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NOTES ON THE PHUR-BU

Alex Wayman

The Tibetan ritual object called phur bu or phur pa—a kind of dagger—
has been the topic of some learned articles and a beautifully illustrated
book. But so far I do not notice a satisfactory solution for the term phur bu
itself. Let me consider the entry in a native Tibetan dictionary based on
syllables, namely, Jampa Chogyal's Dag yig ma nor lam bzan (Jayyed
Press, Delhi, 1969), p. 301, phur: Icags kyi phur bu / gza’ phur bu / phye
ma phur ma /. He illustrates the Tibetan syllable phur by “iron phur bu”
(i.e. the dagger), “planet phur bu” (i.e. the planet Jupiter), and “powder
phur ma” (i.e. powder, possibly medicinal). Of course, the entries do not
exhaust the possibilities. For example, the dagger form does not have to be
made of iron. Now, it is known that the dagger phur bu regularly translates
the Sanskrit kila (‘nail’), while the planet phur bu translates the proper
name Angirasa (in the dictionary Amarakosa and its Tibetan translation,
verse I, 91). The Vedic name Angirasa is a derivative word, ‘descendent of
Angiras;’ so this helps explain the bu of phur bu, because bu means ‘son
(ofY. Now Dowson (A Classical Dictionary of Hindu Mythology, p. 16)
points out the ‘Angi’ (of Angiras), possibly because it sounds like Agni (the
Fire God), was associated with fire; this forces the ras to be construed as
rasa, the juice or motive force, so what keeps the fire going. To see this as
the reason for the Tibetan translation, we must go to the parallel Tibetan
word sbur; so in the Sanskrit-Tibetan Buddhist dictionary Mahavyutpatti
(Sakaki ed., no. 6703), the entry S. paritta-sakalikagnih; T. sbur ma'i me
chun hu ’slow fire kept up by tiny pieces of wood'. Besides, Jampa
Chogyal's dictionary, p. 324, gives for sbur the noun sbur ma for tiny
creatures like ants, and also the fungus-dust afflicting fruit trees. There is
no doubt that this sbur ma like phur ma means tiny things, particles, ants,
etc., and that phur in the name of the planet Jupiter means the small pieces
of fuel to keep a slow fire going, and that bu was added in the sense of ‘son’.
This shows that the phur in phur bu used for the dagger must be a different
word, but a homonym of the phur that means particles. To determine the
other phur that translates Sanskrit kila, one should observe that nailing
here means binding or tying down, as will be shown below. Hence, we go
to the parallel Tibetan word bur (see Sarat Chandras Das’ Tibetan dic-
tionary, p. 874) which means bolt or fastening to a door.” This suggests
that the correct form of the term is phur pa rather than phur bu, and that
the switch to the bu syllable came through confusion with the name of the
planet Jupiter. However, since the term phur bu is frequently used to
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translate kila, we can say it has the correctness of usage.

An article by Meredith! on the Tibetan magic dagger introduces the
reader to the theories of Siegbert Hummel, Giuseppe Tucci, and others;
and has some photographs of the phur bu by courtesy of the Field Museum
of Natural History in Chicago. I suppose this author did not originate the
association with an arrow, but this should be rejected, since the arrow sym-
bolizes alien penetration or temptation (confer: Kamadeva’s flowery ar-
rows); and in the Tibetan Wheel of Life, the seventh member, feelings
(vedana) (as the bondage of karma) is illustrated by an eye struck with an
arrow. Besides, as will be shown below, the phur bu dagger represents a
downward force, which is implied by the information which Meredith sup-
plies from Hummel that Padmasambhava consecrated the ground of the
Tibetan monastery Samye (Bsam-yas) “by stabbing a phur bis into the
earth.”

For the Indian Buddhist use of the term, with phur bu equivalent to kila,
I refer to Asanga’s Yogacarabhumi in the exegesis section called
Vastusamgrahani (Japanese photo. edition of Kanjur-Tanjur, Vol. 111, p.
131-4-4), in a discussion of ‘bondage’ (bcins): “Here the bondage of sugati-
karma (karma of good destiny) is like the post (stambha) of sugati; the bon-
dage of durgati-karma (karma of bad destiny) is like the dagger (kila) of
durgati.” [1] Notice that the movement to good destiny is upward, like a
post; and that the movement to bad destiny is downward, like a dagger
plunged into the ground. Of course, the early use of the term is quite in-
dependent of the later ritual phur bu, except for the ‘downward’ and the
‘binding’ connotations.

A useful article by Stein? mentions various tantric sources; but not the
one I know about, in the Kriya Tantra cycle of Vajrapani, namely, the Va-
jravidarana-dhirani with a number of ritual commentaries in the Tanjur. 1
long ago translated the rather brief Dharani with the help of the commen-
tary by Buddhaguhya (eighth century) called Ratnabhasvara-nama in the
Derge Kanjur-Tanjur versions.? The point is that there are four deities in
Vajrapani's immediate retinue, Vajrakila, Vajradanda, Vajramudgara, and
Vajracanda. The well-known formula kilikilaya is employed in the mantras
of the first two, to wit, mantra of Vajrakila: curu curu candakilikilaya
svaha; and mantra of Vajradanda: trasaya trasaya vajrakilikilaya svaha.
For translating these, one may notice that kilaya would be taken in
Classical Sanskrit as a dative, but may be taken in Middle Indic (cf. Edger-
ton, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar, p. 52, para. 8.42) if the context
demands it, as an instrumental. So construing these, we may translate Va-
jrakila’s mantra: “Steal (it), steal (it), with the furious kilikila (magic fetter),
Svaha.” And Vajradanda’s mantra: “Frighten (them), frighten (them), with
the diamond kilikila, Svaha.” Later, for the four magical acts (for appeas-
ing, prosperity, controlling, and overpowering), the Dharant gives Va-
jrakila’s prosperity upahrdaya: hulu hulu; and Vajradanda’s appeasing
upahrdaya: tistha tistha vajra. We note that in Sanskrit the word hula is a
kind of dagger, so Vajrakila’s mantra for prosperity magic can be
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translated “Transfix (it), transfix (it)!” Also noting that danda is the retribu-
tion rod, Vajradanda’s mantra for appeasing magic can be translated
“Stand up, stand up, O Vajra!” Notice how this accords with the two
movements mentioned by Asanga: prosperity magic is directed downward
toward earth; appeasing the gods requires an upward movement. As to the
expression upahrdaya, this is a mantra that is next to the shortest length,
the syllable, referred to as a hrdaya.

Now the Buddhist master Asanga also has a long list of similes for ‘in-
sight’ (prajiia, Tib. ses rab), wherein he mentions the “stake of insight” used
against the four Maras, from the defilement kind, to the Son-of-the-Gods
kind.* The Tibetan for ‘stake’ is mtshon cha (=Skt. sastra, ‘dagger’) in the
text at Photo. ed of Tanjur, Vol. 111 p. 232-3-2,3. This shows that even at
his early date (4th-5th A.D.) the notion was there, applied to the evil deity
called Mara or his messengers, but not in his case using the term kila. In
tantric rituals this is part of the mandala rite called “protecting and blessing
the site;” it requires the hierophant to identify himself with a certain
wrathful deity (krodha) and command the obstructing demons to depart;
the remaining ones are nailed down with the magic nail (kilz).* “Nailing
down” we have come to see, by suggestion of Asanga's writings, is
associated with “binding.” This is confirmed in the article by Bischoff and
Hartman, ¢ including in their translation of the Pelliot Ms, “as for the pro-
per nature (svabhava) of the Dagger, (visualize) the slip knot.”

These considerations should serve a conclusion that the basic theories of
this phur bu were developed in India, and came into Tibet by way of both
non-tantric and tantric Buddhism, as was alluded to above. However,
there is no doubt that the theory underwent a further and rich development
in Tibet, starting with the ritual objects. The tradition says that
Padmasambhava invented the phur bu. This means the phur bu or phur pa
as an object of which we can now take photographs. When there are three
faces on the phur bu they remind us of the khatvanga, Padmasambhava’s
magic wand. In contrast, the Tibetan danda (Tib. dbyug pa or chad pa),
the retribution wand, is surmounted by a single (possibly grinning) face,
the lower end possibly having a vajra.

Part of this Tibetan development was the association of the deity
Hayagriva, or Tamdin in Tibetan pronunciation, with the phur bu.
Mahayanists worshipped Hayagriva (‘horse-necked’) about 500 A.D. This
is a horse-headed form of Avalokiteévara in which role he is called “best of
all horses” (paramasva). The word for horse (asva) lends itself for (false)
etymological connection with as- ‘to eat,’” so Hayagriva devours his
enemies, the demons. In Tibet, the form with wings of the Garuda bird was
popular among the Riin-ma-pa; and the Fifth Dalai Lama, who combined
Rhih-ma-pa with Gelugpa lineages, wrote treatises on the Yan-gsan
(atiguhya) form of Hayagriva, whose history is related in a gter-ma book
said to have been discovered at the rock of Yer-pa in Lha-sa.’

Besides, the planet Jupiter deserves a comparison mention. His Sanskrit
name is Brhaspati (master of the ritual formulas), and in classical times he
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was the “guru of the gods” while the planet Venus (Sukra) was guru of the
Daityas, demonic enemies of the gods; cf. Amarakosa (Sanskrit-Tibetan
edition, I, 91-92). Now, Hayagriva is lord of spells (vidya-r@ja) and
animator of the large three-edged dagger (vajrakila) which nails down the
demons. This is merely a surface similarity, but may help explain why the
phur bu translation of Jupiter’s alternate name largely pushed out the more
correct phur pa for kila.

It should be mentioned that Hayagriva is not the only deity identified
with the phur bu. Stein’s article shows his considerable interest in the
identification of Amrtakundali with Vajrakila in the Guhyasamajatantra
lineage of its Chap. 13 and 14, and the connection with the ten krodha
deities, including Amrtakundali;® and he has also gone into this matter in
his Bonn lecture.® While [ also treated the ten krodha of the Guhyasamaja
in terms of their directions, position in the body, and the kinds of demons
respectively destroyed by each, 1 did not go into the matter of the phur
bu.*® The tantric commentator Bhavyakirti has much to say about this in
the introductory section to his commentary on the Pradipoddyotana, itself
a commentary on the Guhyasamijatantra by the tantric Candrakirti.
Bhavyakirti presumably refers to the section toward the end of
Guhyasamaja, Chap. 14, by his remarks in Photo ed. of Kanjur-Tanjur,
Vol. 61, p. 71. Here (p. 71-3-4) he says: “At the time of fastening (demons)
with the magic dagger (phur bu), one should contemplate the ten fury
deities (krodha) like Bhagavat Amrtakundali, i.e. like the blue lotus,
because Amrtakundali is all the ritual acts (karma, i.e. for magical
results).” [2] And he says (p. 71-4-2): “One should contemplate Vajrakila as
the nature (svabhava) of the ten krodha kings.” [3] Again (p. 71-4-7):
“When one restrains (them) with the vajrakila, the bodies of the demons
are said to be motionless.” [4] Since mandala theory requires the mandala
in the mind to precede the outer mandala made of powdered colors,! etc.,
it follows that the subjective mandala ritual should be taken for granted to
understand his remark (p. 71-5-6): “holding down with the magic dagger
dispels all constructive thought.” [5] While explaining the mantras that
precede Guhyasamaja, 14, k. 59, Bhavyakirti says (p. 71-5-3) that kilaya,
(the first one) is the imperative “May (they) attain with the kila at the
crown of the head!” [6] He says (p. 71-5-4) that the next kilaya, but in
compound with vajra, is the vocative “O ten krodha.” [7] He says (p.
71-5-5) that the last kilaya, also in compound with vajra, is the
imperative”May they differentiate (i.e. body, speech, and mind).” [8] Soon
this author says (p.71-5-8): “Besides, it is the precept called ‘nature of
Hayagriva'.”[9]

It remains to speak briefly about the book on the topic by Huntington.??
This is invaluable for its wealth of illustrations. The discussion covers such
scholarly sources as Wojkowitz, Oracles and Demons of Tibet. It was of
course correct for the author to use generally the term phur pa, although
admittedly the usual Tanjur passages containing the translation of kila
(dagger, nail) or kilana (holding down with the dagger, nail) exhibit the
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form phur bu. Huntington’s illustrations are a corrective for seeing a
particular phur bu (or, phur pa) in a museum and thinking that now we
know what it looks like, because he has a remarkable variety in his
figures.* I suppose there is a danger of including too many different objects
under the phur pa heading; but he of course knows that the phur pa is
different from the khatvanga, the danda, and the sword (T. ral gri). 1
should prefer to conclude, on the basis of the findings in these notes, that
the phur pa has a down-pointing three-edged blade and is necessarily
down-pointing due to the orientation of the face or faces of a head on top.**

For the Riih-ma-pa to have subjected this notion and its ritual
implementation to such a flourishing native Tibetan development, suggests
that we have in this phur bu one of those sensitive points of Indo-Tibetan
religious practice and symbolism that warrants the scholarly treatment here
and elsewhere.
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