
Notes & Topics 

WHAT IS VAJRA ? -2 

In the previous issue (Vol VII, NO.2) of this Bulletin I wrote in 
protest of the new fangled Powerbolt in place of the customary Thunder­
bolt as the English rendering of Sanskrit Vajra. Several scholars write 
in support. Some think that I have overstated in my zeal of writing 
English. My expression "Thunder and not Bolt is the essence of 
Thunderbolt" is suspected as an exercise in English. 

My knowledge of Sanskrit (language) is poor and my knowledge 
of English (language) is poorer. 1 happen to read and write English as 
a student of history. For writing 1 try to follow the ideal of Japanese 
English and never care to practise Indian English or Chinese English. 
For translation I try to follow the Tibetan tradition e.g. Nirmanakaya 
as Sprul-sku and not Avatara or Living Buddha. I thus say that Thunder 
is the essence of Thunderbolt and that Bolt is not its essence. 

In Sanskrit Vajra begins as the weapon of Indra, and both in 
Brahmanism and Buddhism this weapon is Thunder or Thunderbolt. 
One of the many names of Indra is Vajrapani. 

In the most important Upanishad, Brihadaranyaka, occurs an 
interesting dialogue about the king of gods. 
Q. Who is Indra ? A. lndra is thunder (stanayitnuh). Q. Whatis thtmder? 
A. Thunder is thunderbolt (asanih : lightning) . [Sankara renders 
'asanih' as 'vajram' and derives 'vajra' from 'virya' which is destructive like 
Indra. ] 

Brihadaranyaka III, 9.6. with Sankara's commentary is reproduced 
below. 

<fi~ yt"i{: 'fiq'Ji: sPTlqfcrh:f~ ~cr'1fl[~i{) ~: S!'\'jffqfcrfi;fcr Cfl~: 
fCf'1h:r~f"{~~f;;f~fcr Cflcr+lT lM ~fiJ ~q ~fcr II 

'" 
~~~l~l[i:filqffl1'5{G;, ~, ~, , 

Iifi~ Wit': 'fi~: '!1~qfcrn:f<f, f;~fl[c~~ .. :ift l[~: "~lC{tijf"{ta, <fi~: 
~if~~f.:rhfij I ar.m;:r<f-;q' c{rtr <1~ •• ll~ -srrfUfi1: S!'lWf~fcr, ij' 'i;:i{: ; 
'i'i{~l[ % crq: Cflr{ I Cflcrm lM 'If;;; troCf 'ifCf-l[~'~ ~ ~n~f'1 ~: ; 
l[~~~qcqTq: ~E\''1r~T'!J q~ciT l{~ ~~~ I 

~~I 

Nirmal C. Sinha 

41 



WHAT IS VAJRA ? - 3 

In Sakya Kabul11 (iii! ~1:l"!o.o.S~) we find four meanings of rDo-rJe 

(Vajra) I. Dharmata Vajra (h),\ ~l ) 2.Lakshana Vajra ( i!-I~~ ~~~i ) 
~.Guhya Vajra ( ~Ul:l'~ i' ) and 4. Rupa Vajra (~~'!J~f ). 

Dharmata Vajra is Sunyata itself. In Kanjur the question is 
posed:" You say Vajra Vajra. What you mean by Vajra?" and th15 
answer is orrered "Vajra i.s hard, void, imperishable, indestructable, 
which can not he cut, which can not be humt, that is, why it is callell 
Sunyata Vajra." In Tanjur a more predsedefinition is found : "Vajra is 
Dharmakayatmaka which is like Akasa (space)." 

Lakshana Vajra that is the symhol of Vajra is made of iron, 
bronze or some sacred metal. The form of the symbol may be with 
nine spokes, five spokes, three spokes and sometimes with even unclosed 
spokes. The spokes represent virtues and functions. In a Vajra with 
nine spokes, the central spoke stands for Dharmadhatu. A Vajra with 
five spokes represents the five Jinas or Buddhas in upper half and the five 
mother goddesses in lower half. Tbe five Buddhas are Vairocana, 
Amoghasiddhi, Akshobhya, R.:ttnasambhava, and Amitabha, that is the 

Five \Visdoms ( ~ 1\~'~' ). The five deities are Mamaki, Pandaravasini, 

Tara, Locana, and Vajradhatvisvari, that is the Five Elements ( "'J!.'~' ). 

The two summits, called Dharmadhatu, are the two vanishing points 
and thus also known as Sunyata. Tbe spokes are known to represent 
the horns ( x;. ) projecting from c,rocodile's mouth and are re­
garded as instruments to draw out the sufferings of transmigration. 
The spine or centre of the Vajra consisting of the moon and eight lotus 
on either side of the moon is itself the sTon-pa-nid cr sunyata. 

The Secret Vajra as its name suggests has no known appearance. 
The Substantial Vajra is also a matter more for meditation than for 
portrait. Diamond has two names in Tibetan: rdo-rje rin-poche 

and rdo-rje-pha-lam ( ~ ~'~'I'q ;;i'-J!~'~'WIII'" ), and in hardness 

it is compared to the bones of Sho-thung ( ~.~~~. ) that is Dadhi­

chi. Hindu legends describe Indra's weapon, thunder or thunderbolt, 
as made of Dadhi-chi's bones. In Tibetan legends and literature rDo­
rje is thought of in its material form as thunder or thunderbolt. I give 
below the extracts from Kanjur, Tanjur and Sakya Kabum describing 
rDo-rJe as sTon-pa-nid or Sunyata. 
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Kunga Yonten Hochotsang 

GILGIT IN ANCIENT TIMES 

Professor Buddha Prakash, in a learned account of ancient Gilgit 
(pp 15-40), has narrated the fascinating events of political history. 
For a non-specialist reader of the Bulletin it is ne<.essary to state that 
the English renderings of Chinese terms like "tribute" or "tribute­
bearer" are not to be understood in modern sense. The Han diplomatic 
diction has its own terms to describe proto(Ql, gifts, etc. Vide Hugh 
Richardson's article on Fish Bag in Bulletin, Vol VII !\o I. 

Gilgit (Bruza), belonging to Tibeto-Buddhist complex. has an 
equally fascinating cultural history. A non-specialist reader may 
read Ndinaksha Dutt: Gilgit Manuscripts (Srinagar 1939), Voll, pp 
1-4+ 
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