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Yantra and Cakra in Tantric Meditation

aktism is best defined as a “doctrine of power or energy” personified in

female form, centered on the worship of the goddess as a supreme, ulti-

mate principal, who is considered as a source of creation that animates

and governs existence. Saktism is traceable to the oldest layers of India’s
cultural history. With the rise of Tantric Sakta traditions around the sixth
century AD came an affirmation of the concept of Sakti as pure consciousness,
her transcendence and all pervasive immanence as supreme godhead. Tantric
Saktism introduced a special method of worshipping the goddess by means of
yantra, mantra, mudrd, and a host of internal meditations involving the arousal
of the latent cosmic energy in the subtle body.

This chapter attempts to give a broad view of some of the meditational prac-
tices of the Srividya school of Hindu Sakta Tantra. The presiding deity of the
Srividya school is the goddess Tripurasundari, who is worshipped in an all-
inclusive linear abstract (aniconic) symbol, the Sriyantra (also referred to as the
Sricakra). The Sriyantra is a primary defining characteristic of the Srividya school
and is conceived as being identical with the goddess and her creation. At the
same time, the Sriyantra is a dominant medium of worship. Given the multifac-
eted nature of Sakta rituals, I will briefly summarize the diversity inherent in
meditation practices, emphasizing shifts of meaning and interpretation. These
include simple meditational visualizations of the deity that border on external
ritual acts, complex yantra meditations discussed in the exegetical writings of
the erudite sage-scholar Bhaskararaya Makhin (ca. 1690-1785 AD).

Bhaskararaya Makhin, a polymath of rare brilliance and traditional Sanskrit
scholarship, is considered an authority on the Srividya school of Tantric Saktism.
His commentaries give a brilliant analysis of philosophical and yogic aspects of
the Srividya tradition. His distinction lies in his ability to decode coded passages
in a lucid style. In his commentaries, he draws on a large number of authorita-
tive sources from the Vedas down to the Kashmirian Agamas and weaves them
together with extraordinary skill so as to reconcile their differences. His exe-
getical writings attempt to synthesize the orthodox Vedic and Kashmirian
Agama tradition, thereby creating an inclusive interpretation of the goddess.
While Bhaskararaya provides a specialist’s insight of inner meditation supported
by a sophisticated theological tradition, there are even more elusive homologies
between the external yantra and the cakras of the subtle body that connect and
gather together all the elements and planes of the universe in a single medita-
tive experience. It is essential to comment on the diversity of such meditative
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technologies of the spirit, as these traditions are entirely lineage-based, and are,
therefore, open to any number of variations. Moreover, they arise from a reli-
gious culture that is not anchored in inflexible dogma.

To understand the nature and significance of Tantric meditative technologies
of a more technical variety, it would be wise to gain an insight of the cognitive
structures of the world view and theological principles of the Sakta Tantras, and
the nature of the symbolic tools for meditation they use.

The Nature of the Object of Meditation

The presiding deity of the meditation is the supreme goddess Tripurasundari. The
cult of the goddess Tripurasundari occupies a very significant place in Kash-
mir and in South Indian Tantrism. Widely known also as Lalita, Kamegvari,
Sodasi, Rajarajesvari, and Srividya (after her esoteric fifteen-syllabled man-
tra), Tripurasundari is one of the most sublime personifications of the divine
feminine. The philosophical tradition of Tripurasundari is traced to the Trika
school of the Kashmirian Agamas. The sophisticated ontology of the Saivadvaita-
vada of Kashmir is absorbed in the feminine theology of the Tripura cult. Ac-
cording to the theology of Sakta Tantra, during worship of Tripurasundari, the
deity may manifest in three forms, along with her retinue. Her concrete anthro-
pomorphic icon (sthilarupa) is described in her contemplative verse (dhyana
Sloka), which gives a vivid description of her physical characteristics. More
subtle than her concrete physical form is her subtle (suksma) sonic body con-
sisting of her fifteen-syllabled mantra. Even subtler than her sound body is her
supreme (para) manifestation known through cognition of her illuminating
nature,! as mirrored in her aniconic symbol, the Sricakra/Sriyantra.

Yantras and mandalas are widely used for Tantric worship and contempla-
tion. They are a prerequisite of worship and meditation. All Hindu Tantric
deities have been assigned their specific yantras. As stated in the Kularnava
Tantra, “As body to the soul, oil to the lamp, a yantra is to the deity.”? The yan-
tras and the mantras are means of steadying the mind. The yantras for medi-
tation and ritual worship form a very distinctive group of sacred symbols. The
Hindu Tantric yantra is a simple linear diagram of concentric configurations
conceived so as to act as a vehicle of concentration. The most important part
of the yantra is the center (bindu), the point of origin of the linear forces that
are gathered around it. An important feature of the Sricakra symbolism is the
manner in which it is to be understood by the devotee, as a fully manifested
emblem of creation and dissolution. In technical terminology the dienergic pro-
cess is called the order of emanation (srstikrama) and the order of involution
(samharakrama).

The theology of Srividya holds that the universe is composed of two oppos-
ing but complementary principles.* At the apex of creation, these principles are
named Parama-Siva and Vimarsa-Sakti. Siva is the male principle understood
as pure transcendent consciousness, while Sakti, the supreme goddess, is the
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female principle, Siva's dynamic creative power. In their descent for manifesta-
tion, Sakti unfolds in three phases. In the first phase, the two principles are
harnessed in a unitive embrace. This phase is symbolized by the bindu in the
Sriyantra. In the phenomenal context, the first evolute is Siva as the principle of
subjective consciousness (aham), and Sakti as the principle of objective aware-
ness (idam). At this stage the Sakti principle assumes her three intrinsic pow-
ers: the energy of will (iccha Sakti), energy of knowledge (jigna sakti) and the
energy of action (kriya sakti). This is a state of pure consciousness, of nondif-
ferentiation and unity represented by the inverted triangle in the center of the
yantra. In the next phase, owing to the veiling power of maya (illusion), there is
separation of the subject and object through negation of their unlimited pow-
ers, which get contracted, as it is were, and give rise to the finite world, com-
posed of twenty-six categories of material existence.

The Sriyantra in figures 4.1 and 4.2 displays the splendor and manifestation
of the whole creation expressed in its visual metaphysics. It is read as a chart of
cosmic evolution, stage after stage, from the incipient unity of male and female
principles to the differentiated categories of creation. The reality of the first uni-
tive phase of creation, which is the seat of the presiding deity, is reflected in the
bindu, which rests in the center of the Sriyantra. The subsequent circuits com-
posed through the interlacing of the nine triangles symbolize the manifold world
of pure and impure categories. The yantra is composed of two sets of triangles:
the four upward-pointing triangles are identified with the Siva principle,
whereas the five downward-pointing inverted triangles represent the Sakti
principle. The two sets of interlacing triangles create forty-three smaller ones,
to show the imperishable unity of Siva and Sakti. The diagram so formed is
enclosed by two rings of lotus petals and a square. United, the shapes comprise
all of the thirty-six categories of creation (see figure 4.1). The yantra is presided
over by the retinue of the goddess Tripurasundari who are positioned in a
graded order on various parts of the cakra. Although this is not immediately
apparent, the diagram is divided into nine rings or enclosures. In the course of
meditation, the diagram is understood in the reverse order of involution, mov-
ing inward circuit after circuit. The nine enclosures are referred to as veils
(avarana) that hide the luminous deity in the center. The yantra functions as a
revelatory symbol of cosmic truths and theological principles, and is indeed a
yantric form of the goddess Tripurasundari.

Each deity or emblem on the yantra is related to the devotee’s mental traits,
which are equated with psycho-cosmic categories of creation. The exoteric
rituals pertaining to yantra worship consist of invocations with offerings to
the retinue deities who are positioned on different circuits of the yantra.
Sometimes these deities are depicted through their corresponding mantras
and the seed syllables included in the mantras. In contemplative worship, the
deities are internalized in deep meditation as forces of one’s states of aware-
ness. Beyond its theological aspect, the yantra is seen as a diagram that re-
flects the inner states of human consciousness and as an all-inclusive symbol
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PURE TATTVAS
Macrocosmic Consciousness

1 Parama (or Samvit)
Siva tattva. 2 Sakti tattva.
Pure Consciousness (Cit) Energy of Bliss (Ananda)

3 Sadasiva = energy of will (icchd)
4 [§vara = energy of knowledge (jiiind)
5 Suddhavidya = energy of action (kriya)

/ PSYCHICAL TATTVAS \

Microcosmic Consciousness

6 Miya Sakti

7 Kali - limits the infinite power of Siva

8 Vidya - limits the power of knowledge
Kafichukas 9 Riga - limits the power of desire

10 Kila - limits the power of time

11 Niyati - limits the power of causality

PHYSICAL TATTVAS

Material Universe
12 Purusa
13 Prakrti =
sattva rajas tamas

14 buddhi = highest
intelligence

15 ahamkira = Five sense organs Five sense agents Subtle elements  Gross elements
eso_sﬂ;u 17 ears-sound 22 mouth 27 ether 32 ether
16 manas = 18 skin-touch 23 genitals 28 air 33 air
mind 19 eyes-sight 24 bowels 29 fire 34 fire
20 tongue-taste 25 hands 30 water 35 water
21 nose-smell 26 feet 31 earth 36 earth

Figure 4.1. The Tattva diagram represents the thirty-six categories of creation. lmage
courtesy of Madhu Khanna.

of the psycho-cosmos. It is, therefore, looked upon as one of the most effective

tools for spiritual transformation, projection, concentration, and integration
with the envisioned cosmos.

Dhyana and Antaryaga: Contemplative Worship of Sricakra

The Sakta Tantric ritual has some distinctive features.®> The ritual is centered on
the application of some foundational principles, namely, a well-defined meta-
physical ontology (jzana) and a specialized ritual performance (karman) that
takes place with the aid of mantra, yantra, mudra (finger poses), and interior-
ized yogic disciplines, in addition to the correct prescriptive knowledge of phil-
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Figure 4.2. The Sriyantra symbolically mirrors the categories of the Tattva diagram.
Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.

osophical principles. For rituals to gain efficacy, the worshipper must inculcate
an active experiential awareness of unity and identity with the object of adora-
tion through the process of mentation known as bhdvana. It is bhavana that
forms the basis of yogic meditations.

There are several gradations of practice in which the oneness with the divine
is experienced. The highest form of meditation is when the self-luminous light
of consciousness is expressed spontaneously. The middle level is one of concen-
tration (dharanda) and meditation (dhyana); the lowest form is of laudation and
external worship of a sacred image of a deity.® The most common form of dhyana
is the one that forms a part of the worship of the goddess. It is a combination of
concentrated meditation on the physical form of the goddess, as described in
her contemplative verse (dhyana-sloka). No external worship can begin without
re-creating a mental image of the deity. The descriptions capture minute de-
tails of the figure of the goddess, from head to toe, including her color and
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posture, with meticulous details of her facial features, adornments, jewels,
and ornaments. Tripurasundari’s most popular image describes her as one who
is “bathing the universe in her rosy effulgence.” She holds in her four hands a
noose, a goad, a bow, and five flowery arrows. Such simple dhydna practice may
be extended into an elaborate internal worship of the goddess with five, eleven,
or sixty-four kinds of offerings. In this form of inner visualization, the goddess
is mentally invoked in the heart lotus and is gratified by all of the offerings or
ingredients such as water for washing her feet, perfumed oils for bathing,
garments, unguents, a garland and adornments to deck her from head to toe.
The texts often keep reminding the devotee that the true form of dhydna con-
sists in experiencing the identity of essence (samrasyatda) through immersion
in the state of beatitude exuded by the energy of consciousness.’

The perfection of meditation is to transcend outer form. Thus the dhyana is
unswerving awareness without any object of contemplation for its support. Con-
templation of the figure of a deity constitutes the gross form of meditation; the
highest level of dhyana is formless and consists in the awareness of the nondif-
ferention of one’s self from the absolute principle. This is attained through con-
stant mindfulness of the true nature of the self, which is none other than Siva in
union with Sakti.

The traditions of meditation (dhyana and antarydga) must be viewed within
the larger structure of Srividya rituals. At a generic level, all Hindu forms of rit-
ual begin with a contemplative verse to the guru and the deity. In all forms of
Tantric worship, there is a well-defined structure. It begins with elaborate
rites of purification, in which the adept purifies his gross body and re-creates a
symbolic divine body (divyasarira) through the rite of the purification of the
elements (bhiitasuddhi). Thereafter follow several acts of invocation and con-
secration. The worshiper performs the rite of infusing the deity’s energy into
various parts of his body (nydsa) to make himself eligible for worship. Then
begins the outer contemplation, before inviting the goddess in the rite of in-
vocation. The next phase is entirely devoted to the contemplative worship of the
goddess. Antarydga literary means “internal sacrifice.” This is a very special
Tantric ritual. It is prescribed that all forms of exoteric ritual should be pre-
ceded by internal worship, because the efficacy of external worship lies in the
worshiper’s capacity to re-create through inner meditative experience and in-
ternal visualization all of the acts of worship on the mental screen. The Sakta
Tantras say that there cannot be any outer worship (bahirydga) without accom-
plishing worship within, as it is the inner meditative experience shaped by our
bhavana that is made explicit in the exoteric ritual. Thus antarydga consists in
contemplation on all of the outward acts of worship, from the invocation to the
dismissal of the deity during worship symbolically performed in contemplative
vision. After its performance, the devotee worships the yantra with external of-
ferings and finally takes back the flaming radiance of the goddess into his heart
in the rite of dismissal (visarjana). It can be seen that the boundaries between
the external and the internal, though well defined, merge and mingle at various
junctures of the ritual. The true worship of the Sricakra consists in the unity of
the knower (jiidta), the act of worship (jiana), and the object of worship (jiieya).
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The culmination of the ritual is reached with the total identification of the dev-
otee with the goddess, her cakra/yantra, and her mantra, as they all are sparks
of the same fire.

The Dynamics of Sriyantra Meditation according
to the Bhavanopanisad

A devotee’s spiritual journey from the stage of material existence to ultimate en-
lightenment is mapped on the greatest of yantras, the Sriyantra. We find the
sequence of meditation set out in the learned and erudite commentary in one of
Bhaéskararaya’s greatest works, the Bhdvanopanisad Bhasya,® which is divided into
two sections. The commentary expounds the view of the Kadi school of Srividya
that holds that the exoteric rituals should be interiorized in symbolic internal
meditations. The first part of the commentary describes the meta significance of
internal worship. The second part, the Prayogavidhi, designated as the Mahayaga
Krama, illustrates the injunctions (vidhi) for ritual practice through internal med-
itation of the symbolic representations described in the earlier section. Its distinc-
tive feature is that Bhaskararaya’s interpretation expounds the secret meaning
(atirahasya) of the Sricakra by relating it to each part of the microcosm.

The main concern of the Bhavanopanisad Bhasyd is to establish a unity between
the Sricakra and the yogic structures of the subtle body. An attempt is made to
align and harmonize the macro cosmos reflected in the Sricakra symbolism with
various aspects of the microcosm, thereby emphasizing a unity between the two.

As is the convention, the text opens with a salutation to the preceptors, who
are regarded as a fountainhead of the tradition. Thereafter, it outlines the struc-
tures of the physical, mental, vital, and psychological levels of the microcosm,
equating these multiple levels to the deities who preside over the nine enclosures
of the Sricakra. The Bhasya lays great stress on the subtle nature of bhdvand,
contemplative meditation (after which the text is named). This form of Srividya
internal worship (antar-yaga) takes precedence over the gross form of external
worship (bahir-ydga). The internal worship is generally performed in two stages:
first with the aid of external props such as the Sricakra, gestures, and recitations
of mantra, which are then interiorized as manifestations of the light of con-
sciousness. The internal worship is a form of contemplative immersion whereby
the devotee’s consciousness transforms through visualization of identity of the
devotee’s essence with that of the goddess. Such a transformation reflects the
acme of the concept of bhdvand. Bhavand, or an inwardly-directed contempla-
tion, has emerged as a foundational concept in the Srividya school established
by Bhaskararaya. It helped to sublimate the external forms of ritual to a highly
subtle level of cognitive conscious worship, thereby refining the paraphernalia
of external acts into a profound experience of unity of essence (samarasya) be-
tween the adorer and the adored.

According to Bhaskararaya, abstract philosophical investigation about the vi-
sual metaphysics of Sricakra is part and parcel of liberative knowledge. This
requires both rational reflection (sat-tarka), correct understanding of structures
and symbolism of the Sricakra, the microcosm and the active participation in
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the ritual known as Sricakra-paja. The composite form of knowledge (j7idna) and
ritual action (kriya) leads the devotee to the state of uninterrupted nondual cog-
nition. The mere outward form of ritual acts without this knowledge does not
bear any efficacy.

The meditation as described in the text is based on the theory of the affinity
between the microcosm and the macrocosm. According to the text, the universe,
the macrocosm, and the microcosm are integrally related. There are fundamental
affinities between the ontological categories of creation, the subtle (or psychic)
body scheme of the adept, and the yantra,’ the object of adoration. In this form
of meditation, the external yantra is transformed into an internal yantra. Ener-
gizing psycho-cosmic affinities, the adept can begin to make the ascent, or jour-
ney of return. This is demonstrated in the opening lines of the text in which the
nine exits of the body (i.e, two ears, two nostrils, two eyes, the two organs of
elimination and procreation, and the mouth) are identified with the nine pre-
ceptors, and the subtle nerves. Hence it is important to view such yantras not
merely as symbols of the cosmos but as symbols of the integrated psycho-
cosmos, as reflecting a human-universe continuum.

In most, if not all, yantras for meditation, the progressive stages from mate-
rial or gross levels are symbolized by square enclosures with four gates opening
out to the four directions, while the highest stage of perfection is identified with
the bindu in the center. Closed concentric circuits (mandalas) of various geo-
metric shapes correspond to the intermediary planes of the consciousness. Each
enclosure is circuit or a way station, a plateau (dhamani), leading toward the
sanctum sanctorum.

The number of circuits or enclosures in each yantra is prescribed by tradi-
tion and codified in Tantric texts. It can vary considerably. The Sriyantra has
nine concentric configurations, known as cakras, literally “wheels.” Cakra is a
generic term used to describe any circular diagram or symbol. In each of the
enclosures, specific deities are invoked, each circuit being considered a cosmo-
logical form that supports devata circles, or groups of goddesses. The power and
harmony of each circle of deities is relative to the central deity: the deity clus-
ters are like veils concealing the yantra’s innermost essence. After the practi-
tioner has invoked all of the deities in the prescribed manner for meditation, he
reaches a level of consciousness in which all of the devata circles are fused to
become the presiding deity at the center of the yantra. Gradually, this central
deity itself disappears and merges into the center of spiritual consciousness, the
bindu of the yantra and the highest psychic center between the adept’s eyebrows.

The bindu is a fusion of all directions and of all levels, a point of termination
where all is. From the gates that are his own subconscious forces, the yogi has
passed through the circuits to be reunited with the permanent element of the
universe. The ultimate state of union is achieved when he experiences the out-
petaling of the soul flower, the thousand-petaled lotus, rising out of the crown
of the head. The awareness that ensues from such meditation constitutes a spir-
itual climax, a state of yogic enstasis (samadhi). This is a state of psychic con-
tinuum, free from mental fluctuations, in which there is a perfect merging of
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symbol and psyche. The journey from the periphery to the center of the yantra
may be measured physically in a few inches, but psychologically the return to
the primordial source represented by the bindu is a vast mental distance, de-
manding the discipline of a lifetime.

The spiritual journey, then, is taken as a pilgrimage in which every step is an
ascent of the center, a movement beyond one’s limited existence, and every level
is nearer to the goal, an affirmation of the unity of existence. Traditionally such
a journey is mapped in nine stages, and each of these stages corresponds with
one of the nine closed circuits of which the yantra is composed. Starting from
the outer square and moving inward, the nine rings of the Sricakra bear specific
names, related to their characteristics; the first circuit (Trailokyamohana
cakra) “enchants the three worlds”; the second (Sarvasaparipuraka cakra) “ful-
fills all expectations”; the third (Sarvasanksobhana cakra) “agitates all”’; the
fourth (Sarvasaubhagyadayaka cakra) “grants fortune and excellence”; the fifth
(Sarvarthasadhaka cakra) is the “accomplisher of all”; the sixth (Sarvaraksakara
cakra), “protects all”; the seventh (Sarvaroghara cakra) “cures all ills”; the eighth
(Sarvasiddhiprada cakra) “grantsall perfection”;and the highest (Sarvanandamaya
cakra) is “replete with bliss.”

In the first circuit of the Sricakra (see figure 4.3), there are three square
enclosures, and the first line of the square is presided over by the ten forms
of yogic accomplishments (siddhis): (1) the power to become small as an atom
(anima); (2) the power to attain weightlessness (laghima); (3) the power to
become large (mahima); (4) the power of lordship (isitva); (5) power over
others (vasitva); (6) assuming the form deserved (prakamya); (7) the power to
enjoy (bhukti); (8) attainment (prapti); and (10) the power to fulfill all desires
(sarvakama). These ten accomplishments correspond to the ten aesthetic senti-
ments that propel our karmic actions, namely calmness (santa), a sense of wonder
(adbhuta), pity (karuna), valor (vira), humor (hasya), disgust (bibhatsa), anger
(raudra), fear (bhayanaka), love (Srrngara), and the natural state (niyati). In
the second line of the square, the adept contemplates his own passions, such
as anger, fear, lust, and so on, so as to overcome or conquer them. The eight
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Figure 4.3. First circuit: Trailokyamohana cakra. Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.
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psychological tendencies that are considered obstacles of the mind are also in-
voked, through the eight Matrka Saktis (goddesses) that either flank the four
“doors” of the yantra or are invoked in the square band (bhipura). Generally
they are what we experience of the world through sense activity and the crav-
ings of our egotism. Thus the first Matrka Sakti, (1) Brahmi, is associated with
worldly desire, the passion that impels us to seek ephemeral joys; (2) Mahesvari
is representative of anger; (3) Kaumari, of constant avarice and greed; (4)
Vaishnavi fascinates and infatuates; (5) Varahi is symbolic of obstinacy and
false pride; (6) Indrani, of jealousy; (7) Camunda, of earthly rewards; and fi-
nally, (8) Mahalaksmi, symbolizes our deficiencies and blameworthiness in
general.

Around the Matrka Sakti, in the third line innermost of the square, preside
the Mudra Saktis: (1) The Agitator of All (Sarvasaniksobhini); (2) The Chaser of
All (Sarvavidravini); (3) The Attractor of All (Sarvakarsini); (4) The Subjugator
of All (Sarvavasankari); (s) The Intoxicator of All (Sarvonmadini); (6) The Re-
strainer of All (Sarvamahankusa); (7), The Wanderer in Space (Sarvakhecari) [as
Consciousness] of All; (8) The Seed of All (Sarvabija); (9) The Womb of All (Sar-
vayoni); and (10) The Triadic [Nature] of All (Trikhanda). These represent the
ten cakras of the subtle body.

Now let us move to the second circuit (see figure 4.4). Our bodies are the
locus of our sense experiences, our likes and dislikes, and our emotions, feel-
ings, and responses. According to the teaching of the Srividya school, the physi-
cal being is composed of sixteen components: the five elements (earth, water,
fire, air, and ether), ten sense organs of perception and action (ears, skin, eyes,
tongue, nose, mouth, feet, hands, arms, and genitals), and the oscillating mind.
These sixteen components are related to the sixteen petals of the Sriyantra
lotus. Each petal is presided over by a deity of attraction who stimulates our
“sense consciousness” through our bodily faculties, which leaves us spellbound
in infatuation with ourselves. These sixteen “attractions” veil our existence, blind
our spiritual sight, keep us from knowledge, and chain us to the ceaseless cycle

Cittakarsini (mind)
Dhairyakarsini (fortitude) Gandhakarsint (smell)

Smrtyakarsini (memory) Rasakarsini (taste)

Namakarsini (name) v Rupakarsini (form)
Bijakarsini (seed)

Atmakarsini (soul) A Sabdakarsini (sound)

Amrtakarsini (immortality) Ahamkarakarsini (ego)
§arir5kar$ini (body) Budhyakarsini (intellect)
Kamakarsini (desire)

Figure 4.4. Second circuit: Sarvasapariparaka cakra. Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.



Yantra and Cakra in Tantric Meditation | 81

of life. Since they mirror our consciousness at the stage of false knowing,
these Saktis must be contemplated at the beginning of the spiritual journey.

The eight-petaled lotus, the third circuit (see figure 4.5), governs speech,
grasping, locomotion, evacuation, enjoyment, and the three attitudes of rejec-
tion, acceptance, and indifference. These petals are also each presided over by a
Sakti.

The two principal symbols of the subtle body are the subtle channels (nadis)
and the cakras symbolized as lotuses (see figure 4.6). Nadis are subtle channels
or nerves that act as conduits of pranic currents. They are pathways of life cur-
rents energized through the practice of Kundalini yoga. Of the fourteen chan-
nels, there are three principle ones: 1da, the lunar channel on the left side of
the cerebrospinal axis, the spinal column, Pingala, the solar channel on the right
side of the Susumna, the central channel, which extends from the base of the
spine to the crown of the head.

Anangamadana

Anangavegini Anangankusa

Anangamekhala

Anangamadanatura

Anangarekha Anangamalint

Anangakusuma

Figure 4.5. Third circuit: Sarvasankshobana cakra. Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.

SarvavaSamkari (Gandhari = left ankle)

Sarvaranjani (Psa = left thigh)

Sarvonmadini (Samkhini = left side)
Sarvarthasadhini

(Sarasvati = left shoulder) v

Sarvajrmbhini (Payasvini = right ankle)
Sarvastambhini (YaSovati = right thigh)
Sarvasammohini (Hastijihva = right side)

S ttiptrani (Ida = left cheek
ArVaSpPpIeent (gu = el cheek) Sarvahladini (Varuna = right shoulder)
Sarvamantramayi

(Pingala = left side of forehead)
Sarvadvandvaksayamkari
(Susumna = back of forehead)

Sarvasamksobhini (Alambusa = center of forehead)

Sarvakarsini (Vi§vodara = right cheek)

Sarvavidravini (Kuhu = right side of forehead)

Figure 4.6. Fourth circuit: Sarvasaubhagyadayaka cakra. Image courtesy of Madhu
Khanna.
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After transcending the limitations of the physical self, the meditator has to
attain an understanding of the pranic structure of his subtle body, from the
physical shell he must enter into his psychic self represented by the subtle nerves,
etheric channels, and vital energy of the body-cosmos. Accordingly, the fourth,
fifth, and sixth circuits of the Sriyantra symbolically illustrate the subtle nerves
and the modification of the vital energy (prana) that regulates the vitality of the
subtle body. The first of these, the fourteen-triangled circuit, corresponds with
the fourteen energy channels in the subtle body: six run through the right side
of the body, starting at the ankle and moving toward and through the right thigh,
shoulder, and cheek and ultimately meeting at the center of the forehead; four
are on the left, and the rest are along the axis of the subtle body (see figure 4.6).

The fifth circuit of ten triangles shown in figure 4.7 exemplifies the dynamic
life force called prana, the essential link between mind and body. The triangles
represent the tenfold functions of the universal pranic energy in the individual
subtle body, the five vital currents (Prana, which draws life force into the body;
Apana, which expels life force; Vyana, which distributes and circulates energy;
Samana, which controls digestion; Udana, which controls circulation), and the
five medial currents (Naga, Karma, Krkara, Devadatta, and Dhananjaya) that are
linked with the functions of the five pranas that mirror them.

The sixth circuit shown in figure 4.8 embodies the yogic functions of the
prana, life force that acts in conjunction with the fivefold digestive fire. In
Ayurveda, fire is looked upon as the cleansing and transformative element. It is
the task of fire (agni) in the body to break up solids, transform them, and nour-
ish the body at the cellular level. There are ten recognized functions of fire men-
tioned in Bhaskararaya’s commentary. Agni acts as a corroder (ksaraka), ejector
(udgaraka), agitator (ksobhaka), bloater (jrmbhaka), and dissolver (mohaka). It
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Figure 4.7. Fifth circuit: Sarvarthasadhaka cakra. Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.
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Figure 4.8. Sixth circuit: Sarvarakshakara cakra. Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.

facilitates active action in the form of food that is eaten, chewed, sucked, licked,
and drunk.

While the digestive fire is responsible for absorption and the elimination of
waste at the physical level, on the symbolic plane, the element of fire represents
spiritual transformation from the plane of darkness to the light of awareness, a
wiping out of negative emotions and memory traits that separate the devotee
from his true identity. The contemplation of the sixth circuit, presided over by
goddesses, represents the symbolic transformation of consciousness through the
conjunction of prana and agni that brings about a perfect psycho-physical bal-
ance to enter the final, albeit unitive, state of consciousness represented by the
next circuit.

Conscious experience of the psychic spectrum becomes increasingly subtle
as one moves to the Sriyantra’s inner enclosures. The seventh, eight-triangled
circuit (Sarvarogahara, see figure 4.9) represents the three constituent princi-
ples of material nature: sattva, associated with purity or the stuff of intelli-
gence; rajas, denoting the force or energy activating and impelling creation; and
tamas, mass or matter equated with inertia. These three qualities exist in indi-
viduals in varying degrees and are variously manifested: sattva is expressed
psychologically as purity, tranquility, and calmness of mind; rajas as passion,
egoism, and restlessness; and tamas as resistance to all change. The devotee can
cultivate any of these qualities by his actions and thoughts; ideally, an aspirant
will cultivate the sattva element of his nature over rajas or tamas. Ultimately,
however, the devotee will strive to overcome even the sattva element, as the
ultimate essence is above and beyond all. The other five triangles of this circuit
represent two sets of polarities—pleasure/pain, cold/heat—and the individual’s
will or capacity to decide upon action. Decisiveness guides the psyche to bal-
ance the continuous flux of mental activity.
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Before reaching the finale of yantra meditation represented by the bindu, the
adept is made to once again come face to face with mental fluctuations caused
by the existential reality of the world at large. At this stage, the adept is once
again confronted by the four symbols of the weapons of goddess Tripurasundari,
which she holds in her four hands. Although the weapons are not depicted in
the diagram, they are visualized around the primal triangle (figure 4.10). The
noose that the goddess holds in her lower right hand embodies the gross form
of desire. The elephant hook that she holds in her lower left hand is a symbol of
the negative traits, such as anger and hatred, that lie at the subliminal levels of
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Figure 4.9. Seventh circuit: Sarvarogahara cakra. Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.
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Figure 4.10. Eighth circuit: Sarvasiddhiprada cakra. Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.
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the psyche. In her upper two arms, the goddess holds a bow and five arrows. The
bow symbolizes the higher faculties of cognition that controls the five flowery
arrows, symbols of the five gross and five subtle elements that attract our senses
but leave us unfulfilled.

As meditation nears the innermost triangle, a dramatic change takes place
with the fading of the goddesses presiding over the previous circuits into the
emptiness of the center. The innumerable Saktis of the earlier phases are reduced
to three principles of existence of impure creation: the unmanifest principle of
creation (Avyakta), the cosmic principle of force (Mahat), and the principle
of ego-formation (Ahamkara) give rise to the experiences of subject and ob-
ject through which the adept perceives the distinctions and diversity of external
nature.

The ninth cakra, the bindu (figure 4.11), is the symbol of final release. It is the
summit of reality and represents the innermost center of the consciousness, the
abode of the supreme goddess Tripurasundari, whose mysterious presence is ex-
perienced in the depths of one’s being. The bindu marks the end of the spiritual
pilgrimage. Where outer life ends, the inner life begins: there is no shape, no
form; all is immersed in the void. According to the Prayogavidhi of Bhaskararaya,
the internalization of the Sriyantra is accomplished by chanting the appropriate
mantras that invokes the aforesaid symbolism through the ritual of nydsa. The
contemplative ritual consists in touching specific spots on the body to infuse it
with the energies of the deities who represent all of the symbolic categories de-
scribed above. A more extreme but knowledge-centered meditative practice was
propounded by Laksmidhara (ca. 1200 AD) and is followed by the Samayacarins,
who outright reject the use of any form of external aid or sacred symbol but re-
tain the inner and mentally directed contemplations.

The Sriyantra’s nine circuits are thus nine levels separating the devotee from
his primordial wholeness, or, conversely, nine steps that can lead him through
the principles of spiritual evolution. When the highest stage of exaltation is
reached, the yantra is internalized; it becomes a psychic complex. The truth of
the cosmos, illuminated in the yantra, is the devotee himself illumined, and his
body itself becomes the yantra.

In another type of subtle and abstract meditation, the adept experiences the
dynamic flow of evolution and involution through the Sriyantra. In deep con-
centration, the adept mentally constructs the entire image of the Sriyantra from
the center, in the same fashion in which the cosmos is held to unfurl itself in
the process of evolution. After the whole image has been visualized, the adept
begins his meditation from the outermost periphery of the figure. Moving in-
ward, enclosure after enclosure, he is symbolically involved in the “dissolution”
of all of the cosmic principles projected by the nine Siva-Sakti triangles. In such
meditation, the adept lives through the whole drama of descent and ascent, as

‘ Figure 4.11. Ninth circuit: Sarvanandamaya cakra, as one’s innermost self.
Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.
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an act of purging his consciousness. He is summoned by and surrenders to ini-
tiatory death, through which he is reborn. When he has attained the sought-after
identity, the extended universe (of the yantra) symbolically collapses into the
bindu, which itself vanishes into the void.

Kundalini Dhyana and Cakra Homologies

In the Sakta Tantras, the human body acquires a unique role and is considered
the most perfect and powerful of all vehicles of worship. The adept looks upon
himself as an extension of divine consciousness expressing the fundamental
unity of creation. His life, like the cosmos, is bound by a purpose; his biologi-
cal rhythms are tuned by planetary phenomena. Human existence is ordained
and regulated by the governing principles of nature. The external macrocosmic
world and the microcosmic inner world are formed of the same “stuff” and are
related by an indivisible web of mutually conditioned affinities.

To illustrate the mutual correspondences between the microcosmic body and
the cosmos, Sakta Tantra has created a complex map of psychic “crosspoints” in
which the infinite world of time and space are seen reflected in the psycho-
physical structure of the subtle body. The cosmos, according to the Tantras,
consists of seven ascending planes of existence, starting from earthly, gross
existence, and this hierarchy is mirrored in the psychic vortices functioning as
invisible yantras in the human body. In the Hindu tradition, the seven major
points of power in the subtle body function as yantras for inner meditative ex-
perience in Kundalini yoga. They are visualized as geometrical figures, as wheels
(cakras) or lotuses, spaced on the vertical axis of the subtle body, the Susumna,
which corresponds roughly to the spinal column and the brain. Since these
cakras embrace the entire psycho-cosmos, each is associated with a sound vi-
bration, element, color, deity, or animal symbol. The first cakra, known as the
Miladhara (Root) Cakra, is situated at the base of the spine and is the gathering
point of the energy of the psychic body. Its symbol is a square with an inverted
triangle. In the center of this yantra is the snake symbol of the latent microcos-
mic form of energy, Devi Kundalini, coiled around a lirigan emblem. It is governed
by the element earth, and its seed mantra is Lam.

The second cakra, the Svadhisthana Cakra, lies behind the genitals. It is ver-
milion, and its form is a circle with six petals, containing a white crescent moon.
In the center is inscribed the mantra of the water element, Vam.

The third cakra, the Manipura Cakra, is the navel center, governed by the ele-
ment fire. Its symbol is a lotus of ten petals. Within the lotus is a red triangle
with three T-shaped swastika marks. Its seed mantra is Ram.

The fourth cakra, the Anahata Cakra, is located at the level of the heart, and
is conceived as a lotus of twelve petals with a hexagon at the center. This cakra
is the seat of the air element, and is a prime revealer of cosmic sound during
meditation. Its seed mantra is Yam.

The fifth cakra is known as the Visuddha Cakra and is situated at the level of
the throat. It is of smoky purple hue, and its symbol is a sixteen-petaled lotus
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with a downward-pointing triangle. At its center is the symbol of the ether ele-
ment, represented by a circle, with the seed mantra Ham.

The sixth cakra, the Ajia Cakra, is located between the eyebrows and com-
mands the various levels of meditation. Its symbol is a circle with two petals and
an inverted triangle bearing a /iniga emblem. Its seed mantra is the primordial
vibration Om.

The seventh cakra, the Sahasrara Cakra, represents the apex of yogic medita-
tion, the seat of the Absolute (Siva-Sakti). It is visualized as measuring four
fingers’ breadth above the crown of the head, and is represented by an inverted
lotus of a thousand petals, symbolically showering the subtle body with spiri-
tual radiance. The Sahasrara neutralizes all colors and sounds, and is repre-
sented as colorless.

These internal symbols in the subtle body mark the phases of the spiritual
journey of the Kundalini Sakti, the energy that is aroused in meditation for the
ascent of the path of the Susumna to unite with the Sahasrara Cakra. They in-
dicate the seven stages of meditation through which the adept works out his
identity with the cosmos. Each of the inner cakras may be meditated upon either
independently or with the aid of an external yantra. A common practice is to
equate the various circuits of the external yantras with each of the seven or nine
cakras in the subtle body (see figure 4.12). In pyramidal-shaped yantras, each
level of the hierarchy may be identified with each level of the cakras.

The technique of Kundalini yoga consists in using the vital energy (prana) to
awaken the consciousness-as-power (Sakti) in the root cakra (Miladhara), lo-
cated in the region of the perineum, and causing it to rise up the Susumna, the
central channel of the subtle body, energizing the cakras through which the Tan-
tric universe can be absorbed into the body. Once the Kundalini Sakti has as-
cended to Sahasrara, the highest psychic center at the crown of the head, it is
made to reverse its course and return to rest in the base center again.

Figure 4.12. The cakra of the subtle
body corresponding to the circuits of
the yantra. Image courtesy of Madhu
Khanna.
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In a special method of meditation practiced by advanced adepts, under the
guidance of a guru, the adept learns to achieve union between the Kundalini of
the microcosm (pinda) and the macrocosm (brahmanda). These affinities are
struck in the subtle body by meditation on its cakras and by finding correlations
and similarities between the subtle body and the totality of the cosmos. The in-
ner cakras may be meditated upon in turn with the aid of an external yantra. A
common practice, however, is to equate the circuits of the yantra with the body
cakras.

In an authoritative text devoted to Sakti worship, the cakras of the subtle body
are related to the nine enclosures of the Sriyantra as follows:!

Sriyantra Cakra

1. Outer square (Trailokyamohana) Maualadhara (root cakra)

2. Sixteen-petaled lotus Svadhisthana (cakra below the navel)
(Sarvasaparipuaraka)

3. Eight-petaled lotus Manipura (navel cakra)
(Sarvasankshobana)

4. Fourteen-angled figure Anahata (heart cakra)
(Sarvasaubhagyadayaka)

5. Ten-angled figure Visuddha (throat cakra)
(Sarvarthasadhaka)

6. Ten-angled figure (Sarvaraksakara) Ajfia (cakra between the eyebrows)

7. Eight-angled figure (Sarvaroghara) Brahmarandhra (cakra of palate)

8. Triangle (Sarvasiddhiprada) Brahman (cakra of the Supreme)

9. Bindu (Sarvanandamaya) Sahasrara (cakra of space)

In such meditations, the Sriyantra can be viewed as a composite image of the
psycho-cosmos.

Other homologies are drawn between the subtle body and the Sriyantra. In
the Sriyantra’s three-dimensional form, for instance, when it is known as Meru
(after Mount Meru, the mythical axis of the earth), its nine circuits are divided
into three elevations that match the scheme of the subtle body, whose cakras
can also be divided into triads (see figure 4.13). Alternatively, three cakras,
each containing the /iriga emblem of the male principle, are seen as marking
the three levels corresponding to the three elevations of the Meru form of the
Sriyantra:

Meru Form of the Sriyantra Cakra Deity Liriga Emblem

1. A square and two Maualadhara Brahma= Svayambha
lotus rings (root) creation linga

2. A fourteen- and two ten- Anahata Visnu Bana linga
angled figures (heart) =preservation

3. An eight-angled figure, Ajna Siva Itara linga
a triangle, and a bindu (eyebrows) =destruction

These cakras are called “knots” (granthi) and are nodes where the trans-
formation of the adept is said to take place. They are associated with the
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Figure 4.13. The three elevations of the Sriyantra (left) and the three corresponding
planes of the body-cosmos (right). Image courtesy of Madhu Khanna.

earthly desires and passions to be overcome during the process of Kundalini
yoga.

Meditation without Visual Aids

Meditation on the yantra takes the more subtle and advanced form when it con-
sists of inner illumination, a method of meditation without any yogic, ritual, or
visual aids.

In the early phases of the practice, the devotee is instructed in the iconic im-
ages of deities. Later, even yantric symbols are discarded, and worship becomes
highly abstract, subtle, and esoteric. It is at this stage that meditation on inter-
nal yantras composed of simple graphic symbols is performed. This technique
is divulged only to those practitioners who have been through all of the pri-
mary stages of practice (sddhanad), and is attained after a long and arduous
training under the strict instruction of highly advanced gurus. The authorities
of the discipline state that all of the ritual offerings made in the external form of
worship are spontaneously present in the interior form, and it is for this rea-
son that in many texts the contemplative experience is called “mental oblation”
(antaryajiia).

The whole process of mental oblation is described in the Kaulavalinirnaya,'!
an authoritative work of the Kaula sect of Tantrism. After preliminary purify-
ing rites, the devotee builds up, in deep concentration, a square yantra enclosed
by three concentric circles. In the center of the square, he visualizes the emblem
of the yoni (a half moon and a bindu). The square symbolizes the vessel of con-
sciousness (cit-kunda) in which burns the fire of consciousness, and into this
symbolic fire the adept “surrenders” all of his mental offerings. The devotee first
makes an offering of his impulses, then his senses, his selfhood, his acts, both
good and evil, and finally his entire inner and outer self, which is simply a vari-
ant of the thirty-six cosmic principles of which the universe is composed (see
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figure 4.1). Through this unconditional surrender, the adept dissolves every bond
with outer life. This mental offering of his entire being is the prelude to new
birth. The devotee apprehends the true nature of the absolute principle as void,
the undifferentiated ultimate ground of reality. He is then said to become in-
distinguishable from the vessel into which the symbolic oblations were offered:
in this final stage, his entire being is perfectly assimilated with the cosmos. The
act of offering is Brahman, the reality of the offering is Brahman, the person of-
fering is Brahman.

The essential difference between the outer form of yantra worship (pija) and
inward meditation through yantric symbols is that the former produces mental
states that are like “seeds” for the future workings of consciousness, while the
latter is “without seed” (nirbija), in the sense that the adept no longer needs to
work upon himself, as he has reached the highest stage of perfection, where no
karmic seeds will fructify or impel him to perform any form of worship. This is
the highest grade of spiritual attainment, called Sahaja-avastha, a state of con-
sciousness in which oneness with the Absolute is experienced spontaneously and
naturally, the ontological plenitude in which being, knowledge, and bliss are in-
separable and indistinguishable.

The culmination of yantra meditation is reached when the devotee begins to
internalize the centered bindu in the yantra as an inner, still center. The spiri-
tual experience of the bindu marks the end of spiritual involution. The “bindu
state” experience is unique. Psychically, it implies the practitioner’s awareness
of his wholeness, which is spontaneously discovered through inward illumina-
tion. All of the outward-directed energies of the phenomenal ego are brought
together to an inward state of rest and unity by the ultimate realization of the
oneness of Siva and Sakti. Neutrality of the senses has superseded the creative
play of Maya Sakti, and she is now the silent seer, no longer attached to the world
of phenomena. In this state, the adept neither laughs nor weeps, neither loves
nor hates, for he has transcended all dualities. The adept attains precisely the
state, mentally and spiritually, that the symbol of the bindu of the yantra de-
notes, an ideal mind point, the balancing of all polarities. But this is not the end;
the aspirant is still to soar beyond the bindu state to merge with the Void—the
primordial plenitude of Siva-Sakti in oneness.

This highest stage of spiritual absorption (samadhi) achieved through yan-
tra ritual worship and meditation is not susceptible to any verbal analysis. It is
contemplated in absolute silence: “Higher than the original syllable is the
point, the echo higher than this; the syllable vanishes with the sound, the highest
state is silent.”*2 This is the state of identity attained through holding on firmly to
the awareness that “I am” the universe, which is nondifferent from Siva and Sakti
in union.

At this stage, all external aids, such as yantras and mantras, have become like
shadows. In the most advanced form of internal meditation, when ecstasy
bordering on trance has been reached, even the inner yantra is regarded as
obsolete, serving no spiritual purpose. The yogi engaged in samadhi cannot
be controlled by yantra or mantra; he is beyond the power of all corporeal be-
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ings. At this stage, the yantra is abandoned and may be passed to another
devotee or immersed in holy water. For the adept has internalized the truth of
the cosmos mirrored in the yantra in his own being.

Notes

1. Sastri, “Tripura Upanisad,” 1—10; for discussion on the theme, see Brooks, Secret of the
Three Cities, 80—81.

2. Avalon, Kuldrnava Tantra, chap. V, 86; ch. XVII, 154.

3. For a detailed discussion on the two kramas of the Sriyantra, see Khanna, “Srsti and
Samhara,” 255—266.

4. For the ontology supporting the Sriyantra, see Avalon, Kamakalavilasa; Dvivedi,
Nityasodasikarnava, chap. 1, 28—45; and Kaviraja, Yoginihrdaya, part 1, verses 2—15.

5. For a detailed exposition of the ritual worship of Sriyantra, see Khanna, “Concept and
Liturgy,” parts Il and IIL

6. Singh, Vijiianabhairava, verse 146.

7. Sastry, “Srilalitacatussastyupacara samgrahah,” verses 1—26.

8. Rao, Bhavanopanisat. The text in its first recension (edited by A. Mahadeva Shastri
and K. Rangacharya) was published in 1896 by Government Oriental Library, Mysore; in
1925 by Adyar Library Bulletin, Adyar Madras; in 1917 by Nirnaya Sugar Press, Bombay
(edited by W. L. Pansikar). A newer version, along with the Prayogavidhi, has been pub-
lished in Sarasvati, §rividyd»mtndkamlj1, 497-509, which we have followed. To my knowl-
edge, this exclusive form of meditative practice has not been commented upon by John
Woodroffe.

9. For a detailed exposition on Kundalini Sakti, see Bhattacharya, Sritattvacintamani, chap.
VI, 183—-210; Avalon, Serpent Power; and Tripathi, Saktanandatarasngini, chaps. I and IV.

10. Sastri, “Saubhagyalaksmi Upanisad,” chap. III, 1—9.

11. Avalon, Kaulavalinirnaya, chap. I11, verse 103.

12. Dhyanabindu Upanisad, cited in Deussen, Philosophy of the Upanishads, 392.
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