PRACTICE & DOCTRINE / THE ARYA TRADITION

The Hierarchical Structure of
Practice in the Guhyasamaja
Tantra

The progressive cultivation of enlightened body, speech and mind in
the Arya tradition of Highest Yoga Tantra

1. Doctrinal foundation: the union of method and
wisdom

The Guhyasamaja Tantra, the Assembly of Secrets, is among the earliest and most influential
Indian Buddhist Highest Yoga Tantras (4nuttarayogatantra). Its Arya or Noble Tradition, asso-
ciated with tantric Nagarjuna and Aryadeva, presents an integrated system for transforming the
ordinary constituents of body, speech and mind into the enlightened body, speech and mind of a

Buddha.

The path is governed by the inseparable union of method (updya) and wisdom (prajsia). Method
is rooted in compassion (karuna) and bodhicitta—the determination to attain Buddhahood for
the liberation of all sentient beings—and comprises the practices establishing enlightened form
and activity. Wisdom realizes emptiness (Siinyata), the absence of inherent existence in all phe-

nomena.

Compassion and wisdom address two distinct aspects of ordinary egocentric existence. Compas-
sion counteracts self-cherishing, the habitual privileging of one’s own welfare over that of others.
Wisdom counteracts self-grasping, the ignorance that apprehends an inherently existent self.
Compassion supplies the altruistic purpose of the path; wisdom removes the fundamental

ignorance that prevents its complete realization.

The Perfection and Secret Mantra Vehicles

Both Mahayana vehicles require the conjunction of method and wisdom. Their distinction lies

principally in the manner of achieving it.
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In the Perfection Vehicle (Paramitdyana), method comprises bodhicitta and the bodhisattva
perfections, notably generosity, ethics and patience. Wisdom is developed through analysis and
meditation on emptiness. These practices continually influence one another, but distinct
activities such as generosity and meditative equipoise directly realizing emptiness ordinarily

occur in different moments of consciousness.

The Secret Mantra Vehicle (Mantraydna) introduces deity yoga, in which a consciousness
ascertaining emptiness simultaneously assumes the appearance of an enlightened deity. Thus
method, represented by divine form, and wisdom, represented by the ascertainment of

emptiness, are cultivated within one consciousness.

The significance of divine appearance is specifically compassionate: the practitioner assumes the
form of'a Buddha whose purpose is to benefit sentient beings. The mind realizing emptiness ap-
pears as the embodiment of the altruistic activity for which enlightenment is sought. This does
not replace bodhicitta; it gives that motivation a corresponding enlightened form within medit-

ation.

Highest Yoga Tantra develops this conjunction further by employing the subtle consciousness of
great bliss to realize emptiness. Since mind and its supporting subtle wind are held to be
inseparable, the practitioner seeks to manifest progressively subtler consciousnesses through the

withdrawal and dissolution of winds.

Guhyasamaja is classified within the Gelug tradition as a father or method tantra, particularly
emphasizing the development of the illusory body as the immediate cause of enlightened form.

This does not diminish its equally indispensable cultivation of wisdom.

The two bodies of a Buddha

The accumulations of merit and wisdom culminate in two inseparable Buddha bodies, each

possessing two aspects:

Principal body Subdivisions Essential nature

Form Body Complete Enjoyment Body (Sambhogakaya) Enlightened form and compassionate
(Rapakaya) and Emanation Body (Nirmanakaya) activity benefiting sentient beings
Truth Body (Dhar- Wisdom Body (JAdnadharmakaya) and Nature Omniscient wisdom and the emptiness
makaya) Body (Svabhavakaya) of that wisdom

The Form Body is principally associated with merit and method, and the Truth Body with
wisdom. Neither can be attained independently.
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The distinctive tantric accomplishment is to develop their immediate causes within the practi-
tioner: the fundamental subtle wind becomes the basis of enlightened form, while the very subtle

clear-light mind becomes the basis of enlightened wisdom.

This causal relationship supplies the underlying logic of the Guhyasamaja path. The Form Body
ultimately realizes the practitioner's compassionate intention as enlightened activity, while the
Truth Body provides the omniscient wisdom through which that activity is accomplished.

2. Prerequisites and the architecture of tantric
practice

The foundations of Guhyasamaja are the three principal aspects of the Mahayana path:
renunciation, bodhicitta and the correct view of emptiness. Tantra does not replace these

foundations; its distinctive methods are intended to intensify their realization.

Entry requires empowerment (abbiseka) from a qualified vajra master and maintenance of the

corresponding bodhisattva and tantric commitments.
Four principal empowerments establish the authorization and capacities associated with the path:
1. Vase empowerment: Establishes the basis for generation-stage deity yoga and the

purification of body.

2. Secret empowerment: Establishes the basis for advanced completion-stage practice,

particularly the illusory body.

3. Wisdom empowerment: Establishes the basis for cultivating great bliss and clear-light wis-

dom.

4. Word empowerment: Introduces the ultimate meaning of the inseparable union of
enlightened form and wisdom.

The path then divides into two principal stages:

Generation Stage (Utpattikrama) — the deliberate imaginative cultivation of enlightened body,
speech, mind, identity and environment.

Completion Stage (Nispannakrama) — the manifestation of increasingly subtle consciousnesses
through meditative operations involving the channels, winds and drops, culminating in the
causes of the Buddha's Form and Truth Bodies.

Both stages employ the same fundamental pattern: death, intermediate existence and rebirth are
brought onto the path and transformed into the three bodies of a Buddha.
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In ordinary existence, death produces an involuntary dissolution of coarse consciousness,
followed by manifestation in an intermediate-state body and eventual rebirth. In tantra these
processes are first simulated through visualization, then deliberately reproduced through subtle-
body yoga.

Their intended result is not another involuntary birth but enlightened embodiment.

3. Generation Stage: establishing the divine
identity

The Generation Stage is the stage of fabrication because the enlightened body and environment

are initially constructed through conceptual imagination.

Its principal purpose is to ripen the practitioner's mind so that the divine identity developed

through visualization can subsequently be actualized through completion-stage practice.

3.1 Coarse and subtle generation

Coarse Generation Yoga
The practitioner generates the complete Guhyasamaja mandala through a prescribed sddhana or

means of accomplishment.

In the principal Aksobhyavajra system, the mandala comprises thirty-two major deities,

including Guhyasamaja and consort, arranged within an elaborately structured celestial palace.

The sadhana ordinarily begins with the dissolution of ordinary appearances into emptiness. From
this basis, seed syllables and symbolic forms arise and develop into the principal deity and

mandala.

The practitioner progressively establishes the colours, faces, arms, implements, positions and
relationships of the divine figures, maintaining the understanding that their appearances are

empty of inherent existence.

The deity and mandala are not merely objects to be observed. They are understood as the
enlightened configuration that the practitioner is cultivating as their own identity and environ-

ment.

Subtle Generation Yoga
The entire mandala is subsequently visualized within an exceedingly minute drop (bindu,
Tibetan thig le) located at an opening of the central channel.

The immense divine assembly is concentrated into a single subtle object without sacrificing its

internal detail.
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At advanced proficiency, deities are imagined to emanate from the drop in numbers
corresponding to sentient beings and return into it. Their emanation represents compassionate
activity; their withdrawal reinforces one-pointed concentration and the understanding of empti-

ness.

The perfection of this practice establishes calm abiding (Samatha) united with special insight (vi-
pasyana).

The decisive achievement is not the smallness of the imagined object but the exceptional
meditative stability it engenders. This prepares the practitioner to concentrate upon the vital
points of the subtle body during completion practice.

3.2 The three meditative stabilizations

The development of generation-stage practice is also described through three meditative stabil-

izations:

Initial Application: Establishing the clear appearance of the principal deity and divine environ-

ment.

Supreme King of Mandalas: Generating the complete mandala with its elaborate assembly of
deities and architectural features.

Supreme King of Actions: Imaginatively performing enlightened activities as the deity, such as
emanating light that purifies sentient beings and transforms their environments.

These are successive elaborations of the same deity yoga, not three independent paths.

Throughout, the practitioner maintains the ascertainment that the divine forms, their activities

and the meditator are empty of inherent existence.

3.3 Divine pride and clear appearance

Deity yoga develops two complementary qualities: clear appearance and divine pride (devatab-
himana).

Clear appearance is the stable mental manifestation of the divine form.
Divine pride is the deliberate conviction of being the deity rather than an ordinary being.

Having dissolved ordinary identity through meditation on emptiness, the practitioner generates
the conviction, “I am Guhyasamaja.” This is not the assertion of an inherently existent divine

self. The deity, like the ordinary person, exists only dependently and by designation.
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Divine pride therefore functions as an antidote to ordinary self-grasping. Its proper cultivation
also depends upon bodhicitta: the identity being assumed is that of a Buddha whose enlightened
activity is directed toward the welfare of all beings.

The practice thus combines the displacement of ordinary self-centred motivation with the

rejection of an inherently existent self.

In the Gelug interpretation, the cultivation of this identity is at least as important as the detailed

clarity of the visualization.

3.4 Four levels of accomplishment

Ngawang Palden distinguishes four broad levels of mastery:

Level Characteristic attainment

Beginner Cannot yet maintain the complete coarse mandala clearly for the
prescribed period

One upon whom some wisdom has des- Can generate the principal coarse mandala simultaneously, but
cended not all minute subsidiary forms

One possessing slight mastery of wisdom Has perfected detailed visualization; this category extends from
subtle generation through the impure illusory body

One possessing thorough mastery of wis- Has attained at least actual clear light, directly realizing emptiness
dom

These classify practitioners according to accomplishment, rather than prescribing four
additional practices.

The culmination of generation yoga is stable, integrated meditation upon divine appearance and
emptiness. At this point, the practitioner possesses the meditative foundation for completion-

stage operations.

4. Completion Stage: the subtle-body basis of
transformation

The classical Indian Arya tradition, particularly the Pasicakrama attributed to tantric Nagarjuna
and Aryadeva's Caryamelapakapradipa, organizes completion-stage realization around the
progressive isolation of body, speech and mind, followed by realization of the illusory body, clear
light and their union.
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Within the later Gelug presentation, a completion-stage yoga is defined principally by the actual
entry, abiding and dissolution of winds (prdna, Tibetan rlung) within the central channel
through the force of meditation.

The subtle-body system comprises the central channel (avadhbiti), right and left channels, subsi-
diary channels and channel-wheels, together with circulating winds and red and white drops.

The winds serve as the mounts or supports of consciousness. Consequently, their withdrawal is

understood to cause the subsidence of progressively coarser forms of mental activity.

At the heart lies the indestructible drop, the abode of the fundamental very subtle wind and
mind. Traditional Gelug explanations distinguish its perishable material aspect, associated with

the present lifetime, from the continuing very subtle wind-mind continuum.

The crucial causal principle is that progressive dissolution of the winds makes progressively
subtler consciousnesses available for meditation. Concentration alone does not establish the
higher attainments; those attainments are defined by the particular dissolution accomplished

and, ultimately, by the resulting realization of emptiness.

The six successive levels are:

Physical Isolation ; Verbal Isolation; Mental Isolation, Impure Illusory Body

s Actual Clear Light, Learner's Union.

These levels describe progressively accomplished results, rather than merely the techniques
employed. Earlier yogas may continue to operate within later levels; the hierarchy is therefore a
sequence of attainments, not a timetable in which each technique is permanently discarded after

use.

5. The six levels of the Completion Stage

5.1 Physical Isolation (Kdyaviveka)

Physical isolation concerns the purification of ordinary bodily appearance and the
transformation of physical phenomena into divine appearance or manifestations of bliss and

emptiness.

The Indian and Tibetan commentarial traditions do not invariably assign it to precisely the same
stage. Aryadeva treats body isolation substantially within the sphere of generation-stage practice,

while Tsongkhapa recognizes both preparatory and completion-stage forms.’
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In Ngawang Palden's six-level classification, physical isolation properly becomes completion-
stage yoga when concentration causes winds actually to enter, abide and dissolve in the central

channel at its lower opening.

Two principal divisions are distinguished: withdrawal (pratyahara) and concentration (dhyana).
Concentration is further classified into individual investigation, analysis, mental bliss, bliss of
pliancy and one-pointed stabilization. These divisions describe different functions of meditation

and need not occur in their enumerated order.

The subtle-drop meditation

The practitioner continues the subtle generation-stage visualization, concentrating the complete

mandala within a minute drop at the lower channel opening.

The resulting concentration is understood to draw the winds into the central channel. The
downward-voiding wind turns upward, activating the inner heat called the Fierce Woman

(candali, Tibetan gtum mo).

This heat melts the subtle white drops, whose movement within the channel produces blissful

consciousness.

The operative purpose is not simply the production of bliss. The blissful consciousness is

cultivated as a particularly powerful subject for realizing emptiness.

During meditative equipoise, the practitioner employs this consciousness to apprehend the

absence of inherent existence.

Upon emerging from equipoise, ordinary appearances are transformed into divine appearances.
The twenty categories of gross phenomena are understood as manifestations of enlightened
forms, initially represented through a smaller group of deities and subsequently through a more

extensive divine configuration.
These post-equipoise practices correspond particularly to individual investigation and analysis.

The practitioner then returns to meditation upon emptiness. Thus the cultivation of bliss and the

realization of emptiness become mutually reinforcing.

The four empties

The withdrawal of winds produces four increasingly subtle states of consciousness called the four

empties.
Empty Traditional appearance Significance
1. Empty — White Appearance Radiant whiteness resembling Cessation of the eighty coarse indicative

moonlight conceptions
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Empty

2. Very Empty — Red Increase

3. Great Empty — Black Near-
Attainment

4. All-Empty — Clear Light

Traditional appearance

Reddish luminosity resembling
sunlight

Profound darkness

Appearance free of the preced-

ARYA TRADITION

Significance

Subsidence of the preceding white-
appearance consciousness

Further dissolution approaching the
fundamental mind

Manifestation of the most subtle conscious-

ing white, red and black phases ness

The four empties are states of consciousness, not four realizations of the philosophical emptiness

of inherent existence.

The first three retain subtle conceptual or dualistic characteristics. The fourth manifests when
the other operative winds and consciousnesses have subsided into the fundamental wind-mind

continuum.

These states also arise naturally, according to the tantric account, during death and certain forms
of sleep. Their occurrence alone does not constitute spiritual realization. They become aspects of

the path when deliberately manifested and employed to apprehend emptiness.

Their fully qualified manifestation requires the complete dissolution associated with the

culmination of mental isolation.

The four joys

The movement of melted drops through the central channel also produces four categories of

blissful consciousness:

Supreme Joy, Special Joy, Innate Joy.

Joy

A second distinction concerns four positions associated with the downward movement of white

drops and four associated with the upward movement of red drops.

These positional divisions should not be equated mechanically with the four increasing
intensities of joy. Ngawang Palden explains that the upward movement can produce particularly

powerful innate bliss.

Although some commentators identify the four joys with the four empties, Tsongkhapa and
Ngawang Palden distinguish them.

The empties classify levels of subtle consciousness manifested through wind dissolution; the joys

classify blissful consciousness associated with the movement of drops.

Their conjunction enables increasingly subtle blissful awareness to realize emptiness.
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Physical isolation establishes this fundamental relationship and progressively loosens the channel
knots, but does not yet accomplish the gathering of the upper and lower winds at the heart. The
beginning of this more difficult accomplishment establishes verbal isolation.

5.2 Verbal Isolation (Vagviveka)

Verbal isolation concerns the purification of the winds underlying ordinary speech and respira-

tion.

Its defining commencement occurs when winds entering from the upper and lower openings
dissolve within the central channel at the heart, but have not yet dissolved into the indestructible

heart-drop.
The tradition distinguishes three principal yogas.
1. Mantra-Drop Yoga

A minute drop, conceived as having the nature of HUM, is visualized at the heart channel-wheel.

Its tapering form is likened to a Tibetan punctuation mark.

Concentration gathers the upper and lower winds toward the heart. Their entry and dissolution
there give rise to the subtle consciousness of white appearance, marking the actual

commencement of verbal isolation.
2. Light-Drop Yoga

A luminous drop is imagined at the upper opening of the central channel, near the point
between the eyebrows. The movements of inhalation, retention and exhalation are recognized as
naturally associated with OM, AH and HUM.

This is vajra repetition (vajrajapa), the characteristic practice of actual verbal isolation.

Unlike ordinary mantra recitation, the syllables are not primarily vocalized or deliberately
repeated as thoughts. Rather, the practitioner identifies the natural movement of subtle winds

with their corresponding mantra sounds.

The practice belongs to tantric prandyama, or vitality-lengthening. Its purpose is to make the
winds serviceable and to loosen progressively the channel knots at the heart.

3. Substance-Drop Yoga

A subtle drop composed of the white and red substances is visualized in relation to the lower

channel openings of the practitioner and a consort.
The consort may be visualized as a wisdom seal or physically present as an action seal.
This yoga intensifies bliss and furthers the gathering of winds toward the indestructible heart-

drop.

10
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The three drop yogas thus progressively develop concentration of winds at the heart. Verbal isola-
tion gives way to mental isolation when some of those winds begin to dissolve into the

indestructible drop itself.

The distinction is between dissolution within the central channel at the heart and dissolution
into the indestructible drop located within that channel.

5.3 Mental Isolation (Cittaviveka)

Mental isolation concerns the progressive cessation of ordinary conceptual consciousness through

the dissolution of its supporting winds.

Its boundary is precise: it begins with dissolution into the indestructible drop at the heart and

culminates in the complete dissolution required for the manifestation of the illusory body.

It depends upon two classes of conditions.

Internal conditions

The internal conditions comprise continued vajra repetition and two meditations of withdrawal.

In the first, the practitioner visualizes a Buddha-field filled with deities. Light emanating from
HUM at the heart dissolves the divine environment and its inhabitants into light, which then
gathers into the practitioner's body and heart. Appearances cease, and consciousness is directed

toward emptiness.

In the second, the extended Buddha-field visualization is omitted. Light from the heart dissolves
the practitioner’s own body into light, followed by the cessation of appearances and meditation

upon emptiness.

These practices are intended to withdraw progressively the supports of ordinary conceptual exper-

ience.

The wisdom and action seals

The external condition of mental isolation is reliance upon a seal (mudra).

The term signifies a means through which the practitioner cultivates blissful consciousness that

seals appearances with bliss and emptiness.
Wisdom Seal (Jrianamudra)
The wisdom seal is an imagined consort, visualized in divine union with the practitioner.

Through this visualization, blissful consciousness is cultivated and directed toward emptiness.
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In the principal Gelug presentation followed by Cozort, reliance upon a wisdom seal can produce
mere mental isolation: some winds dissolve within the indestructible heart-drop, but the

dissolution remains incomplete.

The designation external condition does not mean that the seal must be physically external. It

distinguishes reliance upon a consort from the internal yogas of vajra repetition and withdrawal.
Action Seal (Karmamudra)
The action seal is an actual, qualified consort employed in advanced completion-stage practice.

Its stated function is to produce exceptionally powerful bliss, enabling the yogi to complete the
withdrawal and dissolution of winds within the indestructible drop.

The consort must possess appropriate initiation, tantric commitments and meditative
qualifications. Within the tradition, these practices are distinguished categorically from ordinary

sexual activity because their intended object is emptiness, realized through blissful consciousness.
Ngawang Palden's presentation distinguishes:
e Mere mental isolation: Partial dissolution into the indestructible drop, attainable through

the wisdom seal.

« Final mental isolation: Complete dissolution of winds into the indestructible drop,
ordinarily requiring an action seal for attainment during life or the transformation of the

dissolution process at death.

Ngawang Palden also discusses differing interpretations of when reliance on an action seal
becomes necessary or appropriate within the path. These disagreements should not be confused
with a demonstrated consensus that a wisdom seal by itself can accomplish final mental isolation
and the illusory body during life. In the account presented here, full dissolution is accomplished

through an action seal or by employing the dissolution of winds at actual death.?

Three categories of tantric activity

The commentarial tradition also treats tantric activities according to the presence or absence of

ritual elaboration.

Elaborative activities employ ritual costumes or masks and formal exchanges between the deity

and consort.
Non-elaborative activities retain such ritual forms but dispense with the formal exchanges.

Very non-elaborative activities, in Cozort's presentation, involve the wisdom seal and the clear

light of sleep without external ritual elaboration.

These are classifications of tantric activities, not additional levels of mental isolation. Their

function depends upon the practitioner'’s attainment and the activity being performed.

12
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At the culmination of final mental isolation, the winds have completely dissolved into the
indestructible heart-drop. The four empties are fully manifested, culminating in metaphoric or

illustrative clear light.

This clear light is not yet the actual clear light of the fifth completion level. Although the gross
conceptual minds have subsided, the consciousness has not achieved a direct, non-conceptual

realization of emptiness. Subtle dualistic cognition remains.

This distinction is essential: the manifestation of an exceptionally subtle consciousness and the

realization of emptiness by that consciousness are different attainments.

Final mental isolation accomplishes the former. It also makes the fundamental wind available as
the substantial cause of the illusory body, thereby establishing the necessary condition for the

next level.

5.4 Impure Illusory Body

Following final mental isolation, the winds begin to stir again from the state of metaphoric clear
light.

Rather than merely reconstituting ordinary consciousness and bodily identification, the
practitioner is said to arise in an illusory body constituted by the fundamental very subtle wind.

Two causal factors are distinguished:

o Substantial cause: The fundamental wind that served as the mount of metaphoric clear light.

« Cooperating condition: The metaphoric clear-light consciousness itself.

The distinction is important. A substantial cause is the causal continuum from which the result-
ing entity principally develops. A cooperating condition contributes to its manifestation without

itself constituting that entity's material continuum.

Thus the fundamental wind becomes the subtle basis of the illusory body, while the

consciousness of metaphoric clear light provides the necessary accompanying condition.

The illusory body possesses the bodily marks of a Buddha. Cozort describes its initial appearance

as white rather than displaying the complete colours of the previously visualized deity.

It is called illusory because it is non-obstructive and resembles an apparition rather than an
ordinary material body. Within the tradition, however, it is held to be an actual subtle

embodiment, not another imagined deity form.

Its emergence follows the reversal of the dissolution process: from clear light, the subtler and

then coarser minds reappear, corresponding to the way an intermediate-state body arises after
death.

13
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Both are understood to arise from the fundamental subtle wind, but the tantric illusory body is
deliberately manifested through meditation.

It remains impure because the afflictive obstructions to liberation have not yet been eliminated.

Its attainment is decisive: the practitioner now possesses the proximate material cause of the
Buddha's Form Body.

This explains why the illusory-body stage precedes actual clear light. The next stage does not
merely produce a further subtle experience; it directly realizes emptiness and purifies the

continuum within which the illusory body has arisen.

s.s Actual Clear Light (Prabhdsvara)
The practitioner now employs the illusory body as the basis for a further dissolution.

As its supporting winds withdraw, the sequence of white appearance, red increase and black near-

attainment culminates in the manifestation of the most subtle consciousness.
The essential distinction is between metaphoric clear light and actual clear light.

Metaphoric clear light occurs when subtle consciousness manifests through wind dissolution but

still realizes emptiness conceptually or with residual dualistic appearance.

Actual clear light is the non-conceptual, direct realization of emptiness by the very subtle mind
of great innate bliss. The formally designated level of actual clear light, however, begins with its
immediately preceding causes—the white appearance, red increase and black near-attainment

that arise as the winds dissolve—not only at the instant of direct realization.®

The distinction is therefore epistemological, not merely experiential. It concerns the manner in

which consciousness apprehends its object.

Even the apparent absence of ordinary subject-object distinctions does not, by itself, establish
actual clear light. The decisive requirement is that the very subtle consciousness directly
apprehend the emptiness of inherent existence, without the mediation of a conceptual image.

A further distinction is made between:
Objective clear light: Emptiness itself, the ultimate nature of phenomena.

Subjective clear light: The consciousness that realizes emptiness, either conceptually in its

preliminary form or directly in its actual form.

At actual clear light, the obstructions to liberation are eliminated. The subtler obstructions to

omuniscience remain.

Actual clear light is thus the proximate cause of the Buddha's Wisdom Body, while the illusory

body constitutes the proximate cause of enlightened form.

14
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The purification of the former illusory body through this direct wisdom enables the subsequent

emergence of a pure illusory body, which marks the beginning of learner's union.

5.6 Learner's Union (Saiksayuganaddha)

The culmination of actual clear light is followed by renewed movement of the fundamental
winds and emergence in a pure illusory body.

Its purity derives from the elimination of the obstructions to liberation.

The union stage establishes the progressive conjunction of this purified conventional-truth body

with ultimate-truth clear-light wisdom.
Two phases are distinguished.
Union of Abandonment

The practitioner has emerged in a pure illusory body following actual clear light. The afflictive
obstructions have been abandoned, although actual clear light is not simultaneously manifest
during this phase.

Realizational Union
Actual clear light is subsequently manifested again in conjunction with the pure illusory body.

The two immediate causes of Buddhahood—enlightened form and enlightened wisdom—are

thus united within the same accomplished tantric continuum.
Continued cultivation eliminates the remaining obstructions to omniscience.
The final attainment is Non-Learner's Union (A4saiksayuganaddha), or Buddhahood.

The purified illusory body becomes the Complete Enjoyment Body, from which enlightened
emanations can arise. Actual clear-light wisdom becomes omniscient Buddha wisdom, whose

emptiness is the Nature Body.

The path has thereby completed the simultaneous attainment of Form and Truth Bodies.

6. The five stages, six levels and six techniques

The completion-stage hierarchy must be distinguished from alternative classifications employed

in the Indian and Tibetan traditions.

15
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The Indian five stages

The Paricakrama, traditionally attributed to tantric Nagarjuna, names five stages: Vajra Recita-
tion (Vajrajapa) , Purification of Consciousness (Cittavisuddhi) , Self-Consecration or Self-
Blessing (Svadhisthdna) , Manifest Enlightenment (4bhisambodhi); Union (Yuganaddha).*

In the six-level Gelug explanation, these are principally associated with verbal isolation, mental
isolation, the illusory body, actual clear light and union, respectively. Physical or body isolation
provides the preparatory basis for vajra repetition and is also recognized, when actual wind
dissolution occurs, as the first attained level of the later sixfold scheme. The commentarial
transmission of the Pazicakrama is not uniform in precisely how its opening materials are
counted; these labels are a useful correspondence, not a claim that the different systems have

identical boundaries.

The six yogic techniques

The Guhyasamaja Later Tantra presents six techniques: withdrawal (pratyahdra), concentration
(dhyana), vitality and exertion (prdndyama), retention (dharana), subsequent mindfulness
(anusmyti) and meditative stabilization (samadhi). These classify principal yogic means rather
than six additional attained states.

Their correspondence with the five stages is not one-to-one. As Cozort records, one interpreta-
tion associates vitality and exertion with vajra recitation, retention with purification of
consciousness and self-consecration, subsequent mindfulness with manifest enlightenment, and
meditative stabilization with union, while placing withdrawal and concentration before the five
stages. A correlation attributed to Tsongkhapa instead assigns withdrawal and concentration
within the broad illusory-body level, vitality and exertion to verbal isolation, retention to clear
light, and the final two techniques to union.® Such classifications overlap because techniques

continue to operate beyond the point at which they first establish an attainment.

Synoptic correspondence of the practice hierarchy

The table follows the six Gelug levels by attained result. The second column identifies the defin-
ing accomplishment; the third identifies the capacity thereby established. The five Indian stages
are shown as approximate correspondences rather than imposed as rigid equivalents.

16
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Level and Indian-stage corres-
pondence

Generation Stage — prepara-
tion for the five stages

Physical Isolation — prepar-
atory body isolation

Verbal Isolation — Vajra Re-
citation

Mental Isolation — Purifica-
tion of Consciousness

Impure lllusory Body — Self-
Consecration

Actual Clear Light — Mani-

fest Enlightenment

Learner's Union — Union

Non-Learner's Union —
fruition

Defining accomplishment

Stable divine identity and mandala
visualization united with calm abid-
ing and special insight

Winds first enter, abide and dis-
solve in the central channel at its
lower opening

Upper and lower winds gather and
dissolve in the central channel at
the heart

Some winds dissolve into the in-
destructible drop; finally, all winds
dissolve and metaphoric clear light
manifests

Very subtle wind manifests as a
deity-shaped body while afflictive
obstructions remain

Very subtle blissful mind directly
and non-conceptually realizes
emptiness; afflictive obstructions
are eliminated

Pure illusory body and actual clear-
light wisdom are progressively in-
tegrated

Complete union of enlightened
Form and Truth Bodies

Capacity enabling further progress

Concentration on subtle vital points
capable of engaging completion-
stage operations

Wind serviceability, inner heat and
blissful consciousness; preparation
for gathering the winds at the heart

Loosening of the heart knot and
initial dissolution into the indestruct-
ible drop

Fundamental subtle wind becomes
available as the substantial cause of
the illusory body

Subtle embodiment becomes the
basis for a further dissolution and
direct clear-light realization

Emergence in a pure illusory body
and attainment of learner's union

Removal of the remaining obstruc-
tions to omniscience

Unrestricted enlightened activity

ARYA TRADITION

Mahayana path

Accumulation
Preparation be-
gins

Preparation

Preparation

Preparation

Seeing

Meditation

No More Learn-
ing

The transition to the path of preparation is specifically associated with the first actual wind

dissolution of completion-stage physical isolation, not with generation-stage visualization alone.
The path of seeing begins with actual clear light directly realizing emptiness; learner's union is

the path of meditation, and non-learner’s union the path of no more learning.®

This is a hierarchy of realized thresholds, not a chronology in which each earlier exercise is
discontinued. Its purpose is to distinguish three relationships often conflated: the method being
employed, the attainment that results, and the new capacity that attainment makes available.

7. The integrated progression to Buddhahood

The entire Guhyasamaja system is unified by transforming the ordinary processes of death,
intermediate existence and rebirth into the immediate causes of the Buddha bodies.
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In the Generation Stage, death is rehearsed through dissolution into emptiness; intermediate
existence through emergence in a seed syllable or symbolic form; and rebirth through

manifestation as the complete deity and mandala.

In the Completion Stage, the corresponding processes are understood to occur through the
dissolution and re-emergence of subtle winds and consciousness. Death becomes the model for
the manifestation of clear light; intermediate existence for the arising of the illusory body; and

rebirth for the subsequent manifestation of enlightened form.
The progression can therefore be understood as three interconnected transformations.

First, the transformation of identity. Generation-stage deity yoga replaces ordinary self-identi-
fication with the divine appearance and pride of Guhyasamaja, sustained by the realization of

emptiness and the altruistic intention of bodhicitta.

Second, the transformation of consciousness. Physical isolation brings winds into the central
channel; verbal isolation concentrates them at the heart; mental isolation completes their
dissolution into the indestructible drop. The four empties and four joys progressively reveal and

empower subtle consciousness.

Third, the transformation of embodiment. The fundamental wind manifests as an impure
illusory body. Actual clear light directly realizes emptiness and purifies that body. Their
subsequent union eliminates the remaining obstructions and culminates in the inseparable Form
and Truth Bodies.

These transformations are not independent. Divine appearance prepares the conditions for
subtle-body yoga; subtle-body yoga manifests the mind and wind that become the respective
causes of enlightenment; their union completes the two accumulations of method and wisdom.

The distinctive principle of Guhyasamaja is that the subtle constituents ordinarily sustaining
cyclic existence are deliberately transformed into the immediate causes of Buddhahood.

The enlightened result is first cultivated imaginatively, then approached through the
actualization of its subtle causes, and finally accomplished through the inseparable union of

enlightened form and wisdom.

The compassionate motivation underlying the path is thereby brought to fruition. What began
as the practitioner’s aspiration to liberate sentient beings culminates, according to the tradition,
in the Form Body's capacity for unrestricted enlightened activity, inseparable from the
omniscient wisdom of the Truth Body.

Methodological qualification: The article follows the Gelug interpretation, especially Ngawang Palden as ex-
plained by Cozort, while referring to the Indian Arya tradition and Tsongkhapa. Later Gelug classifications are
not attributed indiscriminately to Indian texts. Subtle-body processes and attainments are described as
traditional doctrine, not independently established physiology.
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Notes on technical distinctions

1. Physical isolation: Cozort, Highest Yoga Tantra, "Physical Isolation,” especially pp. 67-69 of the supplied
PDF; Tsongkhapa, A Lamp to llluminate the Five Stages, part 4, chapters 12-15. The preparatory and comple-
tion-stage usages should not be collapsed.

2. Seals and their thresholds: Cozort, "Mental Isolation,” PDF pp. 90-95, following Ngawang Palden; compare
the discussion of positions regarding the action seal in Ngawang Palden's lllumination of the Texts of Tantra,
as expounded in the traditional grounds-and-paths literature. The differences chiefly concern the timing and
scope of the seal's use; the alternative of using actual death is separately described by Cozort.

3. Scope of the clear-light level: Cozort, “Clear Light,” PDF pp. 107-108. The definition of the level includes
proximate causal phases; the actual clear-light mind is the nonconceptual realization itself.

4. Five-stage nomenclature: Cozort, note 114 (PDF p. 175); Nagarjuna-attributed Paficakrama; Tsongkhapa,
Lamp, part 3, chapter 11. Critical editions note variant enumerations of the work's introductory and
purification chapters; these are not additional Gelug levels.

5. Six-technique correlations: Cozort, note 114 (PDF p. 175), citing Alex Wayman, Yoga of the Guhyasamajatan-
tra, and the correlation attributed to Tsongkhapa. These are alternative mappings, not universally exact equi-
valences.

6. Five Mahayana paths: Cozort, “The Five Paths and Ten Grounds,"” PDF pp. 135-136; compare Yangchen
Gawai Lodoe, Paths and Grounds of Guhyasamdja According to Arya Nagdrjuna, commentary by Geshe
Losang Tsephel, section on the five paths.

Sources and textual foundations

Indian foundational tradition
o Guhyasamdja Root Tantra and Later Tantra: foundational ritual, doctrinal and yogic material, including the six
yogas.
o Daricakrama (Five Stages), traditionally attributed to tantric Nagarjuna: the principal Indian framework for
completion-stage progression.

o Aryadeva, Caryamelipakapradipa (Lamp that Integrates the Practices): systematic integration of the three
isolations, realization and tantric activities.

o Candrakirti, Pradipoddyotana (Illuminating Lamp): interpretation of the Guhyasamaja root tantra.

Tibetan interpretation

o Tsongkhapa, 4 Lamp to Illuminate the Five Stages, translated by Gavin Kilty (2013): major Gelug interpretation of
the Indian Arya tradition.

o Ngawang Palden, Illumination of the Texts of Tantra: systematic presentation of tantric grounds, paths and
attainments, including debated thresholds for the use of seals.

o Yangchen Gawai Lodoe, Paths and Grounds of Guhyasamdja According to Arya Nagarjuna, with commentary by
Geshe Losang Tsephel (1995): detailed account of the path classifications.

Principal modern expositions

o Daniel Cozort, Highest Yoga Tantra: An Introduction to the Esoteric Buddhism of Tibet (1986; revised 200s): prin-
cipal reference for the six-level hierarchy, technical distinctions and causal relationships.

o Christian K. Wedemeyer, Aryadeva's Lamp that Integrates the Practices (2007): historical and textual study of the
Indian Arya tradition.
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