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Foreword

In the remote past, the country called Zhang zhung was known as a great empire
throughout the Orient. Other civilizations have left behind ruins that have been excavated
as evidence of their existence but because Zhang zhung was basically a nomadic
civilization few traces of its physical presence remain. The history of Zhang zhung,
however, has been preserved in both Bon and Buddhist traditions. These sources mention
the places where the people of Zhang zhung lived and indicate the mountains and
lakes that they considered sacred. The whole of Tibet in ancient times was known as the
"Three Regions of Zhang zhung’: Outer—sGo; Inner—Phugs; and Central—Bar. At that
time, the region of Outer Zhang zhung included most of the territories of northeast
Tibet; the region of Inner Zhang zhung covered not only Gu ge and Khyung lung in
Western Tibet but also countries that today belong to India such as Ladakh, Lahoul,
Kully, etc.

Zhang zhung is the source of Tibetan culture and history. The study of Zhang zhung
is extremely important if we are to understand the antiquity, unique nature and universal
importance of Tibetan culture, past and present.

The work of John V. Bellezza, Divine Dyads: Ancient Civilization in Tibet clarifies the
present locations of the sacred places and the characteristics and historical background
of the Zhang zhung civilization.

I believe deeply that this wonderful work of John V. Bellezza makes a major
contribution to understanding the value of ancient Tibetan culture and helps us discover
how Tibetan culture and history is related to the sacred mountains and lakes of the
Zhang zhung empire.

Choegyal Namkhai Norbu



Publisher’s Note

The Library of Tibetan Works and Archives is pleased to be publishing. Divine Dyads:
Ancient Civilization of Tibet by author and explorer John V. Bellezza. The Divine Dyads,
the lake and mountain pairs of gNyan chen thang lha and gNam mtsho, and rTa rgo rin
po che and Dang ra g.yu mtsho, are analyzed in terms of prehistoric significance, cultural
and religious history, and in relation to the civilization of the Byang thang region of
Tibet, specifically during the Zhang zhung period.

The author traces the significance of each of the Dyad personalities, individually
and collectively, from their nature-based origins, through their incorporation in Bon
and Buddhist tenets, into the contemporary vision of the deities in popular and literary
culture. The deities are compasses along which the cultural, social, environmental and
religious development of the region can be ascertained.

This research provides important insights into ancient Byang thang civilization,
and is a stepping stone towards further discoveries concerning the origins and
development of Tibetan culture. We hope that, with some of the new interpretations
presented here by the author, readers will find this book interesting and that it will
expand the unfortunately scant knowledge of ancient Tibetan civilization.

Gyatsho Tshering, Director
Library of Tibetan Works and Archives
July 1997
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INTRODUCTION
The Nature of the Divine Dyads

Dyad is a word of Greek origin which denotes the two units, objects or personalities
that make up a pair. Divine, a word of Latin origin, means being or having the nature of
a deity. Although there are innumerable dyads in Tibet, in the context of this study
Divine Dyads refers specifically to two pairs of mountain and lake deities: gNam mtsho
and gNyan chen thang lha, and Dang ra g.yu mtsho and rTa rgo rin po che. This includes
all their manifestations and elaborations as well as their geographical delimitation. The
common mythological denominator and theme, irrespective of time and individual
tradition, is that each mountain and lake are coupled. However, this relationship between
the mountain and lake of each Divine Dyad varies greatly and is dependent on time
and context.

This pairing of mountains and lakes takes on various forms defined by the particular
perspective from which they are viewed. Textual, oral and personal perspectives each
affect the manner in which this pairing is described and conceived. The literal translation
of Divine Dyad in Tibetan, rtsa chen cha, is not used as an appellation. General synonyms
in Tibetan for the Divine Dyads include: 1) yab yum (father/mother—consorts), 2) ri
mtsho (mountain/lake), 3) lcam dral (sister/brother—wife/husband), and 4) mtsho
brag (lake/rock). It must be added that these synonyms are not only applied to the
Divine Dyads but have other applications in Tibetan culture and sacred geography. The
relevance of these terms to the Divine Dyads is primarily that they establish a reciprocal
and indivisible relationship between each lake and mountain.

In both of the Dyads here discussed, the male aspect is embodied by the mountain
gNyan chen thang lha or rTa rgo rin po che. While there are mountains in Tibet of
female gender, the two mountains of this study are male and they seem to have always
been seen as such. Conversely, the gender of the lakes gNam mtsho and Dang ra g.yu
mitsho is always thought of as female. This male/female assignment of gender is common
in Tibet. The maleness of the two mountains and the femaleness of the two lakes are
formative elements in the diverse mythological and religious traditions that arose around
them. '

On the 1,300-kilometer-long Byang thang there are three major pairs of sacred
mountains and lakes which crown its eastern, central and western sections. In the east
is gNam mtsho and gNyan chen thang lha; in the center, Dang ra g.yu mtsho and rTa
rgo; and in the west, mTsho ma pham and Gangs ti se. They ornament and circumscribe
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the northern plains of Tibet and constitute the three most sacred and celebrated
mountains and the three most sacred and well-known lakes on the entire Byang thang.
Each of these Dyads is also important in terms of the Byang thang resource base and
local economic activity, which are not unrelated to their sanctified status. As well as
being prominent in the numinous landscape of the Byang thang, the three Dyads also
have economic, geographical and cultural relevance in Tibet as a whole.

These three major pairs of mountains and lakes on the Byang thang were unified
into one sacred geographical tradition known as the gNas chen gangs ri mtsho gsum.!
This tradition, which is associated with the Bon religion, calls each of the three Dyads ri
mtsho. It has become extremely obscure. There is apparently not a single text in existence
that treats it specifically.? The origins of this Byang thang-based sacred geographical
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gNyan chen thang lha and gNam mtsho from Bya do

tradition seem to lie in the pre-Imperial period Zhang zhung kingdom which straddled
the Byang thang. The gNas chen gangs ri mtsho gsum correspond to the g.yon sgo (left
door), an important geographical subdivision of Zhang zhung. Without concrete
historical evidence it is very difficult to assess the significance of this tradition. However,
because the prominent g.yon sgo territories of Zhang zhung and the gNas chen gangs ri
mtsho gsum are virtually synonymous and both are important to the Bon religion, we
can surmise that the gNas chen gangs ri mtsho gsum developed as a flagship of the
Zhang zhung sacred geographical tradition. Just as other historical sacred geographical
traditions used to demarcate large swathes of territory, it is also worth considering the
possibility that the gNas chen gangs ri mtsho gsum functioned to define and enhance
the political base of Zhang zhung.

In order to limit the size and scope of this book, it was decided to omit a detailed
examination of the cultural history of Gangs ti se and mTsho ma pham, the most famous
of the three Dyads.? Because of this Dyad’s fame both within and outside of Tibet, and
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the sizable body of primary and secondary literature devoted to them, there was little
incentive torework what has been already published or discussed at length. Nevertheless,
parallels and interrelationships between the two Dyads of this book and Gangs ti se
and mTsho ma pham are explored wherever appropriate. This Dyad shares some of its
sacred geography, as well as a good portion of its history, culture and physical
environment with the two Dyads of this work.*

Dangra g.yu mtsho and rTa rgo rin po che from Gangs lung

In the vast and largely unstudied matrix of Byang thang sacred geography, the
three Dyads are the hubs which co-ordinate and rule over a plethora of minor sacred
topographical entities. This tri-polar system dominates the sacred geography of the
Byang thang, forging it into a unified whole. This is an important factor in keeping the
gNas chen gangs ri mtsho gsum tradition alive, despite the loss of whatever ancient
political connotations it once might have had. The wide plains and broad valleys of the
Byang thang have an atmospheric quality about them and require some way to
differentiate and quantify them. The Dyads provide such a perceptual benchmark.

The two Dyads of this study, gNam mtsho and gNyan chen thang lha, and Dang ra
g.yumtsho and rTa rgo rin po che, share many common links apart from being members
of the obscure Bon gNas chen gangs ri mtsho gsum. The deities associated with the two
Dyads bear close resemblance to one another, especially in their most primitive form as
rulers and progenitors of the cosmos and the pantheon of elemental spirits.
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Another commonality among the Dyads is the manner in which the lamaist religions,
Bon and Buddhism, strove to redefine them to conform with their own doctrines, values
and beliefs. Both religions relied on the same kinds of tactics and stratagems to bring
the mountains and lakes into their fold. The result was that the Dyads became for both
Bon and Buddhism worldly protectors of religion, albeit in close correspondence with
hierarchically superior deities. This melding of the identities of worldly elemental spirits
with higher deities that have passed beyond the sphere of transmigratory existenceisa
hallmark of the religious tradition of the Dyads.

There are a number of other ways in which the two Dyads resemble one another.
They share a common ground as clan protectors (rus rgyud lha), genealogical deities (A
pha’i lha) and ancestral deities (mes lha) for the inhabitants of the Byang thang. The
Dyads are also important in the cult of spirit-mediums which act as mouthpieces or
oracles for worldly deities. Few other mountains in Tibet (ie. Tibetan Autonomous
Region)® are as celebrated in the folk oracular tradition. Another link between the Dyads
is their influential role in the history of Zhang zhung. Few other places on the Byang
thang have such a density of archaeological sites purported to date from that time.
Since the fall of Zhang zhung in the 7th or 8th century, the Dyads have receded in
historical importance and many of their interconnections have been severed. Despite
the loss of national significance, the Dyads have remained core areas on the Byang
thang.

Querview

Divine Dyads: Ancient Civilization in Tibet is an interdisciplinary study designed to pave
the way for additional investigation of the literature, history, archaeology and
anthropology of the Byang thang. The book is compiled from four kinds of sources,
giving it a wide scope: 1) Tibetan textual sources, 2) written sources in other languages,
3) oral sources of information, and 4) field surveys.

The charting of the course of history through the indigenous cultural fabric of the
two study areas is designed to provide a perspective on the foundation and development
of Tibetan civilization. The historical period began in Tibet in the 7th century and an
understanding of the country’s heritage prior to that is sparse. A systematic approach
and methodology for elucidating prehistoric culture has not yet been formulated, nor
have many inroads been made in this area. This exposition of the indigenous religious
heritage of gNam mtsho and gNyan chen thang lha, and Dang ra g.yu mtsho and rTa
rgorin po che is a step towards developing a firm base for the study of Tibetan prehistory.
Through the annals of cultural development, Tibetans have adhered to a belief system
that deifies the natural environment, coloring their perception, and helping to mold
their metaphysical and ethical structures.® Accordingly, a bridge of tradition linking all
periods of the Tibetan cultural legacy is intact to some degree. The goal of this book is to
traverse that bridge by surveying Byang thang culture holistically, thus contributing to
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our understanding of the origins of Tibetan civilization.

Indigenous religious traditions were not necessarily terminated with the founding
of the modern lamaist religions of Buddhism and Bon and the period of recorded history.
On the contrary, these indigenous traditions continue to thrive in the contemporary
period. The indigenous popular religion—the amorphous body of folk tradition and
belief connected to the divinity and sentient qualities of natural objects and phenomena—
has always managed to adapt. As such, the deification of meteorological and celestial
phenomena, topographical features, and animal and plant life remains a cornerstone of
the Tibetan faith. The very character of a way of life directly dependent on the natural
environment ensured the survival of traditions and symbolism derived from it. Each
major economic, social and cultural transition of Tibetan civilization has posed its
challenges to the prevailing religious sentiments, customs and beliefs of the Tibetan
people. Throughout the ages an environment-based livelihood reinforced an
environment-based ethic and belief system, which is still recognizable in contemporary
religious expression.

Oral sources of information proved especially valuable in reference to the popular
traditions surrounding the Divine Dyads,” and were also crucial in corroborating,
supplementing and clarifying data obtained from literary sources. Nevertheless, most
of the information regarding the personality, mythography and iconography of the Divine
Dyads was obtained from written sources. The Tibetan literary sources used in this
work can be broadly classified as follows: gsol kha (entreaties), bskang ba (offerings
and blandishments), gnas bshad (guide books), dkar chag (registries of sacred places),
rnam thar (biographies) chos ‘byung (religious histories) and lo rgyus (histories).

The Objectives

We will examine, through the lens of indigenous religion, changes in the fundamental
make-up of culture brought on by the introduction of Buddhism. The emergence in the
7th century of this doctrinally and philosophically advanced religion had a major impact
on Tibetan culture. A key objective of this book is to explore the complex relationship
between Buddhism and the indigenous religion at the Dyad in relation to Byang thang
cultural development. In order to elucidate the rich tapestry of cultural history, the role
of lamaist religions in the study area is carefully considered, with special attention being
paid to the way these more recently introduced religious traditions diverged from the
indigenous substrate of beliefs.

Essentially, the sacred geography under consideration consists of four topographs:
gNam mtsho, gNyan chen thang lha, Dang ra g.yu mtsho and rTa rgo rin po che. In
Tibetan religion and attendant mythology, these four topographical features are invested
with multifaceted personalities that have developed over millennia. A major objective
of this study is the examination of a large range of literary and oral traditions as they
pertain to these deified natural objects. The traditions of the popular religion, Bon, and
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the various sects of Buddhism are illuminated and their components compared and
contrasted. In this way an integral picture of the personality, iconography, history and
cultural function of these personified natural features is reconstructed.

The character of the mountains and lakes under consideration in this work is
scrutinized within the various chronological and sectarian demarcations. The role of
these topographical entities in the ethical, political, social and religious systems of the
Tibetan people is also explored. As the book unfolds it will become clear that the
mountain and lake deities, by and large, mirror the cultural history of the Byang thang.

Also reviewed is the effect of the two pairs of deities on the social psychology of the
Tibetans who dwell around them and the responses they have developed in order to
cope with these natural nemeses. These responses inevitably involved ritual and
devotional exercises that arose from the physical and cultural environment of the
mountains and lakes. This work will investigate these reactions to the challenges of
coping with the perennial questions of survival, order and regulation at the Dyad sites.

A hermeneutical approach to Tibetan literary sources is pursued in this work. To
merely describe the relevant literature without attempting to analyze its significance to
the development of culture and history on the Byang thang would have proven a gross
under-utilization of the available material. Moreover, the accurate interpretation of
literary traditions relating to the Dyads was called for, since a lacuna exists in this area
of Tibetan studies. For example, iconography informs us about the appearance of a
deity but says little of the processes and motivations behind its creation. To fully probe
the literary record, a comparative and analytical perspective has been employed.

The pairs of mountain and lake deities do not stand in isolation to other topographical
entities but are organically related to the plains, lakes, mountains, watercourses and
caves around them. The environment of the study area as a whole had to be considered,
in order to render a complete picture of the breadth and impact of the Dyads. The focus
remains on the two pairs of mountains and lakes, but one is continually reminded that
the network of shared tradition extends to surrounding regions in an often seamless
interface,

Locations surveyed include sacred topographical sites, monasteries and hermitages,
archaeological sites, villages, encampments and administrative facilities. An effort was
made to visit every population center but, due to the vastness of the study area and
other logistical concerns, this could not be realized. Most monasteries and hermitages
were visited and surveyed. The survey of monasteries was supplemented by literary
sources wherever possible. Information on archaeological sites was primarily obtained
in the field. Both rock art and ruins were surveyed.

By utilizing the mountains and lakes as a template and focus of enquiry, critical
aspects of the cultural history of the Dyads are unlocked. The emphasis is not on
economic or political history, although these topics overlap, and thus these are treated
peripherally. Until there is a coherent exposition of the economic and political history of
the Dyads to complement this cultural history, a key chapter remains unwritten.
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Sacred Geography

Most fundamentally, sacred geography can be defined as topography imbued with
divinity.* Sacred geography embraces the full spectrum of deified and otherwise
sanctified landforms and places associated with divinities, religious practitioners, sacred
traditions and miraculous events. It does not refer to a specific tradition or cultural
process but rather is a generic term for any environment or locale which is invested
with supernatural or holy qualities. The origins of sacred geographical features are varied
and the factors that make physical objects holy are complex. Historical precedents,
personal perspectives and experiences, and the willingness of Tibetans to elevate,
personify and deify their environment are all involved. A corollary of blessed landscapes
are places labelled inauspicious, dangerous or evil. These places are the antithesis of
sacred geography and, this opposition notwithstanding, similar cultural processes are
implicated in their genesis.

The sanctity and majesty of the Tibetan landscape is captured in this ancient eulogy
(Karmay 1994b: 112):

Tibet is high and its land is pure.

Its snowy mountains are at the head of everything,
The sources of innumerable rivers and streams,

It is the center of the sphere of the gods.

Throughout the course of this study, the sacred geography of the Dyads as it relates to
the overall tradition in Tibet will be investigated. There is one area of Tibetan sacred
geography, however, that deserves separate treatment due to its subtle persuasiveness,
and that is the area of aesthetics. In Tibet, aesthetics plays a pivotal role in the infusion
of natural features with divinity. Undoubtedly, the sublime beauty and inherent
attractions of the natural world contribute to the holiness of the Dyads. The magnificence
of the landscape is a common theme in many Tibetan texts as well as oral narratives.
The beauty of the landscape of the Dyads is often expressed in the sentiments of the
native people, reinforcing the loyalty and affection they feel for their home land. As one
sngags pa and his followers at gNam mtsho succinctly put it:

We love our land because it provides us with all our needs. It is a fine land
with many great qualities, beautiful and noble, and rich in history.

A poem written by Bya do rin po che in 1996 eloquently sums up the aesthetic vision
and admiration that the pastoralists of the Byang thang have for gNyan chen thang lha
and gNam mtsho:

Gangs dkar shel gyi IThun por A yig bkra,
Ngo mtshar yon tan ‘khyil ba’i dwangs pa’i mtsho.
Srid na snyan par grag pa’i gnas gang der.
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Thang lha gnam mtsho bzhugs pa skal pa’i bzang.

(White mountain, great heap of crystal with the impression of the [mystic]
letter A,

lake of purity circumscribed with marvellous properties.

These holy places are gloriously renowned in all the world.

It is highly fortunate that Thang lha and gNam mtsho abide here.)

The Dyads are among the most spectacular places in Tibet. Along with Gangs ti se, they
are the triple crown ornament of the Byang thang. gNyan chen thang lha and rTa rgo,
scintillating snowy giants, change their mood and appearance with every swing in the
dynamic weather of the Byang thang. Their Olympian heights can be seen from many
miles around and thus command the attention of all who behold them. Their forbidding,
yet indescribably attractive, upper reaches inspire and move people today as they have
down through the ages.

gNam mtsho and Dang ra g.yu mtsho, on the other hand, are vast bodies of limpid
water that shine with a radiance unmatched by smaller or less altitudinous lakes. Their
intense tonal quality cannot be duplicated. Their inimitable color and texture change
with the weather and the light of the rising and setting sun. At midday when the sky is
clear, they don the deepest shade of cobalt blue. The presence of clouds, or the sun at
more oblique angles, create lakes of a gem-like turquoise, azure or aquamarine hue. At
dawn and dusk the lakes blaze with gold or silver, casting an almost blinding refulgence.
During the many storms on the Byang thang the lakes become boundless, brooding,
inky black seas. Form, color and light mix and play at the Dyads in a unique and
mysterious way, producing an effect that is unforgettable and profoundly stirring.

The exquisite beauty of the Divine Dyads deeply impresses both local inhabitants
and visitors and is part of Tibet’s great legacy of pristine nature. The beauty of the
Tibetan landscape is a frequent subject of the songs of Tibet’s most revered yogin, Mi la
ras pa. The following verses are taken from a biography of the saint (Beyer 1974: 74-76):

This mountain land is a joyful place
a land of meadows and bright flowers

...and in such solitude as this
the cotton-clad Mi la finds joy

I am a yogin who wanders on the glacial peaks
reaching out to the spreading horizon

The famous turn-of-the-century explorer Sven Hedin was frustrated three times in his
attempts to reach Dang ra g.yu mtsho (something he regretted bitterly). As a consolation,
he was able to view the holy lake from a distance (Hedin 1909 vol 2: 26-29; Hedin 1934:

226). When Hedin finally did get to see rTa rgo at close quarters, he was sufficiently
impressed. He wrote (Hedin 1909 vol.2: 20):
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...and suddenly the whole grand mountain appeared in its dazzling whiteness,
shining like a lighthouse over the sea of the plateau, in a mantle of firm fields
and blue glistening ice, and rising bold and sharply against the sky of purest
azure blue.

In the same work, after his glimpse of Dang ra, Hedin writes wistfully (Hedin 1909 vol.
2: 31,32):

...I left the Dangra-yum-tso to its fate, the dark blue waters to the blustering
storm and the song of the rising waves, and the eternal snowfields to the whisper
of the winds. May the changing colors of the seasons, the beauty of atmospheric
effects of light and shade, gold, purple, and gray, pass over Padma Sambhava’s
Jake amidst rain and sunshine, as already for untold thousands of years...

The Divine Dyad Expeditions

Field studies of the Divine Dyads were made so that textual information could be
corroborated with empirical data and to broaden the scope of investigation beyond the
confines of the existing primary and secondary literary sources of data. First-hand
acquaintance with the objects of the study provided special opportunities for an analysis
of the cultural history of the region by constantly opening new avenues of exploration
and enquiry.

This book was dependent on the input of scores of Tibetans, who could only be
found on site. The guidance, cooperation and erudition of the Tibetans, as manifested
in many hundreds of conversations, interviews and discourses, form the essential basis
of this book. Most of the orally based data was obtained in the study areas, but was
significantly enriched by Tibetans living outside their bounds. At the Dyad sites selection
of prospective interviewees was largely determined by the exigencies of time and place.
The peripatetic nature of the surveys was highly amenable to meeting a large cross-
section of residents.

I made seven journeys to the study areas between 1987 and 1995. With few
exceptions, these expeditions were carried out on foot and unaccompanied. In total, I
walked approximately 3,300 kilometers during these expeditions. Walking is unmatched
in terms of flexibility and minimizes environmental and cultural impact. Travelling on
foot and alone is an age old and respected undertaking in Tibet. Hence, Tibetans saw
me as a pilgrim, which encouraged them to extend their help and hospitality to me.

A major impetus to my explorations came in the way of a letter from the eminent
Tibetologist H. E. Richardson, which reached a group of us living in Lhasa in February
1987.Init H. E. Richardson expressed interest in pyramids discovered by Pandit Kishen
Singh on the north shore of gNam mtsho (see Chapter Five). I made the first and second
expeditions between March and June of 1987 at gNam mtsho and gNyan chen thang
lha, setting the tempo and laying groundwork for further study. On the first excursion
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to gNam mtsho, I trekked with five friends via the Gu ling la, a pass chronicled in
Heinrich Harrier’s Scven Years in Tibet. On the second expedition, I reverted to travelling
alone. These early expeditions were particularly concerned with geographical
exploration and the corroboration of some of the findings of the explorer Kishen Singh
115 years earlier. The third expedition, conducted in July and August 1993, also focused
on gNam mtsho and the regions north of it, initiating the long process of systematically
collecting ethnographic and archaeological data. In June 1994, I mounted a fourth
expedition to gNam mtsho and areas to the west. In August and September of 1994, on
the fifth expedition, I visited Dang ra g.yu mtsho and rTa rgo rin po che for the first
time. In June and July of 1995, on the sixth and final expedition to gNam mtsho, I
completed a survey of local cave art. In August and September of the same year, I revisited
Dang ra g.yu mtsho and Mount rTa rgo and managed to complete a circuit of the lake,
and expanding the data base I compiled the previous year.

The Physical Geography of the Divine Dyads

gNyan chen thang lha at 7,111 meters is the tallest mountain in a series of ranges that
straddle the breadth of Tibet, from Gangs rin po che in the west to dPal "bar county in
the east.” These discontinuous ranges of mountains, running from 81’ W to 95’ W, were
coined the “Trans-Himalaya” by Sven Hedin, a name still frequently in use today. The
Trans-Himalaya, parallel the Himalaya, bisecting Tibet into northern and southern
halves. In turn, the Trans-Himalaya are often divided into western and eastern sections,
called the Gangs dkar and gNyan chen thang lha ranges respectively. The presence of
lofty mountains parallel to the Himalaya intensifies the rain shadow effect, creating
steppe and desert conditions in areas north of the range.

The lofty gNyan chen thang lha massif is situated between 90° 30" W to 90° 42" W
and 30° 18’ N to 30° 27" N, 100 kilometers northwest of Lhasa. The Trans-Himalaya
forms the southern border of the Byang thang (Northern Plains) of Tibet, an almost
700,000 square kilometer mountain-studded plateau averaging 5,000 meters in
elevation.” gNyan chen thang lha is located in the most impenetrable section of the
Trans-Himalaya, a heavily glaciated portion of the range that stretches northeast and
southwest from the massif 100 kilometers in each direction. Unlike the pointed Gangs ti
se or Mount rTa rgo, gNyan chen thang lha is a flat-topped mountain with a long summit
ridge.

gNam mtsho is the largest lake on the Byang thang and the second largest on the
Tibetan (i.e., Xizang-Qinghai) plateau, after mTsho sngon po in Amdo (Qinghai). gNam
mtsho covers nearly 2,000 square kilometers of the southeast corner of the Byang thang
and is over 80 kilometers long. gNam mtsho is one of 100 major lakes—more than 10,000
all told—that spread out across the Byang thang. This lake belt, formed by glacial action,
is sometimes called the Great Lakes of Tibet.!" Although less pronounced, the lake belt
extends into adjacent areas of the Qinghai plateau as well. The gNyan chen thang lha
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range forms the eastern and southern margins of the approximately 3,500 square
kilometer gNam mtsho drainage basin.'> gNam mtsho owes its existence to gNyan chen
thang lha and the vast supplies of fresh water locked in its glaciers and watershed. The
proximity of gNam mtsho to gNyan chen thang lha constitutes the physical basis of the
Dyad. gNam mtsho is situated in 'Dam gzhung and dPal mgon counties of the Nag chu
prefecture, forming one of the most important hydrological resources on the Byang
thang. Although it is mildly brackish, the water of gNam mtsho is potable unlike that of
most lakes on the Byang thang.

rTa rgo rin po che is a 45-kilometer-long mountain range consisting of nine mountain
peaks. Its co-ordinates are 30° 24" N to 30° 46" N and 86° 22" W to 86° 36’ W. The rTa rgo
range is the highest part of a larger range that runs transverse to the main axis of the
Trans-Himalaya for 200 kilometers (30° N to 31°45” N). Sven Hedin aptly described this
chain of mountains as a meridian range.” The rTa rgo range, one of the most remote
parts of the Trans-Himalaya, is situated approximately 480 kilometers east of Gangs rin
po che and 380 kilometers west of gNyan chen thang lha in the center of the Byang
thang. Its glaciated peaks represent an extremely valuable hydrological resource in this
part of the Byang thang, watering innumerable pastures and giving rise to scores of
streams and springs.

Dang ra g.yu mtsho, situated directly north of the rTa rgo range, is the third largest
lake on the Byang thang. Although it is as long as gNam mtsho or Ser gling mtsho, it is
smaller in area than either of these lakes. Dang ra is almost completely ringed by snow
and glaciated peaks which continually recharge it with fresh water. However, despite
the presence of the mountains, Dang ra has become a saline body of water. Thousands
of years of evaporation have caused soluble levels of minerals to increase, making the
water barely drinkable. Dang ra g.yu mtsho, like gNam mtsho, has no outlet. As with
all but the east and west margins of the Byang thang, the lake drains internally within
the closed basin system of the northern plateau. Remote and self-contained, the Great
Lakes of the Byang thang constitute a unique highland ecosystem.

Problems Concerning the Classification of Time

In studies of prehistoric Tibetan culture, chronology raises a difficulty. Due to a dearth
of information in the fields of archaeology, philology and prehistory, no resolution has
been forthcoming. Certain issues related to the chronology of Tibetan civilization are
cited below.

In the study of Chinese and Indian civilization, a science of categorizing events and
artifacts into inclusive periods has been developed. This classification of cultural
development in the field of archaeology is primarily defined according to technological
innovation. Thus we often read of a Stone Age—itself divided into two, three or four
periods—followed by a Chacolithic or Bronze Age. Generally, human society is then
said to have progressed into an Iron Age which is succeeded by a ‘Classical’ period.
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Over the past century, modern archaeology has repeatedly found recourse to this system
of chronology, modifying it to fit the particular society under review. A formidable
body of archaeological data has been unearthed in the last century from scores of cultures,
and the basic framework of this system has proven reliable.

The archaeological record of Tibetan civilization is still so incomplete that it is hardly
possible to chronologize its development according to these traditional criteria. At
present, such a system of measuring the advancement of Tibetan civilization is merely
a guide, mainly useful for cross-cultural comparisons. In this work, evidence of a Stone
Age and Metal Age on the Byang thang is reviewed as a backdrop for patterns of cultural
development still detectable in contemporary ‘brog pa culture. However, without a
firm datable and verifiable means of qualifying the evolution of Tibetan civilization
from its origins to the age of written records, efforts made in this direction are tentative
and incomplete.

At this juncture in Tibetology, events fall into one of two categories: prehistoric and
historic. The prehistoric period stretches from the dawn of human habitation in Tibet.
To categorize many thousands of years of the Tibetan legacy before the advent of writing
as prehistoric does nothing to explicate the dynamics and accomplishments of untold
generations. The term prehistory sheds little light on the complexity of cultural
development before the first written records. Even if a proto-historic period is devised
to account for the existence of a Zhang zhung literary tradition, it is still clear that a
method of distinguishing and defining all stages of Tibetan cultural development does
not exist. The historical period in Tibet begins in the 7th and 8th centuries with the
earliest known records, including the renowned Tun-huang manuscripts.'¢

With the introduction of Buddhism, mainly from India, during the reign of King
Srong btsan sgam po,"” a two-fold system of demarcating Tibetan civilization along
Buddhist and pre-Buddhist lines has arisen. This division is perfectly legitimate and
useful; however, it has precisely the same weakness as dividing Tibetan civilization
into historic and prehistoric periods because recorded history and Buddhism are
interrelated cultural phenomena, as are the terms pre-Buddhist and prehistoric. In this
work, the terms Buddhist and pre-Buddhist are used specifically to designate religious
and mythological categories of tradition while historic and prehistoric are employed
more extensively to denote the chronology of any aspect of Tibetan culture.

More desirable, yet far from perfect, is to delineate the development of Tibetan
civilization into three chronological categories again borrowed from religious culture:
Buddhist, Bon and pre-Bon. However, serious problems are encountered. Although it is
well established that Bon, although not necessarily the Bon religion of today, dominated
Tibetan religious life until the time of the Chos rgyal kings (Srong btsan sgam po, Khri
srong lde btsan, and Khri ral pa can) in the 7th to 9th centuries, its historical origins are
shrouded in myth and uncertainty.® One school of thought sees Bon arising out of
upheavals during the time of the eighth Tibetan king, Gri gum btsan po (Haarh), while
another school attributes its rise to a much earlier date (Norbu). It has been suggested
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that, according to traditional Bon chronology, the founder of the religion was born in
1917 B.C.E. (Norbu 1995: 156-158).

In this work the term early Bon is used to denote the form of the religion practiced
during the time of the Tibetan Yar lung kings and which was gradually suppressed in
the 8th and 9th centuries. Early Bon is characterized by a host of apotropaic and fortune-
bestowing rites, which are connected to a cosmology where the individual and the
universe form a network of psycho-physical energies and divinities. Early Bon was
supplanted by assimilated Bon which emerged in the late 10th century. Assimilated
Bon is characterized by Buddhist inspired doctrines, metaphysics, ritualism, ethics and
institutional organization grafted on or supplanting earlier traditions.

It is impossible to establish when Bon began with any degree of precision. The terms
Bon and pre-Bon, therefore, are not at this time chronologically quantifiable. In this
work they are applied to elucidate the origins and import of legends, myths and traditions
and not to designate time periods per se. As we shall see, there is an intact cultural
legacy at the Divine Dyad sites which includes both Bon traditions and pre-Bon traditions.

“Popular religion” is a catch-all phrase for all religious elements that pre-date or
fall outside the purview of Bon and Buddhism, but within the sphere of folk traditions.
It is largely a concept of exclusion attributed to any cultural phenomenon that is not
Bon or Buddhist, and says little about what religion in Tibet was like before the advent
of Bon. Chronologically, the term aboriginal is preferable to pre-Bon because it denotes
religious and cultural traditions that are autochthonous, indigenous and prehistoric. To
an extent, the concept of a popular or folk religion overlaps with that of an aboriginal
religion. However, a difficulty stems from the inability in some cases to differentiate
aboriginal traditions from folk adaptation of lamaist traditions.

At this time, it has not been determined when aboriginal traditions gave way to
Bon traditions nor if there were intervening stages between what can strictly be labelled
aboriginal and the rise of the Bon culture and religion. Intermediate periods of
development between autochthonous culture and Bon may be indicated. Unfortunately,
the character of the exchanges between the early inhabitants of the Tibetan plateau and
their neighbors has been lost through the ages, making it difficult, if not impossible, to
discern aboriginal traditions from extraneous cultural input. Despite this proviso there
is a need to differentiate Bon and Buddhist traditions from those which preceded them.
With this in mind, the term aboriginal religion (gdod ma’i chos lugs) is sometimes used
in this work to specify the earliest layer of identifiable religion in Tibet and, by extension,
to refer to other aspects of early culture.

In this study numerous aboriginal traditions are examined but little attempt is made
to delineate them chronologically or determine their origins (save for references to their
pre-lamaist character and etiology). A continuity of tradition is one of the hallmarks of
the sacred geography of Tibet and of indigenous deities. Yet, barring speculation and
inferences drawn from this continuity of tradition, little can be affirmed about the
prehistoric development of religion, mythology or other elements of culture at the Dyad
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sites or for that matter anywhere else in Tibet. At present the most refined tool for
revealing the character of prehistoric cultural development is the use of cross-cultural
comparisons. This approach, while serving as a template for ordering patterns of growth
and change in Tibet, cannot unlock the specifics of indigenous cultural development.
Thus the origins and evolution of primitive culture in Tibet remain little understood.

The Divine Dyads in the Environmental Context

Over time the Divine Dyads have remained a powerful validation of the Tibetan people’s
commitment to a healthy and sound environment. For all their political, social, cultural
and economic implications, the Dyads are nonetheless a symbol of Tibetans willingness
to work harmoniously with the natural world.”” The Dyads are a paragon of the
desirability and sanctity of an inviolable physical environment. This environmental ethic,
combined with a deep abiding belief in the divine character of the Dyads, typify the
mytho-religious complex.

In relation to the Dyads, Tibetans subscribed to a complex set of values, beliefs,
proscriptions, philosophies and perceptions which reinforced their aspirations for a
pristine and balanced environment. To be sure, there were lapses and shortcomings in
the environmental culture,'® and global environmental shifts and trends were inescapable.
Nevertheless, an environmental awareness prevailed in Tibet. Tibetans learned to strike
a working balance between economic activities and the environment, and this was
especially true on the Byang thang where, in the preceding centuries, material
development was minimal.
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End Notes:

1. For written references to the gNas chen gangs ri mtsho gsum, see Lha bu g.yang ‘brug and
bLo bzang bstan pa, p. 4; Bod ljongs nag chu sa khul gyi lo rgyus rig gnas vol. 7 (henceforth
abbreviated as Nag chu sa khul), p. 583. The only information given in these two references
is the names of the three Dyads, the fact that they are holy and that Dang ra g.yu mtsho and
rTa rgo are the only pair to retain their original Zhang zhung names. Bon scholars such as
sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag and Nyi zla tshe dbang are aware of the gNas chen gangs
ri mtsho gsum. These scholars see Zhang zhung roots in this tradition.

2. The gNas chen gangs ri mtsho gsum should not be confused with a more popular Bon
sacred geographical tradition, the gNas chen ri mtsho gsum, which consists of Gangs rin po
che, Ma pham g.yu mtsho, and sPos ri ngad ldan, two mountains and a lake in western
Tibet. In an unrelated tradition recorded in the Padma bka’ thang, the three mountains of the
three principal Dyads are part of the Gangs gnyis bcu, or 20 major mountains of Tibet (Das:
212).

3. The famous holy mountain known as Mount Kailas has several names in Tibetan, the most
popular of these being Gangs rin po che (Precious Mountain). Gangs rin po che is also
referred to as Ri rab rgyal po, the mountain at the center of the world, by both Bon po and
Buddhists. The mountain is also commonly known as Gangs ti se or just Ti se, an ambiguous
spelling which, according to some contemporary Bon po, should be rendered Gangs ti rtse
(the Summit of Water Mountain), an allusion to the fact that four of South Asia’s most
important rivers begin in its vicinity. The Zhang zhung word ti means water and is still in
usage in dialects of Kinnaur (Khu nu). However, according to bLa khri mkhan po ti can also
mean north and sea side in the Zhang zhung language. Recent research conducted at the
Bon po Monastic Center in Himachal Pradesh (India) under the auspices of rGyal ba sMan
ri mkhan po found philological evidence for another rendering: Te sed. This evidence comes
from the comparative study of the Zhang zhung group of languages. Te is the Zhang zhung
word for snow and sed means colossal form; therefore, Te sed translates as Snow Giant or
Snow Colossus. In the Gangs ti se’i dkar chag, authored by Bon po dKar ru grub chen bsTan
‘dzin rin chen rgyal mtshan bde chen snying po (b. 1801), the mountain is also called Shel
rgyung rTa rgo, Ge khod gNyan lung and Gangs gnyan ti se (Norbu and Pratts: xxi,109).
The female counterpart of the mountain is called variously mTsho Ma pham and Ma pham
g-yu mtsho by Buddhists and mTsho ma pang and Ma pang g.yu mtsho by Bon po. In the
bsGrags pa rin chen gling grags it states that Gangs ti se and mTsho ma pang are like a man
and his consort joined and this is why the lake is called Ma pang (Dagkar: Ms-C).

4. For a treatment of the sacred geography of Gangs rin po che and mTsho ma pham, see
Norbu and Prats; Victor Chang; Swami Pranavananda; Vitali 1996.

5. The Tibetan Autonomous Region is the name of the province created by the Communists
which includes the western, central and some of the northern parts of the Tibetan plateau.

6. In the 1990s a new branch of archaeology, cognitive archaeology, has come of age which
endeavors to understand the thought patterns, memory, and the means of knowing of ancient
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man. Such a branch of knowledge might ultimately make contributions to comprehending
the cultural history of the Divine Dyads and prove a useful adjunct to literary and
ethnographic perspectives. Its application, however, is seriously handicapped by a paucity
of archaeological data at the Dyad sites. For a more complete picture of cognitive archaeology
and the challenges facing it, see The Ancient Mind Elements of Cognitive Archaeology, a collection
of scholarly papers. Of some interest to this study are papers by Renfrew, pp. 1-12, 47-54;
and Zubrow pp. 187-190.

. Over the last decade, a wide range of Tibetans both in and outside of Tibet were interviewed,
in addition to casual conversations with many others. As far as possible, data collected was
cross-referenced and verified from two or more sources. Some questions such as: ‘'who are
the parents of the Divine Dyads?’ and ‘what kinds of beings reside there?’ were asked
repeatedly. Local historians and religious figures were the single best source of information,
but certainly not the only one. Herders (‘brog pa), farmers (zhing pa), traders (tshong pa),
and government officials also provided much valuable information. Simultaneous translation
of interviews was carried out by the author unless there were linguistic difficulties in which
case a dictaphone was used so that the conversation in question could be reviewed at a later
date. In order to protect the identity and security of the interviewees, the names of individuals
have often been withheld. Much of the lore pertaining to myths, legends, customs, religious
practices and prehistory at the Dyad sitesis unrecorded and exists by oral transmission
alone. The exact nature of this intergenerational transmission warrants study, but in general
terms it can be said that much of the orally recorded aspects of culture are passed down to
the succeeding generation by parents, aunts, uncles, grandparents and religious authorities.
Only through verification, based on the compilation of as many sources as possible, could
the veracity and relevance of information derived orally be ascertained. As a rule, lore
connected with pre-Buddhist culture is on the verge of extinction and in a few cases only
one or two people encountered had knowledge of a certain belief or practice. The myths,
lore and legends preserved in oral narratives is not a unitary entity but are composed of
various cultural and social strands. Oral transmissions of even an identical cultural tradition
or historical account can vary substantially according to the person interviewed and his or
her political and sectarian affiliations, affective disposition, and educational background.
The contents and structures of early myths and legends tends to be especially fluid and
open to amendment and personal interpretation.

. For information on the general nature of Tibetan sacred geography see Ramble; Huber 1994.
. A good overview map of the Divine Dyads which shows them in relation to southern Tibet
and the Himalaya is the 1: 1,500,000 Himalaya published by Nelles Verlag, Munich. For a
much more detailed topographical treatment of the Dyad sites, see the 1: 500,000 Tactical
Pilotage Charts (TPC H-9B and TPC H-10A) published by the Defense Mapping Agency,
Aerospace Center, St. Louis, Missouri. The modern political geography of the Dyads and of
much of Tibet is covered in the Sa bkra’i mtshan rtags published by the Tibetan Autonomous
Region (TAR) government in both Tibetan and Chinese language editions. The TAR also
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publishes more detailed prefectural and county maps but, as a rule, these can be difficult to
obtain. Highly detailed topographical maps of the region are published by the People’s
Republic of China, but are only available with government authorization. To trace the routes
of the explorers Krishen Singh and Nain Singh, two of the so-called Pandits, see Indian
Explorers of the 19th Century, published by the Survey of India, Department of Science and
Technology.

Vegetation types on the Byang thang include: 1) upper montane steppe, 2) sub high cold
steppe, 3) high cold steppe, 4) middle montane desert and steppe, 5) intra-zonal bog, 6)
high cold meadow, and 7) hot spring aquatic. For a survey of environmental and vegetational
factors on the Byang thang, see David Chang.

Probably the first person to refer to the lakes of the Byang thang as the Great Lakes was
George Roerich. See Roerich 1967.

References to gNyan chen thang tha and gNam mtsho are found in the voluminous literature
of Sven Hedin. Nearly all of the references are preoccupied with: 1) the explorer’s unwavering
attempt to place the Dyads in a more accurate geographical framework; 2) an exposition of
the history of exploration in the region; and 3) the logistics and experiences of his expeditions.
Much of Hedin’s geographical data has clearly been superseded by more modern research,
but one should not lose sight of the fact that his work was progressive in the early decades
of the 20th century. For gNyan chen thang lha and gNam mtsho, see Southern Tibet vol. 3,
pp-81-83,101-104,109-111,125,135,139,141,146-150,152-157,169,177,178,183,185,188, 195,200-
203,206-209,214,215,218,219,222,224,226,227,240,241,248,261-263,265, 283,343,344; Southern
Tibet vol. 4, pp. 81,110,286,297,338; Southern Tibet vol. 5, pp. 9,63,185; Southern Tibet vol. 7,
pp-113,147,148,150,171,173,218,219,227,259,322, 323,352,364,370,373,380,494,497,499,503,535-
537,541-544,556,560,564,570,572,579, 591.

For references to rTa rgo and Dang ra in the works of Hedin see Southern Tibet vol.3, pp.
3,32,41,43,45,52,94,148,149,152,219,222,250,251,253,265,266,269,280,
283,286,288,289,313,314,344,345,350,367; Southern Tibct vol.4, pp. 107,128,134,135,
142,145,147,149,150,153,159,160,165,166,173,174,176,177,286,297,335; Southern Tibet vol. 7, pp.
361,371,372,494,497,503,536,539,541,542,547,561,563,568,571,573,591,592; A Congquest of Tibet,
p- 226; Trans-Himalaya vol.l pp. 208,249-251; Trans-Himalaya vol.Il, pp. 20-34.

Tun-huang, an important trade and cultural center, was founded no later than the 5th century.
The Tibetans occupied it for approximately one century between the mid-700s and the mid-
800s. In the 1030s, probably as a result of a Tangut invasion, manuscripts written in Tibetan,
Chinese, Sogdian Khotanese and Uighur were removed from neighboring monasteries and
concealed in a cave complex. In 1907, Stein and, in 1908, Pelliot discovered the hidden
manuscripts. Only a small portion of the total material is in Tibetan and most of this consists
of Buddhist texts. Non-Buddhist material in Tibetan includes annals (royal court histories),
chronicles (origins of the country), ritual texts, collection of proverbs, hunting laws and

prognosticatory texts. For a summary of the background of the Tun-huang manuscripts see
Crescensi and Torricelli.
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For a history of the introduction of Buddhism in Tibet, see Snellgrove and Richardson;
Snellgrove 1987.

Bon po scholars often divide their religion into three periods of diffusion: First Diffusion—
the early period between the reigns of King Mu khri btsan po and Gri gum btsan po; Second
Diffusion—from the Bon restoration under King sPu de gung rgyal to the time of prosecution
under King Khri srong lde btsan; Third Diffusion—from the time hidden texts were revealed
beginning in the 10th century. Compare Dagkar: Ms-A.

Works that look at the environmental ethic in Tibet include: Huber 1991, Vigoda, Rather,
Dalai Lama XIVth 1995.

The resources of the Dyads have always been actively used by the native people which at
times led to environmental crises. The belief in the holiness and purity of the Dyads alone
could not offset deleterious environmental impacts associated with the exploitation of natural
resources. Resource extraction, although conflicting with the cultural ideals, was and is very
much a reality. As we shall see, deforestation became a problem at the Dyad sites long
before the Communist period and wild yaks ('brong) were wiped out by hunters generations
before. Almost a century ago, Hedin noted that wild yaks were not found in the rTa rgo
region (Trans-Himalaya vol. II: 22). Henry Hayden, in 1922, found deserted alluvial gold
workings at‘'Om bu, Dang ra g.yu mtsho (Hayden: 145). In the gNam mtsho region, a variety
of geological resources are actively sought out by the ‘brog pa, as was reported to Bya do rin
po che during his visit to the lake in 1987. Near La rgan la gold is reportedly found. On the
south side of gNam mtsho, at Dwags po bya dkar, crystal is found, at Bya do red slate, and
at sBra sbyar sno srib rlung chen blue slate. Near Go ra ri on the west side of the lake, rDo
rgyun, a soft translucent white or green colored stone is carved to make the beads of rosaries,
statues and vessels. A natural resource of gNam mtsho actively traded elsewhere in Tibet
are gser sha and dmar sha, two kinds of highly prized edible mushrooms. For a survey of
the environment in Tibet see Tibct: Environment and Development Issues; Essential Environmental
Materials on Tibet.
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CHAPTER ONE

gNyan chen thang lha in History,
Religion, and Mythology

Introduction

This chapter examines the complex array of religious, mythological and historical
elements which make up the multifaceted personality of gNyan chen thang lha. The
sacred mountain is composed layer upon layer of belief, devotional practice, ritual
construction, and myth assembled during untold millennia of Tibetan cultural
development. The myths and religious practices surrounding gNyan chen thang lha
are investigated using anthropological and archaeological models to analyze the
historical and cultural significance of oral and textual sources.

In the amalgam of beliefs, myths, rituals, ethics and doctrines that make up the
Tibetan religion, three broad categories of tradition can de discerned: that of Buddhism
(Ban de’i chos lugs), Bon (Bon po’i chos lugs) and the autochthonous religion (gdod
ma’i chos lugs). It is important to note that while these three religious traditions originated
and developed independently, they have over the course of time come to share a common
ground. This system of classifying religious development in Tibet should be seen as no
more than a guide to ordering temporal and cultural phenomena and influences relating
to gNyan chen thang lha.

Although prehistoric and proto-historic cultural development in Tibet (pre-7th
century) is poorly understood, at least three major religious traditions can be discerned
in the study of the Divine Dyads; Bon and Buddhism, based on a complex
institutionalized system with a clerical hierarchy, and the autochthonous religion, an
aboriginal, amorphous system based on the placation, interaction and empowerment
of indigenous deities. Due to the degree of syncretism that characterizes Tibetan religion,
especially in the arena of sacred landforms, this classification scheme is not a systematic
bedrock on which all cultural developments can be expected to rest.

gNyan chen thang lha is one of Tibet’s best known mountain divinities. In Sikhim
(‘Bras ljongs) and eastern Nepal, he is worshipped as one of the key mountain protectors.
In a common grouping of four mountain gods known to people throughout Central
Tibet, gNyan chen thang lha is the principal territorial god (yul Iha) of the north. The
other mountain gods of this group are: gNod sbyin gangs bzang (west); sKu lha gangs
ri (south); and Yar lha sham po (east). The origin of this tradition may date to the pre-
Imperial period of the Yar lung dynasty, when these four mountains could have been
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employed by the Yar lung kings as geographical and supernatural markers of the
boundaries of their kingdom. Yar lha sham po, for example, is renowned as the place to
which the first Yar lung king, gNya’ khri btsan po'descended from heaven on a beam of
light in the royal foundation myths.!

gNyan chen thang lha also played an important role in Yar lung dynastic history, as
revealed in the Old Tibet Chronicle. In verse 64 of this document it states: “Increased the
narrow land (of his lord)...Pang-sum, a ‘dron-po cut off the summit of Thang lha and
added it to Sham po for plowing” (Beckwith 1984: 213). This passage indicates that the
borders of the Yar lung state extended at least as far as the northwestern limits of central
Tibet, as Beckwith aptly points out in his commentary to the Old Tibet Chronicle (Beckwith
1984: 237,238). It also suggests that gNyan chen thang lha functioned as a kind of
territorial beacon delimiting the borders of the kingdom. Similarly, sKu lha gangs ri
probably circumscribed the Yar lung territory to the south, while gNod sbyin gangs
bzang marked the western frontier during at least some of the pre-Imperial period

In an offering text written by the Fifth Dalai Lama entitled Lha mchog rdo rje 'bar ba
rtsal gyi'phrin las brgya phrag nyid ngos 'dzin pa’i snang gsal,” gNyan chen thang lha hasa
wider scope, and is called the yul lha of the "Four Divisions of Central Tibet” (dBus
gtsang ru bzhi),* and is recorded as having different names in different parts of this
territory (Ka-23, fol. 20r,20v). The text states that in Kyid shod klung he is known as
gNyan chen mkhar nag (the Great gNyan of the Black Castle); in Pho mo rdzing ring, he
is known as kLu bdud mgo dgu (the kLu bDud with the Nine Heads); in Lho stod dbu
ru, as skKu lha mkhar ri (the Embodied Lha of Castle Mountain); in sGo chu lha rgyab, as
bDud po zla ba’i gdong can (the bDud with the Moon Face); in Mon kha ring mo, as
bDud po bkrag med (the Male bDud with the Dull Complexion); in Seng ge rdzong, as
Zu ra zur skyes (in the Zhang zhung language zur means rock/cliff or brag in Tibetan);
and in Lho brag mkhar chu, as dGe bsnyen snyon kha.

In this tradition, gNyan chen thang lha is the pre-eminent yul lha of central Tibet,
whose emanations take on different names and appearances in accordance with their
location, effectively expanding the geographical scope of the mountain. It is this process
of emanation that permits gNyan chen thang lha to transcend the physical bounds of
his immediate environment and assume control of more distant quarters of central Tibet.
This tradition also illustrates that gNyan chen thang lha became paramount over the
other yul lha of central Tibet. This might have first transpired as a consequence of a
rivalry between the sPu rgyal and Zhang zhung kingdoms, with gNyan chen thang lha
serving as a kind of victory symbol or prize to be won between the competing kingdoms.?

gNyan chen thang tha is part of another well known Buddhist and Bon grouping
called Ti thang spom gsum.® These confer a pan-Tibetan stature on him which includes
Mount Ti se (Gangs rin po che), gNyan chen thang lha and A myes rMa chen spom
rma.” These three great hallowed mountains span the entire breadth of Tibetan cultural
territory, with gNyan chen thang lha occupying a position virtually equidistant between
the other two members. Ti se rules over western Tibet, A myes rma chen spom ra over
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A mdo, and gNyan chen thang lha over mDo khams, a vast area covering central and
parts of eastern Tibet. This grouping of mountains therefore acknowledges gNyan chen
thang lha’s proclamation to Gu ru rin po che that he has sovereignty over the four
divisions of central Tibet. It also demonstrates that he is one of Tibet’s foremost mountain
gods, standing in fame and reputation above a myriad of lesser mountains.

According to Bon tradition, Ti thang spom gsum originated in the Zhang zhung
kingdom, which may have spanned most of the Tibetan plateau. Even if Zhang zhung
was as large as it is purported to be in semi-historical accounts, the question arises as to
why was rTa rgo rin po che, a soul mountain (bla ri) of Zhang zhung, not included in the
grouping? It seems more likely that the origins of the Ti thang spom gsum lie in the
unification of the Tibetan plateau under King Srong btsan sgam po. This triad of
mountains may have been testament to the imperial power of the Yar lung dynasty,
acting as a geographical and religious marker of its glory and attainments which spanned
the entire plateau. Drawing from the aboriginal cult of the yul lha as Tibet expanded its
frontiers, it strove to incorporate more and more sacred landmarks under its authority
and stewardship. This would have admirably served to help legitimize and validate its
conquests and control over new territories. The political importance of hallowed
mountains like gNyan chen thang lha cannot be overestimated.*

gNyan chen thang lha-
the Protector of the Doctrine

gNyan chen thang lha has evolved as one of
Tibetan Buddhism’s most important protectors
(chos skyong). The founders and great scholars
of all four sects of Buddhism recognized the
divinity of the mountain to be a powerful
guardian of the religion. In fact,among the rNying
ma pa, gNyan chen thang lha is thought to be the
most estimable worldly protector (’jig rten pa’i
srung ma). gNyan chen thang lha’s function as a
guardian of Buddhism and Buddhist practitioners
can primarily be traced back to the agency of Gu
ru rin po che, the tantric adept and missionary
from Uddiyana. According to tradition, it was
during the reign of King Khri srong Ide btsan (755-
797) that Gu ru rin po che (sLob dpon padma
‘byung gnas) came to Tibet and subdued :
countless autochthonous deities which were ’“\f\W/ ——=
inimical towards Buddhism, gNyan chen thang oo T
lha and his consort gNam mtsho phyug mo
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among them. In the Lha mchog "bar ba rtsal gyi srog gtad kyi rjes gnang mu thila’i phreng by,
written by the Fifth Dalai Lama (1617-1682),’ a vivid description of the subjugation and
conversion of gNyan chen thang lha is given (fol. 2r,2v,3r):"

Gu ru rin po che came to the Byang thang and found himself under the scrutiny of
gNyan chen thang lha. He discovered that gNyan chen thang lha had transformed
himself into a huge white snake with his head in Gru gu’i yul, and his tail at Sog chu yer
thang brkyad in Khams, a great distance away. Through his magic the mountain spirit
had stretched himself in this way in order to show off his formidable power. The very
middle of the snake, which was named kLu rgyal ni le thod dkar, lay across Gu ru rin po
che’s path. Undaunted, Gu ru rin po che placed his staff (phyag ‘khar) on the snake’s
back and ordered him to go and quickly bring him a sacrificial offerings (tshogs). The
snake raced away towards his mountain and, at that moment, the ice covering gNyan
chen thang lha began to melt away. As a consequence, the rock underneath the mountain
became visible and it started to crumble and disintegrate. Terrified, gNyan chen thang
Jha immediately made a tshogs and offered it to Gu ru rin po che. Instantaneously the
snake turned into a young boy wearing white clothes and a turquoise head ornament
(g.yu yi zur phud). Clearly defeated, gNyan chen thang lha prostrated to Gu ru rin po
che, circumambulated him, and offered the life force of his heart (srog snying). Gu ru
rin po che administered an oath to gNyan chen thang lha, making him a Dharma
protector, and bestowed upon him a secret name, Most Skilful and Excellent Thunderbolt
(rDo rje mchog rab rtsal).”

His work completed, Gu ru rin po che left for bSam yas, taking the middle road.
gNyan chen thang lha transformed himself into a gigantic yak and went to meet the
Vajrayana master. En route he encountered King Khri srong lde btsan, who had come to
receive Gu ru rin po che. gNyan chen thang lha immediately turned into a man with a
white complexion and five ornamented hair buns (zur phud Inga) and offered his respects
to the king. Gu ru rin po che appeared, and asked gNyan chen thang lha why he had
assumed a human shape and paid homage to the king when even all the srin and lha
are afraid of the mountain. gNyan chen thang lha replied that he and the king were
connected in four different ways, and this is why he showed respect. gNyan chen thang
lha went on to enumerate the four ways in which he and the king were connected: he
noted that he is the protector of the four divisions of central Tibet (dBus gtsang ru bzhi)
and so is the king; secondly, both are very faithful beings; thirdly, both are judiciously
modest; and fourthly, both are meritorious. gNyan chen thang lha reiterated to Gu ru
rin po che that he was fond of these qualities and this was why he held the king so dear.
Gu ru rin po che then asked gNyan chen thang lha why he became a yak in the morning.
The mountain divinity explained that he took the form of a fierce yak in order to destroy
oath breakers. Gu ru rin po che observed that gNyan chen thang lha had a good
relationship with King Khri srong lde btsan and instructed him to protect the king’s
lineage. Gu ru rin po che then turned to the king and told him to offer prayers to gNyan
chen thang lha. Related to this legend is a tradition that gNyan chen thang lha is a sku
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lha/sku bla (a protective personal deity) of King Khri srong lde btsan (cf. Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 207); this underpins the close ties that existed between gNyan chen thang
lha and King Khri srong lde btsan."

There are a number of other legends surrounding the conversion of gNyan chen
thang lha. Some Tibetans assert that gNyan chen thang lha first took an oath to protect
Buddhism with Phyag na rdo rje; a second time with Padma Heruka on Has po ri; a
third time with the bSam yas yi dam, rDo rje gzhon nu; and a fourth with Gu ru rin po
che (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 207, Snellgrove 1957: 239-243). In the legends of the inhabitants
of the gNyan chen thang lha region, it is said that the mountain tried to deter Gu ru rin
po che’s progress by sending fierce snow and hail storms against him. In one written
account, Gu ru rin po che was able to overcome this attack and have gNyan chen thang
lha submit to him by meditating on the bodhisattva Vajrapani (Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
205). Another account of the taming of the holy mountain is found in kLong chen rab
‘byams ma'’s Yang tig chen mo’i lo rgyus (Ladrang Kalsang: 93).

There is also a tale in the gNyan chen thang lha'i bskong so, a text of offering rituals,™
which states that in addition to Gu ru rin po che, the holy mountain is bound to an oath
by rJe tsong kha pa as well as by A ti sha, ‘Brom ston and their disciples. This text
alleges that when rJe tsong kha pa gave teachings at dGa ‘ldan monastery, gNyan chen
thang lha came to listen and took another oath to protect the Dharma. Moreover, the
gNyan chen thang lha'i bskong so affirms that the mountain is a patron of the arhatsand a
special protector of the Jo khang Jobo image and of the city of Lhasa. gNyan chen thang
lha is also considered the protective mountain deity of dMar po ri and there is a seldom
opened chapel in his honor in the Potala palace (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 205). A popular
tradition ascribed the role of protector of the Tibetan government of the pre-Communist
period to gNyan chen thang lha, a tradition whose origins lie with the Yar lung dynasty.

The text Ka-23 written by the Fifth Dalai Lama records that gNyan chen thang lha
was brought under an oath by the great masters Gu ru rin po che, Vimalamitra, Vairocana,
King Khri srong lde btsan and his son, and by Jo mo mkhar chen bza’ (the secret name
of Ye shes mtsho rgyal) solemnizing the Buddhist relationship with the mountain (fol.
9r,9v). gNyan chen thang lha was compelled to protect people of virtuous inclination
and action, to act as the yul Iha of dBus gtsang ru bzhi and to act as the personal protective
deity of the Tibetan kings (mnga’ bdag rgyal po'i sku lha). The lineage of those who
bound gNyan chen thang lha with an oath continues with the gTer ston rigs ‘dzin yab
sras (yab Rig ‘dzin rgod kyi ldem “phrul, sras ‘Gro pa’i mgon po)." The oath givers then
divide into three branches."”

The biography of ‘Bri gung pa chen pa records that when the lama visited the Byang
thang, he was given a fine welcome by gNyan chen thang lha at a place called Byang
gnam ra’i glang mor (sTag lung rtse sprul: 14). sTag lung pa tradition includes a
biographical tale, which recounts how gNyan chen thang lha helped the lama sTag lung
pa bKra shis dpal during his one month stay in the proximity of the mountain deity
(sTag lung rtse sprul: 14). gNyan chen thang lha offered him many things including the
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milk of snow lions, a pillar of crystal and a golden awning (gser gyi rgya phib). In
return, gNyan chen thang lha received the blessings of the lama and reaffirmed his
vows to uphold the Dharma. He agreed to protect all schools of Buddhism, especially
the sTag lung pa. The Sa skya pa sect also have a gsol kha text entitled Thang lha'i gtor
bsngo' which establishes that gNyan chen thang lha is their protector, although it
provides no information on the relationship between its lamas and the mountain.

There are other legends orally preserved in the shadow of the mountain which
explain how gNyan chen thang lha became a Dharma protector. The most important
one centers around a place called sNying ri (Heart Mountain), located 30 kilometers
southwest of ‘Dam gzhung in the sNying grong (sNying drung) township. According
to the region’s pastoralists (‘brog pa), sNying ri is where the heart (snying) of gNyan
chen thang lha is located. In order to subdue the mountain, Gu ru rin po che visited this
vital zone of the deity, an event which local sources say was a key to the deity’s
subjugation. In Tibetan popular belief the heart is the seat of the life force (srog), mind
(sems) and soul (bla). Gu rurin po che is said to have struck his staff on the ground right
in the very center of sNying ri, which led to the instantaneous defeat of gNyan chen
thang lha. As a result, the mountain was bound by an oath to protect Buddhism and
was made special protector of the ‘Dam brgya shog brgyad, the eight pastoral camps of
the region.

Oral tradition also speaks of a cave located high above sNying ri called Shel mkhar
phug (the Cave of the Crystal Fort) or Lha shel phug (the Divine Crystal Cave). This
cave is considered the soul (bla) cave of gNyan chen thang lha and, as is to be expected,
Gururin po che is believed to have visited it. The water draining from around this cave
forms the sNying chu, which flows past sNying ri and sNying grong. There is another
holy cave in the vicinity, called bKra shis gu ru sgrub gnas, which is connected to Gu ru
rin po che’s victory over gNyan chen thang lha. This cave is where the tantric master is
believed to have meditated. Adjacent to sNying ri is another spur on the south side of
gNyan chen thang lha named Rin chen phung pa, which is said to be the shoulder of the
anthropomorphically envisioned gNyan chen thang lha. This scrub juniper (spa ma)
studded hillside is thought by local people to be the most auspicious place to make
incense offerings to the sacred mountain.

sNying drung features in another legend concerning Gu ru rin po che and gNyan
chen thang lha, preserved in the rBa bzhed zhabs btags ma (Stein edition)(pp. 39,40): Gu
ru rin po che once provoked gNyan chen thang lha by threatening to perform dmar
thab (contamination of the hearth) for the great demi-god (gnod sbyin) and kicked over
a pot. This enraged gNyan chen thang lha, and the mountain became destructive. Black
clouds gathered and thunder, lightening and hail erupted. Thereafter, Gu ru rin po che
went to the top of a hill called Gal ta at sNying drung and encountered a menacing
white klu. Gu ru rin po che announced that the white klu should be placed under an
oath but it fled to a faraway ocean. The tantric master reiterated that it needed to be
caught and bound to an oath. By constructing five mandalas and meditating for three
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days he pacified the anger of the klu and bound it to an oath. Consequently, gNyan
chen thang lha submitted to him.

In the older sBa bzhed gtsang ma ,'” a variation of the above account is found: Gu ru
rin po che went from Gal te to gSho chu, where he encountered gNyan chen thang lha
as a young white klu. He announced that the klu must be subdued and noted that
under it was a small hell. Gu ru rin po che meditated on compassion before travelling to
sNying drung. The klu, also called Tshangs pa, questioned whether the tantric master
had the ability to subdue harmful spirits (gnod sbyin). In response, Gu ru rin po che
placed the carcass of a donkey in a copper vessel and boiled it. He then kicked the
vessel, upturning it, which enraged gNyan chen thang lha. In the mid-winter the
mountain became shrouded in a murky pall and from thick black clouds, thunder,
lightning and hail appeared. From that time on gNyan chen thang lha became less angry.
Gu ru rin po che continued his meditation and conducted a gtor ma ritual which caused
the sNying chu to boil for a month. The tantric master again focused his attention on
gNyan chen thang lha and once more dark clouds appeared around it spewing thunder,
lightning and hail. Then a group of harmful, young klu escaped to the ocean. Gu ru rin
po che observed that they should be apprehended and subdued. He continued his
meditation for three days and as a result the pall (stug chom) hanging over the
countryside was dispelled and it became fair again. The klu gNyan chen thang lha
surrendered and became a subject of Gu ru rin po che.

In the Bon religion, as in Buddhism, gNyan chen thang lha is classified as a worldly
guardian, that is, one who has not yet passed out of earthly existence. According to
tradition, when gShen rab mi bo che, the son of dMu rgyal, came to Bod khams, he
encountered the fury and resistance of gNyan chen thang lha and his horde of dmu."
This, however, did not prevent gShen rab from making gNyan chen thang lha a protector
of his religion. According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin mam dag, Bon po believe that gNyan
chen thang lha retains its pre-Buddhist Bon identity as a guardian of their religion. The
Bon po believe that Buddhists in fact honor and worship one of their deities. Their main
point of contention in relation to gNyan chen thang lha was the ability of Gu ru rin po
che to effect a permanent transformation in the personality and propensity of the
mountain. The debate inevitably revolves around the historicity of Gu ru rin po che and
his thaumaturgic capabilities. Interestingly, both the Bon po and Buddhists agree that
gNyan chen thang lha had different proclivities before their contact with him. This
indicates that the mountain possessed =2 distinctive aboriginal character prior to the
establishment of the more modern Tibetan religions.

It is clear that gNyan chen thang lha was a formidable deity in his own right and
apparently a very necessary ally for the spread of Buddhism in Tibet. His prominence is
borne out by the number of conversions he was subjected to and there is clear indication
that gNyan chen thang lha was already a protective deity, as the Bon tradition maintains.
As we have seen, each sect tries to integrate him into their tradition by carving out a
niche for the mountain in their pantheon. gNyan chen thang lha has found a personalized
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place in each of the religious institutions of Tibet, which ensures his position as a pan-
Tibetan divinity, regarded by all Tibetans with a certain degree of affection and familiarity,
The chos skyong gNyan chen thang lha, as a focal point of ritual devotions and of
religious history, is a defining element of Tibet’s unique brand of Buddhism.

¢Nyan chen thang lha-
the Yul lha

gNyan chen thang lha is a quintessential example of a yul lha/yul sa Iha (god of the
locale), a deity that protects the country and its inhabitants. The yul lha is key to the
apotheosis of the mountain.” Yul lha are often conceived of as monarchs, whose power
and appearance resemble human monarchs. As a yul lha, the mountain’s protective
function extends beyond religious concerns to include those of the everyday life of the
community. Due to the fame and the size of the country gNyan chen thang lha presides
over, he is thought of as a national yul lha, one whose reach covers all of Tibet. Yul lha
are found in a variety of natural features but are most often mountains. A synonym
used colloquially for yul tha by the ‘brog pa is spyi lha, the ordinary or common god.

Most fundamentally, yul lha are considered protectors of the vitality and sanctity of
the country they rule over and the people, animals and spirits, both benevolent and
harmful, that inhabit it. They are guardians of health, good fortune, fame, prosperity,
success, happiness, stability and strength. They have the power to increase these vital
qualities for the individuals living within their auspices and conversely, in inauspicious
circumstances, they may detract from a person’s well-being. For gNyan chen thang lha,
this is borne out by a study of his gsol mchod (invocatory) texts and the testimonies of
people living in his vicinity. As with other indigenous deities, this fluid relationship of
both bestower and detractor mirrors the vicissitudes and uncertainties of the natural
world. The crux of beliefs associated with gNyan chen thang lha as a yul lha can be
summed up as follows: when his subjects honor their social, religious and environmental
obligations, gNyan chen thang lha is a bestower of auspicious qualities, but should he
suffer physical defilement or any other indignity, he is sure to strike back on either an
individual or collective level.

gNyan chen thang lha’s influence operates either unilaterally or multilaterally,
constructively or destructively. In the first instance, the stress is on the individual and
community, and in the latter instance, on the moral relationship between the mountain
and people. gNyan chen thang lha’s role is demonstrated by the ‘brog pa vision of a
stern patriarch ready to help his children whenever necessary but just as ready to punish
them for any infraction. Over the course of time, a set of conventions governing the
people’s conduct with the hallowed mountain developed as a functional response to
the vagaries of the natural world. These conventions reflect the ethical basis of the social
and environmental values of the ‘brog pa and maintain the viability and coherence of
the community. Generally, rather than a superstitious burden, the beliefs surrounding
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gNyan chen thang lha helped to foster ecological and social harmony. The regulatory
ethical role of the mountain admirably serves the needs of Tibetans, providing them
with a symbol of justice, albeit a somewhat ambiguous one.

gNyan chen thang lha’s role as a mediator in the affairs of people is well illustrated:
the region’s pastoralists claim that he is instrumental in determining weather conditions.
The general belief is that when the mountain is satisfied, good weather will prevail and
when he is angry, bad weather results, and that his meteorological dispensations are
directly related to the behavior humans. For the ‘brog pa, good weather consists of
winters and springs with light snowfall and summers with adequate rainfall and no
snow. Bad weather includes blizzards and droughts. A little further afield in ‘Phan yul,
the farmers are dependent on gNyan chen thang lha’s good graces to insure a good
harvest of grain. It is commonly believed that if the mountain becomes angry, he will
send crop-destroying hail.

‘Brog pa alsobelieve that gNyan chen thang lha is an important factor in determining
an individual’s longevity and the status of his or her health. This is because he is thought
to be able to either enhance or diminish a person’s srog. The srog, or life principle, is the
force which sustains the life of all organisms.?’ Such a belief stems from pre-Buddhist
times, when the srog was a fundamental concept in explaining human well-being. A
state of good health is still defined on the folk level as dependent on an undiminished
srog. Inversely, disease is the result of a weakened srog. The concept of the srog has
become integral to Tibetan medical theory, where it is connected with the three
bioenergetic systems of the body.?!

The srog is believed to reside in an invisible column called the dbu ma that parallels
the spinal column. Every living being is thought to have a srog, including supernatural
beings such as gNyan chen thang Iha. The ‘brog pa believe that the srog of gNyan chen
thang lha is located in his srog shing, an unseen vertical axis in the heart of the mountain.
This srog shing corresponds to the dbu ma of human beings. The srog of the mountain
is thought to be so powerful that it has a salutary effect on the constellation of beings
within its ambit. It is inextricably connected with the rlung rta, a protective force which
gNyan chen thang lha emits. The 'brog pa, however, also point out that this inherent
salubrious effect of gNyan chen thang lha’s srog can be reversed by the mountain, as
retribution for the transgression of individuals. In such cases, gNyan chen thang tha has
the power to damage a sinner’s srog.

As custodian of the srog, one of the sacred mountain’s most important tasks is that
of caretaker of livestock, the foundation of the brog pa economy. The health, fecundity
and viability of the ‘brog pa’s sheep, goats, yaks and horses hinges on the srog and is
believed to be directly related to the custodial power of gNyan chen thang lha. The
rearing of livestock, especially the raising of young animals which are inherently
vulnerable to disturbances, is vitally dependent on the beneficence of the mountain. In
order to guarantee the cooperation of gNyan chen thang lha the ‘brog pa resort to a
range of propitiatory and dedicatory rites. As guardian of animals, gNyan chen thang
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lha is the archetypal herdsman and is fondly referred to as ‘brog pa chen po (the Great
Pastoralist) by the ‘brog pa. In this capacity the mountain is the keeper of the flocks by
virtue of his influence over their srog. ‘Brog pa chen po is the mystical shepherd who,
like his human counterparts oversees the migrations, breeding, shearing, milking,
sheltering and feeding of livestock. He is the ever-present sentinel and sustainer of the
herds, and thus is held in very high esteem by the ‘brog pa.

As a worldly protector, gNyan chen thang lha holds sway over the mundane affairs
of people and their environment. The full spectrum of human activities comes under
his purview. He contributes to success or lack of success in work, marriage, travel,
planning, child-rearing, construction of homes and a plethora of other personal, economic
and social activities. Fundamentally, gNyan chen thang lha functions as an archetypal
father figure for the ‘brog pa. While the various buddhas and other Buddhist deities
have partially superseded gNyan chen thang lha as spiritual patriarch, the tradition
lives on in more than an allegorical sense, because gNyan chen thang lha fulfils many
fatherly functions as provider, sustainer and protector. In this archetypal role he is
sometimes called the rgyal yab (royal father), the native father-god of the herdsmen.

There has been a growing fear in the region recently that gNyan chen thang lha has
been angered by economic liberalization and attendant ecological problems. Mining
operations, the commercial exploitation of plants and the development of modern
settlements are said to be of grave concern to the mountain. As king of the land and its
natural resources, gNyan chen thang lha is thought to see such activities as an affront to
his well-being and dignity. Some ‘brog pa claim that, as a result, gNyan chen thang lha
is threatening to bring catastrophe to the country. There is a common fear that, as
environmental degradation increases, the risk of disaster also grows.

A story circulating recently in ‘Bri ru county relates that gNyan chen thang lha and
his servants were planning to take action against those extracting caterpillar fungi and
fritillary bulbs from the mountains (Ma 1991: 16,17). The mountain’s extreme sensitivity
and supernatural strength is thought to be a potentially lethal combination. In another
account circulated in dPal mgon county in recent years, it is said gNyan chen thang lha
is about to unleash a tide of poison against the mining operations. Increasingly, the
‘brog pa feel that economic immigrants flooding into the region to exploit natural
resources are courting disaster with the yul Iha, and they themselves will not be immune
from this.

'Brog pa affirm that, on a physical level, gNyan chen thang lha is made of stone, fire
and ice and other manifestations of the five elements,? but inside or secretly, he is a
living, sentient organism. This is because he is synonymous with the yul Iha and a host
of other deities, all of which are considered very much alive, each with its own srog and
consciousness (rnam shes). These deities are active within the noumenal nature of the
mountain, represented by the various souls (bla) the mountain embodies. In other words,
the soul of the mountain, the soul of the yul Iha and souls of other deities embodied by
gNyan chen thang lha are one and the same. The bla is the psychoenergetic function
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essential in the sustenance of living beings and is related to the energies of the internal
and external worlds (Norbu 1995: 95,246). The bla is inextricably allied with both
incarnate and discarnate beings consciousness, and is closely affiliated with sentience
or the sentient force entwined with personality or ego. Tibetans believe the loss of the
bla is a phenomenon symptomatized by loss of sentience which, if left untreated, leads
to death. This belief in a soul force and its potential loss is held even by educated
Buddhists, despite there being no doctrinal grounds for a soul. Even well lettered clerics
subscribe to this belief, citing it as a cause of certain mental illnesses characterized by
catatonic states.

Not only do flesh and blood beings and spirits act as a support or vessel for the bla,
but so do trees, rocks, mountains, lakes, precious stones and other objects which are
called bla gnas. Famous examples of external seats of souls include 1Cags po ri, the bla
ri of gLang dar ma and Bum pa ri and Ge 'phel ri, the bla ri of the Tibetan people
(Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 482). The Ge sar epic is replete with examples of the theme of
external souls. People and deities often have soul force animals (bla gnas kyi sems can),
which serve as protectors and receptacles of their soul force. bLa animals include tigers,
lions, birds, bears, yaks, wolves, deer and perhaps dragons. The belief in the bla is an
extremely old one, and which may be related to archaic totemic beliefs.

Tibetan culture shares a belief in the bla with shamanistic cultures throughout central
and north Asia.” For example, the Tibetans have a belief that the soul escapes through
a hole in the sky on a thread of five colors, which is found throughout north and east
Asia (Stein: 224). The recall of souls at the time of death is a practice Tibetans also share
with shamanistic tribes.? It is often believed that those with magical powers have a
special degree of control over their bla and can transport it at will. Powerful demi-gods
like gNyan chen thang lha can do the same; it was this ability to project his bla which
permitted the mountain spirit to embody a white yak and a white snake in the legend
about Gu ru rin po che’s subjugation of the mountain. The theme of the bla, an important
mechanism in magical phenomena, interlaces this survéy of the Divine Dyads.

Sacred mountains are often called pillar of the sky (gnam gyi ka ba) and stake of the
earth (sa yi phur ba).® These metaphors share a common theme, that of a central axis.
Metaphors of the stake and pillar which are used to describe the inner nature of gNyan
chen thang lha have been assimilated into Vajrayana philosophy. The ‘brog pa affirm
that the central axis of the mountain is not unlike the axis or central channel (dbu ma/
kun 'dar ma) containing the source of the vital energy in human beings. The channels
(rtsa) are an essential part of tantric physiological theory, which propounds that the
regulation of the bioenergetic systems of the mind and body depend on the configuration
of subtle energies in the channels. Also in Vajrayana, meditational states are defined
according to the movement and qualities of subtle psychophysical energies in the
channels.

‘Brog pa equate these metaphors of the earth stake and sky pillar with the receptacle
of gNyan chen thang lha’s bla, the srog shing of the mountain, which is indicative of a
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syncretism of Vajrayana philosophy with concepts of pre-Buddhist religion. Effectively,
the make-up of the human body is considered a microcosm of gNyan chen thang Iha,
with systems of subtle energy which function in much the same way. Similarly, the
poles (ka ra) supporting the 'brog pa’s tents (gur) are also a model of the vertica|
arrangement of the mountain’s life energies. They are said to be able to attract anq
collect the blessings (byin brlabs) of gNyan chen thang lha, by virtue of being the
corresponding central axis of the home. The tent poles therefore have an inherent affinity
with the mountain’s central axis, expressed in their cosmological verticality. This is
especially true of the front pole, which is connected with both the yul lha and pho lha
This kind of contemporary belief which establishes parallels between the tent and the
yul lha is reflected in a cosmological account of the tent found in the IJang gling (Tucci
1949: 719). In this account, the atmosphere is likened to a tent which is pitched upon the
universe; the eight ribs of the tent are the wheel of the sky and the pole is Mount Ti se.
On the top of the tent is an opening which the summit of the mountain pole passes
through to the center (gung) of the higher plane of the atmosphere.

Another significance of the metaphors of stake and pillar is concerned with a colossal
column which pierces the three spheres of existence (srid gsum/srid pa gsum),
symbolizing gNyan chen thang lha’s mastery over the cosmos and the beings which
inhabit it. In this way, gNyan chen thang lha functions as an axis mundi, linking the
realms of existence into a coherent totality. Though the universe is partitioned into
discrete entities, the mountain forms them into an organic whole, by operating as a
superstructure of the universe. This is clearly why mountains like gNyan chen thang
lha are commonly called world supports (gling rten). The three spheres of the universe
(srid gsum) are the celestial realm (gnam), the intermediate realm (bar) and the
underworld (‘og). These are respectively associated with the peak, the flanks and the
base of the mountain, which together serve as a model of the tripartite cosmos.”

The three cosmological spheres are characteristically inhabited by three classes of
beings; the lha in the gnam, the gnyan in the bar and the klu in the ‘og. According a
popular Buddhist list of elemental deities (Lha srin sde brgyad), the lha are
characteristically white in color (Tucci 1949: 717). Though not members of the official
Buddhist list, the gnyan are commonly believed to.be yellow in color and the klu blue.
This is borne out by other standard lists of eight kinds of deities (Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
299). The klu and gnyan also receive mention in the 33 dimensions of non-human beings
(g-yen khams sum cu tsa gsum), a Bon classification (Norbu 1995: 252). As the supreme
yul lha of the region, gNyan chen thang lha not only rules over people, livestock and
other natural features, but is sovereign over supernatural entities and their offshoots.
This is typified by the fact that gNyan chen thang lha includes the names of the deities
of two of the cosmological dimensions, the lha and gnyan.

To better understand the personality of gNyan chen thang lha it is necessary to
become acquainted with the supernatural beings over whom he lords and with whom
he shares many characteristics. gNyan chen thang lha is variously a lha, a gnyan, and a
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klu. He is composed of the same energies, the difference primarily being a quantitative
one—gNyan chen thang lha is simply more powerful, majestic and holy than the beings
he rules. Lha is defined as deity or god. Originally, most of the lha were native sky-
dwelling deities, but since the introduction of Buddhism they have become assimilated
with the Indian devas.

Lha have a reputation of being more benevolent than other classes of spirits. In fact,
the name lha is frequently attached to higher Buddhist and Bon deities. They are generally
described as resplendent, noble, immaculate, powerful, refined, beautiful and wise. As
noted by Tucci, the lha are associated with celestial phenomena, of special importance
to the Bon po (Tucci 1949: 720). As an example, Tucci cites the following Bon deities: the
goddesses of the clouds (sprin gyi lha mo), the goddesses of the daybreak (nam lha mo)
and the god of lightning (thog lha)(Tucci 1949: 720). As divinities, lha play a vital part in
Tibet’s genealogical and cosmogonic traditions, and are ancestors both of humans and
non-humans in a wide range of contexts.

The gnyan are closely related to the klu and sa bdag and generally reside in the
space between the earth and sky (cf. Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 288,289). gNyan chen thang
lha, for instance, is called the ruler of all the sa bdag of dBus province (cf. Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 221). The gnyan primarily reside in trees and in the forest and, according to
the kLu "bum, many also reside in rocks, mountains, fire, clouds, lakes, and even on the
sun, moon, stars and planets (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 288,289). The origins of the gnyan
may lie in an archaic ibex/argali (skyin/gnyan) cult. According to the Tang Annals, the
male gnyan was worshipped by the Tibetans (Stein: 218). To this day, in Brushal in
northern Pakistan (the Bru sha of Bon literature?), the ibex is an important part of their
ancient religious belief.? The gnyan are related to the btsan and sa the, in that all three
classes of deities are personified chthonic forces. In their most malevolent form, gNyan
are believed to cause disease and misfortune (cf. Tucci 1949: 722; Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
288,289,522). Their purported ability to create epidemics and social discord is well known
among Tibetans. However, the gnyan possess a dual personality with divine and demonic
halves. The opposing aspects of their personalities relate to both the dualism in ancient
Tibetan cosmologies and the native view that human beings are born with a
fundamentally good or evil nature.

The four gnyan chen (great gnyan) are also said to be the divinities of prayer flags
(Karmay 1993: 152-154). gNyan are also important as clan progenitor deities. In the
13th century text entitled dBu nag mi’u 'dra chags, Khri tho and his wife gNvan za are the
progenitors of the IDong, dBra and 'Gru clans.? In the same manuscript, the father of
gNyan za, gNyan rgan, is forced to pay compensation to the sons Khri tho for murdering
their father. Compensation consisted of a dragon, eagle, yak, tiger, goat and dog, which
came to be associated with the IDong, dBra, ‘Gru, sGa, dBa’ and IDa respectively, the six
proto-clans of Tibet (Bod mi'u gdung drug). According to the text 'Dul ba gling grags, the
six royal lineages of Zhang zhung included the gnyan (Dagkar: Ms-C). gNyan chen
thang lha belongs to four orders of the great gnyan (gnyan chen sde bzhi) as its western
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member, which also includes rMa rgyal spom ra in the east, dByi rgyal dmag dpon in
the south, and sKyog chen sdang ra in the north (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 213).

The klu have become assimilated into the Indian naga, a very ancient class of dem;-
gods, who make up a principal part of the aboriginal pantheon of the western Himalaya.
Buddhism in Tibet was unable to eradicate the ancient klu cults and had to be content
with making them the object of a complex liturgy (cf. Tucci 1949: 723). In Mongolia, the
master-spirits of the water (luus) are most closely linked with the cult of mountains
(Tartar: 11-14). The klu are believed to dwell in the underworld and embody water
sources like springs, rivers and lakes, and are least active in the winter season. The klu
guard the celestial palaces of deities, cause winds and rains and are also the embodiment
of water sources such as rivers and lakes. The kLu "bum records that the orders of klu
originated from six eggs laid by the cosmic golden tortoise (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 290).
The kLu ’bum also records that there are three categories of klu: white, black and
multicolored (cf.Tucci 1980: 22). These categories of klu correspond to the chromatic
scheme of the srid gsum and are supplementary to their characteristic blue color, the
color of water.

kLu are found in the retinue of major Tibetan deities such as dPal Idan lha mo,
mGon po, Vaishavana and the guardian of bSam yas, Tsi'u dmar po (Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
31,49,71,166). kLu also feature in the train of indigenous Tibetan deities like Byang bdud
chen po and bDud nag po sog pa med (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 247,253,254). Along with
the bdud,® the klu are also messengers of the planetary deity Rahu (Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
260). The king of the klu is usually thought to be Zur phud Inga pa (Pancasikha), but in
the Bon text Nam sang zhi ba’i zhi khro'i bskang bshags pa, the king of the klu is said to be
rGyal ba byin chags (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 287). Similarly, the klu, like the gnyan, possess
a dual nature and often act in an ambivalent manner towards people. It is commonly
believed that, when angered, klu can cause skin diseases. The ‘brog pa also believe that,
when offended or neglected, the klu pose a threat to their livestock, particularly to the
young animals. Especially in their female form, klu play an important part in Tibetan
cosmogony and, specifically, the cosmogony of lakes.

gNyan chen thang lha stands supreme in the three cosmological realms and among
the beings which inhabit them. The mountain’s position as a cosmological nexus has
probably remained undisputed throughout Tibetan cultural history, although the
cosmological conceptions of Tibetans have undergone change and revision through the
centuries.” gNyan chen thang lha represents a kind of bridge or link between the realms
of light and darkness, the base of the mountain being firmly fixed to the sa, the terrestrial
dimension and its summit soaring in the gnam, the celestial dimension. The iconographic
tradition of pacific white forms and wrathful black forms of gNyan chen thang lha
lends credence to the mountain at one time being part of a binary cosmology. Other
evidence centers around the vivid belief the ‘brog pa have in the whiteness and blackness
of gNyan chen thang Iha and how this relates to his appearance and propensity towards
people and animals. In his black or wrathful aspect, gNyan chen thang lha is a terrific
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deity, bent on annihilation and cataclysm. In his white or pacific aspect, gNyan chen
thang tha is the grand and dignified patriarch of the ‘brog pa, possessing a very agreeable
demeanor. These two diametrically opposed aspects of his personality epitomize the
fluctuating tendencies of environmental conditions, and the inherent conflicts in the
human personality.”

The Bon po and Buddhist yul lha, especially in their aspect as sa bdag (owner of the
soil) and gzhi bdag (master of the foundation), appear to have their origins in the tradition
of the lha srin and lha ‘dre (cf. Haarh: 319). The lha srin and lha ‘dre are duplexes of
elemental forces which appear to belong to the earliest known phase of religion in Tibet.
According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag, lha, ‘dre and srin were the names of
three types of early Bon. Lha bon, ‘dre bon and srin bon were concerned with the
propitiation and worship of these beings or forces which had a divine and ambivalent
nature. In what is traditionally considered the earliest classification of Bon, the Shes pa
bcu gnyis,* the Lore of the Origin Myths (sMrang shes gto dgu) is found in the gTo rites.
Here the foundation myths and the ‘dre and sri are curiously juxtaposed, although
there is no overt connection between them.

In the Shes pa bcu gnyis, the ‘dre and sri are wicked classes of beings which must be
protected against through apotropaic rites (Norbu 1995: 169-172; Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
300-304). This indicates that their transformation from divine to demonic occurred in
the very distant past. The ‘dre together with the bgegs and gdon are classified into 18
groups, which are collectively called ‘byung po (bhut)(Das: 925). In the aboriginal
tradition there is, however, a positive place for the sri (etymologically and functionally
related to srin) and 'dre, especially when coupled with the lha.

The most ancient status of the ‘dre and sri is preserved in traditions such as the ‘dre
dkar, a benevolent spirit who aids and protects people and who is most famous in its
personified form, as the bkra shis ‘dre dkar.* The bkra shis ‘dre dkar is an emissary of
good luck cheer, active at Lo gsar, marriages and other special occasions such as operas.
He wears a mask, often made of antelope or lamb skin, decorated with the sun and
moon, which resembles the hunter’s mask of the Tibetan opera. The bkra shis ‘dre dkar’s
job is to compose and sing benefactory verses designed to bring auspiciousness to the
people and to the occasion.

In the 12th century Buddhist ‘Jig rten mgon po’i gsung bzhi beu pa, written by "Bri
gung gling pa shes rab ‘byung gnas, it mentions that bsGyur ba’i Bon was founded by
the 'dre who were opponents of Buddhism (Vitali 1996: 100-104). The same text also
recounts a legend set in the time of the seventh Tibetan king concerning a youth of the
gShen clan who for 13 years was led all around the country by the ‘dre (Vitali 1996: 100).
As a result, when he returned to human society at age 26, he had the ability to identify
the lha and ’dre of a locale, determine if they were beneficial or harmful and, moreover,
he knew the ritual system to appease them. In the Nges don "brug sgra by Sog bzlog po,
a tale set in the early 10th century is told of the subjugation of the indigenous lha dre by
the founder of the mNga’ ris skor gsum dynasty Nyi ma mgon (Vitali 1996: 553-554).
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The tale involves a juniper tree on the north side of Ma pham g.yu mtsho which is cut
by the king, causing blood and malignant animals to appear signifying that the tha ‘dre
had been offended.

In Khu nu, as in Tibet, the Iha ‘dre are an ambivalent class of spirits leaning towards
evil. The lha “dre are both male and female and are said to inhabit various places around
villages. In Khu nu, in some villages, they are still appeased by animal sacrifice offered
to the yul lha. In gNas gsang village among the low status Cha mang, community there
is a ‘dre ally. In Khu nu as well as other locations in the Tibetan cultural world, it is said
that sorcerers sometimes befriend ‘dre.

The srin as an ancient class of deity are examined in detail in the survey of the lakes
of the Divine Dyads. The chu srin, a mythological creature assimilated into the Indian
makara is an example of a semi-divine srin. Another example are the rgyal sri dkar po,
one of the nine primordial classes of srin who originated in the Sri Country of the Nine
Continents (sri yul gling dgu) and who are said to reside in temples (Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
300-302). The best example of the benevolent aspect of the srin is the consort of the
cosmogonic Ye smon rgyal po, Sri bdag tsun mo, who is mentioned in conjunction with
the Phywa Bon of the shes pa bcu gnyis tradition (Norbu 1995: 70). In the Bon text, Cult
of the Deitics of the kEung rta in Order to Obtain Fortune (Klung rta’i gsol kha dge legs kun
stol)(Norbu 1995: 70), Ye smon rgyal po is the father of positive existence and light from
whom humanity is descended. The offspring of Ye smon rgyal po and Sri bdag tsun mo
were born as powerful divine princes of the klung rta (fortune).

The lha “dre and lha srin are related to the bipartite cosmology of the Yang gsang
lugs. The lha are the deities of the celestial sphere and the srin and ‘dre are associated
with the terrestrial sphere, these forming primal couples. These pairs of Iha ‘dre and lha
srin relate to the prototypical universe, defined in dualistic terms of up and down, light
and dark, male and female, hot and cold. The ‘brog pa indicate that in relation to gNyan
chen thang lha, these duplices seem to form a pyramidal configuration, with the lha or
ethereal deities residing at the peak of the mountain and the srin and ’dre, chthonic
deities, residing at its base. Some say the lha pool around the head of the srog shing of
gNyan chen thang lha, and the srin and ‘dre gather around the base. Other sources
among the ‘brog pa claim that these deities are emitted by gNyan chen thang lha. What
is agreed upon by the few people who seem to have any knowledge of this obscure
angle of the religious tradition of the Divine Dyads, is that gNyan chen thang lha controls
the movement and activities of the lha ‘dre and lha srin.

Pastoralism™® on the Byang thang originated no earlier then the Neolithic period.”
Prior to this, the economy of the region was based on hunting and gathering. There are
several archaic hunting customs and beliefs still prevalent in the region, and gNyan
chen thang lha continues to mediate over the success of the hunt. He is believed to be
able to seriously punish those who transgress the hunting code. Harm is said to come to
those, for example, who kill specially protected ungulates, pregnant animals and animals
under the jurisdiction of the mountain.* Contrary to popular notions of piety among
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the Tibetans, hunting seemingly is permitted by gNyan chen thang lha, so long as these
proscriptions are adhered to. There is a tendency among certain devout Buddhists to
believe that all forms of hunting are punished by yul Iha such as gNyan chen thang Iha,
but this belief has not prevailed. Other ancient customs still in evidence include offering
the meat and horns of slain animals to gNyan chen thang lha. The regulatory function
of the mountain must have been especially crucial when people depended on hunting
as the mainstay of their economy.

Another belief which has every indication of being very ancient pertains to the
status of certain lead herd animals. Stud yaks (spo bo) are extremely prized, as they are
essential to the prosperity of the ‘brog pa. These very large, solitary and often
unpredictable creatures are thought to have a unique relationship with gNyan chen
thang tha. The mountain is said to confer special blessings on these animals and to
directly guide their movements and behavior. This kind of empowerment facilitates the
successful lead of the herds they are entrusted with. The outward signs of this relationship
are said to be the animal’s spirited and even dangerous comportment. sPo bo, which
are customarily festooned with prayer flags and tassels, are the object of special devotions
directed towards gNyan chen thang tha. A similarly ancient belief has to do with spirit
yaks (lha'i g.yag), whose mothers are ordinary animals but whose fathers are thought
to be yul lha like gNyan chen thang lha. ‘Brog pa believe that a yul lha can mystically
impregnate a ‘bri, leading to the birth of an animal with unusual qualities. These offspring
tend to be larger than ordinary herd animals and display a wild appearance physically
and in temperament.

In a rNying ma pa gsol kha text,* gNyan chen thang lha is called the chief dgra lha
of Tibet. This appellation is interconnected with gNyan chen thang lha the yul lha, who
is the local member of the ‘goba’i lha ga,* a group of five ancient dgra lha most intimately
connected with all human beings. An early written reference to the goba’i lhalngaisa
gter ma text rediscovered by Grwa pa mNgon shes (1012-1090), which lists them as srog
lha, pho lha, ma lha, dgra lha and yul lha (Gibson: 256). The ‘go ba’i lha Inga, which are
born and reside with individuals, are involved with the maintenance of a person’s health,
fortune, livelihood and lineage. In the Vaidurya dkar po, the yul lha is, instead, part of a
group of dgra lha known as skyobs pa’i lha Inga. While being less intimately connected
with anindividual than the ‘goba’i lha Inga, these are still domestic gods involved with
an individual’s welfare.

For the ‘brog pa in the domain of gNyan chen thang lha, the mountain is the yul lha
member of the ‘go ba’i ha Inga. He figures in marriage songs about the dgra lha sung
by the groom and his party at A pa hor wedding ceremonies. In general, the dgra lha
(literally: enemy god) protect their petitioners against enemies, serve as guardians of
clan lineages, bring wealth and help to elevate one’s social status. The ‘brog pa believe
that gNyan chen thang lha fulfils all of these functions, making him a dgra lha par
excellence. The dgra lha is a key component of the yul lha identity and of mountatins,
adding a martial coloring to their personality. gNyan chen thang lha is also a member of
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a group of important dgra lha called Srid pa’i Iha dgu (the Nine Deities of Existence)
(Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 339), which stresses the cosmogonic function of the dgra lha.

In a text attributed to Gu ru rin po che, a description of the leader of the dgra lha is
found.* He is said to be red and white in color with a purple hat and golden armor.
Over his left shoulder hangs a leopard skin and over his right shoulder the face of a
tiger. In his right hand, he holds a three-jointed cane stick and in his left he has an iron
falcon. From below his left shoulder, a tiger is poised to leap and from below his right
shoulder, a lion is ready to pounce. Trailing him are black dogs, a bear and a dred and
running in front of him are countless manifestations of the sde brgyad (class of elemental
spirits).

In Bon texts, the dgra lha is customarily called sgra bla. The sgra bla (bla of sound)
is a protective energy associated with sound, the most important link between an
individual and his bla (Norbu 1995: 60-62). With the dgra lha, we see a recurring
phenomenological association where the divisions between the mountain, an individual
and deities are ambiguous and overlapping, alluding to an ancient holistic relationship
between person, place and divinity.

Yul lha and dgra lha are often thought of as kings, heroes and warriors of the past
(cf. Stein: 228,229). The epic hero, gLing Ge sar is called 'Pillar of the Sky’ and ‘Navel of
the Earth’, two metaphors also used to describe yul lha (Stein: 203). The lofty height of
gNyan chen thang lha serves as a symbol of strength, victory, virility and courage for
those who live around it and for Tibetans further afield. In pre-modern times, gNyan
chen thang lha expressed the warlike qualities of the clans and camps in its proximity.
In the feuds that were prone to break out between various agnatic and nonagnatic groups,
gNyan chen thang lha served as a war symbol whose purpose was to raise the esprit de
corps of the combatants. Perhaps this military role stems from the Imperial conquests of
the Yar lung dynasty, a society with a dominant military culture. Among the nomads of
gNam mtsho who refer to themselves as A pa hor there is an ancient warrior hero named
Bra gu ngom ngan, who is closely associated with gNyan chen thang lha and who will
be discussed further in Chapter Five.

gNyan chen thang lha is a mountain spirit with a pan-Tibetan identity and stature.
The mountain is a focal point of Tibetan cultural aspirations and a powerful political
symbol investing Tibetans with a distinctive notion of their self-hood and uniqueness
(cf. Karmay 1994b: 119). In years gone by, during the multitude of battles fought by the
Tibetan people both internally and externally, gNyan chen thang lha was a potent national
symbol of integrity and renewal. It also acted as a reference point for ethnic and territorial
values, which fostered a sense of being a distinct and separate nation. gNyan chen thang
Iha dovetails with the cultural identity of Tibet and is thus a beacon reflecting its collective
history and experience.

While gNyan chen thang lha is a yul lha with a national purview, he serves the
immediate custodial needs and exigencies of the local community. gNyan chen thang
Iha is one of many hundreds of yul lha found throughout Tibet and borderlands. Strictly
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speaking, gNyan chen thang lha is the undisputed yul lha of the ‘Dam valley, upper
‘Phan yul and a swath of the Byang thang including parts of gNam ru and Nag chu, a
contiguous area of roughly 12,000 square kilometers. Within this area there are many
minor yul lha, whose dominance and prestige are subsidiary to gNyan chen thang lha.
These subsidiary yul lha like gNyan chen thang lha, are protectors of the land and
people but are active over a much smaller area. A good analogy of relationship between
gNyan chen thang lha and other yul lha operating within his territory, is that of a an
overlord and his vassal kings.

Outside of gNyan chen thang lha’s direct sphere of influence are yul lha who
exclusively serve the interests of their specific communities. When examining gNyan
chen thang lha in his non-national role as the sovereign of an explicitly defined swathe
of territory, he is called a gzhi bdag, literally meaning ‘master of the locality’.* Generally,
this term is synonymous with sa bdag, ‘master of the soil’. Sa bdag like gzhi bdag are
usually bound to a specific locale (cf. Tucci 1949: 722). The Bon and Buddhist sa bdag
and gzhibdag are apparently identical with the more primitive lha srin and tha ‘dre. As
a gzhi bdag, gNyan chen thang lha is territorially independent of other gzhi bdag and
rules autonomously over his region. The same can be said of most of the adjoining gzhi
bdag; each of them is absolute sovereign over a well defined territory. The primacy of
gNyan chen thang lha as a national yul lha in no way affects the autonomy of the other
gzhi bdag. Tibet is overlaid with an infrastructure of these gzhi bdag, representing
decentralized spiritual command of the land, and a network of tribal and clan reference
points.

The decentralization of the power of the gzhi bdag is well illustrated in a review of
the major ones in the vicinity of gNyan chen thang lha: the celebrated gzhi bdag gNam
ra, located on the A mdo and Nag chu county lines; Dar cha Lha mo in Nag chu city;
rMa ting ‘phrul mo of sNya rong; Pad ni ri bkra of sTeng chen and Gro gad of A mdo
county.® None of these have any overt connections with gNyan chen thang lha as gzhi
bdag. They do not share the same parentage nor genealogy and function independently
of each other. By being invested with territorial independence, the gzhi bdag possess
undisputed spiritual governance over the welfare and destiny of their land or
’foundation’. Traditionally, the ‘brog pa of the Byang thang were divided into camps
called tsho pa or shog kha,* and were known for their fierce independence and even
bellicosity towards one another. The gzhi bdag reflect this rugged individualism.

The collective rituals of mountain worship reflected the integral character of the
community and helped to demarcate its political, moral and social bonds (cf. Karmay
1994b: 117). To this day, the offering of incense and prayer flags at Lo gsar and during
the summer grass cutting festival are acts of communal participation and solidarity. In
this way, gNyan chen thang lha reinforces the camp’s sense of uniqueness and
separateness, helping to delineate and define their home ground. This is even true of
gzhi bdag who have a recognized link with gNyan chen thang lha. Ties between them
do not prevent them from working self-sufficiently in the interests of their homeland



42 Divine Dyads

and members. Examples of this latter category include bSam gtan gangs bzang of Nag
chu county, who is reckoned to be either a general or son of gNyan chen thang lha, anq
g-Yag Iha ser po, the most important gzhi bdag of Sog county, who is said to be a servant
of gNyan chen thang lha. Another example is the more distant gzhi bdag of rDza stod
county, rDza rgyal, which local informants say is the son of gNyan chen thang lha and
gNam mtsho.

gNyan chen thang lha, as a national yul lha, effectively aids the process of forging
an interdependent Tibetan identity and polity, while, as a local gzhi bdag, he fosters
regional and social independence. These are two principles of Tibetan sacred geography,
called territorial interdependence and territorial independence, represent two opposing
spatial orientations. gNyan chen thang lha is a most conspicuous index and symbolic
mediator of this hierarchy of social and political notions of exclusion and inclusion.
These principles mirror the push and pull between regionalism and nationalism that
are hallmark of Tibetan political history and this concept of territorial interdependence
and independence is important to understanding the mosaic of Byang thang sacred

geography.®

The Iconography of gNyan chen thang lha

In the Fifth Dalai Lamia’s work gNyan chen thang lha’i 'phrin las bdud rti’i chu rgyun, a
description of the mountain’s ordinary appearance is provided.* In this form, gNyan
chen thang lha is iconographically a typical yul lha, visually little different from many
other mountain spirits. He is described as a young, handsome man with a regal bearing,
having a body that is crystal colored like a lofty mountain, with two hands and three
eyes. He wears a half-smile, half-grimace, with his incisors slightly exposed. In his raised
right hand he grasps a horse whip with a five pronged rdo rje handle. His left hand
holds a crystal rosary. He is attired in three very wide-sleeved robes of red, white and
azure, and a white turban with a jewel diadem on top of his head. He is mounted on a
superior white horse with a jewelled saddle and bridle. Alternatively, his attributes are
a white flag in his left hand and an azure colored fan in his right hand (sTag lung rtse
sprul: 15).

In the sPom ra thang lha rdor legs dang pa drag drag reyal ma’'i gsol mchod (Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 206), gNyan chen thang lha is described as being radiant white in color and
wearing white silk and cotton clothes. In his right hand, he brandishes a stick and with
his left hand, he counts the beads of his crystal rosary. He roams the three worlds on a
divine horse with white feet and is seated in meditational repose. In another textual
variation, gNyan chen thang lha has turquoise eyebrows, a lapis lazuli and gold girdle,
and a whip which has three rings as a handle instead of a rdo rje. His horse has a saddle
of conch.* According to Bon po iconography, gNyan chen thang lha, who is sometimes
called Thang lha yar bzhugs, possesses radiant wisdom like the sun, has a white
complexion, wears a golden helmet and armor, brandishes a bow and arrow and rides
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a white horse.*" In paintings, gNyan chen thang lha is often depicted wearing golden
earrings, a mirror on his chest and a quiver on his side and is surrounded by clouds.*

A different description of gNyan chen thang lha can be found in a gtor ma offering
text written by the founder of the sTag lung bKa’ brgyud sub-sect, Ngag dbang bkra
shis dpal grub (1142-1210), entitled gNyan chen thang lha'i gtor mchog ‘dod dgu'i 'bras ster
zhes bya ba zhugs so (Accomplished Wishing to Give All Rewards on the Superior gTor
ma of gNyan chen thang lha)(fol.1r-2r)%:

“His horse is superior, spirited and standing erect, duck white in color. It has a
turquoise halter and golden bridle. On the horse is a saddle made of conch
shell, decorated with precious beads resting on top of a blanket. On this saddle
is a white syllable Om radiating white light. This light subjugates angry beings
and is transformed into the deity Lha chen thang lha. He has a white body, two
arms and one face. In his right hand is a cane stick (sba lcag) and in his left
hand he holds a crystal rosary (shel phreng). He also has a chopper (gri gug)
and a spear with a flag attached to it. He wears white clothes and a three
layered mantle (ber) on his torso. The skin of the tiger, bear and leopard make
up the sheath of the sword he wears on his side. His is the perfect costume of
the "Khor los bsgyur ba’i rgyal po (Universal Monarch).”

The half-smile, half-grimace gNyan chen thang tha displays reflects the pacific and
wrathful sides of his disposition as a yul lha and personifies the dualities inherent in the
environment. Nevertheless, the generally auspicious and virile appearance of the yul
lha is tantamount to the ideal conception of the country he heads. This idealism expresses
itself in the glowing adjectives used to describe the gNyan chen thang lha region as a
fertile, salutary and prosperous land of many great attributes by the native ‘brog pa.
This idealized view of the countryside helps to offset the harsh environmental realities
of the Byang thang and reflects the pride people have in their homeland. As such, the
mountain is the embodiment of all the positive qualities of his environs, a symbol of its
most idyllic side.

In various texts, gNyan chen thang lha’s abode is called “‘Dam shod snar mo (Oblong
Lower Marsh), which is described as verdant, even in the wintertime*' In the primary
sTag lung text compiled by Ngag dbang bstan 'dzin, his residence is called ‘Dam shor
nor ma'’i ljongs (fol. 15v). gNyan chen thang lha’s palace is his mountain, which looks
like an ordinary snow mountain from the outside but is really a crystal palace, full of
glittering jewels (Text Nga-53, fol. 4r,4v; sTag lung rtse sprul; 15). Around the base of his
palace is a lake of nectar and between it and the palace is mist and tent shaped rainbows.
From above, clouds rain down jewels. Flanking the palace are meadows of green grass
and blue flowers beyond which are eight hills resembling crystal stupas.

A more detailed description of gNyan chen thang lha’s abode is found in the gter
ma text 'Dzam gling spyi bsangs (Incense Purification for the World), where his palace
floats on the peak of the Mountain (fol. 1v,2r):
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“The foundation of this palace is made of iron and the walls from conch. The
corners of the four walls are made of gold and the roof from lapis lazuli. The
overhang of the palace roof is composed of turquoise, the beams supporting
the roof of lapis lazuli, the pillars from coral and crystal, and the doors from
gold. From the red and white cornice around the roof, bows and arrows and
banners are suspended. Fog shrouds the palace and below lies a lake of pure
water. The palace has four doors, each guarded by a divine animal. Guarding
the south entrance is a white horse; at the east entrance is a huge white yak; at
the west entrance is a tiger, leopard, bear and dred mo;* the north entrance is
guarded by flying birds.”

In the gtor ma offering text by Ngag dbang bkra shis dpal grub, the initial visualization
requires seeing gNyan chen thang lha’s residence as a snow mountain (outer vision)
and palace made of precious substances (inner vision)(fol.1r):

“This palace is very beautiful and richly decorated. In the realm above it (steng)
there are thundering dragons in the clouds. In the realm around it (bar) there
is lightning and continuous drizzle, and in the realm below it (‘og), is an
assembly of 10,000,000 (countless) armed divine klu warriors. All the good
things and activities of the world are heaped up arouvd the palace like thick
clouds. In the middle of it s a throne built of precious materials piled high with
cloths. Above the throne is gNyan chen thang lha’s horse (as described above).

1"

In another passage of the same text, the mountain is described as white in color like a
heap of jewels surrounded'by drizzle, clouds, mist, lightning and endless thunder (fol.
3v).

These poetic descriptions of gNyan chen thang lha’s abode express the awe and
respect that Tibetans have for the mountain. The ‘brog pa living around him see gNyan
chen thang lha as more than merely ice, rock and vegetation, and somehow perceive its

mythic appearance. This kind of transcendental vision of the mountain is still prevalent
today.

gNyan chen thang lha-
the Ancestral Deity

gNyan chen thang lha is one of the most important ancestral deities of Tibet.> This
genealogical function is derived mainly from his father, the mountain god ‘O lde gung
rgyal, who inhabits a 6,000-meter mountain in the province of Nyang po, 30 kilometers
west of Zhangs ri. In the primary sTag lung text compiled by Ngag dbang bstan pa’i nyi
ma, it is stated that gNyan chen thang lha is the son of the gnyan and of ‘O lde gung
rgyal (fol. 15v). This is a universally accepted attribution among all sects of Buddhism.
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‘O 1de gung rgyal is also called Srid pa’i lha rgan (the Ancient God of Existence) and is
envisioned wearing a cloak and turban of silk, adorned with bracelets of turquoise, and
carrying a lance with a flag attached to it and a cane stick (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 208).
He is mounted on a superior horse, and is surrounded by a host of the male ancestral
deities (pha mtshun), ma sangs and dgra lha (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 208). From this
description of ‘O lde gung rgyal’s retinue, it is apparent that all three members, like
their chief, have a genealogical function.

In the Lhasa Edicts, 'O lde gung rgyal is recorded as the ancestor of the Yar lung
kings and the six protoclans of Tibet, the Bod mi‘u gdon drug (Tucci 1949: 730). ‘O lde
gung rgyal is apparently the same deity as O lde spu rgyal of the Lhasa Edicts and O lde
spur rgyal, who is mentioned in the Lhasa Inscriptions as the primordial king (Tucci
1949: 733). The La dwags Chronicles name sPu rgyal as the first royal ancestor. Evidently,
he is also ‘O lde gung rgyal and is connected with the female deity, sPu yul mo btsun
gung rgyal who, in turn, is probably related to gNam phyi gung rgyal (Tucci 1949: 733).

The ancestral function of ‘O lde gung rgyal is described in the Can Inga texts, which
were translated and described by Samten Karmay.> The Can Inga were an early official
account of the origins of the kings and the activities of their successors and other members
of the royal house. They were first written down in the late 9th or early 10th century
and were part of the standard history of the bKa’ gdams pa sect. Later, they fell into
total obscurity, as subsequent sects were concerned only with their own histories and
the myth of the Indian origin of the kings became the accepted norm. The Can Inga
preserves native origin myths (smrang) with a high degree of integrity not found in
later Buddhist-influenced works. These myths gave rise to theogonies and cosmogonies
which were part of a coherent magico-religious system in the pre-Buddhist period and
were crucial to the socio-religious organization of the state. The origin myth were divided
into three traditions: proclaimed, secret and extremely secret. In the extremely secret
tradition (Yang gsang lugs), the first Tibetan king was descended from the the’u brang.*

The secret tradition traces the genesis of the first king, gNya’ khri btsan po, to a
complex theogonic and cosmogonic sequence. It states that in the beginning there was
the god Phywa ye mkhyen chen po who begot the deities Legs pa’i hor drug and Kho
ma ‘bro rje. Phywa ye mkhyen chen po blew between the unseparated heaven and
earth, creating 13 stages in each of them. At the very juncture of heaven and earth,
which are like a ga’u, white and black lights shone representing existencé and non-
existence. From the interaction of these two lights a female turquoise flower and a male
golden flower appeared and, from their union, the god Kha dang skyol med was born.
This god mated with dByings kyi skyol med producing a lineage of deities which
continues until the union of sTag cha yal yol and Tshe za khyad khyud, from which four
brothers were produced. One of these is ‘O lde gung rgyal who, with nine Thang nga
goddesses, produces 101 sons, whose offspring were so numerous that they became the
fathers of all the gods in heaven.

After losing a dice match with one of his brothers, ‘O lde gung rgyal left heaven and
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went to intermediate space. Here he produced a multitude of offspring which became
the fathers of all the gods in space. He then descended to the earth and fathered nine
mountain gods, each with a different consort. One of these mountain gods, whose mother
was Srin za sbyar lcam ma, is gNyan chen thang lha. ‘O l1de gung rgyal also fathered the
following eight mountain gods: 1) Yar lha sham po; 2) Chims lha; 3) dBye lha spyid
dkar; 4) rTsang lha pu dar; 5) rTsang lha Bye'u; 6) Gro lha gang bu; 7) Dwags lha sgam
po; and 8) Kong lha de g.yag (Karmay 1994a: 418). The theogony of ‘O lde gung rgyal
continues for generations until gNya“ khri btsan po, the first king of Tibet, is born.

In an analogous tradition, ‘O lde gung rgyal and his eight sons were called srid pa
chags pa’i lha dgu (the nine originating lha of existence); these consisted of ‘O lde gung
rgyal and the eight mountain deities he fathered: 1)Yar lung gi yar lha sham po; 2)
Byang gi nyan chen thang lha; 3) rGad stod kyi jo bo ‘gyog chen; 4) Shar gyi rma chen
spom ra; 5) Jo bo g.yul rgyal; 6) She’u dkar ri; 7 ) sKyid shod zhog lha phyug po; and 8)
gNod sbyin gang ba bzang po (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 208,209). In the gtor ma offering
text of sTag lung bkra shis dpal it states that gNyan chen thang lha is the leader of the
srid dgu Tha (fol. 10r), which is the same as the srid pa chags pa’i lha dgu.

The common denominators in the above two lists are that all the members are
mountain divinities, their father is ‘O lde gung rgyal, and they have two members in
common: gNyan chen thang lha and Yar lha sham po. gNyan chen thang lha’s stature is
accentuated by virtue of his inclusion in both traditions. An alternative list of the srid
pa chags pa’i lha dgu is incomplete because only seven names of ‘O Ide gung rgyal’s
progeny are given (sTag lung rtse sprul: 14). The members furnished include: 1) De’i bu
lha ri bu yar lha sham po; 2) gNyan chen thang lha; 3) rMa chen spom ra; 4) sGrogs chen
Ingang ra; 5) sGam po lha rje; 6) Zhogs lha rgyug po; and 7) Jo bo g.yul rgyal she'u kha
rag (sTag lung rtse sprul: 14). As we can see, there are a number of variations between
the two lists of srid pa chags pa’i lha dgu. Why exactly they came to be compiled
differently is not known, but variations over time in the enumeration and names of
deities between various sects is not uncommon.

How the mountain divinities in the Ca Iniga and srid pa chags pa’i lha dgu traditions
relate to one another is not completely clear. They do, however, share a major functional
similarity, that of creator deities, especially through their father ‘O 1de gung rgyal, who
is also called Srid pa’i Iha chen (the Great Lha of Existence)(sTag lung rtse sprul: 14).
Srid pa means existence, the cosmos, the universe, and also to be, to grow, or to exist (cf.
Haarh: 269), and thus imports creation, being and generation. Srid pa’i lha are the deities
of creation belonging to Bon, based on the older matrilineal theogony of the Yang gsang
tradition (Haarh: 270). With regards to gNyan chen thang Iha, this creative connotation
of the term srid pa is reflected in its role as a generalized ancestor deity of the Hor pa
and A pa hor ‘brog pa. The tradition of this ancestral link with the mountain is not well
maintained and is on its way to oblivion. In fact, most of the ‘brog pa interviewed were
unaware of it or denied it existed, apparently out of shame for non-Buddhist traditions.
An exception to this aversion towards an ancient tradition is found in the Bon po enclave
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of sPo che, located 20 kilometers north of the northwest comer of gNam mtsho. Here,
gNyan chen thang lha is unabashedly linked to the primordial deities of Bon and to the
racial history of the people. gNyan chen thang lha is the Bon po clan deity (rus rgyud
lha) of at least one clan in the area.

The structural organization of genealogical myths resembles a schematic depiction
of a cosmogony (Tucci 1980: 219,220). In the first stage of this cosmogony, there was a
potential existence (bon nyid), which was the equivalent of the void (ye nyid stong pa),
and from it a process of actualization occurred (grol). Then, there is divine manifestation
(sprul), which leads to the formation of the five elements as typified by the cosmic egg,
which in turn reveal (brdol) themselves according to their inherent nature. This is
followed by the birth (‘byung pa) of an emanation body (sprul pa) and then by the
miraculous (rdzu ‘phrul) birth of the White Yak of Existence (Srid kyi g.yag po dkar po).
In the last phase of the cosmogony, the white yak of existence, a Bon dgra lha, descends
into Zhang zhung and completes the process of creation. As mentioned above, a white
yak figures in the legends of Gu ru rin po che’s subjugation of gNyan chen thang lha, of
which it is an emanation. The white yak is also found in the retinue of the holy mountain
in the sacred geographical myths of the region. Some ‘brog pa of the region allege that
gNyan chen thang lha, in the form of a divine white yak (Iha’i g.yag dkar po), is the
protective deity (rus rgyud lha/A pha’i lha) of certain clans.

In the Buddhist tradition, gNyan chen thang lha is one of the mgur lha bcu gsum
(the Thirteen King's gods).These include the nine srid pa chags pa’‘i lha and four other
members; Jo bo ngos gsum, Jo bo g.ya’ spung, Jo bo khug lha and Jo bo mchim lha
(Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 224). These are royal mountain divinities, and both kings Khri
srong lde btsan and Srong btsan sgam po are said to have offered prayers to them (sTag
lung rtse sprul: 15). Chab srid conveyed the fundamental idea of royal authority while
rgyal srid was synonymous with the kingdom or state (Haarh: 269) and, therefore, the
srid pa chags pa’i lha dgu potentially take on a political dimension in addition to their
cosmogonic significance. There is an interesting tale of royal divinities in the Treasury of
Good Sayings set in the period when both Bon and Buddhism declined and the Vinaya
was broken (Karmay 1972: 99,100). As a result, the royal divinities were deeply upset;
Yar lha sham po looked away to the west, Thang lha yar zhugs (gNyan chen thang lha)
looked away to the north, rMa chen spom ra recoiled to the east, and 1Dong lha gung
grags retreated south. Undefiled gods, disgusted with the decadence of religion,
withdrew into heaven and other divinities fled. It should be noted that three of the four
royal divinities in this story are members of the srid pa chags pa’i lha dgu.

The Bon tradition of the mgur lha bcu gsum is found in the Lha rgod drag dar > Its
leader is gTsang lha phu dar, a mountain located about 20 kilometers southwest of
bZang bzang.” The other 12 members of the group and their locations are: 1) gNyan rje
thang lha (gNyan chen thang lha)—located on the border of Ngas po and the Byang
thang; 2) Yar lha sham po—Lho kha; 3) sTod lha ze ze—sTod lung; 4) sKyi lha bya
rmang—Lho kha; 5) dByi lha gnyan po—Lho kha; 6) 'O lha rgyal bzang—in gTsang
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near g.Yung drung gling dgon pa; 7) Nup lha brten drug—above g-Yung drung gling
dgon pa; 8) rKong lha mthong drug—rKong po; 9) Dag lha sgam po—Dwags po; 10)
Chib lha bya rmang—Lho kha; 11) Nyang lha phu dar—Nyang po; and 12) Drangs lha
drangs rje—location unknown. In one version of the Lha rgod drag dar in the possession
of sLop dpon ‘Phrin las nyi ma, gNyan chen thang lha is recorded as the protective
deity of the Cog ro clan.

The above list establishes a tier of southern Tibet extending from upper gTsang
across to rKong po as the residence of the Bon mgur lha, a swath of territory that
corresponds to the sPu rgyal kingdom. Given this geographical sequence, and the royal
tradition associated with the mgur lha,® it can be established that they originated with
the Yar lung kings. Interestingly, only Yar Iha sham po and gNyan chen thang lha are
uniformly present in all the mgur lha and srid pa chags pa’i Iha and Can Inga listings:
this has the effect of accenting their prominence in traditions associated with Yar lung
dynastic times and helps to explain their continued renown in Tibet.

The mgur lha appear to be closely related to the sku lha (literally ‘god of the body’)
guardian spirits. The sku lha who were also mountain divinities were important to the
ancient btsan po because they acted as vital support for the king’s life (Gibson: 35,77-
82,200,221). The sku lha or sku bla generally belong to the gnyan class of deities (Norbu
1995:227). As a royal divinity, gNyan chen thang lha was an important sku lha or divine
protective force. The functions of the ancient sku lha have been recycled in the make-up
of the mountain as a contemporary yul ha. In the Yar lung dynastic times, the protector
gNyan chen thang lha must have helped to wield the aristocracy and commonersintoa
single politico-religious structure. Through the Tibetan kings and the gnyan class of
deities, the sku lha, mgur lha and srid pa’i tha are closely related.

The Mother and Father of gNyan chen thang lha

As reported in the Can Inga origin myths of the Tibetan kings, ‘O lde gung rgyal mated
with Srin za sbyar lcam ma to produce gNyan chen thang lha. Srin was used as an
allusion to the people of Nyang po and rKong po in the context of the Tibetan king and
his allies vanquishing them (Karmay 1994a: 419). Srin are also a class of deities and
demons, who in their female form are known as srin mo. The most celebrated story of
the srin mo is that of the fearsome brag srin mo (rock ogress), who is assimilated with
the man eating Indian rakshasas. In this legend the indigenous brag srin mo joins with
an ape, the emanation of sPyan ras gzigs, to form the Tibetan race ?°

The srin mo is also famous as the supine demoness (Gan rkyal du srin mo),* first
mentioned in the 12th century Mani bka’’bunt (Gyatso: 37,38). In this legend, the territory
of the sPu rgyal kings is perceived anthropomorphically as a supine demoness, who
threatens the establishment of civilization. Thirteen temples are built in three concentric
squares, consisting of a temple on each of the 12 corners and one in the middle, in the
'Plain of Milk’ (Lhasa) or the heart of the srin mo, to suppress her destructive urges. The
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temples on the four main quarters (ru chen po bzhi) correspond to her shoulders and
hips; the four borders (mtha’ ‘dul) correspond to her knees and elbows; and the outer
borders (yang ‘dul) correspond to her hands and feet. Like her consort in the Can Inga
myths, ‘O lde gung rgyal, the srin mo in all her forms holds a dominant position in the
mytho-religious heritage of ancient Tibet (see Chapter Two for more information on the
srin mo). The word Icam in Srin za sbyar lcam ma denotes a female of a high rank, and
ma indicates a mother or maternal qualities. Like the srin mo, lcam ma is connected
with creative impulses and the process of cosmological manifestation.

Srin za sbyar lcam ma may be the mother of gNyan chen thang lha in the Can Inga,
but in the relevant gsol kha texts her name is not found. Neither is she known to the
‘brog pa of the region. In a text by the Fifth Dalai Lama and in other gsol kha, the
mother of gNyan chen thang lha is stated to be g.Yu bya gshog gcig (One Winged
Turquoise Bird)(Ngag dbang bstan pa’i nyi ma: fol. 15v; Text Ka-23, fol. 7v; Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 207).5' However, she is not well known because her name is often omitted
from the incense texts and only the ‘brog pa most versed in their lore seem to have
heard of her. It cannot be determined if she is an aboriginal mother deity of the A pa hor.
Unfortunately, no information on het origins, function or personality have been
forthcoming. However, in a skilfully composed synopsis of dGe lugs pa tradition
protectors, she is identified with Srid pa’i rgyal mo (sLe lung bzhad pa‘i rdo rje: 134).
Whatever significance she may have had in the past has long been overshadowed by
gNyan chen thang lha.

The mother of gNyan chen thang lha is not only described as a bird but as a turquoise
one. Turquoise (g.yu) is a highly valued, indigenous semiprecious stone.® The inclusion
of turquoise in the name of gNyan chen thang lha’s mother imbues her with a sense of
sanctity and auspiciousness. Why does g.Yu bya gshog gcig only has one wing?
Disfigurement or possessing one of a pair of anatomical features is a well-known sign
of divinity. For example, there is the one-legged deity (the’u rang rkang gcig) associated
with Pe har, the one-eyed Buddhist Ral gcig ma, bdud with feet which face backwards,
as well as blind and lame deities. Yet we must consider the possibility that the misshapen
appearance of g.Yu bya shog gcig is the result of premeditated manipulation marking a
change in the religious status of the country. Whether this event took place with the
introduction of Buddhism or much earlier with the advent of early Bon is very difficult
to determine. Disfigured birds and ornithological deities are not found in the cave art of
gNam mtsho, nor apparently, anywhere else on the Byang thang, suggesting that the
tradition is not aboriginal. It is striking that the turquoise bird mother survived the
interpolation of Bon theogonies and the founding of Buddhism to have secured a place
in the writings of the Fifth Dalai Lama in the late 17th century and in the myths of the
‘brog pa up to the present day, albeit in an attenuated form.

The Phur ba’i sgrub skor, a text of sadhanas of important Bon protectors, contains a
description of the theogony of gNyan chen thang lha and gNam mtsho,* featuring
another mother and father of the holy mountain. In this account, gNyan chen thang lha
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and his ancestors originally lived in a castle among the clouds floating in space (dbyings)
in the land of the gods of existence (Lha yul srid pa). gNyan chen thang Iha's grandfather
is the g.Yung drung Master of the Mind (g.Yung drung yid kyi bdag); his grandmother,
the Mistress Entrusted to Maintain the Race of the kLu (kLu rabs skos kyi bdag);* his
mother, the Primal sMan Victorious Wife (sMan ye grogs rgyal), and his father, the Lord
of Existence of the Race of the Lha (Lha rabs srid pa’i rje). United in marriage, the
parents produce gNyan chen thang lha, known in the text as Thang lha of the Race of
the Lha and Son of the gNyan (Lha rabs thang lha gnyan gyi bu). gNyan chen thang lha
manifested as the White Conch Khyung Lord (Dung khyung dkar po rje), who possessed
radiant wisdom in his mind in order that he could descend to earth. His grandfather,
the ultimate progenitor of the gods, presented him with six magical articles before he
descended to earth in order to subdue evil beings. These articles include 1) the upper
part of a turquoise dragon head; 2) the lower part of a thog lcags animal head;* 3) a
magical bomb (dzwo)® shaped like a bow (gnam ru); 4) a copper walking stick (Idan
kar); 5) meteoric iron (gnam lcags) clothes fastener (sdig ru); and 6) tarnished blue article
shaped like a human torso (khog tshe). The right horn of Dung khyung dkar po 1je is
encircled by 1,000 shrieking divine soldiers and his left horn by a 1,000 strong, battle-
hungry army.

The text proceeds to inform us that, once in the earthly realm, gNyan chen thang
lha searched for an appropriate home and located 'Dam shod snar mo, an area full of
pointed snow mountains and blossoming flowers. He then assumed his original form
as Thang lha rje, an iron-colored man with spots who was fond of sports and shooting
thog lcags arrows. Wherever he went, he was accompanied by sleet storms. He lived for
three months in sPo che during the winter, and for three months during the summer at
Nang do.” The text describes gNyan chen thang lha as a mighty and strict guardian of
g.-Yung drung Bon and its practitioners. It also states that he married gNam mtsho, a
very powerful and dignified iron-colored woman with gold ornaments on her head
and turquoise eyebrows, who rode on a white hind. She had been blessed and
empowered by gNam phyi gung rgyal. They had a son called gNyan sras thang lha
(Thang lha, Son of the gNyan), who had the appearance of a crystal-colored yak with
two golden horns and sparklingeyes. From the right side of his mouth, he sucked in
and consumed 900 ‘dre, and from the left side of his mouth he sucked in and consumed
900 ‘dre mo. He made a terrible grunting sound which subdued both demons and deities.
With an order from his father, gNyan sras thang lha separates btsan from their horse
mounts and destroyed them. He was the subduer of all the btsan of the country.

gNyan chen thang lha and his relatives lived in the Lha yul srid pa which, according
to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag, is the primordial realm of the gods and is most
fundamentally associated with the Loving Mother (Byams ma), a progenetrix of the
Bon gods. Hence, gNyan chen thang lha in the Bon tradition is, either directly or indirectly,
an ancestor of the human race. Looking at his parentage in the Bon tradition we can see
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that he is related to the lha, gnyan and klu, the beings which characterize the three
cosmological spheres, and that his origin is celestial.

As we have seen, in the Bon tradition gNyan chen thang lha manifested as a khyung.
We find this same theme when reviewing Buddhist accounts of the Divine Dyads;
therefore, it behooves us to closely analyze the mythological and religious components
of the khyung. This is necessary in order to develop a better appreciation of the make-
up of gNyan chen thang lha, because of the degree of interconnection between him and
the khyung. The khyung has become assimilated with the garuda of India, the mount of
Vishnu and Krsna. It is, however, the native eagle-like deity of Tibet which developed
separately from the garuda until the introduction of Buddhism. The khyung also called
nam mkha’ lding (that which hovers in the sky) ‘dab chags rgyal ba (king of the birds)
and mkha’ spyod dbang po (lord of the sky)—is considered the chief of the birds and
was an important symbol of sovereignty for the kings of Zhang zhung.* gNyan chen
thang lha is directly related to the khyung as protector, dgra lha and mountain deity,
and as representation of the rDzogs chen view; but when he manifests as a khyung, he
is vicariously related to all of the khyungs’ symbolism.

gNyan chen thang lha as Other Deities

In the Buddhist tradition, Tibet’s most loved bodhisattva, sPyan ras gzigs
(Avalokitesvara), is called 'Lord of the Mountains’ whose paradise is Po ta la, a lofty
range of snowy mountains (Chogyam Trungpa: 56). gNyan chen thang lha’s conversion
to Buddhism is complete when he assumes the mantle of a bodhisattva.” The text by
sTag lung Ngag dbang bkra shis dpal states that Zur phud Inga Dri za rgyal po (gNyan
chen thang lha) obtained his bodhisattva vows from Gu ru rin po che and has attained
the eighth stage (sa/bhumi) of bodhisattvahood (fol. 3r). He is considered a mind (thugs)
emanation of Nam mkha’i snying po (Akashagarbha),” one of the eight major
bodhisattvas (Sang rgyas sras chen brgyad). A description of Nam mkha’i snying po™
reveals that his characteristic element is ether, and his main attribute is the sun
(representing the universal illumination of the mind of this bodhisattva). He is usually
depicted standing with his hands displaying the varada and vitarka mudras. Ordinarily,
he is shown with the sun, supported by a lotus, resting on his right shoulder (representing
method), and a book resting in a lotus upon his left shoulder (representing wisdom).

No longer merely a worldly mountain protector, gNyan chen thang tha is now the
embodiment of the Mahayana doctrine. For Buddhists, his height is a concrete symbol
of enlightenment. A magnificent distillation of the meaning of bodhisattva is presented
in the Sutra of the Heart of the Transcendent and the Victorious Perfection of Wisdom. In one
verse,” the Buddha, addressing his disciple, says:

“..Therefore, Sariputra, because bodhisattvas have no attainments, they rely
on, and abide in, the Perfection of Wisdom, and since their minds do not have
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obscurations, they have no fear. Having well transcended wrong views, they
reach the sorrowless state.”

With their incomparable qualities (stobs bskyed pa), bodhisattvas encapsulate Buddhist
ideals and aspirations, forming a palpable link between religious practice and
buddhahood. By extension, gNyan chen thang lha has evolved as an integral part of
this process. As a bodhisattva, gNyan chen thang lha reaches the height of his glory and
divinity, rising above his somewhat unpredictable and checkered personality as a worldly
yul lha. According to local tradition, Shel mkhar phug (Cave of the Crystal Fort) is not
only the soul cave (bla phug) of the mountain but also the place where Nam mkha’i
snying po manifests himself. By identifying Nam mkha’i snying po with the soul of
gNyan chen thang lha, the highest status has been effectively accorded gNyan chen
thang lha in Buddhism. In other words, the personas of gNyan chen thang lha the yul
lha and the bodhisattva have merged. In Buddhist doctrine, the bodhisattva is the
dominant player in this intertwining of personalities, displacing many of the non-
Buddhist characteristics of the mountain. This essentially is the final phase of the
Buddhist transfiguration of gNyan chen thang lha, which permits him to be fully
absorbed into the mainstream of Buddhism. It is important to note that the physical
properties of gNyan chen thang Iha are not the manifestation of Nam mkha’i snying po
but rather an outward sign of his most virtuous qualities; that is, the manifestation of
the bodhisattva is within the essential nature of the mountain’s existence; its buddha
nature, the birthright of all sentient beings, incarnate and disincarnate.

Despite gNyan chen thang lha’s identification with the bodhisattva, the more earthy
qualities of gNyan chen thang lha still dominate in the relationship the ‘brog pa have
with him. The worldly guardian’s rule over the land and the affairs of its inhabitants is
unchanged and unmitigated by Buddhist innovation. Essentially, the bodhisattva
ascription is a symbolic one, used as a mechanism for the Buddhist appropriation of
gNyan chen thang lha. This peripheral role of the bodhisattva is reflected in the fact that
nowhere is a doctrinal or dialectical explanation of this attribution presented. This seems
to be an indication of Buddhist scholars’ tacit admission that the aboriginal personality
of gNyan chen thang lha would always overshadow doctrinal considerations. Their
aim was to temper this personality, bringing it into line with Buddhist ethics and
conventions, and allow gNyan chen thang lha to continue to be a prominent force in
Tibetan culture. This reconfiguring of the mountain also facilitated gNyan chen thang
lha’s participation in Buddhist religious practice and ritual.

The Fifth Dalai Lama records that gNyan chen thang lha has six different names
derived from six gods of the form realm.” These gods are: 1) Shel ging dkar po; 2)
gNam thel dkar po; 3) gNam lha byang chub sems pa; 4) Tshangs pa dung gi thor
tshugs; 5) Dri za zur phud Inga pa; and 6) Khyab ‘jug gnam mtsho’i bdag po (Text Ka-
24, fol. 2r). This tradition of six names is derived from the rNying ma pa Rin chen gter
mdzod (Treasury of Revealed Scriptures),” and it represents a common tradition in
Buddhism of embellishing indigenous deities with doctrinal identifications. In reference
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to gNyan chen thang lha, its purpose apparently was also to provide an indigenous
residence for this collection of deities who became important in Tibet with the advent of
Buddhism.

Until the introduction of Buddhism, the native pantheon was largely wedded to
the land, the result of a significant proportion of the deities residing in natural entities
and forces. The cult of the yul lha is a perfect example of this nature-bound orientation.
Presumably, the early fathers of Buddhism, beginning with Gu ru rin po che and the rje
‘pangs lamas felt impelled to find a suitable geographical abode for their recently
imported gods. As the five foreign deities synonymous with gNyan chen thang lha are
prominent deities, they required a home commensurate with their status. It is important
to note that, with the exception of Dri za zur phud Inga pa, these alternative spiritual
egos are not vital to the ‘brog pa traditions concerning gNyan chen thang lha, and have
tended rather to remain in the more rarefied sphere of doctrinal Buddhism. This is
corroborated by the fact that at least four of the six deities have a number of alternative
homes throughout Tibet.

Dam can shel ging dkar po (the White Crystal Haughty One Bound to an Oath)
belongs to the ging class of deities. Originally Bon po, they have become accepted
primarily in the pantheon of the rNying ma and bKa’ rgyud pa sects (Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 278).”¢ Shel ging dkar po (also spelled Shel ‘gying dkar po) is not only
variously identified with Tshangs pa and Pe har but also with the Bon srung ma Nyi
pang sad. Both Nyi pang sad and Shel ging dkar po have the epithet Srog bdag rgyal
po, which provides some insight into their pre-Buddhist nature. As guardians of the
life-force, they could have been closely tied with yul lha like gNyan chen thang lha,
who are also guardians of the life-force. Nyi pang sad, who has the ability to appear in
many guises and is known by many different names, is portrayed as a mighty king
wearing a white turban, holding a white banner of silk, and riding a white horse.”

Of the six gods imputed to gNyan chen thang lha, Dri za zur phud Inga pa’s
correspondence with the mountain is strongest. This is the name which lha supposedly
know him by (Text Ka-23, fol. 7v). Dri ra zur phud Inga pa is the king of the Dri za,
which literally means ‘smell eaters’; and it is commonly said that they feed either on
good or bad smells depending on their karma. As Dri za zur phud Inga pa, gNyan chen
thang lha is brought into a close relationship with elemental deities such as the dri za
and klu, which depict his mastery over chthonic forces; Dri za zur phud Inga pa, a
subsidiary component of gNyan chen thang lha the yul lha, incorporates the sacred
mountain’s aboriginal personality into itself. In this form, he is the supreme embodiment
of the genius loci.”

In this context, gNam lha byang chub sems pa (The Heavenly Deity Bodhisattva) is
no different from Nam mkha’i snying po. gNam lha here refers to gNyan chen thang
lha’s identity as a celestial god or a lha of the gnam. gNam lha originally belonged to
the pre-Buddhist cultural environment of deities associated with the firmament and
celestial phenomena. In some myths of the origins of King gNya“ khri btsan po, he is
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descended from the gnam gyi lha (Haarh: 292,304,306). The identification of gNyan
chen thang lha with gNam lha byang chub sems pa represents a stringent attempt to
separate the mountain from the environment-bound spirits and his attendant
unpredictable disposition. gNam lha byang chub sems pa, therefore, is a quintessentia|
example of the syncretism of Buddhist and non-Buddhist traditions. Nonetheless, the
design of this attribution was to squarely place an Indian Buddhist identity upon gNyan
chen thang lha and, consequently, buttress the attempt to meld the persona of the
mountain with Nam mkha’i snying po. This attempt by the Fifth Dalai Lama met with
limited success on the ground. Buddhism could not penetrate the ancient core of
convictions and conceptions pertaining to gNyan chen thang lha.

As another of the six names of gNyan chen thang lha, Khyab ‘jug gnam mtsho’i
rgyal po (Vishnu, the King of gNam mtsho) has a twofold significance: it establishes
that the mountain is tantamount with Vishnu, a chief worldly god of the Buddhist
pantheon, and that he is the overlord of gNam mtsho.” Khyab ’jug gnam mtsho'i rgyal
po was appointed king of gNam mtsho to establish a patriarchal hierarchy and to clearly
confirm that gNyan chen thang lha is superior to gNam mtsho. This patriarchal
arrangement may not have always the norm. At this juncture, it will suffice to say that,
at least since the founding of Buddhism, political and religious institutions have been
male dominated and that this is reflected in this primacy of the male member of the
Dyad.

Tshangs pa dung gi thor tshugs can, also known as Tshangs pa dkar po and Gong
sa’l dbang po (Lord of the Higher Realm), is the Brahma of the Indian pantheon but
with certain indigenous characteristics. Like Vishnu, Brahma is an important member
of the Hindu pantheon, but in the Tibetan pantheon, he is classified as a worldly protector
and is only of marginal importance. Shel ‘gying dkar po is the same deity as Shel ging
dkar po of the gNyan chen thang lha ritual texts, and apparently none other than Tshangs
pa and, as we shall see, gNam thel dkar po.?

gNam thel dkar po is also known as gNam lha dkar po, gNam the’u dkar po, gNam
thel dkar po and gNam thib dkar po and is an ancient form of Pe har (Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 97). gNam thel dkar po is mentioned in the kLu’bunt and is usually grouped
with Sa the nag po (the black earth the) and Bar the khro bo (the variegated colored the
of the intermediate sphere). The Chronicle of the Fifth Dalai Lama records three 'dre rgyal
(royal demons) of white, black and yellow color, who originated in the Yu gur country
(Eastern Turkestan) and evidently are the same three types of the (Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
98). The the'u rang (diminutive form of thel) are found in the retinue of several
dharmapalas and are often thought to have an evil nature, causing illness, quarrels and
hailstorms (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 282,283) #

Local tradition has it that gNam thel dkar po is a Hor pa™ deity who was brought to
Tibet with the Hor pa invasions of Genghiz Khan.® The Hor pa tribes had a significant
impact on the culture of the eastern Byang thang which came to be known as Western
Hor (Nub Hor). This dominance extended into the ‘Dam gzhung valley as the oral
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histories and clan names in this area attest.* Nevertheless, this Hor pa influence is
attenuated on the ‘inner side’ of gNyan chen thang lha, in gNam ru county and further
west in gNag tshang, with the notable exception of its ruling family. Although there are
Hor pa clans west of gNam mtsho and even Hor pa enclaves in far western Tibet, they
appear to be in the minority west of gNyan chen thang lha. As we shall see in the
geographic survey of the Divine Dyads, the clan lineages of these more western areas
are frequently connected with Zhang zhung deities.

The Circle of gNyan chen thang lha

In the gNyan chen thang lha ritual texts, the principle wife of the mountain is gNam
mtsho, who is the subject of the next chapter. In Buddhist tradition, she is often depicted
seated to the left side of gNyan chen thang lha (a typical Indian depiction) in the middle
of his crystal palace. However, gNyan chen thang lha is a polygamous god, who has
coupled with several other consorts. The most important of these is the sman, Lha mo
mtsho dar (the Frozen Lake Goddess), who in the rNying ma pa tradition is called his
elder wife (Khyab kyi ngang shos ma).* In the primary sTag lung text by Ngag dbang
bstan pa’i nyi ma, her attribute is a white and turquoise whip (fol. 17r).

Lha mo mtsho dar is well known to the ‘brog pa of the region as an indigenous
deity; in all likelihood, her fame is also due to the preponderance of rNying ma pa
practitioners in the region. Lha mo mtsho dar is the largest lake in a group of glacial
tarns located at the foot of the gNyan chen thang lha massif, south of gNam mtsho. In
Tibetan culture, the first wife of a polygamous marriage enjoys the highest status among
all the wives, which here is reflected in geographical terms, with Lha mo mtsho dar
being higher and in closer proximity to gNyan chen thang lha than gNam mtsho. In the
rNying ma tradition, Lha mo mtsho dar has become the dwelling place of the powerful
goddess Lha mo ‘od zer can ma (the Radiant Goddess)* or the Indian deity Marici, who
is customarily invoked at sunrise.”

There are also many female mountains in Tibet, at least three or four of which are
consorts of gNyan chen thang lha. There are almost certainly others, of local importance,
which have not yet come to light. Approximately 240 kilometers to the southwest of
gNyan chen thang lha, in rGya tsha county, is the mountain rGya tsha ri, a concubine of
gNyan chen thang lha, who had an illicit affair with another mountain leading to the
birth of a daughter, Mount Shel mkhar (Ma 1993: 194). This long-distance affair of gNyan
chen thang lha illustrates an important point about the Divine Dyads: they are often
mythically interconnected with very distant geographical features. The reason for this
apparently lies in the inherent urge in communities to carve out an unique identity. This
desire of villages in Tibet to emphasis their separateness (a mechanism that fosters local
solidarity) is defined in geographical terms. Communities often select distant sacred
features because it is unlikely that proximate communities would have chosen the same
geographical milestone.
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Another consort of gNyan chen thang lha is the 7,048-meter-tall mountain, Jo ;g
gangs dkar, located 75 kilometers southeast of gNyan chen thang lha, which is in the
same range of mountains. The product of this union was a son, a smaller mountain (Ma
1993: 194). gNyan chen thang lha is also said to have conjoined with Bazi peak at Yangs
pa can (Ma 1991: 16). dPa’ mtsho, located 40 kilometers north of gNam mtsho, is thought
by certain ‘brog pa to be another consort of gNyan chen thang lha. There is a legend
surrounding glang chen ri (Elephant mountain), located in the Dos pa township of
dPal mgon county (Ma 1991: 31,32): at the time the Yar lung dynasty was expanding
northwards, he was brutalized by gNyan chen thang lha after trying to win the hand of
the maiden dPa’ mtsho. gLang chen ri was pursued by gNyan chen thang lha’s minister
Babu, a copper dog and iron dog. He was shot with a bow and arrow and his organs,
which poured out of the wound, formed various topographical features.

gNyan chen thang lha’s best known offspring came from his union with A ma g.yu
sdel, a small mountain in the vicinity of Grwa rgyun dgon pa. The product of this
relationship was rDo rje rkyang khra, gNam ru’s most famous native btsan. His place
of residence is an isolated hillock in the middle of a 35-kilometer-long plain north of
dPa’ mtsho. In his btsan khang, there is an image of the god, depicted as a typical btsan—
that is, a bellicose red man carrying a banner and mounted on a steed. Like his father, he
is most probably a very ancient pi'otector of the region. It is noteworthy that the great
gnyan, gNyan chen thang lha, fathered a btsan. Is this allegorical evidence for the gnyan
being more ancient than the btsan class of deities?

The gnyan and the btsan are both powerful land-based spirits who occupy the middle
sphere and are almost indistinguishable from one another. The major difference between
them appears to be that the bstan are more prolifically distributed. In ancient simes, the
king was known as the btsan po (the mighty one) and was considered the earthly
reflection of the divine btsan (Tucci 1949: 727). He was also the gnyan po (the dignified/
awe-inspiring one), an epithet with a similar application to btsan po.

As we have seen, gNyan chen thang Iha’s polygamous proclivities have expanded
his influence to encompass areas outside his immediate neighborhood. This interbreeding
of mountains and lakes establishes a far-reaching interdependency and is indicative of
the matrix of numinous physical landforms which overlay the Byang thang and other
regions of Tibet.

The religious traditions associated with gNyan chen thang lha have evolved to
resemble Buddhist practices, a development which required centuries of effort. One
way this was accomplished was by transforming native ritualism to conform to Vajrayana
conventions. The Fifth Dalai Lama was most instrumental in this regard. All five of his
works exclusively devoted to gNyan chen thang lha contain liturgical, conceptual and
iconographic elements directly derived from the Vajrayana tradition. The Fifth Dalai
Lama created gNyan chen thang lha as a deity who resembled and behaved like a tantric
deity. One outcome of this was the divesting of much of gNyan chen thang lha’s pre-
Buddhist identity. The works of the Fifth Dalai Lama are devoid of much of the ancient
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lore which survives in the earlier rNying ma pa gter ma texts. This change of focus was
symbolic of Buddhism's triumph over indigenous deities and thus functioned to increase
the stature of the religion. Secondly, it helped foster ecclesiastical uniformity which the
dGe lugs pa sect presided over. This had the effect of diminishing other traditions. Thirdly,
it had the effect of psychologically removing some of the unpredictability inherent in
the worship of deities associated with natural phenomena.

The best example of the Vajrayana gNyan chen thang lha is the textual tradition of
the visualization of the nine aspects (mam gyur dgu). These consist of a central gNyan
chen thang lha figure in his divine palace with his wife, gNam mtsho, at his left side,
flanked by eight subsidiary gNyan chen thang lha figures called gNam lha brgyad.
These subsidiary figures correspond to the four cardinal and four intermediate directions,
and reside on the crystal stupa-like mountains alluded to in the description of gNyan
chen thang lha’s palace. They form a symmetrical arrangement of deities or mandala.
The four gNam lha of the cardinal directions repeat the order and iconography of the
main gNyan chen thang lha,* while the four gNam lha of the intermediate directions
also fit into the symmetry of the mandala, but their correspondence with the central
figure is reduced because of the incorporation of Bon and aboriginal elements into their
forms.

Not only does the mandala of gNam lha in configuration conform to Vajrayana
tenets, but so do the activities of its constituent members. The gNam lha of the cardinal
directions, each with its characteristic color, embody the "phrin las bzhi or ‘phrin las
rnam bzhi (the four deeds) of the tantric tradition, which are the various modes utilized
by deities to effect positive changes in their devotees. The ‘phrin las bzhi are also the
four methods used by religious practitioners to impel a deity to work on their behalf.
These four deeds are: 1) zhi ba (pacifying); 2) rgyas pa (expanding); 3) dbang po
(overpowering); and 4) khro bo/drag po (wrathfully destroying). They represent the
ability of tantric deities to overcome and eliminate every kind of obstacle or disturbance.

The gNam lha brgyad are present in a number of ritual texts,” but the most complete
description of them is found in the bskang ba text, Dri za’i rgyal po rdo rje "bar ba rtsal la
gyi rten mdos. bsKang mdos. bZlog mdos kyi rim pa rgyal ba gzig gi rnam 'phrul ® In the
center of the mandala is the main gNyan chen thang lha figure, Lha chen rdo rje ‘bar ba
rtsal (the Great Lha, the Force of the Blazing Vajra)(Text Ka-23, fol. 7v). This "secret
name’ is a popular appellation of the mountain god. The text does not spell it out, but it
is implied that the gNam lha either face the main gNyan chen thang lha image or look
out from it in accordance with tantric stereotypes. The four gNam lha of the cardinal
directions all have one head, two hands and three eyes, and wear a jeweled crown,
golden girdle and Hor pa footwear.”

Although the arrangement of the cardinal aspects of gNyan chen thang lha is in
accordance with the tantric ‘phrin las bzhi, the benevolent and wrathful qualities
enumerated here mirror the qualities of the hallowed mountain in his fundamental yul
lha identity. The four aspects of gNyan chen thang lha of the intermediate directions are
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modified pre-Buddhist deities that were incorporated into the tantric scheme of the
lamaist schools. Three of these four deities provide some insight into the nature of pre-
Buddhist mythology and religion surrounding gNyan chen thang lha that survived the
Buddhist remodeling of the mountain.”

A number of animal emanations are included in the Fifth Dalai Lama’s description
of the nine aspects of gNyan chen thang lha (fol. 5r). Above the central gNyan chen
thang lha is the chief emanation or projection of the mountain, a black khyung with
nine heads, who is said to destroy the evil-causing klu and sa bdag. His nine heads
represent the nine aspects of gNyan chen thang lha. The eight subsidiary forms each
have a white falcon (khra)® on their right side, and iron scorpions with flaming tails
behind them. On their left side, each of them has a white wolf. By incorporating
zoomorphic projections into the text, the Fifth Dalai Lama made another concession to
the much older tradition of bestiovestism. This was a small concession, however, as
these animals could easily be blurred with zoomorphic elements in Vajrayana
iconography. The Bon tradition also records animal companions of gNyan chen thang
lha, including a female dragon to his left, a white lion trailing behind him, and a soaring
golden khyung overhead.” A different set of emanations are recorded in a rNying ma
pa text, including a white yak, white falcon, a scorpion with nine heads made of meteoric
metal and scorpions of gold, silver, copper and turquoise.”” In China, references to
polycephalic mountain guardians preceded those we find in the text above by many
centuries.*®

While the texts do not always specify that the animals accompanying gNyan chen
thang lha are his emanations (sprul pa), it is understood that they belong to the same
essence as the mountain, and thus are his projections or personifications. These
zoomorphic materializations are yet more evidence for the close spiritual relationship
that existed in ancient times between animals and the mountain. Today, the scarce white
falcon and the extremely rare white wolf are highly regarded by the 'brog pa and still
have magical connotations. The life of special animals and the life of the gNyan chen
thang lha are interwoven because of the ability of the mountain to project his bla into
their forms.

In the text by sTag lung Ngag dbang bkra shis dpal, animals act as the base for
various emanations originating from the mountain (fol. 4v,4r). In the space (steng) above
the mountain, divine warriors appear from a khyung and lion, and messengers (pho
nya) from a fierce and robust yak appear. On the left side of the mountain, gnyan warriors
appear from a great lion, while on the right side btsan warriors appear from a great
dazzling tiger. Below the mountain, bdud warriors appear from a fierce bear, dred (wild
man-ape), ‘phur (wild dog) and wolf. Outside of the mountain klu warriors appear
from a leering iron falcon. The same text states that when gNyan chen thang lha comes
from the sky (nam mkha’), he rides a khyung and his messengers are the planets (gza’)
and stars (rgyu dkar)(fol. 11r).

Orally preserved legends speak of the mountain manifesting in the guise of an Apa
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hor. From time to time great saints, adepts and even ordinary people have had visitations
from gNyan chen thang lha. They tend to be fleeting and awe-inspiring but sometimes
are of longer duration. There are stories of a mountain god walking into a camp like an
ordinary shepherd, mingling with the people, and then disappearing. The epiphany of
the pacific gNyan chen thang lha is a joyous and highly auspicious event. However, his
fickle nature usually dissuades the ‘brog pa from actively seeking him out in human
form. His appearance as a human is a rare event, likened to five rainbows appearing
simultaneously in the sky.

In conjunction with the above description of the gNam lha brgyad, there is mention
of the circle of 360 lha, the lha "khor of the central gNyan chen thang lha figure (Text Ka-
26, fol.4r), a well-known feature of the sacred geography of the mountain. There is a
popular tradition that these 360 lha represent 360 peaks of the gNyan chen thang lha
range. This tradition was noted by Kishen Singh during his exploration of the region in
1872 (Kishen Singh: 136). In the texts of the Fifth Dalai Lama the circle around gNyan
chen thang lha is occupied by his military.” On the right side of gNyan chen thang lha
is his general with turquoise-colored eyebrows; on his left side is the youthful general,
with a turquoise ornament (zur phud) in his hair; in front of him is a white general with
a turquoise hair clip (g.yu'i thor cog); and behind him is a wrathful general of blue iron.
Each of the generals has an army of 10,000 soldiers.

In the Bon Ti sc pom ra thang lha gsum gyi bsang bskong,”® gNyan chen thang lha is
described as having an army of 100,000 gnyan and 100,000 gnyan messengers. The
messengers and army are composed of white men with white clothes, riding white
horses, and carrying white banners held overhead. They are all shouting “Ki so cha”
and the hoofs of the charging horses make a thunderous sound, shaking the very
foundations of heaven and earth. These descriptions of gNyan chen thang lha’s army
emphasize the heroic and martial qualities the mountain possesses, a rallying point
through the ages for the martial component of ‘brog pa culture. The war-like nature of
the Imperial era Tibetans and their mountains would have been mutually reinforcing.
In subsequent periods this relationship continued to define martial culture, although
on a less organized level.

In the Fifth Dalai Lama’s Lha mchog rdo rje "bar ba rtsal gyi’'phrin las brgya phrag nyid
ngos 'dzin pa’i snang gsal, a brief description, attributed to Ratna gling pa (1403-1478) of
the four sides (phyogs bzhi) of the mountain is given (fol. 21r). The east face of the
mountain is said to look like a crystal tiered offering mandala; the south face, like a
drawn curtain; the west face, like a white tent; and the north face like a white snow lion
jumping in the sky. Some ‘brog pa know this passage by the Fifth Dalai Lama by heart,
while others have their own personal vision of the appearance of the mountain. In the
text by the sTag lung Ngag dbang bkra shis dpal, the following description of the phyogs
bzhi is given (fol. 3v): east—heap of crystal; south—drawn white curtain; west—a row
of glorious gtor ma; and north—jumping white snow lion.

These metaphorical descriptions illustrate the fabulous qualities of gNyan chen
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thang lha in the minds of the ‘brog pa. This lyrical view of sacred objects is also integral
to the attitudes and values of the native people regarding the conception and utilization
of natural resources. Traditionally, the exploitation of natural resources had to be justified
not only in terms of expediency, but in keeping with their place and function in the
sacred geography.

There are several other forms and names of gNyan chen thang 1ha.” A popular Bon
name for the mountain is Thang lha yar bzhur (Thang lha the Snub-nosed One), which
evidently refers to the mountain’s flat summit ridge. In a form as Srid pa’i Iha chen
gnyan gyi gtso (The Great God of Existence, the Chief of gNyan), he wears a white dress
and turban (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 207). When he carries out the work of a wrathful deity
he assumes a terrific form, wearing a harness and helmet of carnelian, a black bear skin,
and carrying a sword of meteoric iron and a bow and arrows, the emblems of the dpa’
bo (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 207). He is also called Dam can kun gyi lha (the Lha of All
Oath Keepers), and Bod khams gnas chen brgyad kyi bdag po (Master of the Eight
Great Places of Pilgrimage of the Tibetan Realm)(Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 207). gNyan chen
thang lha is also known by the appellation Yar shur gnyan gyi lha when he is the ruling
divinity of his range of mountains and may be the leader of the Ser bdag bcu brgyad
(Eighteen Masters of Hail)(Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 205). A popular ‘brog pa folk song has
this to say about the neighboring mountains:

Rin chen gnyan chen thang lha

Ri ‘phran mang pos mtha’ bskor red.
De la skor le ma red,

"Khor le red,

De la 'khor yang las kyi "khor le red.

(Encircling the jewel gNyan chen thang lha
are many subsidiary mountains.

They are not contrived to circle around it
but circle through the agency of fate.

Such is the circle.)

In the gsol mchod hymn attributed to Gu ru rin po che, 'Dzam gling spyi bsangs, the pre-
Buddhist retinue of gNyan chen thang Iha has been preserved, and affords a fascinating
window into the distant past (fol. 3v,4r). Recorded in this text is the tradition of the four
generals of gNyan chen thang lha, four lesser sacred mountains and yul lha in their
own right, within his compass. They are: 1) west—Khong khyim zhal dkar (the
Householder with the White Face), riding a horse of the btsan, located approximately
80 kilometers west in gShen sger; 2) east—bSam gtan gangs bzang (Good Meditation
Mountain), holding a white banner, located approximately 110 kilometers to the northeast
not far from the settlement and pass of gSang gzhung; 3) south—Dam can mgar nag
(Black Smith Oath Keeper), holding a black flag, located approximately 40 kilometers
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to the west-southwest in gShen sger; and 4) north—sPo che be yang holding a yellow
banner, located approximately 80 kilometers to the west-northwest in sPo che. All four
of these mountains are situated in the Byang thang, which lends credence to the
hypothesis that they were originally part of a Zhang zhung based tradition.

The 'Dzam gling spyi bsangs notes that gNyan chen thang lha has two main assistants:
the one on his left side is named sBid lha, and brandishes a spear, and the assistant on
his right side is called Yab btsan zhal dkar (Father bTsan with the White Face), who is
described as having a white face and carrying a lasso. In the text there is also a priest-
warrior figure, always present behind the mountain god named Ni ra ya mar. ‘Brong
snyan ser po (the Renowned Yellow Wild Yak), who rides a tigress and is a maternal
uncle of gNyan chen thang lha, is also recorded. There is some resemblance between his
name and that name of the 30th king of the Yar lung dynasty, ‘Brong gnyan Ide ru, in
that they both contain the word for wild yak. This type of name passed into disuse long
ago. The younger brother of gNyan chen thang lha is recorded as Thang sprin nor dkar
(the White Jewel Cloud of the Plain), and his sister as ‘Bri lam gangs bzang (the Good
Mountain of the Female Yak Road).'® The son of the mountain is recorded as Thang
lha’i phyor po (the Wealthy Lha of the Plain).'”

Also in ‘Dzam gling spyi bsangs we find the a goat herder Khyo ra btsan po (the
Mighty Man of the Corral); the female yak shepherdess, Lag gsor phyug mo (She of
Riches Who Waves Her Hands); and the dog-keeper, Ya (sic g.Ya") dmar stag btsan (the
Mighty Tiger of the Red Slates). The minister of the interior, ‘Gul ring ‘phag rtag (Eternal
Elevated Pulsation), riding a blue horse with a turquoise mane is also mentioned, as is
the foreign minister rMa chen spom ra, wearing a white cloak with red trim around the
sleeves. It seems wishful thinking to include rMa chen spom ra in the retinue of gNyan
chen thang lha, as it is located a great distance away and is a mighty yul lha in its own
right. This attribution may reflect an idealistic view of gNyan chen thang lha’s glory, or
perhaps old territorial struggles and pretensions implied are here.

In the rNying ma pa text entitled Padma dbang gi gter sung cho. rDo rje ‘bar ba’i gsol
mchod, additional members of gNyan chen thang lha’s circle are provided.'” His
gatekeeper is g.Ya’ ma stag slag chen ma (Great Mother of the Slates with the Tiger Skin
Dress); his shepherd, Lha khang chung shel dkar (White Crystal Little Chapel); his son,
Thang sras ‘chol ba (the Entrusted Son of Thang lha); and a female relative, Thang ‘bri
ngur ma (The Female Yak-Duck of the Plain). This text also records that gNyan chen
thang lha has inner, intermediate and outer circles of ministers, who are characterized
by gold, silver and conch respectively. Finally, it mentions 60 servants comprising klu,
btsan, dmu and lha. From the two rNying ma pa texts above, we can see that the retinue
of gNyan chen thang lha contains individuals with picturesque and archaic names. The
real significance, however, is the possibility that these descriptions of the family,
government, workers and livestock of gNyan chen thang lha mirror social realities
prevailing in the pre-Buddhist period.

In the primary sTag lung text compiled by Ngag dbang bstan pa’i nyi ma, a list of
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archaic figures are included in the retinue of the mountain (fol. 16r-19r). Many of these
are contained in the above two texts, although spellings and descriptions often vary. On
the right side of gNyan chen thang lha is Za ? skyes bu drug,'® a youthful iron man with,
an iron horse, and on the left side is sBrid lha, holder of a spear. There is also g.Ya btsan
zhal dkar, who is described as indicative of the traces of ancient deities (snon gi shul
mtshan pa). Other members of the retinue are Gro ser ljang bu can, who is mounted on
an erect magenta horse with white hoofs, and Ne'u ra g.yal dmar who wears purple
armor.

gNyan chen thang lha’s son, Thang sras ‘mchor po, bears crystal eggs and his brother
Thang ‘brings ngur pa rides a vermilion colored horse with white hoofs." The
mountain’s maternal uncle ‘Brong gnyen (sic gnyan), thang po rides a horse with a
white and turquoise mane (rngogs). His foreign minister sPo chen yor ba bears a white
shield or breast plate (phub) and his interior minister ‘Gul ring phrag stag rides a horse
with a blue mane. The guard on the left side of the entrance to his palace is sPos phu
gser steng, and the guard on the right side Tsam (sic rTsal) chen lha rgod who wears
armor of bse (hardened leather). His sister ‘Bri lam sman cig ma comes from 'Bri lam
gangs bzang. The mountain’s shepherd and keeper of fortune (g.yang) is also known as
g.Ya btsan zhal dkar ba and his horse keeper and lord of subjects is Gyang lha btsan
po.'® His keeper of yaks is ‘Bri lag sor phyug mo and his keeper of hybrid yaks (mdzo
and tol) is sKyes bu rta bcig. Finally, his goat herder (sku lha’i ra rje [sic rdzes]) is ‘Phyor
ba rtse gsum and his dog keeper (sku lha’i khyi rdzes) is ‘Brong khe se bo.

Are these incense hymns based on the life of one or more ancient Byang thang
potentates? Species of livestock alluded to in the texts still predominate in the ‘brog pa
economy. The stress placed on martial culture alluded to above was a social reality until
the modern era. The inspiration for the mythology of the gNyan chen thang lha wasno
doubt derived from contemporaneous environmental, social, political, cultural and
economic realities. These texts are thus an index of the historical climate in which the

myths originated; and rather than merely mythological accounts, incense hymns such
as these are a type of historical record.

The Spirit-mediumship of gNyan chen thang lha

One of the most intimate, potent and ancient relationships the ‘brog pa have with gNyan
chen thang lha is that of spirit-mediumship. Spirit-mediums (Iha pa or dpa’ bo) are
believed to have the ability to commune with relatives of gNyan chen thang lha and his
retinue for the benefit of their community. Only lesser forms of the mountain can be
accessed; gNyan chen thang lha himself does not condescend to communicate in this
fashion. gNam mtsho is also beyond the access of the mediums; not even her subsidiary
forms can be reached.

Generally speaking, spirit-mediumship involves the transference of the spirit, or
consciousness, of a deity to its human receptacle, in the process of which the ordinary
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consciousness and personality of the medium are displaced in order to accommodate
the one temporarily imposed upon him or her. The primary purpose would be to cure
iliness and, to a lesser extent, for prognostication. It was through the medium that the
deity effected these cures and prophesies. In the environs of gNyan chen thang lha, as
in much of contemporary Tibet, spirit-mediumship is in an state of decline, the number
of practitioners rapidly dwindling, mainly as a result of the stiff censure they face from
the Communist regime in Tibet. The spirit-mediums believe that they risk harassment
and even imprisonment for their work. In pre-Communist times, it seems that every
camp had occasional recourse to the mediums, whose number were sufficient for the
needs of the ‘brog pa.

On the south side of gNyan chen thang lha only one lha pa was reported, a man of
advanced age in the sNying grong township. He is a medium for rDo rje rkyang khra, a
son of gNyan chen thang lha, and is reputedly highly respected, accurate and effective
in his work. The most famous spirit-medium on the north shore of gNam mtsho was a
man called dPa’ chen (short form of dpa’ bo chen po), who lived to about the age of 60.
Until his death some 30 years ago, he had been a medium for Thang lha sras phyor po.
One of the last spirit-mediums at gNam mtsho who died several years ago, in her 50s,
was A thog lha mo; she reportedly was inhabited by male deities when in trance. One of
the more respected and powerful mediums of the previous generation was the incarnate
lama Rig ‘dzin grags sngags gling ba, whose present emanation is bKra shis do rDzogs
chen rin po che. He was a spirit-medium for gNyan chen thang lha’s son, Thang sras
‘chol ba, and for Grib btsan, one of the Rol pa skya bdun and protectors of bKra shis do.

One of his disciples is a sngags pa currently around 60 years old who resides in a
village on the north side of gNam mtsho. The lha pa is a married man and has uncut
hair, a tradition of lha pa in the region, as well as in many other places in Tibet, in the
Himalayan borderlands, and in central and north Asia. According to the spirit-medium,
the lha pa must have a special calling and possess a particular kind of stable pulse. He
or she must also have a strong constitution and be of good virtue. This particular lha pa
acts for the same deities as Rig ‘dzin grags sngags gling ba.'™ To prepare for the trances,
which are conducted in the utmost secrecy, the lha pa dons a brocade mantle and a hat
with five panels called a rigs Inga. He used to also wear a bronze mirror, but this was
confiscated during the Cultural Revolution. Throughout the ceremony large amounts
of juniper incense are burnt. After the initial preparations, the lha pa rings his small bell
called a khro lo with his left hand and bangs his hanging drum (mga) with an 'S’-
shaped drum stick while reading prayers to the deities of the trance. The source for
these invocations include a rNying ma pa gNyan chen thang lha offering text'”” and the
bDag drag dus kyi pho nya, a text of the Rol pa skya bdun composed by "‘Mang ris pan
chen. While the Iha pa is intoning his prayers and playing his instruments, he is possessed
by one of his oracular deities.

Once in trance his behavior markedly changes and his movements become erratic
and strident. He is potentially violent and those in attendance must take care not to
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earn his ire. During the time he is under the influence of the deity, he has the ability to
predict the future course of events. His main role, however, is to heal patients, which he
does with the aid of an offering scarf (kha btags). One end of the scarf is placed on the
affected area of the patient’s body while the oracle sucks and tugs on the other end. Thjs
procedure is believed to liberate the impurity or malevolent force which is causing the
illness. The seance can last up to one hour and leaves the lha pa feeling exhausted.

Spirit-medium for gNyan chen thang lha

Spirit-mediums for gNyan chen thang lha are also found in other areas of the Byang
thang, inclusive of the rTa rgo region. At rTa rgo one local dpa’ bo became possessed by
three subsidiary forms of gNyan chen thang lha including Thang sras phyor po, his son,
also known as Thang sras mchor po (the Handsome Son of Thang lha); Thang lha'i
"brong "dur rog po (Thang lha, the Roving Dark Colored Wild Yak of the Cemetery);
and Thang lha’i ngam thod rkyang (Thang lha’s Wild Horse Skull of the Underworld).
The latter two oracular deities are especially noteworthy because they demonstrate that
zoomorphic forms of gNyan chen thang lha are part of the cult of spirit-mediumship.

Alandmark study in the early 1970s of ‘brog pa spirit-mediums in exile in Nepal'®
found that the mirror (me long) is the most important object of the dpa’ bo’s altar and is
called gling, referring to the entire world. Often three mirrors were used called the phyi
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gling (outer world), bar gling (intermediate world) and nang gling (inner world), and
represented the three spheres of existence respectively inhabited by the lha, btsan and
klu. If only one mirror was used, it was divided into three concentric spheres to represent
the tripartite cosmos. The mirror is where the deities of the seance reside, aligned in
rows converging in the rear of the me long, and where the spirit-medium’s consciousness
is kept while he is possessed by the deity.

The study revealed that the consciousness of the spirit-medium (rmam shes) leaves
the body through a channel (dbu ma) at the top of the skull, which goes channel goes
through the middle of the chest and along the fourth finger of each hand. This channel
is kept clean by special deities called rtsa lam gtsang mkha, and other deities, called rtsa
bdag, guard the channel openings. These rtsa bdag include gNyan chen thang lha deities
and are passed on from one dpa’ bo to another. In one seance, observed in the Nepal
study, the spirit-medium became possessed by Thang lha dkar po (White Yak Emanation
of the Deity), who selected the remedial deity, Thang lha’i khyi rgod rap pa (the Wild
Dog of Thang lha), in order to cure patients bitten by a mad dog. When possessed by
this deity, the dpa’ bo acted like a dog, barking, howling, sniffing the air, and baring his
teeth. During the initiation of a dpa’ bo, the adept became possessed by Thang lha’i
mchor po. The spirit-mediums of the study spoke of 36 btsan involved in possession,
including a group at gNyan chen thang lha and a group at rTa rgo rin po che.

The bonds between humans and mountain, which were renewed at every trance,
formed the basis of an epiphany that helped to define a vital aspect of the religion of the
‘brog pa. The culture of spirit-mediums dates back to a time before gNyan chen thang
lha was relegated to a marginal role in the spiritual life of the ‘brog pa, and when he was
a dominant force in their religious beliefs. Within this practice today, the integral
relationship of the mountain and people, and human and non-human dimensions of
life, is still evident.

In the remote past, gNyan chen thang lha might have been a supreme member of
the pantheon of the A pa hor, a kind of summa deus or oversoul who mediated in every
facet of their lives and who represented their highest ontological and cosmological truths.
In the same way that he was omnipresent among the living, so might he have been
among the dead—a deity, or paradise, catering to the needs of those who had departed
the world of people to join the after-world of the mountain in all its ethereal glory.
gNyan chen thang lha was the nexus of life and death: community and self, giving and
receiving, war and peace. Today, gNyan chen thang lha is still one of Tibet’s most vital
links between the past and present.
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End Notes:

1. For an analysis of the myth of the descent of the first Tibetan king to earth, see Haarh; Tuc
1949.

2. According to the Old Tibet Chronicle, King Srong btsan sgam po’s father, gNam ri slon mtshan,
conquered the region of rTsang Bod, now believed to be the equivalent of modern dBuys
gtsang or central Tibet. The Old Tibet Chronicle also declares that the Tibet of this period was
called sPu, not Bod. Bod, the modern name for Tibet, was acquired through the conquest of
the rich northern pastoral lands. See Beckwith 1987, p. 8.

3. See Lha mnchog rdo rje 'bar ba rtsal gyi ‘phrin las brgya phrag nyid ngos ‘dzin pa’i snang gsal (The
Clear Appearance of the Recognition of the One Hundred Religious Activities Pertaining to
the Great God Powerful Blazing Thunderbolt), Text Ka-23 of the Fifth Dalai Lama’s gSung
"bum dkar chag (Collected Works), gSung nang ma (Inner speech series), hereafter referred to
as Text Ka-23, folio 9v of the 25 folios of this text. The colophon of this text reads: “[This text]
was composed by the tantric practitioner of Za hor Zil gnon bzhad pa rtsal in the waxing
moon of the Seventh month in the Wood Tiger Year (1674) beginning from the First Day
under the star rGyal phur to the Fifth day of the same month under the star Gro bzhin in the
heavenly appointed great palace of dMar po ri. The scribe who copied it was the tantric
monk ‘Jam dbyangs grags pa. dPal ldan lha chen tshangs (dPal ldan lha mo) protect and
preserve it during the six times of the day and night.” ( (Text name) "di ni za hor gyi sngags
btsun zil gnon bzhad pa rtsal gyis kun dga’ zhes pa shing stag hor zla bdun pa’i dkar cha'i
dga’ ba dang po rgyal phur gyi thog la dbu btsugs zla ba de ga’i tshes Inga zla ba (sic dkar
ma) gro bzhin ‘dzom pa’i ‘phrod dge bar gnam bskos kyi pho brang chen po dmar po rir
grub par sbyar ba’i ye ge pa ni rigs ‘dzin gyi btsun pa ‘jam dbyangs grags pas bgyis pa dpal
ldan lha chen tshangs pas nyin mtshan dus drug tu bsrung zhing skyob pa’i rgyur gyur
cig). In folio 25 v the Fifth Dalai Lama provides valuable information on the sources used in
compiling the text. He writes: “Before the time of Chos rgyal Mang’i mtshan (King Mang
srong mang btsan, the grandson of King Srong btsan sgam po) this offering text of Lha chen
(gNyan chen thang lha) was based on oral not written sources and I am not aware of a
continuous textual tradition. However, there is one large work composed by Rigs ‘dzin
ngag gi dbang po chos rgyal btsan pa’i rgyal mtshan who was a reincarnation of Zhang sna
nam (a minister during the reign of King Khri srong lde btsan) but it is hard to understand.
Due to my devotion for the protector I composed this work mainly based on the mChod rten
tshangs pa lha'i shel gyi rnga bo che but also on some rediscovered texts and on the transmissions
of lamas.” Unfortunately, these parent texts referred to by the Fifth Dalai Lama seem to no
longer be extant. The Fifth Dalai Lama borrowed heavily from Yul mo ba gsom pas mdzad,
and to a lesser extent from Ratna gling pa, as noted in the text.

4. The four administrative divisions of the dBus gtsang ru bzhi were dBu ru, g.Yas ru, g.Yoru,
and Ru lag. See Norbu 1995, p. 235.

5. According to the Old Tibet Chronicle, in the period before King gNam ri slon mtshan, the
powerful overlord of Ngas po (sKyi chu and sPhan po regions) was a vassal of the Lig myi
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dynasty, whose Zhang zhung confederation ruled much of Tibet at the time. Circa 621 the
unified central Tibetan state under sPu rgyal gNam ri slon mtshan extended as far as Kyung
po in the northeast. It was not until the reign of King Srong btsan sgam po, who assumed
the throne after his father gNam ri slon mtshan died of poisoning, that the Yar lung state
began to expand beyond central Tibet. He subjugated all dissenting forces including the
Sum pa and their allies who had revolted. According to the Old Tibet Chronicle, King Srong
bstan sgam po formed a marriage alliance with the powerful Zhang zhung kingdom by
giving his sister Sad mar kar to King Lig myi rhya (also: Lig mig rgya). Resorting to treachery,
Sad mar kar led her husband into an ambush, leaving Srong btsan sgam po master of the
Byang thang. It is worth noting that the Chinese called Zhang zhung Yang t'ung. See Beckwith
1987, pp. 13,14,16; Beckwith 1984, p. 221. mNga’ ris rgyal rabs states that the Yar lung King
gNam ri srong btsan conquered Zhang zhung which was ruled by King gNya’ shur rgyal
po. The earliest placement, however, of the conquest of Zhang zhung by sPu rgyal is located
in the IDe’u jo sras chos ‘byung, which states that it transpired in the mid-6th century under
King ‘Bro gnyen lde’u. See Vitali 1996, pp. 103,221.

For an account of the sacred geography and significance of Ti thang spom gsum in the Bon
tradition, see Ti rtse thang lha pom ra beas kyi mchod bstod.

For a synopsis of the mythology and religious significance of A myes rma chen spom

ra, see Buffetrille.

The rGyal po’i bka’ thang contains a legend concerning the development of the Tibetan State
and the emergence of the first king in relation to sacred mountains and mythological beings
(Tucci 1949: 732; Snellgrove 1957: 129). In this legend, Tibet was originally called the
Mountainous Country of the Nine Peaks of Tibet and was possessed by a black ogre, gNod
sbyin nag po. Subsequently, the country was called bDud kha rag mgo dgu, and was occupied
by the btsan and gnyan, and later by the bdud and srin mo. Tibet was then occupied by the
btsan and klu and called Bod, the country of nine parts (gling dgu). Bod was inhabited by a
white child who walked upon water. In later times, Tibet was inhabited by the nine Ma
sangs brothers, who developed spears, arrows and other weapons. The Ma sangs were
followed by the 18 chiliarchies, who wore earrings, rode horses and developed art. The
chiliarchies were followed by a line of 12 kings. Finally came the sPu rgyal rgyal po, and the
country was called the country of the four divisions (ru bzhi).

. Active in the field of culture, religion and politics, the Fifth Dalai Lama is one of Tibet’s

greatest figures. It was during his reign that the temporal power of the dGe lugs pa sect was
consolidated and the outlying regions of inner Tibet were brought under the jurisdiction of
Lhasa. He built monasteries and renovated old ones, which compensated for the ones
destroyed during the struggle against his attempt to unite Tibet. The Fifth Dalai Lama was
a prolific writer, composing liturgies, tantras, commentaries on the works of Vasubandhu
and a guide to Lhasa, among other works.

See Lha chen rdo rje 'bar ba rtsal gyi srog gtad kyi rjes gnang mu thi la’i phreng ba (Obligations for
the Essence Practice of the Jewelled Rosary of the Excellent God Powerful Blazing Vajra),
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number Ka-24 of the Fifth Dalai Lama’s gSung *bum dkar chag, gSung nang ma series (herein
referred to as Text Ka-24), folio 2r-3r of the 6 folio text. The colophon reads: “This [text] wag
requested by dGe slong ‘Jam dbyangs grags pa. Due to this request I, the monk rDo rje thogs
med rtsal (Fifth Dalai Lama), out of pure motivation composed this text to aid many tantric
practitioners. It contains abtruse materials from rediscovered texts, supplemented by the
transmissions of holy lamas, and was written under the star Gro zhun in the light half of the
lunar month in the royal Po ta la palace, and the scribe was the same individual who requested
it.” (Ces lha chen rdo rje ‘bar ba rtsal gyi srog gtad kyi rjes gnang mu thi la’i ‘phreng ba 'di
ni dge slong ‘Jam dbyangs grags pas bskul bas mtshams sbyor rig sngags ‘chang ba mang
por phan ‘dod kyis yid drangs nas gter gzhung du mi gsal ba rnams bla ma dan pa’i phyag
len gyis brgyan te za hor gyi bandhe rdo rje thogs med rtsal gyis gro zhun zla ba’i dkar cha’i
rgyal ba gsum pa la pho brang po ta lar sbyar ba’i yi ge pa'ng bskul ba po nyid do). For a
similar account of the subjugation of gNyan chen thang lha based on the Padia bka’ thang,
see sTag lung rTse sprul, p. 14; sLe lung bzhad pa’i rdo rje, pp. 135,136.

For a translation of a similar account based on the Padma bka’ thang, see Tarthang Tulku
1978, pp. 371,372.

A similar tale is found in the Padima thang yig in reference to a white yak as big as a mountain,
an emanation of the mountain Yar lha sham po who appeared to Gu ru rin po che. Gu rurin
po che seized and bound the white yak and administered an oath to him. See Paul, p. 185.
The father of Ru las skyes, a progenitor of the blon chen (great ministers) of the Yar lung was
the white yak emanation of Yar lha sham po, the ancestral mountain spirit of the Yar lung
dynasty (Haarh: 147-149). The white yak of gNyan chen thang lha serves a parallel role for
King Khri srong lde btsan.

gNyan chen thang lha'i bskoug so is a manuscript obtained by Bya do rin po che during his
visit to Tibet in 1986. It amounts to no more than three folios and is probably part of a larger
text of offerings to mountain deities. Its iconographic and liturgical structure is very similar
to those of the Fifth Dalai Lama and ostensibly belongs to earlier dGe lugs pa works.
According to the gTer ston rnam thar, Rig ‘dzin rgod kyi ldem ‘phrul (standard dates 1337-
1409) was considered to be active in the 11th century. See Kvaerne 1973, pp. 23,27.

In the first lineage are sNgags ‘chang rdo rje ‘chang rnam gnyis (Legs ldan bdud ‘joms rdo
rje and Byang bdag bkra shis stobs rgyal), Tshad 1dan bla ma rnam gnyis (Grub chen chos
dbyings rang grol and mGon ston dpal ‘byor lhun grub), Drin can sangs rgyas dpal bzang,
Chos rgyal bsod nams and his disciple, Kun mkhyen mkhyen brtse’i dbang phyug, ‘Phyags
mchog byams pa skal bzang, rDo rje ‘chang dbang phyug rab brtan and Khyab bdag mgon
po bsod nams mchog ldan. In the second branch are rDor ‘chang bsod nams bzang po,
mNyam med sa skyal dpal bzang, mKhas grub chos kyi rgyal mtshan, dPal Idan nam mkha’
grags pa, rJe kun chog blo gros, Shakya dpal bzang, mTsungs med blo gros dbang po and
Nub dgon pa byams pa chos kyi rgyal mtshan. In thet hird branch are Chos rje sangs rgyas
dpal ba, Je chos dpal ‘byor, Tshungs rin chen gzhon nu, sNag ‘chang shakya bzang po, Rig
‘dzin legs Idan rdo rje and Rig ‘dzin nub dgon and their disciple, bKra shis stobs rgyal, Rig
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‘dzin ngag gi dbang po and Yul mo gter ston bstan ‘dzin nor bu. All three of these branches
were transmitted to the tutor of the Fifth Dalai Lama, Zur thams cad ma khyen pa chos
dbyings rang grol.

The Sa skya pa text under consideration is entitled Thang lha’i gtor bsngo. Its colophon reads:
“Composed by Byams pa ngag dbang tshul khrims, the teacher of bCo brgyad khri chen
gong ma’i yongs ‘dzin at 'Phan po Na lan dra.” bCo brgyad khri chen gong ma’i yongs ‘dzin
was the predecessor of the senior Sa skya pa lama, Thub bstan legs bshad rgya mtsho. The
text is in manuscript form, and was obtained in 1986 by Bya do rin po che during his visit to
Tibet. Itis a short manuscript, the.equivalent of three or four small folios, made for everyday
recitation. It includes a gtor ma offering, meditation on emptiness, offering prayers and a
visualization of gNyan chen thang lha’s person, palace and retinue, which are very similar
to those of the Fifth Dalai Lama.

The main part of the sBa bzhed (by sBa gsal snang) probably dates to the mid-9th century but
has been repeatedly revised into the 14th century. The annotated rBa bzhed zhabs btags ma
(Stein edition) was written cirea 1300. See Sorenson, p. 77.

According to some sources, in addition to the dmu, gShen rab mi bo che met stiff resistance
from the lha rigs under the command of Ti se, 999,000 srid pa‘i sman and the 12 bstan ma
(Tucci 1980: 240). The dmu or mu are an ancient class of elemental beings with a semi-divine
nature mentioned in at least one Tun-huang manuscript. The clan ancestor of gShen rab mi
bo che is said to be a dmu. A number of Zhang zhung deities belong to the dmu/mu, including
Mu wer, Mu ting tsa med, Mu tsa len and Mu thur. However, dmu is also the Zhang zhung
word for nam mkha’ (sky) with the meaning of a paradise or the universe. In combination
with other words, mu has many connotations. In the bilingual mDzod phug, around 70 words
which contain mu or dmu are recorded with their Tibetan equivalents. For an excellent
discussion of the term dmu, see Dagkar: Ms-B. The dmu as deities or an ancestral tribe were
also known to the 11th century Dardic ruler of Mar yul, rGya Ge sar (Vitali 1996: 519).

The cult of mountains is also important in the popular religion of Mongolia. In addition to
the sky and earth there are other natural powers called master-spirits (tengri). The tengris of
mountains in some parts of Mongolia are so important that together with the earth and sky
they form a trinity. The tengris of the Buryats are mainly benevolent. In some areas, uttering
the real name of a sacred mountain is taboo and the chopping of trees, hunting, cultivation
and the erection of tents in its vicinity is forbidden. See Tartar, pp. 1-5.

In Mahayana Buddhism imported from India, the concept of a life-force is of marginal
importance. In Mahayana dialectical philosophy, the srog is characterized as a non-permanent
phenomena. There are three categories of impermanent phenomena—form, consciousness
and non-associated compositional factors. The Buddhist counterpart of the srog is the life
faculty (srog gi dbang po/jivitendriya) and is one of the 23 classes of non-associated
compositional factors. It is defined as the base of consciousness. Non-associated compositional
factors are not associated with the mind or mental factors, but are involved with the
development of causes and conditions and with the appearance, maintenance and cessation
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of products or phenomena. In Buddhism, therefore, the srog has been relegated to one of
many cognitive phenomenological categories. The assimilation of the srog gi dbang po ang
the indigenous srog are an example of the syncretism that took place between pre-Buddhjs
traditions and Buddhism. For a discussion of the srog gi dbang po, see Hopkins, pp. 268-
270. In Tibetan astrology, the srog pertains to the patterns and conditions in an individual’s
life as affected by the influence of the heavenly bodies.

The three bioenergetic systems are rlung (wind), mkhris pa (bile) and bad kan (phlegm). For
a superb introduction to traditional Tibetan medicine, see Dhonden, 1986.

The five elements in the Tibetan astrological tradition ('byung rtsis) are water, earth, fire,
wood and metal. In the tantric tradition they are ether, air, water, earth and fire, corresponding
to the Indian pancha tattva.

For a comparison of Asian and North American shamanism and Tibetan religion see Nebesky-
Wojkowitz, pp. 538-554; Gold 1994.

In an early Bon funerary ritual, as recorded in the Tun-huang documents, the recalling of
the soul of a deceased person of royal rank entailed the presence of the lha yul bdag (yul
lha), the ancestors, the grandmother and numerous friends. See Lalou, pp. 17-19.For a
description of the recalling of a soul in a contemporary Bon ritual, see Kvaerne 1985.

See Stein, p. 203.

The pho lha (god of men) is a white god with white clothing who is believed to reside under
the right armpit and acts to safeguard people and their male liheage. The pho lha is a very
ancient spirit who long pre-dates the modern religions of Tibet. For a more detailed
description of the pho lha, see Nebesky-Wojkowitz, pp. 327,328; Stein, pp. 222,223.

The belief in a three-tiered cosmos was also shared by the ancient Turkic peoples of the 6th
to 12th centuries. Although little is known about the religious beliefs of the Turkic peoples
some evidence has been uncovered from the Chinese Annals and Orkono-Enisei monuments.
The indication is that the Turkic peoples had a concept of three worlds: 1) Tengri, associated
with the sky, which ruled over the fate of living beings; 2) Umai, the fertility goddess, who
inhabited the middle world, as did the deities of the earth (iduq) and water (yersub); and 3)
Erlik Khan, ruler of the lower world. Cults of mountains and ancestor spirits were known.
An ancient runic text provides us with a notion of the importance of verticality to the ancient
Turkic peoples: “When the sky above was blue and the earth below was dark, the sun of
man appeared between them.” See Vainshtein, p. 59. .

There is a curious thog lcags (metallic amulet) design consisting of a Bon-style mchod rten
surmounting the head of a ram. The significance of this centuries-old amulet is unclear. A
more common thog lcags design features a nor bu resting on the head of a yak. The yak head
and sheep head thog Icags allude to the sacred status of these animals. In an ancient grave
excavated in La dwags, the head of a sheep and the horn of an ox were found (Francke: 73).
In the northern areas of Pakistan (Beloristan), the ibex still forms an important part of the
folklore. In the Hunza valley, folk-tales speak of the ibex as the emissary of the celestial
realm. The ibex, which inhabit the highest regions, are thought to carry out work assigned
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to them by the sky-dwelling fairies (paris) and in certain instances the paris manifest as
ibex. The horns of the ibex are said to touch the heavens while their hoofs are planted on the
ground, thus linking them with the realm of people and celestial beings, a common folkloric
theme. In Lahoul during fertility rites (Go tsi) and sowing rites (Chog tsi khis), images of
ibex are sculptured from butter. In Chitral, among the Ko of the Turcko valley, talismanic
rings are made from ibex horns, and in the Kalash valleys auspicious drawings of ibex are
made at the New Year festival of Chumust to help insure a prosperous year. The ibex is
found in far western Tibet and the western Himalaya and trans-Himalaya, indicating that
the interrelated cult of the gnyan (argali) was imported from the west of Tibet. The ibex is a
common subject of petroglyphs in western Tibet, Beloristan, La dwags and sPi i, indicating
its centrality to the economy and religious beliefs of the ancient inhabitants. For data on the
ibex in rock art, see Jettmar and Thewalt; Jettmar 1993; Francfort, Klodzinski, Mascale. For
an introduction to some elements of folkloric belief in Hunza, see Stellrecht.

For an English rendering of this text, see Karmay 1993, p. 154.

The bdud are a semi-divine or demonic class of elemental spirits who are generally black
and have a wrathful nature. With the introduction of Buddhism they were merged with the
Indian Mara, known by the epithet “The Evil One’. In Tibetan Buddhist doctrine the bdud
are equated with mental afflictions and demonic impulses created by the deluded mind
(nang gi bdud). See Nebesky-Wojkowitz, pp. 273-277; Tucci 1949, p. 718; Norbu 1995, p. 244
for data on the bdud. The bdud are also implicated in causing livestock diseases (phyugs
nad), including a kind of hoof and mouth disease called tod nad by the ‘brog pa.

There is evidence to support the contention that until the time of the assassination of the
eighth king, Gri gum btsan po, and the upheavals in the religious make-up of the Yar lung
dynasty that coincided with it, the Tibetan cosmos was divided into two opposing spheres
in a tradition associated with royal foundation myths called Yang gsang lugs (Most Secret
Tradition). Much of what we know about the yang gsang lugs (also spelled yang bsang
lugs) is related to the origin myths of the kings. In this tradition, the first king is traced back
to the the’u rang spirits and the female ancestral spirits (mo mtshun), while early Bon
attributes the male ancestral spirits (pha mtshun) to the progenitors of the kings. This
matriarchal bias is reflected in the matrinymical elements in the names of the first seven
kings, and in the matrilineal institution of the zang blon ( maternal uncle minister), who
was entrusted with the guardianship of the government on behalf of the infant king. In the
domain of religion, the srid pa’i goddesses were part of the yang gsang matriarchal system
of theogony.where the genetrix was more important than the genitor. Yang gsang lugs,
then, is mainly characterized by a matriarchal structure in addition to radical dualism. See
Haarh, pp. 139,168,225,226,318.

The Tun-huang manuscripts mention a closed cosmological system, the cosmic womb
(rum), which was based on contrary principles called above (ya/yar) and below (yog/yogs),
characterized by the primordial dualities of white light and black light, and male and female
(Haarh: 313,314). The rum, also called the ga’u (sacred receptacle), was the source of life and
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within it life and death circulated; it was the reference for the beginning and end of things
(Harrh: 161,313,314).

There are a number of cosmogonies and theogonies that mirror the stringent dualism o
the Yang gsang tradition. One of the most graphic of these relates that, in the beginning of
the universe, a white and black light manifested (Stein: 246). From the white light, a white
mustard seed appeared. From it, a white primordial man was born who gave rise t
everything and everyone good. Conversely, from the black light, a black mustard seed
appeared. From it, a primordial black man was born, who gave rise to everything and
everyone evil. A variation of this cosmogonic theme begins with the god of pure potential-
ity, Yang dag rgyal po, who emanates a white light and a black light (Tucci 1980: 214,215),
These lights respectively beget ‘Od zer can (the Radiant One) and Myal ba nag po (Black
Grief). Dualism is also communicated in the cosmogonic pair, Phan yab (Beneficent Father)
and gNod yab (Evil Father), who originate from white and black eggs respectively (Tucci
1980: 214,215).

In a commentary to the Srid pa’i mdzod phug, which is part of the Bon bKa’ gyur and the
main Bon work on cosmogony, there is an excellent example of the Yang gsang lugs type of
duality (Karmay 1975: 191-195). It begins with space personified as Nam mkha’ stong Idan
phyod gsum, possessor of the lees of the five causes. These are collected by the primeval
father, Khri rgyal khug pa, who, by uttering 'ha’, sets a wind in motion which grows in
ihtensity and forms a wheel of light. The circulation of this wind produces heat, and leads to
the formation of dew. This aggregates and is agitated by the wind creating the world. Also,
from the essence of the five causes, a white and black egg are formed which give birth
respectively to a cubic egg of light and a pyramidal egg of darkness. From the heart of the
egg of light appears Srid pa’i Sangs po ‘bum khri rgyal po, the progenitor of the gods and
humanity. Med 'bum nag po, who stands in opposition to Khri rgyal khug pa, breaks open
the egg of darkness. From the heart of the egg of darkness comes Mun pa zer ldan nag po,
the king of the world of nonexistence and the progenitor of the demons. In this cosmogony,
Khri rgyal khug pa represents the principle of being and light (ye) and Med "bum nag po,
darkness and non-being (ngam)(Norbu 1995: 274). In each of these creation myths, a sche-
mata of opposing forces and entities characterized by an abiding primordial duality is de-
tectable. The division between good and evil, white and black, existence and non-existence
is starkly delineated and maintained, and exhibits a high degree of thematic symmetry.

Among the ancient Scythians of neighboring central Asia we find a similar cosmological
duality. The union of Papaeus, the sky god, with his wife Api, the earth goddess, symbol-
ized the unity of the sky and earth which gave life to the world (Pavlinskaya: 34). In Shang
mythology dualism is found in the characteristics of the Lord on High who is associated
with the sun, sky, life, birds and east, and the Lord Below who is associated with the moon,
dragons, watery underworld death and west (Allen: 57-73). In the 4th century B.C.E., Chinese
text Songs of C'u (Ch'u Tz'u), we find a cosmogony based on an earlier fund of myths that
structurally and thematically resemble the cosmogonies of the Yang gsang lugs: from the



32

33.

34.

gNyan chen thang lha in History, Religion, and Mythology 73

formless expanse the primeval element vapor spontaneously emerges as a creative force. It
is composed of binary elements (ie. upper and lower spheres, darkness and light, and yin
and yang), which through a series of transformations pattern the universe. First, the heavens
and celestial bodies appear, followed by a vaulted sky of nine planes and nine gates supported
by eight pillars rooted in the ground. See Birrel, p. 27.

Inter alia, a panoramic view of Tibetan culture, shows that in the cognitive world of the
‘brog pa and other Tibetans, the symbolism of white and black as tantamount to good and
evil is pervasive and deeply rooted. For example, in the Imperial period white clay was
piled around the tombs of warriors as war sacrifice (San Ren). In the ‘brog pa wedding
ritual, white symbolizes virtue and purity. When a bride first comes to the tent or house of
her new husband, she is traditionally attired in white clothes, a white scarf and white shoes,
and rides a white horse (Norbu 1994: 195). When an A pa hor girl is preparing to marry, her
father presents her with two rings of conch shell, called mden dung, which she wears in her
braid and on the side of her head after her marriage (cf. Norbu 1994: 194). Conch shell
(dung) is often an attribute of the armor and helmet of the mountain divinities. In this context
itis often translated as referring to the color white, which is only partially correct because it
also conveys auspiciousness, happiness and prosperity. White wool, an auspicious material
is used to decorate handles of tea pots and sacred shrines. Doors of homes are inlaid with
white stones for good luck (cf. San Ren). A similar custom is found among the ‘brog pa of
gNam ru where door panels of the tent are woven from white yak hair. Conversely, the color
black is thought to have inauspicious and evil connotations. For example, nag can refers to
an evil person and nag chen a heinous crime or a terrible sinner. Unlike people of central
Tibet, the A pa hor rarely wear black clothing. Black animals are thought to be prone to an ill
disposition and to be susceptible to possession by evil spirits. For example, the bdud are
believed to inhabit such animals. Indigenous deities like the klu and lha are most dangerous
in their black forms. Undoubtedly, indigenous beliefs merged with and were reinforced by
analogous symbolism in tantric Buddhism, where white is equated with virtue and purity,
and black with ferocity and malevolence. For example, in Buddhist doctrine there are the
dkar po’i chos bzhi, the four white or virtuous conducts and the nag po'i chos bzhi, the four
black or negative conducts. How much of color dualism is an anachronism associated with
the Yang gsang lugs or even more ancient traditions and how much of it is derived from
tantric philosophy is difficult to determine. However, the stridency and ubiquitousness of
the belief in ‘brog pa culture leads to the assumption that a significant part of it is atavistic in
nature.

According to legend, the tradition of the Shes pa bcu gnyis stems back to 12 wise Bon po,
each of whom was master of a different field of knowledge, and who were part of the court
of King gNya’ khri btsan po. See Dunkar Rinpoche 1992, p. 57. An early reference to the 12
wise men is found in a gter ma text discovered in 980 by Khro tshang ‘brug lha, the Byams
tha chen mo rtsa ba'i gzungs (Dagkar: Ms-A).

The ’dre dkar sing songs about creation make jokes and sometimes dance with yaks or
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lions. In their performances, yaks often represent yul lha. Their humorous yet sacred
performances suit the New Year, a time of uncertainty. ‘Dre dkar may paint their faces half
white and half black and wear a white, triangular mask or a pointed cap, in addition to the
hunter’s mask. See Stein, p. 18. According to Ma nam shes rab rgyal mtshan, who has studied
and played ‘dre dkar, their message should be both succinct and evocative. It is to this enq
that comical and even vulgar language is used. Traditionally ‘dre dkar came from ‘commoner
families. Their most important tools are a stick and a bowl. In verses sung by the ‘dre dkar
he calls his stick (dbyugs pa) “my helper when I sing, my horse when I travel, my protector
when I sleep, and my ladder when I climb to the sky.” :
For a description of the Buddhist tripartite historical classification of Bon, see Vitali 199,
pp. 100-104; Norbu 1995, pp. 38-42.

It is not known with any degree of certainty when pastoralism superseded hunting and
gathering on the Byang thang. A date for its inception between 2000 B.C.E. and 1000 B.CE.
is indicated. This period coincides with the evolution of Eurasian stockbreeding into its
modern form (Ecsedy 1981: 210,227). It is believed that the sheep was first domesticated in
west Asia around 9000 B.C.E. (Ryder, p. 3) and that a more sedentary way of life based on
agriculture and the domestication of animals began to appear in China circa 7000 B.CE.
(Chow Ben-Shun: 105-107). By the Aenolithic period in central Asia, around the end of the
third millennium B.C.E., among the Afanasyevskaya culture, the domestication of animals
was already known (Gryaznov: 46-51). In east Tibet, from the mKhar ro site, there is some
inconclusive archaeological evidence for the domestication of cattle animals from the Neolithic

~ period (2000B.C.E.). See Chayet, p. 46; Appendix Two.
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For an overview of the archaeological evidence of the Stone Age in Tibet including the Byang
thang, see Appendix Three.

Precisely which kinds of hunting are permissible and which are not is a debatable subject
among the ‘brog pa. Many say that the killing of any juvenile animals will certainly invite
trouble from gNyan chen thang lha, as will hunting in especially sacred areas.

See Padma dbang gi gter sung cho. rDo rje 'bar ba’i gsol mchod gzhugs, fol. 7r.

The‘go ba’ilhaInga are the yul lha, dgra lha, pho lha, mo lha and srog lha, and alternatively
dgra lha, pho lha, mo lha, zang lha and srog lha. See Nebesky-Wojkowitz, pp. 264-266;
Stein, pp. 222-223.

This manuscript is entitled sLob dpon padma mdzad pa’i spang bstod snang srid dgra lha dgyes
pa’i gsol mchod lha'i klu dbyangs zhes. Its rediscoverer is not known. The text contains an
invocation to the dgra lha and prayers for the preparation of gtor ma. It consists of 18 folios.
A copy of this manuscript was kindly made available by Ven. Nyi ma Senge, the head lama
of sPu in Khu nu.

There are, however, some Tibetans who maintain that a gzhi bdag is the more important,
and larger, variety of yul lha.

Under the Communist regime, the Tibet Autonomous Region (Inner Tibet) has been
partitioned into six prefectures which in turn are divided into around 75 counties.
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According to the’Dzam gling rgyas bshad, the ‘brog pa of the eastern and central Byang thang
(Nag tshang, gNam ru, Nag chu and Yangs pa can) formed the Byang rigs sde bzhi (The
Four Communities of Northern Tribes)(Wylie: 88). In the traditional political geography of
the Byang thang, each rdzong (district) was divided into a number of camps, headed by a
chieftain (dpon po) if the camp was large and an elder (rgan po) if it was a small camp or
sub-camp. According to oral sources the number of camps in each of the rdzong were as
follows: A mdo—eight; gNam ru—13; Nag tshang—six; Bar tha—nine; lha ri—one; Sog—
one; ‘Bri ru—one; sBra chen—one and; in mNga' ris, in far western Tibet, one camp each in
Ru thog, rTsa mda’, sGar, dGe rgyas, sGer rtse and Tsog chu. The traditional political
geography of the Byang thang served as a basis for the political geography of the Communist
period, with many borders remaining roughly the same. Generally, the rdzong correspond
to Chinese counties and camps (tsho pa) to Chinese townships.
A microcosm of territorial independence and interdependence is found in the village cult of
the klu. In nearly all Tibetan villages there is a shrine (klu khang) and often a large tree
dedicated to the village klu who protects the local water supply as well as mediating in the
weather. In the storeroom of many homes there is a sacred stone (klu rdo) and often a sacred
vessel (klu bum) in which the family’s personal klu is enshrined and entreated. Each family
has its own klu. The field are hosts to a plethora of klu which are appeased by heaping
white stones (klu rdo) in the middle of them. These klu belong to all different orders and
persuasions and can be either independent of or subservient to the village klu. The principle
of territorial interdependence operates in the village klu while the family klu and some of
the field klu are indicative of territorial independence.

See gNyan chen thang lha'i‘phrin las bdud rtsi'i chu rgyun bzhugs so (The Current of the River
of Nectar of the Activities of gNyan chen thang lha) of the Fifth Dalai Lama’s gsung bumd kar
chag, gsung nang ma series, number Nga-53 (hereafter referred to as Text Nga-53), fol.4v. The
colophon reads: “Senge rGya mtsho requested Za hor (clan name of the Fifth Dalai Lama) to
write this scripture. The woodblock maker is Ngag dbang byams pa of Gangs dkar dkar
brag pa.” For a similar description, which the author says is from the Padma bka’ thang, see
sTaglung rTse sprul, p. 15.

'Dzam gling spyi bsangs, a rare text which is attributed to Gu ru rin po che, was obtained in
1986 by Bya do rin po che during his visit to Tibet. The copy under consideration is in
manuscript form and consists of four folios. Unfortunately, the gter ston who rediscovered
it is not listed.

See Ti se pom ra thang lha gyi bsang bskong, folios 5v, é6r. This manuscript was composed by
Dran pa nam mkha’, and the sections on Pom ra and Thang lha were discovered by rMa lha
rgod thog pa at Sham po gangs and received by Bru nyi ma, while the section on Ti se was
discovered by dPon gsas Khyung rgod rtsal at bZang bzang lha brag. It was kindly made
available to me by Bya dur sod nams bzang po, who managed to bring it out of Tibet in 1959.
It had been kept in his family chapel for generations. Variations of this text include Ti rtse
thang lha pom ra btsas kyi mchod bstod (Minor Bon po Ritual Texts, nos. 291-302) and Ti pom
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thang gsum gyi mchod bskang (Bskang ‘bum, vol. II, nos. 311-318). As these incense texts were
copied and recopied over the centuries, minor variations in content naturally developed,
A fine painted image of gNyan chen thang lha and Nam mtsho is located in an upper levg)
chapel in the ‘du khang of Zhab bstan dgon pa in Nag chu city.

The author’s name is given on folio 11v. From folio 11r to 14v there is a shorter gNyan chen
thang lha text simply called bsdus pa (short form). In the colophon (14v), no author is given
and it can be assumed that it was also written by Ngag dbang bkra shis dpal grub. The
colophon reads: “gZhal yas dam can sogs sngon gyi yig cha khung thub las byang ba rnams
byon. Myang dang tshul rdo rjed [sic rje] ldem gyis gter kha rnams las ‘byung.” It informs
us that the text is in part derived from ancient sources and in part from hidden texts. rDo jre
ldem is evidently a reference to the great rNying ma gter ston Rig ‘dzin rgod kyi Idem phru,
Beginning on folio 14v and continuing to the end of the manuscript (fol. 20) is an untitled
text compiled by Ngag dbang bstan pa’i nyi ma, the seventh in the sTag lung rMa sprul
lineage (18th or 19th century). This text with its archaic language and deities undoubtedly
was borrowed from early sources. It seems likely that some of its verses and deities were
derived from the early Bon tradition. Unfortunately, this rare manuscript, which is invaluable
for the study of the archaic gNyan chen thang lha, is marred with numerous spelling and
grammatical errors. This text will hereforth be referred to as the sTag lung primary text. The
sTag lung have a fourth text devoted to gNyan chen thang lha which is also written by Ngag
dbang bstan pa’i nyi ma, and is entitled Thang lha'i bsangs michos [sic mchod] bsdus pa. This
text comprises one folio and is written for everyday recitation. The four gNyan chen thang
lha texts enumerated above are part of the Chos skyong cycle of the sTag lung pa. This cycle
of religious protectors is headed by the deity dGe bsnyen nag po sprang btsan who is usually
depicted with his two acolytes, g.Ya dmar and bDud btsan. In the hierarchy of protectors,
gNyan chen thang lha is inferior to dGe bsnyen nag po sprag btsan but superior to his
acolytes. The texts enumerated above, which are all in manuscript form, were generously
made available by sTag lung rMa sprul bsTan ‘dzin kun bzang ‘jigs med, who also provided
information on their place and significance in the sTag lung sub-sect.

References for ‘Dam shod snar mo include Nebesky-Wojkowitz, p. 206, and dPal phur nag
po'i gter bdag drug gi bskul ba zhes bya ba bzhugs, which is part of the Bon Phur ba cycle.
Dred mo is either the brown bear of the Tibetan plateau or the yeti. Whichever it is, the
implication is that it is both a real animal and a mythical creature.

In the old chronicles and legends of Buryat, the dead were honored and buried at mountain
sites. In other regions of Mongolia, shamans and elders were buried at mountains and each
tribe probably had its own mountain cult. Among the Buryat there is also evidence that the
mountain spirits were identified with the ancestors. For example, shamans make
representations of the mountain spirits which presumably are also representations of the
shaman ancestors. SeeTatar, pp- 5-7.

This synopsis of the Can Inga myths was extracted from Samten Karmay’s work. See Karmay
1994a, pp. 408-430.

The the’u brang or the’u rang are diminutive forms of the, a semi-divine class of beings,
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who are supposed to be the son of sPu yul mo gung rgyal and the ancestors of the kings.
They are also considered to have a malevolent nature, causing sickness and bad weather.
See Tucci 1949, pp. 718,719; Nebesky-Wojkowitz, pp. 282,283.

Lha rgod drag dar is an unpublished manuscript attributed to sTong rgyung mthu chen and
discovered by three Buddhist gter ston, the Ben de mi gsum. This text was kindly made
available by sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag.

The mountain gTsang lha phu dar is located near the settlement of sTag rtse, which is not far
from the gTsang po river in the county of Sa dga’. According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam
dag, there is a tradition that states this mountain used to form the boundary between Zhang
zhung and sPu rgyal. There is also a tradition which attributes the name of the gTsang
province to gTsang lha phu dar.

According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag, the mgur lha were royal divinities involved
in protecting the dynasty. The lists of these mountain deities vary but they share the common
denominator of circumscribing the territory of the pre-Imperial Yar lung dynasty.

For a description of the legend of the coupling of the divine ape with the rock ogress, see
Turnbull and Norbu, pp. 28,29; Taylor and Yuthok pp. 75-80.

For a portrayal of the supine demoness legend, see Dowman 1988, pp. 284-287; Taylor and
Yuthok, pp. 163-188.

In the rNying ma-influenced dbus gter tradition, one of the nine-fold classifications of Bon
is the Bya ba gtsang spyod ye bon theg pa (the Bon Way of the Inviolable Primordial
Accomplishment)(Norbu 1995: 236,237). Though the classification of Bon alluded to above
does not contain many of the pre-Buddhist ritual traditions, nor the word for bird (Norbu
1995:237), in the popular imagination of Tibetans bya bon (bon of the bird) invokes memories
of ancient religious practices. The bird and birdlike nature of the early kings indicates thata
bird was the totem or clan name of the king and royal family (Haarh: 210,211) This ancestor
of the Yar lung dynasty might have been known as Bya khri and a text identifies lower Yar
lung as the seat of the bird clan (Haarh: 210,211). The ninth king, sPu Ide gung rgyal, was
also called Bya khri bstan po, which conveys some idea of the importance of birds in early
Tibetan royal symbolism. In the Ya ngal gdung rabs it mentions that the sku gshen (royal
priest) of King gNya’ khri btsan po wore the feathers of eagles, the king of birds, on top of
his head, and a golden bya ru (bird horns) with turquoise feathers on his head (Vitali 1996:
162).

In the King Ge sar epic, birds play a crucial role. For example, in the story of the mar-
riage of Lha mo ‘brug mo to the hero of the epic, birds are integral to the adventure which
unfolds (Francke 1905: 122-129). Lha mo ‘brug mo’s parents proclaim that they will only
permit their daughter to marry the man who can produce the wing of a Nyi ma khyung
rung bird. Ge sar assumes the form of a dove in order to enter the abode of Bya ma dkar po.
He is informed by Bya ma dkar po that the Nyi ma khyung rung bird lives in a place be-
tween the sun and the moon which is watched over by the bird, So mig dar. Nyi ma khyung
rung is said to have the power to destroy the world of humans, but eventually Ge sar is able
to kill both it and Sog mig dar. Ge sar then recovers the treasures from its stomach and cuts
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off one of its wings, and returns triumphantly to the country of gLing. In the tale of the
capture of Lha mo ‘brug mo by the King of Hor (Francke 1905: 243-249), two raven messen.
gers are dispatched to find the King of Hor a suitable bride. They visit various countries
with no luck until they come to gLing and espy the beautiful Bru gu ma. In recitations of he
epic, the bla and birds are closely connected and together form a popular theme. For gx.
ample, the villain—the King of Hor, Seng lcam, has a black soul bird (bla bya nag) which he
sends to steal the turquoise ancestral head ornament that Lha mo ‘brug mo wears. The theft
is successful and many adventures transpire before it is recovered with the help of Lha mo
‘brug mo’s white soul bird (bla bya dkar).

Ge sar’s protecting gods and his siblings take the form of white eagle, crow, bird girland
three iron hawks, among other animals (Stein: 228,229). A provocative role of the bird is
found in a legend about the chief propagator of Buddhism in Sikhim, Lha btsun chen po,
encountering the mountain Gangs chen mdzod Inga in the form of the king the geese
(Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 217). In the ancient Tibetan narrative tradition (sgrung) there was a
cycle of moralistic stories called “Allegories of Birds and Fables of Little Birds” (Bya dpe
bye’u’i sgrung), which are still popular today (Norbu 1995: 16,17). It seems likely that g.Yu
bya gshog gcig, as the genetrix of one of Tibet’s mightiest mountain deities, had a relationship
with some or all of these symbolic elements of birds. This symbolism can be summed up as
follows: 1) a type of Bon; 2) a clan symbol of the Yar lung dynasty; 3) powerful soul entities;
4) a kind of moral force; 5) a type of guardian; 6) manifestation of sacred mountains; 7)
skilful messengers; and 8) indicative of great power, including destructive power.

An overview of the general significance of birds in Tibetan culture is not complete without
mentioning their cosmological symbolism. A nuptial song recorded from western Tibet speaks
ofa world tree with six branches and six points (rtse mo)(Tucci 1949: 711-713). On each
branchof this tree is a bird and corresponding egg, which are guardians of the six
cardinaldirections. These birds and eggs are: 1) khyung—golden egg; 2) vulture—turquoise,
egg; 3)white-headed vulture—conch egg; 4) eagle—silver egg; 5) white grouse——coral egg;
and 6) whitefalcon—iron egg. It is worth noting that the first bird in the list is a popular
deity in the region and that the latter five are found throughout the Byang thang. In the epic,
there is a cosmogony involving two primordial birds which have 18 eggs in their nest,
consisting of six white eggs, six yellow eggs and six blue eggs (Stein: 195). These eggs preserve
the fundamental cosmological schema, and it is from the middle yellow eggs that humans
originate.

The symbolism of the bird is very important to the religion and cosmogony of many
peoples in north and central Asia (cf.Waida: 287-289). The eagle is sometimes considered
the creator of the world or a seminal cultural hero, who provides knowledge, laws, cultural
innovations, codes of social conduct and social institutions (Waida: 288). For example, an
ancient Mongolian myth relates how an eagle with golden wings gave Genghiz Khan the
basic laws and the mandate to rule (Waida: 285). Also among the Buryats there is a genea-
logical legend of a swan ancestor (Okladnikov: 123-124). In shamanist tribes of north Asia,
birds are vehicles of spiritual flight, objects of divination and powerful totemic symbols.
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The general significance of birds in Inner Asia is recounted in the Tibetan cultural world. In
ancient China, the Shang rulers had a totemic relationship with sun birds and in the origin
myths of the Shang, the ancestor of the dynasty is a blackbird (Allen: 19-56). Also in China,
in the 4th century B.C.E. Chrouicle of Tso it records various bird clans that controlled
astronomical phenomena and temporal affairs (Birrel: 267,268).

Turquoise is worn as jewelry and ornamentation throughout Tibet and is used frequently to
describe the color of indigenous deities, and their mounts and attributes. It is the most
celebrated bla gnas and has the connotations of prosperity, long life, good fortune, fertility
and happiness. The heaven of Tara is called g.Yu lo bkod pa’i zhing khams and many of the
most sacred lakes contain the word turquoise in them and are known as g.yu mtsho.
Furthermore, turquoise highly regarded for its detoxifying properties is a valuable ingredient
in the most precious traditional medicines. This material is also commonly used to decorate
sacred images.

The Bon theogony of gNyan chen thang lha and gNam mtsho is found in the last three folios
of a nine folio text entitled dBal phur nag po’i gter bdag drug gi bskul ba zhes, which includes six
Bon protective deities. It is part of the Phur ba’i sgrub skor and gNyan chen thang lha, along
with the other deities of this cycle, is worshipped in conjunction with Phur ba. This constitutes
the most common Bon context for the worship of gNyan chen thang lha and gNam mtsho.
The dBal phur nag po’i gter bdag drug gi bskul ba zhes is attributed to the Zhang zhung luminaries
sTong rgyung mthu chen and Pha ba khri snya rgyal chung, making it—at least by legendary
associations—among the oldest of texts devoted to gNyan chen thang lha. It is found in a
collection of Phur ba texts in a lithographic edition published circa 1950 by Khyung sprul
‘jigs med nam mkha’i rdo rje (1897-1956), pp. 431-440. It is believed that the text under
consideration, like all but the late.adjunct texts of the Phur ba cycle, was concealed by rJe mu
thur btsan po and Khyung po gyer zla med in sPa gro phug gcal in Bhutan in the 8th century
and rediscovered by the gter ston Khu tsha zla ‘od (b. 1024) in sPa gro phug gcal (Karmay
1977: 51).

. The term dbyings most simply means space, with the connotation of a primordial ground.

dByings is a changeless, non-concrete instrument which is the distinguishing feature of the
natural and uncontrived state of the mind and objects. Specifically, in Bon cosmogony it
denotes a void-like state from which the primordial deities are manifested. It should not be
confused with the Mahayana concept of emptiness (stong pa nyid/shunyata) which is a
dialectical concept used to establish that all products, mental and physical, are devoid of
inherent existence, and therefore posits the insubstantiality of phenomena. The main contrast,
then, between dbyings and stong pa nyid is that the former is an objectified phenomenon,
while the latter has no existence of its own. A similarity is found between the unitary
primordium of the dbyings and a Chinese cosmogony recorded in a recently discovered 4th
century B.C.E. text, the Tao yuan, which states that before creation everything was a wet,
dark, empty space (Birrel:25,28).

According to Professor Namkhai Norbu, the word skos literally means “the person entrusted”
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and has the connotation of “to control the order of existence”. See Norbu 1995, pp. 147,241
Thog lcags literally means thunder iron or first metal. These are a heterogeneous class of
metallic amulets and fetishes highly prized in Tibet for their magical qualities. Believed tq
be self-formed, they come in a wide range of designs. Many of them are pre-Buddhist anq
some originate from the Bronze Age. They are a fairly common attribute of pre-Buddhist
deities. For more information see Tucci 1973; Ronge; Bellezza 1994.
Dzwo are magical weapons which can be thrown at enemies like a bomb. See Norbu 1995,
pp. 214-215.
The island of Nang do (Inner island) is not explicitly mentioned by name in the text but,
according to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag, there is no doubt that this famous island is
the one alluded to.
According to Bon legend, these kings wore horns on their heads made of gold, silver, crystal,
iron, and conch as a proud sign of their royal perogative. Some Bon po claim the very name
Zhang zhung is derived from bya khyung, which bears some phonetical similarity.
Alternatively, it is theorized that zhung means khyung and zhang comes from the Tibetan
word for maternal uncle (zhang) and was added later as a sign of respect when the royal
families of Yar lung and Zhang zhung intermarried (Norbu 1995: xvi).
According to sTag lung rTse sprul thub bstan rgyal mtshan, there are legends that recount
the presence of two kinds of khyung who existed in ancient times but are now extinct. One
was a gigantic bird which lived on mountain tops and exercised a protective function over
human beings and their concerns. The other species was much smaller, had horns, and fed
on human flesh. More than a mere eater of carrion, this latter species of khyung was evidently
involved in the afterlife experiences of the early Bon Tibetans. It is now supposed to livein
the mythical kingdom of Sham bha la.
The khyung is also one of the four dgra Iha of the prayer flag or prayer card (rlung rta), who
have a protective and fortune-bestowing function. In the Bon of Deities, the Lore of Protection
(mgon shes lha bon), which is part of the “Twelve Lores’, there are three groups of dgra lha
(Norbu 1995: 54), one of which descended from Khyung chen ral chen (Great Long-Maned
Khyung). These dgra lha, known as the Manifestation of Primordial Existence (Ye srid ‘phrul
gyi sgra lha), are said to have manifested from various parts of Khyung chen ral chen'’s
body (Norbu 1995: 70). Included in a group of dgra lha is sKyes bu phrag lha, depicted asa
white man riding a khyung, who is the perpetual guardian of individuals (Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 330,332). The text dGra lha dpangs stod explains the origin and importance of
nine dgra lha, which have nine kinds of armor including a helmet with the horns of a khyung
(Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 356,357). According to myth, the yul Iha of the village of sPu in Khu
nu, dGra lha, originally came in the form of a giant khyung which covered the entire village.
The khyung occupies a central place in the cosmology of both Bon and Buddhism. A
common tale set on the summit of the world axis mountain, Ri rab lhun po (Mount Sumeru),
called the Holy Place of the Thirty-three Lha, mentions a wish-fulfiling tree named dPag
bsam ljon shing with the protector of the world, a khyung, perched at the top. This khyung,
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a worldly protector ('jig rten pa’i srung ma), is considered all-powerful and supremely beau-
tiful. The apotropaic function of the khyung can be found in the epic, where on top of Mount
Sumeru there is the nest of the White Conch Femnale Khyung (Dung khyung dkar mo), a
tutelary god who protects the hero’s helmet (Stein: 209). The symbol of the khyung residing
on top of the world is preserved in its customary place at the very top of the aureole, sur-
rounding many deities in Bon and Buddhism. In this way, the khyung functions as a ubig-
uitous guardian.

The khyung is a vibrant symbol of the philosophical view of assimilated Bon and its
didactic traditions. For example, the text ITa ba khyung chen g.yung drung gsang ba’i rgyud
(g.-Yung drung Doctrine of the Secret Lineage of the Great Khyung) is concerned with a
dialectical understanding of emptiness (stong pa nyid). The khyung is also a tutelary deity
(yi dam) of the Bon po—known generally as a wisdom (ye shes) khyung—and is ultimately
an emanation of gShen rab mi bo che. The yi dam khyung includes black, white and other
varieties. Their sadhanas are found in the tantric text Khyung dmar sgrub pa attributed to bLo
gros thogs med. The varieties of yi dam khyung are said to be efficacious in curing diseases
caused by the klu, including leprosy (mdzes) and diseases specifically related to the Degen-
erate Age (bSkal pa ngan po). This is because they possess innate power over the klu, and
therefore are seen as antidotes to the pathogenic propensities of the klu. In Tibet, communi-
ties sponsor Bon po priests to recite the khyung yi dam rituals in the belief that it will pre-
vent damage to crops caused by hail. The khyung is associated with the fire element, the
most volatile of the five elements (Norbu 1995: xvi), and with the sky and space. In Buddhist
tantra, the khyung cures diseases like cancer caused by the klu through the sacred bird’s
mastery of the fire element (cf. Dowman 1994: 68-70). In the Buddhist sadhana sGrub thabs
kun btus, five types of khyung belonging to the five tantric families and eliminate the five
poisons associated with klu (Wayman: 63-78). The khyung is also represented in one of the
sets of theriomorphic deities of the Bon Mother Tantra (Ma rgyud), which are centered around
Mount Kailas, the five rTa sgo ma pang mkha’ ‘gro khyung gdong.

As a result of its seminal position in Tibetan culture, the khyung is an integral part of the
iconography and symbolism of many kinds of deities. In the list that follows, the emphasis
is on the diverse contexts of the khyung in the Tibetan pantheon. For example, five khyung
are found in the entourage of Bon yi dam such as Me ri and dBal chen ge khod (Khyung
chen rigs Inga) above his head (Kvaerne 1995: 98,100,101). The khyung supports the throne
of the Bon god, the King of Existence (Srid pa‘i rgyal po), Sangs po ‘bum khri. In the retinue
of the four-handed Mahakala of wisdom (Ye shes mgon po phyag bzhi pa), are eight naked
red animal-headed dakinis including one with a khyung’s head. Mahakala Las mgon bya
rog gdong can has the face of a raven with a meteoric beak, three eyes and a khyung emerging
from its head (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 46,48,49,471). The Lord of the Tent (Gur mgon) is ac-
companied by a black man, black dog, black jackal, black bird and, overhead, by his
messenger, a khyung; and in another form he has the wings of a khyung (Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
50,51). The Rin ‘byung text refers to 12 khyung, each with a different attribute said to reside
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on different parts of Vajrapani’s body (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 257,258). Variably, Vajrapan;
himself can manifest as a khyung, whose purpose according to legend is to protect the kly
from the predations of the khyung (Newark Museum, vol.IIl: 42). The khyung also features
as the mount of various bstan ma goddesses in different sadhanas, such as Kha rag khyung
btsun, rKong btsun de mo and rDo rje dpal gyi yum (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 188,189). One of
the members of the Dregs pa (Dregs pa (the Arrogant One), which is usually used a5
generic term for gods and goddesses of lower rank, includes many pre-Buddhist deities, See
Nebesky-Wojkowitz, pp. 253-318.) includes Khyung sngon ‘byung po "dur Ed can, described
as having a sky-blue body, three fiery eyes, beak, horns, claws and a meteoric beak (Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 256). The yaksa, gNod sbyin dmar nag, rides a red khyung of copper, and the
Vaidurya dkar po there is a khyung sa bdag mentioned called gNam gyi bya khyung heng
phan (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 258,281).

An overview of the khyung in the religion and mythology of Tibet would be incomplete
without a description of its function as an ancestral deity. The most famous of these legends
concern the clans of Khyung po in northwestern Khams. The Primordial Buddha
(Samantabhadra) manifested as a miraculous khyung and descended from his abode in
space to the earth. He first landed on the gzhi bdag of sTeng chen, Pad ni ri bkra, a large
mountain which started crumbling under the great force of the bird. The khyung was
compelled to move on and he flew to Pa ta po le ‘go’, which, while smaller than the former
mountain, supported him. The khyung then travelled to the rTse drug monastery area, known
at that time as Zhang zhung Kha yug gi yul, where he deposited three eggs. These three
eggs were white, black and yellow in color and, when they hatched, three brothers of corre-
sponding colors appeared. The yellow brother was the patriarch of the Ser ru clan and
settled in Ser tsha; the white brother became the patriarch of the dKar rus clan and settled in
dKar ru; and the black brother became the patriarch of the Nag rus clan and settled in Nag
ru. Over the course of time, many religious luminaries were born to these clans. To this day,
Khyung po is traditionally divided into three subprovinces of the same names.

A khyung clan progenitor is found in rGya rong in Khams province, which traditionally
was divided into 18 principalities. One of these 18 principalities was ruled over by the Khro
skyabs rgyal clan, whose ancestors can be traced back to a multicolored khyung. There is
also the khyung, Pho lha chen po, a chos skyong and ancestral deity residing on the moun-
tain Khyung dung gangs who is mentioned in the Chronicles of the Rulers of Sikhim and is
worshipped by spirit-mediums and those wishing to acquire great strength (Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 236-237).

The khyung is also related to the ancient rDzogs chen (Great Perfection) tradition, among
the highest and most profound of Bon and Buddhist teachings. The khyung is used as a
metaphor to express the character and outlook of these teachings. The khyung is the ideal
symbol of the rDzogs chen philosophy because its residence at the pinnacle of the world
and sovereignty over all airborne creatures conveys the lofty and superior qualities of rDzogs
chen. Also, as a world protector, the khyung emphasizes the ubiquitous scope and reach of
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the rDzogs chen doctrine. As we saw in the Bon theogony, the ultimate origin of gNyan
chen thang lha and his khyung emanation is the dbyings of which they are unsullied
representations.

In an ancient Bon myth, the khyung spontaneously manifested from an egg as a fully
mature being, a symbol of the ever accessible nature of the rDzogs chen view (Dowman
1994: 68-70). The flight of the khyung is used as a model by the practitioner to understand
the instinctual, natural and effortless character of the teachings (Dowman 1994: 68-70). Also,
in the Mahayana tradition, the image of the synchronous movement of the khyung’s wings
demonstrates the unitary nature of dualism and the simultaneous emergence of skilful means
and perfect insight (Dowman 1994: 68-70). The Bon rDzogs chen tradition also employs a
similar metaphor to illustrate that dualistic thought is dispelled through non-discriminating
insight. In this metaphor the khyung appears in the sky, smoothly cutting through the three
spheres of existence, subduing all creatures with claws (Snellgrove 1967: 249). The symbolic
import of the khyung can be summed up as follows: 1) clan progenitor; 2) Bon and Buddhist
protector of people and religion; 3) a mount of various deities and in the retinue of various
deities; 4) a dgra lha, dregs pa, sa bdag or mountain deity; 5) Bon yi dam; 6) Bon Ma rgyud
dakini; 7) Bon didactic emblem; 8) associated with death and the after-life experience; 9) a
metaphor for rDzogs chen teachings; and 10) related to the etymology of the name Zhang
zhung.

For a superb overview of the qualities and practices of the bodhisattva, see H.H. the 14th
Dalai Lama 1981; also, Batchelor; Snellgrove 1987, pp. 58-79.

See Text Ka-23, fol. 4r; Text Nga-53, fol. 12v; sTag lung rTse sprul, p. 14.

For an iconography of Akashagarbha, see Getty, pp. 101,102.

This verse of the Prajnaparamita (Sher phyin) taken from the prayers compiled for the teachings
of the H.H. the 14th Dalai Lama, Dharamsala, 1994 as compiled by the Tushita Retreat Center.
The form realm (gzugs khams) is oné of three realms of Buddhism (khams gsum), the other
two being the formless realm (gzugs med pa’i khams) and the desire realm (‘dod pa‘i khams).
The form realm is divided into 17 parts and the six deities of gNyan chen thang lha come
from the first of these, which is called tshangs ris.

Found in the text entitled Lha chen thang lha gnyan po sgrub cing mchod pa’i phrin las kyi chog
tshang pa’i lha’i rnga chen bya ba bzhugs so (part of the rNying ma pa Rin chen gter mdzod),
rediscovered by Rig ‘dzin rgod ldem, Padma ngag dbang blo gros mtha’ yas and 'Drin chog
ta”i si tu padma’i ljog ldan. See folios 20v,21r.

Ging belong to the retinue of rDo rje legs pa, Tshangs pa and mGon po but are famously
associated with the priests in the scapegoat ceremony (glud ‘gong) once held in Lhasa at Lo
gsar (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 278,280,508-511). The leader of the ging, Srog bdag tshangs pa,
seems to be identical with Tshangs pa butis described as wearing a cloak of vulture feathers,
a chopper and snare in his hands, and is mounted on a white lion—an appearance quite
different from the ordinary Tshangs pa (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 278). Dam can shel ging dkar
po, who is occasionally given the name Pe har, is described as a human figure wearing a red
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lioness skin coat and a gong lag made from the skin of a blue lioness (Nebesky-Wojkowit
96,120). In the same description, he wears a golden scarf wrapped around his head, a sna,
girdle and boots of crystal. It is not known why the Buddhists identified this rather obscy
deity with gNyan chen thang lha. No overt recognition in the Bon tradition of She ging
dkar po being associated with gNyan chen thang lha has yet been found, but this does ng
preclude him from the role of a resident deity of the mountain in ancient times.

77. Nyi pang sad, the protector of the Zhang zhung snyan brgyud, dwells on the summit of
Mount Sumeru and thus has come to be identified with Gangs ti se. He is considered the
king of the sgra bla (dgra Iha) and btsan but subordinate to the Bon yi dam, dBal chen ge
khod. Nyi pang sad and his female counterpart, sMan ku ma ra tsa, who rides a white yak
and is a form of gNam sman gnam phyi gung rgyal, were subdued by the 8th century lama
sNang bzher lod po. For a description of Nyi pang sad see Kvaerne 1995, pp. 109,110,
According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag, sNang bzher lod po (a member of the Gu
rub clan) hailed from gShen gyer, an area immediately west of gNyan chen thang lha. In the
Lahoul Spiti and Kinnaur districts of the western Himalaya, sad deities inhabit mountains
and other physical features. Nyi pang sad, the premier sad (Zhang zhung equivalent of Iha),
has an appearance very similar to gNyan chen thang lha, and his female companion is a
form of gNam sman gnam phyi gung rgyal, a deity very closely associated with gNam
mtsho.

78. The dri za are present in some of the official Buddhist lists of elemental deities (lha srin sde
brgyad) (Norbu 1995: 252) and are the equivalent of the Indian gandharvas, a class of celestial
musicians. In the Indian tradition, Pancasikha is the king of the gandharvas. The gandharvas
are also mentioned in the Matsya Purana, as one of the more gentle groups of aboriginal
peoples the Aryans came in contact with in northwestern India. For an excellent overview
of the ancient tribes of the Himalaya based on Sanskritic literature, see Pachani. In the kLu
"bum and the Chronicle of the Fifth Dalai Lama, Dri za zur phud Inga pa is referred to as the
king of the klu (klu'i rgyal po) (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 100,129). In sTag lung rtse sprul’s account
of the subjugation of gNyan chen thang lha by Gu ru rin po che, derived from the Padma bkt
thang, the Vajrayana master exclaims that the white serpent emanation, Po ne le thod dkar,
is both Dri za rgyal po zur phud Inga pa and Klu'i rgyal po (sTag lung rtse sprul: 14). This
shows that the oneness of the king of the klu and the king of the dri za is most definitely
linked through gNyan chen thang lha. Dri za zur phud Inga pa is a member of the sku Inga
group of protectors led by Pe har (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 130). His main attribute is the zur
phud, either a kind of ornament worn on top of the head or a style of wearing the hair
tightly bound; in his case, there are five of them. He is described (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 208)
as wearing a white silk cloak, a conch hat and is mounted on a flying white horse with a
turquoise mane and eyes like gzi. In his right hand he holds a cane stick, and in his left hand
a short lance with a silk banner attached to it. His Iha khor consists of 360 thang lha deities
and an additional 300 bdud, btsan and sman.

79. With the introduction of Buddhism, Vishnu, who is of Indian origin, came to be accepted
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into the Tibetan pantheon. His consort is Khyab ‘jug chung ma (Laksmi), who is also known
as Pad ma can and dPal mo and his golden eagle mount is called Dug ‘joms ldan. Among
the many epithets for Vishnu are sTeng gi dbang po, Thig le drug pa ‘gro pa’i tog, dPal gyi
bdag, Gom gsum gnan dang stobs ldan bsal, mKha’ 1ding rgyal mtshan ‘khor lo phyag, and
Me tog lho ba mkhar pa’i dgra (Das: 157,550). Vishnu has one face with a calm expression,
four arms and two legs; and he wears a five-leafed crown, earrings, a necklace, armlets,
bracelets, wristlets, two garlands, a wide belt and two wraps (Bunce: 611). In his principal
hands is a conch and wheel, and in his two other hands he holds a mace and bow (Bunce:
611). There are ten incarnations of Vishnu known as Khyab ‘jug gi ‘jug pa. Khyab ‘jug is
sometimes identified as the Indian planetary god Rahu (Bunce: 417; Nebesky-Wojkowitz:
77,115) but, in the context of the scripture under review, Vishnu is to be identified.

Brahma is also one of the lha chen brgyad, a grouping of eight Indian gods. Tshangs pa dkar
po was first bound to an oath by King Srong btsan sgam po and entrusted with the protection
of the Khra ‘brug lha khang (Ladrang Kalsang: 86). Later, King Khri srong Ide btsan and Gu
ru rin po che put the rNam dag khrims khang gling at bSam yas under his protection (Ladrang
Kalsang: 86). Tshangs pa dung gi thor tshugs can is described (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 145-
147) as white in color with one head and two hands, with a conch shell rising out of his top
knot. He is usually depicted holding a long crystal sword in his right hand and a jewel-
filled bowl in his left hand, a snare of lightning and a lance with a silk banner attached to it.
He is adorned with heavenly jewels and wears golden armor. With his third eye he can see
all that happens in the three worlds.

The Bon po claim that Tshangs pa dung gi thor tshugs can is the same deity as Srog bdag
rgyal po nyi pang sad, called Shel ‘gying rgyal po nyi pang sad in Zhang zhung (Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 147). Bon texts describe him dressed in white silk, wearing the characteristic
white conch toupee, a bow and quiver hanging from his girdle, and brandishing a white
lance he rides a white horse (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 147).
gNam thel dkar po is described (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 97,98) as a haughty god with an angry
smile and white body, who rides a white horse. His attributes are a crystal sword or a battle
lance and divination arrow and jewelled armor. Pe har, who is supposed to be a form of
gNam thel dkar po, is an important ’jig rten pa’i srung ma, hailing originally from either
Bhata Hor or Mi nyag (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 94,97). In one legend, he was at first a sky-
dwelling deity but in a middle bskal pa he dwelt in Hor and was known as Shel ging dkar
po, before finally coming to bSam yas to take his place as an important protector of Tibet
(Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 66). For more detailed data on Pe har see Nebesky-Wojkowitz, 95-134;
Tucci 1949, pp. 719-742, Vitali 1996, pp. 202-208, 215-219. In the Bon tradition, he was subdued
and made a protector by the yi dam dBal gshen stag lha me 'bar at the border of the lha and
srin. See Bon skyong sgrub thabs bskang gsol beas vol. 2, no. 248. gNam thel dkar po has several
important functions on the Byang thang. He is the pho lha (father’s god) of the family of the
Pho pho, the protector of the lineage of the erstwhile rulers of the province of Nag tshang.
This function as a pho lha is said to extend back to the pre-Buddhist period, when this deity
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was the pho lha of the central Asian kingdom of Hor See Bon skyong sgrub thabs bskang gsyj
beas vol. 2, no. 248. According to local legends prevailing in Nag chu, gNam thel dkar po
was the special protector of Genghiz Khan and is closely associated with the gzhi bdag
gNam ra, the rgyab ri (back mountain) of Genghiz Khan. A rgyab ri is a mountain deity thyt
is intimately involved in a person’s destiny. It is unseen but always active,'influencing the
behavior and circumstances of the person it is attached to. Its ubiquitous presence is likened
to a person’s back, hence the name. gNam thel dkar po is also the clan deity (rus brgyud Iha)
of certain clans in the vicinity of gNam ra, in Bar tha township, and of clans in sBra chen
county, as well as other areas of eastern Nag chu prefecture.

The name Hor was first given to the Uighurs of Kanchow around 800 by Tibetans and was
later used to describe the Mongols of Genghiz Khan, from which the five Hor principalities
of Khams derived their name. The Mongolian-speaking Mongolians are also called Sog pa.
The name Sog appears to be related to the ancient Sogdians called Sog dag in the early
Tibetan language. See Stein, p. 34. The Sog pa and Hor pa created a form of ornamentation
called the Central Asian Animal Style, which became popular on the Byang thang. Fora
description of the Central Animal Style, see Roerich 1967. In 1207, Genghiz Khan (1162
1227) is reported to have invaded and conquered Tibet (Kwanten: 30). In the Hor chos 'byung
it records that the Tshal pa chief Kun dga’ rdo rje submitted to the great Mongol (Kwanten:
53-56). There are, however, contradictions between the Mongolian and Tibetan sources
regarding Genghiz Khan's invasion as well as inconsistencies, and the historicity of this
event is not well established (Kwanten: 30-60). Using his fief of Gansu as a springboard,
Genghiz Khan’s grandson, Go dan, made raids into Tibet to plunder monasteries (Kwanten:
74) The first incursion apparently took place in 1240 in the ‘Dam region under the Mongol
commander Milici. A month later, under the general rDo rta, Rwa sgreng and rGyal lha
khang were destroyed and much of Tibet conquered (Kwanten: 74,75). There were other
Mongol military actions in 1249, 1251-1252, 1267, 1277, and in 1285 General Tamur suppressed
the revolt of the "Bri gung pa (Kwanten: 77-79,125,126). Mongol military occupation of Tibet
was quite extensive and there was a Mongol military administration as well as a Tibetan
civil administration (Kwanten: 150-162). It is important to note that the term Hor pa was
applied to successive waves of Mongolian invaders in the gNyan chen thang lha region
well into the 18th century and during the devastating Dzungar (Jun gar) invasion. In the
mid-17th century, for instance, Gushri Khan and part of his Qosot Mongol horde settled in
the ‘Dam district (Hedin vol.3: 40).

The historical allusions to the Hor pa in legends are derived from the invasions of 13th
century. This eventually resulted in intermarriage between the Hor pa and the indigenous
‘brog pa, giving rise to the Hor clans of Nub Hor (West Hor).

The presence of the Hor pa in Nub Hor is preserved in the eight traditional ‘brog pa camps
of the ‘Dam gzhung region called the Hor gzhung ‘Dam bgya shog brgyad. These eight
camps are: Chos 'khor, Shog kha, dByin rgod, ’A shus, Phen gya, O thog, Ko khrab, Sog po
and sBal tshang. The progenitors of these clans are said to be the semi-mythical Seven
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Horsemen of Hor. The geographical penetration of the Hor pa can also be correlated to the
‘brog pa traditions affecting gNyan chen thang lha. According to some of the most informed
sources of the region, namely the lamas and sngags pa, the attribution of gNyan chen thang
lha with gNam thel dkar po is an alien one which has been resisted for centuries. This is
borne out in the Bon tradition, where gNyan chen thang lha and gNam thel dkar po are
unrelated protective deities. With the possible exception of Hor pa clans, on its inner side
gNyan chen thang lha is not customarily worshipped as gNam thel dkar po, nor are the two
considered synonymous.

See Padma dbang gi gter sung cho, fol. 5v; 'Dzam gling spyi bsangs, fol. 3r; Ngag dbang bstan
pa’i nyi ma, fol. 17r,17v.

See Grub dbang gong ma’i byin gyis brlabs pa'i gnas, pp. 5,6; sTag lung rTse sprul thub bstan
rgyal mtshan, p. 11.

Marici is portrayed usually as either red or yellow in color riding in a chariot drawn by
seven pigs. As a form of Vajravarahi (rDo rje phag mo), she is the consort of Hayagriva and
often accompanies Green Tara. Her attributes vary, but she is commonly depicted with a
vajra or fly whisk in her right hand and a branch of the Ashoka tree in her left. A yellow
form of Marici has three heads, with eight or 16 hands and her attributes include a hook,
needle, bow and arrow, a branch of the Ashoka tree, vajra and thread. There is also a red
wrathful form of the goddess. Through their identification with rDo rje phag mo, Lha mo
‘od zer can ma and gNam mtsho essentially share a common identity, though it must be
stressed that their consort is gNyan chen thang lha and not Hayagriva. In both cases, the
traditional scheme of a female lake mating with a male mountain is retained. For a description
of Marici, see Getty, pp. 132-134; Bunce, pp. 334.

For the use, ritual and tradition of the mandala in Tibetan Buddhism, see Tucci 1971; Brauen.
See sTag lung rTse sprul thub bstan rgyal mtshan, p. 16; Text Nga 53 folio 5v,5r; Text Ka-23,
folios 4v-7r.

See Dri za’i rgyal po rdo rje bar ba rtsal la gyi rten mdos. bsKang mdos.bZlog mdos kyi rim pa rgyal
ba gzig gi rnam 'phrul of the Fifth Dalai Lama’s gSung 'bum dkar chag, gSung nang ma series,
number Ka-26 (hereafter called Text Ka-26) 17 folios, folios 4v, 5r. The colophon reads: “Ces
[Text name] di ni gzhung lugs kyi po ti g.yag shad tsam la gzigs pa yangs pa’i gsar ma
phyogs la mkho byed med par ma zad. sNga ‘gyur kyi bstan 'dzin ral khur Ici ba kho nas
thu stobs che zhing bla gos ‘jol bar tsam gyis tshul khrims dag pa rnams la rngo thogs par
mi snang yang. bDag dang bdag ‘dra’i sngags chung gsar bu rnams kyi dran gsos su zur
thams cad mkhyan pa chos dbyings rang grol dang [followed by two illegible syllables]
tshang pa rnam gnyis kyi bka’ drin las mdo glud yas kyi phyag brgya la goms "dris dang
1dan pa’i za hor gyi sngags smyon rdo rje thogs med rtsal gyis mgon po g.yul bzlog dang
khro chu dug sdong nas kha cung zad bkang zhing gzhan ma'i tshig sbyor rnams gsar du
brgrigs te shing stag gro zhun zla ba’i dpal yon dga’ ston gyi tshes la pho brang chen po po
ta lar sbyar ba'i yi ge pa ni sdom brtson ‘jam dbyangs grags pas bgyis pa ja yantu.” In the
colophon, it is stated that the Fifth Dalai Lama composed the text in the Po ta la palace in the
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Wood Tiger Year (1674) and his scribe was ‘Jam ‘dbyangs grags pa. The Fifth Dalai Lama
conveys his modesty as per tradition, but also points out that he has seen a pile of texts a
large as a three-year old yak and that he is familiar with mdo, glud and yas offering rituals,
He expresses his gratitude to Chos dbyings rang grol and another individual whose nameig
illegible in the text used for this study. Most importantly, the Fifth Dalai Lama informs hjs
readers that this work is derived from the texts mGon po g.yul bzlog and Khro chu dug sdong,
In Text Ka-26, the east side of the mandala is occupied by the white Zhi mdzad rdo rje ‘barba
rtsal, the pacifyer (fol. 4r,4v). In his right hand he holds a medicinal plant next to his heart
and in his left hand he grasps a vase (bum pa) filled with nectar. He is seated with one leg
folded and one leg extended and is surrounded by a retinue of healing deities (sman gyi
lha) generating healing energies. In the south quarter is the yellow rGyas mdzad rdo rje ‘bar
ba rtsal, the conqueror (fol. 4v), with a flaming jewel in his right hand held next to his heart
and a box of treasure steadied with hisleft hand on his left knee. He sits with one leg extended
and the other folded, and is surrounded by a retinue of yaksas and treasure guards (nor gi
bdag po). In the west quarter is dBang gi lha rdo rje ‘bar ba rtsal, the empowerer, who s red
in color (fol. 4v). He is holding a long life vase made of ruby with both hands and is seated
in the lotus position. His retinue is composed of a multitude of long life deities (tshe'i Iha)
and sages (drang srong). The north of the mandala is occupied by Kar ma las kyi khro bo
rdo rje ‘bar ba rtsal, the executor of wrathful activity (fol. 4v). He has a fierce black appearance,
bloodshot eyes, red-yellow hair standing on end and bared fangs. He also has a venomous
snake around his neck and a bejewelled girdle with another venomous snake and gold
ornaments. In his right hand, he brandishes a spear and in his left hand he clutches an iron
bow and arrow. His Hor pa style boots are decorated with jewels. He rides a winged black
horse, circled by a cloud of fire, and his retinue consists of a multitude dregs pa leaders.
In the southwestern quarter of the mandala is Lha chen gzhon nu skyes bu bzhin bzang (the
Great Lha, the Holy Youth with the Salutary Face) (fol. 4v,5r), described as white in color
and standing on a lotus and moon cushion. He has turquoise-colored hair, teeth of conch,
white clothes, and his right hand is raised in benediction, while his left hand is placed on his
hip. His retinue consists of many helpers with the same appearance. A white youth (skyes
bu dkar po) is also associated with rTa rgo rin po che. These figures may represent vestigal
anthropomorphic forms of the sacred mountains.

The southwest quarter is occupied by ‘Brong g.yag zhol dkar (the Wild Yak with the
White Fringe)(fol. 5r), who is depicted standing astride enemies of the religion. He has very
long iron horns, mist coming from his mouth, and his hoofs are kicking up fire. His servants
are many wild yak. The yak, especially the wild yak (‘brong), is the most prevalent emana-
tion of gNyan chen thang lha, which explains why it found a place in the tantric mandala of
the mountain. To this day, the yul lha gNyan chen thang lha is believed by the ‘brog pa to
emanate as a white yak. White male stud yaks, of which there are reportedly two or three
among the many hundreds of yaks at gNam mtsho, are very highly prized, and are believed
to share the same divine essence as gNyan chen thang lha. In contemporary ‘brog pa culture,
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they are the supreme animated manifestation of gNyan chen thang lha, and there is little
doubt that this is a tradition with a long history.

Yaks, like the yul lha mountains, have an evil or destructive facet to their personality,
which displays the demonic or adversative side of their nature. The massiveness, ferocity
and potential destructiveness of the yak, especially in its wild form, is related to its evil role
in mythology. For an interesting discussion of the negative aspect of the yak couched in the
language of psychoanalysis, see Paul, pp. 264-286. The discussion centers around three
celebrated instances of the demonic yak in Tibetan literature: 1) The destruction of a red
demon yak that embodied the Byang srin and rKong srin by King gNya’ khri btsan po with
the aid of tutelary deities and self-acting weapons; 2) the role of the yak demon in the demise
of King Gri gum btsan po; and 3) the exploits of gLing Ge sar depicting his victory over
various yak demons.

In the northwest quarter is the bright red dPa’ bo rdo rje ‘bar ba rtsal (the Hero of the
Force of the Blazing Vajra)(fol. 5r). He is found in a coral abode, seated on a lotus and sun
cushion with one leg folded and one leg extended, with a hook in his right hand and a lasso
in his left hand. The concept of the hero in conjunction with sacred mountains is an ancient
one. The rest of the deity’s name, however, is derived from Vajrayana tradition.

In the northeast is the orange Srid gsum gyi bdag po (the Master of the Three Spheres of
Existence)(fol. 5r), described as somewhat wrathful. He is resting on a bed of jewels with a
lotus, sun and moon cushion which is placed on top of male and female enemies of the
religion. Like the deities of the cardinal directions, he has three eyes, two hands, a jewelled
crown, golden girdle and Hor pa style boots. He has a long wispy beard, hair the color of
sindhura, and three conches spiralling clockwise, decorated with flaming jewels in his toupee.
In his right hand, he grips a flaming sword, and in his left hand, he holds a spinning golden
wheel with 1,000 spokes. He wears a tiger skin around his waist, a snake over his torso, and
is surrounded by a flaming aureole. It is clear from this iconographic description that it
refers to Tshangs pa, although he is not mentioned by name. With the inclusion of Tshangs
pa among the nine aspects of gNyan chen thang lha, the question arises, why does he appear
in the list of the six different names of gNyan chen thang lha? The answer to this question
seems to lie in the different types of Tshangs pa mentioned. In this case, the accent was on
Srid gsum gyi bdag po. This name denotes gNyan chen thang lha’s dominion over the three
realms of existence, and is an appellation originating in the early Bon tradition. As lord of
the world, the Indian Tshangs pa can be identified with the Bon Srid gsum gyi bdag po.
Khra is also translated as hawk, but because white falcons are found at gNyan chen thang
lha, falcon is the most appropriate translation in this context.

See Ti se pom ra thang lha gsum gyi bsang bskong, fol. 6v.

See Padma dbang gi gter sung cho, fol. 6r.

In a chapter of The Classic of Mountains and Seas, written in the 1st century B.C.E, guardians
of the K'un-lun mountains include the K'ai-ming with its feline body and nine heads
accompanied by a six-headed hawk (Birrel: 183). The tradition of sacred mountains in China
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97.
98.
99.

can be traced back to the Marchmounts, sacred peaks on the cardinal directions which may
have been worshipped as early as the Shang dynasty. In the Han period, they were part of
an imperial cult. In the Shanhaijing, some of which pre-dates the Han dynasty, Mount Minip
Sichuan is inhabited by gods with dragon heads and horse bodies. This same text 3],
mentions gods of the Great Palace Mountain which have three heads with human faces. I
the Huayangguozhi (mid-4th century) the Seven-Fold Mountain is inhabited by a ferocioys
snake called the Viper, a regional protector and gatekeeper of the Chengdu plain. This
primordial deity whose primary attribute was thunder, was the object of a fertility cult
centered around thunder as a rain-bringer. The Baopuzi by Ge Hong (283-43) relates that a|]
the mountains have gods and spirits, good and evil ones among them. The text states that
those who trespass on a mountain’s territory risk being wounded, killed, afflicted by disease
and attacked by wild animals. In early Chinese accounts, the spirits of mountains are
considered dangerous due to their amorality, capriciousness and supernatural power, and
they must be propitiated. For a survey of early mountain deities in China, see Kleeman.
See Text Ka-26, fol. 4v, Text Ka-23, fol. 22v.

See Ti se pont ra thang ha gsum gyi bsang bskong, fol. 6r.

gNyan chen thang lha is also called Yar bzhur gnyan gyi sras (Ngag dbang bstan pa'i nyi
ma: fol. 15v). As protector of the Tibetan realm and kingdom, he is called sKu lha gnyan
chen thang lha (Ngag dbang bkra shis dpal: fol. 3r). gNyan chen thang lha is frequently
called the gTer gyi bdag po (Treasure Master), which is interconnected with his title kLu'i
rgyal po (King of the kLu) because the klu are traditionally the guardians of treasures. When
the wrathful side of his personality is accented he may be called gNyan chen drag po thang
lha (‘Dzam gling spyi bzang, fol. 2v). In another wrathful aspect gNyan chen thang lha is
called Thang nag rdo rje 'bar ba, rider of black horse who, with a sword in his right hand,
cuts the life force of the rgyal po and ‘gong classes of demons (classes of demons found in
the retinue of Pe Har) (Nebesky-Wojkowitz, pp 284,285),and eats the hearts of the dam sri (a
demonic type of sri also found in the retinue of Pe har)(Nebesky-Wojkowitz, 302-304) with
his left hand (sTag lung rtse sprul: 15). Other names include rDo rje dbyings phyug bar ba
rtsal and Mes kyi rgyal po thod dkar rje (the Great Ancestor King with the White Turban)(sTag
lung rtse sprul: 15). The significance of this last name remains a riddle; it may allude to an
ancient ancestor cult.

The riddle of who Mes (sic myes) kyi rgyal po thod dkar rje is may be answered by the
rare texts stored in the library of the Potala which, as of 1995, were not accessible to foreign
researchers. Reportedly, the gSung ’bum dkar chag of sTag phu sprul sku blo bzang chos kyi
dbang phyug gam gar gyi dbang po, contains valuable material for the study of gNyan chen
thang lha and gNam mtsho. The pertinent texts are (Ka-34) bTsan rgod gryan rnge rgyal ba
thod dkar gyi bskang ba shags bstod pa ‘phrin beol dang beos ba la—S5 folios; (Ka-36) Sras mchog
khyung ri smug po la gsol mchod bya tshul la—2 folios; (Ka-37) gNyan sras nags lha'i bka’ stod las
phyed sngags chen po jo bo rkyang ri rugag nag la gsol mchod bya tshul Ia—3 folios; and (Ka-45)
gNam mtsho phyug mo’i gnas dkyil "khor rgya mtsho’i lha tshogs la gsol michod la—7 folios. Text
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Ka-34 evidently talks about Mes kyi rgyal po thod dkar rje, see gSung ‘bum dkar chag, pp.
551-569.

100. A daughter or sister (lcam) of gNyan chen thang lha, who wears a turquoise cloak, is recorded
in Text Ka-23 as ‘Bri rje gang bzang ma; see fol. 22r.

101. The son of gNyan chen thang lha is also called Thang sras mchor po, and is a white man
with turquoise eyebrows, see Text Ka-23 fol. 22r.

102. See Padma dbang gi gter sung cho, fol. 5r.

103. In the text available for examination, the second syllable of this deity’s name is illegible.

104. The description of the horse is given, but the text does not actually mention a horse. This is
repeated several times in the following passages. rMa sprul rin po che and his associates are
adamant that a horse is implied here.

105. The word rje is written here and in the following descriptions of gNyan chen thang lha’s
livestock. This, however, is erroneous according to rMa sprul rin po che and his associates.
The actual word is rdzes (keeper of livestock). This is corroborated by the two other texts
examined, which deal with the mountain’s ancient retinue.

106. The lha pa, for security reasons, was unable to go into trance but was willing to discuss the
subject with the author.

107. The text he uses is Lha chen thang lha gnyan po sgrub cing mchod pa’i ‘phrin las kyi chog tshang
pa’i lha'i rnga chen bya ba bzhugs so.

108. This valuable ethnographic work on spirit-mediums was conducted in the Pokhara area of
Nepal in 1970-1971; see Berglie 1976.
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CHAPTER TWO

gNam mtsho in History,
Religion, and Mythology

Introduction

The female counterpart of gNyan chen thang lha is the enormous lake gNam mtsho at
the margin of the range. gNam mtsho shares many qualities with gNyan chen thang lha
and they belong to related species of genius loci. Like gNyan chen thang Iha, gNam
mtsho is a powerful protector of everyday concerns and is a custodian of the land,
including ecological processes and climatological phenomena. gNam mtsho represents
the female aspect of the physical environment in its personified form, and she is an A
pa hor etiological deity or a symbol of the origination of the universe. Stemming from
her prominence in ancient Byang thang culture, gNam mtsho has come to encompass a
number of key Bon and Buddhist deities.

In Tibetan mtsho means lake and by extension also refers to seas or the primordial
ocean (rgya mtsho). The name of this particular lake, gNam (variously called sTeng), is
often translated as sky, but more fundamentally it is the empyrean or highest celestial
sphere. It does not represent the firmament (nam mkha’) with its stars and planets, nor
the paradise of deities (mtho ris)(cf. Tucci 1949: 719,720), but rather the realm of the lha
or the host of ethereal deities. The gnam also plays a pivotal part in the early theogonies
and cosmogonies of Tibetans. As mentioned in the preceding chapter, the yang gsang
lugs cosmogony was based on the cosmic womb (rum), which constituted two clearly
demarcated spheres, gnam and sa, in which creation occurred.

In the emergence of the world, gods and human beings, the gnam forms an
intermediate zone between the void and earth. For example, in the Can Inga myths, the
celestial sTag cha ya yol, the father of ‘O lde gung rgyal, resides in sTeng mel in the 13th
stage of heaven. ‘O lde gung rgyal is also the youngest member of the celestial Yab lha
bdag drug, the deified ancestors of the Tibetan people including King gNya’ khri btsan
po (Haarh: 255,258,260,261,311,317). A supreme class of priest found in the pre-Buddhist
Yar lung dynasty, called gNam bon gshen po, were advocates of the religion and the
religious power of the kings (Haarh: 108). According to the annals of the Fifth Dalai
Lama, gNam bon was introduced to the Yar lung kingdom during the reign of Gri gum
btsan po (Norbu 1995: xix).

The Mongolian tengri is a literal translation of gnam. Tengri (the heaven) was the
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highest sphere in a tripartite cosmos which ruled over the fate of living beings amon
the Turkic peoples of the 6th to 12th centuries (Vainshtein: 59).! In Central Asia, Tengri
was the supreme sky god with dominion over a number of secondary gods of the
mountains, earth and water. The tengri of early Central Asian culture and gnam,
therefore, appear to be related. It is uncertain when gNam mtsho became known by its
alternative name tengri, but it is likely to have gained some popularity during the
colonization of the Hor pa. This alternative name has now fallen out of favor among the
‘brog pa of the region, if indeed it ever had a wide currency.

The origin of the name gNam mtsho can be inferred from textual sources, although
is never explicitly stated. There are, however, at least three oral traditions explaining
why gNam mtsho is endowed with this name. The most literal of these is that the lake
has the ability to mimic the color of the sky. Indeed, gNam mtsho captures every subtlety
of hue displayed by the sky above. A related tradition calls gNam mtsho the mirror of
the sky (gnam gyi me long), and asserts that the lake is the aqueous counterpart of the
celestial realm by virtue of its perfect reflection; the me long held by gNam mtsho phyug
mo is said to symbolize this perfect correspondence of gNam mtsho and gnam.

A third tale, which has much currency among the residents of Bon sPo che but is
also known to at least one Buddhist sngags pa at gNam mtsho, relates that she is the
mother of the lha. As primordial deity and srid pa’i Iha, she represents the cradle of
creation from which all manner of beings, including those who reside in the gnam,
issue. This generative function of gNam mtsho led first to the manifestation of the celestial
beings—hence the name of the lake. Quite a few 'brog pa refute this explanation or are
unaware of it, probably as a result of centuries of exposure to Buddhist cosmologies.
They believe that gNam mtsho is not the source of the ]ha and other celestial deities, but
a reflection of their activities and qualities.

In popular myth, gNam mtsho is linked with the oceans as well as the sky and
heaven. It is said that the lake is the well of the earth which is centrally connected toall
the seas of the world; the water of the lake and the waters of the oceans are thought to
mingle and flow freely.

There is also an ancient legend regarding the origins of gNam mtsho which states
that gNam mtsho was once an insignificant body of water. Living near it was an elderly
couple who used to collect water from the lake with a vessel. One day they forgot to
replace the lid and the water spilled from the vessel and created the present-sized gNam
mtsho. A common tale in Tibet recounts that in ancient times the country was inundated
by an ocean and did not become habitable until, through the good graces of Thugs rje
chen po, it was drained. In 1748, the polymath gSum pa mkhan po related that during
the first visit of the Indian sage Dam pa Sangs rgyas (d. 1117), the “two turquoise lakes”
of gNam mtsho and Yar ‘brog g.yu mtsho were interconnected (Stein: 38). While it is
true that (millions of years ago) much of the Plateau was under the Tethys sea, and that
in the post-Glacial Age the level of the lakes was much higher, this certainly was not the
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case 900 years ago. The legend is so strong, however, that it is still widely accepted
among the ‘brog pa.

Strictly speaking, gNam mtsho is not a gzhi bdag or a yul lha although she serves
many of the same functions. As a yul lha, gNyan chen thang lha is a protector of people,
livestock and the countryside; gNam mtsho fills the same roles as a guardian of an
individual’s prosperity, happiness and health. The main difference between gNam mtsho
and gNyan chen thang lha is their gender. The female gNam mtsho is a mother figure,
which in the contemporary period is characterized by the roles of sustainer, helper and
nurturer. She is also a srid pa’i lha, although her ancient identity as a progenetrix has
been largely superseded by Buddhist cosmogonic conceptions. More markedly than
gNyan chen thang lha, gNam mtsho is mistress and guardian of the herds whose health,
well-being and fecundity is directly dependent on the predilections of the lake goddess.
Her extensive life-force impacts all other organisms within the bounds of her
approximately 3,500 square kilometer basin.

The Personality of gNam mtsho phyug mo

gNam mtsho phyug mo’s effect on living beings, like gNyan chen thang lha’s, depends
to a large extent on the behavior of these beings towards her. The lake goddess is not an
entirely benevolent force; she can have a negative, even a pernicious effect on living
organisms. Her dispensation of largesse or loss, happiness or wrath, conducive or
unconducive conditions, is largely dependent on the treatment meted out to her by
human beings. It is this provisional response to people that best defines the worldly or
samsaric nature of the goddess. The belief in the salutary and deleterious effects of
gNam mtsho phyug mo is a salient one among the ‘brog pa, deeply coloring their
awareness of the environment and their own welfare.

gNam mtsho’s influence on humans, animals and spirits is exerted through three
different avenues. One is the generalized impact of her srog which, unlike that of gNyan
chen thang lha, is not centered on a columnar structure but rather forms a vast pool
which wells up from the depth of the lake to cover all organisms within her sphere. The
goddess gNam mtsho phyug mo is frequently believed to live deep within the center of
the lake; thus this is where her life-force is centered. Her srog, conceived of as a reservoir
of energy harbored in the depths of the lake, has been merged with the tantric notion of
a pool of spiritual energy at the base of the spinal column (gsang gnas chen) by the ‘brog
pa. Nevertheless, in its essential form, the srog constitutes the pre-Buddhist
understanding of the animate nature of gNam mtsho. The srog of the lake infuses the
surrounding land with sa yi bcud (the sap of the earth), the systemic nutritive quality of
the earth on which the fecundity of the soil depends. The sa yi bcud vitalizes the soil
and feeds the plants, which in turn nourish the livestock.

This belief in the vital nature of the lake is still very strong and the ‘brog pa look
upon it with considerable awe, respect and even trepidation. In effect, the ‘brog pa and
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their livestock, as well as other creatures who live near the shores of the lake, are like
satellites revolving around this provider of the mundane necessities. Perhaps, in ancien
times, the life-forces of the inhabitants of the region were conceived of as inseparable
from the super-ordinate srog of gNam mtsho. It is not such a large conceptual step from
a giant srog having a bearing on the smaller srog in its proximity, to all the srog being
interconnected, if not qualitatively the same.

Another avenue by which gNam mtsho affects the fortunes of those living around
her is via the beings said to reside in her waters. The two main resident elemental beings
or forces are said to be the sman and klu; the sman are always female and the klu both
male and female. These semi-divine beings have a reputation for both harm and help
and are the focus of a significant number of the exorcisory and purificatory rituals held
in the region. If angered or transgressed upon, the sman and klu can have a noxious
effect on human beings and livestock. The easiest way to raise their antagonism is to
pollute water sources, either intentionally or unintentionally. Another way to anger
them is to go into the lake at the wrong time or in the wrong place and trespass into the
domain of the klu and sman. It is believed that if someone is so foolish as to do this, he
or she may never be heard of again. The klu and sman are also thought to punish people
for fishing, although the ‘brog pa are not inclined to do this. Conversely, when contented,
the sman and klu play a vital role in the well-being of livestock, facilitating their
reproduction and health. The benevolence or malevolence of the klu are largely
determined by whether they belong to an auspicious or inauspicious class of these spirits.
As a rule, the sman are less problematic than the klu.

The third and most important avenue of interaction of gNam mtsho with people
and animals is through the volition of the primary goddess of the lake, gNam mtsho
phyug mo (the Mother of Riches of Heaven Lake). This goddess has become associated
with a number of Buddhist deities, but in her most basic form, she is the aboriginal
goddess of gNam mtsho. Her name perfectly sums up her function and character as a
bestowing and nurturing goddess. Without her, the ‘brog (pasture) would cease to grow
and human society would be untenable. Therefore her maternal ministrations are thought
by the "brog pa to be indispensable to the welfare of sentient beings.

This worldly protector, who is invoked at least once in any bskang ba or gsol kha
directed to gNyan chen thang lha, is also frequently invoked in her own right. She is
believed to be instrumental in ensuring the well-being of the ‘brog pa in virtually all
facets of everyday life. Unlike the generalized, unconscious response of the osmotic
srog, this avenue of interaction between the lake and the everyday concerns of the ‘brog
pa occurs through conscious thought and action. If she is well disposed towards someone,
she is thought to be able to endow them with prosperity and happiness; but if she has
an inimical relationship with an individual, he or she is sure to suffer (unless this
imbalance is corrected through ritual means). Here, once again, we see the inherent
ambivalence of deities that personify natural objects and phenomena.
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Let us now examine two instances when the animate and sentient aspects of gNam
mtsho suffered defilement or imbalance. Circa 1970, the Chinese government launched
a small fleet of metal-hulled fishing boats on gNam mtsho to help meet their demand
for food. The ‘brog pa were very concerned about this development, and predicted the
outcome of this violation of the sanctity of gNam mtsho. The fishing boats quickly fell
prey to the ferocious squalls that erupted on the lake without warning. At least a couple
of the boats were sunk and there was loss of life. Consequently, the plan to fish gNam
mtsho was rapidly aborted. The rusting hulks of several of these fishing boats are still
beached on the eastern lake shore.

In 1994, a Chinese vessel returned to gNam mtsho once again. The worst fears of
the 'brog pa were realized when an unusually dry summer was followed by a harsh,
snowy winter, and many of the local herds suffered great damage. There is a conviction
among some of the pastoralists that this untoward weather was the result of the violation
of gNam mtsho by the rogue vessel. Whether it be drought or blizzard, the lake is believed
to have a direct influence over meteorological conditions, using them for retribution.
Conversely, good weather is synonymous with a contented goddess. It is striking that
1,200 years of Buddhism and the doctrine of karma have not obliterated these ancient
beliefs concerning the ‘brog pa’s relationship with the natural environment.

The following account related by Gur chung rin po che speaks of the power of
gNam mtsho to give and take from the ‘brog pa.? About 40 years ago, Gur chung rin po
che was officiating at a religious ceremony sponsored by a family camped at mGar lha
mo gdong, on the south side of gNam mtsho. During the ceremony, an alien flock of
sheep got mixed with the local family’s herd. The mixing of herds is problematic for the
‘brog pa because it can cause a confusion in ownership, so the family members quickly
attempted to separate them. After the family had segregated the sheep, they watched
the alien herd strangely head for the lake and disappear into the water. To the family’s
horror, 40 or 50 of their own animals followed and met their end. Two or three years
later, the loss of livestock was compensated by unexpected wealth coming to the family.
True to her reputation and namesake, gNam mtsho phyug mo became the purveyor of
wealth. The lake goddess had turned loss into gain.

In the Buddhist tradition, it is accepted that gNam mtsho phyug mo was subdued
and bound to an oath by Gu ru rin po che during a visit to the lake. At gNam mtsho
there are a number of caves which are believed to have been used by the Vajrayana
master for meditation and magic. According to Gur chung rin po che, gNam mtsho
phyug mo churned up from her waters terrible specters and creatures in an effort to
deter Gu ru rin po che from completing his mission. In response, Gu ru rin po che
magically expanded his hand until it covered the lake. This grand action subjugated the
powerful goddess and led to her becoming a Buddhist protector (chos skyong) of the
worldly variety (’jig rten pa’i srung ma). The imprint of Gu ru rin po che’s hand is said
to still be visible on the lake.® The best place to see this print or phyag rjes, says Gur



100 Divine Dyads

chung rin po che, is from the vantage point of his monastery, Gur chung dgon pa, locateg
on the southwestern corner of the lake. In the Lha “dre bka thang, gNam mtsho is one of
the four great lakes of Tibet subdued by Gu ru rin po che (Blondeau: 95,96).

Incense texts devoted exclusively to gNam mtsho phyug mo are rare. The longest
one to come to light is a seven folio text by sTag phu sprul sku blo bzang chos kyi dbang
phyug, which unfortunately was not available for study (see Chapter One, end note
100). The only other incense text, known simply as gNam mtsho phyug mo'i gsol mchod, i
attributed to the fourth Bya do sprul sku.* This manuscript states that gNam mtsho
phyug mo is found in the Northern Continent beside Dri za'i rgyal po. The goddess is
described as an embodiment of gNam mtsho, a place of many marvels, sapphire blue in
color, surrounded by snow mountains, and with rivers entering her from the 10
directions.® Next, and throughout the remainder of the text, gNam mtsho phyug mo s
treated as a goddess resident of the lake. Her palace is described as a turquoise tent
with jewelled pillars and gold and silver adorning its ridge; there are many jewelled
articles in her palace. In the middle of it is the goddess’ throne made of many kinds of
jewels.

The goddess, now called sMan btsun gnam mtsho phyug mo, is described as young
and very beautiful with a divine appearance, smiling countenance and demure look.
Her skin is smooth and supple and she wears a head ornament of gold, turquoise, red
silk, ut pa la* and other kinds of flowers. In her right hand is a chu srin rgyal mtshan
(victory banner of the chu srin) and in her left hand a silver tray of jewels; she is mounted
on a turquoise-colored dragon. On her right side are gNyan chen thang lha and his
male retinue, and on her left side are the bstan ma bcu gnyis, tshe ring mched Inga and
the ya ma skong ma, which represent three groups of pre-Buddhist goddesses. Behind
her are many servants and in front of her are lha, klu, dri za and mi’ am ci,” and many
other helpers. The text then states that gNam mtsho phyug mo was bound by an oath to
Heruka, which undoubtedly reinforced the efforts of Gu ru rin po che. The text presents
a somewhat contrived theogony of the goddess, beginning with her root form as the
goddess rDo rje mkha’ ‘gro ma (Vajradakini). She then reincarnated as rDo rje kun grags
ma, then as 'Dod khams bdag mo (appellation of dPal ldan lha mo), then as rDo rje
sman btsun, and then as gTer gyi bdag mo, before finally manifesting as gNam mtsho
phyug mo.

gNam mtsho phyug mo is also called gNam mtsho rgyal mo, gNam mtsho mtsho
mo and gNam mtsho phyug mo rang byung rgyal mo; gNam mtsho phyid mo (the
Frozen Celestial Lake Mother), a name recorded for the goddess 100 years ago (Das:
749), is not a popular one today. Phyid, meaning to suffice or to be sufficient, is also
related to its ability to sustain life. She, at least in the distant past, was also called gZi
ldan klu phyug mo (the Lady of Riches, the Holder of gZi)* (Ngag dbang bstan pa’i nyi
ma: fol. 17r). In the Lha ‘dre bka’ thang gNam mtsho phyug mo is said to be under the
North Star and to be the lake of mchong (Blondeau: 96), a semi-precious stone related to
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gzi. Texts Ka-26 and Nga-53 of the Fifth Dalai Lama, record that gNam mtsho rgyal mo
has a chu srin rgyal mtshan in her right hand and a me long in her left hand, and that
she is mounted on a turquoise dragon.” The same iconographic description is given by
sTag lung rtse sprul for gNam mtsho phyug mo rang byung rgyal mo (gNam mtsho
phyug mo, the Self-Manifested Queen)."

In the primary text of the sTag lung pa, gNam mtsho phyug mo is described as the
queen who erects the great divine tent (Iha yi gur chen phub pa’i rgyal mo)(Ngag dbang
bstan pa’i nyi ma: fol. 17r). The Bon po describe gNam mtsho phyug mo as turquoise
colored, dressed in aqueous blue robes, riding an aquatic mdzo, and possessing an
army of klu." In another Bon text, her name is given as sMan btsun g.yu lo phyug mo
sil, and she is said to be one of the nine Byang sman chen mo goddesses.'? The phyug
mo of gNam mtsho phyug mo translates as rich woman. The word phyug (riches) has a
similar orthography to phyugs, which refers to cattle. The most frequently used word
for livestock, especially yaks, by the ‘brog pa is nor, which also means wealth. It is likely
that phyug and phyugs are etymologically related. It must be remembered that one of
the primary functions of gNam mtsho phyug mo is protector and nurturer of livestock.

In all descriptions of gNam mtsho phyug mo, irrespective of sect, she holds a chu
srin rgyal mtshan in her right hand. This is a kind of circular banner decorated with the
head of a chu srin, and, according to sMan ri mkhan po, symbolizes mastery and
dominance over all beings and creatures which live in water. This includes aquatic fauna
and preternatural beings like the sman, klu and dri za. In general, the rgyal mtshan
(victory banner) symbolizes the attainment of enlightenment, and is also believed to
combat powers of evil (cf. Newark Museum, vol. I: 33). The makara symbolizes the life-
giving powers of water and is a popular apotropaic symbol (cf. Newark Museum, vol.
[: 44), as is the chu srin in Tibet. The chu srin has become assimilated with the Indian
makara, a creature which resembles a crocodile. The aquatic srin, however, is originally
a pre-Buddhist class of semi-divine beings similar to other types of srin, pivotal to pre-
Buddhist cosmogonies and theogonies.

The mount of the gNam mtsho phyug mo is a dragon, a creature believed to live in
both the sky and deep lakes such as gNam mtsho." Of all the denizens of gNam mtsho,
the dragon is the most spectacular. Its existence is accepted by the majority of ‘brog pa
living near the lake. Like many other animals, however, it is said to be more rare now
then a half century ago. Traditionally, gNam mtsho was the seasonal home of two or
three dragons, who were most commonly sighted when the ice on the lake broke up or
when it began forming. Pastoralists still occasionally spot dragons described as a very
large reptilian creature, 10 to 20 or more meters in length, diving into the lake or circling
above it. Such dragons, which are often airborne, are said to migrate to gNam mtsho
only in heavy cloud cover. The best time to them is supposed to be when the entire sky
is cloaked in thick clouds except for a small opening overhead. At these times, dragons
can be seen circling above the opening in the sky."
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gNam mtsho is home to other lacusterine creatures as well. During Bya do rin PO
che’s visit to gNam mtsho in 1986, ‘brog pa told him of finding rib bones of fish washeq
up on the lake shore, some of which were longer than a man. Sightings of huge fish
occur at fairly regular intervals. The alien flock of sheep in Gur chung rin po che’s
account are supposed to belong to a peculiar species of aquatic sheep. There are algg
said to be aquatic goats, horses and 'bri, although these animals are believed to be lesg
common than the aquatic sheep. The aquatic varieties of livestock are distinguished by
their waxy, bluish coats and their proclivity to either stay in or near water. These mythica]
or unknown animals have been observed by a significant number of "brog pa.A group
of aquatic horses is said to have frequented Bya do. They were thought to be normal
terrestrial animals until they were observed disappearing into the water. Quite naturally,
there is a correlation between the shepherds and their terrestrial herds and gNam mtsho
phyug mo and her aquatic herds. These kinds of vivid beliefs are best explained in
terms of the wonder and awe that the local inhabitants have for the lake.

With the exception of the gNam mtsho phyug mo’i gsol mchod text, the goddess is
always depicted with a me long in her left hand. As we have seen with the spirit-
mediumship of gNyan chen thang lha, the me long represents the universe and is a
temporary residence of the deities and the consciousness of the medium. According to
sMan ri mkhan po, the cosmological all-inclusiveness of the me long is underscored by
Srid pa’i rgyal mo, who uses it to reflect all of existence. The me long is a common ritual
instrument in both Bon and Buddhism, used to reflect the qualities of deities. It is also
frequently used in divination where auspicious or inauspicious visions are said to
appear.”

The 'brog pa believe that gNam mtsho phyug mo has the ability to manifest in the
form of animals. This constitutes one of the oldest living traditions and demonstrates
how interconnected natural phenomena are in A pa hor culture. The most common
animal manifestation of the goddess is a bri, the female yak. gNam mtsho as a female
yak and gNyan chen thang lha as a male yak must be seen in the context of the ‘brog pa
economy. The yak is the most important animal to their way of life, providing milk,
butter, cheese, meat, medicines, wool for felt and fabrics, hair for cordage and fabrics,
horns for vessels and tools, dung for fuel and hide for clothing and other articles. The
yak is also a beast of burden. The ‘brog pa way of life hinges on the yak. Even in prehistory,
when the hunting of the wild yak was an important activity, as the record of cave art
demonstrates, it provided the people with many of their needs. Through all stages of
religious and cultural development, this most vital animal has been linked with the
equally important mountain and lake.

Both the yak and the Dyad are symbols of sustenance—one intimate, the other distant
but no less powerful. It follows that these two most important non-human realities of
‘brog pa life would become interrelated in the religious beliefs of the A pa hor. This
interrelationship is so entwined that it developed into one of the most fundamental and
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persistent motifs in the indigenous belief system. These two components, livestock and
land base, have come to share the same symbol of the divine yak. Yak, mountain and
lake, the lifeblood of the ‘brog pa, are conjoined in a sacred triad. At the peak of this
pyramid is the yak, which is interconnected with gNam mtsho and gNyan chen thang
Iha through the agency of emanation (sprul ba). This parallel series of emanations of the
divine ‘bri of the lake and the divine yak of the mountain welds the Dyad together into
a unified whole of coequal parts. This tradition underlines the reciprocity that defines
gNam mtsho and gNyan chen thang lha.

There is also some indication among the ‘brog pa that gNam mtsho manifests as a
deer or did in the past. The only way that Nam mtsho comes even closer to the people’s
hearts and imagination than as a ’bri is when she manifests in an anthropomorphic
form. The beautiful goddess described above is not merely a figment of imagination or
a metaphor describing the qualities of the lake—for the ‘brog pa she is as real as the
people, the animals, rocks or any other tangible object or phenomenon. The sentient
reality of gNam mtsho phyug mo is affirmed each time she manifests in the human
form of an A pa hor lady (‘brog mo). This special event perpetuates the myth of her
existence, a myth that carries more weight than most objectified phenomena.

The Portals of gNam mtsho

gNam mtsho phyug mo’s underwater palace is believed to have entrances at each of
the cardinal directions. These four entrances are thought to be where the goddess is
especially amenable to being petitioned, and where she is most inclined to grant the
wishes of those who invoke her. These mythical portals are called khrus kyi sgo bzhi
(the four bathing portals) because of the conviction that ritual washing here is efficacious
in removing defilements (sgrib) of all kinds. The purifying qualities of the water are
believed to be strongest here and are active even if one so much as imbibes the water at
the khrus kyi sgo bzhi. Due to the accessibility of gNam mtsho phyug mo and the healing
nature of the water, shrines have been built at each of the bathing portals. True to the
fertility function of the goddess, these shrines are patronized by women who have lost
young children or have had trouble with pregnancy and childbirth.

In the rNying ma pa tradition, the bathing portals developed into a circle of four
deities considered to be aspects of gNam mtsho phyug mo: these were called the khrus
kyi sgo mo bzhi. This local rNying ma pa tradition is probably derived from a pre-
Buddhist fertility cult centered around gNam mtsho, indicated by the intensity and
depth of belief the ‘brog pa have in the regenerative energies of the lake. The rNying ma
pa Khrus kyi sgo mo bzhi, however, is arranged and conceived of as a tantric mandala
in the "phrin las model and thus is far removed from its ancient counterpart.

On the east side of the lake is Zhi ba’i lha mo, who has a white body and holds a
silver bum pa of nectar; she purifies obstacles (gdon) caused by hatred. On the west
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side of gNam mtsho is Rags ma khrus kyi sgo, presided over by the goddess dBang g;
mdangs ‘dzin; she is coral red in color and holds a vase (bum pa) of nectar (bdud rtsj)
Her benefit is to purify defilements caused by attachments. On the south side is Lha mg
khrus kyi sgo, who has a gold body and holds a golden bum pa of nectar; she purifies
defilements precipitated by miserliness. On the northern portal is Dam tshig can ma,
who has a turquoise body and a turquoise bum pa of nectar. She purifies both defilements
and obstacles brought on by envy. It is worth noting that these four goddesses closely
resemble the Tshe ring mched Inga group, the goddesses of long life. The Tshe ring
mched Inga goddesses are also associated with water and are said to reside in five
glacial lakes of different colors at the foot of Jo mo gangs dkar or La phyi gangs (Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 177). Jo mo gangs dkar is a consort of gNyan chen thang lha in the vicinity
of gNam mtsho.

The Father and Mother of gNam mtsho

According to some sources, the father of gNam mtsho phyug mo is supposed to be
brGya byin,"” who is often equated with Indra, the Indian chief of the gods in Tibetan
texts. brGya byin, also known as Bi har nag po and Thugs kyi rgyal po, is one of the five
deities of the sku Inga group headed by Pe har; he is also in the center of the mandala of
Pe har (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 107,108,121). brGya byin is dark blue and has flames issuing
out of his hair; in his right hand he holds a snare and in his left a razor, both of which he
deploys against demons (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 108). He wears a bearskin coat, a black
silk garment, and a head covering, and rides an elephant (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 108). It
seems appropriate that in the Buddhist tradition the equivalent of the Indian chief of
the gods is recognized as the father of gNam mtsho, who is a powerful deity in her own
right.

Unlike gNyan chen thang lha, gNam mtsho has no mother according to Buddhist
texts pertaining to her sacred geography. This is frequently explained by the brog pa by
the parthenogenesis of the goddess. This belief, of course, also precludes the need fora
father, rendering brGya byin superfluous. Rang byung is a concept used to explain the
spontaneous appearance of natural objects. This self-generation often has a magical or
incorporeal etiology and, in many instances, phenomena seem to materialize from thin
air.'”

Among rDzogs chen practitioners, such as lama Chos bdag of Do skya dgon pa, the
mother of gNam mtsho is traditionally seen as Kun tu bzang mo."” rDo rje phag mo is
sometimes thought to be a wisdom emanation of Kun tu bzang mo, which provides the
justification for identifying gNam mtsho as such. Kun tu bzang mo is the female
counterpart of Kun tu bzang po, who is the embodiment of the mind of all the buddhas.
He is thought of as a mind (yid) which perceives (yul can), and Kun tu bzang mo as the
object which is perceived (yul)(Ka'rmay 1988:156,157). This philosophical parallelism is
found in the Tun-huang manuscripts, where the mo or yum represents unquantifiable
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external objects or that which is perceived, and yab or po represents the perceiver or
mind (Karmay 1988: 156,157). Kun tu bzang mo is also called Ye phyi mo (Primordial
Grandmother), whose male counterpart is sPyi mes chen po (Universal Grandfather);
they both symbolize the gzhi (spiritual basis) or natural luminosity of the mind (sems
kyi rang bzhin “od gsal ba)(Karmay 1988: 135,178). The gzhi in rDzogs chen is the
primordial basis which is perfect, infinite and complete and has three defining qualities:
1) its state (ngang) is pure from the beginning (ka dag); 2) it has a physical form (sku);
and 3) its self-being (bdag nyid) is the primeval intellect (ye shes) which pervades all
beings (Karmay 1988: 135,176,177).

gNam mtsho as Kun tu bzang mo, the mother of the buddhas in rDzogs chen,
assumes a primordial dimension and instrumentality which neatly melds Buddhist
doctrine with Bon and folkloric cosmogonic concepts. This primeval quality, conferred
on the lake by virtue of its being the offspring of the rDzogs chen telos, is essentially an
acknowledgment of the features of the archetypal mother enshrined in earlier traditions.

Incarnations of gNam mtsho

According to the gNam mtsho phyug mo’i gsol mchod, gNam mtsho phyug mo is the
reincarnation of several other goddesses, the first being rDo rje mkha’ ‘gro ma
(Vajradakini). In her form as rDo rje phag mo (Vajravarahi), Vajradakini plays an
important role in the mythology of the lake, although usually in a separate capacity
from gNam mtsho phyug mo. In her tertiary incarnation as ‘Dod khams bdag mo, we
see a deliberate attempt to connect the lake directly with the patroness and foremost
female protector of Tibet, dPal ldan lha mo.” ‘Dod khams refers to the entire
transmigratory world of samsara, characterized by desire and full of pleasures and
pains, of which dPal ldan lha mo is the ruler. ‘Dod khams bdag mo is a rather incongruent
attribution for gNam mtsho phyug mo because, unlike the lake goddess, dPal ldan lha
mo is classed as a ’jig rten las ‘das pa’i srung ma—that is, a protector outside the sphere
of worldly existence who has transcended the bounds of karma. As with gNyan chen
thang lha, Buddhists were intent on absorbing the lake into their pantheon by whatever
means necessary. As the text reveals, this tendency found its fullest expression among
the dGe lugs pa, for whom dPal ldan Iha mo is the chief protectress. dPal Idan lha mo is
frequently depicted with the bstan ma bcu gnyis in her retinue, two members of which
are intimately connected with gNam mtsho.

From her identification with dPal ldan lha mo, it is obvious that gNam mtsho phyug
mo was, and is, a very important and powerful lake goddess. Nowhere is this better
demonstrated than in the tradition of the lake, which the Tibetan people consider their
bla mtsho, a distinction she shares with Yar ‘brag g.yu mtsho. gNam mtsho is thought
to be a repository of the souls of the entire Tibetan nation (rgyal khab kyi bla mtsho)
and, consequently, can justifiably be called a natural entity of national significance. For
Tibetan people, the lake is a vital and intimate symbol of what makes Tibet unique. The
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fate of the Tibetans and the fate of gNam mtsho are inextricably bound. Itis not surprising,
then, that the identity of the lake became interconnected with dPal ldan lha mo, the
chief protectress of Tibet.

Through the agency of the bla, gNam mtsho and human beings are vessels for the
animating principle behind human consciousness (rnam shes). Without consciousness
there is no existence, and without gNam mtsho there is no Tibetan nation. Therefore,
ethnicity, consciousness and the lake are inseparable realities. This relationship between
people and a body of water indicates the aboriginal element of Tibetan religion, which
deified landforms and interpreted far-stretching social and cultural phenomena through
this relationship. It is outstanding that at the end of the 20th century such beliefs thrive
in a world where elsewhere nature has been divested of most of its spiritual existence.

This association of the lake with dPalldan lha mo may also constitute tacit recognition
of gNam mtsho’s association with Srid pa’i rgyal mo, the possible precursor of dPal
ldan lha mo. It is known that by the time of the Fifth Dalai Lama, A phyi gnam gyi gung
rgyal was identified with dPal ldan lha mo (Tucci 1949: 719), and herein lies another
hint of a link between the origins of the identity of gNam mtsho with dPal ldan lha mo.
dPal Idan lha mo, a composite aboriginal deity, became assimilated with the Indian
goddess Sri Devi, whose cult was introduced into Tibet by U rgyan gsang ba shes rab
(Tucci 1949: 590,591), but was a relatively late addition to the Tibetan cult of the goddess.
More fundamentally, dPal Idan Iha mo is a goddess of many pre-Buddhist forms. In her
most ancient form, her appellations include dGra lha chen mo, dGra lha’i rgyal mo, Ma
mo gtso mo, Srog bdag chen mo (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 24) and gNyan rgyal mo (Tucci
1949: 591).

Little is known about gNam mtsho phyug mo’s fourth incarnation as rDo rje sman
btsun (Thunderbolt Mistress of the Sman), a Buddhist sman mo goddess recorded in
the gNan: mtsho phyug mo’i gsol mchod. A worldly deity, rDo rje sman btsun was of limited
local importance and was apparently connected specifically to the liturgy of Bya do
dgon pa. This ‘incarnation” of gNam mtsho phyug mo is not popular. The name of the
fifth incarnation of gNam mtsho phyug mo is Ma ‘bad dag mo. This obscure goddess is
apparently a guardian of cemeteries.

In her sixth and last incarnation before assuming her present form, gNam mtsho
phyug mo was gTer gyibdag mo (the Guardian Goddess of Treasures). In this incarnation
she is the direct counterpart of gNyan chen thang lha as gTer gyi bdag po—a position
which closely ties her with the klu and the realm of the klu. The Divine Dyad and
specifically the klu are guardians of treasure. ‘Treasure’, whether it is the area’s mineral
wealth guarded by the klu, plants and animals or scriptural treasures (gter ma), are
believed to insure the viability of the land and the harmony of ecological processes. A
well-known scholar of Ser ba byes grwa tshang, rGan rdo grags, observed that as

treasures disappear through immoral and improper actions, the divinities of Tibet recede
further and further from its people.?!
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Buddhists equate gNam mtsho phyug mo with two members of the brtan ma bcu
gnyis (bstan ma bcu gnyis), the pre-Buddhist deities most closely associated with
mountains. They are also known as brtan skyong ma mo bcu gnyis, ma mo btsan ma
bcu gnyis, and ‘dzam gling bstan ma bcu gnyis (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 182). In the
Buddhist tradition, this group of goddesses is believed to have been subdued by Gu ru
rin po che at either Kha rag gsang ba’i brag phug or ‘U yug in gTsang (Nebesky-
Wojkowitz: 177). In both Bon and Buddhism, the brtan ma goddesses are considered
guardians of the religion. They are also protectors of the Tibetan realm (Bod khams).
While these goddesses pre-date Buddhism, little is known about their original function.
In this early period, as in the Buddhist period, these goddesses were wedded to specific
places and thus probably represent autochthonous deities.

In the rNying ma pa and bKa’ brgyud traditions, gNam mtsho phyug mo is equated
with the brtan ma, rDo rje kun grags ma,? in the iconographic, functional and onomastic
sense. At gNam mtsho, where the rNying ma sect is prevalent rDo rje kun grags ma is
identified as the lake; locally, she is often known by the appellation gNas chen bdag
chen mo (the Great Mistress of the Sacred Place). Sometimes, gNam mtsho phyug mo is
referred to as the secret name (gsang mtshan) of rDo rje Kun grags ma. sTag lung rtse
sprul describes her (sTag lung rtse sprul: 15) as azure blue in color, with one head, two
hands and three eyes. In her right hand, she holds a rgyal mtshan, in her left hand, a me
long. She rides a turquoise dragon. Her hair flows from a bun and she is beautiful in
appearance. There are many variations in the members and iconography of the brtan
ma bcu gnyis. For instance, in certain sadhanas rDo rje kun grags ma rides a black horse
or a blue water bull, in others she is white and has a phur ba as an attribute.”

A detailed description of rDo rje kun grags ma is given in the sTag lung gtor ma
offering text to gNam mtsho Bod khams skyong ba’i brtan ma rnams kyi gtso mo bdag nyid
chen mo rdo rje kun grags ma’'i mchod gtor bzhugs so (Offering gTor ma for rDo rje Kun
grags ma the Chief Mistress of the brTan ma Goddesses, Protectors of the Tibetan Realm)
authored by Ngag dbang rnam rgyal (1574-1621).* We learn that at a place called Thang
srin mtsho, Gu ru rin po che transformed himself into Khrag "thung chen po. Here he
subjugated the brtan ma and made them protectors of Buddhism against extreme views,
heresy and various diseases (fol. 6v,7r).

rDo rje kun grags ma dwells in a circular divine palace where buddhas and
bodhisattvas obtain visions (fol. 2r). This palace is made from precious substances, has
a fine form, and is a place of enjoyment for Zur phud Inga pa. In the center of the palace
is the obedient protectress of Gu ru rin po che, helper of the pious, guardian of devotees,
and slayer of the irreligious (fol. 2v).»

In gNyan chen thang lha ritual texts by the Fifth Dalai Lama, gNam mtsho phyug
mo is equated with the brtan ma goddess, rDo rje g.yu sgron ma.” She is described as
blue in color, with a me long and chu srin rgyal mtshan in her hands, and riding a
turquoise-colored dragon. Ostensibly, because of his close connection with rDo rje g.yu
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sgron ma, the Fifth Dalai Lama transposed her identity upon gNam mtsho phyug mo»

In the Bon tradition, there is no brtan ma goddess who corresponds to gNam mitsh,
phyug mo. One list of brtan ma found in the Bon Bar do thol gros cites g.Yung drung kun
grags ma (Tucci 1949: 741), who may be considered a counterpart of rDo rje kun grags
ma. However, the correlation between the lake goddess and the brtan ma goddess i
viewed as a patently Buddhist innovation. In an authoritative Bon list found in the text
brTan bzlug las bshus pa, a gter ma discovered by rMa ston srol ‘dzin at Dang ra g.yy
mtsho, no mention of g.Yung drung kun grags ma is made. Although Bon experts are
adamant that a brtan ma does not live in gNam mtsho, in the general area there is the
mountain goddess Jo mo gangs dkar, cited as a consort of gNyan chen thang lha, whois
often thought to be a brtan ma.?

gNam mtsho is popularly envisioned as a manifestation of Yum mchog rDo rje
phag mo, the invincible Buddhist yi dam. The outline of the lake is believed to
circumscribe the form of rDo rje phag mo. According to the gNam mtsho phyug mo’i gsol
mchod, rDo rje phag mo, in her form as Vajrayogini, is considered the root incarnation of
gNam mtsho phyug mo. This attribution in part owes its existence to the Tibetan tradition
of creating native sacred places (gnas chen) for the Indian tantric deity bDe mchog
(Cakrasamvara/Heruka).” The three major bDe mchog pilgrimage places (gnas chen)
in Tibet are body—Gangs dkar ti se, speech—gNam mtsho phyug mo, and mind—
Tshwa ri (sTag lung rtse sprul: 16). In tantric philosophy, bDe mchog is inseparable
from and of the same nature as his consort, rDo rje phag mo; he represents all the bliss
of the buddhas and she represents all the wisdom of the buddhas (Kelsang Gyatso 1994:
242). By virtue of this inseparability, rDo rje phag mo must also be present at gNam
mtsho.

The identification of the lake with rDo rje phag mo has also to do with Buddhist
yearnings to thoroughly and inexorably absorb autochthonous deities into their
pantheon. A powerful deity like gNam mtsho phyug mo required a Buddhist deity
commensurate with its stature. rDo rje phag mo, the most celebrated female Vajrayana
deity in Tibet, was a fitting choice. Her greatness enabled her to subsume the female
archetypal qualities of the pre-Buddhist goddess within her sphere of activity. This
theophanic syncretism, which is still a feature of contemporary Tibetan culture, preserved
the sanctity and eminence of gNam mtsho, which in turn allowed the older and newer
religious traditions to cohabit in the minds of the people without dissonance. Buddhists,
rather than ignoring or dismantling the holiness of gNam mtsho, went to great lengths
to acknowledge her power and sanctity and to bring her into their fold with a minimum
of disruption to the earlier mythos or traditions.

Although bDe mchog is connected with the gNam mtsho gnas chen, for the local
residents the association between the lake and his consort is significantly stronger. This
is largely due to the gender of gNam mtsho which has been female for millennia. rDo
rje phag mo is a very important deity for the ‘Brug pa bka’ brgyud sub-sect, an institution
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centrally connected with the history of gNam mtsho during the period of the second
diffusion of Buddhism (bstan pa phyi dar). Consequently, it might have been the ‘Brug
pa bka’ brgyud who introduced the cult of rDo rje phag mo to gNam mtsho. The main
attributes of rDo rje phag mo are a chopper (gri gug) in her right hand, and a skull cup
(ka pa la) full of blood in her left hand, symbolizing, respectively, the ability to eradicate
all obscurations and the inherent emptiness of all phenomena.®

The ‘brog pa have assigned the gNam mtsho with anthropomorphic form,
corresponding to the anatomy of rDo rje phag mo.* The island of Srin mo do (Nang do),
in the northwestern part of the lake, is commonly said to be the skull cup of rDo rje
phag mo, while the narrow swath of land between the Ngang chu and Dril chu on the
western lake shore represents her gri gug). The foot of her extended leg is said to be Has
po ri gdong on the eastern shoreline and her head is on the opposite side of the lake.
Her three upwardly gazing eyes are thought to be three small lakes (mtsho’u chung).
Not far from them on the west side of gNam mtsho is the craggy hill of Lha Icam khan
pa, the protuberance on the top of the goddess’ head (gtsug tor). The five diadems on
the crown (rigs Inga) of rDo rje phag mo are five lake-side escarpments and river valleys
in the west—Do skya, Do mar, ‘Bo chu, Tsha chu and ‘Bo zil. The other two islands of
gNam mtsho, Chig do and glang do, are said by local sources to represent the knees of
rDo rje phag mo. In the oral tradition of the ‘brog pa, the inlet formed by the bKra shis
do headland represents the womb (rum) of rDo rje phag mo.

The Goddess and the Lake

gNam mtsho either embodies or harbors the deities she represents. In the case of gNam
mtsho phyug mo, the lake is sometimes conceived of as the residence or palace of the
goddess, and at other times it is tantamount to the
goddess herself. In other words, the water of the
lake is variously the medium or home of gNam
mitsho phyug mo; or, the very goddess herself. The
‘brog pa often ambiguously hold both views
simultaneously (as is reflected in the gNam mtsho
phyug mo’i gsol mchod). The tradition of the goddess
immanent in the waters of the lake seems to indicate
an early stage of religion, while tenure in the lake
structurally points to a more modern stage in
religious development.

gNam mtsho is host to rDo rje phag mo in a
different way from that of her indigenous
counterpart. Here the lake is a manifestation of the
goddess, one of the many manifestations of rDo rje

rDo rje phag mo
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phag mo in Tibet. In this case, gNam mtsho is far from the sum total of the goddess, byt
forms just one of her many visible imprints on the geography and religious culture of
Tibet. gNam mtsho is synonymous with gNam mtsho phyug mo, but is only one of
many topographs that is correlated with rDo rje phag mo, a deity with far-reaching
connotations in Tibet and adjoining regions.

Ma rgyud

gNam mtsho is part of the territorial mandala of the Bon Ma rgyud (mother tantra),
which consists of 24 sets of theriomorphic dakinis of five members each.? The mother
tantra literature comprises the Ma rgyud sangs rgyas rgyud gsum, whose contents were
first transmitted to Mi lus bsam legs.*® Each quincunx of dakinis is associated with a
different sacred site. These are primarily located in Tibet but are also found in Nepal,
China and India, and form an integral part of the geographical dimension of the Bon
mother tantra. It has been suggested that not all of these quincunxes have a geographical
correlation; some are instead locus mentes. This view, however, is contradicted by sLob
dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag, who asserts that all are part of a geographical mandala.

The sGrub skor of the Ma rgyud sangs rgyas rgyud gsum states that gNam mtsho
embodies five naga-headed dakinis (gNam mtsho phyug mo’i mkha’ ‘gro klu gdong
Inga). According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin mmam dag, the locations of the quincunx of
naga-headed dakinis are: gNyan chen zil ngar (Nang do, the largest island in gNam
mtsho)—center; Yar lha dpal phug (located north of gNam mtsho in the gNam ru
district)—north; ‘Phen yul tsa ri (in mTsho sna county)—south; Thang shing rgyal ba
(located near Rwa sgreng dgon pa)—east; and Drum gyi stag tshal (located in gShen
gyer, west of gNam mtsho)—west. On all but the southern side, this array of dakinis
has a symmetry centered around gNam mtsho. In the south the symmetry is lost by the
far-flung placement of this site near the northeastern border of Bhutan. The naga-headed
dakinis of Nang do are centered in the kLu khang cave. The Buddhists consider this
cave very sacred and ancient, although it has no Ma rgyud associations for them.

Geomantic power is also exuded by other Ma rgyud quincunx, such as the cave at
g-Yubun dgon pa, Dang ra g.yu mtsho, the center place of the carnivorous-faced dakinis;
or the cave located on the middle of the east shore of Pad khud mtsho, the center spot
for the boar-headed dakinis. As with other traditions connected with the Divine Dyads,
a syncretism is perceptible in the Ma rgyud sites.

mTsho sman rgyal mo

An ancient deistic form of gNam mtsho known as mTsho sman rgyal mo is no longer

popular and is nearly extinct in the region. Contacts with the ‘brog pa revealed only

three people who could verify that such a goddess is associated with gNam mtsho.*
The sman—a pre-Buddhist group of female deities—often form sisterhoods called
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sman mched or sman spun. The name sman pertains to both medicine and women.* In
the Tun-huang manuscripts related to divination there are numerous references to mu
sman, mtsho sman and sman of the earth, sky and waters.* In the Imperial period, the
sman were especially concerned with the fortunes of the royal family and ministers and
they made predictions about their well-being or demise. In the Imperial period, the
sman had mediums; for example, the mu sman spoke through an old woman. In the
Lho brag inscription, tentatively dated to the early reign of Khri srong lde btsan, the
expression 1De sman lde’u cung may refer to a spirit-medium. Generally speaking, the
sman are the consorts of lha and specifically of the male members of the Divine Dyads.”

The sman are related to the fecundity of the land and the well-being of animals,
people and even disembodied beings. This is proven by our examination of gNam mtsho,
a sman mo. It is also true for the sman goddesses of the Dang ra mtsho sman mched
Inga and of other lakes in Tibet, especially where the Bon tradition remains intact. The
iconography of the sman reinforces their productive and sustaining role, which is
demonstrated in attributes such as flowers, the milk pail, conch shell, gems and boxes
full of treasures, and the arrow. Across the Byang thang the ‘brog pa speak in terms of
the viability of the land and environment-based activities being dependent on the sman
of the lakes, be it mTsho ma pham, Dang ra g.yu mtsho, gNam mtsho or others. These
goddesses characteristically have a dark and destructive side to their personality,
reflecting the vagaries of nature, but fundamentally they are guarantors of the earth’s
procreative functions, and personify the earth’s maternal and feminine qualities of
fertility, regeneration and nurturing.

The sman are involved closely with well-being and health or medicine. Their name
is most directly linked with sman defined as benefit, use or beneficence. Sman mo most
essentially means benefactress, which is probably the primary etymology of the word.
Women and the sman share the same qualities, which seems to explain their etymological
link. Perhaps through time and philological diversification, sman also came to mean
medicine by virtue of its connection with the feminine qualities of nurturer and healer.
This contention is supported by the fact that in the Tun-huang manuscripts the sman
deities are well represented but not sman pa (doctors)(Richardson 1987: 8,9).

mTsho sman rgyal mo of gNam mtsho is not the only queen of the sman, although
she may be the most important.*® Perhaps the best allusion to mTsho sman rgyal mo is
found in the Treasury of Good Sayings, a history of Bon. sTong rgyung mthu chen, called
the Scholar of Zhang zhung, who lived during the time of King sPu lde gung rgyal,
achieved realization with the help of mTsho sman rgyal mo at gNam mtsho Do ring
(Karmay: 48,49). There is little question that this refers to the lake goddess. gNam mtsho
Do ring is surrounded by the lake on all sides, save for a narrow extension of land
connecting it with the mainland. A mention of mTsho sman rgyal mo, which probably
refers to gNam mtsho, is found in a list of dgra lha called Srid pa’i lha dgu, along with
gNyan chen thang lha and other important deities (Nebesky-Wojkowitz: 339).
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dBal Icags mi mo lha

In the Bon text, dBal phur nag po’i gter bdag drug gi bskul ba zhes the goddess gNam mtshg
is called gNam mtsho dbal Icags mi mo (gNam mtsho, the Iron-Colored Woman of the
Utmost Wrath) and is said to have been blessed by gNam phyi gung rgyal. She js
described as wearing golden ornaments on her head, having turquoise eyebrows and
riding on a white deer.”

The word dbal is unique to Bon deities. According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin, it hag
the import of tremendous power and extraordinary wrathfulness. The term dbal alsg
denotes a class of Tibetan deities, the most notable of whom is dBal gsas mgam pa.
According to oral histories collected at gNam mtsho, her mount, the deer, at some
indeterminate time in the past was found at the lake. The deer, especially the white
deer, is an animal of the highest status. There are legends of magical deer in ancient
times which used to swim across gNam mtsho and frolic in the waters. These legends
are known to Buddhist ‘brog pa living near the lake. Thus the intimate link between
gNam mtsho and deer is not exclusive to the Bon po, although they are the only ones
who seem to have documented it in their evocations to the lake. The word Icags is an
integral part of the form of gNam mtsho under consideration. It connotes that the deity
is the color of iron. It may also indicate that she has the strength and utility of iron. The
element iron is a characteristic of many Bon srid pa deities and might have been grafted
on to ancient theogonies probably with the advent of the Iron Age in Tibet.®

The blessing (byin gyis brlabs) that gNam phyi gung rgyal bestowed on gNam
mtsho was more than a benediction. It was recently pointed out that the term byin gyis
rlabs in Tibetan tantra denotes the specific relationship between a deity and a practitioner,
characterized by the deity empowering the practitioner (Huber: 42). In the early period
of the introduction of Indian Buddhist concepts to Tibet, byin gyis rlabs was used in
place of the Sanskrit word adhisthana, meaning authority, power, residence and abode
(Huber: 41). In the present context, gNam mtsho was in fact empowered by gNam phyi
gung rgyal. According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag, the term signifies a
transformational process by which the goddess gNam mtsho is the recipient of the
qualities and faculties of gNam phyi gung rgyal. Essentially, this process results in gNam
mtsho embodying the qualities of the goddess who has empowered her.

Yum sras

According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin, the Yum sras tradition is directly related to gNam
mtsho, as this deity manifests in the lake. Yum, also called Yum sras—referring to the
mother deity and her spiritual sons—is one of many manifestations of Srid pa’i rgyal
mo, a protector deity of the highest calibre. Along with Srid pa’i rgyal po herself and

sGre bla ma, the consort of Ge khod, Yum sras is one of the three most important Bon po
protectresses.*!
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Of the three different ritual texts of Yum sras, the shortest of these texts is Yum sras
bskul ba (Invocation to Yum sras)*, which contains an invocation to the deity and the
names of Yum and her four spiritual sons and their mounts. Yum, who occupies the
center position, is called Ma bdud nag mo; her mount is a black goose (so bya). Her sons
and their mounts who form a circle around her are 1) Lha bdud snying phrom—a white
horse; 2) kLu bdud thang lha—a black serpent; 3) Mi bdud ‘byams pa—a lion; and 4)
bTsan bdud hur pa—mount not recorded.

A more detailed description of these deities is found in the text Yum sras Inga’i gtor
bskong (Sacrificial Cakes for the Satisfaction of the Five Yum sras).® This is the most
wrathful of the Yum sras sadhanas and contains a great deal of violent and maledictory
language. The text states that Yum sras surrendered to the deity dBal gsas rngam pa*
and was bound by him to an oath to protect the Bon teachings in the first bskal pa
(cosmic era)(no. 146). In the middle bskal pa, the Zhang zhung masters Hri pa gyer
med, sTangs chen dmu tsha gyer med and Khod spungs dran pa nam mkha’ made
offerings to her. The mind (thugs) manifestation of Yum sras, called Ma bdud khro
gnyer srid pa’i rgyal, is recorded as living in the fort of dGu khri stong shong, which is
located at Khri rdus sdong tshogs (no. 147). Yum sras is also known as Khri bzhur (sic
shor) gnyan gyi slod mo che, bDud mo ge shan me ‘bar ma and sKye gro skos ‘debs nad
kyi bdag.

In front of Yum sras is Dregs pa lha rgod snying khrom, who is also known as Jo bo
lha rgod thog pa btsan. He wears a head ornament of jewels, possesses the power of the
g.yung drung and has a retinue of 100,000 beings of similar appearance (no. 148). He
has the ability to determine the fate of living beings. On the right side of Yum sras is kLu
bdud thang lha drag rtsal chen, who is also known as Zur phud Inga pa che, kLu'i rgyal
po thod dkar rje and Thang lha yar bzhur gnyan gyi rje (no. 149). This deity has a
retinue of 100,000 wrathful klu and gnyan attendants and is the source of leprosy (mdze)
and cancer (lhog rgod). On the left of Yum sras is Mi bdud 'byams pa lda byad can, who
is variously called ‘Byams pa khrag mgo sgra bla’i mgon, bDud rje srog bdag mthu bo
che and bDud kyi rgyal po drag rtsal chen (no. 149,150). In his train are 100,000 bdud
and btsan. He is the holder of the life force of living beings (no. 150). Behind Yum sras is
bTsan bdud hur pa drag rtsal chen, who is also known as Lha btsan rgyal po yang ne
wer and bDud btsan rgyal po mthu bo che. His attendants are 100,000 btsan rgod (wild
btsan); he is the source of violent death and afflictions caused by menacing spirits (gzer
rgod). Yum sras’s minor attendants include gter bdag and the sde brgyad, who also
became Bon protectors (no. 151). The best source for iconographic information on Yum
sras and her four spiritual sons is Yum sras Inga yi gsol mchod (Prayers and Offerings to
the Five Yum sras), a bskul ba (invocational) text found in a collection including other
protector deities.*®

Yum sras is a Bon protector (Bon skyong). Her distinguishing features are that she
resides in gNam mtsho, she is green in color, and has a black goose or chough mount.
Although she presides over wrathful deities, she is classed as a pacific deity, attested to
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by her attributes, which resemble those of a long life goddess or sman mo. He
appearance accords with the other goddesses of gNam mtsho and can be described a
the ‘iconography of the benefactress’. According to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin rnam dag,
Nang do, the main island of gNam mtsho, represents the life bestowing bum pa carrieq
by the goddess. Her lasso, consisting of two colors, is represented by the Nang and 'Dre
rivers on the west side of the lake. Here we see a parallel of geographical embodiment
with the iconography of rDo rje phag mo. This tradition also reflects the conceptual
ambiguity between gNam mtsho as the residence of Yum sras and as the goddess herself.

One of her servant sons, kLu bdud gnyan chen thang lha, is gNyan chen thang lha
by a slightly modified name. The variant names and iconography provided in the Yum
sras text clearly corroborate his participation in the Yum sras Inga. In the Yum sras
tradition he, like the other members, belongs at least partially to the bdud class of semi-
divine beings, who are notorious for their wrathful and even malevolent ways. gNyan
chen thang lha, like the other three mountains and Yum sras herself, had a bdud identity
grafted on to him. This cult of the bdud, conferring the most wrathful aura imaginable
on deities associated with natural features, bespeaks of a development in the religious
traditions of the Byang thang which differed significantly from the more checkered
demeanor of the earlier environmental deities.

kLu bdud gnyan chen thang lha lies to the right of Yum sras, which geographically
corresponds to the south.* The pride of place, however, is given to Dregs pa lha rgod
snying khrom or Lha bdud snying phrom, which, according to sLob dpon bsTan ‘dzin
rmam dag, is the secret name of the mountain bSam gtan gangs bzang. The front, therefore,
corresponds with the east. To the rear of Yum sras is bTsan bdud hur pa, who lives ona
red mountain rich in iron called Dam can Icags rdo, located near the base of the Gu ling
la; thus the rear corresponds with the western direction. To the left or north of Yum sras
is Mi bdud 'byams pa, a secret Bon name for the mountain gNam ra, located on the Nag
chu and A mdo county lines. Like their spiritual mother both Hur pa and Mi bdud were
subdued by dBal gsas rngam pa and in their own right are important protectors. The
important gzhi bdag of A mdo county, the sharply pointed red mountain, sKyungs ka
(Chough), is inhabited by the Bon deity Bya nag dbang rgyal (Black Bird, King of Power).
This deity is a servant of Mi bdud and is a vehicle for his entourage, which are depicted
hanging off his feathers.

The manifestations