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His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama has granted 30 Kalachakra 

empowerments in his life. The first two occasions were in Tibet in May 

1954 and April 1957. After coming into exile in 1959, he has given it 

again in India and a number of other countries including the US, 

Switzerland and Mongolia. He has granted the Kalachakra empowerment 

three times in Bodh Gaya, the site in North India sacred to Buddhists as 

the place where the Buddha attained enlightenment.  

The idea of holding a Kalachakra empowerment in Amaravati first came 

about in 1992, when members of the Japanese Buddhist group Busshokai 

requested His Holiness the Dalai Lama to give the empowerment and 

asked the Norbulingka Institute to organise it. Tibetan Buddhists regard 

Amaravati as synonymous with the sacred site of Dhanyakataka, where 

the Buddha first revealed the Kalachakra and several other tantric 

teachings. For this reason it was considered particularly suitable.   

Amaravati was once the site of the grandest stupa in Southern India. Built 

during the era of the Mauryan Empire in the 2nd century BCE, its history 

paralleled the flourishing of Buddhism in India, finally falling into decline 

after the 14th century. 

Nowadays, only the substantial foundations of the stupa remain, the body 

of the structure having been dismantled in the nineteenth century.  When 

rediscovered in 1796, it was already a dilapidated ruin, overgrown by 

trees and bushes. Subsequently, it was plundered for building materials, 

which contributed to its eventual destruction. In the meantime, British 

archaeologists managed to conduct excavations and rescued many 



beautiful sculptures and decorative plaques. Many of these have ended up 

in the Government Museum in Madras, and the British Museum in London, 

which has a special gallery dedicated to the art of Amaravati. Only a few 

examples of this marvellous narrative sculpture remain are preserved in 

the local museum.  

A team from Norbulingka visited Amaravati in 2002 to assess whether it 

would be possible to hold the empowerment there, bearing in mind that 

traditionally tens of thousands of people were likely to attend. The town’s 

proximity to the city of Gunthur and the availability of open fields that 

could be used for camping and teaching sites were all taken into 

consideration. When enquiries were made to the local and state 

authorities, they responded with great enthusiasm. January 2006 was 

chosen as the date for the event; with the empowerment itself set to 

coincide with the days of the full moon. Preparations began in early 2005.  

A Kalachakra empowerment is a significant and inspiring occasion that 

Tibetan Buddhists try to attend at least once in their lives. On the one 

hand it is a highly complex meditative ritual that only the most highly 

trained monks and scholars can follow, even being simply present is 

believed to plant seeds for eventual rebirth in the pure land of 

Shambhala. Participating in the event is also believed to create an 

atmosphere that reduces tension and violence in the world.  

A tantric empowerment is both an introduction and a granting of 

permission to engage in specific tantric practices, which are, if practised 

correctly, the quickest way the achieve enlightenment for the benefit of 

all sentient beings. It involves the guru leading the disciple into the 

mandala, which is the abode of a meditational deity. The disciple 

visualizes the mandala, which takes the form of a celestial mansion, 

following the instructions that are given during the empowerment. A two 

dimensional map of this mansion, represented either as a painting or a 

design made of coloured sand form, represents the mandala. 

Kalachakra’s palace consists of three mandalas, the Body, Speech and 

Mind Mandalas. Of these, the Body Mandala is the largest on the ground 



level, within it and elevated on a platform is the Speech Mandala, within 

which in turn and elevated again is the Mind Mandala. The Mind Mandala 

includes two further elevations: the Exalted Wisdom Mandala and the 

Great Bliss Mandala. The colours depicting them are representative of the 

elements.  The main Deity Kalachakra with his consort resides on a green 

lotus in the centre of the Great Bliss Mandala.  

When the Dalai Lama gives the Kalachakra empowerment, it is based on a 

sand mandala, made by the monks of Namgyal Monastery. At the end of 

the empowerment, the public is encouraged to view the mandala, which is 

considered to lay positive imprints on the mind and generate a feeling of 

peace at many levels. When proceedings are finally over, the mandala is 

destroyed and the sand is poured into a body of water as an offering to 

the Nagas or subterranean serpentine spirits. 

As many as 250,000 people had attended the Kalachakra empowerments 

in Bodh Gaya. When plans were being made for Amaravati, it was 

anticipated that at least 60,000 would attend, due to the proximity of 

Tibetan settlements in nearby Karnataka and the sanctity of the location. 

With the help and support of the Andhra Pradesh state government and 

the local administration, the Kalachakra Organizing Committee surveyed 

the area and selected fields that could be used for the teaching site and 

for pilgrim camping sites. A formal request was submitted to the State 

government to provide water, electricity, sanitation and rations sufficient 

to meet the needs of between 60,000 and 100,000 people for two weeks.  

Although the majority of the population these days is Hindu, the state 

government and local administration are very aware of the region’s 

Buddhist past and are eager to attract Buddhist pilgrims to the many 

Buddhist sites in Andhra Pradesh. They were enthusiastic and excited by 

the possibility of large numbers of pilgrims from outside the state or even 

abroad wanting to come to the otherwise sleepy village of Amaravati.  

On June 1st, Norbulingka Institute launched the Kalachakra2006 website, 

which provided information about the empowerment, the significance of 

the site, how to get there and invite people to register and book their 



accommodation. A large variety of tents from deluxe to simple were 

offered at a corresponding range of prices.  After the Organizing 

Committee had made several visits to the site, the fields were cleared and 

levelled to allow for the pitching of tents. The empowerment itself was to 

be given on a seven-acre plot consisting of a number of fields bordering 

the River Krishna. A large tent was planned to provide the temporary 

structure that would serve as a temple to house the sand mandala, His 

Holiness the Dalai Lama’s teaching and practice thrones, and facilities for 

the supporting monk attendants. The design was finalised in the summer 

of 2005 and a model was made. It then took twenty tailors more than 

three months, working long hours, to complete it on time.  

The number of people registering to attend steadily continued to grow. At 

the beginning of December, about fifty members of Norbulingka’s staff 

were on the spot, supervising the erection of tents, the construction of 

the 3000 toilets, and the connection of water and electricity supplies. 

Work on the scaffolding structures that would support the temple pavilion 

and the awning that would cover the seating areas for the audience was 

underway. At the end of December, another 320 members of the 

Norbulingka team arrived. Pilgrims began to appear in significant 

numbers from about 25th December. The registration of monks and nuns, 

as well as pilgrims from Tibet, the assignment of tents and co-operation 

with the local authorities got underway. At the turn of the year, the 

streets of Amaravati were crowded with people fresh from Tibet, the 

Himalayan regions and Tibetans from India. The local Amaravati 

townspeople had never seen anything like it, but quickly seized the 

opportunity to rent their homes and open stalls. There was brisk trade in 

food, drinks, mattresses, straw mats and cushions, mostly conducted in 

sign language. Tibetans stalls and restaurants also sprang up along the 

streets of Amaravati, where traffic was soon limited only to vehicles with 

special permission.  

His Holiness the Dalai Lama arrived on 4th January and settled into a 

modest guesthouse prepared for him just behind the teaching site. His 



Holiness began the preparatory rituals for the Kalachakra empowerment, 

supported by monks of Namgyal Monastery, who started constructing the 

sand mandala. On 8th January, His Holiness commenced his preliminary 

instructions to the public, based on chapters from Nagarjuna’s 

Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way. By then, 80% of the audience 

had arrived in Amaravati and found their accommodation in one of the 

various camps. While these events were taking place, the Great Prayer 

Festival or Mönlam Chenmo was inaugurated, attended by more than 

15,000 monks, who had gathered from the settlements in South India 

elsewhere.  

The pilgrims who converged on Amaravati came from 71 nations. They 

included four hundred Mainland Chinese, who were attending a Tibetan 

Buddhist event in India for the first time in such numbers. It is estimated 

that about 15,000 people came from Tibet, mainly from Kham and Amdo, 

to attend the teachings. Members of many families who had not seen 

each other for years were able to meet once more. Translation of His 

Holiness’s word was made available in Mandarin, English, Italian, Russian, 

Japanese, Korean and the Tibetan Amdo dialect. Translation into Telugu 

the local language of Andhra Pradesh, based on the English translation, 

was also arranged. The clarity with which the teachings could be heard, in 

Tibetan over the public address system and in other languages over FM 

radio was unprecedented, due to an advanced sound system, for which 

the Kalachakra Committee had specifically raised funds. 

His Holiness customarily digresses from the text he is teaching to 

comment on other issues and offer advice. Addressing the people who 

had come from Tibet, he remarked that he had become aware of a 

growing fashion in Tibet for excessive ornamentation, particularly 

decorating clothes with the fur of wild animals.  He emphasised how 

inappropriate this is. A month later, his advice had not only reached Tibet 

with the returning pilgrims, but people in many districts of Amdo and 

Kham had acted on it immediately organizing public displays of fur 

burning. Fur is an important mark of wealth and status in traditional, 



particularly nomadic, Tibetan communities. A small quantity of fur used to 

be enough to trim the border of a chuba of a man of distinction. Recently, 

desire for fur has grown out of all proportion and even encouraged illegal 

poaching of wild animal in India, whose pelts were taken to Tibet. Many 

pilgrims had come to India with the intention of obtaining such illegal furs 

to take home with them. As a result of His Holiness’s advice, they not 

only refrained from doing that, but when they reached home destroyed 

what they already had.  

The four-day Kalachakra empowerment began on 12th January, by which 

time the audience had grown to about one hundred thousand. When it 

concluded on the 15th, the public was given the opportunity to view the 

mandala. For nearly two days a long line of people waited patiently to 

have a brief glimpse of the sacred design. On the 16th, a special long-life 

ceremony offered to His Holiness the Dalai Lama on 16th January marked 

an auspicious end to the events. Early the following morning, His Holiness 

briefly returned to initiate the dismantling of the mandala. The former 

abbot of Namgyal Monastery, Jhador Rinpoche, then collected up the 

sand, which the monks placed in a vase, to be poured into the Krishna 

River. The awaiting crowd clamoured to obtain a few grains of the sand as 

relics.  

Within days the facilities for Kalachakra 2006 in Amaravati were 

dismantled. The pilgrims packed their bags and left in buses that roared 

through the streets day and night, while the camps that had been their 

temporary homes disappeared. Rented equipment was returned. The 

awnings came down, and then the temple pavilion was carefully packed 

up. In next to no time at all, it was as if it had all been a dream. But the 

dream has had an effect. Amaravati now features on the map of Buddhist 

pilgrimage sites and its inhabitants are more aware than they were before 

of this aspect of their historical heritage.  

 


