya (or citta) of the Ultimate Dharma could also be explained by means of viik. 
Therefore the concept of viik may be legi timately emphas ized in regard to the 
investigation of how significant are ma!Jcjalas in the context of the spiritual search for 
the Ultimate Dharma. 

However, a doubt sti l l  remains whether the concept of viik as explained in  the 
context of spiritual practice gives a satisfying answer to the question of this work, 
"why do certain ma!Jcjalas touch the heart of some people despite their having no 
knowledge of ma!Jcjalas?".  Is the aesthetic process of "seeing ma!Jcjalas" identical to 
the process  of spiritual pract ice? Earl ier ,  three points had been extracted for 
investigating these questions :  ( i)  the visual forms of ma!Jcjalas ;  ( i i)  the nature of the 
Ultimate Dharma; and ( i i i )  how the former is transformed into the la tter. As the 
methodological framework of the investigation upon these three points, the four levels 
of viik as described by Trika Saiva philosophy have been studied in Chapter IV. The 
theory of viik in Trika Saivism defines the non-dualism of form and the formless through 
the classification of these four levels of viik. It provides an elaborate exegesis about 
how manifested forms can be redeemed to the state of complete freedom. In such a 
framework, we perceive a theoretical basis to discuss the aesthetics of ma!Jcjala , and 
the study on the mantra practice of O!rf in relation to the doctrine of viik throws light 
on the subtle transformation that takes pl ace at each level of viik. It confirms that the 
four  levels of viik are four loose categories that explain the continuous flow of 
transformation of forms .  The higher levels of O!rf ucciira ,  being described in the 
Tantras in the terminology of Sunya , lead us to see the l ink among Pariiviik, the 
Buddhist ideal of Sunya and Vijfi.anavadin ' s  concepts of the Ultimate . 
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In the doctrine of viik, everything i s  integrated within Pariiviik, and everything 
results from sphurattii (flashing forth) of Pariiviik. When Pariiviik manifests herself -
though her nature of vimar§a and prakiisa i s  never impeded - the recognition of her 
real characteristics is hindered due to her transformation into pasyantl, madhyamii 
and vaikharl viik; on the contrary, the reality of Pariiviik is realized through the reverse 
transformation from vaikharl to pasyantl viik. The four levels of viik deal not only 
with transformation between the phys ical and the metaphysical ,  but also wi th 
perceptible objects at the levels of madhyamii and pasyantl. The exposition of the 
gross form (sthula) of pasyantl and madhyamii displays another dimension of the 
doctrine of viik, which is especially significant in the field of aesthetics. The affirmation 
of the gross  forms of pasyant"i and madhyamii viik open space for discuss ing the 
spirituality of sensual forms; thus ,  this lays a crucial basis to explain the "sanctification" 
of maJJtfalas .  And the transformations observed at the four levels of viik unveil the 
inner journey that accompanies the "aesthetic relish". 



VI. 

Establishing the Aesthetics of Buddhist MaQ.Qala 

on the Basis of the Doctrine of Vak 

WHEN ordinary , non-init iated v iewers look at mal}c;ialas ,  they at times might be 
overwhelmed - not by doctrinal meaning or ritual significance, but by visual harmony 
of form and colour that mal}galas present. The fact that mal}galas are also permanently 
expressed on the walls of monasteries, as like those in Tabo and Alchi suggest that there 
is  a fundamental aesthetic motivation behind these mal}c;ialas .  The question "how can 
mal}c;ialas emotionally affect the hearts of viewers" has earlier led this present work to 
the observation that an aesthetic response to Buddhist  mal}galas can be understood 
through their relationship to Sunya . That observation has subsequently rai sed another 
question, "how do the external forms of Buddhist mal}galas resemble the qual ities of 
Sunya?" In relation to that question, the aesthetic scope of the doctrine of vak has been 
examined. In the present chapter, the external forms of mal}galas will be explored from 
the perspective of the theory of vak, in attempt to understand for what reason colourful 
Buddhist mal}c;ialas are considered to be representative of the formless Sunya . 

VI.l Redefinition of Mal}<}.alas from the Perspective of the Vak Theory 

What Comprises the Mai.JtJala 

Vacaka Aspect 

Mal}galas on the monastery wal l s  are often viewed as "the physical support" from 
which meditation proceeds. Yet, one should keep in mind that the space of a monastery 
where mal}c;ialas are found is not only for monks, but for the lay people as wel l .  It is 
implausible to think that these mal}galas had been painted on monastery walls  purely 
for esoteric rituals ,  because no mal}gala could have been permanently painted on such 
a wal l ,  in such a public space, for any esoteric ritual, be it meditative or initiatory . 
Thus,  instead what should be postulated i s  that those mal}c;ialas had another purpose 
to serve - and any occasional ritual use would possibly be secondary . It is logical to 
suppose that such mal}galas are present mainly for lay devotees, in a similar context 
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to how scholarship views the Buddhist wall-paintings of the Ajanta Caves. When the 
mm:u;lalas are permanently expressed on the walls of monasteries, they are to be seen 
and appreciated by ordinary devotees who ardently wish for rai sing their Bodhicitta , 
yet who cannot always remember its permeating nature due to their involvement in  
saf!Isara .  These Buddhist mm:ufalas are therefore more an  arti stic expression than a 
ritual instrument, standing for the inner vi sion of the non-dual ideal for the benefit of 
ordinary people with a dualistic mindset. It should be noted that they are presented as 
"an expression", and when the expression is executed skilfully it i s  called "an art" . 
However, this art is different and distinct from that of narrative paintings on monastery 
wal ls  - such as ,  again ,  the Aj anta Caves - the understanding of which is more 
straightforward, and the knowledge of which is pedagogical or doctrinal. In contrast, 
mm;u;lalas are not meant for discursive teaching. They are the vi sual language which 
expresses the non-discursive Ultimate Dharma, and for this reason , they are cal led 
"the Essence". The purpose of mm:u;lala in Tabo and Alchi can therefore be formulated 
as such: "They speak for the inner vision of ' the Essence'  for ordinary devotees". 

Vacya Aspect 

The visual forms of Buddhist ma�Jt;/alas signify a "meaning (vacya)" in their synthetic 
total i ty . Yet, the meaning of these vi sual forms is different from any denoted or 
associated meaning .  The final meaning of these forms cannot be confined to any 
distinct object, but rather is non-discursive. Something non-distinct or unlimited should 
be postulated to be the object of these representations .  Earlier in this book it had been 
seen that the tangible ma�Jt;/ala is a reflective image (pratibimba) of the samadhi­
ma�Jt;/ala which is  grasped at a subtle mental level ,  1 and that the true meaning of 
ma�Jt;/ala i s  "the Essence", because the gross ,  tangible ma�Jt;/ala originates from the 
Essence.  The ma�Jt;/ala is said to be "the abode of the essence of all the 
Buddhas" ,2 because it contains the Essence. This Essence s ignified by the ma�Jt;/ala 
has been given many names, including Bodhicitta, mahat sukham (Great Bliss),3 Sunya 
or Dharmadhatu , and others .  

1 See Buddhaguhya's "the concise meaning of the mw:u)ala" in his commentary to SDPT, tr. 
Wayman 1 990 ( 1 973) :  92-97 ; DMS, tr. Lo Bue 1 987:  795. 

2 Cf. HT 11.3 .25 : Vajragarbha asks: "Why is the Mal).�ala Circle (ma�Jc}alacakra) known as the 
abode (puram) of the essence of all the Buddhas (sarvabuddhatmakam)?" (Tr. Farrow and 
Menon 1 992: 1 90) 

� Cf. HT 11 .3 .26. "Mal).�ala is said to be the essence (siiram), the Enlightened Consciousness 
(bodhicitta) and the great bliss (mahat sukham).  Mal).�ala is so called because it holds the 
great bliss, that is, bears it." (Tr. Farrow and Menon 1 992: 1 90) 
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Problem of Vacya and Vacaka in Mal)t}alas 

In this speculation on what maf}t;iala is  and what it  represents i s  encountered the 
problem of word (Sabda) and meaning (artha) .  Maf}t;ialas have two aspects viicaka 
and viicya. The tangible nutf}t;lala is viicaka which expresses, and which is the object 
of visual sense. At the same time, the maf}t;iala is viicya , in that the ultimate meaning 
of its form is the essence . The viicya and the viicaka converge, with the presupposition 
that the purpose of the tangible maf}t;iala is to express the qualities of the Essence, and 
for the Essence to be tangibly revealed in the vi sible form of mal}t;lala. If the viicya 
and the viicaka are intended to converge in a single expression, as is the case with 
Buddhist mal}t;iala s ,  that expression must be distinguished from ordinary objects ; 
indeed, such an expression has already transcended the limit of ordinary objects at the 
subtle level (suksma) in i ts di st inct intention (anusandhiinam) i tself. From the 
perspective of the philosophy of viik, ordinary speech and distinct objects represent 
the state where viicya and viicaka are differentiated, which is  the product of vaikhar'i 
viik. Abhinavagupta traces the gross form (sthula) of each level of viik to its respective 
subtle form (suksma) ,  and the subtle form of each viik is defined as the intention of 
creating its respective gross form.4 Thus,  the gross form of vaikhar'i viik springs from 
the intention (anusandhiinam) of the vaikhar'i object, while the gross form of pasyant'i 
springs from the intention of the pasyant'i object. In other words, it is the intention to 
create the vaikhar'i or pasyant'i objects that brings forth the vaikhar'i or pa,�yanti object. 

We may now consider the ritual ma�zt;lala used for the practice of visualization 
from the perspective of the theory of viik. S tart ing with the physical bas is  of the 
maf}t;iala, the practice of visualization attempts to realize the Essence. Here, the physical 
form is intended for mental reproduction and inner absorption, and the physical form 
of such a maf}t;iala does not serve its purpose if it is not meditated upon, and recreated 
in one ' s  meditative space .  This meditati ve ma�1t;lala , being the subtle re-creation of 
the external maf}t;iala in the medi tative space, exists beyond the physical realm. Sti l l ,  
it is not easy to state authoritatively whether the mental image of the maf}t;iala is yet at 
the level of vaikharl or if it be already within madhyamii viik; both interpretations are 
valid. It is still at the level of vaikhari viik because all the differentiated details of the 
physical form are to be remembered and reproduced in the visualization, which means 
that the differentiating principle of vaikhari viik st i l l  dominates in the mental 
representation .  On the other hand, the mental image is  certainly subtler and more 
conducible to the undifferentiated state than the physical image could be; thus, it can 

4 Cf. TA III .245b-247a (vol . II :  583) .  Cf. supra. pp. 204-05 . 
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be said that it also exists at the domain of madhyamii viik. Probably the mental image 
of mm:ujala could be placed at the threshold between the vaikhari and the madhyamii. 

In case of those maf}galas meant for visualization, their artistic standard could be 
secondary, because it is by means of one ' s  meditative power that the viicaka aspect of 
the maf}gala converges with its viicya aspect ;  also, the physical ity of the external 
form is transcended in the meditative space of indistinctness. Here, it is in one ' s  internal 
space that one passes the threshold of physical ity . Hence, it may be said that those 
tangible elements of maf}gala s remain merely at the vaikhari level if they are not 
internalized in meditation .  Only when they are internalized and the central deity is 
identified with the self, do they serve their purpose in leading one through the madhyamii 
level and further to the pasyanti state, where the Essence is realized. This visualization 
can be interpreted as the process of identifying the viicaka and the viicya, on the path 
to pasyanti or pariiviik . In such a context, the maf}gala may be compared to a guide 
map or a diagram of the meditation process, while the experience of the Essence remains 
esoteric and invisible .  

On the other hand, a maf}gala painted in a public space for the laity needs a different 
method to serve its purpose, because the Essence should be revealed even without 
involving the practice of visualization . While maf}galas intended for meditation seize 
the inner vi sion of the Essence within, those painted for the laity - such as those in 
Tabo and Alchi - should unfold the Essence more readily. If the nature of the Essence 
is not reflected in the external form,  it remains  concealed .  If the Essence is not 
represented by the physical form of the maf}gala, the viicya and the viicaka of the 
maf}gala remain differentiated at the vaikhari level, and the maf}gala might not be 
particu larly arresting or i mpressive to the casual observer. The Essence should be 
reflected in their visible form, if the maf}gala is to serve its purpose. 

From the perspective .of the theory of viik, the state of "the Essence which is reflected 
on the external form of maf}gala" i s  the state where the viicya and the viicaka are 
approaching union with each other. This state may be related to both madhyamii and 
pasyanti in varying relationships between the viicaka and the viicya, explained in the 
doctrine of viik. Madhyamii viik marks the in it ial stage of identification where the 
reciprocal fusion between the viicya and the viicaka takes place. In the pasyanti state, 
the fusion between the viicya and the viicaka has led to the almost un-differentiated 
unity, which is close to the state of Pariiviik. 

Public maf}galas cannot be so rigidly bound to any particular level of viik, despite 
this d iscuss ion about the relationship between their viicya and viicaka aspects . 
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However, the relationship between their viicya and viicaka aspects can be judged on 
an aesthetic basis of these mm:u;lalas .  Depending on how successfully the physical 
forms (viicaka)  reflect the qualities of the Essence (viicya) ,  a maiJ4ala can echo the 
vaikhari, madhyamii or pasyanti viik. Indeed, the success of a ma1J4ala ' s expression 
is  determined by the level of art employed in its fabrication.  When a ma!Jt;fala i s  
successful in  expressing the qualities of the Essence, its viicya and viicaka aspects are 
in union,  i t s  ul timate meaning - the Essence - and its external forms are un­
differentiated from each other. When the ultimate meaning . unfolds in the external 
form of a ma1J4ala , that ma1J4ala is  worthy of being identified as pasyanti viik, which 
is close to pariiviik. 

VI.2 Mal}4alas of Alchi Interpreted as the Gross Pasyanti 

It is art that accomplishes the revelation of the Essence in the sensual forms of ma1J4ala. 
The high standard of art demonstrated in the ma1J4alas of Tabo and Alchi enlivens the 
visual forms from the vaikhari to the pasyantl level. It would now be fruitful to examine 
ma1J4alas of Alchi in comparison to the aspects of pasyanti viik, and to interpret their 
aesthetic power on this basis of pasyantl dimension. 

VI.2.1 Nature of Pasyanti vak 

First of all ,  it will be helpful to again touch upon the essential characteristics of pasyanti 
viik to understand in what sense the ma1J4alas of Alchi could be seen in this light. 

i) Pasanti viik is characterized by pariimarsa (synthetic awareness) of the Undivided 
Whole.  It is said to awaken only by the penetrating act ivi ty of bodha 
(enlightenment or awareness)  (bodhasutra1Jamatre1Ja) . 5  

i i )  At the  pasyantl stage,  subj ect ivi ty prevai l s .  However, th i s  subj ectivity has 
objectivity as its object of awareness ( idambhiivarupasyapratyavamar§a) . 6  

i i i )  There is no separation of viicya and viicaka , or of subject and object. 

i v) The unity of the whole predominates over the distinct parts. 

v )  Various distinct forms are fused into one another to the extent that there is  the 
non-existence of distinct forms. Therefore, with-form and wi thout-form exist 
together (pariiparii) .  

5 Cf. PTV, p. 4. Cf. Supra. p. 1 59. 

6 Cf. lPV 1 .5 . 1 3  (vol. 1 :  25 1 -54). See also Padoux 1 992: 1 92. 
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Pasyanti viik i s  the stage very close to Pariiviik, which is the pure trans-physical 
light (prakiisa),  the pure awareness (vimarsa).  Pa.§yanti is similar to pariiviik in nature, 
though the sense of objectivity - or the dual ism of the object and the subject - is  
inchoate. I t  is described as  the subtlest stage in  the process of  evolution and absorption 
at the microcosmic as well as at the macrocosmic level. It also represents the internal 
subtle synthesis of multiple forms of objects in the process of cognition. 

However, the four levels of viik are not always explained in any successive sequence. 
As seen above, Abhinavagupta in his TA describes his perception of three levels of viik 
(vaikharl, madhyamii and pasyantl) in their own independent l ines of 
development. 7 According to his discourse about these three viiks, each viik originates 
from Pariiviik, and each of these three levels of viik has three manifestations (rupa) :  
gross (sthula),  subtle (suk�ma) and transcendental (para) .  Here, pasyant"i i s  not only a 
subtle state but is al so a sense object, and vaikhari is not only a gross manifestation but 
is also the subtle will (anusandhiina) that desires the creation of such a manifestation. 

In the context of understanding mw:ujalas ,  both these aspects of pasyanti are 
relevant :  

i )  pasyanti as the internal subtle stage of absorption and cognition ; 

i i )  pa.5yanti as the external object of sense experience. 

The former i s  related to the mental procedure, and could somewhat explain the 
transformation of form that takes p lace at the final stage in the v i sual ization of 
mm:uJala. The latter is concerned with a physical, sensual activity, and thus with the 
aesthetic apprec iation of mm:u;lalas .  Evidently, the latter aspect of pasyantl is more 
significant for comprehending the aesthetic dimension of mm:u;lala . The gross form of 
pasyanti described by Abhinavagupta opens a scope for recognizing the non-discursive 
dimension of form in ma!J4alas .  

VI. 2.2 Speculation o n  Sthiila-Pasyanti 

The gross form of pasyanti is often compared to "the murmuring sound of a stream". 
In lPVV, the pasyanti is described to be "such a subtle murmur" (suk�masaf!Z}alpa­
svabhiiva).8 In TA , the gross pasyanti is said to be "in the form of niida".9 In NT, niida 

7 Cf. TA III .237b-245a. Cf. Supra. pp. 204-05 . 

x Cf. lPVV I .5 . 1 3  (vol. 2: 1 90, 1 .  1 8) .  

9 Cf. TA III .237b. 
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is compared to "the indistinct murmur of a brook" (avyucchinnadrutanadigho�a), 1 0 and 
Abhinavagupta describes nada "as l ight and beautifu l  as a series of musical 
notes" 1 1  which are not div ided from each other. 

Then, why is  the murmuring sound of a brook comparable to nada and pasyanti? 
The answer to this question seems crucial for understanding which objects in the 
physical realm could be said to reveal pa.�yant1 vak, which is  close to Paravak, which 
is the creative,  immanent and vibrant aspect of the Highest (Anuttara) .  First ,  the 
physical characteri stics of a "murmuring brook" might be scruti nized. The murmur 
of a brook is  an undiv ided sound, continuously flowing with neither beginning nor 
end; indeed, it  even sounds like a repeati ng loop of a single unit of sound. Such a 
perception is  even implicit in the fact that various different languages transcribe the 
sound of a flowing brook with an onomatopoetic word, and repeat the word in order 
to indicate a continuous flow - for example, in the Korean language, the syllable jol is 
repeated: jol-jol-jol-jol . . . . One hears oneness in that the repeti tive sound endlessly 
continues . However, when one is absorbed into the murmur of a brook, one hears 
innumerable variations of sounds created by the water within the harmonious unity of 
the sound. A variety of tones ,  beats or even melodies start emerging. These various 
sounds seem to ari se and disappear ceaselessly : before grasping one sound, another 
sound touches the senses, and that sound seems again di sappearing before it can be 
seized. Within the unity of sound, multiple sounds are enfolded. It is the complete 
harmony and the union of multiple sounds - the synchronism of oneness and 
manifoldness - that makes the murmuring sound of a brook a valid analogy for the 
nature of pasyantl vak. In the sound of a brook, multiple sounds are distinct. However, 
at the same time one cannot say that these multiple sounds are distinct because they 
are completely superseded by a larger unit of harmonious sound. These resonances 
are indistinct in the sense that they are thoroughly fused with one another, and they 
lose their discrete separation. These characterist ics observed in the form of "the 
murmur of a brook" are remini scent of the parapara ( indistinct-distinct) aspect of 
pasyant"i vak, described in the following verse: 

All this appears in her (pa§yantl) in a variety of discrete aspects or as forms fused into each 
other, or it may appear as having lost all form. 11 

1° Cf. NT 2 1 .63 comm. (vol. 2 :  288) ;  cf. Padoux 1 992: 1 02. 

I I  Cf. TA III .237b. 

12 Vrtti on VP 1 . 1 42,  quoted in  lPVV 1 . 5 . 1 9  (vol. 2: 226): paricchinniirtha-pratyavabhiisii 
saf!1S!�!iirtha-pratyavahhiisii ca sarviirtha-pratyavabhiisii pra§iintapratyavabhiisii ca. (Tr. 
Padoux 1 992: 1 9 1 )  
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Abhinavagupta refers to "a series of musical notes" as an example of the perceptible 
form of pasyanti. If attention is paid to the analogy of "a series of musical notes", one 
might also discover in there these characteri stics of a brook ' s  murmur; it is the co­
existence of multiple forms and the indi stinct whole that makes "a series of musical 
notes" comparable to pasyanti viik. Its various distinct notes are intertwined with one 
another till they merge into a single stream of musicality. It is reminiscent of the ocean 
- also a metaphoric image of the Divine Consciousness,  in that the waves constantly 
come and go, yet sti l l  remains a part of the great ocean , its depths forever sti l l . Each 
note plays its role and has its meaning in relation to the others ; none is distinct within 
the flowing oneness ,  though all retai n their distinct form. At the moment of one ' s  
absorption into the sound, one ' s  hearing i s  directed not to any particular sound of any 
particular note, but rather to the musical essence (rasa) manifested by those particular 
sounds. It is this dynamic fusion of the various notes that is borne within the harmonious 
flow of sound, and it is that fusion which endows the distinct notes with any musical 
l ife . When dis tinct  notes fai l  to be mingled in harmony,  they remain dist inct in  
disharmony, which is contrary to most traditional aesthetic sensibil it ies .  "A series of 
notes" whose l i fe abides in its nature of "distinct and indistinct" (pariiparii) indeed 
manifests pa.5yant1 viik in its corporeal form. 

However, why has Abhinavagupta allocated "the sound of a drum" not to the gross 
form of pa.fyantl but to that of madhyamii, even though its l ife abides a lso in the 
pariiparii nature? 

The sound of a drum consi sts of "a single note" and the repeti tive rhythm, which 
literal ly  express the undivided. In contrast ,  the sound of a string instrument consists 
of "multiple notes", which create an undiv ided oneness .  Though both forms of sound 
directly or indirectly convey the vi sion of the undivided, the difference l ies in the 
means by which "the undivided" is conveyed . The sound of a drum represents the 
undivided through its unchanging,  unvarying form , whereas the sound of a string 
instrument does the same by means of its variety of different notes .  In case of the 
sound of a drum,  the undivided does not express the whole that enfolds the many 
forms, whereas in the sound of a string instrument, the non-dual ity of the whole and 
the parts is physically present. Though sthula-madhyamii (gross form of madhyamii) 
physically conveys a picture of the undivided form, its form, being technically simpler 
than that of sthula-pasyantl (gross form of pa.fyantl), has a shortcoming in its abi l i ty 
to express the vision of "the undivided encompassing all divisions". Here, multiplicity 
i s  inferred to be innate in its simple undivided form, whereas in the sthula-pasyantl it 
has as prominent a place as does Oneness. The comparison of the sound of a drum with 
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that of a string instrument emphasizes an important characteri stic of pasyanti viik :  
"multiplicity in unity". In  pasyanti viik, the multiple varieties of  form are not merely the 
constituents of "the undivided" but are the instruments to create "the undivided". 

VI.2.3 Mal}f.)alas and Nada 

The characteristics observed in the examples of the murmur of a brook and a series of 
musical notes render the nature of niida . They provide a framework by means of which 
the aesthetic value of mal}galas could be established. Now, having returned to the topic of 
mal}galas, it is to be noted that the above analyses concerning these types of sound bring 
to light parallel characteristics exhibited by the mal}galas of Alchi. The above comparison 
between the sound of a string instrument and that of a drum is applicable to the visual 
field. The distinctiveness of the colourfully formed Buddhist mw;galas is accentuated 
when they are compared to a typical Zen drawing of a circle (Pl. 4 1  ) . This one-stroke 
drawing used in East Asian Zen practice stands in stark contrast to the mal}galas of Indo­
Tibetan tradition. The practice of drawing a circle is based on the belief that in its simplest 
form the circle represents not only the emptiness of Sunya , but also its fu llness and 
perfection. In the Zen tradition, the circle represents the image of Enlightenment or the 
true "1". 1 3  It is regarded as the archetype that expresses the Absolute. Thus, the cosmos is 
expressed in the simple drawing of a circle and the multiple forms that fill the cosmos are 
believed to be symbolically innate within it. The symbolism of a circle in the context of 
spiritual practice is more or less the same as that of Indo-Tibetan ma�zgalas. These two 
different expressions ultimately represent the universe of the Absolute . However, they 
use opposite, even contrary methods to represent the same. Now, comes the question : 
"why has the mal}gala developed with complicated colours and forms, if the meaning 
could have been more easily represented by the mere drawing of a circle?" 

Seen from the perspective of the theory of viik, Buddhist mal}galas executed with 
variegated forms and colours coincide with the characteristics of pasyanti viik, whereas 
single-stroked drawings of a circle may be compared to madhyamii viik. Reminiscent 
of the characteristics of the sound of a drum, 1 4 the Zen drawing of a circle also consists 
of a single form without any colour or without any elaborat ion of distinct forms .  
Multiplicity is not expressed, but theoretically implied in  the philosophy of  the black 
ink as well as in the symbolism of the circle .  Here colours are omitted because they 
disturb the mind, resulting in the distortion of objects .  Thus ,  the pure spirit is to be 

1 3 Cf. Choi 1 998 :  1 70, 228. 

14 Cf. TA 111.242b-244a (vol. I I :  5 8 1 -82). 
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expressed through black ink, not through any appearance of multi-coloured objects .  
Whereas one of the prominent characteri st ics  of pasyant'i vak i s  "the uni ty of 
multipl icity" or "the mult ipl ic i ty in unity",  the ink drawing of a c i rcle is neither 
concerned with colours, nor with any artistic fusion of multiple forms. The multiplicity 
is to be omitted and the whi te paper left i ntact ,  so as to portray Sunya . Here, the 
indistinct principle of Sunya is dominant so as not to give any place to colour or form, 
which is none other than the result of vikalpa (dualistic thought construction) that 
differentiates Sunya from multiple forms. I t  is the opinion of the author that such a 
treatment of Sunya derives from a negative, materialistic understanding of the concept. 
Although the indistinct principle of Sunya i s  well represented in the ink drawing of a 
circle and consequently breaks apart the sheath of distinct forms, it does not realize 
the non-dualistic ideal in its physical form. It will be relevant at this point to refer to 
Abhinavagupta ' s  notes concerning nada, to find that a product of vikalpa cannot be 
said to be pasyantl even if it affirms the non-dual ideal in  theory . Abhinavagupta 
defines nada as follows :  

What i s  left of  the experiencer's synthetic self-awareness (sviitmapariimarsase�atii) when 
all differentiating thought ( vikalpajfiiiniidinilf!l) disappears . 1 5 

Abhinavagupta's  definition of nada helps in extracting the avikalpa (devoid of dualistic 
thought construction) nature of the perceptible representation of pasyantl vak. The 
significance of the physical forms of Buddhist mm:u;ialas should be emphasized, for 
they are the realization of non-dualism devoid of vikalpa. 

On the other hand,  the B uddhist  mat:u;lalas are also dis tinguished from Hindu 
yantras in terms of their aesthetic approach. Hindu yantras consist of geometric shapes 
and bija mantras without any anthropomorphic representation of divinities (Pl. 2 1  ) . 
As a result there is neither harmony nor tension among the diverse forms,  though their 
geometric structures give a stark impression of "the Principle" and therefore raise a 
certain aesthetic emotion in  the viewer. Although the mat:u;lalas of Alchi are equally 
based on a geometric structure, their aesthetic approach is  different for their displaying 
dynamic interactions of multiple forms within a rigid layout of geometric forms.  They 
indeed exemplify the nada nature of pasyanti vak, creating various sounds within a 
harmonious whole by means of dynamic colours and forms. As the sound of a brook 
that can neither be caught nor be frozen in one ' s  sense perception, the dynamic forms 
in the maiJ4alas of Alchi continuously flow through the tension between the distinct 
and the indistinct, and between the perceptible and the trans-perceptible. 

15 TA IV. 1 75 ,  tr. Padoux 1 992: 98. 
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VI.3 Visual Elements of Gross Pasyanti in the Mal}flalas of Alchi 

There are certain characteristics particular to the matJtfalas of Alchi that are suggestive 
of pa.fyant'i viik: their large-scaled format; their geometric layout and the hierarchical 
arrangement of the deities represented; the combination of geometric structure and 
curvilinear detail in the bodily forms of divinities; the synthetic harmony of five primary 
colours and their multiple tones. The present section shall attempt to analyse those visual 
elements of these matJtfalas which help contribute to their pasyant"i nature. The analyses 
will focus on how the distinct parts of a matJtfala are integrated to the whole. Though 
the scope of analyses does not include the subjective experience of matJtfalas, I shall 
dwell from time to time upon the inner response to these visual characteristics, because 
the act of seeing cannot be separated from the aesthetic process of internalization. These 
observable aspects, which manifest both multiplicity and unity, underline the pariiparii 
( indistinct and distinct) nature of pasyant"i viik. The analyses that will be undertaken 
here attempt not only to propose that the Buddhist matJtfalas of Alchi demonstrate a 
representation of sthula-pasyant"i, but also to deal with the question of how perceptible 
matJtfalas resemble the qualities of Sunya. Earlier, Pariiviik had been examined alongside 
the Mahayana concept of Sunya. Pasyant"i viik is conceived to be very close in nature to 
Pariiviik. If these matJtfalas are affirmed to be the gross form of pasyanti viik (which is 
close to Pariiviik) , the conclusion is that those matJtfalas represent "something" very 
close to Pariiviik, and display the qualities of Sunya . 

In these analyses, the matJtfalas of Alchi are taken as the example of sthula-pasyant"i, 
yet those of Tabo are not included. Although they are based on the same concept and 
share some common features ,  they are quite different from each other - chiefly in the 
matter of their geometric structuring of space.  While the geometric l ayout i s  a 
prominent v i sual element in  the matJtfalas of Alchi ,  the matJtfalas of Tabo were 
desi gned with a l inear structure for their deit ies .  Though the matJtfalas of Tabo 
demonstrate an equally high standard of craftsmanship as do those of Alchi in the 
matter of their execution, the l inear arrangement certainly offers a different visual 
impact from that of the geometric layout of the matJtfalas of Alchi . The visual effect 
of the geometric layout will be explained later, in relation to the concept of matJtfala. 

Second, the matJtfalas of these two sites also differ in the matter of the range of 
their iconographic schemes.  In Tabo, both the Vajradhatu Mar:t9ala and Dharmadhatu­
Vagisvara Mar:t9ala depict only the central group of divinities ;  the divinities at the 
periphery are absent. Although the iconographic depiction in the entrance room of the 
dukhang in Tabo may be considered to be the peripheral divinities of the Vajradhatu 
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Mal).9ala, with the central group of the Mal).9ala displayed in the assembly hall ,  the 
separation of the central group of divinit ies from the peripheral group creates but 
little coherence among the divinities of the Mal).9ala in the eyes of viewers . 1 6 For these 
reasons, the following analyses refer mainly to mm:ufalas of Alchi. 

VI.3. 1 Relationship of an Observer to the Large-scaled MaQ.,ala 

The mm;ujalas painted at Alchi are so large that, in dominating the visual perspective, 
they virtually include the viewer within them. When one sees such a mm:ufala, one 
general ly first looks at its centre ; this design principle needs careful study, since it 
plays a crucial role in determining the relationship between the viewer (the subject) 
and the mmpjala (the object) . 

First, one should examine how the eyes of a devotee move across the dukhang of 
Alchi . We enter the hall of dukhang and bow to the Buddha Vairocana at the main 
altar. Within that subdued, sacred sti l lness ,  the devotee begins the ritual of 
circumambulation. This c ircumambulation is analogous  to the spiri tual pi lgrimage 
itself, and the Mal).9ala of Sarvadurgatipari sodhana is  painted at the beginning of the 
circumambulatory path so as to clear every obstacle in the path to Enlightenment. We 
then arrive to the Vaj radhiHu Mal).9ala, or more precisely, the Trilokavijaya Mal).9ala 
(a variant form) .  One may stand and look at mm:ufala without necessarily understanding 
what each and every figure represents ; however, the colours and forms are delightful 
and vibrant,  and hint towards the presence of something profound; so,  we remain 
before the mm:ufala, observing it .  The pil lars and the seat for the monks in the hall 
prevent us from stepping back and seeing the mm:ufala in its entirety, so we remain 
fairly c lose to the mm:ufala , difficult to "objectify" the whole construct .  The c lose 
view of the large mm:ujala conduces us ,  the viewer, to virtually place ourselves within 
the object and to become involved in the object ' s  space. Therefore we ourselves are 
inc luded within the ma!Jtfala, clearly marked by a large circle.  The white rim that 
comprises the outermost periphery of the ma!Jtfala is fi l led with prominent black 
drawings of vajra, the stark contrast of black on white establishing a clear demarcation 
of the circular dwell ing of the ma!Jtfala.  Its diameter of approximately 3 80 em 

16 In fact, in Tabo, when the Vajradhatu ritual was revived in 2004 after a long break, monks had 
to paint a new Vajradhatu Mal).9ala in the dukhang despite that the original Vajradhatu Mal).9ala 
is still vivid and present, right there. When I interviewed Lama Urgyen of Tabo monastery in 
2007 and asked why they had made the new mm;ujala, he answered that it was necessary 
because the old mm:ujala does not show all the divinities required for the mm;ujala ritual. 



228 I VOICE OF THE VOID 

contributes to "the impact of enfolding" - clearly, it i s  much easier to create such an 
enfolding effect with a large c ircle than with a small one. In this case, the sense of 
"being enfolded within the malJf.jala" is immediate ; it  is also reminiscent to the state 
of internalization in the visual ization practice, in regard to subj ective involvement 
and absorption . We are immediately within the malJf.jala ground by simply looking at 
it ;  although what we see is a two-dimensional painting, the flat surface is transcended 
by the fusion of our body and the malJf.jala, and the layers of immaterial space are set 
to open beyond the two-dimensional field. 

That the viewer is physically within a malJf.jala means that he or she is integrated 
within the malJf.jala ground. Physically incorporating the viewer into itself in this 
manner, the large scale of a malJf.jala has an apparently functional advantage. Probably, 
the same intention may be observed behind the three-dimensional Vaj radhatu Mar:u;lala 
in the dukhang of Tabo.  Here, enteri ng the assembly hal l  immediately brings the 
devotee into the i nner zone of the malJf.jala, leading him surrounded by the three­
dimensional malJf.jala-deities of over life size . 1 7  Similar to this is  the twin stupa (kakani 
chorten) found before the sumtseg in Alchi (Pl. 42). Stupas in general are believed to 
be a form of Dharmadhatu , representing the citta aspect of the B uddha. They are 
fundamentally malJf.jalas in the form of three-dimensional architecture . 1 8 Particularly, 
the kakani chorten in  front of the sumtseg demonstrates an elaborate ma1Jljala-sty1e 
plan (Ill us. 6. 1 ) . 

0 0 

Ill us. 6. 1 :  Ma!Jtfala structure of the two chambers, kakani chorten, in front of sumtseg, Alchi. 

1 7 One actually enters the assembly hall of the dukhang in Tabo from the east, just as matJtfalas 
in general are entered from the east in the practice of visualization. 

18 See Snodgrass 1 992. 



Pl. 4 1  Zen drawing of a circle, Seok-Jeong (born in Korea in 1 980). 
(Published in Choi ( 1 998) ,  p .  2 1 7) 



Pl. 42 Small twin stupa (kakani chorten), in front of sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: C. Luczanits 2000 (WHA V)) 



Pl. 43 Superstructure and the inner stupa, interior of the kakani chorten, in front of sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: C. Luczanits 2000 (WHAV)) 

Pl. 44 Mar:trJala of Avalokitesvara, kakani chorten, in front of sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: C. Luczanits 2000 (WHAV)) 
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Its structure has two chambers and two towers . Each chamber demonstrates the 
concept of "a stupa with in  a stupa" ,  which seems to s ignify the B uddha, both 
transcendental and immanent. Each chamber is  shaped like a cross at the ground level, 
and this cross transforms to a square towards the upper level .  The inner stupa i s  a 
multi-angled superstructure found on the upper level (Pl. 43) .  The interior is  covered 
with murals ,  including mm:ujalas of PrajfiaparamiHi and Avalokitesvara (Pl. 44) . Each 
chamber of the kakani chorten has a passage through the lower structure, and two 
openings connect the inner zone of the stupa to the outer zone. It is remarkable that in 
Alchi one can actually enter the inner space of this twin stupa and stand right below 
the inner stupa, as stupas in general are only used for circumambulation. 

These large wall-paintings of mat:ufala or architectural matpjalas are different from 
small-scaled mm:ufala thangkas (scroll paintings) in terms of the relationship between 
the viewer (the subject) and the viewed (the object) . A small mat:ufala thangka is used 
for individual meditation. A meditator is the subject who is initially distinct from the 
object. If the meditator attempts to enter the subtle space of mm;ujala behind its flat 
surface, the physical distance between the subject and the object has to be overcome 
by means of one ' s  inner v isualization, implying the process of internalization. On the 
contrary , the mm:ufalas of Alchi created at a considerably  larger scale include the 
viewer within their space even from the first gl impse, as do architectural mm;ujalas .  
While the fusion of  the viewing subject and the viewed object is generated by means 
of the internalization in case of mm:ufala thangkas, it is externalized in the large-scaled 
mm:ufalas of Alchi .  

VI.3.2 Geometric Layout 

Circular Format 

Matpjala l i terally  means "the centre and the periphery" - in other words,  a c irc le .  
Matpjalas are based on the meditative vision that emerges at the state of absorption. 
The dynamic of matpjalas can be summarized as the simultaneous flow of centrifugal 
and centripetal forces ;  the four Buddhas at the four directions conceptually play the 
role of axes in the dynamics of these forces. In this conceptual setting, the four Buddhas 
represent four l ineages (kulas ) ,  manifes ting the omnipresence of Sarvatathagata 
throughout time and space. Their presence at the cardinal points mediates the centre 
to every direction, representing the four jiianas ( insights) .  These four jiianas again 
converge into the jiiana of Dharmadhatu, symbolized by Vairocana in the centre. 1 9  And 

19 Cf. MVT 11 . 1 2  comm., tr. Hodge 2003: 1 04. 
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the S ixteen Bodhisattvas, being the emissions of the sixteen aspects of Sarvatathagata 
in the samadhi of Vairocana, iconographically play the role of extending the centre to 
the periphery, while withdrawing the periphery to the centre . 20 

I t  should be noted that in  case of the l inear mm:u;lalas observed i n  Tabo, the 
dynamism of mm:u;lala is rather conceptual, whereas i t  is explicitly expressed in the 
geometric maf}t;/alas of Alchi. In the l inear maf}t;/alas ,  the dynamism of the centrifugal 
and centripetal forces is vivified only through one ' s  familiarity with the iconography. 
Here, they are called maf}t;/alas not because they are in the shape of a circle, but because 
they have the conceptual dynamics of a circle established by the hierarchical placement 
of the deities. For example, in the Vajradhiitu Mal).9ala of Tabo, the four Buddhas are 
arranged not around the main statue of Mahavairocana, but seated against the left and 
right walls of the assembly hal l .  They can be identified in relation to Mahavairocana 
and other divinities only by the devotee who would have the knowledge of who these 
deities are. Even without any circular frame or any clear geometric layout, the dynamic 
relationships among these deities are established in the mental space of a devotee while 
he or she walks through them during the ritual of c ircumambulation. With the l inear 
maf}t;/alas, the concept of maf}t;/ala is established by means of one ' s  knowledge of the 
deities and their interrelations ;  therefore, subsequent to the understanding of these 
divinities, the dynamism of a circle is internally created. Yet the circle in the mental 
conception is rather subtle and evasive, whereas the shape of circle can immediately 
display the inner dynamism among these divinities. 

The process of laying out the geometric abode for the maf}t;/ala deities starts by 
defining the circular mal}t;/ala ground. The circ le i s  the symbolic form of Space and 
Time, unborn and limitless. In principle, a circle is drawn by connecting points equidistant 
to a fixed centre. The way how a circle i s  drawn implies ful lness and the union of 
multiplicity. The Vastusutra Upani�ad, which provides a fundamental philosophy and 
symbolism of form for the Indian artistic tradition, also talks of the circle: 

The breath of life (priif}a) is (contained) in its form, even as the mind is in man (puru�asya 
mana�). The circle is time, according to the Vastuveda. The movement of the circle is 
restricted (by its circumference), like the fluctuation of the mind (cittavrtti�).Z' 

20 The number thirty-six, the number of the main divinities in the maiJtjalas of Yoga Tantras, has 
been examined by Tucci in its symbolic context. Tucci calls our attention to the esoteric meaning 
of the number thirty-six. He points out that thirty-six is the number of the dhiitu (elementary 
categories) and also the number of the letters of the mantra (cf. Tucci 1 988  ( 1 935) :  54-55) .  

2 1  VSU 11.6 comm., tr. Boner, Sarma and Baumer 2000: 56. 
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This verse shows the traditional conception of the circle analogous to the Cosmic 
Man (Puru�a). The forms that arise inside the circle are as the prii!Ja (breath of life) of 
the Cosmic Man .22 Since the circle has been perceived to symbolize the receptacle of 
the Cosmic Mind in the Indian artistic tradition, it is a rather natural consequence that 
Bodhicitta (Mind of Enlightenment) - Dharmadhiitu or Sunya in other words - is 
expressed in the form of circle, i .e .  mal}qala .  If the circle symbolizes the Cosmic Man, 
the centre of the circle signifies the place where resides the primeval Cosmic 
Consciousness. VSU states that the centre (hindu) is like the soul (iitman) in manY No 
circle is without a centre, by definition; if there is no centre, there is no circle. Typical 
traditional craft woufd employ a compass ,  in this  case a wooden stick attached to a 
peg by a length of rope . The peg is fixed in an indentation at the centre ; thus ,  the 
nature of the centre of the circle is hollow (vita or guha), which corresponds to kha or 
Sunya at the metaphysical level . The hollow centre signifies Sunya at the centre of the 
mal}qala . 

The symbolic significance of the centre of the mal}qala is embodied in its aspect 
of hindu. The centre of a circle is called hindu, and the geometric centre of a mal}qala 
is madhyahindu (or marman). While hindu has been examined in Chapter IV in regard 
to pa§yanti viik, it was seen that hindu is not merely the term for a physical point that 
is the beginning step of any sequence of transformation, but it is indeed a profound . 
concept that encompasses the notion of knowledge (vedana) and pure light (prakiisa), 
denoting hodha (enlightenment) . In the context of Buddhist mal}qalas ,  the centre is 
the door to Dharmadhiitu . In the commentary on SDPT called the Durgati­
parisodhaniirtha - Vyafijana- Vrtti, Buddhaguhya explains : 

The centre is taken as a round palace which is the symbol standing for Dharmadhiitu . . .  
Dharmadhiitu is primordially pure; the nave is a symbol showing that. . . .  The nave, 
which is the circular palace of the centre, is Dharmakiiya.24 

The hindu as the symbol of hodha and Dharmadhiitu i s  physically expressed by the 
hole in the centre of the geometric layout of a ma1}4ala, or by the anthropomorphic 

22 Cf. VSU 11 .7 comm., tr. Boner, Sarma and Baumer 2000: 56. 

23 Cf. VSU 11.6, comm., ibid. 

24 SDPT comm. by Buddhaguhya, from the section which he calls "the concise meaning of the 
mm:u;lala" (PTT, vol. 76, p. 22. 1 to 23. 1 )  tr. Wayman 1 990 ( 1 973 ) : 95-96. These verses are 
drawn from the commentary to the following verse from SDPT (PTT, vol. 5, p. 84-4,5): "The 
casting of thread with diamond line is the casting of thread of the centre mm;ujala. Like the 
wheel of the law, it has sixteen spokes along with a nave." 
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Illus. 6.2: Vajradhatu MaQ<;lala, dukhang, Alchi, 
showing the basic visual structure that consists of circles 
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image of the Highest Divinity in  the finished maf}t;iala. In the maf}t;ialas of Alchi and 
Tabo, Mahavairocana signifies hindu . However, in the l inear maf}t;ialas of Tabo, the 
conceptual hindu does not coincide with the physical hindu of the maf}t;iala. In Alchi , 
the mudrii of the central deity (Mahavairocana or Sarvavid Vairocana) of the Vajradhatu 
Ma�<;lala coincides with the madhyahindu of the maf}t;iala . 25 Furthermore , there are 
arrayed circles within circles of deities, the inner zone comprised of three rings (Ill us . 
6 .2) :  the first circle marking the chamber of Mahavairocana, the second one the group 
of four Kula Buddhas, and the third one the group of four Prajiia goddesses. 

The association of hindu with hodha and Dharmadhiitu explains why the circular 
format has been preferred in creating maf}t;ialas for tantric practice. It is  observed that 
the circle perceived as the receptacle of "the Universal Mind" has been deeply rooted 
in the artistic tradition of India, and that the centre of the circle represents the portal to 
reali ze the Universal Mind, analogous to Dharmadhiitu or Siinya in Buddhism. The 
basic symbolism of a maf}t;iala is similar to that of a circle; however, maf}t;ialas involve 
many more complicated forms than do simple circles . Here lies the artistic value of 
Buddhist maf}t;ialas ;  within them, various forms and colours are employed in order to 
externally bring forth the priif}a of Cosmic Man. In laying out the geometric structure 
of a maf}t;iala , the initial circle is followed by a network of life lines (priif}a), the basis 
for the execution of the various forms to come. 

Geometric Divisions 

The geometric layout of a maf}t;iala should also be understood through the principle 
of paiijara (cage) , a fundamental l ayout concept in  the image-making traditions of 
India. Paiijara is a grid of vertical, horizontal and diagonal lines. It is the basic geometric 
layout on the basis of which the physical form of a divinity i s  drawn .  Since at the 
cosmic level maf}t;iala is also a bodily manifestation of a divinity, the geometric palace 
of the maf}t;iala is none other than the paiijara and the various anthropomorphic 
divinities within correspond to the various parts of a divinity. 

As much as any perfect circle cannot be drawn without a firmly fixed point at the 
centre, perfect forms (suriipa) cannot be produced in the traditional Indian arts without 
the paiijara l ines . 26 VSU instructs that the first circle should be divided in order to 

25 The mudrii generally symbolizes citta. In the Vajradhatu Ma�<;lala of the dukhang, Alchi, the 
bodhyagri-mudrii of the central divinity is placed at the level of the heart; thus, here the 
madhyabindu conveys the symbol of citta more explicitly .  

26 Cf. VSU 11.2 1 comm., tr. Boner, Sarma and Baumer 2000: 63. 
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obtain the limbs of an imageY The cosmic implication of the lines that divide the 
circle is  compared to the Creator' s  act of dividing the world, 28 and these lines and the 
white powder used for drawing them are named vajra.29 These lines are canals of cosmic 
order (rta) .30 The principle of pafijara is a traditionally-established means to both outline 
the form of the "Unknown Essence" and to implant this Unknown Essence into the images. 
Thus, the lines of the pafijara are also called tattvarekha (essential lines) : 

By depending on the essential lines (tattvarekhii), the soul of form (rupiitmii) is perceived 
also in the represented image (pratirupa) .3 1 

As a variety of crops grow thanks to the rain, so do various forms arise from the lines, 
and thus they are compared to sacrificial offeringsY When various forms (pratirupa) 
are delineated on the basis of these lines, these forms are thought to become perfect 
and to approximate the essential form (tattvarupa) .  

This symbolism of pafijara i s  seen in  the process o f  creating a geometric layout 
for a mm:uJala , in that the form is generated out of the formlessness (lllus. 6 .3 ) .  The 
following description is based on the drawing techniques for the Guhyasamaja Mal)<;fala 
as explained by Rong-tha B lo-bzang-dam-chos-rgya-mtsho, a Tibetan master of 
Buddhist art and iconography in the n ineteenth century . 33 S ince I have not yet come 
across any sources which explain the drawing process of the mm:uJalas of Alchi, we 
shall i nstead study the accounts of the Guhyasamaj a  Mal)<;fala .  Nevertheles s ,  the 
structure of the Guhyasamaja  Mal)<;fala is akin to that of Vajradhatu Mal)<;falas and 
thus the study of one may well yield conclusions we can apply to the other. In the 
descriptions of the process that shall follow, some terms and descriptions are not based 

27 Cf. VSU 11.9 comm.,  ibid. :  57. 

28 Cf. VSU 11.7 comm.,  ibid. :  56. 

29 Cf. VSU 11 .4 comm.,  ibid. :  55 .  

30 Cf. VSU 11.23 comm. (sa rtasya dhiirii), ibid . :  64. 

31 VSU 11.22 comm. :  
tattvarekhiivalambane rupiitmapratyak�af!l bhavati pratirupe ca 
This sentence has been translated by Boner, Sarma and Baumer (2000: 64) with a slightly 
different nuance: "By depending on the essential l ines, the soul of form becomes manifest, 
and also that of the represented image". 

32 Cf. VSU 11.22 comm.,  tr. Boner, Sarma and Baumer 2000: 64. 

33 Rong-tha Blo-bzang-dam-chos-rgya-mtsho 1 97 1 .  
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on the Rong-tha ' s  wntmgs,  but rather for the sake of c larity I have given them 
descriptive names of my own devising. For example, "the Primary Circle" is  given by 
me for the sake of ease of description. 

1 .  A circle is drawn first; it shall be referred to as "the Primary Circle" (Illus. 6.3(7)).34 

2 .  A vertical l ine i s  drawn through the centre, bi secting two points of the 
circumference and the centre, and a horizontal line is drawn, bisecting it .  Thus,  
the four directions are created by the vertical and the horizontal axes which meet 
at the centre, Madhyahindu . The four directional lines composed by the vertical 
and the horizontal axes are the basis of expansion of Madhyahindu and the Primary 
Circle (lllus . 6 .3(7 and 1 1 ) ) .  

3 .  The Madhyahindu proj ects  i tself in  the form of  four hindus onto the four 
directional lines. On the basis of these four hindus, the Primary Circle emanates 
four larger c ircles (Ill us.  6 .3 ( 1 1 ) ) .  These four offspring of the Primary Circle 
shall be referred to as "the Emanative Circles". The ratio between the radius of 
the Primary Circle and that of the outer edge of the Emanative Circle is 2 :3 .  Four 
circumferential points of these four Emanative Circles meet at the Madhyahindu 
(1/lus . 6.3 ( 1 3 ) ) .  

4 .  Diagonal l ines are drawn which connect the  Madhyahindu with four meeting 
points of the four Emanative Circles. The diagonal lines mark the four intermediate 
directions (1/lus .  6 .3 ( 1 9)) .  

5 .  Lines are drawn at  the meeting points of the four directional lines and the Primary 
Circle, and these form "the First Square". The meeting points of two Emanative 
Circles adj acent to each other are also joined with l ines ,  and these form "the 
Second Square". The ratio between the First Square and the Second Square is 
also 2 : 3 .  The Second Square unites the centres of the four Emanative Circles, 
and also each centre with the meeting points of two Emanative Circles adjacent 
to each other (lllus. 6.3 ( 1 9)) .  

6 .  Next,  gridlines are drawn, intersecting regularly across the circles and squares 
proportionally (Ill us. 6 .3 (23 and 29)) .  

34 The numbers given after the "Illus. 6.3" in the illustrations of  the present book indicate the 
number of illustrations by Don- ' grub-rDo-rje in  Rong-tha Blo-bzang-dam-chos-rgya-mtsho 
1 97 1 .  



AEsTHETics oF B uooHIST MANI;>ALA AND THE DocTRINE oF V AK I 239 

7 .  The square band formed by the First Square and the Second Square is again 
divided into smaller sections (lllus .  6 .3(33)) .  These l ines lay the basis for fixing 
the palace wall of the mat:u;lala . 

8 .  On the basi s of the grid (made at point 6 above), gridlines are drawn in the four 
directions outside the Second Square, yet inside the Emanative C ircles (lllus. 
6 . 3 (39) ) .  

9 .  Based on these gridlines, the four gates are drawn (Ill us. 6 .3(  43 and 4 7) ) .  

1 0 . Three circular bands (for the rings of  fire, vajra and lotus) are drawn above the 
four gate s .  The Outermost Circle i ntersects the c i rcumference of the four 
Emanative Circ les at  the four directional points. Therefore, the four Emanative 
Circles are again within a greater circle (lllus. 6 .3(49 and 53)) .  

1 1  . On the basis of the grid, the Inner Circle is drawn within the Primary Circle.  The 
Inner Circle has two bands, for the motifs of radiance and vajra. It is divided into 
nine sections (Illus. 6 .3 (55 and 6 1  ) ) .  

The above process of structuring a mm:u;lala can be summarized in  the following 
order of drawing :  

1 .  The original state of formlessness 

2. Madhyabindu 

3 .  The Primary Circle 

4. Vertical and horizontal lines : the four directions 

5 .  Four Emanative Circles 

6. Two diagonal l ines : the four intermediate directions 

7 .  The First Square 

8 .  The Second Square 

9. Grid formed by the extension of four directional l ines ; the expansion of the 
dynamic principle 

1 0 . Division of the square band for the formation of the palace walls 
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.---------- 1 1 -----

X 

Illus. 6.3(7) Illus. 6.3( 1 1 )  

Illus. 6.3(13) Illus. 6.3(19) 

Illus. 6.3(23) Illus. 6.3(29) 
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Illus. 6.3(33) Illus. 6.3(39) 

lllus. 6.3(43) lllus. 6.3(47) 

lllus. 6.3(49) lllus. 6.3(53) 
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lllus. 6.3(55) Ill us. 6.3(6 1 )  

lllus. 6.3(69) 

lllus. 6.3 :  Process of drawing the Guhyasamaja Ma�<;Ia1a, explained by Rong-tha Blo-bzang­
dam-chos-rgya-mtsho; illustrations as drawn by Don-'grub-rDo-rje 7, 1 1 , 1 3 , 1 9, 23, 29, 33 ,  

39 ,  43, 47 ,  49, 53 ,  55 ,  6 1  and 69 
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1 1 . Extension of the grid outside the Second Square for the formation of the gateways 

1 2 . Four gates and gateways 

1 3 . Three c i rcular bands and the Outermost Circ le  that encompasses the four 
Emanative Circles 

1 4 .  The Inner Circle within the Primary Circle 

1 5 .  Division of the Inner Circle into nine sections .  

The process  of creating the mm:u;lala ground reveals  the i nnate dynamism of 
expansion and the absorption in the geometric networking of space. This  dynamism 
is conspicuous when it is seen how the circles are used. Primarily, the circle is a unifying 
principle, as is represented in its drawing method . In the layout, the Primary Circle 
results from the expansion of the Madhyabindu, and i t  i s  itself the basis for further 
expansion into the four Emanative Circles .  These four Emanative Circles are the 
principles for further form projections, which remind one of the four Kula Buddhas in 
the maf}r;lala metaphysics .  These four Emanative Circ les are again encompassed and 
unified by the greater circle at their extreme circumferences. The Inner Circle is traced 
within the Primary C ircle as if the latter steps inwards towards the Madhyabindu . 
Thus, what is seen through the circles in the structure of the maf}gala is the dynamism 
of the formless Essence that expands and again draws back. In the later execution of 
detailed images enshrined within this geometric structure, the dynamics of absorption 
turns again to expansion, as the images are drawn from the centre to the periphery. 

We can also observe in the above process that the primary geometric shapes are 
divided into smaller sections in order to generate distinct forms. Gates and walls are 
drawn on the basis of the gridlines dividing the circles and squares. The grid is formed 
by means of the re-duplication of the vertical and the horizontal axes .  The primary 
vertical and horizontal l ines meet at the Madhyabindu , and they establ ish the four 
directions. The establishment of four directions signifies the penetration of four points 
at the circumference of the circle by the centrifugal force of the Madhyabindu . These 
primary vertical and horizontal axes serve as the primary vectors for the projection of 
forms.  The vertical has two opposite orientations: up and down. The horizontal also 
has two opposite orientations: right and left. They invert and change in the centre; the 
Madhyabindu is the point that changes upward to downward , or v ice versa; and the 
orientation towards the right changes its direction 1 80° at the point of Madhyabindu . 
Two pairs of opposite directions lose their characteristics at the Madhya hindu : the 
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four directions meet at the Madhyabindu and al l  their dist inct characteri st ics of 
movement lose their meaning. The Madhyabindu is of zero mathematical value, and at 
the same time it implies everything, in that by representing the four directions ,  it serves 
as the foundation of all manifestation of form. Thus, the method of drawing the mm:ujala 
affirms that the Madhyabindu within represents Sunya as the source of creation. 

Principle of Order: The Proportion and the Act of Measurement 

The process  of creating the geometric ground of a matpjala demonstrates that the 
division of the mm:ujala space is not arbitrary, but is rather based on certain rules of 
measurement. In that sense, the proportion resulting from this measurement is the 
principle of order that would reveal tattvarupa (essential form) in the plane of pratirupa 
(represented form) .  It is  also the principle of harmony that integrates multiple distinct 
forms into uni ty .  The Sanskrit  term for the measurement is miina,  which derived 
etymologically from the root mii. Mii means "to make, produce, create" and "to build 
according to the standard of measurements" . 35 From its etymological context, one 
notices that the act of measurement itself implies the act of creation, and the act of 
measuring is indispensable to the creative process. In the spiritual context, the act of 
measurement is a means to bring the macrocosm to the microcosmic ground. In creating 
the Vedic ritual ground, measurement was executed on the basis of the length of a certain 
parts of the human body . 36 It is the way to relate parts to other parts, and parts to the 
whole. 37 By  applying the dimensions of a man to the ritual ground, the whole ritual 
ground becomes the body of the person that would become one with the macrocosmic 
body of the world through the ritual process. Dagens defines the significance of miina : 
"A measurement whichever it is, is the expression of the relation between a known unit 
and the size of what is to be measured". 38  The measurement is an approach to the 
unknown, invisible and inconceivable by means of the known.  In the Indo-Tibetan 
tradition in particular, the element of proportionality takes precedence in creating sacred 

35 Cf. Staal 1 992: 355-57. 

36 In creating the Vedic ritual ground, the standard of measurement is determined on the basis of 
the dimensions of the yajamiina who is carrying out the ritual. In image-making, the digit 
(migula : length of a finger taken from the body) - a common unit for the measurement -
refers not to the finger of a silpin but to that of the image. 

37 For example, a silpa text, Mayamata, says at XV.28cd-29ab: "The breath of the pillar at its top 
i s  what i s  called 'module (da!Jtfa ) ' ;  all the elements of the buildings are to be measured 
according to the value of the module" (Tr. Dagens 1 992: 376). 

3 8  Dagens 1 992: 3 7 1 .  
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images. The merits and demerits of artistic works are judged in terms of the perfection 
of their proportion. 39 However, one should not expect any fixed proportion as a universal 
rule. Gega Lama, a contemporary Tibetan monk-painter, says :  

Traditionally i t  i s  said that standardized proportions exist to avoid degeneration in the arts 
. . .  one who is qualified is free to improvise and to introduce his own innovations wherever 
the standards are incomplete or there is something not clearly delineated by tradition.40 

An accomplished artist is allowed to set up his or her proportions according to his or 
her conception of the essential form ( tattvariipa) .  Thus ,  the proportion i s  to be 
understood rather as the act of dividing space with symbolic and aesthetic values than 
as the absolute rule of any fixed numerical values .  

Nature of Madhyama vak 

The process of drawing the geometric layout demonstrates the structural dynamics 
and their metaphysical implications built into the Buddhist matpj,ala . Consistent with 
the metaphysics of paiijara , the geometric layout of a mmpj,ala serves as the channel 
between the prcu;a (vital breath) of the Puru�a (Cosmic Man) and the forms within 
the ground. The visual principle i s  devised to contain the essential form (tattvariipa) 
within the represented form (pratiriipa). The process of drawing the geometric layout 
involves the act of measurement and the decision of proportion, comparable to the 
recitation of mantra in the sense that it absorbs the mind of the artist into tracing 
tattvariipa. Being both distinct and non-distinct, the geometric layout i s  a means to 
bring forth the distinct forms and resembles the Essence, in its non-distinction. On the 
one hand, it is a way for empirical forms at the vaikhar'i level to reach that of Pariiviik; 

on the other hand, it is a way for Pariiviik to reveal Herself in the corporeal forms at 
the vaikhari level . The geometric layout is meant for the corporeal life of the Essence. 
The cosmic breath is  to be manifested in the rhythm created by the repetitive use of 
the geometric shape and lines .  The rhythm turns more dynamic when the geometric 
forms are repeated, be they enlarging or diminishing, and the proportional divisions 
also enhance the rhythm in the mm;uj,ala space, which endows the mm;uj,ala with the 
quality of v i tal sound. The geometric l ayout of the mal}c;iala, or of the paiijara in 
general, may well be compared to the sound of a drum that is at the level of madhyamii 
viik according to Tii. Like the sound of a drum in the orchestra that supports the exploration 

39 Cf. Gega Lama 1 983, vol . 1: 67-70. 

40 Ibid . :  75 .  
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of various tones and melodies while constantly repeating regular beats, the geometric 
l ayout produces the basic rhythm that supports the rise of various distinct forms . The 
madhyamii nature of this geometric basis is to be ultimately dissolved in the complete 
malJlfala at the level of pasyant'i viik, as the sound of drums swell beneath the music of 
orchestra. 

VI.3.3 Geometric Basis of Figures 

Positioning Divine Figures on the Networks of Energy 

It is important to note that a malJlfala is a space allocated for divinities. The geometric 
layout accommodates divinities in accordance with their hierarchical status ,  with the 
highest divinity at the centre. The hierarchical placement of deities within a malJlfala 
space expresses the network among the various categories of deities. As the compositional 
lines of pafijara is designed for tracing the l imbs of a divinity, the deities of different 
categories are allocated along orderly divisions ,  each denoting different limbs of the 
Cosmic Mind. The dynamism of geometric shapes and lines is not confined to the drawing 
process of a malJlfala ' s  geometric structure, but it is also a determining principle on the 
basis of which forms of various deities are fixed within the geometric layout. It would 
seem that the division of nine chambers with nine circles within is one of the most 
dominant schemes of malJlfala composition in Alchi (as shown in Illus. 1 . 1 ,  1 .2 and 
1 . 3 ) .  Yet, apart from these vi sible geometric divisions, the invisible gridlines can be 
intuited in terms of the position of divinities . They are the lines of energy that flow 
through the figures of divinities that give coherence to the l imbs of the divine body . 
Ill us. 6 .4 shows the trace-work of gridlines in the Vajradhatu Mal).<;iala in the dukhang 
of Alchi. Though invisible, they work as guides for arranging the various dei ties . 

The inner zone of this Vajradhatu Mal).<;iala is  divided into nine sub-squares .  The 
individual circles of the five Buddhas are placed along the vertical and horizontal axis 
lines. The remainders of the nine divisions at the intermediate directions are set aside 
for the c irc les  of the four Praj iia Goddesses .  Thi s  malJlfala consi sts of forty -five 
divinities in  the inner zone, instead of twenty-five41 as envisaged in STTS. STTS does 
not refer to the emanation of these Prajiia Goddesses, but only mentions the emanation 
of four Mahamudras. If the four Prajiia Goddesses are understood to be identical with 
the four Mahamudras , they appear twice in malJlfala : a group around Mahavairocana 
and another group in the circles at the four intermediate directions .  If they are identical, 

41 The number twenty-five indicates five Buddhas, Sixteen Bodhisattvas and four Mahiimudriis. 
The eight Offering Goddesses and four Door-guardians are not counted in this number. 
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D- 1 V- I v V-2 D-2 

lllus. 6.4 : Gridlines traced in the nine inner chambers, Vajradhatu Mai).�ala, dukhang, Alchi. 

These lines vary in their importance to the compositional structuring, with some lines being more 
important to the composition than others. The degrees of importance are to be considered while the 

compositional lines are initially traced. 

1. The vertical and horizontal axis lines (V, H) are the most prominent. These axial lines divide the entire 
maf}f/ala space into four. 

2. The inner zone is further divided into eight divisions by two diagonal lines (D- 1 ,  D-2). 

3. The gridlines connect the hindus of the nine concentric circles (V - 1 ,  V -2, H- 1 ,  H-2). 

4. The secondary diagonal lines are drawn parallel to the primary ones, intersecting the hindus. 

5. Furthermore, the grid becomes finer and finer when the images of sixteen Bodhisattvas and their 

sixteen counterparts are related to one another. When the symbolic patterns at the intermediate directions 
of each chamber are connected to one another by means of diagonal lines, the composition gains further 

subtler dynamics. 
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the latter group may be seen as a projection of the former. What would have been the 
reason for representing Mahamudras twice? If this mm:ujala i s  compared with the 
same mm:u;lala in the dukhang of Tabo, it  is in Tabo that the Vajradhatu Mal).gala is  
depicted more precisely and faithfully to the iconographic scheme of the root Tantra 
- STTS. On the contrary , i n  the mm:u;lala of Alchi ,  the deviation from the textual 
source to add these four c ircles of the Praj fia Goddesses epitomizes the priority of 
compositional significance over the iconographic precision in  fixing these mal}c;lala 
deities .  Another example of the Vajradhatu Mal).gala may help in understanding the 
compositional principle of the mal}c;lala in Alchi . The i l lustration of the Vajradhatu 
Mal).gala that accompanies  references to the Vajriivati portrays five indiv idual 
mal}c;lalas for the five Buddhas in its inner zone (lllus .  6.5( 1 )) .42 Illus .  6.5(2) shows the 
compositional networks implied by the positions of the deities .  Compared to that of 
the mal}c;lala of Alchi, one sees a much less solid network of compositional lines (lllus. 
6.4 and 6.5(2)) .  

Though the addition of the four circles of the Prajfia Goddesses in the mal}c;lala of 
Alchi is not based on any textual instructions, it plays a significant role in creating a 
dynamic composition. Having been placed at the intermediate directions, these four 
circles of the Prajfia Goddesses enhance the thrust of the two basic diagonal l ines in 

lllus. 6.5( 1 ) : Vajradhadu Mat:�9ala that 
accompanies references to the Vajriivati 
(Source: Chandra and Vira 1 995 : 63) 

42 Cf. Chandra and Vira 1 995 : 63. 

lllus 6.5(2) :  Gridlines traced on the basis 
of the position of the divinities of maf}cjala 
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the inner zone. These diagonal l ines are especially significant in the mm:u;lala space 
because they add dynamic movement to the static vertical and horizontal axes .  While 
the addition of four PrajiHi Goddesses is  seen to be crucial in laying the foundation of 
dynamics in the composition, the composition of nine chambers proves itself fitting 
for creating the solid networks of lines . 

In the Vajradhatu Mal).<;lala of Alchi, the deities of the inner zone of the mm:u;lala 
have diverse relations to one another in their placement, in contrast to the juxtaposition 
of deities in the outer zone of the same Mal).<;lala. They are based on the invisible 
compositional networks wherein one divinity i s  related to others through vertical ,  
horizontal and diagonal lines. They are fixed into a network of grids at  the points of 
intersection. For example, the bodhyagrimudrii of Mahavairocana in the centre is in 
the exact same spot as the Madhyabindu of the entire mm:u;lala, proving to be the 
centre of the networks of energy for the entire composition. 43 

As the compositional l ines grow in number, so do the number of compositional 
divisions, and the range of lines from important axial lines to subtle diagonals of relation 
becomes wider. In other words, as the compositional grid grows more intricate, the 
composition s imultaneously becomes both more dynamic and harmonious .  It i s  
apparently due to a compositional concern as to why the diamond-shaped pattern i s  
used at every intermediate direction within the nine concentric circles. (Pl. 45) The 
repetitive use of this pattern strengthens diagonal l ines, and its visual importance i s  
demonstrated by  the elaborate technique of  embossing used in  its execution. 

By tracing these compositional lines, i t  can be recognized that the vividness of the 
Vajradhatu Mal).<;lala derives in great part from the position of deities on the basis  of 
the fine network of grids. The grid, being paiijara ,  represents the energy network of 
the elements. VSU defines the vertical as having the nature of fire, the horizontal, the 
nature of water and the diagonal, that of wind.44 The nature of these three elements is 
of movement or flow. The crucial parts of the bodies of these deities are positioned at 
the junctions of these channels, and the interrelations of these deities in various postures 
are based on the innumerable energy lines in every direction. Yet, their major relations 
are establi shed on the basis of the parallel l ines of the vertical and horizontal axis 
lines, shown in Illus. 6.4. 

43  The Vastusutra Upani�ad compares the madhyabindu to be the life-breath of the earth (11. 1 4) 
and of Brahman (VI .8 and 1 1  ) .  

44 Cf. VSU VI.5, tr. Boner, Sarma and Baumer 2000: 98.  
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Delineation of Divine Images 

We have seen above that the positions of the deities are established on the basis of the 
implicit, underlying grids. These basic compositional l ines are further div ided when 
the bodily forms of deities are to be drawn.  Deities are represented in diverse postures 
on the basis of subtle l ines elaborated from a basic grid-work. In a visual composition 
where bodily forms are represented, the posture of each figure i s  not v iewed in  
isolation, but rather all the figures with their diverse postures together create a collective 
movement, comparable to a group dance .  Various movements of deities placed in 
circular nimbus in the Vajradhatu Mar:t<;lala project invisible energy lines along different 
vectors . Here, two examples of the Mahavairocana chamber and the Tara chamber 
are selected to show that the deities of the Vaj radhatu Mar:t<;lala in the dukhang of 
Alchi are based on the fine grids that offer subtle axes for drawing the images of 
deities. (lllus . 6 .6-6 .8)  

Geometric Abstraction of the Body 

In the Vajradhatu Mar:t<;Iala in the dukhang of Alchi it may be seen that the bodies of 
the mm:ufala deities are drawn on the basis of such geometry as circles and triangles. 
The body of Mahavairocana is delineated with the aid of the diagonal lines parallel to 
those lines of the sixteen digits (lllus. 6.9), which form the triangles when incorporated 
with the paralle l  l ines  of horizontal axi s  H .  As a resul t ,  the dist inct parts of 
Mahavairocana are comparable to a geometric structure made up of triangles (Ill us. 

6 . 1 0) .  Here i t  should be noticed that the form has been created wi th remarkable 
conformity to the symbolic content of the object of the expression. The triangle, the 
symbol of knowledge and fire,45 here has been used by the arti s t ' s  intuition as an 
expression of the symbolic body of knowledge and light - i .e .  Mahavairocana. In the 
example of Goddess  Tara, a number of regular circles are traced to constitute the 
body of the Goddess. The delineation of the body of Tara is  supple, yet dynamic. The 
bodily representation of the Goddess is not based on any naturalistic anatomy but on 
a geometric structure. lllus. 6. 1 1  demonstrates the circular structure traced in the body 
as well as the movement of the Goddess .  Within the frame of a circular nimbus, a 
number of proportional circles are traced, and the form of the Goddess is  interpreted 
to be the assemblage of these invisible circles. The repeated use of a geometric form 
brings rhythm into the composition. These circles are placed with their centres along 
the axial lines of the sixteen digits of the circular nimbus . Because a circle intrinsically 

45 Cf. VSU 11. 1 5 ,  tr. Boner, Sarma and Baumer 2000: 60. 
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Illus. 6.6: Gridlines traced in the chamber of Mahavairocana 
V ajradhatu Ma�<;Iala, dukhang, Ale hi 

lllus. 6.6 shows the central chamber of the Vajradhatu Ma��ala in the dukhang of Alchi (Pl. 2). It consists of the 

main circle of Mahavairocana in the centre and four circles of Mahamudras towards the four directions. The ratio 

of the diameters between the Vairocana circle and a Mahamudras' circle is 2: I .  Thus, the chamber has the basic 

geometric form of a concentric circle. These five circles are placed in the form of a cross, and the positions of four 

Mahamudras are fixed in the shape of a rhombus within the large circular frame A. The Madhyahindu of the 

ma!Jtjala is placed at the point of hodhyagrlmudra of Mahavairocana. The vertical and the horizontal axes (V and 
H) radiating from the Madhyahindu join the four other hindus. The central circle of Mahavairocana is double in 

diameter compared to those of four Mahamudras. Each of these five circles is divided into three and traced in the 
form of a concentric circle with their diameters in the ratios of I :2:3. The bodily parts of the divinities are orderly 

arranged in conformity to the three divisions of the circles. The upper body of Mahavairocana is traced within the 

inner circle A-3. His three heads and the low part of his body are arrayed within the middle circle A-2; and his head 

at the top and his lotus seat with two lion vehicles are drawn in the outer circle A- 1 .  The tranquil posture of 

Mahavairocana is mainly based on the vertical and the horizontal axes: his lower body on H and his upper body 

and faces are on V. Therefore, the potentiality of movements is not directly expressed, but lies dormant. The axial 

lines V and H may be divided into sixteen parts to draw the basic grids of A. Four representations of diamond­

shaped symbols are found to just fit in four squares in the intermediate directions along the line of the rhombus Rh. 
The basic gridlines of A meet at the crucial points in the body of Mahavairocana: the nose of the top face, hindu 

at the forehead of the front face, the throat, the hands in the hodhyagrlmudra, navel, the knees, and the feet of the 
lion vehicles. 
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H 

v 
lllus. 6.7: Gridlines traced in the chamber of Tara, Vajradhatu Mal)c;iala, dukhang, Alchi 

lllus. 6.7 displays the compositional networks of the Tara chamber in the Vajradhatu Ma�9ala. It consists of five 
circles: the main one in the centre accommodates the image of Tara and the other four are for the feminine 

Bodhisattvas. The basic geometric structure is identical with the central chamber of Mahavairocana of Jllus. 6.6: 
five circles are set within the concentric circle with a diametric ratio of I :2. As with the example of Ill us. 6.6, it is 

helpful to understand the positions of the limbs of the deities if each of five circles is divided into three parts. The 
dynamically-posed arms of the deities resemble the svastika, and are delineated within each of the middle circles. 

Circle A may be divided into sixteen parts along the vertical and horizontal in order for proper proportions. The 
diamond-shaped symbols, as with the earlier example, are arrayed along the outline of the rhombus established by 

the four circles of the Bodhisattvas. In this chamber, the compositional centre does not coincide with any significant 
points of the body of Tara, such as the navel, the hands or the heart. The axis of the body deviates from the central 
axes of V and H. The posture of Tara is conspicuously asymmetrical, unlike other divinities in the centres of the 

nine chambers in the Mal)9ala. In the upper body of Tara, the axis of movement flows parallel to the D-2-V, a line 

that divides the circle into sixteen digits. The line D-2-V - 1 ,  which is the main axis of the upper body, is obtained 

when a parallel line of D-2-V is drawn from the point a, i.e. the meeting point between A-2 and V. The axis of the 
lower body, D- 1 -V- 1 ,  is obtained by drawing a parallel line of D- 1 -V from point p, another meeting point of A-3 
and V. While the parallel lines of the line D-2-V actually determine the proportion of the upper body in width, 

those from D- 1 -V help in expressing the upward thrust of the body. 

All deities of the inner zone of the Vajradhatu Ma�9ala, except the five divinities in the central chamber, are 
given an identical posture in their lower bodies; their right legs are bent and the left legs are stretched. This posture 
of legs emphasizes the extended thrust in the lower bodies. In the image of Tara, the line D-2-H merely determines 

-+ contd. on page 253 
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lllus. 6.8: Finer gridlines added to the lllus. 6.6 
We need finer gridlines than those in lllus. 6.6 in order to comprehend the proportion and delineation of the body 

of Mahavairocana. lllus. 6.8 traces subtler compositional grids that could have been the basis for delineating the 
body of Mahavairocana. In lllus. 6.6 the circle A- 1 has been divided into eight parts along both axes, V and H. 
Here, each of these eight parts is  divided into three, thus twenty-four divisions are formed. Along these finer 
divisions are some significant parts of the body: the hindu of the top face, the head cakra (brahmavile) of the 

frontal face, the pendant in the shape of inverted triangle, the soles of the feet and the bottommost part of the body. 
The vertical lines dividing the horizontal axis in twenty-four parts demarcate the width of faces and bodily details. 

-+ the outline of her right thigh, while the energetic posture of her lower body is primarily traced in parallel to the D-

1 -H. The lines derived from the D- 1 -H are also traced along the forearms in her active movements. In case of the 
four Bodhisattvas, the major axes of their lower bodies are not parallel to D- 1 -H, but rather to the diagonal axes of 

D- 1 and D-2. Though the posture of their lower bodies resembles that of Tara, there is a difference in detail due to 
the dynamic subtlety in the movement of Tara. For instance, the left foot of Tara is stretched lower than the right 
foot; therefore, the base of the image is at a slightly reclined angle, whereas the four Bodhisattvas are drawn on an 
even base. 
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lllus. 6.9: Compositional lines for the delineation of Mahavairocana, Vajradhatu Mal)c;lala 
dukhang, Alchi 

The lines of the sixteen digits are important for the delineation of the body of Mahavairocana. The lines D- 1 -V, D-
2-V, D- 1 -H and D-2-H serve as the support for deciding the angles of the limbs of the body. The lines D- 1 -V-3 and 

D-2-V -3 determine the lines of the two side-faces. The meeting of these two lines in symmetry produces a triangle 
with the inverted point that coincides with the navel. The lines D- 1 -V -4 and D-2-V -4 decide the chest line and the 

width of the halo. These two lines meet at a point that indicates the place of the genital cakra. The lines D- 1 -V-2 

and D-2-V -2 pass through the outlines of the hands as well as the cheek lines of the frontal face. These two lines 

create two significant triangles. The upper triangle includes the front face and the triangular pendant, which 
emphasizes the inverted top of the triangle. Its top meets with the top of another triangle that includes the 

bodhyagrlmudrii of Mahiivairocana. The lines D- 1 -H- 1 and D-2-H- 1 meeting at the navel of the divinity run in 
parallel to the extended thighs, and form a triangle at the base. The lines D- 1 -V - 1  and D-2-V - 1  meeting at the top 

of the top head apparently constitute the basic form of the image. 

The postures of the four Mahamudras are more or less identical. They are seated upright with their faces slightly 

reclined at angles, parallel to D- 1 -V and D-2-V. Their arms are extended to the circumference of the middle circles 

at a 90° angle, parallel to the diagonals D- 1 and D-2. Their arms in the form of a svastika create the subtle 
movements. 
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Ill us. 6. 1 0: Bodily form of Mahavairocana composed on the basis of triangles, extracted from 
the compositional lines shown in Illus. 6.9 
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v D-2-V- 1  

y D-1 -V- 1 

lllus. 6. 1 1 :  Bodily form of Tara composed on the basis of circles 

H 

The nimbus, the circle A- 1 ,  is divided into three, yielding A-2 and A-3 . Four circles (C- 1 - 1 -4 in blue) are traced in 

the proportion of 2:9 in relation to A- 1 .  Their centres are located on the sixteen-digit axial lines of the circle A- 1 ;  

the centre of C- 1 - 1 ,  on the vertical axis V, those of C- 1 -2 and C- 1-3  on the main diagonals, D- l and D-2, and that 

of C- 1 -4 on the D-2-H. Five circles (C-2- l -5 in purple) are traced in with a 4:9 proportion in relation to A- 1 .  Thus, 

the ratio between the diameters of C- 1 s and C-2s is I :2. The centres of the C-2s are also located on the main axial 

lines: the centre of the C-2-2 on D-L; that of C-2-3 on the point where D-2-V and A-3 meet; that of C-2-4 on D- 1 -

H ;  and that of C-2-5 on H. In the face of the Goddess, three circles (C-3 i n  brown) of the same diameter are traced 

along D-2-V - 1 ,  the axial line of the upper body. C-4 is a concentric circle of one of C-3 circles. 
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signifies movement through its form, when circles are repeated and overlap to greater 
or lesser degrees, they create the effect of a rhythm. The form of the Goddess Tara, 
defined on the bas is  of the dynamic movement of c irc les ,  i nvokes a sense of 
harmonious vibrancy, which is in accord with the doctrinal symbolism of Tara, that 
is ,  "the accompli shed actions". 

Geometric Principles in the Creative Process 

The composit ional analyses  presented with these i l l ustrat ions might merely be 
hypothetical. In addition, the question remains unsolved as to whether the geometric 
grid had been actually used in  delineating the mm:uf,ala deities or had i t  been more 
intuitively and spontaneously conceived by the artist at the time of creation. However, 
these analyses at least assure the presence of geometric principles in the delineation 
of the bodies of the divinities, which prove that the harmonious forms of these divinities 
in the whole composit ion of mm:uj.,alas i n  Alchi are a great deal i ndebted to their 
geometric bas i s .  

The rhythmic composit ion of c i rcles or triangles endows the network of  grids 
(pafijara) with certain l ife-breath, which lays the foundation for concrete forms to 
come. The body delineated on the basis of these geometric principles demonstrates 
one of the perennial concepts of man in Indian traditions : the human body is permeated 
throughout by the cosmic pr inciples ,  and the cosmic principles are symbolical ly 
revealed through geometric principles. Therefore, the human body drawn on this basis 
of geometry s ignifies an ideal ized body, saturated wi th the spir i t  of Cosmic 
Consciousness .  Furthermore, the pragmatic aspect of the geometric principles observed 
in any artistic drawing processes ,  reinforces their symbolic content : the geometric 
lines and shapes help the artist see the relations among different parts of the body 
while he draws them, and also lets him observe the distinct parts in various relationships 
to the whole composition. If an artist sees only the distinct parts, the geometric lines 
are not required, because he or she would not be concerned about the "relations". In 
the above i l lustrations, not even the decorations around the bodies of divinities are 
without meaning in the overall geometric structure. In /flus . 6. 1 0, the pendant on the 
neck of Mahavairocana is incorporated into the form of a triangle, and in /flus .  6 . 1 1 , 

the bead hanging down from the neck of Tara to her lotus seat plays  a part in  the 
geometric composition that expresses her c ircular movements . In the artistic process, 
the geometric principles primarily work at the pragmatic level to help bring forth a 
composi tional balance among the parts ,  and to unite these parts into the correlated 
whole. These geometric principles are not only the means to enliven the nature of the 
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whole, but also to highlight the characteristics of the individual parts, when they are 
artistically applied. Distinct parts can reveal the nature of the image only when they 
are incorporated into the correlated whole. 

VI. 3.4 Skillful Execution of the Distinct Parts 

In the passages above, we have investigated the geometric principles that lie behind the 
mm:uj,ala structure and the bodily representations of deities .  Geometric principles are 
certainly a decisive factor in the matpj,alas of Alchi, infusing the composition with a 
sense of dynamic harmony restoring the distinct parts to the non-distinct whole. However, 
the aesthetic power of these mm:u;lalas in Alchi does not solely depend on geometric 
principles. Neither the geometry nor the iconographic completion is the sole cause of 
the visual power of these matJ4alas; for instance, the geometric structure of the mm:u;lala 
on the left wall of the dukhang in Mangyu is more elaborate than those of Alchi, and its 
structure evokes a certain aesthetic power - but nevertheless, the crude repainting of 
later periods diminishes its aesthetic merit. The figures of the deities in the mal}gala of 
Mangyu that could avoid being repainted tell that the mal}gala had originally been 
executed by the group of artists who would belong to the same artistic community behind 
the work at Alchi. Although the repainting had been faithful to the original form, the 
standard of artistic skills in the execution of details is much less sophisticated than that 
of the original. Thus, the example of Mangyu demonstrates the crucial role of artistic 
skill in engendering aesthetic power into mal}galas .  If the geometric principle were to 
stand for the non-distinct nature of the Cosmic Mind, the artistic skill revealed in the 
execution of such details  as bodily contours, ornaments or decorations enlivens these 
distinct objects and speaks for the realm of phenomena. In the mal}galas of Alchi, the 
distinct parts are illuminated as much as is the non-distinct whole. 

The Corporeality of the Body 

The bodily form of the divinities in the mal}galas of Alchi, though based on geometric 
forms and lines, are not purely governed by geometric principles. They display quite 
a strong contrast to other examples from later periods when the geometric principle 
supersedes the sensual qualities of the divine body (Pl. 46) .  For example, the image of 
Tara - while her movement and bodily form are firmly based on geometric principles 
- is equally arresting in its sensual characteristics (Pl. 47) .  The parts of her body that 
are matched to the circular forms have been already shown in Ill us .  6 . 1 1 . Yet, not 
every part of her body is drawn in accord with a line or a circle. Some expressions are 
also quite natural : for example, the l ine that flows from her abdomen to her belly, or 
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the waistl ine that turns to the h ip .  The representation of her navel is based on an 
observation of the natural form. The delicate curves of her fingers and the wrinkles on 
her palms demonstrate a taste for the beauty of natural forms.  The intention of a subtle 
movement of the face is betrayed in her delicate curvilinear eyelids and eyebrows .  
The gently-graded colours also emphasize the flesh-tones . The life-like quality of the 
image is enhanced by a delicate gradation of red on the eyes.  Attention taken for 
ornamentation and decoration on the body of the Goddess displays the artists ' obsession 
for technical detai ls  as well as the viewers ' sensibi l i t ies .  The beautifu l ly  patterned 
dhoti wraps her body, and its folds flow in sympathy with her lively movement. Further 
descriptions of the sensuous characteri s t ics  exhibi ted in  the images of the Alchi  
mm:ujalas would merely belabour this point ;  they are already wel l  recognized even 
among the non -academic community, so much that the small  v il lage of Alchi  has 
become a booming touri st spot. In the context of the present discussion, it is important 
to note that these sensual features superbly represent the individual and distinct aspect 
of forms, in contrast to their geometric principles. In the mm:ujalas of Alchi, said to be 
the reflective image of the Cosmic Consciousness or Dharmadhatu, the transient 
worldly forms are also on display .  

Ornaments Revealing the Nature of the Divine 

It has been seen that the decorations on the dhotis of the three colossal Bodhisattvas in 
the sumtseg in Alchi narratively express the nature and activities of the Bodhisattvas. 
The dhoti of Maitreya is  decorated with Sakyamuni 's l ife and some folk scenes (Pl. 
34).  Avalokitesvara ' s  dhoti shows various scenes of temples which enshrine different 
statues of divinities such as Prajfiaparamita and Mafijusrl, adored by devotees and monks 
(Pl. 35) .46 Mafijusrl ' s  dhoti i s  decorated with the theme of the yogic practices of the 
siddhas (Pl. 36). Likewise, in the mm:ujalas, the decorations around the bodies of the 
divinities are not only demonstrating the element of corporeality, but they also contribute 
to express the nature of the matp;lala deities . 

It may be worthwhile to dwel l  upon a remarkable  v i sual effect created by the 
miscel laneous elements in the matp;lalas of Alchi .  The fluttering scarf ubiquitous to 
the deities there exemplifies how a decorative element can express the nature of the 
Divine. The l ines supporting the scarf viewed in relation to the compositional grids 
prove that they play a strong role in reinforcing the geometric basis of the composition . 

.u, Snellgrove suggests that these scenes represent probably places of pilgrimage in Kashmir. Cf. 
Snellgrove and Skorupski 1 977:  5 1 .  
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Illus. 6 . 6  and 6 .7  show that these flowing lines demarcate the middle c ircle A-2.  
However, they are not merely subordinate to the geometric composition, but rather 
enhance the rhythmic flow of the composition, while their irregular curves break the 
hard shape of the concentric circle .  Careful observation of the lines of the scarf in 
these mm:u;lalas of Alchi brings the realization that these scarves have been drawn 
with their two ends rising upwards. They flutter up not because of any implied breeze, 
but rather due to the inner energy of the mm:u;lala deities , rising upwards .47 In this 
sense, the rising scarf is  a materialization of the abstract energy that springs forth 
from the deities. The visual effect of the scarf is evident in the image of Vajrit:t1 on the 
right wall of the second storey of the sumtseg (Pl. 48) .  In the image, the scarf draws 
particularly complicated yet symmetrical curves.  The flowing l ines of the scarf are 
integrated with the folds of the dhoti, and are further connected with the hairs of the 
divine vehicle. The distinct parts are integrated by the artists ' vision, seeing through 
the relations among these distinct objects .  Thus ,  the scarf, dhoti and l ion are not 
independent obj ects ,  but rather they exist  dependent on one another, and move in 
relation to one another. When these objects are integrated in the form of abstract wavy 
lines, though they remain distinct objects, they are at the same time non-distinct. The 
flowing curves thereby formed by these distinct parts result in non-distinct "musical" 
lines of waves within the circular nimbus .  

The integration of  the distinct parts of  scarf and dhoti i s  not only found in the 
image of Pl. 48, but it  is a common feature that characterizes every representation of 
Alchi mmp;lala deities. The waves also feature in the mm:u;lalas of Tabo. There, they 
are combined with spiral patterns and are delineated with prominent lines, in a strong 
contrast to the background of the nimbus which has delicate creamy gradations (Pl. 

49) .  A similar pattern of wavy lines is also used in one of the narrative panels of 
"Sudhana ' s  p ilgrimage" in Tabo, where S aradhvaj a  emanates the multiple 
manifestations by his power of meditation. In that panel ,  the body of Saradhvaja is  
joined with various manifestations within a circular composition through waves and 
spirals (Pl. 50) .48 In Tabo, the delineation of the waves is more distinct, and the symbolic 

47 The visual importance of the fluttering scarf is conspicuous in the goddess statues that surround 
the three colossal Bodhisattvas in the sumtseg. The stucco statues of these goddesses are 
three-dimensional and fixed on the wall by means of iron rods. In these statues, separate iron 
rods hold aloft fluttering scarves that wrap around the body of the goddesses. 

48 In the panel of Saradhvaja where Sudhana meets the monk Saradhvaja sitting in meditation, 
Saradhvaj a  is depicted as emanating various beings from his body , such as Buddhas, 
Bodhi sattvas ,  monks and soldiers. The Ga1J4avyuha Sutra says that by the power of 

� 



Pl. 46 Image painted over the 
Sudhana's pilgrimage, west wall, 

gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. 
(Photo: C. Luczanits 1 99 1  (WHA V)) 

Pl. 45 Diamond pattern in gold emboss, 
at the intermediate quarters in the 
inner chambers, Vajradhatu Mal).c;lala, 
dukhang, Alchi. (From a photo by J. Poncar 1 98 1 )  



Pl. 47 Tara, Vajradhatu Mm:t<;lala, dukhang, Alchi. 
(From a photo by 1. Poncar 1 98 1 )  



Pl. 49 Wave lines and spiral patterns 
painted on the halo of Bodhisattva Vajraratna, 

Vajradhatu MaQ<;fala, south wall, 
gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. 

(Photo: J. Poncar 1 984 (WHA V)) 

Pl. 48 Vairocana (VajriQI) in the 
centre of Guhyavajra MaQ<;fala, 
right wall, second storey, 
sumtseg, Alchi. 
(Photo: J .  Poncar 2009) 



Pl. 50 Panel of Saradhvaja, Sudhana's pilgrimage, gTsug-lag-khang, dukhang, Tabo. 
(Photo: J. Poncar 200 1 (WHAV)) 
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s ignificance of the wave-l ine is more perceptible .  As is c lear in the narrative of 
Saradhvaja, the waves express  the v ibrating powers that bring about phenomenal 
manifestation from the state of formlessness .  The n imbus has been the space for 
symbolic decorations representing the nature of Dharma throughout the history of 
Buddhist arts .49 So the waves drawn on the nimbus may be understood as the form of 
divine nature as is also the case with the clay sculptures of Tabo. In Tabo, these wave­
lines are distinct as independent visual elements. On the contrary , in Alchi they are 
suggested by the combination of distinct elements, such as scarves, ornaments, dhotis 
and the bodies of the deities. The colour scheme of the mm:ujalas of Alchi emphasizes 
the prominence of these waves :  wi th j ust  a few exceptions ,  blue predominates ,  
constantly applied to the halo and the rim of the nimbus as  well as  to the scarf and the 
folds of dhoti.50 They create a lively, flowing blue band through the entire composition 
of the maf}gala . The undulations of blue waves feature at regular intervals within the 
space of the maf}gala,  reminiscent of the traditional analogy of the ocean for 
Consciousness . 5 1  The original state of Consciousness is the static centre free from 
waves ;  but due to the power of thi s  centre ari ses every phenomenon, as waves 

� concentration he produces an inconceivable infinite body in each successive mental moment, 
and manifests an infinite variety of bodies. Cf. Gm:ujavyuha Sutra, tr. Cleary 1 989: 73-84. 

49 The legend of the first portrait of the Buddha (cf. Gega Lama 1 983 :  42) tells about the symbolic 
context of the decoration on the halo. When King Bimbisara of Magadha commissioned an 
artist to paint a portrait of the Sakyamuni Buddha, he was so overwhelmed by the splendour of 
the Buddha that he could not draw him while looking at him directly. Only when the Buddha 
set himself at the bank of a clear pool, the artist could draw while looking at the reflection on 
the water' s  surface .  His drawing is said to have shown the central figure of the Buddha 
surrounded with designs symbolizing the twelve nidiinas (twelve links of dependent origination). 
The pattern of twelve nidanas in the first legendary portrait of the Buddha may refer to the 
decoration in the halo. Thus,  we see that the halo of the divine has been decorated with 
symbols that reflect the· nature of Dharma. The halo at the back of the anthropomorphic form 
of the Buddha has undergone various changes in the history of Buddhist arts. The Buddha 
images created in the second and third centuries CE in Mathura region had the pattern of half 
circles at the circumference of the halos, whereas in the fifth century, in the same region, the 
halos of Buddha images were embellished with beads, lotuses and radiating lines. It was left 
empty in the Buddha statues from Sarnath in the fifth and sixth centuries. 

50 In case the deity is coloured blue, the scarf and the folds of the dhoti are in dark green or 
black, and the halo is painted white. 

5 1 Cf. supra, p. 1 92;  Cf. PTV 1 ,  tr. Singh 1 988 :  24, Sanskrit text p. 9; LS VI 220, tr. Suzuki 1 999 
( 1 932) :  1 90. 
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constantly arise within the ocean. The waves wrapping around the bodies of the deities, 
rising up through the mm:u;lala space, speak for the nature of the Divine. 

VI. 3.5 Five Primary Colours and Their Tones 

Some regularity might be seen with regard to the colours of the mw:ujalas of Alchi :  

i )  Mm:u;lalas are painted on blue backgrounds .  

i i )  The five Buddhas are white, blue, yellow, red and dark green. 

iii) The nimbus of the deities are painted red. 

i v) The halos are painted blue; if the deities themselves are blue, the halo is white or 
dark green. 

v) The scarves and the folds of the dhotis are painted blue. If the deities are blue, 
these features are painted dark green. 

The colour schemes observed on the second and third storeys of the sumtseg in 
Alchi typify the symbolic use of colours in mm:u;lalas .  The five primary colours used 
for the ten mm:u;lalas in the second storey are generally associated with the five Kula 
Buddhas and the five knowledges (jiiiinas) .  The threefold set of white, red and blue 
usually associated with kiiya , viik and citta , respectively .  52 Three mm;ujalas on the 
third storey of the sumtseg have been painted with these three colours, except that the 
gates towards the four directions are painted with the colour appropriate for their 
lineage. The sense behind these two different colour schemes for mm:u;lalas on the top 
two levels  of that stupa might only be understood in dependence on doctrinal 
symbolism. It should be confessed that no comprehensive, universal principle behind 
the colour schemes in the mm:u;lalas of Alchi could be ascertained during my research. 
For example,  no principle behind the colours chosen for the bodies of S ixteen 
Bodhisattvas could be gleaned, because their colours vary from one mm;ujala to 

52 In the process of visualization explained by Lama Zopa (a contemporary spiritual master of 
Tibetan Buddhism), the symbolic association of colours with kiiya, viik and citta has been 
described. Three syllables are visualized on the form of Shakyamuni Buddha: Om in white on 
his forehead, Ah in red on his throat, Hum in blue on his heart. They enter the body of a 
practitioner through his or her forehead, throat and heart. These three syllables signify the 
unsurpassable knowledge of a Buddha' s kiiya, viik and citta. Rays from the three syllables 
entering into the body of the practitioner means that they have received infinite knowledge of 
the Buddha's  kiiya, viik and citta. Cf. Lama Yeshe and Zopa Rinpoche 1 994 ( 1 982):  74-77. 
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another. It seems that the symbolism of colours should be read in any particular context 
in a limited sense, perhaps piece by piece. Nevertheless the fact remains that the primary 
colours are used harmoniously in the ma1J4ala of Alchi, regardless of the riddle of any 
supposed unifying principle of colour schemes .  S ince the present volume concerns 
one ' s  intuitive response to ma1J4alas ,  even the doctrinal interpretation of colour would 
not directly help in understanding exactly how colours work to c reat ing vi sually 
dynamic maiJgalas .  

The use o f  primary colours to express the Ultimate is  a distinctive method that 
conforms to tantric soteriology . It is  distinguished from the artistic method of the Far 
East where the quest for the Universal Principle excluded all primary colours from 
their paintings. The style of landscape painting of the Far East had been institutionalized 
during the Northern Song period (cE 960- 1 1 27) in China, and its philosophy has been 
established in accordance with the religious ideal of New Confucianism in its quest 
for the Universal Principle .  The Universal Principle had been conceived as the 
Absolute Spirit transcendent to all mundane life . Then, in the Yuan period ( CE 1 27 1 -
1 368) ,  the ascetic character became stronger i n  landscape paintings wi thin an 
environment of political seclusion. At this stage of development, the use of colour in 
art fell away, and paintings with bright colours were regarded as a reflection of worldly 
desire, which was vulgar. The Zen drawing of a circle,  which has been compared 
earlier in the book with ma1J4alas ,  is al so associated with such an artistic tradition 
with limited use of colour. The colours in the methodology of these artistic expressions 
are defined to be saf!Isiira (the mundane) or worldly attractions that deprive one of a 
mind clear enough to see Dharma. In the expression of the Highest Truth, saf!Isiira 
finds no place; thus, these colours are surpassed by black ink. In these paintings, colours 
are eschewed in favour of empty white spaces and a few strokes of ink. We see opposite 
forces at play in the Buddhist ma1J4alas ,  in terms of their attitudes towards colours, 
though both ultimately aim at the same goal . 

In the context of Buddhist ma1J4alas ,  colour is  to be interpreted on the basis of a 
different logic: "We cannot see colours without light: that we see colours proves the 
existence of light". In darkness, neither colour nor form is distinct. Thus, distinct colours 
indicate the presence of l ight .  The physical characteri st ics  of colours refresh our 
understanding of them;53 colours are not the properties of objects, but are themselves 
phenomena. Attention to the physical characteri stics of colours subsequently leads 

53 Cf. Maund 2006. 
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one to see colour as a mere illusion, a view which somewhat resembles the negation 
of the Madhyamika phi losophers in denying any phenomenal obj ect  to be an 
independent entity . However, one should keep in mind that they certainly exist at the 
empirical level, and that they are further fully explored in the arts, as seen in mm:ujalas. 
In phenomena, they are perceived due to the interaction between light and object. The 
subsequent wavelength created by the interaction between an obj ect  and the light 
appears in the form of a distinct colour. The unique qualities of an object react in an 
unique way to l ight. Because objects have various degrees of reflectivity and light 
absorption, they appear to have different colours . However, colours are not merely 
il lusions .  While the constructed nature of colour demonstrates the i l lusory nature of 
phenomena, it  shows "the power" that projects such an array of colours despite that 
objects do not physically bear colour within them. At the same time, it  underlines the 
power of cognition that accompanies sensory activi t ies  to make distinct  colours 
discernible. Thus, it may be remarked that "the power that projects and cognizes the 
multiplicity" is implied in the notion of distinct colours . The phenomenon of multiple 
colours is the revelation of such power. The power that functions at the sensory organs 
and produces the cognition of distinct objects or colours represents vaikharl vak in 
the framework of the vak theory . 

In regard to the colours of a mm:u;Lala, one may suppose that the distinct primary 
colours of mm:ujalas are a revelation of the power that projects these colours and 
stimulates our senses to cognize their distinctiveness. As the five colours in ma1Jc}ala 
represent the five kulas ( l ineages) which are the five channels of evolution and 
manifestation, they suggest this very principle of manifestation. From the perspective 
of the theory of vak, creation is characterized by the process of distinction and 
differentiation. It is vaikharl vak that functions as the power of differentiation and 
separation at the level of aparasakti. The fact that the five primary colours are present 
in a ma1Jc}ala implies that the power which brings about differentiation and distinction 
- i .e .  vaikharl vak - is at work. And the fact that we perceive distinct primary colours 
in a ma1Jc}ala signifies that we have encountered the presence of vaikharl vak in tangible 
form . 

The artistic aptitude to create such a wide range of colours and hues in Alchi further 
emphasizes the principle of vaikharl vak. In fact, it is this colour technique that endows 
ma1Jc}alas of Alchi with their great quality of corporeality. Comparing the repainted 
part with the original painting, one notices what role the colours play in generating 
their aesthetic power. Where the design is repainted, not only are the forms crudely 
drawn, but also the colouring has been done in single tones, without any of the delicate 
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hues. The crude execution of the repainting reveals no lively spirit, and thus the colour 
pigments pasted on the wall do not transform into a pratib.i!flba (reflected image) .  In 
contrast, the original colours applied in are shaded and variegated. The delicate shading 
creates the sense of volume and gives weight to the bodies of the deities. In contrast to 
the naturalistic rendition of the bodies of the deities, their dhotis and the ornaments 
are flat in shade, and the halos and nimbus are painted in stark single tones .  These. 
decisions observed in the colour scheme imply the intention towards differentiation : 
the volume of a breast i s  differentiated from that of the hand ; the weight of flesh i s  
different from that of  cloth, and so  on .  Thus ,  the observer encounters the principle of 
distinctiveness and particularity , characteri stic of the realm of phenomena, having 
found its place in the picture of Ultimate Dharma. 

VI.3.6 The Fusion of the Distinct and the Indistinct 

Let us bring together what has been discussed above. First ly ,  the large scale of 
maiJlfalas in Alchi has been seen vital in setting forth the subtle fusion between the 
subject and the object while observed . When the large circle is exhibited before the 
viewer, it encompasses their sight and demands their s�bjective involvement, whic� 
is comparable to the state of identification between the s4bject and the object during 

. l i  

meditative visualization. Secondly,  the geometric principle inherent in maiJlfala has 
been broadly outlined in terms of two constituents: (i) the geometric layout, and (i i) 
the position and pose of the divine body.  In these analyses,  the geometric pri n�iple 
has been primari ly seen as the means to incorporate distinct forms within the non­
distinct whole. Circles and basic geometric shapes build the divine palace in order t� 
accommodate the concrete forms of deities . The deities are positioned in an orderly 
array according to their status ,  and their l imbs are arranged in conformity to the 
geometric foundation . Due to i ts  s trong orientation towards the non-dist inct ,  the 
geometric principles of the ma�Jlfalas of Alchi have been categorized in the present 
book as the gross form ·of madhyama vak. Their indist inct nature and their simple 
forms are comparable to the sound of a drum, which had been referred to as the gross 
form of madhyama vak in the Tantraloka . Next studied was the proficient execution 
of bodies and detai ls  such as scarves, dhotis, j ewelleries and the l ike. The delicate 
curvilinear forms found in their details breathe sensual vitality into the corporeal forms 
of deities whose poses have been structured upon a fixed geometric basis. These distinct 
parts of limbs and ornaments are shown in varying degrees of detail in the ma�Jlfalas 
of Alchi . The incorporation of some ornamentation into a larger unit was exemplified 
in the case of the scarves and dhotis that create the waves through the empty spaces of 
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the nimbus, as if revealing the nature of the Cosmic Mind in the form of vibrations 
(spanda) .  Then, we pondered the s ignificance of the use of primary colours in  
maiJtjalas. The phenomenon of  colour perception has been reflected as  "the power" 
that makes objects appear with distinct characteristics .  The power adheres both in the 
perceived and the perceiver. Having reflected upon the phenomenon of distinct colours 
and our sense perception, we interpreted the presence of primary colours in the 
maiJtjalas as the revelation of vaikhar'i viik, the principle of differentiation, and that 
the subtle execution of colour stands for the accomplished action of vaikhar'i viik. 

The geometric principle represents the cosmic principle, and holds the key to the 
methodology of the maiJt}alas of Alchi, expressing the Essence ( tattvarupa) through 
perceptible forms (pratirupa). In the image-making tradition of India, the geometric 
principles are the means to cause . the Cosmic Mind to pervade through the image of 
the human body . They are not merely symbol ic ,  but  in practice they are the 
compositional principle through which the distinct parts are restored to a harmonious 
whole.  As an artist ic pri nciple ,  geometric forms have express ive quality and 
communicative power due to their innate dynamism. Therefore, they evoke particular 
natures and emotions through which the Essence reveals i tself in distinct forms, and 
through which the distinct forms recal l  the Essence . The nature and emotion that the 
geometric forms evoke are non-discursive and indistinct. Thus, depicting the bodily 
form on the framework of geometric principles signifies the fusion between the distinct 
form and the non-distinct Essence . In Alchi, the intention to integrate distinct forms 
within the fold of the non-distinct whole is explicitly demonstrated in the different 
types of outlining the forms :  whereas the divine forms are more l ightly drawn, the 
geometric layout of maiJt}ala is bold. In the Vajradhatu Mal).�ala in the dukhang i t  is 
c lear that the circles and squares constituting the basic geometric structure are 
accentuated by strong black outl ines,  whereas the figures of the deities are more 
delicately outlined, with thin lines of red or blue. On the other hand, one can see a 
counterbalance of geometric principles in  these accomplished works of art, in the 
curvilinear bodies of deities, in the detailed patterns on dhotis, or delicate ornaments 
- al l  painted wi th every colour at hand . The geometric principle ,  representing 
madhyamii viik, turns the arti stic creations towards the non-distinct whole, while the 
differentiating principle of vaikhar'i viik ful l  and exclusively realizes the separate, 
distinct detail s .  Through vaikhar'i viik, distinct forms are completed. And it is the 
manifestation of these detailed forms and colours that endows the symbolic image of 
maiJt}ala with earthly l ife . On the other hand, it  is the nature of madhyamii viik that 
infuses the d istinct creations with the sense of non-dist inct whole .  Without any 
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connection with the Essence, the distinct parts are lifeless. The mm:u;lalas of Alchi are 
based on two equally prominent principles, of vaikhar"i vak and madhyama vak. Then, 
how do we come to the hypothesis that the maJJ4alas of Alchi are the gross form of 
pasyant'i vak? For that, we need dwell on the actual experience of seeing them. 

Looking at these maJJ4alas, their distinct elements and the non-distinct principles 
are not separate. A lthough madhyama vak and vaikhar"i vak have been examined 
separately in our analyses, they are not isolated from each other in the maJJ4alas, and 
our perception of these two are inseparable. Hindu yantras or Zen drawings of a circle 
may be said to be the gross form of madhyama vak. However, the maJJgalas with 
anthropomorphic forms of divinities are neither the gross form of madhyama vak nor 
that of vaikhar"i vak. In the maJJgalas of Alchi ,  these two princ iples are equal ly  
powerful ,  and they together contribute to  the visual dynamism. In the earlier analyses 
we have observed how the bodily parts are integrated on a geometric basis to the non­
distinct Essence, and how the diverse parts are connected together to express the nature 
of this  Essence. In fact, the madhyama vak and the vaikharl vak brought forth from 
the earlier analyses are the fundamental principles of the creation of form within those 
maJJ4alas .  When these two principles are successful ly made evident in an artistic 
endeavour, together they create a flow, dynamism of vision where the various discrete 
forms are fused into a non-distinct whole yet at the same time with their distinct natures 
themselves also harmoniously finding their place within that whole. Immediately when 
we see the maJJ4alas of Alchi , we are physically included into it. Though our eyes are 
naturally first led to the centre, our vision does not rest on the central figure, but the 
rhythmic repetition of form strikes us .  Layers of circles, squares and triangles, both 
visible and invisible, constantly produce a visibly sensuous rhythm. The divine forms, 
with their strong attachment to the underlying geometric structure, add to the vibrant 
melody through their curvilinear forms .  Colours and forms abound, in various notes, 
meters and stresses . Forms are mixed and melted into one another within the great 
circle of unity. The unity of the whole predominates over the distinct parts, and the 
distinct parts enliven the life of the whole. The distinct forms of vaikharl vak are 
fused with one another and the dynamic interrelations of forms created by virtue of 
madhyama vak re-orientate the forms towards the formless Essence. Thus,  the visual 
fullness of the maJJ4alas in Alchi, representing the gross form of pasyantl vak, echoes 
the sound of a murmuring brook and the music of a string instrument, where each note 
contains the depth of the whole and the whole swirls in the great Void. 



VII . 

Aesthetic Power of the Mandalas of Ale hi 

VII.l Immersion into the Pasyanti vak 

THE primary purpose of a mm:u;lala is to aid in the process of identification between 
the self and the Essence. Herein lies the difference between a mandala and a beautiful 
but mundane object. Beautiful objects, if they encourage attachment which feeds desire, 
obstruct the c larity of the mind and thereby taint the process ing of sensual data 
preventing any direct insight, which in Buddhism is  called pratyak�a . Attachment has 
the tendency of separating subject from object, because it binds both in a rigid pose ; it 
fastens both of them to their phenomenal names and forms, and hampers them from 
the mixing with each other fluidly . Due to the separated condition of subject and object, 
the process of identification does not occur, and one ' s  perception is occupied by names, 
categories and judgements. On the contrary, mm:u;lalas are intended for the practice of 
identification, which re-orientates the duali stic relationship between the subject and 
the obj ect .  In rel igious practice,  the maf}gala opens the path of self-identification 
between the practitioner and the divinity, causing the Essence to resume its circulating 
throughout the body of the practitioner. In an aesthetic context, its pasyanti form 
accommodates the immersion of the viewer into the Essence and leads to the state of 
tanmayibhuti, identification with the Essence. The Vastusutra Upani�ad confirms the 
potentiality of the visual forms,  leading to union with the Divine. 

As by sacrificial offerings rain is produced, thus by a harmonious form the mood of 
meditation is induced. As from rain food is produced thus from meditation arises absorption. 
By absorption men become divinized. As from food the life arises, thus from the state of 
absorption they experience union with That. The mind becomes steady . 1 

1 Cf. VSU 11.22 comm., tr. Boner, Sarma and Baumer 2000: 64, Sanskrit text p. 1 69: 
yathii "hutyii VNfirbhavati tathii rupasaubhagiid dhyiinabhiiva� samprati�·thate 
yathii parjanyiidannaf!1 sambhavati tathii dhyiiniillaya upajiiyate I 
layiinmanujii divyii hhavanti I 
yathii 'nniit prii�w� saficarati tathii layiittadbhiiva manubhavanti, mano ni.kalaf!1 hhavati 
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Here, the reference to "the harmonious form" is  especially significant in the present 
context, because it is  one of the primary characteri stics of the gross form (sthula) of 
pasyant"i viik. Thus ,  the ma!Jljala ,  which has been devised to nurture the state of 
identification and immersion, had to be shaped in the harmonious form of sthula-pasyant"i. 

The aesthetic experience of the pasyanti form of a ma!Jljala depends on both the 
subject and the object of the experience. If the visual aspect of a ma!Jljala is seen only 
through the physical eyes, and if their colours and forms are not relished through their 
greater unity, they remain at the level of vaikharl. Without the process of immersi ng 
the self into the visual object, the ma!Jljala ' s  pasyant"i form cannot be perceived, because 
pasyant"i is characterized by the awareness of both the unity and every distinct part. 
Without the internal state of immersion, the synthetic insight cannot come into play.  
Therefore, when we say that the ma!Jljala is a gross form of pasyant"i viik, this speaks 
of its visual potentiality , fulfi l led only through its dependence on the viewer. The 
experience of the pasyanti form of a ma!Jljala depends not only on the viewer but also 
on the artistic standard of its execution. I would say that not every ma�1ljala exemplifies 
the gross form of pa.�yant"i; and the above discussion on the pasyant"i form of ma!Jljala 
has focused on the examples of Alchi . It is comparable to the fact that not every series 
of musical notes represents sthula -pasyantl. When a series of musical notes is not 
skilfully performed, it cannot be said to be a gross form of pasyant"i merely because 
the composition has the potentiality to represent pasyantl viik. Likewise, it is obvious 
that different ma!Jljalas are of different qualities ,  though shari ng a common theme . 
Artistic skill has an invaluable part to play in bringing forth the powerful harmony of 
sthula-pa.�yantl. Here, the arti sts should be both technically trai ned as well  as 
acquainted with that which they express - i .e .  "the Essence". If we compare the artistic 
requirement for a ma!Jljala with the case of the Zen drawing of a circle, the difference 
is clear. In the latter case, no artistic trai ning is necessary , whereas one should be 
spiritually trained so as to invoke power into one ' s  work. 

The discourse on the aesthetic power of sthula-pasyant"i mentioned in T}\2 may be 
considered in relation to the question of how ma!Jljalas appeal to the heart of people 
beyond their doctrinal content or associ ated meanings .  While explaining about the 
gross form of pasyanti, Abhinavagupta states in TA that he who is immersed in the 
form of niida instantly experiences the state of tanmayibhuti ( identification) because 
of its closeness to saf!Zvid (Divine Consciousness) . '  It is sign ificant that the aesthetic 

2 TA III .238b (vol . II: 579):  avibhagaikarupatvaf!I madhurya/?IJaktirucyate I I  

3 TA 111.239b-240a (vol .  II :  579): 
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quality of pasyantl vak has been grounded on the basis  of saf!Zvid. Samvid (Divine 
Consciousness )  may be understood as co-equivalent to other terms such as 
Mahavai rocana or S arvavid,  al l  of which are ult imately Dharmadhatu . When the 
discourse on the aestheti c  power of sthula-pasyantz is appl ied to the mat:ufalas of 
Alchi, we come to the conclusion that when we are immersed in the pasyantl form of 
ma!Jrfalas ,  we experience the state of tanmayzbhuti because of the ma!Jrfala s '  
resemblance to saf!Zvid. The supposition that the aesthetic power o f  these ma!Jrfalas 
originates from their closeness to saf!Zvid i s  consistent with the realization brought by 
our prel iminary studies on the Buddhist  scriptures :  ma!Jrfalas appeal to the heart of 
people even without any discursive knowledge about them because they resemble the 
Ultimate Dharma (dharmadhatu ) ,  and so they are understood on a non-discursive 
level by the viewer. 

VII.2 Aesthetic Viewing of Mal}\falas 

Consequently, a basic synthes is  can be formulated:  artist ically executed ma!Jrfalas 
are the reflection (pratibimba) of the Divine Consciousness (saf!Zvid) , the Ultimate 
Dharma (dharmadhatu) and the Perfect Enl ightenment (saf!Zbodhi) .  B y  taking the 
pasyantz form that resembles saf!Zvid, ma!Jrfalas embrace the v iewer, allowing them 
to merge into the v i sual form of Consciousness .  In the rel ig ious  pract ices of 
v i sual ization or meditat ion ,  formless  Consciousness is experienced internally .  
However, it takes a visible form by  means of  the arts - in other words, Paravak, the 
source of expression, expresses Herself directly through the act of arts in the pasyantl 
form of a ma!Jrfala .  Here , art may be compared to recollect ion (smara!Ja) and 
meditation (samadhana) in the sense that its integrating act approaches pasyantz vak. 
The aesthetic dimension of the ma!Jrfala differs from its spiritual experience during 
the practice of v isualization in the matter of the externalization of the Essence. A 
difference also lies in how this visual element i s  processed. The religious practice of 
vi sualizing a ma!Jrfala involves its conceptual construction , and symbolic ideas are 
imposed upon the figures . The rel igious practi tioner should learn the connotations 
and i nterpretations of what they v isual ize .  For them, an external ma!Jtfala i s  
meaningless without studying every detail . In the process of  v i sualization , i l lusory 
images are deliberately constructed, and the practitioner i s  actively engaged in the act 
of imagination. On the contrary, when the ma!Jrfala is the object of an aesthetic viewing, 
it is free from doctrinal conceptions, and our eyes can see it with a purer vision. In that 

� tadasyiif!l nadariipayiif!l Saf!1Vitsavidhavrttita� I I  
sajatyantarma[ ttanma}ylbhutirjhagityevopalabhyate I 
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sense, the aesthetic observation of a mm:u;lala is related to the philosophy of pratyak�a 
(direct insight) . Pratyak�a has been recognized in Buddhist logic as the primary means 
of true knowledge, which may have contributed to the growing importance of visual 
representations as a soteriological vehicle in Mahayana Buddhism. Particularly with 
the development of tantric soteriology,  i t  poss ibly could have helped form the 
philosophical foundation for the elaborate v isual creations of mm:u;lalas.  

VII.2.1 Pratyak�a 

Pratyak�a, direct insight,  i s  free from thought constructs ( vikalpa) .  It means "pure 
seeing" that brings true knowledge without the involvement of any discriminative 
acts, like judgement or naming. For a definition of pratyak�a, the first chapter of the 
Prama!Jasamuccaya by Dignaga provides wi th invaluable references . 4  In this text, 
pratyak�a is defined as "free from mental or conceptual construction (kalpana)", 5 and 
kalpana here means the act of associating (yojana) an object with names or assigning 
any verbal designations .6  Also, i t  is stated: 

That which is devoid of such conceptual construction is called pratyak�a.7 

In Dignaga ' s definit ion of pratyak�a,  it i s  i t s  nirvikalpa (devoid of mental 
constructions) aspect that has been pre-eminently placed. The practice of visualization, 
though said to lead one to the realization of the True Dharma, is distinguished from 
the method of pratyak�a in terms of dealing with one' s  approach to thought construction 
(kalpana) .  If pratyak�a is the method of "the non-discursive observation of citta", the 
practice of visualization allows one to see citta by means of discursive construction, 
supported by the sense-vijfianas and by manas . On the other hand, the aesthetic 
appreciation of a ma!Jt;/ala i s  close to pratyak�a because i t  i s  devoid of the discursive 
function of manas. 

The direct perception of certain images has been recognized in  the B uddhist  

4 The chapter of the text concerning pratyak�a consists of an argument for the characteristics of 
pratyak�a and the discussion on the nature of the two aspects of cognition - the subject and 
the object. 

5 PS 1 .3, tr. Hattori 1 968: 25 . 

6 Ibid . :  cf. Dviidasiira-Nayacakra of Mallavadin (ed. together with ' Nyayagamanusari�:ti 
Nayacakravrtti of Sil!lhasiiil' by Muni Jambuvijaya. Sri Atmanand Jain Granthamala no. 92, 
Bhavnagar, 1 966: 59 .2-60. 1 ) : atha ka kalpanii niima-jiiti-gutJa-kriyii-dravya-svarupiipanna­
vastv-antara-nirupa!JiinusmaratJa-vikalpanii (cf. Hattori 1 968 :  83) .  

7 PS 1 .30 :  yatrai�ii kalpanii niisti tat pratyak�a'!l ( cf. Hattori 1 968: 86). 
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tradition • t0 · lead one to a synthetic awareness .  This  is demonstrated by the legendary 
story · about the first portrait of the Buddha. When Bimbisara sent the portrait of the 
Buddha to · his dharma companion, Utrayana, "he merely glanced at thi s portrai t and 
had an intuitive understanding of reality". 8 Another story related to this portrait of the 
Buddha als(Vlli.entions that merely seeing the portrait of the Buddha induced a profound 
experience .9 To · speak more specifically about mw:ujala, Buddhaguhya writes that the 
v isual form of a mw:ujala leads the mind to be identified with the Divine Essence. 
B uddhaguhya'  s reference seems to make particular reference to the pasyantl nature 
of the graphic; mw:u;lala : ' ,. • ;  

, ,  
Your mi�d is gr�sp�d i� 'perceptual, image of ma!Jljala, if it becomes one-pointed without 
shifting froin \hat, fuen the mind i� definitely contented, and you should know that the mind 
which has becorlie t'ontented

. 
in

' 
that manner is the abode of the mantras, that is, the heart. 1 0  

This  implies ·that the pra tibimba mat:u!ala is not separated from the tattvarupa or 
svabhava-mat:ujala ,  and therefore the absorption into pratibimba causes the mind to 
be permeated by the Divine Essence. The supposition that "one ' s  immersion into the 
perceptual image of mw:ujala causes the mind ' s  permeation by the Divine Essence" 
affirms the association of the aesthetic observation of a ma�Jlj.ala with pratyak�a. 

Vll. 2.2 Pariiviik and Pratyak�a 

Though the term pratyak�a certainly emphasizes the role of the senses, there are other 
types of pratyak�a than only that perception which i s  based on the sense-organs. 
Dignaga refers to a mental perception (manasaf!l saf!Zvitti) as pratyak�a :  despite that 
it is not dependent on any sense-organ, it is taken to be pratyak�a. as it is free from 
kalpana . 1 1  Two kinds of mental perceptions are given;  that of external objects ,  and 
that of the self-awareness (svasaf!Zvitti) of the internal state . 12 While the conceptual 

8 Gega Lama 1 983,  vol. 1 :  42. 

9 Gega Lama 1 983,  vol. 1 :  42. 
10  MVT VI. 1 03 comm., tr. Hodge 2003 : 203 .  
I I  Cf. PS 1 .6. 
1 2  Ibid. According to the Vrtti, the former means the inner perception that cognizes the sense 

perception free from conceptual construction, and the latter means the inner perception of 
internal states such as desire, anger, pleasure or pain, etc. The Vrtti of PS 1 .6 says, "The mental 
perception which, taking a thing of colour, etc . ,  for its object occurs in the form of immediate 
experience (anubhava)  i s  also free from conceptual construction.  The self-awareness 
(svasarrtvedana) of desire, anger, ignorance, pleasure, pain, etc . ,  is [also recognized as] mental 
perception because it is not dependent on any sense-organ" (Tr. Hattori 1 968:  27). 
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construction i s  kalpana,  the non-conceptual awareness ( svasaf!Ivid) , the pure 
perception of conceptual construction (kalpanii-jfiiina) ,  i s  a pratyak�a . In addition, 
the "yogin ' s  intuition, which is not assoc iated (avyavak"ir!Ja) with any conceptual 
construction of the iigama and apprehends only a thing in itself" also exemplifies the 
pratyak�w . 1 3 Knowing that there are types of pratyak�a which are not based on any 
sense-organ, one understands that the pratyak�a cannot be confined to immediate 
sense perception. Pratyak�a is primarily the direct perception of real ity in the nature 
of nirvikalpa, which is non-discursive and non-distinct. The English translation of the 
term as a "direct  sense perception" can cause misunderstanding ,  because sense 
perception is ordinar i ly characteri zed by its tendency towards discrimination and 
distinction, which is the opposite of pratyak�a . The essential di scourse of the theory 
of pratyak�a l ies  not i n  "the senses" but in the "pure s ight", cons is tent with the 
penetrating concept of darsana in Indian traditions . The verbal root of the term dar§ana 
(-)drs) means "to see" as much as does the root ,)pas, from which the term pasyanti i s  
derived. Thus, the notions of  pratyak�a and pa.�yanti conjoin within the Indian tradition 
of darsana. In its meaning of "visionary", pasyanti is the level of cognition in which 
the seers comprehend real i ty and "the Real" with their i ntuitive v is ion .  The same 
emphasis on one ' s  direct perception of the real i ty is essential to the phi losophy of 
pratyak�a . Furthermore, the etymology of pratyak�a given by Dignaga reveals another 
important facet of pratyak�a that coincides with pasyanti viik: 

Because ak�a (the sense-organ) is the specific cause (asadharat:ta-hetu) ,  it is called 
pratyak�a (literally "belonging to each sense-organ"), not prativi�aya (literally "belonging 
to each object") . 1 � 

It is significant that the term opposite to ak.�a has been said to be vi�aya (the object of 
the sense). If the object has been used as the antonym of ak�a, ak�a implies the subject. 
Ak�a has been translated in the above passage as "the sense-organ", and pratyak�a as 
"belonging to each sense-organ". Yet, ak�a is also translated as "sensual perception", 
and pratyak�a into "before the eyes", "direct" or "vis ible" . 1 5  The consideration of 
alternative translations and of the different types of pratyak.�a underlines its adherence 
to subjectivity ; pratyak�a connotes "direct i nsight" rather than "sense perception". 
These two characteri stics of insight and subjectivity remind one of the etymological 

1 3 Cf. PS 1 . 6 and Vrtti: yoginam apy agama-v ikalpavya vakirt:tam artha-matradar§anarrt 
pratyak�am, tr . Hattori 1 968 : 27. 

1� Vrtti of PS in between 1 .3 and 1 .4, tr. Hattori 1 968: 26. 

15 Cf. Monier-Will iams 1 872: 3. 
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description of pasyant'i viik given in Jayaratha' s commentary to TA : it is called pasyant'i 
(seeing or visionary) ,  "since she is a form of the Subject who sees (dra�!r)". 1 6 

The prevalence of the l ight  of cit (Consciousness)  and the absence of 
viicyaviicakakrama (the process of what is  expressed and what expresses) in pasyanti­
viik also coincide with the nature of pratyak�a. When the matpjala is defined as the 
gross form of pasyanti, aesthetic immersion into the mm:ufala is more convincingly 
understood as pratyak�a due to the pariimarsa nature (synthetic awareness) of pasyant'i 
viik, and due to its closeness to sarrzvid (Divine Consciousness). If one wants to affirm 
the spirituality of the visual elements of a matpjala in a philosophical context, one 
need look at the relat ionship between the doctrine of viik and the phi losophy of 
pratyak�a . We see the influence of the philosophy of pratyak�a in Abhinavagupta' s  
philosophy of pratyabhijiiii (re-cognition) ,  fundamental to the doctrine of the four 
levels of viik. 1 7  As we have seen in the notions of Sunya, Dharmakiiya, Alayavijiiiina 
and Tathiigatagarbha , Mahayana Buddhism has conceived the Ultimate as having 
the nature of nirvikalpa . As the system of eight vijiiiinas demonstrates, the six sense­
vijiiiinas construct the dualistic discrimination (vikalpa) of objects, and these vikalpas 
obstruct the view of the Ultimate . As the philosophy of pratyak�a focuses on the 
discussion on the relation between the nirvikalpa (without thought construction) and 
the savikalpa (with thought construction), the doctrine of viik primarily deals with the 
relation between the non-discursive Whole and the discursive multiple forms.  Broadly, 
the doctrine of viik is reminiscent of the idea of attaining pratyak�a free from 
viicyaviicaka bhiivanii (the principle of the expression and the expressed, or the subject 
and the object) in  that the nirvikalpa awareness of Pariiviik is reached by means of 
overcoming the viicyaviicaka bhiivanii of vaikhari viik. Pariiviik can be compared to 
the state which i s  manifested in pratyak�a,  with i ts  characterist ics of "nirvikalpa 

cognition" . In both cases,  the element of pure sight predominates, and no distinct 
conception of an object exists. The nirvikalpa cognition is  inexpressible in discursive 
words. 18 The key point that true knowledge is  defined to be "nirvikalpa free from the 

16 Jayaratha's  comm. on TA 111.236 (vol. II: 577), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 70-7 1 .  
17 Cf. Padoux 1 992: 1 80: "One knows that the thought of such authors as Abhinavagupta was 

strongly influenced by Buddhist logic. For Abhinavagupta, for instance, dualistic thought 
(vikalpa) is a mental construct which follows and is based upon an initial moment of thought 
devoid of all thought construction (nirvikalpa), which is pure thought, direct perception 
(pratyak�a) of the supreme reality." 

1 8  In PS 1.5, it is given: "A thing possessing many properties cannot be cognized in all .its aspects 
by the sense. The object of the sense is the form (rupam) which is to be cognized [simply] as 
it is (svasaf!lvedya) and which is inexpressible (anirde§yaf!l)." (Tr. Hattori 1 968: 27). 
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bondage of viicyaviicaka" is the same in both paradigms . There are technical 
differences between these two concepts, however, regarding (i) the relation between 
nirvikalpa and savikalpa ;  19 ( i i )  the nature of viicyaviicaka bhiivanii; 20 and ( i i i )  the 
evaluation of viicyaviicaka bhiivanii . 2 1  S ince the point of thi s  work is not to dwell 

19 In Santarak�ita's  definition, kalpanii i s  the "apprehension" associated with an expression 
(abhiliipini pratlti�) (cf. TS 1 2 1 3 , tr. Funayama 1 992: 6 1 ) . Free from kalpanii, pratyak�a is 
"essentially not a cause of verbal expression, etc. (kfptihetutviidyiitmikiina tu)". (TS 1 2 1 3 , tr. 
Funayama 1 992: 62.) Here, we find a description of the nirvikalpa state contrary to what is 
explained in the doctrine of viik. In the doctrine of viik, the nirvikalpa state is the existential basis 
for savikalpa states. The problem of whether nirvikalpa state is the basis of the act of kalpanii or 
if it is separate from it is related to the discussion of whether the conceptual construction occurs 
simultaneously with the sense perception ( indriyavijfiiina) or afterwards. The logicians of 
Vijii.anavada Buddhism argue for the simultaneous occurrence of sense perception and conception: 
"[sense cognition] is thus directly experienced in co-existence with a conceptual mental cognition 
(vikalpakamanojfiiina). Therefore, it is evident that sense-perception is devoid of conception" 
(TS 1 245, tr. Funayama 1 992: 97). The simultaneity of indriyavijniina and manovijfiiina is the 
logical basis of why the former is devoid of the latter, and therefore fulfils the condition to be 
pratyak�a. That they occur sequentially means that the former contains the element of the latter, 
and therefore cannot be pratyak�a. In the concept of pratyak�a, nirvikalpa occurs simultaneously 
with savikalpa, therefore is not associated with the latter; while the former leads one to the right 
knowledge and pleasure, the latter is the cause of ignorance and pain. 

In contrast, the doctrine of viik emphasizes that the principle that relates the viicya to the 
viicaka (viicyaviicaka bhiivanii) exists also in Pariiviik, though hidden (saf!lhrtarupa) . In the 
Pratyabhijfia philosophy of Trika Saivism, the difference between nirvikalpa and savikalpa is 
merely based on the matter of which form the principle of expression (Sabdabhiivanii) takes. 
(Cf. lPK 1 .5 . 1 9 ; lPVV, vol. II: 239-40; Torella 200 1 :  872.) 

20 They share the view that the viicyaviicaka bhiivanii is the cause of bondage. However, the 
question about the essential nature of viicyaviicaka bhiivanii is interpreted in different ways in 
these two doctrines, depending on their views on the relation between nirvikalpa and savikalpa. 
In the doctrine of viik, though viicyaviicaka bhiivanii functions at the vaikhari level, it is in its 
essence the manifestation of the Ultimate, and it inheres fundamentally within Pariiviik. On 
the contrary, in the theory of pratyak�a, viicyaviicaka bhiivanii is not at all associated with 
nirvikalpa, and it inheres only in the field of savikalpa. 

21 The problem of how the viicyaviicaka bhiivanii is dealt with is also seen in their understanding 
of the relationship between nirvikalpa and savikalpa. In the doctrine of viik, both viicya and 
viicaka would be re-absorbed to the original state of Pariiviik through the pariiparii (or 
nirvikalpa-savikalpa) levels of madhyamii and pasyanti, whereas viicyaviicaka bhiivanii is 
declared to be false in the theory of pratyak�a. We see in the philosophy of pratyak�a the 
rejection of the validity of viicyaviicaka bhiivanii for attaining the right knowledge: "Hence, it 
is maintained that a signifier-signified relation (viicyaviicaka) is only a falsely imputed thing". 
(TS 1 26 1 ,  tr. Funayama 1 992: 1 1  0) 
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upon these details ,  we shall curtail the discussion by ascribing the differences to the 
fact that pratyak�a denotes a direct insight, which is an act or a means to Supreme 
Knowledge, whereas Paravak indicates the supreme state of pure consciousness .  The 
theory of pratyak�a describes the nirvikalpa of pure cognition, whereas the doctrine 
of vak describes the nirvikalpa of the Paravak state . It  will be more precise to place 
pratyak�a as co-equivalent to pratyavamar§a (or vimarsa) - i . e .  the non-discursive 
cognition of Paravak - rather than to Paravak itself. 

Pratyavamarsa , described in lPV i s  analogous to the pratyak�a : 

Pratyavamarsa is "sounding forth" by nature that expresses internal ly (antarabhiliip­
iitmakasabdanasvabhiiva�) .  This sabdana (sounding forth) indeed has nothing to do with 
the "conventional" (sanketanirapek�am) .  The uninterrupted camatkiira (avicchinna­
camatkiiriitmaka) that is seen as an internal nod of the head gives life to the letters a, etc. that 
is the conventional sound on the plane of miiyii (akiiriidimiiylyasiinketikasabda), for she is 
the basis of the awareness of fragmented objects (pratyavamarsiintarbhittibhutatviit)Y 

The pratyavamar§a i s  seen here as "not assoc iated with any conventional", which 
reminds us of pratyak�a that is defined as pure cognition separate from conventional 
language. 23 It is the camatkara aspect of Paravak that comes into contact with the 
conventional. Despite being the origin of every cognition, the pratyavamarsa aspect 
of Paravak transcends all fragmented cognition based on convention.  In the lPK, 
Utpaladeva may have had pratyak�a in his mind when he wrote : 

Even at the moment of the direct perception (siik.yiitkiirak�·at}e pi) there is a reflective 
awareness ( vimarsa� ) . 24 

As the author ' s  vrtti clarifies,  the vimar§a here IS "the pratyavamar§a of the object 
(arthapratyavamar.Sa�) in a subtle form"Y 

If  pratyak�a can be  compared to pratyavamarsa or  vimarsa, the .�abdana nature of 
the latter may also be found in the former. Ascribing sabdana - the principle of 

22 iPV I ,  5 ,  1 3  (vol. 1 :  252-54 ), tr. Padoux 1 992: 1 75-76 with emendation. 

23 "The object free from verbal convention is not connected with a word (.sabdena yojyate) and 
there is no conception (vikalpa) which is beyond the connection with a word (sabdayojana)." 
It is so because the word involves the fault of over-extension (atiprasanga) .  (Cf. TS 1 260, 
Kamalasila's comm.,  tr. Funayama 1 992: I l l ) Sabdayojana means niimajiityiidiyojanii, which 
is the definition of conception by Dignaga. Also cf. TS 1 257-58, tr. Funayama 1992: 1 08 .  

24 iPK 1 .5 . 1 9, tr. Torella 2002: 1 25 .  

2' Cf. Ibid. 
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expression or the nature of "sounding forth" - to pratyak�a does not contradict the 
theory of pratyak�a.  When it is stated that there is no cognition of any object  in 
pratyak�a, the "object" here means "a causal basis  (nibandhana) that is qualified by 
qualifiers (vise�al}avisi�fiirthagrahm;af!l) for ascertain ing a given conceptuality 
(savikalpakabhava)". 26 "No cognition of an object" in pratyak�a clearly indicates the 
absence of any foundation that might cause discursive thought or discrete form. In the 
lPVV, Abhinavagupta explains about sabdhana in respect to the state of nirvikalpa. 
He say s that the sabdabhavana (the pri nciple of express ion)  subsists  within the 
nirvikalpa state in a contracted form, and it expands in the savikalpa stateY The 
sabdana nature of pratyak�a is implied in Anandhavardhana ' s  statement in the 
Dhvanyaloka , where dhvani  has been compared to pratyak�a : 

We may let our definition of dhvani stand just as the definition of pratyak�a stands in 
Buddhist doctrine.28 

Dhvani in DhA denotes more than "a sound" or "the primeval sound". It signifies the 
true Subject (atma) of the poetry that invokes the Essence with suggestive power 
(vyaiijakatva) .  The reference to the Buddhist pratyak�a in relation to dhvani on the one 
hand confirms the relati onship between pratyak�a and pratyavamarfa ( the non­
discursive cognition of Paravak), and on the other hand it discloses the sabdana nature 
of pratyak�a . Above all ,  as observed earlier in the quotation from MVT (VI. l 9-20) it  
was seen that Vairocana ' s  state of samadhi emanated the primeval sound, from which 
arose first the four modes of A and then every subsequent conventional sound - that 
which makes th ings known. Vairocana ' s  deep samadhi would simply be in the state 
of nirvikalpa, and it is not different from pratyak�a, as yogic insight is also thought to 
be pratyak�a. The Ultimate Dharma conceived in the form of sound - as, for example, 
Sarvatathagata or Dharmadhatu-V agisvara - reaffirms the sabdana nature of 
pratyak�a. Furthermore, as pratyak�a is the cognition of Prajiia or the cognitive state 
of Prajiia (which is beyond rational discursive level of knowledge ) ,  it is more 
reasonably conceived of having the germ of activity or expression (sabdana) within, 

26 TS 1 257-8, tr. Funayama 1 992: 1 08 .  
27 Cf. lP VV 1 . 5 . 1 9 , p .  240 : SQf!1V[tii h i  sabdabhii vanii prasii ritiif!1sabdabhiivaniif!1-

vividhakalpaniiriipiim apek�ya tathabhiitavaividhyakaplaniivaikalyiit nirvikalpety ucyate. See 
Tore II a 200 1 :  872. The term sabdabhiivanii is a penetrating principle also in the philosophy of 
Bhartrhari, which seem to have developed to the concept of Pariiviik by the PratyabhijfHi 
philosophers. 

28 DhA III.47, author's vrtti, tr. Ingalls et al. 1990: 672. 
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since Prajfiii i s  associated with creative inspiration (pratibhii) and considered to be 
that which spontaneously brings forth every expression and action.29 

Mm:uJalas are not merely the foundation of the practice of v i sualization .  The 
philosophy of pratyak�a urges us to recognize the visual aspect of a matJcJala in its 
own right and to evaluate the aesthetic immersion in  respect of its own spirituality . 
Abhinavagupta maintained the aesthetic savour ( rasanii, carvaf}ii, iisviida, bhoga) to 
be one of the types of perception (prat'itiJ:t)30 and affirmed that aesthetic perception is 
different from discerning any denotation or interpretation . 3 1  It may be said that the 
aesthetic observation of matJcJala has a spiritual value even without involving any 
doctrinal interpretation. They are themselves replete with significant images, and an 
aesthetic immersion into these forms is akin to pratyak�a. The accord between the 
aesthetic immersion i nto a matJcJala and the pratyak�a throws  l ight on the innate 
spiri tuality of the visual components of the matJcJala . 

29 In Abhinavagupta 's  definition of pratibhii, we see a direct association of prajfiii with the 
creative inspiration: "Pratibhii is a prajfiii capable of creating new things" (DhAL 1 .6, tr. 
Ingalls et al. 1 990: 1 20). In Mahayana Buddhism prajfiii is inseparable from karut;ii, which 
spontaneously produces the expressions or the actions . 

30 Traditional categories of perceptions counted by Abhinavagupta in  DhAL 11.4 are sensory 
(priityak�iki), inferential (iinumiiniki), verbal (iigamotthii), intuitional (pratibhiinakrtii) and 
yogic (yogipratyak�jii) perception. 

31 Cf. DhAL II.4, tr. Ingalls et al . 1 990: 224, Sanskrit text p. 84. 



Conclusion 

MAf:IPALAS are the reflective images of the formless Essence, which may be called 
Dharmadhatu, Sunya or Bodhicitta within the paradigm of the symbolic language of 
Buddhism. What mm:u!alas ultimately represent is  the formless Essence . The main 
task of the present work was to explain in what way the perceptual forms of mm:u!alas 
resemble the formless Sunya . The subtle levels between the formless origin and the 
perceptible forms have been articulated in the vocabulary of sound in the spiritual 
traditions of India; therefore, the philosophy of vak has been chosen in  the present 
volume to study the relationship between the tangible mm:u!alas and their formless 
origin.  The doctrine of four levels of vak introduces the paradigm of transformation 
that confers the means by which phenomenal objects are truly none other than a form 
of the Ultimate. Here, the Buddhist mm:u!alas of Alchi are suggested to be the physical 
manifestation of pasyant'i vak, which lays the ground to explain how mar:u!alas resemble 
Sunya . Their resemblance to Sunya is ascertained on the basis that pasyanfi vak i s  
c lose to Saf!Lvid and to Paravak. 

The Buddhist mm:ufalas of Alchi have been developed according to certain visual 
principles by means of which they attain the harmonious melody of pasyanfi vak. 
However, the application of such visual principles does not promise any success in  
drawing out pasyanti via  a maiJfjala. Without the heart and skill of  an artist, the visual 
guidelines remain mere potential, and without any immersion on the side of viewer, 
even a properly-made efficacious maiJfjala cannot convey the subtle sound of pasyanti 
vak. I have attempted to illustrate the pasyanfi form of maiJfjalas by analysing their 
visual principles. Although I have introduced certain elements as factors that constitute 
the pasyanfi form of a maiJfjala , it should be confessed that the flowing music of 
pasyanfi vak i s  not merely the total sum of these v i sual characteri sti c s .  This 
retrospection may remind us  of certain discussions i n  Indian aesthetics about the 
relationship between aesthetic essence (rasa) and its constituents - vibhava, anubhava, 
vyabhicaribhava, sthayibhava - asking "where does rasa come from?", or "is rasa 
merely the sum of the four constituents?" As for the question, "then what brings forth 
the pasyant'i form of a maiJfjala?" we need to turn our attention to an important teaching 
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of the doctrine of viik: various levels of viik adhere to Pariiviik. Pariiviik - comparable 
to the dynamic face of the Buddhist concept of Sunya - i s  pratibhii, the incessant 
source of inspiration for artistic creation. The visual principles observed in the pasyanti 
form of Alchi  ma!Jtjalas are the channel through which the Ultimate Dharma i s  
revealed, and  through which  one ' s  v i s ion leads the se l f  to  the Ultimate Dharma. 
However, those ma!Jtjalas which merely imitate the visual codes without taking in the 
vibrating inspiration of Pariiviik, these have no power to appeal to the heart. It is  
comparable to the statement that mantras have no effect if they are not empowered by 
the heart . Thus ,  the vi sual elements that have been introduced during our analysis 
should be especially viewed in their relation to the "Essence" to explain the pasyanti 
form of ma!Jtjala. When the graphic ma!Jtjala imparts pasyanti derived from the direct 
inspiration of Pariiviik, the viicya and viicaka aspects of the ma!Jtjala are identified, 
and the ma!Jtjala becomes in truth the abode of the Ultimate Dharma, just as Tantras 
affirm.  

Through their logical language, the Buddhist texts describe and attempt to prove 
the real nature of Sunya . These logical languages appeal to the human brain and help 
to have the proper understanding of Sunya . However, does the language of logic help 
in experiencing it? As is asserted in the Tantriiloka, the harshness of ordinary language 
does not help us to identify ourselves with the object of speech. Even when revealed 
through logical language, Sunya remains in the realm of the object, unless it is relished. 
Meditation overcomes the separation of subject and object, and demonstrates a way 
in which Sunya is experienced; the ma!Jtjala-based practice of vi sualization certainly 
represents a way of experiencing Sunya. Yet it is not the only way to experience Sunya 
through a ma!Jtjala . Whereas Sunya remains in the internal space in the practice of 
visualization, it is revealed in the physical form of a ma!Jtjala . We need to recognize 
the aesthetic apprec iation of a ma!Jtjala to be another way of approaching Sunya, 
distinguished from visualization practice; the ma!Jtjala has a spiritual value even apart 
from its rel igious context. 

In the ma!Jtjalas of Alchi we have seen how diverse postures, attributes and colours 
as wel l  as geometric elements have been required to c reate the v isual dhvani 
(resonance) that invokes Sunya. The pasyanti nature of the ma!Jtjala, in its resemblance 
to niida or the murmur of a brook, instantly touches the heart of the viewer and absorbs 
them into an otherworldly realm. Sunya is what the ma!Jtjala expresses, and its visual 
forms are the sound which calls upon Sunya . In the pasyanti manifestation, the ultimate 
meaning of the ma!Jtjala i s  identified with its external form. Through the arts that 
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create that pasyanti form, the ultimate meaning is  experienced in  a reflective form, 
and meaning and form melt together to become the non-distinct Whole.  The non­
differentiation between the meaning and the words in the pasyant"i viik of a mm:ujala 
explains why mm:ujalas are distinguished from ordinary images ,  and why they are 
used in the religious practices in attempt to identify oneself with Sunya . 

We often come across a certai n prejudice among modern scholars , viewing the 
ancient religious arts without any regard for individuality or creativity . They stress 
the precise rules that had to be observed in  the traditional way of representing the 
Divine. This idea finds its root in the modern assumption that individual creativity 
always clashes with tradition, and that following a tradition denotes the suppression 
of the individual . However, we often see that the same mm:u;lala design might be of 
variable aesthetic standards .  The difference in our aesthetic responses to them has to 
be more than the variation of personal j udgements based on l iking or dis l iking i t .  
There is  certainly a factor of individuality in  the creative process of mm:u;lalas that 
allows for this range of aesthetic standards. We should re-examine whether our concept 
of creativity is not confined to the matter of "a new shape" or "a new composition" . 
The mat}f;ialas of Alchi lay in front of us another perspective to see creativity : creativity 
is the ability to directly communicate with the creative source, which according to 
Trika Saivism is identical with Pratibhii, Pariiviik, Citi, Sakti and Vimarsa , and is at 
times symbolized as the Feminine Absolute (Devi) . Here, creativity manifests this 
Source through the enlivening energy of that very Source, thus bringing together the 
meaning and the expression. They demonstrate the successful arts that re-present the 
deepest level of the Universal Mind in a tangible form. It is the artis t ' s  creativity that 
allows the subtle pasyant"i viik to be unfolded within the corporeal form of a mat}f;iala, 
and at the same time that artist ' s creativity is the very revelation of the dynamics of 
Pariiviik. In the mat}f;ialas of Alchi , the artist 's  creativity is affirmed in their ability to 
evoke the presence of Sunya and to generate its dynamic power through established 
forms - rather than blithely introducing new shapes. Not only does the pasyant"i form 
of a mat}f;iala resembles the Universal Mind, but also the very arts that brought forth 
such forms mirror the Universal Mind, Sunya . 
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