Shaw, M. (2022). Passionate Enlightenment: Women in Tantric Buddhism.
Princeton University Press.

CHAPTER TWO

Tantric Buddhism in India
RELIGIOUS AND HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION

TANTRIC BuDDHISM was the crowning cultural achievement of Pala
period India (eighth through twelfth centuries) and an
internationally influential movement that swept throughout
Asia, where it has survived in many countries to the present
day.! Tantric Buddhism arose when Mahayana Buddhism was
enjoying a period of great philosophical productivity 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 renunciation, 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.?

[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. After 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.* 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 declined.>

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 championed by lay people rather
than monks and nuns. Desiring to return to classical Mahayana
universalism, the Tantric reformers protested 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 wilderness areas. The new breed of
Buddhists also insisted that desire, passion, 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” (vira) and “heroines” (vira)
who bravely dive deep into the ocean of the passions in order to
harvest the pearls of enlightenment. In consonance with Tantra’s
daring assertion that enlightenment can be found in all
activities, sexual intimacy became a major paradigm of Tantric
ritual and meditation.



The Tantric revolution gained popular and royal support and
eventually made its way into the curriculum of monastic
universities like Nalanda, Vikramas$ila, Odantapuri, and
Somapuri. 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, psychology,
and philosophy.® While the monasteries served as the
institutional strongholds of the faith, wandering lay Tantrics
carried Buddhism 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.’” 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 values, practices, and symbols of Buddhism. As a new
religious paradigm, Tantric Buddhism stimulated vigorous
literary and artistic creativity. Tantric adherents introduced a
new body of scriptures called tantras, for which they claimed the
status of divine revelation. Tapping into the same wellspring as



Hindu Tantric and Sakta (goddess-worshipping) movements, the
Buddhist tantras arose from a dynamic interchange among
diverse elements of society that revitalized Buddhism with fresh
infusions of cultural energy. These works introduced a dramatic
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 Princess Laksminkara,
left positions of privilege and comfort to pursue arduous 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 Tilopa,
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, noncelibate life-style as the perfect context for religious
practice. The day he united with the arrow-maker he exulted,
‘Today I have become a true monk!”® 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.’

Some Tantrics were already from lowly backgrounds—
cobblers, bird-catchers, weavers, innkeepers—and continued in
their current occupations, living inconspicuously while
cultivating ecstatic inner freedom. Among these we find
Manibhadra, a housewife who pursued Tantric meditation while
fulfilling her domestic duties. Manibhadra 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 laborers of all types. There
were also tribal people in remote wilderness areas, like the
huntresses Padmalocana and Jfianalocana. 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 attempt that often failed, judging from
the fame of some of their Tantric exploits.



FIGURE 2. Manibhadra attaining enlightenment

As a branch of Mahayana, Tantric Buddhism derives its
philosophy from the Mahayana tradition. The insights of
Madhyamaka, Yogacara, and Tathagatagarbha philosophy and
the ideals of altruistic motivation and dedication to
compassionate service form the theoretical core of Tantric



practice. Nonetheless, the intellectual continuity between the
two movements is sometimes belied by a dramatic divergence of
methodologies. Mahayana teaches that the world, which seems
so flawed to unenlightened awareness, is actually a sparkling
Buddha-land and indeed 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 process of purification over
many lifetimes of perfecting wisdom, compassion, patience, and
other virtues, Tantric Buddhism insisted that enlightenment is
attainable in a single lifetime. Tantric practices challenge
practitioners immediately to see all things and all experiences
as intrinsically 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 exposed. This is
why Tantra is considered a “quick path” to enlightenment. 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 Vimalakirtinirdesa-sitra:
“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.”*? Building upon this valuation of the emotions, Tantra
affirms the passions, desire, and sense experience 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” (stinyata) 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.
Further, Tantra offers many methods for heightening,
channeling, and offering 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 practices are
described in more detail in the chapters that follow.

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 (abhiseka) that
permits and prepares the disciple to receive esoteric teachings.
The initiation can be a short, private ceremony or an elaborate
ritual lasting many days. It places a seal of commitment and
sacred trust upon whatever 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 unturned, probing the personality, long-hidden
memories, childhood disappointments and sorrows, and buried



sources of pain from the present and previous lifetimes,
stripping away all personal and cultural pretensions. The goal of
this journey 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 possible, 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
particular 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. Homemakers, 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
shimmering gold; a winemaker might picture herself as distilling
bliss from the grapes of experience; a shoemaker could imagine
that he was sewing the leather of passion with the thread of
freedom to produce shoes of enlightenment.

For example, Sahajavajra was a wandering wine-seller in
Uddiyana 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, 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 (sahgja) that all the Buddhas drink. It will quench your
thirst, and you will be able to serve it to all beings.!!

As a Tantric practitioner, Sahajavajra did not have to abandon
her live-lihood. Her guru provided her with a method whereby
she could integrate 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, Maifjusri, or
Avalokite$vara. The purpose of this practice is to awaken and
discover enlightened qualities within, be it the maternal
protectiveness of Tara, the shining wisdom of Mafijusri, or the
unfailing compassion of Avalokite§vara. 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 mandala. The mandala
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). Meditation
on a mandala 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
mandala is a palace resting on a lotus flower that rises out of the
cosmic sea. The mandala palace is envisioned not as solid but



rather as made of crystallized light, or as translucent, like jewels
with light shining through them: sapphire blue, topaz yellow,
ruby red, emerald green, and diamond 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 mandala symbolically re-creates the journey to
enlightenment. 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-accomplishing
wisdom, and ignorance becomes the panoramic wisdom of all-en-
compassing space.!?

The Buddhist pantheon expanded under Tantric inspiration,
introducing new deities and new types of deities. Female
Buddhas added a dramatic new dimension to Buddhist
iconography and soteriology, explicitly affirming the possibility
of attaining Buddhahood in a female body.!3 Early Buddhist texts
maintain that women can attain enlightenment, but deny that
there could ever be a female Buddha: “It is impossible, it cannot
come to pass that a woman who is a perfected one could be a
complete and perfect Buddha.”* Since the attainment of
Buddhahood was regarded as a rare event that occurred only at
cosmic intervals, 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 the universal goal of all practitioners, the denial of
female Buddhas had more problematic implications. When a
woman attained enlightenment, she would become a male



Buddha, apparently the only kind of Buddha known to
Mahiayana.' The Bodhisattvabhiimi, 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
intelligence. And not by one who is by nature full of defilement and of
weak intelligence, is completely perfected Buddhahood attained.!®

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

The appearance of female Buddhas in Tantric iconography
functioned 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 innate
Buddhahood is elaborated into a Tantric identification of men as
male Buddhas and women as female Buddhas. Thus, in the
Candamaharosana-tantra, wherein a male and female Buddha
converse, the male Buddha announces:

I am the son of M4y4 [i.e., Sakyamuni],

Now in the form of Candamaharosana.

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.'8



Perhaps the foremost female Buddha is Vajrayogini. She is
blood red and has loosely flowing black hair; she is dancing,
wears bone ornaments, 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. Another
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 (krodhakdya), sometimes known as Herukas,
or “blood-drinkers,” generally 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 female Buddhas, like
the lion-faced Simhamukha (figure 4). Tantric yogis and yogins,
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 deities demonstrate that there is pure energy
even at the heart of aggression. The meditator must cease seeing
fearsome and hostile appearances 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.2°
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FIGURE 3. Female Buddha Vajrayogini.




FIGURE 4. Simhamukha, wrathful female Buddha.

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, Candamaharosana proclaims to his beloved Dvesavajri
that he carries his weapons so that he can protect women from
men who fail to honor and serve them.?!

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, Upanisadic mystical theory, hatha-yoga, kundalini-
yoga, Saivite iconography, and Sakta beliefs all found a place in
the Tantric repertoire. Hatha-yoga contributed physical
disciplines and breathing exercises to enhance the flexibility,
control, and longevity of the body. Kundalini-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 experience and heightened awareness. Most people
simply allow the energy to churn a cauldron of chaotic thoughts
and emotions or dissipate the energy in a superficial pursuit of
pleasure, but a yogi or yogini consciously accumulates and then
directs it for specified purposes. This energy generates warmth
as it accumulates and becomes an inner fire or inner heat
(candali) that burns away the dross of ignorance and ego-clinging.

Foremost among the pan-Indian influences were those of the
Sakta (goddess-worshipping) and Saivite traditions. Tantric
Buddhists encountered their Hindu counterparts at the
cremation grounds and pilgrimage places where they
congregated, for these were also the gathering 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 (pitha rather
than tirtha). Their meetings provided ample opportunity for
mutual influence and borrowing.??

The influence of Saivite traditions is readily visible in
Tantric Buddhist iconography. The Hindu deity Siva is known as
the lord of yogis. He lives in a cremation ground where no one
will disturb his meditations, 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
Parvati is also a great meditator and practitioner of yoga. Some
of the traits of Siva were incorporated into Buddhist symbolism,
most notably in the iconography of Heruka Buddhas like
Cakrasamvara and Hevajra.



The participation of Tantric Buddhism in the wider currents
of Indian 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 female deities and women as embodiments of
female divinity.?® Both movements display a tendency to see the
universe as generated by female 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” (striprasamsa), 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.?* Tantric Buddhists also
share with Hindu Tantrics a practice of worship of women
(stripitja, also known as “secret worship,” or guhyapiija)?® The
theoretical 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.?®

These features can best be understood with reference to
contemporaneous Tantric and Sakta movements rather than by
appeal to factors internal to Buddhism. The judgment of André
Padoux, a world-renowned authority on Hindu Tantra, that “as a
whole, $akta ideology is .. fundamentally inherent to

"27 could apply equally to Buddhist Tantra. The

Tantrism,
confluence of Buddhism and S$3ktism is such that Tantric

Buddhism could properly be called “Sakta Buddhism.”



Until several decades ago it was customary for scholars to
identify the Pala 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 Pala 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 productivity, 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 SantarakSita,
Padmasambhava, Amoghavajra, Vajrabodhi, Subhakarasimha,
and AtiSa exported Buddhism to Central, East, and Southeast
Asia, often by royal invitation. Buddhist pilgrimage centers like
Bodh Gaya, Srdvasti, and Kusinagara attracted scholars, artists,
and religious seekers to India from throughout Asia.

Buddhist artistic creation and conception reached a zenith
during the Pala 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
climate. The level of artistry was so high that artists, craftsmen,
and iconographers throughout the Buddhist world turned to
India for inspiration. 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.?

Buddhist literature flourished during this period, making
Pala India an international intellectual mecca as well. Buddhist
authors and communities produced enduring classics of
philosophy and ethics, notable plays and poetry, and thousands
of works of the emerging Tantric genre.?’ Many of these works
were lost when Muslims burned the monastic libraries in the
thirteenth century, but fortunately large numbers of Buddhist
texts had been imported by Tibet, China, and other countries
throughout Asia and translated from Sanskrit into a number of
languages, preserving them outside the country of their origin.
Thus, rather than undergoing 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 currents 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.



