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ABSTRACT

TANTRIC YOGA
A Study of the Vedic Precursors, Historical Evolution, Literatures,
Cultures, Doctrines, and Practices of
the 11th Century Kasmiri Saivite and Buddhist Unexcelled
Tantric Yogas
James Francis Hartzell

A wide-ranging, in-depth study of the Saivite and Buddhist Tantric traditions,
this dissertation in thirteen chapters covers the historical development of Tantra in the
Indian context prior to the Islamic invasions, relying principally on Sanskrit texts.
The dissertation provides an introduction to Tantric studies, the Vedic and historical
roots of the ideas and emergence of the traditions, the early Tantric literature and
social position of the cults, the goals of the practices as understood by their
advocates, with considerable technical detail on advanced stages and ultimate goals of
Tantric Yoga. Chapter | traces the emergence of the field as a legitimate branch of
Indology. Chapter 2 examines the Vedic roots of Tantric ideas and practices.
Chapter 3 weighs the evidence and arguments for the earliest emergence of surviving
written Tantric texts. Chapter 4 surveys early Buddhist Tantric literature in Sanskrit,
and Chapter 5 provides a similar overview of the early Saivite Tantric literature,
delimited historically by the citations in Abhinavagupta’s Tantraloka. Chapter 6
discusses the social status of Tantra in the eyes of non-practitioners, with depictions
of Tantric devotees by poets, satirists, and story tellers. Chapter 7 looks at the

anatomy and physiology of the subtle body in the Ayurvedic medical tradition, the

oldest Vedic Upanisads, the Yoga, Samkhya, and Yogacara schools, the relationship



of medical physiology to Tantric physiology, and the role of the subtle body in
Tantric Yoga. Chapter 8 examines the principles and objectives of Tantric initiation
rites. Chapter 9 looks at the sexual yogas in the Buddhist and Saivite Tantric
traditions. Chapter 10 introduces the Kalacakratantra text and its commentary
Vimalaprabha by Pundarika, and examines evidence for historical and geographic
origins of the texts. Chapters 11-13 are annotated translations of the Mahoddesas 1-3
of the fifth chapter of Kalacakratantra and Vimalaprabhd, with a section from
Mahoddesa Four on the Dharmasamgraha. The author has not included his full

translation of the fourth Mahoddesa.
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Preface James F. Hartzell
"Poetry, said Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta, is inextinguishable;
it exists and will exist for ever. Like love, it has kindled and will

continue to kindle the hearts of man with new and pulsing life..."'

There is a tremendously wide range of material in the Tantric texts, including
exquisitely detailed accounts of Purdpic cosmologies, exact measurements for building
caityas, precise recipes for preparing medicines and perfumes, incredibly elaborate
procedures for drawing mandalas on the ground, nearly unfathomably complicated
methods of calculating time using astronomical data both empirical and imagined, and
so on. I have left most of the abstruse and technical subjects out of this dissertation
in order to focus on the subject [ am most interested in--the role of the subtle body in
the Tantric Yoga practices, and its relationship to the physical body and the spiritual
or psychic aspect of the individual initiate. I have dug into a considerable amount of
Vedic material to uncover the roots of these ideas in Tantra, and have added several
chapters on the Tantric tradition itself--a study of iFs historical emergence, chapters on
the Buddhist and Ka$miri Saivite Tantric literature, and a study of the views of the
Tantric tradition by non-Tantric writers. These added chapters provide important
contextual balancing for this study, yet the principal focus of my research has been on
the central issue of what is the subtle body, where did the ideas come from, why is it
important for understanding Tantra, and what role does it play in the practice of the

Tantric meditations and sexual yogas. Throughout this dissertation I have also sought

ix



to illumine some of the relevant aspects of the shared character of what we might call
the Tantric technologies--i.e. the techniques and methods used by the traditions that
turn out to be widely and in some cases thoroughly shared between the Saivite and
Buddhist Tantric traditions.

There is also a wide range of Tantric material that I have not covered in this
dissertation. I do not read Bengali, so [ have not worked on the doha literature of
Tantric songs, though I am well aware of the material. Since I work far faster and
with greater ease in Sanskrit, [ have worked principally from this material, and have
not explored related material in Tibetan. [ also have not read any of the Jain material
that I understand is in a variety of Prakrits.” My focus is on Sanskrit Saivite and
Sanskrit Buddhist Tantric literature, principally from the time up to and including
Abhinavagupta (c. 1075-1150 CE), and [ have worked most closely on material that
appears to come from the Ka$mir region. As a result [ have not included much
material from the Saiva Siddhanta tradition, the Sri Vidya tradition, or the Kali
literature.

I have long thought it rather silly when scholars rely heavily on the work of
their predecessors to find references, sources, etc. and then, in retranslating the
original material their predecessors have referred them to, neglect to cite the
predecessors’ work. In the case of Abhinavagupra’s Tantralokah, Raniero Gnoli did
an Italian translation of the entire work. Because Gnoli mixes explanatory material
from Jayaratha’s commentary into his translation, often not citing Jayaratha's words,

and sometimes interpolates meaning into the verse that does not always appear to be






