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ABSTRACT

The Goddess Within and Beyond the Three Cities: Sakta Tantra and the Paradox of
Power in Nepala-Mandala

In this study I adopt the thematic of “power” as a heuristic tool for interpreting the dyadic
nature of Nepalese Sri Vidya Sakta Tantra: (1) its esoteric function as a technology for
harnessing the ontological power of the Goddess; and (2) its exoteric function as a public
discourse intimately linked to sociopolitical productions of power that serve to
incorporate, accommodate, and hierarchize the numerous religious, social, and ethnic
communities of Nepal. My study seeks to map both the esoteric and the exoteric aspects
of the discourse of power in Nepala-Mandala. Chapter 1 examines Sri Vidya ontology
and cosmology, with particular attention to the macrocosmic, microcosmic, and
mesocosmic forms in which the divine consciousness-power of the Goddess becomes
embodied. Chapter 2 focuses on an analysis of Tantric sadhana and the manner in which
various mystico-erotic and yogic practices function as technologies of power aimed at
harnessing, manipulating, and channeling bodily energies for the sake of both worldly
empowerment and liberation. Chapter 3 examines Nepalese constructions of space as
instantiations of divine power, in which the mandala—and more specifically the Sri
Yantra—functions as a template that reduplicates itself on multiple levels: in the
geopolitical landscape of the entire country, in the layout of the Kathmandu Valley as a
whole, in the design of the three most important cities in the valley, and in the structures
of the temples in those cities. Chapter 4 investigates the sociopolitical ramifications of
the discourse of power as evidenced in the historical interconnections among Nepalese
royal lineages, Sakta Tantric traditions, and the institution of the Kumdri, the virgin
Goddess.
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INTRODUCTION
Tracking the Stories of Devi

My tracking of the stories of Devi, the Goddess, has involved an extensive
examination of the esoteric ideologies and practices of Nepalese Hindu Tantra, which
have their roots in the antinomian power-centered rites of the Kula and Yogini
traditions of seventh- and eighth-century India. Textual, epigraphic, and oral sources
indicate that beginning as early as the eighth century, Nepalese kings from each of the
three major dynastic lineages—Licchavi (ca. fourth to ninth century), Malla (1200-
1769), and Sah (1769-present)—appropriated a variety of ideologies and practices that
were brought to Nepal from India, including not only Kula and Yogini traditions but
also Nitha, Bhairava, Saiva, and Sakta traditions. By the eleventh century these older
traditions had begun to coalesce in the high forms of Hindu Tantra that were
institutionalized as the elite Tantric traditions of Nepal: the $ri Vidya, Kali, Kubjika,
Guhyesvari, Siddhi Laksmi, and Taleju schools.

By the twelfth century Sri Vidya had established itself at the heart of Nepal’s
Sarvimndya system, which at this point was in its incipient stages. The term amnaya
encompasses a polysemantic field that lends itself to a diversity of translations,
including “transmission,” “sacred tradition,” “sacred text,” “family or national
custom,” “instruction,” and “family.”l The contemporary Nepalese Sarvamnaya
system represents itself as the culminating synthesis of all (sarva) the transmissions

(amndyas), all the traditions preserved by clans (kulas) of practitioners united through
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the seminal wisdom of Tantric adepts. In particular, the Sarvamnaya system
incorporates the six streams of Agamic revelation, or six transmission schools (sad-
amnayas): the eastern (Purvimnaya), southern (Daksinamnaya), western
(Pascimdmnaya), northern (Uttaramndya), lower (Adhamnaya), and upper
(Urdhvamndya) transmissions. In the esoteric interpretation of the Sarvamnaya
system, each of the six amnayas is associated with a particular goddess, who in turn is
correlated with one of the six cakras, or energy centers, in the subtle physiology. The
Sarvamnaya path involves sequential initiation, stage by stage, in each of the six
transmission schools in order to awaken the kundalini-sakti, the serpentine power at
the base of the spine, and activate in turn each of the cakras along with the
corresponding goddesses who are mistresses of the cakras (cakresvari). The final
stage of the Sarvaimndya path involves initiation into the upper transmission school
(Urdhvamnaya), which is associated with Tripurasundari, the supreme Goddess of the
Sri Vidya kula. Through this final initiation the ajiid-cakra, situated between the
eyebrows, is activated, and the kundalini-sakti rises up to the sahasrara-cakra at the
crown of the head, culminating in a state of full enlightenment in which the Tantric
practitioner (sadhaka) realizes his or her identity with Tripurasundari, “the beautiful
Goddess of the three cities.”

Although the Sarvimnadya thus establishes a hierarchy of goddesses, with
Tripurasundari at the apex of the system, at the same time the tradition emphasizes that
in the final analysis all of these goddesses are simply different manifestations of the
one Great Goddess, Mahadevi. Text after text admonishes the Tantric sadhaka to
remember that Tripurasundari, Kali, Kubjika, and Taleju are but different epithets used

to describe the one supreme Goddess who manifests herself in the relative world of



name and form while remaining unmanifest, transcendent, and formless in her
essential nature.” The Sarvimnaya system actualizes this theological perspective
through technologies of ritual empowerment that train the sadhaka to transform his or
her body into a conduit through which each of the multiple forms of the Goddess is
awakened and united in the encompassing totality of Tripurasundari, who remains
transcendent as the mistress of the highest cakras. Furthermore, the Sarvamniya
tradition trains the sidhaka to view the numerous goddess temples of the Kathmandu
Valley as $akta-pithas, “‘power-seats” of the Goddess, which correspond to the cakras,
the seats of power within the subtle physiology. Rooted in the theological and ritual
traditions of the Agamas, the Sarvimnaya system represents geospatial landscapes as
mirror images of the interior spaces encountered by the sadhaka in his or her journey
to the summit of the subtle physiology. Whether joumneying within or journeying
without, all paths converge in the singular realization that there is only one reality: the

supreme Goddess, whom Sri Vidya Tantrikas call Tripurasundari.

The Discourse of Power in Nepala-Mandala

Although the term Tantra is generally understood as embracing a complex array of
esoteric traditions, in Nepal Hindu Tantra assumes a dual nature as a system of
esoteric ideologies and practices and a system of sociopolitical ideologies and
practices. In this study I adopt the thematic of “power” as a heuristic tool for
interpreting what I term the dyadic nature of Nepalese Sri Vidya Sakta Tantra: (1) its
esoteric function as a technology for harnessing the ontological power of the

Goddess, and (2) its exoteric function as a public discourse intimately linked to
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sociopolitical productions of power that serve to incorporate, accommodate, and
hierarchize the numerous religious, social, and ethnic communities of Nepal.
Following Sam Gill’s lead, we can term these two aspects the “theo-contingent” and
“anthropo-contingent” dimensions of power, respectively.3

My study will be concerned to map both of these aspects of the discourse of
power in an attempt to illumine the ways in which Nepalese Sri Vidya Sakta
Tantra—in keeping with the etymological roots of the term Tantra, which derives from
the root tan, “to weave”—interweaves individuals not only with the Absolute-that-is-
Godhead, but also with the absolute-that-is-society. Nepalese Sri Vidyds Tantra
interweaves individuals with the fabric of the Godhead through the complex system of
ritual and yogic practices that constitute Tantric sddhana, while it interweaves
individuals with the fabric of society through a variety of social, cultural, and political
structures, such as rituals of state, national festivals, city layouts, and royal patronage
of temples. Through these esoteric and exoteric systems of practices, the discourse of
power is inscribed on the bodies of Tantric practitioners as well as on the bodies of
the broader Nepalese populace who have internalized the Tantra-suffused
sociocultural taxonomies of Nepala-Mandala.

In Nepalese Sri Vidya Tantra, the ultimate source of all power is
Tripurasundari, who is celebrated as Parasakti, the supreme Goddess whose nature is
sakti, “power, energy.” All powers arise from Tripurasundari, who is ananta-saki,
“replete with infinite powers.”4 Tripurasundari is revered by Sri Vidya Tantrikas as
that divine consciousness-power, cit-sakti, which reverberates on all levels of reality.
As the dual connotation of her name indicates, Tripurasundari operates simultaneously

as a transcendent principle—*“the beautiful Goddess beyond the three cities” _and as
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an immanent principle—“the beautiful Goddess within the three cities.”” In her
transcendent nature as Pardsakti, Tripurasundari is beyond the realm of name and
form and pulsates in her essential nature as the plenitude of being-consciousness-bliss
(sat-cit-ananda). By means of her visarga-sakti (“emissional power™), Tripurasundari
becomes immanent and projects the universe as the manifest form of divine
consciousness-power in which she herself becomes embodied.

In Sri Vidya Sakta Tantra the divine consciousness-power of Tripurasundari,
Parasakti, is described as assuming multiple forms on the macrocosmic, microcosmic,
and mesocosmic planes of existence.  On the macrocosmic level, Pardsakti becomes
embodied in the manifest universe of name and form through the process of
cosmogenesis. On the microcosmic level, Pardsakti becomes instantiated in the
human subtle physiology as the kundalini-sakti, the serpentine power that, when
awakened, transforms the sadhaka into an enlightened Siddha (“perfected one”). On
the mesocosmic level, Parasakti finds expression in a number of intcrmediate
structures that mediate between the macrocosm and the microcosm. Three of these
mesocosmic embodiments of Tripurasundari—the iconic image used in ritual worship
(pi3ja); the $ri Vidya mantra; and the aniconic geometric representation, the Sri
Yantra—serve as Devices in Tantric sadhana and are celebrated by Nepalese Sri
Vidya Tantrikas as the “triadic form of power (Sakti-trimiirti).”™  According to
Nepalese Sri Vidya Tantra, the mesocosmic manifestations of Parasakti also include
her instantiation in the complex of social, cultural, and political structures that
constitute Nepala-Mandala.

As mentioned earlier, the esoteric ideologies and practices of Tantra have been

adopted by Nepal’s dynastic heads since at least the eighth century as the modus
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