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ABSTRACT

THE MAHAKALATANTRA: A THEORY OF RITUAL BLESSINGS
AND TANTRIC MEDICINE

William George Stablein

Tantric Buddhism, the disciplina arcani of the Buddhist

tradition, is represented in the Mahakalatantra as a means to
supernatural powers. The Tantra has a unique feature in that
a specific means employed are medicinal substances. Hence
one of the results of the dissertation is to present for the
first time a tantric materia medica which is located in the
appendix of the dissertation. Before deciding on a methodology
of analysis of the Tantra, the Tantra itself had to be edited
and translated. The eight chapters represented in the
dissertation model the entire manuscript in fifty chapters.
My field work in Kathmandu, Nepal conducted from 1967-1970
assisted the study by bringing to light a liturgical-cycle
concerned mainiy with the divinity Mahakala. In the Tibetan
Mahakala liturgy called Bskang.gso, "fulfillment and healing"
substances are used ror the production of ritual blessings
which are received on different psychological levels by the
devotees. Since the canonical authority for the enactment

of the liturgy is the Mahakalatantra, it was natural to
analyze the Tantra in the light of the living rite and the

liturgy in the wake of the canonical authority. The thesis of



the dissertation, then, is (1) that the Mahakala rite represents
a system of medicine that when practiced according to scripture
js conducive to healing and altered states of consciousness

and (2) that the prerequisite to the practice is an inner

body that generates ambrosia (T.bdud.rtsi) which is the

medicine or mana par excellance.

In Chapter 2 the thesis follows the peak moments of the
liturgy through what I term the "ambrosia cycle" to the point
of receiving "power,'" (siddhi) which is then discussed in
terms of the Trantra. The dissertation should be of interest
not only to scripturalists but to a larger audience of scholars
concerned with the general problems cf human energy, its

utilization and potential for curing.
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PREFACE

Mahzkala is one of the most popular Tantric Buddhist
divinities. Yet, the arcane practices associated with Mahakala
are known only to the vajracaryas and yogis, both Nepalese
and Tibetan, who have been ritually empowered¢ with the
appropriate initiations. As the wrathful diety par excellance,
on an exoteric level, he is invited to neutralize evil and
disease; and to be an agent of psychological transformation.

In a very general way this applies to all of the tantras and
explains why some westerners have taken a deep interest in the
content of tantra.

As Chapter 2 of this thesis portrays: when we
investigate the rite of Mahakala in both text and context we
are confronted with passages that indicate a system of curing;
and a cultural context where a curing process is directly
related to the rituals and the meditation. Hence we have a
pragmatic as well as a transcendental point of departure.

Regarding the cultural context, I remember fondly and
respectfully the late Dr. Bethel Fleming, who established, with
myself as her cultural and linguistic interpreter, the Karma
Clinic in the Karmaraj Mahavihara monastery in Kathmandu.

At the time, while residing in the monastery, I was stimulated
to delve into the medical aspect of the Mahakalatantra and

was encouraged by the two different forms of curing, Western



and Eastern, being practiced in the same space. Since the
Mahak3ila rite was performed everyday, and a larger version of
the ritual on the twenty-ninth lunar day of each month, I

was able under the beneficent and scholarly gaze of my mentor,
the late Padma Rgyal mtshan, to participate, observe, and study
the rite with the kind of involvement and intimacy that 1is
preferred by every scholar of religion and culture. Although
it goes without saying I am compelled to extend my utmost
gratitude to Sa.bcu Rim po che and all his monks and lamas

for their hospitality and expenditure in energy for the sake
of my studies.

The Mahakalatantra itself contains a materia medica as
well as a religious philosophy, again denoting the pragmatic-
transcendental bond that is found throughout tantric texts.
Although most works on tantra, with the exception of some of
Professor- Alex Wayman's articles, are concerned mainly with
metaphysical aspects, my own thesis suggests that the materia
medica of tantra with its empirical implications is a sound
basis for religious and philosophical interpretation. And
here I want to thank foremost for the success of my thesis,
essay and edition, Professor Alex Wayman, the head of the
Department of Sanskrit at Columbia Universit,.

Professor Wayman has immensely encouraged my studies
and interpretations in Buddhist tantra. His criticisms and
suggestions that began in a seminar at Columbia on tantric

Buddhism in 1967 have not only heiped me in refining my



research but have been exemplary in terms of my own approach
to scholarship.

Although a study of tantra should naturally include
some analysis of the rite we seldom find the rituals
emphasized. Hence, I want to give credit to Dr. Stephan
Beyer for his recent encyclopedic work on the rituals of Tara
that should help all of us who are studying Tibetan Buddhism.
My own initial influences that gave me the impetus to look
deeply into matters of rite were Professor Agheananda Bharati,
Head of the Department of Anthropology at Syracuse University
and the now deceased Professor Zigmond Cerbu. Professor
Rharati will always have my gratitude for bestowing upon me
pieces of his encyclopedic knowledge, his acumen in matters
of ritual and last but not least his unique humor. My
indebtedness to the late Professor Zigmund Cerbu has its origin
in a year long seminar, during my beginning years as a graduate
student, when he guided me through the complete Sanskrit and
Tibetan texts of the Ratnagunasamcayya prajnaparamitia. He
used to remark that our study, due to its lack of a Buddhist
ritualistic setting, was incomplete. As our iime was spent
on linguisitc and philosophical problems his occassional
remarks regarding ritual became somewhat of an enticing
guideline for my future studies. Now I think it is recognized
by most of the students of tantra that a dominant interpretive
problem is precisely the relationship between philosophy and

tantric ritual and meditation.
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For wy training in Buddhist philosophy I am most
grateful to Professor Yoshito Hakeda who gave me the
opportunity in a classroom project to read and translate the
whole of the Madhyamikakdarikis. I am pleased to recall the
stimulating discussions with Dr. Fred Underwood and Molly
Margliotti that enhanced the scholastic ambiance of that course
of study. I mention this here because a truly insightful
study of tantra is impossible without a thorough background'
in the more philosophic traditions. I thank Professor
Hakeda for this prepafation.

My graduate advisor until 1965 was Professor Royal
Weiler, at that time Professor of Sanskrit at Columbia
University. I cannot think of any other person who instilled
in me the ideals of academic tradition. If I have inherited,
from taking his imany courses in the Sanskrit language, an even
partial degree ~f his exactitude but at the same time flexi-
bility with the language and its translation, I can assure
him that his time was well spent. Professor Weiler urged
me to apply for the Fulbright-Hays Fellowship, which I
recieved. His advice is always appreciated and I thank him
| very much.

Indeed, I want to acknowledge the Fulbright-Hays
Fellowship program for granting me funds in which I carried
out my research in Nepal and India. Throughout the course of
my fieldwork in both Nepal and India there were numerous

persons who shcwed me kindness; provided hospitality and
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who gave me much needed scholarly advice. It is difficult to
mention all those individuals but I would like to thank
Manavajra Vajrdcarya of Kathmandu and dge bshes Jamspal who is
now residing in America. The former was very helpful in
solving some very difficult problems regarding ritual matters
and their relationship to the Mahakalatantra. As Manavajra

is also an Ayurvedic physician his counsel was indeed helpful
in disclosing the medical content of tantra. Whenever I
travelled to Benares it was dge bshes Jamspal and his brother
dge shes ang du Sonam who extended their hospitality and
shared with me their scholarly acumen. A very special regards
goes to Padma Wang Rgyal from Dolpo who has been a close
friend for many years. Mr. Wang Rgyal is not only responsible
for the paintings at the end of this book but many others

that were the result of our scriptual readings.

I extend my thanks to Dr. Christopher George, the
Assistant Director of the Institute of Advanced Studies of
World Religions who has extended to me the kind of assistance
that one would expect from a true friend and colleague.

The iibraries that assisted my research by providing
me with manuscripts are:

Bihar and Orissa Research Society; Asiatic Society of
Bengal; Royal Asiatic Society; Biblioteque Nationale; Tokoyo
University Library; Kyoto University Library; National
Archives of Nepal; Institute for Advanced Studies of Werld
Religions; Library of Congress; Harvard University Library and

Columbia University Library.
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gefore ending this preface, I need to add a special
thank you to the Tribhuvan University of Nepal for their
efforts and paperwork in recommending visa extensions for me
and my family.

My primary inspiration for the completion of my
dissertation was my wife, Marilyn, whom I met in Benares and
married in Nepal. I thank her for her intelligent suggestions
and for typing the first draft of this thesis. She has my
deepest respect for transcending the drudgery of not only
typing but for hand copying a number of Tibetan Manuscripts
including the commentary abbreviated Khrid. A special grati-
tude should be extended to my parents, to Steve Feuche,
and as well to all my visiting friends who worked so hard
behind the scenes. I am grateful to Donald Lewsader for his
careful and rapid typing as well as his suggestions. And as
my committee members gave me useful hints regarding format
and minor changes I am very grateful for their advice which

I have appropriately tried to follow.



CHAPTER I
SOURCES OF THE MAHAKALA RITE

My research into the rite of Mahakala began in 1967
when I translated and commerted on the Mahakala sadhanas
contained in the sidhanamala.’ It was during that same year
I received a Fulbright-Hays Fellowship to study the Mahakala
cult in Nepal and Northern India. Within the context of that
endeavor I was able to define the textual and social

boundaries of the rite, which methodologically speaking is the

beginning task for a scholar working in the traditions that our

Medieval Buddhist tantric manuscripts illuminate, The
interpretive approach in my research has been to emphasize
those passages that can be velated to the healing'aspect of
tantricism. To a great extent this approach is due to my
participation and observation of the actual rituals and
meditations practiced by both Tibetans and Nepalese. On the
other hand, although it may not be crystal clear in my
thesis, this anthropological dimension, more often than not,
gave me the confidence and insight to continue the purely
philological and theoretical interpreation of my study.

Even though the title of this dissertation has the
word '"'theory'" it is not that the Mahakalatantra is proposing

a '""theory of ritual blessings and tantric medicine'" but rather

lszdhana, pp. 583-60.



that the theory is implicit in the flow of the dialogue of the
tantra itself -- as well as in the explanations in the
supporting texts. That "ritual blessings' and 'tantric
medicine' constitute a healing complex may suggest to the
reader that tantric Buddhism has a more pragmatic sense than
we have formerly considered. Yet, on a folkloric level; ritual
healing is taken for granted. The implication is that, as
scholars, we cannot adequately translate and analyze the
transcendental notions in the texts without an understanding
of the pragmatic structures upon which they are based.1 For
example, how could we understand Aristotle's theory of meta-
physics without knowing about his conceptions of natural
science.

Since the MaHhakalatantra has an extensive materia
medica, and shares with the other tantras the notion of
attaining power (siddhi) through sensory means, such as, song

and dance, we have the responsibility to disclose as much as

1What David Mandelbaum writes about Ceylon also applies
to Tibetan Buddhism as practiced in the Himalayas: '"Western
scholars of Buddhism have sometimes been quite perplexed
about the pragmatic side of Sinhalese religion. Those who
concentrated on scriptural exegesis could ignore it, for it
enters little into the canon; some who did deal with it
declared that it was in unmitigated opposition to Buddhism . . .
David Mandelbaum, '"Transcendental and Pragmatic Aspects of
Religion,'" American Anthropologist 68 (October 1966):1181.
In my own study, I found that the pragmatic considerations
in the Mahakalatantra could not be separated from the
transcendental. Whether a particular passage in the text 1is
one or the other depends on the time and place of the rite.
It should be clear from the essay that a transcendental notion
may very well have a pragmatic basis and that a pragmatic
notion such as curing may be rooted in a transcendental idea --
such as "liberation through taste'" (myong.grol).




possible the religious significance of material culture as
utilized by the tantrics themselves. And like the Mahakzla-
tantra implies a theory of substance and healing, this thesis
should imply a more religious, or philosophical interpretation.

But first of all, we should have a sense of the
boundaries of the Buddhist Mahakala tradition itself as well
as a consistent occurrence of the types of passages that
reflect the implied theory I have mentioned above.

When investigating the contents of a Newari ritual
text the Mahakala deguri1 copied in 1938 we find almost the
same ritual sequence as in Chapter 7 of the Mahak3alatantra
as well as similar iconographical descriptions. Yet, they
are not exactly the same. The Mahakala deguri is not exactly
a copy of Chapter 7 but bears enough proximity to be maintained
within the same textual transmission. The Mahakala deguri
not only reflects the anthropological side of the rite but the
canonical authority as well. However the manuscript is only
10 leaves and can hardly be thought of as the essence of the
Mahakala rite. I mention this here to show the diachronic
limits of the Mahakala Buddhist tradition and its continuity.
What is of greater interest is the discontinuity in the
pharmacological and philosophical aspects of the rite.

If we turn to the materia medica charts we can see

that the Mahakalatantra contains a wealth of ecological

1Christopher George Comp., Buddhist Sanskrit Manuscripts:
A Title List of the Microfilm Collection of the Institute for
Advanced Studies of World Religions, No. 96 (Stonybrook, L.I.:
TASWR, 1975).







