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µurdhordhvam åruhya yad arthatattva√
dh∂¨ pa‹yati ‹råntim avedayant∂ |
phala√ tad ådyai¨ parikalpitånå√
	 vivekasopånaparamparåƒåm ||
citra√ nirålambanam eva manye 
	 prameyasiddhau prathamåavatåram |
sanmårgalåbhe sati setubandha
	 puraprati¶¢hådi na vismayåya ||
tasmåt satåm atra na dµu¶itåni
	 matåni tåny eva tu ‹odhitåni |
pµurvaprati¶¢håpitayojanåsu 
	 mµulaprati¶¢håphalam åmananti ||

Having tirelessly climbed higher and higher, the intellect beholds 
the true nature of things — this is the fruit of the series of rungs of 
discernments conceived by those who came before. 

How strange, methinks, how the first descent into the 
accomplishment of what is to be known was without support, but 
once found the right path, it is no wonder (to discover) that bridges 
and the foundations of cities (were already there).

Therefore, the views of the wise have not been refuted here, rather 
they have been refined. It is on (the basis of) the designs that have 
been firmly established earlier that (their views) are well disposed to 
bear the fruit of (their original) root foundation.

etåvad etad iti kas tulayet prasahya
‹r∂‹å√bhava√ gatam anargalitå‹ ca våca¨ |
etat tu tåvad akhilåtmani bhåti yan me
bhåta√ tato ‘tra sudhiyo na parå"nmukhå¨ syu¨ ||

* Research Scholar, Mahatma Gandhi Kashi Vidyapith, Varanasi.
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Who can estimate with certainty that only so much is present within 
the venerable ›åmbhava (reality and its teachings)? And, moreover, 
words are without constraints. That which shines within (the reality) 
that is all things (akhilåtmani) has manifested to me to this degree. 
Therefore, the wise should not be averse to it.1 

It is a fact that ceaselessly surprises how Abhinavagupta managed 
to do so much in a single lifetime! Moreover, when we read his works, 
it seems that he had already reached his full maturity at a very early 
age. Even so, we can trace developments in his thought and observe 
his growth. This is especially so in the first part of his career in 
which he concentrated on the exposition of Trika ›aivism. Although 
Abhinava’s personal contribution is immense, he never presents it 
as purely personal and independent. He is not the founder of any 
school. Rather, he assumes the role of a teacher of doctrines that 
had been revealed before him. Thus, apart from a few devotional 
and philosophical hymns and short didactic tracts, all his works are 
commentaries. Having acquired the basic tools of Sanskrit learning, 
he begins his career with a brief commentary on the Bhagavadg∂tå 
which is his earliest surviving work. Although he had most probably 
already begun the study of Sanskrit literature which culminated 
in his great works on dramaturgy and poetics,2 he focused his 
attention on Trika ›aivism. He was, it seems, inspired to do this 
by his encounter with ›ambhunåtha whom he reveres more than 
any of his numerous teachers of this period. His earliest Trika work 
›r∂pµurvapañjikå to which he refers several times in his commentary 
on the Paråtr∂‹ikå was most probably unfortunately lost .3 One or 
perhaps two verses from it are quoted by Jayaratha in his commentary 
on the Tantråloka.4 Some have opined that it may have been a very 
large work if it was a commentary on the whole of ›r∂pµurvatantra, 
that is, the Målin∂vijayottara, but it was probably not so. Indeed, 
Abhinava himself did not seem to take it much into consideration as 
he refers to it only once in his subsequent works. Jayaratha quotes a 
Ma∆gala‹loka from that work in his commentary on the Tantråloka. In 
that he praises his revered teacher ›ambhunåtha as having liberated 
him. Thus, it appears that ›ambhunåtha was his guide right from 
the start of his journey into Trika ›aivism, which he undertook in an 
already fully or partially liberated state.5 

After that he wrote the Målin∂vijaya‹lokavårttika (MVV), ostensibly 
on the first verse of the Målin∂vijayottara (MV). This was followed by 
the Paråtr∂‹ikå-vivaraƒa (PTv).6 Abhinava’s aim, as he tells us in the 
PTv, was to present the most excellent – anuttara - form of Trika‹åstra, 
which he maintained is the highest form of ågamic ›aivism. His 
endeavor culminates in his Tantråloka. Jayaratha points out that the 
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name Tantråloka means both ‘Light of the Tantras’ and ‘Light on the 
Tantras’.7 It is, in other words, the quintessential Light or illumining 
knowledge that radiates from the Tantras by means of which they 
themselves are illumined. This is a typical way in which one would 
name a commentary. One may also understand in the same way 
the names of his subsequent summaries of the Tantråloka, that is, 
the Tantrasåra (Essence of the Tantras), Tantroccaya [the Collected 
(Essence of) the Tantras] and Tantrava¢adhanika (Small Casket of 
Globules from the Tantras). 

In the third and last part of his career, when he wrote the 
∂‹varapratyabhijñå-vivæitivimar‹in∂ (∂PVv), he refers to the Tantråloka 
in retrospect as a vårtika. There are several names in Sanskrit for 
‘a commentary’. A vårtika is defined as a type of commentary that 
supplies missing matter implied in the text on which it comments.8 
This is, indeed, what Abhinava tells us he is doing when he declares 
right at the beginning of his Tå that there is nothing in it that is 
not explicitly stated in the Målin∂vijayottara or implicitly indicated 
(li∆gita).9 Moreover, he goes on to declare that it is the essence of 
the 10, 18 and 64 ›aiva scripture.10 Thus, by illumining the meaning 
of the MV which the ultimate Trika‹åstra, the Tantråloka is effectively 
a ‘light’ on all the Tantras. In this way, Abhinava is not just declaring 
the excellence of his chosen Tantric tradition, he is declaring a return 
to the scriptural foundation of ›aivism that in the four generations 
before him had taken the second place to the independent revelation 
and its exegesis. This is not to say that he considered what had taken 
place to be of lesser importance. Indeed, it supplied Abhinavagupta 
with most of his primary exegetical models with which he explained 
Trika ›aivism. 

To understand what I mean, we have to very briefly revise, from 
this perspective, what took place. It is well known that about the 
middle of the 9th century, ›iva is believed to appear to Vasugupta. 
›iva told him that he would find the ›ivasµutras He had inscribed on 
a rock on Mahadeva mountain.11 K¶emaråja, who commented on 
them some two centuries later, maintained that the teachings of the 
›ivasµutra sustained and reflected the oral non-dual ›aiva traditions 
transmitted and practised by Siddhas and Yogin∂s. These were the 
traditions that made the heart of Vasugupta’s consciousness pure and 
sacred.12 Thus, it is a notable fact, often overlooked, that although 
certainly a ›iva’s revelation, the Sµutras are not a part of the ›aiva 
scriptures. And we are, in fact, hard put if we search for their direct 
sources in them.13 This is true a fortiori of the Spandakårikå that has 
traditionally been considered to be a commentary on it, written, I 
believe, by Kalla¢abha¢¢a Vasugupta’s disciple or, as Abhinava and 



64  	 SHSS XXVI, NUMBER 2, WINTER 2019

K¶emaråja affirm, by Vasugupta himself.14 
Similarly, but in a different way, Somananda’s ›ivadæ¶ti, probably 

written just before Kalla¢a’s commentary (see below), was a revelation 
of ∂‹varådvayavåda originally taught by ›iva in the form of ›r∂kaƒ¢ha 
and transmitted orally through 15 generations to Somånanda who 
set it down in writing in his ›ivadæ¶ti. The Pratyabhijñå version of this 
›aiva non-dualist philosophy, formulated by his disciple Utpaladeva, 
was also not directly based on scripture. Rather, Utpaladeva took 
care to base it on the authority of his teacher, who he declares had 
direct experience of it.15 In other words, he considered his work to 
be an exegetical one. Non-dualist ›aivism was formulated both by the 
introduction of a novel terminology and logical proof of its validity, 
framed in the standard form of philosophical debate. This does not 
at all mean that Utpaladeva ignored ågamic ›aivism in its sources, but 
he did not draw from it directly. Thus, for example, his formulation 
of the 36 tattvas and the nature of mala, which are axiomatic to 
ågamic ›aiva theology was, one could say, a higher explanation of 
it, rather than a direct presentation. Indeed, although not stated 
explicitly (which Somånanda does do) his point of reference are the 
dualist Siddhåntins. He reworks their formulations (that are based 
on Siddhåntågamas) into the non-dualist ›aiva phenomenology of his 
system. Thus, he never refers directly to any scripture, although he 
does take time to establish the authoritativeness (pråmåƒya) of it. 

Two other currents of ›aiva non-dualism developed alongside 
these two. One was the Krama system in the form brought to the Valley 
from the Uttarap∂¢ha (most probably located in what is now called 
the Swat valley) by ›ivånanda alias Jñånanetra. He had received an 
original revelation directly from goddess Kålasa√kar¶iƒ∂ in the form 
of a local goddess of that place called Ma∆galådev∂. The system he 
taught was variously called Kramanaya, Dev∂naya, Kramadar‹ana, and 
Mahårtha. This does have directly ascertainable scriptural roots. The 
earliest are in the Jayadrathayåmala followed by a few Krama Tantras 
that developed afterwards such as the Kål∂kulapañca‹ataka (also 
known as the Dev∂pañca‹ataka) and the Kramasadbhåva. However, this 
school also does not present itself as part of a direct transmission of 
the scriptures. 

Then, we have two Trika works. One was the Vijñånabhairavatantra 
from which both Somånanda and the author of the Spandakårikå 
drew. The other was the brief Paråtr∂‹ikå that also existed on which 
several commentaries were written before Abhinava’s time. The 
one Abhinava considered to be the best and studied carefully was 
attributed to Somånanda.16 But although the former affiliates itself 
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clearly to the Trikabheda of the Tantras, and the later is understood 
to be a Trikasµutra drawn from the Rudrayåmala, neither of them 
locate themselves directly in any current of scripture. In brief, the 
non-dualist ›aiva and ›åkta traditions that began to develop in the 
Kashmir Valley in the middle of the 9th century were not directly 
rooted in the so-called Five Currents (pañcastrotas) of ›aiva scriptural 
revelation.

This continued to be the situation up to the time of Abhinavagupta 
despite the citation of scripture in the commentaries on the 
›ivasµutra and the Spandakårikå. Rather, we observe the proliferation 
of numerous independent tracts on non-dualist ›aivism, Vai¶ƒavism, 
Kaulism and Krama. What occurs, in other words, is the flourishing 
of a rich non-dualist ›aiva exegetical tradition with only an indirect 
scriptural base. We may contrast this situation with that of the 
more dualist Siddhånta. The first known Siddhåntin exegete was 
Sadyojyoti¨ (also called Khe¢apåla), whose date has been established 
by Sanderson as being about 675-750 CE, and so lived a good century 
before Vasugupta. He wrote both important independent tracts on 
the theology of Siddhånta ›aivism and was also the first to write 
commentaries on the Siddhånta ågamas that is, more than a century 
before for non-dualist ›aivites began to comment on a scripture (i.e. 
the PT). 

It appears that the dualist Siddhånta was in a strong, even dominant 
position, in the Kashmir Valley. While the non-dualists drew much 
from them and there was much common ground, they underscored 
their distinct character by contrasting themselves from them and 
even sometimes as their adversaries. Thus, according to K¶emaråja, 
›iva revealed the ›ivasµutra to Vasugupta so that the ‘secret’ non-
dualist ›aiva traditions may not be lost at a time when most people 
where votaries of public dualist ›aivism.17 It was in this spirit that 
he wrote his commentary on the Svacchandatantra to counter and 
improve on commentaries written before him from a dualist point 
of view.18 

Concomitant with this lack of grounding in the ›aiva ågamas 
of these non-dualist ›aivites prior to Abhinava was the claim on 
that liberating initiation (nirvåƒad∂k¶å) can be attained directly by 
realising the reality they taught by a direct act of recognition of ›iva’s 
identity as all things and as one’s own. This opened the possibility to 
which Abhinava repeatedly refers in various ways in varied contexts 
to the attainment of liberation directly from the deity without the 
mediation of a Guru. Kaula systems in general, and in this case Krama 
and Trika in particular, for their part insisted that realisation can 
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be attained instantly just by a glance cast by a fully realised teacher 
directed at a well prepared disciple or just a few words or a touch 
and the like. This possibility Abhinavagupta understood to be an 
extension of the claim of these early post-scriptural systems that they 
led to direct realisation in this way and this is in line with the higher 
Trika Kaula Tantras’ teaching such as that of the Nandi‹ikhå where 
›iva says to the goddess: 

O beloved, a person can be liberated by initiation or by (direct personal) 
intuition 	 (pratibhå). (The difference between them is only that) 
initiation depends on a teacher in order to liberate the fettered soul 
from bondage, while intuition, which bestows the accomplishment of 
the state of isolation (keval∂bhåva) (from bondage, is the fettered soul’s) 
own essential nature.19

Thus, at the end of his PTv Abhinava thanks the goddess for having 
made him into a teacher even though he also praises ›ambhunåtha 
as his Guru.20 Indeed, it is not all clear there whether ›ambhunåtha 
did formally initiate him, although there is no reason to doubt it. 
Indeed, Abhinava declares that he received all the formal rites of 
initiation right up to those of a consecration of a teacher from all 
of the many teachers he says in the Tantråloka that he served as a 
disciple and from whom he received ‘the essence’ of their tradition.

Certainly, whether he was already liberated or not, Abhinava 
studied the ›aiva scriptures extensively. Trika for him was thoroughly 
grounded in the scriptures and it was this return to scripture and 
the currents of their transmission that was the cardinal feature of 
his Trika exegesis which he developed making use of the exegetical 
models his predecessors from Vasugupta onwards had supplied. 
In this respect, he walked in the footsteps of ›ambhunåtha from 
whom he received the permission (åjñå) and hence the authority 
(adhikåra) to do this. ›ambhunåtha belonged to a lineage beginning 
with a certain Bhairavåcårya from South India who knew the ‘five 
currents’ of the ›aivågama and those of the På‹upata Atimårga. He 
taught Sumati who in turn taught ›ambhunåtha.21 Thus, the latter 
did not teach Abhinava only the Trika scriptures.22 Indeed, Abhinava 
credits him with having taught him how the scriptures came 
together (‹åstramelana) to constitute a single whole by virtue of their 
common grounding in the intuitive certainty (prasiddhi) which is the 
hallmark of the knowledge of universal consciousness. This is the 
fundamental nature of ›iva, the individual soul and all things. This 
intuitive certainty (prasiddhi) is the scripture which at its most lucid 
is Trika which is thus both the ultimately true scripture and all of it.23 

Abhinava paves the way for his exegesis of the Målin∂vijayottara, 
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the Tantråloka, with his two great preliminary works that must be read 
along with it. These are the Målin∂vijaya‹lokavårttika (MVV) and the 
Paråtr∂‹ikåvivaraƒa (PTv). Both are commentaries on Trika scripture 
as all his Trika works must be for them to enjoy the authority of 
scripture and be, as scripture is, liberating. Thus, he rightly claims 
for his Tantråloka that by knowing its thirty-seven chapters, one 
knows the whole gamut of reality at its thirty-seven levels (tattva). 
Thus, recognizing this to be his own nature as Bhairava, he is a true 
liberated teacher who is capable of liberating others.24 

Abhinava’s commentaries are an integral part of Trika‹åstra, 
indeed, they reveal it in its most excellent form as Anuttara Trika. In 
this perspective, his two earlier works address themselves, amongst 
other things, to establishing basic, universal exegetical models 
that frame and pervade the Tantråloka which Abhinava, true to 
the primary ritual and yogic concerns of his Trika and ›aivågamic 
sources, presents as a liturgy (paddhati), that is, as a ritual manual of 
Anuttara Trika. 

In order to pave the way for his ultimate exegesis of Trika, Abhinava 
establishes in the MVV that Trika is the emergent stream of scriptural 
revelation flowing out above ∂‹åna, Sadå‹iva’s fifth and upper face. 
Here the revelation of the five currents of scripture uttered by his five 
faces culminates. The stream ‘above the upper one’ is uttered by the 
supreme energy of Sadå‹iva, the Yogin∂’s Mouth. Like the currents of 
a great river all the other currents of scripture merge into this one, 
which flows out through the Tantras of the Kaula revelation of which 
Trika is the highest, pouring forth between the streams of the right 
and the left Bhairava Tantras. The first 400 verses of the MVV, which 
comprise a third of it, are dedicated to an exposition of this process 
and the collocation thereby within it of the teachings of all the 
scriptural traditions. At the end of the MVV, Abhinava completes the 
encapsulation of his exegesis by showing how the ›aiva tradition as a 
whole rises above the others traversing all the levels of consciousness 
to culminate in that of the supreme non-duality embodied in the 
Trika teachings. He repeats this ascent from various perspectives 
several times in the Tantråloka, the first time in the beginning of it 
and the last time at the end.25 

There he outlines how the upward movement is marked by a 
progressive ascent through the levels of reality (tattva) to which 
corresponding schools, ranging from the materialist, Buddhist, Vedic, 
Vai¶ƒava and then ›aiva, lead. Finally the last uppermost phases are 
marked by a series of initiations through the currents of the Bhairava 
Tantras, the Mata, Kula, Kaula and up to Trika.26 Such ladders of 
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ascent through scriptural traditions are routine in the Tantras. They 
present them in order to display themselves as being, of course, at 
the head of them.27 Abhinava does this also but his added intention 
is to relate them to developing levels of seven subjectivities arranged 
along the rungs of the tattvas which are populated by the 118 worlds. 
Thus, he relates the layered cosmic order to degrees of revelation. 
This opens up, on the one hand, an integral ›aiva theology of 
liberation through degrees of gnosis even as it justifies his reference 
to scriptures of all ›aiva schools as authoritative in their respective 
domains for his own exegetical purposes.

Having achieved this in the MVV, in his commentary on the 
Paråtr∂‹ikå Abhinava is hardly concerned with this matter, although 
he does refer to the hierarchy of higher initiations in passing to 
establish the excellence of the Trika‹åstra of which he says, his is the 
most excellent, indeed, unsurpassable — Anuttara. But this is an 
occasional aside to encourage his students to persevere in grasping 
his exegesis. His main concern is theological, that is, the exposition 
of Trika (the triadic Goddess of Consciousness) as the dynamism 
of Anuttara which serves, in its immediate specific exemplary, 
application to explain how the Mantra as taught in the Paråtr∂‹ikå is 
liberating. The scope of a brief paper is too limited to see how he 
does this in any great detail.28 Suffice it to say briefly that in order 
to understand his exegetical method we need to first observe a few 
basic distinctive features of the systems mentioned above that had 
evolved before. 

First, and foremost, was the stress they all laid, with the notable 
exception of the Vijñånabhairava, on the dynamism of the dynamic 
cognitive consciousness that they all agreed was the deity’s essential 
nature as it is of the Self, indeed, of all reality.29 This notion of 
consciousness has parallels with Buddhist idealism which sustained 
a process theory of reality rather than the spatial or substantial one 
generally held by the åtmavådins including the ›aiva Siddhåntins. 
Indeed, these Kashmiri systems are the only ones that subscribe 
to it. They each did this in their own distinctive way even as they 
agree that consciousness is also, but not only, a pervasive sentient 
foundation of experience like a screen, or mirror that sustains and 
pervades its content like space pervades objects, thus retaining their 
place amongst the åtmavådas. Their distinctive feature is that the 
foundational consciousness also dynamically perceives its content 
within itself, as one with itself, even as it makes it appear externally 
in the course of doing that by virtue of its inherent power. 

The ∂‹varådvayavåda of Somånanda envisages this dynamism 
as the flow of ›iva’s energies of will, knowledge and action. It has 
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been suggested that, although these three energies are commonly 
predicated of ›iva in ›aiva metaphysics in general, in this context it 
is a specifically Trika triad, thus connecting Somånanda’s teaching to 
a Trika background. However, Somånanda himself nowhere refers 
to Trika in his ›ivadæ¶¢i.30 Be that as it may, the three constitute the 
flow of ›iva’s energies who, free (svatantra) in all respects, pours 
everything out of himself as he contemplates himself as ‘I am ›iva’ 
(‹ivo ‘smi).31 It is his nature to be this flow and so become manifest as 
all things. This takes place as an act of perception that Somånanda 
understands to be the transition from a state of rest which is free 
of thought constructs to that of conceptual representation (vikalpa) 
and its content. Somånanda explains that ›iva is perpetually at rest 
and content (nivæta). He playfully assumes the form of all things, 
like a king who pretends to be a foot soldier. This is not an illusion 
or a deceit. Perceiving him to be a foot soldier is not a mistake. 
Analogously, the ›ivasµutra declares that the Self is an actor,32 adding 
an aesthetic, artistic dimension to this transformation. Thus, even 
so, ›iva is never anything other than Himself. Even as all things flow 
out of him, through the operation of His energies, he continues to 
be ›iva. In order to catch the source of this process, it is necessary to 
lay hold of the first moment of the will (prathamå tu¢i¨). Somånanda 
writes:

When, however (after resting within itself), consciousness is (in a 
state) of propensity (unmukhitå cittå) to instigate the emanation of 
the (wonderfully) various deployment of the many phenomena by the 
expansion of the joy of the glorious power which is the inherent attribute 
of consciousness, that is (then) the first moment of the will (prathamå 
tu¢i).33

‘The (omnipresent) Lord who is blissful consciousness, pulsing 
effulgently, is the very Self within all existing things. (He is) ›iva, whose 
will flows unchecked (and whose) perception and action flow (with it).’34 

We often find the key terms ‘prasara’ – ‘flow’ and ‘aunmukhya’ 
repeated in the ›ivadæ¶¢i. Thus it is striking that neither of them 
appears in this sense in the Spandakårikå, although it does refer to 
the reality it teaches as flowing undivided through the waking and 
other states of consciousness that are divided from one another.35 
Instead we find the term ‘spanda’ which is the pulse or vibration 
of consciousness. This too is linked to cognition and commences 
with an initial intention to perceive but it stresses equally the reversal 
back to it source. Thus here we find a pair of key terms – ‘unme¶a’ 
and ‘nime¶a’, literally the opening and closing of Siva’s the eyes, as his 
expansion into manifest form and retraction back into himself. This 
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is the universal pulse of consciousness (såmånyaspanda) that ripples 
through, and as, the individual pulsations (vi‹e¶aspanda) of the 
fundamental constitutive qualities (guƒa) of the cognitive apparatus 
of the individual soul and outer objectivity. As the universal impels 
the particular, it is understood to be the ‘strength’ (bala) which is the 
impelling force that activates the senses causing them to rotate like 
wheels as they move from the inner subjectivity out to its object and 
back. Thus, tacitly criticizing Somånada’s view, the SpKå says it is not 
the will that impels the senses rather it is their contact with this force 
(bala) of the uncreated essential nature of the Self. So we read there: 

Indeed the individual soul (puru¶a) does not activate the impulse of 
the will (which directs the activity of the psychophysical organism) by 
himself alone, but through the contact with (his) own (inner) strength 
(bala) made in such a way that he identifies with it, (thus acquiring its 
power).36

Moreover, as we shall see, significantly for Abhinava’s exegesis, it 
also impels Mantras in the same way to attain their goal. 

The Krama school understands the dynamism of cognitive 
consciousness (sa√vid) on the model of time and procession. 
Sa√vid – the word for consciousness - is a feminine word and so is 
identified with the Goddess, in this case Kålasa√kar¶iƒ∂, a form of 
Kål∂. She is a perception set to the rhythm of creation, persistence 
and destruction even as She abides unchanged as Eternity. Thus, 
the cycle of consciousness (sa√vitcakra) transcends all talk of either 
process or its absence.37 True to the general åtmavåda view, none of 
these systems considers the ego to be absolute although the Krama 
school does get close to this idea by understanding the expansion of 
consciousness through the energies of the dynamics of perception as 
being, initially that of the ego. But there this expansion culminates 
in the transcendental egoless expanse of consciousness. 

Utpaladeva reformulated non-dualist ›aivism as a cognitive, 
subjectivist, phenomenological ontology in his own terms. According 
to his Doctrine of Recognition – Pratyabhijñå - ›iva, the one reality, 
is the Light of consciousness (prakå‹a) which possesses countless 
powers summed up in His reflective awareness (vimar‹a) which is His 
freedom (svåtantrya) to activate and deploy them as manifestations 
– ‘shinings’ (åbhåsa) – within it as its pulsing radiance (sphurattå). 
In this way, Utpaladeva moves from flows of energies to ‘appearings’ 
thus integrating a fundamental, new dimension to the vision of his 
teacher Somånanda. Thus, addressing ›iva in one of his devotional 
hymns, he declares: ‘Appearing on your own, you make everything 
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appear. Reflecting on (your own) form, you reflect on the universe. 
What you yourself make vibrate, according to your own desire, shines 
forth as the universe.’38 

This recurrent ‘appearing’ is the pulsing Heart of reality and non-
dualist ›aivism, as its essence, namely, the reflective awareness of the 
Light, consciousness, the Self and ›iva as AHA`N. This is the dynamic 
‘I’ that is the supreme subjectivity of ›iva himself. Moreover, it is 
the Supreme form of Speech (paråvåc). In the following well-known 
verses Utpaladeva presents a summery of the kernel of his philosophy. 
Notice that he refers to his teacher’s notion of the will as the impulse 
to manifestation but he understands it to be grounded in the light 
of consciousness as its creative reflective awareness. Moreover, he 
refers to the first and most ontologically fundamental aphorism of 
the ›ivasµutra – caitanyamåtmå and the pulse of the Spanda school is 
now presented as luminous: ‘The multitude of things cannot but 
shine resting on the self of the Lord, otherwise the act of reflective 
awareness which is volition (icchåmar‹a) could not be produced.’

The essential nature of the light is reflective awareness (vimar‹a); 
otherwise light, though ‘coloured’ by objects would be similar to an 
insentient reality, such as crystal.

Precisely for this reason the Self has been defined as sentience 
(caitanya), meaning the activity of consciousness in the sense of 
being the agent of this activity. It is thanks to sentiency, in fact, that 
the Self differs from an insentient entity. 

Consciousness has as its essential nature reflective awareness 
(pratyavamar‹a), it is Supreme Speech (paråvåc) that arises freely. It 
is freedom in the absolute sense, the sovereignty (ai‹varya) of the 
supreme Self.

It is the pulsing radiance (sphurattå) (of the Light), the great 
(universal) Being (of all things) unqualified by space and time; it 
is that which is said to be the heart (hædaya) of the Supreme Lord, 
insofar as it is sentience.’39 

Utpaladeva submits at the end of his ∂P that everything he has 
stated there is derived from Somånanada’s teaching. At first sight 
this seems to be simply an expression of reverence for his teacher. 
But despite the many new dimensions he adds to the conception of 
cognitive consciousness by drawing extensively and in depth from 
idealist Buddhism (Yogåcåra), this is in a sense true. He is right to see 
himself as an exegete. From this perspective, his system is a link in 
the exegetical chain that leads to Abhinavagupta and beyond to the 
exegetical works of his famous disciple K¶emaråja.

Although each of these systems was strikingly distinctive in its 
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own way, they shared essential basic features that rendered them 
amenable to serve as exegetical models for one another. In other 
words, they came to be used to explain one another in their own 
terms which allowed them to perceive the vision of one another 
within themselves or, to put it another way, understand themselves in 
terms of the others. Moreover, they came to be, also for this reason, 
a major source of Abhinava’s elevated presentation of a visionary 
and soteriological experience of reality with its implicit praxis. Their 
distinctive perspective was couched in sets of technical terms that 
supplied the exegete with a rich and varied vocabulary to describe a 
vast range of mutual enfolded visions of reality directly experienced 
that span from the immediacy of the perceiver and the perceived to 
the underlying processes of the energies of consciousness of which 
it is the result. 

It is clear from what we have said up to now that the terms systems 
use to denote the realities with which they deal are of fundamental 
importance. We may translate them with one or more words into 
another language but this can never cover their full signification. 
Each system expresses its own concepts in its own terms that weave 
together in a syntax of conceptions they denote (or perhaps it would 
be better to say ‘indicate’) to form structured orders of ideas which 
collectively constitute the system. The presence or absence of a 
term thus indicates much more than the presence or absence of a 
way of saying something: they are diagnostic of the entire system’s 
view. Thus to plot the vectors of Somånanda’s hermeneutics and 
of his successors, particularly, Abhinavagupta who is the focus of 
our attention, we must first identify the key technical terms that 
constitute the primary vehicles of the systems of ideas. Next we need 
to observe as far as possible their usage and hence meaning in the 
earliest sources we can locate in which they appear. We need also to 
observe the formation of new key concepts and their corresponding 
nomenclature through which they are expressed. Finally, we can 
observe their application as exegetical tools the exegete applies to 
discover deepening layers of meaning in the scriptures and teachings 
of his system and so build it up and deepen it. This procedure 
Abhinava, unlike his predecessors, also applied to the praxis of 
Yogas and rituals. These he extracted from his sources as the most 
‘essential’ for Anuttara Trika and as what he understood to be their 
most representative and significant teachings from the perspective 
of his exegetical project of which this process of selection was a 
fundamental part. 

We may note in passing that preliminary searches of such primary 
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sources tend to indicate that in actual fact many of these fundamental 
terms (such as sphurattå and vimar‹a) were forged in the ambit of 
these systems themselves and their hermeneutical application to 
textual exegesis. But there are exceptions. An important one is the 
term ‘spanda’ that we do find in a few places in the Jayadrathayåmala. 
There the much more common analogous term is ‘jæmbha’ which 
literally means ‘expanding out’ or ‘opening up’. In its technical 
sense, it denotes the unfolding of configurations of divine forms out 
of the Emptiness which is implicitly understood to be the pleroma 
of their original unmanifest nature. In the JY, these divine forms are 
mostly all female beings (dev∂, yogin∂, måtæ, etc.). As such they are 
energies that become manifest by their activation.

Abhinava makes use of several exegetical models in his exegesis 
of Trika ›aivism which includes Krama as it already did in some of 
the Trika traditions and Tantras that preceded him, notably the 
Devyåyåmala, an important source for Abhinava for this very reason. 
The scope of this brief overview does not require that we discuss 
all of them, we will reserve that for a later publication. We shall 
just take as an example his foremost and most extensively applied 
exegetical model. This is the identification of fundamental reality as 
pure supreme, unconditioned, all embracing, complete (‘full’) self-
awareness of ‘I’ (variously termed ahantå, aha√bhåva, pµurƒåhantå, 
pµurƒåha√bhåva etc).40 

In his Trika works, Abhinava identifies it, according to the context, 
as Anuttara, supreme Bhairava, the goddess of consciousness, the 
Self, Supreme Speech, and the highest Mantra and its vitality which 
is universal Spanda. He makes full use of the terminology of all the 
prior systems. Thus, in the PTv, he says that ‘Anuttara is the state 
of repose which is the reflective awareness of itself of the Light (of 
consciousness). It is AHA`N which is the wonder of the vitality of 
Mantra which is Supreme Speech, its uncreated and innate nature.’41 

Again, in the Tå, he writes: 

As (consciousness) is reflective awareness, its spontaneous and per-
petually emergent (sadodita) resonance (dhvani) (of pure self-awareness, 
which is the supreme level of Speech) is called the supreme, Great Heart. 
The self-awareness (svavimar‹a), (from which) all things have flowed forth 
(dråvita)42 (and dissolved away) within the Heart (of consciousness), 
present in the beginning and end of perception (bhåvagraha)43 is 
called, according to the (Spanda) teachings, the universal vibration of 
consciousness (såmånyaspanda), which is the outpouring (uccalana) (of 
consciousness) within one’s own nature.44

The stress is always on the dynamism of consciousness. This one 
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sacred and dynamic reality, which is all things and all that exists, 
unfolds and operates on the multiple levels of its Being (tattva, sat) 
ranging from this supreme subjectivity of the supreme perceiver 
(parapramåtæ) down to (or one could say, up to) the grossest level of 
objectivity. These levels Abhinava explains are phases of its perpetual 
expansion out and down and contraction up and in. In the PTv, he 
fills in numerous details of these phases variously understood in 
accord with the context in which they are set. As mantra it is the basis 
of tantric ritual and many of the Yogas taught in the Tantras, as it is 
the PT. Abhinava’s foremost characterization of it is Speech. The 
rhythmn of Supreme Speech, which is not conventional (asa√keta) 
and uncreated, consciousness, moves through its levels as the Speech 
of Vision, the Middle One and the Corporeal. Thus, it flows out from 
pure thought free consciousness, through the Speech of Ideas, to 
that of thought and finally verbal expression. Underscoring their 
Trika identity they are identified with the Goddesses Parå, Paråparå 
and Aparå who are will, knowledge and action, respectively.

Supreme Speech which is absolute ‘I’ consciousness, identified 
with the Goddess, resonates as the language of Mantra, the grammar 
of which Abhinava analyses in his exposition of his higher cognitive 
linguistics in the PTv. The energies of Anuttara, that is, AHA`N are 
the letters A to K±. These combine as both the purifying Mantras 
and the principles of existence (tattva) emanated from them that 
are the objects of their purification. Thus Abhinava explains in great 
detail the flow (prasara), vibration (spanda), procession (krama), 
reflective awareness (vimar‹a) and radiant pulse (sphurattå) of the 
earlier schools as that of the Krama Goddess of Consciousness and 
the three Trika goddesses that unfold are included within Her as the 
Supreme Speech of the reflective awareness of ‘I’:

‘So, the goddess, the highest power of Speech (paråvåc), in the form 
of all the phonemes beginning with A and ending with K±, expands 
by unfolding within herself the venerable forms of Paråparå and Aparå 
inherent in the Speech of Vision (pa‹yant∂) and the rest about to 
emerge by her free will, her one essence the wonder of the oneness with 
awakened consciousness of the unfolding universe (prapañca) consisting 
of (all) phenomena, worlds and the gross elements fashioned without 
contradiction by being encompassed within her. She is ultimate reality 
(paramårtha) consisting of that kind of wonder experienced by the 
emergence of the Supreme Lord Bhairava. She is the power who is the 
great emanation consisting of the oneness of (all) the endless number 
of emanations and withdrawals made manifest in the pure mirror of her 
own nature’45 
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Many more examples can be drawn from Abhinava’s works of 
how he integrates the perceptions of the dynamism of consciousness 
taught before him with his own vision which revels in the relish 
(åsvåda, carvaƒa) of its aesthetic quality (rasa) experienced as wonder 
(camatkåra) and astonishment (vismaya). The ›ivasµutra had already 
taught that ‘the stages of Yoga are wonder’.46 Utpaladeva characterizes 
consciousness as ‘wonder’, the capacity for which distinguishes it from 
dull insentience. The proto-Krama Matatantra and fully developed 
Kål∂Kulakrama Tantras as well as the oral transmission of ›ivånanda 
had already extensively adopted the terminology of aesthetics. They 
had already supplemented it by applying it to the phenomenology 
of the higher states of consciousness advanced yogis experience. It 
is described so vividly and beautifully in places that we can justifiably 
refer to it as a distinct form of language we may call ‘visionary’ along 
side the ‘mythical’ (mythos), ‘symbolic’ and ‘metaphysical’ (logos) 
These are all intended to express non-mundane realities and their 
connection to mundane ones in sacred myths, geographies, ritual, 
yogic physiology and in theological and philosophical discourse. 

Thus, the master of language (which includes Mantra and 
reflective awareness) Abhinava, presents an exegesis that is novel 
and yet never leaves the firm moorings of scripture and the 
teachings of the masters. They are stable and correct because 
they are consciously grounded in the one essentially subjective 
consciousness which illumines its own nature through the brilliance 
of its divine illumining intelligence (pratibhå). It is the reason for 
the omniformity of the transcendental deity of consciousness who 
becomes everything by a creative act that issues from the unlimited 
imagination of its artistic genius (pratibhå). It is also the ground of 
reason and essence of the saving knowledge which is scripture and 
the grace (anugraha) that empowers the fettered consciousness to 
break free from its confining ignorance, desire and Karma and to 
expand back to its original unconditioned nature. This then is the 
third source of knowledge and, indeed, the foundation of the other 
two – scripture and the Guru. This innate personal, intuitive insight 
that arises spontaneously shines forth as both revelation and its 
explanation, that is, its translation into liberating insight through 
application of the teachings of the scriptures and the oral tradition 
properly understood. For we act in accord with our understanding, 
and we understand in accord with our actions. What makes a Guru 
a Guru is that, ideally, he is both liberated (= he knows) and is a 
liberator of others (= he acts) by virtue of the knowledge which is 
the teaching of the scripture. This knowledge is the insight into 
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his true nature, that of the universe and deity. This makes him a 
true and sound exegete of scripture and his Guru’s words, whose 
exegesis is the process that has lead him to liberating insight and 
which leads others who participate in that same process which is 
both instantaneous and lifelong. This is one of Abhinavagupta’s pet 
themes to which he repeatedly returns and perceives is in line with 
the teachings of the full range of ›aiva scriptures. Thus he quotes 
two scriptures at each extreme, one Saiddhåntika and the other Trika 
Kaula, to justify his exegetical method:

The knowledge proved trustworthy by oneself (attained) by putting into 
practice the procedures laid down in the scriptures (‹åstrakrama) and 
attending to the wisdom (prajñå) of a teacher who knows them, is full 
(and perfect) (pµurƒa) and so leads to the realisation of one’s authentic 
identity as Bhairava (bhairavåyate).47 This is the reason why it is said in 
the venerable Kiraƒågama that this knowledge is (obtained) from the 
teacher, scripture and oneself and (also) in the Ni‹å¢anatantra48 that it 
has three sources of conviction (pratyaya). Again (this insight), manifests 
(variously) according to whether (these three operate) in unison, in the 
reverse order49 or individually.50 

Elsewhere, he quotes the Kiraƒågama, dovetailing, as he often 
does, his explanation to make it an integral part of it. In this case 
he does so in order to stress the primacy of personal insight which 
is enlightening for one’s self as well as for others: ‘It is said in the 
Kiraƒågama that ‘(insight comes) from the teacher, the scripture and 
oneself.’51 Of these, that which comes later in this series is primary 
(mukhya), whereas that which comes earlier serves as a means to that 
which follows.’52

Abhinava explains this line in a long concluding section of the 
MVV stressing the primary importance of the teachers and scripture 
and how the validity of both is essentially based on the same insight 
that arises spontaneously within consciousness. The teacher – 
exegete and scripture – the object of his exegesis, are essentially 
the same consciousness which reveals itself in this way so that it may 
liberate itself through itself: 

‘The principle (fundamental nature) of one’s own consciousness is 
made clear 	 from the teacher, the scripture and oneself. This effort 
has been primarily made (this way). The teacher depends on the 
common practice (vætti) of the scripture and that is grounded in his own 
consciousness. Thus all this is accomplished (and proved) by one’s own 
consciousness. It is not indeed without help (from consciousness). ... 
Those whose hearts have awakened constantly are so by the practice of 
that scripture and that scripture is one’s own consciousness and that is 
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not dependent (on anything). If one explains it that way, one should 
say that it is (intrinsically) an authoritative means of knowledge in itself 
(svata¨). Those who desire liberation should reflect on that scripture 
with effort. May they not waste away their life uselessly on the injunctions 
in other scriptures. Whatever non-dualist or even dualist views there 
may be, they attain completion here and so one should reflect on that 
(scripture). (MVV2/267-270).

To the degree that the coherence (of the scriptures) (ekavåkyatva) 
(thus) produced (pravætta) has been attained and persists by the 
wonderful diversity formed by it primary and secondary parts (the 
wise) know that this (scripture) is the one Trika‹åstra. The nature 
of the teacher here (in this) case is non-dual and his words are not 
different from that. But even though there are parts of the scriptures 
in which sections clearly belong to divisions that are affected by 
delusion, even so, the ultimate fruit (of them all) is the attainment 
of ›iva.53

Notes

	 1.	 PTv p. 279.
	 2.	 Abhinava tells us in his commentary on the Bhagavadg∂tå that he had learnt its 

meaning from a ›aiva perspective from Bha¢¢enduråja, who is thus the earliest 
teacher to whom he refers in any of his works. He appears again, after Abhinava 
had completed his main works on Trika ›aivism, as his teacher of poetics whom 
he praises at the beginning of his commentary (alocana) on ånandavardhana’s 
Dhvanyåloka. There he writes: 

		  bha¢¢enduråjacaraƒåbjakætådhivåsa-
		  hædya ‹ruto ‘bhinavaguptapadåbhidho ‘ham |
		  yat ki√cid apy anuraƒan sphu¢ayåmi kåvyå-
		  loka√ svalocananiyojanayå janasya ||

		  ‘I am the one called Abhinavagupta who, having taken residence at the lotus 
feet of Bha¢¢enduråja, have listened (to his teachings) with deep feeling. Even 
though just some of it (continues to) resonate (within me), for the sake of 
(all) people I clarify (ånandavardhana’s) Light of Poetry by applying my own 
(illuminating) commentary (locana) to it.’ 

		  It is quite probable that Abhinava was learning poetics from Bha¢.¢enduråja 
(whom he mentions as his teacher in the Tantråloka) while he laboured on 
producing his Trika ›aiva works. This would account to some degree for the 
already well-developed theory of aesthetics he has occasion to apply in his Trika 
works. 

	 3.	 PTv p. 23 ff, p. 57 and 148.
	 4.	 Tåv ad 23/75 and also, perhaps, in Tåv ad 1/13.
	 5.	 tådæksvabhyastavijñånabhåjordhvapada‹ålinå || 
		  anuddhætasya na ‹reya etadanyagurµuddhæte¨ |
		  ata evåmbujanmårkadæ¶¢ånto ‘tra nirµupita¨ ||
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 		  ‘If he is not rescued by (the first teacher) who possesses the upper plane and 
is endowed with that kind of well exercised knowledge, but is rescued by some 
other teacher, it is of no good to him. Thus the example of the sun and the 
lotus is described here (in this regard).’ Tå 23/74cd-75 

		  Jayaratha comments: This example ‘is described’ in the commentary, that is, in 
the Pµurvapañcikå. As is said there:

		  ‘A lotus that has closed because the rays of the sun are weak or absent, does not 
blossom even in the presence of the great energies of (many) other planets. In 
the same way, the lotus of the disciple’s heart without the teacher’s feet, closes 
and blossoms again (only) (by the rays of grace) that fall from them.’

		  Abhinava refers to several teachers in his Tantråloka but only ›ambhunåtha 
is described as having made the lotus of his heart bloom. In this poetic way, 
Abhinava is referring to his own liberation which is a state of fully expanded or 
‘blooming’ consciousness (pµurƒavikåsa). It is only in that state that ›iva can be 
truly worshipped.

		  ‹r∂‹ambhunåthabhåskaracaraƒanipåtaprabhåpagatasa∆kocam | 
abhinavaguptahædambujam etad vicinuta mahe‹apµujanaheto¨ ||

		  ‘In order to worship Mahe‹a (the Great Lord), discern (vicinuta) this, the lotus 
of Abhinavagupta’s heart that has blossomed by the light falling from the feet 
of the sun-like ›ambhunåtha.’ Tå 1/21

	 6.	 Scholars generally believe that the PTv was written before the MVV. In the 
introduction to my forthcoming annotated translation of the Tantråloka, I 
advance arguments that it was written after the MVV. 

	 7.	 Jayaratha writes: ‘Tantråloka is like the light (åloka) of the Tantras of the Supreme 
Lord or else it is also (the light) which illumines them.’ (Tåv ad 1/245). In 
the penultimate two verses of the Tå, we can discern both meanings. In the 
first, Abhinava declares that he worked hard to extract ‘the essence’ of ancient 
scriptures. Thus he implies that his work is redacted from that essence which 
is, clearly, their illumining ‘light’. In the following he declares that people will 
find it easy to practice their teachings once acquired the light of his work which 
is thus both the light of the Tantras and on them. See, Tå 37/82-83.

	 8.	 Tantråloka is quoted seven times in the ∂PVv. He refers to thee Tantråloka as a 
vårtika twice. First in 1, 33 (yathokta√ mayaiva ‹r∂¶aŒardha‹lokavårtike tantråloke 
and quotes Tå 2/39). Then again in 3, 259 (where he says referring to the 
Tå: vårtike etat vyåkhyåta√). The other references are in 1, 159, 164, 165, 168 
(these four are quotes from chapter three of the Tå concerning pratibimbavåda) 
and 3, 279. Hanneder (1998: 33-34) notes: ‘according to popular definition 
we would expect a vårtika to examine what is taught, what is not taught or 
taught imperfectly in a work. If we look at the most famous Vårtikas on the 
traditional Indian syllabus, those by Kåtyåyana and Kumårila, this definition 
seems justified: both include a critique or at least clarification of their sources, 
namely the A¶¢ådhyåy∂ and the ›abarabhå¶ya. This cannot be applied to an 
ågama, if one holds the view that it is in some sense the source of knowledge. 
The only method a commentator can adopt is to make explicit a hidden sense, 
which one could justify by the abbreviated form in which the ågama has come 
down or by the secrecy of the doctrine.’ In the case of the Tantråloka also the 
usual definition of a vårtika would be justified as ‘a commentary that could find 
its way through conflicting statements about ›aiva practice by rejecting some, 
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namely provisional rules, like the injunction to perform a specific worship, and 
by providing the arguments that can establish a hierarchy of these conflicting 
injunctions.’ As an example of this approach see Tå 4/212-278 with regards to 
MV 18/74-81.

	 9.	 na tad ast∂ha yan na ‹r∂målin∂vijayottare |
		  devadevena nirdi¶¢a√ sva‹abdenåtha li∆gata¨ ||

		  ‘There is nothing here (in the Tantråloka) not taught by the God of gods in the 
venerable Målin∂vijayottara (Tantra), whether (directly) in His own words or 
(indirectly) by allusion (li∆gata¨).’ Tå 1/17

	10.	 da‹å¶¢åda‹avasv a¶¢abhinna√ yac chåsana√ vibho¨ |
		  tatsåra√ trika‹åstra√ hi tatsåra√ målin∂matam ||

		  ‘The teaching (‹åsana) of the pervasive Lord is divided into (groups of) ten, 
eighteen and eight times eight (tantras), the essence of which is the Trika 
scriptures (‹åstra) and the essence of that is the Målin∂mata.’ Tå 1/18

	11.	 See Dyczkowski 1992: 11-12
	12.	 pårame‹vara-nånåyogin∂-siddhasatsa√pradåya-pavitritahædaya¨ | Introductory 

remarks to the ›ivasµutravimar‹in∂.
	13.	 An exception may be the first ›ivasµutra - caitanyam åtmå (the Self is consciousness) 

of which we find a parallel in the Netratantra: 

		  paramåtmasvarµupa√ tu sarvopådhivivarjitam|
		  caitanyam åtmano rµupa√ sarva‹åstre¶u kathyate || 

		  ‘The Supreme Lord’s essential nature is devoid of all limiting adjuncts. It is said 
in all the scriptures that consciousness is the nature of the Self.’ NT 8/28

	14.	 Dyczkowski 1992: 21-24
	15.	 Utpaladeva writes in the concluding verses of his ∂‹varapratyabhijñå: ‘Thus this 

new, easy path has been explained by me as the great master who expounded 
it in the ›ivadæ¶¢i. Thus he who, putting his feet on it, brings to light in the self 
the nature of the creator of the universe whose essence is the nature of ›iva, 
and is uninterruptedly absorbed in it, attains perfection.’ ∂P 4/16 In his vætti he 
explains: ‘... this new path, devoid of complexity was indicated in the treatise 
that bears the name of ›ivadæ¶ti by the venerable Somånanda, who had direct 
experience of the form of the blessed Parame‹vara; I have here furnished a 
logical justification of this path, thus causing it to enter the hearts of men.’ 
Note, by the way, that contrary to common scholarly opinion the ‘new path’ 
to which Utpaladeva refers is not his Pratyabhijñå but that of the non-dualist 
›aivism first set to writing in the ›ivadæ¶¢i. If the ‘new path’ were to be his, it 
makes no sense for him to humbly say that he is simply extending his master’s 
teachings. In other words, he too, like Abhinava, considered himself to be 
just an exegete. Indeed, one could say that all of the traditions in Asia that 
maintain the preeminence of the relationship between teacher and taught are 
hermeneutical chains derived from the founder’s original teachings

	16.	 There is no direct evidence in Somånanda’s ›ivadæ¶¢i that he belonged to a 
Trika lineage or taught Trika doctrine. So it is possible that the Somånanda 
who wrote the commentary on the PT was actually not the same person.

	17.	 kadåcicca asau dvaitadar‹anådhivåsitapråye j∂valoke rahasyasa√pradåyo må vicchedi 
ityå‹ayata¨ anujighæk¶åpareƒa parama‹ivena svapne anugæhya unmi¶itapratibha¨ | 
Introductory remarks to the ›ivasµutravimar‹in∂.

	18.	 nåmnaiva bhedadæ¶¢iv∂dhutå yenåsvatantratåtattvå
		  ‹r∂matsvatantratantra√ bhedavyåkhyå√ na tatsahate | 
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		  bhedadar‹anasa√skåratantusantatamådita¨
		  svacchasvacchandacitsvåtmasatattva√ nek¶ate jana¨ || 
		  gatånugatikaproktabhedavyåkhyåtamo.apanut | 
		  tenådvaitåmætasph∂ta¨ svacchandoddyota umbhita¨ ||

		  ‘The dualist view which is in reality devoid of freedom has been shaken off 
even in name. Extended with the thread of the latent trace of dualism, from 
the very start, people do not perceive thereby the reality of their own nature 
which is pure, free consciousness. May (this commentary I have) fashioned 
(called) the Radiance of Svacchanda, which is abounding in the nectar of non-
duality, remove the darkness of the dualistic commentaries of those who have 
gone before.’ Verses 3 and 4 of the concluding verses of the Svacchandoddyota 
commentary on the Svacchandatantra.

	19.	 Quoted in Tå13/168-169.
	20.	 ‘O goddess, your beautiful and ingenious continued existence abides within 

that configuration (taccakra) (which is the Seed of the Heart). Assigning (to 
me) the status of a teacher, it is you who have employed me in the act of 
exposition etc. Therefore forgive this capriciousness of my speech and mind.’ 
PTv final verses 20

	21.	 In Tåv ad 1/213 Jayaratha quotes from an unknown source: ‘A certain venerable 
and powerful (vibhu) Bhairava, living in a sacred seat (p∂¢ha) in the South, gave 
(out the teachings) in the scriptures of the five currents along with (those that 
are) the wealth of the Atimårga (of På‹upata ›aivism). Sumati was in the world 
and then, as is well known, arose his foremost disciple, the venerable ›ambhu 
who came from the sacred seat (p∂¢ha) of Jålandhara.’

	22.	 Abhinava acknowledges ›ambhunåtha as having imparted a good number of 
teachings orally. Some of these are explanations of matters found in scripture, 
many are not found in scripture. A striking example of the latter, an important 
one for Abhinava, was the teaching concerning the six Blisses. This first appears 
in the MVV 2/35-42ab. Abhinava carries it over to Tå 5/44-52ab.

	23.	 The whole of chapter 35 of the Tantråloka is dedicated to discussing and 
defending this view. Abhinava ends it by saying: ittha√ ‹r∂‹ambhunåthena 
mamokta√ ‹åstramelanam || ‘The venerable ›ambhunåtha taught me the coming 
together of the scriptures in this way.’ Tå 35/44cd

	24.	 iti saptådhikåm enå√ tri√‹ata√ ya¨ sadå budha¨ ||
		  åhnikånå√ samabhyasyet sa såk¶åd bhairavo bhavet |
		  saptatri√‹atsu sampµurƒabodho yad bhairavo bhavet ||
		  ki√ citram aƒavo ‘py asya dæ‹å bhairavatåm iyu¨ |

		  Thus, the wise man who constantly (and assiduously) practices these thirty-
seven chapters becomes Bhairava Himself in person (directly visible) (såk¶åt). 
He whose awakened understanding of the thirty-seven (chapters) is perfectly 
complete (and His perfectly full consciousness (pervades) within the thirty-
seven (principles)) is Bhairava, what wonder is it if by his (mere) glance, 
individual souls (also) attain Bhairava’s state? Tå 1/284cd-286ab

		  Elsewhere, in his Tantråloka, Abhinava makes a more modest claim: tata¨ 
pråtibhasa√vittyai‹åstram asmatkæta√ tv idam |yo ‘bhyasyet sa gurur naiva vastvarthå 
hi viŒambakå¨ ||

	 	 ‘Thus whoever practices (the study) of this treatise (‹åstra) I have written in 
order to (attain this) intuitive consciousness (pråtibhasa√vitti) becomes a (true) 
teacher. Facts (vastvartha) are not conceits.’ Tå 13/160
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	25.	 Jayaratha understands Tå 1/33 in this way and comments on it accordingly. 
See, for example Tå 4/21 ff and ibid. 35/26-34.

	26.	 ‘Mata’ is broad category of Bhairava Tantras. It includes the early Picumata 
also called Brahmayåmala of the far left Kåpålika and the considerably milder 
Siddhayoge‹var∂mata which is the first Trika Tantra and its approximate 
contemporary. The Mata Tantras culminate in the Jayadrathayåmala that 
presents a fully fledged cult to the goddess who in various forms presides over 
the Mata namely, Mate‹var∂. Fostering a manifold of Kål∂ cults of numerous 
forms of Kål∂, that of Kålasa√kar¶iƒ∂ survived into the Kål∂kula that developed 
initially within it to then finally emerge as an independent scriptural tradition. 
Analogously, Trikakulas developed within the folds of the Trika Tantras that 
succeeded the SYM marked by the emergence of independent Trikakula Tantras 
such as the Sarvav∂ra, the Trikasåra and the Kularatnamålå. The Tantrasadbhåva 
with its incorporation of whole chapters from the Svacchandatantra and its 
milder cult could be said to be in an intermediate place as was probably the 
Tri‹irobhairavatantra. The latter is most notable for its advanced Yogas that 
included cognitive Yogas. The compact systematic redaction of the MV suggests 
a relatively later date. However, although it is advanced enough to consider 
ritual to be Yoga, it is not dominantly Kaula in the way, it seems from Abhinava’s 
citations, other Trika Tantras such as the V∂råvali were. By placing Trika above 
the more literally radical Kula schools, the more internalized Kaula, and 
identifying that Trika with that of the MV, we may say that the ultimate level of 
transgressive sacrality that the range of Tantras from Mata to Kaula teach attains 
a level of balanced moderation. It is a synthesis in the centre between Left and 
Right that encompasses them even as it moves beyond them individually.

	27.	 To some degree the upward development of these ladders of scriptures reflects 
the historical development of the ågamic corpus. We know, for example, that 
independent Kaula Tantras developed after the Siddhånta. The extended 
hierarchy of scriptures they present reflects that. Viewing these levels from the 
perspective of their most evolved hierarchies, we observe that as we progress 
upwards, the feminine becomes progressively more dominant. Concomitantly, 
spiritual development is understood as degrees of purifying liberating 
empowerment. Ritual worship of the Goddess involves the offering of bodily 
constituents. Thus the cult appears with respect to the mainstream Vedic, 
Vai¶ƒava and Saiddhåntika ›aiva to be transgressive.

	28.	 I hope to present a more extensive analysis of this and the other points made 
in this paper in the introduction to the annotated translation of the Tantråloka 
and Jayaratha’s commentary which is in the course of preparation.

	29.	 Many of the 112 dhåraƒås of the Vijñånabhairava are cognitive Yogas relating 
to perception and mental representation leading to the realization Bhairava 
consciousness. The foundation and goal of all the practices of the VB is 
to attain a state of free, unconditioned consciousness devoid of thought 
constructs. This the VB, by its very name, identifies with Deity – the Bhairava of 
Consciousness. Devoid of thought constructs, that consciousness is frequently 
presented as Emptiness (‹µunya, vyoman, åkå‹a etc). Moreover, it emphatically 
teaches in several places that the world is an illusion ‘like the dream of Måyå’ 
and a ‘magic show’ (indrajåla) (VB 9). It is by knowing that that one attains 
ultimate tranquility (133, 136). The purpose of the dhåraƒås is to overcome 
this illusion by ›iva’s power which is, ultimately, the means (‹aiv∂ mukham). 
A cardinal feature of the other Kashmiri non-dualist schools, one that 
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distinguished them from all other forms of non-dualism that developed in 
the subcontinent including, indeed, above all, the Buddhist ones, is that the 
universe of perceptions and their objective content albeit ideal is real, just as 
it appears to be. It was because the VB was very influential in the non-dualist 
›aiva ambience of Kashmi, that this not insignificant detail is overlooked, 
despite the fact that the VB reiterates in several places that the world is an 
illusion. Ånandabha¢¢a, whose commentary on the VB is the earliest surviving 
one, appears to many to be betraying the phenomenological stance of the non-
dualist ›aiva Kashmiri tradition and tending towards the illusionist views of 
Advaita Vedånta. However, Ånandabha¢¢a is in actual fact closer to the VB’s 
actual view than the later ›ivopådhyåya. Moreover, Ånandabha¢¢a’s position is 
best characterized as being similar to that of the Yogavå¶i¶¢ha which, although 
sustaining that the world is illusory it is also a real product, in a sense, of the 
power of consciousness. This is not the Måyå‹akti of post-›a∆kara Vedånta, 
which is the power of ignorance. Here Måyå‹akti is the power of consciousness. 
These differences are not minor; they cannot be set aside as simply manners 
of speaking. On the contrary, they are emblematic of the systems to which they 
belong, contributing fundamentally to their distinctive identities even as they 
are a result of them. 	

	30.	 The concluding passage of the ›ivadæ¶¢i (7/112-122ab) outlines the descent 
of the non-dualist ›aiva teachings from ›r∂kaƒ¢ha to Somånanda. Abhinava 
presents a reworking of the same account in the ∂PVv 3, p. 402. In the Tantråloka, 
Abhinava suppliments this geneology of non-dualist ›aivism, which is said 
to pass through Trayambika, by presenting along side him Amardaka and 
›r∂nåtha as the first propagators of dualist and dualist-cum-nondualist ›aivism, 
respectively. They are said to be the founders of three ›aiva ma¢hikas. To them is 
added a fourth called Ardhatryambikama¢hika that is said to have been founded 
by Tryambika’s daughter through which Trika was propagated (Tå 36/11-14). 
Although this account is commonly accepted by the Kashmiri tradition and 
scholars, one wonders whether it does actually reflect any historical reality. 
Åmardaka does appear regularly in Siddhåntågas and even inscriptions as the 
founder of the Saiddhåntika åmardakama¢ha. However, the identity of ›r∂nåtha 
is hard to pinpoint. In the account found in the ›Dæ, Tryambaka preceeded 
Somånanda by five generations. What about the descendents in his daughter’s 
lineage? The details of Abhinava’s account are unknown elsewhere and he 
makes no reference to his source. Although it is tucked away towards the end 
of the of his Tantråloka (36/11cd-14ab), convention would not have allowed 
him to omit a reference to it. Again, its ideal format is further suggested by 
a corresponding symmetry with the classification of the three categories of 
ten, eighteen and sixty-four ›aivågamas as dualist, dualist-cum-nondualist and 
non-dualist, respectively. Although sustained by the ›r∂kaƒ¢h∂, these distinctions 
are unknown in most of the ågamic corpus itself. It is even unclear whether 
Abhinava himself accepts it, although he does refer to the division of the 
›aivågamas into three groups (Tå 1/18). Jayaratha’s extensive commentary 
based on the ›r∂kaƒ¢h∂ is our source for the ulterior identifications. He 
presumes, quite possibly correctly, that this was also Abhinava’s source. Either 
way, it is hard to resist the view that geneology and canon are both equally ideal 
constructs made for exegetical purposes. Thus it seems that Abhinava’s project 
to unify all of ›aivism into Anuttara Trika was not only advanced by textual 
exegesis but also by touching up the historical record.
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	31.	 ‹ivo ‘sm∂ti madicchåta¨ sarvabhåvapravartanam || 
		  ata eva ‹iva¨ sarvam iti yogo ‘tha cetasi | 
	32.	 ‘(By reflecting that) “I am ›iva” all things come forth by my will. Thus everything 

is ›iva. (This is) the Yoga (practiced) within the mind.’ ›Dæ 7/83cd-84ab
		  nartaka åtmå ›Sµu 3/9
	33.	 ›Dæ 1/7cd-8. Jayaratha quotes this in Tåv ad 3/72 where the letter ‘I’ is 

explained to stand for the reflective awareness (paråmar‹a) of the pure will, 
unsullied as yet by an object of desire. This is just one of many examples of how 
the concepts and terms of Somånanda’s non-dualist ›aivism serve as exegetical 
tools.

	34.	 ›Dæ 1/2. 
	35.	 SpKå 3: ‘Even when division prevails due to the waking and other states, it 

extends through that which is undivided from that (tadabhinna) because the 
perceiving subjectivity (always) remains true to its own nature.’

	36.	 SpKå 8. K¶emaråja quotes the same verse on ›ivasµutra 1/13: ‘the power of 
the will is the virgin Umå’ (icchå ‹aktir umå kumåri). He thus wishes to identify 
this ‘strength’ or ‘propensity’ to the fundamental and supreme power of 
›iva consciousness which Utpaladeva came to call ‘the power of freedom’ 
(svåtantrya‹akti) of ›iva the light of consciousness (prakå‹a). Refraining from 
rising to that higher exegetical level, he is content to cite the Netratantra to 
establish its supremacy as the higher spiritual will which is the Goddess who is 
the consort of ›iva and embodiment of his universal power:

		  ‘›he is my will’ (says ›iva), ‘the supreme power who born of my own nature is 
not separate (from Me). She is known to be like heat of fire, the rays of the sun. 
That power is also the cause of all the universe.”’ NT 1/25cd-26

	37.	 kramåbhåvån na yugapat tadabhåvåt kramo ‘pi na || 
		  kramåkramakathåt∂ta√ sa√vittattva√ sunirmalam |

		  ‘Again, because there is no succession (of differing elements), there is 
also no simultaneity (between the appearance of differing elements) and 
as there is no (simultaneity) there is also no succession. The principle of 
consciousness, extremely pure, transcends all talk of succession and its absence 
(kramåkramakathåt∂ta).’ Tå 4/179cd-180ab

	38.	 ›St 13/15 quoted in Utpaladeva’s commentary on ›Dæ 1/7cd-8.
	39.	 ∂P 1/5/10-14
	40.	 See my article ‘Own Being and Egoity’ where I establish that this is an original 

formulation that should be accredited to Utpaladeva. Dyczkowski 2004: 29-49. 
	41.	 åtmavimar‹avi‹råntirµupatva√ prakå‹asya hi svåbhåvikåkætrimaparavå"nmantrav∂r

ya-camatkåråtma aham iti anuttara¨ PTv p. 55.
	42.	 The word ‘dråvita’ literally means ‘melted’ by which Jayaratha understands 

both ‘flowed forth’ and ‘fallen away’, which are also possible meanings of the 
word. Accordingly, I have supplied both in the translation.

	43.	 I have translated bhåvagraha as ‘perception’. The literal meaning is ‘the grasping 
of existence’. Perception takes places in three stages. At the beginning and the 
end there is a pure awareness, free of thought constructs, of ‘I’ consciousness 
which is its universal activity (såmånyaspanda). In between a determinate 
perception, such as ‘this is blue’ develops, which is a thought construct. 

	44.	 Tå 4/181cd-183. Cf. MVV 1/184 ff.
	45.	 PTv p. 112.
	46.	 vismayo yogabhµumikå¨ ›Sµu 1/12
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	47.	 Cf. Tå 13/158 and 247cd-253ab.
	48.	 See Tå 13/197-198 and the commentary there where the passage from the 

Ni‹å¢anatantra is quoted in full. See also, Tå 26/5-6.
	49.	 In the context of what he is saying Abhinava is referring here to one who, even 

though he has the knowledge that develops from himself, needs to confirm it 
by consulting teachers and the scriptures. 

	50.	 Tå 4/77cd-79.
	51.	 Kiå 1/9/13cd. Abhinava is fond of referring to this set of three throughout the 

Tantråloka in various contexts. Indeed, this seems to be a common view found 
in Tantras of various traditions. So we read, for example, in the Kubjikåmata 
(13/58): 

		  ‘If one has seen (directly and understood) all things from the teacher, the 
scripture and oneself then (such a one) is said to belong to the tradition 
(kramika) or else he is (himself) equal (in value) to the tradition.’ 

	52.	 Referring again to this line in the Kiraƒågama in Tå 13/162, Abhinava then goes 
on to paraphrase a long section of the Nandi‹ikhatantra (13/163-195) where it 
is explained at length. He then goes on to refer to the Ni‹å¢anatantra which he 
tells us states the same (13/197). Abhinava focuses on this passage also because 
in it he finds scriptural authority for the view that external initiation is not 
essential. An extraordinary few can achieve spontaneous realization. 

		  Tå 4/41cd-42ab.
	53.	 MVV 2/267-268, 269-270 and 278-280.
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