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ABSTRACT

Kalacakra, "The Wheel of Time" -- my dissertation investigates this tantric
system of multivalent text and elaborate ritual. Utilizing an interdisciplinary meth-
odology, I describe Kalacakra’s manifestations in India, Tibet and the West, focusing
on social, psychological, economic and political factors that have propelled this tradi-
tion forward. Fundamentally interested in patterns of cultural and religious transmis-
sion, I examine the manner in which potent themes inherent to both textual and ritual
Kalacakra -- threats of apocalypse; projections of utopia; pronouncements of curse;
promises of fulfillment; and the aesthetic resonance of melothesia -- have made this

tradition adaptable to changing historical and cultural contexts.

Chapter I discusses role of the Dalai Lama in using the Kalacakra Empower-
ment as a vehicle for the globalization of Tibetan Buddhism and as a catalyst for world
peace. Focused on method, Chapter II reviews recent work in the field of Translation
Studies; theoretically, I combine Lawrence Venuti’s discussion of "foreignizing" and
"domesticating” translation strategies with Buddhist Studies’ reconstructive scholarship.
Chapter III surveys Kalacakra’s textual history. Here I argue that the 877 Kalacakra
was authored in Bengal and that Khotan served as the prototype for the "Sambhala"
mentioned in Kalacakra texts. Chapter IV, based upon my preliminary translation of
the third chapter of the Sr1 Kalacakra, highlights the manner in which the Tibetans
reinterpreted the $rf Kalacakra in order to fit their own ritual and cultural parameters;
this local point dovetails with my central thesis, that Kalacakra’s elasticity and

resilience reflects its syncretism and inclusiveness.



Chapter V provides preliminary notes on Kalacakra’s history in Tibet, whereas
Chapter VI describes contemporary Kalacakra enactment. As the Kilacakra tradition
accommodates to One World, the role of women in the tradition is changing sig-
nificantly, an issue discussed in Chapter VII. In the Postscript, Kilacakra’s Cyber
presence is considered, e.g., a video rendition of the empowerment served as one of
ethnographic medium used in this project. Kailacakra’s postmodern manifestations are
harbingers of a media-intensive slippage much more fundamental than that between
"text” and "ritual;" now its Fifth Element promises to replace community-based and

live "sacred" encounters with videotaped initiations and Cyber gurus. Who knows.
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CHAPTER I: A GLOBAL, ARCHETYPAL KALACAKRA

Pluralistic Rituals

In the last fifty years, the Kalacakra Empowerment! has distinguished itself as
the most high-profile ritual enactment in the Buddhist world. Indeed, as enactment of
the Kalacakra Empowerment is becoming increasingly theatricalized during this time,
the very signifier "ritual” is becoming increasingly obsolete.2 The event is comprised
of three days of Buddhist teachings and three additional days of initiation rites, during
which time participants chant, socialize, view the officiant lama, and visualize the

Kalacakra mandala with its central deities, Kalacakra and Vi§vamata.

In this dissertation, I propose that Kalacakra’s synthetic character accounts for
this tradition’s historical and cultural resiliency. Particular elements of the Kalacakra
tradition have been emphasized in different places at different times in accordance with
the needs and agendas of local populations. According to Tibetan historiography, the
Buddha taught Kalacakra in India;3 here, I present evidence supporting the hypothesis
that the earliest Kalacakra texts were authored in Bengal during the early eleventh
century and that Khotan was the model for Sambhala, the supposed repository for
Kalacakra texts during the years after Buddha’s redaction to Sucandra. Nevertheless,

the moxie and elasticity of the Kalacakra amalgam has resulted in its exceptional textual

1 The word "Kalacakra" is a Sanskrit term that is translated into Tibetan as "dus kyi *khor lo" and into
English as "the Wheel of Time." According to Carelli (1941: 21-23), in a text called the Sekoddesattka,
the Indian scholar Nadapada (Naropa) comments extensively on the meaning of the Sanskrit syllables that
comprise the term "Kilacakra.”" According to Newman (1987a: 1-2), in the eleventh-century
Vimalaprabhatika, the term "Kalacakra”" refers to a cycle or revolution of time. It is also said to desig-
nate a non-dual state of mind characterized by unchanging bliss and the realization that all phenomena are
"empty” — phenomena lack intrisic existence and are said to be ontologically present only inasmuch as
they are connected together in a network of "dependent origination."

2 Schechner (1985; 1988a; 1988b; 1990); Tambiah (1985); Turner (1982a; 1981b; 1982c; 1984)

3 For more on the general history of Buddhism, see Bechert (1984); Hirakawa (1990); L. Joshi (1977);
Lamotte (1974; 1988); Lopez (1977); Nakamura (1987); and Ray (1994).
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and ritual adaptability.

When applied to Kilacakra, textual-translation and ritual-observation techniques
highlight the blurred boundaries between text and ritual, primarily the slippage of both
categories in the twentieth-century, postmodern and electronified milieu. Kalacakra
also presents blurred boundaries with respect to patterns of gender-participation. For
the first thousand years of this tradition’s history, textual and ritual participation were
the exclusive domain of men. In the past twenty years, however, women have

increased their participation in various aspects of this tradition.

Common patterns characterize the contemporary globalization of Tibetan
Buddhism and the last millennium’s Tibetanization of Indian Buddhism. Monasteries
are being founded in the West, disciples congregate around roving tantric Buddhist
teachers, large-scale empowerments are being conferred, and Buddhist art is being
exhibited for the aesthetic enjoyment of the general population.4 In the ritual arena,
the Kalacakra Empowerment has served as a vehicle for the dissemination of Buddhism
throughout the world. In Asia, this empowerment has been performed in both India
and Mongolia, while conferrals of the Kilacakra Empowerment have become regular
occurrences in major cities in the United States, Europe and Australia. Although his
empowerments draw the largest crowds, the Dalai Lama is not the only contemporary
4 In the United States, Namgyal Tibetan Buddhist monastery was founded in Ithaca, New York in May
of 1992. Tibetan tantric Buddhist teachers have also attracted large bands of Western followers.
Chogyam Trungpa founded the Shambhala "Tail of the Tiger" center in Barnet, Vermont in 1970. This
center was renamed Karme Choeling in 1974 by the His Holiness the Sixteenth Karmapa. With Alan
Ginsberg in 1974, Chogyam Trungpa founded the Naropa Institute in Boulder, Colorado, which now
enrolls approximately eight hundred students, about thirty percent graduate and seventy percent
undergraduate. The Institute is accredited and grants B.A. in Religious Studies and M.A in Buddhist
Studies degrees. In addition, S6gyal Rinpoche founded the Rigpa Foundation, which is now head-
quartered in Watsonville, California. In addition, major exhibits of Tibetan Buddhist art now grace the
Newark Museum in New Jersey, the Jacques Marchais Museum on Long Island, and the San Francisco

Art Museum.
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Tibetan Buddhist teacher to confer the Kalacakra Empowerment in the West. Another
Tibetan teacher, Kalu Rin po che of the Bka’ brgyud lineage, also conferred the
Kalacakra Empowerment. In addition, Penor Rin po che, a Rnying ma lama, conferred
the Kalacakra Empowerment in Nova Scotia during the summer of 1995.

Although today the Kalacakra Empowerment is catalyzing the spread of Tibetan
Buddhism through the world, the present Dalai Lama’s frequent conferrals of the
Kalacakra Empowerment is a somewhat unique policy among Dalai Lamas. According
to biographical sources, Bskal bzang rgya mtsho (1708-1757), the Seventh Dalai Lama,
was the first Dalai Lama to confer the Kalacakra Empowerment. ’Jam dpal rgya mtsho
(1758-1804), the Eighth Dalai Lama, also conferred the Kalacakra Empowerment, but
there then exists a iacuna until the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, Thub bstan rgya mtsho
(1876-1933), bestowed the Kalacakra Empowerment in the early twentieth century.
Nevertheless, Bstan ’dzin rgya mtsho, the current, Fourteenth Dalai Lama, has chosen
to emphasize Kalacakra's role in the globalization of Tibetan Buddhism.

The present Dalai Lama requested Kalacakra oral lineage instructions from Kir
ti Mtshan zhabs rin po che, the Kilacakra lineage holder within the Dge lugs pa tradi-
tion. Being too humble to accept the role of teacher vis-a-vis the Dalai Lama, the latter
conferred the Kalacakra oral lineage instructions on the Dge lugs pa scholar Gser khong
Rin po che, who then conferred them on the Dalai Lama. Gser khong Rin po che was
considered an appropriate conduit because he "sees His Holiness directly as the four-
armed Avalokite§vara" without having to visualize this image-transfer. In the United
States, Gser khong Rin po che led a Kalacakra retreat at Deer Park, near Madison,
Wisconsin, and he also helped the Dalai Lama comment upon the significance and
meaning of the Kalacakra tradition during the latter’s conferral of the Kilacakra
Empowerment at Deer Park in 1981. Because Gser khong Rin po che had a vision of
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the Dalai Lama at Da bu (Tabo) Monastery in Spiti, Northern India, His Holiness con-
ferred the Kilacakra Empowerment there in 1981.5

Large-scale conferrals of the Kilacakra Empowerment appear to contradict
traditional tantric norms. Beginning with the earliest dissemination of Highest Yoga
Tantras from India into Tibet in the late eighth and early ninth centuries, empowerment
has been granted selectively based on the qualifications of potential students. In addi-
tion, empowerments were traditionally restricted due to the believed power of tantric
teachings. Although the Kalacakra Empowerment does function to prepare a small
number of individuals for tantric practice, it also is conferred upon large groups of
people, the vast majority of whom are not prepared to perform actual tantric practices.
Paradoxically, then, although Kalacakra is considered by many Tibetans to be the pin-
nacle of Highest Yoga Tantra, this is the only Highest Yoga Tantra empowerment that
is bestowed upon the general public.

Although injunctions have existed historically in the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist
tradition against making the details of tantra widely known, the present Dalai Lama jus-

tifies his own twenty-three conferralsé of the Kalacakra Empowerment by citing

3 Samten (1996)

6 Despite the extensive meditative preparations required, the present Dalai Lama has conferred of the
Kalacakra Empowerment in: 1) Norbulingka, Lhasa, Tibet (May, 1954); 2) Norbulingka, Lhasa, Tibet
(April, 1956); 3) Thakchen Choeling, Dharamsala, Himachal Pradesh, India (March, 1970); 4)
Bylakuppe, Karnataka, India (May, 1971); 5) Bodh Gaya, Bihar, India (December, 1974); 6) Leh,
Ladakh, Jammu & Kashmir India (September, 1976); 7) Madison, Wisconsin (July, 1981); 8) Dhirang,
Bomdila, Arunachal Pradesh, India (April, 1983); 9) Tabo Monastery, Spiti, Himachal Pradesh India
(August, 1983); 10) Rikon, Switzerland (July, 1985); 11) Bodh Gaya, Bihar, India (December, 1985);
12) Pipethang, Zanskar, Jammu & Kashmir, Ladakh (July, 1988); 13) Santa Monica, California (July,
1989); 14) Sarnath, Varanaski, Uttar Pradesh, India (December, 1990); 15) New York City (October,
1991); 16) Peo, Kinnaur District, Himachal Pradesh (August, 1992); 17) Gangtok, Sikkim (April, 1993);
18) Barcelona, Spain (December, 1994); 19) Mundgod, Southern India (January, 1995); 20) Ulan Bator,
Mongolia (August, 1995); 21) Tabo Monastery, Spiti, Himachal Pradesh, India (June, 1996); 22)
Syndey, Australia (September, 1996); and 23) Saliguri, West Bengal, India (December, 1996). Namgyal
(1995) notes that His Holiness often chooses December 25 as a date for the empowerment because it
marks the anniversary of the passing (December 25, 1984) of His Holiness’ Senior Tutor, Thubten Lung-
tok Namgyal Thinly. The Venerable Tubten Lungtok composed a six-limbed yoga manual for Kalacakra.
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Kalacakra’s unique role vis-a-vis Sambhala.” Because the kings of Sambhala taught
Kalacakra to their subjects, Tibetans believe that this system was widely disseminated,
and thus the social significance of this tradition is used as historical justification for the

mass conferral of its empowerment.

In 1953, at the age of eighteen, the Dalai Lama received the Kailacakra
Empowerment himself; only one year later, he conferred his first Kalacakra Empower-
ment in Lhasa, Tibet.8 The present Dalai Lama has given the Kalacakra Empowerment
only twice in Tibet, in Lhasa in May of 1954 and in April of 1956. After his exile, he
began conferring the ritual in India, and in January of 1974, numerous exiled Tibetans,
Sikkimese, Ladakhis, Indians, Bhutanese, Nepalese, Burmese, Sri Lankins, Japanese,
and Westerners gathered in Bodh Gaya, India to participate in the Dalai Lama’s con-
ferral of the Kalacakra Empowerment there. A decade later, in December of 1985, a
reported three hundred thousand people congregated in Bodh Gaya, India as the Dalai
Lama again bestowed the Kalacakra Empowerment. Approximately ten thousand
Tibetan pilgrims undertook great personal and financial sacrifice to make the difficult
and dangerous journey from Tibet to Bodh Gaya. In 1995, thousands again gathered in
Mungdod, Southern India as the Dalai Lama again imparted the Kalacakra Empower-
ment, and more recently, to mark the one ythousand-year anniversary of the oldest
monastery in India’s Spiti Valley, the Dalai Lama bestowed the Kilacakra Empower-

ment to a gathering of some one hundred thousand people at the Tabo Monastery in

For more on the Kalacakra Empowerment, see "Barcelona” (1994); Berzin (unpublished manuscript);
Chakaravarthi (1993); Cabez6n (1988); Dorjee (1985); T. Gyatso (1991b); "His Holiness" (1994);
"Kalachakra (1993; 1994; 1994; 1995); Kalu Rinpoche (1991); and Riviere (1985).

7 As Gronbold (1991: 390-391) notes, in the Sanskrit texts of the Kalacakra tradition, and in the Hindu
Sambhala-maharmya (New Delhi, 1985), this kingdom is usually referred to as "Sambhala.” In contrast,
Tibetan texts refer to the kingdom as "Sambhala,” replacing the "S* with an "§" because it agreed with
their own etymological explanation. Further, the Tibetans interpret the first syllable as the indeclinable
"§am" and thus translate "samvara" as "bde mchog"” and "Sambhala” as "bde *byung."

8 T. Gyatso (1990: 80)
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