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1, Introduction

    The traditional Buddhism prevalent in Nepal is popularly known  as

Newfir Buddhism. It has been fbllowed and  preserved by NewErs (locally
termed  Nevah), who  are  the  indigenous inhabitants of  the Kathmandu

Valley, Nepal. It is often  called  Vajrayana. The priests ofNew2r  Buddhism

are  known  as  Vajracaryas. As  any  other  Tantric Buddhism  in the

world,  Newfir Buddhism  is fu11 of  ritual  practices. Newar  rituals  can  be

sociologically  divided into two: obligatory  and  optional,  though  fbr some

participants, some  rituals  can  be obligatory  while  they are  optional  fbr

others.  Liturgically, Newar Buddhist rituals  have two  distinctive typologies:
the exoteric  (ba-irya) and  the esoteric  (gubya). It is noteworthy  that both

exoteric  and  esoteric  Newar Buddhist rituals may  share  common  elements

or  ritual acts.

    The ritual Saptavidhfinuttarapiig'a- is one  of  the most  popular exoteric

Newfir Buddhist rituals.  The term Saptavidhanuttarapllj'a- is derived from an

important Mahayana  worship  system  known  as antdtarapt-J'fi  or  
"supreme

worship"  that has seven  parts. A  set  of  Sanskrit verses  from the Bhadraearr

indicating these seyen  limbs ofpractice  is extremely  well  known  throughout

Mahayana world.

    vanclana-pt'u"ana-cieSanatdya  moduna-acthyesarpa:yacanatdya

    yacca siubhapa mayi  sampeini  kim. cid  bod7iayi na-mayami  ahu  sarvam.(i)

    PThatever merit  that have accumulated  in me  with  the acts  ofpaying
    homage, making  qfferings, conjZ?ssion,  nzl'oice, askingfor  instrztetions
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    and  entreating  I dedicate itfor the bodui (enlightenmenO.

    Many  Mahfiydna rituals are  perfbrmed in this seven-fold  system  of  (i)
Bowing down  (vanciana), (ii) Making offerings  (piijana), (iii) Confession of

sins  (deSana), (iv) Rejoicing in merit  (modona), (v) Requesting the teaching

(acthyesa4a), (vi) Entreating the Buddha  to remain  in the world  fbr aeons

Cvbeana), and  (vii) Dedication ofmerits  (namana).
    Saptavidhanuttarapaja, employed  with  these  seven  orders,  is

performed by Vlijrac5rya priests during the annual  cycle  ceremonies  of

some  monasteries,  during some  festivals and  mostly  in private houses when

requested  by ycv'amana (patrons). In latter case, the person to perfbrm the

ritual  has to be the family priest of  the patron. Saptavidhanuttarapbj5 is

generally performed by a group ofthree,  five or  seven  Vajracaryas. In every

case,  one  Vajracarya performs as  the chief  priest while  other  two  assistant

priests perfbrrn as  karmaca-rya and  upadhydya. Other assisting  priests are

siniply  called  gurzij'u. Usually the eldest  male  of  the house participates

actively  as the chiefpatron.

    SaptavidhEinuttarapbja- is called  satvapiZt'a-  in Nepalabhasa. The  deity to
                                 t

be worshipped  can  be Tdra, LokeSvara or  Stikyamuni Buddha. In some  cases

all ofthem  are  worshipped  together. Tar5 is the most  commonly  worshipped

one  and  hence tartipiija- or  thra-dliarma are  the commonly  used  names  fbr

the ritual. The name  satasihas'rapili'a- is also  sometimes  used.  The  ritual,  in

the optional  case, is mostly  performed seeking  either merit  (lpuaya) or some

worldly  ends,  such  as  the cure  of  an  illness or  consecration  ofa  house.

2. The  Ritual

    The  fo11owing description is based  on  the ritual  of  Saptavidha-

nuttarapoja  I witnessed  on  the day ofAugust  28, 2004. The ritual  was

performed in a  private house at  the city  of  Lalitpur. The main  priest was

Dharmaraja Vajr5charya. Preparations began several  days prior to the

ceremony  that included collecting  several  offering  materials,  statues  and
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ma4dala  paintings. The ritual day began with  the arrangement  of  the

utensils and  worship  materials.  First, the ritual  ground was  consecrated  by

applying  a mixture  of  red  mud  (slyucha- in Nepalabhasa) and  cow  dung. A

multi-storey  altar  was  built. A  statue of  Aryat5r5 was  placed on  the top of  it.

The remaining  space  was  decorated with  gulupah,(2) butter lamps, gvabja,(3)
and  trca,(4) each  in one  hundred and  eight  in number.  A  ta-ra-ma4dala was

drawn in front of  the altar  with  white  chalk  powder. A  series of  objects  like

a copper  ma44ala  plate, several  flasks (kalaSas), astamangala  symbols,

several  flags etc. were  then added  to the mandala  drawing to build up  to a

fu11-fledged Ma4dala. Ihe task of  establishing  various  utensils  and  setting

the space  up  for the ritual is known as thiipa (see the included diagram fbr
the drawing ofthe  thiipa).

    The  ritual  can  be described in three parts. The  first part consisted

of  purification rites  and  guruma4dula  offerings.  The  second  or  the main

part consisted  of  the samadhi  of  the deity T5rfi, balipiZi'a-' and  mapdala

worshipping.  The third part consisted  of  concluding  rites like dissolution of

the marpdala  and  initiations to the aslamangala  (eight auspicious  symbols)

and  the mt71ahalaSa  (main flask).

2.1. Preliminary rites

    2.1.1. Si7ryargha: an  argha,  meaning  water  for reception,(5)  is a

welcoming  rite performed at the beginning or at any  time ofthe  ritual when

a deity has been invoked. The ritual  of  Saptavidhanuttarapilja began with

su-r vargha, reception  of  the Sun, by dropping a small  arnount  ofwater  from

a conch-shell  in front ofan  oil lamp.

    2.1.2. Gurupa-dZiigha: Pbjrasattva was  received  by dribbling some

amount  of  water  from conch  shell and  offering  flowers and  vermillion

powder  in front of  the lamp. The  patron also  received  the priests at  this

point by dropping some  water  from conch-shell  to their palms. He  also

offered  ritual dresses to the priests that they wore  throughout  the ritual.

    2.1.3. PaficagavyaSocthana: paficagazya is a  mixture  of  the five
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products of  cow:  milk,  curd,  ghee, urine  and  dung. To this is added  a  bit of

durva grass on  top. A  small  amount  of  this mixture  was  spTinkled  to every

ritual object  as well  as to the patrons as a purification process.

    2.1.4, Recitation of  Samkoipa-vaklya: the priest declared geographic

location of  the ritual site, astronomical  state of  the sun,  the moon  and  other

planets at the time and  intention ofthe  patron fbr doing the ritual.

    2.1.5. Gunima4dala rite: guruma4t?ldlopi-ij'a is the most  basic of  the

elements  of  New5r  Buddhist rituals. It is perfbrmed at the  beginning of

every  piijb by a  Vajrficfirya. During this, the priest built a  merumarptjola

which  was  then offered  to the Gurus, i.e., the Buddha, the Dharma,  the

Safigha and  Vajrasattva. The  rite was  concluded  by reciting  the hundred-

syllabled  mantra  ofVajrasattva.

2.2. Main  rites

    2.2.1. Sbmacthi: the main  rites began with  the contemplation  (sama-dhi)
of  two  of  the forms of  Tfirfi. The  first one,  Mahattaritara, is described

in the ritual manual  as green in color, with  two  arms  and  sitting in the

pat:yanka posture. She is granting boon  (varadu) with  her right  hand

and  holding a stalk of  water-lily  (indrvara) in the lefi. The second  one,

Vtiradatfirfi, is green in color,  holding a  blue water-lily  (niloipala) in the left

hand, granting boon in the right and  seated  in the ard]iaparyahha  posture.

She is flanked by ASokak5nta and  Mahamayuri  on  the right  side  and  by

Ekajata and  Aryajamguli on  the left side. Then the priest meditated  on

Aryatara from the world  called  ahanis.  tha and  visualized  that she  had been

summoned  to the marpdala.  At the next  stage, Aryatara was  visualized  into

the vcijracthatuma44bla  with  five transcendental Buddhas. The  priest then

made  an  offering  to forty T5ras beginning with  Aryatarfi and  ending  with

Vajrat5r5. He  concluded  the samadhi  by worshipping  the crown  (maketta).
    2.2.2. Catuspadabalipz'u'a: a bali is an  ofTering  of  portions of

fbods and  grains to certain  gods and  semi-divine  spirits.  In the case  of

Saptabidhanuttarapbja, a set of  fbur balis (catuspa'dobali) was  offered  to the
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deities of  ten directions, the Bhairavas, and  the eight mother  goddesses etc.

When  it had been offered,  the four balis were  taken to fbur directions ofthe

ritual place.

    2.2.3. Kalagapiljfi: bali offering  was  fbllowed by the kalasiapiu'a, the

worshipping  of  the main  flask of  the marpdula.  At this point the deity TarE

was  summoned  to the main  flask (mu-lakolaSa) and  worshipped.  SimilarlM

eight  bodhisattvas were  summoned  to the eight  surrounding  flasks.

    2.2.4. Marptilalapiy'a : The  ma44dlapi"v'a  consisted  of  visualizations  of

MahattarTt5ra, Varadatarti, PanraSavan-tdr5, Vairocana, and  a rather  detailed

ma4dala  of  Vajratara. Then  a ayasa(6) of  the mantra,  Otp tare tttttane ture

sva-hd, was  perfbrmed. This was  fbllowed by the worshipping  ofVajradhatu,

Dharmadhatu, five Buddhas  with  their consorts,  and  the hundred and  eight

TEras. During the rite, the patron was  asked  to offer water,  incense, sacred

thread, fiower, fbod, and  light to the ma4dola.

    2.2.5. AJi7ast7trasad7)ana: the main  priest hold a flower and  balls of  a

five-colored thread and  a  green-colored thread connected  to the marpdala

and  the kalasia. According to the priest Dharmaraja, it was  a  rite to secure

the ma4dola  (ta'ra4a). During this time, assisting priests recited  the ctharapts

ofAryatara,  AmoghpaSa and  Aparimita simultaneously.

    2.2.6. JkstradZina and  7}"ipaciapiy'a-: the priests are  offered  clothes  of

blue, yellow and  white.  Following this, a threefbld invocation (tripaclapili'a-)
was  perfbrmed  to Sakyamuni Buddha, Aryatfirfi as  the Dharma,  and

AryavalokiteSvara as  the Safigha. The patrons did an  eightfbld  prostration at

this point.

    2.2.7. The  priests then  performed  Saptavidhanttttara-bhavana,

meditating  on  the each  of  the seven  orders.  Verses from the Bhach'acarT

were  muttered  fo11owed by confession  of  sins  and  generation of  bocthicitta

agam.

    2.2.8. Paficopacarapt-ijfi: the priests recited  the mantras  of

paficopacarapig'a- while  the five kinds of  offerings;  flowers, incense, butter-

lamps, 7brmas and  water,  were  made  108 times each  accompanied  with
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hand gestures (mfidras). Members  ofYajamfina's  family were  asked  to offer

the five elements  decorated in the altar

    2.2.9. Ratnamop4ala  offering:  Then the ratnama4dola  offering  was

made  to the Triple-Gems. The ratnama4tjula  can  be described as  a  world

decorated with  various  kinds ofpreciousjewels  which  has eight  peaked Mt.

Meru  in its centre. Offered to the guru or  a deityl it is an  essential  part of  the

Thra rituals both in Tibetan Buddhism  and  in the Buddhism of  Kathmandu

Valley. During the rite, ratnama44dla  was  offered  in fbur different ways:

firstlM as a mental  offering  by dropping 21 pieces of  flowers or  petals to

the ground; secondly,  by creating  21 mounds  of  rice grains on  a  flat metal

plate representing  different points of  the marpdala;  thirdlM by fi11ing with

rice a  Tibetan style  four-tiered tray decorated with  patterns ofjewels  and

other  symbols;  and  lastly, by fbrming a  hand gesture in such  a way  that

the ring  fingers are  joined in the centre  representing  Mount Meru while

the remaining  fingers are  joined to represent  the four major  continents  that

surround  it. The patrons made  five-fbld prostrations to four directions after

this,

2.3. Concluding rites

    2.3.1. K7gah  77negu: the concluding  rites began with  kigah-tinegu,

where  a handfu1 of  rice grains were  given to every  participant of  the

ceremony  and  the main  priest directed everyone  to offer  small  portion of

rice to specific places ofthe  ritual space.  With this, the marpdula  ofAryatara

was  dismissed (ma4dala-visau'ana). The patron then offered  some  money

as ciaksin. a to the priests.

    2.3.2. Next the priests put tiha (a paste of  red  vermillion  powder) in the

fbreheads of  every  participant. This is called  sinhah-tikegu.  Flowers and  a

piece of  green string  were  distributed as  tokens  ofTEra.

    2.3.3. Ma4dulapradoksin. a: then the patron pulled out  the copper  plate
at the centre  of  the TArEmandala and  carried  it around  the house. All the

participants ofthe  ceremony  could  worship  the ma4dala  at this point. This is
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called  mau4dla-praclaksin.  a.

    2.3.4. Mu-lakakx"abhis. eko  and  Aslamangalabhis. eko  : At the end  of  the

ritual, all the participants are  initiated to the mtilakokLga  (main flask) and  to

the astamafigala  (eight auspicious  symbols  that consists of  a Yak-tail fan,

a couple  of  fish, an  umbrella,  a conch  shell,  an  endless  knot, a  lotus flower,

a  banner, and  a flask) by circulating  them to everyone  for worshipping.

During this the priests sprinkle  the water  from the flasks to the participants.
This concludes  the ceremony.

3. Early Saptavidhfinuttarapilj5

    The  seven-fbld  worshipping  in Mahfiyana Buddhism  dates back  to

the beginning of  the Christian era.  Several verses  related  to this worship

can  be fbund in the Bhadracari, vvhich  is usually  appended  to the

Ga4dovytiha as  the 56th chapter.  The Garpqla,fyfiha is believed to be from

the 2nd or  3rd century.(') Parpdit ASakajT Vajrficarya has stated  that the

Bhacb'acari could  be older  and  that it was  appended  to the Ga44tizyuha

in a later period.(8) In the same  article,  he wrote  that the first ever

Saptavidhanuttarapbj5 was  perfbrmed  by Sudhana-gre$thid5raka to the

Vkiirocana Buddha in the fbrm of63  verses  ofthe  Bhaduacari. Howeveg  the

use  of  supreme  worship  can  be pushed back further; because some  of  the

main  elements  of  the worship  are  enumerated  in a MahayAna  Siltra called

the ajdtaSatruhaukrtyavinoclana which  was  translated into Chinese in the

second  century  CE  by Lokaksema.(9)

    AtiSa, who  is known to have propounded the concept  of  fuikormika
Bodhisattva,  describes about  perfbrming seven-fold  ritual  in his

Bodhisattva-adiharmika-ma-rgavatara-des'ana.(iO) Anupamavajra, who  was

contemporary  to AtiSa, has a profound impact on  Newar  Buddhist traditions.

His work  Adikarmqpradipa,  composed  in 1098 A.D., prescribes the

recitation  of  the BhadracarT as a part of  the daily ritual.(ii)

    The K}'tyasai?igraha, which  is believed to be created  by a Newar
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scholar,  Kuladatta, also  discusses Sapavidhfinuttarapiija-. The  seventh

chapter  ofthe  K}'lylisamgraha discusses that the seven  colored  lines (vaktya)
ofa  wooden  gong (ga4dD epitomises  the purity of  Sapavidhanuttaraptlja.(i2)

SimilarlM the SZiaUianamdld refers  to Saptavidhanuttaraptlja in at least nine

of  the sacVrands  .

    References to seven-fbld  worshipping  can  also  be fbund in several
                             '

Sastras like the Bo(ihicaryavatfira of  Santideva, and  the Abhisamcp'amaiil'ari

ofSubhakaragupta  etc.

4. Conclusion

    Saptavidhanuttarapbja is one  of  the most  widely  performed  baltya

rituals  of  Newar  Buddhism  today. Because of  its wide  use,  we  can  find

slight  variations  in the procedures of  this ritual in different Newar  Buddhist '

monasteries  of  Kathmandu  Valley. Though  it is diflficult to date the

beginning ofpresent  fbrm ofthis  ritual, we  know that Saptavidhanuttarapaja

was  already  an  essential  part ofmany  Mahay5na  rituals  by the 1Oth or  1lth

century.

Notes

(1) D:  R  L. Vaidya (1960): p. 431 and  Parpdita DTvyavajra VajrEcErya (1996): p. 1105.

 Beth the publications have it as  the 12th stanza.

(2) Small bowls fi11ed with  rice grains, a fiower and  a stick ofincense  on  top.

(3) Sma!1 cones  made  ofa  mixture  ofwheat  flour, sugar,  coconut  powder, honey and

 water.  In Tibetan, they are  called  7brma.

(4) Smallbewlsfi11edwithwater.

(5) M.  Williams Sanskrit Dictionary translates argha  as respectfu1  reception.

(6) Ab,dsa is the process ofplacing  mantras  oyer  different parts ofthe  body.

(7) Nalinaksha Dutt (1931): p. 639. David Gellner (1992): p. 357 mentions  the date of

 the Bhadlacari as fburth century.  Howeveg  we  know that the Ga44av),tiha was  first

 translated into Chinese in the fourth century  CE  (CrosbM 12).

(8) ASfikajT et. al (1990): p. 9.
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(9) Kate Crosby et. al (2002): pp. 11-12. Cfi 
'Ilaisho

 Tripitaka, Vbl. 15, p. 394a, b.

(10) A  Sanskrit refbrmation  of  this text has been published. See Ramesh  Chandra Negi

  (1992): p. 81.

(11) Dr. ShankerThapa (2005): pp. 77-80.

(12) Tbdeusz (2002): p. 159.
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