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A Note on the Age and Authorship of we _

By CHINTAHARAN CHAKRAVARTI.

THE AGE OF THE TANTRAS.

An attempt has been made’ in another paper to prove
the antiquity of the Tantra system of religion or what may
be called Tantricism.! It is now necessary to enquire as to when
a separate class of works called the tantras came to be compiled.
The orthodox view attributing a divine origin to it and thus
claiming for it a hoary antiquity (works like the Vrhaddharma-
Purana [11, 6. 139] and Narayant Tantra as mentioned in the
Bengali work Sddhanakalpalatika even claiming a pre-Vedic
antiquity) is not found to have been universally accepted even
by the ancients. There seems to have always been a lurking
suspicion with regard to the -genuineness of that attribution
some even going to the extent of dubbing at least a part of them
as modern. Modern scholars also lave questioned the antiquity
of tantra works in general. It is argued that tantra as a class
of literature is not found mentioned in any early work. Lists
mentioning various branches of learning also do not include
the name tantra. It is true the word is met with even in
the Vedic literature but there it is not used in the sense of a
particular class of literature. Even in as late a work as the
AmarakoSa the word is not given this sense.

But it should be noted that non-mention cannot be taken
as an argument in favour of non-existence, for if the Amarakosa,
does not assign to tantra the sense of a particular class of
literature or a particular form of worship, almost a contemporary
worls, the Brhatsamhitda of Varahamihira (circa 5th-6th century)
is found to use the word in this or a similar sense (XVI, 18).
The silence of Amara who was a Buddhist may be explained by
the supposition of his unfavourable attitude towards the tantras.

More than one Purana work (like the K#rma Purdpa ag
qqott?d in the Tantradhikdri-nirpaya) have given elaborate des-
criptions of the origin of the tantras. Even the detractors of
the tantras tried to read denunciation of tantricism in ad-
mittedly old Dharmadastra and Purdna works.?

Pasupata and Paficaratra systems are found to have been
mentioned by name in some of the Purana and Dhkarmagistra
works. They are referred.to in the Brhatparasara, Visnudhar-

1 Antiquity of Tantricism, C, Chakravarti,—I.H.Q., Vol. VI, pp. 114fi.
2 Cf. the present writer’s paper on the Authoritativeness of the Tantras
in the K. B. Pathak Commemoration Volume.
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mottara, Yogiyajiiavalkya, etc.! Paficaratra is also mentioned

in the Mahabharata. Sivasisana is referred to in the Devi-
Purina.? The Lankavatara siitra which was translated into
Chinese as early as the 5th century was evidently aware of the
Pasupata system the tenets of which it discusses.

These references to the tantras in some of the Pur@nas
do not, however, help us in any way in deciding the relative
antiquity of the Puranas and the tantras. For some of the
tantra works are also found to refer to the Purinas both
collectively and individually. The term astadasapurana is
found to occur in many a tantra work (e.g. Nirvana Tantra,
Patala IX). Besides the Katyayani and the Varahi tantras give
elaborate rules that are to be observed in reciting the Devimahat-
mya section of the Markandeya Purana.

And though some works of the tantra system may be all
fairly old, even most of the original works belonging to that
system cannot be supposed to be so. On the other hand, many
of them are palpably very modern. Thus though the earliest
of the tantra works may possibly belong to the beginning of the
Christian era, if not earlier, the latest of them come down as
late as even the 18th century. As a matter of fact no particular
age is possible to be assigned to the tantra literature which
took a long period of time to develop; the age of each
individual work has to be determined on the basis of the
available evidence—both internal and external.

Some of the tanitra works are undoubtedly very old.
Manuscripts in Gupta characters of several tantra texts have
been found. Even the Sarvajfidnottara Tantra, which seems to
be a comparatively later work having been composed when
other tantras had been completed, has a fragmentary manuscript
in Gupta characters.? A manuscript of the Kubjika Tantra
in Gupta characters is in the Manuscripts Collection of the
Asiatic Society of Bengal. A manuscript of the Niévasa-
samhitd in the Durbar Library of Nepal is written in the
transitional Gupta characters. In the opinion of MM. H. P.
Sastri this manuscript may be a century older than the
Cambridge manuscript of the Parameévari Tantra which was
copied in 859 AD.° At the end of the manuscript of the
Saurasamhitd in the Durbar Library of Nepal there are two
leaves stated to be in Gupta characters giving a number of
tantra formulee.®

1 Tantradhikari-nirnaya of Bhattojidiksita.

2 Apararka’s commentary on Ydjravalkyasamhita—Anandadrama
Sanskrit Series, pp. 16 and 18.

3 H.P. Shastx.'i, Nepal Catalogue, I, p. 85.

4 H. P. Shastri, Nepal Catalogue, I, pp. 10 and 137 ; Preface, p. Ixxvii.

5 Bendal, Cambridge Catalogue, p. 27.

6 H. P. Shastri, Nepal Catalogue, I, Preface, p. Ixxvi. Of other old
tantra MSS. copied as early as the 10th, 11th or 12th century in the



1933] A Note on the Age and Authorship of the Tantras 73

The twenty-eight Saiva dgamas of the South are referred
to as early as the time of the Pallava king Rajasimhavarman,
in his Kaildsandtha temple inscription. Tamil Saiva poets of
the 9th-10th centuries and Kashmir Saiva works of the same
period also refer to these works.! Works of Kashmir Saivas
as early as the eighth or ninth century are found to refer to
works like the Swacchanda Tantra. Besides mentioning the
views of a few tantra sects, as Sankardcarya is supposed to
have done by his commentators commenting on the Vedania-
sitra_(I1. 2, 7-8), Sankara has referred to sixty-five tantras in
his Anandalahari (v. 31) pointing to one at least by name, e.g.
the Svatantra Tantra. It has been shown by Dr. P. C. Bagchi
(I.H.Q., V, pp. 754ff ; VI, pp. 97ff.) on the basis of epigraphic
records that a number of tantric texts were introduced into
Kambuj as early as the beginning of the 9th century, thus
indirectly proving their antiquity.

Of the Buddhist tantras also some at least are fairly old.
Buddhist Dharanis may be looked upon as precursors of the
tantras, and the Suramgama-sitra, which Fa-Hian is said to
have repeated for his protection, contained the most complete
list of Dharanis. Considering that the book was held in
Teverence by Fa-Hian in the 5th-century, Beal assigned it to
a period not later than the lst century.?. We may thus find
traces of the beginning of the Buddhist tantras as early as the
Ist century of the Christian era. According to Yuan-Chwang
the Dharani or Vidyadhara-pitaka belonging to the mantrayina
is as old as the Mahasamghikas (1st-2nd century A.p.).2 Several
Buddhist tantra works are known to have existed as early as the
6th or 6th century o.n. Thus the Horiuzi palm-leaf MSS. in
-Japan contain besides Dharanis, five tantras. ‘

Amoghavajra, a éramana of North India and a Brahmana
by caste who resided in China between 746 and 771 A.D.,
translated 77 works including Usnisacarkravarti Tantra, Garuda-
garbhaga Tantra, and Vajrakumaéra Tantra.* Ati§a Dipankara
Wwas proficient, among other things, in the four classes of tantras.®
Padmasambhava of Udyana was in charge of the tantrika
part of Buddhist liturgy.®

Tarandtha helps us to some extent in his history of
Buddhism to determine the dates of some of the Buddhist

Durbar Library of Nepal, cf. H. P. Shastri, Nepal Catalogue, 1, Preface,

pp. Ixxvi and Ixxix. ‘The MS. of the Saurasamhits was copied in the 10th

-century (op. cit., p. lxxvi), that of the Kirana Tantra in 924 A.D. (op.

%irti \Ifol. I’ZIé)p' 99), that of the Jayakhaarasamhita in 1187 a.D. (op. cit.,
ol. I, p. 76).

1 Farquhar, An Outline of the Religious Literature of India, p. 193.
2 Introduction to Beal's Fa-Hian, p. lxxii.
8 Beal—Si-yu-ki, I1, 165 ; Kern—Manual of Indian Buddhism, p. 6.
4 Nanjio, Catalogue of Chinese Tripitaka, App. II, p. 445.
Z S. C. Das, J.B.T.S., Vol. I, Pt. I, p. 8.
loc. cit.
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tantras. He gives the names of some persons who, according
to him, introduced particular tantras. In a general way he
says that Asanga, elder brother of Vasubandhu, introduced
tantras into Buddhism and that they were handed down in
the most secret manner possible up to the time of Dharmakirti
(600-615 A.p.).! In another place he associates particular names
with particular works. Thus, we are told that Saraha introduced
the Buddhakapdla Tantra, Luipa the Yoginisaiicaryd, Kambala
and Padmavajra the Hevajra Tantra, Krsnacarya the Sam-
putatilaka, Lalitavajra the three divisions of the Krsnayamari
Tantra, Gambhiravajra the Mahamaya, and one Pito the
Kalacakra ®

But as has already been indicated, all works—Hindu or
Buddhist—are not old. T. Gopinath Rao 3 has shown that many
works of Saiva and Vaignava dgama have referred to things
and persons belonging to 7th—11th centuries so that they cannot

"be very old. He however admits that they were probably based
on older works. In the Uttara-Karanagamae of the éui_vas,
says he, it is laid down that on the 7th day of the Mahotsava
of Siva the impalement of the Jains, said to have been
carried out at the instance of the Saiva saint Tirujianasam-
bandha, ought to be celebrated. This Saiva saint, however,
is known to have flourished in the middle of the 7th
century A.D. so that the work cannot be earlier than that
period. This work as also many other works on Saivigama
prescribe the recitation of the Dravida Vedas, i.e. the Devarama
hymns composed by Tirujianasambandha, Vagisa, and Sundara-
mirti, the last of whom lived not earlier than the 9th century,

The prose recension of the Vaikhanasdgama is perhaps the
oldest among the agamas of the Vaisnavas. The metrical
Vaikhanasagama of the Vaisnavas requires the Dravida Vedas,
ie. Prabandhas of the Sri-vaisnavas or Alvars (8th or 9th
century) to be sung in the front of divine processions. The
I$varasamhita of the Paficaratra mentions the saint Sathakopa
(800 A.p.) and Acarya Ramanija (1000 A.p.). The Brhad-
Brahmasamhita also mentions the latter.

According to some scholars the cult of Tara, 4 very important
tantric goddess in later days, is not very old. If this conclusion
proves to be correct it would follow that works or rather portions.
of works dealing with the worship of Tars must not also be very
old. Pandit Hirananda Sastri* depending on the finds of icons.
in old sites concludes that the cult of Tard cannot be older

1 Geschichte der Buddhisimus, Tr. by Schiefner, p. 201.

2 op. cit., p. 275f. Dr. B. Bhattacharya has sought to show that
these people flourished in the 7th-8th centuries (J.B.0.R.S., xiv, p- 343).

8 Elements of Hindu Iconography, T. Gopinath Rao, Vol. I, Part I,.
Introduction, Section xvi, pp. 55ff.

4 Origin and Cult of Tara, Memoir, Archaological Survey, No. 20,.
Hirananda Sastri, pp. 99ff.
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than the sixth or seventh century of the Christian era. In his
opinion the statement that Nagarjuna revived the cult of Eka-
jatd, a form of Tard, in the country of Bhota (Tibet) should
be taken with an amount of caution. It may be that the name
of the well-known Buddhist reformer was associated with Tara
worship with a view to carry weight. Or it may be that this
Nagarjuna was a different person altogether. )

Kuldcara section of the tantras is stated by Jayaratha in
his commentary on the Tantriloka of Abhinava Gupta to have
been introduced by Minanatha and Matsyendranatha.! Accord-
ing to the Goraksasiddhantasamgraha (pp. 18-19) and Tantra-
r@jatantra also, the tantras, probably the Kaula ones, were
introduced on earth by the nine Nathas.? A manuscript copy
of the Mahakaulajiana-vinirnaya stated to be introduced by
Matsyendra has been found in transitional Gupta characters,
about the same characters in which the manuscript of the
Parameévara Tantra of the Cambridge University Library copied
in 859 A.n. was written.® Wassiljew also places the Nathas
at about this time, e.g., 800 A.D. This would therefore seem to
fix the upper limit of the Kaula tantras.

By the side of these we have also got works which bear
undeniable marks of modernity. Goraksanétha is referred to in
several works and hymns to him (attributed to the Kalpadruma
Tantra and Rajaguhya) are mentioned in the Goraksasiddhanta-
samgraha (pp. 42-43). Caitanya, the Vaisnava reformer of
Bengal, is referred to in works like the Ié@nasamhita stated to be
included in the Kuld@rpava. The Yogini Tantra gives an account
of king Visnusimha, the founder of Kocha dynasty.® The
Vidvasara Tantra is said to give an account of the birth of the
great Vaisnava teacher of Bengal, Nityinanda.* The Meru
Tantra goes further. It refers to the English people and the
city of London.® Dialects of some Indian vernaculars found

A A . a -
HLHT WA wrH qr Ary qaq: 57 )
FHHET AT T2 AT |
AR faSw Frar@a aTE |

—Tantraloka (Trivandrum Sanskrit Series), pp. 24-25.

2 A Aga wad matm—'l‘mtmréj&tantra,—l. 7.
H. P. Shastri, Nepal Catalogue, II, p. 32 ; preface, p. xix.

3 The name of this king as given in an extract of the Yogini Tantra
in the Sabdakalpadruma under the word Siva is Visnusimha while the
edition of the work (Bombay, §aka 1825) published from the Venkatesvar
Steam Machine Press reads venusimha (xiii, 14). 5

4 Mahénirvana tantra (Eng. trans.), M. N. Dutt, Introduction,
p. 11.
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in the mantras in what are called the Sabara tantras are
evidence of their late origin.

These evidently modern works represented as having been
revealed by divine Siva would naturally rouse suspicion as
regards their genuineness and it is refreshing to note that a
similar suspicion was found lurking in minds of people even
in days of old. Yamunacdrya makes pointed reference to it.
It is stated that some people even in modern times would pose
as teachers of tantras and promulgate doctrines that were not
sanctioned by the tantras.!

It thus seems that several of the tantras are fairly old, some
going back as early as the beginning of the Christian era. But
it is most likely that like the Purana literature the tantra
literature also swelled in course of time with the introduction of
fresh material in the form of new works or interpolated
passages.

AUTHORSHIP OF THE TANTRAS.

As regards the authorship of the tantras we must admit
that we know very little, at least with regard to the oldest and
some of the best known of the works. There is no room in
most cases even to hazard a guess. ‘All that we are told is
that they are of divine origin, undoubtedly to give them an
appearance of sanctity and antiquity. The word dgama is
interpreted as consisting of the initial letters of the words dgata
(come), gata (gone), and mata (approved). It is explained to refer
to the é@stra that has been related by Siva to his divine consort
Parvatl and has been approved by Visnu. Similarly the nigama
class of the tantras is supposed to have issued from (nirgata) the
Devi (Parvati). Most of the tantra works of the Saivas and Saktas
are thus represented as being interlocutions between Siva and
some aspect of his divine consort or his or her sons or attend-
fmts.2 There are the Vaignava tantras again in which Vignu
in one of his various aspects is generally represented as the
speakez: while in the Buddhist tantras, called Sazgitis, Buddha or
a Bodhisatva is stated to have been the author or speaker. But

1 wgasy iy ewm sfaafar=gay |
wAHaERATY I freww: 1

. —Agamapramanya, p. 4.

2 The tradition that Siva was the author of the Padupata system of
the tantras goes back to the Mahabharata (Santi, 350. 67). Bhaskara-
raya in his Setubandha (VII. 47) has referred to the line of teachers of the
tantras as f°_u°“’5= Supreme Brahman, Svacchanda Bhairava, (anérita)
Ivara, Devi, Sadaéiva, Tévara, Vidye$vara, Srikantha, etc. Bhaskara
has quoted in his Saubhdgyabhaskara (v. 118) the Devibhagavata and
Skanda Purana to show how different works issued from different parts of
the body of Siva. Bhoja has made an attempt to establish Siva as the

2161&11{;1- of tantras by means of logical arguments (Tattvaprakasa, pp.
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the Vaisnava Paficardtra” work, Ahirbudhnyasamhitd, is in the
form of interlocution between Ahirbudhnya, a form of Siva, and
Narada, the sage. The Narade Paiicardtra also has some
chapters which are interlocutions between Mahddeva and
Parvati while there are some between Mahadeva and Narada.

But in spite of this assertion of the divine origin of the
tantra works we are fortunately given some clue for finding
out their real human authors, at least in some cases. Thus in
some works, a particular devotee is represented as having been
the fortunate person to whom the particular work was revealed
by its divine author as the Vedic Mantras were revealed to the
rsis (seers). We thus find human names associated with several
works, some of which are definitely stated to have been brought
down (avatdrita) on earth by these persons.

Some of the celebrated sages like Sanatkumara, Dattatreya,
Astévakra, and Bharadvdja are found to be associated with
tantra works bearing their names.! '

The Sivasitras, the most revered work of the Saivas of
Kashmir, was according to a fairly old tradition revealed to
Vasugupta in a dream on the mountain called Mahadeva.2

The Srimatottara tantra, though represented as having been

revealed by Siva to Parvati, is at the same time stated in the
colophon to have been brought down on earth by a human

author Srikanthanatha (e.g. Srikanthandthdvatarita)® Maha-
kaulajianavinirpayae is similarly stated to have been brought
down by Matsyendrandtha.! Yogavijayastavard@ja from the
Brahmayamala is stated to have been brought down from
heaven by Pippalddamuni, though it was originally spoken

by Siva to Parvati® The Mahesvariya Tantra® which deals with
topics like marana, ucatana, etec., is said to have been manifested
by Siva to the sage Sivagiri and then published by his disciple.
But there are examples in which no such reference to
revelation or bringing down is mentioned, but they are straightly
given out as having been composed (racite, pranita) by these
persons. The Parvamnaya Tantra, as is stated by the colophon -
of its manuscript in the Durbar Library, Nepal, was composed
by Ratnadeva.” Similarly the J#dnalaksmi or Jaydkhya-
samhitd is stated to have been composed by one Candradatta, 8

! Tt is curious that Dattatreya, considered to be the father of the
yoga system, is associated with the Satkarmas (the six vulgar rites) in
his Dattatreya Tantra.

2 Kashmir Shaivaism, J. C. Chatterjee, 26ff.

8 H. P. Shastri, Nepal Catalogue, I, p. 255.

4 Ibid., p. 32. s

5 Ibid., p. 236.

6 Published by Kshemraj Krishnadas, Bombay, 1842 §.E.

7 H. P. Shastri, Nepal Catalogue, I, p. 208.

8 Ibid., pp. 1, 76, 77.
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Paradayogaddstram? like many other tantras is in the form of a
dialogue between Siva and Parvati. But it was composed by
Sivarama Yogindra as is mentioned in the colophons to some
of the chapters. The Taravilasodaya,® a tantra work in the
form of an interlocution between Mahideva and Parvati united
in embrace, is definitely stated in the colophon to have been
composed by Vasudeva Kavikankana? who culled the verses, as
we are informed in one of the introductory verses, from a work
called the Cinakramamantravaridhi.

The human authorship of the Buddhist Sazgitis is revealed
by the introductory lines which begin ‘I heard that one day
Bodhisatva was in such and such a condition, etc.’, thus pointing
to the fact that in their present forms they are related by persons
other than the Buddha or Bodhisatva.

Some of the detractors of tantra rites reluctant to recognize
the divine origin and sanctity of the tantras have expressly
declared their human origin and consequent unauthoritativeness.
According to the K@rma Purana one Satvata Amsu was the
author of a §astra prevalent among bastards and low-class people.
This §astra, after the name of the author, came to be known as
Satvata Tantra. This fact seems to have been referred in the
Bhagvata Purdina as well.*

The Parasara Purana, as quoted in the Tantradhikarinirnaya
(p- 12) of Bhattojidiksita, also, seems to refer to the human
origin of the Paficaratras, etc.® Vedottama, in his Pasuicardtra-

1 Publis_he_d by Matilal Banarasi Das and Co., Lahore.
2 Descriptive Catalogue of Sanskrit MSS. in the Sanskrit College,

Calcutta, V, 30.
3 This title has almost become a proper name in Bengal referrin
to the author of the Candimangala, e.g. Mukundarama Cakr%warﬁ. g
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pramanya has gone so far as to declare that the original tantra
works of the Saivas that are believed to have been revealed by '
Maheévara were compiled by an ordinary human being named
Mahe$vara and some credulous people were mistaken to identify
him with the god Mahe$vara only on the flimsy ground of the
similarity of names.!

A similar charge appears to have been brought against
the Vaisnavas as well. It is stated that their scriptures were
not the composition of Vasudeva, the god, but of a deceitful
person named Vasudeva who promulgated his doctrines for the
delusion of the people.?

That some of the tantra works were comparatively modern
and were the composition of ordinary human beings was also
believed by persons having no marked bias against the tantras.
Aparirka in his commentary on the Ydjfiavalkya Samhita (I. 7)
specially condemns the works of human authors.® The sect
Laukuliéa Pasupata system is definitely known to have been
founded by one Laukula who was supposed to have been an
incarnation of Mahadeva.t

1 jafezaiaada 999 aygCFaEmarEr aqraniatesgas sfwan
faxfgar | AgrAemEa fax g ayFOuftEREmIEtEAa: |

(From a copy of a MS. of the work borrowed f: Mr. i
oo s Tobrary ) T rom Mr. Sarat Kumar

2 argRIfde Safayg faafegarn)
T wga awq i fafagar a0
—Agamapramanya of Yamunacarya, p. 25.
3 gify qq Taud @ FagawAqed ag JrEAIATUAATT TG

{p. 19 of the Yajiavalkyasamhita as published in the Anandaérama
Sanskrit Series of Poona).

¢ J.R.A.S., 1907, p. 337 ; J.B.R.4.S., XXII, pp. 15f.
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