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CHAPTER ONE 

Seeking the Traces 
of Sky-Dancers 

ANYONE WHO READS a Tantric text or enters a Tantric temple immedi­
ately encounters a dazzling array of striking female imagery. One dis­
covers a pantheon of female Buddhas and a host of female enlighteners 
known as tf.iikinis. The rJiikinis leap and fly, unfettered by clothing, encir­
cled by billowing hair, their bodies curved in sinuous dance poses. 
Their eyes blaze with passion, ecstasy, and ferocious intensity. One can 
almost hear the soft clacking of their intricate bone jewelry and feel the 
wind stirred by their rainbow-colored scarves as they soar through the 
Tantric Buddhist landscape. These unrestrained damsels appear to 
revel in freedom of every kind. Expressions of this motif in Tantric 
literature describe yoginis with magical powers, powerful enchant­
resses with the ability to change shape at will, and enlightened women 
who can spark a direct experience of reality with a precisely aimed 
word or gesture. 

These female figures, with their exuberant air of passion and free­
dom, communicate a sense of mastery and spiritual power. They in­
spired my initial interest in the Tantric tradition and served as the lode­
star of my explorations throughout. It seemed to me that the yoginis 
who grace Tantric literature and gaze so compellingly from Tantric 
paintings and statuary may provide evidence of the women of Tantric 
Buddhism-their historical existence, spiritual liberation, and religious 
insights. The present study is the fruit of my search for the women who 
inspired and helped to create these evocative female images. 

Interpreters of Tantric art and literature have maintained that the 
positive female imagery does not reflect women's lives or accomplish­
ments. Rather, historians have held that Tantric Buddhism was an op­
p~essive movement in which women were at best marginal and subor­
dmate and at worst degraded and exploited. The prevalent view is that 
the human counterparts of the exuberant yoginis of Tantric iconogra­
P.hy were downtrodden prostitutes and low-caste women exploited for 
n~al purposes. This assessment is not surprising, for statements that 
diScount women's religious lives are seen in all fields of historical 
~tudy before significant research on women has been undertaken. For 
Instance, similar assertions were made about the lowly estate of 
Women in medieval E.uropean Christianity, before the first trickle of 
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historical interest several decades ago became a rushing stream of in­
creasingly specialized and methodologically sophisticated studies. 
Such statements also resemble those made about Australian Aboriginal 
women before female ethnographers discovered the rich world of 
women's myth and ritual from which men-including male research­
ers-are excluded. Therefore, casual assumptions made in passing 
about the marginality of women in Tantric circles need not discourage 
deeper inquiry; they simply underscore the need for further research. 

This volume challenges the prevailing view of the women of Tantric 
Buddhism by bringing forth new historical and textual evidence and 
reinterpreting central motifs and doctrines in light of that evidence. 
There is extensive evidence that women participated fully in the 
emerging Tantric movement. Tantric biographies portray bold, outspo­
ken, independent women. Tantric texts prescribe how women should 
be respected, served, and ritually worshipped. Tantric literature intro­
duces practices performed solely by women and others performed by 
women and men together. Tantric theory advances an ideal of coopera­
tive, mutually liberative relationships between women and men. 
Where interpretive categories previously applied to practices, doc­
trines, gender relations, and social groups discussed herein have been 
found to be inadequate, they have been critiqued and either modified 
or abandoned in order to develop the following analyses. 

SCHOLARLY CONTEXTS 

Buddhist studies has lagged behind other fields in the use of gender as 
an analytic category. Male dominance has long been accepted as an 
ahistorical, immutable principle of Buddhist history. Since women 
have been present throughout all epochs of Buddhist history for over 
two and a half millennia and their presence inevitably had an impact 
on the ongoing creation of the tradition, there is little justification for 
continuing to neglect this dimension of Buddhist history. In the case of 
Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, some progress has been made in the areas of 
women in early Buddhism,1 monasticism,2 and Mahayana Buddhism.3 

Two articles have seriously broached the topic of women in Indian 
Tantric Buddhism,4 while somewhat more attention has been devoted 
to Tibetan nuns5 and lay yoginis.6 

By concentrating on women in Tantric Buddhism in India, this study 
provides a basis for differentiating gender relations during the Indian 
phase of the movement from historical developments in Tibet? The 
emergence of powerful Buddhist dynasties, the consolidation of a 
priestly hierarchy that dominated the economic and political life of the 
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country, the inauguration of an incarnation system that allowed male 
hierarchs to reproduce themselves without marrying, and a thriving 
eremitic subculture all affected the participation of women in ways that 
have yet to be studied in depth.8 The more radical Tantric teachings, 
such as those involving sexual practices, encountered official resistance 
in Tibet, resulting in restrictions upon the translation of offending 
texts.9 Nonetheless, the full spectrum of Tantric teachings survived and 
flourished in the Land of Snows. The Tantric ideal of inclusivism and 
the utopian vision of men and women as companions in the spiritual 
quest were like embers that could be fanned into flame whenever a 
teacher or cultural setting supported their expression.1° Conflicts be­
tween celibate and noncelibate partisans, clerical authority and charis­
matic leadership, and hierarchical and egalitarian tendencies added 
greatly to the vitality of the Tibetan tradition. The present book also 
considers the degree to which the female pioneers of the Tantric move­
ment are remembered and credited for their initovations by their spiri­
tual heirs in Tibet. 

This book is located within an expanding body of literature on 
women and religion and presents material relevant to cross-cultural 
inquiry in areas such as cultural constructions of gender, the self, the 
body, sexuality, and ritual. In the area of feminist theology, some schol­
ars have articulated Buddhist principles that may complement, inform, 
and be informed by Western feminism, particularly by offering alterna­
tive models of selfhood and power. These scholars-most notably 
Anne Klein and Rita Gross-have concentrated on central Buddhist 
philosophical concepts and psychological insights, such as Buddhist 
understandings of nonself, interdependence, and meditative aware­
ness.11 Tantric understandings of embodiment, ecstasy, and the trans­
formative dimensions of passion and intimacy may enrich this dia­
logue. 

One of the foremost aims of this volume is to contribute a chapter on 
Tantric Buddhism to the religious history of Indian women. In the 
study of women and religion in India, as in other parts of the world, 
~revious opinions are being revised and overturned by careful atten­
tion to women's lives and religious expressions. Indologists in the past 
have tended to accept male religiosity as normative and universally 
~sentative. Many factors have predisposed scholars to fail to recog­
lUZe the existence of women's religious activities, such as an uncritical 
acceptance of the reports of male informants in the field, unwitting 
participation in sectarian polemics, an inability to gain access to 
Women's gatherings and religious practices (particularly in a highly 
get_'der-stratified society like that of India), and a concentration upon 
Wl'itten sources at the expense of ritual and oral traditions. Scholars 
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have begun to document the existence of religious traditions in India in 
which women are the custodians of treasuries of cultural knowledge, 
ritual and meditative arts, and oral and local traditions.12 The impres­
sive results of such pioneering studies reveal that the religious history 
of Indian women has just begun to be told. 

Tantra in both its Hindu and Buddhist sectarian varieties appears to 
represent an arena in which Indian women can engage in religious dis­
ciplines freely, seriously, and at their own initiative. This is the convic­
tion primarily of Indian scholars and of Westerners like Sir John 
Woodroffe and Lilian Silburn who have spent long periods in India as 
Tantric novitiates. These native and engaged scholars report that 
women can be gurus and perform rituals of initiation in Tantric tradi­
tions, 13 and in some Tantric lineages women are regarded as preferable 
to men as gurus.14 Proponents also point out that male Tantrics are 
required to respect, venerate, and ritually worship women.15 In view of 
the generally high status of women in Tantric circles, several Indian 
scholars suggest that Tantra (both Hindu and Buddhist) originated 
among the priestesses and shamanesses of matrilineal tribal and rural 
societies.16 

Rare firsthand accounts have provided an intriguing glimpse of 
women in Tantra as a living tradition. For instance, the feisty female 
Sakta and Vai$I)aVa Tantrics interviewed by anthropologist Bholanath 
Bhattacharya displayed a complete lack of subservience to their male 
companions and belie any suggestion that they practice Tantra for the 
sake of someone other than themselvesP In her anthropological 
fieldwork on women ascetics in Benares, Lynn Denton found the fe­
male Tantrics to be unconstrained by social conventions and freely and 
forthrightly to choose their own male partners and life patterns.18 In his 
spiritual autobiography, Brajamadhava Bhattacharya describes the in­
struction and initiations he received from his Tantric guru, the ''Lady.in 
Saffron," a coconut-vendor in his native village who initiated and 
taught disciples independently of any male authority.19 Indologist 
Lilian Silburn's technical descriptions of sexual yoga in Kashmir 5aiv­
ism, enriched by teachings she received as an initiate, demonstrate the 
complete reciprocity of male and female adepts in the performance of 
advanced kur}(lalinr practices, for which both partners must be compa­
rably qualified and from which they derive equal benefit.20 These stud­
ies, while not directly relevant to the question of women in medieval 
Buddhist Tantra, confirm that women can be active, independently 
motivated participants in Tantric movements. 

These positive assessments by native and engaged scholars find no 
echo in most Western scholarship on Tantric Buddhism. When writing 
about its reformist tendencies, scholars stress the egalitarianism and 
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radical inclusiveness of the emerging movement, but when discussing 
women, they assert the sexist oppressiveness and exploitativeness of 
Tantric circles, without explaining this dramatic inconsistency. Most 
Western scholars insist that the genuine, serious practitioners of Tantra 
were men and that women were only admitted to rituals when their 
"services" were required by male Tantrics. These authors depict the 
Tantric yoginis in derogatory, even contemptuous, terms: 

The feminine partner ... is in effect used as a means to an end, which is 
experienced by the yogin himself. 21 

We get the impression that they [men) are the main actors, and ... their 
female companions are passive counterparts, participating solely to help 
bring about spiritual insights on part [sic) of the yogins.22 

In ... Tantrism ... woman is means, an alien object, without possibility of 
mutuality or real communication.23 

The goal of Sahajayana siidhanii is ... to destroy the female.24 

Women ... are assumed to be recruited on each occasion and are made to 
participate in the assembly.25 

The "slut'' or "l)ombi'' refers to a woman of the despised, low I;>om caste­
they earned their living as laundresses, vendors and prostitutes .... Tan­
tric yogins employed them for the performance of sexual rituals.26 

The role played by girls of low caste and courtesans in the tantric "orgies" 
(calera, the tantric wheel) is well known. The more depraved and de­
bauched the woman, the more fit she is for the rite.27 

Their presence was essential to the performance of the psycho-sexual rites 
and their activities generally are so gruesome and obscene as to earn them 
quite properly the name witch.28 

Similar pronouncements have been made about women and Tantra in 
general: 

Their attitude toward the woman is ... she is to be used as a ritual object 
and then cast aside.29 

The chief role of women in the ~akta Tantric cult ... is to act as female 
partners (§alcti, duff) of the male adepts.30 

These speculations are all offered in passing and treated as self-evi­
dent, without benefit of documentation or analysis. The scenario that 
~ese scholars have agreed upon is unambiguous. The men are reli­
?,10US seekers, and the women are "passive counterparts" who are 
employed," "available," and "used" as a "ritual object" or "alien ob-
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ject." Apparently the men had a religious motivation, but the women 
did not. The explanation offered for the women's behavior is that they 
are "sluts," '1ewd," "depraved and debauched," "gruesome and ob­
scene." Although this scenario seems to have been crafted to elevate 
men as the true practitioners of the tradition, it has the presumably 
unintended consequence of creating an image of ruthless, self-serving 
Tantric yogis who will use anything-even the bodies of other human 
beings-in their pursuit of spiritual perfection. 

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The consistent disparity between indigenous and Western assessments 
of female Tantrics is telling. Several theoretical presuppositions have 
created a lens or prism that refracts the images in a predictable way. 
This refraction is now familiar as the pattern of colonial reactions to 
aspects of India that seemed incomprehensible, repugnant, or irreduci­
bly alien. For instance, the disdainful appraisal of female Tantric practi­
tioners is reminiscent of colonialist judgments of the Indian devadasis as 
"temple prostitutes." These women, who are artists, scholars, and per­
formers of ritual dance and worship, presented an unfamiliar and ap­
parently disquieting sight to the colonial gaze. Since British civil ser­
vants and missionaries could not comprehend the religious offices of 
these temple votaries, they labeled them as "strumpets" and "harlots" 
and proceeded to outlaw the devadasi tradition. Such judgments re­
flected not only a lack of knowledge of the colonialized peoples but 
also deep antipathy for some of their cultural values.31 This judgment 
prevailed until quite recently, when an anthropologist exploring the 
lives of the surviving remnant of the devadasis of Purl, in the coastal 
state of Orissa, discovered a tradition of economically independent, 
leanted, and venerated temple dancers whose ritual services were es­
sential to the maintenance of a well-run Indian kingdom. As embodi­
ments of female divinity and power, the dancers received lavish gifts 
for their services, and worshippers coveted the very dust from their 
feet.32 

Analyses of the colonial encounter in India have exposed ways in 
which the colonial and indigenous worldviews clashed in the traits 
they attribute to maleness and femaleness. The Indian world view does 
not mirror Western values but includes a profound respect and venera­
tion for the magical potencies and divine powers inherent in woman­
hood.33 This veneration is accentuated in the overlapping realms of 
Saktism and Tantra that the devadilsis and women of Tantric Buddhism 
inhabit. Perhaps the scholarly characterizations of the Tantric Buddhist 
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yoginis as "lewd," "sluts," and "depraved and debauched" betray a 
vestige of Victorian indignation not only at nonmarital sexual activity 
of women but also at the religious exaltation and worship of women. 
Theologian Hans Kiing acknowledges that religious awe of women is 
so antithetical to Jewish and Christian values that it poses a major bar­
rier to understanding: 

It is especially hard for the Christian theologian to discuss ... Shaktist 
Tantrism with its orientation toward female power or divinity .... No one 
could fail to see that all the Tantric systems, and the Shaktist practices 
especially, are extraordinarily alien to Christians, more alien than any­
thing we have met thus far in Buddhism or Hinduism.34 

These attitudes are so alien in part because they epitomize a cultural 
realm that is animated by dualities that are entirely different from those 
shaping the Western interpretations of Tantra. In_dian society and reli­
gion revolve on the axial values of purity and pollution and auspicious­
ness and inauspiciousness; they do not share the prevalent Western 
dualisms of nature and culture, matter and spirit, and humanity and 
divinity. The association of women with "nature," "matter," and "hu­
manity" -particularly as devalued halves of these dualities-is mis­
placed here. 

The interpretation of women's religious practices in Buddhist Tantra 
requires correctly locating their realm of cultural meaning rather than 
recasting them into something more in keeping with the interpreters' 
understandings of gender, sexuality, and power. Herbert Guenther at­
tributes the pattern of interpretation cited above to "Western domi­
nance psychology," which has resulted in what he calls the "paranoid 
Western conception about Tantrism," namely, the projection of the pre­
occupations of "the paranoid who is obsessed with his sexual potency 
and attempts to compel the object to come towards him."35 The inter­
pretations cited here do reproduce specific Western androcentric con­
structions of gender in an almost embarrassingly simplistic way: men 
are active agents, women are passive victims; men are powerful and 
exploit, women are powerless and exploited; male sexual prowess is 
?dmirable, female promiscuity is reprehensible; men are defined by 
Intellectual and spiritual criteria, women are inescapably biological. 
These dualisms have a particularity and distinctively European pedi­
gree that disallows attributing them uncritically to all cultures. Further, 
these interpretations assume conflictual, antagonistic relations be­
tween the sexes and the inevitable dominance of one over the other in 
any social arrangement, again disallowing for cultural variations.36 

The indiscriminate application of selectively Western categories ig­
nores the thoroughly culturally constituted nature of gender traits and 
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relations. Other cultures have very different understandings of gender, 
power, status, and religious advancement. There is no cross-cultural 
uniformity of gender relations that allows one to speak in global, ahis­
torical, universalizing terms without reference to specific cultural con­
structions of status and power. Anthropologist Shelly Errington asserts 
the inadequacy of simplistic models of gender to describe the complex­
ity of gender relations encountered throughout the world: "At best, no 
simple content or criterion of high status or low can measure the status 
and power of women cross-culturally. At worst, our most unconscious 
common-sense ideas about 'power,' and with it 'status,' may have to be 
turned inside out if we are to understand the relations between men 
and women in some parts of the world."37 Dominance, exploitation, 
and power are highly nuanced cultural constructs that rarely corre­
spond directly to gender categories (e.g., men have power and exploit, 
women are powerless and exploited, etc.) and rarely are vested in indi­
vidual persons or classes of persons, but rather are configured in com­
plex matrices of ever-shifting positions. 

In addition to the imposition of Western understandings of gender, 
sexuality, and power, even more fundamental ideas of selfhood are 
imposed in the interpretations of women and Tantric ritual cited above. 
A situation is postulated in which women are depersonalized and ex­
ploited. The postulated depersonalization of the women is predicated 
upon their possession of an individual self as it is constructed in the 
mainstream of Western thought. This notion of selfhood understands 
the self to be a substance, bounded by flesh, that may undergo certain 
changes but nonetheless retains an identity and remains a bounded 
entity throughout the life span. This concept of selfhood allows a pro­
cess of objectification or commodification that turns the "self" into a 
"thing," "object," or "commodity" that can be "used" by another per­
son as a means to an end.38 This commodified self is at variance with 
traditional Indian and Buddhist understandings of personhood. Fur­
ther, this exercise in "commodity fetishism," or commodity logic, 
which assumes that women's bodies were used as a physical instru­
ment of male purposes, implies a Cartesian dualism of mind and body, 
a separability of spirit and matter, that is alien to the Indian context, 
which has a much more fluidic, dynamic, and organismic understand­
ing of living entities and their orchestrally rich interactions, including 
all ritual, social, and biological exchanges.39 The superimposition of 
prevailing Western categories-such as an atomistic, substantialist 
self-upon a medieval Indian movement necessarily must result in a 
distorted analysis, although the distortion will tend to go unnoticed 
because of the intuitive familiarity of the categories for Western inter-
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preters and their audience. It is difficult to become aware of the struc­
turing principles of one's own thought; however, the interpretation of 
Buddhist Tantra and women's roles in it requires that the tradition's 
own understandings of femaleness and gender relations be consulted. 

I argue that Tantric Buddhism offers not a model of exploitation but 
one of complementarity and mutuality. Rather than offering a justifica­
tion to oppress women or to use them sexually, Tantric texts encourage 
a sense of reliance upon women as a source of spiritual power. They 
express a sense of esteem and respect for women, which will be dis­
cussed in detail in later chapters, and evince a genuine concern for find­
ing and showing the proper deference toward religiously advanced, 
spiritually powerful women. Western scholars have taken this concern 
as demonstrating that the Tantric methods serve only for male libera­
tion and privilege men while exploiting women. This book advances a 
different interpretation. 

In the interpretations cited above, Western Cultural categories and 
preoccupations have been universalized and applied to the Tantric 
context without investigating whether the Tantric tradition echoes 
these preoccupations or whether it may offer a radically different un­
derstanding of the possibilities for liberating relationships between 
men and women. There is no demonstrable need to take recourse to an 
ethnocentric, Euro-American interpretive framework, because the Tan­
tric Buddhist tradition is quite articulate regarding male-female rela­
tionships. This study will demonstrate that Tantric Buddhism presents 
a distinctive understanding of femaleness and maleness and of the 
ideal, or spiritually transformative, relations that can be attained be­
tween them. Authors of the classical yogini-tantra texts discuss these 
critical topics at length. 40 

Exponents of the tradition also write in depth and with precision 
about embodiment, which is understood to be not a "soul" in a ''body'' 
but rather a multilayered mind-body continuum of corporeality, affec­
tivity, cognitivity, and spirituality whose layers are subtly interwoven 
and mutually interactive. This nonessentialist self is seen not as a 
boundaried or static entity but as the site of a host of energies, inner 
Winds and flames, dissolutions, meltings, and flowings that can bring 
ab~t dramatic transformations in embodied experience and provide a 
bridge between humanity and divinity. It is in light of this model of a 
dynamic, permeable self without fixed boundaries that the Tantric 
Buddhist paradigm must be interpreted. Herbert Guenther, alone 
~ong Western scholars, has placed spiritual companionship in Tantra 
m the context of Buddhist metaphysics, and this book continues that 
pattern of analysis.41 
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METHODOLOGY 

The interpretive principles I have found most useful are those put for­
ward in the context of feminist historiography, particularly in the work 
of Gerda Lerner, Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, and Joan Scott.42 One of 
the principles upon which feminist historians have come to agree is the 
need to reclaim the historical agency of women, that is, to concentrate 
upon how women acted rather than how they were acted upon and to 
consider how women viewed events rather than how women were 
viewed.43 Therefore, one of my operative principles is to view women 
as active shapers of history and interpreters of their own experience 
rather than as passive objects or victims of history. Women had powers 
of assent and dissent and were users and interpreters of symbols, per­
formers and innovators of ritual and meditation practices, writers and 
teachers, religious specialists, and enlightened preceptors. My intent 
has been insofar as possible to discover and present the agency, creativ­
ity, and self-understanding of the women of Tantric Buddhism. I am 
secondarily interested in how men may have viewed or treated 
women, to the extent that this may shed light on gender dynamics in 
the movement. 

It is crucial to restore to historical accounts the eminent women 
whose importance can be measured in terms of conventional historio­
graphic models, but it is also necessary to redefine historical impor­
tance so that women's lives and concerns are included. This requires 
refashioning regnant historical models to accommodate the activities, 
contributions, and points of view of women. It also requires that a his­
torian evaluate events and movements from the perspectives of the 
women present.44 In seeking to recover women's history, it is impor­
tant to recognize that cultural creations are often the products of both 
men and women.45 In the case of Tantric Buddhism, this involves rec­
ognizing that women's views about the Tantric movement and their 
participation in it are found not only in texts by women but also in the 
literature produced by the communities of which they were a part. 
Therefore, I approach Tantric texts and iconography as the products of 
communities of men and women, not of solitary men. Reading them as 
evidence of the experiences and insights of both women and men 
yields a different interpretation from reading them as cultural creations 
of men who are indistinguishable in philosophy, morality, and behav­
ior from a selective group of modem Western men. 

Historical research that focuses on women may proceed with differ­
ent assumptions from conventional history. One of the differences is 
that records of women's lives are preserved in disproportionately 



SEEKING THE TRACES OP SKY-DANCERS 13 

small amounts. Therefore, available information about women cannot 
be accepted as numerically representative but rather, in Elisabeth 
Schiissler Fiorenza's words, "should be read as the tip of an iceberg 
indicating how much historical information we have lost."46 Even 
when documents from the past are irredeemably androcentric, this 
cannot be taken as evidence that women were not present or that 
women did not have their own views of their lives.47 Misogynistic 
sources do not necessarily reflect the reality of women's lives, but they 
do tell something about the environments in which women lived. 

Thus, this study participates in an effort to recover women's own 
religious writings, views, practices, and self-understanding.48 In trying 
to recover women's history, one needs first of all to compile records left 
by women: visual arts, crafts, inscriptions, autobiographies, treatises, 
belles-lettres, popular literatures, folklore, correspondence, and oral tra­
ditions.49 These documents provide a basis for a pattern of interpreta­
tion that uses women's insights and experiences as its organizing 
principles and overall design. Subsequently, evidence not directly at­
tributed to women can be interpreted in light of this design. According 
to historian Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, "A historically adequate 
translation and interpretation of androcentric texts ... must not view 
the texts referring explicitly to women as patchwork pieces within an 
androcentric design, but must articulate a feminist model of historical 
reconstruction that can understand them as the highlights and colors 
within a feminist design.''so 

Eliciting a gynocentric design often requires the application of crea­
tive hermeneutical strategies, such as strategies for reading texts to ex­
tract information about women. Women's presence and points of view 
can sometimes be reconstructed by going beyond the statements made 
in a text to imagine the world of discourse in which the text occurs, 
controversies to which it is responding, practices or social arrange­
ments it seeks to legitimize, and assumptions it leaves unstated. For 
example, Tantric passages on the classification of women have been 
~nstrued as androcentric because they reflect men's desire to find cer­
tain types of women and thus presumably express male interests rather 
than female ones. However, these passages can be interpreted from 
n~erous perspectives. One perspective is that of a yogi looking for a 
~cular kind of yogini, but one must also inquire about the historical 
settings that would render the meeting of su~ a woman necessary, 
and one possibility is a movement in which men apprentice themselves 
to women. Further, it is easy to imagine the scene from the perspective 
of a woman who is so sought, because the texts describe how a man is 
~approach her, what he is to offer her, and what forms of respect and 
0 elSance he is to show. Thus, these passages can be read as records of 
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what female Tantrics demanded of male apprentices and as a basis 
upon which women could claim certain acts of tribute as their due. 
Although these passages have been dismissed as androcentric and thus 
unsuited to the purposes of feminist reconstruction, they actually pro­
vide a wealth of information about women and gender relations in the 
Tantric movement. Therefore, the term "androcentric" refers more 
properly to the way they have been read than to the texts themselves. 
Although at times it is necessary to critique previous readings, this 
study is devoted more directly to the positive task of reconstructing the 
world of the texts and recovering women's place in it. 

This study is based on a range of sources, including women's writ­
ings, Tantric scriptures, Indian and Tibetan commentarial traditions, 
oral traditions, and field research. The strongest evidence of the 
women of Tantric Buddhism derives from writings by the women 
themselves. This work draws on about forty texts by women that were 
discovered in the course of my archival research. The search for a text 
by a woman typically began with the name of a specific woman, a men­
tion of a work by a woman in another source, or a search through 
catalog lists of authors for female names or feminine gender markers. 
In this way many candidates for texts of female authorship were found. 
The next step was to locate and examine the texts. At this stage many 
texts were eliminated, unless the colophon or internal evidence of 
the text-and preferably both-supported female authorship. Subse­
quently additional forms of confirmation, such as mention of the 
woman's life or teachings in other sources, were sought. About one­
fifth of the leads yielded a text that could be confirmed by several forms 
of supporting evidence to be of female authof!?hip or to be the teach­
ings of a woman as recorded by her disciples. 51 After the completion of 
this spadework, which took several years and spanned two continents, 
an even more demanding process followed, namely, gaining familiar­
ity with a range of literary forms, topics, and meditation practices in 
order to be able to read the women's diverse and specialized writings. 
Additional historical and field research was then required to investi­
gate the historical role and surviving influence of those works. They 
provide invaluable insight into women's religious practices, teachings, 
and levels of expertise. 

This study also draws upon the revealed scriptures produced by the 
communities of which these women were a part. The esoteric texts 
termed yoginr-tantras and mahiiyoga-tantras Gater classified collectively 
as anuttara-yoga, or "unexcelled yoga," tantras) are most relevant for 
this study because they are the ones that describe spiritual companion· 
ship between men and women and sexual union as a vehicle. of reli· 
gious transformation. The major texts are well established as those that 



SEEKING THE TRACES OF SKY-DANCERS 15 

are featured in the biographies of the great Indian adepts and have 
remained at the forefront of contemplation, ritual, and interpretation 
throughout the Himalayan Buddhist sphere. The major yoginr-tantras, 
whose contents are discussed herein, are the CakrasaJTivara, Hevajra, and 
Cavtlnmaltiiro:;aiJ.a. The translations are with few exceptions from previ­
ously untranslated texts or portions of texts. At times I consult Indian 
and Tibetan written commentaries to see how passages on women and 
the female images have been interpreted. Exegetical and sectarian tra­
ditions do not evince unanimity on these issues or any other topic. 
Thus, this study documents one of the living streams among the di­
verse voices and communities of this international tradition. 

My journey has been both intellectual and physical. The physical 
journey was the field research I conducted during sixteen months in 
India, several weeks in Japan, and six subsequent months in Nepal. 
Before I went into the field I corresponded with the Dalai Lama about 
the advisability of my project and gained his official approval. I re­
ceived additional advice from him during an interview at his residence 
in Dharamsala, India. His approval of my project and subsequent ap­
proval by other Tibetan Buddhist sectarian leaders were very helpful in 
securing cooperation, interviews, and access to manuscript collections. 
In Iitdia I also consulted with Indian historians and scholars of Tantra, 
most notably Narendra Nath Bhattacharyya and Lokesh Chandra. 
These scholars encouraged my research by affirming my vision of Tan­
tra and sharing their own research and libraries with me. 

I also traveled and interviewed numerous lamas and Tantric yogis 
and yoginis regarding the roles of women in Tantra, attitudes to 
women, and the interpretation of relevant textual passages. Part of this 
time was spent in a Tibetan monastery, and another period was spent 
at Lama Yuru, Ladakh, in a tiny hermitage on a cliff perch that is 
dwarfed by the surrounding Himalayan mountains. A meditation cave 
once used by the famed Naropa is hollowed into the rocks below, and 
the dramatically carved cliffs all around are riddled with caves that 
have been used by Tantric yogis and yoginis over the centuries. This 
remote and lofty location was a perfect setting for exploring the highly 
esoteric Tantric teachings. 
. The challenges of field research on an esoteric tradition include those 
inherent in all field research, such as finding appropriate field col­
laborators, gaining admittance to communities and religious events, 
and winning the trust and cooperation of a wide range of people. There 
are .ethical concerns like respecting the informants' privacy and pro­
tecting their interests. However, research on an esoteric tradition pre­
~~ additional challenges as well. The elements of the Tantric tradi­
tion m Which I was most interested are counted among its most esoteric 
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and closely guarded features, namely, the worship of women and the 
practice of sexual intimacy as a form of spiritual discipline. Gaining 
access to this aspect of the tradition is not simply a matter of finding 
relevant texts. Tantric written sources are not self-explanatory, and oral 
commentarial traditions are regarded as more authoritative than the 
printed word of ancient manuscripts. Therefore, it is necessary to ob­
tain access to an oral commentarial tradition that is secreted in the 
minds and hearts of living masters (both male and female) of the tradi­
tion. Even after doing so, one must respect the fact that those who 
speak of esoteric practices often do so with the understanding that they 
will never be quoted by name and that on some points they will not be 
quoted at all. 

In the Tantric Buddhist context, initiation is another requirement for 
receiving esoteric instruction. Initiation has three levels: ritual empow­
erment (abhi{;eka), reading transmission (iigama), and secret oral instruc­
tion (upadesa). The ritual empowerment is a somatic and aesthetic im­
mersion in a process that concentrates in symbolic form the truths that 
the initiate will experience in her future journeying. The reading trans­
mission, consisting of a ceremonial reading, grants permission to study 
and is given in order to prepare the mind for insight into the tradition. 
I received empowerments for several key teachings and r~ading trans­
missions for others, and this technically qualified me to receive secret 
oral instructions. On my part, initiation confirmed my respect for the 
tradition, commitment to gain a sympathetic understanding, and re­
solve to do justice to the profundity of the Tantric teachings as an an­
cient and sophisticated religious tradition that has been followed and 
prized by many sincere and remarkable people for many centuries. 

I am most grateful that the experts and practitioners I met gener­
ously shared some of the most closely guarded aspects of their tradi­
tion. Although I met the technical requirement of receiving initiation, 
individual masters had to decide upon their own authority whether to 
assist me and how openly to talk to me, because of the deep responsi­
bility in11erent in guarding and giving the esoteric teachings.52 It was 
clear that those whose assistance I sought were intent to discern my 
motives and seriousness of purpose. The fact that I was a doctoral stu­
dent at Harvard carried little weight, since most of those I met had 
never heard of Harvard. Being a scholar garnered some respect but was 
not in itself regarded as a sufficient qualification for gaining Tantric 
teachings. However, the physical hardships of the journey I had under­
taken proved my passion to understand, and in some cases I was asked 
to relate my recent dreams or to explain my motivations. Other signs 
might be sought concerning the advisability of assisting my work. A 
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rainbow, strange cloud formation, or unusual precipitation would be 
regarded as confirmation. 

To give an example, late one afternoon when a lama was deliberating 
about instructing me, we left a darkening shrine room and emerged 
into the luminosity of a bright pink and golden sunset over snow­
topped Himalayan peaks. As we paused at the door to admire the flam­
ing panorama, a light snow suddenly began to fall out of a cloudless 
sky. The snowflakes reflected the colors of the sky and filled the air 
with a delicate, shimmering shower of pink and gold. This unearthly 
and magical snowfall continued for five minutes and then stopped just 
as suddenly, leaving us breathless at the uncanny timing. It seemed to 
be a clear sign of the blessings of the female spirits called flakinrs, the 
special guardians of Tantric knowledge. This supernatural seal of 
approval opened the way for some invaluable teachings. On other oc­
casions, rainbows, dreams, and other portents P.rovided the needed au­
thorization. It made sense to my informants that, being female them­
selves, f/,iikinrs would naturally be more favorably disposed to women 
than to men and apparently had chosen to entrust a transmission of the 
secret yoginr-tantra teachings to a woman at this time. 

Since the yoginr-tantra, or anuttara-yoga, teachings represent the pin­
nacle of the Tantric curriculum, I required more than the cooperation of 
educated persons and novice practitioners and more even than a series 
of interviews with highly accomplished masters. Ultimately I required 
the guidance of a master of an extremely advanced course of medita­
tion, study, and personal realization. It is hard enough to find such a 
master and rarer still to find one who is willing and has the time to 
teach. It took six months of searching throughout India before I found 
one who was qualified, willing, and available to provide the extensive 
instruction I sought. My main mentor in the field was a master of the 
'Bri-gung (often written Drikung) bKa'-brgyud sect, Lama Sonam Jor­
phel Rinpoche, a saintly and charismatic teacher with whom I spent 
hundreds of hours. Because of his greater involvement in my research, 
he felt a greater sense of responsibility for the outcome and thus had a 
deeper interest in my intentions. In the course of our long association 
he came to understand more fully the complexity of my motivations 
and commitments, such as my hunger to discover accomplished 
~omen of the past, to savor words they had written, and to be nour­
IShed by inspiring understandings of female embodiment. Ultimately it = his bodhisattva-like empathy with my aspirations that induced 

to share with me some of the gems of his hard-won knowledge and 
to open the portals of the visionary world of Tantra to such a modestly 
qualified seeker. 
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FICURE 1. Yogini reveling in skylike freedom 

As is well known in anthropology, different field settings and the 
gathering of different types of data require varying levels of involve­
ment, even in the course of a single project. The degrees of participation 
on different occasions may span complete nonparticipation, or de­
tached observation, through levels of passive, moderate, active, and 
complete participation.53 In addition, one alternates among different 
degrees of insider and outsider perspectives, an alternation that makes 
it possible both to gain empathetic insight and to maintain critical dis­
tance and perspective. 54 There were times when my observer status fell 
away, such as when I found myself in the company of an exquisitely 
sagacious person or an irresistibly ebullient yogi or yogini. Other such 
times were ritual settings, when I set my camera, note pad, and diction­
ary aside and sought to experience an event in a more holistic way. On 
these occasions I immersed myself in a chosen setting so that the mem­
ories would be imprinted in my blood, flesh, and bones and would 
enliven my language, increasing its evocative power and poetic depth. 
Although I base my discussion on written sources whenever possible, 
I have confirmed or observed the survival, in the living tradition, of the 
practices and beliefs I describe in this work. 
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The women of Tantric Buddhism and their divine counterparts are 
often called 4iikinis, translatable as women who dance in space, or 
women who revel in the freedom of emptiness (figure 1). As their name 
suggests, these are not ladies who-leave a heavily beaten path. At times 
their trail disappears into thin air where they took flight and embarked 
on their enlightenment adventures, but sometimes the trail resumes in 
the dense underbrush of ancient texts, amidst the tangled vines of TI­
betan lineage histories, or among the embers of the bonfires of fame of 
their renowned students. The traces of the women of Tantric Buddhism 
are sometimes obscure, enigmatic, even hidden and disguised, but they 
are accessible to anyone who discovers where to look for them. Once 
found, their traces are incandescent, exhilarating, and provocative as 
they beckon to their seekers from a· spacious realm of skylike freedom. 
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Tantric Buddhism in India 
RELIGIOUS AND HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION 

TANTRIC BuDDHISM was the crowning cultural achievement of Pa.la pe­
riod India (eighth through twelfth centuries) and an internationally in­
fluential movement that swept throughout Asia, where it has survived 
in many countries to the present day.1 Tantric Buddhism arose when 
Mahayana Buddhism was enjoying a period of great philosophical pro­
ductivity and intellectual influence. Flourishing monastic universities 
offered a life of study and contemplation but also provided a direct 
route to tremendous wealth, political influence, and social prestige. 
Chinese pilgrims to India attested to the potential rewards of renuncia­
tion, as in the following accounts: 

As the state holds men of learning and genius in esteem, and the people 
respect those who have high intelligence, the honours and praises of such 
men are conspicuously abundant, and the attentions private and official 
paid to them are very considerable. Hence men ... force themselves to a 
thorough acquisition of knowledge.2 

[The monastics) proceed to the king's court .... There they present their 
schemes and show their (political) talent, seeking to be appointed in the 
practical government. ... They receive grants of land, and are advanced to 
a high rank; their famous names are, as a reward, written in white on their 
lofty gates. Mter this they can follow whatever occupation they like.3 

A monk who enjoyed a successful academic career might be given 
land, servants, animals, buildings, precious metals, jewels, furnishings, 
art, and the privilege of riding on an elephant in official processions.4 

Admiring patrons offered these gifts as tokens of their esteem and as a 
way to gain religious merit. One monk was even offered the income 
from eighty villages by an enthusiastic royal patron. The monk de­
clined.5 

Building upon the great achievements of Mahayana philosophy, yet 
impelled by a spirit of critique, Tantric Buddhism arose outside the 
powerful Buddhist monasteries as a protest movement initially cham­
pioned by lay people rather than monks and nuns. Desiring to return 
to classical Mahayana universalism, the Tantric reformers protested 
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against ecclesiastical privilege and arid scholasticism and sought to 
forge a religious system that was more widely accessible and socially 
inclusive. The Tantrics believed that self-mastery was to be tested 
amidst family life, the tumult of town and marketplace, the awesome 
spectacles of a cremation ground, and the dangers of isolated wilder­
ness areas. The new breed of Buddhists also insisted that desire, pas­
sion, and ecstasy should be embraced on the religious path. Since they 
sought to master desires by immersion in them rather than flight from 
them, the Tantrics styled themselves as "heroes" (vrra) and "heroines" 
(vfrii) who bravely dive deep into the ocean of the passions in order to 
harvest the pearls of enlightenment. In consonance with Tantra's dar­
ing assertion that enlightenment can be found in all activities, sexual 
intimacy became a major paradigm of Tantric ritual and meditation. 

The Tantric revolution gained P<?Pular and royal support and even­
tually made its way into the curriculum of monas.tic universities like 
Nalanda, Vikramasrla, Odantapurr, and Somapurr. These institutes of 
higher learning were patronized and attended by both Hindus and 
Buddhists. They featured philology, literature, medicine, mathematics, 
astronomy, and art, as well as the "inner sciences" of meditation, psy­
chology, and philosophy.6 While the monasteries served as the institu­
tional strongholds of the faith, wandering lay Tantrics carried Bud­
dhism to the villages, countryside, tribal areas, and border regions, 
providing an interface at which new populations could bring their 
practices, symbols, and deities into the Buddhist fold. Practices that 
had great antiquity in India's forests, mountains, and rural areas, 
among tribal peoples, villagers, and the lower classes, were embraced 
and redirected to Buddhist ends.7 The renewed social inclusiveness 
and incorporation of an eclectic array of religious practices reshaped 
Buddhism into a tradition once again worthy of the loyalty of people 
from all sectors of Indian society. Tantric Buddhism drew adherents 
from competing faiths, expanded geographically into every region of 
the Indian subcontinent, and continued outward on a triumphal sweep 
of the Himalayas, East Asia, and Southeast Asia. 

TANTRIC BUDDHIST THOUGHT AND PRACTICE 

The Tantric movement represented a radical revision of the reigning 
v~ues, practices, and symbols of Buddhism. As a new religious para­
~, Tantric Buddhism stimulated vigorous literary and artistic crea­
tiVIty. Tantric adherents introduced a new body of scriptures called 
!antras, for which they claimed the status of divine revelation. Tapping 
mto the same wellspring as Hindu Tantric and Sakta (goddess-wor-
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shipping) movements, the Buddhist tantras arose from a dynamic inter­
change among diverse elements of society that revitalized Buddhism 
with fresh infusions of cultural energy. These works introduced a dra­
matic and colorful array of rituals, initiations, magic, mantras, yoga, 
sacramental feasting, and ecstatic practices. 

The social backgrounds and life patterns of the Tantric adherents 
were richly diverse. Some were princes, royal ministers, and wealthy 
merchants who pursued Tantric meditation while fulfilling their social 
obligations. Other adepts of royal or aristocratic background, like Prin­
cess Lak$miilkara, left positions of privilege and comfort to pursue ar­
duous Tantric disciplines in remote caves, forests, and cremation 
grounds. Some took up lowly forms of livelihood in order to lead a 
simple life more amenable to Tantric practice, like the scholar Ttl.opa, 
who became a pounder of sesame seeds. The monk Saraha abandoned 
his monastic vows, found a spiritual companion, and adopted her 
trade, becoming an arrow-maker. He celebrated his humble, nonceli­
bate life-style as the perfect context for religious practice. The day he 
united with the arrow-maker he exulted, ''Today I have become a tnte 
monk!"8 One of his famous verses gives voice to a lesson he learned 
from her: 

Without meditating, without renouncing the world, 
Stay at home in the company of your mate. 
Perfect knowledge can only be attained 
While one is enjoying the pleasures of the senses.9 

Some Tantrics were already from lowly backgrounds-cobblers, 
bird-catchers, weavers, innkeepers-and continued in their current oc­
cupations, living inconspicuously while cultivating ecstatic inner free­
dom. Among these we find Mcu:ribhadra, a housewife who pursued 
Tantric meditation while fulfilling her domestic duties. Mat:Ubhadra 
even attained enlightenment in the performance of a household task, 
for one day she dropped a pitcher of water she was carrying from the 
village well, and as the water gushed forth her consciousness flowed 
out and merged with all of reality (figure 2). The Tantric movement 
embraced people not ordinarily credited with spiritual knowledge or 
refinement, namely, outcasts and social rejects like rag-pickers, street­
sweepers, thieves, gamblers, bartenders, entertainers, and menial la­
borers of all types. There were also tribal people in remote wilderness 
areas, like the huntresses Padmalocana and Jnanalocana. Some, like 
Saraha, defected from their monasteries to immerse themselves more 
fully in the emotions and sensations of worldly life. Others remained in 
the monastery and tried to carry on Tantric practices in secret-an at­
tempt that often failed, judging from the fame of some of their Tantric 
exploits. 
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FIGURE 2. Mat)ibhadrii attaining enlightenment 

As a branch of Mahayana, Tantric Buddhism derives its philosophy 
from the Mahayana tradition. The insights of ¥adhyamaka, Yogacara, 
and Tathagatagarbha philosophy and the ideal!\_of altruistic motivation 
and ~edication to compassionate service form the. theoretical core of 
Tantnc practice. Nonetheless, the intellectual continuity between the 
two movements is sometimes belied by a dramatic divergence of meth­
odologies. Mahayana teaches that the world, which seems so flawed to 
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unenlightened awareness, is actually a sparkling Buddha-land and in­
deed is just one jewel in an infinite lattice of interlacing Buddha-lands. 
Tantra shares this ontological perspective but developed different 
methods for its realization. Whereas Mahayana offers a gradual pro­
cess of purification over many lifetimes of perfecting wisdom, compas­
sion, patience, and other virtues, Tantric Buddhism insisted that en­
lightenment is attainable in a single lifetime. Tantric practices challenge 
practitioners immediately to see all things and all experiences as intrin­
sically pure and innately perfect. Many Tantric methods seek to break 
down conventional, dualistic thought patterns swiftly and directly, in 
a very immediate way. These may include situations meant to shock, 
repulse, or terrify in order to evoke a powerful reaction and draw forth 
the primal contents of the psyche. Every corner of the mind and heart 
will be illuminated, and all the shadows and dark recesses will be ex­
posed. This is why Tantra is considered a "quick path" to enlighten­
ment. It is accelerated by methods that force self-confrontation, and as 
the self is confronted, the spiritual guide provides the necessary tools 
for self-transformation. 

Mahayana sees the emotions as the nourishing mud in which the 
lotuses of compassion, generosity, and sensitivity can take root and 
blossom, as proclaimed in the Vimalakrrtinirde5a-satra: "Flowers like the 
blue lotus, the red lotus, the white lotus ... do not grow on the dry 
ground in the wilderness, but do grow in the swamps and mud banks. 
Just so, the Buddha-qualities ... grow in those living beings who are 
like swamps and mudbanks of passions."10 Building upon this valua­
tion of the emotions, Tantra affirms the passions, desire, and sense ex­
perience as intrinsically pure. Indeed, Tantra prides itself on being a 
path for intense, passionate people. Therefore, the Tantric path is not 
without pitfalls, because passion becomes an obstacle for one who does 
not have purity of heart and mind. However, for yogis and yoginis 
who have cultivated detachment and are motivated by compassion, 
passion provides the fuel and energy for meditation upon emptiness. 
"Emptiness" (sunyatii) is a Buddhist term for the rainbowlike insub­
stantiality and illusory nature of all phenomena. The Tantric goal is to 
maintain a clear realization of emptiness in the midst of passion, for 
this makes it possible to turn passion into supreme bliss. Therefore, 
many Tantric practices are aimed at putting the yogi or yogini back in 
contact with the ongoing stream of direct, immediate experience. Fur­
ther, Tantra offers many methods for heightening, channeling, and of­
fering bliss, including ritual feasts, spontaneous poetry, esoteric dance 
and song, inner fire offerings, sacraments like meat and alcohol, and 
yogic practices performed by women and men together. These prac­
tices are described in more detail in the chapters that follow. 
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Because the path to enlightenment requires a fearless confrontation 
of every aspect of the psyche, including primal levels of anger, desire, 
and fear, an experienced guide is required. That guide is the Tantric 
master, or guru. The guru bestows initiation, provides instruction, and 
applies precise psychological insight to the training of each disciple. At 
the outset of the path, the guru performs an initiation (abhi~eka) that 
permits and prepares the disciple to receive esoteric teachings. The ini­
tiation can be a short, private ceremony or an elaborate ritual lasting 
many days. It places a seal of commitment and sacred trust upon what­
ever transpires in the master-disciple relationship. The relationship can 
become quite intimate as the guru oversees the disciple's psychological 
journey and leaves no psychic stone untumed, probing the personality, 
long-hidden memories, childhood disappointments and sorrows, and 
buried sources of pain from the present and previous lifetimes, strip­
ping away all personal and cultural pretensio,ns. The goal of this jour­
ney is not only freedom from suffering but an expanded capacity for 
creativity, clarity, and joy. 

Tantra can be practiced in any setting. Although Tantric Buddhism 
offers many practices, no single method is formally required. What is 
sought is a way to cut through ordinary awareness as directly as possi­
ble, in order to attain enlightenment in a single lifetime. The best 
method for doing this will be different for each person, so teachers 
assign whatever practices they consider most appropriate for a particu­
lar student. Strenuous methods of purification like prostrations and 
mantra recitation are often prescribed at the outset, in order to prepare 
the mind for the disciplines to follow. The Tantric pioneers developed 
meditations that could be done in the midst of any activity. Homemak­
ers, artisans, and laborers of all types were taught how to transform 
their awareness in the midst of their daily occupations. A jeweler could 
meditate by envisioning that everything is as pure and radiant as shim­
mering gold; a winemaker might picture herself as distilling bliss from 
the grapes of experience; a shoemaker could imagine that he was sew­
ing the leather of passion with the thread of freedom to produce shoes 
of enlightenment. 

For example, Sahajavajra was a wandering wine-seller in Uc;l.c;l.iyana 
who catered to the Tantric yogis there. She had misgivings about the 
compatibility of her livelihood with the pursuit of enlightenment. 
When she was actively seeking an answer to this dilemma, the guru 
Padmavajra saw that she was on the verge of full awakening and gave 
her a meditation based on the selling of wine: 

All the Buddhas drink wine that isn't made by human hands, and it is 
inexhaustible .... That is to be known as the inexhaustible treasure-box, 
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the entrance into the sphere of all Buddhas. It is also called the sphere 
beyond thought. Buddha-daughter, remain in that meditative state, and 
you will taste the primordial wine of innately spontaneous realization 
(sahaja) that all the Buddhas drink. It will quench your thirst, and you will 
be able to serve it to all beings.U 

As a Tantric practitioner, Sahajavajra did not have to abandon her live­
lihood. Her guru provided her with a method whereby she could inte­
grate her work and her meditation discipline. 

Some Tantric methodologies create with language, image, or ritual 
an aesthetic realm that the practitioner initially enters by means of 
meditation and ritual, and of which she eventually gains a direct 
awareness. One of these aesthetic, or imaginative, techniques is deity 
yoga (devayoga), in which the meditator envisions herself as a deity, 
such as Tara, Maftjusri, or Avalokitesvara. The purpose of this practice 
is to awaken and discover enlightened qualities within, be it the mater­
nal protectiveness of Tara, the shining wisdom of Maftjusri, or the un­
failing compassion of Avalokitesvara. A meditator might expand this 
practice and visualize all beings as Buddhas, the environment as the 
residence of a Buddha, all sounds as the voice of a Buddha, and all 
events as the liberating activities of a Buddha. 

One of the main Tantric images used to remodel the practitioner's 
subjective reality is the matzrf.ala. The ma~ujala provides a blueprint for 
enlightened vision. Ordinarily each person experiences a world that 
reflects her cultural background, personal neuroses and attachments, 
and habitual patterns of thought and behavior (known as karma). Med­
itation on a maiJ.rf.ala replaces the habitually dulled way of seeing the 
world with a bright, crystalline world of radiant colors, beautiful 
forms, and divine images and sounds. The basic pattern of the maiJ.rf.ala 
is a palace resting on a lotus flower that rises out of the cosmic sea. The 
mavrf.ala palace is envisioned not as solid but rather as made of crystal­
lized light, or as translucent, like jewels with light shining through 
them: sapphire blue, topaz yellow, ruby red, emerald green, and dia­
mond white. Each of the walls has a large ornamental gate and is deco­
rated with vases, canopies, pearl garlands, and victory banners. The 
journey through the ma~1t;lala symbolically re-creates the journey to en­
lightenment. The meditator enters by the eastern gate and encounters 
a series of Buddhas that represent different aspects of the personality 
and their enlightened counterparts. In this process, visualization and 
imagination are used to turn the five poisons of self-centered existence 
into the five nectars, or Buddha-wisdoms. Anger is transformed into 
mirrorlike wisdom, arrogance becomes the wisdom of equality, desire 
becomes discriminating awareness, jealousy turns into all-accomplish-
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ing wisdom, and ignorance becomes the panoramic wisdom of all-en­
compassing space.12 

The Buddhist pantheon expanded under Tantric inspiration, intro­
ducing new deities and new types of deities. Female Buddhas added a 
dramatic new dimension to Buddhist iconography and soteriology, ex­
plicitly affirming the possibility of attaining Buddhahood in a female 
body.13 Early Buddhist texts maintain that women can attain enlighten­
ment, but deny that there could ever be a female Buddha: "It is impossi­
ble, it cannot come to pass that a woman who is a perfected one could 
be a complete and perfect Buddha."14 Since the attainment of Buddha­
hood was regarded as a rare event that occurred only at cosmic inter­
vals, this proscription did not necessarily represent a serious limitation 
for women. Mahayana Buddhism also upheld the ability of a woman to 
attain enlightenment but denied the possibility of a female Buddha. 
However, since Mahayana made Buddhahood th,e universal goal of all 
practitioners, the denial of female Buddhas had more problematic im­
plications. When a woman attained enlightenment, she would become 
a male Buddha, apparently the only kind of Buddha known to 
Mahayana.15 The Bodhisattvabhilmi, a fourth-century text, argues: 

Completely perfected Buddhas are not women. And why? Precisely be­
cause a bodhisattva [i.e., one on his way to complete enlightenment] ... 
has completely abandoned the .state of womanhood. Ascending to the 
most excellent throne of enlightenment, he is never again reborn as a 
woman. All women are by nature full of defilement and of weak intelli­
gence. And not by one who is by nature full of defilement and of weak 
intelligence, is completely perfected Buddhahood attained.16 

Although Mahayana texts did express positive views toward women 
in other regardsP this belief had negative implications for women in­
sofar as it communicated the insufficiency of the female body as a locus 
of enlightenment. 

The appearance of female Buddhas in Tantric iconography func­
tioned positively for women in various ways. The introduction of 
female Buddhas was particularly felicitous in view of the Tantric 
doctrine that Buddhahood can be attained in the present lifetime and 
present body. Since bodies are both male and female, the absence of a 
female Buddha would effectively exclude women from the Tantric goal 
of Buddhahood in the present body. Instead, an earlier doctrine of in­
nate Buddhahood is elaborated into a Tantric identification of men 
as male Buddhas and women as female Buddhas. Thus, in the 
Ca~;uj.amahiirofia1Ja-tantra, wherein a male and female Buddha converse, 
the male Buddha announces: 
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I am the son of Maya [i.e., Sakyamuni], 
Now in the form of CaJ;u;lamahiiro!?al)a. 
You are the exalted Gopa [wife of Sakyamuni], 
Identical to Lady Perfection of Wisdom. 
All women in the universe 
Are your embodiments, and 
All men are my embodiments.18 

Perhaps the foremost female Buddha is Vajrayogini. She is blood red 
and has loosely flowing black hair; she is dancing, wears bone orna­
ments, and brandishes a skull-cup brimming with ambrosia. She is 
beautiful, passionate, and untamed. Sometimes this supreme liberator 
tramples corpses underfoot (figure 3), and sometimes she soars in the 
sky. Vajrayogini often appears alone, but sometimes she is portrayed 
with a retinue of yoginis, and occasionally she has a male partner. An­
other important female Buddha, Nairatmya, is the color of the sky, 
symbolizing her transcendence of ego-centered existence. She dances 
with her crescent-shaped knife aloft to cut off self-centered mind-states 
wherever they occur. 

Another innovation of Tantric iconography is the introduction of 
fierce, or wrathful, Buddhas and other deities. The wrathful deities 
(krodhakiiya), sometimes known as Herukas, or "blood-drinkers,"19 gen­
erally have bloodshot eyes, an angry glare, dark blue skin, a tiger-skin 
garment belted with a snake, and jewelry made of bones and skulls. 
The wrathful category includes male Buddhas, like Hevajra, and fe­
male Buddhas, like the lion-faced Sizphamukha (figure 4). Tantric yogis 
and yoginis, patterning themselves after deities, also wear tiger skins 
and bone ornaments and drink out of skull-cups. Wrathful deities 
dance upon the negative forces they have overcome and laugh as they 
feast on the raw, painful negativity that unenlightened people regard 
as frightening demons. Such Buddhas may appear menacing, but 
Buddhas by definition act only to benefit sentient beings. Wrathful dei­
ties demonstrate that there is pure energy even at the heart of aggres­
sion. The meditator must cease seeing fearsome and hostile appear­
ances as threats to the ego and realize that they are patterns of pure 
energy, devoid of negativity. As a female Tantric of the eighth century 
taught: 

Activities that are graceful, heroic, terrifying, 
Compassionate, furious, and peaceful-
And passion, anger, greed, pride, and envy­
All these things without exception 
Are the perfected forms 
Of pure, self-illuminating wisdom.20 



Frctnu! 3. Female Buddha Vajrayogini 



FIGURE 4. Sirphamukha, wrathful female Buddha 
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Wrath and anger are not totally eliminated on the spiritual path be­
cause at times it may be necessary to wield the appearance of wrath in 
order to rescue, liberate, or protect someone. For example, Cat:t<;lama­
haro~at:ta proclaims to his beloved Dvesavajri that he carries his weap­
ons so that he can protect women from men who fail to honor and 
serve them.21 

Buddha couples, consisting of a male and a female Buddha in sacred 
union (maithuna), and other divine couples were another innovation of 
Tantric iconography. These deity couples occur in both peaceful and 
more wrathful forms. The divine consorts experience bliss and passion 
in their enraptured embrace, yet their facial expressions are tender and 
tranquil, showing the complete fruition of their wisdom. Buddhas do 
not reify the experience of union, approach it selfishly, or allow it to 
create neurotic attachment, for their passion is transposed to a higher 
octave by the realization of emptiness. The Buddha couples embody 
passionate enlightenment. 

CULTURAL BACKGROUND OF THE TANTRIC MOVEMENT 

One of the reasons for the vigor and viability of Tantric Buddhism was 
its skillful synthesis of diverse elements of Indian culture. There was no 
Indian religious movement from which Tantric Buddhism did not 
draw something of value. Vedic ritual and mantra, Upan4;adic mys­
tical theory, ltatha-yoga, kuv4alinr-yoga, Saivite iconography, and Sakta 
beliefs all found a place in the Tantric repertoire. Hatha-yoga contrib­
uted physical disciplines and breathing exercises to enhance the flexi­
bility, control, and longevity of the body. Kuv!jalinf-yoga offered a 
range of techniques to harness the powerful psycho-physical energy 
coursing through the body. In India it is believed that this energy can 
be channeled for procreation, sexuality, creativity, or spiritual experi­
ence and heightened awareness. Most people simply allow the energy 
to churn a cauldron of chaotic thoughts and emotions or dissipate the 
~ergy in a superficial pursuit of pleasure, but a yogi or yogini con­
SCiously accumulates and then directs it for specified purposes. This 
energy generates warmth as it accumulates and becomes an inner fire ':m ~er heat (ca1pjiiJ() that burns away the dross of ignorance and ego-

gmg. 
Foremost among the pan-Indian influences were those of the Sakta 

(goddess-worshipping) and Saivite traditions. Tantric Buddhists en­
~tered their Hindu counterparts at the cremation grounds and pil­
grimage places where they congregated, for these were also the gather-
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ing spots of yoginis and yogis of Saivite and Sakta persuasion. To this 
day the Tantric Buddhists and Saivite and Sakta movements share 
many sacred places in common and use the same term for them (prtha 
rather than trrtha). Their meetings provided ample opportunity for mu­
tual influence and borrowing.22 

The influence of Saivite traditions is readily visible in Tantric Bud­
dhist iconography. The Hindu deity Siva is known as the lord of yogis. 
He lives in a cremation ground where no one will disturb his medita­
tions, and he gets everything he needs from the cremation ground. He 
rubs ashes on his body, wears rags from corpses, lets snakes curl 
around him as ornaments, sits on a tiger skin or antelope skin, drinks 
and eats from a bowl made from a human skull, and makes his jewelry 
and musical instruments out of human bone. He is not celibate, and his 
mate Parvatr is also a great meditator and practitioner of yoga. Some of 
the traits of Siva were incorporated into Buddhist symbolism, most no­
tably in the iconography of Heruka Buddhas like CakrasaiJI.vara and 
Hevajra. 

The participation of Tantric Buddhism in the wider currents of In­
dian culture is perhaps most evident in the Sakta elements that are 
present in the iconography, ritual motifs, and gender ideology. Tantric 
Buddhism and Saktism (goddess-worship) share an emphasis upon fe­
male deities and women as embodiments of female divinity.23 Both 
movements display a tendency to see the universe as generated by fe­
male creativity, a recognition of femaleness as ontologically primary 
and maleness as derivative and dependent, and a deference to women 
in social and ritual contexts. Tantric Buddhist texts include passages of 
a genre that is sometimes termed "praise of women" (strrprasart~5a), in 
which the virtues of femaleness are proclaimed. These passages have 
no direct precedent in earlier Buddhist literature but echo passages in 
Hindu Tantric and Sakta texts, revealing their proximity to the Sakta 
cultural realm. Tantric Buddhist and Sakta texts have parallel passages 
urging respect of women and extending threats and punishments to 
those who would transgress this inviolable command.24 Tantric Bud­
dhists also share with Hindu Tantrics a practice of worship of women 
(strrpaja, also known as "secret worship," or guhyapajii).25 The theoreti­
cal basis of this Buddhist and Hindu practice is the belief that women 
are embodiments of goddesses and that worship of women is a form of 
devotion explicitly required by female deities.26 

These features can best be understood with reference to contempora­
neous Tantric and Sakta movements rather than by appeal to factors 
internal to Buddhism. The judgment of Andre Padoux, a world-re­
nowned authority on Hindu Tantra, that "as a whole, siikta ideology is 
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... fundamentally inherent to Tantrism,"27 could apply equally to Bud­
dhist Tantra. The confluence of Buddhism and Saktism is such that 
Tantric Buddhism could properly be called "Sakta Buddhism." 

Until several decades ago it was customary for scholars to identify the 
Piila period as a time of decadence and decline for Buddhism due to the 
rise of Tantra. However, more judicious reflection has recognized that 
in the Piila domains of northeastern India, and farther west and south 
as well, Buddhism flourished, in large part because of the creativity of 
the evolving Tantric movement. The viability of Buddhism in India 
was reflected in its institutional strength, artistic and literary produc­
tivity, growth within and beyond India, and high cultural visibility. 
International expansion and missionary activity attested to the vigor of 
the Buddhist faith during this period, as such famous missionaries as 
~tara~ita, PadmasaQ'lbhava, Amoghavajra, Vajrabodhi, Subhiikara­
si.Jpha, and Ansa exported Buddhism to Central, East, and Southeast 
Asia, often by royal invitation. Buddhist pilgrimage centers like Bodh 
Gaya, Sriivastr, and Kusinagara attracted scholars, artists, and religious 
seekers to India from throughout Asia. 

Buddhist artistic creation and conception reached a zenith during the 
Piila period, which was a golden age of Buddhist art. Tantric works of 
art and literature were commissioned on a lavish scale. The impressive 
artistic remains of this period represent only a fraction of what was 
originally produced, since works of more ephemeral materials (wood, 
cloth, stucco, and clay) have long since succumbed to the elements. 
This artistic legacy includes the elaborate monastic architecture of the 
period, which gave way either to torch and sword or to time and cli­
mate. The level of artistry was so high that artists, craftsmen, and 
iconographers throughout the Buddhist world turned to India for in­
spiration. The far-flung survival of Pala artistic influence throughout 
Asia provides concrete evidence in pigment and stone of the appeal 
and strength of Pala Buddhist culture.28 

Buddhist literature flourished during this period, making Pala India 
an international intellectual mecca as well. Buddhist authors and com­
munities produced enduring classics of philosophy and ethics, notable 
plays and poetry, and thousands of works of the emerging Tantric 
genre.29 Many of these works were lost when Muslims burned the mo­
nastic libraries in the thirteenth century, but fortunately large numbers 
0~ Buddhist texts had been imported by Tibet, China, and other coun­
tries throughout Asia and translated from Sanskrit into a number of 
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languages, preserving them outside the country of their origin. Thus, 
rather than w1dergoing a period of decline, Buddhism attained one of 
its highest cultural expressions during the Pala period. 

Tantric Buddhism was one of the vital religious forces within Pala 
India. Pala period culture was not an abstract, monolithic entity from 
which Tantric Buddhism diverged, against which Tantric circles 
launched a minor protest, or from which the Tantrics withdrew in 
countercultural isolation. Rather, Pala society was a dynamic and 
pluralistic environment for cultural creativity and diversity of which 
Tantric Buddhism was an integral part. Instead of approaching Pala 
culture as something definable apart from its Tantric elements, it is 
important to document the Tantric movements as one of the major cur­
rents of Pala culture. Similarly, the role of women in Tantric Buddhism 
is not a minor footnote or discordant chord against the symphonic 
backdrop of "Indian culture" but a central feature of one of the most 
brilliant flowerings of Indian civilization. 
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Women in Tantric Theory 
POWERFUL AND AUSPICIOUS 

The Buddhas command that you must serve 
A delightful woman who will uphold you. 
A man who violates this is foolish and 
Will not attain enlightenment. 

-Co1J4amalt4rwar;za Tantm1 

THE RELIGIOUS LIVES of women unfold within a matrix of beliefs about 
women's capacities and the nature and value of femaleness. Beliefs and 
attitudes shaping women's self-perception-such as the symbolic con­
tent and interpretation of their religious practices-are just as impor­
tant as material objects they wield and physical actions they perform. 
Beliefs about women are readily accessible in Tantric literature, partic­
ularly in biographical works and in the yoginr-tantra texts. These beliefs 
occur in the form of explicitly stated doctrines, terms for female practi­
tioners, classifications of women, narrative accounts of women, and 
descriptions of interactions between women and men. Tantric texts ar­
ticulate a profound and appreciative metaphysical understanding of 
female embodiment. Tantric works depict spiritually independent and 
powerful women who inspired awe and dependence and demanded 
respect and obeisance. Consistent with these depictions, Tantric texts 
are remarkably free of the condemnations of women that blemish so 
~uch religious literature. There are no pronouncements of women's 
Inferiority or religious incapacity. Conspicuously absent are portraits 
~£submissive, oppressed women and depictions of abusive, exploita­
tive relationships. The texts do not seek to legitimize or justify male 
authority or superiority, nor do they suggest that women should not 
pra~ce, teach, or assume leadership in Tantric circles. 

Smce views of women are easily accessible in Tantric literature, 
~larly inattention to them cannot be attributed to their obscurity. 

positive views of women have not readily been perceived or ac­
cepted by Western scholars because they defy the expectations of most 
~estern interpreters regarding gender relations. Indian scholars, Tan­
tric teachers, and Western initiates like Sir John Woodroffe and Lilian 
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Silburn acknowledge the stature of women in Tantra, but this irreduci­
ble feature of the classical Tantric worldview has eluded most scholarly 
interpreters, particularly Buddhologists seeking to locate it strictly 
within a Buddhist frame of reference, an approach that fails to reckon 
with the ~akta orientation of this movement. 

In the absence of explicitly negative attitudes or misogynistic con­
demnations of women, scholars have taken the discernible emphasis 
upon women as evidence in itself that the Tantric texts express only 
male views and interests: 

All these tantric texts ... have clearly been produced primarily for the 
benefit of male practitioners .... Thus despite the eulogies of woman in 
the tantras and her high symbolic status, the whole theory and practice is 
given for the benefit of males.2 

We must ... recognize a persistent androcentric focus even in the elabora­
tion of this feminine ideal .... Any valorization of the feminine is primar­
ily of benefit to the male practitioner.3 

The texts invariably proceed from and reflect the viewpoint of male prac­
titioners .... This is not solely a matter of stylistic conventions in a patriar-­
chal society but may also reflect tantra's greater resonance for the male 
psyche and physiology in Indian culture.4 

The linchpin of this twist of androcentric interpretation seems to be 
that because women are so often the subject of the discussion, this must 
be a sign of male authorship and evidence that women functioned only 
as the objects and ancillaries of men. The unstated premise seems to be 
that if women are present in a text, it must a priori be as objects of male 
subjectivity. By this arbitrary leap of logic, although the tantras express 
positive views of femaleness and urge religious cooperation between 
women and men, the content of the texts is irrelevant to their interpre­
tation. 

My hypothesis regarding the authorship and gender perspective of 
the Tantric texts is quite different;-~lthough the tantras are gynocentric 
texts in which women are often the subjects of the discussion, it does 
not follow that women were the impassive objects of male observation 
or subjugation. I argue that since these texts were not created by men 
in isolation from women, they do not express exclusively male views. 
These views grew out of communal exploration anq practice and pro­
ceed from the insights of both women and men. Indeed, many of the 
insights contained in Tantric writings can only find their source in 
practices done by women and men together. The texts openly present 
Tantra as a religious path on which the lives of women and men are 
closely intertwined. I contend that the extensive descriptions of the 
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interactions and shared practices of women and men are in themselves 
sufficient evidence that the yoginr-tantras are the products of circles 
consisting of both women and men. Therefore, I include women among 
the creators of the tantras and conclude that the texts reflect the views 
and interests of women as well as those of men. 

Reading texts as repositories of the insights of both men and women, 
rather than approaching them as texts written solely by and for men, 
opens new avenues of interpretation. Passages on women can be exam­
ined for potential evidence of how women viewed and experienced 
their own lives. This hermeneutical approach raises the possibility that 
women helped to create and at times dictated the categories within 
which men viewed them, the terms on which men approached them, 
and the conditions under which they would accept male companion­
ship. Therefore, instead of foreclosing on Tantric texts as irremediably 
male creations and dismissing women as the lowly "objects" of these 
texts, this volume looks afresh at the texts in otder to explore their 
actual content-the kinds of women and gender relationships they ac­
tually portray and the ideal kinds of partnerships they envision. 

NUMINOUS, SKY-BORNE WOMEN 

The female figures that appear in Tantric literature are portrayed 
therein primarily as religious aspirants in their own right. These strik­
ingly independent women at times take a proud, condescending stance 
toward men and at others cooperate with men in dynamic religious 
partnerships. When they join forces with men, the women become spir­
itual allies and esteemed teachers, mystical companions, and bestowers 
of magical powers and enlightenment. Men are portrayed not as doini­
nators of women but as supplicants, lovers, and spiritual sons and 
brothers. The texts do not define women in relation to men, but they do 
define male Tantrics as men with a specific relationship to women. A 
~oman did not need male approval to participate or advance in Tantric 
circles; however, a man's progress in Tantra is marked by stages in his 
~tionships with women. The proper homage to women is a prerequi­
Site to his enlightenment. 

Since women are their indispensable allies in the Tantric quest, male 
practitioners must seek them out and court their favor. According to 
the Cakrasa'Tlvara-tantra: 

My female messengers are everywhere; 
They bestow all the spiritual attainments 
By gazing, touching, kissing, and embracing. 
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The most excellent place for yogis is 
Wherever there is a gathering of yoginis; 
There all the magical powers will be attained 
By all those blissful ones.5 

Because this is a path upon which they must cooperate with women, 
men may travel afar to find their female counterparts, in order to un­
dertake the practices that increase bliss: 

Enjoyment and magical powers are attained 
At places where female adepts ((flikinfs) reside. 
There you should stay, recite mantras, 
Feast, and frolic together.6 

These passages exemplify the playful and celebratory ambience of the 
tantras. The spirit of carefree joyousness and festivity surrounding the 
companionship of men and women is the antithesis of the ponderous 
mood of male domination attributed to this literature. 

Preliminary evidence of the status and roles of women in Tantric 
circles can be found in their iconography and the terms used to desig­
nate them. In art, the spiritual stature of female Tantrics is conveyed by 
their characteristic insignia, such as delicate jewelry fashioned from 
flowers or carved bone and a crown of skulls or flowers. The women 
either strike joyous dance poses or sit firmly in a stable yoga posture 
displaying symbolic hand gestures (mudrii). They may sit on an ante­
lope skin or have a lower garment made of tiger skin, both prerogatives 
of expert meditators. The women often carry a skull-bowl (kapiila) in 
which to drink and serve their sacraments and bliss-bestowing nectar. 
In the other hand yoginis typically wield a knife with an ornately 
carved handle and a curving, crescent-shaped blade. This small knife is 
not a physical weapon but a ritual implement and a meditative tool for 
destroying illusion, negativity, and all self-centered responses to life. A 
female Tantric may imagine that she grinds and chops negative ap­
pearances and distills the pure, blissful essence of the energy, which 
she proffers to her sisters and disciples in a shining skull-cup. 

The terms used to designate female Tantrics are all honorific titles 
denoting their religious seriousness and meditative attainments. Fore­
most among the terms are yogini, f/iikinr, messenger, and heroine. 
"Yogini" means a female practitioner of yoga or ritual arts, a female 
being with magical powers, or a type of female deity? The term f!iikinf 
eludes precise definition but io; translatable as "sky-walker," "woman 
who flies," or "female sky-dancer," highlighting the flights of spiritual 
insight, ecstasy, and freedom from worldliness granted by realization 
of emptiness (figure 1).8 Female Tantrics are sometimes called "female 
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messengers" (diitt) because they deliver success in all endeavors, both 
transworldly and mundane.9 "Heroine" (vrra) denotes a courageous 
woman who has undertaken the challenges of the Tantric path, with its 
primal psychological explorations and radical departures from the con­
ventional.10 Another term found in early works is "knowledge-holder" 
(vidyadhilrint), meaning a woman who possesses knowledge of magic, 
ritual, and meditation techniques. 

Some of the terms-particularly "yogini" and t/iikinr-have a dual 
connotation of humanity and divinity, because the Tantric way of 
thinking posits a spectrum of gradations rather than a clear-cut distinc­
tion between the human and the divine. Advancement in Tantric prac­
tice brings supernatural powers and realization of innate divinity. 
Women who progressed on this path were revered and held in awe for 
their special abilities, and the fruitful ambiguity of these terms allows 
their use to designate a woman at any point along th~ spectrum, from 
neophyte status to a woman blazing with the glory of full enlighten­
ment. 

RESPECT AND HONOR 

The most salient feature of Tantric literature in regard to women is an 
uncompromising attitude of respect and homage. This respect is some­
times urged with impassioned conviction, as in the following passage 
from the Cal;lt/amahiiro~IJa-tantra, a major Tantric scripture of the 
yoginr-tantra class: 

One should honor women. 
Women are heaven, women are truth, 
Women are the supreme fire of transformation. 
Women are Buddha, women are religious community, 
Women are the perfection of wisdom.11 

One of the earliest expressions of this concept can be found in a work 
by La~miilkara, one of the founding mothers of Tantric Buddhism. In 
a treatise entitled Realization of Nonduality, Lak!?miitkara argues for this 
respect on the grounds that women are embodiments of female deity: 

One must not denigrate women, 
In whatever social class they are born, 
For they are Lady Perfection of Wisdom, 
Embodied in the phenomenal realm.12 

~e ~~~dy Wi_s~om" to whom La~mii\kara refers is a goddess of early 
hiyana ongm. Also known as Prajfiaparamita and Mother of All 
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Buddhas, this female deity embodies the highest truth and continues to 
be honored in Tantra. The affirmation of women as embodiments of 
female deity was a new theme for Buddhism but one that was also seen 
in Sakta and Hindu Tantric texts of the same period. It appears that 
women like La~mir\kara took the initiative in embracing these Sakta 
values and integrating them into the Buddhist path. Linking human 
women and female deities provided an unassailable affirmation of 
femaleness. 

In the same text, La~miii.kara goes far beyond the simple require­
ment of respect and demands worship of women. Her advocacy of this 
practice is interesting in view of the antinomian tenor of her text. 
Throughout the work, La~miitkara insists that external restraints are 
not binding upon a Tantric practitioner, who can eat and do whatever 
she likes and go wherever she chooses. Although Lak~miitkara dis­
penses with the necessity of fasting, pilgrimage, mantra recitation, de­
votional practices, and ritual performance, she imposes a firm require­
ment upon male practitioners: 

One who knows this yoga should always worship, 
By the method of wisdom and skillful means, 
Mother, sister, daughter, and niece. 
He should always worship women 
With his powerful scepter of wisdom, 
Even crippled women, artisans, and women of the lowest class.13 

Thus, according to La~miii.kara, a man's response to a woman's divin­
ity should range from respect to ritual worship. A yogi worthy of the 
name "should always worship women" -not only the female relatives 
of whom he is fond but women toward whom he might be unfavorably 
disposed. By promoting the worship of women (yo$itpiijii, or strfpiijli), 
La~miii.kara did not introduce a new ritual form but endorsed a prac­
tice that was already present in her cultural milieu, as seen in non­
Buddhist sects of the period.14 Her promotion of the worship of women 
is particula~ly remarkable for the fact that it occurs in a text devoted to 
the realization of nonduality. Clearly gender was not one of the dual­
isms Lakf?miii.kara wanted to deemphasize or eliminate. She left gender 
dualism firmly in place and taught the appropriate relationship be­
tween the sexes, which is to be enacted concretely as ritual worship of 
women. , 

As expressed by La~miii.kara, the metaphysical basis of respect for 
women in Tantric Buddhist theory is the tenet that women are embod­
iments of the great goddesses of Tantric Buddhism. The identification 
of human women and goddesses is often voiced by a female deity. For 
instance, in the Ca~Jf!.amahiiro$a~Ja-tantra, Vajrayoginr repeatedly states 
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that she reveals herself in and through women. She claims that all 
forms of female embodiment-including supernatural beings, women 
of all castes and forms of livelihood, female relatives, and female ani­
mals-participate in her divinity and announces: 

Wherever in the world a female body is seen, 
That should be recognized as my holy body.15 

Vajrayogini insists that all women and female beings in the universe 
are her embodiments (rilpa), or manifestations, and thus should be re­
spected, honored, and served without exception.16 

Respect for women was enjoined upon both men and women, al­
though it has different implications for their respective development. 
For women, the relationship with Vajrayogini is one of identity. 
Women must discover the divine female essence within themselves. 
This should inspire self-respect, confidence, and the "4ivine pride" that 
is necessary to traverse the Tantric path.J7 Divine pride, or remember­
ing one's ultimate identity as a deity, is qualitatively different from 
arrogance, for it is not motivated by a sense of deficiency or compensa­
tory self-aggrandizement. This pride is an antidote to self-doubt and 
discouragement and an expression of the pure Tantric view. When a 
woman reclaims her divine identity, she does not need to seek outer 
sources of approval, for a bottomless reservoir of self-esteem emanates 
from the depths of her own being. 

In the CaJ;Lt/.amahiiroljaJ;La-tantra, which addresses this theme, the fe­
male Buddha Vajrayogini (also called Dve~;~avajri, or "Diamond of Ha­
tred," in the text) reveals her metaphysical link with women and ex­
presses her special concern for them. She announces that she is fully 
immersed in emptiness and bliss, and thus on some level is formless, 
but that she appears in bodily form "for the benefit of women who do 
not know that I exist in the bodies of all women.''18 Vajrayogini takes 
~m so that women, seeing enlightenment in female form, will recog­
mze their innate divinity and potential for enlightenment: 

When [a woman] meditates on my form, 
If supreme pride in her innate divinity arises, 
She will not be stained by sin, 
Even if she kills a hundred Hindu priests .... 
Even if she is pitiless, fickle, and irascible 
And considers taking life for profit, 
That yogini will remain stainless.19 

Significantly, this vehement defense of women is placed in the mouth 

sharesof a fema_le deity. She reminds her devotees that her gender is a trait she 
Wlth human women. This revelation clearly had the potential to 
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ennoble women, because of the obvious implication that femaleness 
cannot be a liability for a human being if it is not a liability for a Bud­
dha. On the contrary, since the female Buddha is present within all 
women, all women partake of her divinity. This doctrine could encour­
age women to recognize their inner strength and spiritual self-suffi­
ciency. Having a female divine exemplar helped women to deconstruct 
their unenlightened self and recover an enlightened identity in a way 
that did not devalue femaleness.20 Further, having a divine counterpart 
is essential for Tantric practice, so this metaphysical position effectively 
kept the doors of Tantra open to women. The presence of female Bud­
dhas in the iconography of enlightenment affirms that a woman can 
attain Buddhahood in her present lifetime, in her present female body. 

While a woman's relationship with Vajrayogini is one of identity, for 
a man it is primarily one of devotion that he must extend to women as 
her living representatives. Devotion to goddesses like Vajrayogini 
should be expressed as respect for women, while respect for women 
provides a way of measuring devotion to a goddess. In the same Tan­
tric scripture, the female Buddha helps men improve their attitudes 
toward women by dictating what a man should contemplate and recite 
in the presence of his female companion: 

Women alone are the givers of life, 
The auspicious bestowers of true bliss 
Throughout the three worlds. 

When one speaks of the virtues of women, 
They surpass those of all living beings. 
Wherever one fmds tenderness or protectiveness, 
It is in the minds of women. 
They provide sustenance to friend and stranger alike. 
A woman who is like that 
Is glorious Vajrayogini herself.21 

For men, meditating on women as embodiments of Vajrayogini and 
transferring their reverence for Vajrayogini to all women was a way to 
remedy their ordinary views of women and purify their vision. This 
process was not an arbitrary exercise in deconstruction of social condi­
tioning. but a means of perceiving women accurately-as embodi­
ments of female divinity, inherently divine and sacred in essence. Med· 
itation should lead to direct vision: 

A man should meditate upon his female companion 
As an embodiment of your [Vajrayogini's] form, 
Until intense practice produces 
Oear, direct vision.22 
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One of the things that distinguished a male Tantric and marked his 
religious progress was his ability to see women as divine. We see many 
examples of this kind of hierophany in Tantric narratives. For example, 
the adept Urgyanpa met a courtesan's daughter who had the power, 
through her blessing, to purify his mind of lingering neurotic and neg­
ative tendencies. She accomplished this while serving him a bowl of 
curry. This mental purification enabled Urgyanpa to see the young 
woman in her true form, as Vajrayogini.23 Thus, a scene that to ordi­
nary vision might appear to be a low-caste woman serving food to a 
man was in actuality the glorious Vajrayogini dispensing a blessing, 
and a person of pure vision would be able to perceive the reality of the 
situation. In another example, the yogi Tuopa had unsuccessfully 
sought someone to guide him in meditation on the female Buddha 
Tara. As the account is told by Taranatha, Tuopa went to Uc;lc;liyina, a 
place famous for its female Tantrics, and met a d~rk green woman with 
the characteristics of a 4iikinr. He displayed the secret signals that male 
Tantrics are supposed to use when approaching yoginis, and she wel­
comed him with the answering signs. When he asked her for religious 
guidance, the woman revealed herself to him in the form of Tara and 
poured her blessings into Tilopa's mind, thereby giving him the initia­
tion he had sought.24 

For a reader outside this tradition, it might seem that these divinized 
women must have been visionary apparitions or figments of imagina­
tion-not human at all-but according to this tradition an illumined 
person can manifest the presence and appearance of deity. Full identifi­
cation with deity is one of the goals of Tantric practice, whereas the 
ability to perceive deity is one of the fruits of spiritual progress. There­
fore, Tuopa's vision was purified to the extent that he could recognize 
the innate divinity of a human woman and discern in her the pres­
ence and spirit of Buddha Tara. Urgyanpa similarly came to realize 
that his companion was an embodiment of the female Buddha Vaj­
rayogini. 

The doctrine of the divinity of all women provided a test case for 
purity of vision, as seen in the following account of two yogis who 
were on pilgrimage together in northern India. They had both made 
significant progress in meditation and gained some magical powers, 
and they were going to pay homage and meditate at some holy sites. 
~ne.day they happened upon two women tending their animals on a 
illstde. Because the men's vision was not fully purified, they simply 
~":two women at their lowly labors, but could not see beyond their 
rdinary perceptions to the marvelous scene that unfolded before 

:em: "~t the foot of the hill, holy Tara sat giving Buddhist teachings 
the nagas, but they saw only an old woman tending a big herd of 
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cows. When they reached the middle of the hill, the goddess Bhrkuti 
was preaching Buddhism to a group of iisuras and ya~as, but they saw 
a girl tending a big herd of goats and sheep."25 The nonhuman serpen­
tine creatures (niigas), malevolent spirits (iisuras), and treasure-guardi­
ans (yak$aS) to whom these women were preaching were also invisible 
to ordinary vision. One of the yogis, Buddhasanti, became suspicious. 
Because he was on pilgrimage, he expected that everything he encoun­
tered should be full of import, and therefore he mistrusted his ordinary 
perceptions of these hill women. He prayed to Tara with contrition, 
and she rewarded his timely apology with a gift of miraculous powers. 
His fellow pilgrim was not alert to the situation and missed an oppor­
tunity for spiritual progress.26 

The Tantric Buddhist valuation of the female gender shares the basic 
orientation of the goddess-worshipping, or Sakta, strand of Hinduism, 
with its emphasis upon the divinity and worship of women. Hindu 
Tantra and Sakta texts also argue for respect for women as representa­
tives or embodiments of the goddess. When Vajrayogini says that she 
is embodied in all women and demands respect for women on this 
basis, she echoes similar passages in Sakta texts.27 Consistent with its 
Hindu counterparts, Tantric Buddhism displays the conviction that all 
the powers of the universe flow through and from women. This affir­
mation of femaleness is a radical departure from the neutrality of Ma­
hayana nondualism and clearly derives from the Sakta view of women 
as possessors of a special spiritual potency and as vessels and channels 
of the energy (sakti) that gives rise to life and well-being on all levels. 

This Sakta theme is seen in the following passage from the 
Cakrasarttvara-tantra, which likens women to the earth (bhumi, Tib. sa or 
sa-gzhi), making conscious reference to the metaphorical meaning of 
earth as both source and foundation. "Foundation" in this context 
means something that has the power to produce something that was 
not previously present, just as the earth generates new life and then 
supports everything that lives upon it. In Tantric sources a female com­
panion, a spiritual guide, the mind, and anything else that is a genera­
tive source and support of spiritual progress is said to be an earthlike 
foundation. It is in this sense that a man's association with a female 
counterpart can be the foundation of his religious life: 

A vow-possessing woman is like the earth­
She is the wealth of the hero who loves [her]. 
Making her his foundation, [like] the earth, 
The yogi of Cakrasaqwara worships [her].28 

T~s Buddhist passage would equally be at home in a Sakta text, insofar 
as It ~onors both women and the earth as sources of life, energy, and 
phys1cal and spiritual well-being.29 
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Commenting on this analogy between a yogini and the earth, the 
Pearl Rosary, an eleventh-century Tibetan CakrasaiJlvara commentary, 
states: "Having recognized a yogini who will delight and transmit en­
ergy and power (adhi$thiina) to him, and feeling passionately attracted 
to her, if the male aspirant does not worship that yogini, she will not 
bless the yogi, and spiritual attainments will not arise."30 According to 
the Pearl Rosary, a yogini possesses the spiritual qualities herself and 
thus can offer spiritual sustenance, just as the earth yields life-giving 
sustenance. A man's attainment of enlightened qualities is dependent 
upon his association with a female companion who possesses them.31 

Just as a goddess blesses and benefits her devotees, and just as sakti 
vivifies all biological, cultural, and religious life, so a woman channels 
this life force, or spiritual energy, to her consort-devotee. A woman 
is no more depleted by providing this religious nourishment than 
is a mother by nursing a child or a candle flame by lighting many 
lamps. 

Contrary to what is suggested in Western sources, this energy is not 
something that a man can extract or steal from a woman at will. The 
woman chooses when and on whom to bestow her blessing. Her ability 
to enhance a man's spiritual development depends upon her innate 
divinity as awakened and brought to fruition by her own religious 
practices, which include envisioning herself in the form of various god­
desses and imaginatively investing herself with their appearance, orna­
ments, tender and wrathful expressions, and supernatural powers for 
liberating beings. ·By conferring energy and power upon a man­
''blessing" or "empowering" him (adhi$thiina)-she is not thereby de­
priving herself but rather sharing her energy voluntarily with a man 
who has won her favor by meeting various requirements that she may 
impose, such as displaying ritual etiquette, using secret signs, and mak­
ing offerings and gestures of obeisance. 

The etiquette that a man should display includes ''behavior of the 
left."32 Texts that are classified as yoginr-tantras, or "mother-ta11tras," 
commend this formal show of deference. As the name indicates, this 
system of esoteric etiquette requires that a man focus on the left side in 
all his interactions with women: when walking with a woman, staying 
to her left and taking the first step with the left foot; when circumambu­
lating her, doing so in a counterclockwise fashion; using his left hand 
to make the secret signs; making offerings and feeding her with his left 
hand; and embracing her with his left arm.33 This stylized behavior is 
~way for a yogi to show respect for a yogini and let her know that he 
IS part of the Tantric in-group. Tsongkhapa comments that "the sign of 
a Tantric yogi is to perform all activities on the left,"34 explains that he 
should do so because it pleases yoginis, and elaborates upon what is 
entailed: 
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Many female messengers, that is, qifkinls, are pleased by all the activities of 
the left. Set about doing those activities. By doing what is agreeable to 
them, namely, activities of the left, their minds will be gladdened.35 

When a man sees a woman, he should circumambulate her three times 
from the left [i.e., counterclockwise] with his hands on his head and make 
obeisance to her three times, saying, ''You are my mother, I am your son. 
Until enlightenment, I will be nurtured by the milk that arises from your 
breasts, which are the limbs of enlightenment.'' Pay homage thus.36 

According to the Cakrasm1fvara-tantra, another yogi11f-tantra vow re­
quires that a man who is fortunate enough to have found a powerful 
woman who is richly endowed with spiritual qualities should not leave 
her side for the duration of the Tantric quest.37 

In addition to the activities of the left, men are required to use secret 
signs in their initial approach to yoginis. The signs include hand signals 
and a syllabic code (chommii, sometimes called "4iikinf-language") that 
would enable Tantrics who didn't speak the same language to commu­
nicate with one another. Tsongkhapa explains that the purpose of the 
esoteric codes goes beyond communication and includes the establish­
ment of rapport: "Through these signs, the hero, that is, brother, and 
sister will attain an understanding, meaning that the minds of the 
t;liikini and the male aspirant will achieve intimate rapport .... These are 
the symbols of accomplished yoginis, the symbols of the female mes­
sengers who wield the spiritual accomplishments."38 Several chapters 
of the Cakrasatftvara-tantra give code phrases, gestures, and body lan­
guage used to convey essential messages such as "I'm hungry," "have 
some meat," "assemble in the ma7J.f!ala," "remain in the forest," and 
"stay with me."39 The same text also describes the vocabulary of facial 
expressions that a yogini might use to communicate her moods, espe­
cially her pleasure and displeasure.40 

Thus, although respect for women is the cornerstone of Tantric gen­
der relations, it has different implications for women and men. This 
philosophy challenges a woman to recognize her own divinity, while it 
requires a man to purify his vision, approach women with deferential 
behavior such as activities of the left, and use the secret codes the 
women imposed on them. By virtue of these divergent, but comple­
mentary, patterns of training, the relationship between a man and a 
woman is delineated as a relationship between a devotee and a deity. 
The terms used to express the requisite attitudes and behavior of a man 
toward his female companion are drawn from the vocabulary of devo­
tion. They include reliance and dependence upon her as his religious 
refuge (nisraya, ii§raya), honor and service (sevii), reverence and devo­
tion (bhakti, §raddhii), devotional servitude (upiisanii, upaciira), and giv-
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ing gifts (dana), as well as ritual worship (paja).41 The woman may also 
see her male partner as a deity in certain ritual contexts, but his divinity 
does not carry the same symbolic weight. She is not required to re­
spond to his divinity with any special deference, respect, or supplica­
tion or to render him service in the same way that he is required to 
serve her. 

This relationship also parallels human-divine relationships insofar 
as the deity is the benefactor and the human devotee is the beneficiary. 
Although the deity may derive some gratification from the relation­
ship, the devotee has much more to gain than does the sovereign object 
of devotion. What supplicants ultimately want from their deity is su­
preme deliverance, or liberation, and this is what male Tantrics seek to 
gain from their relationships with spiritual women. The texts reiterate 
that a man cannot gain enlightenment without respecting women and 
allying himself with a woman.42 Although it may .be tempting to inter­
pret this ritual worship as evidence that men were exploiting women in 
an attempt to make spiritual progress at their expense, this interpreta­
tion ignores the overarching context of a devotional and hierarchical 
relationship patterned after, and expressed in terms of, the human-di­
vine relationship between a devotee and a goddess. The woman's be­
neficence is a gracious, yet voluntary, response to her devotee's suppli­
cation and devotion, homage and worship. 

CONSEQUENCES OF DISRESPEcr 

Unconditional respect for women was so integral to the Tantric ethos 
that men who failed to take seriously this aspect of Tantra were se­
verely criticized and rebuked. Men were instructed regarding what be­
haviors and attitudes toward women were to be cultivated and which 
were inconsistent with the Tantric world view. Male practitioners were 
warned to dispense with any denigrating attitudes they Inight have 
about women and admonished that these were incompatible with the 
Tantric path. The special commitments of a Tantric initiate include, as 
the culminating vow, a pledge never to disparage or belittle women. 43 

In a chapter entitled ''Praise of Women," the Cal')qamahii~at;UJ-tantra 
argues in the l!trongest possible terms against the denigration or asceti­
cal avoidance of women: 

Even if you fear bondage and death thereby, 
Withstand all that. 
On this path, women must not be abandoned! 
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Free from trickery, arrogance, and shame, 
Always helping with whatever is needed, 
The real bestowers of the spiritual attainments, 
They should be honored with all one's possessions.44 

One must not disparage women ... 
One should speak with pleasant words 
And give a woman what she wants. , 
Having worshipped with one's belongings, 
Accordingly one should not despise her. 
Never abandon women! 
Heed the Buddha's words! 
If you do otherwise, 
That transgression will land you in hell!45 

Male Tantrics who fail to render the respect and devotion that 
women deserve can expect to be rewarded not with full enlightenment 
but with spiritual regress and even a terrible punishment. Tsongkhapa 
warns of the dir~ consequences of disrespect in his Cakrasatp.vara com­
mentary: 

If one who aspires to enlightenment 
Generates anger toward a female messenger, 
The merit accumulated over ten million eons 
Will be destroyed in an instant.46 

According to the Cavf!mnaltiil'o~m:za-tantra, a man could kill one hundred 
Hindu priests and not be stained by sin, but criticizing or disparaging 
a woman will send him to hel1.47 This aspect of Tantric Buddhism has 
a strong Sakta resonance, for Sakta texts similarly threaten severe pun­
ishments for even the mildest criticism or show of disrespect toward 
women.48 A passage from the Kauliivalrnin:uzya epitomizes this senti­
ment: 

One should not strike a woman, 
Even with a flower, 
Even if she commits one hundred misdeeds!49 

Vajrayoginr evinces little patience with those who belittle women 
and pronounces hyperbolic curses on those who think they can scale 
the Tantric peaks while disparaging women: 

Chattering fools ... who disparage women out of hostility, 
Will by that evil action remain constantly tortured 
For three eons in the fathomless Raudra hell, 
Wailing as their bodies bum in many fires. 50 
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CaQ.I;l.amaharo~aiJ.a, Vajrayogini's consort in this text, has as his general 
function the subduing of the evildoers of the world, but among them he 
singles out those who transgress against women. He assures her that 
he keeps his sword and noose at the ready as he scouts for men who fail 
to pay homage to women (figure 5), so he can slash the scoundrels to 
pieces: 

FrcuRI! 5. Cat;~c;lamaharo!iru:ta, defender of women, with Dve!iavajri 



50 CHAPTER THREE 

Mother, daughter, sister, niece, 
and any other female relative, as well as 
a female musician, Brahman, sweeper, 
dancer, washerwoman, and prostitute; 
holy woman, yogini, and ascetic as well ... 
these he should serve in the proper way 
without making any distinction. 
H he makes a distinction, 
Ca~u;lamahar<>$~ will be provoked 
and slay the practitioner, 
throw him into Avid Hell, 
and threaten him with sword and noose. 
Nor will he obtain Success in this world or the next. 51 

Clearly, classical texts of the Tantric tradition take respectful atti­
tudes and proper behavior toward women quite seriously. Tantric bi­
ographies bolster these doctrines with narrative accounts of what can 
happen to a man who shows disrespect for a woman, even a woman of 
seemingly unsavory character. The corpus of Tantric biographies in­
dudes many stories of hapless yogis who advertently or inadvertently 
disparaged women. One tells how the yogi Maitripa went deep into the 
Sriparvata mountains of southern India in search of Savari, a famous 
Tantric guru. When Maitripa found him, the guru was sitting with two 
female companions (figure 6). Women of the forest, they had long, mat­
ted hair, skirts woven of bark and leaves, and hunting gear slung over 
their shoulders. Freshly killed game lay at their feet, and they were 
picking lice from the guru's hair. When Maitripa saw this scene, he 
couldn't suppress a sneer at the women as he wondered what a spiri-
tual master was doing in such distasteful company. • 

Unbeknownst to Maitripa, the women were the Tantric adepts Pad­
malocana ("Lotus-Eyes") and Jii.analocana ("WISdom-Eyes"). Soon the 
women began tutoring Maitripa in the very Tantric wisdom he had 
come to. seek. l)ilkinrs have a special talent for removing obstacles to 
omniscience with a swift, decisive stroke of the sword of nondual wis­
dom, and these huntresses were superlative 44/dnis. When Maitripa 
was walking in the forest, he saw one of the ladies shoot a wild pig. As 
his mind was reeling with shock, she delivered her unerring message: 

Shooting the arrow of clear understanding, 
I slay the boar of ignorance-
Now eat the meat of nonduality! 

Then she shot a deer and sang: 
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FIGURE 6. Padmalocanli, Jiilinalocana, and Savari 

Shooting the arrow of ultimate experience, 
~ slay the deer of subject-object-
Now eat the meat of nonduality!52 

lier real target had been the dualistic judgments that were preventing 
Maitripa from attaining enlightenment. When he realized that they 
Were spiritually more advanced than he was, Maitripa accepted the 
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women as his gurus, but his recognition came too late, and there was a 
penalty. Since he had insulting thoughts about them and did not pay 
homage to them at the first meeting, his life span was shortened, and he 
did not attain enlightenment during that lifetime. 53 Maitripa was pun­
ished for failure to pay homage to his gurus, but the deeper implication 
of the story is that the reason he failed is that he was not alert to the 
possibility that women-female hunters, no less-might become his 
gurus. Thus, a show of disrespect for women turned out to be one of 
the most decisive, and disastrous, acts of his religious career. 

Such encounters are not unusual in the Tantric corpus. The yogi 
KaJ;tha similarly failed to recognize a mere woman as a Tantric guru. 
His guru had sent him in search of someone who could transmit a par­
ticular teaching to him, and even though KaJ;tha was forewarned that 
the teacher he sought was a woman, he could not bring himself to be­
lieve that it was the one to whose door the guru's directions led him, 
namely, a peasant living in a forlorn, isolated cottage. Skeptical that it 
could be her, Kal;lha set out again, but another day of travel simply 
brought him back to the same cottage. Still unconvinced, he went 
through the process a third time, which finally persuaded him that she 
was the spiritual teacher he sought. When his vision was purified he 
saw her in her true form, as a female Buddha sitting on an ornate 
throne in a mansion. KaQha returned to his guru with the requested 
teaching, but the guru was not pleased. He remonstrated that K~ 
had missed the real purpose of the visit. If only he had been able 
to approach the 4akini without any mental reservations, he would 
have gained complete enlightenment. His prejudice had sabotaged 
him. 54 

In another case, Abhayakaragupta, a scholar who took great pride in 
his learning, was given several opportunities to recognize Vajrayogini 
in her human manifestations. Because he had a strong devotion to the 
female Buddha in his former lives, in this lifetime she arranged meet­
ings that were spaced years apart, giving him time to grow in wisdom 
in the meantime. In the first encounter, when he was still a Hindu of the 
priestly class, before he had even become a Buddhist, an outcaste 
woman came to his door and asked him to make love with her. He said 
he couldn't even touch her, much less make love with her, or he would 
be defiled. The scholar chased her away, fearing for his reputation if 
so~eone ~aw him talking to her at his doorway. Before she left, she 
advised him to go to Magadha and take Tantric Buddhist initiation, but 
he did not rush to follow her advice. In the second encounter, sometime 
after he had taken Buddhist monastic vows a young girl offered him 
some raw meat, saying the animal had bee~ killed especially for him· 
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He was repulsed by this offer, and accepting the meat would have vio­
lated his monastic vows, so he refused. In the third encounter, which 
took place when Abhayakaragupta was well into his Tantric appren­
ticeship, his guru's female attendant, the woman who usually brought 
him his water, came to his meditation cell with meat and alcohol and 
invited him to join her in the performance of a Tantric feast. When he 
hesitated, she ordered him to do so, perhaps hoping that her insistence 
would apprise him of the seriousness of what was transpiring. Oblivi­
ous, the scholar declined once again. The woman upbraided him that 
despite his extensive knowledge of Tantric teachings he had missed the 
import of her offer. She told him that he had missed his chance to attain 
spiritual perfection during that lifetime, since he had thrice rejected the 
emissaries of Vajrayogini.55 

This account implies that Vajrayogini herself was testing Abhayaka­
ragupta by appearing to him in the form of women whose spiritual 
authority he would tend to reject, such as a low-caste woman and an 
attendant. This could mean either that the female Buddha sent magical 
emanations of herself or that she inspired the women to act in this way 
on her behalf. In either case, Vajrayogini's tests were designed to chal­
lenge the scholar to recognize women as her embodiments and as bear­
ers of spiritual authority. As a Tantric practitioner, Abhayakaragupta 
had come to revere Vajrayogini, but when he failed to extend his devo­
tbn to her to her human manifestations, the divine yogini was very 
displeased. His penalty was the postponement of his enlightenment to 
another lifetime. 

The point of these stories is not that these men harbored blatant prej­
udice against women. The discrimination motivating their behavior in 
each case could well have been quite subtle. As Tantrics, they would 
have been familiar with the prescribed attitudes toward women, but 
because of lingering reservations or simply because they had not fully 
internalized these teachings, these men were betrayed by their lack of 
pure vision regarding women. In this tradition, to see women as they 
truly are is to see them as replete with the power and presence of fe­
IXIale divinities. In the living tradition of Tibetan Buddhism today, 
there are those whose monastic orientation requires them to abstain 
from the kinds of intimacy described in the tantras and sometimes 
causes them to develop compensatory fear and hatred of women. 
However, there have always been and continue to be many within the 
~dition-lay people and monastics alike--who take the Tantric teach­
lllgs on gender very seriously. This contingent of practitioners believes 
that recognizing the innate divinity of women and treating women ac­
COrdingly is crucial to their religious progress. 
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CLASSIFICATIONS OF WOMEN 

The tantras of the yogini-tantra class devote considerable attention to the 
classification of women. 56 The practice is loosely patterned after classi­
fication schemes found in secular Indian erotic literature, although the 
Tantrics adapted the categories to reflect their own religious aims and 
values. 57 While the secular works emphasize the beauty and agreeable­
ness of the woman, the purpose of the Tantric schemes is to match a 
temperamentally suited yogi and yogini for the purpose of a fruitful 
spiritual collaboration. Spiritual compatibility is expressed in terms of 
membership in the same Buddha family, or Buddha lineage (kula). Men 
study the characteristics of women of different Buddha families in 
order to learn what colors they prefer to wear, their bodily types, and 
their behavioral and psychological traits. Tsongkhapa even recom­
mended study and contemplation of the classifications of women for 
his monastic followers on the grounds that "even if one is not fortunate 
enough to be able to practice with a woman in this lifetime, one 
will create mental habits for future lifetimes when one is able to do 
so."58 

The classificatory descriptions of women provide evidence of the 
women that one might find in Tantric circles, in terms of characteristics 
that they either'actually possessed or ideally should possess. Although 
the emphasis upon classification of women in Tantric literature may 
seem to attest to the subordination of women in these circles, the kinds 
of traits that recur would argue against that conclusion. To give an 
example, one chapter of the Cakrasarrzvara-tantra describes women of 
various Buddha families. The first type sounds pleasantly mild-man­
nered. She has a peaceful temperament, an affectionate countenance, 
and a picture of a lotus in her house. One could argue that such a 
woman might be an easy target for a predatory yogi. Yet as the list 
progresses, the women become increasingly vigorous and strong­
willed. In turn, we find women who always speak truthfully and are 
proud of their strength; women whose minds are powerful and ener­
getic; women who delight in shrewish behavior and speak boastfully; 
women who are fearless, revel in their own ferocity, and like to eat 
meat and frequent cemeteries; and women who derive pleasure from 
the fact that they are untamable.59 These do not sound like the kinds of 
women who could easily be manipulated or coerced. Instead of being 
to~d to look for woinen who are meek, gullible, and defenseless, as one 
~g~t expect if the men's intentions were the recruitment of passive 
VIc~s, one finds women who not only are strong but are aware of 
therr power and enjoy it, for they are "proud of their strength," "de-
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light in shrewish behavior," and "derive pleasure from the fact that 
they are untamable." 

Another example of the types of women that characterize Tantric 
literature, and thus presumably Tantric circles, can be found in a chap­
ter of the Cakrasa171vara-tantra that divides yoginis into four types. The 
first type cannot be prevented from speaking the truth and always 
takes delight in the Buddhist teachings. The second type is haughty, 
wealthy, and domineering and loves to hear news of deaths in battle. 
The third type is moody, angers at the slightest provocation, likes to 
argue, and is very proud. The fourth type has an unpleasant expression 
and imperfect features and is exceedingly arrogant.60 None of these 
women sounds like a promising candidate for effortless seduction. 
Thus, when one looks at the actual content of the classifications, where 
one might expect to find an emphasis upon docility and subservience, 
one finds instead that the female counterparts of the yogis are likely to 
be ferocious, domineering, and untamable. There iS a complete absence 
of submissiveness. These sound like formidable women by any stan­
dards. 

The kinds of places to which yoginis were attracted also suggest a 
boldness of temperament. In addition to cremation grounds and for­
ests, their haunts included caves, crossroads, riverbanks, abandoned 
houses, theater and pleasure districts, and goddess temples. Yoginis 
apparently frequented beautiful wilderness areas and desolate spots 
where their meditations and ritual activities would be undisturbed. A 
woman who would travel alone or even in a group to such places 
would have to be hearty, intrepid, and adventuresome. 

To help the men recognize their female counterparts, Tantric texts 
also describe general signs of yoginis, such as a reddish or bluish tint to 
the skin, sidelong glances, an unusual hairline or skin markings, laugh­
ter one moment and weeping the next, and forthright, aggressive be­
havior. Men were warned that yoginis can be very intimidating at the 
first meeting. Yoginis may try to repel an approaching hero with fright­
ening cries and wrathful guise, as a test of his bravery and discernment. 
The Cakrasa171vara-tantra promises: 

If the hero isn't frightened, 
The t!ilkinis will take him by the left hand and 
Carry him to their own place. 
Then the t/likinis will cavort with that person, and 
That place will become like paradise.61 

Armed with knowledge of these habits and signs, a man increased his 
chances of recognizing a potentially numinous encounter, as in the case 
of AtrSa: 
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He once met a naked woman wearing a necklace of bones and skulls. 
She herself looked like a skeleton, laughing at one moment and weeping 
at the next. AtiSa ... felt that she perhaps had some esoteric instructions to 
impart, so he mentally bowed down to her and asked if he could receive 
religious instruction from her. 

"If you want religious teachings you will have to come to eastern Ben­
gal," she said, and departed. 

Atisa followed her until she reached a great cremation ground. There 
she suddenly turned back and asked AtiSa, "How did you guess that I had 
some special religious instruction to impart? Do I look like I have any?" 

"Yes," replied AtiSa, "you certainly do!" 
Pleased with him, she initiated him.62 

Recognizing her by her bone ornaments and laughter and tears, and 
not diverted by her unconventional appearance, Ansa was rewarded 
by an enlightening encounter. He remained in U<;i<;iiyana for three 
years, living among the yoginis there.63 

The indomitable women that appear in Tantric classification 
schemes populate the biographical literature as well. Without excep­
tion, the women of Tantric biographies are outspoken and uninhibited. 
They appear to be unrestrained either by social conventions or psycho­
logical reticence. There is no hint of deference to male authority or con­
cession of male superiority. Rather, the women openly and without 
hesitation rebuke men whom they find to be spiritually errant. The 
pages of the Tantric biographies are enlivened by their memorable ri­
postes as they shatter male self-complacency. We have only to think of 
the insouciant reply of the Arrow-making Yogini to Saraha when he 
tried to make small talk with her. She coolly informed him: "The Bud­
dha's teaching can only be known through actions and symbols, not 
words and texts."64 Later, Saraha entered a deep meditative state while 
his female companion was preparing some radish curry. He remained 
in trance for many years, but his first act upon awakening was to ask 
for the ~ a display of attachment that unleashed her criticism. She 
told him that clearly he needed additional meditation, so he announced 
that he would go into the mountains to meditate in solitude. Provoked 
by his quietistic attitude, she admonished that it would be pointless for 
him to isolate himself in the mountains, since physical solitude would 
avail him of notlting if he did not abandon conceptual thought.65 Her 
~b~e occasioned his final spiritual awakening and is now immortal­
IZed m one of his verses: "Do not sit at home, do not go to the forest. But 
reco~ize ~d wherever you are."66 

Sto~es hke these illustrate the audacious expression of infallible ob­
servahons for which Tantric yoginis are famous. Luipa, too, received 
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his decisive lesson in the form of an insult from a woman. Luipa, a yogi 
of princely birth, had been practicing Tantric meditation for many 
years and considered himself to be above reproach when he ran into a 
yogini tavern-owner. With her clairvoyant vision, she perceived a 
small but obdurate knot of royal pride in his heart, despite his many 
years of renunciation. Instead of giving him something from the menu, 
she served him a bowl of moldy leftovers. Luipa threw the bowl into 
the street in disgust and shouted, "How dare you serve garbage to a 
yogi?" She shot back, "How can an epicure attain enlightenment?" 
Stung by the accuracy of her riposte, he saw where to direct his efforts 
in order to scale the final peak of enlightenment. He took up residence 
on a riverbank and began to live on fish entrails discarded by the fish­
ermen. Through this practice, Luipa attained a state of continual bliss 
in which the fish entrails tasted just like ambrosial nectar.67 

In another instance, a very poor yogi, Kantali,.lived by the side of a 
road and made a meager living by scavenging rags and piecing them 
into patchwork cloth. When he stabbed his finger one day while sew­
ing, he lost his equanimity and cried out in pain. A yogini who was 
strolling by saw an opportunity to help someone who was trapped by 
the illusion of selfhood, as evidenced by his self-cherishing behavior. 
She told him that he had been caught in a cycle of suffering for many 
lifetimes and asked if he was ready to change. Her confident delivery 
of this psychological observation inspired his faith, so Kantali asked 
what he could do to break the cycle. The yogini challenged that she 
didn't know if he had the fortitude to follow her. He assured her that 
he was willing to do whatever was necessary. She became his guru and 
directed his path to enlightenment, from the visualization of deities 
through the subtle inner yogas and ultimate realization of the nature of 
mind.68 

When she saw that her disciple was having trouble meditating upon 
deities while he was sewing, the wandering yogini offered her assis­
tance in the form of a spontaneous song: 

Envision the rags you pick and stitch as empty space. 
See your needle as mindfulness and knowledge. 
Thread this needle with compassion 
And stitch new clothing for all the sentient beings of the three realms.69 

lier song opened the floodgate of infinite compassion in his heart, and 
?te surge of freedom and exhilaration made him laugh and shout, 
'Look at the wonderful cloth this yogi has sewn!"70 Passers-by thought 
the dust-covered wretch by the side of the road had gone mad and 
ll\arveled that the madman had a companion-a woman in rags who 
was laughing just as hard as he was. These are just a few characteristic 
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examples to show that the astute and indomitable women who appear 
in Tantric literature cannot accurately be characterized as passive or 
victimized sex-objects. 

MOTHERS, SISTERS, AND DAUGHTERS 

Another classification of women appears in Tantric literature in the 
form of references to female relatives. Most shocking to early scholars 
of Tantra were .passages urging the necessity of making love with one's 
mother, sister, and daughter, such as the following passage from the 
Guhyasamiija-tantra: 

One who unites with mother, sister, and daughter 
Will attain the extensive perfections and truth 
At the pinnacle of the Mahayana.71 

These controversial images, whose shock value was intentional, com­
municate the distinctive vision of relationships in Tantric circles. Out­
siders would be offended by these images, but insiders would under­
stand their symbolism. In place of biological families, Tantric adherents 
formed voluntary and tightly knit groups bound by secret initiations 
and pledges. Primary allegiance shifted from biological kin to a reli­
gious family with a shared worldview and common aspirations. Thus, 
Tantrics defined themselves as family members in relation to one an­
other, as in the following passage from the Cakrasa7Jzvara-tantra: 

Stay only with female messengers: 
Mothers, sisters, daughters, and wife. 
Practice in a circle, like this, 
And not in any other way.72 

Male Tantrics were seen in parallel terms: 

If a man can recognize (liikinis 
Who maintain their Tantric vows, 
They will instantly regard him as a 
Brother, father, or husband.73 

These kinship terms inspired a range of exegeses. A widely accepted 
interpretation is that the female companion of one's guru is like a 
mother, a female disciple of the same guru is a sister, one's own disciple 
i~ a .daughter, and a man's female companion is his wife or consort74 

Smnlarl~ f~r a ~oman, the male disciple of the same guru is a brother, 
a male d1saple IS a son, and a male companion is a husband or consort. 
The mother also has a more general significance as the mother of tiber· 
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ation and spiritual life. In accordance with the gynocentric perspective 
of these texts, the vulva is honored as both the gateway to life and the 
citadel of Buddhahood. The male practitioner is directed to contem­
plate the womb of his partner and realize that this organ has been his 
passageway to numerous rebirths and now becomes a threshold to en­
lightenment.75 This is one sense in which a man may unite with his 
"mother'' -the mother of his liberation. 

Although statements about union between family members have an 
air of antinomian bravado, they refer primarily to the religious lineages 
created by Tantric affiliations and the necessity of familial loyalty 
among secret compatriots. They underscore that Tantric disciplines in­
volving sexual union should be undertaken only with Tantric insid­
ers-people who share the same initiations, vows, and training. 

DANCERS, COURTESANS, AND LOW-CASTE WOMEN 

Dancers, courtesans, and a range of low-caste women such as washer­
women, weavers, barmaids, hunters, fisherwomen, artisans, and even 
outcastes figure prominently in Tantric biographies, poetry, and ritual 
manuals. The presence of this group of women in the literature has 
been cited as evidence of the exploitation of women in Tantric circles. 
The explanation generally proffered by Western scholars is that 
women of these classes were ignorant, promiscuous, and sexually 
available to male Tantrics who needed them for Tantric practices in­
volving sexual union: 

Practical considerations also necessitated the use [sic] of low-caste 
women .... outcaste girls [sic] were more promiscuous, uninhibited by 
Manu's laws.76 

They appear there because women of these castes had been employed [sic] 
and presumably still were employed whenever "fools" actually per­
formed these rites.77 

The role played by girls [sic) of low caste and courtesans in the tantric 
"orgies" (cakra, the tantric wheel) is well known. The more depraved and 
debauched the woman, the more fit she is for the rite.78 

This line of speculation attributes the presence of such women in Tan­
tric circles to their usefulness to men and social vulnerability to sexual 
predation. 

A slightly. more genteel theory regarding the low-caste women in 
Tantric sources is the suggestion that associating with these women 
provided men with an opportunity to overcome their class prejudice. 
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Mingling with a social inferior-a woman of low caste-might force a 
male practitioner to abandon class pride and concerns about ritual pol­
lution: 

When the Indian initiate belonged to a twice-born caste there is obvious 
motive for the Guru to employ [sic] an outcaste woman in the initiation 
rite; destruction of social conditioning, reduction of pride and cultivation 
of the wisdom of equality may result from such an association.79 

According to an influential version of this theory, since low-caste 
women occupy the bottom of the social hierarchy, their elevation in 
Tantric practice and symbolism brings about religious insight by an 
inversion, or coincidentia oppositorum, of what is low in the social sphere 
and exalted in the religious sphere: 

It is the symbolism of the "washerwoman" and the "courtesan" that is of 
chief significance, and we must reckon with the fact that, in accordance 
with the tantric doctrines of the identity of opposites, the "noblest and 
most precious" is hidden precisely in the ''basest and most common."80 

Proponents of these theories do not suggest what the women them­
selves might gain from this arrangement, since it would appear that 
they were simply being "employed" to serve as an instrument of male 
purposes. 

These explanations for the presence of low-caste women in Tantric 
circles are untenable for a number of reasons. They focus on superficial 
characteristics of the women and extrinsic reasons for their participa­
tion in Tantric rituals. When a man sought a spiritual companion, we 
are to believe that he chose a woman on the basis of her caste rather 
than because of an intrinsic reason such as whether she was a Tantric 
practitioner like himself. The yoginr-tantras always advocate intrinsic 
reasons for the choice of religious companion. The foremost require­
ment is that she be a Tantric initiate who has kept her vows. Also im­
portant are her religious training, level of spiritual insight, and knowl­
edge of rituals, yoga, and meditation.81 When the man in question had 
a higher caste background or was a monk, often the man sacrificed a 
great deal-social position, the prestige of monastic status, wealth, rep­
utation, even in a few cases a throne-for the sake of a long-term, 
openly displayed relationship with such a woman. It seems unlikely 
that a man would sacrifice so much for the sake of an ignorant, promis­
cuous woman devoid of intelligence, refinement, and religious en­
dowments. High-caste women of royal and priestly backgrounds were 
also known to telinquish their caste status in order to take a low­
caste consort, although in those cases no one suggests that it is be-
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cause the men were socially disadvantaged, promiscuous, gullible, or 
stupid. 

These theories founder on a fundamental misunderstanding of the 
cultural roles of these women in Indian society. The hypothesis of 
''Tantric inversions" to explain the presence of low-caste women has 
been critiqued on ethnographic grounds by Frederique Marglin, who 
argues that although women of low caste, such as dancers, courtesans, 
and washerwomen, may occupy a low rung in the social hierarchy, this 
does not exhaust their social meaning. These classes of women are tra­
ditionally attributed with powers of fertility and auspiciousness in In­
dian culture. 52 The presence of these women in the Tantric context can­
not be attributable to a structural opposition or "reversal of values" 
because Tantra explicitly rejects social hierarchies in the interests of a 
pursuit of power. The female power (sakti) of birth, growth, and reli­
gious transformation does not correlate with tl;te dualistic hierarchical 
principles ordering society.83 This power of transformation (adhi$thiina 
in the Buddhist context) cannot be gained either by adhering to social 
hierarchies or by overturning and transgressing them. This power su­
persedes and transcends hierarchy because its efficacy does not depend 
upon the social status of the beneficiary. By virtue of their occupations 
low-caste women possess and embody transformative power, or fe­
male energy. As a tradition that is preoccupied with power and locates 
that power in women, it is natural that Tantra would attract and wel­
come women who already have or seek to cultivate a sense of confi­
dence, strength, and spiritual power. 

Another reason that these theories fail to account fully for the pres­
ence of low-caste women in Tantric circles is that they do not consider 
the subjectivity and intrinsic motivations of the women themselves. 
This is a serious omission for a theory that seeks to shed light on the 
gender dynamics of a movement that clearly attracted and held the 
loyalty of large numbers of women. Their elevated status in a realm of 
cultural meaning that values spiritual power above ritual purity would 
naturally make Tantric movements attractive to such women. The fact 
that their power is acknowledged and celebrated in this tradition could 
only encourage their participation. Women of these classes often had a 
relatively high degree of financial independence and freedom of action 
~nd movement in Indian society. Tantric Buddhism would be appeal­
t~g to such women by virtue of an absence of either a gender-based 
hierarchy or a class-based one that would exclude them or limit their 
P~rticipation. Their internal sense of power and autonomy would be 
tnirrored and magnified by the Tantric philosophy of gender. Further, 
these women would be unencumbered by caste strictures that would 
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inhibit their own participation.84 Their social background meant that 
these women were free to make an independent choice of religious 
affiliation and male partner and to adopt the often unconventional life­
style of a Tantric yogini. 

Interpretations that stress extrinsic reasons for the participation of 
low-caste women also ignore the relevance of the social backgrounds of 
these women to the Tantric enterprise. The emphasis upon the lower 
castes showed that Tantric wisdom was not limited to a particular so­
cial class, either high or low. The emphasis of the tantras upon low­
caste women and low castes in general is a complex motif that finds 
philosophical justification in the Mahayana ontology that everything is 
pure and equal in value, but it also carries a message that Tantric wis­
dom should be sought from any social class, for low-caste people are no 
less likely than others to possess and transmit such teachings and initi­
ations. Women from those backgrounds had their own religious in­
sights to bring to bear on the Tantric enterprise precisely because of 
their varied backgrounds. Low-caste women came to Tantra not as 
blank slates but with skills and cultural knowledge that were directly 
applicable to Tantric methodologies. Dancers brought bodily disci­
pline, knowledge of sacred gesture and movement, and techniques for 
embodying deity. Courtesans brought erotic skills and sophistication. 
Wine-makers and wine-sellers brought a background in the distillation 
of alcohol so important to the Tantric sacraments. I;>ombs brought fa­
miliarity with the cremation grounds where Tantric feasts often took 
place. Tribal people brought skills like the fashioning of bone orna­
ments and musical instruments, the ritual use of skulls, magical arts, 
mantra recitation, worship of goddesses, and ritual techniques for em­
bodying forth and communicating with spirits and deities. 

The social classes to which the low-caste women belonged were 
classes from which Buddhism and the other classical traditions were 
receiving infusions of cultural energy during this period. The melding 
of Buddhist soteriology with archaic religious practices and symbols is 
part the genius of the tantras. By emphasizing these classes, Tantric 
Buddhism points to the quarters of society from which it received 
many of its distinctive ritual and iconographic elements. By highlight­
ing women of those classes, it is possible that Buddhist sources are 
pointing to their own roots. 

When all of these factors are considered, it becomes clear that the 
presence of low-caste women in the Tantric movement is much more 
complex than a matter of sexual availability. These women were pos­
sessors of spiritual power and funds of cultural knowledge. They could 
find in Tantric Buddhism a sphere of participation in which they would 
not have to sacrifice their autonomy, initiative, or personal strength. 
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They were free to undertake Tantric disciplines as serious practitioners 
in their own right. Their forthright aggressiveness would serve them 
well in Tantric circles, and instead of being pressed into the service of 
male compatriots, they could enforce the requirement that men respect 
and honor them. 

THE DANCER AND THE KING 

The usual interpretations of Tantric Buddhist women in general and 
low-caste women in particular crudely simplify their religious lives 
and misrepresent the kinds of intimacy envisioned in the tantras. An 
example of the religious career of a low-caste female Tantric may help 
to clarify the interpretive issues at stake here. In this case a king gave 
up his throne to join destinies with a dancer. She is I>ombiyogini, while 
the king is known to history only as Qombipa and Qombiheruka, 
names he received by virtue of his association with her. When their 
story opens, the king, a ruler in Assam, was already an advanced Tan­
tric practitioner under the guidance of the guru VirO.pa. The king was 
approaching readiness for some of the advanced yogic practices that 
are undertaken with a partner, and the imminent arrival of his karmi­
cally ordained female companion was revealed to him in a vision. They 
first met when she came to the palace with her parents, as part of a 
troupe of singers and dancers who had come to perform at court. She 
was twelve years old at that time and possessed an unworldly temper­
ament and aptitude for spiritual training. The king offered a large sum 
from his treasury, namely, an amount of gold equal to her weight, to 
induce the dancer's family to allow her to remain with him. 

The presence of Qombiyogini in the palace remained a secret for 
twelve years, until the king's subjects discovered their relationship. 
After being driven from the kingdom, the couple secluded themselves 
in a wilderness hermitage and meditated in retreat for another twelve 
years. The fortunes of the kingdom declined so much during the ruler's 
absence that his contrite subjects decided to invite him back. When the 
ministers went into the forest to summon him, they saw the dancer 
floating on the surface of the lake on a lotus leaf. Clearly both the 
dancer and the king had made progress during their retreat. They 
mounted a tigress and rode her into town, brandishing a poisonous 
snake as a whip, demonstrating their mystical attainments (figure 7). 
1;>011\biyogini and the king later transformed into Nairatmya and 
l:l~ajra, one of the Buddha couples upon whom they had been medi­
:ating, and the king declined to take back his kingdom after all, having 

covered more sublime pastimes.85 
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FIGURE 7. I;>ombiyogini and Oombipa riding a tigress 

The usual interpretation of their partnership of more than twe~ty 
years is that the king was exploiting the dancer, who was useful to hiill 
because she provided him with an opportunity to overcome his caste 
~reju~ic~.86 However, according to the story itself r;>ombiyogini's dis· 
tingu1shing characteristics were not her availability or caste, or even 
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the fact that she was classically beautiful by Indian standards. Rather, 
it was such personal qualities as spiritual sensitivity that made the king 
recognize in her his destined companion. She was not simply a low­
caste person who was socially marginal and hence "available" for his 
practices, nor was she an ignorant and unrefined person. As a dancer 
qualified to perform at court she was someone with an extensive artis­
tic background. By the age of twelve she would already have under­
gone years of training, since dance instruction begins at a very young 
age, particularly in a family of dancers. Therefore, I;>ombiyogini was an 
educated, cultured, and refined person with a high level of self-mastery 
from years of rigorous physical discipline. It was mainly because of 
these qualities that the king recognized in the dancer a potential Tantric 
companion. The king's payment to her family was a token of his sincer­
ity and regard for the daughter and thus a sign of how well he would 
care for her. The king was not purchasing her but rather compensating 
her parents for the loss of her future earnings. The king removed her 
from her former life and family, but he did not expect her to give up 
more than he was willing to sacrifice. They both had to sever ties with 
their former way of life in order to embark on a new path of life to-
gether. ' 

It is hard to maintain that the dancer was "exploited" by the king 
when they remained together for more than twenty years. During this 
time she received extensive Buddhist training in preparation for the 
yogic practice of Tantric union, which, as I;>ombiheruka himself states 
in his treatise on the subject, "is not for beginners."87 For the first 
twelve years he remained in the palace and may or may not have seen 
much of the dancer, but over time they became close enough that, 
given a choice between his low-caste companion and his kingdom, the 
king chose her-and, by implication, the enlightenment they would 
Win together. Their mutual reliance is seen in their willingness to ven­
ture into the wilderness together, entrusting their physical survival 
and spiritual destiny to one another. For the second twelve years, be­
ginning when she was twenty-four, they were sole companions in the 
Wilderness, a situation demanding exceptional rapport, interdepen­
dence, and a shared dedication to their religious ideals. By this time, 
Oombiyogini had many years to practice meditation and reach a level 
of expertise comparable to that of her consort so they could pursue the 
higher yogic practices together. The dancer and the king needed one 
another to enter the visionary realm of Tantra. They shared the hard­
ships and illuminations of the spiritual quest as peers. 

Oombryoginrs progress in meditation was manifested by her dis­
Plays of magical powers, such as walking on water (figure 8) and mas­
tery of the four gazes. Tiiranatha also reports that she composed songs 
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of realization (vajra-songs), most of which are lost to us.88 One of her 
songs has fortuitously survived in a collection of Tantric songs pre­
served in Nepal. The song takes as its theme her ability to walk on 
water, a supernatural ability demonstrating the dancer's understand­
ing of emptiness. The song finds her in the center of a lake meditating 
upon a Buddha couple, the female Buddha Vajrayogini and her male 
consort Cakrasa:qwara: 

On the lake, 'Qombiyogini becomes two. 
How can they sit in the middle of the lake? 
The two of them sport in a palace of enlightenment, 
Dancing in the sphere of phenomena, 
In a land of stainless purity. 
Naturally, beauteously, they rest calmly 
On Buddha knowledge. 

Vajrayogini appears in four forms 
And traverses the world. 
The one with a boar's head, Vajraviiriihi, 
Embraces (her lover). 
She sits on a four-cornered ma1J4ala, bestowing compassion. 
Sometimes in one form, sometimes in another, 
She embraces the blue-faced lord.89 

The lake is where I;>ombiyogini drew water when she was on her 
wilderness retreat, but the lake is also a metaphor for the world, which 
is either a realm of suffering or a realm of bliss depending upon how 
one looks at it. The dancer's purity of vision enables her to play with 
phenomena without sinking under the weight of ponderous aspects of 
conventional reality like the laws of physics and force of gravity. In the 
first half of the song, I;>ombiyogini visualizes a Buddha couple in 
union. She imagines herself to be Vajrayogini, who manifests in differ­
ent forms in order to meet the needs of living beings throughout the 
World. When she embraces her partner, whom she envisions as a blue 
Heruka Buddha, the dancer playfully imagines herself first in one form 
and then in another, alternating among the four divine yoginis of the 
innermost Cakrasa:qwara ma1J.c}ala. Their union, although exquisitely 
blissful, is ultimately undertaken out of compassion for the world. The 
sacred communion of male and female Buddha generates waves of 
bliss and harmony that turn the world into a ma1J.4ala and showers forth 
a rain of nectar that satisfies the spiritual hunger in the hearts of living 
beings everywhere. 

_J;>ombiyogini's song, a ray of visionary splendor streaming from her 
lllind, attests to the highly polished luster of her spirit. This lone sur-
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viving song bears witness to the riches that have been lost, although 
some of her verses may have been pseudonymously attributed to 
I;>ombipa.90 The song also demonstrates that the dancer had immersed 
herself in the aesthetic universe of Tantra and fully understood and 
mastered the yoga of Tantric union. 

The example of I;>ombiyogini suggests how misguided Western as­
sessments of low-caste women have been. Western interpretations 
stress her supposedly debased nature; however, the Tantric narrative 
depicts her not as lowly or ignoble but as a beautiful and artistically 
gifted yogini. The long-awaited spiritual companion of the king made 
significant progress herself and eventually became a religious teacher 
and enlightened poet. After I;>ombiheruka died, I;>ombiyogini, who 
was at least in her thirties by that time, taught independently as a Tan­
tric guru. She gave initiation and secret oral instructions regarding the 
subtleties of the esoteric yogas, and two Hevajra lineages are traced 
from or through her.91 

This careful reading of the account of a low-caste Tantric yogini 
shows that promiscuity did not figure in her story, and it is unlikely 
that the king needed to spend twenty years with her in order to over­
come his caste prejudice. Rather, we see a serious, long-term, commit­
ted partnership devoted to the emancipation of both persons. 
I;>ombiyogini was practicing and advancing throughout the course of 
their relationship, as seen by her career as a guru. The dancer was not 
being exploited; she was pursuing enlightenment-and she attained it. 

TANTRIC GENDER IDEOLOGY: 
A GYNC:CENTRIC BALANCE 

Indian Tantric Buddhism is distinctive among Buddhist subtraditions 
in its understandings of femaleness. Attempts to interpret it as a move­
ment that differs from other Buddhist schools only in methodology will 
miss this essential feature. The Tantric philosophy of gender emerged 
at a time of great creativity and change within Buddhism, and attitudes 
toward women were uppermost in the minds of the reformers. Rita 
Gross has convincingly argued that an egalitarian vision has blazed at 
the core of Buddhism throughout its history, although this vision 
has been obscured and denied in various ways over the centuries.92 

Theravada Buddhism has a nondiscriminatory doctrinal foundation 
overlaid by negative assessments of female embodiment and by male 
monastic denunciations of women.93 Mahayana teaches the irrelevance 
of gender as a false dualism but also condones expressions of misog­
yny. Tantric Buddhism renewed the perennial Buddhist effort to main-
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tain an egalitarian philosophy by offering a new strategy. In place of 
Mahayana neutrality in regard to gender dualism, Tantra highlights 
gender polarities. In this gendered discourse, the female pole receives 
more emphasis than the male. Technically men are considered to be of 
equal metaphysical status and value, but in the empirical realms of 
image and ritual women receive more explicit affirmation. 

The mainstay of this affirmation is an elaboration of the principle 
that women are embodiments of female deity. Women are seen as 
earthly, or bodily, manifestations of goddesses, and this identity is re­
inforced by the patterning of male-female relationships upon the rela­
tionship between a devotee and a deity. The man's divinity is an ac­
cepted premise of Tantric metaphysics, but it is not given the same 
range of concrete expressions as the woman's divinity in this gynocen­
tric context. 

Identification with divine female role models gave women an unas­
sailable basis for self-confidence, namely, the "divine pride" that comes 
from awakening one's innate divinity. The presence of divine female 
exemplars who openly rejoice in their femaleness, free from shame and 
fear, seems to have empowered women to speak the truth fearlessly, to 
be physically and mentally adventurous, and to be argumentative and 
aggressive when it suited them. In the Tantric biographies, women 
freely and without apology reprimand men who need to be recalled to 
a direct vision of reality, by challenging his prejudices, shattering a 
cherished illusion, or puncturing an inflated self-image. Women's 
sense of freedom from male authority in this movement was reinforced 
by the fact that women were not dependent upon male approval for 
religious advancement either in theory or in practice. There was no 
male clerical body to bar their way and no promise of metaphysical 
gain by submission to male authority. Women could pursue Tantric 
apprenticeship on their own initiative. They needed only to be ac­
cepted by a guru, and that guru might be male or female. 

Tantric Buddhist women's absence of fear and submissiveness is 
consistent with the nature of Tantric partnerships. The women did not 
need to seek relationships with men in order to gain self-approval, 
maintain their social respectability, or uphold the moral order. Psycho­
logically this freed a woman to undertake relationships solely for her 
own enlightenment. Unlike arranged marriages, Tantric relationships 
Were voluntary. Their basis was a passionate commitment to the same 
religious goals and ideals. A woman sought companionship for one 
reason: to achieve the religious ideals of complementarity and har­
~ony that could be perfected in such a relationship. The woman's spir­
Ituality could nurture that of a man, but this was not the focus of her 
religious life, which was her own enlightenment. 
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This gynocentric arrangement set the women's and men's spiritual 
growth on different but parallel paths. On a complementary course of 
development, men acknowledge their interdependence with women. 
While a woman becomes more confident and self-reliant, a man be­
comes more capable of relationship as he comes to realize that a 
woman can support and enhance his religious life as a side effect of her 
own self-cultivation. Training themselves to see women as female Bud­
dhas gave men a chance to deconstruct unenlightened thought pat­
terns, most notably gender pride and prejudice. In a Tantric relation­
ship, the man's concrete behavior-his symbolic, ritual, and stylized 
expressions of obeisance-acknowledge that he will not attempt to 
dominate the woman or enlist her energies in support of his spiritual 
growth at the expense of her own. The man's show of homage signals 
that he is willing to enter a relationship that will not be centered upon 
his ego or his needs but rather will be dedicated to their mutual enlight­
enment. Her needs will not be subordinated to his, nor will his to hers; 
their intimacy is to be an interweaving. In fact, the word tantra is de­
rived from the verbal root tan, meaning "to weave." Many things are 
interwoven on the Tantric path, including the lives of men and women. 

In the intricate equilibrium of this arrangement, the balance of es­
teem is nonetheless tipped toward the women. Tantric texts specify 
what a man has to do to appeal to, please, and merit the attention of a 
woman, but there are no corresponding requirements that a woman 
must fulfill. Further, there are numerous instances of men seeking fe­
male acceptance and approval, but no corresponding motif in the life 
stories of women. Since women do not need to take any special mea­
sures to meet the approval of men, the women in Tantric biographical 
literature display the blithe indifference to male approval and occa­
sional condescension that one might expect in such an arrangement. 

This gynocentrism probably helped to establish psychological parity 
between men and women. Although it may appear that women were 
dominant in this arrangement, it seems that the surface imbalance 
helped to ensure the deeper harmony of the sexes that is celebrated by 
the Buddha couples of Tantric iconography. The purpose of this dy­
namic was not female domination of the male for its own sake but the 
creation of partnerships devoted to the realization of ultimate truth. 
This type of companionship precluded that either partner should be 
deflected from her or his path to enlightenment by fulfillment of the 
other person's unenlightened ego needs. Therefore, the men's training 
offered a process of refinement and sensitization that rendered the men 
~~re capable of undergoing self-transformation in the context of an 
mtimate relationship. 
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I contend that in Tantric Buddhism a balance is achieved in practice 
by privileging the female in theory, to counteract an erosion or total 
loss of the balance by even the slightest male strategy of appropriation. 
Tipping the balance of esteem in favor of the woman could serve as an 
expedient to prevent the female gender-and human women-from 
being submerged or suppressed. In MaMyana thought, the equal treat­
ment of the two genders, although liberative and egalitarian in intent, 
meant that even a minor male gesture toward expropriation resulted in 
a loss of gender equality. In Tantric Buddhism, the gynocentric philoso­
phy provided a preventive and corrective counterweight against male 
attempts to elevate themselves at the expense of women. Women had 
the incontrovertible authority of scripture and enlightened precedent 
at their disposal to counteract male attempts to devalue or displace 
them. This gender ideology armed women against individual male at­
tempts to gain psychological ascendence or religious authority over 
them and against collective male attempts to dispossess them of the 
religious movement the women had worked to create. Insofar as men 
have been successful in disenfranchising women (for example, in cer­
tain institutional settings in Tibet), these doctrines survive from the 
early centuries of the movement to indict them. There is nothing am­
biguous in the Buddha's pronouncement: "On this path, women must 
not be abandoned!"94 

When we consider who might have initiated this gynocentric, yet 
balanced, configuration of gender relations, it seems possible that 
women were the agents of change. Men have rarely of their own accord 
created movements or authored philosophies in which women were 
explicitly privileged and from which women unambiguously benefit. 
Therefore, I do not presume that the respect and homage to women so 
central to the Tantric worldview was a magnanimous gesture on the 
part of male Tantrics or a courtesy that men spontaneously extended to 
women. It seems far more likely that the men's attitudes and behavior 
resulted from female leadership in forging this ethos. I suggest that 
women communicated their self-understanding and requirements to 
men, shaping the men's attitudes, behavior, and writings. Women 
Would also tend to select as companions men who would mirror their 
own sense of dignity and empowerment, and this selection process 
COuld well have been a factor in determining the constituency of Tan­
tric circles and formation of Tantric partnerships. 

Oearly, it would be in women's interests to configure men's devel­
opment in this way. Any progress that a man made on this path would 
be of immediate benefit to his female partner and associates. A man 
Who underwent this kind of cultivation would be a better companion 
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and lover than a man schooled in misogyny, convinced of his superior­
ity and divinely ordained right to dominate women. Such a man could 
relate to a proud, sensitive yogini with a well-defined sense of personal 
power, and he would be a good companion for a woman who might be 
intolerant of male pretensions and coercions by virtue of her tempera­
ment, background, or concern about their toll upon her spiritual prog­
ress. Women's obvious benefit from this arrangement is another reason 
I suggest that women guided men in fashioning this cooperative, radi­
cally liberating vision of spiritual partnership. In response to the initia­
tive of the Tantric yoginis, the yogis respected women in order to bring 
their own vision into alignment with the ontological reality of women's 
divinity and to become capable of the kind of relationships required for 
success on the Tantric path. 

This chapter begins to delineate the cultural realm in which Tantric 
Buddhist women have pursued their religious lives. Tantric teachings 
present positive understandings of female embodiment, while explicit 
rules for behavior toward women encourage the concrete expression of 
respect in social and ritual interactions. The doctrines presented in this 
chapter do not represent intellectual strategies to suppress, subordi­
nate, or exclude women. Women were not laboring against condemna­
tory attitudes, an ideology of male dominance, or the obsessional loath­
ing of female sexuality that one sometimes finds in male ascetical texts. 
The Tantric doctrines affirm women in their religious aspirations while 
depriving male dominance of theoretical justification. 

Instead of authorizing either sex to dominate the other, Tantric 
teachings enjoin close affiliation between women and men in the pur­
suit of spiritual excellence. Although individual practitioners might fail 
to attain these ideals, they were put forward as guiding principles that 
come increasingly into play on the approach to enlightenment. These 
ideals were pursued, and at times they were achieved in reality. The 
shared odyssey or "tale of liberation" of I;>ombiyogini and I;>ombipa 
epitomizes the couples who sought and attained the crowning achieve­
ment of liberation through spiritual companionship. 

Women enjoyed psychological parity in a delicate, but tenable gyno­
centric balance in which they were the ones who were sought, suppli­
cated, and pleased. A woman could exact certain forms of homage, 
communication, and obeisance before she would accept a male disciple 
or ~artner, and this gave the man an opportunity to demonstrate his 
serousnes~ of P';U'POS~ in approaching her. This dynamic explicitly 
P aces theu- relationship in the context of their pursuit of enlighten-
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ment. Their egos will be relinquished in this relationship, and his sup­
pliant behavior frees her to relinquish her own ego rather than serve 
his. 

This gender ideology configured men's and women's spiritual de­
velopment in complementary ways so that they could serve as ideal 
companions in a relationship dedicated to their mutual liberation. Re­
spect for women was a touchstone of a man's spiritual progress, and 
the man's reform was necessary for the cooperative practices and 
higher octave of intimacy envisioned in the tantras. Women, on the 
other hand, cultivated the psychological independence that would en­
able them to maintain parity in relationship. In sum, Tantric teachings 
supported women in their spiritual aspirations and exhorted men to 
honor the women in their midst. Further, Tantric classification schemes 
and biographical vignettes portray the kinds of bold, forthright women 
who were likely to inspire awe, admiration, an~ allegiance. The trium­
phal tone of this material suggests that the men's respect was not a 
gratuitous or grudging concession but genuine admiration for the tal­
ent, energy, and passion for enlightenment of their female companions 
and teachers. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Women in Tantric Circles 
ADEPTS AND EXPERTS 

TANTRIC YOGIS AND YOGINIS assembled in a network of pilgrimage sites 
throughout India, where they met other Tantrics, practiced their outer 
and inner yogas, and staged elaborate rituals. In this open and free­
wheeling religious setting, there were no formal barriers to the partici­
pation of women. Tantric sources express no prohibition of women's 
full participation alongside men or assumption of leadership and au­
thority over men. Although there were no formal restrictions upon 
women's participation, modem scholars of Tantric Buddhism have 
placed the men in a brightly lit foreground and relegated the women 
who practiced alongside them to a shadowy background. Historical 
studies, with few exceptions, have claimed that women were an anom­
aly in Tantric circles and did not share the aspirations, training, and 
attainments of male practitioners but simply provided ritual assistance 
to them. 

This claim flies in the face of extensive evidence that women were 
present and fully participated in Tantric circles as a matter of course. 
For example, Kru:ilia had an equal number of male and female students, 
and his foremost disciple was a woman.1 Pha-dam-pa sangs-rgyas had 
a large number of women among his fifty-four teachers and had 
twenty-four female students who attained enlightenment.2 Two of the 
four most accomplished disciples of Jnanamitra were women.3 One of 
the two best disciples of Santigupta was a woman, Dinakara.4 When 
the princess Srisukha became a Tantric guru, hundreds of women in 
her retinue became her disciples and became accomplished yoginis.5 

The adept Bodhivajra, one of Kat:\ha's disciples, reportedly had hun­
dreds of yoginis among his disciples.6 Among the students of the adept 
Naropa, reportedly two hundred men and one thousand women at­
tained complete enlightenment? A majority of the eighty male "great 
adepts" (mahiisiddha) of India had female companions. Scores of yoginis 
held the Tantric feasts to which men like K~, AtrSa, Kamalasrla, and 
rGod-~hang-pa were admitted. When yogis like Luipa, Naropa, and 
I<antali ~ere on the verge of a momentous spiritual breakthrough, 
~o~en m their immediate vicinity came forward to deliver the deci· 
stve essons and then continue on their carefree way. 
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What were the religious practices of these women? What were their 
attainments? On the basis of biographical compendia, lineage histories, 
textual colophons, songs of praise, scattered references to women, and 
writings by women, a pattern of women's religious practices can be 
discerned. Other studies may dismiss the type of evidence that I pre­
sent here as reports of imaginary episodes or figures, reducing the ref­
erences to women to literary flourishes or flights of imagination rather 
than accept them as statements with the same historiographic value as 
equivalent statements about men. My study gives equal weight to adja­
cent statements about men and women and allows the evidence of 
women to coalesce into a meaningful pattern. 

CHALLENGING ANDROCENTRIC READINGS 

The interpretation of Tantric Buddhism that highlights men and mar­
ginalizes and tokenizes women is accomplished in part by an andre­
centric reading of Tantric sources. All sources describing what Tantric 
practitioners believe, practice, and accomplish are arbitrarily assumed 
to apply only to men unless women are specifically mentioned, with­
out inquiring into whether the texts' creators intended their generic 
language to be male-exclusive or gender-inclusive. There are several 
logical and linguistic problems with the androcentric approach.8 The 
logical problem is that the assumption represents a circular and hence 
invalid argument: 

PREMISE: Tantric texts don't generally refer to women. 
CONCLUSION: Women are not the referents of statements in Tantric texts. 

The circularity of this argument, in which the conclusion simply re­
states the premise, shows how historical assumptions about wome)l 
are already projected onto the written sources before self-conscious 
and deliberate interpretation has even begun.9 

Linguistic problexns with the androcentric readings stem in part 
from varying grammatical and compositional rules governing the orig­
inal Sanskrit sources and their Tibetan translations. The Sanskrit lan­
~ge, which is always inflected for gender and number, uses a mascu­
line plural noun whenever a group includes men, even if women are 
also present. Therefore, the Sanskrit tex:m sadhakii!J (masc. nom. pl.), 
~eaning "practitioners," is a generic construction, nonspecific regard­
mg the gender(s) of persons intended. It would be used to refer to a 
group including both male and female practitioners as well as to one 
COnsisting only of male practitioners. Whether one interprets such ge-
1\eri.c constructions, which pervade Tantric texts, as referring just to 
Inen or to men and women will depend upon one's historical under-
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standing of the tradition and not upon the grammar of the original 
sources. 

A related compositional problem is that when Sanskrit tantras were 
translated into Tibetan, the Tibetans generally rendered Sanskrit slokas 
into seven-syllable or nine-syllable lines. Sometimes prefixes and plu­
ral and case endings were dropped to shorten a line, at times obscuring 
the intended number and gender of the original. For instance, the San­
skrit word mantrinal;z (masc. nom. pl.), meaning "mantra practitioners," 
potentially meaning both male and female practitioners, is properly 
rendered in Tibetan as sngags-pa-rnams, but to meet the numerical re­
quirements of a line it might be shortened to sngags-pa, a singular form, 
or even at times to the single syllable sngags. It is natural to translate the 
shortened form as a singular noun, as "Tantric practitioner," which in 
English is appropriately gender neutral, although many readers will 
"read" it as male. However, such shortened forms will also at times be 
translated as "yogi," which takes on an even stronger masculine speci­
ficity, or even, when a pronoun is called for, as "he."10 Similarly the 
Sanskrit word yogini, properly rendered into Tibetan as rnal-'byor-ma, is 
frequently shortened to rnal-'byor, losing its feminine ending, and is 
then translated into English as "yogi." A comparison with the Sanskrit 
original (if one is available) or consultation with variant Tibetan trans­
lations can retrieve the intended gender, but to date it has been custom­
ary to accept such linguistic constructs as evidence of the male specific­
ity of Tantric texts and male exclusivity of Tantric circles. The end 
result of this process of linguistic and cultural translation is the com­
plete obliteration of the women who were an integral part of the move­
ment. 

Androcentric readings also seize upon the issue of the proportional 
representation of women in some of the major sources. A standard type 
of document relating to this period is the compendium of short 
sketches of the eighty-four mahiisiddhas, or "great adepts," whose leg­
endary careers marked the fluorescence of Tantric Buddhism in medie­
val India. An important early and widely used work of this genre is the 
Caturasrtisiddha-pravrtti of Abhayadatta (twelfth century). There is a 
relatively small amount of information about women in this and paral­
lel works, and only four of the standard set of eighty-four great adepts 
are female. This has been accepted as an accurate indication of 
women's proportional representation in Tantric circles,11 but it is well 
established that numerical representation in historical sources does not 
correlate with numerical presence or historical importance.12 Further, if 
=~mine their biographies and iconography, about sixty of the male 

szddhas ~ad female Tantric companions. Some of the women who 
are not mentioned by name in this work are known from other sources· 
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For instance, the adept Savari is often portrayed with two women who 
are merely mentioned in passing in his biography (figure 6). However, 
their names and teaching activities are known from other sources, and 
some of their songs have been preserved.13 When Maitripa came to 
study with Savari, the women, Padmalocana and Jnanalocana, became 
his gurus as well, and they delivered some of his most critical lessons, 
including the culminating revelation of the nature of his own mind.14 

That certain women are merely mentioned in Abhayadatta's work, 
sometimes not even by name, does not indicate their lack of importance 
in the Tantric movement; rather, it reflects the genre and rhetorical pur­
poses of the text. Since Abhayadatta's compendium provides informa­
tion that is useful to historians, scholars have tended to approach it as 
a historical work; however, Abhayadatta composed it primarily as a 
didactic work. The hagiographical accounts are of uniform length, and 
it is clear that the author was not trying to inclupe everything that he 
knew but simply to give the highlights of the careers of the great ad­
epts, with just enough detail to provide an intelligible narrative struc­
ture. Additional information, popular stories, and anecdotes about the 
adepts were probably widely circulated in his day, and it may have 
seemed unnecessary to supply mundane details about such lofty and 
famous figures-such as the names of all their teachers, compatriots, 
and students. These tales were meant primarily to instruct and inspire 
other Tantric practitioners, and additional details would be provided 
as oral commentary in the instructional setting. Therefore, Abhaya­
datta's work should not be read as a detailed photograph of a particu­
lar segment of Buddhist history but as a pastiche of a milieu of Bud­
dhist practice. It indicates the types of practices that were pursued and 
the varying life patterns of Tantric practitioners, but it does not neces­
sarily provide a reliable basis for compiling statistics. 

We can contrast the didactic purposes of Abhayadatta's work with 
the lineage histories compiled by Jo-nang Taranatha (seventeenth cen­
tury), who includes more information, evaluates differing sources, and 
sometimes quotes conflicting accounts and weighs their relative mer­
its.15 Taranatha was deliberately writing religious history, whereas 
Abhayadatta was not. Accordingly, much more information about 
women is available in Taranatha's accounts, since he often includes the 
names of teachers, compatriots, and students. 

Androcentric selectivity is seen in the way that Abhayadatta's work 
is consulted for numerical evidence of women in Tantric circles while 
Taranatha's work, in which women have a much higher rate of repre­
sentation, is not. The fact that more than half the gendered references 
in the yoginf-tantras refer to women is taken not as evidence of the pre­
dominance of women in Tantric circles but as evidence of male author-
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ship and preoccupation with the opposite sex. Thus, the androcentric 
criteria applied to Tantric texts are simply modified so that a conclu­
sion of male dominance can be reached regardless of the content of a 
given text. Further, criteria have been applied to written sources that 
would never be applied to other types of evidence. A historian is often 
like an archaeologist, sifting among ruins for artifacts and potsherds of 
evidence. Concluding that a 5 percent rate of explicit references to 
women correlates with a 5 percent rate of women in the movement is 
like saying that if two potsherds are found at an archaeological site it is 
because originally there were not many pots in that locale or that if two 
building foundations survived, then originally there must have been 
very few buildings. Further, claiming that women's lives were notre­
corded because they were not worth recording is like claiming that the 
potsherds and ancient monuments that have survived are those that 
"deserved" to survive by virtue of their intrinsic historical importance. 
This line of argument is equally absurd when applied to archaeological 
materials or to written sources. In written history as in archaeology, 
whatever evidence has fortuitously survived must be pieced together 
into a composite portrait that accounts for all the evidence and weaves 
it into a coherent whole. 

When the information about women in the different genres of Tan­
tric literature is juxtaposed, it becomes clear that women's lives and 
teaching careers were no less interesting or historically consequential 
to Tantric Buddhism than those of their male counterparts. It is possible 
to discover the pattern of women's participation in Tantric circles by 
documenting their knowledge and expertise in such areas as magic and 
ritual, Tantric feasts, visualization of deities and ma7J4alas, inner yogas, 
attainment of enlightenment, and assumption of the role of guru. 

MAGIC AND RITUAL 

Magic, ritual, and supernatural powers are integral to Tantric Bud­
dhism as methods to convert people and demonstrate mastery over 
phenomenal reality. Claims of supernatural powers and expertise in 
magical arts may seem dubious to modem Western readers, but within 
the Tantric Buddhist context they are accepted as evidence of spiritual 
attainments. Magical abilities represent the ability to wield the deities' 
energies16 and to penetrate beyond the apparent solidity of so-called 
material objects to their indeterminate fluidity, which makes them mal­
leable by ritual acts. Effective ritual performance requires yogic mas­
tery of the body and elements (earth, air, fire, water, space). This mas­
tery can then be wielded to control weather, perform healings, ripen 
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crops, and deliver religious lessons. In view of the centrality of ritual 
and magical abilities to Tantric practice, women's accomplishments in 
this area serve as tangible evidence of their progress in Tantric method­
ologies. 

Surviving stories about female Tantrics feature their magical and rit­
ual attainments. Many of the women in question were gurus, and their 
magical powers were related by their disciples as evidence of their reli­
gious mastery. The guru Dinakara had diligently practiced Buddhism 
since the age of thirteen, progressing from the Vmaya and Mahayana 
teachings to Tantric studies. Among her many accomplishments, she 
was an expert in ritual gazes (the ability to control people, animals, and 
objects with her stare), which she used to convert a meddlesome non­
Buddhist yogi and on another occasion to rebuke a yogi who boasted 
of powers he did not possess. Dinakara also possessed the power of 
flight and other supernatural talents (siddhis).'7 Qombiyogini, another 
guru, was renowned for her mastery of the riEual gazes and the four 
types of ritual activities (peaceful, prospering, conquering, destroying) 
as well as for her ability to walk on water (figure 8).18 The sister gurus 
Mekhala and I<anakhala mastered the gazes and the ability to pass 
through solid objects. They possessed the ability to transport objects, 
which they used on the huts of some Hindu yogis who were heckling 
them, relocating them to a safer distance.19 Gaftgadhara, a princess who 
became famous as a teacher of Khyung-po rnal-'byor and spiritual. 
companion of Maitrrpa, was also famous for the efficacy of her ritual 
gazes. She preferred to dwell in the forest and could transform her 
body into many shapes. Once she turned herself into a wolf and ac­
cepted ritual offerings in that form.20 

To give more examples of women's attainment of magical powers, 
Bandhe, the foremost disciple of Kaz:tha, was clairvoyant, could become 
invisible, had mastered the ritual gazes, and had the power of fleet­
footedness, the ability to traverse vast distances in a matter of minutes. 
She converted an entire kingdom in Assam with her magical powers, 
first conjuring rain to quench a raging fire and then using mantras and 
bodily transformations to ward off an attack by Hindu (Vai$J;tava) Tan­
tries, disrupt their temple worship, and wreak havoc until the people 
converted and supplicated her.21 Jalahari, another of l<a.J;tha's disciples, 
COUld transport rice, soup, and beer out of people's kitchens and into 
her skull-bowl. Once her bowl was full she did not eat the food but 
nOUrished herself by inhaling its essence.22 When Jatijala's consort, 
Buddha5njnana (a former monk, also known as Jnanapada), was ready 
~ ?ndertake a mahilmudrii retreat, she taught him the ritual arts of pro­
ptttating Jambhala, the god of wealth, so that he would have there­
SOurces to sustain himself on retreat.23 Eight female disciples of 
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Lokapradipa (eleventh century) in South India attained the supernatu­
ral power of remaining eternally youthfu1.24 Alokr and Dui:tSna, two 
courtesans who were disciples of the same forest-dwelling yogi, were 
also well known for their magical powers.25 One yogini, whose name is 
lost to us, gained the power of becoming invisible by reciting Tara man­
tras in a cremation ground for one month and rubbing cremation ashes 
on her eyelids.26 The renowned yogini Menaka, whose realization was 
"vast as the sky," had mastered the four ritual gazes and could walk on 
water without sinking.27 Kangkana, one of Klil;\ha's close disciples, 
could render herself invisible and amused herself by moving fruit from 
one tree to another, 28 while the female companion of Kukkuppa had 
the talent of turning herself into a hen.29 

Magic and ritual require detailed esoteric knowledge of ritual sub­
stances, actions, and recitations, in addition to contemplative prepara­
tion. Women wrote instructions on the use of mantras and rituals to 
accomplish specific ends, documenting their ritual expertise. The Sev­
ered-Headed Vajrayogini manuals written by Lakfimrnkara30 and 
Mai'iju5rr manuals written by Yasodatta and Ya5obhadra31 include in­
structions for the recitation of mantras for the accomplishment of spe­
cific and in some cases quite ambitious aims, such as shaking a city, 
subjugating a king, or even, with the maximum of five hundred thou­
sand recitations, accomplishing anything one desires.32 

The writings of Siddharaji'ii are particularly rich in ritual detail. She 
developed a comprehensive ritual, meditative, and yogic system for 
the practice of the Buddha of Infinite Life (Amitayus) and wrote prac­
tice manuals on the related deities Hayagrrva and Avalokitesvara. Her 
Hayagriva manual includes instructions on how to consecrate a 
sculpted dough offering (bali, Tib. gtor-ma) representing inner bodily 
substances and innate enlightened qualities and how to use the ritual 
sculpture to remove the obstacles of one's disciples.33 The ritual knowl­
edge of Siddharaji'ii is amply displayed in her practice manual on an 
esoteric form of Avalokitesvara.34 This work describes the creation of a 
complex offering ma~;~f!,ala, the preparation of medicinal pellets and 
Tantric sacraments, the proper dismantling of the ritual substances, 
and a fire offering of the subjugation category. She wrote another text 
on how to perform a fire offering at the end of an Amitayus retreat.35 

Her authority in this area is acknowledged by three of the four major 
Tibetan Buddhist sects. 

These numerous examples, which necessarily represent a fraction of 
the actual cases, clearly demonstrate that women were not simply pro­
viding ritual assistance to men but were acquiring magical powers and 
ritual talents in their own right. Although Tantric literature offers only 
passing glimpses of women's (and men's) magical powers, these 
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glimpses reveal a religious landscape in which women roamed freely 
and stepped lightly across the threshold between the world of ordinary 
reality and the realm of magic wherein thoughts are real, appearances 
are symbolic, and objects mirror the creative capacities of the mind. 
Through Tantric practice a woman comes to see the creativity of her 
mind at work in whatever she experiences in the so-called external 
world. Qakini Shining Lion celebrated the magic that reigns in the 
realm of wisdom: 

I do not look at that, I look at myseH. 
I am vast primordial wisdom, 
That is my magical creation­
Nondual knowing is inconceivable!36 

TANTRIC FEASTS 

Tantric feasts, or communal assemblies (gat;~acakra and cakrapiljli),37 are 
among the paradigmatic tantric practices. The feast is an esoteric ritual 
that unfolds in many stages. The sacred space for the ceremony is de­
marcated by geometric designs drawn on the ground with powdered 
pigments, and an elaborate array of offerings and foods are laid out. 
The participants don special insignia like bone ornaments and crowns 
and use musical instruments of archaic design-such as skull-drums, 
thighbone trumpets, and conch horns-for inducing heightened 
awareness. Practitioners sit in a circle and partake of sacramental meat 
and wine served in skull-cups. The feasts also provide an occasion for 
the exchange of ritual lore, the ritual worship of women (strrpajli), and 
the performance of sexual yogas.38 The feast culminates in the perfor­
mance of Tantric dances and music that must never be disclosed to 
outsiders. The revelers may also improvise "songs of realization" 
(caryagrh) to express their heightened clarity and blissful raptures in 
spontaneous verse. 

The feasts are the rituals to which it has been claimed that women 
were "admitted" when their "services" were required by male practi­
tioners.39 However, there is abundant evidence that women themselves 
staged feasts independently of men. At least two collections of "songs 
of realization" in the Tibetan Buddhist canon are anthologies of songs 
sung at all-female feast assemblies. One collection commemorates a 
feast held in Bihar at the Sitavana cremation ground, one of the favored 
sites for Tantric assemblies, and was attended by thirty-five "exalted 
ladies who have realized ultimate reality'' (dhiftvrsvart).40 A feast held 
by t/.iikinrs at the Attahasa cremation ground occasioned another an-
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thology in the Tibetan canon.41 There is also evidence that women pre­
sided over Tantric feasts and staged them alongside men. For instance, 
when Ka1;tha's numerous yogi and yogini students held a feast, a 
woman-Bandhe, Kal;lha's foremost disciple-presided over the as­
sembly.42 

Tantric literature typically describes feasts staged solely by women 
or by equal numbers of men and women. The literature does not de­
scribe feasts performed solely by men, nor does it suggest that women 
were admitted to the feasts under male auspices.43 I have not encoun­
tered an instance of a feast staged by men into which a woman was 
inducted or admitted, but I have often seen descriptions of the reverse. 
Tantric literature records numerous instances wherein yogis gain ad­
mittance to an assembly of yoginis. Inclusion in a yogini feast is seen as 
a high honor for a male practitioner. In the classic scenario, a yogi unex­
pectedly finds himself in the presence of a convocation of yoginis, per­
haps in the depths of a forest, a deserted temple, or a cremation 
ground. He seeks entry to their assembly circle and feasts with them, 
receives initiation from them, and obtains magical lore and Tantric 
teachings in their midst. 

One Tantric practitioner, a Tibetan on pilgrimage to India, reported 
how he fortuitously discovered a yogini assembly while on pilgrimage 
to a goddess temple (possibly Jvalamukhi) in the foothills of northern 
lndia.44 At nightfall he saw many women enter the temple courtyard 
bearing flowers and preparations for a feast. Their nocturnal ritual 
preparations and their crowns, elaborate jewelry, and rainbow-colored 
dresses signaled to him that they were yoginis. Aware of the danger 
should he anger them by intruding, but emboldened by determination 
not to let such a rare opportunity pass, he forced his way past the gate 
guardianess, evading her blow, and entered their presence. The presid­
ing yogini permitted him to join them. He enjoyed the women's songs 
and dances, partook of the feast, and recorded the event in his travel 
diary as the high point of his religious quest.45 

The motif of yogini feasts and assemblies is pervasive in this litera­
ture. Kal;lha was ordered by his guru Jalandhari to attend a yogini feast 
and get an apron made of bone from one of the yoginis he would meet 
there. Kiil;lha did find the yogini at the feast and obtained the. apron 
from her, but he retied the knots connecting the carved bone pieces, 
dissipating the blessings and magical potency the yogini had woven 
into the garment.46 Before he became a monk, Ati§a, one of the found­
ers of Tibetan Buddhism, spent three years in Uc;l.c;liyana, where he per­
fo~ed Tantric feasts with yoginis and heard many 4ilkinr-songs.47 

Lwp~ _attended a feast held by f#iikinTs in a cremation ground in 
Uc;ldiyana and received a Vajravarahi initiation in their midst.48 Several 
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collections of songs in the Tibetan canon consist of songs sung to yogis 
who had the good fortune to attend a yogini assembly. Among these 
are a series of songs sung to I<amala5Ila at a Tantric feast staged by the 
yogini Mahasukhasiddhi ("Adept of Great Bliss") at a cremation 
ground in Uc;l.c;l.iyana. The opening portion explains that the qiikinis 
were pleased with Kamalasila and composed symbolic songs to cele­
brate his wisdom.49 

Tantric scriptures also present communal feasting as a ritual that is 
staged and presided over by women. For example, the motif of a man 
attending an otherwise all-female feast assembly occurs in the Hevajra­
tantra. A significant portion of the work focuses on how to locate 
yogini feast assemblies and gain admittance to them. If a man uses the 
proper secret signs to communicate with yoginis, they may admit him 
to their assembly, as the text relates: "If [the yoginis] show garlands in 
their hands, they are indicating that you should gather there. Motion­
ing with their garlands means, '0 holder of Tantric.,vows, stay and take 
part in this assembly.' At that place of assembly, he should remain in 
the sacred circle and do all that the yoginis command."50 In this de­
scription of a Tantric feast the women sit in a circle and preside over the 
ritual while the yogi, who embodies Hevajra (a male Buddha), sits in 
the center. This pattern mirrors the mal')qala iconography of the Hevajra­
tantra itself. After the yogi and yoginis eat the sacramental foods, the 
yogi worships the assembled women and by honoring them attains 
spiritual perfection in their company. 51 

Instead of a practice to which women might on occasion hope to be 
admitted, the feast in its classical form appears to be a ritual performed 
either exclusively by women or communally by men and women as a 
matter of course. Women gathering in circles to feast, perform rituals, 
teach, and inspire one another constitutes a practice that also appears 
in the secular literature of the period. Such a nocturnal gathering of 
women was termed a "circle of yoginis" (yoginr-cakra, yogesvari-cakra, or 
yogini-mal')tjala), "gathering of yoginis" (yoginr-gal')a), "congregation of 
yoginis" (yoginr-melaka or yoginr-sal'flvara), and "assembly of dakinis" 
<4akinr-sal'flvara),52 all terms that indicate women gathering in circles, 
the same motif that appears in Buddhist Tantric literature. 

The descriptions of feast assemblies in secular Sanskrit works also 
resemble those found in Buddhist Tantric works. The Rajatarangi1;1f de­
~ an assembly witnessed by the yogi Isana. He had fallen asleep 
m a forest near a cremation ground when he was awakened at mid­
night by an enchanting, unearthly scent. ISana crept forward with 
SWord drawn until he caught sight of the yogini assembly. The yoginis 
played cymbals, bells, and tambourines and danced within a halo of 
light and a cloud of incense. The spiritual revelers were intoxicated and 
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sported with a skeleton, pretending that it was their lover. This account 
resembles Tantric ones, except that the assembly disbanded when the 
interloper was discovered, 53 whereas the Tantric texts generally report 
of yogis being admitted to yogini feasts. This parallel invites deeper 
investigation, for it suggests that women assembling in nonhierarchical 
circles may have been a non-Buddhist practice that Tantric Buddhists 
adopted, memorialized in their literature, and replicated in their ritual 
and iconography. 

ENVISIONING DEmES AND MA~QALAS 

One of the main goals of Tantric Buddhist practice is to realize the in­
nate perfection of the world by visualizing the world as a celestial man­
sion (ma~;J4ala) and all beings as divine. The deities that are envisioned 
represent aesthetic patterns of enlightened energy and liberating activ­
ity. For instance, the savioress Tara, whose emerald green complexion 
evokes the healing coolness of medicinal forests, sits on her lotus with 
one foot stretched forward so that she can leap into action at any mo­
ment. 54 This female Buddha represents the quality of liberation that 
maternally protects the supplicant from every spiritual and worldly 
danger, while her serene yet joyful smile is an invitation to spiritual 
well-being (figure 9). Vajrayogini, a coral red female Buddha who 
dances in a ring of fire, represents enlightened wisdom as untamable 
clarity and freedom. 

It is clear from various biographical accounts, lineage histories, and 
women's own writings that women practiced the visualization of dei­
ties and ma~;J4alas. A woman's practice of visualization was generally 
recorded only when a woman perfected and then taught a given prac­
tice, especially to a disciple who subsequently became famous. For ex­
ample, it is recorded that Kumudara taught the visualization technique 
of Black Bhairava, a fierce Tantric Buddha, to Dam-pa-skor.55 Dinakari 
perfected the visualization of Vajrayogini and Heruka and could evoke 
their image before her very eyes whenever she wished. 56 Oombiyogini 
taught Durjayacandra and other disciples how to envision Nairitmyi 
and Heruka.57 Srisukha taught Padmavajra the visualization of Gu­
hyasamaja.58 

Women also wrote instruction manuals on how to visualize beatific 
and wrathful deities, male and female deities, and ma~;J4alas of the most 
esoteric Buddha couples. For example, the lay women Yasodatti and 
Ya5obhadra wrote manuals on the visualization of Mafijusrr, a bo­
dhisattva of wisdom.59 Vajrac;lakini wrote instructions for visualizinS 
Vagi§vara, a form of Mafijusri.60 Vajravati wrote practice manuals on 
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FIGURE 9. Buddha Tara 

Pithesvari, a form of Tara in which she appears as wrathful and red and 
Presides over a mntpjala of yoginis in the sacred place of U<;l<;liyana. 
~llliilkara gave instructions for a severed-headed form of Vaj­
rayogini, while two of her disciples, the sisters Mekhala and Ka­
nakhala, formulated the inner yoga associated with this distinctive fe­
male Buddha. In some cases, their instructions and innovations form 
the basis of transmission lineages that have survived to the present 
day.6t 
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These accomplished women are not token women who stormed the 
bastions of Tantra and scaled its heights, because the available names 
do not constitute a comprehensive list of female practitioners. Each re­
corded example represents a far larger number of serious female prac­
titioners, because for every woman who reaches the summit there are 
many who strive but never reach the peak and others who reach the 
peak unseen and unsung. 

INNER YOGAS AND PERFECTION STAGE 

After the "creation stage" or "development stage" (utpattikrama) of vi­
sualizing deities and ma~;~qalas, Tantric practitioners graduate to the 
"perfection stage" or "completion stage" (sa'llpannakrama), a spectrum 
of inner yogas involving subtle veins and drops that a Tantric medita­
tor envisions within her body in order to attain rarefied states of 
blissful awareness. Energies are circulated within the body in order to 
purify the "psychic body" or vajra-body (vajradeha), a subtle but none­
theless tangible body that registers changes in vitality, temperature, 
and a range of subtle sensations for which the tantras have developed 
a specialized vocabulary. The vajra-body is called an "adamantine 
body" or "diamond body'' because the inner yogas accomplish com­
plete physical, mental, and emotional purification and uncover a level 
of being that is as radiant and flawless as a highly polished diamond. 
The inner yogas untie the knots created by habitually negative and 
self-referential responses to life, clearing the inner channels for an un­
obstructed flow of energy and power. This clearing of the inner chan­
nels is believed to render the body increasingly refined and immaterial, 
replacing the gross matter with particles of light until it becomes a gos­
samer but nonetheless visible "rainbow body." It was said of Bandhe 
that she perfected the inner heat, untied all the knots in her psychic 
channels, could spend six months in a single meditation session, and 
attained a rainbow body.62 

The inner yogas could be practiced without a human partner if ne­
cessity demanded, although the classical pattern of Tantra calls for 
practice with a partner at certain stages and for certain rituals.63 In any 
case, knowledge of the inner yogas is integral to the practice of the 
sexual yogas, which involve subtle exchanges of energy and a mutual 
resonance between the psychic bodies of the two partners. The inner 
yogas bring about an increase in the sensitivity of the partners so that 
they can detect delicate shifts, movements, and exchanges of energy. 
Therefore, evidence of women's knowledge in this area refutes the 
widespread claim that women were unskilled, unknowledgeable assis­
tants who did not or could not benefit from such practices. 
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Evidence of women's knowledge of the inner yogas includes 
women's extant writings on the subject. Among these, we find 
Siddharajii.i's instructions for the perfection stage yogas of her Buddha 
of Infinite Life (Amitayus) and Lord Who Dances on a Lotus practices, 
which are discussed here in the next chapter. Several texts in the TI­
betan canons record the epigrammatic oral precepts (upade~a) of 
Niguma on the subject.64 Another example is a long text on the perfec­
tion stage written by La~mr the Great of Kashmir (i.e., Bhik~w;U 
La~mi).65 This detailed work is a technical analysis of the five stages 
(paiicakrama) of the Guhyasamaja perfection stage. Among other works 
on inner yogas by women, we find a manual on the perfection stage 
yoga of Severed-Headed Vajrayogini by the sisters Mekhala and Ka­
nakhala.66 Jalahari, a disciple of Kfu:\ha, mastered the inner heat yoga 
and guided "countless" disciples during a teaching career of many 
years. She is reported to have written a manual on the perfection stage 
entitled A Series of Paintings, which seems not to have survived. When 
she died, her body dissolved into a rainbow, final proof of her yogic 
attainments.67 Perhaps a woman should have the last word on the inner 
yogas. Vajravatr, who designed a practice of Wrathful Red Tara espe­
cially for women, claimed the inner yogas as the indisputable preserve 
of women. She defines them as "the practice of yoginis."68 

REALIZATION AND ENLIGHTENMENT 

At the end of the elaborate rituals, visualizations, and inner yogas of 
Tantric Buddhism, the final states of realization come like a fresh wind 
sweeping through an empty sky. The ultimate achievement, after all 
the complex visualizations, is a divine simplicity, an ability to be spon­
taneously and fully present to each moment of awareness in a state of 
pristine clarity. Many Tantric Buddhist women attahted enlighten­
ment. Their accounts of the enlightened state can be found in the form 
of Tantric songs, spontaneous celebrations of enlightened awareness 
that are sung or spoken in poetic form and recorded by someone pres­
ent.69 Some songs are straightforward and descriptive, some use en­
gaging metaphors, and others take recourse to enigmatic or paradoxi­
cal expressions. 

In Tantric Buddhist literature in India, the term mahlrmudrif is used to 
refer to the ultimate, enlightened state of mind.70 It is a natural state 
that is fully present during each moment of awareness but adds no 
conceptual or emotional overlay that would obscure the clarity of 
the next moment of awareness. Niguma, the legendary founder of 
the Shangs-pa lineage, wrote (or recited) several short works on 
mahifmudrii. Her essay entitled "Mahiimudrii" as Spontaneous Liberation 
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alternates between description and instruction as she conveys how to 
remain in this state of alert relaxation: 

Don't do anything whatsoever with the mind­
Abide in an authentic, natural state. 
One's own mind, unwavering. is reality. 
The key is to meditate like this without wavering; 
Experience the great [reality] beyond extremes. 

In a pellucid ocean, 
Bubbles arise and dissolve again. 
Just so, thoughts are no different from ultimate reality, 
So don't find fault; remain at ease. 
Whatever arises, whatever occurs, 
Don't grasp-release it on the spot. 
Appearances, sounds, and objects are one's own mind; 
There's nothing except mind. 
Mind is beyond the extremes of birth and death. 
The nature of mind, awareness, 
Uses the objects of the five senses, but 
Does not wander from reality. 

In the state of cosmic equilibrium 
There is nothing to abandon or practice, 
No meditation or post-meditation period.71 

Niguma portrays a state of alert mental repose. She emphasizes that 
although the mind does not engage in deliberate thought, mahamudrii is 
not a blank state. The five senses continue to register their objects, and 
thoughts continue to bubble up spontaneously like foam on waves and 
then dissolve just as readily. It is possible to remain in this state as long 
as one does not attempt to grasp the ongoing stream of experience in 
any way. To release a thought or sensation "on the spot" means to 
allow it to remain just as it is, since it is going to last only for a fleeting 
moment, without grasping it by judging, accepting, fearing, rejecting, 
or desiring. The process could be likened to relaxing on a riverbank 
and watching a fish leap out of the water, sparkle for a moment in the 
sunlight, then dive back in a graceful arc. There is no need to engage in 
a mental dialogue about the merits and demerits of the fish, emotion· 
ally react to the fish, or jump into the water to try to catch the fish. Once 
the fish is out of sight, it should also be out of mind. Hence her instrUC"" 
tion "don't do anything whatsoever with the mind." 

Niguma suggests that by shifting the attention from the moment~ 
products of the mind to the mind itself, which doesn't come into eXlS" 
tence or pass away, it is possible to gain a vantage point from which to 
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watch the parade of passing sensations. A woman who attains this 
state undergoes no transition between formal meditation sessions and 
daily life, for the heightened clarity that is sought through meditation 
has become an integral part of ongoing, everyday consciousness. 

The "songs of realization" that yoginis sang at their Tantric feasts 
represent a banquet of poetic expressions of the enlightened state. 
Many of the songs were sung at Tantric feasts held by women, either 
attended entirely by women or occasionally with one man present. One 
collection hails from a feast held at the Srtavana cremation ground in 
Bihar, one of the famous sites for Tantric assemblies. According to the 
colophon, a yogini whose name means Blissful Corpse-Eater hosted the 
feast, which was attended by thirty-five spiritually advanced women 
(dhiitvisvari, i.e., "queens of space," or illustrious ladies who have real­
ized ultimate reality). After the external offerings to deity, Blissful 
Corpse-Eater distributed sacramental grape w~e to the participants 
and requested each woman present to sing a song of realization ex­
pressing her insights into ultimate reality.72 It is easy to imagine this 
twilight scene, set in the rolling hills of Bihar, silhouetted by a sky 
glowing with the rose and violet tones of sunset and ornamented by a 
crescent moon. The women, intoxicated by spiritual ecstasy, regaled 
one another with spontaneous songs of deep spiritual insight. 

A similar scene probably unfolded at a feast held by (jakinis at the 
Attahasa cremation ground, which occasioned another anthology in 
the Tibetan canon. This assembly of yoginis hosted twenty-one highly 
realized ladies, who offered their songs of realization in the form of 
metaphorical and paradoxical "qtikinr-symbols" ((jtikini-nimitta)P Re­
freshingly vivid and brief, these songs offer a taste of the enlightened 
insights and realizations of these women. 

At one of the feasts, a (jakin! named Kambala sang a song that distills 
centuries of metaphysical inquiry: 

KYE HO! Wonderful! 
Lotus pollen wakes up in the heart's center­
The bright flower is free from mud. 
Where do the color and fragrance come from? 
Why accept or reject them?74 

Her song expresses a Mahayana philosophical doctrine in imagery 
that is poetic yet intellectually precise. She invokes the concept of 
tathtigatagarbha, the doctrine that a pure seed of Buddhahood resides in 
the heart of every being, by likening the heart to a lotus and the Bud­
dhahood within to the pollen in its center. In the Tantric view, sense 
experience and emotions have a blissful and pristine lucidity when 
they first arise, but this is quickly overshadowed by the assignment of 
labels and judgments that obscure the blissful clarity at the heart of 
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experience. The clarity of Buddhahood is always present, unstained by 
thoughts and emotions, just as a lotus flower is unstained by the mud 
that nourishes its roots. Thoughts and emotions are the colors and fra­
grance of the mind; there is no reason to accept or reject them-their 
mysterious, momentary existence should simply be appreciated. There 
is no need to prevent thoughts from arising or to direct them with a 
formal meditative discipline. By the time a woman reaches the 
mahamudrii level of practice, many meditative disciplines have been 
practiced and mastered. Now is the time for directly experiencing the 
true nature of the mind. 

Many of the women's songs of enlightenment express the illusory 
nature of the world of experience. A poem by a woman named Blissful 
Diamond discloses that the world does not really exist as one experi­
ences it at all: 

KYE Ho! Wonderful! 
Whatever you see or hear, 
Think or feel-the myriad things, 
Are only reflections 
In the clear wisdom of the mind­
Empty, they don't exist at all!75 

Blissful Diamond likens the world of experience to the reflections in a 
mirror. Although a myriad of objects and people appear in a mirror, 
they do not exist within the mirror. Similarly, the world of everyday 
experience is actually a reflected world unfolding in the theater of the 
mind; the cast, props, and plot are determined by a woman's sense 
organs, temperament, linguistic categories, and cultural background. 
An enlightened woman's mind becomes a clear mirror of wisdom, ac­
curately reflecting whatever appears. Its very clarity dissolves the du­
alism of "mind in here" and separate, concretely reifiable "things out 
there." 

If objects do not inhabit a definitively external world, where do the 
captivating illusions unfold? A song by Tree-Leaf Woman addresses 
this question: 

Who speaks the sound of an echo? 
Who paints the image in a mirror? 
Where are the spectacles in a dream? 
Nowhere at all-
That's the nature of mind!76 

Her verse draws attention to the difficulty of pinpointing the source 
and locus of the phenomenal world. Even the mind is not the creator or 
location of experience, for it is no more an independent generator of 
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experience than the external world. No single thing or person produces 
the sound of an echo or paints the images in a mirror. They arise 
through a complex interplay of causes, and enlightened insight brings 
an awareness of this delicate, subtle web of interdependence. 

Realizing the illusory nature of everything one perceives is a power­
ful solvent of attachment, just as a woman, upon awakening, no longer 
feels attachment to objects in a dream. She doesn't take out insurance 
on jewels acquired in a dream, run for water to put out a fire that 
blazed in a dream, or spend the day raking leaves that fell in a dream. 
She realizes that they are not ultimately real. Similarly, when a woman 
recognizes that the objects of waking consciousness are simply the 
products of individual and collective imagination, she becomes less ab­
sorbed in them. She comes to appreciate an innate perfection that lies 
beyond the dualism of acceptance and rejection, as Victorious-Minded 
Woman sang: 

KYE HO! Wonderful! 
Emptiness, with the artistry of awareness, 
Creates magical shows that are unborn, yet appear. 
Don't accept or reject what is perfect as it is--
1 can't find a reason to tamper with that!77 

Another woman uses the metaphor of clouds in the sky to describe 
how thoughts arise without affecting the underlying clarity of mind: 

KYE Ho! Wonderful! 
Magical displays arise in the sky 
Through the dynamism of the sky itself, 
Arising spontaneously as transformations of sky­
Don't find any faults in that!78 

It is natural for thoughts to arise, just as it is natural for clouds to coa­
lesce in the sky. The sky represents a space within which things can 
arise, but it is not an active causal agent in itself. Therefore, anything 
that arises in the sky, from clouds and rainbows to the magical appari­
tions that fill the life stories of Tantric adepts, must be said to be root­
less, lacking an ultimate cause or basis. Clouds, rainbows, and thoughts 
arise from and dissolve back into something that in itself does not in­
trinsically exist. There is no purpose in accepting and rejecting things 
that have such an ephemeral, spontaneous, insubstantial existence. 

A poem by a t;liikinr named Wings of Breath expresses how all things 
arise and dissolve in a mysterious, inconceivable way: 

KYE Ho! Wonderful! 
All things are baseless, like a dream. 
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Appearing to arise contingently, like a reflected image, 
Spontaneously arising and disappearing, like bubbles, 
Vast and root-free, like the sky!79 

Her poem echoes the classical analyses of the Madhyamaka philoso­
phers Nagarjuna and Candrakirti, who demonstrated the logical im­
possibility of causal agency, existence, and nonexistence. The t/iikini 
joins these philosophers in pointing to a mode of being that is ulti­
mately inexpressible and inconceivable, beyond the logical extremes of 
existence and nonexistence. 50 Reminiscent of these analyses is the song 
of r;>akini Lion-Face: 

KYE HO! Wonderful! 
You may say "existence," but you can't grasp it! 
You may say "nonexistence," but many things appear! 
It is beyond the sky of "existence" and "nonexistence"­
! know it but cannot point to it!81 

Many of the women's songs provide instructions for mahiimudrii 
practice while acknowledging the paradoxical nature of what is in es­
sence an "effortless effort." As one woman imparted, "the nature of the 
path is that you cannot traverse it."82 That is, the highest form of medi­
tation consists of exerting no effort and imposing nothing upon experi­
ence. A song by Corpse-Raising Woman insists upon the one-pointed 
attentiveness of this state but also maintains that it is not a meditation 
in the usual sense: 

Don't become distracted, but don't meditate; 
To practice like this is skillfulness. 
When myriad experiences leave not a trace, how great! 
To practice like this is liberation!83 

She says "don't meditate" because this state is beyond meditation, a 
"path of no meditation." It requires a relaxed openness to whatever 
arises in the field of awareness. At this stage, there is no formal medita­
tion practice to implement, because everyday life becomes the arena of 
ongoing spiritual revelation. Now "everything-everything!-is the 
path of liberation."84 

A woman who attains this level of realization discovers reality to be 
innately complete and fulfilling. Her experience of its perfection is 
spontaneous and no longer requires effort: 

KYE HO! Wonderful! 
Great fresh awareness is the supreme path. 
No need to walk-it's the ground of suchness; 
No need to practice-it's effortlessly accomplished. 
AHA! Those who practice yoga are fortunate indeed!85 
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Buddhist philosophy teaches that everything is empty, or devoid of 
intrinsic reality. This is as true of the world that is experienced as it is 
of the putative self that undergoes the experiences. In the mahamudrii 
stage, this philosophical principle is experientially verified. Recogni­
tion of the mutual emptiness of self and other releases experience into 
a dance of energy, a sparkling, incandescent display of light and color, 
sound and awareness, that shimmers momentarily like a magician's 
illusion in the open space created by the simultaneous dissolution of 
self and other: 

KYE Ho! Wonderful! 
Recognize the magical show of appearances 
As reflections of your own thoughts. 
Know your own mind as empty by nature-
No need to seek elsewhere for the bliss o~ reality!86 

This woman's song draws attention to the primacy of the mind in shap­
ing experience, giving voice to one of the central insights of Yogadi.ra 
philosophy, namely, that the quality of a woman's awareness deter­
mines the quality of her experience. In the exalted state of mahamudrii 
awareness, sensory experiences attain a translucent, jewellike quality. 
For a woman who is awakened, the play of sense experience adorns the 
state of pure awareness. No longer a source of suffering, such experi­
ences become a bedazzling magical show, a source of bliss: 

KYE HO! Wonderful! 
Whatever appears is mahiimudrii, 
Ornamented by the objects of the five senses. 
You cannot enter or leave your natural state­
Run on the plain of great bllss!117 

Some women emphasize its naturalness and the need to remain 
loose and relaxed in this state in order not to interfere with spontane­
ous clarity, whereas others celebrate the exhilarating sense of freedom 
from the prison of ego. One woman likens her freedom to celestial 
flight: 

When you see what cannot be seen, 
Your mind becomes innately free-reality! 
Leave the stallion, the wind, behind­
The rider, the mind, will soar in the sky!88 

This soaring quality eludes any attempt at conceptual formulation, just 
as~ in one woman's words, "a bird flying in the sky doesn't touch any­
thing."89 Other women revel in the inexpressible blissfulness of this 
state of awareness in their songs: 
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KYE HO! Wonderful! 
When someone experiences reality, 
The whole sky cannot contain her bliss. 
Can you express that? Then speak! 
I have seen what is utterly invisible!90 

Some women simply marvel at the indescribability of enlightenment: 

KYE Ho! Wonderful! 
This spontaneous stream of great ecstatic wisdom­
Without realization, one cannot describe it; 
After realization, why speak? 
Taste it and you're struck dumb, speechless!91 

Since the awakened state is indescribable, a mystic must resort to meta­
phors. The following song uses a series of images to suggest a pano­
ramic vantage point that encompasses and subsumes every other expe­
rience and point of view: 

HuM! Having reached the top of Mount Meru 
One sees the lesser peaks in every direction. 
By harnessing a thoroughbred 
One can run to any border. 
A bee gathers the essences of many flowers 
And blends them into a single flavor ... 
A vision encompassing all of space 
Destroys craving for a partial view.92 

Niguma held that the blissful state of mahiimttdrii is inherently al­
truistic and naturally gives rise to compassionate acts and liberative 
activities: 

When one attains realization, 
Everything is spontaneously accomplished. 
One fulfills all the hopes and desires of living beings, 
Like a wish-granting gem.93 

As in classical Mahayana, compassionate activity proceeds with an 
awareness of the emptiness of the teacher, the pupil, and the teachings. 
The yogini Ekavajra offered a song on this theme: 

In the volume of skylike emptiness, 
Write with letters of pure awareness and wisdom. 
Impart instructions for many diverse methods­
Proclaim the teachings in a stream that's unceasing!94 

When a woman understands the illusory nature of all phenomena, 
even compassionate acts take on the quality of magical displays. An 
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enlightened being employs the magically illusory quality of existence 
and becomes a master magician to liberate living beings: 

In the changeless adamantine sky, 
Miraculous vignettes flash in dynamic array. 
They benefit diverse living beings, 
Then dissolve in the sky of spontaneous freedom!95 

The recognition of the illusory nature of liberative activities is not a 
distinctively Tantric insight. The theme of enlightened master as magi· 
clan has a long history in the Mahayana tradition, as seen in the 
Vimalakirtinirdesa-siitra, wherein the layman Vimalakirti conjured mag­
ical displays and illusions to dazzle, disorient, and then deepen the 
wisdom of his audience.96 An advanced bodhisattva can literally play 
with reality, producing illusions, creating universes ("Buddha-lands"), 
and generating as many bodies as there are atmps in the universe in 
order to liberate sentient beings. 

Mahlimudrlf seems to be a blissful state of natural clarity, but it opens 
the door to a realm of magical fluidity. A wild, playful, unpredictable 
quality erupts when experience is released from its predetermined pat­
terns. As a state of freedom from the moorings of conventional aware­
ness, mahlfmudrlf becomes a level of awareness in which anything is 
possible. Many of the women's songs celebrate the entry into the realm 
of utter freedom and unlimited possibility with startlingly incongruous 
images.97 By presenting seemingly nonsensical questions and state­
ments, a woman can point to a realm of experience wherein ordinary 
laws of logic and nature do not hold sway: 

HuM! What do you think when you cry out in surprise? 
What can distract you when you stare in amazement? 
How can the sky be polished? 
What does a butterlamp think? 
The track of a water-bubble can't be found. 
Upon waking, dream-thoughts evaporate. 

Who does the mother of a dead child love? 
Which of the six flavors is the taste of water? 
What is the speech of a mute woman?IIS 

Direct questions that are impossible to answer assault the listener's 
sense of reason. It is difficult to exegete such poems, and any attempt 
to do so will miss the point, because the images are meant to be im· 
penetrable and the questions unanswerable from the standpoint of 
ordinary logic.99 Tile lines of these songs create moments of stunned 
surprise and disorientation that give a foretaste of nondual, noncon· 
ceptual clarity. 
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These poems are situated in a wider current of Indian mystical po­
etry that employs enigmatic imagery, absurdities, and startling rever­
sals to evoke the enlightened state.100 This genre of paradoxical im­
agery is seen in the following song by La~mii'lkara: 

Lay your head on a block of butter and chop­
Break the blade of the axe! 
The woodcutter laughs! 
A frog swallows an elephant! 

It's amazing, Mekhala, 
Do not doubt. 
If it confounds you, adept, 
Drop concepts now! 

My teacher didn't tell me, 
I didn't understand­
Flowers blossomed in the sky! 

It's marvelous, Mekhala, 
Have no doubt! 
If you're incredulous, adept, 
Drop your doubts! 

A barren woman gives birth! 
A chair dances! 
Because cotton is expensive, 
The naked weep! 

Amazing! An elephant sits on a throne 
Held up by two bees! 
Incredible! The sightless lead, 
The mute speak! 

Amazing! A mouse chases a cat! 
An elephant flees from a crazy donkey! 

It's marvelous, Mekhala, 
Do not doubt! 
If you're stunned, adept, 
Drop your doubts! 

Amazing! A hungry monkey eats rocks! 
Wonderful! The experience of the mind­
Who can express it?tot 

~milikara addresses her song to Mekhala, one of the female disci· 
ples who recorded the song, and to a disciple who is adept at the inner 
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yoga of making the wind enter the central channel.102 The enlightened 
poet offered this song to help her disciples cut off conceptual thought 
and usher them into nondual states of awareness. By posing unbeliev­
able images and impossible scenarios, like a chair dancing and a mon­
key eating rocks, La~mii'lkara dramatizes the inability of logic to enter 
this experiential realm. It would appear from the reports of these 
women that philosophers and meditators enter the realm of mahamudrii 
and emerge as magicians, as comedians, and above all as poets of 
enlightenment. 

WOMEN AS GURUS 

Since women mastered every level of Tantric Buddhist practice and 
realization, it follows that women would assume roles of leadership 
and authority as enlightened teachers and initiating gurus. In this un­
restrictive religious setting, there were no institutional barriers to the 
leadership of women, such as a priestly hierarchy of clerics seeking to 
exclude women from their ranks, wealth, and prestige. Religious au­
thority was based on personal realization and timely displays of super­
natural powers or religious insight. These qualifications represented no 
disadvantage for women. For the duration of the movement in India, 
women claimed authority and undertook religious guidance of others 
on the same basis as men-their wisdom, magical powers, and reli­
gious expertise. 

Many female gurus figure in Tantric literature as wandering teachers 
who appear on the scene to deliver a timely lesson and then continue 
on their wandering way. Others settled in one place where disciples 
could seek them out. Most of the women discussed in the preceding 
sections were qualified to act as gurus, and many of them did. Al­
though in most cases we have little information about their guidance of 
disciples (which is also true of most of the male gurus), their very pres­
ence in the literature generally attests to the repute of their teaching 
activities. 

Women were free to develop unique teaching styles that suited their 
temperament, expressed their special insights, and met the needs of 
their disciples. For example, there is the case of Kumudara, who treated 
her disciple with a mother's fondness: 

Little son, fearful of life and death, 
You struggled hard for the truth. 
How wonderful! 
Therefore, I will give you the diamondlike Tantric vehicle 
That is not worldly and is free from error. 
Meditate on that, my child!103 
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She then exercised a guru's prerogative to tailor the training to the 
disciple and conferred initiation upon her spiritual son by placing her 
foot on his head. 

A dramatic example of a self-styled female guru is the case of a 
yogini who lived in the village of Yambu (probably Kathmandu) in 
Nepal, a northern outpost of Tantric Buddhism. She didn't use many 
words, but she didn't need to. She chose to give initiations rather than 
teachings, and her unorthodox initiations had the power to immerse 
the recipient in a deep state of bliss and wisdom. Her disciple Rwa-ru­
can took his friend Dam-pa-skor to meet her in the little temple where 
she lived on offerings or garbage-whatever came her way. Her life­
style and demeanor proclaimed her transcendence of worldly conven­
tions. When the yogis found her, she was sitting naked on a statue of a 
reclining Buddha. Her pose fully revealed her breasts and sexual 
organ, and she was smiling triumphantly, free of embarrassment or 
shame. Apparently her behavior sufficiently impressed Dam-pa-skor, 
for he asked her for religious teachings. Rwa-ru-can explained that she 
preferred to give initiations and recounted how she had initiated him 
by throwing a handful of dirt at him. Attracted by her freedom, he had 
decided to apprentice himself to her. The yogini 'ordered him to give 
away all his possessions and property and return to her, so he gave 
away everything he owned and returned for further instruction. She 
then gave him another initiation by spitting on the palm of his hand 
and placing her hand on his head, which plunged him into a deeply 
concentrated state. Rwa-ru-can praised the efficacy of her unorthodox 
method: "Now I have no need of precepts-by these methods she has 
liberated me!"104 Her unorthodox initiation, reinforced by her own 
startlingly unconventional appearance and iconoclastic behavior, was 
highly effective in evoking in him the meditative realizations he had 
long sought. 

A very advanced f~rm of initiation, which occurs after a disciple has 
completed a substantial course of meditation, is a direct revelation of 
the nature of mind itself, sometimes called a "direct pointing" to the 
nature of mind.105 This form of initiation does not conform to any par­
ticular pattern but is devised for each disciple as the occasion arises. 
The teacher reveals the nature of mind in a spontaneous and direct 
manner, through words, gestures, symbols, or songs of realization. 
This revelation is regarded as a direct mind-to-mind transmission be­
cause the guru embodies the meaning of the words, making them a 
living reality for her disciple. 

We find a number of women giving this ultimate form of initiation. 
For instance, a yogini revealed to Saraha the nature of his own mind.106 

Padmalocana and Jnanalocana revealed the nature of his mind to 
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Maitrrpa.107 Gangabhadri was one of the ten gurus who introduced 
Dam-pa sangs-rgyas (eleventh century) to the nature of his own 
mind.108 Other yoginis who gave him direct teachings on the nature of 
mind included Kumuc;la, Lakfimi, Padmapada, Cinta, Sukhakara, 
Sukhasiddhi, Saban, Vrmala, and Vrkl;;apanfi.109 It is implicit that, if 
they were able to help others realize the nature of their minds, these 
women had fully realized the nature of their own minds. 

There was no area of Tantric Buddhism in which women did not partic­
ipate and attain mastery, including magical techniques and incanta­
tions, the performance of rituals, the visualization of deities and 
mm:u!alas, advanced techniques of inner yoga, and the loftier realms of 
pure contemplation and philosophical reflection. ~t is natural that their 
expertise would find expression in teaching activities and acknowl­
edged authority as initiating gurus. Tantric literature does not treat 
these women's practices, accomplishments, and teaching activities as 
in any way unusual or exceptional for women. There is no evidence of 
external constraints upon women's activities as gurus, such as pro­
nouncements that women should not teach, give initiations, or exercise 
the other forms of authority involved in being a guru. When women's 
liberating activities are reported, they are treated as if they were a mat­
ter of course. Unless texts specify that it was anomalous or remarkable 
for a women to perform a certain practice or attain a certain accom­
plishment, there is no basis for a historian to tokenize the women her­
alded in this literature by claiming that it was. Therefore, this overview 
of women's practices in Tantric Buddhism can serve as a guide for in­
terpreting the activities of women whose religious practices are not 
specified in the literature. 

Since Tantric Buddhism was a movement in which women partici­
pated on every level, claims that women simply served as ritual assis­
tants are false. The evidence offered here refutes the contention that 
these women were languishing in the shadows, hoping to be allowed 
to attend a ritual. Women were not uninterested parties who happened 
to be in the vicinity when a ritual was staged and were somehow in­
duced to attend. In this analysis, Tantric Buddhism does not conform to 
its usual portrayal as a movement of male ascetics and savants who 
strenuously avoided and excluded women except when they abducted 
ignorant, defenseless women for the purposes of sexual exploitation. 
There is nothing in these reports to indicate that women were acting as 
ritual accessories to men or that they were "sluts," mere "means," 
"alien objects," "passive counterparts," or "ritual assistants." Rather, 
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the female Tantrics were full co-religionists of the male Tantrics, per­
forming the same array of practices and winning the same supernatu­
ral powers and accomplishments, including the ultimate attainment­
enlightenment itself. 

It appears that, like the emerging Bhakti and Hindu Tantric move­
ments of the same period, Tantric Buddhism could boast an absence of 
barriers to women's participation and progress. These movements of­
fered vital new alternatives to established priestly, monastic, and as­
cetical traditions. One finds women of all castes and outcastes, artisans, 
and tribal people among their ranks and leadership. These socially in­
clusive movements in turn were vitalized by an influx of new religious 
insights, symbols, and practices. Formerly excluded persons were not 
simply "permitted" to participate but actually provided much of the 
impetus and creativitY generating the exciting new developments. In 
view of the fact that women participated in every aspect of Tantric 
Buddhist practice and achieved the magical powers and meditative at­
tainments promised through these methods, and in view of women's 
prominence in various teaching and leadership roles, it would follow 
that women helped to shape the emerging movement. This issue is 
addressed in the next chapter. 
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Women in Tantric History 
FOUNDERS AND PIONEERS 

TANTRIC BuoomsM offers an array of methods for cultivating the mind 
and refining the heart. These methods include deities to contemplate 
and worship, colorful and dramatic rituals, sacred art and movement, 
and subtle yogic practices for transforming worldly passions into rare­
fied states of bliss and enlightened awareness. 1ftese techniques arose 
in Pala period India (eighth through twelfth centuries) as new deities, 
practices, and teachings were introduced by highly accomplished Tan­
tric masters. The new teachings were seen not as products of individual 
creativity but as revelations of truths that exist on another level of real­
ity and can be discovered through meditative trance, dream journey, 
and visionary encounter. 

The appearance of innovative new teachings was not problematic, 
because Mahayana had long before posited a level of meditative 
concentration in which it is possible to perceive Buddhas and receive 
additional teachings from them. According to an important early 
Mahayana scripture, persons who attain this level of meditative aware­
ness will: 

become pure in mind, and see the Buddhas .... They will apprehend ... 
the Buddhas sitting and expounding the 1hle Dharma .... for them no 
other object will arise except the Buddhas and likewise the supreme 
Dharma. For those who are so endowed, no other sight or sound will be 
apprehended as objects, apart from the teaching of many Buddhas.1 

According to Mahayana thought, Buddhist truths (or Dharma) will al­
Ways be accessible to persons of sufficient visionary attainment. As 
Promised in another Mahayana scripture, Buddhist teachings "have 
been concealed in mountains, at the base of mountains, and in trees .... 
For those whose minds are perfected, even if the Buddha is not present, 
the Dharma will appear from the sky, walls and trees."2 As masters 
taught their students what had been revealed to them, some of their 
~gious innovations became the basis of religious lineages that flour­
ished in India and later were transmitted to Nepal and Tibet, forming 
the core of Himalayan Buddhism as it has survived to the present day. 
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The social marginality and loose organization of the Tantric move­
ment in medieval India enabled women to participate freely in the rev­
elation process. In the absence of formal barriers to their participation, 
women had the same access to visionary experience and religious au­
thority as men. Women gained religious experience through their prac­
tice of meditation and subtle yogas, and they wielded authority on the 
basis of that experience rather than through ordination or clerical of­
fice. As a result of their unrestricted participation, women helped to 
create Tantric Buddhism, handing down doctrines, rituals, medita­
tions, and yogic practices that remain prominent in the contemporary 
practice of Nepalese and Tibetan Buddhism.3 

Many of the contributions of women blended so seamlessly into the 
tapestry of Tantric Buddhism that it will never be possible to link each 
specific practice and doctrine with a specific woman. This has allowed 
historians erroneously to claim that the tradition was developed by 
and for men without the insights or contributions of women. However, 
some women's contributions can be identified with a high degree of 
specificity and certitude. Evidence of their pioneering activity survives 
in the form of their extant writings, their presence in lineage histories, 
and biographical narratives describing their lives and teaching careers. 
It can be shown that women introduced new deities and new methods 
of meditating upon previously introduced deities, such as the Buddha 
of Infinite Life (Amitayus) and esoteric Avalokitesvara practices intro­
duced by Siddharajfti and the Cakrasalllvara healing mm:uf.ala stem­
ming from Niguma. Women introduced rituals that are now featured 
in the Tibetan Buddhist ritual year, such as the long-life initiation 
taught by Siddharajii.i and the Avalokitesvara fasting ritual taught by 
Bhikl;;m:ti Lakl;;mi. Women also introduced female deities that enjoyed 
particular prominence among women, such as the Wrathful Red Tara 
practice introduced by Vajravati and the Severed-Headed Vajrayogini 
practice taught by Lakl;;miri.kara, Mekhala, and Kanakhala. Except for 
Wrathful Red Tara, whose survival I have not yet documented, all 
these deities and related practices survive to the present day. Addi­
tional women who figured in the founding of this movement are the 
women who appear in the annals of Tantric Buddhism as the teachers 
and gurus-in fact, the spiritual mothers-of the men who have been 
celebrated as the founders of the movement. 

VAJRAVATi AND WRATHFUL RED TARA, A FEMALE BUDDHA 

The spiritual biography of Vajravati is told in a text by another female 
adept, Lak!?miii.kara, who describes a group of enlightened masters 
who appear to be part of her immediate circle. According to 
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Laklimiilkara's account, Vajravati Brahmai)'i, a woman of the Hindu 
priestly caste in Uc;l.c;l.iyana, was known for her scrupulous maintenance 
of ritual purity through ablutions and observance of caste rules . .Anan­
davajra, a Tantric Buddhist guru of the weaver caste, heard of the 
young woman's reputation and intuited that she was destined to be­
come his disciple. His own guru had been a woman, so he had no 
doubts about the ability of a woman to attain enlightenment. However, 
he would have to cross a caste barrier to approach the girl, since caste 
laws require that a low-caste person avoid contact with members of the 
priestly class in order not to risk defiling them. 

When Anandavajra sensed that the time was ripe to convert Vajra­
vati, he approached her on the riverbank where she performed her 
ritual bathing. Confronting Vajravati's preoccupation with purity, 
Anandavajra urged her not to waste her time attempting to purify her­
self externally with water, but to purify he~elf internally with the 
water of Buddha-wisdom: 

H you believe that you purify by bathing, 
Then even fishermen attain that goal­
They're in the water day and night! 
How can that be so?4 

Impressed by his composure as he violated caste law to address her, 
and stirred by his argument, the girl asked how she might purify her 
inner self. The guru instructed her to "bathe by the effortless method" 
of meditating directly on the inherent purity of all experience. He of­
fered a spontaneous song to inspire her: 

0 priestly girl! In the pure expanse of sky 
Pure clouds arise and then dissolve. 
Just so, in the river of purity, pure fish arise. 
Thus, priestly girl, look at your own mind! 
Enter the beginningless sphere of all Buddhas, 
Bathe in the water of wisdom-
Remove all impurities of belief in a self!5 

His song instantly awakened Vajravat'i to the purity of her own mind. 
After attaining perfect insight, Vajravati decided to remain in 
Ugc;!.iyana to guide other members-especially women-of the priestly 
class, "who were stained by the belief in a self," just as she had been.6 

~her instruction of other women, Vajravat'i emphasized that true pu­
nty is the ability to recognize all things as equal in essence. She urged 
her disciples to cease to discriminate among foods, companions, and 
activities on the basis of conventional social distinctions. This realiza­
tion is the diamondlike wisdom after which Vajravati is named. 

The name Vajravati, translatable as "Diamondlike Woman," denotes 
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a woman whose mind is faultless as a diamond, or a woman who has 
realized the nature of reality. Vajravati indicated that her teachings 
were revelations by stating that "this religious teaching on the nature 
of reality, which is difficult to understand, is expressed with the ada­
mantine words of secret Tantra."7 The "secret Tantra" to which she 
refers appears not to be a specific text,8 but rather the Tantric teachings 
as a body of truths, some of which have been recorded and some not. 
These truths exist on another level of reality and can be discovered by 
persons of vision and mystical attainment, who may then put them into 
writing. If they were already written in a form that was accessible to 
others, there would be little need to record them anew. Although 
Vajravati says that she is drawing on meditation instructions that were 
"written,"9 this doesn't necessarily mean that they were written by a 
human hand, for there are any number of ways that such instructions 
might be "written." For instance, they could have been written in f/.iikini 
language on the eddies of a flowing river or the leaves of a tree, a tiny 
scroll of paper or a precious amulet of lapis lazuli. Such forms of writ­
ing are symbolic codes that must be deciphered by a visionary like 
Vajravati.10 It is in light of this belief that Vajravatr assures her audience 
that her teachings are not a product of her own imagination or intellect 
but rather the object of her ill¥mined vision. 

Vajravati addresses her teachings to "yoginis" and "yoginis and 
their good friends,'' 11 presumably indicating that a man might join the 
feast if he were a "good friend" of one of the yoginis. Vajravati de­
scribes the suitable candidate for this practice as a yogini who aspires 
to perform the ten virtuous activities, express her power of compassion 
by giving many gifts, and accomplish the four pure merits.12 The four 
pure merits are attained by constructing a Buddhist commemorative 
mound (shipa) where none formerly existed, offering a garden to the 
religious community, healing a schism in the community, and cultivat­
ing infinite love, compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. Clearly 
Vajravati expected her students to be women of lofty aspiration. 

When Vajravati further specifies her intended audience, she disqual· 
ifies those who have insufficient devotion, fail to give initiation offer­
ings (drk~lf) to the guru, or exhibit an angry or agitated state of mind. 
However, Vajravati adds an unusual qualification. She states that the 
guru should not teach this practice to "sons," that is, male disciples. 
Rather, the practice is intended specifically for "daughters," or female 
disciples, of the priestly caste in U44iyana. This teaching is to be given 
to women who have attained adamantine speech-the ability, like her 
own, to give voice to profound truths: 

Those [to whom this teaching) should not be given 
Are those who lack faith, are inferior, 
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Don't give offerings, are attached, or are angry. 
Also not to those who are agitated, 
Not to disciples, and not to sons. 

The teacher should give this method to others­
To human daughters in priestly places 
Who hail from UQ.Q.iyana in the north, 
Those multitudes of yoginis 
Who have attained adamantine speech.13 

It is not surprising that Vajravati would want her female peers to 
receive the Buddhist teachings. Sharing their cultural background, she 
had an insight into what meditations would be most effective for them. 
If this meditation was restricted to women or especially associated with 
women, that might explain why it seems not to have survived as a 
transmission lineage in the monasteries of Tibet, beyond its inclusion in 
the canonical writings.14 However, whether or not it was restricted to 
women, 15 it is clear that this practice was originally taught by a female 
guru to her female students. 16 

Vajravati revealed a form of Tara in which the female Buddha ap­
pears as red and wrathful, with many arms, dancing in a ring of flames. 
This form of Tara is known as Pithesvari, meaning "Sovereign Mistress 
of the Great Sacred Place.'117 The "sacred place" in question is 
U<;l<;liyana, one of the strongholds of Tantric Buddhism, in northwest­
em India.18 Pithesvari is one of several female deities associated with 
U<;l<;liyana.19 This region gained fame as a "land of qlikinrs" and thus as 
an ideal place to learn and practice Tantra because of all the female 
practitioners and teachers there.20 That reputation is supported by the 
example of Vajravati, a woman who introduced a meditation to be 
practiced primarily by women in U<;l<;liyana. 

The presence of female Buddhas in Tantric iconography is not gener­
ally acknowledged in Western scholarship, but Vajravati presents 
Wrathful Red Tara (Pithesvari) unambiguously as a Buddha, referring 
to her as Buddha Tara: 

Envision the Buddhas of the ten directions 
In the form of Tara .... 
They purify all beings with rays of wisdom light, 
Establishing them as Buddhas. 
From now until complete enlightenment, pray 
Quickly to become Buddha Tara.21 

Various kinds of settings are recommended for the practice, including 
cremation grounds, mountain retreats, red-light districts, any place fre­
quented by yoginis, or near a "worldly cjlikini," an enlightened woman 
Who has not yet ascended to transcendent spheres.22 A woman pre-
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pares mentally for this practice by viewing all beings as ethereal~and 
ephemeral, like a magical illusion or fairy castles in the air, and by 
envisioning everything animate and inanimate as the dazzling body of 
Buddha Tara. 23 

These preliminaries having been accomplished, a woman should 
proceed to imagine herself as Wrathful Red Tara: 

On a many-colored lotus, sun, and deer skin, 
One [becomes) a woman with the body of holy Tiira .. . 
Standing with one leg outstretched and one drawn up .. . 
Ornamented with human bones, 
With loosely flowing hair, 
Three red eyes, and a resplendent body.24 

This form of Tara has four faces and eight arms: 

With red, blue, and green slightly angry faces and 
A heroic, peaceful, yellow head on top, 
With the five-wisdom crown and a garland of heads, 
Adorned by all the ornaments, 
Holding a scepter (vajra), sword, blue lotus, and jewel, 
Skull, staff, bell, and skull-drum (rjamaru). 
The fruit of blissful wisdom arises. 
Wearing a tiger skin, in a dancing pose, 
Poised on a many-colored lotus and moon, 
Compassionately angry, 
With three red eyes looking to the left ... 
In the middle of an assembly of excellent yoginis.25 

Bliss is the source of Wrathful Red Tara's power. One of her epithets in 
the text is Anandasukhesvari, or "Glorious Queen of Bliss and Joy."26 

Her bliss is symbolized and heightened by her Tantric implements, 
such as her skull-drum, mystical staff, and Tantric scepter. As the Bud­
dha in the center of the ma1J4ala, her enlightened energy and ecstasy 
envelop the assembly in a cloud of bliss. Her retinue of twenty-four di­
vine yoginis consists of eight wrathful goddesses in the eight directions, 
six red and six green goddesses in the next tier, and four door guardian­
esses in the directional colors who are ornamented by snakes and tram­
pling the Maras. Like Red Tara, the goddesses of her retinue appear 
ferocious but are blissful, wise, and tender beneath their ferocity.27 

In the course of the practice, all levels of reality are envisioned in turn 
as the yogini ma~;u!ala of Wrathful Red Tara. A marp!ala is an aesthetic 
blueprint, or template, for the apotheosis of reality on every level: ter­
restrially, bodily, ritually, and ultimately. Geographically, the twenty· 
four goddesses correspond to twenty-four sacred places of Tantric pU· 
grimage, so the ma1;14ala presents a "sacred geography'' of the Indian 
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subcontinent, with a female Buddha at Uc;l<;l.iyana in the center, envel­
oping the earth in a cloud of bliss. Somatically, the meditator envisions 
her body as containing the entire world, with its subterranean, earthly, 
and celestial spheres. She then mentally arrays the divine yoginis 
within that world, thereby turning her body into a yogini mal_tf/.ala. The 
geography of this inner world corresponds to the twenty-four sacred 
places on earth where goddesses and yoginis dwell. 

Ritually, the iconography of the mm:t4ala of yoginis reproduces an 
assembly of yoginis staging a communal feast. In a feast assembly 
(gat.tacakra), everything is treated as intrinsically pure and nothing is 
forbidden. Therefore, the motif of feasting with yoginis symbolizes the 
enlightened view of reality, the realization that everything is inherently 
pure. Recalling the instruction of her low-caste guru to concentrate on 
inner purity, Vajravati uses the yogini feast image to teach her students 
to see everything as pure and to comport themselves as if dwelling in 
a sacred realm. Vajravati teaches that this impartiality is a "stable 
truth," an ultimate view that transcends mere social conventions: 

The meditators are the yoginis and their good friends. 
Always act, [disregarding] what should and should not be eaten, 
What should and should not be drunk, and 
Who is and is not a suitable sexual partner. 
These sacred circles of assembled yoginis 
Are unstained by sin, a stable truth, beyond partiality.28 

Vajravati assures her students that this ultimate view places them be­
yond the "sin" that would be ascribed to them by socially sanctioned 
caste laws. To the extent that a woman has purified her vision, she will 
realize that she lives in a sacred realm in the midst of a circle of yoginis. 
She will disport herself accordingly, relishing sense experience as a lus­
cious banquet savored by the yoginis and the venturesome men who 
befriend them. 

The all-female iconography of the Wrathful Red Tara 1nav!Jala also has 
a historical resonance, for the female Buddha surrounded by her retinue 
of yoginis presents a divine counterpart of female teachers like Vajra­
vati in Uc;lc;liyana, surrounded by their circles of female disciples. Thus, 
the practice that Vajravati introduced enables us to picture what some 
of the women of UQ.Q.iyana practiced together in their Tantric circles. 

NIGUMA AND A CAKRAS.Alt1VARA HEALING MAI'!lQALA 

~iguma, a legendary yogini of the eleventh century, is one of the most 
~storically elusive of the female founders of Tantric Buddhist prac­
tices. Although she is associated with the adept Naropa as his compan-
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ion or sister, the yogi who claims the most extensive contact with her 
and who transmitted her teachings saw her only in visions and dreams. 
Thus, the figure of Niguma is shrouded in visionary mists. 

Niguma is the lineage founder of a specialized meditation that is 
designed for the healing of illness through visualizing Vajrayogini and 
Cakrasaqwara in sacred union. The iconography of the visualization is 
a five-deity mavt;lala of Cakrasaqwara.29 The practice represents a very 
advanced method even within the most esoteric class of teachings, be­
cause it compresses the entire Tantric path into a powerfully stream­
lined technique. In the hands of an expert meditator, such a practice 
brings swift results. 

Niguma's Cakrasaqwara imagery functions as a healing ma~Jt;iala be­
cause it focuses directly upon removing disease and its causes, along 
with more subtle impediments to enlightenment. The meditator creates 
the healing image, or ma1J4ala, three times: a white version at the crown 
of the head, a red version at the throat, and a blue version at the heart. 
Each location becomes the site of a process of internal combustion that 
removes all defilements of body, speech, and mind preventing the at­
tainment of Buddhahood. In each re-creation of the ma1J4ala, the deities 
stand on a horizontal flaming wheel. The wheel has sharp edges and 
rotates, turning into a blazing, spinning knife that chops and burns 
diseases, defilements, demons, and negative forces of every kind. The 
meditator reinforces the mental imagery by reciting a continuous 
stream of mantras that revolve like wheels, burn like fire, flow like 
water, and rush like a mighty wind.30 

The meditator begins by filling her body with nectar. As the male 
and female Buddha on the uppermost wheel unite, the elixir (bodhicitta) 
of their union flows down, entering the aperture of the meditator's 
crown and filling her body with purifying, healing ambrosia: 

Having made the secret offering (of sexual union) 
And the natural offering (of enlightened awareness), 
The union of the divine couple 
Produces white elixir with a reddish glow. 
The stream enters the crown of one's head. 
The four (goddesses on) the wheel 
Unite with their khatviiflgas [staffs symboliZing male consorts]. 
Streams of elixir flow from their secret places 
And, coming together in (the meditator's) crown, 
Flow down into the four places (head, throat, heart, and navel), 
Purifying the impediments to enlightenment.31 

Each ma1;1tjala targets a different set of bodily and mental ills, which 
are chopped by the flaming wheels, incinerated by mountains of fire, 
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and dispersed by winds of wisdom.32 In order to heal the environment 
as well, the meditator sends out hooked light rays and gathers negative 
forces to be consumed in the inner fire. In the following passage, 
Niguma portrays the red wheel at the throat: 

In the center is Cakrascupvara in sacred union (yab-yum), 
The color of a red lotus, 
Ornamented by bones and fresh and dry skulls, 
With a swaying dance movement. 
The goddesses in the four directions 
Hold curved knives and skull-cups; 
They're red and hold mystical staffs. 
There is a RAM on the spokes, as before. 
The wisdom fire burns; please the deities with offerings. 
From the place of union of the male and female sovereigns of the ma~;~tjala, 
A stream of red elixir of union arises. 
Imagine that as purifying 
All sources of disease and defilements 
By filling one from the throat downward. 
Do the heart-mantras as before, 
[Like] a stream of water, wheel, bonfire, and wind.33 

The drama heightens as Niguma proceeds to the blue wheel at the 
heart: 

The heart-wheel is blue. 
In the heart is a BRUN.l, blue in color. 
Envision the wheel as strong and sharp ... 
HON.J's and diamond scepters (vajras) radiate out and return. 
Envision blue Saqwara and red female partner 
As wrathful in nature and accompanied by attendants. 
On the spokes, dark blue flames blaze. 
The divine male and divine female unite ... 
Spiritual ecstasy increases; 
HOt,4:! PHAT! and laughter resound like a thousand thunders. 
The elixir of union, blue in color, 
Fills the body from the heart downward, 
Purifying causes of disease and mental defilements. 
Particularly evil spirits and anger 
Are sliced by the wheel, 
Burned by the bonfire of wisdom, and 
Dispersed by winds of wisdom. 
A torrential stream of elixir 
Washes away obscurations like a mountain of ashes.34 
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The graphic and dynamic imagery of this healing meditation lends it 
a strong aesthetic appeal, which may be one reason it has survived as 
a transmission lineage to the present day. Niguma's text on how to 
confer initiation into this practice is also preserved.35 The practice sur­
vives in the Sa-skya "Compendium of Tantras"36 and in the Shangs-pa 
lineage currently held by several Karma bKa'-brgyud masters.37 

Niguma is reputed to have given teachings on other major Tantric dei­
ties, like Guhyasamaja, Hevajra, and Mahamaya, but only the instruc­
tions for the Hevajra initiation survive in written form.38 Niguma is 
also renowned for her teaching on the "stages of the path of magical 
illusion," her formulation of advanced meditations for realizing the il­
lusory nature of all phenomena, up to and including the attainment of 
Buddhahood, which she teaches is the supreme illusion but an illusion 
nonetheless. 39 

LAK~MiNKARA AND SEVERED-HEADED VAJRAYOGINi 

The life story of Lak:;;miilkara describes the kind of heroic journey that 
is often required of those who seek ultimate truths. She was born into 
a privileged position as a princess and enjoyed a good education and a 
life of luxury in the palace. As a child, she spent carefree days dallying 
in the royal gardens with her maidservants and young companions, 
playing with peacocks and parrots, weaving flower garlands, and bath­
ing in lotus ponds. Her life was idyllic until she was betrothed to the 
king of Ceylon as part of a political alliance. She traveled to Ceylon 
with a lavish dowry, and at the outset the trip seemed like an adven­
ture. The princess watched excitedly when her fiance came to meet her, 
but her heart sank when she saw his weapons and hunting gear. He 
had even brought the carcasses and skins of deer he had killed as a 
tribute. 

Lak$mmkara resolved that she wouldn't marry a pitiless hunter, 
even if doing so would make her a queen. Regarding marriage to him 
as a fate worse than death, Lak:;;miilkara gave away her possessions, 
secluded herself in a room, and threw things at anyone who tried to 
approach her. Finally she ran away, without regard for her safety or 
welfare. In a leave-taking much like that of Sakyamuni Buddha, she 
took off her fine silks and jewels. The princess unbound her hair, which 
was perfumed with sandalwood oil and braided with jasmine flowers, 
and never again braided it or tied it back. In place of clothing, 
Lak$miilkara rubbed ashes on her body. She talked incoherently, pre­
tending to be mad. Since she was eminently unmarriageable and also 
an embarrassment in this condition, the wedding was cancelled. 
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La~miilkarii escaped to a cremation ground, hoping to evade any 
hunting parties that might come in search for her. Anyone who caught 
sight of the princess there barely recognized her, for the ashes gave her 
skin a blue tint and she was clothed only in her long hair, which was 
caked with dirt, leaves, and twigs. La~miitkarii put her solitude to 
good use and spent many months plumbing the depths of meditation 
in complete seclusion. 

Lak~?miilkarii's story dramatizes the lengths to which a mystic must 
sometimes go in order to sever the attachments that prevent full im­
mersion into the egoless state. La~miitkarii had already received reli­
gious training and practiced meditation before she left her palace, but 
the sojourn in the wilderness catapulted her into a realm of visionary 
experience in which she could see and communicate directly with Bud­
dhas and bodhisattvas. The Buddhas themselves gave her religious in­
struction. The female Buddha Vajrayogini appeared to La~miilkarii in 
a distinctive form that became the basis of a widespread meditation 
practice. When La~miilkarii came out of seclusion, she attracted a cir­
cle of disciples, several of whom subsequently became quite famous. 
Her former fiance even converted to Buddhism and asked her to be his 
guru, but she assigned one of her low-caste disciples to be his guru 
instead.40 

The female deity whose practice ~miilkarii introduced is Severed­
Headed Vajrayogini.41 Severed-Headed Vajrayogini has a yellow body, 
a dynamic dancing pose, and long black hair streaming behind her. The 
meditator identifies with her and envisions her as raising a sword, cut­
ting off her own head, and triumphally waving it aloft. Three streams 
of blood spout from her body at the neck and flow into the mouth of 
her own severed head and the mouths of two yoginis at her sides. The 
yoginis are green Vajravarr;mni (or Vajraprat)avii) on her left and yel­
low Vajravairocani on her right. The divine yoginis are naked and have 
loosely flowing hair (figure 10). 

In her texts, ~miilkarii instructs the practitioner to practice this in 
a secluded place, as she did, and to imitate the deity, with hair loosely 
flowing and "clothed with the sky," that is, naked. The place for offer­
ings is a ritually drawn triangle, an ancient Indian (and indeed world­
Wide) symbol of female life-giving powers and ontological primacy. 
This cosmic cervix is to be drawn with vermillion, the menstrual blood 
of the earth, deepening the female resonances of the ritual and medita­
tion. 
La~miilkarii taught the practice of Vajrayogini on the basis of the 

way this deity appeared to her in a vision. It seems fitting that a female 
~eity would reveal herself in her severed-headed form to a female mys­
tic, for who but a woman would immediately appreciate this viscerally 
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FIGURE 10. Severed-Headed Vajrayogin'i 

direct symbol of spiritual nourishment, in which streams of life:giving 
liquid flow from a woman's body. Although the image refers on one 
level to biological nourishment, on another level it locates the source of 
spiritual life and sustenance in a woman's body. It affirms that a 
woman can tap a never-ending stream of energy within herself and 
choose to direct that energy to her own liberation and the liberation of 
her disciples. Severed-Headed Vajrayogini locates the power to rejuve­
nate, replenish, and restore herself in a woman's own body, as well as 
her ability to nourish others without sacrificing her own needs or spiri­
tual development. 

Another level of symbolism of the female Buddha who beheads her­
self is the need to cut off dualistic thinking at the root if a woman is to 
reach a level of direct knowing beyond conceptual dualities. As a way 
to inspire her disciples, Lak~minkara composed songs to usher them 
into the nondual state. One of the songs was recorded by two of 
her female disciples.42 La~mii\kara's association with the Severed· 
Headed Vajrayogini practice is reflected in the occasional portrayal 
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of the former princess with a curved knife or sword in one hand and a 
head in the other.43 
· ~miitkara transmitted the practice to several female disciples and 
to the male disciple Virupa, who transmitted it to Nepal and Tibet. 
Vniipa wrote a Severed-Headed Vajrayogini practice manual that he 
says is "based on the secret oral instructions of the yogini and should 
be kept secret."44 Although he does not mention her by name, the 
"yogini" is clearly La~Il'liilkara, the woman from whom he learned the 
practice.45 Lakl.;Il'liilkara's transmission of this practice then passed 
through Vniipa, traversed Nepal, and reached Tibet, where it was pop­
ular for several centuries.46 Lineal descendants of the practice are still 
maintained by the 'Bri-gung bKa'-brgyud sect47 and by the Sa-skya 
school of Tibetan Buddhism, which traces its origins to Virfipa.48 Al­
though Vniipa's reputation eclipsed that of La~miitkara over the cen­
turies,49 this practice nonetheless had a founding mother. 

MEKHALA, KANAKHALA, AND SEVERED-HEADED 
VAJRAYOGINi INNER YOGA 

Mekhala and Kanakhala were sisters who both undertook Tantric prac­
tice and attained enlightenment together. They devised the authorita­
tive version of the inner yogas of Severed-Headed Vajrayogini. 
La~miitkara had introduced meditation on this deity, but perhaps be­
cause of their special expertise it fell to the sisters to provide a definitive 
formulation of the inner yoga. 

According to their biography, the sisters were betrothed to a pair of 
brothers, but when the sisters became the object of gossip and unde­
served criticism by their neighbors, the doubt cast upon their character 
caused their fiances' family to break the engagements. Disgraced and 
embarrassed, the sisters considered leaving their village, but Mekhala, 
the elder, realized that their problems would follow them wherever 
they went. When the Tantric guru Kru,ha visited their village they con­
fided their misery to him, and he prescribed the Severed-Headed Vaj­
rayogini practice for them. The meditative disciplines gave them a 
sense of purpose and increasing inner freedom in the midst of their 
unhappy circumstances, and they devoted themselves to the practice 
for the next twelve years. 

After twelve years the sisters sought out Ka:J;l.ha in his hennitage. 
When he asked them for an offering, they asked him what he would 
like. The guru pretended not to recognize them and asked for their 
heads as proof of their gratitude. They dutifully cut off their heads, and 
he promptly restored them. Kal;\ha confirmed their high level of reali-
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zation, declaring that they were now fully qualified to act as gurus.50 

He praised them: 

Behold! Two great yoginis 
Have attained excellence and bliss! 
Your own peace and happiness is the lesser path­
Live to benefit others. 51 

Mekhala and Kanakhala are usually portrayed with swords, either 
dancing with the swords held aloft or in the act of cutting off their 
heads (figure 11). By cutting off their heads they demonstrated that 
they had severed their egos with the sword of wisdom.52 One inter­
preter suggests that the sisters beheaded themselves to show that they 
had conquered the "self-centered conceit'' and "vanity" that character­
istically afflict women;53 however, nothing in their story indicates that 
the sisters were vain. To become the object of unjust accusation is some­
thing that could befall anyone, male or female, and the guru gave them 
the Buddhist teachings as a remedy not for specifically feminine weak­
nesses but for the core of human suffering, namely, attachment to an 
illusory self. 

The sisters' iconography also refers to their mastery of the practice of 
Severed-Headed Vajrayogini. Portraying someone with attributes of a 
deity shows that she has fully identified with that deity through medi­
tation. Portraying the sisters in a manner that likens them to this form 
of Vajrayogini-naked, with flowing hair, and with swords or flaying 
knives in the act of cutting off their heads-expresses their identifica­
tion with the female Buddha and the successful awakening of their 
divine potentialities. 

According to their biography, the sister adepts learned this medita­
tion from Kfu:\ha. Kal)ha probably learned the practice from his guru, 
Jalandhari, who was a disciple of Lakf?miil.kara, the acknowledged 
originator of the practice. 54 It is also likely that the sisters received in­
struction in the practice directly from Lak$miil.kara, since they traveled 
in the same circles. Their acquaintance with Lakf?miil.kara is evidenced 
by the fact that she addressed a "song of realization" to them. 55 In any 
case, it is clear that the sisters were closely associated with the introduc­
tion of the Severed-Headed Vajrayogini practice56 and that they had 
mastered the perfection stage sufficiently to formulate the inner yogas 
that culminate the practice. 

The sisters' text, entitled Oral Instructions on the Three Whirling 
Crosses, is not a sadhana, or a liturgical manual to be recited while per­
forming the practice, but rather provides details that would be helpful 
to someone learning the practice. 57 Since the text is called "oral instr~c­
tions" (upadesa), it may have been recorded by their disciples. The ong-
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FIGURE 11. Sister adepts Mekhala and Kanakhala 

inal audience of these teachings would have been advanced practitio­
ners of Tantric meditation. Only someone embarking upon the inner 
yogic practice of this deity would find these teachings relevant and be 
able to put them into practice. 

According to the instructions of Mekhala and Kanakhala, this inner 
yoga re-creates the iconography of the three deities within the medita­
tor's body. In the basic visualization, Vajrayogini has cut off her own 
head, and two streams of blood issue from the severed neck and flow 
into the mouths of the attendant yoginis at her sides, Vajravan;tani (or 
Vajrapral)ava) on her left and Vajravairocani on her right (figure 10). In 
the inner yoga practice, the central vein, or avadhii.tf, that traverses the 
body vertically is assimilated to Vajrayogini, while the two subsidiary 
~eins (lalanii on the left and rasana on the right) become the accompany­
~g goddesses. The meditator, identifying with the central yogini, 
unagines that she cuts off her head and then seals the three veins with 
~hirling crosses, thereby keeping the psychic energy (prii1Ja) circulat­
mg within the body. A random and outward motion of this energy 
characterizes an unenlightened mind, whereas increasing control and 
centralization of the energy signals progress toward enlightenment. 
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Concentrating the energy into small points, or drops, helps the medita­
tor direct the energy at will: 

Having ignited the fire of wisdom, one's body, 
From the throat to the soles of the feet, 
Dissolves in stages into the sphere of reality (dharmadhiitu). 

Concentrate the mind on the point of equanimity, 
Which is not found by analysis, is not a material thing, and 
Is free from all objective characteristics. 
If you don't meditate like this, no matter what else you do 
You won't realize what is innate (sahaja) 
And will wander in worldliness (samsllm). 

Rising from that point, 
Magically create yourself as the Severed-Headed Goddess, 
Then envision the letter HRI¥ at your navel. 
The wind rises where the three channels meet. 
Dissolve HRI into three drops: 
Dissolve the I into a drop of wind, 
The HA into a drop of semen, and 
The RAly1 into a drop of blood-
In short, blue, white, and red [drops], respectively. 
[If] they don't rise, push them upward with the wind. 

When [the drops] move in the hollow channels 
Of Severed-Headed Vajrayogini, 
Envision [them) as rising four finger-widths. 
The left one spins counterclockw~e, the right one clockwise. 
The central drop, burning, dissolves. 58 

At this point in the practice, the exhalation of the two attendant god­
desses transfers energy from the subsidiary channels to the central 
channel, which is the goal of all inner yogas. Once the energy is concen­
trated in the central channel, nondualistic and nonconceptual states of 
mind arise spontaneously: 

The two goddesses exhale, which makes 
The left and right drops dissolve into the middle one. 
By inhaling that [drop] downward, 
Envision it dissolving into the HOt-t~ at the heart. 
That [HOt-t~) is clear and stainless, 
A nondual drop of intrinsic awareness, 
Free from all happiness and suffering-
Pure awareness that is emptied of worldly appearances. 
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How wonderful! Practice yoga-
You will attain nondual wisdom!59 

This passage moves quickly through a highly technical exercise in crea­
tive imagination. The process of inner combustion culminates in non­
dual states of pure, objectless meditation, the most advanced level of 
meditation practice. 

The yoga of Mekhala and Kanakhala survives as precious evidence of 
one of the practices-perhaps the major practice-that the sisters mas­
tered and transmitted as Tantric gurus. It also stands as evidence that 
their self-beheading iconography represents not their conquest of femi­
nine vanity but their triumph over the self-centeredness at the root of 
all suffering and their role in developing a distinctive inner yoga. 

SIDDHARAJNi AND THE BUDDHA OF INFINITE LIFE 

Siddharajfii herself is virtually hidden from historical view, although 
her influence on Tantric Buddhism is tangible and widespread. 
Siddharajii.I, a twelfth-century yogini from UQ.Q.iyana in northwestern 
India,60 pioneered a comprehensive ritual, meditative, and yogic sys­
tem of Amitayus, the Buddha of Infinite Life. Her teachings on this 
deity have remained authoritative to the present day for three of the 
four schools of Tibetan Buddhism.61 

The visibility of Siddharajii.f s influence is due to the frequent perfor­
mance of her long-life ceremony (Tib. tshe-dbang, technically a long-life 
initiation) as a public ritual for conferring long life. Since everyone de­
sires longevity, rituals devoted to the Buddha of Infinite Life are a fre­
quent occurrence in the Tibetan ritual year, bringing together lay and 
monastic adherents. The ritual holds an annual position in the ritual 
calendar (the full moon of the tenth lunar month) and can also be per­
formed at a donor's request on any astrologically auspicious day. The 
donation would generally have to be a relatively large one, since these 
elaborate rituals include extensive offerings and the preparation of 
mounds of medicinal pellets that are distributed after the ceremony. A 
donor might sponsor the ritual for someone who was ill or to ensure 
long life for the entire family.62 However,' the staging of the ritual bene­
fits the entire community, because anyone can attend and partake of 
the consecrated medicines, to absorb the blessings generated during 
the ritual. 

The long-life ritual is also performed at the beginning of Mani Rimdu 
dance performances, which are performed at New Year celebrations 
and on other occasions. The religious purpose of the dance is to exor-
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cise negative influences and increase positive ones. Although the dance 
has several components, its name (Tib. ma-ni ril-sgrub) contains a refer­
ence to the long-life pellets (Tib. ril) distributed at the long-life cere­
mony, reflecting its centrality to the dance.63 A nineteenth-century ob­
server in Tibet reported that long-life ceremonies were 'in such high 
demand that they were performed weekly at the larger monasteries,64 

and a contemporary anthropologist observed the performance of a 
long-life ceremony at the close of a fasting ritual.65 Because of its fre­
quency and public nature, several scholars have witnessed and de­
scribed the ritual.66 In addition to these public rituals for communal 
well-being, the meditations and yogas associated with the Buddha of 
Infinite Life are performed by monastics, yogis, and yoginis. Thus, be­
tween the public rituals and private meditations, the Buddha of Infinite 
Life is quite important in Tibetan Buddhism. 

Siddharajil.fs biography is contained within the biography of Re­
chungpa (1084-1161), the disciple who transmitted her teachings to 
Tibet.67 A separate and more complete biography of Siddharajii.I may 
come to light, and indeed it would be unusual if no such biography 
existed, since the preservation of biographies and lineage histories pro­
ceed in tandem in Tibet and she is the foremother of the major gSar-ma 
Amitayus lineages.68 Siddharajii.I is a rather elusive figure in Re­
chungpa's biography, for the work does not provide information about 
her family background or religious training but rather concentrates on 
Rechungpa's meetings with her and the Tantric teachings he received 
from her.69 The details included are those that convey the spiritual 
greatness of Rechungpa's guru; therefore, although this account pays 
tribute to Siddharajfti, she does not really come alive in the telling, since 
it is Rechungpa's liberation tale, not hers. 

Rechungpa went to India and received teachings from many mas­
ters, but Western historical works do not as a rule mention his female 
teacher.70 According to Rechungpa's biography, he was in India study­
ing under the master Tiphupa when a yogi prophesied his imminent 
death. Traumatized, he rushed to Tiphupa and said he didn't want to 
die before he had fulfilled Milarepa's command that he bring more 
Buddhist teachings from India to Tibet. Satisfied regarding Re­
chungpa's motivation, Tiphupa sent him to Siddharajfi.I, the living au­
thority on longevity practices. When Rechungpa first set eyes on 
Siddharajfi.I, her presence was so powerful that his hair stood on end. 
Devotion so overwhelmed him that he trembled, wept, threw himSelf 
on the ground at her feet, and placed her feet on his head in a gesture 
of supreme respect. 

Siddharajfi.I was strict with her disciple. She granted Rechungpa an 
initiation and taught him one of her methods on the condition that he 
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practice it for seven days without sleeping. This averted his impending 
death and earned him further instruction and teachings, which he later 
took to Tibet. Siddharajfii prophesied that Rechungpa would live to 
twice his present age, to the ripe old age of eighty-eight. In gratitude for 
the guidance he had received from Siddharajfii and Tiphupa, Re­
chungpa offered his gurus a generous measure of gold and a song of 
praise. At a Tantric feast on the eve of his departure for Tibet, the 
Queen of Adepts gave her spiritual son some parting advice, prophe­
sies of his activities in Tibet, and whispered transmissions (kan:zatantra, 
i.e., very secret oral instructions), then bade him return to Tibet and 
benefit living beings there. She gave him a f!.tikinr skull from Uc;l<;liyana 
and bone ornaments as a gift for Milarepa.71 

The esteem in which Siddharajfii was held is clear from a song of 
praise offered by Tiphupa, wherein he compares and even equates her 
with a number of female deities, a way of expressing that she embodies 
the enlightened presence of those deities: 

Vajravarahi incarnate, 
Female Victor Pfu;tc;laravasini, 
Mother who gives birth to all Buddhas, 
Homage to Siddharajru! 

You have the thirty-two signs of a Buddha. 
White with a red luster, 
An enchantingly beautiful woman, 
Your rainbow body is brilliant as a diamond. 

Bliss-bestowing woman with every excellence, 
Wearing jewels and six ornaments of bone, 
You hold a curved knife and skull-cup full of nectar 
And wear a diadem with silk ribbons. 

In the middle of an ocean of female enlighteners (tjlikinis), 
In a crystal meditation bower, 
On a throne of gold, silver, turquoise, coral, and pearls,72 
You are our only mother, Siddharajfii!73 

Tiphupa expresses Siddharajiii's enlightenment by calling her Vajra­
varahi, a female Buddha, and celebrating her possession of the thirty­
two bodily signs of a Buddha. The "meditation bower'' (gandhakuti) in 
Which she sits is a canopy built to welcome and honor a Buddha.74 A 
rainbow body (Tib. 'ja'-lus), the quintessential Tantric attainment, re­
fers to the rainbowlike translucence and beauty of enlightened being 
that shines forth when all mental and emotional impurities have been 
removed without a trace. 
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Tiphupa's song next describes Siddharajfii's meditative journeys 
through the visionary landscape of Tantric Buddhism, meeting enlight­
ened beings and receiving teachings and initiations directly from them, 
an ability possessed only by the greatest masters: 

You looked upon the faces of all the long-life deities 
And received the long-life empowerment 
And instructions for practice. 
A Tantric knowledge-holder, 
You mastered the spiritual attainment of longevity. 

Having gone to Akani$tha heaven and 
Met Vajradhara in his visionary experience form, 
Completed the four Tantric initiations, and 
Realized the four unexcelled bodies of enlightenment, 
You are known as [the female Buddha] Vajravarahi, 
Surrounded by your assembly, an ocean of Victors ... 
Having met Cakrasarnvara, 
Heard the Tantric Vajrayana teachings, 
And obtained the supreme Tantric accomplishments, 
You are known as Vajrayogini, 
Surrounded by the heroes and sky-dancers of the three realms.75 

Having met l)akini Si.tp.hamukha, 
Heard the secret explanation of supreme bliss, and 
Perfected the four spiritual activities,76 

You are called Cremation-Ground Corpse-Eater, 
Surrounded by many bears, jackals, tigers, and 
Leopards-emanations of ljiikinTs." 

After she met the Buddha of Infinite Life face-to-face, the attainment 
for which she is most known and the basis of her authority concerning 
this Buddha, the Queen of Siddhas met Vajradhara in Akani!ltha 
heaven and received the Tantric initiations from him, achieving equal­
ity with the female Buddha Vajravarahi. She met Cakrasarp.vara, re­
ceived Tantric teachings from him, and identified fully with Vaj­
rayogini. From the lion-faced female deity Si.J:phamukha (figure 4), she 
heard the secret exposition of supreme bliss. In the course of her medi­
tative journeys she met the deities Avalokitesvara and Hayagriva and 
on the basis of these meetings wrote manuals for their contemplation as 
well. Tiphupa's song also celebrates Siddharajfii's completion of pil­
grimages to the eight great cremation grounds and twenty-four Tantric 
prthas, where she received key secret oral instructions from the tjakinis 
there.78 This account does not describe her personality or spiritual 
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struggles before attaining enlightenment, but it does express the basis 
of her authority as a founder of an important body of practices. 

The writings about Siddharajfii communicate the awe in which she 
was held by those who knew her. Her own writings detail the religious 
practices she introduced, providing tangible evidence of her ritual ex­
pertise and philosophical background. One of her works is a manual 
instructing Tantric gurus how to create an Amitayus marp!ala, prepare 
and consecrate the initiation flasks, and administer the initiation.79 Be­
fore performing an initiation, a guru must invoke the energies embod­
ied by the deity in order to transmit the divine energy, power, and 
blessings to the initiates. Accordingly, Siddharajfii's initiation manual 
describes how to achieve identification with the deity through mantra 
recitation and self-consecration (sviidlzi$fhiina). The gSar-ma schools of 
Tibetan Buddhism and their branches all use her system for the Bud­
dha of Infinite Life initiation. The liturgies in current use are later, 
shortened versions of Siddharajfii's detailed system. These later texts 
generally open with a prayer to the lineage masters through which the 
transmission has come, starting with the female founder of the practice. 
Her mediation between the divine and human realms is the basis of the 
authenticity of the subsequent transmission lineages. 

In addition to this initiation text addressed to gurus, Siddharajfii 
wrote a meditation manual on contemplation of the Buddha of Infinite 
Life that covers the outer, inner, secret, and natural levels of medita­
tion.80 During the outer stage the meditator learns to picture the deity 
in vivid detail. The inner stage practice requires that the meditator en­
vision her own body as a matt4ala and imagine deities at different 
points within her body. The secret level consists of inner yogic practices 
involving psychic heat, winds, and veins to generate bliss. The final 
stage is a recovery of the natural state of the mind, purified of delusion. 
It is a complex series of meditations, and the practice manuals in cur­
rent use are generally abbreviated versions written by later masters of 
the various schools, whereas the type of detail found in Siddharajfii's 
text is imparted orally and in commentaries.81 As an adjunct to the 
system, Siddharajfii wrote a manual on Hayagriva ("Horse-neck"), a 
wrathful but nonetheless compassionate protective deity associated 
with the Buddha of Infinite Life. Her Hayagriva manual includes in­
structions on how to consecrate a sculpted flour offering and use it to 
remove the obstacles of the officiant's disciples.82 Completing the 
Amitayus system, she wrote a text on the fire offering performed at the 
end of an Amitayus retreat.83 

In Tantric Buddhism, a vision of deity is a measure of spiritual mas­
t~ry and basis for religious authority. The authoritativeness of 
S1ddharajfii's teachings derives from her visionary encounters with 
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Amitayus. The yogini met the Buddha of Infinite Life face-to-face and 
received the long-life teachings and initiations directly from him. Sub­
sequently, she taught her disciples and their spiritual descendents how 
to approach and experience this Buddha. In one version of her stan­
dard portrayal, Siddharajii.fs posture and iconography reflect her asso­
ciation with the Buddha of Infinite Life. She displays a meditative pose 
and holds the same life-bestowing vase as Amitayus (figure 12). In ad­
dition, she wears the insignia of a Tantric yogini: a tiger skin as a lower 
garment, bone ornaments combined with jewelry, and skulls atop her 
crown. In another version of her iconography, the Queen of Siddhas is 
shown as a dancing t;iakinfwith billowing scarves and bone ornaments, 
a crescent-bladed knife, and a skull-cup brimming with the nectar of 
immortality, her gift to her spiritual descendents. 

Although her long-life ceremony and Amitayus practice lineages are 
eminently visible in Tibetan Buddhist culture, Siddharajii.i herself is 
not. The Tibetan term for her system, or transmission, of Amitayus is 
sGrub-pa'i rgyal-mo'i lugs, but in the commonly used abbreviation 
(sGrub-rgyal-lugs), the feminine ending (-mo) is one of the syllables 
that is dropped, concealing from all but the intelligentsia the true iden­
tity-and gender-of the founder of the system. Awareness of this fact 
would require a deeper historical knowledge than most followers of 
any tradition possess. Therefore, although the Buddha of Infinite Life 
teachings of Siddharajii.I are prominent in Tibetan Buddhism, many are 
not aware that the initiation they receive, the practices they perform, 
and the public rituals they stage and attend are based on the revela­
tions and teachings of a woman. 

SIDDHARAJNI AND THE LORD WHO DANCES ON A LOTUS 

Siddharajii.I also pioneered an esoteric form of Avalokite5vara that is 
used by the three New (gSar-ma) Schools of Tibetan Buddhism. This 
form is Padmanartesvara, or "Lord Who Dances on a Lotus."84 Cur­
rently he is more commonly known as Jinasagara, meaning "Ocean of 
Victorious Ones."85 The exoteric forms of Avalokitesvara-such as the 
thousand-armed form transmitted by B~UI)i Lakl;;mi and the four­
armed, seated form associated with AtiSa-are commonly depicted in 
every medium of Tibetan art and widely and publicly taught. This 
highly esoteric form of Avalokitesvara is rarely encountered in art or 
general literature; it is customarily reserved for Tantric initiates and 
requires extensive instruction in intricate ritual and yogic practices. 
Traditionally an image of Padmanartesvara would be unveiled during 
an initiation and could subsequently be owned and used by someone 
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FIGURE 12. Siddharajfii holding vase of immortality 

performing the practice, although this is slowly changing in the present 
atmosphere of increasing openness regarding Tantric images.86 

There are several forms of the Lord Who Dances on a Lotus, distin­
guished by such iconographic features as number of hands, hand im­
plements, sitting or dancing posture, and the presence or absence of a 
female consort.87 The red, four-armed form delineated by Siddharajfii 
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is practiced by the Karma bKa'-brgyud, Sa-skya, and dGe-lugs sects of 
Tibetan Buddhism.88 Padmanartesvara appears in union with Guhya­
jnana, and they are seated on their lotus. Guhyajtuina is red and has 
four arms that hold a skull-bowl, flaying knife, sword of wisdom, and 
Tantric staff (khatviiliga). The lord and lady may be portrayed with four 
arms each, representing an earlier stage of the visualization, or two 
arms each, representing the secret practice. They are surrounded by 
five divine couples who display the colors and emblems of the five 
Buddha families.89 These are only a few of the many deities envisioned 
in the course of this complex meditation. 

Siddharaji'ii's text follows a sequence of outer, inner, secret, and truly 
secret stages of the practice.90 Consecrated medicines prepared by Tan­
tric masters are an important part of the outer rituals, since ingesting 
these medicines is one way for participants to absorb the long-life 
blessings generated during the rites. After delineating the ritual imple­
ments, consecrated medicines, sacraments, and offerings to be arrayed, 
Siddharaji'ii describes Padmanartesvara, Guhyaji'iana, and their retinue 
as the meditator is to envision them. The inner practice involves imag­
ining the deities at different points within the body, then dissolving 
them into radiant energy and spreading the warmth and light through­
out the body to accomplish mental and emotional purification. The 
meditator ignites a fire in the lower abdomen, and the flame melts the 
deities above it. Siddharaji'ii explains how all illusions and impurities 
are burned away by this inner flame: 

The deities at the secret place burn; 
The chiefs of the four cakras also burn completely. 
The fire, having touched the A at the navel, 
Burns [the A] and touches the HAM [at the crown], 
Whereby a stream of elixir drips, filling the four cakras, 
[Whose] deities burn, increasing their great bliss. 
All the Buddhas of the three times, 
Living beings, love, hatred, and so forth ... 
Become inseparable from the breath and are condensed and absorbed. 
The fire burns away impurities. 
In a state of emptiness and deep compassion, 
The natural mind doesn't do anything. 
[In] the authentic state of nonconceptual clarity, 
Maintain stainless intrinsic awareness. 
Hold the breath and purify oneself of all biases [of dualistic thought].91 

To this rarefied state of inner combustion Siddharaji'ii adds a culmi­
nating stage of "truly secret practice" in which philosophical insights 
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are applied to the results of the preceding yogic processes, effecting the 
subtlest stages of purification. The Queen of Adepts describes the meta­
physical insights that scale the final peaks of meditative attainment: 

Don't look for an outer place of solitude; 
The body itself is a divine mansion (mm;uJala). 
Don't look elsewhere for the deity; 
The mind itself, unborn and unperishing, 
Is the family Buddha and guru. 
Not realizing this, one has disturbing emotions ·and ignorance; 
Realizing this is liberation and great compassion. 
One's profusion of thoughts ... 
Are the thousand Buddhas. 
Violent, angry hatred is baseless; 
This realization is Hayagriva. 
Desires that strike so swiftly have no root; 
This realization is Guhyaji\ana. 
The legion of proud emotions, freed from self-cherishing, 
Become the heroes. 
Jealousy is like a tornado; when hope and fear are abolished, 
That is the heroines. 

The delusion of not realizing the nature of mind 
Is entrapment in worldliness; 
Realizing that is blissful liberation. 
Deity forms are the creativity of one's own mind; 
If you grasp [deities] as material things, this is delusion; 
Deities are also the mind itself, 
Clearly manifesting in the expanse of unconditioned reality. 

Whatever is spoken or heard is an echo of the inexpressible. 
This primordially pure awareness 
Abides in reality from the beginning. 
When that is shown [by the guru] and one recognizes it, 
One realizes the sphere of ultimate reality. 
That is known as Buddhahood.92 

Siddharajiii's detailed description of how Buddhahood can be at­
tained shows that women attained the ultimate goal of this tradition. 
This evidence would remain valid even if this work were only attrib­
uted to her, because such writings would not be ascribed to a woman 
unless there were living exemplars who rendered such an attribution 
believable-and necessary.93 
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BHI~U~i LAK~Mi AND AVALOKITESVARA 
FASTING PRACTICE 

Unlike some of the other founding mothers, B~W.U L~mi has at­
tained the stature of a culture hero. She introduced a vastly popular 
ascetical discipline for lay people that continues to be important for 
Tibetan Buddhism in all its geographical locations and among follow­
ers of all the sects. One cannot live in a Tibetan Buddhist community 
for very long without hearing about individuals or, more often, large 
groups undertaking the fasting ritual of Bhi~W.U La~mi. Works of art 
depicting her meditating at the feet of Avalokitesvara will be encoun­
tered in Tibetan homes and temples. Bhi~W.U La~mi is better known 
than some of the other female founders perhaps because her practice is 
less esoteric and hence more public and also because she is often put 
forward as an exemplar when her practice is imparted. 
Bhi~W.U La~mi (Tib. dGe-slong-ma dPal-mo), a Kashmiri princess 

of the late tenth or eleventh century,94 forged this widespread fasting 
practice out of her experiences of life-threatening illness, devastating 
rejection by her religious community, and healing hierophany. Young 
La~mi was endowed with a sensitive and sympathetic temperament, 
and when she discovered that animals-:-such as lambs, of which she 
was particularly fond-are slaughtered for food, she was so horrified 
that she resolved to cut her ties with worldly life. Overcoming the op­
position of her parents, the princess became a fully ordained nun 
(bhik$u1J.i) and then apprenticed herself to a Tantric guru. Lal<!?mi be­
came extremely skilled at logical debate, so her guru ordered her to 
debate the leading philosophers and Tantric scholars of the day. When 
she defeated one after another, Lal<!?mi was installed as abbess of a 
monastery and held this position for many years, until she contracted 
leprosy. The monks then drove her out and ruthlessly abandoned their 
abbess to die in the forest-according to one version of the story be­
cause they suspected her of having a miscarriage.95 

Too ill even to walk, Lak~mi crawled into a cave and collapsed there, 
using her waning strength to call upon Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva 
of compassion. Avalokitesvara responded to her prayers and appeared 
to her in a dazzling white, thousand-armed form, proffering the vessel 
of liquid that fulfills every thirst and need of sentient beings. In one 
version of the story he poured clear water through her entire body, 
instantly curing her of leprosy;96 in another version, he gave her some 
medicinal pellets and her symptoms disappeared after three days.97 

After her miraculous healing, the revelations continued. The abbess 
flew with Avalokitesvara to a celestial realm, where she danced amidst 
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the clouds with beautiful ,Jakinrs. As the culmination of her visionary 
journey, the bodhisattva of compassion revealed a fasting practice to 
her and instructed her to teach it to everyone-including lay people­
as a powerful method of merit-accumulation and purification. Mean­
while, the abbess's personal attendant assumed that she had died in the 
forest and came looking for her bones. Bhi~w;ti La~mi emerged from 
the cave fully restored to health and reported all that had happened. 
The attendant advised that they should return to the monastery and 
impart the fasting practice to the monks. Still upset about her treatment 
there, she retorted, ''That monastery? I wouldn't even go there to pee!" 
Compassion prevailed, however, and the two women went to the mon­
astery and taught the newly revealed practice, which was accepted by 
those who still felt devotion to their abbess and rejected by those who 
had turned against her. The two women then set out traveling and 
taught the newly revealed fasting practice in India and 1ibet.98 

The Kashmiri nun's fasting practice (upo~r;,za, 1ib. smyung-gnas, pro­
nounced nyu nay) became an important discipline for monks, nuns, 
and lay people alike. It is practiced throughout the Hiinalayan region 
and wherever Tibetan Buddhism has spread, including America, Eu­
rope, Taiwan, and other outposts of the Tibetan diaspora, by Tibetans 
as well as Buddhist converts in these countries. It is a key event in the 
Tibetan Buddhist ritual year and, in addition to its annual performance 
during the sixth lunar month, can be undertaken at any time. So impor­
tant is it in the ritual life of the Nepalese Sherpas that Sherry Ortner 
devotes a chapter of her ethnographic study of these Himalayan Bud­
dhists to the fasting ritual.99 She ascribes to the fasting ritual a unique 
role in Sherpa religious life because it is solely concerned with salvation 
rather than worldly benefits and because it directly appeals to a ~najor 
divinity rather than a local god or intermediate guardian figure.100 Ort­
ner also judges the fasting ritual to be the "most orthodox" of Sherpa 
rituals, embodying classical Buddhist ideals of asceticism, renuncia­
tion, merit-making, and intensive efforts toward personalliberation.101 
She observes that smyung-gnas is the major opportunity for merit-accu­
mulation in Sherpa life and concludes that, for the Sherpas, the fasting 
ritual is the "most dramatic and meritorious" way to express and 
deepen religious commitment.102 

The core of the fasting practice is a total fast from food and drink, 
accompanied by prostrations, prayers, and Inantra recitation.1m The 
laity may also shave their heads, go barefoot, and avoid leather prod­
ucts.104 It is a chance for lay people to undergo the rigors of monasti­
cism and for monastics to undergo a period of intensified renunciation. 
The usual length of the ritual is between two and four days, although 
consecutive sessions may be undertaken, in some cases for several 
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months.105 The end of the ritual and return to ordinary life is marked by 
a feast. 

Since Sakyamuni Buddha nearly died from a prolonged fast prior to 
his enlightenment, fasting was not initially an integral part of Buddhist 
practice; however, fasting eventually found its way into the repertoire 
of Mahayana piety. In the seventh century, the Chinese pilgrim Hsuan 
Tsang reported a practice of fasting in front of a famous statue of Ava­
lokitesvara in order to attain a vision of the bodhisattva. The statue in 
question was located in a convent or monastery in Kashmir.106 There­
fore, this kind of religious observance-combining austerity and visu­
alization-may have been in the background of Bh~UQI La~mi's 
healing vision of Avalokitesvara, but her fasting practice is not simply 
an adoption of a Mahayana practice. In addition to classical Mahayana 
anusmrti meditation, which cultivates a vision of deity, Bhik~W:U 
Lak~mi's system includes the identification of the meditator with Ava­
lokite5vara in a characteristically Tantric process of envisioning oneself 
as a deity (atmotpath).107 If similar practices did flourish previously in 
Kashmir, Bhi~W:U La~mi provided a vital connecting link between an 
ascetical, devotional stream of Mahayana Buddhism in Kashmir and 
the gulf waters of Tibetan Buddhism into which all the rivers of Indian 
Buddhism flowed. 

The fasting ritual introduced by Bhik$ur.U La~mi is practiced by all 
the schools of Tibetan Buddhism. The prominence of two of her early 
successors-Rin-chen bzang-po and AtiSa-as founders of Tibetan 
Buddhism helped to ensure the survival of the practice in Tibet. 
Bh~ur.U La~mi wrote an instruction manual for the visualization, but 
other manuals offering slightly different liturgies for the same core 
practice have been written over the centuries, as is the case for any 
active tradition in Tibet. The major meditation texts in current use 
include the bKra shis kun khyab ("All-Pervading Auspiciousness"), 
written by mKhan-chen bKra-shis Od-zer;108 the sDig sgrib rnam 
sbyong ("Washing Away Sins and Defilements"), compiled by Zhu­
chen Tshul-khrims Rin-chen;109 and a manual by the Fifth Dalai 
Lama. no 

Bhi~UIJ.i Lak~mi wrote a hymn of praise that is particularly trea­
sured and is recited for many hours each day during the ritual as an 
accompaniment to the prostrations, regardless of whose liturgy is used. 
Her poetic descriptions of Avalokitesvara sparkle with the vividness of 
her visionary encounter, invoking a sense of intimate familiarity with 
the deity's appearance. One hears echoes of her palace education in the 
metaphors she uses to convey the effulgence and otherworldly beauty 
of her healing vision: 
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Your face shines with full moon splendor; 
Your eyes, like lotus petals, are exquisitely tapered. 
Fragrant and white as a snowy conch shell, 
You hold a glistening rosary of immaculate pearls. 
You are adorned by the beauteous blush of dawn; 
Like a lotus lake, your hands exude nectar. 
Youthful one, white as an autumn cloud, 
Many jewels cascade from your shoulders. 
The palms of your hands are tender and fresh as delicate leaves .... 
Your navel is soft as a lotus petal. 

Source of eternal bliss, you cure old age and sickness.111 

One can easily imagine how this hymn would create a devotional 
mood and help worshippers call the compassionate lord vividly to 
mind. With her own experience of Avalokitesvara's dramatic response 
to prayer fresh in her mind, Bhi~urji La~mi promises that "anyone, 
man or woman," who rises at dawn and recites these "sublime praises" 
while contemplating the greatness of Avalokitesvara will be able to 
accomplish his or her aims in this and future Iives.112 Perhaps in refer­
ence to the Lotus St1tra passage that the bodhisattva appears in female 
form when to do so meets a need, 113 she praises Avalokitesvara for 
sometimes manifesting as a woman: 

Moonlike mother of Buddhas, 
Whose form is that of a beautiful goddess .... 
Empty by nature, you [emerge] from emptiness 
In the form of a woman 
And tame living beings thereby.114 

The form in which Avalokitesvara appeared to the Kashmiri abbess 
is one of the most widely depicted of Tibetan Buddhist icons. As a tre­
mendously beloved deity and major focus of religious aspiration, this 
form of Avalokitesvara is often encountered in Tibetan scroll paintings, 
statuary, and temple frescoes. He can be recognized by his eleven 
heads, thousand arms, and identifying attributes in his eight major 
hands: a rosary, Dharma-wheel, and gesture of giving (varada-mudrii) in 
his right hands; a golden lotus, bow and arrow, and initiation vessel in 
his left hands; and a pair of hands in afijalr-mudrii cupping the wish­
granting gem of enlightenment at his heart. The colors of the heads, the 
hand positions and implements, and the significance of the hand attri­
butes are described in her meditation manual and other writings.115 

This form of Avalokitesvara, when accompanied by subsidiary figures, 
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FIGURE 13. Avalokite§vara (left) and B~u~ Lak$mi in cave (right) 

is named after Bhi.k$w:U La~mi in formal iconographic compendia, al­
though her role in popularizing the image is not widely known.116 

Nonetheless, as his foremost devotee, the Kashmiri abbess is some­
times portrayed meditating beatifically at his feet. Mirroring his ges­
ture, she cups a wish-fulfilling jewel at her heart (figure 13), symboliz­
ing her intimate communion with the bodhisattva of compassion and 
her role as pioneer of the divinely revealed fasting practice. 

THE MOTHERS OF THE "FOUNDING FATHERS" 

Certain male figures recur in the sectarian annals, religious biogra­
phies, and historical works of India and Tibet as the founders of Tantric 
Buddhism, while the names of equally glorious foremothers, such as 
those introduced here in the previous section, do not shine with the 
same luster as those of their male counterparts and in some cases have 
nearly been forgotten altogether-save for sufficient evidence for a his­
torian to rediscover them. The acknowledged "founders" are those 
who have been identified as such in retrospect by their historical suc­
cessors. Their names are enshrined in lineage histories, colophons, and 
hagiographical works.117 The most prominent forefathers include 
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Saraha, Kai)ha, Viriipa, Luipa, TU.opa, Kambala, Maitripa, Padmavajra, 
and, for the rNying-ma sect, Padmasalllbhava. 

Very little of a genuinely factual or historical nature is known about 
any of the founding figures. The available hagiographical materials 
present numerous problems of identity, chronology, and dating.118 

Thus, one may never know, for example, during the life of which Pala 
dynast Saraha lived,119 or if the figure "Saraha" is in fact a composite 
figure, or if he was a single person whose biography has been aug­
mented by popular stories about the exploits of Tantric yogis or embel­
lished by the storyteller's art. However, the quasi-legendary nature of 
the source materials does not deter the present inquiry, because the 
purpose of this section is to investigate the history of the tradition as it 
understands and presents itself. The material regarding female founders 
has the same historiographical value as the information about male 
founders. It is equally true of the male and female figures in Tantric 
literature that if a given person does not correspond to a historical per­
sonage, he or she nonetheless represents a type of figure found in Tan­
tric circles or a composite figure around whom the deeds and esca­
pades of several people have constellated. 

In accordance with my hypothesis that women contributed to the 
development of Tantric Buddhist practices, theory, and iconography, 
the present work investigates the biographies of various founding fig­
ures to determine whether any of them had female teachers or, second­
arily, female companions who might have worked closely with them in 
developing their Tantric teachings. My method is what in crime fiction 
is called cherchez la femme, the principle that when one is looking for the 
cause or root of something one should "search for the woman." The 
purpose of this exercise is to question the current portrait of the Tantric 
movement as strictly and exclusively a male cultural creation by ex­
ploring whether women may be found at its roots. 

One of the towering founding fathers of Tantric Buddhism is the 
adept Saraha, a former priest and scholar. Saraha's Tantric songs (dohii) 
are prized as the authoritative source of mahiimudrii tradition and its 
characteristic expression in epigrammatic, poetic form.120 Saraha also 
heads the transmission lineage of the Cakrasa17lvara-tantra121 and is 
identified by Taranatha as the founder of anuttara-yoga tantra.122 For­
merly known as the Hindu priest Rahula, Saraha showed great intelli­
gence from a young age and applied himself seriously to his studies, 
memorizing the Vedas and mastering many other subjects before he 
converted to Buddhism and became a monk. Saraha's life took a deci­
sive turn when he allowed some girls to convince him to drink beer, in 
Violation of his monastic vows. When he was reeling in a drunken eu­
phoria, a bodhisattva appeared to him and directed him to seek out a 
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mystically talented arrow-making woman who lived in the city, prom­
ising that many people would benefit from their meeting. 

Convinced of the authenticity of this message, Saraha ventured into 
the marketplace. Among the arrow-makers he spotted a woman who 
was making arrows with a deliberateness and finesse that bespoke 
deep meditative concentration. Wholly focused upon her task, she 
never looked up or became distracted as she cut the arrow-shaft, in­
serted the arrowhead, affixed the feathers, and checked the arrow for 
straightness (figure 14). Saraha tried to break the ice with a trivial ques­
tion but, not one for trivialities, her first words to him were, ''The Bud­
dha's meaning can be known through symbols and actions, not 
through words and books."123 Instantly realizing that he had found a 
worthy teacher, Saraha put off the monastic robes and devoted himself 
to his yogini guru. The arrow-maker accepted Saraha as her disciple 
and Tantric companion. According_ to Taranatha, she taught him the 
meaning of things as they are and enabled him to see reality as it is.124 

Saraha became renowned for giving voice to his spiritual insights in 
verses characterized by the piquant, pithy mode of expression in which 
the Arrow-making Yogini had instructed him. 

The yogini taught Saraha that there is a mode of companionship that 
is not based on ordinary attachment. His wonderment at her enlight­
ened presence knew no bounds: 

This yogini's action is peerless. 
She consumes the house-holder, and 
Enlightened spontaneity shines forth. 

Beyond passion and absence of passion, 
Seated beside her own, her mind destroyed, 
Thus I have seen the yogini. 

One eats and drinks and 
Thinks what occurs to thought. 
It is beyond the mind and inconceivable, 
This wonder of the yogini. 

Here sun and moon lose their distinction, 
In her the triple world is formed. 
Perfecter of thought and unity of enlightened spontaneity­
a know this yogini.125 

Having become an ardent devotee of the arrow-making woman, the 
former priest and monk lived out his days in a mountain retreat with 
his guru and partner, earning his living by making arrows. Saraha took 
the name of his female companion's caste and adopted a Tantric life-
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FIGURE 14. Arrow-making Yogini, Saraha's guru 

style that included feasting in cremation grounds. When he was criti­
cized for his conspicuously improper behavior, Saraha vindicated him­
self by expressing his mystical attainments in poetic form (dohif) and by 
displaying supernatural powers, a favored means of deflecting public 
criticism in medieval lndia.126 It turns out that in the case of Saraha, 
clearly one of the greatest founding figures in the history of Tantric Bud­
dhism, the founding father himself had a spiritual mother, an arrow­
maker who, despite her low caste and menial occupation, was a woman 
of spiritual refinement, profundity, and enlightening capabilities. 
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GhaiJ.tapa, Luipa, and KaiJ.ha are regarded as the main founding fa­
thers of the Cakrasarpvara tradition. They mastered its practice and 
generated authoritative commentaries and meditation systems.127 
However, when we inquire into the forebears of these founders, we 
find that Ghal).tapa received two Cakrasarpvara initiations: one from 
Darika and one from Sahajayoginicinta, a woman.128 Sahajayoginicinta 
was a philosopher who nonetheless made her living by herding swine. 
From her, Ghal).tapa also received highly esoteric instructions on how 
to achieve liberation through ecstasy.129 After receiving these instruc­
tions in U<;ic;l.iyana, he proceeded east to Orissa and spent many years 
there living in a forest and practicing with his spiritual companion, a 
courtesan's daughter with whom he had a karmic relationship of sev­
erallifetimes.130 Therefore, one of the GhaiJ.tapa's initiating gurus and 
major teachers on this advanced topic in the Tantric curriculum was a 
woman. 

Luipa's biography does not say from whom he received the 
Cakrasaqwara initiation, but most of the teachers his biographies men­
tion are women: the qiikinrs from whom he received instruction in Bodh 
Gaya, the women in Uc;l.c;l.iyana who staged the feast at which he re­
ceived Vajravarahi initiation,131 and the tjakinr innkeeper whose criti­
cism sent him to the riverbank to develop nondual awareness by living 
on fish entrails. Luipa even received his name from women, the fisher­
women who observed him eating fish guts by the riverbank.132 Luipa is 
also reported to have received initiation from Savari.133 Since Savari 
had two female gurus, Padmalocana and Jftanalocana, who taught con­
jointly with him (as seen in the biography of Maitripa), it is likely that 
Luipa received the combined instruction of these mountain-dwelling 
masters. Thus, according to the traditional accounts, it is clear that the 
founders Gha:IJ.tapa and Luipa also had female teachers. 

Ka:I).ha's main guru was Jalandhari, who had received Tantric in­
struction from the female adept Lak!?miitkara as well as from Kambala 
(discussed below).134 In addition to his importance in the 
Cakrasaqwara system, Ka:I).ha is credited with bringing to light the 
Sal?tputatilaka-tantra, a short Tantric work of the most esoteric class. 
However, his biography shows that he attained it from someone else. 
Ka:I).ha's teacher, Jalandhari, had sent him in search of a ljiikinr named 
Bhadri in order to obtain the sacred text and teachings from her. Kal).ha 
found a woman living in a ramshackle hut and did not believe her 
when she told him she was Bhadri, so he resumed his search. Two more 
days of searching brought him back to her doorstep, at which point he 
realized his mistake and prostrated at her feet, requesting the text and 
initiation. Bhadri foresaw that many people would benefit if she 
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granted KliQha's request, so she gave him the initiation, instructions, 
and clarifications of fine points regarding practice. Although Kfu:tha's 
vision had been obscured when he first met her, seeing only an ordi­
nary woman in a run-down hut and assuming that she could not be the 
religious teacher he sought, his vision was purified by this encounter. 
Thus, when Bhadri conferred the initiation he saw the hut as a mansion 
and the woman's seat as a magnificent throne.135 Once again, the 
"founding father" had a spiritual mother. 

Kambala, a mahiisiddha from Orissa, is another important founding 
father who imparted Cakrasrupvara teachings and other key teachings, 
like the Hevajra-tantra, to the originary circles of Tantric Buddhism.136 

Kambala's spiritual mother was also his biological mother, who was a 
Tantric cf.iikinr. She oversaw his entire religious career, urging him first 
to abdicate his throne and become a monk, then to leave the monastery 
and retire to the forest, and finally to give up his monk's robes and 
become a Tantric yogi. She herself gave her son the Cakrasaqwara initi­
ation and teachings,137 and thus it can reasonably be assumed that his 
two works on the subject reflect the teachings of his guru-his 
mother.138 The teachings Kambala received from his mother were in 
turn imparted to Indrabhuti,139 whose many texts on the Cakrasaqwara 
system may also be expected to reflect the influence of her teachings, 
although seamlessly and anonymously woven into the Tantric fabric. 
In light of the original descent of this initiation and teaching from a 
woman, it seems fair to ask whose teachings are represented in these 
texts. Are they men's teachings or a woman's teachings? When a 
woman's teachings are present in a text, male authorship-that is, a 
man's name in the colophon-cannot in itself be accepted as prima 
facie evidence that the text represents solely a male cultural creation, as 
is so often claimed of Tantric texts. 

Padmavajra is another major founding father of Tantric Buddhism 
and is especially renowned as an "author" of the Hevajra-tantra-that 
is, one who discovered or wrote down this revealed text-a distinction 
he shares with Kambala.140 Padmavajra was a reputable scholar and 
skilled public speaker in Uc;ic;iiyana when he went to seek out 
Anaitgavajra, a pig-herding Tantric guru. When Padmavajra reached 
Anaitgavajra's farm, he became totally fascinated by a woman he saw 
there. She approached her chores with meditative concentration, and 
her gestures were graceful and bespoke great spiritual depth. She ac­
cepted Padmavajra as her disciple and gave him teachings on how to 
attain spiritual bliss through the expression of passion.141 Their daugh­
ter accepted Padmavajra as her spiritual companion and returned to 
the capital with him, where their relationship earned them notoriety, 
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while their Tantric practices gained them magical powers and enlight­
enment.142 Again, in the career of a "founding father'' we find the pres­
ence of a spiritual mother. 

Vrriipa, an adept whose idea of religious discipline was to meditate 
in a tavern over a dozen glasses of wine, is important as the Indian 
forefather of the Sa-skya school of Tibetan Buddhism, with its distinc­
tive Path and Fruit (Tib. lam-'bras) formulation of the religious path 
beginning with Mahayana philosophy and culminating in Tantric 
teachings on the Hevajra-tantra. According to the official Sa-skya telling 
of his biography, he received his Tantric teachings and initiations di­
rectly from the blue female Buddha Nairatmya, and no human guru is 
mentioned.143 Yet according to the Blue Annals, Viriipa also received at 
least one initiation from a human guru, for he was initiated into the 
practice of Severed-Headed Vajrayogini by its founder, La~mrnkarii, 
and then transmitted the practice to his own disciples, who spread it to 
Nepal and Tibet.144 Thus, in the case of Vtriipa, too, we find a spiritual 
mother. 

Tilopa (late tenth through early eleventh centuries) is a founder of 
the bl<a'-brgyud schools, along with Niiropa and Maitripa. These In­
dian founding fathers transmitted their teachings to the Tibetan mas­
ters Marpa, Milarepa, and sGam-po-pa before the school divided into 
the various bKa'-brgyud lineages. Tilopa's early spiritual journey was 
entirely directed by a woman who converted him to Buddhism, ad­
vised him to study Buddhist scripture and philosophy, and decided 
with which gurus he should study (Saryapa and Matiiil.gi), finally tak­
ing it upon herself to give him the Cakrasa71tvara-tantra initiation and 
teachings.145 This t/.llkinr continued to oversee Tilopa's development as 
he left the monastery, studied with additional gurus, and did Tantric 
disciplines in a cremation ground. When she perceived that Ttlopa was 
ripe for complete enlightenment, she sent him to a town in Bengal to 
find a woman named Barima, ordering Tilopa to work for Barima 
when he found her.146 Barima was a spiritually advanced bodhisattva 
and t/.iikinr who lived as a courtesan in order to liberate sentient be­
ings.147 The entire town was saturated with her spiritual presence and 
provided the optimum environment for the final stages of Tilopa's 
journey to enlightenment, as he worked as a sesame-pounder by day 
and as a servant to the courtesan by night.148 

Ttlopa's realizations later were reinforced by direct visions of the 
Buddha Vajradhara and a transcendent (i.e., enlightened and disem­
bodied) f/.llkinr,149 but we can see from his biography the indispensable 
role played by female spiritual advisors and teachers. Another impor­
tant woman in Tilopa's life who is not mentioned in the bl<a'-brgyud 
version of his biography, but is emphasized in Tiiraniitha's account, 
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was his spiritual companion, the sesame-pounding woman. Because he 
broke his celibacy vows, Tilopa was expelled from the monasteries and 
adopted her profession, for which he received his name, meaning "ses­
ame-pounder."150 According to Taranatha's account, the couple trav­
eled and taught together, singing songs that filled their listeners with 
wonder at the spiritual depths of life. When some Bengali villagers 
doubted the religious credentials of the obviously low-caste religious 
wanderers, Tilopa and the sesame-pounding woman allayed their 
doubts by rising into the sky above them and hovering there, pounding 
sesame seeds and singing.151 It is impossible to interpret TJ.lopa' s career 
without reference to the guidance of his numerous spiritual mothers. 

Maitripa, along with Tilopa and Naropa, was one of the Indian 
founding fathers of the bKa'-brgyud lineages.152 When Maitripa found 
his guru Savari and paid homage to him, Maitripa displayed a conde­
scending attitude toward the two women who were with Savari. They 
were tribal women and huntresses, and thus Maitripa regarded them 
as his inferiors and doubted that a guru should have such uncouth 
companions. Unbeknownst to Maitripa, the women, Padmalocana and 
Jnanalocana, were gurus who acted in concert with Savari. Later, the 
huntress-gurus displayed symbolic actions and sang spiritual verses 
that helped him cut through the dualistic tendencies of his mind.153 
Gati.gadhara, Maitripa' s female companion, was also influential later in 
his life. She was a guru in her own right, and the famed Khyung-po 
rnal-'byor was one of her students.154 Although Gangadhara had en­
joyed a pampered upbringing in a palace, after becoming a Tantric 
yogini she preferred to dwell in the forest. She had such magical pow­
ers as the ritual gazes and the ability to transform her body into many 
shapes, including that of a wol£.155 Thus, the life of the founding father 
Maitripa was entwined with those of several female gurus. His reli­
gious understanding and teachings developed in the context of his ap­
prenticeship to and relationships with these women. 

When one inquires into the lives of the male "founders" of Tantric 
Buddhism in India, one finds that many of them were instructed and 
initiated by women. Official lineage histories are selective compilations 
that do not necessarily give a complete account of the original "found­
ers" of a particular practice. One principle of their selectivity is clearly 
gender. One reads of men of noteworthy attainments, but when one 
looks more deeply at the history one realizes that these men were sur­
rounded and trained by women. Although men are celebrated in the 
biographical anthologies, their religious lives are embedded in a female 
matrix that determines and even defines their lives. Thus, it is clear that 
exclusively male transmission lineages do not necessarily indicate an 
exclusively male religious community, an absence of highly accom-
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plished women, or an absence of female teachers, even as gurus of the 
male founders themselves. 

Although it is commonly held that Tantric Buddhism was created 
only by men, such as Saraha, I<aJ:ilia, Virupa, Luipa, Tllopa, Pad­
mavajra, Kambala, Maitripa, and GhaJ.ltapa, evidence reveals that it 
was created by women like Vajravati, ~mil\kari, Mekhala, Ka­
nakhala, Siddharajfii, Padmalocana, Jiianalocana, Kambala's mother, 
Gailgadhara, the Arrow-making Yogini, Tilopa's lifelong female men­
tor, and their students. A question of origins is always a hard one to 
answer, but based on the available evidence-namely, the tradition's 
own legendary sources of its origins and founders-the trail does not 
end at the male founders but rather leads to a deeper stratum, to their 
female teachers: their mothers, female companions, and gurus. The 
identity of the women's teachers poses another question regarding the 
historical origins of the movement, but the fact remains that the histor­
ical trail runs cold not at the so-called male founders but at their female 
mentors and gurus. 

In view of the evidence that women played a crucial role in instruct­
ing the "founding fathers" of Tantric Buddhism, the movement can no 
longer be regarded as an exclusively male cultural creation that took 
shape without the insights and contributions·of women. The available 
evidence demonstrates that Tantric Buddhism was not created by men 
and does not solely express male insights and interests. This is not sur­
prising when one considers that male Tantrics distinguished them­
selves from other Mahayana Buddhists precisely by apprenticing 
themselves to women and sharing their religious lives with women. 
For a man, pursuing the Tantric path often meant leaving the monas­
tery at the behest of a woman possessing Tantric knowledge or for the 
purpose of companionship with a female practitioner. Men pursued 
their religious quest in the midst of female gurus and highly accom­
plished yoginis who were in no way seen or treated as their subordi­
nates or inferiors. Tantric histories do not record the sovereign accom­
plishments of remarkable, solitary men but the progress and teachings 
of men who accepted the religious authority of women. Men may have 
been the fruit of the Tantric vine, but women were the root, stalk, 
leaves, and flowers. 

Women helped to create Tantric Buddhism by introducing new medi­
tations and practices and by adding their insights to the evolving ethos 
of the movement. Some women, like the female founders discussed in 
this chapter, can be restored to their rightful place in the historical 
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canon as founding mothers of Tantric Buddhism. In addition, there are 
the women-many of whose names are lost to us-who taught the men 
who are now honored as the great founding fathers of the tradition. 
However, women's contributions to this movement were too numer­
ous and pervasive for it ever to be possible fully to identify them all. If 
the unofficial, undocumented instances of participation and patronage 
were included, the influence of women would be incalculable indeed. 

The historical search for the women of Tantric Buddhist history is far 
from finished. Additional founding mothers and practices introduced 
by women will continue to be discovered. Nonetheless, many women's 
contributions will never be recognized as such. Their "anonymous" 
and authorless contributions may never be counted. The lack of a fe­
male gender marker in some names can obscure forever the gender of 
the author of a given text. When a woman's name has no gender speci­
ficity and there is no corroborating evidence of her gender, her contri­
butions may not be identifiable as a woman's.156 The anonymity and 
pseudonymity of many texts in the Tibetan canon may also obscure 
instances of female authorship. However, Buddhist scholarship even­
tually will benefit from approaches and lines of inquiry already well 
under way in other fields. For example, new hermeneutical strategies 
will uncover more texts by women, as in the case of the development 
of more gender-conscious hermeneutical strategies for determining the 
authorship of early Christian writings.151 In any case, Tantric theory as 
a whole should equitably be seen as the product of both women and 
men. Women's teachings and points of view are represented in texts 
produced by their male students and compatriots as well as in the sa­
cred texts issuing from the Tantric circles of which women were an 
integral part. 

Although historians have glorified the men of Tantric Buddhism and 
effaced the women, Tantric Buddhism in India was characterized by 
the close association and cooperation of women and men who traveled, 
meditated, and explored the religious life together as esteemed peers. 
Women taught other women independently of men and male author­
ity, and men readily apprenticed themselves to women. Women and 
men shared their insights, discoveries, and experiences with one an­
other, and Tantric Buddhism was the fruit of their shared explorations. 
One of the results of this remarkable collaboration and male acceptance 
of female guidance was a distinctive religious discipline that women 
and men can perform together to achieve their mutual goal of enlight­
enment. This sexual yoga is the topic of the next chapter. 



CHAPTER SIX 

Women in Tantric Relationships 
INTIMACY AS A PATH TO ENLIGHTENMENT 

Love, enjoyed by the ignorant, 
Becomes bondage. 
That very same love, tasted by one with 

understanding, 
Brings liberation. 

Enjoy all the pleasures of love fearlessly, 
For the sake of liberation. 

-Cittavi5uddhipralazrm;za1 

TANTRIC BuDDHISM is unique among Buddhist.subtraditions in its ac­
ceptance of the body and sense experience as sources of knowledge 
and power. Tantric Buddhists eulogized the body as an "abode of 
bliss" and boldly affirmed that desire, sexuality, and pleasure can be 
embraced on the path to enlightenment. In keeping with this life-af­
firming orientation, the movement upheld the possibility of liberating 
relationships between men and women. The male and female founders 
of the movement developed cooperative yogic methods that men and 
women can perform together in order to transform the ardor of their 
intimacy and passion into blissful, enlightened states of awareness. 

The emphasis upon intimacy between women and men has perenni­
ally been one of the most fascinating, controversial, and misunderstood 
aspects of the tradition.2 In the nineteenth century and throughout 
much of the twentieth century, Tantric practices met with general rep­
rehension and censure, whereas currently it is customary for writers on 
the topic to defend their religious seriousness.3 However, this defense 
is generally made only on behalf of male practitioners. The former im­
pugnment of the women stands unchallenged and is reinforced either 
by excluding them from the discussion or by offhand assertions of their 
marginal participation in the rites. This judgment reflects different atti­
tudes toward male and female sexuality on the part of many Western 
interpreters. Although the practices themselves are enjoying increasing 
acceptance and appreciation, the women who performed them are still 
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maligned as promiscuous, low-caste unfortunates or prostitutes who 
have come under the thrall of virile and admirable male Tantrics. 

The continuing denigration of the women who perform these prac­
tices evidences a misapprehension of the practices themselves. This 
misunderstanding is the view that Tantric union consists of outer ritual 
acts lacking meditative, affective, or aesthetic intimacy between the 
partners who perform it. Agehananda Bharati voices this judgment: 

Most admirers of tantrism think it has something to do with a profound 
commitment of an interpersonal kind, with profound esoteric love be· 
tween a male and female, or sophisticated erotic emotions, or an improved 
or perfectable sex life .... Unfortunately, there's no such thing in tan­
trism .... It is quite mechanistic.4 

In this prevalent view, Tantric union requires the presence of two bod­
ies but yogic abilities on the part of only one of the participants-the 
man; there is no necessity of an inner psychic attunement between the 
two partners. This impoverished mechanistic reduction of the practice 
prescribes a limited, purely physical role for women. Thus, the schol­
arly condescension toward the women hinges upon the belief that Tan­
tric union consists solely in physical actions. 

While persons outside the tradition tend to be preoccupied with the 
outer form of the rituals, the tradition itself is primarily concerned with 
the subjective and contemplative components that animate them and 
are considered essential to their efficacious performance.5 As a blend­
ing of content and form, Tantric union resists description in purely 
physical terms. The answer to the question of whether Tantric union 
was designed to be one in which men made spiritual progress at the 
expense of women must primarily be sought in the content rather than 
the outer form of the rituals. That is, what is the requisite attitude to­
ward a partner in Tantric union? What competence is required for the 
yoga of union, and is this competence required of both participants? 
Are the experiences sought through ritual union compatible with con­
tempt and exploitation? Is the basis of Tantric bliss the physical body of 
a partner or the meditative and yogic abilities the partner brings to bear 
and the refinement of awareness that the partner inspires? Are both the 
woman and the man intended to benefit from the practice? 

Fortunately, it is not necessary simply to conjecture about the con­
tent of the yoga of union in order to answer these questions. Primary 
texts of the yogini-tantra and mahiiyoga-tantra class and their Indian and 
Tibetan written and oral commentaries provide enough evidence on 
which to base a fuller understanding of the religious dimensions of the 
practice.6 Tantric union is commended and praised as well as meta­
phorically and allusively portrayed in such classical yogini-tantra texts 
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as the Cakrasa111vara, Hevajra, and Ca1J.4amahiiro~~;~a tantras.7 In addition 
to the examination of these classical sources, there are some Western 
assumptions that must be set aside if Tantric Buddhism is to be under­
stood in light of its own categories and values. 

TANTRIC UNION: CENTERPIECE OF THE TANTRIC PARADIGM 

Tantric union is a central, distinguishing feature of the most esoteric 
and advanced class of Tantric Buddhism. The Sanskrit term that refers 
to the genre of yogic practices done with a partner is karmamudrii. Tan­
tric union is not a single practice, but a category of practices enacted in 
several contexts, such as wisdom initiation (prajfiiibh~eka), the secret 
feast offering (guhyapaja), and a radical Tantric life-style that expresses 
nondual wisdom in everyday life.8 In this work, the terms ''Tantric 
union," "yoga of union," and "sexual yogas" refer to these practices as 
a group, whereas specific forms to be discussed are worship of the fe­
male partner and the inner fire offering. 

Tantric union is an essential feature of the Tantric tradition in its 
classical formulation. The paradigmatic works teach that the blissful, 
contemplative yoga of sexual union is necessary for attaining full en­
lightenment. The indispensability of Tantric union is clear from an 
opening announcement in the Cakrasa111vara-tantra: 

The aspirant should strive for spiritual attainments 
With the mantra and consort 
Found on the secret path. 
The secret path without a consort 
Will not grant perfection to beings. 
Thus, attain enlightenment 
By applying oneself most diligently 
To the activities of erotic play.9 

Presenting Tantric union as a necessary condition for realization, the 
text proclaims that practicing Tantra without a partner is as useless as 
churning water to make butter: "For example, if someone who wants 
butter churns water, however diligently, fresh butter will not be pro­
duced."10 The choice of analogy is deliberate, for Tantric union is some­
times called the "method of churning" and "union of the churner and 
the churned." 

The Ca~;~qamahllro~a~;~a-tantra, another major yoginr-tantra, addresses 
the apparent discrepancy between the Buddha's asceticallifestyle and 
his later advocacy of Tantric union as a path to enlightenment. The text, 
spoken by Sakyamuni in a Tantric manifestation, explains: 
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The wise son of Queen Maya 
Gave up eight thousand royal ladies, then 
Walked on the banks of the Nairaftjana River, 
Proclaimed the attainment of Buddhahood, 
And there defeated Mara. 
That (whole ascetical display) was solely to benefit others.11 

Here the Buddha announces that his renunciation of life in the palace 
was staged for the benefit of people who would be inspired by that 
kind of detachment and be attracted thereby to undertake a spiritual 
discipline. 

This account places more importance upon what Sak.yamuni did be­
fore he left the palace and attributes his attainment of enlightenment to 
the bliss that he experienced with his wife, Gopa: 

Along with Gopa, he experienced bliss. 
By uniting the diamond scepter and lotus, 
He attained the fruit of bliss. 
Buddhahood is obtained from bliss, and 
Apart from women there will not be bliss.12 

According to this account it was the bliss of sexual union that enabled 
Sakyamuni to attain enlightenment. For this reason, Tantric iconogra­
phy includes the motif of Sakyamuni Buddha and Gopa embracing one 
another in maithuna, or sacred union undertaken for the sake of enlight­
enment (figure 15). 

Following this surprising disclosure regarding the enlightenment of 
Sakyamuni, the text proceeds to argue against asceticism and celibacy: 

The practice of Cat:tc;lamaharo$<U).a 
Will not be accomplished by asceticism. 
As long as the mind is not purified, 
One is fruitless and bound by chains of ignorance. 
One who, possessing desire, represses desire, 
Is living a lie. Whoever lies sins and 
Because of that sin will go to heii.13 

The Buddha discloses that torturing oneself with self-denial will not 
yield the supreme victory of Buddhahood: 

Therefore, one who desires Buddhahood 
Should practice what is to be practiced. 
To renounce the sense objects 
Is to torture oneself by asceticism-don't do it! 
When you see form, look! 
Similarly, listen to sounds, 
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__.. 

.. 
FIGURE 15. Gopa and Sakyamuni in sacred union 

Inhale scents, 
Taste delicious flavors, 
Feel textures. 
Use the objects of the five senses-
You will quickly attain supreme Buddhahood! 

Take refuge in the vulva of an esteemed woman 
To attain the rank of C;u:u;lamaharo$iir;ta.14 

If the senses and sexuality do not represent obstacles to enlighten­
ment, then one might wonder why the Buddha previously taught re­
nunciation. He anticipates this question and replies: 
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When I teach avoidance of sexual union, 
That is so that weak worldly beings will abandon it. 
I teach whatever will mature worldly beings. 
One and all will become Buddhas 
By the dance of the magical displays of a Victorious One, 
By various diverse methods. 
In all the discourses and Abhidharma texts, 
Women are disparaged, 
Spoken for the sake of disciples of various capacities­
The real truth is taught secretly.15 

The text reveals that the Buddha's teachings on celibacy were devised 
for people who would not benefit by a teaching on Tantric union or 
might even be harmed by it. 

The female interlocutor of the text, a Tantric form of the wife of 
Sakyamuni and of the Mahayana goddess Prajnaparamita, proceeds to 
question Cat;u;lamaharof?cu;ta: 

"Why do the early disciples and others slander women?" 
The Lord answered: 
"That is common to the early disciples and others 
Who live in the realm of desire, 
Not knowing the path of liberation 
That relies on women and bestows everything."t6 

Here the Tantric Buddha makes it clear that he considers the early dis­
ciples (sriivakas) and other renunciants to be persons of lesser under­
standing: ''The minds of these men of inferior faith don't know real­
ity."17 Because people of "inferior faith" will not understand or benefit 
from teachings on sexual practices as a path of liberation, he hides it 
carefully and teaches the real truth secretly, saving the highest teaching 
for the rare person of superior faith and diligence who desires to attain 
Buddhahood quickly.18 

Clearly, the disparagement of women is an inferior teaching that is to 
be abandoned as one moves up the hierarchy of teachings. The Buddha 
explains that just as people who live near saffron do not place a high 
value on it, for they do not recognize its worth, so the disciples of the 
lesser vehicles do not appreciate the jewel of sexuality, because it is so 
close at hand.19 Such disciples renounce their own desires and in the 
process denigrate women and sexuality, unwittingly alienating them­
selves from the very source of Buddhahood. 

In addition to the classical scriptures, Tibetan sources on supreme 
yoga practice (termed anuttara-yoga in the Tibetan context) uphold the 
requirement of union with a human partner for the attainment of Bud­
dhahood. Tsongkhapa softened the implication of its absolute necessity 
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but conceded that it is "extremely difficult" to attain liberation without 
a partner.20 Elsewhere he stated that the most highly qualified practi­
tioner should practice with a human partner, while a less qualified one 
should practice with an imaginary one. Buddhist literature perennially 
has stressed the importance of spiritual friends whose companionship 
undergirds the journey to enlightenment.21 In a dialogue recorded in 
the Pall canon, a disciple asked the Buddha if it were indeed true that 
a spiritual friend is half of the spiritual life, to which the Buddha re­
plied that it was not true, for a spiritual friend is the whole of the reli­
gious life. Tsongkhapa invoked this concept to explain the role of a 
female partner: "A female companion is the basis of the accomplish­
ment of liberation. Spiritual friends are women who are like-minded 
companions of the yogis."22 The intimate association of a like-minded 
woman makes all the difference in a man's spiritual life. Propelled by 
her inspiring friendship, his progress will be swift indeed.23 

Following the orthodox views of Tsongkhapa, the founder of their 
sect, dGe-lugs-pas generally acknowledge the indispensability of the 
yoga of union to the achievement of Buddhahood.24 Modem dGe-lugs 
exponents who maintain its necessity include Lama Yeshe, who ex­
plains the role of this practice in self-transformation: "There is a certain 
point in the mastery of the completion stage when physically embrac­
ing a consort is necessary for bringing all the pervading energy winds 
into the central channel, a prerequisite for opening the heart centre 
completely and experiencing the profoundest level of clear light."25 The 
dGe-lugs scholar Geshe Kelsang Gyatso similarly holds that practice 
with a human partner is necessary for attaining enlightenment during 
the present lifetime.26 Gyatso therefore maintains that practice with a 
human partner, or karmamudrii, is intended for a more highly qualified 
person, while practice with an imagined partner, or jiiilnamudrii, is in­
tended for those who are less qualified.27 Tsongkhapa's own life epito­
mizes his sect's most deeply held views on this subject. dGe-lugs-pas 
believe that Tsongkhapa, qualified for enlightenment though he was, 
postponed full enlightenment during his lifetime in order to maintain 
his monastic vows and thus set a good example for his followers and 
lay the groundwork of his monastic reform. Thus, Tsongkhapa de­
ferred complete enlightenment until he could unite with a partner in 
the realm of visionary experience that arises after the death of the phys­
ical body.28 

Meditation in union with a human partner is deemed to offer a sig­
nificant advantage over solitary meditation. The addition of the part­
ner's energy heightens the intensity and power of the meditation. The 
combination of their energies adds the quality and quantity of each 
partner's energy to that of the other, thus accelerating the inner yoga 
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practices of each. Tantric Buddhist yoga hinges on the belief that nega­
tive emotional and cognitive patterns become lodged in the psychic 
body in the form of knots and blocks in the subtle psychic channels 
(niit#). The purpose of the inner yogas is to "untie the knots" (nii4rgran­
thi-nirmocana) and bring all the energy that is released by this process 
into the central channel (avadhiiti) that traverses the body vertically. 
This energy can then be used to untangle the karmic knots, clear the 
pathway of the central channel, ignite the inner fire of ca1;1tjalr ffib. 
gtum-mo), and kindle the lights that dawn in inner awareness as the 
central channel is cleared. The inner breaths or winds move through 
the central channel more forcefully during meditation in union with a 
partner. The added force helps to unravel the final and most intransi­
gent knots-those at the heart.19 For this reason, practice with a partner 
is believed to make it possible to open the heart fully at the most pro­
found level, freeing it from all knots, constrictions, and obscurations 
created by false views and self-cherishing emotions.30 This is the techni­
cal explanation for the ultimate necessity of Tantric sexual yoga, al­
though it has a range of other purposes and applications. 

The relationship between Tantric consorts can at times be volatile, as 
the contents of psychic excavation are dredged to conscious awareness. 
The yogi and yogini will be aware of the source of these powerful emo­
tions and the need to transmute them as they arise, instead of respond­
ing to their appearance as an occasion to generate more negativity and 
create more karmic knots. Ultimately, since the heart is the site of the 
deepest fears, hatreds, and self-centered distortions of reality, the open­
ness, mutual transparency, and total trust required by the yoga of 
union make it an ideal discipline to bring the negative emotions to 
awareness and transform their poison into the ambrosia of enlightened 
awareness. 

UNION WITH AN IMAGINED PARTNER 

Although Tantric union is an integral part of the Tantric paradigm in its 
classical formulation, divergent statements in popular and scholarly 
works, by those inside and outside the tradition, create confusion re­
garding the role of union with a human partner (karmamudrii) in the 
Tantric repertoire. One can find the claim that enacting union symboli­
cally with an imagined partner is preferable to union with a human 
partner. For instance, the First Dalai Lama wrote that superior practi­
tioners will practice with an imagined partner, while "those of dull 
capacity, not having the strength or purity of mind, must rely upon 
karma-mudra [a human partner] until they gain the experience of great 
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bliss."31 In this view, a physical, human partner is a concession for less 
able meditators who cannot accomplish the practice mentally with an 
imaginary, or visualized, consort (jfiiinamudrii}. At first glance, one does 
not know whether such statements are monkish denigrations of inti­
macy with members of the opposite sex or references to different levels 
of practice and understanding, particularly since one also encounters 
statements in the same literature to the effect that practice with a 
human partner is superior to practice with a visualized partner. 

The wisdom initiation (prajfiabhi~kha} in its classical form required 
union with a human partner, as a vestige of its descent from coronation 
rituals.32 However, as this initiation has evolved and been transmitted 
in a monastic context in Tibet, physical union is generally considered 
inappropriate for most novices, because of either constraint by monas­
tic vows, a reason cited by AtiSa, 33 or a lack of sufficient yogic expertise, 
as adduced by Tsongkhapa's disciple mi<has-grub-rje.34 Neither AtiSa 
nor mi<has-grub-rje denied that union with a human partner occurs in 
the classical form of the ritual. 

Thus, in the case of wisdom initiation as it is currently performed, it 
has become standard for a person of lesser qualifications to unite with 
an imagined partner, while the initiating guru or a more advanced 
practitioner would be qualified to unite with a human partner, in keep­
ing with the original design of the ritual.35 An imagined partner is also 
preferable for a person who is just beginning the inner yogas and has 
not yet mastered the elaborate visualizations and other yogic processes 
necessary for Tantric union, specifically, the ability to make the cur­
rents of inner energy (priii;Ul} enter, abide, and dissolve in the central 
channel of the psychic body.36 Thus, statements that prescribe symbolic 
union with an imagined partner may refer to early parts of the perfec­
tion stage, in which the aspirant is learning practices that will later be 
deepened with a human partner. In other cases, statements that subor­
dinate the human partner to an imagined partner simply reflect the 
necessity for monk-scholars to defend celibacy in the face of the obvi­
ous advocacy of yogic union with a human partner in the Indian tan­
tras. 

Although there are circumstances in which practice with a human 
partner is impracticable or inadvisable, there is a consensus within 
the tradition that union with a human partner is necessary for travers­
ing the final perfection stages and attaining ultimate liberation. This 
position is maintained even by the most strictly monastic sect, the dGe­
lugs sect, precisely because of this sect's conservative desire to main­
tain an orthodox view consistent with classical Indian sources and 
practices. 
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TANTRIC UNION AND TANTRIC METAPHOR 

One of the ways in which Tantric union has been concealed from open 
view is through the use of oblique, metaphorical language. A given 
passage in a Tantric text does not have one single intended meaning 
but a spectrum of meanings that unfold as a person traverses the vi­
sionary path of meditative experiences they describe.31 The intentional 
ambiguity of Tantric language is invoked as a teacher guides a disciple 
into the twilight depths of the symbolic language. The more obvious or 
literal meaning of a passage is generally the one intended for a person 
at an earlier stage or of lesser aptitude. 38 For a more advanced practitio­
ner who has already gained precise intellectual understanding, the 
teacher may use the same text to loosen the disciple's grasp on consen­
sus reality and plumb new levels of experience and psychological in­
sight. At these deeper levels, language is used not to enhance concep­
tual clarity so much as to dissolve previous certitudes and, in the vul­
nerable moment of disorientation, introduce potent symbols capable of 
remodeling the disciple's psychological reality into increasingly bliss­
ful, compassionate, wise forms of subjectivity.39 

Since the Tantric path has identifiab~e stages, the potential meanings 
of a given passage are not infinite but rather correspond in a systeinatic 
way to progressive stages of Tantric practice. These stages are set out in 
Indian and Tibetan exegetical systems. Hermeneutical categories that 
emerged first in Guhyasamaja interpretation (the classical source being 
the Pradlpoddyotana) provide the basic parameters of Tantric exegesis, 
in which sexual yoga falls within the third of four levels of exposition, 
the "secret" level. This secret level is intended to "illuminate the nature 
of passion" or "reveal the truth of passion" (rifgadharmaprakiisanam) for 
practitioners of the inner yogas.40 

Since references to sexual union have an assigned place in the levels 
of interpretation, they are not merely one of several contested mean­
ings of a given passage but an ever-present possibility of meaning that 
will be invoked for those at the appropriate stage of practice. This level 
of meaning can be present whether or not a given passage uses obvious 
or recognizable sexual imagery. Giuseppe Tucci wrote of the sexual 
imagery of the tantras that "it is not always easy to separate the two 
interpretations and distinguish the real from the allegorical sense."41 

However, the distinction between a "real" and "allegorical" sense does 
not apply in this context, for the tradition itself considers that any given 
scriptural passage will have a range of valid meanings corresponding 
to different levels of practice. 
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To give a simple example of the metaphorical nature of Tantric lan­
guage, the texts often refer to the union of a lotus and vajra, or diamond 
scepter. Clearly, "lotus" and vajra are metaphors, not literal terms. One 
is not meant to bring together a flower and a scepter, but something 
denoted by those terms. Depending upon the level of interpretation, 
uniting the lotus and vajra can mean uniting wisdom and compassion, 
or bliss and emptiness, within the practitioner's psyche, or bringing 
together the female and male organs in physical union, or a number of 
other things that must be combined on the path to enlightenment. In­
terpreters outside the tradition may attempt to settle upon a final read­
ing; however, multiple meanings are intended simultaneously, and the 
language cannot validly be reduced to a single level of meaning, as is 
implied when some authors offer a misleadingly tidy "key'' to Tantric 
terminology.42 The possibility of more abstract meanings has led to 
some doubt regarding whether the texts ever refer to physical union or 
whether motifs like lotus and vajra always refer to psychic processes 
and attributes; however, for the tradition itself, Tantric union is one of 
the established levels at which texts consistently are interpreted, as 
their "hidden" or "secret" meaning. 

Since Tantric language is irreducibly multivalent, passages that obvi­
ously refer to Tantric union can also communicate a range of other 
meanings, whereas images that seem on the surface to be unrelated to 
Tantric union can become the basis for intricate and elaborate analyses 
of the yoga of union. To give an example of the application of this 
hermeneutical principle, the first chapter of the Cakrasa71tvara-tantra in­
structs practitioners: 

Draw the mn1Jt/.ala on a mountain, 
In a medicinal valley or forest, 
Near the bank of a large river, 
Or in a primordial cremation ground.43 

This passage would seem to be a straightforward statement about the 
best locations for Tantric practice, but Tsongkhapa analyzes the pas­
sage as a description of a "female Tantric: 

Because her great bliss is imperturbable, 
She is a mountain. 
Because lesser beings cannot fathom her profundity, 
She is a forest. 
Because her cavern is filled with nectar, 
She is a cave. 
Because her union of wisdom and skill is deep, 
She is a riverbank. 
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Because she [knows] the natural state beyond birth and death, 
She is primordial. 
Because she is the object of great bliss, 
Her activity is natural. 
Because she burns the views of early disciples and solitary 

achievers in the fire of great passion, 
She is a cremation ground.44 

Although the passage in the root-tantra seems straightforward 
enough to be easily comprehended without commentary, Tsongkhapa 
interpreted the passage allegorically in reference to Tantric union. As 
the location of Tantric practice, the ma~;~4ala has many levels of refer­
ence. The ma~;~4ala can be a diagram for ritual practice that is drawn 
with colored powder or rendered in painted or sculpted form, and it 
can also be a circle of yogis and yoginis who have assembled for Tantric 
practice. As the psychically enclosed, sanctified space in which enlight­
enment unfolds, the ma~;~4ala can also refer to the vulva of the female 
consort or the drop of sexual fluid held at the tip of the phallus of the 
male consort.45 These bodily ma~;~4alas are also sites for ritual practice, 
because they are ''locations" for traversing the higher reaches of the 
perfection stages, the threshold of Buddhahood. Thus, another "place" 
for a man to do Tantric practice is in union with the kind of woman 
Tsongkhapa describes. 

Another example from the Cakrasa1{1vara-tantra shows the complex 
layers of meaning that can be condensed into a metaphor for Tantric 
union: 

Hearken to what is taught in this tantra 
Of unexcelled yoga: 
Knowledge of the sacred rite of union, 
Combined with contemplation and mantra recitation, 
According to the way of 
The true union of the churner and the churned.46 

The image of the "chumer and the churned" is a common Tantric met­
aphor for sexual union. Tsongkhapa, drawing on a range of Indian 
sources,47 explains that churning the female partner with the diamond 
scepter is the efficient cause of the nectar of Buddhahood. Tsongkhapa 
argues that just as fire is kindled by rubbing two sticks together, bliss 
is generated by churning. This bliss in tum becomes the basis of en­
lightenment when it is combined with a realization of emptiness.48 The 
image of churning also refers to the Hindu Pur&J:Uc myth wherein gods 
and demons chum the cosmic ocean of milk to extract its nectar. The 
goddess Sakti is produced from this process, and her sexual fluids be-
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come the immortality-bestowing nectar the gods are seeking.49 Thus, 
churning the yogic partner, which stimulates the flow of her nectar, 
mirrors the stirring of the cosmic ocean for its potent, liberating 
nectar. Churning also connotes the circulation of the yogic energy as it 
surges within the psychic channels and then rises in the central chan­
nel. 50 Thus, the metaphor of churning, which appears to be a simple 
physical analogy, resonates richly with various nuances of Tantric 
union. 

Multiple interpretations reflect the complex intentionality of the 
original text. Tantric exegetes attempt not to settle upon a definitive 
meaning but rather to accumulate and juxtapose layers of interpreta­
tion that deepen and enrich an image until every encounter with it 
evokes a symphonic chord of philosophical, aesthetic, and mythic over­
tones that are dynamically called into play in the experiential context of 
religious instruction, by a master aiming the teaching at a particular 
disciple. Modern interpreters, no less than Tibetan heirs of the tradi­
tion, must consult layers of written and oral commentary in order to 
discover the patterns of interpretation that have been applied. Any dis­
cussion of Tantric union therefore requires that a range of commentar­
ies be consulted, as well as the original tantras themselves. The com­
mentaries show that the physiological, yogic, and aesthetic dimensions 
of Tantric union are ever-present possibilities of meaning. 

UNION AS WORSHIP OF THE FEMALE PARTNER 

The Tantric Buddhist yoga of union is often termed "worship of 
women" or "worship of the female partner."51 Because of its esoteric 
nature, this practice is sometimes called "secret worship" and also 
"great worship."52 Buddhologist Louis de la Vallee Poussin declared 
"worship of women" to be the "most conspicuous topic" of Tantric 
Buddhism, 53 attesting to the importance of this theme in Tantric litera­
ture. In the role of worshipper, the man makes a series of offerings and 
symbolic and concrete expressions of subordinate status. The culmina­
tion of the worship is an offering of sexual pleasure that assists the 
woman in her yogic practices, spiritual cultivation, and transformation 
of passion into divine ecstasy. 

The Buddhist practice of ritual union as a form of worship has 
Hindu parallels. 54 Since Buddhism shares the worship of women with 
Hindu Tantra, this genre of practice can be seen as part of a broader 
cultural stream rather than as an isolated strand of historical develop­
ment that is interpretable solely in light of Buddhist doctrines and cate­
gories. 
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The point of departure of this worship is the recognition of one's 
partner as divine, or inherently enlightened. The following passage 
from the Cal')qamahiiro~atza-tantra expresses this theme: 

The man [sees] the woman as a goddess, 
The woman [sees] the man as a god. 
By joining the diamond scepter and lotus, 
They should make offerings to each other. 
There is no worship apart from this. 55 

Seeing one's partner as divine is the key to this form of worship. Hav­
ing seen one's partner as a god or goddess, one naturally feels a sense 
of devotion. At this point there is no need for elaborate instructions, as 
love play spontaneously becomes the sport of deities. Every gesture 
becomes an act of worship, every sigh and word of love becomes a 
prayer, and gazing into the lover's eyes becomes a one-pointed medita­
tion. 

Although the man and woman recognize one another's divinity, im­
plying complete reciprocity, the man is required to respond to the 
woman's divinity with numerous expressions of devotion, physical 
acts of homage, and a reverential, suppliant attitude. For the woman, to 
see the man as a Buddha is simply part of her yoga, or training of 
perception. For the man, to see the woman as divine is part of a full 
devotional complex in which he makes offerings of gifts and traditional 
tokens of reverence, such as lamps, incense, flowers, clothes, orna­
ments, and perfume, which he should apply to her with his own 
hands. 56 The same passage continues with directions for how the man 
should worship the woman: 

Then the yogi lovingly 
Makes a mar.uf.ala in front [of himself], 
And the woman enters that. 
As the embodiment of Perfection of WlSdom, 
He continuously worships [her] with flowers, 
Incense, butter lamps, and other articles. 
After uniting the five mavf!alas,57 

He should prostrate to her, 
Circumambulate [her] clockwise, and 
Worship the ardently passionate yogini.58 

The man worships the woman in that way, 
With a mind full of reverence. 59 

Prostrations and circumambulation are traditional ways of showing 
respect in India. The text also exhorts that the man's mind, as well as 
his actions, should be "full of reverence." 



154 CHAPTER SIX 

For a man practicing the worship of women, expressions of rever­
ence are not limited to the ritual setting but permeate daily life. In gen­
eral, a man "should speak with pleasant words and give a woman what 
she wants."60 The text directs that after ritual union and between ses­
sions of practice, the man should prostrate to the woman, rub her feet, 
cook for her, feed her, and wait until she has eaten to partake of her 
leftovers.61 A relationship in which a man prepares the food and eats 
only after the woman is a dramatic form of service and nurturance in 
Indian culture. It is also an expression of subordination in a hierarchi­
cal..Jelationship. Touching and massaging the woman's feet is another 
way of showing his humility and subordinate status. Further, a man 
should regard every substance discharged by a woman's body as pure 
and should be willing to touch and ingest it. For instance, he should be 
willing to sip sexual fluid and menstrual blood from her vulva and to 
lick any part of her body if requested to do so.62 The following state­
ment becomes his prayer of aspiration: 

I must practice devotion to women 
Until I realize the essence of enlightenment.63 

In this worship, the relationship between the man and the woman 
parallels the relationship between a male devotee and a goddess. This 
theme is elaborated in the Carp!.amaharo~atza-tantra, wherein the Buddha 
Vajrayogini demands homage in the form of worship of women. In a 
lengthy passage, Vajrayogini pronounces that all women and female 
beings in the universe are her embodiments (riipa) and thus should be 
honored and served.64 When Car:u;lamaharor;;at:ta asks her how a yogi 
should honor Her Holiness, Vajrayogini replies that he should make 
offerings to her by worshipping women: 

He should continuously worship Vajrayogini 
With flowers, incense, and clothes and 
Honor her with speeches and ornate expressions, 
With palms pressed together. 
He should gaze, touch, and contemplate [her) 
And behave consistently with his speech. 
Kissing and embracing, he should always worship Vajrayogini, 
Physically if he can, or mentally and verbally if he cannot. 
The aspirant who satisfies me wins the supreme attainment. 
I am identical to the bodies of all women, and 
There is no way that I can be worshipped 
Except by the worship of women (strrpajii). 

Visualizing that she is fully my embodiment, 
He should make love to his woman. 
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Because of uniting the diamond scepter and lotus, 
I will grant enlightenment.65 

Vajrayogini also insists that sexual pleasure and satisfaction should 
be part of her worship. This method of worshipping the female partner 
is sometimes expressed as worshipping the female organ. The female 
organ is referred to directly as a vulva (bhaga, yoni) or metaphorically as 
a lotus (padma). The outer opening of the sexual organ resembles the 
petals of a lotus, while the vulva and cervix are like the heart of the 
flower. This formal similarity, as well as the fact that the lotus is a Bud­
dhist symbol of purity and enlightenment, makes this magnificent 
flower a natural symbol for the vulva. The Cakrasal'flvara-tantra instructs 
that "a skillful one worships the yogini's stainless lotus of light."66 Vaj­
rayogini promises her approval and blessings to a man who worships 
her in this way: 

Aho! I will bestow supreme success 
On one who ritually worships my lotus, 
Bearer of all bliss. 
A wise one unites patiently, 
Doing the requisite activities in the lotus.67 

In the Ca~:~4amahiiro~a~:~a-tantra, Vajrayogini describes how this Tan­
tric worship is to proceed. A yogi and yogini should seclude them­
selves in a hermitage to practice together. After gazing at each other 
and attaining single-minded concentration, the woman should address 
the man, affirming that he is her son and husband, brother and father, 
and claiming that for seven generations he has been her servant and 
slave, purchased by her and owned by her. He in turn should fall at her 
feet, press his palms together in a gesture of reverence, and declare his 
devotion and humble servitude to her, asking her to grace him with a 
loving glance. She will then draw him to her and kiss him, direct his 
mouth to between her thighs, and embrace and pinch him playfully.68 

She guides him in how to make the offering of pleasure to her: 

Constantly take refuge at my feet, my dear ... 
Be gracious, beloved, and 
Give me pleasure with your diamond scepter. 
Look at my three-petaled lotus, 
Its center adorned with a stamen. 
It is a Buddha paradise, adorned with a red Buddha, 
A cosmic mother who bestows 
Bliss and tranquility on the passionate. 
Abandon all conceptual thought and 
Unite with my reclining form; 
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Place my feet upon your shoulders and 
Look me up and down. 
Make the fully awakened scepter 
Enter the opening in the center of the lotus. 
Move a hundred, thousand, hundred thousand times 
In my three-petaled lotus 
Of swollen flesh. 
Placing one's scepter there, offer pleasure to her mind. 
Wind, inner wind-my lotus is the unexcelled! 
Aroused by the tip of the diamond scepter, 
It is red like a bandhiika flower.69 

In this yoginr-tantra passage, a female Buddha demands pleasure for 
her embodiments, human women. The passage reflects what can be 
called a "female gaze," or gynocentric perspective, for it describes em­
bodiment and erotic experience from a female point of view. The fe­
male Buddha alternates between referring to the woman in the third 
person, as someone else, and in the first person, equating the woman 
with herself. This identification is an important part of the man' s-and 
woman' s-contemplation process when performing the yoga of union. 
Instructions specify that the man should be free from lust and maintain 
a clear, nonconceptual state of mind. He is instructed not to end the 
worship until the woman is fully satisfied. Only then is he allowed to 
pause to revive himself with food and wine-after serving the woman 
and letting her eat first, of course!70 Selfish pleasure-seeking is out of 
the question for him, for he must serve and please his goddess. 

Toward this salutary end, various tantras describe the talents that a 
Tantric yogi should develop, requiring that he employ an array of 
erotic techniques paralleling those described in the secular ars amoris, 
or kamasastra.71 The Cm:ujamahllro~aiJ.!l-tantra describes a number of oral 
techniques and provides a catalog of sexual positions to be used, such 
as the "swing-rocking" position, in which the partners interlace their 
arms like braids of hair and rock slowly, and the "thigh-rubbing" posi­
tion, in which the woman places the soles of her feet on the base of the 
man's thighs.72 "Reverse union," in which the man is supine and the 
woman takes the more active role, is particularly recommended.73 

Although this repertoire is enjoined upon the man, the woman's 
knowledgeability is also implicit in these descriptions. From the exten­
sive lists, one would imagine that Tantric couples might enjoy a sexual 
virtuosity equaling that of the amorous couples in flagrante delecto 
adorning Indian temple towers.74 The mood of exuberant delight, 
graceful sensuousness, and reciprocity that characterizes the sculpted 
couples also suffuses the literary descriptions in the Tantric texts, 
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which exult in an open and unashamed affirmation of sensuality in a 
religious context. 

The intimate offering of sexual pleasure, appropriately called the 
"secret offering," or "secret worship,"75 proceeds in stages. One of the 
goals of erotic play is to stimulate the flow of the woman's sexual fluid, 
the female equivalent of the man's seminal fluid. This process is de­
scribed with poetic delicacy in the Hevajra-tantra: 

In a forest, a secluded place, or even in your own home, 
A knowledgeable yogi should continually worship 
A superlative female consort who has disrobed. 
Having kissed and embraced, stroke the vulva. 
The tip of the man, pressing (or kissing), 
Drinks sweet nectar from the lips below. 
The possessor of the scepter should with his hands steadily do 
Activities that produce the musk of desire ... 
Again and again unite by means of the diamond scepter, 
Looking her up and down. 
Thus one attains extensive spiritual perfections and 
Becomes the equal of all Buddhas.76 

The passage describes how the tip of the phallus distills nectar from the 
corolla of the woman's lotus,likening it to a mouth that sips sweet wine 
from a lotus flower. The Sanskrit original has many shades of poetic 
nuance. The male organ is indicated by such terms as "diamond scep­
ter'' (vajra) and "nose" or "tip" (niisikii). The contact that stimulates the 
woman to produce her generative fluid means to "taste" and "enjoy," 
while the term for "drinking" also means "kissing" and "distilling," 
drawing upon the similarity among kissing, distilling nectar from a 
soma press, and distilling an intoxicating beverage. 

The same term (sukra) is used for the male and female sexual fluids, 
although the usual translation of the term into English as "semen" has 
led to widespread misunderstanding that only a male fluid is desig­
nated. 77 The woman's fluid is called by other terms as well, such as 
madhu, meaning something sweet, like honey, nectar, or wine.78 An­
other term is "flower water," or "self-arisen flower water."79 Because 
the flow of the nectar of her lotus accompanies her experiences of bliss 
and heightened awareness, the fluid is also called "musk of desire," or 
"musk of intoxication," referring to intoxication by pleasure.80 

Tantric union requires a mixing of sexual fluids, for the purpose of 
spiritual illumination rather than procreation. The man and woman 
mingle and then absorb some of their combined fluids, a mixture that 
is generally referred to as a blend of white drops and red drops, or of 
camphor and red sandalwood. There is a common misconception that 



158 CHAPTER SIX 

the red element contributed by the woman is menstrual blood, but this 
is not the case.81 The term "red" refers to the endocrinal content of the 
female sexual fluid rather than its color.t12 The yogic practice of mixing 
the white and red fluids is expressed poetically by Babhaha, one of the 
Tantric adepts who pursued enlightenment in the company of a 
woman also seeking enlightenment: 

In the sacred citadel of the vulva of 
A superlative, skillful partner, 
Do the practice of mixing white seed 
With her ocean of red seed. 
Then absorb, raise, and spread the nectar, for 
A stream of ecstasy such as you've never known. 
Then for pleasure surpassing pleasure, 
Realize that as inseparable from emptiness.83 

The sexual fluids are considered to possess a special potency for 
nourishing the psychic or yogic anatomy. Therefore, the yogi and 
yogini visualize that they reabsorb and spread the bliss-giving nectar 
through the body. Tsongkhapa praises the essence of the sexual fluid 
as the nectar that confers the omniscience of Buddhahood.84 The 
Ca~:~f!amaharo¥J!Ja-tantra eulogizes: "This is the best diet, eaten by all 
Buddhas."85 

Although the man and woman both perform this yogic process (seen 
in Hindu Tantra and yoga as well),86 "mixing their essences," the tan­
tras (both Hindu and Buddhist) place somewhat more emphasis upon 
the man's absorption of female fluids. The Hevajra-tantra says that spir­
itual women, or women belonging to the five Buddha families, are ''be­
stowers of siddhi, and their sexual fluid is adamantine, s0 worshipping 
them, a yogin drinks it."87 Extracting the essence of the female fluid is 
considered to provide the most rarefied kind of nourishment, the birth 
of great bliss.88 The Hevajra-tantra instructs the man to vow to continue 
to absorb the female essences in all future lives, until enlightenment is 
reached.89 The emphasis on the male absorption of the female essence 
is one of the features that distinguishes this from ordinary sexual 
union.90 Indologists Frederique Marglin and Wendy O'Flaherty have 
noted that the Tantric pattern, in which the female fluids are deliber­
ately absorbed by the male, is a reversal of ordinary conjugal union, in 
which it is primarily the woman who absorbs the male fluid.91 The 
gathering of the female fluids by the man, found in the Hindu Sakta 
Tantric complex as well, is a sign of the affinity between Tantric Bud­
dhism and the Sakta stream of Indian religiosity. O'Flaherty suggests 
that this expresses the relative status of male and female within the 
ritual, for it signals the power flowing from the female to the male.92 
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Although the male absorption of female fluid is explicitly mentioned, 
it is clear that a mingling and exchange of fluids is intended. The man 
also uses the "substance of himself" to make an offering to the female 
partner: "One should make offerings to the woman of one's Buddha 
lineage by using the substances of oneself and offering to her."93 This 
"offering substance of oneself" refers to the most intimate yogic aspect 
of the ritual. 

Thus, in worship of the female partner, the offering substance is the 
man himself, which includes his respect and adoration, his own body 
in the form of the pleasure that he gives her, the sexual fluids that he 
blends with hers, the breath that he mingles with hers, and the subtle 
energies that are exchanged and circulated through both, making pos­
sible types of experiences that neither can attain on his or her own. 

THE INNER YOGA OF THE YOGINI 

The worship of the female partner includes an offering of the sexual 
pleasure necessary for her Tantric contemplation. The offering of plea­
sure is not an end in itself but a point of departure for an advanced 
Tantric yoga that uses the bliss of union as a basis for meditation. This 
intimate worship is in essence the man's offering of the yogic experi­
ences that this makes possible for the woman. The specific yogic pro­
cess she seeks to master is to concentrate the inner breath, or wind, at 
a spot near the base of her spine and then to inject the winds into the 
central channel and hold them there, traversing her body vertically. 

In the visualization that supports this yoga, the inner anatomy of a 
woman's sexual organ is seen as a ma~Jt!ala, the jeweled palace at the 
center of a Buddha-land. This palace has no set dimensions, for it is a 
"measureless mansion" on the visionary plane of experience.94 The 
center of the mm.tt!nla radiates out from the cervix, or innermost point of 
the vulva, but the size of the envisioned ma1_tqala will vary depending 
upon the purpose of the meditation. At times the ma~Jt!ala will be imag­
ined as expanding beyond the woman's body, to embrace the world 
and all living beings in the perfection of the celestial environment. For 
some practices the yogini arrays a Buddha couple and their divine en­
tourage within the mansion according to the iconography of the 
ma~;~t!ala upon which she is meditating. Regardless of the precise medi­
tation, the purity, bliss, and wisdom that coalesce into the maiJt!nla ema­
nate from the central point, the cervix, which is where the woman fo­
cuses her attention for this meditation. 

The yogini's "secret place," in Tantric parlance, is sometimes re­
ferred to as Crowface. Crowface (Kakasya) is the name of a female 
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deity, one of the eight door guardianesses of the Cakrasarpvara 
ma1J.4ala. These eight goddesses share their names with eight main 
veins radiating from the vaginal nerve center, according to the Indian 
understanding of female anatomy that is reflected in the Tantric texts.95 

The use of deity names for these veins conflates the vulva and the 
ma1J.qala in this symbolic realm.96 To "enter the ma1J.4ala" at this stage 
means that a woman brings her meditative awareness to the place 
where enlightenment will unfold. 

In order to help the woman focus her attention on the inner ma1J.4ala, 
the man makes a subtle offering: "With the finger, that is, the diamond 
scepter, move the earth, that is, the veins of the base-the lotus, and 
after waking up the veins, bind the diamond scepter. In other words, 
unite in the practice that binds the two veins inseparably."97 The man 
assists the woman in her inner yoga practice by moving the veins in the 
lotus and "waking them up," drawing the woman's attention to the 
lower end of the central channel, helping her to concentrate energy at 
the point where the energy will be drawn into the central channel.98 

Stimulating that nexus of veins helps her unify all her sensations and 
concentrate her attention at a point near the lower opening of the cen­
tral channel. The man must be careful to incite arousal without detract­
ing from her mindfulness, a challenge to his erotic and yogic virtuosity. 
A woman who is skilled at this process can draw the inner wind, or 
breath, into the central channel at that time. 

This is the point at which the addition of the partner's energy is cru­
cial. This exchange of energy is initiated by the joining of the "tips" of 
the sexual organs of the Tantric partners, sometimes expressed as "join­
ing the tips of the thumb and ring finger" or "kissing." As Tsongkhapa 
explains, "the tip of the secret place of the male partner is the lower 
opening of the central channel (avadhiiti), the tip of the secret place of 
the female partner is called Crowface, and the two veins kiss."99 The 
central channel of the man terminates at the outermost tip of the sexual 
organ whereas that of the woman terminates at the innermost tip of the 
vulva, and the two points are brought into contact during sexual union. 
The joining of the veins occasions the mingling of the red and white 
essences, and this in turn facilitates a delicate yet tangible exchange 
and circulation of energy between the two partners. The yogi and 
yogini direct their now-combined energy in specific ways to produce 
subtle states of bliss and insight. 

When a woman's nectar begins to flow and blends with that of the 
man, the woman is said to be "intoxicated" by the "elixir of union." 
This intoxication provides the bliss that is central to Tantric contem­
plation: 
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The mantra-practitioner becomes intoxicated by liquor, which means he 
has a female partner who belongs to a Buddha lineage (kuliktl1, knows 
mantra, and is intoxicated by sap .... This means practice with the great 
quality-possessing woman and she will become intoxicated by the sap of 
the elixir of union as it descends. 

Because of this, all the Buddhas will assemble in a ma~;~ejnla in the aspi­
rant's body, and likewise all the female divinities will assemble in a 
ma~;~t}ala in the body of the great lineage consort, whom one visualizes as 
SparSa.vajri. 

Worship that woman. too 

Whether or not the "intoxicating'' mixture of red and white drops is 
literally reabsorbed, the visualization draws the bliss wherever the 
drops are imagined to spread. The woman eventually focuses this pro­
cess upon the central channel. She "inhales" this wind, or energy, into 
the central channel and raises it to the crown of her head, then "ex­
hales," or lets the energy descend again, imagining the drops of nectar 
streaming up and down the central channel.101 In the words of a fa­
mous yogini: 

From the crown of the head, on a moon-pedestal, 
The five nectars overflow and shower down. 
Stabilize that and visualize the letter OM. 
Doing yoga in this manner continuously, 
Make [the nectar] fall and rise-
This is the practice of yoginisP02 

The yogini revels in the intoxication of the sensations spreading 
through her body. She delights in the many nuances and flavors of bliss 
and joy, savoring sublime sensations that make her feel that she is soar­
ing, or "enjoying the sky'' in Tantric terms.103 

As delectable as these unearthly pleasures may be, they are but the 
basis for more rarefied states of mind to follow. Their attainment sig­
nals the time to meditate upon emptiness. Thus, the secret offering, or 
"churning union," makes possible and now gives way to the "real of­
fering" of the union of bliss and emptiness, the fxnal stage of the yoga 
of union. At this stage, the yogini (and yogi) must relinquish attach­
ment to the pleasure and meditate that everything, including their 
bliss, is devoid of intrinsic reality. In the midst of intense desire, it is 
necessary to renounce desire by seeing it as dualistic grasping for 
something that ultimately does not exist. At this point it may be helpful 
to imagine oneself as a thirsty person pursuing a mirage in the sky. 
Ordinary bliss can never bring ultimate realization, just as a mirage can 
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not quench thirst. Analyzing that the object of the bliss is no more real 
than a mirage in the sky may help to dissolve attachment into the ex­
panse of skylike awareness.104 

The Pearl Rosan;, an early Sa-skya commentary, recapitulates the 
steps by which a woman uses worship by a man as a basis for her inner 
yoga. She accepts the man's series of pleasurable offerings and uses the 
enjoyment of each stage to enter a deeper state of meditative concentra­
tion, turning her attention inward as he makes increasingly intimate 
offerings. The lirst stage is the offering of what pleases the senses, such 
as perfume, food, drink, loving words, beautiful cloth, and sacramental 
meat and wine. In yogic terminology, these offerings are made at the 
"nine doors" of the body (eyes, ears, nostrils, mouth, lower openings), 
that is, the doors that admit sense pleasures. When her outer senses are 
satisfied, the woman naturally withdraws her attention from them to 
receive the next level of offering, which is sexual pleasure. The man 
inflames and incites the passion that will fuel her meditation and then 
directs the offering specifically to her secret cakra. He stimulates the 
veins, or nerves, of the vulva to generate bliss and drops of nectar. The 
partners may envision the veins as deities receiving offerings. This vi­
sualization can become quite elaborate as the yogi and yogini imagine 
the deities accepting and enjoying the ambrosial nectar showered upon 
them by the Buddha couple in the center. For example, in one method 
of visualizing the Cakrasaqwara ma~ujala superimposed upon the 
vulva, the twenty-four hero-and-heroine couples are visualized on 
twenty-four veins, or nerves, imbibing the nectar as the fare of their 
Tantric feast. 103 

Now that the woman's attention is completely withdrawn from the 
outer senses and from worldly appearances, it is time for the supreme 
offering. The supreme offering occurs at the central channel of her 
body, the avadhiitf. The woman uses this offering to bring her winds 
and drops into the central channel and stabilize them there.106 This of­
fering is the pouring of the yogi's rarefied energy into her own, which 
kindles and intensifies her experience of the joys, insights, and lumi­
nosity that arise within the central channel. Because this is the offering 
that enables the woman to traverse the final passes of the path to en­
lightenment, "this is the quintessential worship of a woman."107 

A woman must have considerable mindfulness and meditative abil­
ity to make use of this series of offerings. It is very easy for this worship 
to cause a loss of mindfulness and increase desire and attachment. It is 
important for the woman to understand emptiness and preferably to 
have tasted the realization of emptiness beforehand, so she can com­
bine it with bliss at this time. As she applies her understanding of emp­
tiness to this experience, the hmer wind in the central channel becomes 
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a "wisdom wind" that is a vehicle of nondualistic Buddha-perception. 
A mind that is permeated by bliss, yet aware of emptiness, will replace 
the ordinary mode of sense experience.108 Free from thoughts and dual­
istic grasping, desire and attachment, the yogi and yogini meditate 
with·complete clarity of mind. At this level, the woman experiences the 
primordial nature of her own mind as vast, unobstructed awareness. 
She realizes that everything, including her mind, is clear, pure, and 
spacious, like the sky.109 This is the "real offering."110 

INNER FIRE OFFERING 

A Tantric feast (ga1;111cakra) includes a series of offerings made by an 
assembly of yogis and yoginis. The "outer offerings" (bahyapujii) are 
shared in common with other forms of Buddhism and include the 
pleasing sights, scents, and sounds of food, flowers, incense, butter 
lamps, dance, and music. The outer offerings are followed by specifi­
cally Tantric offerings.111 These "inner offerings" feature alcohol, five 
kinds of meat (dog, horse, cow, elephant, human), and "five nectars" 
(semen, blood, brain, urine, feces). Tantric Buddhists also perform a fire 
offering (Tib. sbyin-bsregs) that is patterned after Hindu fire sacrifices 
(homa, agnihotra, or yajfia). 

Hindu fire sacrifices include a complex ritual of Vedic derivation, 
which retains a vital role in Brahmat;tic Hindu worship, as well as in­
teriorized yogic and meditative versions of the sacrifice. Upan~adic 
literature puts forward the human life span, digestion, breathing, 
and mystical contemplation as interiorized fire sacrifices.112 According 
to the Brhadiirat;yaka Upani?ad, sexual union also constitutes a fire 
sacrifice, as performed by the creator god Prajapati upon creating 
woman: 

Having created her, he worshipped her sexual organ; 
Therefore, a woman's vulva should be worshipped. 
He stretched forth from himself a stone for pressing nectar 

[i.e., causing a woman's sexual fluid to flow] 
And impregnated her with that. 
Her lap is the sacrificial altar; 
Her hair, the sacrificial grass; 
Her skin, the soma press; 
The labia of the vulva, the fire in the middle. 

Many mortals ... go forth from this world ... without merit, 
Namely, those who practice sexual union without knowing this.113 
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The basic pattern of the sacrifice is the offering of something less 
refined (solid, liquid, or composite) into a cosmic receptacle-epito­
mized by the yoni (vulva or womb)-that transforms it into a simpler, 
more concentrated, or more advanced state, 114 whether it be digestion 
rendering complex food into simpler particles or wisdom rendering 
dualistic thoughts and perceptions into enlightenment. Adhering to 
this pattern, Tantric Buddhism participates in the broader stream of 
Indian religiosity rather than following a uniquely Buddhist program 
of thought and practice. Like the Hindu tradition with its outer and 
inner fire sacrifices, Tantric Buddhism also developed numerous ver­
sions of the fire sacrifice. The outer fire offering is seen as an occasion 
for accomplishing the four types of ritual activities: peaceful, prosper­
ing, conquering, and destroying.115 The inner fire offering is an ad­
vanced yogic practice that a woman and man perform together while 
engaged in yogic union. 

When spiritual consorts practice sexual yoga-for instance, at a Tan­
tric feast-they make a "secret offering'' by offering the bliss and plea­
sure of their union to the deities of the ma~;~f/ala and to all beings in the 
universe.116 As this process is presented in the CakrasaiJlvara system, 
an inner fire offering can be performed at this time.117 

The inner fire offering is a specific visualization for combining the 
bliss generated by passionate union with meditation upon emptiness. 
In this process, ordinary consensus reality is first sacrificed, or re­
nounced, by envisioning all beings in the universe as arrayed in a pal­
ace of enlightened awareness (ma7J.tj,ala), enjoying their bliss and wis­
dom as divine beings. Then the yogic partners offer the ma~J,t/ala itself, 
dissolving its outermost rings and proceeding inward, finally reaching 
the Buddha couple in the center, which is identified with the woman 
and man performing the meditation: 

Envision the beings of the three realms [subterranean, terrestrial, celestial] 
as the ma~;~4ttla and all of them as enjoying great bliss. Having experienced 
bliss, the heroes and heroines of the three outer realms dissolve into the 
eight great cremation grounds, and the cremation grounds dissolve into 
the measureless mansion, which dissolves into the four [innermost 
yoginis], I<handaroha and so forth. These [four then] dissolve, entering 
the left nostrils of the four faces [of Heruka Cakrasarpvara]. Then, having 
entered the central channel between the eyebrows, the elixir descends, 
pervading the four cakras. Then oneself and Vajravirahi melt in great 
bliss.118 

Next the yogi and yogini themselves enter into the sacrifice. At the 
place where the tips of their sexual organs touch, or "kiss" in Tantric 
metaphor, the drops of sexual fluid that have gathered there mix and 
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intermingle, creating the ultimate libation. Details sufficient to perform 
the practice cannot be found in a text, but in its general outline the 
drops of sexual fluid (called "red" in the case of the woman and 
"white" in the case of the man, referring not to their color but to their 
respective concentration of female and male endocrinal elements) in­
termingle and melt, inaugurating each partner's successful gathering 
of the inner winds into the central psychic channel (avadhatt). The exact 
location of the inner hearth may differ in different yoga systems, al­
though a consensus places it at the navel, where it is imagined as a 
short "A" that is ablaze.119 Regardless of where the inner hearth is visu­
alized, the real fire is understood to be the higher form of consciousness 
that devours any lesser forms that are fed into it or sacrificed for its 
sake. 

In the Buddhist understanding the fire sacrifice means subjecting all 
phenomena and experiences to the realization of emptiness. On the 
yogic dimension, the philosophical principle of emptiness is conflated 
with the central channel of the body and the inner fire. These are inter­
related because they simultaneously accomplish the transition to non­
conceptuality, or the cessation of dualistic thought. As Kambala ob­
served, the "fire" that removes all impurities of thought can be equated 
with the central channel,120 because the cessation of dualistic thought 
and gathering of inner wind into the central channel occur simultane­
ously. Into this sacrificial fire of blazing wisdom the constituent ele­
ments of the universe, in their fundamental forms as the four elements 
and five sense faculties and their respective objects (sound, tangibility, 
form, flavor, smell), are offered as metaphorical meat and blood.121 As 
bliss increases and all traces of attachment are abandoned, the fire of 
the play of spontaneous awareness (sahaja) burns brighter. The goal is 
the complete combustion of all dualistic thought and habitual tenden­
cies accumulated over centuries of lifetimes. Since this is not an instan­
taneous process but requires prolonged and gradual effort, many ses­
sions of practice will be required.122 Initially, coarser aspects of the 
personality and delusory beliefs will be offered into the fire. Eventu­
ally, increasingly subtle forms of conceptuality and attachment will be 
offered. 

Just as the Hindu Upanifiads make mystical contemplation the ulti­
mate fire sacrifice, the Cakrasa~ttvara-tantra makes the nondual states of 
wisdom the real fire offering, culminating in full illumination by the 
flame of wisdom. As Tsongkhapa states, "the burning of conceptual 
thought is the true meaning of the fire offering-in other words, disso­
lution into clear light."123 

The inner fire offering outlined herein, based upon the Cakrasatp­
vara system, recapitulates both Vedic and Up~adic fire sacrifice in 
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their basic pattern. Despite its similarity to Hindu rituals, the Buddhist 
inner fire offering has a distinct soteriology, for it requires another step 
beyond total renunciation and illumination by the fire of wisdom, 
namely, expressing the compassion generated by the warmth of the fire 
of wisdom. Having dissolved the entire universe and all concepts and 
dualistic modes of perception and entered into clear light, higher men­
tal states and expressions of imagination and altruism become possible. 
After the universe is offered into the inner fire and dissolved, the 
yogini and yogi re-envision the ma7J4ala, but this time in a subtler state 
of mind. According to Tsongkhapa, when the mn~ujala is created again, 
it "arises from the mere mind-wind of clear light."124 This process of 
envisioning is qualitatively different from previous ones, because for­
merly the mind-wind was laden with dust and dirt, whereas now it is 
like a clear wind. This mat;Uiala, complete with all the details of a jew­
eled mansion, is to be "created the size of a mere atom or particle of 
dust on a white lotus in the heart of the deity [the real deity, jiiilnasattva] 
... blissful in essence, radiating garlands of pulsating light-rays, ema­
nating the bodies of different Buddhas."125 Thus, after everything ordi­
nary has been offered into the sacrificial fire of bliss, inner heat, and 
wisdom, the world of ordinary appearances is replaced by the artistry 
of enlightened imagination, creating the gossamer, rainbowlike divine 
bodies that are the goal of Tantric practice.126 

As descriptions of the inner fire offering make clear, both yogi and 
yogini perform the same visualization and proceed through its steps 
together, attuning their minds to one another and combining their en­
ergies for their shared journey. By virtue of the close attunement of 
their minds and bodies and the exchange of thought, breath, and fluid 
that is taking place between them, one person's success at a certain 
stage can precipitate this process in the other through a sympathetic 
resonance between them.127 Their intimate communion makes it possi­
ble for the consorts to transmit mental-bodily states to one another and 
to complete this process in harmony and in unison. 

INTIMACY AND TANTRIC UNION 

Intimacy is achieved in Tantric union through the creation of a shared 
aesthetic and visionary universe. During yogic union, every aspect of 
the practice serves to transform ordinary awareness into enlightened 
vision. For instance, the man cultivates pure vision by seeing the 
woman as a deity, her sexual organ as the throne of enlightenment, and 
her sexual fluid as divine nectar. The poetic and symbolic terms for 
sexual anatomy and for the stages of union shape the attitudes, medita-



WOMEN IN TANTRIC RELATIONSHIPS 167 

tions, and experience of both a woman and a man engaging in these 
disciplines. The use of a specialized esoteric vocabulary serves at once 
to hide references from noninitiates and to create intimacy between 
yogic partners. 

Although it has been suggested that the symbolism distances the 
partners and renders their interaction more abstract, 128 the realm of 
visionary expeljence into which the partners venture together requires 
and deepens intimacy. The Tantric language may serve to distance the 
practice from conventional, "profane" sexuality, but it does not dis­
tance the partners from each other. Because they interpret their practice 
within the same symbolic framework, the esoteric language ushers 
them into a universe of shared meaning wherein their communion can 
partake of the dignity and gracefulness of deities, without a tinge of 
worldliness. The symbolic language thus guards the communicative 
and religious content of the ritual. 

In order to embark upon this journey of intimacy, the partners create 
a separate, hermetically sealed world that is invisible to humans and 
gods, as described in the Cakrasa17'vara-tantra: 

Worship the naked Tantric consort; 
By this very activity, one will be fully liberated. 
Oothed like that [i.e., naked) or otherwise 

[i.e., with a tiger skin and bone ornaments) 
Don't be touched by desires! 
Unloosen one's hair 
And commence all the activities. 
With the root mantra and others, 
Bind the borders and, 
Unseen by the assemblies of gods and spirits, 
Worship.129 

The yogi and yogini seal off their experiential universe by "binding the 
borders," that is, by enclosing themselves in an iridescent, bubblelike 
sphere of crisscrossed diamond scepters. Tsongkhapa explains that in 
order to prevent obstacles to this practice, they intone the root mantra 
and visualize a protective tent, canopy, lattice of arrows, and net of 
flames, thus rendering the ritual invisible even to gods with their su­
pernatural vision, much less to human beings.130 This barrier-an im­
penetrable force field between the ordinary world and the realm of 
visionary experience-protects the sacred space from invasion by neg­
ative influences, as well as from the curious eyes of men and gods. 

Because Tantric union involves passion and intimacy without neu­
rotic attachment, its higher octave of passion is sometimes called "great 
passion" (mahiiriiga).131 This passion is free from desire, ordinary lust, 
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and the taint of aggrandizing ego. There is a degree of detachment 
insofar as the relationship is intended to dissolve the ego, but there is 
an ineluctable element of intimacy as well, since subtle unifications of 
perception and interfusions of fluids and breaths are an integral part of 
the practice. The self (or nonself, as it were) that enters into this practice 
is an unboundaried, nonessentialist (i.e., selfless, according to Buddhist 
metaphysics), dynamically fluidic one that can be permeated by the 
energy, breath, and mind of another person. The yoga of union is pred­
icated precisely upon this ability to be infused by the energy and men­
tal states of another person. 

What is sought in the yoga of union is a quality of relationship into 
which each partner enters fully in order that both may be liberated 
simultaneously. This level of intimacy is not easily achieved. Therefore, 
often a man and a woman would forge a lifelong spiritual partnership. 
In other cases a male and female Tantric would go into retreat and 
practice together for a year or two to accomplish specific religious goals 
together. When the breath, fluids, and subtle energies of the yogic 
partners penetrate and circulate within one another, they produce ex­
periences that otherwise are extremely difficult to generate through 
solitary meditation. The texts describe a complex spiritual interde­
pendence, with an emphasis upon the dependence of the man upon the 
woman and his efforts to supplicate, please, and worship her. Their 
interdependence reaches fruition as they combine their energies to cre­
ate a mar;ujala palace spun of bliss and emptiness. Thus, the female and 
male partners in union both literally and figuratively are ensconced 
within a mm:u/.ala generated from and infused by their bliss and wis­
dom, which radiates from the most intimate point of their physical 
union. They use the energies and fluids circulating through one an­
other's bodies to become enlightened beings in the center of that 
ma1J4ala. 

WOMEN'S COMPETENCE FOR TANTRIC UNION 

The area in which female Tantrics have been most impugned is in their 
supposed lack of qualifications for the practice of the sexual yogas. 
Women's competence, knowledgeability, and independent initiative 
are consistently denied in most studies as a stated or unstated corollary 
of the belief that women were hangers-on who were drafted into Tan­
tric rituals at the behest of yogis who needed them for their own ends. 
Thus, the only qualification with which women have been credited is 
sexual availability. 

Mircea Eliade stated the currently accepted position quite clearly 
when he opined that "the more depraved and debauched the woman, 
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the more fit she is for the rite."132 In actuality, promiscuity and sexual 
availability, the main qualifications cited in Western literature, are not 
explicitly mentioned in Tantric literature as desired qualities in either 
women or men; however, there are related qualities that are required 
for both men and women aspiring to Tantric practice. Tantra is a path 
that uses passion as a basis for self-transformation through ecstatic be­
atitude. Therefore, passion (raga) and desire, specifically amorous or 
sexual desire (kama), are essential for both male and female Tantrics. As 
the Cat;uf.amahtirof}arJa-tantra proclaims, "There is no greater sin than dis­
passion, no greater virtue than pleasure."133 If passion is to be trans­
formed, the yogi and yogini must both possess this erotic sensitivity, 
capacity, and appetite, preferably in abundance. Passion alone does not 
suffice, however, for discipline and proper motivation are also essen­
tial. Tantric texts agree that the sexual yoga for transforming passion to 
divine ecstasy should be performed in a state of meditative awareness 
that is free from lust, ordinary attachment, and conceptual thought. 
This presumes both a passionate temperament and tangible progress 
toward cultivating a pure heart and clear mind. The passion of such a 
person is sometimes eulogized as "great passion" (mahtiriiga). 
· From the intimate nature of Tantric union as described above, it is 
apparent that the meditative training and spiritual refinement of the 
partner with whom the practices are perfomi.ed are consummately 
important. Preparation and discipline are also required because the 
sexual practices involve advanced inner yogas, and these presume ex­
tensive preparation. Male practitioners are instructed not to choose a 
partner who is "ignorant and lustful," as is stated in the Cakrasa11'lvara­
tantra: "Don't approach those who are ignorant and lustful. Liberation 
is loving a female messenger (a qualified female practitioner) .... Don't 
stay with inferior partners, and don't serve them."134 Tsongkhapa 
glosses this, "Do not unite with those who are ignorant and possess 
desire, only female messengers who are vow-possessing women; not 
others, especially women who have ordinary attachment."135 Tsong­
khapa comments on this passage: 

If a woman lacks the messenger signs and superlative qualities, that is an 
inferior lotus. Do not stay with that one, because she is full of negative 
qualities. Make an offering and show some respect, but don't practice 
[with her]. 

According to Kambala, ''To one who possesses the characteristics of a 
female messenger, offer food, drink, and other things, and don't limit it to 
that or be stinting. Unite with her." 

Bliss is gathered by passion. Therefore, unite profusely. One attains [re­
alization] by virtue of being passionate; otherwise, spiritual ecstasy will 
not arise.136 
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Although most of the qualifications for Tantric union apply to both 
men and women, texts sometimes specify the qualifications of female 
Tantrics. For instance, in his Cakrasaqwara commentary, Tsongkhapa 
states that a man should seek a female companion who is pure and who 
knows many hand gestures (mudrii) and sacred chants (mantra).137 She 
should be someone who pursues enlightenment with the same pas­
sionate intensity that he does: ''The supreme female counterpart of that 
practitioner ... should be diligent and not lazy and should have a pas­
sion to practice and attain the spiritual attainments. Having found one 
like that, unite with her, do all the associated ritual activities, and enjoy 
the pleasure of intense passion."138 Elsewhere in the same work, sum­
marizing his Indian sources, Tsongkhapa explains that a man should 
look for a woman with the three excellences (of body, speech, and 
mind), signs of having attained enlightened awareness (mahiimudrii), 
and a divine body, that is, the ability to envision herself as a deity and 
confidence in her intrinsic divinity.139 The woman should be spiritually 
disciplined and replete with virtuous qualities.140 Tsongkhapa cites the 
Herukiibhyudaya to the effect that the man and woman must both be 
fully qualified and that mistakes in Tantric union will result in a so­
journ in hell. If both partners "are not fully qualified, the penalties will 
be extremely great.''141 . 

Tantric texts sometimes refer to three types of female consort: best, 
middling, and lesser. Varying interpretations of the three categories 
can be found, and Tsongkhapa reviews these definitions in his 
CakrasaiJl.vara commentary. One is that the best type of 4/ikinr is one 
whose awareness is so transcendentally lofty that her mind is free from 
worldly thoughts and flows in a natural and spontaneous stream, a 
level of attainment known as sahaja realization, or "enlightened sponta­
neity." The second type is the class of yoginis who are born in Tantric 
sacred places and watch over them, blessing, guiding, and teaching 
whoever seeks them there. The third type consists of accomplished 
yoginis who have received initiation and are skilled at Tantric visual­
ization.142 Clearly, all three types-even the so-called lesser type-rep­
resent highly accomplished women. None of them represents a conces­
sion to be made in the absence of a qualified female partner. 

It is essential that both partners be qualified for the practice of the 
yoga of union. The sensitivity, skill at visualization, and religious train­
ing of both partners must be brought to bear upon this shared en­
deavor. The quality and intensity of the experiences depend upon the 
yogic expertise of both partners and their ability to achieve a subtle 
attunement to one another and to enter and stabilize progressive medi­
tative states together. Therefore, in addition to the Tantric commitment 
and training of each person, profound compatibility with each other is 
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critical.143 The partners become saturated with one another's energy at 
the deepest levels of being. They consciously absorb one another's en­
ergy and then deliberately direct that energy through their yogic anat­
omy, into the subtle nerve-centers (cakras) along the central pathway 
(avadhiiti). This energy carries the quality of the partner's emotions, 
consciousness, and karmic traces. Therefore, at this level the partners 
permeate one another's being and literally merge their karma and 
blend their spiritual destinies. This is one of the reasons that Tantric 
union is designated as karmamudrti practice. 

In view of the intricate interfusion, commingling, and communion 
that Tantric union involves, the need for compatibility is even stronger 
than it would be in the case of an ordinary marriage. In ordinary Indian 
marriages, questions of caste (jatl) and lineage (gotra) are foremost. This 
concept is reinterpreted in the Tantric context as the need for a man to 
find a kulikii (Tib. rigs-ldan-ma), a term that can be translated equally 
well as "suitable partner'' or "kinswoman," a woman of his own line­
age. Lineage in this context means Buddha family (kula) or spiritual 
type and includes qualities like temperament, psychological traits, and 
religious propensities. It is not true, as one Western author has written, 
that "the tradition defines the 'superior consort' in physical terms."144 

Physical attractiveness and traits are not intrinsically important, al­
though l:;lodily signs may provide evidence of a woman's spiritual lin­
eage and capacities. There is not a single ideal physical or mental type 
to which a Tantric partner is expected to conform, as might be found in 
secular systems like the kiimastistra. 145 Irascible, argumentative, and 
proud personalities are featured, as well as serene, gentle ones. The 
important qualifications are discipline, dedication, and the fulfillment 
of demanding Tantric requirements. 

The Cakrasaqwara system emphasizes that a female practitioner of 
the yoga of union should be one who keeps the Tantric vows or "com­
mitments" (samaya). Thus, an appropriate female partner is often speci­
fied as a "possessor of vows," a "vow-holder," or a "nonbreaker" of 
vows.146 'the Cakrasa171vara-tantra exhorts that "the yogi must be dili­
gent in upholding vows and practice with a vow-holding woman of his 
Buddha lineage."147 This assures that the spiritual companions are 
committed to the same practices and goals. Tsongkhapa comments, 
"When one sees a yogini who keeps the Tantric vows, eat and feast and 
make meat-offerings and ... make all sorts of offerings. Do not give 
offerings to those who aren't keeping the vows."148 This seemingly sim­
ple qualification is actually quite comprehensive, because the vows 
comprise a spectrum of attitudes, speech, and behavior.149 For example, 
many of the vows require that a woman maintain a pure Tantric view, 
which means seeing everything as intrinsically pure and avoiding con-
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ventional views based on ordinary dualities. Consistency of Tantric 
view requires vigilance and meditative stability on the part of the 
woman, and her speech and behavior should outwardly reflect her pu­
rity of vision. Thus, maintaining the vows is not merely a formality but 
requires a high level of commitment, diligence, and attentiveness. 

Most qualifications of sexual yoga practitioners are the same for 
women and men. They include acceptance as a disciple by a guru, initi­
ation, and keeping Tantric vows of loyalty, secrecy, and purity of vi­
sion. Tsongkhapa, basing his views on his extensive study of Indian 
sources and consultation with living exponents of the tradition, main­
tains that the qualifications of both partners are equally important. In 
his commentary on the six yogas of Naropa, he summarizes the qualifi­
cations for practice with a human partner (karmamudrii) that are given 
in the Herukiibhyudaya, an Indian source: 

Oneself and the yogic partner should both be knowledgeable, have at­
tained pure initiation, skillfully maintain the root and branch Tantric 
vows, be skilled in the methods of mat;z4Jtla practice, be well disciplined by 
meditating throughout four daily sessions, be acquainted with the sixty­
four arts taught in the secular treatises on love (k4ma§astra), clearly under­
stand the doctrine of emptiness, recognize the stages of the four joys and 
the arising of sahaja wisdom, and have the power of retaining the sexual 
fluids within. 

As for those who lack more than a modicum of the qualifications 
stated in the tantras and authentic treatises of the great adepts and 
claim that their superficial oral instructions are profound, and then prac­
tice accordingly, this is very terrible and opens the door to the lower 
realms.150 

Recognizing the stringency of these requirements, Tsongkhapa reiter­
ated that if one is not qualified for a human partner, one should imag­
ine or visualize a partner (jiiiinamudrii). Once again, it is the more qual­
ified person who can become, and unite with, a human partner. 

Tantric Buddhist sources assume that women engage in self-cultiva­
tion. Female practitioners described in Tantric works are not the notori­
ous and benighted unfortunates postulated in Western scholarly works 
but rather qualified and knowledgeable women who are prepared to 
practice and reap the intended benefits. The texts testify that women as 
well as men developed their minds and bodies on the Tantric path by 
engaging in mental cJ:isciplines, learning stylized bodily movements 
(yoga and mudrii) fof communication and self-transformation, and 
using their bliss at:td. passion as a basis for attaining enlightenment 
through the sublime yoga of Tantric union. 
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RECIPROCITY AND TANTRIC UNION 

The existence of stringent requirements for Tantric practice in general 
and the yoga of union in particular has not entered into modem West­
em discussions of female practitioners, perhaps because of an assump­
tion that women could not undergo the demanding training or attain 
the level of mastery required for serious progress on this path. If one 
accepts this premise, it would logically follow that since women would 
not embark on this path of their own accord, any woman who did 
participate must have done so at the behest and in the service of a 
qualified male Tantric. The widespread acceptance of this premise and 
conclusion makes it insufficient simply to defend the competence of 
female Tantrics on the basis of "evidence" from classical sources. 
Sources that contradict current historical views can easily be dismissed 
as anomalous doctrines that were never invoked in practice or as rhe­
torical statements that do not represent deeply held beliefs. No amount 
of "proof" can refute such a position.151 One can only articulate the 
assumptions underlying the position and present an alternate interpre­
tation, hoping to determine which one is more internally consistent 
and makes sense of a broader range of available evidence. 

The practice of union, at least as it was originally designed, was not 
inherently meant to be an exploitative process from which one per­
son-the man-derived unreciprocated benefit. By the time a practitio­
ner had attained readiness for this practice, which is a highly esoteric 
inner yoga, he or she would be aware of the broader context in which 
the practice occurs. Practices preparatory to the sexual yogas include 
cultivating a sense of universal responsibility, maintaining compas­
sionate motivation, and abandoning the illusion of a separate, isolated 
self. Thus, each partner would consider the implications of Tantric 
union not only for the other person but for the evolutionary progress of 
the entire human and natural environment, including the planetary 
and cosmic environment beyond. With this emphasis upon compas­
sion and universal sensitivity, it would be impossible to ignore the 
well-being of the single person most directly involved. An intention to 
abuse or exploit someone as a deliberate part of the practice would be 
absurd in such a context. The process ultimately is reciprocal and is 
meant for the benefit of both, on many levels. Both partners should be 
similarly motivated and committed to Tantric practice, and both en­
gage in the practice intending to progress toward enlightenment. 

The language used to describe Tantric union is not a vocabulary of 
domination or exploitation. It is a language of symmetry, complemen-
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tarity, and interdependence. For example, the terms used to describe 
male and female practitioners are commensurate and symmetrical, 
equally weighted in terms of the relative status of each party. A reader 
seeking clues to status will find that equally honorific terms for male 
and female Tantrics portray both the men and the women as serious 
aspirants. The man is a practitioner of yoga (yogi), reciter of mantra 
(mantrin), hero (vTra), or aspirant (slidhaka); the woman is a practitioner 
of yoga (yogilli), possessor of Tantric knowledge (vidyii), heroine (vfn1), 
or woman who realizes emptiness and dances in space (t;liikini). 

It is commonly held that Tantric texts always reflect a "male gaze," 
that is, a man's point of view. This is not the case. Sometimes the in­
structions for practice give directions to a man, describing his attitudes, 
ritual actions, and forms of worship. Sometimes the texts reflect a "fe­
male gaze," describing what services and obeisances a woman is to 
require of a man, what forms of homage she can demand, and embodi­
ment and sexual union from a female perspective. A given text may 
favor one type of description or the other or alternate between the two. 
For instance, the Cm;u:famal1iirof?a~1a-tantra gives a clearer view of the 
practice from the woman's angle of vision, while the Cakrasa1]1vara-tan­
tra addresses the man regarding what forms of homage to render to the 
woman. In neither case does one gaze truly dominate, because the de­
scriptions make it easy to imagine the process from either perspective. 
The gaze, whether male or female, does not obliterate the presence or 
experience of the "other," because the "other" is fully present as the 
object of the gaze. One can imagine the man's behavior by watching it 
from the woman's perpective, and one can imagine a woman's experi­
ence of the respect and worship required of the man. Since the process 
being described is one that two people undergo together, both poles 
are implicitly and tangibly present and can easily be deduced from any 
description of it. / · 

The relationship between Tantric partners is one of mutual aspira­
tion, effort, and assistmfce. The two are equals, with neither one regard­
ing the other as inferior or as an object or instrument to be manipulated 
for selfish purposes. These texts express a Buddhist program of decon­
structing self in synchronicity with another person's deconstruction, 
followed by a re-creation of their subjective identities as a male and a 
female Buddha in union. When they are in peaceful form, they rest 
upon a lotus in quiescent beatitude; when they appear in wrathful 
form, they trample upon the corpses of the unenlightened selfhood 
they have conquered. The dissolution and apotheosis of the two part­
ners is interdependent. Their appreciation, enjoyment, and intimate in­
volvement with one another is captured in their rapt, blissful, contem­
plative gaze-the gaze of deities (figure 16). 
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FIGlJRE 16. Rapt, blissful gaze of divine couple 

The reciprocity of Tantric union may be difficult to recognize for a 
West~rn reader who assum~s that gender always means a power rela­
tion or relation of domination.152 Tantric Buddhism represents a differ­
ent cultural realm and a novel variation on gender relations.153 The 
power that reigns in this realm of cultural meaning is not a power of 
domination, but a power of transformation and liberation. This nonhi-
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erarchical power is seen as a fluidic, dynamic property variously and 
momentarily inhering in persons, objects, places, symbols, and espe­
cially ritual activities meant to generate and channel power. In Tantric 
Buddhist ritual, power at times inheres in persons, most often in 
women. This is not a discourse that either assumes or constructs male 
power or male social or ritual dominance. Insofar as gender is linked to 
power in this realm of discourse, women intrinsically possess and 
channel the power of transformation. The reason for this is not directly 
explained, perhaps because it is implicit in the Sakta metaphysics that 
Buddhist Tantrics share. Men can tap into this power, and it can flow 
through the women to the men, but it cannot be taken or stolen from 
women. The texts give no indication that the men are contesting or 
competing with the power of women, seeking to deprive them of it and 
appropriate it for themselves. A man's relationship to this power is one 
of awe, receptivity, and dependence. 

Because Tantric union is a practice involving reciproci~ not domi­
nation or coercion, Tantric texts expressly forbid a derogatory or dis­
dainful attitude toward a female partner. The Cakrasa11tvara-tantra en­
joins sincerity and pure motivation: 

The male aspirant, with all his possessions, 
Should worship the female partner. 
This worship is supreme, but 
If he is scornful, he will surely burn [in hell]. 
One attains ultimate realization 
By the tantras of the yoginis. 
Thus, one who is diligent 
Should worship with complete sincerity.154 

Failing to honor women, or disparaging them, could have a dire out­
come. A man who would engage in this Tantric worship with a disre­
spectful or critical attitude will not enjoy the fruits of the practice but 
will suffer serious karmic penalties. A man's attitude must match his 
behavior. He should be loving and worship with a cheerful attitude. 
Mere outward obeisance without a reverent, willing attitude is not 
meritorious or efficacious. Tsongkhapa surveys a range of Indian 
sources and concludes: "Be very loving to them, as one would toward 
a mother, sister, daughter, or mate .... One should always worship 
with a cheerful mind. If one does this cursing and with a vulgar mind, 
that creates difficulties, and all the superlative qualities will be de­
pleted."155 

Tantric union has explicit intellectual, emotional, meditative, and 
visualizational content that cannot be circumvented. If the prescribed 
attitude is not present, the activity becomes ordinary sexuality mas-
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querading as religion, a form of hypocrisy that can be spiritually disas­
trous. Acts undertaken in the wrong spirit can never bear spiritual 
fruit. In order to be transformative, a practice must be undertaken with 
the requisite content as well as the proper ritual form. The requisite 
content is reciprocity, intimacy, and mutual aspiration to attain enlight­
enment for the sake of all sentient beings. 

I base this study mainly on Tantric texts written in Pala period India 
(eighth through twelfth centuries c.E.), but these beliefs and practices 
have survived as a living tradition today. Tantric union was part of the 
classical formulation of Tantric Buddhism through at least the tenth 
century in India, at which point there is increasing evidence of a mo­
nastic appropriation of this tradition and a reinterpretation of Tantric 
symbols to be compatible with a celibate lifestyle. Because of the inher­
ent incompatibility between the life-affirming Tantric ethos and mo­
nastic renunciation, attempts to synthesize the two paradigms contin­
ued well into the fifteenth century in Tibet, where it occupied the great 
monk-scholars of the Tibetan renaissance. 

Although the energy of the Tantric tradition was diverted into the 
creation of patriarchal institutions, the practices and symbols described 
herein have survived in Tibet and throughout the Himalayan region. In 
my interviews, I found that not all Tibetan Buddhists know about this 
yogic discipline, but those who practice it do so with a spirit of ardent 
advocacy. This lineage of yogis and yoginis is not as highly visible as 
the monastic universities, but it is nonetheless vital and influential and 
has been a continuous source of charismatic teachers and leaders. Com­
petition and mutual criticism between celibate and noncelibate factions 
have contributed to the dynamism and vitality of Tibetan Buddhism 
over the centuries. 

Most Western scholars have interpreted this ancient and living tradi­
tion by projecting the models of gender and sexuality that preexist in 
their own minds, without reference to the tradition's own values. To 
continue to use a vocabulary of domination is to remain locked in this 
realm of discourse, losing sight of the fact that Tantric texts eloquently 
present a unique universe of visionary experience-a universe that 
bears little resemblance to the modem Western epistemologies and on­
tologies that have been invoked in its interpretation. The colors in this 
world cannot be perceived through a lens that reduces them all to a 
blac~-and-white pattern of manipulation and subjugation, or domina­
tion and submission. Tantra envisions a resplendent world of vivid 
color, choreographed movement, exquisite texture, and intimate ges-
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ture. This world of heightened experience is a jewel hidden within the 
ordinary world of self-enclosed, separate, habitually numb and insen­
sate selves whose relationship to one another is routinized and self­
referential at best, neurotic, addictive, and compulsive at worst. In the 
Tantric worldview, dominance and exploitation characterize the neu­
rotic and addictive behavior pattern that must be abandoned if one is 
to recover the jewel-the natural, spontaneous ecstasy of being that 
emerges through the practice of Tantric union. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

Spontaneous Jewel-like 
Yogini on Passion and 

Enlightenment 

TANTRIC BuDDHISM is a religious path upon which men and women 
can pursue enlightenment together, through a series of ritualized and 
choreographed expressions of intimacy that transform passion into di­
vine ecstasy. Tantric union is designed to be a mutually liberative and 
transformative practice for both the woman and the man who perform 
it together. Men are required to honor and worship their female part­
ners, while women, as embodiments of female divinities, accept this 
worship, a reciprocal exchange meant to refine the man's emotions and 
provide the woman with experiences useful to her pursuit of liberation. 
Buddhism already offered an array of techniques for the solitary and 
monastic pursuit of liberation. Tantra introduced a method that could 
be pursued in the context of intimacy with another person. 

Tantra arose at a time when Buddhism was expanding the social 
inclusiveness of its constituency, teachings, and path to liberation. Mo­
nastic Buddhism was flourishing, but Tantra opened a new path for lay 
participation and initiative. Janice Willis has observed that women's 
status in Buddhism generally rises along with the status of the laity in 
general.1 As women voiced their insights, their revelations and teach­
ings helped to shape the theories and practices of the emerging move­
ment. Practices that involve intimacy between women and men would 
most naturally evolve out of their combined insights and experiences.2 

It would be unlikely for such practices to have originated as a flight of 
imagination in the seclusion of a monk's cell. It follows that women's 
views would be present in the area of the tradition that most directly 
involves the mutual efforts and close cooperation of women and men. 

Women were indeed among the early teachers of the sexual yogas. 
Evidence that women had expertise in this area includes numerous in­
stances of women providing "secret oral instructions" (upade5a) on the 
advanced inner yogas, or perfection stage practices, of Tantric union. 
We know, for instance, that Sahajayoginicinta gave the esoteric teach­
ings to GhaQtapa and Padmavajra;' Srisukha gave them to Padma­
vajra;4 Lakr?miilkara instructed Jalandhari;5 Bhadri gave them to 
K~a;6 a yogini in Bengal taught Atisa;7 a prostitute's daughter taught 
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Urgyanpa;B and Samantabhadri, Sukhasiddhi, Kanasri, Gangadhara, 
and Niguma instructed Khyung-po mal-'byor.9 Karopa received secret 
oral instructions from La~mi the Great of Kashmir and received the 
initiation from another woman, Kumudara, 10 while Buddhasrijftana 
(also known as Jii.anapada) received his advanced instruction from the 
yogini Gut;teru.n The great Tibetan scholar Tsongkhapa relied heavily 
on a number of men who had female teachers on the topic of Tantric 
union (karmamudrii), such asK~, G~tapa, and Kambala.12 Thus, 
even teachings found in classical Tibetan treatises on the subject, such 
as those of the monastic reformer Tsongkhapa, can be traced back di­
rectly, at only one remove, to women. 

The secret oral instructions that these women gave included the 
inner yogas that form the basis of the sexual practices. Several of the 
accounts relate that after receiving the esoteric instructions, the yogi in 
question was accepted as a consort by a female Tantric and proceeded 
to practice with her, in some cases for several months and in others for 
many years. For example, after BuddhaSrijftana received secret instruc­
tions from the yogini Gu~;teru, he had a dream about where he could 
find his destined partner, the daughter of an outcaste (ca!J4illa) gate­
keeper in Uc;lc;liyana. He went there and found Jatijala as foretold, and 
they practiced together for eight months.13 Ghru;ttapa subsequently 
found a lifelong spiritual companion, a courtesan's daughter. Because 
of previous lifetimes they had spent together, they were destined to 
meet and to help one another attain enlightenment through Tantric 
union (figure 17). Together they attained enlightenment and mani­
fested many miracles for the benefit and wonderment of others.14 

Atisa's partner was the wo;man who had instructed him in the practice. 
Gangadhara, one 9HG\yung-po rnal-'byor's teachers, was herself the 
spiritual companion and partner of Maitripa.15 

These accounts show that women were acknowledged authorities on 
the very practices of which, according to current theories of Tantra, 
they were ignorant, unwitting victims. The women may not have re­
corded their views, but their male partners and students took care to 
record them and pass them on to their own students. Thus, women 
were the teachers of some of the men who are now consulted as the 
great authorities on the practice. 

H women were sought out for their expertise on the inner yogas and 
Tantric union, it logically follows that women might have helped to 
create them. This would help to explain why a new practice appeared 
just as the tradition was opening to new voices and perspectives. It 
would also help to explain why this practice was not designed as a 
form of domination, manipulation, or coercion of women. Counting 
women among the creators of this practice has not been considered as 
a possibility by historians for reasons that have been discussed else-
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FIGURE 17. Courtesan's daughter and G~tapa enjoying enlightenment 

where in this work, including the assumption that all Tantric texts were 
written by men and describe only the practices and experiences of 
men.16 Alex Wayman suggested that "if women had been writing the 
books, the titles and contents would have diverged considerably,"17 

but the approach I am suggesting allows for the available texts to be 
read as the creations of both men and women. 

Fortunately an important text on this topic by a woman has sur­
vived, making it possible to confirm women's contributions to the de­
velopment of this distinctive yoga for passionate seekers. The text 
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dates to the eighth century, relatively early in the historical emergence 
of these practices. When Tantric Buddhism was imported into Tibet, 
Tibetans accepted seven texts as the fundamental Tantric works, and 
several of the texts were by women, including the work to be discussed 
presently. Thus, this treatise is not simply an intriguing document of 
women's history but a pioneering and influential work of its period. It 
is intrinsically important as a major theoretical contribution on sexual 
union as a spiritual discipline. This text provides an excellent opportu­
nity for exploring a woman's views on Tantric union. 

The author of the work is Sahajayoginicinta, whose name means 
"Spontaneous Jewellike Yogini." She was part of the core group of 
yogis and yoginis whose writings provided the theoretical foundations 
of the emerging Tantric movement.18 The group centered on Princess 
~miitkara, her brother Indrabhiiti, her students Lilavajra and 
Darika, her associate and student Sahajayoginicinta, and Saha­
jayoginicinta.'s students I;>ombrheruka, Aruui.gavajra, and Padmavajra. 
Their works dominate the small group of Tantric treatises that have 
been preserved in Sanskrit, attesting to their signal historical impor­
tance.19 Within this treasure trove there sparkles the gemlike treatise by 
Sahajayoginicinta on liberation through ecstasy, entitled Realization of 
Reality. through Its Bodily Expressions (Skt. Vyaktabhiiviinugata-tattva­
siddhi), in which she articulates the relationship between bodily pleas­
ure and bliss and enlightenment. 20 Other Tantric texts take this rela­
tionship for granted, but it is rare to find a Buddhist text that ap­
proaches the subjectin a detailed philosophical way. Sahajayoginicinta 
elaborates a theory of how passion, or sexual desire, as a source of 
bodily bliss ancLpleasure, can provide a means to enlightenment by 
creating a bridge between ordinary experience and the higher octave of 
spiritual ecstasy. Her erudite, intellectually demanding composition 
draws on contemporary philosophy, psychology, biology, erotica, and 
meditative/ arts as well as her own experiences as a mystic and as a 
woman. 

THE TEACHINGS OF SPONTANEOUS JEWELLIKE YOGINI 

Sahajayoginicinta first presented this teaching to an assembly of 
women, as a revelation received in meditation. Although she drew 
upon a number of sources, including instructions on spiritual ecstasy, 
or "great bliss" (mahiisukhii), she received from the female guru 
~miitkara,21 the most immediate source of the teaching is revelation 
received in a deep meditative state called "indestructible cosmic con­
centration." The colophon describes how a group of yoginis, or female 
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religious practitioners, gathered in northwestern India to hear her dis­
course: 

At the supremely great, adamantine place of Uc;lc;liyana, when glorious 
yoginis rich with the splendor of self-arising wisdom assembled, she en­
tered the "indestructible cosmic concentration (samlldh!)" that instantly 
confers the power-enriched energy of the truth of reality that is without 
error and arises from a realization of ultimate truth. The "Realization of 
Reality through Its Bodily Expressions," a honeyed stream rich with the 
glory of bliss, flowed forth from her blossoming lotus face without hesi­
tancy.22 

In Sahajayoginicinta's religious milieu, authority derived from mysti­
cal attainment, and this colophon expresses the acceptance of her work 
as genuine revelation.23 

Sahajayoginicinta opens her text with an affirmation of gendered 
embodiment, both male and female. She immediately establishes that 
gender is an integral part of the path to enlightenment, since ecstasy is 
inseparable from embodiment and embodiment is inseparable from 
gender. Her first statement on the topic is a breathtakingly double­
edged stroke that denies the ultimacy of gender-in a classical 
Mahayana move-and at the same time endows gender with meta­
physical roots extending deep into ultimate reality, which is a more 
characteristically Tantric insight. She argues that the inner spirit may 
be nondual, or nongendered, but nonetheless: 

In order that one may realize one's inner self, 
Which is spontaneous (sahaja), naturally pure, and nondual, 
The inner self manifests here as man and woman. 
One's own self, creative by nature, 
Enacts reality through bodily expressions.24 

Since the essential self, the innate and spontaneous or sahaja nature 
within, is inherently pure and nondual, it transcends the dualism of 
gender. At the same time, this inner self manifests as woman or man 
specifically to embody forth the nature of reality through bodily ex­
pressions (vyaktabhiiva) and thereby provide a means to its realization. 

Sahajayoginicinta relates the idea of an inner self, or essence, to Tan­
tric physiology, which posits a metaphysical element that is present 
throughout the genesis of a human being. She explains that at the mo­
ment of conception a spark of bliss unites with a drop of male and 
female generative fluid and forms a ball that is the kernel of a new 
being.25 Thus, bliss is present at the inception of a human being and 
remains there, in the heart, throughout life.26 The innermost self or 
spark of bliss manifests itself as, or creates a body that is, male or fe-
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male to bodily enact and concretely express the nature of reality. This 
makes gender an expressive gesture of the blissful Buddha-nature 
within. Therefore, gender possesses a sufficient link with ultimacy to 
provide a bridge back to the ultimate. 

Next Sahajayoginicinta turns to the topic of the enlightened state, or 
Buddhahood. Tantric Buddhas are not celibate. Tantric iconography 
includes an image of enlightenment in the form of a male and female 
Buddha in sexual union (known as maithuna or yab-yum form). Such 
Buddhas are said to experience bliss and emptiness simultaneously, 
but beyond this the moods and activities of Buddha couples are gener­
ally left unstated. Sahajayoginicinta describes Tantric Buddhahood in 
considerably more detail, adding experiential language and vivifying 
detail to her distinctive portrayal of a Buddha. In other contexts, a Bud­
dha is hailed as a "conqueror of passion,"27 whereas Sahajayoginicinta 
portrays a Buddha as one who can feel and respond to passion: 

Seeing a delightful woman 
As enlightenment spontaneously appearing in embodied form, 
A Buddha gazes with passion and playfulness, and 
Desire for pleasure and bliss arises.28 

A Tantric Buddha gazes amorously and feels desire. To the stimulus of 
a beautiful woman, a male Tantric Buddha responds with "passion and 
playfulness," not, as might be expected, with aversion or sublime indif­
ference. 

Since Tantric union is a process of imitatio dei, when human beings 
undertake this activity the woman envisions the man as a male Bud­
dha, the man envi$ions the woman as a female Buddha, and the stages 
of lovemaking be~ome Buddha deeds. At certain stages in this process 
one may visualize one's partner as a particular Buddha, such as a blue 
Heruka or red/ Vajrayogini. In this method one visually superimposes 
upon one's partner a specific Buddha, by seeing the partner's skin as 
red or blue, picturing the body as translucent and luminous like a rain­
bow, and envisioning attributes like bone ornaments and silk ribbons. 
The purpose of this aesthetic exercise is to bring about an ontological 
revelation in which one sees one's partner as already a Buddha, as 
presently and continuously revealing a state of Buddhahood. It is 
essential that the woman and man see each other as a visible manifesta­
tion or embodiment of sahnja-pure enlightenment spontaneously ex­
pressing itself in embodied being. The former process develops imagi­
native creativity, the latter unveils metaphysical ultimacy.29 

Since the woman (as well as the man) is a visible embodiment of 
sahaja, pure and enlightened in essence, their feelings of passion and 
desire have a transcendent aspect. Their mutual attraction ultimately is 
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motivated by a religious impulse toward ecstasy and transcendence of 
the ordinary, dualistic mode of experience. Even a Buddha has such 
feelings, or at least can play at having such feelings for the sake of 
enlightenment: 

Then, uttering profound flirtations from the throat, 
The self, like a dancer, as if in a dream, 
Sports at the five natural kinds of erotic play.30 

In Indian thought, play implies an innermost spiritual self or deity per­
forming physical motions while remaining aware of transcending the 
body and its actions. Artistically, play implies the removed self-aware­
ness of an actor performing a role or the self-recollection of a dancer 
performing graceful gestures and choreographed dance steps. Play 
also refers to erotic sport and enjoyment. The "five natural kinds of 
erotic play'' probably refer to the enjoyment of the five sense objects.31 

Play is also a term that is used when spiritual discipline becomes light 
and effortless. Thus, the imagery of play poetically conveys the medita­
tive concentration of Tantric partners, their identification with deities, 
and the choreographic quality of their intimacy. "Play'' is an apt term 
for the contemplative yet amorous gestures of lovemaking as a reli­
gious discipline. 

Sahajayoginicinta describes the progress of this liberative play: 

Then with gentle and sincere speech 
He draws her to his heart. 
Rubbing her with thick perfume, 
He satisfies his mind by inhaling the lingering fragrance. 
Having experienced that and obtained 
Bliss and pleasure equal to a hundred vases of nectar, 
They embrace without hesitation, 
Enjoying the nuances of bliss.32 

Each of the five senses is engaged and satisfied: sight by gazing, hear­
~g by sweet words, smell by perfume, touch by rubbing with scent and 
embracing, and taste by kissing. 

The female Buddha initiates union and assumes an active role: 

The female lover, gazing with desire, 
(Utters] sweet words like drops of honey. 
She unites with him, 
Moving the lotus 
That brings a rain of pleasure.33 

In this woman's text, the metaphors of honey, flowers, and rainfall ex­
press a delicate, appreciative sensibility regarding female sexuality. 
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The active role of the woman in Sahajayoginrcinta's vision of sacred 
sexuality can also be seen in the artistic portrayal of Buddha couples, in 
which the male Buddha typically sits or stands firmly and calmly, 
tightly grasping his partner's waist, while the female Buddha dynami­
cally embraces him, wrapping flexible limbs around his body, raising 
her face to kiss his lips, brandishing a skull-cup of nectar, and waving 
her curved knife aloft (figure 17). 

As Sahajayoginrcinta's instructions continue, the bliss generated by 
passion becomes the basis of specific forms of meditative concentration 
and inner yogas.34 She insists that both partners should maintain medi­
tative alertness while performing activities that increase bliss: 

The innermost self, intent upon its purpose, 
Should remain mentally concentrated 
While engaging in the different styles of kissing 
For the sake of the singular taste, 
Engaging in all the specialities [of lovemaking], 
Like biting, piercing, and so forth. 
Then, having generated intense bliss, 
They scratch [each other] 
With their fingernails from time to time, 
Gently, to dispel delusion.35 

The "innermost self," which has manifested as male or female, now 
rediscovers itself through bodily actions. A variety of kisses are to be 
known and tried, but the purpose is to attain the "singular taste" (eka­
rasa) when every experience takes on the same emotional-aesthetic fla­
vor of spiritual ecstasy. Having "generated intense bliss," the primary 
purpose of the activity, the partners must be careful not to succumb to 
its intoxication by becoming faint or mentally dull. To remind each 
other to maintain clarity and prevent a descent to drowsiness or ordi­
nary passion, the lovers scratch each other with their fingernails. Saha­
jayoginicinta's references to different types of kisses, methods of biting, 
styles of strokes, and techniques of scratching with the fingernails use 
categories from the secular arts of love, joining them to soteriological 
aims. If passion and spiritual ecstasy are two points along the same 
continuum, erotic sophistication can be made to serve contemplative 
ends. 

Sahajayoginicinta views this yoga of union as perfect for removing 
the subject-object dualism of ordinary experience. The loss of ego­
boundaries during lovemaking ushers the partners into the nondual 
mode of experience: 

In stages, because of the taste of desire, 
One ceases to know who is the other and 
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What has happened to oneself. 
The lovers experience an inexpressible bliss 
They never experienced before.36 

This merging of identities becomes the epitome of the nonduality 
wherein "subject" and "object" dissolve and fuse. Sexuality can be part 
of the path because erotic experience already contains the seeds of en­
lightened awareness: blissfulness, loss of ego boundaries, forgetfulness 
of self, and absence of subject-object dualism. Thus, passion and erotic 
pleasure bring the yogic partners to the threshold of desired religious 
states. 

Sahajayoginicinta's descriptions of Tantric union are celebratory, af­
firmative, and poetic. Her language bespeaks not aggression or manip­
ulation but playfulness and reciprocity. Mutuality is essential to the 
meditative aim of the practice. The loss of a sense of separate selfhood 
occurs through a merging of identities and is predicated upon a unitary 
experience wherein, in her own words, "one ceases to know who is the 
other and what has happened to oneself." Through the dance of union 
the partners lose their individual subjectivity and discover psychic 
unity, or intersubjectivity. This nondual mode of experience becomes a 
basis for further yogic and meditative practices when the nondual 
awareness is stabilized, along with the bliss, by yogically disciplined 
partners. 

Sahajayoginrcinta claims that sexual union provides a powerful basis 
for meditative stability by virtue of its natural one-pointedness. The 
numerous objects of the mind are replaced by one compellingly engag­
ing object: 

Both of them [the man and the woman] 
Are bound by a stream of concepts 
Born from and arising from the mind. 
As long as they are united, 
Their minds will not remember anything else; 
They will be mindful only of pleasure.37 

The verb for concentration (smrti) is the same verb that is used when a 
Buddha or bodhisattva is the object of meditation. Here the bliss of 
union becomes the object of meditation: 

Hissing passionately, both, 
Undistracted by anything else, 
Will attain abundant, unsurpassable pleasure 
And increase that. 
They awaken from the darkness of ignorance 
By enjoying the wealth of the activities of bliss, 
Then develop and increase bliss and pleasure.38 
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Sahajayoginicinta explains that since this meditation has an object, or 
support (i.e., bodily desire and pleasure arising from the sense organs), 
it produces a conditional bliss that is dependent upon the senses. None­
theless, this sensory, bodily bliss-"human pleasure"-supplies the 
dynamic motion that leads out of the mundane realm and into the tran­
scendent sphere of experience: 

Human pleasure, with its identifiable characteristics; 
Is the very thing that, 
When its characteristics are removed, 
Thms into spiritual ecstasy, 
Free from conceptual thought, 
The very essence of self-arising wisdom.39 

Once the dualism of self and other and all other identifiable characteris­
tics are removed from it by an application of insight into emptiness, the 
bliss completes the movement into spiritual ecstasy. 

Through the practice of this yoga, passion finally leads beyond itself, 
so the consorts eventually turn their attention inward and go beyond 
desires dependent on sense objects. One of the keynotes of Saha­
jayoginicinta's teaching is that one taps this level of bliss not by avoid­
ing sensual pleasure but by cultivating and channeling it. By immers­
ing oneself deeply in the senses and sensation, one reaches an inner 
source of bliss so deeply satisfying that it suffuses the mind with per­
petual satisfaction. Because it is the nature of the mind to seek the bliss 
from which it is born, the mind can finally rest, having found ultimate, 
unconditional bliss: 

Because the mind [carried by a subtle] wind 
Seeks its primordial essence of holy bliss, 
Being satisfied, 
The mind will not be distracted by other things­
It rests in the radiant reality 
Whose essence is method and wisdom.40 

The ultimate pleasure has no immediate cause, because it is the very 
nature of the mind-its "primordial essence" and "radiant reality." By 
following passion to its source, one lays bare the blissful core of the 
mind. This state of unconditional bliss is supremely satisfying. The 
senses no longer desire to wander in the desolate cities created by hun­
ger and desire when they can be opulently entertained in palaces spun 
of bliss and luminosity, as the whole world acquires the same "taste," 
or emotional-aesthetic flavor (ekarasa): 

When one enters the palaces of the sense organs, 
Experiencing abundant delights, 
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This very world attains 
The singular taste of spiritual ecstasy.41 

This interior realization, a revolution (paravrttz) of the partners' own 
minds, turns this world into paradise, a perfect Buddha-land, as every 
sensation, thought, and emotion becomes saturated with "holy bliss." 

The ultimate state of experience is blissful, radiant, nondual, and infi­
nitely wise. It is also inherently compassionate: 

Holy bliss is stabilized by pleasure, 
By supreme delight in bringing others happiness.42 

The mind that turned within, resting in its ultimate nature, beyond 
subject and object, finding complete quiescence and joy therein, now 
turns outward again. The dynamism of concern for others impels an 
awakened woman back to participation in the world, to enter the city 
of the senses once again, not in search of personal satisfaction but in 
order to rescue those who are still lost and suffering.43 It is impossible 
to remain inactive or to seek to avoid participation, for to do so would 
reify a dualistic quiescence. 

Sahajayoginicinta voices the question that weighs deeply upon a 
Buddhist practitioner committed to liberating sentient beings without 
number: 

How is one to awaken the children 
Whose inner brightness is obscured 
By the burgeoning of beginningless karma?44 

That is, from the standpoint of sahaja, which is natural and spontane­
ous, what basis can there be for motivated, volitional action? Saha­
jayoginicinta explains that the knowledge attained through the body is 
now expressed through the body. An enlightened woman can engage 
in all the moods and behaviors that she formerly did, but now they will 
be spontaneous and liberative. The inner state of spiritual ecstasy natu­
rally expresses itself in an unbroken stream of compassionate, libera­
tive activities.45 All bodily expressions become pure, dancelike, and 
sacred: 

All bodily movements 
Fashioned spontaneously from enlightened mind, 
Pure in essence, 
Become sacred gestures. 
Whatever is spoken is sacred speech .... 
Activities that are graceful, heroic, terrifying, 
Compassionate, furious, and peaceful-
And passion, anger, pride, greed, and envy­
All these things without exception 



190 CHAPTER SEVEN 

Are the perfected forms 
Of pure, self-illuminating wisdom.46 

A simpler and more radical way of expressing this is that a woman 
with a pure mind can engage in any activity, and that activity will be 
pure.47 States that are graceful, heroic, terrifying, passionate, or angry 
can be employed by an enlightened person to liberate someone who is 
predisposed to be liberated by that display.48 SahajayoginicinUi. con­
tends that any kind of behavior can serve on some occasion to instruct 
or inspire someone, be it laughter, weeping, sleepiness, wakefulness, 
stability, fickleness, playfulness, passionless solitude, foolishness, insa­
tiability, dancing, singing gaily, gambling, bathing, being dirty, going 
naked, wealth, generosity, total poverty, laughing at Buddhist teach­
ings, truthfulness, sinning, lying, speaking nonsense, or saying nothing 
at all.49 Since everything is inherently pure, it would appear that an 
enlightened woman has considerable leeway in how to behave: 

A skillful one 
Who can use the wealth of all these things 
As inherently pure 
Has the great accomplishments of supreme Buddhahood 
In the palm of her hand. 50 

Thus, according to Sahajayoginicinta, gender, embodiment, the senses, 
and passion can be embraced on the spiritual path. The body partici­
pates in the path to enlightenment and then in the creative expression 
of enlightenment. 

SPONTANEOUS JEWELLIKE YOGIN!, THE WOMAN 

It is clear from her writing that Sahajayoginicinta had received an ex­
cellent education and was trained in topics both religious and secular. 
As a woman, Sahajayoginicinta might have received her education in 
any number of ways. Works from the period indicate that princesses, 
daughters of high officials and courtiers, girls of the nobility (~atriya 
class), and courtesans and dancers might receive training in Sanskrit 
language, composition, poetry, music, dance, and various sciences 
(Siistra),51 including kama5iistra, or the science of love.52 Although 
wom~n of these groups were the ones most likely to receive an educa­
tion, there is also evidence that a formal education was sometimes 
available to servants and low-caste women. 53 

Sahajayoginicinta's background must be surmised from Taranatha's 
reports of her occupations, her familiarity with court life and royalty, 
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and the internal evidence of her text. Sahajayoginicinta is said in 
Taranatha's lineage histories to have engaged in selling wine and, later 
in life, herding swine. Earlier in life, when she was known as Vila­
syavajra, she was wineseller to the king, a position considerably higher 
than that of a common tavern owner. Tavern owners sold rice beer and 
local wines to a diverse and often unsavory clientele,54 while Saha­
jayoginicinta was a palace retainer entrusted with the serious charge of 
providing fine grape wines worthy of the royal palate. Wines of such 
quality would have to be imported from Arabia, Persia, and Kashmir. 55 

Sahajayoginicinta would have dealt with caravan traders, trading jew­
els and spices for the coveted wines, and was probably trained in ancil­
lary business skills, such as accounting, gemology, and viniculture. In 
this capacity she would have frequented the palace and might even 
have lived there.56 She was familiar enough with the king to know 
about his mortal fear of snakes. She confided this information to the 
guru I;>ombiheruka to help him convert the king. Further, according to 
the story, when Oombiheruka sent some snakes to the palace, Saha­
jayoginicinta was on hand to tell his majesty where he could tum for 
help. 57 

A background in a noble or merchant family or as a retainer raised in 
the palace would be consistent with Sahajayoginicinta's broad educa­
tion and occupation, while a background as the daughter of a courte­
san or dancer would also explain her access to the palace, associations 
with royalty, knowledge of erotic science, and references to art and 
dance. 58 Regarding her Buddhist eduction, at the beginning of her text 
Sahajayoginicinta states that she spent many years of devoted service 
at the feet of her guru. This period of apprenticeship would have pro­
vided the opportunity for her to receive her Buddhist philosophical 
training in Abhidharma, Yogacara, and Tantra.59 

Sahajayoginicinta was a learned and cultured person, capable of pro­
viding spiritual guidance from the philosophical fundamentals 
through advanced yoginr-tantra techniques. Nonetheless, she eventu­
ally left high society and moved to a small village with a low-caste 
consort, had a daughter, and lived by herding pigs. In this she resem­
bles male adepts like Tilopa and Saraha, who subsisted by the lowly 
activities of oil-pressing and arrow-making, the occupations of their 
low-caste consorts, in spite of their scholarly accomplishments and 
ability to support themselves by scribal or educational work if they so 
chose. When she became a Tantric practitioner, the yogini chose a sim­
pler and freer way of life unbounded by social constraints, for the activ­
ities, travels, and companions of a pig-herder are not likely to attract 
much attention or scrutiny from anyone-except perhaps someone 
looking for a Tantric guru! 
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Although Ta.ranatha reports that Sahajayoginicinta was renowned as 
an expert on "supreme bliss," we have few anecdotes regarding her 
career as a guru. This is not unusual, even in the case of such a well­
known figure, for Tantric narratives are regrettably brief. A surviving 
anecdote regarding Sahajayoginicinta is quite telling. It relates to her 
disciple Padmavajra, one of the "founders" of Tantric Buddhism. Pad­
mavajra served as priest to a king in Uc;l.c;l.iyana and was proud of his 
scholarly accomplishments and his skill as a public speaker. On one 
occasion a wood-gathering woman attended one of his Buddhist lec­
tures and alternately laughed and cried as he spoke. After the lecture 
she approached him and explained that she had laughed because she 
enjoyed his exquisite speaking style, but she had cried because he did 
not know what he was talking about. The wood-gatherer directed Pad­
mavajra to seek out the guru Anangavajra, a pig-herder in a squalid 
village to the north. 

When Padmavajra found Anangavajra he barely noticed the man, 
but he immediately became fascinated with the woman with whom the 
master lived. She gave her complete attention to every task, and her 
deep immersion in reality shone through every gesture. Her impecca­
ble, graceful, dancelike movements deepened Padmavajra's spiritual 
understanding as he watched her perform her chores. He realized that 
watching her walk and move was more profound than listening to any 
discourse on Buddhist philosophy. The scholar begged Saha­
jayoginicinta to accept him as her disciple, but she became furious and 
drove him away with a beating, asking how a low-caste woman like 
herself could be a guru. Not to be turned away, the scholar camped out 
in the pigsty. While he slept the pigs riffled through his bags and 
chewed on his books. The next morning when he discovered what had 
happened, he began shouting and stomping his feet. Sahajayoginicinta 
was so impressed by this display of passion and anger that she agreed 
to accept him as a disciple: "Ah, so you are not perfect! Maybe you can 
learn something from me after all!" Padmavajra received initiation and 
instruction from Sahajayoginicinta and her consort. Their daughter 
chose Padmavajra as her Tantric companion and returned with him to 
the palace, where Padmavajra resumed his official duties while the 
couple pursued Tantric practice in private, until discovery necessitated 
a display of magical powers on the part of both partners that succeeded 
in converting many people to the Tantric path.60 

The versatility of her background and tr~ining is reflected in the dis­
course of the Spontaneous Jewellike Yogini from Uc;l.c;l.iyana. Like the 
jewel that is her namesake, the illustrious yogini has many facets. She 
is a visionary revealer of Tantric teachings received in a deep medita· 
tive state. She is a skilled rhetorician who dazzles her audience with a 
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sensuous and exuberant vision of Tantric sexuality. She is a skilled 
homileticist who motivates her audience to religious discipline, exhort­
ing them that worldly pleasures are impermanent and ultimately 
unsatisfying. She is a subtle philosopher who spins and unravels the 
theoretical intricacies of her position. The women in her audience were 
rewarded for their attendance at her discourse by a striking and per­
haps unique portrait of how a Buddha responds to passion, expresses 
love and desire, and engages in the transcendental pastime of erotic 
play. 

Sahajayoginicinta's work is critically important for an assessment of 
the knowledgeability of Tantric women, for Sahajayoginicinta writes 
skillfully, authoritatively, and innovatively on a subject of which 
women have been considered to be ignorant, namely, the yoga of Tan­
tric union. Further, the Spontaneous Jewellike Yogini was not unique 
among women in possessing this knowledge. She herself delivered this 
teaching to an assembly of women, and we can tell something about 
Sahajayoginicinta's audience from the work. It is not primarily a begin­
ner's lesson, for it refers in passing to many complex doctrines and 
advanced practices. Thus, the content of her text indicates that the 
women in her audience were not novices. Their advanced progress on 
the spiritual path is supported by their description as "glorious yoginis 
rich with the splendor of self-arising wisdom."61 Sahajayoginicinta also 
taught this teaching to male disciples such as Padmavajra and 
Ghru;ltapa, who attained enlightenment by means of Tantric union and 
proceeded to become famous as "founders" of Tantric Buddhism.62 

The fact that Sahajayoginicinta's career took place in U<;l<;liyana is 
also significant. Tantric literature presents U<;l<;liyana as an ideal place 
to learn and practice Tantra because of the congregations of female 
Tantrics to be found there. Numerous famous male adepts like Pad­
masa:rp.bhava, Kambala, Anangavajra, Lilavajra, Luipa,63 1ilopa,64 

Ghru:ttapa,65 Buddhasrijfiana,66 Gambhiravajra,67 Padmavajra,68 Atisa, 
and rGod-tshang-pa went to U<;l<;liyana and apprenticed themselves to 
female teachers there. More information is generally available about 
the yogis than about their female teachers, but Sahajayoginicinta repre­
sents the type of woman they might have encountered there and pro­
vides an intriguing glimpse of the background, life pattern, and lumi­
nous wisdom that a female guru of U<;l<;liyana might possess. 

It has been claimed that women were ignorant of Tantric sexual yoga 
and were either exploited by men in their performance or were willing 
to participate because they were "witches" or "sluts." This claim must 
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be revised in light of evidence that women originally taught and 
helped to design it. We even find the definitive foundational text on the 
subject to be of female authorship. Since women were teachers and 
experts on the sexual yogas, it is justifiable to suggest that women did 
not transmit teachings that they found unacceptable, offensive, or irrel­
evant to their religious aspirations. There were no external constraints 
upon them to do so, for in the Tantric context there is no higher author­
ity than a guru, whose interpretations have supreme authority and va­
lidity for her disciples. In the role of guru, as living authorities on Tan­
tric union, women were free to present the teachings in accordance 
with their own experiences and convictions. Thus, the women presum­
ably taught and circulated the teachings on Tantric union in a form of 
which they approved. Some of the men who today are acknowledged 
by the tradition as authoritative formulators of the practices received 
the teachings from women. The male transmission of the teachings 
does not preclude their female origins. 

Exploitation is inconsistent with the original design and purposes of 
Tantric union as it is presented in classical scriptural sources and in this 
influential teaching by a woman. Knowing the intended form and con­
tent of the practices can help to identify departures from them, as well 
as to identify social and cultural settings that favor their emergence. If 
exploitative dynamics were interjected at any point in the history of the 
tradition, as some have conjectured, it is important to investigate what 
social, institutional, and doctrinal configurations accomplished the 
abuse of women by means of a practice they originally helped to de­
velop. Any degeneration that can be documented will have to be ac­
knowledged as a betrayal of the original spirit of the practices as 
women designed them.69 In any case, these teachings have been pre­
served in their classical form, and the practices have survived as a liv­
ing tradition. 

There may be Buddhist doctrines and practices that developed in the 
hothouse environment of a monastery, but the sexual yogas cannot lay 
claim to such a genesis. The sexual siidhanii provided a natural arena for 
the expression of women's interests and aspirations. Since women 
were among the early teachers and formulators of this genre of prac­
tice, it is reasonable to maintain that women did not create or view this 
practice as one in which they would be manipulated and exploited. It 
was conducive to women's enlightenment because women helped to 
design it. Educated women like La~miitkara and Sahajayoginicinta, 
craftswomen like the Arrow-making Yogini, artistic women like 
'Qombiyogini, courtesans like the Tantric partner of Ghru:ttapa, and fe­
male gurus like Gali.gadhara all practiced the yoga of union as part of 
their own path to enlightenment. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

Conclusions 

ORIGINALLY THE BuDDHA taught a life of renunciation and celibacy as 
the ideal pattern for pursuing enlightenment, yet in the Tantric move­
ment in India we find people pursuing a different pattern. Saraha re­
nounced his monastic vows in order to spend his life with an arrow­
making woman. Tuopa, another great scholar, disrobed and married a 
sesame-pounder. ~mi'I\kara turned down a royal marriage and took 
a low-caste man as her Tantric partner. Others never became monas­
tics, and many who did eventually abandoned their vows in order to 
find a partner of the opposite sex, settle into a simple village life, make 
pilgrimages, and pursue their contemplative and yogic disciplines in 
the midst of all this bustle, liveliness, and passion. These seekers pur­
sued a distinctive religious path that finds its most characteristic and 
nuanced expression in an intimate and sexual relationship. The pres­
ence of women alongside the men is not an afterthought or an optional 
feature; it is integral to the Tantric paradigm, prized by the movement 
as its ideal pattern. This pattern represents a lofty idealism, a belief that 
men and women together can create relationships that are nonexploita­
tive, noncoercive, and mutually enlightening. 

Tantric Buddhism shares its ethical and philosophical principles 
with Mahayana Buddhism, while the distinguishing features of the tra­
dition occur in the area of symbol and ritual, most notably in the inclu­
sion of intimacy and sexuality, gender and embodiment, as part of the 
path to liberation. Tantric studies were eventually integrated into the 
monastic curriculum in India and the monastic system in Tibet, but 
they were not easily transferable into a celibate, cenobitic context with­
out considerable sublimation of the imagery and practices.1 The Tantric 
beliefs and practices described in this work have lived on in the classi­
cal literature, the minds of great masters, and a thriving yogic and 
eremetical subculture. 

HISTORIOGRAPHIC ISSUES 

Denials of the positive roles, status, and achievements of women in this 
movement have several points of departure. They would appear to be 
part of a trend identified by Veena Das in many fields of historical 
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study: "The study of other cultures continues to be undertaken from 
the perspective of providing documentation of the universality of op­
pression against women."2 The postulation of universal male domi­
nance helps to legitimate current social arrangements by implying their 
inevitability and universality. This unconscious goal is a major obstacle 
to women's history.3 A related factor is a reluctance to concede the 
potential diversity of cultural constructions of gender, gender rela­
tions, and sexuality. There is a built-in psychological resistance to ac­
knowledging the existence of views at variance with one's own-a 
naivete regarding the social constructedness of sexuality. This may 
help to account for the fact that the claims of Western scholars have 
consistently diverged from those of Indian scholars, Indian practitio­
ners, and Western scholar-practitioners. Tantric views of gender and 
sexuality represent a distinctive variation among the world's tradi­
tions, and one way to avoid the implicit challenge of a dissonant voice 
is to recast its message into an exotic, orientalized version of one's own, 
which is what scholars have done when they "discover" in Tantra a 
medieval Indian mirror-reflection of their own denigration of women 
and exploitative model of sexuality. The attempts to mute the articulate 
voice of this tradition regarding its most treasured ideals betray the 
legacy of colonial contempt for the cultural values of other peoples. 

This study has yielded results that differ from those of other studies 
because it proceeds from different assumptions and historiographic 
principles. One of the guiding assumptions is that, regardless of how 
men may view them, women experience and interpret their own lives 
as the subjects of their lives. How men may view women is not the 
primary concern of women's history, although men are sometimes the 
sole topic of works that purport to be histories of women. A women's 
history must seek to determine how women interpreted their own 
lives, areas in which they experienced authority and power, whether 
they shared men's views of women, whether they resisted male author­
ity or contested for power, whether the men's sense of dominance was 
largely played out in the realms of imagination and literary produc­
tion, and how social class and economic factors intersected with gender 
in the determination of status and social location. 

This historiographic orientation has led me to seek evidence of what 
women practiced, believed, and experienced. Such a search depends to 
a degree upon the amount of evidence available about women and gen­
der,relations, but the outcome of such a search is equally dependent 
upon the theoretical assumptions of the historian. It is impossible sim­
ply to read texts for so-called raw data, since the presuppositions of the 
reader will predetermine what will be accepted as part of a meaningful 
pattern and what will be ignored as either anomalous or inconceivable. 
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What is inconceivable-what cannot be thought, due to an inadequate 
conceptuality-does not enter into one's universe of meaning or range 
of observations. 

It is the inadequate conceptuality of much modem Tantric scholar­
ship that has rendered the women of Tantra invisible and muted the 
passages that describe their experiences. When a Tantric passage de­
scribes a woman as her partner would see her, this is naturally taken by 
many scholars to mean that a male subject is constructing himself as a 
dominant, autonomous agent over, above, and in contrast to a female 
object that he is manipulating. Passages that describe what a woman is 
to visualize, say, or do are dismissed and ignored, because there is 
nothing in the interpretive strategy that would allow for the existence 
of such passages. As long as each passage of this type is discounted, 
multiple instances can never "accumulate" in the reader's mind suffi­
ciently to suggest a different interpretation, change the regnant read­
ing, or demand a reinterpretation. 

Therefore, my study has "discovered" a different gender pattern by 
working with different theoretical assumptions. By assuming the sub­
jectivity of women with regard to their own lives and their possession 
of intrinsic motivations for their actions, my approach to the sources 
has been different. For instance, in some cases I have worked with 
data-biographies, lineage histories, and scriptures-that have already 
been translated and interpreted by other scholars. The difference in my 
case has been that I have treated the references to women as informa­
tion about their lives, rather than as place-markers in a blueprint for 
male domination. Instead of dismissing-or "tokenizing''-each exam­
ple of a woman's activities or accomplishments as an anomaly or as 
evidence of women's subordination, I have accepted such examples as 
documents of women's history and have tried to weave or quilt those 
references together into a coherent pattern. On this basis I have been 
able to ascertain that women participated in every aspect of Tantric 
Buddhism. They were not relegated to the margins or to the lowermost 
rungs of religious progress but undertook the complete range of Tan­
tric practices. I found no evidence of barriers to women's participation 
at any level, including the attainment of enlightenment and assump­
tion of authority as gurus. 

Women's full participation is consistent with the loose structure of 
Tantric circles. There was no clerical body or institutional structure to 
which women, or men, had to appeal to authorize their practice or 
authenticate their progress. The informal organizational structure was 
centered around individual teachers and their disciples. Thus, women 
embarked upon Tantric practice at their own initiative and were lim­
ited only by their own efforts and capacities. This egalitarian state of 
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affairs is not unusual in India's yogic and ascetical movements, which 
are highly individualistic and in which all power of decision and inter­
pretation rests with the guru, while religious progress depends upon 
the aptitude and diligence of the disciple. 

A different interpretive approach, or historiographic perspective, 
opens new areas of research and information. My search for texts by 
women was prompted by the realization that women were active prac­
titioners who made significant progress in Tantric practice. Previous 
assumptions of women's exclusion from this movement discouraged a 
search for women's writings, and it is even stated on occasion that none 
of the canonical texts were written by women.4 Even when the exis­
tence of texts by women was recognized,5 there was not a sufficient 
sense of their potential importance to motivate inquiry into their con­
tents or historical significance. Other discoveries made in the course of 
my research inspired me to search more persistently for women's writ­
ings, learn to read the diverse genres represented among them, and do 
the research necessary to determine their historical influence. 

This work has shown that women must be included among the crea­
tors of Tantric Buddhism. Women's innovations became the basis for 
transmission lineages that have continued to the present day, such as 
Siddharajfii's transmissions of the Buddha of Infinite Life and the Lord 
Who Dances on a Lotus, Niguma's Cakrasa:qwara healing mar,u;lala, and 
Lak!?minkara's Severed-Headed Vajrayogini. Some women's systems 
became the basis for prominent, well-known public rituals. A long stay 
in almost any Tibetan Buddhist community will afford an opportunity 
to witness a long-life ceremony based on Siddharajiii's system or the 
Avalokitesvara fasting ritual introduced by Bhi~ut;U Lak!?mi. The in­
fluence of these women's teachings was pervasive, affecting every sect, 
region, and religious institution of Tibetan Buddhism. Additional fe­
male founders have been and will continue to be discovered, but there 
are also numerous women whose contributions will never be recog­
nized because they have blended seamlessly and anonymously into the 
fabric of the Tantric tradition. 

Although parts of the historical record of women in Tantric Bud­
dhism have been lost and erased, there is sufficient evidence to show 
that this was a movement in which women actively taught and freely 
introduced new practices, deities, and insights that they discovered ~ 
their meditations. This freedom was strong at the inception of the tradi­
tiop in the seventh and eighth centuries, as seen in the careers of 
women like La~miilkara and Sahajayoginicinta, and there is evidence 
of women's ongoing participation, creativity, and leadership throu?h 
the eleventh and into the twelfth centuries, as exemplified by Sld­
dharajfii and the female teachers of Atrsa (982-1054), Khyung-po rnal· 
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'byor (born 1086), and Pha-dam-pa Sangs-rgyas (died 1117). The evi­
dence presented here suggests that women's participation and cultural 
creativity were not the result of a brief burst of egalitarianism at the 
beginning of the tradition but rather continued from the seventh 
through the twelfth centuries, up to the eclipse of the tradition in India. 

In the cases of the Wrathful Red Tara of Vajravati, the Severed­
Headed Vajrayogini of La~miilkara, and Sahajayoginicinta's teach­
ings on passion and divine ecstasy, we have examples of women 
imparting their teachings to other women and at times addressing ex­
clusively female audiences. There were no doubt other women who 
had large numbers of female students, women whose stories and teach­
ings have not survived because their successors did not record their 
teachings or establish politically viable institutions to preserve and per­
petuate their memory, and women whose teachings were absorbed 
and eventually claimed by other lineages. 

Several factors supported the participation of women in this move­
ment century after century. One factor can be found in Tantric doc­
trines, which provide explicit affirmations of femaleness and guides for 
behavior toward women.- Terms like cjakinr, "yogini," and "heroine," 
with their intimation of spiritual attainments and supernatural powers, 
help to create a numinous aura around women. Respect for women is 
an integral part ofTantric religiosity, not something that male practitio­
ners could ignore or discard at will. The forms that respect and worship 
should take and the punishments for their violation are specified. 
There are guidelines for deferential, reverent behavior toward women 
and consequences for transgressions and expressions of disrespect. 
These affirmations of women were part of the appeal of this movement 
for women and strongly suggest the role of women in shaping the 
tradition. 

There are no doctrinal barriers to women's complete participation in 
Tantric Buddhism. There are no pronouncements of women's disabil­
ity, innate incapacity, or inferiority to men in the pursuance of enlight­
enment. The misogynist diatribes that figure in so many religious liter­
atures have no place here. Therefore, any discrimination to which 
-women may have been subjected in the long and varied history of this 
tradition cannot be attributed to Tantric doctrine but must be sought in 
cultural forces, institutional factors, and social patterns that have 
eclipsed the original vision. The full participation of women in Tantric 
Buddhism in medieval India is consistent with its loosely organized, 
itinerant pattern and marginality during that period. Although the 
movement came to enjoy royal patronage, widespread cultural influ­
ence, and international renown, it was not closely allied with centers of 
secular power and had amassed no fortunes or estates to motivate the 
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kind of political struggles that emerged in Tibet and the Himalayan 
kingdoms. 

One of the main symbols of enlightenment in Tantric Buddhism is 
that of a Buddha couple, or male and female Buddha in union. This 
maithuna symbol is an image of unity and blissful concord between the 
sexes, a state of equilibrium and interdependence. This symbol power­
fully evokes a state of primordial wholeness and completeness of 
being. The perennial appeal of this motif is not that it commemorates a 
successful seduction or cosmic manipulation but rather that it offers a 
vision of authentic humanity in which women and men are restored to 
wholeness through a delicately balanced, joyous state of harmony. I 
would argue that the most tantalizing and evocative aspect of this sym­
bol is its promise of an integration of aspects of life that are normally 
sundered: body and spirit, eros and transcendence, passion and beati­
tude. 

When we turn from this exquisite aesthetic expression of interde­
pendence and complementarity to the enactment of Tantric union in 
the human realm, we find that the sense of mutuality and ecstatic rap­
ture carries over into the practice that is patterned after the union of 
deities. Passages that describe the yoga of union have a mood of joy­
ousness, playfulness, and poetic delicacy. The spirit of domination and 
manipulation with which these practices have been attributed are no­
where present in the literary accounts, nor do they characterize the 
narratives in which Tantric partnerships are described. In these works 
the women generally emerge as forthright, assertive, and outspoken, 
while the men evince respect, admiration, and allegiance toward their 
female companions. Women and men both contribute their energies to 
the weaving of relationships that are characterized by cooperation, mu­
tual reliance, and shared aspiration. 

Although it is generally claimed that men were the serious practitio­
ners of the Tantric sexual yogas and women were merely enlisted to 
participate because of the technical requirement of their presence, this 
study has documented that the classical yogini-tantra sources written in 
Tantric circles present women as serious, genuine practitioners capable 
of spiritual perfection. The male and female partners are described in 
symmetrically honorific terms. Sometimes the practice is described 
from a female perspective and sometimes from a male perspective. 
Neither partner is described as seeking to dominate or manipulate. the 
other, although women reserve the right of choice of consort, requiring 
that the men seek and await their approval. 

This elaborate system is anchored in the spiritual interdependence of 
women and men and was not developed without the cooperation, par­
ticipation, and insights of women. Many women can be found among 
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the teachers of Tantric union. Some of their names are preserved be­
cause of the accomplishments and subsequent fame of their students, 
the acknowledged "founders" of Tantric Buddhism. A woman even 
wrote the charter text on the practice of sexual union as a religious 
discipline. The active role of women in helping to design the practice 
helps to explain the emphasis upon female initiative and upon mutual­
ity and intersubjectivity, since men did not develop the practice inde­
pendently with only their own benefit and interests in mind. Women 
attained a certain psychological advantage and authority in the Tantric 
movement because of its Sakta orientation, but they seem not to have 
used their power to dominate, devalue, or exclude men. Ultimately a 
mood of complementarity reigns in the tantras. Men and women enter 
this visionary world together. 

ICONOGRAPHIC ISSUES 

The attempt to project a mood of male domination onto this movement 
becomes particularly convoluted when it contrives to explain away the 
passionate yoginis of Tantric iconography. These unrestrained damsels 
will dance blithely through raging flames, trample nonchalantly upon 
a corpse, or ride a tiger (figure 18). Turning them into meek, gullible 
victims of male seduction requires a special trick of metamorphosis. 
These ladies are known for their ability to change shape and adopt 
other forms, such as bj.rds, jackals, and wolves. However, turning into 
weak, helpless victims would probably have been too much even for 
their magical powers. 

When I first saw the female images in Tibetan scroll paintings, the 
exuberance and sense of power of these yoginis and f/akinrs so im­
pressed me that I spent many years searching for the historical women 
who might have inspired and been inspired by them. I was surprised 
to discover that scholars deny even a potential connection between 
these female images and actual women. Instead one finds elaborate 
explanations, generally along Jungian or Freudian lines, of how these 
images symbolize male psychic processes and development. The prev­
alent Jungian interpretation sees the female figures as anima figures, 
representing forces within the male psyche as they emerge to con­
sciousness: 

She is all that is not incorporated in the conscious mental makeup of the 
individual and appears other-than and more-than himself.' 

The feminine sky-dancers or fliikinis are a powerful representation of the 
repressed feminine aspects of the male psyche? 
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FIGURE 18. Yogini riding tiger 

Also representing the Jungian line of interpretation, Nathan Katz ana­
lyzes the yoginis as symbols of forces operative within the male psyche 
as they emerge from the labyrinth of the subconscious to heal and inte­
grate the conscious self.8 Fokke Sierksma, offering a Freudian interpre­
t.ation, says that the male adept, "obsessed by the aggressive Bad 
Mother, directs his mother symbols against his own ego so that he 
might die and be rebom."9 Others claim that the female deities and 
tjakinfs represent the inner wisdom (prajfia), inner heat, or transcendent 
consciousness of the Tantric yogi, or that they awaken the bliss and 
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desire that are utilized in Tantric practices. Shashibhusan Dasgupta, an 
early historian of Tantric Buddhism, explicitly stated that the yogini 
figure "should not be confused with the woman of flesh and blood ... 
she is but an internal force ... residing in ... different stages of yogic 
practice."10 In order further to remove any possible connection or iden­
tification with women, one author recently stated that these female fig­
ures are not even really female.11 

None of these views relate the female deities and figures to women, 
considering that they may have reflected men's views of women or 
women's views of themselves.12 According to these interpreters, we are 
to believe that women never thought of themselves when they looked 
at these anatomically correct, naked female figures and that men never 
thought of women when they looked at them. Apparently it was clear 
to all of them that the images express the shape and drives of the male 
subconscious. However, on the basis of the present study we can return 
to the interpretation of those symbols and claim that, regardless of 
what else they might signify, they do bear a direct relationship to the 
women of Tantric Buddhism. I contend that these powerful images 
gained their credibility from human counterparts, while female Tan­
tries in tum found their spiritual aspirations mirrored in them. These 
female images are consistent with what this study has revealed regard­
ing the attainments and contributions of the women of Tantric Bud­
dhism. The artistic and historical records confront us with exuberant, 
passionate, enlightened women, unencumbered by patriarchal re­
straints upon their experience of ultimate reality and freedom. 

BUDDHOLOGICAL ISSUES 

What we find in the Tantric practices and doctrines, as in Buddhism in 
general, is a strategy for deconstructing the unenlightened self, or ego. 
The interpretation of any Buddhist text as a strategy for constructing 
self is problematic at the outset, because that could not be the intended 
purpose of a Buddhist text or practice. If one avers that an exploitative, 
self-serving "self" or "selfhood" is being condoned by a whole genre of 
Buddhist texts, it becomes necessary to explain such a radical depar­
ture from central Buddhist values. Buddhism can coexist with oppres­
sive social conditions, but the relationship between Buddhism and the 
institutional pattern or social setting needs to be explored in each case. 
In the case of Tantric Buddhism, the yoga of union provides a means 
for women and men to deconstruct their conventional selves together, 
or, in Tantric terms, to experience emptiness and bliss, neither of which 
is possible for an armored, boundaried, or selfishly motivated "self." 
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Any interpretation of Tantric Buddhism that denies this purpose of 
Tantric union-the purpose that drew Tantrics out of their monasteries 
and into intimate relationships-denies the radical intent of Tantra's 
religious vision, which is that women and men can attain liberation to­
gether. 

Part of the Tantric methodology of deconstructing the ordinary self 
is to replace it with a divine self. In Tantric union, the self, as a deity, 
unites with a partner who is simultaneously conceived as a deity. To 
experience the divinity of the partner is the touchstone of Tantric vi­
sion. One cannot divinize oneself while abusing, degrading, or dehu­
manizing the other person, because the partners mirror each other. One 
of the attributes of a deity is to have an appropriate consort. A consort 
must by definition be an equal, and indeed, it does not befit a deity to 
unite with anything less than a deity. Thus, a Tantric practitioner can­
not become a deity without an appropriate consort, who must also be 
a deity, and it is impossible to re-create oneself successfully as a blissful 
deity while retaining, much less cultivating, a condescending, con­
temptuous gaze. On the contrary, the gaze of a deity is one of tender­
ness, clarity, and passion (figure 16). 

The claim that male Tantrics were ruthless seducers amounts to a 
contention that a major Buddhist tradition has functioned primarily as 
a tool of exploitation and oppression. In this view, Tantric Buddhism 
has served as a tool to construct and to solidify male selves as preda­
tory, self-serving manipulators, acting under unchecked selfish moti­
vations, while representing a social force of degredation, denigration, 
and suffering. This dramatic assertion cannot be allowed to pass unex­
amined, because if it were true then this entire form of Buddhism be­
trays the perennial goals at the heart of the tradition, namely, to allevi­
ate suffering, serve as a force of liberation, and release people from the 
bondage of illusory separateness and selfhood. Even when one allows 
for pragmatic concessions to social, political, and economic conditions, 
the degree of corruption posited in the standard view of Tantra war­
rants more than a mention in passing and deserves less than immediate 
and universal acceptance by Buddhist historians. 

The claim that Tantric Buddhism was solely a male creation is also 
problematic from another perspective. This claim reflects a model of 
Buddhist historiography that might be termed the model of indepen­
dent existence (svabhiiva), which sees Buddhism as an insular strand of 
development carried out by elite men in monasteries. This prevalent 
model may acknowledge the existence of "popular practices" and "folk 
traditions" but would not include them within the fold of Buddhism 
proper. This approach treats Buddhism as an impervious institution, 
insulated against the surrounding culture, contamination by other re-
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ligions, popularization by folk practices, and corruption by the inter­
ests of women. A preferable model, which one could term a model of 
interdependent origination (pratrtyasamutpadii), sees Buddhism as a dy­
namic stream that is constantly enriched by the insights of diverse peo­
ples. In this model, Buddhism is a dynamically fluidic movement that 
has drawn on a range of sources and social groups and through this 
openness found the resources that enabled it to meet the needs of di­
verse people, as well as to gain viability in different cultural settings. 

The presence of women and women's teachings, as well as affirma­
tions of female energy and spiritual capacities, are distinctive features 
of Tantric religiosity. When one considers the historical position of 
Tantra, an influx of feminine elements and insights is consistent with 
the social inclusiveness of the movement and its receptivity to symbols, 
practices, and insights from new quarters. Monastic Buddhism had fos­
tered an increasing emphasis upon philosophical dialectics, an elitist 
enterprise that is best pursued in a monastery and whose practitioners 
display a tendency to devalue other aspects of life, overemphasizing 
the role of intellect in gaining enlightenment and losing sight of the 
capacities and potentials inherent in the body, the senses, and the emo­
tions. Tantra emerged as a corrective to this imbalance and as a witness 
to the fact that the mind alone does not provide sole access to 
knowledge. Passion and pleasure also represent primary sources of 
knowledge and power. Tantra represents an influx of precisely these 
elements and insights into Buddhism, and spiritual companionship be­
tween women and men is part of this constellation of ideals. The 
impetus to change may have come from pressures within Buddhism to 
expand its symbolic resources and social base, or the changes may have 
penetrated Buddhism from without. In either case, it is clear that in­
sights from goddess-worshipping traditions, Saivite sects, different so­
cial groups-like dancers, courtesans, tribal peoples, and outcastes­
and women inundated Buddhism at this time and provided the 
impetus for a stunning revitalization, launching several brilliant centu­
ries of international expansion, florescence, and influence. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

1. Following common practice, I refer to this tradition as Tantric Buddhism, 
meaning the tradition that finds its fullest expression in tantra texts, in contrast 
to Mahayana, which finds its fullest expression in sutra texts. This term has the 
advantage of linking this form of Buddhism to non-Buddhist Tantric move­
ments. Technically Tantric Buddhism is a branch of Mahayana. The tradition 
does not provide one definitive name for itself, variously using the terms Secret 
Mantra (gultyamantra, Tib. gsang-sngags), Mantia Vehicle (mantrayiina, Tib. 
sngags kyi tlteg-pa), and Adamantine (or Diamond) Vehicle (vajrayiina, Tib. rdo­
rje theg-pa).I use the term "Tantric Buddhism" to refer to the Indian phase of the 
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Buddhism" to refer to developments that took place in Tibet and survived in 
the Tibetan Buddhist cultural sphere. 
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and first century B.c.E.; see "Women in Buddhism," pp. 56-58. Kajiyama also 
discusses the Mahayana views in this article. 

15. See Diana Paul, Women in Buddhism, chaps. 5-6; and Nancy Schuster, 
"Changing the Female Body." Future research may reveal a female Buddha in 
Mahayana. Denial of female Buddhas in some Mahayana quarters suggests a 
belief in female Buddhas in others. 

16. Slightly amended version of translation by Janice Willis in "Nuns and 
Benefactresses," p. 69. 

17. A helpful analysis of Mahayana views on gender and women can be 
found in Rita Gross, Buddhism After Patriarchy, chaps. 5, 12. 

18. Ca~;~tjamahiiroQQI)Q-tantra, sDe-dge 431, fol. 319b.4-5: lha mo sgyu 'phrul sras 
nyid kyang I khro bo gtum po bdag nyid yin I sa 'tsho khyod nyid bcom ldan 'das I shes 
rab phar phyin bdag nyid ma I ji snyed pa yi bud med kun I khyod kyi tshig nyid 'dir 
'dod do. 

19. The Tibetan term for "blood-drinker" is khrag-'thung. Tibetan terms for 
wrathful deities include lha khro-bo, lha khro-mo, and yi-dam khro-ba'i zhallugs. 

20. Sahajayoginicinta, dNgos po gsal ba'i rjes su 'gro ba'i de kho na nyid grub pa, 
sDe-dge 2222, fol. 67a.3-4: bya ba rnams 'di ltar sgeg pa dang I dpa' ba dang I 'jigs 
su rung pa byed pa dang I snying rje dang I rngam pa dang I zhi ba Ia sogs pa'i 'dod 
chags dang I zhe sdang dang I dregs pa dang I ser sna dang I phrag dog Ia sogs pa cung 
Zlld skyes pa de dag ma Ius par rang bzhin dag pa'i ye shes kyi rnam pa yongs su rdzogs 
pa yin no. Her text is discussed more fully here in chap. 7. 

21. Christopher George, trans., The Ca~;~r;lamahii~I)Q Tantra, p. 66. 
22. See David Snellgrove, Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, pp. 153-58, 294; Alexis San­

derson, "Saivism and the Tantric Traditions," pp. 678-79, and ''Vajrayana." The 
story of the origins of the Cakrasa111vara-tantra strongly suggests the rapproche­
ment with Hindu systems; see Bu-ston, bDe mchog spyi rnam don gsal. Since 
many of the Buddhist, Saivite, and Sa.kta developments took written and 
iconographic form contemporaneously, it will be difficult in many cases to de­
termine the origins of specific motifs and the directions of the influence. 

23. For the emphasis on women in $akta ideology and practice, see Sanjukta 
Gupta, "Women in the Saiva/Sa.kta Ethos," pp. 206-8. In popular Sa.kta prac­
tice, the tendency of female deities to possess, or manifest through, women has 
been observed in northwestern India by Kathleen Emdl, Victory to the Mother, 
pp. 105, 109, 112f., 134. 

24. These parallels are discussed here in chap. 3. 
25. In the Hindu context the worship of women is designated kumlrTpiljil, 

niiyikiipiljif, yonipiljii, and a range of other terms. The Buddhist version of the 
practice is discussed here in chap. 6. 

26. Theoretical justification for worship of women is seen, for example, in 
Kaulilvalrniri)Qya 12.178-79: "If only one young woman is worshipped or seen, 
all the great goddesses have been worshipped by the supreme practitioner. 
One who doesn't worship a beloved woman (kautlul) incurs obstructions and 
loses whatever merit he has attained, what to speak of whatever [merit] he gets 
in his next birth." 

27. Andre Padoux, "A Survey of Tantric Hinduism for the Historian of Re­
ligions," p. 347. He also states that "to posit as separate entities on the one hand 
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Saktism ... and, on the other, Tantric ... is, I believe, to establish an unjustified 
distinction" (p. 347). 

28. Documenting the pan-Asian range of Pala Indian artistic influence is the 
theme of Susan Huntington and John Huntington, Leaves from the "Bodhi" Tree. 

29. To mention just a few, the philosophical works of Santarak~ita, Ha­
ribhadra, KamalaSIJ.a, Dharmakirti, and Jiianagarbha; the ethical classics of 
Santideva; Tantric works too numerous to mention, for which one simply 
needs to consult the Tantric portion (rGyud-sde) of the Tibetan canons (bl<a'­
'gyur and bsTan-'gyur); and the Tantric scholastic overviews of the polymath 
Abhayakaragupta. 

CHAPTER THREE 

1. Christopher George, The Ca')4amahiirolja')a Tantra, critical edition, p. 103: 
gzungs ma yid 'ong 'di khyod kyis I bsten byar sangs rgyas rnams kyis gsungs I rmongs 
pa gang zhig 'da' byed pa I de Ia mchog gi dngos grub med. 

2. David Snellgrove, Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, p. 287. 
3. Alan Sponberg, "Attitudes toward Women and the Feminine in Early 

Buddhism," p. 28. See also Hanna Havnevik, Tibetan Buddhist Nuns, p. 35. 
4. Sudhir Kakar, Shamans, Mystics and Doctors, p. 153. This claim is also made 

for Buddhism as a whole, generally in the form of blanket assertions of the male 
authorship and ideological ownership of all Buddhist texts, as recently reas­
serted by Jos~ Cabez6n when he states that ''by examining the textual traditions 
we are for the most part examining culture as seen through the eyes of men"; 
emphasis his, ''Mother Wisdom, Father Love," p. 189. 

5. Cakrasal'flvara-tantra, Mal translation, fol. 15b.3-4 (lines corresponding to 
sDe-dge 368, fol. 231a.1-2): bdag gi pho nya ma kun 'gro I pho nya made kun grub 
ster I mthong ba tkmg de ni reg pa dang I tsum ba na dang rtag par 'kllyud I rnal 'byor 
gnas ni khyad par nyid I ji srid rna/ 'byor ma yi tshogs I thams cad dngos grub byed par 
bshad I bde can kun Ia sbyin bya yi. 

6. Ibid., fol. 16a.5-6 (lines corresponding to sDe-dge 368, fol. 231b.4-5): rab 
dga' nyid dang dngos grub ni I zhing rnams grzas su grub pa yi I mkha' 'gro ma dag 
rnam par gnas I der gnas pa yi 'zlas pa bya I zas rnyed pa ni gnyis pa'o I de ni rot par 
yang dag gnas. 

7. Monier Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, p. 858a. 
8. The etymology of 4tfkinr remains a puzzle. One of the most promising 

suggestions is a derivation from the root V(l;, meaning "to fly," a derivation that 
is supported by its translation into Tibetan as mklta'-'gro-ma, literally, "woman 
who travels in the sky." For a detailed history of non-Buddhist and Buddhist 
uses of the term, see Adelheid Hermann-Pfandt, I)iikinTs, pp. 115-18. 

9. The Sanskrit term datr(Tib. pho-nya-mo), is often abbreviated in Tibetan as 
pho-nya, without the feminine suffix, since there is no masculine equivalent 
witl1 which it might be confused. For a discussion of this term, see Alex Way­
man, ''Messengers, What Bring Ye?" 

10. The "heroine" or vrrii (Tib. dpa' -mo) has a masculine counterpart, the hero 
(vrra, Tib. dpa'-bo). 

11. Christopher George, The Ca')4amahiiroljll')Q Tantra, critical edition, p. 33: 
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saT(Isevayet striyattt I striyal;l svargal;! striyo dharmal;! striya eva paraT(I tapal;! I striyo 
buddhal;! striyal;! satttghal;! prajfiilpllramitii striyal;!. 

12. Critical edition by Malati Shendge, Advayasiddhi, verse 21, p. 19: sar­
vavan;rasamudbhatii jugupsii naiva yo$ita I saiva bhagavati prajfiii sa(ttt)vrtya 
riipamilsritii. The Tibetan translation neutralizes jugupsii, meaning to censure, 
denigrate, or disrespect, by rendering it as brtag-bya, meaning to discriminate; 
sDe-dge 2220, fol. 61b.5. 

13. Critical edition by Malati Shendge, Advayasiddhi, verses 4-5, p. 15: 
jananlbhaginrscaiva duhitrbhiiginehikiin I prajnopiiya-vidhiinena piijayedyogavit sadii 
I ekiimgavikalam hrnam silpinrm svapacikiim tathii I yo$itllm pay[should be Jlayet 
nityam jniina-vajraprabhiivanaih. 

14. See chap. 6, section entitled "Union as Worship of the Female Partner." 
15. Christopher George, The Cmp;lamahilro$a~Ja Tantra, critical edition, p. 32: 

yiivad dhi dr$yate loke stririipattt bhuvanatraye I tan madryattt matattt riipam. This 
yogini-tantra was important in India and has remained important for the 
Vajracaryas in Nepal and the Sa-skya sect in Tibet. The Sa-skya sect maintains 
a Cai:u;lamaharo~aJ;Ia transmission lineage as part of the rGyud sde kun btus. 

16. Christopher George, trans., Ca~u!amahiirO$(l1Ja Tantra, pp. 81-83. 
17. Skt. devatiigarva; Tib. lha'i nga-rgyal, yi-dam nga-rgyal, or yi-dam lha'i nga­

rgyal. 
18. Christopher George, The Cavcfamahiir01;a1Ja Tantra, critical edition, p. 96: 

bud med gang gis nga mi shes I bud med kun gyi Ius Ia gnas I bdag ni de rnams phan 
don phyir. 

19. Ibid., p. 121: bdag gi gzugs ni bsgom byas nasI nga rgyal mchog 'di byas gyur 
na I gal te tshangs 'joms de yang ni I sdig pa yis ni gos mi 'gyur I . .. . 1 rtse med g.yo 
dang khro ba dang I gsod pa'i don phyir sems dpa' can I mal 'byor sdig pas gos mi 
'gyur. 

20. For a suggestive personal account of the benefits that a contemporary 
woman has derived from meditating on a female deity, see Rita Gross, "I Will 
Never Forget to Visualize that Vajrayogini Is My Body and Mind." Anne Klein 
has clarified that women aspiring to progress on the Buddhist path need both 
ontological deconstruction, or "an ontological critique of the self," and psycho­
logical affirmation, or "an appropriately functioning psychological self'; see 
"Finding a Self," p. 194. Klein provides a vocabulary for distinguishing be­
tween the ontological and psychological levels at which identification with 
deity can function, as it serves both to deconstruct the unenlightened self and, 
on the psychological level, to dismantle conventional patterns of unenlight­
ened experience while recovering, or creating, positive modes of thought and 
behavior. 

21. Christopher George, The Ca1Jcfamahiiro$(l1Ja Tantra, critical edition, p. 28: 
strrm ekiittt jananrttt khalu trijagatiittt satsaukhyadiitrittt sivattt I .... I kin tu vacyo 
guval;! stri1Jill1'1 sarvasattvaparigrahal;! I kiipii Vif yadi vii ra~il stri1Jlittt citte prati$thitil 
I iistiittt tilvat svajanattt parajanam api pu$1Jllfi bhi~aylll sll ced evatttriipii niinyatif strr 
vajrayoginyil. 

22. Ibid., p. 27: kalpayet svastriyan tiivat tava rupeva nirbharilttt I ga{lhenaiviiti­
yogena yathaiva sphufatiiT(I vrajet. 

23. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 701. 
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24. Martin Willson, In Praise o{Tiirii, p. 197. 
25. Slightly amended version of translation by Lama Chimpa that appears in 

Taranatha, History of Buddhism in India, p. 281. 
26. Ibid., pp. 281-82. 
27. This genre of passage, generally spoken by a female deity, identifies 

women and goddesses and on this basis urges respect and worship of women 
and extends threats for mistreating or failing to honor women. Non-Buddhist 
examples can be found in Kulacil(iiimani-tantra 3.46-57; KauliivaliniriJtlya 10.66, 
10.82, 10.87, 10.91, 15.104-5; LAk$mT-tantra 43.60-65, 43.7Q-72; and Kuliirvava­
tantra 11.62-65. Kauliivalinirvaya 12.179 extends its penalties to the omission of 
worship, in addition to the commission of transgressions. 

28. Cakrasmpvara-tantra, sDe-dge 368, fol. 229b.5: dam tshig can gang rjes chags 
pa I dpa' bo'i longs spyod sa gzhi yin I gzhi ni sa gzhir byas nas su I rnal 'byor pa yi 
sdom pa mchod. 

29. This comparison of the female partner and the earth should not be mis­
taken for the Western equation of woman-as-nature versus man-as-culture that 
has been made explicit by Sherry Ortner in "Is Female to Male as Nature is to 
Culture?" In the Indian context, the §akti, or life force, that is present in the earth 
and also in women vivifies culture and social institutions like the family, reli­
gious ritual, and kingship, as well as biological growth, the seasons, and cosmic 
rhythms; see Frederique Marglin, "Gender and the Unitary Self." 

30. gNyan Phu-chung-pa, Mu tig phreng ba, p. 334.2.4-5: ln;in gyis rlob byed kyi 
rna/ 'ln;or mar ngo shes shing sgrub pa po Ia mnyes kyang mal 'byor ma dang chags 
bar byas nas ma mchod na f sgrub pa po Ia byin gyis mi rlob cing dngos grub mi 'byung 
bas. Tantric Buddhists use the term adhi$(hiina where Hindus would use §akti, 
that is, to express the power or energy that women can bestow upon men, 
strengthening them psychically. Adhi$fhana has a wide range of applications in 
the Buddhist context and is not always linked to gender, whereas sakti gener­
ally has a gender connotation. Tibetan translations of sakti include mthu, mean­
ing "power" or "energy," and nus-pa, which generally refers to spiritual ability 
or power that a practitioner has attained through religious discipline. 

31. gNyan Phu-chung-pa, Mu tig phreng ba, p. 334.3.3-4.1. 
32. "Behavior of the left" translates the Tibetan translation (g.yon-pa'i spyod> 

of viimiiciira, a term that is generally interpreted in secondary works on Hindu 
Tantra as referring to the non-Vedic or heterodox nature of Tantra. Debiprasad 
Chattopadhyaya reads vilmaciira not as vama-iiciira, "practice of the left," imply­
ing a perverse, impure, or reverse practice, but as viimii-iiciira, "practice center­
ing on women," in Lokiiyata, p. 65. The Tibetan translation, using the word · 
"left," suggests that Buddhist sources read viimiiciira as "practice of the left," but 
Buddhist uses of the term nonetheless link it solely to interactions with women 
and the symbolism of femaleness. 

33. Activities to be done on or from the left are specified by Tsongkhapa on 
fol. 308:5-309.2. See Cakrasatttvara-tantra, chap. 28 (and chap. 20 regarding the 
secret signs), and Tsongkhapa, sBas don lam gsa/, fol. 275.5f., on the eight vow: 
of yogini-tantra. Tsongkhapa cites differing explanations of why the left side IS 

associated with women, e.g., because women give birth with the left leg 
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stretched out, and they give birth to all things just as emptiness gives rise to all 
things; see fol. 309.3-310.6. 

34. Tsongkhapa, ibid., fol. 309.3-4: g.yon pa'i kun spyod bsngags pa'i rgyu 
mtshan ji ltar yin. 

35. Ibid., fol. 311.2-3: mkha' 'gro ma'i pho nya mo mang po zhig g.yon pa'i kun 
spyod Ia dgyes shing bya ba des 'jug pas I gyon pa'i kun spyod de rnams dang mthun 
bar spyad pas de dag yid dga' bar 'gyur ba dang yin no. 

36. Ibid., fol. 280.4-5: bud med dag ni mthong ba na I g.yon nas langsum bskor bya 
zhing I spyi pos phyag ni byas nas kyang /ian gsum bar du gsol ba gdab I khyod ma 
bdag ni bu yin te I ji srid byang chub'byung bar du I byang chub yan lag nu ma las 
I byung ba'i rang gi o mas skyangs zhes kyang gsungs te I gsol gdab ni. Tsongkhapa 
does not identify the Indian commentary or commentaries he is citing here. 

37. The root vow is "unite well with a powerful woman" (bud med dbang 
phyug legs bar sbyor), Cakrasa'flvara-tantra, sDe-dge 368, fol. 231.5-6; Tsongkhapa 
comments in sBas don kun gsal, fol. 283.4-5. 

38. Tsongkhapa, ibid., fol. 226.6-227.1: dpa' bo ste ming po dang I sring mor shes 
par byed pa ni brda 'di dag gis rang dang mkha' 'gro ma rnams yid shing tu nye bar 
byed pa'i don 1 ... 'di rnams grub pa'i rnal 'byor ma rnams kyi brdar bshad pa ltar yin 
pas I dnyos grub brnyes pa'i pho nya mo'i brda yin no. 

39. These are among the many messages for which signs are described in 
Cakrasa'flvara-tantra, chaps. 20, 22, 24. See also Hevajra-tantra, chap. 7. 

40. See Cakrasa'flvara-tantra, chap. 23. 
41. Terms used in Tantric Buddhist literature to express a man's reliance and 

dependence on a woman as his religious refuge are nisraya, lisraya, and 
anubhava (Tib. brten-pa). Honor and service is sev/i (Tib. bsten-pa), reverence and 
devotion are bhakti and Sraddhli (Tib. gus-pa, dad-pa, dad-mos), devotional servi­
tude is upiiSanl and upacara (Tib. bsnyen-bskur), giving gifts is dana (Tib. sbyin­
pa), and ritual worship is pajli (Tib. mchod-pa). 

42. Catzr/amahifro$a1,1a-tantra, sDe-dge 431, opening of chap. 10. 
43. An illuminating discussion of this vow can be found in Rita Gross, Bud­

dhism after Patriarchy, pp. 100-102. 
44. Catzrlamahliro$Q1,1a-tantra, sDe-dge 431, fol. 318b.3-5: de nyid gal te sdug 

bsngalgyur I 'chi dang 'ching ba'i 'jigs pa yang I de rnams thams CDd bzod bya yis I 'dir 
ni bud med spang mi bya / •.. / g.yo dang spobs CDn 'tsher ngo bral/ rtag tu 'dod pa'i 
dpung gnyen no I dngos grub ster ba 'di nyid ne I dngos po kun gyis bsten par bya. 

45. Ibid., fol. 319a.1-2: bud med smad par yong mi bya / ... / snyan pa 'chag gis 
smra bya zhing I rjes su mthun par sbyin bar bya I dngos po kun gyis phyag byas 
te I ji bzhin gdug can shes mi bya 1 gang du'ang bud med mi spong ba I 'di ni sangs 
rgyas gsung du thos I gang du khyod kyis gzhan byas nas I de yi sdig pas dmyal bar 
'gyur. 

46. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 294.6: pho nya la zhe sdang bskyed na 
I byang chub tu sems bskyed nas bskal pa bye bar bsod nams kyi tshogs bsags pa yang 
skad cig la 'joms pas. Tsongkhapa cites Lvavapa and Lha-sbas as his sources for 
this view. 

47. Translation by Christopher George, The Ca1,1tjamah4ro$01,1a Tantra, p. 79. 
48. Seen. 27. 
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49. l<Jlulifvalini17.1aya 10.69: sfril)attt 5atifpariidhena pu11pel;liipi na tanyet. 
50. Translation by Christopher George, The Cal;l{iamahii~ava Tantra, p. 70. 
51. Ibid., p. 66. 
52. Slightly amended version of translation by Mark Tatz in "The Life of the 

Siddha-Philosopher Maitrigupta," p. 705. In a recent case of erasure of the fe­
male founders of Tantric Buddhism, a work by a Western author attributes 
these acts and words to a man; see Jampa Thaye, A Garltmd of Gold, pp. 35-36. 

53. Mark Tatz, "The Life of the Siddha-Philosopher Maitr'igupta," pp. 704-5, 
709; Taranatha, Mystic Tales of Lilmii Tiiriiniitha, p. 9. 

54. Taranatha, Tllranatha's Life of [(mliiciirya/Kill;lha, pp. 9-11,13. 
55. Tiiranatha, SerJen Instruction Lineages, pp. 70-72, supplemented by dPa'­

bo gTsug-lag, Dam pa' i chos kyis 'Ichor lo bsgyur ba rnams kyi byung ba gsal bar byed 
pa mkhas pa'i dga' ston, p. 1496, a reference kindly shared with me by Perna 
Losang Chogyen of Columbia University. The account by dPa' -bo gTsug-lag 
(ca. 1504--66) differs slightly from and apparently represents a different tradi­
tion from that of Tiiraniitha. These incidents also occur in the account of Sum-pa 
ml<han-po (1704-88), although his account follows that of Taraniitha. 

56. There are parallel classifications of men, although these are less detailed. 
For classifications of men, see Christopher George, trans., Cm,t4amahll~va 
Tantm, pp. 63, 85, and David Snellgrove, Tlte Hevajm Tantm, vol. 1, pp. 118-19. 

57. The concept and some of the terms of the classification of women 
(nilyikaprakiim, Tib. bu-med-rtags) were adopted from secular Indian kama5iistra 
literature, wherein they have been featured since their appearance in the earli­
est surviving erotic manual, the Kiimasatra of Viitsyayana (third century c.B.). 
Other classical works of this genre are the Ratirahasya by Kokkoka and the 
Anangaranga by KalyiiJ;~amalla. The secular literature classifies men and women 
(nayakaniiyikiibheda) according to their physical and psychological traits, rating 
their suitability as sexual partners for one another. For an overview of these 
schemes, see Ram Kumar Rai, Encyclopedia of Indian Erotics, pp. 143ff. Although 
the Tantrics pattern some of their classification schemes on this secular branch 
of study, they adapted the inherited model to reflect their own religious values. 

58. dGe-lugs oral commentary on sBas don kun gsal. 
59. These are the women of different Buddha families, albeit not the stan­

dard set of five, as described ~ Cakrasa7pvara-tantra, chap. 18. 
60. These types of yoginis are described in Cakrasa1(1vara-tantra, chap. 19. 
61. Ibid., Mal translation, fol. 15b.3-4 Gines corresponding to sDe-dge 368, 

fol. 238a.6-7): gal te dpa' bo mi 'jigs na /lag pa g.yon pas bzung nas ni I rang gi gnas 
su khyer bar byed I mi rnams mkha' 'dro de dag dang I rtag tu mngon par rise byed de 
I bde ba can gyi gnas 'drar 'gyur. 

62. Slightly edited version of translation by Lama Chimpa in Alaka Chatto­
padhyaya, AtiSa and Tibet, pp. 407-8. 
~. George Roerich~ trans., Blue Annals, p. 242. 
64. For the story of Saraha and the arrow-making yogini according to I<arma 

Phrin-las-pa, see Herbert Guenther, The Royal Song of Saraha, pp. 5-7. 
65. Abhayadatta identifies the woman only as a servant girl in his account of 

this incident; see James Robinson, trans., Buddha's Lions, p. 43. A disjuncture 
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between the accounts by Karma Phrin-las-pa and Abhayadatta makes it diffi­
cult to determine if the same woman is intended in both accounts. What links 
them is that the women are Saraha's spiritual mentors in both accounts and 
deliver closely similar lessons on nonduality. 

66. Translated by David Snellgrove in Edward Conze, ed., Buddhist Texts 
through the Ages, p. 238. 

67. Keith Dowman, Masters of Mahamudra, p. 34. 
68. James Robinson, trans., Buddha's Lions, pp. 216-17; Keith Dowman, Mas­

ters of Mahlimudra, pp. 325-26; and Sonam Tobgay Kazi, Tibet House Museum, 
pp.48-49. 

69. Translation by Keith Dowman in Masters of Enchantment, p. 163. 
70. Ibid., p. 162. 
71. Guhyasamaja-tantra 5.6; critical edition by Yukei Matsunaga, p. 15: 

matrbhaginrputrf5 ca kiimayed yas tu sadhaknb I sa siddhi711 vipulli711 gacchen 
mahliyanilgradharmatam. 

72. Cakrasa1f!vara-tantra, Mal translation, fol. 17a.6-7 (lines corresponding to 
sDe-dge 368, fol. 233a.1-2): ma dang sring mo bu mo dang I chung ma pho nya mo 
nyid gnas I ... I 'khor los de bzhin grub pa la I gzhan du bya ba ma yin no. 

73. Ibid., fol. 17b.4-5 (lines corresponding to sDe-dge 368, fol. 233a.7): dam 
tshig lagnas mkha' 'gro mar I gang gis yang dag shes 'gyur ba'o /mingpo'am yang na 
pha dang ni I bdag po nyid du sknd cig mthong. 

74. See Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 279.1£. Other sets of correspon­
dences can also be found in scholastic treatises. Casting the female relatives as 
levels of insight or other doctrinal categories helped this tradition adapt in a 
monastic context. For example, in his Guhyasamaja exegesis the philosopher 
Candrakirti holds that the mother corresponds to dharmakiiya, the sister to sam­
bhogakiiya, and the daughter to nirmlivakaya; see Alex Wayman, The Buddhist 
Tantras, pp. 191-92. Alternate exegeses can be found in G. W. Farrow and I. 
Menon, trans. and ed., The Concealed Essence of the Hevajra Tantra, pp. 257, 269-
70. 

75. Christopher George, trans., The Ca~;u;lamaharo$tlf)Q Tantra, p. 74. 
76. Keith Dowman, Sky Dancer, pp. 259-60. 
77. David Snellgrove, The Hevajra Tantra, vol. 1, p. 17. 
78. Mircea Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom, p. 261, n. 204. 
79. Keith Dowman, Sky Dancer, p. 259. 
80. Mircea Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom, p. 261, n. 204. Eliade's view 

is widely accepted and espoused in literature on this subject. 
81. The qualifications of female practitioners are discussed in chap. 6. 
82. Frederique Marglin, Wives of the God-King, pp. 98, 231-32, 290-91, 302-3. 
83. This power represents, in Marglin's terms, a "transformative principle" 

rather than a dualistic hierarchical principle; Frederique Marglin, Wives of the 
God-King, pp. 21, 298-99. 

84. Kathleen Erndl makes some valuable observations on low-caste women 
in Victory to the Mother, pp. 99-101. 

85. Translations of their biography can be found in James Robinson, trans., 
Buddha's Lions, pp. 34-35, and Tii.ranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, pp. 19-23. 
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86. See Keith Dowman, Masters of Mnhiimudril, p. 57. 
87. He highlights this in the first verse of his work; see the translation by 

Malati Shendge, "~rfsahajasiddlli," p. 145. 
88. Tiiranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 22. 
89. Her name appears as "Oombh:U'' in the colophon. The song occurs in a 

Newari manuscript of the caryilgiti. The manuscript, a four-hundred-year-old 
copy of a much older text, is owned by Ratna Kaji Vajracharya, a Newari priest 
in Kathmandu, Nepal, who was kind enough to share it with me. 

90. Songs attributed to I;>ombipa can be found in sDe-dge 2368 and scattered 
throughout other canonical anthologies. 

91. Tiiranitha reports that I;>ombiyogini figures in two Hevajra lineages. One 
is traced from I;>ombipa through I;>ombiyogini to Ratnavajra and Kat:tha; the 
other is traced from I;>ombiyogini through Caryapa, a "yogini of Singhala" (Sri 
Lanka), Durjayacandra, and Rahulavajra; see Seven Instruction Lineages, pp. 22-
23. 

92. Rita Gross, Buddhism after Patriarchy, parts 2 and 3. 
93. Insightful analyses of the range of attitudes toward women expressed in 

early Buddhist writings can be found in Alan Sponberg, "Attitudes toward 
Women and the Feminine in Early Buddhism," and Rita Gross, Buddhism after 
Patriarchy, chap. 4. 

94. CtiiJ4amahii~IJQ-tantra, sDe-dge 431, fol. 318b.4: 'dir ni bud med spang mi 
bya. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

1. Tiiranatha, Tifraniltha's Life of Kr~1Jiiciirya/Kii1}ha, p. 63. 
2. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, pp. 915-20. 
3. Taraniitha, Seven Instr&tetion Lineages, pp. 54-55. One of the two male stu­

dents was ~intigupta, who was the teacher of Tiiranitha's teacher, which is 
why so much information about the various students was available to 
Tiiranatha. It is fortunate for later historians that he preserved so many of the 
details with which he was entrusted. 

4. Ibid., p. 100. 
5. Ibid., p. 25. Her story is also related by Lalcimlilkara, Lhan cig skyes grub kyi 

gzhung 'grel, sDe-dge 2261, fol. 6b.5-8a.3, under the name Rol-pa-mo (Skt. 
Liladevi), but the biography is the same, and Tiiranatha cites Lalcimii\karii's 
work as one of his sources. 

6. According to Tiiraniitha, there were "five hundred"-i.e., many-yoginis 
in his circle, along with five hundred yogis, and they all attained supernatural 
powers; Tiiraniitha, Tifraniitha's Life of ~f}iicifrya/Kiif}ha, p. 104. 

7. Takpo Tashi Namgyal, Mahilmudrif, p. 118. 
8. Elisabeth SchUssler Fiorenza has critiqued the reading of generic language 

as if it were gender-specific language referring only to men in the context of 
New Testament studies and concludes, as a general principle, that "a histori­
cally adequate analysis must take into account that androcentric language func­
tions as generic language until proven otherwise .... Those passages ... that 
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directly mention women cannot be interpreted as providing all the information 
on women." See "The 'Quilting' of Women's History," pp. 38-40. 

9. The provision by a reader of information and organizing schema that are 
not present in a text is a well-known and extensively researched phenomenon, 
often discussed under the rubric of "schema theory." For a useful guide to the 
literature that highlights the role of gender in this process, see Mary Crawford 
and Roger Chaffm, "The Reader's Construction of Meaning." 

10. A similar psychology of translation is at work in the translation of Vedic 
sources, where the dual form of "father," pitarau, and the plural, pitaral;i, mean­
ing "parents," are consistently translated as "fathers." 

11. For an application of this principle, see Reginald Ray, "Accomplished 
Women in Tantric Buddhism of Medieval India and Tibet," p. 228, where he 
asserts without the benefit of any statistics that "there were always far fewer 
women Tantric practitioners than men." 

12. Even when extensive information is available to historians, a process of 
selection will be at work. For example, in historical accounts written in modern 
America, which presumably is much more advanced in its record-keeping 
practices than medieval India, women have an extremely low rate of represen­
tation. A survey of American history textbooks in use in the 1980s revealed that 
an average of 2 percent of each text was devoted to coverage of women, despite 
the fact that women have had prominent, documented leadership roles in suf­
frage movements, civil rights, labor history, education, social services, and reli­
gious and mission history. See Dolores Schmidt and Earl Schmidt, "The Invisi­
ble Woman." 

13. Songs that Padmalocana, Jnanalocana, and Savari sang to "Advaya­
vajra," i.e., Maitrrpa, are preserved as Phyag rgya chen po rdo rje' i glu zhes bya ba, 
sDe-dge 2287. 

14. The erasure of women from historical records continues to the present 
day. In a recent work by a Western author, the words and actions of these two 
women are credited to Savari, the male guru; see Jampa Thaye, A Garland of 
Gold,p. 36. 

15. On Tiranitha's historiography, see David Templeman, "Taranatha the 
Historian." 

16. For a discussion of soteriology and magical ritual in Tantric Buddhism, 
see Stephan Beyer, The Cult of Tiirli, pp. 92-94, 245-51, 277-79, 303. 

17. Taranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, pp. 99-100. Her story is preserved 
in some detail by Taranatha because Taranatha's three gurus studied with her. 
The spelling ofDinakara or -i, meaning "one who makes or brings light." seems 
more likely than Taraniitha's o-makara, meaning "one who distresses or makes 
miserable." Taranatha's mishandling of Sanskrit spellings is consistent enough 
to justify a correction here. 

18. Ibid., p. 22; and James Robinson, trans., Buddha's Lions, p. 35. 
19. Taranatha, Tiiraniitha's Life of K~')lciirya/KaT)ha, pp. 62-63. 
20. Taranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 12. 
21. Tiiranatha, TllranDtha's Life of K~l'}iciiryafK.iiT)ha, pp. 65-fJ7. 
22. Ibid., p. 74. 
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23. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 368. 
24. Martin Willson, In Praise ofTlirl, p. 205. Willson spells the guru's name as 

Lokapradiipa or Lokapradha, but since neither is a documented Sanskrit word, 
I have amended the name to the more likely Lokapradipa here. 

25. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 368. Without more information it 
is not possible to ascertain if they were prostitutes (tldyii) or courtesans (gal)ikl), 
since Tibetan translators use the generic term smad-tshong-ma. 

26. Martin Willson, In Praise of Tifrif, p. 194. 
27. Tiranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 90. 
28. Tiranatha, Tlranltha's Life of l(nl)liciiryall<.al)ha, p. 73. 
29. Ibid., p. 100. 
30. See discussion here in chap. 5. 
31. Yasodatta, 'Phags pa 'jam dpal rin po che'i cho ga, sDe-dge 2588; and 

Yasobhadra, 'PIIags pa 'jam dpal gyi sgrub pa'i thabs, sDe-dge 2587. 
32. Women are usually included in the standard sequence of things to be 

mastered, but Lak$mir\karii omits women from one of her lists; see rNal 'byor 
ma'i sgrub pa'i thabs, sDe-dge 1547, fol. 96a.4, where, unless there is a scribal 
error, she eliminates the recitation of the mantra two hundred thousand times. 

33. rTa mgrin gyi sgrub thabs, sDe-dge 2142. 
34. 'Phags pa 'jig rten dbang phyug gsang ba'i sgrub thabs, sDe-dge 2140. 
35. Tshe dpag tu med pa'i sbyin sreg gi cho ga zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 2144. 
36. [Togs pa brjod ba mkha' 'gro ma'i gsang mdzod na gnas pal, sDe-dge 2450, fol. 

87b4-5: klw Ia rna Ita nga Ia ltos I nga ni ye shes che11 po yin I klw ni nga yi sprul pa 
yin I g11yis med ye shes blo las 'das. 

37. Tib. tshogs kyi 'khor-lo and tshogs kyi mchod-pa. 
38. These practices are the topic of chaps. 6 and 7, here. 
39. The feast is explicitly cited in this regard by Mircea Eliade in Yoga: Immor­

tality and Freedom, p. 261, n. 204, in his reference to the cakra, or "Tantric wheel"; 
Shinfchi Tsuda, '"Vajrayo$idbhage$U Vijahara,'" p. 607; and David Snellgrove, 
Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, p. 168. 

40. As is often the case for collections of songs in the Tibetan canon, sDe-dge 
2450 does not have a formal title. The colophon says they are "songs of realiza­
tion from a secret l;liikini treasury": rtogs ba brjod ba mkha' 'gro ma'i gsang tndzod 
na g11a5 pa. 

41. dPal rdo rje mkha' 'gro ma'i mgur zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 2441. The Tibetan 
name of this cremation ground is Ha Ha sGrogs-pa. 

42. Tiraniitha, Tiiraniitha's Life of l(nl)ldlryaiK6t:~ha, p. 65. 
43. In some descriptions in classical literature, equal numbers of men and 

women are required for a feast. In other instances, women preside over the 
feast and men may be invited to attend. In all cases, women are present in 
numbers at least equal to the men. Adelheid Hermann-Pfandt has traced the 
male appropriation of this women's practice; see l)iikinrs, chap. 10. 

44. For information on Jvaliimukhi, a pilgrimage site shared by both 
Hindus and Tantric-Buddhists, see Kathleen Erndl, Victory to the Mother, PP· 
44-48. 

45. The yogi was rGod-tshang-pa mGon-po rdo-rje (born 1189 c.E.); see 
George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 682. A longer version of the story ap-
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pears in Giuseppe Tucci, "Travels of Tibetan Pilgrims in the Swat Valley," pp. 
380-81. 

46. Taranatha, Tiiraniftluls Life of K~r,tilcilrya/Kll~rha, p. 13. 
47. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 242. Chattopadyaya notes that 

there is nothing to corroborate 'Gos Lotsaba's report that Ati5a practiced in 
Udc;liyana for three years, but neither is the report contradicted or cast into 
doubt by anything else that is known about his career; Alaka Chattopadhyaya, 
Atrsa and Tibet, p. 76. 

48. Taranatha, Seve11 Instruction Liuroges, p. 8. 
49. mKha' 'gro ma'i 'jam glu ring mo zhes bya, sDe-dge 2451. 
50. Hevajra-tantm I.vii.B-9, translated from the critical edition in David Snell­

grove, The Hevajm Tantra, vol. 2, p. 22: ntillilm abhipr~itil111 krtva samaye tistha 
suvrntil I bltnjeti Intra meliiya111 divyn-gocarnm iisrityn I yad (dhi) vadnnti yoginyas tnt 
sarvan (eva) knrtnvymtl. 

51. David Snellgrove, trans., The Hetl(ljrn Tnntrn, vol. 1, pp. 115-16. 
52. See, for example, I<alhai)a, Riijntnrmlgir.tr 2.104, 2.108; and Somadeva, 

Kntllifsaritsilgnrn 2.104, 2.106, 3.49, 3.95, 9.58, 9.63. These terms are generally 
translated into English as such colorful but misleading phrases as "band of 
witches" or "sorceress convention." 

53. KalhaQa, Riijntnmflgi{t12.98-109. Another description of a women's noc­
turnal gathering for mantra, ritual, and sacrament that bears parallels to Bud­
dhist yogini-circles is the story of the yogini-queen Kuvalayavali in 
Knthiisaritsilgnm 2.98-112. 

54. The Tibetan term for female Buddha is sangs-rgyas-ma, a title frequently 
applied to Tara in the Tantric context, although in the Mahayana context she 
remains a bodhisattva. 

55. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 851. Black Bhairava is also known 
as l<r$1)ayamiiri, Tib. gShin-rje-gshed nag-po. 

56. Taraniitha, Seven lnstn~etion Lineages, p. 100. 
57. Ibid., p. 22. 
58. Ibid., p. 26. 
59. sDe-dge nos. 2587 and 2588. 
60. 'Phngs pa 'jam dpal ngag gi rgyal po'i sgrub tlzabs, sDe-dge 3442. This form 

of Mai\jusri is also known as Vagraja and Viidiraja. 
61. The contributions of Vajravati, Lak$mlz'lkaril., Mekhala, and Kanakhala 

are discussed here in chap. 5. 
62. Taranil.tha, Tiirnniitlza's Life of K~l)iiciiryn/Kiit;~ha, p. 65. Women continue to 

master this attainment to the present day; for recent examples, see Hanna Hav­
nevik, Tibetan Buddhist Nuns, pp. 70-73. 

63. These are discussed here in chap. 6. 
64. Niguma's works, or works recording Niguma's oral instructions, on the 

inner yogas are the [Tirabs lam sgom pa' i mal 'byor], Peking 4648; [Thabs lam gtum 
mo sgom pa], Peking 4647; [rTsa kha 'byed pa'i man ngng], Peking 4645; [rTsa rlung 
Ia sogs sgom pal. Peking 4646; and [Rang Ius rtsa yi 'Ichor lo), Peking 4649. 

65. Rim pa lngn'i don gsnl bar byed pa zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 1842. 
66. gYung drung 'khyil ba gsum gyi zlurl gdams kyi nymns len zhes bya ba, sDe­

dge 2415, discussed here in chap. 5. 
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67. Taranatha, Tilraniltha's Life of K~Vildirya{Kill}ha, pp. 73-74. 
68. Urgyen gyi rim pa'i sgrol ma'i sgrub tlmbs zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 1711, fol. 

74b.3: 'di yi mal 'byor ma yi rnal'byor gyis. 
69. Tantric songs are variously called doltii, caryiigiti, and vajragrti. Some 

songs are straightforward and didactic descriptions of enlightened awareness. 
These songs employ a special vocabulary, shared with mahifmudrii and rdzogs­
chen literature, that utilizes terms with the prefix rang-, meaning "self," or "in­
nate," indicating something that inherently or spontaneously has a certain 
characteristic or quality. For discussions of this terminology, see Takpo Tashi 
Namgyal, Mahifmudrit; Samten Karmay, Tile Great Perfection (rDzogs-chen); and 
John Reynolds, Self-Liberation through Seeing with Naked Awareness. 

70. The term rdzogs-chen is additionally used in Tibetan literature. The terms 
have been accepted as synonymous in regard to the goal, but different in terms 
of the methods used to reach that goal. Mahiimudrii (lib. phyag-rgya chen-po) is 
generally associated with the gSar-ma schools and rdzogs-pa chen-po with the 
rNying-ma sect. For discussion of rNying-ma views on the Indian origins of 
rdzogs-chen, see Samten Karmay, The Great Perfection (rDzogs chen), pp. 137--42, 
144f., 197-200. Tibetan debates regarding the history and technicalities of vari­
ous mahitmudrii teachings are analyzed by David Ruegg, Buddha-Nature, Mind 
and the Problem of Gradualism in a Comparative Perspective. 

71. Rang grol phyag rgya chen po zlzes bya ba, Peking 4641, fol. 162b.8-163a.6: 
gang yang yid Ia mi bya bar I ma bcos snyug 11111' i nang du bzhag I rang sems ma yengs 
chos kyi sku I de lama yengs sgom pa'i gnad I mtlta' bral chen por rtog par bya 1 •... 
I ji ltar dangs pa'i rgya mtsho Ia I cltu sbur byung zhing chu Ia thim I de bzhin rnam 
par rtog pa yatJg I chos nyid min pa gzhau med kyi I skyon du 11111/ta glod Ia zhog I gang 
sitar gang skyes de nyid Ia I der 'dzin med par rang sar groll snang grag chos rnams 
rang gi sems I sems las ma gtogs cltos gzhan med I sems ni skye 'gag spros dang bral 
I sems kyi de nyid shes pa des I 'dod yon lnga la spyang gyur kyang I chos nyid dang 
las g.yos pa med 1 .... 1 spang blang mnyam bzhag rjes thob mecl. 

72. [rTogs pa brjod ba mkhn' 'gro 1na'i gsang mdzod 11a gnas pa], sDe-dge 2450. 
The Tibetan term for "song of realization" in this case is rtogs-pa brjod-pa' i mgur. 

73. dPal rdo rje mklza' 'gro ma'i mgur zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 2441. 
74. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 86a.4: kye ho pad11111'i ge sar snying gi dbus su sad I gsal ba'i 

me tog 'dam gyi dri 11111 brall dri dang kha dog ldan pa gang gis rkyen I 'di la dgag dang 
bsgrub pa yod dam d. 

75. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 87a.5: kye ho gang gis mthong dang thos pa dang I dran 
dang tshor ba'i bye brag kzm I yid kyi ye shes dangs pa Ia 1 gzugs brnyan tsam du sitar 
ba las I gzhi Ia ma gn1b ngo bos stong. 

76. Thugs kyi gsang ba glur blangs pa zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 2443, fol. 70a.2-3: 
brag ci' i sgra 'di su yis smras I me long gzugs brnyan su yis bris I rmi lam ltad mo gang 
du gyis I gang na'ang med do sems kyi ngang. 

77. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 86b.1-2: kye lzo stong nyid rig pa'i rtsal dang ldan I skye 
mid skye ba'i cho 'phml stong 1 dgag sgrub med de rang sar groll 'di Ia bya rgyu ngas 
11111 rnyed. 

78. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 86a.4-5: kye ho nam mkhn' las byung cho 'phmlni I nam 
mkha' nyid kyis byas pa'i phyir lnam mkha'i ngang du rang byung ste l'di Ia skyon 
duma 'dzin dg. 
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79. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 86a.2: ktje ho chos rnams gzhi med rmi lam 'dra I snang bar 
rkyen skyes gzugs bmyan 'dra I rang byung rang zhi lbu ba 'dra I rtsa bral ellen po nam 
mkha' 'dra. 

80. This is a central theme of Nagarjuna's Malamadhyamakakiirikii, especially 
chaps. 1, 8, 10, 13, 15, 24-25. 

81. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 86b.2-3: kye llo yod do byas na ngos gzung med I med do 
byas na sna tshogs 'char I yod med mkha' las 'das pa Ia I 'dishes nga yis mtsllon mi nus. 

82. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 87a.3: lam gyi de nyid bsgom du med. 
83. sDe-dge 2443, fol. 70a.4-5: ma yengs bsgom du med ba Ia I nyams su ian na 

mkhas pa yin I sna tsllogs rjes med ellen po ru I lam du 'kllyer na grot ba yin. In the 
final line, the term for practice, lam du 'kllyer, means carrying the practice, or 
path, into everyday life and all one's activities. 

84. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 86a.7: thams cad thams cad thar pa'i lam. 
85. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 87b.1-2: ktje ho ye shes ellen po mchog gi lam I ma bkrod de 

bzhin nyid kyi sa I ma bsgrubs llzun gyis grub pa' i don I e ma rna I 'byor skal bar bzang. 
86. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 86a.6-7: kye ho sna tsltogs snang ba'i clto 'phrul 'di I dran 

pa'i gzugs brnyan yin shes shing I dran pa rang ngos stong shes na I dbying kyi bde ba 
btsal mi dgos. 

87. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 86b.4: kye ho snang srid 'di ni phyagrgya che I 'dod yon 'di 
ni dngas pa yis I gnyug ma'i don Ia 'du 'brat med I bde chen thang Ia rgyug tu gsol. 

88. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 87a.5-6: gang gis ma mthong de mtllong na I yid ni rang 
grot chos kyi sku I rlung gi rta pho shu! du Ius I sems kyi mi pho mkha' Ia 'gro. 

89. dPal rdo rje'mkha' 'groma'i mgur zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 2441, fol. 64b.7: mkha' 
Ia bya 'phur rten sa med. 

90. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 86a.3: kye ho de nyid nyams su myong ba'i skyes bu gang 
I bde chen nam mkha'i khams su mi shong ngo I 'di Ia mtshon du 'dug gam khyod kyis 
smros I nga yis ci yang mthong ba med par mthong. 

91. sDe-dge 2450, fol. 87b.3-4: kye ho rang byung bde chen ye shes 'di I ma rtogs 
smra bar minus te I rtogs nam brjod du ga Ia yod I myong ba smra med lkugs pa'i klta. 

92. sDe-dge 2441, fol. 63a.7-b.1: hill'!t ri rab chen po'i rtser pllyin te I ri bran ma 
Ius blta bar bya I gyi ling sgrog tu bcug pa Ia I phyogs mtshams kun du rgyug par bya 
I bung bas rtsi bcud kun sdud de I ro mams gcig tu bsre bar byed I . ... I skyes bus nam 
mkha'i dbying mthong bas I phyogs su 'dzin pa 'jig par 'gyur. 

93. Peking 4641, fol. 163a.6-7: gang gi tshe na mngon du gyur I de tslte lhun gyis 
grub par 'gyur I 'gro ba'i re 'dod skongs mdzad pa'i I yid bzhin nor bu Ita bur 'gyur. 

94. sDe-dge 2443, fol. 70b.2-3: stong nyid nam mklta'i glegs bam Ia I rang rig ye 
shes yi ger bris I sna tshogs thabs kyi gdams pa bkod I rgyun chad med pa'i bstan pa 
sgrogs. 

95. sDe-dge 2443, fol. 70b.3-4: mi 'gyur nam mklta'i rdo rje Ia I g.yo 'kul 'byung 
ba'i cho 'phrul sharI sna tshogs skye 'gro'i bya ba byas I rang grot nam mkha'i dbyings 
su yal. 

96. See Robert Thurman, trans., Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti, pp. 8-9, 12-13, 
51-55,79-81,84-85,93-95. 

97. There are several anthologies of such songs by women in the Tibetan 
canon, including a collection of fifty-five songs compiled by Padmalocanii, 
Phyag rgya chen po rin po clle brda'i man ngag, sDe-dge 2445; a set of songs en­
trusted to Pha-dam-pa sangs-rgyas, rDo rje mkha' 'gro ma'i brda'i mgur zhes bya 
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ba, sDe-dge 2442; and a set collected by a yogini named Kurukullatara and 
others, Plzyag rgya chen po brda'i brgyud pa, sDe-dge 2439. 

98. sDe-dge 2441, fol. 63b.2-3: lnil)tlhangs kyis 'bod pa de ci sems I cer gyislta ba 
gang Ia yengs I nammklta' ji ltar gsal bar 'gyur I mar me 'di yi rtog pa gang I chu bur 
zhig pa'i rjes mi myed I rmi lam rtog pa sad pas stong I ... I bu zhi'i a ma'i gees 'dzin 
su I chu bo' i brolla ro drug gang I /kugs mas smras pa' i tshig de ci. 

99. In addition to its characteristically startling, paradoxical language, this 
poetry uses a range of images from rural and village life expressed in idiomatic 
expressions that are often difficult to translate (especially via the Tibetan trans­
lation) because of their references to agriculture, food preparation, occupa­
tions, folk customs, ornaments, utensils, dance, music, kinship, etc., which must 
be deciphered before one can begin to discern the logic that is being violated. 
Culturally as well as religiously these works are enigmatic, as they are intended 
to be, and forbiddingly difficult to translate. Discussions can be found in Atin­
dra Mojumder, The Caryiipadas, pp. 10-55,93-102, and the translations in part 2. 

100. The language of these poems resembles the ulat(fa)biit}IST, or "upside­
down language," of the medieval poetry of Kabir and the Nath yogis, with 
which it may instructively be compared; see Linda Hess, The Bijak of Kabir, pp. 
145-61. Kabir also uses the form of direct address, which is discussed by Hess 
in the same work, pp. 10-11. The enigmatic language of the Buddhist verses is 
termed sandh(y)iibhii?ii; see Agehananda Bharati, The Tantric Tradition, pp. 164-
84, and David Ruegg, "Allusiveness and Obliqueness in Buddhist Texts." 

101. Sems nyid kyi rtog pa 'joms pa'i Ita ba zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 2433, fol. 47b.5-
48a.3: mar sar mgo bo bead ba yis I sta re'i so ni 'chag par byed Isba/ bas glang po mid 
par 'gyur I kye ma siting thu11 dgod par byed I kl;e ma ugo mtshar me go kye I sems Ia 
the tshom ma byed cig I mtshar na a ba dlui tr pa I sems Ia rtog pa ma byed cig I kllo yis 
ma bshad 'di ma go I nam mkha' las ni me tog 'byung I kye mango mtshar me go /eye 
I sems la the tshom ma m;ed cig I mtshar na a ba dhii tf pa I sems kyi the tshom ci zhig 
bya I kye ma mo gsham bu skyes 11a I khri ya11g gar ni byed par 'gyw· I ras hal dkon par 
thob 'gyur bas I nam mklta'i gos can ngtt bar byed I . ... I kye ma glang chen khri Ia 
'dug I sbrang bu gnyid kyis 'degs par byed I dmuslong lam ston ngo mtshar clze llkugs 
bas gtamni smra bar byed I . ... I byi bas byi Ia 'ded pa mtshar I de mthong ngo mtsl!ar 
skye bar 'gyur I bong bu myos pa mthong 'gyw· bas I glang po ruams kl;ang bros par 
byed I kye ma ngo mtsluzr me go kye I sems Ia the tshom ma bved cig- I mtshar na a ba 
dha tr pa I sems kyi the tsltom ci zhig bya I kye ma spre' i ltogs pa ni I rdo ba klzam gyis 
za bar byed I kye ma sems kyi nyams myong ni I sus kl;ang brjod par m1s ma yin. 

102. Lak$miJ.i.kara is clearly addressing an inner yoga adept, or avadhiUa, but 
it is not clear whether she is using the term as a descriptive title or addressing 
a disciple by that name. It is difficult to determine without having the Sanskrit 
original of this piece and without knowing whether Lak$miJ.i.karii. had a disciple 
of this name. Pending more conclusive evidence, I have chosen to translate this 
in the generic, leaving open the possibility that the other person intended is the 
other woman who recorded the song, Kanakhalii., who was an adept at making 
the wind enter the central channel. The other possibility is that avadhatl-pa is an 
alternate way of addressing Mekhalii., for poetic effect. 

103. 'Gos Lotsawa gZhon-nu-dpal, Deb gter sugon po bzlwgs, fol. 754.2-3: 
kltye'u khyod skye 'chis 'jigs nas c/10s Ia dka' las byed pa ngo ma tsltar bas I rdo 1je theg 
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pa thun mong ma yin pa ma nor ba cig nged kyis sbyin kyis f bus kyang nyams su long 
cig gsung nas zhabs sbyi bor blangs so. This account is also translated in George 
Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 851. 

104. 'Gos Lotsawa gZhon-nu-dpal, Deb gter sngon po bzhugs, fol. 753.1-5. Cf. 
George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, pp. 850-51. 

105. One of the Tibetan terms for this "direct pointing" is rig-pa ngo sprod. 
106. Taranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 3; and Herbert Guenther, The 

Royal Song of Saraha, pp. 5-7. 
107. Mark Tatz, "The Life of the Siddha-Philosopher Maitrigupta," pp. 704-

5. 
108. Her name in Tibetan is given as Ganga bzang-mo; George Roerich, 

trans., Blue Annals, p. 868. 
109. Ibid., p. 869. 

CHAPTER FIVE 

1. Translation of Pratyutpanna-buddha-sammukhiivasthita-samiidhi-sutra 8.14-
17 by Paul Harrison, in The "Samiidhi" of Direct Encounter with the Buddhas of the 
Present, pp. 76-77. This text, which is traceable to the earliest strand of 
Mahayana literature, heralds buddha-sammukhiivasthita-samiidhi, the meditative 
state in which one can directly perceive a Buddha. 

2. This passage, from the Arya SarvapU1;zya-samuccaya-samiidhi-niima­
mahnylfnasatra (sDe-dge 134), is translated by Tulku Thondup Rinpoche, Hid­
den Teachings of Tibet, p. 59. A similar belief is expressed by Santideva, Bodhi­
caryiivatiira 10.37, where he expresses the bodhisattva's aspiration that ''by 
means of all birds and trees, and even by rays from the sky, may the sound of 
Dharma be heard unceasingly by all beings"; translation by Marion Matics, 
Entering the Path of Enlightenment, p. 231. Janet Gyatso, in "Sign, Memory and 
History," discusses Buddhist understandings of revelation on pp. 9-11 and 28-
29 and the revelation of Dharma teachings through natural phenomena such as 
birds and plants on pp. 14 and 31, n. 34. For general Mahayana understandings 
of revelation, see Graeme McQueen, "Inspired Speech in Early Mahayana Bud­
dhism." 

3. Women continued to introduce new practices in Tibet. These include the 
gcod practice introduced by Ma-gcig Labs-sdron-ma; the Dharma-protector 
Achi Chos-kyi sGrol-ma introduced by 'Bri-gung Achi, the matriarch of the 
'Bri-gung hereditary lineage; and a Seng-gdong-ma (Sizphamukha) lineage 
started by Jetsun Lochen. Women's reception of revelation in Tibet seems espe­
cially to have been acknowledged in the rNying-ma sect, the sect that institu­
tionalized ongoing revelation in the form of the gter-ma tradition. There are 
women among the gter-concealers and gter-revealers, such as Ye-shes mtsho­
rgyal (eighth century), Jo-mo sMan-mo (1248-83), sMin-gling rje-btsun mi­
'gyur dpal-sgron (1699-1769), sMin-gling rje-btsun 'gyur-med phrin-las chos­
sgron (early nineteenth century), and Se-ra mkha'-'gro kun-bzang bde-skyong 
dbang-mo (early twentieth century). 

4. The following religious biography of Vajravati is from a text by 
La~mili.kara (colophon: Lha-lcam rJe-btsun-ma dpal-mo), Lhan cig skyes grub 
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kt;i gzhung 'grel, sDe-dge 2261, fol. 11a.2-llb.5. Only at first mention does 
L~miilkara refer to her as Vajravati Brahmru;U; thereafter she shortens this to 
Brahmal;li, making it easy to overlook the subject of the biography. This quota­
tion is a translation of fol. lla.7: gal te khrus kyis 'dag Ita na I nya pa rnams kyang 
don byas shing I nyin dang mtshan du gnas pa yi I nya sags pa smos ci dgos. Anan­
davajra transmitted sahaja realization to Vajravati, which means that he awak­
ened her to the nature of her own mind, but no mention is made of the 
Pithesvari practice, a practice that by all evidence she introduced. 

5. sDe-dge 2261, fol. llb.3-4: bram ze mo nam mklta' yongs su dag ba'i dbyings 
nas sprin dag byung nas de nyid du thim pa'am I chu klwtg yongs su dag pa las nya 
dag byung ba ji Ita ba bzhin du bram ze mo khyod kyis sems Ia Ita bar gyis dang I gdod 
sangs rgyas thams cad kyi yulla 'jug pa'i ye shes kyi chu zhes bya bas bdag tu Ita ba'i 
dri mama Ius par 'dug par 'gyur ro. 

6. sDe-dge 2261, fol. llb.4-5. 
7. Vajravati (Tib. rDo-rje ldan-ma), Urgyen gyi rim pa'i sgrol ma'i sgrub thabs 

zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 1711, fol. 72a.2. She also claimed that her "adamantine 
words were written in former siidhana(s) of Tara in vajra secret tantra," using the 
term rdo-rje gsang-ba'i rgyud (fol. 74b.6). Special thanks to Ngawang Jorden for 
counsel on difficult passages in this text. 

8. The way she uses the term rdo-rje gsang-ba'i rgyud does not suggest that it 
is a title, and indeed there is no "Vajraguhya-tantra" in the Tibetan canon. There 
is a Guhyavajra-tantraraja (sDe-dge 383), but it does not bear any discemable 
relation to Vajravati's text. 

9. Seen. 7. 
10. Tulku Thondup Rinpoche, Hidden Teachings of Tibet, pp. 57-60. Although 

all the Tibetan Buddhist sects share this belief, the process of transmission and 
revelation seems to be articulated most extensively by the rNying-ma school in 
association with its gter-ma tradition; see Eva Dargyay, The Rise of Esoteric Bud­
dhism in Tibet, pp. 85-91ff. Other symbolic forms through which (liikinfs might 
communicate include seed-syllables, gems, crystals, and drawings. 

11. In Urgyen gyi rim pa'i sgrol ma'i sgrub thabs zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 1711, she 
directs the yoginis (rnal-'byor-ma) to begin self-generation (fol. 73b.7) and calls 
the perfection stage the "yoga of yoginis" (fol. 74b.3); see also fol. 73b.5. 

12. sDe-dge 1711, fol. 73b.6-7. 
13. sDe-dge 1711, fol. 74b.6-7: ma dad pa'am ma sbyin bya ba ngan dang I chag; 

can khro ba can min slob min bu Ia min I sdug bsgnal b/o can Ia min slob dbon gyt~ 
1 gzhan Ia sgrub thabs 'di sbyin byang phyogs kyi 1 a rgyan nas 'ong bram ze'ignas kyt 
nang zhing gi bu mo'i mal 'byor ma tshogs rdo rje'i tshig de grub. 

The term translated here as "human" is "field-born," a Tantric term for desig­
nating human women or women born in a Buddha-land, which is ambiguo~ 
since it can refer to a human woman born in this Buddha-land or a "nonphysl­
cal" birth in another Buddha-field, which might seem nonphysical from our 
perspective. Here, human women are indicated by the qualification of women 
born in "brahmar;ra places," i.e., priestly households or places in India under the 
cultural sway of Hindu priests. 

14. It is possible that the system has survived outside the monasteries, for the 



NOTES TO PAGE 105 229 

transmission of practices is not confined to the monasteries in Tibet, although 
survival in the monastic context assures greater historical visibility. 

15. Whether the practice was restricted to women is unclear in part because 
one canonical version of the practice specifies women as its practitioners (sDe­
dge 1711), whereas the other does not (sDe-dge 1706). 

16. Thus, there is no reason to tokenize these women and conclude, as 
Hanna Havnevik does in Tibetan Buddhist Nuns, that recent instances of women 
having female students are "exceptions" (p. 132). 

17. Tib. gNas-chen gyi dbang-phyug-ma; the Sanskrit version of her name as 
given in the title of the texts is Urgyan (i.e., Uc;lc;liyana)-krama Tara, meaning 
"Tara as visualized according to the Uc;lc;liyana method," or "Tara in the form 
in which she revealed herself in Uc;lc;liyana." 

18. The location of Uc;lc;liyana (variously spelled Oc;lc;liyana, Udyana, Orgyan, 
Urgyan) has been debated, but it appears from the routes of Chinese and Ti­
betan pilgrims that the present-day Swat Valley is intended; see Alexander 
Cunningham, The Ancient Geography of Indin, pp. 68-70; Bimala Churn Law, 
Historical Geography of Ancient Indin, p. 132; and D. C. Sircar, The Siikta Pf!has, pp. 
12-13, 16. It has also been suggested that Uc;lc;liyana was Orissa, but it appears 
rather that the term Uc;lc;lisa or Oc;liSa (also spelled Oc;lc;lavisa, Oc;lravi~?aya, Oc;lra) 
was once the pronunciation of Orissa, another important center of Tantric ac­
tivity, and was in some texts mistaken for Uc;lc;liyana; see D. C. Sircar, Siikta 
Pfthas, pp. 13, 21. The historical presence of Tantric practices in the Swat Valley 
region is suggested by the folklore and symbolism of the present inhabitants of 
the valley, who use sexual and fertility symbolism (an ancient yab-yum motif) to 
denote prosperity and well-being and believe in qenik (= qiikini), women who 
are skilled at magical arts and can transform themselves at will; see Maximilian 
Klimburg, "Male-Female Polarity Symbolism in Kafir Art and Religion," pp. 
487-88. 

19. For Uc;lc;liyana forms of Marici, see sDe-dge nos. 3231, 3340, 3344, 3345, 
and 3529; S. K. Saraswati, Tantrayiina Art, pp. 45, 89-91, and figs. 257-58; and 
Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, ed., Siidhanamiilii, vol. 2, nos. 138-40. For Uc;lc;liyana 
forms of Kurukulla, see sDe-dge nos. 3370 and 3566; and Benoytosh Bhat­
tacharyya, ed., Sadhanamiilii, vol. 2, no. 179. An Uc;lc;liyana form of Mahiimaya 
was introduced by a woman, Vajrac;lakini; see sGyu 'phrul chen mo zhes bya ba'i 
sgrub pa'i thabs, sDe-dge 1626. 

20. According to Giuseppe Tucci, "there are many Tantras that were com­
monly acknowledged as having been first revealed in Uc;lc;liyana. One of the 
most esoteric methods of Tantric realisations relating chiefly to the cycle of the 
4iikinrwas even known as the Uc;lc;liyanakrama [Uc;lc;liyana method)"; Giuseppe 
Tucci, "Travels of Tibetan Pilgrims in the Swat Valley," pp. 369-70. There are 
many traditional accounts that Tantric teachings originated in Uc;lc;liyana. For 
example, a sixteenth-century bKa'-brgyud text says that Vajrapar:rl first en­
trusted the tantras on mahiimudril to qiikinTs (translated by Lhalungpa as "awak­
ened women") in Uc;lc;liyana, from which they passed to a king and then to 
Saraha, who spread the teaching more widely; see Takpo Tashi Namgyal, 
Mahiimudrii, p. 116. 
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21. dBang phyug ma'i sgrub pa'i thabs, sDe-dge 1706, fol. 63b.7-64a.1: phyogs 
bcur gnas ba'i sangs rgyas rnams I sgrol rna'i gzugs rnams rnam bsgom bya 1 . .. . 1 ye 
shes 'od zer rnam dag nya lsangs rgyas de nyid rab gnas bya 1 bang chub snying po 
mchis kyi bar I myur du sangs rgyas sgrol ma can. The term translated as "Buddha 
Tii.rii." is sangs-rgyas sgrol-ma. 

22. sDe-dge 1711, fol. 74a.7-b.1. The term "worldly qakinf' (loka(lakini, lib. 
'jig-rten-pa'i mkha' -'gro-ma) can refer to a human (lifkini with magical powers, as 
I am interpreting it here, although it has a range of meanings in other contexts, 
for which see Adelheid Hermann-Pfandt, I)itkinTs, pp. 118-22. 

23. sDe-dge 1711, fol. 72a.3-4, 6. 
24. sDe-dge 1711, fol. 73b.7-74a.2: ri dags gdan can sna tshogs pad nyi la I bdag 

nyid rje btsun sgrol ma'i gzugs 'dzin ma 1 ... zhabs bzhib rkyang bskum du I yang dag 
brtan bzhugs .... mi rus rgyan 'dzin skra grol ba I spyan gsum dmar bas mdzes pa'i 
gzugs can. 

25. sDe-dge 1711, fol. 72b.2-4: drnar dang sngon po ljang gu cung zad khro I dpa' 
bo zhi ba ser po steng gi zlzall thod pa'i phreng bas dbu brgyan ye shes lnga I rgyan 
rnams ma lus thams cad brgyarz ba yi I rdo rjer la gri utpala rin po che I thod pa khatvan 
dril buqa ma ru l'dzin ching bde ba'i ye shes 'bras bu 'byung I stag lpags sham thabs 
phed krung gar gyis gnas I sna tshogs pad zla'i dkyil brtan snying rje khros I spyan 
gsum dmar bas kunIa gzigs g.yon du I ... 1 zhing du spros pa mcltog gi mal 'byor 
mtshogs dbus. 

26. sDe-dge 1711, fol. 73a.5, where she is called dGa'-bde'i dbang-phyug­
ma. 

27. sDe-dge 1711, fol. 72b.7-73a.4. A slightly varying list of the twenty-four 
goddesses occurs in the Pithesvari sifdlzana in Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, ed., 
Sildhanamiila, vol. 2, no. 311. 

28. sDe-dge 1711, fol. 73b.5-6: rnal 'byor ma grogs bzang dang sgom pa poI rtag 
tu bza' clang bza' mirz de bzhin du I btung dang btung mirz bgrod bya bgrod min spyod 
I rnal'byor ma tshogs dkyil'khor 'di dag ni I sdig pas ma gos nyam nyid brtan pa'i chos. 

29. dPal 'Ichor lo sdom pa myur du sgrub pa zhes bya ba'i thabs, Peking 4637. 
According to the colophon, fol. 158a.5-6, this text contains "secret oral instruc­
tions" (zhal-gclams) recorded by Khyung-po rnal-'byor, who claims to have met 
people who knew Niguma but only to have met her himself in a visionary state. 
Since he knew others who knew her, it is possible that he gathered her secret 
oral instructions from them as well. Although it is called a five-deity matz4ala, 
it includes six deities: the divine couple in the center and a yogini in each of the 
cardinal directions. These deities form the inner circle of the Cakrasaijlvara 
matz(lala, which may be expanded into more elaborate forms, such as the sixty­
two-deity version in the root-tantra and Luipa's system. 

30. Peking 4637, fol. 157a.4. 
31. Peking 4637, fol. 157a.1-3: gsang ba klto na nyid mchod pas I yab yum snyoms_ 

'jug sbyor 'tshams nas I byang sems dkar la dmar mdangs chags I chu rgyun rang gz 
sPYi gtsug zug l'khor bzhi kha tva'll snyoms 'jug pas I gsang gnas byang sems rgyun 
mams babs I spyi gtsug gcig tu gyur nas ni I gnas bzhir babs pas sdig sgrib clag. Some 
of Khyung-po rnal-'byor's explanatory notes appear in the translation in pa­
renthesis. 
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32. The crown cakra, ignorance, heat ailments, and bodily defilements; the 
throat calera, cold ailments and defilements of speech; and the heart calera, anger, 
phlegm disorders, and mental defilements; Peking 4637, fol. 157b.2-8. 

33. Peking 4637, fol. 157a.6-b.1: dbus su bde mchog yab yum ni I padmar ga'i 
mdog 'dra ba I rus pa thod pa skram rlon brgyan I gar dgu'i nyams dang ldan pa'o 
I phyogs bzhir lha mo gri thod can I mdog dmar kha tval?! bcas pa' o I rtsobs kyi ral?! las 
gong bzhin du I ye shes me 'bar mchod bas mnyes I gtsho 'khong yab yum sbyor 'tshams 
nasI byang sems dmar ba'i chu rgyun byung I mgrin pa man chad khengs ba yis I nad 
gnod sdig sgrib dag par bsam I chu rgyun 'khor lo me dpung rlung. 

34. Peking 4637, fol. 157b.2-6: snying khar bru171 sngon bo dur mdog I rno ngar 
ldan pa'i 'khor lo bsam I nyi zla 'jigs byed dus mtshan steng I hill?! dang rdo rje'i spro 
bsdu las I bde mchog sngon po yum dmar zhing I drag po'i rang bzhin 'khor bcas bsgom 
I rtsibs la me dpung sngo nag 'bar I yab yum snyoms 'jug ... I zag med bde ba cher 
rgyas shing I hal?! phat gad mo 'brug stong sgrogs I sbyor 'ts1mms byang sems 'thing 
shun mdog I snying k1m man chad khengs pa yis I sems kyi nad gdon sdig sgrib dag 
I khyad par gdon dang zhe sdang rnams I 'khor los stubs shing me dpung bsregs I ye 
shes rlung gis gdengs par bya I byang sems chu rgyun drag po yis I sdig sgrib thal ba'i 
ri bo bkru. 

35. dPal 'khor lo sdom pa'i dkyil 'khor gyi cho ga, Peking 4638. Taranatha's com­
mentaries on the practice and initiation, Ni gu lugs kyi bde mchog lha nga'i mngon 
rtogs and Ni gu lugs kyi bde mchog lha lnga'i dbang cho ga, are available in a reprint 
edition. Taranatha's works currently serve as the major written resource for 
Shangs-pa practitioners. 

36. Tib. rGyud sde kun btus; see bSod nams rgya mtsho and Musashi 
Tachikawa, The Ngor Mandalas of Tibet: Plates, p. xix and plate 121. 

37. Since the nineteenth century, the dPal-spungs branch of the Karma bKa'­
brgyud sect, stemming from Kong-sprul bLo-gros mTha'-yas (1813-99), has 
been the major preserver of Shangs-pa practices; see Matthew Kapstein, "The 
Shangs-pa bKa'-brgyud," p. 142. 

38. dPal dgyes pa rdo rje'i dkyil 'khor gyi cho ga zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 1296. 
39. Niguma's teachings on the "stages of the path of magical illusion" 

<mayildhanakrama) can be found in sGyu ma lam gyi rim pa (dri med snying po) zhes 
bya ba, Peking 4643; and sGyu ma lam gyi rim pa'i 'grel pa zhes bya ba, Peking 4644. 
They are analyzed by Matthew Kapstein in ''The illusion of Spiritual Progress." 

40. My narrative combines incidents related by Abhayadatta and others; see 
James Robinson, trans., Buddha's Lions, pp. 250-53; and Sonam Tobgay Kazi, 
Tibet House Museum, pp. 60-61. My description of La~milikara's daily activi­
ties as a princess is based upon Sanskrit literary descriptions of life in the 
women's quarters of a royal court as summarized by Jeannine Auboyer, Daily 
Life in Ancient Indin from Approximately 200 Be to 700 AD, pp. 268-73. 

41. La~mii'Ikara wrote meditation manuals that have been preserved in the 
Tibetan canon, i.e., rNal'byor ma'i sgrub pa'i thabs, sDe-dge 1547, and rDo rje 
phag mo dbu bead ma'i sgrub thabs, sDe-dge 1554 (colophon: ~rimatidevi, an epi­
thet of ~miilkara). The severed-headed form of Vajrayogini/Vajravariihr 
CTib. dbU-bcad-ma) is similar to the Hindu goddess Chinnamasta, which raises 
the question of shared origins and borrowing; see David Kinsley, Hindu God-
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desses, pp. 172-77. Elisabeth Benard analyzes the history and symbolism of 
these goddesses in Chinnmnastii. 

42. For a translation of this song, see chap. 4. 
43. For example, see Lokesh Chandra, Buddhist Iconography, no. 1183. 
44. dbU bead ma'i sgrub thabs zhes bt;a ba, sDe-dge 1555, fol. 208a. 
45. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 360. 
46. Ibid., p. 390: "The majority of the Tantric yogins in this Land of Snows 

(Tibet) were especially initiated and followed ... the system." The author of the 
Blue Annals refers to the system as Phag-mo gzhung-drug, something like the 
"sixfold system" or "six treatises" of Vajravarahi, and identifies their textual 
locus as sDe-dge nos. 1551-56. Lakl;miilkara's texts are sDe-dge nos. 1547 and 
1554. The next four in the lineage were Avadhii.tipa, Pah:u;lapatika, lDong-ngar­
ba, and Jinadatta; George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, pp. 390-91£. Taranatha 
comments on this practice in sKu gsum rdo rje phag mo zhes bya ba dbu bead mar 
grags pa' i sgrub mchod ngag 'don. 

47. In this variation of the practice, Vajrayogini does not have a severed 
head, but the root mantra and other symbolism are those introduced by 
Laki;mmkara, who is identified as the founder of the practice. The siidhana in 
current use is by Rig-' dzin Chos-bdag. 

48. The Sa-skya siidhana, in which Severed-Headed Vajrayogini is envisioned 
as red rather than yellow, is preserved in the sCrubs thabs kun btus. For painted 
depictions, see Adelheid Hermann-Pfandt, l)iikinrs, p. 265, and the outer ring of 
the Sa-skya HevajraQ.aka ma~ujala. 

49. For example, Laki;mitlkara is not mentioned among Virupa's teachers in 
the detailed religious genealogy given in Chogay Trichen, The History of the 
Sakya Tradition, pp. 8-12. 

50. Taranatha, Tlimniitha's Life of Kr!i1Jliclirya1Kiivha, pp. 62~3; James Robin­
son, trans., Buddha's Lions, pp. 211-13; and Keith Dowman, Masters of 
Mahiimudrii, pp. 317-18. Dowman offers a creative retelling of the story in Mas­
ters of Enchanhnent, pp. 187-88, in which he describes the sisters as "impish," 
"mischievous," "impulsive," and the cause of their own misery. 

51. Tibetan folio reproduced in James Robinson, Buddha's Lions, p. 376, fol. 
259.3-4: e ma rna/ 'byor chen mo gnyis I yin tan mchog thob dge baste I rang nyid zhi 
bde dman bas na I 'gro ba'i don phyir gnas par mdzod. 

52. Keith Dowman, Masters of Mahiimudrii, pp. 319-20. Dowman also notes 
the similarity of their iconography to that of the Severed-Headed Goddess, but 
he explains this as a further reference to their destruction of ego rather than as 
a reference to the specific content of their meditation practices. 

53. Ibid., p. 319. 
54. Taranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 36. 
55. The colophon states that the song was sung by La~mii\kara and "tran~­

m~tted" (brgyud) by Mekhala and Kanakhala; see Miranda Shaw, "An Ecstattc 
Song by La~mit\kara," p. 55. For discussion of the song, see chap. 4 of the 
present work. 

56. Taranatha even suggests that Vajravarahi herself got the idea of a head­
less form from them; see Taranatha, Tliranlitha's Life of Krfi1JlicaryaiKii1Jha, P· 63. 
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57. gYung drung 'khyil ba gsum gyi zhal gdams kyi nyams len zhes bya ba, sDe­
dge2415. 

58. sDe-dge 2415, fol. 34b.6-35a.2: ye shes me spar rang Ius ni I mkhrin pa'i gnas 
nas rkang mthil bar I gnyis ni g.yas skor gyon skor ro I slar yang rlung gis phu byas 
nasI g.yung drung gnyis Ia byim byas nasI dbus kyi 'khyil pa thim par bsam I ye shes 
me spar rang Ius ni I mkhrin pa'i gnas nas rkang mthil bar I rim kyis zhu lte chos 
dbyings su I mnyam nyid thig ler sems gtad do I brtags pas ma grub dngos med yin 
I dmigs pa'i mtshan nyid thams cad bral I de ltar ma bsgoms d byas kyang I lhan skyes 
ma rtogs 'khor bar 'khyams I thig le de las blangs byas nas I bdag nyid dbu bead yum 
du bskyed I de nas lte bar hrr111 yig bsam I sum mdor rlung /dang khyen Ia rgyu I hri 
ni thig le gsum du zhu I i ni rlung gi thig le ste I ha ste byang chub thig le' o I rakta' i 
thig le ra111 yig ste I mdor na rim par sdo dkar dmar I ma shar rlung gis gyen Ia 'ded 
I dbu bead rtsa sbubs rgyu na ni I steng du sor bzhi 'than par bsam I g.yon pa g.yon skor 
g.yas pa g.yas I dbus kyi thig le 'par zhing thim. 

59. sDe-dge 2415, fol. 35a.2-3: lha mo gnyis kyis phus btab bas I g.yas g.yon thig 
/e dbus Ia thim I de nyid mar Ia rngub byas pas/ snying ga' i hii111la thim par bsam /de 
ni gsalla dri ma med I gnyis med thig le rang rig ste I bde dang sdug bsngal thams cad 
bra! I 'khor ba snang ba rang rig stong I kye ho rna! 'byor bsgoms nas ni / gnyis med 
ye shes thob par 'gyur. 

60. This date is based on the dates of two of her prominent students, Ras­
chung-pa (1084-1161) and Khyung-po rnal-'byor (born 1086). 

61. Mainly through interviews of abbots and scholars of various schools, 
conducted in March through May of 1990 in the Kathmandu Valley, I con­
firmed that Siddharajii.i's system is used by all the gSar-ma schoolS, i.e., the 
three Sa-skya sects, the three bKa' -brgyud sects, and the dGe-lugs. There is 
evidence of the presence of a Siddharajfti transmission within the rNying-ma 
school, but I have not been able to ascertain the specifics. 

62. A lama might prescribe a long-life ritual when someone's life is deemed 
to be endangered by illness or a threat from unseen forces. Recently a Tibetan 
lama determined through divination that a woman's life was in serious danger 
and prescribed one hundred "long-life consecrations." Soon thereafter, a heart 
attack cemented her resolve to obtain the consecrations. 

63. Robert Paul, The Tibetan Symbolic World, pp. 109-10. In some cases the 
Mani Rimdu is a gtor-ma blessing focusing on Padmanarte8vara, another deity 
taught by Siddharajfti; see pp. 122-24 here. 

64. L. Austine Waddell, Tibetan Buddhism, p. 445. 
65. Christoph von Fiirer-Haimendorf, The Sherpas of Nepal, pp. 184-85. 
66. See, for example, L. Austine Waddell, Tibetan Buddhism, pp. 444-48 

(under the name "Eucharist of Lamaism"); Christoph von Fi.irer-Haimendorf, 
The Sherpas of Nepal, pp. 214-16; and David Snellgrove, Himalayan Pilgrimage, 
pp. 141-46. For some photographs of the ritual, see Mario Fantin, Mani 
Rimdu.Nepal, plates 51-56. 

67. rJe btsun ras chung rdo rje grags pa' i rnam thar rnam mkhyen tltar lam gsa! ba' i 
me long ye shes snang ba bzhugs so (hereinafter, Ras-chung-pa's rNam-thar), fol. 
42ff. Her association with Ras-chung-pa makes it possible to date Siddharajfti to 
the late eleventh and twelfth centuries. According to his biography, he was 
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forty-four when he met her, which, if accurate, places their meeting in about 
1127. It is possible that Siddharliji'ii was in her twenties at this time, as some 
adepts had remarkable accomplishments at relatively early ages. The biogra­
phy does not shed light on this issue, for it says that when they met she was five 
hundred years old but looked sixteen as a result of her mastery of the longevity 
practices, an almost inevitable hagiographical claim in view of her mastery of 
the long-life practices associated with the Buddha of Infinite Life. 

68. Shamarpa Rinpoche, current regent of the Karma bl<a' -brgyud sect, told 
me that he thinks her inner, outer, and secret biographies may be extant, but I 
have not yet been able to locate these. 

69. Specifics regarding her education and religious training are not given, 
but apparently she had studied Amitayus scriptures. One of her text colophons 
notes that she had used "the vase chapter of the root tantra and the Od-zer dra-ba 
('Net of Light-Rays') commentarial tantra," texts whose identities cannot be 
ascertained on the basis of this scant information, but the mention of which 
indicates that she was versed in Amitliyus literature. 

70. E.g., Helmut Hoffmann, The Religions of Tibet, p. 156. Giuseppe Thcci 
does not mention any of his teachers by name. David Snellgrove considers the 
ritual that Rechungpa reportedly learned from her to have an indigenous TI­
betan or Nestorian origin, because of its "non-Buddhistic" emphasis upon 
health and longevity, although it is not clear whether he offers this theory with­
out knowing the Tibetan account of the origin of the ritual or in refutation of it; 
see Himalayan Pilgrimage, p. 143. To my knowledge, the only Western-language 
publication that identifies her as the founder of this system is a publication of 
the Karma bl<a' -brgyud sect; see Kalu Rinpoche, "Women, Siddhi, and 
Dharma," pp. 94-96. 

71. Ras-chung·pq's rNam-thar, fol. 48a-b. 
72. Literally, "five precious substances." 
73. Ras-chung-pa's rNam-thar, fol. 45b.5-46a.3: rdo rje phag mo sprul ba'i sku 

I rgyal ba'i rgyal yum gos dkar mo I sangs rgyas thams cad skyes pa'i yum I grub pa'i 
rgyal mo Ia pl1yag 'tshal/ . ... / mtshan mchog sum chu rtsa gnyis ldan I dkar dmar 'od 
ldan yid 'ong ma /'ja' Ius rdo rje' i tsham par mdzes /lang tshor ldnn zhing bde ster ma 
I rin chen rus pa'i rgyan drug gsol/ gri gug bdud rtsi thod pa bsnams I dar gyi lhab 
lhub cod pa'i can I mkha' 'gro rgya mtsho'i tshogs dbus suI gandho shel gyi gtsug lag 
du I rin chen sna lnga'i khri stengs suI ma dg grub pa'i rgyol mor grags. 

74. On the symbolism of this bower, or chamber, see John Strong, "Gan­
dhakutr." 

75. The three realms in this case are below the ground, on the earth, and in 
the sky. 

76. Peaceful, prospering, empowering, wrathful. 
77. Ras-chung-pa's rNam-thar, fol. 46a.3-47a.2: tslle lha yongs kyi zhal gzigs !t 

I ts{:le dbang khrid dang bcas pa gsan I rig 'dzin tshe'i dngos grub thob f . .. / 'og m1~ 
stug po bkod par byon /longs sku rdo rje 'chang ellen mjalf gsang sngags dbang bzhl 
rdzogs par zhus f bla med ku mngon du byur 1 rdo rje phag mo zhes su grags I rgyal 
brgya mtsho'i 'khor gyis bskor / ... / bde mchog 'khor lo dang mjal te I sa rdo rje theg 
pa gsnn I gsnng sngags mchog gi dngos grub brnyes I rdo rje mkha' 'gro zhes su Kf!lgs 
I gnas gsum dpa' bo mkha' 'gros bskor I .... / mkha' 'gro seng gdong ma dang m]al/ 
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bde chen gsang ba'i ngo sprod gsan I phrin las rnam bzhi'i dngos grub brnyes I dur 
khrod ro zan zhes su grags I mkha' 'gro sprul pa'i stag gzig dang I dom dang ce spyang 
mang pos bskor. 

78. Ras-chung-pa's rNam-thar, fol. 46b.5-47a.l. 
79. bCom ldan 'das tshe dang ye shes dpag tu med pa'i dkyil 'khor gyi cho ga, 

sDe-dge 2146. 
80. The two Amitiiyus siidhanas by Siddhariijru in the Tibetan canon are 

nearly identical, with only a few words' difference between them, so I am treat­
ing them as one text that has survived in two slightly differing versions. They 
are TShe dang ye shes dpag tu med pa zhes bya ba'i sgrub thabs, sDe-dge 2143, and 
TShe dang ye shes dpag tu med pa'i grub thabs, sDe-dge 2145. The form of Amitityus 
that she taught is now the standard form; see "Grub-rgyal Tshe-dpag-med" in 
Lokesh Chandra, Buddhist Iconography, no. 1685. 

81. For example, the 'Brug-pa bKa'-brgyud sect uses a Siddhariijiii Amitiiyus 
siidhana entitled TShe dpag med gsang ba 'dus pa, written by Ratna gLing-pa 
(1403-78), a rNying-ma treasure-discoverer (gter-ston). Most Karma bKa'­
brgyud monasteries use a sifdhana by the first 'Jam-mgon Kong-sprul (1813-99) 
found in the gDams ngags mdzod. An exception is the Pawo monastery, which 
uses a text by gri Dharmasiddhi, or dPal Chos-gyi grub-thob. The 'Bri-gung 
sect uses a siidhana by dKon-mchog bsTan-'dzin Padma'i rGyal-mtshan, of 
Drikung Thel monastery (1770-1826; held seat of Drikung Thel monastery from 
1788-1810). 

82. This sculpted offering is termed bali in Sanskrit, Tib. gtor-ma. Her text is 
rTa mgrin gyi sgrub thabs, sDe-dge 2142. I have not located a surviving lineage 
of Siddharlijiii' s transmission of Hayagriva. 

83. Tshe dpag tu med pa'i sbyin sreg gi cho ga zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 2144. 
84. Tib. Padma-gar gyi dbang-phyug. 
85. Tib. rGyal-ba rgya-mtsho. 
86. For example, a poster-sized image of Padmanartesvara yab-yum, with 

Siddhariijru at the top of the painting as the lineage founder, was published as 
the illustration on a 1991-92 calender printed in Bhutan. 

87. For other forms of Padmanarte5vara, see Walter Clark, ed., 7iuo Lamaistic 
Pantheons, p. 193, fig. 6A9; p. 233, fig. 34; p. 265, fig. 164; and p. 266, fig. 165. For 
Siidhanamiila examples, see Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, The Indian Buddhist Ico­
nography, pp. 133-36. 

88. On the basis of my interviews, these appear to be the only sects of Tibetan 
Buddhism that do the Padmanarte5vara practice. Each sect has developed its 
own practice manual. The Karma bKa'-brgyud sect uses a text by the Sixth 
Karmapa (1416-53). The dGe-lugs-pas use a text by Shakya Bhikhu Lobsang 
Kalsang Gyatso, translated into English by Gelong Thubten ChOdag Yuthok 
with Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche and Michele Perrott as "The sadhana of the 
Great Compassionate Gyalwa Gyatso, the so-called 'Treasury of Attain­
ments,'" in typescript form. For a commentary on the dGe-lugs-pa prac­
tice, see Lama Yeshe, Gyalwa Gyatso. 

89. The five families are 1) Buddha, white, wheel, 2) lotus, red, lotus, 3) vajra, 
blue, vajra, 4) jewel, yellow, jewel, and 5) karma, green, double vajra (viSvavajra). 

90. 'Phags pa 'jig rten dbang phyug gsang ba'i sgrub thabs, sDe-dge 2140. 
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91. sDe-dge 2140, fol. 208b.5-7: gsang gnas lhn tshogs me 'bar te I 'khor lo bzhi yi 
gtso bo rnams /ltos cllags med ba' i me 'bar te /lte ba' i a Ia gtugs nas ni I me 'bar hiitrt 
Ia reg pa yis I byang cllub sems kyi rgyun ba babs I 'khor lo bzhi gang llta tshogs rnams 
I bde ba chen por 'bar ba dang I dus gsum sangs rgyas ma Ius dang I skye 'gro sems can 
byams sdang sogs / .. . 1 rlung dang dbyer med bsdus Ia bstim I me 'bar nyon mong rab 
bsregs nasI stong nyid snying rje chen po'i dang I gnyug ma yid Ia mi byed pa I tlta mal 
shes pa ma bcos ngang I rang rig dri med bskyang byas Ia I rlung bzung rig pa phogs 
med sbyang. 

92. sDe-dge 2140, fol. 209b.2-210a.2: dben gnas pyi ru mi btsal te /Ius 'di gzhal 
yas khnng 11yid yin I lha sku logs su mi btsal te I sems nyid skye 'gag med pa de I rigs 
kyi bdag po bla ma yin I ma rtogs nyon mong gti mug 'di 11·togs grot thugs rje chen po 
yin/ yid byed rtog chogs 'phro bade I rtogs pas sangs rgt;as stong rtsa yin I zhe sdang 
gdug rtsub I dan pa de I gzhi med rtogs pas rta mgrin yin I 'dod sems gdung ba tur tur 
de I rtsa brat rtogs pas gsang ye yin I nyon mongs nga rgyal rtog tshogs mams I ngar 
'dzin bra I bas dpa' bo yin I ph rag dog rlung ltar 'tshub pa de Ire dogs zad pas dpa' mo 
yin I .... I de ltar sems kyi ngo bo de I ma rtogs 'kltrul pas 'khor ba ste I de shes rtogs 
pas mya 11gan 'das /lha sku sems kyi rang rtsal de I dngos bor bzung bas 'kltrul paste 
/llta yang sems nyid cltos skur gsal/ .... I smras tshnd grag stong brjod med yin I gdod 
nas dag pa' i rig pa 'di I ye nas cltos skur gnas pa Ia I ngo sprod de ngo shes pa yin I chos 
dbyings ye shes [dharmadhatu-jtiiina) rtogs pa Ia I sangs rgyas zhes su grags pa'o. 

93. Ross Kraemer, in ''Women's Authorship of Jewish and Christian Litera­
ture in the Greco-Roman Period," argues that an attribution of female author­
ship is evidence of female authors and teachers in the milieu in which the attri­
bution is made. The argument that she makes for a letter that is either written 
by a woman or attributed to a woman could also apply to these texts by or 
attributed to Siddharajru: "Regardless of the author's actual identity, the fact 
remains that someone composed a letter in the name of a woman .... The au­
thor of this work did not think a letter in the name of a woman to be at all 
implausible .... We may conclude, then, that women who wrote letters ad­
dressing important theological and political issues were not unknown to the 
author's community, and thus not inherently unacceptable" (p. 226). 

94. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, pp. 1007-8, 1044; see also 1008-18 for 
information about her lineal descendants. Her student Jnanabhadra taught Rin­
chen bzang-po (958-1055), who transmitted the teaching to AtiSa (982-1054; 
met Rin-chen bzang-po in 1042). These well-known successors are the basis for 
establishing her date. 

95. This biographical account is drawn from a detailed oral biography of 
Bhik~~ La~mr that Sherry Ortner gathered in Nepal. The oral biography is 
clearly based on a written version or versions unspecified by her informant. 
Prof. Ortner has most kindly allowed me to cite her typescript version of this 
biography, which is briefly introduced in High Religion, p. 181, and will appear 
iJ.l her forthcoming work. 

96. This version occurs in the brief biography related in Kalu Rinpoche, 
''Women, Siddhi, and Dharma," pp. 96-97. 

97. Episode 17 in Sherry Ortner's typescript version of the biography. 
98. Episodes 18-21 in ibid. 
99. Sherry Ortner, Sherpas through Their Rituals, chap. 3. 
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100. Ibid., p. 130. She reports on p. 36 that the ritual is also unique in being 
the only communal ritual devoted to a peaceful deity. 

101. Ibid., pp. 164-65. Although the ritual is usually devoted to personal 
liberation, Stan Mumford reports an innovative application of the ritual in 
Tshap village in Nepal. A fasting ritual is staged during the Dasain festival, a 
major occasion of animal sacrifice, and the participants dedicate the merit to the 
liberation of the slaughtered animals; see Stan Mumford, Himalayan Dialogue, p. 
113. 

102. Sherry Ortner, Sherpas through Their Rituals, p. 59. 
103. For descriptions of the ritual, see Emil Schlagintweit, Buddhism in Tibet, 

pp. 240-42; Christoph von Fiirer-Haimendorf, The Sherpas of Nepal, pp. 180-84, 
although Haimendorf misidentifies a story told on the occasion of the ritual as 
the origin story of the ritual; and an insightful discussion based on participant 
observation by Stan Mumford in Himalayan Dialogue, pp. 25, 57,111-13. 

104. Sherry Ortner, Sherpas through Their Rituals, pp. 51, 55, and 173, n. 3; 
Christoph von Fiirer-Haimendorf, The Sherpas of Nepal, p. 182. 

105. A three-month smyung-gnas is undertaken annually by the nuns at 
Hemis convent in Ladakh. For this long session, food is eaten every other day. 
In another case, a two-week fasting ritual is led annually in California by Lama 
Lodo, a Karma bKa' -brgyud lama. People may take a vow to perform a fast 
monthly or to complete a certain number of fasts during their lifetime, some­
times numbering in the hundreds; see George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, pp. 
1014-15, 1017. 

106. Samuel Beal, trans., Si-yu-ki, vol. 1, p. 160. It is not clear whether the 
monastic institution in question is a monastery or a convent. 

107. Within Tantric Buddhism the fasting practice is a relatively exoteric 
one. There is no perfection stage (sampannakrama) of advanced yogic practices, 
so as a tantra of the kriyii-tantra class it can be taught and practiced more widely 
than an anuttara-yoga tantra practice. 

108. He was a disciple of 'Jam-mgon Kong-sprul bLo-gros mtha' -yas (1813-
99), which makes this a nineteenth-century or possibly early twentieth-century 
text. It is used by the Karma bKa'-brgyud sect. My thanks to Melbourne Talia­
ferro for locating and obtaining a copy for me. 

109. Full title: dGeslong ma dPal mo'i lugs kyi thugs rjechen pozhal bcugcig pa'i 
sgrub thabs smyung gnas dang bcas pa'i cho ga sdig sgrib mam sbyong.It is used by 
the Sa-skya sect and included in the sGrubs thabs kun btus. 

110. This manual and a short commentary upon it by the Fifth Dalai Lama 
(1617-82) are translated in Glenn Mullin, trans., Meditations on the Lower Tan­
tras, pp. 73-84. 

111. 'Phags pa spyan ras gzigs dbang phyug la bstod pa, sDe-dge 2738, fol. 
125b.4-126a.l: zhal ras rgyas pa zla balta bur mdzes pa poI spyan gyi padma mchog 
tu bzang zhing yangs pa poI kim ba dung ltar mam dkar dri ngad ldan pa poI dri med 
'od chags mu tig tshom bu 'dzin pa poI mdzes pa'i 'od zer skya rengs dmar pos brgya 
pa poI padma'i mtshe ltar phyag ni mngar bar byas pa poI stot1 ka'i sprin gyi mdog 
dang ldatz zhing gzhon pa po I rin chen mang pos dpung pa gnyis ni brgyan pa po flo 
ma'i mchog ltar phyag mthil gzhon zhing 'jams pa po / •.. . /lte ba'i ngos ni padma'i 
'dabs ltar 'jam pa po / .•.. / rtag tu bde ba 'byzmg gnas rga nad sel ba po. 
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112. sDe-dge 2738, fol. 126a.2-3. 
113. The passage is in chap. 25: ''To those who can be conveyed to delive~ 

ance by the body of ... bhi~~I [nun] ..• or upiisika [laywoman] he preaches 
Dharma by displaying the body of bhi~ui)I ... or upiisika. To those who can be 
conveyed to deliverance by the body of the wife of elder, householder, official, 
or Brahman he preaches Dharma by displaying the body of a woman." Transla­
tion by Leon Hurvitz, Scripture of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma (The Lotus 
Stitra), pp. 314-15. 

114. r]e btsuu thugs rje cher~ po In bstod pa, sDe-dge 2740, fol.127b.1-2: zla ba'i 
'od ltar rgyal ba'i yum I gzugs kyi IIIli mo yid 'od sku/ ... . /rang bzhin mi dmigs stong 
pa'i ngang I bud med gzugs kyis 'gro ba 'dul. 

115. The visualizaton manualis r]e btsun 'phags pa spyan ras gzigs dbang pllyug 
zhal bcu gcig pa'i sgrub thabs, sDe-dge 2737; the heads and hands are described 
on fol. 124b.6-125a.3. She interprets the hand implements and gestures in 
'Phags pa spyan ras gzigs dbang phyug gi bstod pa, sDe-dge 2739, fol. 126b.1-2. 

116. The image is known as "Eleven-Headed Avalokite5vara according to 
(Bhik$~I) La~mi's system" (Lak$mi-krama Ekada!lamukha Avalokite5vara, 
Tib. sPyan-ras-gzigs bcu-gcig-zhal dpal-mo-lugs). This form, with four subsidi­
ary figures, can be found in the Sa-skya Ngor pantheon of the rGyud sde kun 
btus, compiled in the nineteenth century; see bSod nams rgya mtsho and 
Musashi Tachikawa, The Ngor Mandalas of Tibet: Plates, p. xx and plate 135. It 
also occurs in the nineteenth-century sNar-thang pantheon, or "sNar-thang 
Five Hundred"; see Lokesh Chandra, Buddhist Iconography, no. 614. 

117. The major works are mallifsiddiUI biographies in the Tibetan canon, the 
Grub thob brgyad cu rtsa bzhi'i lo rgyus; Tiiraniitha's collection of siddha lineages, 
the bKn' babs bdun ldan, translated into English most recently and most accu­
rately by David Templeman under the title Seven Inst1·uction Lineages; various 
biographies and lineages in works of the chos-byung, or Buddhist history, genre, 
especially in the Debs tlzer dugon po by gZhon-nu-dpal, translated into English 
by George Roerich under the title Blue Annals; and various sectarian annals and 
lineage histories, such as the Sa-skya version by 'Phags-pa in the Sa skya gsung 
'bum, vol. PA. Lineages of particular teachings are additionally given in works 
discussing those teachings. 

118. The problems stem from such features as multiple names for a single 
person, discrepancies among chronologies, some persons being listed as both 
the predecessor and successor of a given person, and similar stories becoming 
associated with several figures. General issues and specific problems in identi­
fying and dating the adepts are discussed in Giuseppe Tucci, "Animadver­
siones Indicae," pp. 138-58; Rahula Sih'lkrtyayana, "Recherches Bouddhiqu~, 
part 2, L'Origine du Vajrayana et les 84 Siddhas," pp. 218ff.; Giuseppe TuCCI, 
Tibetan Painted Scrolls, pp. 227-32; David Snellgrove, The Hevajra Tantra, vol. 1, 
pp. 12-15; Turrell Wylie, "Dating the Death of Niiropa"; and Keith Dowman, 
Masters of Mallifmudrii, pp. 389-94 and the commentaries following each 
mallifsiddha biography, in which he summarizes information from the afore­
mentioned sources. 

119. According to the historian Jo-nang Tiiraniitha, Saraha was a contempo­
rary of Piila dynasty king DharmapAla (reigned ca. 775-812). However, ac-
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counts in other Tibetan sources variously make him a contemporary of kings 
Mahapala, Candanapala, and Ratnapala, so it is almost impossible to determine 
a date for even so pivotal a figure as Saraha; on his date (and place of birth), see 
Herbert Guenther, The Royal Song of Saraha, pp. 3-4, 7-8. 

120. The bKa'-brgyud lineages regard Saraha as the authoritative source of 
their mahiimudra tradition and sGam-po-pa (1079-1153) as their authoritative 
formulator of the mahiimudra system. Saraha is seen as the authoritative 
"founder" but is not necessarily placed at the head of the mahiimudrii lineages, 
although in some cases he is-for example, in a classical mahiimudrii treatise 
written in the sixteenth century, the Nges don phyag rgya chen po'i sgoms rim gsal 
bar byed pa'i legs bshad zla ba 'od zer by bKra-shis rNam-rgyal (1512-87), trans­
lated by Lobsang Lhalungpa under the title Mahiimudrii. 

121. According to gZhon-nu-dpal, after Saraha the system passed through 
Savari, Luipa, Darika, Deogi, Vajraghaota, Kurmapada, Jalandhara, Kaoha, 
Vijayapada, Tilopa, and Naropa; see George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 380. 
gZhon-nu-dpal also places Saraha early in the Guhyasamaja lineage (p. 359), 
whereas 'Phags-pa reports some versions of the Guhyasamaja lineage that 
place Saraha at the head; Giuseppe Tucci, Tibetan Painted Scrolls, p. 231. 

122. That is, as its first public teacher after centuries of secrecy; Taranatha, 
History of Buddhism in India, pp. 151-52. 

123. Line as translated by Herbert Guenther in Royal Song of Saraha, p. 5. This 
version of his biography is summarized from Herbert Guenther's translation of 
the account by Karma Phrin-las-pa (fifteenth century). The rnam-thar in 
Abhayadatta's mahiisiddha collection does not recount Saraha's training, men­
tion a guru, or explain why he is portrayed with arrows in his iconography. It 
does tell that he lived in the mountains for over twelve years with a low-caste 
woman who supported him during his retreats and offered key spiritual in­
sights and keen psychological observations at critical points; see James Robin­
son, trans., Buddha's Lions, pp. 41-42. 

124. Tiiranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 3. 
125. Slightly amended version of trai)Slation by David Snellgrove in Edward 

Conze, ed., Buddhist Texts through the Ages, pp. 235-36. The main changes are 
additional line breaks and retranslation of sahaja as "enlightened spontaneity" 
rather than "the innate." 

126. Tiiranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, pp. 2-3. 
127. Tibetans authors often refer to this group of three as "Lu-Nag-Dril," 

meaning Luipa, Kii.Qha (Tib. Nag-po spyod-pa), and Ghat:ttapa (Tib. Dril-bu­
pa), showing how closely they are associated with the Cakrasarpvara tradition 
and with each other. 

128. Keith Dowman,Masters of Mahiimudrii, p. 273, drawing on Bu-ston's ver­
sion. Darika had received his initiation from Luipa (James Robinson, trans., 
Buddha's Lions, p. 237), whose female teachers are discussed presently. 

129. Tiiranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 31. Taranatha identifies the Vi­
lasyavajra of this narration as "Yogini Cinto" (p. 31), i.e., Sahajayoginrcinta. For 
her teachings on liberation through passion, see chap. 7 of the present work. 

130. James Robinson, trans., Buddha's Lions, pp. 176-79. According to 
Taranatha, it was a beer-seller's daughter; see Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 32. 
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131; Taranatha, ibid., p. 8. Elsewhere Taranatha credits Luipa with introduc­
ing the "yogini cult," i.e., practice focusing on Vajrayogini or Vajravarahi, al­
though Luipa was initiated into this practice at a yogini feast in U<;l<;liyana. 

132. James Robinson, trans., Buddha's Lions, pp. 23-24. Luipa seemed to have 
a conviction in the spiritual importance of male Tantrics living in proximity to 
women; at least, he sent two of his main disciples, Darika and Dengipa, to serve 
as servants to a dancer-courtesan and a wine-seller, respectively. 

133. Taranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 8. 
134. Ibid., p. 36. Jalandhari's initiator into Hevajra was a wisdom-{li!kinfwho 

appeared to him in bodily form; see James Robinson, trans., Buddha's Lions, p. 
162. 

135. Taranatha, Ti!rani!tha's Life of Krtnti!carya/KiitJha, pp. 9-11. 
136. Atisa considers Kambala (Tib. Lva-va-pa) and Padmavajra to be the 

founders of anuttara-yoga tantra, in contrast to Ta.ranatha, who credits Saraha 
with this role; Taranatha, History of Buddhism in India, p. 152, citing Atisa's 
Spyod bsdus sgron ma, sDe-dge 3960. gZhon-nu-dpal also notes this tradition; see 
George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 362. Kambala is also important, along 
with Padmavajra, for the introduction of the Hevajra-tantra; see Taranatha, His­
tory of Buddhism in India, p. 152, n. 20. 

137. James Robinson, trans., Buddha's Lions, pp. 118-19. A very short work by 
Kambala's mother (colophon: Kambala'i Yum) has been preserved in the Ti­
betan canon, as sDe-dge 2643. 

138. Kambala's works on the Cakrasalllvara are sDe-dge nos. 1443 and 1444. 
139. Keith Dowman, Masters of Mahi!mudrii, p. 234. 
140. David Snellgrove, The Hevajra Tantra, vol. 1, pp. 12-13, citing Taranatha 

and other sources. gZhon-nu-dpal also places Padmavajra first in a mKha'­
spyod bsnyen-sgrub lineage maintained by the Kar-ma bKa'-brgyud sect; 
George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 1041. Padmavajra (Tib. Tsho-skyes rdo­
rje) was also known as Saroruha. 

141. Her teachings on this subject are the topic of chap. 7 herein. 
142. Taranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, pp. 26-28. 
143. Chogay Trichen, The History of the Sakt;a Tradition, pp. 8-10. 
144. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, pp. 39Q-91. 
145. XIIth Khentin Tai Situpa, Tilopa (Some Glimpses of His Life), pp. 3-7. This 

book is based on an oral telling of Tilopa's life by a modern bKa'-brgyud mas­
ter; it is a traditional account based on dispersed information about Tilopa in 
ancient sources (p. vii), but the written sources are not named. This is also 
mentioned in the short biography given in Nik Douglas and Meryl White, com­
pilers, Karmapa, p. 5. 

146. Although her name is preserved as a Barima in this Tibetan telling, its 
proximity to the Sanskrit diirima, "courtesan," suggests that originally it was 
.probably Darima. 

147. A bodhisattva living as a courtesan is also seen in classical Mahayana 
sources, as in the Avata111saka-sutra, Gav{lavyulta episode 25, wherein the pilgrim 
Sudhana receives teachings from the courtesan-bodhisattva Vasurnitra. For a 
translation of this episode, see Thomas Cleary, The Flawer Ornament Scripture, 
vol. 3, pp. 146-49. 
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148. Tai Situpa, Tilopa (Some Glimpses of His Life), pp. 11-12, 14-16. 
149. Ibid., pp. 29ff. 
150. According to Tai Situpa's account in ibid., Tllopa's first expulsion from 

his monastery came about when he climbed onto the roof and threw a copy of 
a Prajfiaparamitii. text into the river below (pp. 11-12); however, he continued 
to stay in monasteries from time to time, but other monks disapproved of him 
because he was not maintaining celibacy, so he was again, and decisively, ex­
pelled from their midst (pp. 14-15). 

151. Tii.ranii.tha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 45. 
152. Maitripa (or Maitrigupta) was also known as Advayavajra and 

Avadhii.tipa, as ascertained on the basis of Sanskrit texts discussed by Giuseppe 
Tucci in "Animadversiones Indicae." His other gurus were Nii.ropa, 
Jfiii.nasrimitra, Ratnii.karasii.nti, and Sii.gara; Giuseppe Tucci, Tibetan Painted 
Scrolls, vol. 1, p. 232. 

153. Mark Tatz, "The Life of the Siddha-Philosopher Maitrigupta," pp. 704-
5, 709; Tii.ranatha, Mystic Tales of Liimll Tllrllnlftha, p. 9. This episode is discussed 
in more detail here in chap. 3. 

154. Mark Tatz, "The Life of the Siddha-Philosopher Maitrigupta," p. 709. 
155. Taranii.tha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 12. 
156. Possible gender markers include a -ma or -mo ending or title of lcam, 

rnal-'byor-ma, or rje-btsun-ma. An example of a female name with no gender 
marker is Lhan-gcig rdo-rje (Skt. Sahajavajra)~ a name that appears among the 
sahaja masters listed in Indrabhii.ti's Sahajasiddhi, sDe-dge 2260, fol. 1b.2. With­
out the additional information given in the commentary on this text by 
La~miitkara, which reveals that Sahajavajra was a woman, it would be impos­
sible to discern on the basis of the name alone that the adept in question was a 
woman. 

157. See Ross Kraemer, ''Women's Authorship of Jewish and Christian Liter­
ature in the Greco-Roman Period." Following lines of inquiry already opened 
in Jewish and Christian biblical scholarship, it will be fascinating to begin to 
consider to what degree and in what ways Buddhist scriptures convey 
women's insights, perspectives, and authorial intention. An example of a 
strong candidate for this line of speculation would be the Kun byed rgyal po'i 
mdo, translated by Eva Neumaier-Dargyay under the title The Sovereign All­
Creating Mind-The Motherly Buddha. 

CHAPTER SIX 

1. CittaviSuddhiprakarat~a verses 42 and 112: durvijfiai sevita klimaiJ, kllmo bhavati 
bandhanam I sa eva sevito vijfiai kiimo mok$aprasiidhaka1J, I . . . I sarvakiimo­
pabhogaistu ramatha muktito 'bhayiit. Kama could be translated as "love," "de­
sire," or "erotic attraction.'' 

2. A major exception to the general trend of misapprehension can be found 
in the work of Herbert Guenther, who has consistently defended these practices 
against trivialization and interpretation within a parochially Western frame­
work. His insightful analyses can be found in The Life and Teaching of Niiropa, pp. 
202-21; The Tantric View of Life; and Buddhist Philosophy in Theory and Practice, 
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pp. 194-95. Sir John Woodroffe (Arthur Avalon) also championed the religious 
genuineness of ritual union in ~ta Tantra, going against a strong current of 
disapproval and misapprehension; see Sir John Woodroffe, Shakti and Shakta, 
pp. 553-55, 55Hl, 581-83, 588-91. 

3. A most effective example of this type of defense is that of Paul Muller­
Ortega, The THadic He~~rt of Siva, pp. 52-54. One of the wittiest examples is that 
of Agehananda Bharati in The Tantric Tradition, pp. 284-85. Such defenses are 
also common in works that advocate or provide instruction in the practice, such 
as Andre Van Lysebeth, Tantra, le culte de Ia Fiminite, pp. 269-70, and Swami 
Saraswati, Kundalini Thntra, pp. 112-13. 

4. Agehananda Bharati, ''Making Sense out of Tantrism and Tantrics," p. 53. 
5. Psychological and affective requirements for the effective performance of 

ritual is a widespread feature of ritual cross-culturally, not a special feature of 
Tantric union. See Stanley Tambiah, Culture, Thought and Social Action, chap. 1, 
"Form and Meaning of Magical Acts," and chap. 4, "A Performative Approach 
to Ritual." 

6. 1n India, the terms yogini-tantra and mnhifyoga-tantra originally held sway, 
whereas in Tibet these texts were grouped into a class officially termed anut­
tara-yoga tantra (bla-na med pa'i rgyud) in gSar-ma school terminology; see David 
Snellgrove, Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, pp. 209,462-63,475. The rNying-ma school 
uses a different classification system altogether and classifies Tantric union as 
one of two perfection stage methodologies, designating the method with sexual 
union as tltabs-lam and that without sexual union as 'gro-lam. 

7. The Guhyasamilja-tantra, a foremost text of the mnhilyoga class, also richly 
repays study on this theme. 

8. The Tibetan term for this, at least in the Cakrasaq\Vara system, is spyod-pa 
byed-pa. It implies the normal activities of daily life as the context for the sponta­
neous expression of nondual awareness, or the expression of Tantric insight 
while moving and going about one's daily activities. 

9. Cakmsa'flvara-tantra, Mal translation, fol. 17b.6-7 (lines corresponding to 
sDe-dge 368, fol. 233b.2-3): gsang sngags 'di las 'byung ba yin I sngags dang phyag 
rgya yang dog ldan I sgrub byed sgrub la rab brtson clang I phyag rgya dang bml gsang 
sngags ni flus can rnams Ia 'byin mi rlob I ji ltar rol pa'i bya ba dag I mngon par 'bad 
pas rtogs par bya. 

10. Cakrasa171vara-tantm, sDe-dge 368, fol. 233b.4: dper na la Ia mar 'dod pas 
I 'bad pas chu ni bsrubs gyur kyang I mar sar 'byung bar mi 'gyur gyi. 

11. Car;ujamahiiro~va-tantra, sDe-dge 431, fol. 319a.7-b.1: llta mo sgyu 'phrul 
sras mkhas pas I pho bmng 'khor gyi btsun mo ni I stong phrag brgyad khri sbangs nas 
star I nai ran ja na'i 'gram gshegs na I sangs rgyas dngos grub rab gsangs dang I gang 
du bdud ni 'dul mdzad pa I de 1tyid gzhan don klw na yin. 

12. Ibid., fol. 319a.1-2: go pii dang bcas bde lclan grub I rdo rje padma mnyam sbyor 
bas I gang phyir bde ba las thob poI bde ba las thob sangs rgyas ni I bde ba bud med dang 
bral min. 1n the Lalitavistara and other traditions, Gopa (Tib. Sa-mtsho) is given 
as the name of the wife of ~kyamuni. In Pali literature the name Gopa is used 
for Sujatii, the milkmaid who revived Siddhiirtha after his ascetical trials, which 
may raise a question about who is intended here. The chronology of this narra-
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tive makes it clear that the event described took place before he left the palace. 
Other internal elements in the text also confirm that Gopii. is the wife in this 
account. 

13. Cal}4amaharoqa~Ja-tantra, sDe-dge 431, fol. 319a.3-4: khro bo gtum po'i sgrub 
thabs ni I dka' thub kyis ni 'grub mi 'gyur I yid ni dri med ma byas par I 'bras med gti 
mug dra bas beings I 'dod ldan 'dod pa spang byed pa I brdzun gyis 'tsho ba skye 'gyur 
te I brdzun gyis gang 'tsho skig paste I sdig pas dnyal bar 'gro bar 'gyur. 

14. Ibid., fol. 319a.4-6: de phyir bsgrub bya bsgrub par bya I rgyal ba'i bdag nyid 
'dod pas so I 'dod yon lnga po de spangs nas I bdag nyid dka' grub gdung mi bya 
I gzungs rnyed pa ni blta bya zhing I sgra yang de bzhin mnyan par bya I dri ni mnam 
par bya ba ste I ro yi mchog ni bza' bar bya I reg bya reg par bya ba ste I 'dod pa lnga 
po bsten par bya 1 . . . 1 myur du sangs rgyas mchog 'gyur ro 1 . . . 1 btsun mo'i skye gnas 
yang dag bsten I khro bo gtum po'i go 'phang mthong. 

15. Ibid., fol. 319b.2-3: gang du sbyor bral bya bani I 'jig rten nyams pa spang 
phyir ro I 'jig rten gang gis 'dul ba na I de dang de yi sangs rgyas 'gyur I rgyal ba'i sgyu 
ma'i gar nyid kyis I de dang de nyid tshul gyis so I mdo sde chos mngon thams cad nas 
I bud med rnams ni smod mdzad pa I sna tshogs slob ma'i snod phyir bshad I de kho na 
nyid sbas nas gsung. 

16. Ibid., fol. 319b.6-7: phyir nyan thos la sags pa rnams bud med sun 'byin par 
byed I beam ldan 'das kyis bka' stsal pa I gang zhig 'dod pa'i khams gnas pa'i I nyan thos 
Ia sags grags kun gyis I bud med Ia ltos kun ster ba'i I thar pa'i lam ni me shes so. 

17. Ibid., fol. 319b.7-320a.1: dad pa dman pa'i skye po 'di I de nyid Ia ni sems mi 
'jug. 

18. Ibid., 320a.1. 
19. Ibid., fol. 319b.7. 
20. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 317 .3. 

· 21. The term for spiritual friend is kalyii~JQmitra, Tib. dge-ba'i bshes-gnyen. 
22. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 316.3-4: phyag rgya de rnams ni grol ba'i 

dngos grub kyi don du I dge ba'i bshes gnyen te rnal 'byor pa thams cad kyi thun mong 
du rjes su 'gro ba ma'o. 

23. Tsongkhapa, ibid., fol. 38.6, summarizing the main themes of the 
Cakrasat(lvara-tantra. 

24. There is a widespread impression that the dGe-lugs sect deemphasizes 
the sexual yogas, but I have found that dGe-lugs-pas generally maintain a less 
casual, more classical approach than other sects, therefore accomplishing 
greater secrecy and also adhering to some of the original teachings regarding 
qualifications and attitudes toward women. In addition, the discouragement of 
lay clergy in the dGe-lugs sect prevents the blurring of lines and resultant con­
fusion that can arise when a guru indulges in ordinary, exploitative, or abusive 
sexual relations. Such activities are not Tantric, but their performance by hold­
ers of religious office confuses Westerners who are trying to understand the 
parameters of Tantric union. Persons knowledgeable about the tradition know 
that such behavior bears no similarity to Tantric union and finds no justification 
in Tantric texts. 

25. Lama Yeshe, Introduction to Thntra, p. 147. This view is also expressed by 
Geshe Dhargyey, A Commentary on the Kiflacakra Tantra, p. 137. 
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26. He writes: '1n fact, a person ... must accept an action seal [human part­
ner], if he or she is to achieve the isolated mind of ultimate example clear light 
before death"; Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, Clear Light of Bliss, p. 126. 

27. He writes: '1f you are not yet qualified to embrace an action seal [human· 
consort] and have not yet met the necessary conditions, you can still practise by 
visualizing a wisdom seal (jnana mudra)"; ibid., p. 128. 

28. dGe-lugs oral tradition. 
29. Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, Clear Light of Bliss, p. 126. Geshe Dhargyey, in his 

I<alacakra commentary, specifies that the fifth of the five major inner winds 
(prliiJ.a, aplina, vyana, udiina, siimana) is the most difficult to bring into the heart 
center, and it is in order to bring the siimana into the heart that "it is indispens­
able for the yogin to meditate in union with an actual consort or a c;lakinr (Skt. 
karma-mudrif)"; Geshe Dhargyey, A Commentary on the Kalacakra Tantra, p. 137. 
For a more detailed discussion of the process of opening and clearing the cen­
tral channel and heart calera, see Robert Thurman, "Tantric Practice According 
to Tsongkhapa." 

30. A rNying-ma biography relates how the master Guru Chos-kyi dbang­
phyug (also known as Guru Chos-dbang; 1212-70) could not understand a cer­
tain text until Jo-mo sMan-mo, his female companion, unraveled the knot in his 
heart, enabling him to gain complete understanding; see Eva Dargyay, The Rise 
of Esoteric Buddhism in Tibet, p. 121. 

31. This passage, from a I<alacakra commentary by the First Dalai Lama 
(1391-1474), is from a translation by Glenn Mullin in Bridging the Sutras and 
Tantras, p. 152. The ascension of the imagined partner, or jfiiinamudrif, over the 
human partner in KAlacakra commentaries, seen here as early as the First Dalai 
Lama, continued as a feature of this strand of commentarialliterature and is 
reiterated in a recent commentary by Geshe Dhargyey, A Commentary on the 
Killacakra Tantra, p. 151. 

32. The presence of a partner in the initiation ritual reflects the descent of the 
ritual from royal enthronement, or coronation, ceremonies. Only a house­
holder, or married person, can be coronated; see Fredenque Marglin, Wives of 
the God-King, p. 158. On the genesis of Tantric Buddhist initiation rituals in 
relation to the symbolism and insignia of sovereignty, see David Snellgrove, 
"The Notion of Divine Kingship in Tantric Buddhism," esp. pp. 205, 207, 211, 
213-14. 

33. On the practice of maithuna, or ritual union, in the wisdom consecration 
(prajfilfbhi$tka) and secret initiation (guhylibhi$tka) and the fact that this disquali­
fied fully ordained monks adhering to a vow of celibacy, see David Ruegg, 
"Deux problemes d'exegese et de pratique tantriques," pp. 213-16. As AtiSa 
instructed in Bodhipathapradrpa 64: "The Secret and Insight Initiations should 
not be taken by religious celibates, because it is emphatically forbidden in the 
GreaJ Tantra of Primal Buddha" (i.e., chap. 5 of the Killacakra root tantra); transla­
tion by Richard Sherburne in A Lamp for the Path and Commentary, pp. 12 and 
172; see also p. 185, n. 19. 

34. mKhas-grub-rje (1385-1438 c.E.) attributed the substitution of union with 
a visualized partner in the wisdom-initiation to a scarcity of persons of suffi­
cient qualification to unite with a human partner: "Nowadays, we do not find 
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such hierophants, neophytes, along with a vidyii [female Tantric), that possess 
the complete characteristics as have been set forth. Hence ... [the disciple) 
imagines he has been made to enter into union." Translation by F. D. Lessing 
and A. Wayman in Introduction to Buddhist Tantric Systems, p. 323. 

35. For example, see Geshe Dhargyey, A Commentary on the Kiilacakra Tantra, 
p. 12. 

36. On this preliminary, see Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, Clear Light of Bliss, pp. 
126-27. He describes the yogic practices that develop this ability in chaps. 1-3. 

37. Any phrase in a tantra can be taken to refer to almost any aspect of Tan­
tric practice, and the homologous structuring of the doctrinal categories of 
meditation, ritual, yoga, cosmology, and philosophy reinforces the interrefer­
entiality of the language, creating a thick weave of potential associations. For 
an overview of this system of correlations, see David Snellgrove, Tire Hevajra 
Tantra, vol. 1, pp. 22-31, 35-39. 

38. The first of the "four methods" (tshul bzlti) of Tantric exposition is literal 
expression (tsltig gi don), which is intended for the most elementary level of 
understanding. 

39. Robert Thurman, "Vajra Hermeneutics," pp. 124-26, 137-38, 144. Thur­
man attributes the literary form of Tantric texts largely to their role in the "ex­
periential, personal, sacramental transmission" of Tantra from master to disci­
ple (p. 129). 

40. The term for "secret level" is garblti, Tib. sbas-pa'i don, meaning concealed, 
as if in a womb, sometimes translated as "pregnant meaning" or "mystic mean­
ing." The four methods or levels (tslzul) of explanation and those to whom the. 
four are aimed are described in Candrakirti's Pradrpoddyotana and further sys­
tematized by commentators like Bhavyakirti. A charting of the levels and 
stages based on these works can be found in Ernst Steinkellner, "Remarks on 
Tantristic Hermeneutics," pp. 453-56. Steinkellner concludes that the system 
was fully developed and in use by the ninth century. Since it was developed in 
the context of Guhyasamaja exegesis, the stages of practice reflect the fivefold 
perfection stage (paricakrama) of this system and do not correlate precisely with 
other formulations of the inner yogas; however, the progressive nature of the 
explanations and their simultaneity as valid interpretations are applicable to 
other tantras. 

41. Giuseppe Tucci, Rati-Lrlii, p. 44. 
42. For example, see the key in Agehananda Bharati, The Tantric Tradition, 

pp. 174-76. 
43. Cakrasa11tvara-tantra, sDe-dge 368, fol. 214a.2-3: ri bo tsltang tslting sman 

ljongs sam I cltu bo che mams ngogs dgu dang I gdod nas grub pa'i dur kltrod du I der 
ni dkyil 'khor bri bar bya. 

44. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 99.1-3: bud med kyi phyag rgya ni bde ba 
clten po' i bdag nyid Icy is mu stegs byed kye bdag tu Ita bas mi gyo bas Ita ri bo' o I sems 
can dman pas gting dpag parmi nus pas na tshang tshing ngo I bdud rtsis bkang ba'i 
khung bu yin pas ua phug go I thams shes sbyor bas zab pa dang rgya che ba'i chu'i 
'gram mo I gdongs nas grub pa ni skye 'gag spangs pa' ide k/10 na nyid Ia I bde chen gyis 
dmigs pas de'i rang bzhin du byas pn'o I 'dod chags chen po'i mes nynn rang gi byang 
chub bsreg pas na dur khrod do. 
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45. These are respectively termed bhaga-mavf!ala and bodhicitta-mavf!ala. See 
mKhas-grub-rje's comments in F. D. Lessing and A. Wayman, trans., Introduc­
tion to Buddhist Tantric Systems, pp. 318, n. 7; 319, and 323. 

46. Cakrasmttvara-tantra, sDe-dge 368, fol. 213b.3-4: bsrub bya srub byed yang 
dag sbyar I ji Ita ba ni de bzhin du I sngags bzlas bsam gtan Ia sags /dan I sbyor nyid 
cho ga'i ye shes ni I rna/ 'byor bla tla med pa yi I rgyud las gsungs pa mnyan par gyis. 

47. Tsongkhapa's Indian sources include commentarial tantras such as the 
Vajraqilka, Abhidltanottara, and Sarilvarodaya; meditation systems of early mas­
ters such as Kambala, Ka..;tha, Gha..;ttapa, Naropa, and Luipa; and commentaries 
that he finds particularly helpful, such as those of Bhavabhadra and 
Bhavyakirti. Thus, his detailed commentary represents a repository of Indian 
interpretations and provides a useful compendium of and indispensable guide 
to those interpretations. Significant portions of Tsongkhapa's commentary 
have been summarized by Geshe Kelsang Gyatso in Guide to Dakini Land, al­
though he does not discuss the portions pertaining to Tantric union. 

48. Tsongkhapa develops this argument in sBas don kun gsa/, fol. 85.6-86.6, 
principally citing KaQha. 

49. This analogy was suggested by Agehananda Bharati in The Tantric Tradi­
tion, pp. 259-60, where he describes how the kuliimrta, or kula-nectar, is un­
derstood as both the residuum of ritual intercourse (mirroring the divine inter­
course) and the nectar produced by churning the ocean of milk, during which 
process Sakti herself was the main product. 

50. These latter analogies are suggested to me by the applications of the term 
"churning" in Kashmir Saivism, whose Tantric methodologies were part of the 
same cultural matrix as Buddhist Tantra; see Lilian Silburn, Kuvf!alinf, pp. 41-
43. 

51. The Sanskrit terms used in Buddhist texts are strTpfljii and yo$itpfljii, Tib. 
bud-med mcltod-pa and pltyag-rgya mcltod-pa. 

52. "Secret worship" is a translation of the Sanskit guhyaplijii and Tibetan 
gsang-ba'i mchod-pa. "Great worship" is from the Tibetan mchod-pa chen-po, the 
term used in chap. 36 of the Cakrasa711Vara-tantra. Tsongkhapa comments on 
this, characterizing chap. 36 as dealing with the "great offering" that relies on 
a human partner: "Relying on the partner is called 'great worship.' ... Indeed, 
placing the syllables on their two pure organs is also mantra. Having placed 
those (i.e., imagined them on the organs), they do activities together. This is 
what is known as the great worship"; sBas don kun gsa/, fol. 373.5-6. 

53. Louis de la Vallee Poussin, s.v. "Tantrism (Buddhist)," p. 196b: "The 
most conspicuous topic of this literature is what is called the strTpiijii, worship 
of women ... looked upon as the true 'heroic behavior' (dubkaracltarya) of a 
bodhisattva." 

54. In Vai$Qava Sahajiya, this conflation of ritualized worship and sexual 
un\on is termed niiyikiiplijii. Edward Dimock has published a translation of the 
Niiyikiisiidlzanatrkii, a text that describes the ritual, in Place of tile Hidden Moon, PP· 
239-42; see also pp. 218-19. In the Yoni-tantra, another text of Vai$1J8Va orienta­
tion, the practice is termed yoniplijii, or "worship of the female organ"; for~ 
description of this ritual, see J. A. Schoterman's introduction to his critical edi­
tion, The Yonitantra, pp. 26-27. Agehananda Bharati summarizes and translates 
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from such a ritual as it is presented in the Vilmamlirga; see The Tantric Tradition, 
pp. 264-65. A Paiicaratra version of the practice occurs in LA~mi Tantra 43.73-
85; see Sanjukta Gupta, trans., ibid., pp. 292-93. A Salda version is commended 
and summarily described in Kauliivalinirt~aya 9.106, 9.111-12, 9.114-20, 16.45-
51, 17.130-40. 

55. Cn~;~t/ltmaharo$ll,a-tantra, sDe-dge 431, fol. 318b.6: skyes pa bud med lha mo 
dang I bud med kyi ni skyes pa lha I rdo rje padma rab sbyor bas I phan tshun du ni 
mchod par bya I mchod par bya ba gzhan du min. 

56. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 89.4-5. 
57. Christopher George, trans., The Cn~;~4amahiiro$ll,a Tantra, p. 80, n. 75, cites 

an unspecified commentary interpreting the five ma~;~t)alas as the five limbs, 
which are touched to the ground in a prostration. The five ma~;~t)alas can also 
refer to the five cakras (in the partners' bodies), which are brought together in 
Tantric union; the meditators can visualize the female deities in the woman's 
body uniting with the male deities in the man's body. 

58. ''Tantric yogini" here is a translation of ca~;~t)illr (Tib. gtum-mo), which can 
refer to a rough or fierce woman, an ardent and passionate woman, or a female 
Tantric practitioner who has aroused her own inner fire (gtum-mo) and helps a 
male practitioner to arouse his own. The multivalence of the term makes it 
difficult to translate adequately. 

59. Ca~;~t)amahilro$ll,a-tantra, sDe-dge 431, fol. 318b.6-319a.l: de phyir rnal 
'byor brtse ldan pas I dkyil 'Ichor mdun du byas nas ni I de Ia nyer zhugs bud med ni 
I shes rab phar phyin rnam pa Ia I rtag tu me tog gis mchod cing I de bzhin spos dang 
mar me sogs I dkyil 'Ichor lnga ni rab sbyor bas I phyi nas phyag ri btsal par bya I de nas 
g.yas su bsgo rab bya I gtum mo la ni mchod par bya I gus pa dang bcas sems kyis ni 
I de bzhin skyes bus bud med mchod. 

60. Ibid., fol. 319a.l-2: snyan pa 'chag gis smra bya zhing I rjes su mthun par 
sbyin bar bya. 

61. Christopher George, trans., The Cal;lt/ltmahilro$ll,a Tantra, p. 78. 
62. Ibid., pp. 56, 73-79. 
63. Translation by Christopher George in ibid., p. 56. 
64. Christopher George, ibid., pp. 81-83. 
65. Cn~;~t)amahil~a,a-tantra, critical edition by Christopher George, p. 123: 

chang dang bza' ba me tog sogs I rnams mchod Ius Ia gos kyis mdzes I yang dag smra 
bas 'dud byas nasI that mo yang dag sbyar byas te I blta dang reg pa nyid dang ni I dran 
pa yis ni smras par bya I rtag tu 'o dang lag bas 'khyud I rdo rje rnal 'byor ma mchod 
bya flus kyis nus pa rnams byas nas I mi nus pa mams ngag yid kyis I mchod pas 
brnyes des bdag Ia ni I dngos grub thams cad rtsol bar byed I bud med kun gyi Ius spang 
nasI bdag ni gzhan du gyur pa med I sna tshogs spangs nas bud med mchod / .. . /rang 
gi bud med 'dod bsten bya 1 rdo rje pa dmo mnyam sbyor bas I bdag la byang chub ster 
bamo. 

66. Cnkrasart~vara-tantra, Mal translation, fol. 20b.7 (lines omitted from sDe­
dge edition): pad ma'i 'od ni dri med pa'i I rnal 'byor mala mkhas pas mchod. 

67. Cn~;~t/ltmahilYO$ll,a-tantra, critical edition by Christopher George, p. 104: a 
ho bdag gi pa dma 'di 1 bde ba thams cad yang dag ldnn I gang zhig cho gas sten byed 
na I bdag ni dngos grub stsol mdzad ma I blo ldan brtan par rab sbyor bas I pa dma bya 
ba ji bzhin gyis. 
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68. Christopher George, trans., The Cm;u;lamahiiro$atta Tantra, pp. 67-68. 
69. Ca~ujamaltiiro~m.ta-tantra, critical edition by Christopher George, pp. 112-

13: bu khyod .. . 1 bdag gis zhabsla skyabs su song I gang phyir bdag ni 'phel byed ma 
I khyod Ia rin eTten nye bar 'ongs I bu kltyod byas gzor gtjiS sltig kye I rdo rjes bde skyed 
bdag Ia byinl dbus su ze 'brus brgyan pa yi I cltu skyes 'dab ma gsum par gzigs I a Ito 
bde ba can gyi zhir:g I sangs rgyas sku mdog dmar pos mdzes I chags can zhi bde ster 
mdzad ma I rtog pa thams cad rnam par spang I bdag ni gan rgt;al yang dag sbyar 
I cltags pas yid ni rnam par mos I phrag par rkang pa zung byin nas I bdag gi steng 
dang 'og tu stosl de nas rdo rje rab bsad pas I pad dbus ran dha ra [sic] rab tu gzhug 
I brgya stong 'bum dang bye ba phrag I de nas bskyod pa nyid du gyis I bdag pad 'dab 
me gsum ldan pa I sha yis rab tu gang ldan Ia I rang gi rdo rjer de gzhugs pas lsems 
nyid bde bas rab tu mcltod I rlung dang rllmg gis bdag pad Ia lsnying po las ni snying 
po mchog I rdo 1je rtse mor rab tu rig I ba ndhu dmar po dang mtshungs pa. 

70. Christopher George, trans., The Cav(lamaltiiro$m.ta Tantra, p. 78. 
71. Secular Indian texts such as the Kiimaslitra of Vatsyayana were available 

to the Tantrics for study and reference, and texts on the topic were included in 
the Tibetan Buddhist canon (e.g., Surilpa, 'Dod pa'i bstan bcos, sDe-dge 2500), 
but the Buddhist Tantric sources seem to draw upon or represent a different 
tradition, because they use a different vocabulary with only occasional overlap 
with the secular systems. The difference in intent between the secular and sa­
cred arts of love is that in the secular context the goal is to enhance pleasure, 
while in the religious context it is to enhance meditation. 

72. Cm.t(lamaltiiro$al)a-tantra, chap. 6; see Christopher George, trans., pp. 71-
72; for other positions, see pp. 73--77. Their context herein is the discussion of 
the advanced inner yogas, or rtsa-rlung practice, of the perfection stage, per­
formed on the final stages of approach to liberation. These positions might 
occur in another text or body of teachings, written or oral, to which the Tantrics 
had access; however, Christopher George has observed that these positions do 
not occur by these names in the Kiimasatra of Vatsyayana (p. 71, n. 65), and I 
have not found them in other works of the same genre. 

73. E.g., Cakrasa111vara-tantra, sDe-dge 368, fol. 237a.2-3. The Sanskrit term 
for reverse union is viparrtarati. Agehananda Bharati, The Tantric Tradition, p. 
224, n. 2, suggests that the favor shown for this position reflects its popularity 
in certain regions of India. Frederique Marglin discusses the gender dynamics 
and religious implications of this position in "Types of Sexual Union and their 
Implicit Meanings," pp. 302,310. 

74. This is not to suggest that the temple carvings tllemselves are Tantric in 
origin or intent. The theory of Tantric origins was considered in the 1950s, but 
more recently an apotropaic function of the carvings has been identified by 
Thomas Donaldson, "Propitious-Apotropaic Eroticism in the Art of Orissa," 
and Devangana Desai, Erotic Sculpture in India, while Purat:Uc inspiration for 
some of the erotic scenes at Khajuraho has been identified by Shobita Punja, 
'Divine Ecstasy, chaps. 9-10. 

75. The term is gultyapajii, Tib. gsang-ba'i mclzod-pa. The practice is also called 
"great worship" (Tib. mchod-pa clten-po), as in chap. 36 of the Cakrasal!lvara­
tantra. 
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76. This entire passage, which is elided from David Snellgrove's translation, 
is Heuajm-tantm 11.11-14 in Snellgrove's critical edition, vol. 2, p. 99: tshal dang 
skye bo med gnas dang I bdag gi khyim gyi mmg du yang I gcer bur phyag rgya che byas 
nasI rnal 'byor rigs [sic, should be rig] pas rtag tu mchod I o dang 'khyud pa byas nas 
ni I de bzhin bha gar reg par nyid I skyes pa'i sna ni gzhib pa nyid I ma mchu'i sbmng 
rtsi btung de nyid I rtag tu myos pa'i mtshan ma las I bo Ia ldan pas lag pas bya 1 khyogs 
dang brla zhes bya ba dang I de bzhin shin tu bskal pa yis 1 yang yang rdo rjes 'dod pa 
bya I stengs dang 'og tu blta ba nyid I dngos grub rgyas pa thob pa ste I sangs rgyas kun 
dang mnyam par 'gyur. 

77. The term is sukm, Tib. khu-ba. For instance, Agehananda Bharati makes 
this mistake in "Making Sense out of Tantrism and Tantrics," wherein he que­
ries: "It is the man who controls the seminal upward and downward flow. 
What about the woman?" On this basis, he proceeds to define a Tantric as an 
"Indian male" (p. 53). 

In the West, "semen" is assumed to be a male term in part because of a late 
recognition in the West of the female effluviant and its corresponding anatomy. 
For a history of its discovery in Western science, see Josephine Sevely, Eve's 
Secrets, chap. 3. The female fluid, or ejaculate, has been acknowledged and its 
precise biological mechanism debated in Indian medical thought for more than 
a millenium; see Ram Kumar Rai, Encyclopedia of Indian Erotics, pp. 233-35, 
291-92. Although the production of this liquid by both women and men is 
implicit throughout Tantric literature, it is explicitly stated in the Heuajra-tan­
tm: "In man there is this twofold nature, sukra (relative) and the bliss arising 
from it (absolute); in woman too it is the same, sukm and the bliss arising from 
it''; David Snellgrove, trans., The Heuajm Tantra, vol. 1, p. 76. 

78. E.g., Heuajra-tantra 9.12, as well as the passage translated above. The TI­
betan translation is sbmng-rtsi. 

79. The Tibetan term is me-tog-chu. Cakrasalltvara-tantra, sDe-dge 368, chap. 
42: "Then the hero, having drunk flower-water, should remember the mantra." 
Tsongkhapa glosses this: "Drink the self-arisen flower-water (rang-byung gi me­
tog gi chu) with the vajm"; sBas don kun gsa/, fol. 405.1-2. 

80. "Musk of desire," as a translation of madanifflga, is an attempt to retain 
both the meaning of madana as passion, love, a kind of embrace, or an intoxicat­
ing drink or liquor, and the meaning of the compound, confirmed by the TI­
betan translation, as "musk." 

81. Some Hindu tantms advocate ritual union during the menses and attrib­
ute numinosity to menstrual blood, e.g., Kauliivalfnin;taya 15.117, 16.41-46. I 
have not found this to be the case in Buddhist Tantra, although future research 
may reveal some Buddhist attention to this theme. 

82. The term "red" in this case refers to an Ayurvedic medical theory that the 
mother's contribution to the fetus is the red elements of the body (blood, flesh, 
marrow, etc.), whereas the father contributes the white elements (bone, brain, 
fat, etc.). Therefore, the term "red" refers to the endocrinal content of the female 
sexual fluid rather than its color. The nature of the fluid is revealed by its 
synonyms, such as sukra (sexual fluid), strrsukm (female sexual fluid), 
strikilmadmvam ("liquid of a woman's desire"), and madhu (honey). The misun-
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derstanding stems both from the use of menstrual blood in other Tantric con­
texts and from the ambiguity created by the use of the term rajas for both men­
strual blood and sexual fluid. An ethnographic confirmation of this can be 
found in Frederique Marglin, ''Types of Sexual Union," p. 309, wherein she 
reports her discovery that in Orissa the rajas that is collected as the fifth of the 
paficainakara is sexual fluid, not menstrual blood. 

83. From the Tibetan edition reproduced in James Robinson, Buddha's Lions, 
p. 353, fol. 167.4-168.1: gzhan Ius thabs ldan khyad par can I bha ga'i rnam pa'i dkyil 
'khor du I rakta'i rgya mtsho chen po Ia I byang sems 'o ma bsres shing len I gnas su 
'khyol nas khong du gram I bde brgyun chags de Ita min I bde bas bde ba 'joms ba na 
I de yang stong dang dbyer med sgom. 

84. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 313.4. 
85. Christopher George, trans., The Ca~;~rJamal!ifro~a~;~a Tantra, critical edition, 

p. 109: lee yis kun nas 'zib par bya 1 ... 1 'dir ni rang gi bza' ba mchog I sangs rgyas 
kun gis rab tu bzas. 

86. Women as well as men control this fluid in Tantric siidhanl and even in 
hatha-yoga disciplines. The Hatha-yoga-pradipika specifies that men and women 
both perform vajroli-mudril, or reabsorbing discharged sexual fluid, as in verse 
3.84: "By the practice of absorbing the hindu [discharged] during cohabitation, 
a man or a woman will succeed in the practice of vajrolr." Verse 3.91 says: ''The 
man and woman anoint their limbs (probably meaning internally spread 
through their bodies) with what was drawn in by the vajrolr-maithuna. The two, 
joined in union, at that very moment are pervaded and _liberated by bliss" 
(vajrolrmaithunifd strrpu11fsol;! svangalepanam I iisinayo sukhenaiva muktavyifpayo/:1 
k$ill;lift). I here. _take mukta-vyiipayol} as a dvandva compound. Cf. Swami Sar­
aswati, Kundalini Tantra, pp. 107-11. 

The exchange of semen (§ukra) that takes place during vajrolr-mudrii is de­
scribed in more experiential terms by a modern Hindu Tantric, Aghori 
Vimalananda, as recorded by Robert Svoboda in Aghora. He describes the ex­
change, or mingling, of the male and female §ukra and stresses that ''both part­
ners must be thoroughly prepared"; p. 289. "When both partners have full 
knowledge of Vajroli there is mutual benefit. She releases a little of her secre­
tion to him, just enough to lubricate his prostate; he releases just enough of his 
prostate fluid to rejuvenate her"; p. 288. VlDlalananda also describes the psy­
chic fusion that can occur during this practice; see pp. 288-89. 

87. David Snellgrove, trans., The Hevajra Tantra, vol. 1, p. 100. There are also 
passages in the The Ca~;~l}amahifro$1ll;la Tantra, chap. 6, telling how a man should 
drink the red and white from her lotus, in one case with a "pipe" and another 
with the mouth. 

88. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 285.5--6, quoting Lvavapa. 
89. Hevajra-tantra 8.7: Nairiitmya has asked what kind of vow should be 

~de. The last part is: "May I be born from birth to birth, proclaiming this 
doctrine profound and ringing the vajra-bell, concentrating in myself the es­
sence of woman"; translation by David Snellgrove in The Hevajra Tantra, vol. 1, 
p. 116. "Concentrating the essence" (yo$icchukrasamifhifri, Tib. btsun mo'i khu ba 
mnyam zas can) could also be translated as "gathering (or absorbing) the vaginal 
fluids (or female fluids)." 
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90. In ordinary union, it is believed that both partners reabsorb a tiny 
amount of their mixed fluids, but that the woman absorbs far more as a matter 
of course. For an ethnographic account of this belief in Tamilnadu, see E. Valen­
tine Daniel, Fluid Signs, pp. 164-70. 

91. O'Flaherty states that "the female fluid is consumed in clear contrast to 
its role in non-Tantric Hindu thought, where the male fluid is consumed and 
the female fluid is 'consuming,'" in Wendy O'Flaherty, Women, Androgynes, 
and Other Mythical Beasts, p. 39. She argues on p. 78 that this signals the direc­
tion of the transfer of power from the woman to the man. As I am doing here, 
O'Flaherty bases her analysis in part on that of Frederique Marglin, ''Types of 
Sexual Union and their Implicit Meanings." Marglin bases her discussion on a 
distinction among three types of union: 1) hierarchical or conjugal, as between 
Vi$I;tu and Lak$mi; 2) between equals, as in the case of Siva and Parvati; and 3) 
inverse or ritual union (viparitarati), in which the female is above the male and 
is the active partner; see p. 302. Basing her analysis on Sakta Tantra practices in 
Orissa, Marglin observes that "what characterizes this type of sexual inter­
course is that instead of the woman's receiving within her the male sexual fluid, 
the opposite process occurs: here it is the man who ingests the female sexual 
fluid. This rite is thus graphically and specifically the inverse of conjugal inter­
course and well merits the appellation 'inverse sexual intercourse,"' (p. 310). 

92. Wendy O'Flaherty, Women, Androgynes, and Other Mythical Beasts, p. 78. 
93. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 89.5-6, discussed on fol. 89.6-90.4. 
94. The term for "measureless mansion" is vimiina, lib. gzhal yas khang. 
95. For the Indian anatomical terms, see Ram Kumar Rai, Encyclopedia of In­

dian Erotics, s.v. bhnga, pp. 206-7. 
96. The equation between the vulva and the ma~;~4ala is discussed by Anne 

Klein in "Nondualism and the Great Bliss Queen." 
97. Tsongkhapa, citing the Vajra4iika-tantra (a commentarial tantra of the 

Cakrasaqwara group) as his source, in sBas don kur1 gsa!, fol. 96.3-4: sor mos rdo 
rje' i sa gzhi ste rten padma' i rtsa bskul ba dang I rtsa sad pa' i phyi nas rdo rje being ba 
ste rtsa gnyis mi phyed par 'ching ba'i sbyor bn yis snyoms 'jug byed par gsungs pa. 

98. This description of a yogic process accords with what is known of female 
anatomy, namely, that during sexual arousal the uterus descends, bringing the 
tip of the vaginal channel close to the tip of the spinal column. For a diagram 
comparing the uterus and vagina in the normal and lowered positions, see 
Josephine Sevely, Eve's Secrets, p. 125, fig. 47. Although Western physiology is 
aware of this lowering, its significance is lost, for, as seen in this diagram, the 
channel terminates in what is regarded as an anatomical vacuum, rather than 
in the nexus of veins and nerves posited by the Indian system. Taoist sexual 
yogas describe the vaginal physiology in a similar manner and with more detail 
than is found in Western anatomical descriptions. 

99. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsa!, fol. 96.1-2: de gnyis kyi rtse gnyis sbyar ba'i 
nges don ni I yab kyi gsang gnas kyi rtse'i dhil tli mar sna dang I yum gyi gsang gnns 
kyi rtse'i bya rog gdong zhes grngs pa'i rtsa gnyis kha sbyor ba yin te. 

100. Ibid., fol. 405.6-406.2: chang gis myos pa'i sngags pa zhes pa ni I rigsldan 
chen mo zhes pa ni sngags dang !dan ma bcud kyis myos rna can no I ... I rang gi phyng 
rgya rigs !dan ma chen mor byas ba byang chub kyi sems 'bab pa'i bcud kyis myos ba 
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can ma zhes pa'i don no I gang gi phyir de bzhin gshegs pa thams azd ni sgrub pa po'i 
Ius kyi dkyil 'khor du 'dus shing I de bzhin du lha mo thams azd kyang rang gi phyag 
rgya rigs ldan ma chen mo reg bya rdo rje mar bsgoms pa'i Ius kyi kyil 'khor du 'dus 
ba de'i phyir I phyag rgya mode nyid mchod par bya'o. 

101. I<ambala (Lvavapa), who had female teachers, explicitly addresses the 
women's performance of this yogic process: '"Exhale' means, according to 
Lvavapa, the descent of the winds of wisdom. On the occasion of the wind in 
the central vein of a female messenger, by virtue of (the wind) having entered 
the door of the central channel, the drops will descend"; Tsongkhapa, ibid., fol. 
409.3. 

102. Urgyen gyi rim pa'i sgrol ma'i sgrub tluzbs zhes bya ba, sDe-dge 1711, fol. 
74b.2-3: spyi bo'i steng du zla ba'i dkyil 'khor gyi I steng na bdud rtsi lnga 'bab yang 
dag 'phro I ga1zg zhig brtan pas 0111 yig bsgom par bya I mi phyed byas pa ji ltar rnal 
'byor gyis I steng nas 'bab pa 'byung bar byed pa yi I 'di yi mal 'byor ma yi mal 'byor 
gyis. 

103. The term is khecari, Tib. mkho'-spyod. 
104. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 414.5-415.3, citing Saraha's mirage 

analogy. 
105. Cakrasa111vara-tantra, sDe-dge 368, fol. 236a.7-b.2. 
106. The elaboration given here is drawn from gNyan Phu-chung-pa, dPal 

'khor lo bde mchog gi rtsa ba'i rgyud kyi tika mu fig phreng ba, p. 299.2.6-4.4. This 
Cakrasaq\Vara commentary dates to about the eleventh century according to 
Ven. Khenpo Abbe, a leading Sa-skya scholar and former abbot of Sakya Col­
lege. This explanation occurs as an exegesis of the root-tantra lines: "At a special 
time the yogi should continuously worship a woman of his Buddha family, a 
female messenger who has attained enlightened spontaneity (sahaja)--supe­
rior, middling, lesser .... One should worship the Buddhas and bodhisattvas 
with life-drops (bindu), one's own substance"; Cakrasa111vara-tantra, sDe-dge 
368, fol. 213b.4-5. . 

107. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 96.4-5: 'di ni rigs ldan ma mchod pa'i 
gnad dam par snang ngo. Tsongkhapa specifies a "woman of one's Buddha lin­
eage." 

108. Ibid., fol. 95.6. 
109. Ibid., fol. 257.5-6. 
110. Ibid., fol. 376.1-2. 
111. In Tibetan the ten are sometimes called dllm-tshig gi rdzas, or "substances 

of Tantric commitment." 
112. See, for example, Chandogya Upani~d 3.16.1-7 and 5.9, Kll~ltaki 

Brahmava Upani~d 2.5, and Maifrr Upani~d 6.9, 6.36, and 6.38, the latter pre­
senting mystical contemplation as the ultimate fire sacrifice. 

113. Brhadaravyakn Upan~d 6.4.1-4; edited version of translation by 
S. Radhakrishnan, The Principal Upani~ds, pp. 321-22. A similar passage occurs 
a!{Clzandogya Upani¥td 5.8, in which the woman is the sacrificial fire, the male 
organ the fuel, the vulva the flame, the lovemaking the coals, the sexual plea­
sure the sparks, the semen the libation, and the end result a child. In the same 
vein, Clzandogya Upanifiad 2.13 equates sexual intercourse with a hymn to 
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Viimadeva, a form of ~iva. Each stage of lovemaking is equated with a phase of 
the hymnal chant. See Sir John Woodroffe, Shakti and Shiikta, p. 559, for the 
maitlmna-mantra. 

114. For descriptions of this pattern, see Agehananda Bharati, The Tantric 
Tradition, pp. 261-62. 

115. The Tibetan canon includes a number of manuals for performing fire 
offerings, and many ritual texts were written subsequently in Tibet. English 
translations of texts in active use today can be found in Sharpa Tulku and 
Michael Perrott, trans., A Manual of Ritual Fire Offerings, and Geshe Kelsang 
Gyatso, Guide to Dakini lAnd, pp. 439-501. 

116. According to Tsongkhapa in his commentary on chap. 28, after the he­
roes and yoginis have feasted together, they make the secret offering, or "offer­
ing of self," by uniting (sbyar), thereby worshipping all the Buddhas, bodhi­
sattvas, heroes, yoginis, and everything animate and inanimate. Tsongkhapa's 
sources (e.g., Kambala, Bhavabhadra, Bhavyakirti) take this as the secret offer­
ing, which is followed by an inner fire offering that occurs in chap. 34 of the 
Cakrasamvara-tantra; Tsongkhapa, sBas don kiln gsal, fol. 304.1-3,304.5-6. 

117. Described by Tsongkhapa, sBas don kwr gsa/, fol. 357.5-359.3, summariz­
ing Indian commentaries on chap. 34 of the Cnkrasarpvara-tantra. 

118. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsa/, fol. 358.1-4: gnas gsum gyi sems can dkyil 
'khor par byas ba rnams kyi bar du snang bar byas pas I de dag thams cad kyis bde ba 
chen po rzyong bar bsam mo I bde ba nyong bas phyi'i gnas gsum gyi dpa' bo dpa' mo 
zhu bar gyur ba dur khrod Ia dang I dur khrod zlm ba gzlral yas khang Ia bsdu ba nas 
I mkha' 'gro ma Ia sogs pa bzhi'i bar d11 bsdu ba ni I dpa' bo krm dang zlres pa'i rkang 
pa gyis kyi don no I de mams zlru ba slral bzlri' i sna bug gyon pa nas zlmgs te I smin 
mtshams nas dhiitfr zlrugs nas byang sems babs pas 'klror lo bzhi Ia yang klryab pa ni 
smin ma'i bar du zhes pa'i rkang ba gnyis don no I de nas rang dang phag mo bde ba 
chen bor zlru ba. 

119. Ibid., fol. 362.3, quoting Ghar;ttapa: "From the A at the navel, the fire 
rises, burning .... Bum the five offerings there." 

120. As cited by Tsongkhapa, ibid., fol. 361.4-5. 
121. The root text only specifies nine offerings to be burnt, allowing for dif­

ferent sets that can include the five sense-faculties, five skandlras, etc. The pro­
cess was not totally systematized; for alternative sets of offerings, see ibid., fol. 
362.3-5. 

A similar conception of the inner fire offering in Kashmir ~aivism is seen in 
a Abhinavagupta's Tantriiloka 3.259.b-264: "The disappearance obtained by this 
violent digestion ... consumes by fire the kindling wood of differentiation .... 
All existing things hurled forcibly into the fire that rages in the stomach of one's 
own consciousness abandon all differentiation and feed the fire with the fuel of 
its own powers. When the finite form of all things is dissolved by this violent 
digestion, then the All, which feeds and sustains the divinities of consciousness, 
becomes the ambrosia of immortality." Translation by Paul Muller-ortega in 
Triadic Heart of Siva, p. 195. 

122. Tsongkhapa recommends a series of repeated sessions for twenty-five 
days; sBas don kun gsa/, fol. 359.1. The signs of success will be a series of five 
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visions, and then the mm:ujaln will appear clearly and vividly before the medita­
tor's eyes. 

123. Tsongkhapa, ibid., fol. 364.3: rnmn rtog sreg pa'i nges don gyi sbyin sreg 'ad 
gsa! du zlmgs pa dang. There is some disagreement about what to call the "real 
fire offering," as outlined by Tsongkhapa, fol. 365.2-3: 

Although it may be said, along with Bhavabhadra, that "the fire offering 
comes from union with the female messengers," one can also follow 
Lvavapa in identifying the internal yogic process of melting drops of nec­
tar dripping into the fire at the navel as the "real meaning" (nges-don) of the 
fire offering, which he explains in detail. For dKa'-rgyal, "the true meaning 
of fire offering is visualizing the short 'A' (A-tlwng) at the navel, which is 
the meeting place of all the yoginis, or female messengers, while the com­
mon meaning of fire offering is union with the female messengers." 

Tsongkhapa gathers these opinions and concludes that the entry into clear 
light is the real meaning of the fire offering: "According to Lvavapa, khn-sbyor 
(kissing union, joining of mouths) is the real meaning (nges-don) of fire offering, 
which he explains in detail" (fol. 364.4). He gives more details of what Lvavapa 
means by the "joining of mouths": "Taking the first letter (A), if you visualize it, 
it will quickly begin to blaze. The meaning of the two (to be joined), method 
and wisdom, is: method is the moonlike drop (where the dltt1ff terminates be­
tween the eyebrows), wisdom is the A at the navel. They unite by burning and 
dripping, which is expressed by 'joining mouths'" (fol. 362.2). 

124. Tsongkhapa, ibid., fol. 360.4: 'od gsa! gyi rlung sems tsam las dkyil'kltor gyi 
'khor lor Tangs pa ni. 

125. Ibid., fol. 363.4-6: ye shes sems dpa'i thugs kar padma dkar po Ia .... dkyil 
'khor bde chen gtji rang bzltin rdul phrn 1110 tsam du bsdus pa las 'pltros pa'i ye shes kyi 
'od zer gyi 111treng ba las I sna tshogs pa'i sangs rgyas kyi sku 'pltros pas. 

126. Technically this subtle form of experience and divinized embodiment is 
known as an "illusory body" (miiyiideha, Tib. sgyu-ma'i Ius). 

127. The mutual resonance that propels the partners through ·tarious men­
tal-bodily states is implicit in Buddhist descriptions of the process but rarely 
explicitly described. The resonance is described in more experiential terms in 
Kashmiri Saivite sources; see Lilian Silburn, Ku~u;ialini, p. 169. It is also de­
scribed more phenomenologically by Aghori Vrmalananda as· recorded by 
Robert Svoboda in Aghora, wherein he describes the psychic fusion that can 
occur after the practice of vajrolr-mudrii: "Then there are higher practices of 
sahajoli and amaroli, in which the man and woman enter each other's subtle 
bodies and feel what each other are experiencing and enjoying. This requires 
two very advanced partners" (p. 288). He also claims that "Vajroli is ... a union 
of two personalities into one .... The union ... can be used for great spiritual 
~dvancements. It is the achievement of a lifetime" (p. 289); 

128. According to June McDaniel, "in these traditions, there is also a disinte­
gration of intimacy, an element of sexual alienation and distancing. The tiintrika 
and Baul have sex without sensuality .... There is no relationship of intimacy 
with an individual-the woman (or in rare cases the man) involved is an object, 
a representation of power itself or of other persons or deities. For the tllntrika, 
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sensuality is reserved for the dark goddess of mystery and danger ... while 
physical women are merely spiritual batteries" (Madness of the Saints, p. 274). 

129. Cakrasarrzvara-tantra, sDe-dge 368, fol. 239b.7-240a.1: phyag rgya gcer bur 
mchod pa yi /las nyid kyis ni yongs su grol/ gos nyid kyis ni bktlb pa'am gzhan /'dod 
pa rnams kyis gos mi 'gyur /las rnams thams cad brtsam par bya I rtsa ba' i sngags 
dang de bzhin gzhan I phyogs being par ni 'jug pa yis /lha dang lha yi tshogs kyis 
kyang I ma mthong bar ni mchod par gyis. 

130. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 415.5-416.1. 
131. Tib. chags-pa chen-po or 'dod-chags chen-po; see Tsongkhapa, ibid., fol. 

234.3. 
132. Mircea Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom, p. 261, n. 204. 
133. Christopher George, The Car.uJamaharo$aiJll Tantra, critical edition, p. 31: 

na viragiit param pifpam na pur.zyam sukhata param. 
134. Cakrasarrzvara-tantra, sDe-dge 368, fol. 233a.1-2: 'dod Ia rmongs pas 'gro mi 

byed I pho nya Ia rtag zhen thar pa I .. . /skye gnas dman dang cig shos Ia' ang I bsnyen 
bkur nyid ni bya ba min. 

135. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 306.2: pho nya mo dam tshig dang ldan 
pa ma gtogs pa 'dod ma'i khyad par gzhan dag Ia I 'dod pa Ia rmongs pas bgrod par ma 
bya'o. 

136. Ibid., fol. 307.1-4: pho nya'i mtshan nyid phun sum tshogs parma gyur na 
I skye gnas dman pa yin Ia I de Ia mi gnas pa ni mtshan nyid tshangs ba yin pas de Ia 
bsnyen bkur gyis gus par bya ba nyid de de tsam ni bya ba min no I Lva va pas 1 pho 
nya mo mtshan nyid dang ldan pa Ia bza' btung Ia sogs pas bsnyen bkur bnyid de kho 
na'am de tsham zhig bya ba min gyi I snyoms par 'jug par bya ste I ji sknd du I ... 
I chags pas' dus par dga' baste I de phyir 'khyud par rab tu bya I rjes su chags dang ldan 
pas 'thob I gzhan du bde bar mi 'gyur ro. 

137. Ibid., fol. 312.5. 
138. Ibid., fol. 313.2-3: sgrub pa po de yi pho nya mo mchog ..• btshon par lda11 pa 

ste le lo med par dngos grub sgrub pa Ia rjes su chags pa' o I de 'dra ba de rnyed 11as de 
dang legs par sbyor ba las kun nas te shin tu chags pa'i dga' ba yi longs spyod bya'o. 

139. Ibid., fol. 351.6-352.1. 
140. Ibid., fol. 89.1-2. "Disciplined" here is a translation of sbyangs-pa, which 

means accomplished at meditation and thus disciplined, skillful, and experi­
enced. 

141. Ibid., fol. 290.5-6: kun mtshan nyid ma tshang bar de ltar byed pa Ia nyes 
dmigs shin hl che bar gsungs pa rnams. 

142. Ibid., fol. 91.4-5. 
143. We find similar belief in the necessity of the adeptness of both partners 

in Kashmir Saivite Tantra, Sahajiya Vai$1;\ava Tantra, and Aghora Tantra. For 
the Kashmiri Saivite convictions on this matter, see Lilian Silbum, Kut.u;Jalinr, 
pp. 18Q-81. Edward Dimock, in Place of the Hidden Moon, summarizing Bengali 
sources he studied in great depth, reports on pp. 220-21 that "the implications 
throughout are that both male and female can attain the ultimate goal" and that 
the man and woman must both have religious motivations and be "alike" 
(siimifna); he translates from Car.z4zdiiser padaviilf, a Bengali text that warns: "The 
man and woman should be of one type in order to worship in that rati ...• H a 
woman of good type takes an evil man for sadhana, her heart will be tom like a 
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flower by thorns. And if a man of good type takes a lesser woman as an object. 
of rati, he will wander as if dead, as a man possessed by an evil spirit" (p. 220).' 
For the requirements for both partners in Aghora Tantra, see Robert Svoboda, 
Aghora, pp. 288-90. 

144. Keith Dowman, Masters of Mahiimudrii, p. 217. 
145. The vocabulary of the kiimasiistra classifications is sometimes used in 

Tantric literature as a classificatory scheme, but not as a hierarchical grading, as 
it is in the secular literature. 

146. E.g., Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 295.1 and 314.4-6. The Tibetan 
term dam-tshig-ldan is generally used to translate samayin. 

147. Cakrasa111vnra-tantra, Mal translation, fol. 17b.1 (corresponding to sDe­
dge 368, fol. 233a.3): bsgrub po de ni dam tshig brtson I dam tsltig rigs Ia spt;od pa yis. 
Another passage at the beginning of chap. 29 refers to "cfiikinis established in 
[i.e., keeping] Tantric vows" as the ones with whom a yogi should practice. 

148. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 278.6-279.1: dam tshig dang ldan pa'i 
mal 'byor ma mthong na I bza' ba dang ston mo dang tsii ru dang ... Ia sogs pa thams 
cad sbyin par bya ste dam tshig dang mi ldan pa Ia nam yang sbyin par bya ba ma yin 
no. 

149. Discussions of the Tantric vows can be found in Geshe Dhargyey, A 
Commentary on the Kitlacakra Tantra, pp. 17-28. Tsongkhapa's work on the sub­
ject, rTsa ltung gi mam bshad, provides an encyclopedic overview of opinions in 
Indian sources. 

150. Tsongkhapa, Zab lam Nii ro'i cltos drug gi sgo nas 'khrid pa yid ches gsum 
ldan zhes bya ba bzltugs so, fol. 64.6-65.4: rang dang pltyag rgya gnyis ka gang zag 
dbang po rab tu gyur ba f rnmn par dag pa'i dbang bskur ba thob nasI rtsa ba dang yan 
lag gi dam tshig Ia mkltas siting f ji Ita ba bzhin du srung ba f dkyil 'khor lo'i sgrub 
thabs Ia mkhas siting I thun bzhir bsgoms pas legs par byang ba f dga' ba'i bstan bcos 
bas 'byung ba'i sgyu rtsa/la drug cu rtsa bzhi Ia mkhas pa I stong nyid kyi Ita ba phu 
thag chod cing I dga' bzhi'i rim pa dang I kltyad par du lhan cig skl;es pa'i ye shes skye 
ba'i sa mtshams Ia mkhas pa dang f byang sems pltyir mi 'pho bar 'dzin nus pa sogs 
rgyud sde dang I grub chen gyi gzlumg khungs ma nas bshad pa'i mtshan nyid tshang 
ba cig gis byed ba yin pa Ia f de /tar bshad pa'i brda chang rags pa tsam yang ma chags 
par I zab mo yin zer ba'i man ngag ltar snang re Ia ngas ba drangs nas flag tu len pa 
ni I shin tu mi bzad pa'i ngan 'gro'i sgo 'byed par shes par gyis shig f he ru ka mngon 
'byung las kyang. 

151. Offering a new interpretation is not simply a matter of presenting evi­
dence that will stand or fall on its own merits. Like Wittgenstein's proverbial 
fly in a jar, whose flight pattern is circumscribed, any philosophical or interpre­
tive discourse remains bounded by implicit and explicit interpretive categories 
and by the terms set by the operative rules of inquiry. The only possibility of 
escape is by the removal or destruction of the jar-the operative culture-bound 
assumptions. For instance, Western readers will tend to equate sexual dis­
tourse and power discourse. This can be seen in the interpretation of Tantric 
sexual relations as power relations, or relations of domination. As long as Tan­
tric texts are read as repositories of Western values, the fly remains in the bottle. 
To attempt to prove that they are otherwise simply reifies and legitimizes the 
preoccupation with sexual domination. 
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152. Even in the West, where sexuality and power have become closely al­
lied, one can never pinpoint a specific location or transfer of power through 
sexuality, because both occur in ever-shifting matrices. Michel Foucault, in The 
History of Sexuality, vol. 1, identifies specific strategies whereby sexuality be­
came an object of knowledge and a "mode of domination," or instrument for 
the transfer of power in the industrializing West, beginning in the seventeenth 
century, as part of the rise of specific movements and disciplines (such as psy­
choanalysis); see pp. 103-14. Foucault contrasts the Western objectification, pa­
thologization, and manipulation of sexuality (what he calls scientia sexualis) 
with what he calls the ars erotica of the East (of which Tantra would be one), 
which he characterizes as sexuality developed and explored for its own sake, 
for a bliss that leads to transcendence; see pp. 57-58. 

153. Third World feminists have criticized Western scholarship and femi­
nism for their emphasis upon dominance and exploitation, contending that 
Western values preclude appreciation of some of the highly nuanced balances 
of interdependence and autonomy that can characterize gender relations in 
other societies. For example, see Trinh Minh-ha, Woman, Native, Other. 

154. Cakrasa11tvara-tantra, Mal translation, fol. 20a.3-4 (corresponding to sDe­
dge 368, fol. 236a.4-5): dugos bo kun gyis sgrub pa pos I de nas pltyag rgya mchod par 
bya I mchod pas mchod par 'dod paste I brnyas pa yis ni nges par sreg I rnal 'byor 
rgyud du mi rnams kyi I phyag rgya chen po dang po 'grub I kun nas dag bas mchod 
parbya. 

155. Tsongkhapa, sBas don kun gsal, fol. 307.4-5: de rnams kyang shin tu brtse 
zhing gdung ba'i dbang gis ma dang sring mo dang bu mo dang chung ma bzhin du 
/ .. . lltag par sdugs pa'i sems kyis rtag tu mclzod par bya'o I de 'dra bade Ia bslumg 
zhing dman pa'i sems kyis dka' thub byed na I phun sum tshogs ba tltams cad nges par 
zad par 'gyur Ia. 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

1. Janice Willis, ''Nuns and Benefactresses," p. 77. 
2. A man cannot on his own can have sufficient knowledge of female anat­

omy and responsiveness, which he must know if he is to master this yoga. For 
example, when the Tibetan Gediin Chopal sought to perfect this practice, even 
with a number of textual sources available to him he could not complete his 
knowledge without instruction by a female practitioner of the art, toward 
which end he interviewed women until he found one who would instruct him; 
see Tibetan Arts of Love, pp. 43, 45. 

3. Tiiran:itha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 31. This Padmavajra is sometimes 
designated as Mahiipadmavajra to distinguish him from one who comes later 
in the lineages and who may have been named after him. Taranatha identifies 
VJ.lasyavajra (Tib. sGeg-mo rdo-rje) as "Yogini Cinto," i.e., Sahajayoginicinta. 

4. Taranatha, ibid., p. 25. 
5. Ibid., p. 36. 
6. Taranatha, Tiiraniitha's Life of Kr$~cllryall<ilnha, pp. 10-11. 
7. Alaka Chattopadhyaya, Atr5n and Tibet, p. 408. 
8. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 701. 
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9. Ibid., pp. 729, 731. 
10. Ibid., pp. 847, 851-52. ''La~mi the Great of Kashmir" is an epithet of 

Bhil<$w:\i Lak$mi. 
11. Ibid., p. 367. 
12. This is the case in Tsongkhapa's detailed commentary on the 

Ozkrasaqrvara-tantra. Tsongkhapa frequently cites these adepts on the yoga of 
union; see sBas don kun gsal, chaps. 27-29. 

13. George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 368; Taranatha, Seven Instruction 
Lineages, p. 56. 

14. According to the Tibetan translation of Abhayadatta, the mother was a 
courtesan; see James Robinson, Buddha's Lions, p. 364, fol. 212.1. Cf. Taranatha, 
Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 32, according to which his companion was a beer­
seller's daughter. 

15. Mark Tatz, ''The Life of the Siddha-Philosopher Maitrigupta," p. 709. 
16. This widespread assumption is discussed in chaps. 3 and 8. 
17. Alex Wayman, The Buddhist Tantras, p. 183. 
18. This group is discussed in Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, An Introduction to 

Buddhist Esoterism, pp. 77-79. The Buddhist historian gZhon-nu-dpal, author of 
the Blue Annals, identifies seven texts written by these figures as fundamental 
texts of Tantric Buddhist history; the seven texts (sgrub-pa sde-bdun) are sDe-dge 
nos. 2217-23. According to gZhon-nu-dpal, these were among the teachings 
that Vajrapl!Qi (a human figure, eleventh century) transmitted to Nepal and 
Tibet; George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, pp. 856-57. The Sanskrit manuscripts 
survive in Newari script versions; see the following note for editions and trans­
lations. 

19. The Advayasiddhi of Lak$miilka.ra (sDe-dge 2220) has been edited and 
translated by Malati Shendge, Advayasiddhi (A Study). The Prajfiopiiyavi­
niScayasiddhi of Anail.gavajra (sDe-dge 2218) and the ]fiilnasiddhi of lndrabhiiti 
(sDe-dge 2219) have been edited by Benoytosh Bhattacharyya in Two Vajrayiina 
Works. The Srisahajasiddhi of O<>mbiheruka (sDe-dge 2223) is edited and trans­
lated by Malati Shendge, "Srfsahajasiddhi." 

20. dNgos po gsal ba'i rjes su 'gro ba'i de kho na nyid grub pa, sDe-dge 2222. A 
Newari script version of the Sanskrit text is preserved in the collection of the 
Oriental Institute of Baroda. 

21. Taranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 31. 
22. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 68a.3-5: dpal u rgyan gyi rdo rje chen po mchog gi gnas su 

rang byung gi ye shes phun sum tshogs pa'i dpal mal 'byor ma rnams 'dus nas yang 
dag pa'i don Ia gzigs mo las byung ba'i manor ba'i chos kyi de kho na nyid kyi mod Ia 
byin gyis rlob bar byed ba 1 sa gsum rdo rje Ita bu'i ting nge 'dzin (trilokavajra­
samildhi) Ia snyoms par zlzugs pa'i dus suI nem nur mi mnga' pa'i zlurl gyi padma rab 
tu rgyas pa las bde ba phun sum tshogs pa'i sbrang rtsi'i rgyun 'bab par gyur pa dngos 
po gsal ba'i rjes su 'gro bade klw na nyid grub pa rdzogs so. 

23. The term adhi~tlliina, translated here as "power-enriched energy," refers 
among other things to a power that flows from Buddhas and bodhisattvas, or 
the realm of truth, and inspires its recipient to attain certain meditative concen­
trations, visions of reality, etc., and to speak from that deep inspiration. So 
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adhi~fhiina is a term used to indicate when something is genuine revelation. 
According to the Lmlkavatara-satra, 

Whatever the Bodhisattva accomplishes in the way of Samadhi, psychic 
attainments, or preaching, is done by being sustained in two ways by the 
power (adhi$!hiina) of the Buddhas. If the Bodhisattva could at all preach 
intelligently without being sustained by the power of the Buddhas, the 
ignorant would also preach intelligently. Why? It all depends upon 
whether or not one is sustained by the Buddhas' power. (Translation by 
Daisetz Suzuki, Studies in the Lmikiivatiira Satm, pp. 204-5) 

With this Mahayana belief in the background, the reference to Sahajayogini's 
inspiration from this source expresses her authority to speak religious truths. 

24. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 63a.7-b.2: 'dir gnyis su med cing rang bzhin gyis mam bar 
dag pa'i lhan cig skyes pa'i gnas skabs suI bdag nyid gyis don te rtogs par bya ba'i phyir 
I bdag nyid skyes pa dang bud med kyi gzugs su mngon par sprul te I rang gi ngo bo 
nyid 'byin pa po'i rang bzhin du dnyos po gsal ba'i rjes su stan par mdzad de. One of 
her key terms is sahaja, a term that is important in works of this period and is 
not easy to define precisely. It designates what is innate, pure, and spontane­
ous; see Shashibhusan Dasgupta, Obscure Religious Cults, pp. 77-86, and Per 
Kvcerne, "On the Concept of Sahaja in Indian Buddhist Tantric Literature." 

25. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 64a.7-b.2, followed by a technical description of the 
development of the embryo. 

26. For the soteriological aspects of Tantric physiology, see William Stablein, 
"The Medical Soteriology of Karma in the Buddhist Tantric Tradition." 

27. Tib. chags-'joms-pa. 
28. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 63b.2: /han cig skyes pa'i mam par sprul pa'i nyams dga' 

ba'i bu mo Ia kuntu bltas nas dga' ba dang bde ba'i 'dod pa'i yid du gyur nasI beam 
ldan 'das shin tu chags pa dang bcas pa'i rol pa dang bcas nas kun du gzigs par mdzad 
do. 

29. Sahajayoginicinta's terms are general enough to apply to both ap­
proaches and to be used with any of the Buddha couples that the women in her 
immediate audience might be practicing. She has been associated with the Bud­
dha couple of Cakrasa!Tlvara and Vajrayoginr, into whose practice she is re­
ported to have given initiation; Keith Dowman, Masters of Mahirmudrii, p. 273. 

30. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 63b.5-6: de nas kyang mgrin pa nas gya gyu'i zab mo 
sgrogs pa ... rol pa'i rang bzhin gyi rnam pa lnga rmi lam Ita bu Ia bdag nyid gar 
mklum Ita bus kun du rtse bar mdzad do. "Play," or "sport," translates Tib. rol-pa, 
corresponding to Skt. Ialita, Iilli, and kriqli. 

31. This interpretation of the "five" was suggested to me by an oral commen­
tator and is reinforced by a parallel passage from the Lmilaivatiira-satra; see 
Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki, Studies in the Lmllaivatiira Stitra, p. 195. The five, accord­
ing to Suzuki's commentary, are the vijfiiina of the five sense faculties. A more 
remote possibility is that the "five" may refer to the five basic forms (bandlta) of 
intercourse as categorized by Vatsyayana, that is, supine (uttiinakn), lateral 
(liryak), seated (asita or upavi$!a), standing (stllita), and prone (vyiinata, i.e., 
woman face down). Since the "reverse," or female superior, position, a Tantric 
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favorite, is not counted as one of the "standard" forms, it seems unlikely that 
this list of five is intended here. 

32. sDe-dge2222, fol. 63b.2-4: denas shin tu 'jam zhing nges pa'igsung gis thugs 
'dzin bar mdzad cing I de'i 'og tude Ia dri zhim pos mthug por byug pa'i dri bsung 
cltags pa bsnams pas thugs tsltim par mdzad do I de nas thugs nyams su ion pa'i bdud 
rtsi'i bum pa brgyas bkus pa bzltin du dga' ba dang bde ba chen po thob nasI tsltam 
tshom med par bde ba'i bye brag dag gis 'kltyud do. 

33. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 63b.6-7: mdza' bos chags pas kun tu blta zhing de yi rjes su 
sbrang rtsi 'dzag 'dra'i tsltig 'jam dang I de nas dga' ba'i char 'babs lags pa'i mtsho 
skyes bskyod pas de Ia kun 'khyud pa'i. 

34. Technical descriptions of these processes can be found in Carma Chang, 
Teachings of Tibetan Yoga, and Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, Clear Light of Bliss. 

35. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 63b.4-5: de nas bdag nyid don byas pa bzhin du yid Ia sems 
shing dpe med pa' i ro nymrg ba' i phyir 'o bya ba' i rnam pa dag mdzad do I de las kyang 
sos 'debs pas gcod pa dang I 'bigs ba Ia sogs pa'i bye brag dag /dryad par du mdzad do 
I de'i rjes Ia yang shin tu bde pa skyes pas rmongs pa bsal ba'i phyir I skabs skabs su 
shin tu 'jam pa'i sen mos 'debs bas sad par byed do. 

36. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 63b.7-64a.1: rim gyis chags pa'i ro yis de ni su yin bdag 
kyang cir 'gyur mashes te I grogs rnams sngar mi bde ba tshig gis brjod du ma btub 
pa zltig skyes par 'gyur. 

37. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 64a.l-2: yid las bymrg ba las skyes pa'i spros pa'i rgyun 
gyis 'ching ba 'dis gnyis ka being ste gang gi gnyi ga'i sems kyi 'jug pa ji srid du gzlran 
mi dran zhing dga' ba'i dran pa Ia phyogs paste . 

. 38. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 64a.3-4: gnyi ga yang sir ces zer zhing thams cad Ia cher 
ltos pa med cing tsham tshom med pa dang bcas pas shin tu rgya che ba'i dga' sgrub pa 
spel bar gyur to I de las kt;ang bde ba'i bya ba shin tu goms pa'i longs spyod kyis tlribs 
po kun sad par byas te I dga' ba dang bde bas yang dag par spel ba 'jug pas bskyed pa 
ni. 

39. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 64a.4-5: 'gro ba rnams kyi bde ba mtshan mar bcas pa ni 
I gang yin de nyid mtshan ma spangs par gyur pa na I rang byung ye shes tryid kyi ngo 
bor gyur paste I rtog pa rnams kyi stong pa'i bde ba chen po yin. 

40. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 66a.4-5: rlung gi blo ni rjes su btsal bas ni I bde ba dam pa'i 
ngo bo rang sems ni I tshim byed de dag las bzhan mi g.yo ba I shes rab thams kyi rang 
bzlrin 'ga' zhig yin I thabs dang shes rab kyi rang bzltin gsal bade kho na nyid du sems 
gnas so. 

41. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 66a.7: bla na med pa'i longs spyod du nye bar 'gro zhing 
byed pa'i grong khyer rnams rjes su zhugs pa dang /dan pas 'dro ba 'di dag nyid bde ba 
chen po'i rnam par ro gcig par 'gro bar 'gyur te. 

42. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 68a.l: rab dga' gzltan don Ia dga' mchog gis bde ba dam pa 
legs par gnas. 

43. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 66b.6. 
44. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 66b.6-7: yang thog ma med pa' i bag chags kyi tshogs kyi zil 

gyis mnan pa'i byis pa rnams 'byed par byed pas ci zhig bya ste. 
45. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 67a.2-3. 
46. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 67a.2-4: rang bzhin dag pa'i byang chub kyis gang yang 

/han cig skyes shing rnam par sprul pa'i yan lag bskyod pa ji snyid pa de dag phyag 
rgya rab tu dbye bar 'gyur Ia I gang yang ngag gis brjod pa'i ji snyid sngags kyi rnam 
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pa'o 1 ... 1 bya ba rnams 'di ltar sgeg pa dang I dpa' ba dang I 'jigs su rung pa byed pa 
dang I snying rje dang I rngam pa dang I zhi ba Ia sogs pa' i 'dod chags dang I zhe sdang 
dang I dregs pa dang I ser sna dang I pltrag dog Ia sogs pa cung zad skyes pa de dag ma 
Ius par rang bzllin dag pa'i ye shes kyi rnam pa yongs su rdzogs pa yin no. 

47. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 67b.7. 
48. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 67a.S. 
49. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 67a.5-b.7. 
50. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 67b.7-68a.1: sna tslwgs 'di dag rang bzhin dag pas spyod 

pa'i dgongs /dan mkhas pa ni I de yi lag na bde gsltegs go 'pltang bdag chen rtsom pa 
cher ldan pa. I chose the feminine pronoun here in view of the all-female audi­
ence. 

51. U.N. Ghoshal in The Age of Imperial Ktmauj, ed. R. C. Majumdar, pp. 
368-69, citing two twelfth-century sources, the Kiivyamimiilltsli of Raja5ekhara 
and the Siiktimuktiivalr by JalhaQ.a. Since the family background of some of the 
famous female poets, philosophers, and doctors is not known, it is impossible 
to say conclusively that an education was not available, perhaps on a tutoring 
basis, to other sectors of society; A. S. Altekar, The Position of Women in Hindu 
Civilization, p. 19. 

52. According to the Kiimasiitra, attributed to Vatsyayana, the women most 
likely to be trained in the sixty-four arts were courtesans and daughters of 
princes and ministers. The sixty-four arts include singing, music, dance, drama, 
perfumery, magic, mantras, logic, cryptography, poetic composition, versifica­
tion (how to scan poems), languages and dialects, dictionaries and vocabular­
ies, and mathematics; see Kiimaslitra, chap. 3. 

53. For example, a famous martial ode in Tamil was written by a woman 
who is identified simply as "a potter's wife"; A. L. Basham, The Wonder That 
Was India, p. 178. Any woman attached to the palace, even a servant, could be 
trained in the sixty-four arts; see Kiimasiitra, chap. 3. 

54. Frequent references in Tantric biographies would indicate that many 
c}llkinrs made their living by selling alcohol or running taverns. For information 
about this occupation, see A. L. Basham, The Wonder That Was India, pp. 214-15, 
and Jeannine Auboyer, Daily Life in Ancient India from Approximately 200 sc to 
700 AD, pp. 88-89. 

55. Jeannine Auboyer, ibid., pp. 86-87, 197. 
56. Many court retainers lived in the palace. Wine-servers, who wore the 

national dress of the country of origin of the wine they served, lived in the 
palace; see ibid., p. 260. The person in charge of the royal wine storehouse 
would have lived in the palace. Although Sahajayoginicinta's activities indicate 
access to the palace, there is nothing to indicate whether or not she lived there. 

57. Taranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, pp. 30-31. 
58. For dancers as living in the palace, see Jeannine Auboyer, Daily Life in 

Ancient Itzdia from Approximately 200 BC to 700 AD, pp. 260, 273. Dance was an 
accepted part of the education of cultured women and was not associated only 
with courtesans, as it later came to be--after medieval times, according to A. L. 
Basham, The Wonder That Was India, p. 179. ~atriya women might be trained in 
dance, painting, and music, although a briihma)Jf could not; Jeannine Auboyer, 
Daily Life in Ancient India from Approximately 200 sc to 700 AD, p. 172. This is seen 
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in the Kiimas11tra, where dance appears near the top of the list of arts to be 
mastered by women (1.3), and also known from descriptions of heroines in 
medieval Sanskrit literature, reports of private dance performances staged by 
palace ladies, and reports that a dance teacher typically was retained as a royal 
official; see A. S. Altekar, Tile Position of Women in Hindu Civilization, pp. 20-21. 
Mahilbhilrata 3.232 describes how Princess Uttara and her companions studied 
dance in the palace. 

59. Parts of her work that have not been discussed in this exegesis evoke the 
subtleties of these intellectual systems in a precise, technical way. We may find 
a parallel example in the case of MaJ;Iimekalai, a famous Buddhist nun of 
Tamilnadu who was the daughter of a leading courtesan and dancer. As an 
artist, MaJ.l.imekalai would have received a basic artistic and literary education; 
as a Buddhist nun, she received a comprehensive philosophical and doctrinal 
education, including syllogistic logic, from her guru. A description of 
Mar;timekalai's education at the hands of her guru can be found in Mavimelatlai 
chaps. 26-30; see Paula Richman, Women, Brandt Stories, and Religious Rhetoric 
in a Tamil Buddhist Text, pp. 22-23. 

60. Taraniitha, Seven Instruction Lineages, pp. 26-28. 
61. sDe-dge 2222, fol. 68a.~. 
62. Ghar;ttapa's biography as it occurs in the mal!itsiddl!a collection of 

Abhayadatta does not name or include any discussion of his Tantric guru; see 
James Robinson, trans., Buddha's Lions, pp. 174-79. However, other sources 
identify his female teachers; see Keith Dowman, Masters of Mahilmudrii, p. 273, 
citing Bu-ston, and Tiiranatha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 31. 

63. Taranatha, ibid., p. 8. 
64. Ibid., p. 45; Xllth Khentin Tai Situpa, Trlopa (Some Glimpses of His Life), pp. 

29-30. This account and pp. 30-33 discuss the different types of r/iikinis to be 
found there: human or worldly r/iikinfs, more advanced rJDkin'is, and disembod­
ied wisdom-rJiikinis. 

65. Keith Dowman, Masters of Mahiimudrii, pp. 272-73, drawing on Bu-ston's 
version; Tiiraniitha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 30. 

66. Also known as Jnanapiida; George Roerich, trans., Blue Annals, p. 367. 
67. Taraniitha, History of Buddhism in India, p. 287. 
68. Taraniitha, Seven Instruction Lineages, p. 26. 
69. In the course of my field research I did discover cases of Tibetan Bud­

dhist practitioners and gurus who allow the general reputation of Tantra to 
lend an aura of legitimacy to their seductions, but closer inquiry (generally an 
interview of one of the parties involved) in each case revealed that the man in 
question was not knowledgeable about Tantric teachings regarding sexual 
yoga and that the partners did not consider themselves to be practicing Tantra. 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

1. The conflation of the monastic Mahayana and noncelibate Tantric para­
digms required explicit synthesis. One locus of this type of discussion is the 
sdom-gsum literature, wherein the relationship among the monastic, bo­
dhisattva, and Tantric vows are explored. Some place the vows and related 
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behaviors in ascending order, each one supplanting the next, while others re­
gard them to be simultaneous, corresponding to a practitioner's outer, inner, 
and secret conduct. The Sa-skya school Lam-'bras and the dGe-lugs Lam-rim 
literatures are also encyclopedic syntheses of the general Mahayana and more 
specialized Tantric teachings and practices. 

2. Veena Das, "The Imaging of Indian Women," p. 218. 
3. The "reproduction of patriarchy" is a complex process. It refers not only 

to a perpetuation of patriarchy into the future but to a projection of patriarchy 
onto the past. Patriarchy is served by historical "proof'' of universal male dom­
inance, which confirms the inevitability of present social arrangements and 
gender relationships. Conversely, it challenges present arrangements to reveal 
in history and in other cultures peoples whose social ideals are more inclusive, 
equitable, just, harmonious, or cooperative. I would argue that an unconscious 
motivation to reproduce patriarchy, and not purely historiographical consider­
ations, have fueled denials that women were full participants in Tantric circles 
and co-creators of the Tantric Buddhist tradition. 

4. Historians who were unaware of female authorship in this tradition pre­
maturely announced that all the works in the Buddhist canons are of male 
authorship; for example, see Janice Willis, "Nuns and Benefactresses," pp. 60 
and 78, n. 3. 

5. For example, James Robinson provides partial lists of the texts by the fe­
male mahifsiddhas in his appendix in Buddha's Lions, pp. 304, 306. These lists are 
not complete or authenticated, but they provide a helpful point of departure 
for someone searching for texts ·by women. 

6. Herbert Guenther, The Life and Teaching of Niiroptl, p. x; see also pp. ix and 
x, n.l. 

7. Alan Sponberg, "Attitudes toward Women and the Feminine in Early 
Buddhism," p. 28. Sponberg argues that the 4akinrs are of benefit to men be­
cause they are of the opposite sex and thus complementary to them, but he does 
not extend his argument and claim that the male figures of Tantric iconography 
are irrelevant to men and solely benefit women. 

8. Nathan Katz, "Anima and mKha'-'gro-ma." Although Katz acknowledges 
that a 4akini may be a human woman, he focuses on the role of this figure in 
male spiritual development. 

9. Fokke Sierksma, Tibet's Terrifying Deities, p. 197; see also pp. 158, 198, 273, 
275. A similar interpretation reappears in Keith Dowman's analysis of Severed­
Headed Vajrayogini as "the yogin's female energy fulfilling the function of 
ego-destruction"; Masters of Mahifmudril, p. 320. 

10. Shashibhushan Dasgupta, Obscure Religious Cults, p. 99; see also pp. 116, 
173. For an overview of interpretations of the t/ilkinr figure, see Janice Willis, 
''l;>likini." 

11. Willis, ibid., p. 72. Her explanation for this claim follows on pp. 72-73. 
12. One does fmd occasional acknowledgments in the works mainly of In­

dian and several Tibetan scholars. N. N. Bhattacharyya, History of Tantric Reli­
gion, p. 110: ''The Llimis therefore constituted a mystic group of adepts who 
had their own special practices. The t;>akinis .•• were also women of flesh and 
blood, later raised to the standard of divinity." Also, 1/ilkinr is translated as 
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"awakened women" (p. 116) and "female mystics" (p. 118) by Lhalungpa in 
Mahamudrii; see alsop. 460, n. 197. Pioneering Western studies that treat the 
yoginis and dQkinrs in Buddhist and Saiva Tantric movements as human 
women are those of Martin I<alff, "Selected Chapters from the Abhidhiinottara­
tantra," pp. 46-48, 93-97, and Alexis Sanderson, "Purity and power among the 
Brahmans of Kashmir," pp. 201-2, and "Saivism and the Tantric Traditions," 
pp. 671-72. 
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2643, bsTan-'gyur, rGyud, JU, 246b-247a. 
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n.p.,n.d. 

Cakrasalflvara-tantra. See rGyud gyi rgyal po dpal bde mchog nyung ngu. 
Car;u!amaharo$a1JQ-tantra. See dPal gtum po khro bo chen po'i rgyud kyi rgyal bo dpa' 

bo gcig pa zhes bya ba. 
rJe btsun ras chung rdo rje grags pa'i rnam thar rnam mkhyen thar lam gsal ba'i me 

long ye shes snang ba bzhugs so. (Abbreviated herein as Ras-chung-pa's rNam­
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phreng ba. Sa skya bka' 'bum, vol. KA, fol. 153-337a. In Complete Works of tlte 
Great Masters of tlte Sa Skya Sect of the Tibetan Buddhism, edited by Bsod nams 
rgya mtsho, vol. 1, pp. 288.3.1-380.4.1. Tokyo: Toyo Bunko, 1968. 

Taranatha. sKu gsum rdo rje pltag mo zhes bya ba dbu bead mar grags pa'i sgrub 
mchod ngag 'don. Reprint edition, The Collected Works of Jo-nan Rje-btsun 
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mchog lha lnga'i dbang cho ga. Reprint edition, The Collected Works of Jo-nafl 
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Vol. 11, pp. 345--87. Leh: C. Namgyal and Tsewang Taru, 1985. 

[rTogs pa brjod ba mkha' 'gro ma'i gsang mdzod na gnas pa]. sDe-dge 2450, bsTan­
'gyur, rGyud, Zl, 85b-88a. 

Thugs kyi gsang ba glur blangs pa zhes bya ba. sDe-dge 2443, bsTan-'gyur, rGyud, 
Zl, 67a-71b. 

Niguma. sGyu ma lam gyi rim pa (dri med snying po) zhes bya ba. Peking 4643, 
bsTan-'gyur, rGyud, PU, 165a-176a. 
-- sGyu ma lam gtji rim pa'i 'grel pa zhes bya ba. Peking 4644, bsTan-'gyur, 

rGyud, PU, 176a-199a. 
--· [Thabs lam sgom pa'i rnal 'byor]. Peking 4648, bsTan-'gyur, rGyud, PU, 

200a-b. 
--· [Thabs lam gtum mo sgom pa]. Peking 4647, bsTan-'gyur, rGyud, PU, 

199b-200a. 
--· dPal 'khor lo sdom pa myur du sgrub pa zhes bya ba'i thabs. Peking 4637, 

bsTan-'gyur, rGyud, PU, 156b-158a. (Also Narthang 4554, bsTan 'gyur, 
rGyud, PU, 150a-151b.) 
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rGyud, PU, 201a-203a. 
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ba. sDe-dge 2287, bsTan-'gyur, rGyud, ZHI, 150a-152b. 
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Mi-pham 'Jam-dbyangs rnam-rgyal. 'Dod pa'i bstan bcos bzhugs so. Dharamsala: 
Tibetan Cultural Printing Press, n.d. 
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Chinnamasti, 231n.41 
chommi1,46 
Christian women: scholarship on, 3-4, 

210n.48, 236n.93 
churning, 142, 151-52, 161, 246n.50 
Cintii,99 
classification of men, 218nn. 56 and 57 
classification of women, 13, 35, 54-58, 73, 

218n.57 
commodity logic, 10, 210nn. 38 and 39 
compassion, 25, 57, 67, 94, 124, 127, 150, 

166, 173, 189 
completion stage, 86, 146 
coronation rituals, 148, 244n.32 
Corpse-Raising Woman, 92 
courtesans, 43, 59-62, 136, 180, 190, 194, 

205, 240nn. 132 and 147, 261n.58 
cremation grounds, 31-32, 55, 62, 81-83, 

89, 105, 111, 120, 133, 136, 150-51, 164 
Crowface, 159-60 

1/lkini, 3, 17, 38-39, 46, 50, 52, 58, 81, 83, 
119-20, 136, 170, 174, 199, 214n.8, 229nn. 
18 and 19, 230n.22, 261n.54, 263-64n.12; 
as male symbol, 201-3, 263nn. 7-9. See 
also women in Tantric Buddhism 

d4kinr-language, 46, 104. See also secret 
signs 

Qiikini Lion-Face, 92 
Qakini Shining Lion, 81 

4ilkinr-songs, 82. See also women in Tantric 
Buddhism, Tantric songs by 

(ilfkinr-symbols, 89 
Dalai Lama: First, 147, 244n.31; Fifth, 128, 

237n.ll0; present, 15 
tlamaru, 106 
Dam-pa-skor, 84, 98 
dance, 8, 145, 163, 185, 189-91, 261n.52; as 

a Tantric practice, 24, 81-83; in Tantric 
iconography, 3, 38, 84, 106, 109, 111,114, 
122-23,201 

dancers, 8, 50, 59,61-66, 190,205, 240n.132, 
261n.58 

Dlrika, 134, 182, 239n.128, 240n.132 
Das, Veena, 195-96 
Dasgupta, Shashibhusan, 203 
deity yoga. See visualization of deities 
Denton, Lynn, 6 
devadlfsrs, 8, 209nn. 31 and 32 
devayoga. See visualization of deities 
dhiitvrsvarr, 81,89 
diamond body, 86 
diamond scepter (vajra), 106, 109, 150-51, 

153,156-57,160 
Dinakarii,74,79,84 
divine pride, 41, 69 
dohil, 131. See also Tantric songs 
Qombi,7 
Qombiheruka, ~. 68, 72, 182, 191, 

220n.91, figure 7 
Qombipa. See Qombiheruka 
Qombiyogini, 63-68,72,79,84, 194, 

220n.91, figures 7-8 
Du};!§ila,SO 
Durjayacandra, 84, 220n.91 
datr, 37-39, 46, 48, 58, 169, 214n.9 
Dve§avajri, 31, 41, figure 5 

early Buddhism: women in, 4, 27, 145 
tkaraso, 186, 188-89 
Ekavajrii, 94 
Eliade,~, 168-69 
embracing, 31, 37, 67, 154, 185-86 
emptiness, 24, 31, 158, 165, 172; women's 

realization of, 67, 93-94, 124-25, 162-63, 
172 

emptiness and bliss, 24, 161-63, 203 
"enjoying the sky," 161 
enlightenment, 24, 26, 115, 136, 140, 144, 

147, 150-51, 205; women's attainment of, 
3, 27, 39, 68, 72, 74, 78, 87, 100, 103, 119, 
121, 132, 180, 189-90, 197, 203; women's 
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desaiptions of, 87-97, 125, 188-90; 
women's pursuit of, 25, 69-70, 72-73, 
139, 158, 160, 162, 168, 194. See also Bud­
dhahood 

Errington, Shelly, 10 

fasting ritual, 102, 118, 126-30, 198, 237nn. 
101, 105, and 107 

feast. See Tantric feast 
female authorship, 14, 68, 125, 139, 181-82, 

194,198,211n.51,236n.93,263nn.4and 5 
female Buddha, 3, 27-28, 52, 102, 105, 119, 

156, 174, 184-86, 200, 223n.54, figures 3-
4, 6; terms for,212nn. 13 and 14, 213n.14. 
See also Nairitmyi, SimhamukhA, TAra, 
Vajravlrlhi, Vajrayogini, Wrathful Red 
Tara 

female messengers, 37-\39, 46, 48, 58, 169 
female organ. See vulva 
female Tantrics. See women in Tantric 

Buddhism 
feminist historiography, 12-13 
feminist theology, 5 
Fiorenza, Elizabeth Schiissler, 12-13,220n.8 
fire offering: out~, 80, 121, 163-64; inner, 

24, 142, 163-66, 253nn. 116 and 121, 
254n.123 

Foucault, Michel, 210n.38, 257n.152 
Freudian interpretation, 201-2 

Gambhiravajra, 193 
ga1,1ac:akra. See Tantric feast 
gandhakutr, 119 
G~llbhadri, 99 
G~lldhari, 79, 137-38, 180, 194 
gender dualism in Tantric Buddhism, 40, 

44, 69ff., 183-84 
gender nondualism in Mahayana Bud­

dhism, 44, 68-69, 71, 183 
Ghar,ttapa, 134, 179-80, 193-94, 246n.47, 

figure 17 
goddess-worship. See female Buddha; 

Sakta traditions 
Gopa, 28, 143, 145, 242-43n.12, figure 15 
great passion, 167, 169 
great worship, 152, 246n.52 
Gross, Rita, 5,68,208n.11 
Guenther, Herbert, 9, 11,209-10n.35, 241-

42n.2 
guhy4bhi,elaz, 244n.33 
Guhyajillnl, 124-25 
guhyamantm,211n.1 

guhyapajn. See secret worship 
Guhyasamlja, 84, 87, 110 
Guhyasamlja exegesis, 149, 219n.74, 

245n.40 
Guhyasamlja lineage, 239n.121 
Guhyasam4jn-tnntra, 58, 242n.7 
GUQeru, 180 
guru,25,58, 104,125,148,172,191, 198; 

women as, 6, 52, 56-57, 68-69, 72, 74, 78-
79, 87, 97-99, 102-3, 111-12, 114, 117-19, 
132,134-\39,179-80,182,192-94,197, 
208n.19 

Gyatso, Geshe I<alsang, 146 

hnthn-yoga, 31, 250n.86 
Hayagrrva, 80, 120-21, 125 
hell: as punishment for disrespect toward 

women, 48, 50, 143, 170, 176 
hero (vrra), 21, 44,46, 55, 125, 162, 174 
h~ine(vrn»,21,38-39, 125,162,174,199 
Heruka,28,32,84,184 
Herukilbhyudayn,170 
Hevajra, 28, 32, 63, 83, 110, 240n.134 
Hevajra lineages, 68, 220n.91 
Hevajra-tantra, 15, 83, 135-36, 142, 157-58, 

240n.136 
Himalayan Buddhism, 15, 101, 200 
Hindu Tantra, 6, 21, 32, 40, 44, 79, 100, 152, 

158,249n.81; women in, 6, 208nn. 18 and 
19, 216n.27, 255n.143 

Hsuan Tsang, 128 

illusory body,254n.126 
Indian women: colonialism and, 8, 

209n.33; scholarship on, ~. 8; religious 
beliefs regarding, 8-9, 61; religious prac­
tices of, 6, 8, 208n.18, 210-11n.48 

Indrabhati, 135, 182, 212n.11 
initiation (abhi,elaz), 16, 22, 25, 52, 58-59, 

120-22, 142, 170, 172, 244n.32; given by 
women, 6, 43, 56, 82, 98-99, 118, 134-37, 
192,259n.29 

inner fire, 31, 109, 124, 147, 1~, 247n.58 
inner yoga, 57, 74, 78, 86, 96-97, 99, 146-49, 

244n.29, 245n.40, 248n.72; women's 
practice of, 86, 159-63, 169, 173, 
226n.102,252n.101; as taught by women, 
85, 87, 113-17, 121, 124, 179-82, 186f. 

intimacy in Tantric practice, 5, 63, 70, 73, 
140-41,159,166-69,171,174,177,179, 
185,195,204,254n.128 

J§ana,83 



Jalahari, 79, 87 
Jlilandhari, 82, 114, 134, 179, 240n.134 
Jambhala, 79 
Jatijala, 79, 180 
Jinasagara, 122 
Jfilinabhadra, 236n.94 
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Jii.analocana, 22, 50, 77, 134, 137, figure 6 
Jii.anamitra, 74 
jfl4namudril. See Tantric partner, imaginary 
Jnanapada. See Buddhasrijii.ana 
jli4nasattva, 166 
Jungian interpretation, 201-2 
Jvalamukhi, 82 

I<abir, 226n.11 0 
Kiikiisyii, 159-60 
Kiilacakra commentary, 244nn. 29 and 31 
Kamalasila, 74, 83 
kilma54stra (secular art of love), 54, 156, 

171-72, 186, 190-91, 218n.57, 248n.71, 
256n.145 

Kilmasiltra, 248nn. 71 and 72, 261n.52, 
262n.58 

I<ambala (Lvavapa), 131, 134-35, 138, 165, 
169, 180, 193, 240n.136, 246n.47, 
252n.101, 254n.123 

I<ambala, 89 
I<ambala's mother, 134-35, 138, 240n.137 
Kanakhalii, 79, 85, 87, 102, 113-17, 138, 

226n.1 02, figure 11 
Kanasri, 180 
Kangkanii,80 
KaJ;tha, 52, 74, 79-80, 82, 87, 113-14, 131, 

134, 138, 179-80, 220n.91, 239n.127, 
246n.47 

I<antali, 57, 74 
kapitla. See skull-cup 
karmamudrlt, 142, 146, 171, 180 
Karopa, 180 
Kashmir Saivism, 6, 246n.50, 253n.121, 

255n.143 
Katz, Nathan, 202 
Kauliivalinirr.raya, 48, 213n.26 
Khajuraho: erotic sculpture at, 248n.74 
khatva~ga (staff), 106, 108-9, 124 
kiss, 155, 164 
kissing, 37; 154, 157, 160, 185 
Klein, Anne, 5, 215n.20 
knife used by female Tantrics and deities, 

28,38, 109,119,122,186 
'knots in yogic channels, 86, 147, 244n.30 
krodhakilya, 28-29, 213n.19 
Kiing, Hans, 9 
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Kukkuppa, 80 
kula. See Buddha lineage 
kulikil, 161 
Kumut;lii,99 
Kumudarii, 84, 97-98, 180 
ku1;14alinr, 6 
ku~(lalinr-yoga, 31. See also inner yoga 
Kurukullii, 229n.19 
Kurukullatiira, 226n.97 

Ladakh, 15, 237n.105 
La~mi,99 
La~mi the Great of Kashmir. See Bhl~w;H 
La~mi 

La~mU\kara,22,39-40,85,96-97, 102-3, 
110-14,136,138,179,182,194-95,198-
99, 212n.11, 222n.32, 226n.102, 231n.41, 
232n.49 

lalan4, 115 
llllitavistara, 242n.12 
Lama Yeshe, 146 
Lerner, Gerda, 12 
Lilavajra, 182, 193 
loka4ifkinr, 230n.22 
Lokapradipa, 80 
long-life ceremony, 117-18, 122, 198 
Lord Who Dances on a Lotus, 87, 122-25, 

198, 235n.88 
lotus: as metaphor for vulva, 143, 150, 153, 

155-56, 160, 185 
Lotus Siltra, 129 
low-caste men, 60-61, 1{)3, 107, 1')1, 195 
low-caste women, 3, 7, 43, 52, 5~2, 65, 68, 

100, 133, 141, 180, 190-92, 239n.123 
Luipa, 56-57, 74, 82, 131, 134, 138, 193, 

230n.29, 239n.127, 240nn. 131 and 132, 
246n.47 

Lvavapa. See I<ambala 

madltu, 157 
Madhyamaka, 23, 92 
magic, 22, 62 
magical illusions, 93-95, 145 
magical powers, 3, 136; uses of, 78-79, 133; 

possessed by women, 3, 38, 65, 67, 78-81, 
97, 100, 137, 192, 201 

Mahiimaya, 110, 229n.19 
maltitmudrif, 87, 90, 131, 170, 224nn. 69 and 

70, 229n.20, 239n.120; women's teach­
ings on, 87-88, 92-95 

"Mahitmudrir as Spontaneous Liberation, 87-
88 

mahilrilga, 167, 169 
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mah6siddha, 74, 76-77, 135, 238nn. 117 and 
118 

Mahlsukhisiddhi, 283 
Mahayana Buddhism, 20, 79, 95, 128, 

211n.1,240n.147; women in, 4,27, 68 
Mahayana philosophy. 20, 23-24, 62, 89, 

94, 101, 136, 195 
mah4yoga-tantra, 14, 141, 242nn. 6 and 7 
maithuna (sacred union), 31, 109, 143, 184, 

200, figures 15-17. See also Buddha couple 
Maitrrpa, 50-52, 77, 79, 99, 131, 134, 137-

38,180 
male dominance: as universal postulate of 

Western scholarship,4, 9, 196,210n.36, 
263n.3 

mar;r4ala, 46, 84-85, 106-8, 121, 125, 153, 
161, 164, 166, 168; definition of, 26, 106, 
151; vulva as, 151, 15~, 162 

Mani Rimdu, 117-18 
~bhadrl, 22, figure 2 
~ekalai, 262n.59 
Mailju4rJ, 26, 80, 84 
mantra, 22, 25, 38, 40, 62, 80, 108-9, 127, 

151, 161, 170, 174 
mantrayifna, 211n.1 
mavtrinab, 76 
Marglin, Fred~rique, 61, 158, 251n.91 
Mlirici, 229n.19 
Matliilgi, 136 
mllyadeha, 254n.126 
measureless mansion, 159, 164. See also 

mav41zla 
Mekhala,79,85,87,96, 102,113-17,138, 

226n.102, figure 11 
men in Tantric Buddhism: admission to 

yogini feasts of, 82-84, 104, 134; coopera­
tion with women of, 4, 36-38, 54, 72, 
139-40,174,179, 195,200-201,203-4;as 
"founders" of Tantric Buddhism, 102, 
130-39, 192-94, 201, 204; proper atti­
tudes and behavior toward women of, 4, 
6,11,37-38,40-43,45-50,53,70-7.3,153, 
174, 176, 179, 199,217n.41; purported 
ruthlessness of, 8, 204; as spiritual com­
panions of women, 14, 65, 68-7.3, 134-35, 
137-38, 146-47, 158, 168, 170-71, 180, 
192,204-5, 255n.143, figure 17; textual 
characterizations of, 37, 76-77, 138, 174. 
See also Tantric partner; worship of 
women 

Menaki,80 
menstrual blood, 111, 154, 158, 249n.81, 

250n.82 

monastic universities, 29-21, 177 
monastic vows, 52, 131, 146, 195. See also 

celibacy 
monasticism and Thntric practice, 20, 22, 

53,60, 105,148,177,179,194-95,204, 
207-8n.10, 212n.6, 241n.150, 244n.33, 
262n.1 

mother-tantra. See yoginr-tantra 
mudrif (hand gesture), 38, 170, 172 

rtlqr, 147. See also yogic anatomy 
nif4rgranthi-nil7fi0Ctlna (untying the knots), 

147 
Nigarjuna, 92 
Nairltmya, 28, 63, 84, 136 
Nalanda,21 
Niropa, 15, 74, 107, 136, 172, 246n.47 
nectar, 26, 38, 57, 67, 122; sexual fluid as, 

152, 157-58, 160, 162 
Nepal, 15, 67, 98, 101, 113, 136, 215n.15, 

237n.101 
Niguma, 87-88, 94, 102, 107-10, 180, 198, 

230n.29, 231n.29 
nondual awareness, 95, 97, 116-17, 134, 

163,165,186-87 
nuns, 4, 20, 207n.8. See also B~uQI 

Lak$mr 

Odantapuri, 21 
O'Flaherty, Wendy, 158 
Oral Instructions on thl Three Whirling 

Crosses, 114-17 
Orissa, 8, 134-35,229n.18, 250n.82, 251n.91 
Ortner, Sherry, 127, 216n.29, 236n.95 

padma. See lotus 
Padmalocana, 22, 50, 77, 98, 134, 225n.97, 

figure 6 
Padmanartdvara, 122-25, 235n.88 
Padmaplidi, 99 
Padmasaqlbhava,33,131,193 
Padmavajra, 25, 84, 131, 135, 138, 179, 182, 

192-93, 240nn. 136 and 140, 257n.3 
Padoux, Andre, 32-33 
Plila period, 20, 33-34, 101, 177 
paifcakrama, 87, 245n.40 
Pailcaritra, 247n.54 
P~daravasinr, 119 
Pirvati, 32 
passion, 3, 21, 25, 28, 31, 7.3, 149, 151, 184, 

190, 193, 195, 199-200; as basis for Tan­
tric practice, 24, 135, 140, 152, 162, 167, 
169,172,182, 186-88,192,205, 207-8n.10 
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Pearl Rosary, 45, 162 
penalties for failure to respect and honor 

\VOnlen,32,48-50,52-53, 176,199 
Perfection of Wisdon1 (goddess), 28,39-40, 

145, 153 
perfection stage, 86-87, 148, 151, 179. See 

also inner yoga; sexual yoga 
pilgrimage, 40, 43-44, 82, 106, 120; sites of, 

31-32,74 
prtha,32, 120 
Pi!he5vari. See Wrathful Red Tara 
poetry. See Tantric songs 
power: as culturally constructed category, 

10, 210n.38; Tantric Buddhist views of, 
11, 44, 61-62, 112, 158, 175-76, 205, 
216n.30 

Pradrpoddyotana, 149, 245n.40 
prajfiiibhi$eka (wisdom initiation), 142, 148, 

244n.33 
prli1Ja (inner breath), 115, 148, 159, 160, 162 
Puriil;\ic n1yth, 151, 248n.74 
purity of vision, 42-43, 46, 52, 67, 107, 135, 

166, 172 

Queen Maya, 28, 143 

Rahula, 131. See also Saraha 
Rahulavajra, 220n.91 
rainbow body, 86-87, 119, 166 
RajatarangiiJf, 83 
Ramakrishna, 208n.91 
rasantl, 115 
Ratnavajra, 220n.91 
real offering, 161-62 
Realization of Nonduality, 39-40 
Realization of Reality through Its Bodily Ex-

pressions, 182-90 
red drops, 157-58, 160-61, 165, 249n.82 
red sandalwood, 157 
respect for women, 4, 6, 11, 13, 32, 37, 39-

47, 70-73, 176, 199. See also men in Tan­
tric Buddhisnl, proper attitudes and be­
havior toward women of 

reverse union (viparrtaratt), 156, 248n.73, 
251n.91, 259n.31 

~bari,99 
sahaja, 26, 116, 165, 170, 172, 183-84, 189, 

259n.24 
Sahajavajra, 25-26, 241n.156 
Sahajayoginicintii, 134, 179, 182-94, 198-

99 
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~vite influences on Tantric Buddhism, 
31-32, 205, 213n.22 

Sakta themes in Tantric Buddhism, 31-33, 
36, 40, 44, 48, 158, 176, 201, 213n.22 

~iikta traditions, 6, 9, 21-22, 209n.32, 
213n.23 

§akti, 44-45, 61, 216nn. 29 and 30 
~kti (goddess), 151 
Samantabhadri, 180 
salflpallnakrama, 86. See also inner yoga 
sa,putatilaka-talltra, 134 
Smilvarodaya, 246n.47 
~tigupta, 74, 220n.3 
Saraha,56,98,131-33, 138,191,195, 

219n.65, 229n.20, 238n.119, 239nn. 120 
and 121, 240n.136 

Saroruha, 240n.140 
Saryapa, 136 
~vari, 50, 77, 134, 137, 221n.14, figure 6 
Scott, Joan, 12 
secret offering. See secret worship 
secret oral instruction, 16, 87, 114, 120, 

179-80 
secret signs, 43, 45, 83 
secret worship, 32, 142, 152, 157, 161, 

246n.52, 253n.116. See also worship of 
women 

self-consecration, 121 
selfhood,S, 10-11,168,173-74,183,185-

86, 203-4, 210n.39 
sense experience: Tantric views on, 24, 89, 

93,107,140,143-44,163,188,190,205 
sesame-pounding won1an, 137, 195 
Severed-Headed Vajrayogini, 80, 85, 87, 

102, 110-16, 136, 198-99, 231n.4, 263n.9, 
figure 10 

sexual fluid, 158, 165, 172, 251n.91; female, 
151-52, 157, 166, 249nn. 77 and 82, 
250n.86, 251n.91; male, 151, 157; nlin­
gling of, 157-61, 164-66, 250n.86 

sexual yoga: 6, 14, 16, 21, 24, 59, 65, 81, 86, 
139-40, 145, 150-66, 168-69, 172-74, 
176-78, 180, 195,200,204, 208n.10, 
242n.6, 243n.24, 262n.69; as basis of en­
lightenment, 142, 145-48, 151, 155; con­
texts of, 81, 142, 148, 152, 164, 168; men's 
qualifications for, 169-70, 172; secrecy 
surrounding, 15-16, 145, 149-50, 152, 
167, 172, 243n.24; survival as a living tra­
dition of, 5, 18, 177, 194-95; women as 
teachers of, 135, 179-80, 192-94, 201, 
257n.2; won1en's knowledgeability re-
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garding, 68, 86-87, 168, 172-73, 193-94; 
women's qualifications for, 168-73, 
243n.24, 255n.143; women's teachings 
on, 182-90. See also inner yoga; Tantric 
partner 

Sherpas, 127 
Siddharajiii, 80, 87, 102, 117-25, 138, 198, 

233n.61, 233-34n.67, 235nn. 80 and 86, 
236n.93, figure 12 

siddhi. See magical powers 
Sierksma, Fokke, 202 
Silburn, Lilian, 6, 35-36 
Silphamukhii, 28, 120, figure 4 
Stavana cremation ground, 81, 89 
Siva,32 
skull-cup (kapllla), 28, 32. 38, 79, 81, 109, 

119, 122, 124, 186 
skull-drum (4amaru), 81, 106 
soma press, 157; 163 
Sornapurl, 21 
Southeast~,21,33 

Spariavajri, 161 
Spontaneous Jewellike Yogin!. 134, 179, 

182-94,198-99 
Srirnandevi, 231n.41 
Srrsukhii, 74, 84, 179 
staff C/chatvnngal, 106, 108-9, 124 
strrprasarp§a, 32 
strrpajil. See worship of women 
Sukhakarii, 99 
Sukhlisiddhi, 99, 180 
sukra. See sexual fluid 
silnyatil. See emptiness 
svildhiqthilna, 121 
Swat Valley, 229n.18 

tantra, 70 
tantras, 21-22, 62-63,76, 86, 149, 152, 172, 

211n.1. See also Tantric texts 
Tantric Buddhism, 211n.1; as a quick path, 

34-35, 145; social inclusiveness of, 6-7, 
21-22, 62, 100, 103, 179, 205 

Tantricfeast22,24,53,62,78,81,107,134, 
222n.43; performed by women, 74,81-
84, 89, 107, 134, 222n.43 

Tantric life-style, 21-22, 25-26, 74, 77, 142, 
191,195 

Tantric partner, 141, 255n.143; human 
(karmamudril), 142, 145-48, 171-72, 
244nn. 26, 27, 31, and 34; imaginary 
(jniinamudril), 146-48, 172, 244nn. 27, 
31, and 34; men's choice of, 60, 64-65, 
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169-70; women's choice of, 6, 62, 69, 71-
72,200 

Tantricsongs,24,81,98, 103,119-20,131-
33, 137, 224n.69, 226nn. 99 and 100; by 
women, 57, 65, 67, 77, 81, 83, 87, 89-97, 
112, 225n.97 

Tantric texts, 21-22, 33-34, 211n.1; andro­
centric readings of, 11-14,36, 75-78, 114, 
135, 174, 181, 197, 214n.4; gynocentric 
readings of, 13-14,37, 68-71, 156; multi­
valence of, 149-52, 245nn. 37-40; Tibetan 
translations of, 5, 75-76; women's views 
in, 12, 14, 3~7. 71-72, 135, 138-39, 156, 
179-81, 199-201, 205, 241n.157. See also 
CnkmsaiTIVOra-tantra; Cnr.z4amahll~,a­
tantra; Guhyasamilja-tantra; Hevajra-tan­
tra; yoginr-tantra 

Tantric union. See sexual yoga 
Tantric vows (samaya), 46-47, 58-59, 171-

72, 216n.33, 217n.37 
Tiira, 26, 43-44, 84, 223n.54, f..gure 9. See 

also Wrathful Red Tiira 
Tiiranatha, 43, 65, 77, 131-32, 136, 190, 192, 

218n.55, 220n.3, 221n.17, 231n.35 
tathilgatagarbha, 89 . 
Tathagatagarbha philosaphy, 23 
Tibet, 33, 101, 105, 113, 118-19, 136, 148, 

200,207n.7 
Tibetan Buddhism, 53, 80, 82, 102, 105, 

117-18, 121, 126-28, 198, 211n.1, 229n.14; 
women in, 4-5, 53, 71, 207nn. 7 and 8, 
227n.3 

Tibetan canon, 82, 87, 139, 214n.29 
tiger skin, 28, 32, 106, 122 
Tilopa, 22, 43, 131, 136-38, 191, 193, 195, 

241n.150 
Tiphupa, 118-20 
t'irtha, 32 
Tree-Leaf Woman, 90-91 
triangle, 111 
Tucci, Giuseppe, 149 

Uc;lc;liyiina, 25, 43, 56, 82-83, 85, 10H, 107, 
117, 119, 134-35, 180, 183, 192-93, 
223n.47, 229nn. 18-20, 240n.131 

Upani$adic thought 31, 163, 165, 252nn. 
112and 113 

Urgyanpa, 43, 180 
utpattikrama. See visualization of deities 

vajra, 106,109,150-51,153,156-57,160 
Vajrabodhi, 33 



290 INDEX 

Vajrad,akini, 84 
vajra-body, 86. See also yogic anatomy 
Vajra4ilal, 246n.47 
vajradeha, 86. See also yogic anatomy 
Vajradhara, 120, 136 
VajrapraQavii, 111, 115, figure 10 
Vajravairocani, 111, 115 
Vajravarllhl', 67, 82, 119-20, 134, 164, 

232n.56 
VajravarQani, 111, 115, figure 10 
Vajravati, 84-85, 87, 102-7, 138, 199 
vajrayilTUJ, 211n.1 
Vajrayogini, 28, 40-44, 48, 52-03, 67, 84, 

108, 120, 154-05, 184, 259n.29, figure 3. 
See also Severed-Headed Vajrayogini 

vajrolr-mudril, 250n.86, 254n.127 
Vallee Poussin, Louis de Ia. 152 
Vilmilcilra, 216nn. 32 and 33 
Vlltsyllyana, 248n.71, 261n.52 
Vedas,131 
Vedic ritual, 31, 163, 165 
vermillion,111 
Victorious-Minded Woman, 91 
vidyildhilrinr, 39 
Vlkrama§ila, 21 
Vllasyavajra,191 
Vimal11,99 
Vimalakrrtinirdda-satra, 24, 95 
vipar'itarati, 156, 248n.73, 251n.91, 259n.31 
vrra. See hero 
vfril. See heroine 
Virilpa, 63, 113, 131, 136, 138, 232n.49 
visualization of deities, 26; women's prac-

tice of, 45, 78, 84, 99, 114, 170; women's 
teachings on, 57, 84-85, 105-9, 111, 121, 
124-25, 129-30 

vow-possessing women, 44, 58, 60, 169, 
171-72 

Vr~parQI, 99 
vulva, 59, 151, 155, 157, 159, 163-64, 166; 

yogic anatomy of, 159-60, 251n.98 

Wayman, Alex, 181 
Western feminism, 5, 210n.36, 257n.153 
Western views of gender imposed upon 

Tantra, 8-12, 140-41, 173, 175-77, 195-
96, 201-2, 209-10n.35, 241-42n.2, 
256n.151, 263n.3 

white drops, 157, 160-61, 165 
Willis, Janice, 179 
Wmgs of Breath. 91 

women in Tantric Buddhism: attainment 
of enlightenment by, 3, 27, 39, 68, 72, 74, 
78, 87, 100, 103, 119, 121, 132, 180, 189-
90, 197, 203; circumambulation of, 45-
46, 153; as embodiments of female del· 
ties,27-28,32,39-45,52-53,69-70, 114, 
119-20,179, 184, 216n.27; enlightenment 
described by, 87-97, 125, 188-90; as 
founders of Tantric Buddhism, 5-6, 71-
72, 100, 102-39, 198-99, 218n.52; as 
gurus, 52,56-07,68-69,72,74,78-79,87, 
97-99, 102-3, 111-12, 114. 117-19, 132, 
134-39, 179-80, 182, 192-94, 197; as his­
torical agents and subjects, 12-13, 196-
97; historicity of, 131; as imaginary fig· 
ures, 43, 75; initiation given by, 43, 56, 
82,98-99, 118, 134-37, 192, 259n.29; 
magical powers possessed by, 3, 38, 65, 
67, 78-81, 97, 100, 137, 192, 201, figure 8; 
participation in Tantric circles of, 12, 35, 
37-38,61--63,74,76,78,86,99-100,102, 
139, 180, 197, 199; praise of, 32,47-48, 
119-20, 216n.27; prohibitions against 
disrespect toward, 32,47-03, 176-77; 
prostration before, 118, 134, 153-54; pur· 
ported exploitation of, 3, 7-11,47,59-60, 
64-65, 99, 173, 193-94, 197, 200, 204, 
209n.29; purported promiscuity of, 7-9, 
59-60, 68, 141, 168-69; religious author· 
ity of, 97, 102, 121-22, 138-39, 180, 183, 
193-94, 259n.23; as source of Insights in 
Tantric texts, 12, 36-37, 71-72, 135, 138-
39, 179-81, 199-201, 205, 241n.157; Tan· 
tric songs by, 57, 65, 67, 77, 81, 83, 87, 
89-97, 112, 225n.97; as teachers of sexual 
yoga, 135, 179-80, 192-94,201, 257n.2; as 
teachers of women, 83, 103-0, 107, 112-
13, 139, 182-83, 193, 199; terms for, 21, 
38-39, 174, 199, 214nn. 8-10, 247n.58; 
textual characterizations of, 3-4, 11, 35, 
37-39,54-06,59-60,69-70,72-73,76-78, 
99, 150-51, 174, 200; tokenization of, 99, 
197, 229n.16 

women and men: religious cooperation of, 
4,36-38,54,72,139-40,174,179,195, 
200-201,203-4; as spiritual companions, 
14,65,68-73,134-35,137-38,146-47, 
158, 168, 170-71, 180, 192, 204-5, 
25Sn.143, figure 17. See also Tantric 
partner 

Woodroffe, Sir John, 6, 35, 208n.13 



INDEX 291 

worship of women: Buddhist, 4, 6, 9, 16, 
32,40,44-45,47,81,83,142,152-59,161-
63, 167-QS, 174, 176, 179, 199, 246n.53, 
252n.106; Hindu, 6, 9, 32, 40, 44, 152, 
213nn. 25 and 26, 246n.54 

wrathful deities, 28-29, 213n.19 
Wrathful Red Tara, 85, 87, 102-7, 199 

Yambu Yogini, 98 
Ya~obhadra,80,84 

Ya~odatta, 80, 84 
Yogacara,23,93, 191 
yogi, 15, 18, 28, 74, 174 

yogic anatomy, 86, 115-16, 147-48, 158, 
171, 177;ofwomen, 159-63 

yogini, 4, 7, 15, 18, 28, 38-39, 55, 57, 68, 74, 
76, 83, 104-5, 138, 174, 177, 199, figs. 1, 8, 
11, 12, 14, 18. See also women in Tantric 
Buddhism 

yogini feast, 82-84,104,107, 223n.53, 
240n.131. See also Tantric feast 

yoginr-tantra, 11, 14-15, 17, 35, 37, 39, 45-
46, 54, 60, 77, 141, 156, 191, 200, 207n.9, 
216n.33, 242n.6 

yoni, 155. See also vulva 
yo$ilpiijii. See worship of women 

TIBETAN NAMES AND TERMS 

Karma bl<a'-brgyud sect, 110, 124, 233n.61, 
237n.108 

bl<a'-brgyud schools, 136-37 
khu-ba, 249n.77 
I<hyung-po mal-'byor, 79, 137-80, 198-99, 

230n.29, 233n.60 
mkha'-'gro-ma, 214n.8 
mi<has-grub-rje, 148, 244n.34 
Gediin Chiipel, 207-8n.10, 257n.2 
dGe-lugs sect, 124, 146, 148, 243n.24 
rGod-tshang-pa, 74,193 
rGyud sde kun btus, 215n.15 
'gro-/am, 42n.6 
sGam-po-pa, 136 
sGrub-pa'i rgyal-mo, 122 
sGrubs thabs kun btus, 232n.48, 238n.116 
mchod-pa chen-po, 248n.75 
Jo-mo sMan-mo, 244n.30 
'jn' -Ius, 119 
gtum-mo, 147, 247n.58 
gtcr-ma, 227n.3, 228n.10 
gtor-ma,80 
thabs-lnm, 242n.6 
Dam-pa sangs-rgyas. Sec Pha-dam-pa 

sangs-rgyas 
rdo-rje theg-pa, 211n.1 
sdom-gsum, 262n.1 
rnnl-'byor-ma, 76 
rNying-ma sect, 131, 227n.3, 228n.10, 242n.6 
Pha-dam-pa sangs-rgyas, 74, 99,199, 

225n.97 
Phag-mo gzhung-drug, 232n.46 
phyag-rgya mchod-pa, 246n.51. Sec worship 

of women 

bud-med mchod-pa, 246n.51. See worship of 
women 

dbU-bcad-ma, 231n.41 
sBas-don-kun-gsal, 45-46, 48, 150-51, 153, 

158-71, 216n.33, 246nn. 47 and 52, 
253n.116 

sbas-pa'i don, 245n.40 
'Bri-gung bKa'-brgyud sect, 17, 113 
ma-rgyud, 207n.9 
Marpa, 136 
Milarepa, 118-19, 136 
smyung-gnas, 127 
Tsongkhapa,45-46,48,54, 145-46,148, 

150-51, 158, 166, 169-70, 172, 180, 
246n.47 

tshe-dbang, 117 
rdzogs-chen, 224n.70 
ynb-yum (sacred union), 109, 184, 229n.18. 

See also Buddha couple 
rigs-ldnn-ma, 171 
Rin-chen bzang-po, 128, 236n.94 
Rechungpa (Ras-chung-pa), 118-19, 

233nn. 60 and 67, 234n.70 
Rwa-ru-can, 98 
lam-'bras, 136 
Lu-Nag-Dril, 239n.127 
bla-na mcd-pa'i rgyud, 242n.6 
Shangs-pa sect, 87,110, 231nn. 35 and 

37 
Sa-skya sect, 110, 113, 124, 136, 162, 

215n.15 
gsang-sngngs, 211n.1 
gsang-ba'i mchod-pa, 248n.75 
gSar-ma sects, 118, 121-22, 233n.61 







Eii~IERN RU.IGIONS/GI!NOER STUDIES 

Winner of the American Historical Association's 1994 James Henry Breasted Prize 
and of the 1994 Tricycle Prize for Buddhist Scholarship 

PASSIONAl[ [NLIGWT[NM[NT 
Women in Tantric Buddhism 

MI~ANDA S~AW 
The crowning cultural achievement of medieval India, Tantric Buddhism is known in 
the West primarily for the sexual practices of its adherents, who strive to transform 
erotic passion into spiritual ecstasy. Historians of religion have long held that the 
enlightenment thus attempted wa for men only, and that women in the movement were 
at best marginal and subordinated and at worst degraded and exploited. Miranda Shaw 
argues to the contrary. presenting extensive new evidence of the outspoken and inde­
pendent female founders of the Tantric movement and their creative role in shaping its 
distinctive vision of gender relations and sacred sexuality. 

"Shaw's work is a tremendous gift. ... a new genre of scholarly writing that is grip­
ping, illuminating, and personally relevant ... a veritable feast that will nourish and 
enrich the spiritual life of anyone who partakes." 

-Tsultrim Alii one. author of Women of Wisdom 

"A groundbreaking book, a model of how to approach a body of religious data long fil ­
tered through a male screen and use history, text, iconography, and sensitive inference 
to bring to life the vital contributions of the women centrally involved. Shaw brilliant­
ly proves women's fundamental role in the creation of this tradition." 

-Robert Thurman, Chairman. Department of Religion, Columbia University 

"Passionate Enlightenment is a penetrating critique of outdated and fallacious notions 
of Tantra. Based on the study of hitherto neglected texts, the work high li ghts the fact 
that Tantra is characterized not by male dominance psychology but by the principle of 
complementarity." 

-Herbert Guenther. Professor Emeritus, University of Saskatchewan 

Miranda Shaw is Assistant Professor of Religion at the University of Richmond. 

a Mythos: The Princeton/Bol/ingen Series in World Mythology 
makes available in new paperback formats many classic and 
influential studies on world mythology. 

~ 

PRINCETON PAPERBACKS 

Cover illustration: Divine couple 
(twentieth-century Newari sculpture). 
Photo by the author. 

C01•er design hy Donald Hatch 

ISBN 0-691-01090-0 

I 
90000 

I I 
9 780691 010908 


	page0001
	page0002
	page0003
	page0004
	page0005
	page0006
	page0007
	page0008
	page0009
	page0010
	page0011
	page0012
	page0013
	page0014
	page0015
	page0016
	page0017
	page0018
	page0019
	page0020
	page0021
	page0022
	page0023
	page0024
	page0025
	page0026
	page0027
	page0028
	page0029
	page0030
	page0031
	page0032
	page0033
	page0034
	page0035
	page0036
	page0037
	page0038
	page0039
	page0040
	page0041
	page0042
	page0043
	page0044
	page0045
	page0046
	page0047
	page0048
	page0049
	page0050
	page0051
	page0052
	page0053
	page0054
	page0055
	page0056
	page0057
	page0058
	page0059
	page0060
	page0061
	page0062
	page0063
	page0064
	page0065
	page0066
	page0067
	page0068
	page0069
	page0070
	page0071
	page0072
	page0073
	page0074
	page0075
	page0076
	page0077
	page0078
	page0079
	page0080
	page0081
	page0082
	page0083
	page0084
	page0085
	page0086
	page0087
	page0088
	page0089
	page0090
	page0091
	page0092
	page0093
	page0094
	page0095
	page0096
	page0097
	page0098
	page0099
	page0100
	page0101
	page0102
	page0103
	page0104
	page0105
	page0106
	page0107
	page0108
	page0109
	page0110
	page0111
	page0112
	page0113
	page0114
	page0115
	page0116
	page0117
	page0118
	page0119
	page0120
	page0121
	page0122
	page0123
	page0124
	page0125
	page0126
	page0127
	page0128
	page0129
	page0130
	page0131
	page0132
	page0133
	page0134
	page0135
	page0136
	page0137
	page0138
	page0139
	page0140
	page0141
	page0142
	page0143
	page0144
	page0145
	page0146
	page0147
	page0148
	page0149
	page0150
	page0151
	page0152
	page0153
	page0154
	page0155
	page0156
	page0157
	page0158
	page0159
	page0160
	page0161
	page0162
	page0163
	page0164
	page0165
	page0166
	page0167
	page0168
	page0169
	page0170
	page0171
	page0172
	page0173
	page0174
	page0175
	page0176
	page0177
	page0178
	page0179
	page0180
	page0181
	page0182
	page0183
	page0184
	page0185
	page0186
	page0187
	page0188
	page0189
	page0190
	page0191
	page0192
	page0193
	page0194
	page0195
	page0196
	page0197
	page0198
	page0199
	page0200
	page0201
	page0202
	page0203
	page0204
	page0205
	page0206
	page0207
	page0208
	page0209
	page0210
	page0211
	page0212
	page0213
	page0214
	page0215
	page0216
	page0217
	page0218
	page0219
	page0220
	page0221
	page0222
	page0223
	page0224
	page0225
	page0226
	page0227
	page0228
	page0229
	page0230
	page0231
	page0232
	page0233
	page0234
	page0235
	page0236
	page0237
	page0238
	page0239
	page0240
	page0241
	page0242
	page0243
	page0244
	page0245
	page0246
	page0247
	page0248
	page0249
	page0250
	page0251
	page0252
	page0253
	page0254
	page0255
	page0256
	page0257
	page0258
	page0259
	page0260
	page0261
	page0262
	page0263
	page0264
	page0265
	page0266
	page0267
	page0268
	page0269
	page0270
	page0271
	page0272
	page0273
	page0274
	page0275
	page0276
	page0277
	page0278
	page0279
	page0280
	page0281
	page0282
	page0283
	page0284
	page0285
	page0286
	page0287
	page0288
	page0289
	page0290
	page0291
	page0292
	page0293
	page0294
	page0295
	page0296
	page0297
	page0298
	page0299
	page0300
	page0301
	page0302
	page0303
	page0304
	page0305
	page0306
	page0307
	page0308
	page0309
	page0310

