ar Lo

T

p#

g 5
i

nd

30

=
I.g‘

p i
=
2

Al

e

AINCETON READINGS IN RELIGIONS




PRINCETON READINGS IN RELIGIONS

Donald S. Lopez, Jr., Editor

TITLES IN THE SERIES

Religions of India in Practice edited by Donald S. Lopez, Jr.
Buddhism in Practice edited by Donald S. Lopez, Jr.
Religions of China in Practice edited by Donald S. Lopez, Jr.

Religions of Tibet in Practice edited by Donald S. Lopez, Jr.



RELIGIONS OF

TIBET

I N PRACTTICE

Donald S. Lopez, Jr., Editor

PRINCETON READINGS IN RELIGIONS

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS

PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY



Copyright © 1997 by Princeton University Press
Published by Princeton University Press, 41 William Street,
Princeton, New Jersey 08540
In the United Kingdom: Princeton University Press, Chichester, West Sussex

Excerpts from The Life of Tilopa by Pema Karpo. Translated and published by the
Nalanda Translation Committee. © 1982 Chogyam Trungpa. Revised translation
© 1996 Diana J. Mukpo and Nalanda Translation Committee. Used by kind
permission of Diana }. Mukpo and the Nalanda Translation Committee.

“The Yogin Lorepa’s Retreat at Lake Namtso.” Reprinted from The Rain of Wisdom,
translated by the Nalanda Translation Committee, with the special permission of
Shambhala Publications, Inc. © 1980 Chogyam Trungpa. Revised translation
© 1996 Diana J. Mukpo and Nalanda Translation Committee.

“A Smoke Purification Song” is excerpted from “The Long Werma Lhasang Called
The Warrior Song of Drala” by Mipham Jamyang Namgyal Gyatso. Translated and
published by the Nalanda Translation Committee. © 1979 Chogyam Trungpa.
Revised translation © 1996 Diana J. Mukpo and Nalanda Translation Committee.
Used by kind permission of Diana J. Mukpo and the Nalanda Translation
Committee.

“Daily Prayers” include selections from the Daily Chant Book. Translated and
published by the Nalanda Translation Committee. © 1975-1994 Chogyam Trungpa
and Nilanda Translation Committee. Revised translations © 1996 Diana ]. Mukpo
and Nalanda Translation Committee. Used by kind permission of Diana J. Mukpo
and the Nalanda Translation Committee.

"Daily Prayers” consists of the following texts: “Dedications of Merit”; “Fulfilling
the Aspirations of Gyalwang Karmapa™; “The Aspiration Prayer of Choggyur Lingpa™,
“Meal Chants”™; "The Sitra of the Recollection of the Noble Three Jewels™; “Short
Feast Offlering” by Jigme Lingpa; and “Concluding Request to the Protectors.”

All Rights Reserved
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Religions of Tibet in practice / edited by Donald S. Lopez.

p. cm.—(Princeton readings in religions)

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-691-01184-2 (cloth : alk. paper). — ISBN 0-691-01183-4
(pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Buddhism—China—Tibet. 2. Tibet {China)—Religion.
3. Buddhist literature, Tibetan—Translations into English.

I. Lopez, Donald S., 1952— . 1. Series.

BQ7620.R45 1997
294.3'923—dc20 96-31592

This book has been composed in Berkeley

Princeton University Press books are printed on acid-free paper and meet the
guidelines for permanence and durability of the Committee on Production
Guidelines for Book Longevity of the Council on Library Resources

Printed in the United States of America by Princeton Academic Press
13579108642

13579108642
(pbk.)



PRINCETON READINGS
IN RELIGIONS

Princeton Readings in Religions is a new series of anthologies on the religions of
the world, representing the significant advances that have been made in the study
of religions in the last thirty years. The sourcebooks used by previous generations
of students, whether for Judaism and Christianity or for the religions of Asia and
the Middle East, placed a heavy emphasis on “canonical works.” Princeton Read-
ings in Religions provides a different configuration of texts in an attempt better
to represent the range of religious practices, placing particular emphasis on the
ways in which texts have been used in diverse contexts. The volumes in the series
therefore include ritual manuals, hagiographical and autobiographical works,
popular commentaries, and folktales, as well as some ethnographic material. Many
works are drawn from vernacular sources. The readings in the series are new in
two senses. First, very few of the works contained in the volumes have ever have
made available in an anthology before; in the case of the volumes on Asia, few
have even been translated into a Western language. Second, the readings are new
in the sense that each volume provides new ways to read and understand the
religions of the world, breaking down the sometimes misleading stereotypes in-
herited from the past in an effort to provide both more expansive and more
focused perspectives on the richness and diversity of religious expressions. The
series is designed for use by a wide range of readers, with key terms translated
and technical notes omitted. Each volume also contains an introduction by a
distinguished scholar in which the histories of the traditions are outlined and the
significance of each of the works is explored.

Religions of Tibet in Practice is the fourth volume of Princeton Readings in Re-
ligion and the first substantial anthology of Tibetan religious literature to appear
in English. The seventeen contributors are leading scholars of the religions of
Tibet, each of whom has provided one or more translations of key works, most
of which are translated here for the first time. Each chapter in the volume begins
with an introduction in which the translator discusses the history and influence
of the work, identifying points of particular difficulty or interest. The works they
have translated here represent many genres; they are drawn from a millenium of
Tibetan history and from many regions of the Tibetan cultural domain.

In addition to acknowledging the cooperation and patience of the contributors
to Religions of Tibet in Practice, 1 would like to thank Zeff Bjerken for his assistance
in the initial editing of the manuscript.



vi PRINCETON READINGS IN RELIGIONS

Religions of Japan in Practice is currently in press. Volumes nearing completion
are devoted to Islam in Asia, Islamic Mysticism, and the Religions of Latin America.
Several volumes on Judaism and Christianity are also planned.

Donald S. Lopez, Jr.
Series Editor



NOTE ON
TRANSLITERATION

Unfortunately, there is no commonly accepted system for phonetically
rendering Tibetan words. The editor has attempted to represent the
sound of Tibetan words as accurately and consistently as possible,
while respecting the preferences of the individual translators. After
the first occurrence of a name or title, the Tibetan transliteration
follows in parentheses, using the Wylie system but with the first

letter of a proper name, rather than the root letter, capitalized.
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INTRODUCTION

Donald S. Lopez, Jr.

The religions of Tibet have long been objects of Western fascination and fantasy.
From the time that Venetian travelers and Catholic missionaries encountered Ti-
betan monks at the Mongol court, tales of the mysteries of their mountain home-
land and the magic of their strange religions have held a peculiar hold over the
European and American imagination. Over the past two centuries, the valuation
of Tibetan society and, particularly, its religion has fluctuated wildly. Tibetan
Buddhism has been portrayed sometimes as the most corrupt deviation from the
Buddha'’s true dharma, sometimes as its most direct descendant. These fluctua-
tions have occurred over the course of this century, as Tibet resisted the colonial
ambitions of a European power at its beginning and succumbed to the colonial
ambitions of an Asian power at its end.

Until some thirty years ago, knowledge of the religions of Tibet in the West
had largely been derived from the reports of travelers and adventurers, who often
found the religions both strange and strangely familiar, noting similarities between
Tibetan Buddhism and Roman Catholicism, calling the Dalai Lama the Tibetan
pope, for example. It is only since the Tibetan diaspora that took place beginning
in 1959, after the Chinese invasion and occupation of Tibet, that the texts of the
religions of Tibet have begun to be widely translated. Until this point, however,
there has been no attempt to gather a wide range of Tibetan religious texts into
a single volume. The present volume, therefore, unlike others in this series, is not
intended as a supplement or a substitute for past anthologies (no such anthologies
exist), but is a first attempt to represent the contours of Tibetan religious practices
through Tibetan texts.

This volume is thus testimony to the vast scope of religious practice in the
Tibetan world, past and present. It does not follow a chronological sequence or
attempt to represent systematically the various Buddhist sects. Instead, it offers a
selection of texts, in the broadest sense of that term, in order to provide the reader
with a sense of the remarkable diversity and range of the practices of persons who
have inhabited the Tibetan cultural domain. The chapters highlight types of dis-
course (including ritual texts, epics, prayers, accounts of visits to hell, sermons,
pilgrimage manuals, and autobiographies) and voices (vernacular, esoteric, cler-
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ical, prophetic, and female) that have not been sufficiently represented in previous
accounts of Tibetan religion. The selections juxtapose materials from different
“sects,” historical periods, and geographical regions in an attempt to broaden the
range of what we understand the religious practices of Tibet to encompass.

Because this volume, like the others in the series, is organized thematically, it
is perhaps useful here to provide a brief historical overview of the religions of
Tibet, with repeated excurses into some of the presuppositions and foundations
of Tibetan religious life that are represented in the chapters of this book.

The history of Tibet prior to the seventh century C.E. is difficult to determine.
According to a number of chronicles discovered at Dunhuang dating from the
seventh through the tenth centuries, Tibet was ruled by a lineage of kings, the
first seven of whom descended from the heavens by means of a cord or ladder.
Each king ruled until his first son was old enough to ride a horse, at which point
the king returned to heaven via the rope. (Buddhist historians say that the first
king in the lineage was an Indian prince who arrived by crossing the Himalayas;
when the Tibetans asked where he had come from he pointed up, and the cred-
ulous Tibetans assumed he had descended from the sky.) These kings founded a
system of law that reflected the cosmic order of heaven. As a literal descendant
of heaven, the king was the embodiment and protector of the cosmic order and
the welfare of the state. The king’s stable presence on the throne thus ensured
harmony in the realm.

It was only when the eighth king lost his protective warrior god (dgra lha, see
chapter 26) in battle that the sky rope was severed and the king was slain, leaving
his corpse behind. To deal with this crisis, according to later sources, priests were
invited from an area called Shangshung (Zhang zhung, the precise location and
extent of which is unknown but is assumed to include much of western Tibet)
to perform death rituals and bury the king. The story reflects the popular notion
of Tibet as an untamed and uncivilized realm, with civilization arriving only from
the outside. Recent scholarship thus does not assume from this account that
foreign priests were actually summoned, seeing it instead as a creation myth meant
to explain the origin of the elaborate royal mortuary cult. A class of priests called
“reciters” (bon) performed a range of sacerdotal functions in service of the divine
king, such as officiating at coronation ceremonies and in rites of allegiance to the
king. There was also another class of priests, called shen (gshen), who seem to
have performed divinations.

The cult of the divine king included the belief that he was endowed with both
magical power and a special magnificence. There was a trinity of the king, the
head priest, and the chief minister, with the active power of government in the
hands of the head priest and the minister who represented the priestly hierarchy
and the clan nobility. The king represented the continually reborn essence of the
divine ancestor, who was reincarnated in each king at the age of maturity and
remained incarnated in him until his son reached the same age of maturity and
ascended the throne as the consecutive link of the ancestral reincarnation. This
procedure applied also to both the priest and the minister, so a new trinity was
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instituted at the accession of each king. The king also had a special guardian
called the “body spirit” (sku bla) who protected the king’s power, encompassing
everything from his body to his political authority to the order of the universe.
One of the primary responsibilities of the royal priests and ministers, then, seems
to have been the maintenance of the king’s health, for if the king became ill or if
the body spirit was determined otherwise to be displeased, the safety of the king-
dom and even of the universe was in jeopardy. Epidemics and droughts were
interpreted as signs of this displeasure.

The notion of la (bla), generally translated as “soul,” “spirit,” or “life,” dates
from the ancient period and remains an important component in the religions of
Tibet. The la is an individual's life force, often associated with the breath. It is
seen as the essential support of the physical and mental constitution of the person
but is mobile and can leave the body and wander, going into trees, rocks, or
animals, to the detriment of the person it animates, who will become either ill or
mentally unbalanced. The la is especially susceptible during dreams and can be
carried off by demons, who particularly covet the life forces of children. There
are thus rites designed to bring the la back into the body, known as “calling the
la” (bla 'bod).

Even when the la is properly restored to its place in the body, it may simul-
taneously reside in certain external abodes, most often in a particular lake, tree,
mountain, or animal. The person in whom the la resides stands in a sympathetic
relationship with these phenomena, such that if the la mountain is dug into, the
person will fall sick. The Tibetan epic hero Gesar (see chapter 1) in his attempt
to conquer a certain demoness cuts down her la tree and empties her la lake; he
fails because he does not kill her la sheep. The identity of these external la are
thus often kept secret, and portable abodes of the la, usually a precious object of
some kind (often a turquoise), are kept in special receptacles and hidden by the
person who shares the la.

There were thus regular offerings made to the king’s body spirit at the site of
the king's sacred mountain, the physical locus of his power. Of particular im-
portance to the royal cult, however, were the funeral ceremonies. A king was still
expected to abdicate upon the majority of his son and retire to his tomb with a
large company of retainers, although whether this entailed the execution of the
king and his retinue or simply their exile into a tomb complex remains unknown.
The royal funerals were apparently elaborate affairs, with food and other neces-
sities provided for the perilous journey to the next world, a bucolic heaven called
the “land of joy” (bde ba can). Animals, especially yaks, sheep, and horses (see
chapter 25), were also offered in sacrifice. Chinese sources suggest that humans
were also sacrificed, perhaps to serve as servants to the departed king, perhaps
to be offered as gifts or “ransoms” (glud) to various spirits who otherwise would
block the king's route. This concern with death and the fate of the dead has
continued throughout the history of Tibetan religions, as evidenced by the chap-
ters in the section entitled “Dealing with Death and Other Demons.”

Although Buddhism was flourishing all around Tibet in the first centuries of
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the common era, there is no mention of Buddhist elements in the chronicles apart
from the account of a small stipa and an illegible Buddhist sutra falling from the
sky into the palace of one of the prehistoric kings. The formal introduction of
Buddhism to the Tibetan court seems to have occurred during the reign of King
Songtsen Gampo (Srong btsan sgam po, ruled c. 614-650), at a time when Tibet
was the dominant military power of Inner Asia. According to later chronicles, as
a result of treaties with the courts of China and Nepal, the king received two
princesses as wives. Each was a Buddhist, and each brought a precious statue of
the Buddha with her to Lhasa, the capital. They are credited with converting their
new husband to the dharma, although what this meant in practice is difficult to
say. The king dispatched an emissary to India to learn Sanskrit and then retun
to design a written language for Tibet. Among the many purposes to which such
a script could be put, it is said that the king’s pious motivation was the translation
of Buddhist texts from Sanskrit into Tibetan.

The script invented was modeled on one current in northern India at the time.
Tibetan is, like Sanskrit, an inflected language, with case endings used to mark
grammatical functions. Words are made up of combinations of independent syl-
lables, each of which is constructed by grouping letters in various combinations.
The simplest syllable can be made up of a single letter while the most complex
can have as many as six, with a prefix, a superscription, a root letter, a subscrip-
tion, a suffix, and an additional suffix, not to mention a vowel marker. Historical
linguists speculate that originally all of these letters were pronounced, but over
the centuries the auxiliary letters became silent, such that there is a vast difference
today between the way a word is written and the way it is pronounced. To render
the spelling of a Tibetan word in English requires that all of the letters be rep-
resented. The result, however, appears to be utterly unpronounceable to someone
who does not already know Tibetan. For that reason, phonetic renderings (for
which there is no widely accepted convention) must be provided. For example,
the name of the current Dalai Lama in transliteration is Bstan 'dzin rgya mtsho,
but it is commonly written in English as Tenzin Gyatso. Although the same script
is employed throughout the Tibetan cultural domain, dozens of regional dialects
have developed, many of which are mutually incomprehensible.

The conversion of Tibet to Buddhism is traditionally presented as a process of
forceful but ultimately compassionate subjugation (rather than destruction) of
native Tibetan deities by the more powerful imported deities of Buddhism, often
invoked by Indian yogins. The profoundly chthonic nature of Tibetan religion is
evident even from the traditional chronicles, which represent the conversion of
Tibet to the true dharma not so much as a matter of bringing new teachings to
the populace but of transforming the landscape by bringing the myriad deities of
place—of valleys, mountains, hills, passes, rivers, lakes, and plains—under con-
trol. Thus Songtsen Gampo was said to have ordered the construction of Buddhist
temples at key points throughout his realm, each temple functioning as a great
nail impaling a giant demoness (srin mo) lying supine over the expanse of Tibet,
immobilizing her from impeding the progress of the dharma, the symmetry of a
Buddhist mandala superimposed over the unruly landscape of Tibet.
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But all this derives from chronicles composed centuries after the fact by authors
concerned to promote Buddhism and link the introduction of the dharma to
Tibet’s greatest king, the king who unified Tibet and led its armies in victory
against Chinese, Indians, Nepalese, Turks, and Arabs. The few records surviving
from the period make no mention of Buddhism, nor even of the Nepalese princess.
The historicity of the emissary to India is questionable. Songtsen Gampo seems
to have remained committed to and even to have developed further the cult of
divine kingship, a cult that involved both animal and human sacnfice (an anath-
ema to Buddhists), while continuing to worship local deities and supporting his
own ministers and priests of the royal mortuary cult. At the same time, it seems
unlikely that the Tibetan kingdom, surrounded as it was for centuries by Buddhist
societies, should have remained untouched by Buddhist influence until the sev-
enth century, as the traditional histories claim.

The first king to make a choice between Buddhism and the native religion of
the Tibetan court was Tri Songdetsen (Khri srong lde btsan, ruled 754-797). Both
later Buddhist and Bénpo chronicles report that he promoted Buddhism and
suppressed the practices of priests of the native cult; his support of Buddhism
may have been motivated by the desire to escape the restricting bonds of the
feudal clan nobility who supported the priests. Contemporary inscriptions, how-
ever, also indicate that he continued to have rituals performed that involved
animal sacrifice. During these ceremonies, the old oaths of loyalty between king
and servant were sworn. Before taking the oath, it was the custom for the partic-
ipants to smear their lips with the blood of the sacrificial animal, a practice from
which the Buddhist monks who were present apparently demurred.

Tri Songdetsen invited to Tibet the prominent Indian Buddhist abbot Santa-
raksita, whose presence angered the local spirits sufficiently for the Indian abbot
to request the king to invite a tantric master to aid in the further subjugation of
the local spirits. The great master Padmasambhava was invited and proved equal
to the task, after which it was possible to establish the first Buddhist monastery
at Samye (Bsam yas) circa 779. The further activities of Padmasambhava and the
duration of his stay are unknown, but he remains a figure of mythic significance
in the history of Tibet, often referred to simply as Guru Rimpoche, the precious
guru. The stories of Padmasambhava’s defeat and conversion of the local spirits
and demons of Tibet are pervasive and popular, and they figure prominently in
the descriptions of specific sites found in pilgrimage narratives (see chapters 5,
6, and 24).

Buddhism is famous for its ability to accommodate local deities into its pan-
theon. In the case of Tibet, most of the local deities became regarded as “mundane
gods” (jigs rten pa'i lha), that is, deities who are subject to the law of karma and
cycle of rebirth, who, after a lifetime as a particular god, will take rebirth in some
other form. The vast pantheon of deities imported from India included such gods,
as well as “supramundane gods” (jigs rten las ‘das pa’i lha), that is, deities who—
although they appear in horrifying forms, such as the protector of the Dalai Lama.
the goddess Belden Lhamo (Dpal ldan lha mo, the “Glorious Goddess™)—are in
fact enlightened beings already liberated from the cycle of birth and death. Sull,
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the process of the Buddhist conversion of Tibet should not be understood to
mean that Buddhism was not also converted in that process; indeed, many deities
cannot be identified as simply Indian or Tibetan.

The deities that Padmasambhava subdued and converted were often identified
with mountains, rock formations, and other prominent elements of the topog-
raphy of Tibet. The Tibetan plateau stands at 12,000 feet, with the surrounding
mountains rising yet another mile above the plateau. The northern region is a
vast uninhabited plane, but there are also dense forests and fertile valleys that are
cultivated to produce barley, the staple crop. It is thus misleading to characterize
Tibet as a desolate place, or to suggest (as Western travelers have) that the bleak
landscape and vast sky (with its thin air) have turmed men’s minds toward the
contemplation of a rarefied world of gods and demons, their unconscious releas-
ing vivid hallucinations that appear in sharp relief against the distant horizon.

Yet it is difficult to overestimate the importance of the land in Tibetan religion.
From early times Tibetans have held a belief in numerous local spirits, demons,
and gods, who lived in lakes, rivers, creeks, wells, trees, fields, rocks, and moun-
tains. Deities inhabited unusually shaped mounds; rocks shaped like animals; hills
shaped liked sleeping oxen; burial mounds; juniper, birch, and spruce trees; and
any anomalous geologic formation. Various types of demons roamed mountains
and valleys and chose abodes in rocks, forests, ditches, and overhanging rocks,
all places that could be disturbed by humans, to whom they sent both physical
affliction (such as leprosy and smallpox) and social affliction (such as gossip; see
chapter 34). The atmosphere was the domain of another class of spirits, demons
who appeared in the form of warriors who would attack travelers. Beneath the
surface of the earth and in rivers and lakes lived a class of demons named lu (klu),
who would become enraged if the earth was disturbed by digging, plowing, or
laying the foundation for a house. Unless they were properly appeased, they also
would inflict disease on humans and livestock. There are also tsen (btsan), “rock
spirits”; sa dak (sa bdag), “lords of the earth”; ma mo, “demonesses”; and dre ('dre),
drip (sgrib), don (gdon), and gek (bgegs). The Tibetan pantheon (although the term
pantheon suggests a clearer system than in fact exists) of both benevolent and,
especially, malevolent spirits is large and complex, and English lacks sufficient
terms to render their names, beyond things like “demon” and “ogress.” (For a
useful list of some of these deities, see chapter 15.) Even the terms “benevolent”
and “malevolent” can be misleading, since many horrifying deities, despite an
awful demeanor and testy disposition, can provide protection and aid if they are
not offended or disturbed, but properly propitiated (see chapter 3).

As mentioned above, Buddhist chronicles describe the Tibetan landscape as
itself a giant demoness who must be subdued. There are gods of the plain and
gods of the mountains; an entire mountain range is a god (see chapters 3 and
24). This animated topography is itself further populated by all manner of spirits
who must be honored to avoid their wrath (see chapter 15). But the landscape is
not only a domain of danger, it is also an abode of opportunity, blessing, and
power. (In chapter 3, one of these spirits mates with a human, and the two serve
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as progenitors of a fierce Tibetan tribe.) Thus, pilgrimage is an essential element
ol Tibetan religious life, with pilgrims seeking to derive power and punfication
by visiting those places believed to embody a particular potency, either natu-
rally—as when the place is the abode of a god or the god itself—or historically—
as when the place is the site of the inspired deeds of a great yogin such as Pad-
masambhava or Milarepa (see chapters 5 and 6). The topography even contains
hidden countries (sbas yul), ideal sites for the practice of tantra, the most famous
being the kingdom of Shambala; there are guidebooks with directions to such
destinations. It is also the land that yields the treasures (gter ma), the texts left
behind, hidden in rocks, caves, and pillars by Padmasambhava himself, left safely
within the earth until the time is right for them to be discovered and their contents
made known to the world. Thus, the landscape is not simply an animated realm
of fearful demons and ogresses, but above all the abode of power for those who
know where to seek what lies within.

During the reign of Tri Songdetsen, not long after the founding of the Samye
monastery, a politically charged doctrinal controversy erupted in Tibet. In addi-
tion to the Indian party of Santaraksita, there was also an influential Chinese
Buddhist contingent who found favor with the Tibetan nobility. These were
monks of the Chan (Zen) school, led by one Mohoyen. According to traditional
accounts, Santaraksita foretold of dangers from the Chinese position and left
instructions in his will that his student Kamalasila be called from India to counter
the Chinese view. A conflict seems to have developed between the Indian and
Chinese partisans (and their allies in the Tibetan court) over the question of the
nature of enlightenment, with the Indians holding that enlightenment takes place
as the culmination of a gradual process of purification, the result of combining
virtuous action, meditative serenity, and philosophical insight. The Chinese spoke
against this view, holding that enlightenment was the intrinsic nature of the mind
rather than the goal of a protracted path, such that one need simply to recognize
the presence of this innate nature of enlightenment by entering a state of aware-
ness beyond distinctions; all other practices were superfluous. According to both
Chinese and Tibetan records, a debate was held between Kamalasila and Mohoyen
at Samye circa 797, with King Tri Songdetsen himself serving as judge. According
to Tibetan accounts (contradicted by the Chinese accounts), Kamalasila was de-
clared the winner and Mohoyen and his party were banished from Tibet, with
the king proclaiming that thereafter the Middle Way (Madhyamaka) school of
Indian Buddhist philosophy (to which Santaraksita and Kamalasila belonged)
would be followed in Tibet. Recent scholarship has suggested that although a
controversy between the Indian and Chinese Buddhists (and their Tibetan parti-
sans) occurred, it is unlikely that a face-to-face debate took place or that the
outcome of the controversy was so unequivocal. Furthermore, it is probably im-
portant to recall that, regardless of the merits of the Indian and Chinese philo-
sophical positions, China was Tibet’s chief military rival at the time, whereas India
posed no such threat. Nonetheless, it is significant that from this point Tibet
largely sought its Buddhism from India; no school of Chinese Buddhism had any
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further influence in Tibet. Mohoyen himself was transformed into something of
a trickster figure, popular in Tibetan art and drama.

The king Ralpajen (Ral pa can, ruled c. 815-835) seems to have been an even
more enthusiastic patron of Buddhism, supporting numerous Indian-Tibetan
translation teams who continued the formidable task of rendering a vast corpus
of Sanskrit literature into Tibetan. Translation academies were established and
standard glossaries of technical terms were developed during the ninth century.
The relatively late date of the introduction of Buddhism to Tibet compared with
China (first century c.E.) and Japan (fifth century) had important ramifications
for the development of the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, the foremost being that
the Tibetans had access to large bodies of Indian Buddhist literature that either
never were translated into Chinese (and thus never transmitted to Japan) or had
little influence in East Asia. This literature fell into two categories: tantras and
Sastras.

The origins of tantric Buddhism in India remain nebulous, with some scholars
dating the early texts from the fourth century c.e. Its literature, including all
manner of ritual texts and meditation manuals, continued to be composed in
India for the next six centuries. This literature offered a speedy path to enlight-
enment, radically truncating the eons-long path set forth in the earlier discourses
attributed to the Buddha, called satras. To this end, the tantric literature set forth
a wide range of techniques for the attainment of goals both mundane and supra-
mundane, techniques for bringing the fantastic worlds described in the sttras into
actuality. Tantric practices were considered so potent that they were often con-
ducted in secret, and aspirants required initiation. The practices themselves in-
volved elaborate and meticulous visualizations, in which the practitioner mentally
transformed himself or herself into a fully enlightened buddha, with a resplendent
body seated on a throne in the center of a marvelous palace (called a mandala),
with speech that intoned sacred syllables (called mantras), and with a mind that
saw the ultimate reality directly.

A second body of literature, more important for Buddhist philosophy per se,
were the $astras (treatises). Buddhist literature is sometimes divided into satras—
those texts traditionally held to be either the word of the Buddha or spoken with
his sanction—and $astras—treatises composed by Indian commentators. In the
case of Mahayana literature, siitras often contain fantastic visions of worlds pop-
ulated by enlightened beings, with entrance to such a world gained through de-
votion to the sitra itself. When points of doctrine are presented, it is often in the
form of narrative, allegory, or the repetition of stock phrases. The $astras are closer
to what might be called systematic philosophy or theology, with positions pre-
sented with reasoned argumentation supported by relevant passages from the
sutras and tantras. East Asian Buddhism was predominantly a sitra-based tradi-
tion, with schools forming around single texts, such as the Lotus Siitra and the
Avatamsaka Sutra. Although many important $astras were translated into Chinese,
the major project of translating Indian texts into Chinese virtually ended with the
work of Xuanzang (596-664), by whose time the major East Asian schools were
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well formed. Consequently, works by such figures as the Middle Way philoso-
phers Candrakirti (c. 600-650) and Santideva (early eighth century) and the
logician Dharmakirti (seventh century), who flourished when the Chinese Bud-
dhist schools had already developed, never gained wide currency in East Asia but
were highly influential in Tibet. The works by these and other authors became
the basis of the scholastic tradition in Tibet, which from the early period was a
sastra-based Buddhism. Sttras were venerated but rarely read independently; the
sastras were studied and commented upon at great length.

To undertake the task of translation of the satras, tantras, and éastras. a whole
new vocabulary had to be created. To render an often technical Sanskrit vocab-
ulary, hundreds of neologisms were invented. In some cases, these were relatively
straightforward translations of folk etymologies; in other cases, rather unwieldy
terms were fabricated to capture multiple denotations of a Sanskrit term. When
these eighth-century exegetes came to decide upon a Tibetan equivalent for the
Sanskrit term for teacher, guru, a term classically etymologized in India as “one
who is heavy (with virtue),” the translators departed from their storied penchant
for approximating the meaning of the Sanskrit and opted instead for the word
lama (bla ma). Here they combined the term la (“soul”) with ma, which has as
least three meanings: as a negative particle, as a substantive indicator, and as the
word for “mother.” Subsequent Buddhist etymologies, drawing on the meaning
of la as “high” rather than its pre-Buddhist usage as “soul,” were then construed,
which explained la ma as meaning either “highest” (literaily, “above-not,” that is,
“none above”) or as “exalted mother.” Although the original intention of the trans-
lators remains obscure, lama came to be the standard term for one’s religious
teacher, a person of such significance as to be appended to the threefold refuge
formula: Tibetans say, “1 go for refuge to the lama, I go for refuge to the Buddha,
I go for refuge to the dharma, I go for refuge to the sangha.”

It would be impossible to summarize the contents of the myriad sutras, tantras,
and $astras translated into Tibetan, but it might be appropriate at this juncture
to review some of the basic elements of Indian Buddhism that were important in
Tibet. Tibetans, both Bonpo and Buddhist, conceive of a beginningless cycle of
birth and death, called korwa (’khor ba, a translation of the Sanskrit samsara,
“wandering”), in six realms of rebirth: gods, demigods, humans, animals, ghosts,
and hell beings. The realms of animals, ghosts, and hell beings are regarded as
places of great suffering, whereas the godly realms are abodes of great bliss. Hu-
man rebirth falls in between, bringing as it does both pleasure and pain. The
engine of samsara is driven by karma, the cause and effect of actions. Like other
Buddhists, Tibetans believe that every intentional act, whether it be physical.
verbal, or mental, leaves a residue in its agent. That residue, like a seed, will
eventually produce an effect at some future point in this life or another life, an
effect in the form of pleasure or pain for the person who performed the act. Thus
Tibetans imagine a moral universe in which virtuous deeds create experiences of
pleasure and nonvirtuous deeds create experiences of pain. These latter are often
delineated in a list of ten nonvirtuous deeds: killing, stealing, sexual misconduct,
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lying, divisive speech, harsh speech, senseless speech, covetousness, harmful in-
tent, and wrong view (notably belief that actions do not have effects). The ten
virtues are the opposites of this list: sustaining life, giving gifts, maintaining sexual
decorum, and so on. Much of Tibetan religious practice is concerned with ac-
cumulating virtuous deeds and preventing, through a variety of ritual means, the
fruition of negative deeds already committed. These deeds determine not only the
quality of a given life but also the place of the rebirth after death. Depending on
the gravity of a negative deed (killing being more serious than senseless speech,
and killing a human more serious than killing an insect, for example), one may
be reborn as an animal, as a ghost, or in one of the hot or cold hells, where the
life span is particularly lengthy. (For an excellent example of a sermon on these
topics, see chapter 21.)

As in India, karma is not concerned simply with what might be termed in the
West moral and immoral deeds. There is, in conjunction with the belief that virtue
brings happiness and nonvirtue sorrow, a powerful system of purity and pollu-
tion, generally concerned with one’s behavior not toward humans but nonhu-
mans, the various gods and spirits that inhabit the world. In determining the
cause of some affliction, there is often an attempt by the afflicted or his or her
ritual agent to determine both the karmic cause (some nonvirtuous deed in the
past) and polluting acts (such as associating with a blacksmith, building a fire on
a mountain, or accepting food from a widow) that contributed to that past evil
deed coming to fruition in the form of a particular misfortune.

Rebirth as a god or human in the realm of desire is the result of a virtuous
deed and is considered very rare. Rarer still is rebirth as a human who has access
to the teachings of the Buddha. In a famous analogy, a single blind tortoise is said
to swim in a vast ocean, surfacing for air only once every century. On the surface
of the ocean floats a single golden yoke. It is rarer, said the Buddha, to be reborn
as a human with the opportunity to practice the dharma than it is for the tortoise
to surface for its centennial breath with its head through the hole in the golden
yoke. One is said to be reborn as a god in the realm of desire as a result of an act
of charity: giving gifts results in future wealth. Rebirth as a human is said to result
from consciously refraining from a nonvirtuous deed, as when one takes a vow
not to kill humans.

Although the various sects of Tibetan Buddhism derive their monastic regula-
tions from the Indian schools known pejoratively as the Hinayana (“low vehicle™),
all sects of Tibetan Buddhism identify themselves as proponents of the Mahayana,
both in their practice and in their philosophy. Mahayana, a Sanskrit word that
means “great vehicle,” is the term used to distinguish a rather disparate group of
cults of the book that arose in India some four hundred years after the death of
the Buddha and continued in India into the twelfth century. During these cen-
turies, the followers of the Mahayana produced a vast literature of sutras that
purport to be the word of the historical Buddha, as well as commentaries upon
them. Among the factors characteristic of the Mahayana are the view of the Bud-
dha as an eternal presence, associated physically with reliquaries (stapas) and
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with texts that embody his words, a belief in the existence of myriad buddhas
working in multiple universes for the benefit of all beings, and an attendant
emphasis on the universal possibility of enlightenment for all, monks and lay-
people alike. It is from this last tenet that the term “Great Vehicle™ is derived: the
proponents of the Mahayana believed that their path was capable of bringing all
beings in the universe to buddhahood, whereas the earlier teachings were capable
only of delivering the individual disciple to a state of solitary peace.

Perhaps the most famous feature of the Mahiyana is its emphasis on the bo-
dhisattva, a person who makes the compassionate vow to become a buddha in
order to lead all beings in the universe out of suffering and to the bliss of enlight-
enment. The Sanskrit term bodhisattva was rendered into Tibetan as jang chup sem
ba (byang chub sems dpa’), “one who is heroic in his or her aspiration to enlight-
enment.” The path of the bodhisattva is portrayed as one of extraordinary length,
encompassing billions of lifetimes devoted to cultivating such virtues as gener-
osity, ethics, patience, effort, concentration, and wisdom, the so-called six per-
fections, all of these deeds motivated by the wish to liberate all beings from the
beginningless cycle of rebirth.

A common tenet of Buddhism is that all suffering is ultimately the resuit of
ignorance. This ignorance is defined as a belief in self. Mahiayana philosophy
expands upon earlier teachings to see ignorance not simply as a misconception
concerning the nature of the person, but as a misunderstanding of all things.
According to the Middle Way school, the fundamental error is to conceive of
things as existing in and of themselves—independently, autonomously, possessed
of some intrinsic nature, some inherent existence. Wisdom, the sixth of the per-
fections to be cultivated by the bodhisattva, is the understanding that all things,
including persons, are utterly devoid of such a nature and are, in fact, empty of
an independent status, although they exist conventionally. To say that things exist
conventionally means, for example, that cause and effect remain viable and that
things perform functions; one can sit on a chair and drink tea from a cup. Emp-
tiness, then, does not mean that things do not exist at all, but rather that they do
not exist as they appear to the unenlightened.

To become enlightened, then, the bodhisattva must develop not only this wis-
dom but infinite compassion as well, that is, must dedicate himself or herself to
work forever for the welfare of others while simultaneously understanding that
all beings, including oneself, do not exist ultimately, that they do not exist as they
appear.

The practice of the Mahayana generally may be said to take two forms, both
focused on the bodhisattva. The most influential of the Mahayana sutras, such as
the Lotus Siitra, proclaim that all beings will eventually become buddhas, and
that, consequently, all beings will traverse the bodhisattva path. Thus, one form
of Mahiyana belief emphasizes practices for becoming a bodhisattva and perform-
ing the bodhisattva’s deeds. As bodhisattvas advance along the path, they become
increasingly adept at allaying the sufferings of sentient beings who call upon them
for aid, often through miraculous intercession. Consequently, the other major
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form of Mahayana practice is concerned with devotions intended to procure the
aid of these compassionate beings. The bodhisattva who is said to be the physical
manifestation of all the compassion of all the buddhas in the universe, Avaloki-
te$vara, is the particular object of such reverence in Tibet, as discussed below (see
also chapters 2 and 17). Avalokitesvara is invoked by the famous mantra om mani
padme hum, which might be rendered as, “O you who hold the jeweled [rosary]
and the lotus [have mercy on us].” (It certainly does not mean “the jewel in the
lotus.”) Avalokitesvara is depicted in a wide variety of forms in Tibetan art, two
of the most frequent being with one head and four arms (two of which hold a
rosary and a lotus evoked in the mantra) or with eleven heads and a thousand
arms. The multiple arms are said to represent the bodhisattva’s extraordinary
ability to come to the aid of suffering sentient beings. Paintings of the thousand-
armed Avalokitesvara often show an eye in the palm of each of the hands. The
bodhisattva thus serves as both role model and object of devotion in Mahayina
Buddhism, functions that are by no means deemed mutually exclusive; it is quite
common for persons who consider themselves to have embarked on the bodhi-
sattva path to seek the assistance of more advanced bodhisattvas in their long
quest for enlightenment.

In the realm of Buddhist practice, the Tibetans were able to witness and assim-
ilate the most important development of late Indian Buddhism, Buddhist tantra.
Tantra, known also as the vajrayana, the “Diamond Vehicle,” and the mantrayana,
the “Mantra Vehicle,” was considered an esoteric approach to the Mahayana path
whereby the length of time required to achieve buddhahood could be abbreviated
from the standard length of three periods of countless aeons (reckoned by some
as 384 X 10 years) to as little as three years and three months. One of the chief
techniques for effecting such an extraordinary reduction in the length of the path
was an elaborate system of ritual, visualization, and meditation, sometimes called
deity yoga, in which the practitioner imagined himself or herself to be already
fully enlightened with the marvelous body, speech, mind, and abode of a buddha.
In addition to the ultimate attainment of buddhahood, tantric practice was said
to bestow a wide range of lesser magical powers, such as the power to increase
wealth and life span, to pacify the inauspicious, and to destroy enemies, both
human and nonhuman. Yogins who developed these powers were known as ma-
hasiddhas, “great adepts”; they are popular subjects of Tibetan Buddhist literature
(see chapter 7).

Among the elements of tantric Buddhism most commonly identified in the
West are its erotic and wrathful motifs, where male and female are depicted in
sexual union and bull-headed deities, adorned with garlands of human heads,
brandish cleavers and skullcups. In Mahayana Buddhism, as already mentioned,
wisdom and compassion (also referred to as method, that is, the compassionate
means whereby bodhisattvas become buddhas) are the essential components of
the bodhisattva’s path to buddhahood. Wisdom, especially the perfection of wis-
dom, is identified with the female. In tantra, the symbolism is rendered in more
explicitly sexual terms, with wisdom as female and method male, their union
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being essential to the achievement of enlightenment. Buddhist tantra is said to be
the “Diamond Vehicle” because wisdom and method are joined in an adamantine
and indivisible union, bestowing buddhahood quickly. This is the chief symbolic
meaning of depiction of sexual union. However, part of the unique nature of the
tantric path is its capacity to employ deeds that are ordinarily prohibited in prac-
tices that speed progress on the path to enlightenment, hence the great emphasis
on antinomian behavior, such as the consumption of meat and alcohol, in the
hagiographies of the mahasiddhas. One such deed is sexual intercourse, and many
tantric texts, especially of the Unexcelled Yoga (anuttarayoga) variety, prescribe
ritual union as a means of unifying the mind of the clear light and the immutable
bliss (see chapter 29). Whether this intercourse is to be performed only in imag-
ination or in fact, and at what point on the path it is to take place, has been a
point of considerable discussion in Tibetan tantric exegesis.

Wrathful deities also populate the tantric pantheon. Despite claims by nine-
teenth-century scholars that continue to be repeated, the most important of these
deities are not of Tibetan shamanic origin, added to Indian Buddhism after its
arrival in Tibet. It is clear from Indian tantric texts that these deities derive directly
from India. Some are buddhas and bodhisattvas in their wrathful aspects, the
most famous of these being Yamantaka, the wrathful manifestation of the bodhi-
sattva of wisdom, Mafijusrl. His terrifying form is said to be intended to frighten
away the egotism and selfishness that are the cause of all suffering. Other wrathful
deities have the task of protecting the dharma; others are worldly deities with
specific powers that may be propitiated. Despite such explanations, Western
scholars of Tibet have yet to engage adequately the issue of the apparent presence
of the demonic in the divine that confronts the observer so richly in Tibetan
religious iconography.

Tantric Buddhism places especial emphasis on the role of the teacher. The
teacher-student relationship was always of great importance in Buddhism, pro-
viding the means by which the dharma was passed from one generation to the
next. In tantra, however, the teacher or guru took on an even more important
role. The practice of the Vajrayana, the rapid path to enlightenment, was regarded
as a secret teaching, not suitable for everyone. For that reason, the teacher was
both the repository of secret knowledge and the person who was to judge the
qualifications of the student as a receptacle for that knowledge. Once the student
was deemed ready, the teacher provided the student with an initiation, serving
as the surrogate of the Buddha (see chapter 17), and one of the basic practices of
Buddhist tantra is thus to regard one’s own teacher as the Buddha (see chapter
23). In fact, Tibetans are fond of saying that the teacher is actually kinder than
the Buddha, because the Buddha did not remain in the world to teach us be-
nighted beings of this degenerate age. This great emphasis on the importance of
the teacher was inherited from India, as the accounts of Tibetans' sojourns to
India make clear (see chapters 8 and 9). Because of this importance of the teacher,
or lama, during the nineteenth century Tibetan Buddhism was dubbed “Lama-
ism,” a term that continues to appear today. Tibetan Buddhists regard this as a
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pejorative term, because it suggests that whereas there is Chinese Buddhism,
Japanese Buddhism, Thai Buddhism, and so forth, the Buddhism of Tibet is so
different that it does not warrant the name “Tibetan Buddhism” but should be
called “Lamaism.”

In the Vajrayana, rituals called sadhanas (literally, “means of achievement”) are
set forth in which the practitioner, through a practice of visualization, petitions
a buddha or bodhisattva to come into his or her presence. Much of the practice
described in tantric sadhanas involves the enactment of a world—the fantastic
jewel-encrusted world of the Mahayana sttras or the horrific world of the charnel
ground. In the tantric sadhana, the practitioner manifests that world through
visualization, through a process of invitation, descent, and identification. Tantric
sadhanas generally take one of two forms. In the first, the buddha or bodhisattva
is requested to appear before the meditator and is then worshipped in the ex-
pectation of receiving blessings. In the other type of tantric sadhana, the meditator
imagines himself or herself to be a fully enlightened buddha or bodhisattva now,
to have the exalted body, speech, and mind of an enlightened being. In either
case, the central deity in the visualization is called a yi dam, a word difficult to
translate into English (and left untranslated in this volume). It is sometimes ren-
dered as “tutelary deity,” but the yi dam offers much more than protection. The
yi dam is the tantric buddha with which the meditator identifies in daily medi-
tation and whom he or she propitiates in daily rituals. Some yi dams take peaceful
forms, adorned with the silks and jewels of an Indian monarch. Others appear in
wrathful forms, brandishing weapons and wreathed in flames.

Tantric sadhanas tend to follow a fairly set sequence, whether they are simple
and brief or more detailed and prolix. More elaborate sadhanas may include the
recitation of a lineage of gurus; the creation of a protection wheel guarded by
wrathful deities to subjugate enemies; the creation of a body mandala, in which
a pantheon of deities take residence at various parts of the meditator’s body; etc.

In many sadhanas, the meditator is instructed to imagine light radiating from
the body, inviting buddhas and bodhisattvas from throughout the universe. Vi-
sualizing them arrayed in the space before him or her, the meditator then performs
a series of standard preliminary practices called the sevenfold service, a standard
component of sadhanas and prayers (see chapters 17, 23, and 27) that developed
from an Indian Mahayana three-part liturgy (the triskandhaka). Prior to the actual
sevenfold service, the assembled deities are offered (again, in visualization) a bath
and new clothing and are treated just as an honored guest would be in India. The
sevenfold service is then performed. The first of the seven elements is obeisance,
an expression of homage to the assembled deities. Next comes offering, usually
the longest section of the seven parts. Here fantastic gifts are imagined to be
arrayed before the buddhas and bodhisattvas to please each of their five senses:
beautiful forms for the eye, music for the ears, fragrances for the nose, delicacies
for the tongue, and sensuous silks for the body. The offering often concludes with
a gift of the entire physical universe with all its marvels. The third step is confes-
sion of misdeeds. Despite the apparent inexorability of the law of karma, it is
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nonetheless believed that by sincerely confessing a sin 1o the buddhas and bo-
dhisattvas, promising not to commit it again in the future, and performing some
kind of purificatory penance (usually the recitation of mantra) as an antidote to
the sin, the eventual negative effect of the negative deed can be avoided. The
fourth step, admiration, also relates to the law of karma. It is believed that ac-
knowledging, praising, and otherwise taking pleasure in the virtuous deeds of
others causes the taker of such pleasure to accumulate the same merit as that
accrued by the person who actually performed the good deed.

The fifth step is an entreaty to the buddhas not to pass into nirvana. A buddha
is said to have the ability to live for aeons but will do so only if he is asked;
otherwise, he will disappear from the world, pretending to die and pass into
nirvana. Indian satras recount the Buddha scolding his attendant for not making
such a request. In Tibet this entreaty to the buddhas to remain in the world
developed from a standard component of daily prayers to a separate genre of
literature, called shap den (zhabs brtan); the term literally means “steadfast feet,”
suggesting that the buddhas remain with their feet firmly planted in this world.
However, in Tibet these prayers were composed and recited for the surrogate of
the absent Buddha, the lama. Prayers for “steadfast feet” or long-life prayers are
hence composed for one’s teacher. (For such a prayer to the current Dalai Lama,
see chapter 12 in Buddhism in Practice.) The sixth of the seven branches follows
naturally from the entreaty to remain in the world; it is a supplication of the
buddhas and bodhisattvas to teach the dharma. The final step is the dedication
of the merit of performing the preceding toward the enlightenment of all beings.

The meditator then goes for refuge to the three jewels, creates the aspiration
to enlightenment, the promise to achieve buddhahood in order to liberate ali
beings in the universe from suffering, and dedicates the merit from the foregoing
and subsequent practices toward that end. The meditator next cultivates the four
attitudes of love, compassion, joy, and equanimity, before meditating on empti-
ness and reciting the purificatory mantra, om svabhavasuddhah sarvadharmah sva-
bhavasuddho ham, “Om, naturally pure are all phenomena, naturally pure am I,”
understanding that emptiness is the primordial nature of everything, the unmov-
ing world and the beings who move upon it. Out of this emptiness, the meditator
next creates the mandala.

The meditator here creates an imaginary universe out of emptiness. The foun-
dation is provided by the four elements wind, fire, water, and earth (represented
by Sanskrit syllables). On top of these, the meditator visualizes the mandala. The
Sanskrit term mandala simply means circle, but in this context within a tantric
sadhana, a mandala is the residence of a buddha, an extraordinary palace inhab-
ited by buddhas and their consorts, by bodhisattvas, and protectors. A mandala
may be quite spare, an undescribed palace with only five deities, one deity in the
center and one in each of the cardinal directions. But usually mandalas are much
more elaborate. The Guhyasamaja mandala, for example, is articulated in great
detail, with five layers of walls of white, yellow, red, green, and blue. It has a
jeweled molding, archways, and a quadruple colonnade. It is festooned with jew-
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els and pendants and is populated by thirty-two deities, each on its own throne,
arrayed on two levels. The mandala is the perfected world that the meditator
seeks to manifest and then inhabit, either by identifying with the central deity or
by making offerings to him or her. It was said to be essential that the visualization
be carried out in precise detail, with each item of silk clothing and gold ormament
appearing clearly. It was also necessary for the meditator to imagine the fantastic
palace of the buddha, the mandala, which he or she inhabited, noting the partic-
ular bodhisattvas, protectors, gods, and goddesses located throughout the mul-
tistoried dwelling. Part of this visualization was accomplished through the de-
scription of the details in the tantric text itself. However, meditators were typically
advised to study a visual image of the particular buddha and mandala, and this
was one of the uses to which paintings and statues were put by those involved
in meditation practice. Paintings and statues were not considered to be functional
in any context, even as the object of simple devotion, until they were consecrated
in a special ceremony in which the dharmakaya was caused to descend into and
animate the icon. (Such a consecration ceremony is translated in chapter 14.)

The next step in the sadhana is for the meditator to animate the residents of
the mandala by causing the actual buddhas and bodhisattvas, referred to as “wis-
dom beings” (ye shes sems dpa’, jianasattva), to descend and merge with their
imagined doubles, the “pledge beings” (dam tshig sems dpa’, samayasattva). Light
radiates from meditator’s heart, drawing the wisdom beings to the mandala where,
through offerings and the recitation of the mantra jah hiim bam hoh (“Be sum-
moned, enter, become fused with, be pleased”), they are caused to enter the
residents of the mandala. The residents are then often blessed with three syllables:
a white om at the crown of the head, a red ah at the throat, and a blue hiim at the
heart.

With the preliminary visualization now complete, the stage is set for the central
meditation of the sadhana, and this varies depending upon the purpose of the
sadhana. Generally, offerings and prayers are made to a sequence of deities and
boons are requested from them, each time accompanied by the recitation of ap-
propriate mantra. At the end of the session, the meditator makes mental offerings
to the assembly before inviting them to leave, at which point the entire visuali-
zation, the palace and its residents, dissolves into emptiness. The sadhana ends
with a dedication of the merit accrued from the session to the welfare of all beings.
(For an example of a brief sadhana, see chapter 16.)

From this brief survey of Buddhist doctrine and practice, several distinctive
elements of Tibetan Buddhism become apparent. First, Tibetan Buddhism is the
last of the major national Buddhisms to develop, having access to a larger corpus
of Indian Buddhist literature than reached China or Japan, for example. As dis-
cussed above, this literature included the sastras and the tantras, such that Tibetan
Buddhism can generally be characterized as sastra-based in its doctrine and tantra-
based in its practice. It is important to note, however, that certain central elements
of practice, such as monastic regulations and the techniques for creating the bo-
dhisattva’s compassionate aspiration to buddhahood, are delineated in $astras.
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Furthermore, all sects of Tibetan Buddhism developed sophisticated scholastic
traditions of tantric exegesis.

Second, the Tibetans had sustained contact with major figures of the late Indian
Buddhist tradition for over a century, and the legacies of these figures, such as
Atisa (see chapter 8) and Niguma (see chapter 9), remain powerful elements of
the tradition. Third, Tibet was perhaps the least culturally evolved of the major
Buddhist nations at the time of the introduction of Buddhism, when culture is
measured in terms of written language, literature, and structures of state. The
introduction of Buddhism encountered resistance, as noted above, but with the
demise of the royal line in 842, the way was left open for Buddhism to provide
the dominant ideology for the entire Inner Asian cultural area. Finally, Tibetan
Buddhism is the only major form of Buddhism to continue in a fairly traditional
form into the second half of this century.

The evidence of the early records indicates that, despite their patronage of
Buddhism, Ralpajen and his two predecessor kings gave numerous public testi-
monies to their attachment to principles irreconcilable with Buddhism, principles
pertaining to the highly structured politico-religious system of divine kingship
(called gtsug lag), while at the same time propagating the new religion. The trans-
lation of Indian Buddhist literature, the sutras, tantras, and $astras, from Sanskrit
into Tibetan was interrupted by the suppression of Buddhist monastic institutions
in 838 by the king Langdarma (Glang dar ma, ruled c. 836-842). Although Lang-
darma is represented as the embodiment of evil in Buddhist accounts, persecuting
monks and nuns and closing monasteries, recent scholarship indicates that his
persecution, if it took place at all, amounted to a withdrawal of state patronage
to the growing monastic institutions.

Nevertheless, his reign, which according to later Buddhist accounts ended with
his assassination in 842 by a Buddhist monk (an event some scholars question),
is traditionally seen as the end of what is called the early dissemination of Bud-
dhism in Tibet and the beginning of a dark period of disorder, at least in central
Tibet. It marked the beginning of the end of the royal line and the eventual
disintegration of the Tibetan empire. Although it is the case that the status of
Buddhist thought and practice during the next century and a half remains only
vaguely understood by modern scholars, its representation in traditional Buddhist
histories as a time of degradation and chaos may be something of an exaggeration,
motivated to provide a striking contrast with the glorious renaissance that was to
follow. Nevertheless, little of “pre-Buddhist” religion of Tibet survived intact after
this period. This religion, which Tibetans call “the religion of humans” (mi chos),
as opposed to the “religion of the gods” (lha chos, identified with Buddhism and
Bon) is all but impossible to identify, with much of its content assimilated by
Buddhism and Bon after the eleventh century, leaving only a few legends, apho-
risms, and folk songs.

After the so-called dark period a Buddhist revival began in western Tibet in
the eleventh century, a period of active translation of numerous philosophical
texts and the retranslation of texts, especially tantras, first translated during the



20 DONALD S. LOPEZ, )R.

period of the earlier dissemination. The eleventh century was also a time of active
travel of Tibetan translators to India, where they studied with Indian Buddhist
masters in Bihar, Bengal, and Kashmir. Many of the sects of Tibetan Buddhism
trace their lineages back to these encounters.

The most famous Indian scholar to visit Tibet during what came to be called
the second dissemination was the Bengali master Atisa (982-1054). (For an ac-
count of the invitation of Atisa to come to Tibet, see chapter 8.) A Tibetan named
Dromdén ('Brom ston pa) was Atisa’s first and closest Tibetan disciple. He urged
Atisa to visit central Tibet and organized his tour of the area, where Atisa taught
and translated until his death in 1054. Dromdon devoted the rest of his life to
preserving Atisa’s teachings, establishing the monastery of Rva sgreng in 1056
and founding the first Tibetan Buddhist monastic order, the Kadampa (Bka’ gdams
pa, which is traditionally etymologized as “those who take all of the Buddha'’s
words as instructions”). Although Drom was a respected scholar and translator,
he is best remembered for the rigor and austerity of his Buddhist practice. He
seems to have been wary of the potential for abuse in tantrism and imposed on
his followers a strict discipline and devotion to practice for which they became
famous. They abstained from marriage, intoxicants, travel, and the possession of
money. Although later Tibetan orders were not as strict, the Kadampa provided
the model for all later Tibetan monasticism.

The monastery was an institution of fundamental importance for all sects of
Tibetan Buddhism. The first monastery was constructed around 779 under the
direction of the Indian pandita Santaraksita and the tantric master Padmasam-
bhava. From the outset, Tibetan monasteries were modeled on the great monastic
centers of late Indian Buddhism, where the monastic code was maintained in
conjunction with scholastic education and tantric practice. With the growth in
lay and state patronage, some monasteries grew from small retreat centers to vast
monastic complexes. The largest of these, such as Drepung (which, with some
13,000 monks in 1959, was the largest Buddhist monastery in the world), func-
tioned as self-sufficient cities, with their own economy (with farms worked by
sharecroppers), government, and police force. Tibetan monks were not fully sup-
ported by the monasteries, receiving only a small ration of tea and roasted barley
for their subsistence; they had to rely on their families or their own earnings (from
trade or performing rituals) for anything more. Monks did not go on begging
rounds, like their counterparts in Southeast Asia, but engaged in a wide range of
occupations. It is therefore inaccurate to imagine that all Tibetan monks spent
their days in meditation or in debating sophisticated points of doctrine; only a
small percentage were thus occupied. Furthermore, the majority of the occupants
of Tibetan monasteries remained as novices throughout their lives, not going on
to take the vows of a fully ordained monk (dge slong, bhiksu).

To be a monk was to hold a respected social status in the Tibetan world, and
monkhood provided one of the few routes to social advancement. Monks who
distinguished themselves as scholars, teachers, or meditators commanded great
respect and attracted substantial patronage, especially those considered to be ef-
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fective in performance of rituals and divinations. (On patronage, see chapters 21
and 22.) Such monks could rise through the monastic ranks to positions of great
authority as abbots or (among the Geluk) as government officials.

Each of the sects, both Buddhist and Bonpo, had large monasteries that drew
monks from all over the Tibetan cultural sphere, which extended from as far west
as the Kalmyk region between the Caspian Sea and the Black Sea, from as far east
as Sichuan, from as far north as the Buryiat region near Lake Baikal, and from as
far south as Nepal. Some came for an education and then returned to their home
regions, while others remained for life. However, the majority of monasteries in
Tibet were isolated places (as the Tibetan term for monastery, dgon pa, suggests),
populated by a few dozen local monks who performed rituals for the local com-
munity and were supported by their families. Monastic life, whether in a major
center or a remote hermitage, was not so much a matter of doctrine or belief, but
of behavior, a behavior that creates the identity of the monk. That behavior was
governed by a monastic code inherited from India but adapted for each monastery
in its constitution called a ja yik (bca’ yig); a portion of that of Sera monastery is
translated in chapter 20.

Although a substantial segment of the male population of Tibetan was monks
(estimated between 10 and 15 percent), the community of nuns (a ni) was much
smaller (perhaps 3 percent). They lived in some six hundred nunneries, the largest
of which, a Kagyu institution called Gechak Thekchen Ling (Dge chag theg chen
gling), housed approximately one thousand nuns. Whereas Tibetan monks could
eventually receive the full ordination of the gelong (dge slong), the order of {ull
nuns was never established in Tibet, such that nuns could advance no higher
than the rank of novice. (There have been efforts in recent years, led largely by
Western women who have become Tibetan nuns, to receive full ordination from
Chinese nuns in Taiwan and Singapore). Being a nun carried little of the status
held by a monk; there is a Tibetan proverb that if you want to be a servant, make
your son a monk; if you want a servant, make your daughter a nun. Unmarried
daughters often became nuns (sometimes remaining at home). Other women
became nuns to escape a bad marriage, to avoid pregnancy, or after the death of
a spouse. The educational opportunities and chances for social advancement open
to monks were generally absent for nuns, whose chief activities involved the
memorization and recitation of prayer and the performance of ritual.

The role of women in Tibetan religions was not, however, limited simply to
the order of nuns. There are many important females divinities, both peaceful
and wrathful, benevolent and malevolent. The goddess Tara stands with Avalok-
itesvara as the most commonly invoked of Buddhist deities (see chapter 36). The
wrathful tantric goddess Belden Lhamo is the special protectoress of the Tibetan
state. Among the many malevolent female forms, one finds the “gossip girl” (see
chapter 34) who sows discord in the community. Women have also played sig-
nificant roles in various meditation and ritual lineages, such as the Indian yoginI
Niguma (chapter 9), the wife of king Tri Songdetsen and consort of Padmasam-
bhava, Yeshe Tsogyal (Ye shes mtsho rgyal, see chapter 10 of Buddhism in Practice).
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and the tantric master Majik Lapdon (Ma gcig lab sgron). There are lines of female
incarnations, the most famous of whom is Dorje Pamo (Rdo rje phag mo, the
“Diamond Sow”). Beyond these famous figures, Tibetan women have played im-
portant roles as mediums for deities (see chapter 3) or as messengers for bodhi-
sattvas (such as the weaver girl in chapter 8). The majority of those who retum
from the dead to bring messages from the deceased and exhortations to observe
the laws of karma are women (see chapter 32). Despite the disproportionate
investment of religious power and authority in the males of Tibetan society,
women enjoyed a greater economic and sexual autonomy in Tibet than generally
was the case elsewhere in Asia. Many of the rituals and practices described in this
volume would have been practiced by women as well as men.

With the decline of the monarchy, both political and religious authority (al-
though the strict distinction between the two should not be immediately assumed
in the case of Tibet) shifted gradually to Buddhist teachers. Since many of these
were Buddhist monks who had taken vows of celibacy, the problem of succession
eventually arose. In some cases, authority was passed from a monk to his nephew.
However, by the fourteenth century (and perhaps even earlier) a form of succes-
sion developed in Tibet that, although supported by standard Buddhist doctrine,
seems unique in the Buddhist world. This was the institution of the incarnate
lama or tulku (sprul sku).

In Mahayana literature there is a doctrine of the three bodies of the Buddha.
The first is the dharmakaya. Prior to the rise of the Mahayana, this term meant
the “body of [uncontaminated] qualities,” those qualities of the Buddha, such as
his wisdom, patience, and fearlessness, that were not subject to suffering and
decay. It was this body that was deemed the true object of the practice of refuge.
Thus, the term “body” came to shift its meaning from the physical form of the
Buddha to a collection of timeless abstract virtues. In Mahayana literature, the
dharmakaya is often represented as almost a cosmic principle, an ultimate reality
in which all buddhas partake through their omniscient minds. For this reason,
some scholars translate dharmakaya as “Truth Body.” After the dharmakaya comes
the enjoyment body (sambhogakaya), a fantastic form of a buddha that resides
only in the highest pure land, adorned with thirty-two major and eighty minor
physical marks, eternally teaching the Mahayana to highly advanced bodhisattvas;
the enjoyment body does not appear to ordinary beings. Many tantric deities are
depicted in the enjoyment body form. The third body is the emanation body
(nirmanakaya). It is this body that appears in the world to teach the dharma. The
emanation bodies are not limited to the form of the Buddha with which we are
familiar; a buddha is able to appear in whatever form, animate or inanimate, that
is appropriate to benefit suffering sentient beings.

Tibetans chose the term for the third body of a buddha to name their notion
of incarnation. That is, the next incarmation of a former great teacher is called a
tulku (sprul sku), the Tibetan translation of nirmanakaya, “emanation body.” The
implication is that there is a profound difference in the processes whereby ordi-
nary beings and incarmate lamas take birth in the world. For the former, rebirth
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is harrowing process, a frightful journey into the unknown, a process over which
one has no control. One is blown by the winds of karma into an intermediate
state (bar do) and then into a new lifetime. There is a strong possibility that new
life will be in the lower realms as an animal, hungry ghost, or hell being; Tibetans
say that the number of beings in these three lower realms is as large as the number
of stars seen on a clear night and the number of beings in the realms of gods and
humans is as large as the number stars seen on a clear day. The fate of the denizens
of hell is particularly horrific, and Tibetans recount the journeys of those who are
able to visit the lower realms of rebirth and return to tell the tale (see chapter
32). The process of powerless rebirth is a beginningless cycle and can only be
brought to an end by the individual achievement of liberation and enlightenment
through the practice of the path. (Common attitudes toward death and the fear
of rebirth and the appropriate responses to death can be found in chapters 28,
29, and 30.)

The rebirth of an incamnate lama is a very different matter. As “emanation
bodies,” incarnate lamas are technically buddhas, free from the bonds of karma.
Their rebirth is thus entirely voluntary. They need not be reborn at all, yet they
decide to return to the world out of their compassion for others. Furthermore,
they exercise full control over their rebirth. For ordinary beings, rebirth must take
place within forty-nine days from the time of death. Incarnate lamas are under
no such constraints. For ordinary beings, the circumstances of the rebirth—the
place, the parents, the form of the body, and the capacity of the mind—are all
determined by karma. For the incarnate lama, all of these are a matter of choice
and are said to have been decided in advance, so that a dying incarnation will
often leave instructions for his disciples as to where to find his next rebirth. (For
a famous incamate lama’s memories of past life, see chapter 12.)

Since the fourteenth century, all sects of Tibetan Buddhism have adopted the
practice of identifying the successive rebirths of a great teacher, the most famous
instance of which being of course the Dalai Lamas. But there some three thousand
other lines of incarnation in Tibet (only several of whom are fernale). The insti-
tution of the incarnate lama has proved to be a central component of Tibetan
society, providing the means by which authority and charisma, in all of their
symbolic and material forms, are passed from one generation to another. Indeed,
the spread of Tibetan Buddhism can usefully be traced by the increasingly large
geographical areas in which incamate lamas are discovered, extending today to
Europe and North America.

A common use of the term “lama” is as the designation of incarnations. In
ordinary Tibetan parlance, such persons are called “lamas” whether or not they
have distinguished themselves as scholars, adepts, or teachers in their present
lives. The ambiguity in usage between “lama™ as a religious preceptor and “lama”
as an incarnation has led the current Dalai Lama in his sermons to admonish his
followers that a lama (as one’s religious teacher) need not be an incarnation and
that an incarnation is not necessarily a lama (in the sense of a fully qualified
religious teacher).



24 DONALD S. LOPEZ, JR.

The period of the thirteenth through fifteenth centuries was among the most
consequential for the history of Tibetan Buddhism, with the development of dis-
tinct sects that evolved from the various lineages of teaching that had been ini-
tiated during the previous periods. These sects are traditionally divided under
two major headings: those who base their tantric practice on texts translated
during the period of the first dissemination and those who base their tantric
practice on texts translated or retranslated during the period of the second dis-
semination. These two groups are referred to simply as the old (rnying ma) and
the new (gsar ma), with the old obviously including the Nyingmapa (Rnying ma
pa) sect and the new including the Kagyu, Sakya, and Geluk. The Nyingmapa
sect traces its origins back to the first dissemination and the teachings of Pad-
masambhava, who visited Tibet during the eighth century. “Treasures,” called
terma (gter ma), believed to have been hidden by him, began to be discovered in
the eleventh century and continue to be discovered even into the twentieth cen-
tury; the fourteenth century was an especially active period for text discoverers
(gter ston). According to their claim, these texts were sometimes discovered in
physical form, often within stone, or mentally, within the mind of the discoverer.
Often ignored in the old-new categorization are the Bonpos, who seem to have
appeared as a self-conscious “sect” in the eleventh century, along with new sects,
but who represent themselves as even older than the old (Nyingma), predating
the introduction of Buddhism into Tibet.

The various institutional entities of Tibetan Buddhism are referred to in Tibetan
as chos lugs, literally, “dharma systems.” This term is generally rendered into En-
glish with one of three terms: order, school, or sect. Each of these translations is
misleading. “Order” implies a monastic unit with its own code of conduct,
whereas in Tibet all Buddhist monks followed the same Indian monastic code.
Furthermore, many adherents of the Tibetan groups are not monks or nuns.
“School” implies a group distinguished on the basis of philosophical tenets, and
although there are differences among the Tibetan Buddhist groups, there is much
more that they share. “Sect” carries the negative connotation of a group dissenting
from a majority that perceives it as somehow heretical. If that connotation can be
ignored, however, “sect” provides a serviceable translation and is used here. What
is perhaps more important than the translation used is to understand that central
to each of these groups is the notion of lineage (see chapter 6). Like other Buddhist
traditions, the Tibetans based claims to authority largely on lineage, and in their
case, they claimed that the Buddhism taught in Tibet and by Tibetan lamas abroad
could be traced backward in an unbroken line to the eleventh century, when the
founders of the major Tibetan sects made the perilous journey to India to receive
the dharma from the great masters of Bengal, Bihar, and Kashmir, who were
themselves direct recipients of teachings that could be traced back to the Buddha
himself. (For accounts of such journeys and the teachings received, see chapters
8 and 9.) Moreover, this lineage was represented as essentially oral, with instruc-
tions being passed down from master to disciple as an unwritten commentary on
a sacred text. Even those sects that could not so easily list a successive line of
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teachers stretching back through the past, such as the Nyingmapas and Bonpos,
were able to maintain the power of their lineage through the device of the hidden
and rediscovered text, the terma, designed to leapfrog over centuries, bringing
the authentic teaching directly into the present. These texts thus provided the
present with the sanction of the past by ascribing to their ancient and absent
author (usually Padmasambhava) the gift of prophecy.

Nyingma (Rnying ma)

The Nyingma sect traces its origins back to the teachings of the mysterious figure
Padmasambhava, who visited Tibet during the eight century. The Nyingmapas
include in their canonical corpus a collection of tantras (the Rnying ma rgyud
'bum) as well as these discovered texts, all works that the other sects generally
regard as apocryphal, that is, not of Indian origin.

The Nyingma sect produced many famous scholars and visionaries, such as
Longchenpa (Klong chen rab 'byams, 1308-1363, see chapters 18, 19, 30), Jigme
Lingpa (Jigs med gling pa, 1729-1798, see chapter 22), and Mipham (Ju Mi
pham mam rgyal, 1846-1912, see chapters 1 and 26). Nyingma identifies nine
vehicles among the corpus of Buddhist teachings, the highest of which is known
as Atiyoga or, more commonly, the Great Perfection (rdzogs chen) (see chapters
18 and 19). These teachings, found also in Bon, describe the mind as the pri-
mordial basis, characterized by qualities such as presence, spontaneity, luminos-
ity, original purity, unobstructed freedom, expanse, clarity, self-liberation, open-
ness, effortlessness, and intrinsic awareness. It is not accessible through
conceptual elaboration or logical analysis. Rather, the primordial basis is an eter-
nally pure state free from dualism of subject and object, infinite and perfect from
the beginning, ever complete. The Great Perfection tradition shares with certain
Indian Buddhist schools the view that the mind creates the appearances of the
world, the arena of human suffering. All of these appearances are said to be
illusory, however. The ignorant mind believes that its own creations are real,
forgetting its true nature of original purity. For the mind willfully to seek to
liberate itself is both inappropriate and futile because it is already self-liberated.
The technique for the discovery of the ubiquitous original purity and self-liber-
ation is to engage in a variety of practices designed to eliminate karmic obstacles,
at which point the mind eliminates all thought and experiences itself, thereby
recognizing its true nature. The Great Perfection doctrine does not seem to be
directly derived from any of the Indian philosophical schools; its precise connec-
tions to the Indian Buddhist tradition have yet to be established. Some scholars
have claimed a historical link and doctrinal affinity between the Great Perfection
and the Chan tradition of Chinese Buddhism, but the precise relationship between
the two remains to be fully investigated. It is noteworthy that certain of the earliest
extant Great Perfection texts specifically contrast their own tradition with that of
Chan.
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Unlike the Geluks, Kagyu, and Sakya, the Nyingma (along with the Bénpo,
with whom they share much in common) remained largely uninvolved in politics,
both within Tibet and in foreign relations. They also lacked the kind of hierarchies
found in the other sects. Although they developed great monasteries such as
Mindroling (Smin grol gling), they also maintained a strong local presence as lay

tantric practioners (sngags pa) who performed a range of ritual functions for the
community.

Kagyu (Bka’ brgyud)

The Kagyu sect derives its lineage from the visits by Marpa the Translator (1012-
1099) to India, where he studied under several of the famous tantric masters of
the day, including Naropa (the disciple of Tilopa, see chapter 7) and Maitripa.
Marpa’s disciple Milarepa (Mi la ras pa, “Cotton-clad Mila”) is said to have
achieved buddhahood in one lifetime (an achievement usually considered to re-
quire aeons of practice) through his diligent meditation practice in the caves of
southern Tibet, despite having committed murder as a youth through the practice
of black magic. His moving biography and didactic songs are among the most
famous works of Tibetan literature. (For a story of another cotton-clad yogin, see
chapter 11.) Milarepa’s most illustrious disciple was the scholar and physician
Gampopa (Sgam po pa, 1079-1153), who gave a strong monastic foundation to
the sect. His own disciples, in turn, are regarded as the founders of the four major
schools and the eight minor schools of the Kagyu. The most important of these
is the Karma Kagyu, led by a succession of incarnate lamas called the Karmapas,
headquartered at Tshurpu (Mtshur pu) monastery. Among the prominent phi-
losophers of the Kagyu sect are the eighth Karmapa, Migyo Dorje (Mi bskyod rdo
rje, 1507-1554), Pema Garpo (Padma dkar po, 1527-1592, see chapters 5 and
7), and Kongtrul (Kong sprul yon tan rgya mtsho, 18131899, see chapter 9).
The defining doctrine of the Kagyu sect is the Great Seal (phyag rgya chen mo,
mahamudra), which Kagyus regard as the crowning experience of Buddhist prac-
tice. The Great Seal is a state of enlightened awareness in which phenomenal
appearance and noumenal emptiness are unified. Like the Great Perfection of the
Nyingmapas, it is considered to be primordially present, that is, not something
that is newly created. Rather than emphasizing the attainment of an extraordinary
level of consciousness, the Great Seal literature exalts the ordinary state of mind
as both the natural and ultimate state, characterized by lucidity and simplicity.
In Kagyu literature, this ordinary mind is contrasted with the worldly mind. The
former, compared to a mirror, reflects reality exactly as it is, simply and purely,
whereas the worldly mind is distorted by its mistaken perception of subject and
object as real. Rather than seeking to destroy this worldly mind as other systems
do, however, in the Great Seal the worldly mind is valued for its ultimate identity
with the ordinary mind; every deluded thought contains within it the lucidity and
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simplicity of the ordinary mind. This identity merely needs to be recognized to
bring about the dawning of wisdom, the realization that a natural purity pervades
all existence, including the deluded mind.

Sakya (Sa skya)

The Sakya sect looks back to another translator, Drokmi Shakya Yeshe ('Brog mi
Shakya ye shes, 993-1050), who studied in India under disciples of the tantric
master Virpa (see chapter 10). Khon Gonchok Gyalpo ('Khon dkon mchog rgyal
po), a disciple of Drokmi, founded a monastery at Sakya (“gray earth”) in 1073.
This monastery became the seat of the sect, hence its name. The most influential
scholars of the Sakya sect in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries were members
of the 'Khon family, the most notable of whom was Gunga Gyaltsen (Kun dga’
rgyal mtshan, 1181-1251), better known as Sakya Pandita. He studied under one
of the last generations of Indian Buddhist scholars to visit Tibet, notably Sakyasri-
bhadra. Sakya Pandita claims two important achievements in the history of Ti-
betan philosophy. First, he defeated a Hindu pandita in formal philosophical
debate. Second, his master work on logic, the Treasury of Reasoning (Rigs gter),
was so highly regarded that it is said to have been translated from Tibetan into
Sanskrit and circulated in northern India. In his other writings, Sakya Pandita
insisted on rational consistency and fidelity to Indian sources in all branches of
Buddhist theory and practice. This conviction resulted in often polemical evalu-
ations of the doctrines of other sects, particularly the Kagyu.

In 1244 Sakya Pandita was selected to respond to the summons to the court
of the Mongol prince Godan, who had sent raiding parties into Tibet 1239. He
impressed the Mongols with his magical powers as much as with his learning and
offered submission to Godan on behalf of Tibet in return for freedom from military
attack and occupation. He remained at Godan’s court as regent, sending orders
to officials in Tibet. For roughly the next century, the head lamas of the Sakya
sect exercised political control over Tibet with Mongol support. Sakya Pandita’s
nephew, Pakpa ('Phags pa blo gros rgyal mtshan, 1235-1280?), became the re-
ligious teacher of Qubilai Khan.

The early Sakya tradition was concerned primarily with tantric practice, espe-
cially the “path and fruition” (lam ’bras) tradition associated with the Hevajra
Tantra, but there was very soon a move to balance and harmonize tantric studies
with the study of scholastic philosophy (mtshan nyid). Sakya scholars wrote ex-
tensively on Madhyamika philosophy but are particularly famous for their work
in logic and epistemology (tshad ma, pramana). 1t was the Sakya scholar Budon
(Bu ston, 1290-1364) who systematized the various collections of Indian Bud-
dhist texts circulating in Tibet into the well-known Kanjur (bka’ ‘gyur, literally,
“translation of the word [of the Buddha]”) and the Tanjur (bstan ‘gyur, literally
“translation of the $astras”).
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Geluk (Dge lugs)

Unlike the other major sects of Tibetan Buddhism, the Gelukpas do not identify
a specific Indian master as the source of their tradition, although they see them-
selves as inheriting the tradition of Atisa, the Bengali scholar who arrived in Tibet
in 1042 (see chapter 8). The preeminent figure for the sect (who may only ret-
rospectively be identified as the “founder”) is Tsong kha pa (1357-1419). While
known in the West primarily as a reformer, apparently because of his commitment
to monasticism, Tsong kha pa was also a creative and controversial interpreter of
Buddhist philosophy, especially of Madhyamika. His stature, which seems to have
been considerable during his lifetime, was only enhanced by the subsequent po-
litical ascendancy of his followers through the institution of the Dalai Lama, the
first of whom (identified as such retrospectively) was Tsong kha pa’s disciple
Gendundrup (Dge *dun grub, 1391-1474). Tsong kha pa founded the monastery
of Ganden (Dga’ 1dan, named after the Buddhist heaven Tusita) outside Lhasa in
1409, and his followers were originally known as the Gandenpas (Dga’ ldan pa).
This eventually evolved to Gelukpa, the “system of virtue.” The Gelukpas estab-
lished large monastic universities throughout Tibet, one of which, Drepung ('Bras
spung), was the largest Buddhist monastery in the world, with over 13,000 monks
in 1959. The third of the “three seats” of the Geluk, in addition to Drepung and
Ganden, is Sera monastery, just outside Lhasa. A portion of Sera’s monastic con-
stitution is translated in chapter 20.

Bon

Some scholars regard Bon as a heterodox sect of Tibetan Buddhism that began
(or a least developed a self-conscious identity), like the other sects (with the
exception of Nyingma), in the eleventh century. This is a characterization that
both Buddhists and Bonpos would reject. There has been a long antagonism
between the two, with Buddhists regarding Bonpos as the descendants of be-
nighted performers of animal sacrifice who plagued Tibet prior to the introduction
of the true dharma. For Bonpos, Buddhists are adherents of a heretical alien
religion whose interference deprived Tibet of its past glory (see chapter 4). The
Buddhists look back to India as the source of their religion, portraying Tibet prior
to the introduction of Buddhism as an amoral and even demonic realm. The
Bonpos look back to Tibet and to Shangshung as their source, seeking to establish
a link with the religious tradition(s) of Tibet prior to the seventh century, a link
that most scholars regard as tenuous. Both Buddhist and Bonpo chronicles suggest
that there was strong opposition to Buddhism among certain factions of the Ti-
betan court during the seventh and eighth centuries, especially among the priests
who were called bon. But with the eventual triumph of the Buddhism, those priests
seem to have completely disappeared. Little more than the name remained, to be



INTRODUCTION 29

taken up in the eleventh century by those who claimed 1o represent the contin-
uation of that lost tradition. However, the pre-Buddhist practices centered around
a royal funerary cult dedicated to assuring the arrival of the king in a pastoral
heaven. The practices of post-eleventh-century Bonpos represent a fully elabo-
rated path to enlightenment ending in liberation from rebirth and buddhahood
(see chapter 31).

Both Buddhists and Bénpos regard a buddha as their founder. For the Bud-
dhists, he is the Indian Sakyamuni; for the Bonpos, he is the great teacher Shenrap
(Ston pa Gshen rab), from the land of Tazig (Stag gzig, identified by some scholars
with Persia and Tadzhikistan) to the west of the kingdom of Shangshung. When
Shenrap arrived in Tibet, he subdued the local demons and converted them to
the true religion, much like Padmasambhava did. (Indeed, recent scholarship has
shown that some of the accounts of Padmasambhava's conquests are based on
Bonpo accounts of Shenrap.) Bonpos themselves regard their religion as having
been imported by the teacher Shenrap, the true Buddha, long before the arrival
of Indian Buddhists. Unlike the Indian Buddha, Sakyamuni, Shenrap was enlight-
ened from birth and lived the life of a layman (eventually becoming a monk late
in life). Thus, his extensive biography is not simply a version of the life of the
Indian Buddha (although he also is said to have performed twelve major deeds)
but tells a very different story. In an attempt at reconciliation and appropriation,
later Bonpo texts state that Sakyamuni was actually an emanation of Shenrap.

Buddhists and Bonpos have different names for their traditions; Buddhists call
theirs ché (chos) while Bonpos call their bon. The terms are equally untranslatable
and multivalent, ranging from “law” to “truth,” but their use is perfectly parallel
in the two traditions. Each has its own canon, containing similar genres of texts,
each believes in karma and rebirth, each has a bodhisattva path, and so forth.
Like the Nyingmas, Bonpos have continued to rediscover treasure texts since at
least the eleventh century. (However, rather than being texts left by Padmasam-
bhava to be revealed at an appropriate moment in the future, the texts the Bonpos
discover are said to be as those hidden to escape destruction during the perse-
cutions of Bén by Tri Songdetsen.) Like Nyingma, the highest teaching is the
Great Perfection (and the lines of influence are uncertain). Like the Geluks, Bonpo
monks engage in formal debates on points of doctrine.

Because Bonpos do things in an opposite direction to Buddhists (they circu-
mambulate and turn their prayer wheels counter-clockwise, for example), Bon
has been long regarded as simply a “backwards Buddhism” that plagiarized ev-
erything from Buddhism, only substituting the word bon wherever the term cho
occurred. Recent scholarship has demonstrated that this is inaccurate, that despite
the protestations of both parties there has been significant mutual influence be-
tween the two, such that it is often very difficult to regard any Tibetan ritual as
purely Buddhist or purely Bonpo (see chapter 33). It is also not the case, as was
once assumed, that all non-Buddhist Tibetan religion is by default Bonpo. Both
Buddhists and Bonpos regard their lineages as self-conscious traditions with spe-
cific histories. And again, despite their protestations, both partake fully of rituals,
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beliefs, and pantheons that predate either of them. However, whereas Buddhists
insist on the Indian origins of those practices, Bénpos appropriated pre-Buddhist
Tibetan cosmologies, deities, and terminology, all of which were employed to
establish the historical priority of Bon in Tibet and thus to demarcate their
traditions from those of the Buddhists. Thus Bon is not the pre-Buddhist religion
of Tibet, not Tibetan “folk religion,” and not a primitive animism. It is perhaps
best described as a heretical sect of Tibetan Buddhism, with its own creation
myths, cosmology, and pantheon (sometimes with obvious Buddhist correlates,
sometimes without), which does not accept the teachings of Sakyamuni Buddha
and his tradition as the true dharma. It must be noted, however, that such a
characterization could be taken to imply both a devaluation of Bénpo innovation
and a capitulation to the anti-Bén polemics of Tibetan Buddhists. 1t may be, as
some scholars have postulated, that Bon is a form of Buddhism that entered Tibet
from Central Asia rather than from India. Regardless, the Bon tradition that exists
today is difficult to trace back beyond the formation of the other sects of Tibetan
Buddhism in the eleventh century.

As is clear from the foregoing description of the major sects, Tibetans (usually
Buddhist or Bonpo monks or lamas) have produced a large corpus of what might
be termed philosophical literature. Due to the generally technical nature of these
writings, which often involve the detailed exegesis of Indian scholastic works and
the refutation of conflicting exegeses, such philosophy (works on logic, on epis-
temology, on emptiness) has not been included here, although the works of some
of Tibet's most famous authorities on these topics (figures such as Longchenpa,
Tsong kha pa, Mipham, and Kongtrul) are to be found in this volume. What is
clear from their works is that the Buddhist or Bonpo philosopher was also a
Buddhist or Bénpo and thus a participant in rituals and institutions that provided
the setting for his writing. Thus, what we might term “philosophy” was but one
concern of these authors; a perusal of the titles in the collected works of any of
Tibet's most revered scholars reveals that among the commentaries on Indian
logical treatises and expositions of emptiness are works devoted to tantric initi-
ations and consecrations, propitiations of deities, biographies of Indian and Ti-
betan masters, and instructions for drawing mandalas, making rain, stopping
smallpox, and manufacturing magical pills. Hence, the contents of this volume
should not be mistaken as a compendium of the popular or lay practice of the
common folk in contrast to what the philosophers did. Rather, this volume is
intended to represent a wide spectrum of the religious practices of Tibetans, some
of whom also composed philosophical treatises.

As mentioned above, during the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1260-1368), Tibetan
Buddhism played an important role at the court of Qubilai Khan, where the
emperor’s Buddhist preceptor was the famous monk Pakpa ('Phags pa, died 1280)
of the Sakya sect. When Pakpa’s uncle, Sakya Pandita, was summoned to the
court of the Mongol prince Godan in 1244, he took his young nephew with him.
As a result of Sakya Pandita’s influence, the head lamas of the Sakya sect were
given political rule over Tibet with Mongol patronage. With the founding of the
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Yuan dynasty, the new emperor of China, Qubilai Khan, wished to keep an im-
portant member of the Sakya hierarchy at his court to ensure Tibet's continued
submission to Mongol rule. Pakpa thus went to the Chinese court as a hostage.
He soon so impressed the emperor with his learning and magical powers that he
was asked to bestow tantric initiation on the emperor and his consort and later
converted the members of the court to Tibetan Buddhism. Their interest seems
to be have been based less on an appreciation of Buddhist doctrine than on the
fact that Tibetan medicine and magic proved more efficacious than that of the
court shamans. Qubilai Khan appointed Pakpa as teacher to the emperor (dishi)
and teacher to the state (guoshi), making him in the process the vassal-ruler (in
absentia) of Tibet. Their relationship provided the model for the subsequent re-
lationship between Tibet and China, at least as perceived by the Tibetans. In this
relationship, known as “patron and priest” (yon mchod), the leading lama of Tibet
(in subsequent centuries, the Dalai Lama) was seen as spiritual adviser and chief
priest to the emperor, who acted as patron and protector of the lama and, by
extension, of Tibet.

With the decline of Mongol rule, there occurred a new sense of Tibetan national
identity, especially under the rule of Jangchup Gyaltsen (Byang chub rgyal
mtshan, 1302-1364). A nostalgia for the ancient Tibetan empire and its military
dominance of Inner Asia was manifested in festivals in which officials dressed in
the garb of the ancient kings. Native Tibetan deities, even those tamed by Bud-
dhism, such as the dapla (dgra lha, see chapter 26), are depicted as fierce warriors
clad in armor and riding battle steeds. During Jangchup Gyaltsen's reign, many
terma texts were unearthed that told of the glory of the imperial age.

Jangchup Gyaltsen and his descendants ruled Tibet for over a century. After
that, rule came into the hands of the princes of Rinpung (Rin spung) and then
the kings of the western province of Tsang (Gtsang), both groups being patrons
of the Karmapas. Meanwhile, in China, the Ming (1368-1644) emperors contin-
ued to confer gifts and titles on lamas of the Kagyu, Sakya, and Geluk sects. The
Gelukpas received important patronage from the Tumed Mongols when the third
Dalai Lama, Sonam Gyatso (Bsod nams rgya mtsho), was summoned to the Altan
Khan in 1578. It was actually the Altan Khan who bestowed the appellation “Dalai
Lama” on the third incarnation of Tsong kha pa’s disciple by translating part of
his name, Gyatso (“ocean”), into Mongolian; Dalai Lama means “Ocean Lama.”
The Mongols converted to Tibetan Buddhism and proved powerful patrons of the
Geluk, especially when, after Sonam Gyatso’s death, a grandson of the Altan Khan
was identified as the fourth Dalai Lama. Another Mongol leader, Gushri Khan of
the Qoshot, supported the fifth Dalai Lama against his Kagyu rivals, eventually
establishing him as the ruler of Tibet in 1642. This consolidation of religious and
secular power in a single figure was an important moment in Tibetan history, a
consolidation that received strong ideological support through the promotion of
the cult of Avalokitesvara.

In a treasure text discovered in the twelfth century (but with significant addi-
tions apparently made in the fourteenth century) called the Hundred Thousand
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Words of Mani (Mani bka’ 'bum, see chapter 2), Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva of
compassion, was retrojected into Tibet's past as both Tibet’s protector and the
central agent in Tibetan history. Thus, in the prehistoric past, the bodhisattva was
said to have taken the form of a monkey and mated with a ogress; their offspring
were the first Tibetans. The illegible text that fell into the king’s palace was none
other than the Karandavyitha, which tells many tales of Avalokitesvara. And the
three great “dharma kings” (chos rgyal) who oversaw the introduction of Buddhism
into Tibet were none other than incarnations of Avalokitesvara. The great epic
hero Gesar of Ling is an emanation of Avalokite$vara (see chapter 1). Finally, the
fifth Dalai Lama identified himself not only as the fifth incarnation of Tsong kha
pa’s disciple but as the present incarnation of Avalokitesvara. From that point on,
the bodhisattva protector of Tibet was believed to take human form as the Dalai
Lama, thus establishing an unbroken link with Tibet's prehistoric past and exalt-
ing the religious lineage of one of many lines of incarnation to the level of kingship
through identification with Avalokitesvara; the Dalai Lama was both Tsong kha
pa’s historical successor and the human embodiment of the transhistorical bo-
dhisattva of compassion. The fifth Dalai Lama also declared his own teacher to
be an incarnation of Amitabha, the Buddha of Infinite Light, and Avalokitesvara’s
teacher, bestowing upon him the title of Panchen Lama, establishing a new line
of incarnation, which was to have its seat at Tashilhunpo (Bkra shis Thun po)
monastery in Tsang province, the former center of his opponent’s power. (See
chapters 23 and 29 for works by the first Panchen Lama.) The Dalai Lama moved
the capital back to Lhasa, the seat of the ancient kings, and built his palace there,
a massive edifice called the Potala, taking its name from Potalaka, the name of
Avalokitesvara’s palace. Thus, the power and authority that had once descended
in the form of the ancient kings, which had then devolved to local incarnate lamas,
was now arrogated (at least in part) back to a single divine figure, the Dalai Lama.

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Gelukpas maintained their
political control over central Tibet, with the occasional aid of the Manchu rulers
of China’s Qing dynasty. Especially from the time of the Kangxi emperor (ruled
1661-1722), imperial favor was directed especially toward the Gelukpas. Under
the Qianlong emperor (ruled 1736-1795), for example, the entire Tibetan Kanjur
was translated into Manchu under the direction of the Geluk hierarch Janggya
(Lcang skya rol pa'i rdo rje, 1717-1786, see chapter 29).

With the fall of the Qing, Chinese influence in Tibet dwindled through the
Second World War (during which Tibet remained neutral). In 1950 Tibet was
invaded and occupied by troops of the People’s Liberation Army. The situation
deteriorated over the next decade. A popular uprising against the Chinese began
on March 17, 1959. When it became clear that the Chinese intended to arrest the
Dalai Lama, he escaped to India, eventually to be followed by some 250,000 of
his people, one-fourth of whom arrived safely in India and Nepal. Today there
are over 100,000 Tibetans living in exile, while Tibet, much of its territory divided
among Chinese provinces, remains a Chinese colony.

Since 1959 the practice of Tibetan religion has taken place in two very different
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domains. In Tibet, Tibetan religion has been severely proscribed, as have all forms
of traditional Tibetan culture. The violent suppression reached its peak during
the Cultural Revolution when all but a handful of the thousands of monasteries
and temples that existed in Tibet in 1959 were destroyed. From 1959 to 1979 it
has been estimated that one million of the six million ethnic Tibetans died as a
result of Chinese policies. Since 1979 there has been some relaxation of the strict-
est constraints, and a number of monasteries and temples have been rebuilt,
although whatever Chinese funds have been provided for this purpose seem di-
rected ultimately toward the promotion of Western tourism. The monastic pop-
ulation has been reduced drastically, as has the program of monastic education.

The other domain of Tibetan religious practice is in exile, with most refugees
living in India and Nepal. Of the approximately 70,000 Tibetans who successfully
followed the Dalai Lama into exile in 1959 and 1960, an estimated 5,000-7,000
were monks, a tiny fraction of the monastic population of Tibet. But a dispro-
portionate number of the monks who escaped (and remained monks in exile)
were from the ranks of incamate lamas and the scholarly elite, and they worked
to reestablish their monastic institutions (of all sects) in exile. Their presence and
accessibility has attracted the attention of a large number of Western scholars and
enthusiasts, and the last three decades have seen an explosion in interest in Ti-
betan Buddhism, with a wide variety of translations of Tibetan Buddhist texts.

Indeed, a certain reversal in the perception of Tibetan religion has taken place
since 1959. During the Victorian period and lasting well into this century, rep-
resentations of Tibetan religions generally fell into one of two categories. By some
it was portrayed as the most depraved deviation from the Buddha's true teaching,
an abomination born from mixing superstition and animism (identified with Bon)
with the decrepit remnants of original Buddhism, the remnants named Mahayana
and tantra. By others, Tibet was seen as the abode of Atlantean masters who held
the secrets of the universe; Tibet was a land of “magic and mystery,” a Shangri-
La.

The Victorian representation of Tibetan Buddhism as the most corrupt and
therefore least truly Buddhist of the Asian traditions reached its inevitable antip-
odes. In the 1960s and 1970s, the earlier Buddhological valuation of Tibetan
Buddhism was reversed, as a generation of young scholars came to exalt Tibet,
just at the moment of its invasion and annexation by China, as a pristine preserve
of authentic Buddhist doctrine and practice. Unlike the Buddhisms of China,
Japan, and Southeast Asia, Tibetan Buddhism was perceived as uncorrupted be-
cause it had been untainted by Western domination. The value of Tibet to scholars
of Buddhism was no longer simply as an archive of the scriptures of Indian Bud-
dhism. The Tibetan diaspora after the Dalai Lama’s flight to India in 1959 made
widely available to the universities of Europe and North America (largely through
the efforts of the Library of Congress office in New Delhi) a great flood of au-
tochthonous Tibetan Buddhism literature, heretofore unstudied. This literature,
scorned by scholars at the end of the last century as “contemptible mummery,”
was now hailed as a repository of ancient wisdom whose lineage could be traced
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back to the Buddha himself. Much of the scholarship and more popular transla-
tions produced since the Tibetan diaspora have, as if, sought to counter the prior
negative valuation of Tibetan religion as polluted by representing it as pristine,
reflecting largely the normative Buddhism of the scholarly elite, such that the
essential ritual practices of Tibetan religions have been ignored to a great degree.
In Bonpo studies, Bon has moved from being dismissed as a primitive animism
to being hailed as the authentic and original source of Tibetan culture. Works on
meditation, compassion, and the stages of the path to enlightenment are certainly
famous in Tibet and hold an important place in the histories of the traditions.
But without placing such works within their larger ritual context, the religions of
Tibet can be misconstrued as merely a sophisticated philosophy divorced from
the concerns of the everyday. This attitude is sometimes found among modern
Buddhist clerics who see Tibetan Buddhism as entirely of Indian origin, free from
any pollution by the pre-Buddhist past. One of the purposes of this volume is to
provide the materials for the foundation of a middle ground between these two
extreme views of Tibetan religion by presenting a wide range of Tibetan religious
literature, derived from many different centuries, regions, and sects, with no at-
tempt to occlude those elements that some might construe as “magical,” while
attemnpting to demonstrate how those elements are designed most often to address
the most quotidian of human concerns.

Since 1959 the bulk of scholarly attention has been focused on two periods:
that of the dissemination of Buddhism to Tibet from India (which, as discussed
above, occurred in two waves, in the ninth and eleventh centuries) and that of
the “classical period,” generally seen to run from the fourteenth through the six-
teenth century. Relatively little attention has been paid to the “medieval period,”
from the sixteenth to the late nineteenth century, a period dominated politically
by the Gelukpas. This period has generally been characterized as one of hermetic
scholasticism, much as the entire Tibetan Buddhist tradition had once been por-
trayed, but here with the scholars of the major sects represented as devoting much
of their attention to the interminable exegesis of the works of the creative geniuses
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Of the modemn period, to the extent that
such is recognized, histories usually make mention of the largely unstudied re-
vivalist movement known as the “Unbounded” (ris med), of Nyingma, Kagyu, and
Sakya scholars against the Geluk orthodoxy. Otherwise, the modern period is
portrayed as an even more stultifying period of abstruse philosophical mechanics
among the Geluk. But Tibetan religion has not been static since the sixteenth

century, as the many selections of works from subsequent centuries contained in
this volume testify.

Rather than being organized chronologically, or according to sect, or by a division
into Buddhist and Bonpo, the chapters of this volume are organized thematically,
in an attempt to juxtapose the selections in interesting and illuminating ways.
(Like any system of organization, there is an inevitable element of randomness,
and some of the chapters could easily fit under another of the categories.) There
are indeed works here from each of the major sects, but the purpose of the volume
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is not to be representative in that sense. Instead, works from different sects are
organized thematically to illustrate the continuities that all forms of Tibetan re-
ligious practice share. The doctrines, prayers, and ritual forms of the sects of
Tibetan religion share much in terms of both content and structure; it is often
only by the lineage of lamas listed at the beginning or end of a text that one can
easily identify the sectarian source. In important ways, Tibetan sects are affiliations
based on such lineages. What is perhaps more interesting to observe is the ways
in which the same aspirations, the same fears, the same strategies for success, the
same logics of representation recur in works from sects that sometimes seem so
different from each other, and how points of contestation and change must some-
how be confronted in order that lineages may represent themselves as a self-
identical transmission. The contents of this volume offer much to ponder in this
regard.

" The first section, “Accounts of Time and Place,” offers examples from an early
Tibetan chronicle in which the great king Songtsen Gampo, himself considered
an incamation of the great bodhisattva, sets forth the mantra of Avalokitesvara.
Here there also pilgrimage guides, showing again the pivotal importance of place
in Tibetan religions. There is an excerpt from the great Tibetan epic poem about
the warrior king Gesar of Ling, a Bon history that counters the claims to authority
of Indian Buddhism, and a portion of the history of a Tibetan tribe whose name
means “Upside Down Heads.”

The second section, “Remarkable Lives,” brings together a number of life sto-
ries, hagiographical accounts that are such a popular and pervasive element of
the religions of Tibet. Some of the accounts tell of great tantric saints of India
whom the Tibetan founders of the major sects traveled so far to meet or who were
the previous incarnations of later Tibetan lamas. Others recount events from the
vivid and sometimes humorous biographies of Tibetan yogins.

The third section is called “Rites and Techniques.” Here are found a number
of tantric practices, from a fasting ritual to a meditation to overcome attachment
to clothes. The meditation texts are placed here to emphasize the importance of
thinking of meditation as a ritual act; in some of the chapters, meditation is better
understood as a programmed visualization, punctuated by the recitation of man-
tra. Elsewhere, it is a reflection on the nature of awareness itself, but everywhere
it comes with precise instructions directed toward a specific goal. This is followed
by a selection of prayers and sermons, some of which are recited daily, some of
which are the centerpieces of solemn rituals, some of which are accompanied by
feasting and merrymaking.

The book concludes with techniques for confronting the unwanted. whether
it be the hail that can destroy a barley crop, the gossip that divide a village, or
that most unwelcome of intruders, death. Because of the inordinate popularity in
the West of the so-called Tibetan Book of the Dead, there is a general impression
that Tibetans are obsessed with death. It is unlikely that Tibetans are more con-
cerned with death than is any other culture, but they have developed a wide range
of sophisticated responses to it, some of which are presented here.

Taken together, the contents of the volume dispel the old views of Tibetan
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religion as either depraved superstition or disembodied philosophy, as a reposi-
tory for Indian Buddhist texts or a blank landscape onto which the contents of
the unconscious are projected. The volume provides a wealth of voices that to-
gether may lead to a new and more nuanced understanding of the religions of
Tibet.

Further Reading

For general surveys of Tibetan religion and culture, see David Snellgrove and
Hugh Richardson, A Cultural History of Tibet (Boston: Shambala, 1968); Giuseppe
Tucci, The Religions of Tibet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980); R. A.
Stein, Tibetan Civilization (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1972); Geoffrey
Samuel, Civilized Shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan Societies (Washington, D.C.: Smith-
sonian Institution Press, 1993); and the articles “The Religions of Tibet” by Per
Kvaerne and “The Schools of Tibetan Buddhism” in The Encyclopedia of Religion,
ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: Macmillan, 1987). For an encyclopedic survey of
Tibetan literature, see José Ignacio Cabezon and Roger R. Jackson, eds., Tibetan
Literature: Studies in Genre (Ithaca, N.Y.: Snow Lion Publications, 1995).
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Gesar of Ling

Robin Kornman

The oral epic The Gesar of Ling can be considered the Iliad or Odyssey of Central
Asia, so popular and well known is it there. This ancient epic is still sung across
Asia wherever dialects of Tibetan are spoken. Versions of it also exist in other
languages, including several dialects of Mongolian, and in Chinese, but the Ti-
betan version has the most extensive tradition. The epic narrates the heroic ad-
ventures and campaigns against demonic enemies by the divine King Gesar, a
name linked etymologically with kaiser and Caesar. Like the eulogies composed
by the Romans to praise Caesar, this epic extolls the greatness of King Gesar, but
there are significant differences in the various epic traditions about what made
Gesar so great, why he reigned so successfully, and how he acquired his divine
power to conquer his enemies. In the Tibetan versions there is some debate as to
whether it is proper to characterize Gesar as a Buddhist hero or to say that his
story is even a “Buddhist epic.” Many of the versions discovered actually refer
very little to Buddhism but evoke more explicitly native Tibetan religious beliefs
and the non-Buddhist religion of Tibet called Bon; in fact, there appear to be both
Buddhist and Bon versions of the Gesar epic.

The version discussed here is explicitly Buddhist, having been edited under the
direction of a Tibetan Buddhist scholar of the nineteenth century, Mipham Gyatso
(Mi pham rgya mtsho). Mipham is most famous as a philosopher and a master
of the most abstract metaphysical texts in the Buddhist tradition. But he was also
an avid aficionado of the Gesar epic, and, in addition to editing the epic, he wrote
numerous ritual practices dedicated to Gesar as a heroic protector of Buddhism
and the Tibetan nation. There are hundreds of such practices in the cult of Gesar
throughout Tibet, but Mipham's have become popular in recent years and have
even begun to be translated into Western languages (see chapter 26). Mipham’s
edited version of the Gesar epic was based on manuscripts found in the library
of the King of Ling, a man who actually claimed to be descended from the family
of Gesar.

The epic tells the story of a divine hero named Gesar who begins as an enlight-
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ened deity in a Buddhist heaven. There his name is “Good News” (Thos pa dga’,
literally “joyful to hear”) or in some versions of the epic “Accomplishment of
Actions” (Skt. Siddhartha, Tib., Don "grub). The epic begins with a crisis: every-
thing is going badly on Earth because of an infestation of dharma-destroying
demons. These demons in previous lifetimes were powerful magicians and ene-
mies of the Buddhist teachings. Some were simply enemies of Tibet, bent on
invading and capturing the country; others were actually Buddhist practitioners
gone bad, especially tantric adepts who developed great powers through their
yogic practices, but later turmed these powers against their teachers. Their evil
aspirations and perverted karma have resulted in their rebirth as kings of countries
that surround and threaten the Tibetan Buddhist kingdom of Ling.

Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva of compassion, requests the buddha Amitabha
to send down a hero to Ling in order to rid the world of these “beings with
perverted aspirations.” This leads to a meeting in heaven of the buddhas and
gods, much like the Olympian councils of the gods found at the beginning of
many Western epics following Homer. The council of Buddhist divinities decides
that one of their number should incarnate on Earth to become the magical warrior
hero Gesar, who will take over Ling and conquer one-by-one all the enemies of
the Buddhist teachings in Asia. After selecting the individual who will become
Gesar, the gods and buddhas next try to convince him to leave his place of bliss
and enter the worldly realm of action. In some versions of the epic the future
Gesar is not anxious to become a human being and fight demons, so the gods
must pursue him throughout the universe, confront him, and finally persuade
him of the seriousness of the problem. In other versions, the future hero’s vow
of compassion as a bodhisattva instantly occurs to him and he makes the sacrifice.
In still other non-Buddhist versions of the epic, Gesar’s willingness to abandon
heaven for the benefit of humankind marks him as a favored son of the gods.
Whatever the religious framework, the tradition of Gesar narratives explores the
mystery of incarnation, what the Hindu epics call the avatara, meaning literally
the “descent” of the divine to Earth.

When the hero agrees to enter the flesh, the action of the epic proper begins.
A magical mother is found among the race of dragons (nagas) and chosen to
receive the hero in her womb. She leaves her kingdom at the bottom of the sea
and travels to Ling where, because of her great beauty, she becomes a member
of the king’s retinue. Many other enlightened beings and magical servants are
bom into the tribe of Ling to assist Gesar in his future quest. Gesar's miraculous
birth and childhood are featured in an entire book of the epic. Although perfect
in form and completely enlightened, the child Gesar disguises himself as an ill-
favored hunchback, which is intended to deceive his opponents of his true iden-
tity as an incarnation of the Buddha. Nevertheless, the forces of evil attempt to
destroy him even though he is a deformed child, and he uses magic and deception
to elude them and defend himself. When Gesar reaches young manhood he finally
reveals himself in all his glory and power, being transformed from a deformed
trickster into a splendid version of the Central Asian knight. In a scene typical of



GESAR OF LING 41

Turkish and Mongolian epics, he enters a special horse race, competing with the
warriors of Ling, which he wins easily, and as a reward he gains the hand of the
Princess of Ling in marriage. Through such contests Gesar becomes King of Ling
and thus begins his righteous reign and campaigns against the evil foes of the
dharma.

One of Gesar's first deeds as a king is to recover the magical weapons and
armor, left by the gods for the people of Ling buried in the mountain range of
Magyel Pomra (Rma rgyal spom ra). Magyel Pomra is both an actual mountain in
eastern Tibet and one of the most powerful native Tibetan deities, who in the
epic becomes a great friend and supporter of Gesar (see chapter 3). Once armed
with the magical weapons and shielded with wondrous armor, Gesar and his
troops become invincible. The rest of the epic is devoted to a lengthy recounting
of his martial adventures, as he subjugates demons and invades one by one the
many kingdoms that threaten Tibet. In the early versions of the Gesar epic, there
were probably only four major enemies in the cardinal directions, to the north,
south, east, and west of Ling. But as bards across Inner Asia elaborated on the
story, additional sagas were added, with new enemies being located in the inter-
mediate directions, until in some versions Gesar conquers the great historical
empires of Asia. In fact, episodes are still being composed. Sometimes a Tibetan
bard will seem to “remember” more material than the previous generation sang.
Often it is clear that the epic is being elaborated on the spot for the audience’s
entertainment, after the manner of storytellers across the world. There are also
additional chapters added to the Gesar by Tibetan literati. For example, during
World War II word reached Tibet that a demon king named Hitler was trying to
conquer the world. A famous Buddhist lama named Kamtrul Rinpoche actually
composed an additional book of the epic entitled Gesar Conquers the Kingdom of
Jarman. In this episode Gesar travels to Germany and assassinates Hitler for the
benefit of all sentient beings.

The selection translated below is excerpted from the first chapter of the first
book of Mipham’s Gesar. The central figures in the action of the first chapter are
Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva of compassion, and Padmasambhava, both of
whom are considered the special protectors of Tibet. According to Tibetan my-
thology, Padmasambhava was an all-powerful enlightened magician who brought
the tantric teachings to Tibet and tamed the local deities into defenders of the
dharma. After he had done his work he departed to another continent, the demon
island of Camara, where a race of cannibal demons called raksasas dwell. The epic
opens with Avalokitesvara’s mission to the island continent of Camara, which is
entirely inhabited by these dangerous, shape-shifting demons and other occult
monsters. They all surround Padmasambhava’s palace Luminous Light on the
Copper-Colored Mountain of Camara. The scene of Avalokitesvara’s mission to
the demonic land of Camara is a commonplace of epic literature, but it is also
reminiscent of a Tibetan literary genre called delok, in which male and particularly
female yogins describe their out-of-body journeys to the netherworld and to mys-
tical lands (see chapter 32).
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Avalokitesvara tries to enter Padmasambhava’s palace but is blocked by an
ignorant demon minister with seven heads, in a scene that is quite humorous, for
both the bodhisattva and Padmasambhava are enlightened beings, who are well
aware of each other’s presence and what cosmic issue brings them together. The
exchange between Avalokitesvara and the demon minister is thus a deceptive
charade performed for the enjoyment of the reader and the edification of the
minister. Avalokitesvara plays with the mind of the minister, puzzling and chal-
lenging him and generally leading him into confusion. Avalokitesvara’s skiliful
use of tantric methods may have been intended to serve as an example of enlight-
ened diplomacy and politics; the play of phenomena and political power is trans-
formed here into an occasion to sing songs about the Buddhist teachings.

But one important point is made again and again, almost as a second level of
meaning in the text. Avalokitesvara sings songs to the demon minister to convince
him that he should be escorted immediately into Padmasambhava’s presence. He
argues his determination with countless metaphors about what it means to have
an important goal or a serious case or a profound meaning to one’s actions. A
person with such strong determination is thought to have a strong life-energy
force or soul (srog), a crucial notion for understanding the Tibetan sense of self-
hood. Understanding the role of this occult energy is also an important key to
understanding native Tibetan literature, especially the popular stories about war-
rior heroes. The warrior must know how to guard and nourish his life-energy
force, to ensure his strength, endurance, and determination. It is believed that
when a person’s life-energy force leaves them, often caused by a feeling of sudden
fright, that person will display a number of symptoms, such as becoming de-
pressed or susceptible to outside influence, gullible, easily fooled, and vulnerable
to demonic attack or possession. Once weakened by the loss of one’s life-energy
force, if a demon invades or possesses the susceptible person, he or she may be
driven to suicide, severe depression, or death by destruction. But a person with
a strong life-energy force can easily repel the demonic forces and indeed any
negative external influence, and that person displays strength, full of confidence
and determination.

Gesar is the ultimate symbol of this determination. Completely empowered by
the five buddhas, hardened and honed by aeons of training as a bodhisattva in
heaven, called forth by the determination of the bodhisattva of compassion and
the tantric yogins of Tibet, he is beyond the possibility of depression or suicide.
In addition to having a strong life-energy force, he possesses a consummate aura
of power that surrounds and infuses his being, making him nearly invincible.
There are many Tibetan terms for this charismatic quality: it is called “windhorse”
because it can be ridden like a horse as a personal sense of energy; it is called
“field of power” because in the best warriors it forms a globe around them that
radiates a sense of effectiveness; it is also called “the aura of merit,” which is
connected to one’s karmic store of life-energy. When it has been drained away
by a lifetime of action, then not only does a person become ill, but Tibetan
methods of diagnosis, which are based in part on readings of this aura through
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the pulses, are unreliable or report nothing. The songs sung by the characters in
this first chapter seem straightforward, but all of them are full of references 10
this philosophy of determination and life-force.

Finally, to the utter confusion of the demon, Avalokitesvara transforms into a
gigantic lotus, the Mahayana symbol of compassion, which, when brought into
the presence of Padmasambhava, dissolves into his heart center. This symbolism
of Avalokitesvara’s lotus and its dissolution into Padmasambhava's heart center
may be interpreted as representing the two protectors of Tibet embodying the
symbols of the Mahayana and the Vajrayana or tantric path, respectively, which
are actually inseparable.

The next scene shows Padmasambhava actually creating the god Good News,
who will live in heaven and then be reborn into the human realm as Gesar of
Ling. In other, less metaphysical and overtly Buddhist versions of the epic, Good
News already lives in heaven and is merely sought out by the other deities. But
in this Buddhist edition of the epic, he is constructed by Padmasambhava. He is
a composite deity, formed out of a combination of native Tibetan gods and famous
Buddhist tutelary deities. This illustrates the occult meaning of the Gesar legend
in Mipham’s version—that it is, in a sense, a transmutation of a Central Asian
war epic into a sermon on the Buddha dharma. It shows in its symbolic language
exactly how local gods are tamed and transformed into Buddhist deities. In other
words, the rough and warlike elements of Tibetan culture, which once combined
to form an Inner Asian empire, have now been tamed and reformed into a na-
tionwide instrument of moral instruction and contemplative training. The Tibetan
empire has been refashioned into a Buddhist pure land.

The moment Good News is born, he sings a song of moral admonition. Then,
a few days later, he is given the all-important ritual empowerment of abhiseka by
the “five buddha families.” This section requires a somewhat lengthy explanation.
Tantric Buddhism employs colored diagrams called mandalas as a basis for its
sophisticated visualization practices. These mandalas are representations of pal-
aces occupied by five buddhas who sit at the four gates and in the center of the
palace. Each buddha represents one aspect of reality in the tantric fivefold analysis
of the energies of the world. The most elaborate tantric practices are those in
which the disciple identifies with one of these energies and becomes inseparably
joined with the corresponding buddha. To do such practices, one must first re-
ceive a ritual consecration in which the energy of the buddha associated with the
practice is assumed by the practitioner. This is done by invoking the mandala of
that deity and blessing the disciple with symbols of that deity’s power, enabling
the disciple to enter into the buddha’s mandala palace. Usually these ceremonies
are highly secret and the texts of their practices are rarely seen except in the
recondite societies of tantric practitioners. Here though, in the last section of the
first chapter of the Gesar epic, we see something like a public and generic em-
powerment that can be described to a general readership without breaking oaths
of secrecy.

The empowerment section is a strange but interesting passage. Even Tibetan
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lay people and novice yogins, who are not advanced meditators with the skills to
visualize the mandalas in all their intricate detail, nevertheless go to receive em-
powerments if they can. They regard them simply as elaborate blessing ceremonies
and rarely understand the ritual acts being performed. Perhaps Mipham inserted
this ritual into the text as a way of explaining this ceremony to the untutored
faithful. Or perhaps it is a way of introducing young Tibetans and inexperienced
practitioners to the empowerment liturgy. In any case, its presence in a text meant
for a universal readership provides us with a rare opportunity to discuss the main
ritual of Vajrayana without violating its laws of secrecy.

The abhiseka is organized in a special way, based upon the pentad structure of
the mandala. Each of the five buddhas will be called upon to grant Good News
his special brand of empowerment. Each has his own color, his own single-syllable
“seed mantra,” and each transforms a certain moral flaw into a specific form of
buddha wisdom. Also, each is associated with a certain aspect of life: body,
speech, mind, quality, or activity. Thus when Padmasambhava invites the five, he
does so with appropriate lights emanating from the five centers of his body, which
represent respectively these five dimensions of sentient existence.

Padma’s song invoking the five lists the usual sets of mystical correspondences
by which the family of five buddhas can be mapped across all of enlightened and
unenlightened reality. But he adds a section that is actually a form of political
commentary, when he mentions the various classes of society: “It is a poor ruler
who has no supporters to honor and magnify him / And poor lower classes who
have no respect.” And there is a stanza that mentions weapons, herbal medicine,
and agriculture. All these are subjects that concern the Tibetan laity and mark
this empowerment as a work related to folk poetry, not simply a normative reli-
gious ritual meant for the Buddhist clerics alone.

This chapter of the epic contains many different examples of poetry found in
Tibetan literature. The first few pages of verse are typical of the tightly constructed
classical Indic poetry known in Sanskrit as kavya. This Sanskrit court poetry is
full of complex figures and multiple layers of meaning, and it is a favorite vehicle
for the Buddhist literati, who use it in lyrical poetry and also in the highly formal
language of ritual. But when the demon minister begins to sing to Avalokitesvara,
we shift to a heroic song, a form of poetry native to Tibet. This indigenous form
is sung to tunes known by the particular bard who performs the work. It seems
that each character had his or her own signature tune. The melody would actually
be given in the opening lines with the Tibetan equivalent of “tra-la-1a™: lu a la lu
tha la. Tibetan epic ballads begin with a half-line of alliterative nonsense syllables
that give the tune of the song. A literal rendering would be “Iu a la, the song is
sung with this tune. . . .” Tha la are the same sort of musical sounds, like “tra-la”
in English. These songs are the heart of the epic, written in a racy, humorous
style of colloquial speech. Tibetans enjoy the moral or heroic sentiments evoked,
as well as the cleverness of the songs, which are filled with two-line proverbial
expressions and tricky analogies. The twisty quality of the songs delights the
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Tibetan audience and challenges their understanding. The alternation of prose
sections with these songs and verses is typical of almost all Tibetan narrative
literature. The prose sections are usually written in a careful, concise, but highly
ornamented language, sometimes in elegant parallel prose couplets. But when we
enter the world of the empowerment ceremony, the prose changes to the high
church language of Tibetan liturgies, with its rich baroque symbolism, which
requires some explanation.

The empowerment proceeds as ordinary abhiseka rituals do, beginning with
the figure of Vairocana, the white buddha at the center of the mandala, who
represents the transformation of the moral fault ignorance into the enlightened
wisdom of all-encompassing space. Each of the five buddhas has a “sceptre.”
Vairocana’s sceptre is the wheel of dharma. The wheel is an ancient Indian symbol
for sovereignty, and here it is the symbol for the buddha family at the center of
the mandala. Om, the mantra of enlightened body, is his seed syllable. The em-
powerment he gives is directed to the body of Good News, and the verses speak
of the virtues of his body. The wheel finally dissolves into Good News's forehead,
the center of which represents the body among the five centers of body, speech,
mind, quality, and activity. These are the correspondences that constitute the
empowerment of the first family. But in the midst of them is a sermon composed
in the epic mode and recited by this buddha Vairocana. It speaks of the moral
flaws that arise in society because of ignorance, and it suggests that Good News,
having received the abhiseka of body, which transforms ignorance into wisdom,
should cleanse society of these flaws.

Each day during the consecration ritual of Good News, another buddha in the
fivefold mandala presents his blessing and gives his sermon. The language of these
passages is quite innovative and marks Mipham’s version of the epic, combining
both classical discourse and folk poetry. Epic passages like this illustrate the syn-
cretic character of Tibetan Buddhist practice, for we see a representation of Bud-
dhist and native elements combined, which is rarely admitted in more strictly
orthodox canonical texts. At the same time, it must be noted that the construction
of this chapter shows the hand of a great scholar. The heroic songs may indeed
be transcriptions of songs sung by itinerant bards. But the careful construction of
the empowerment section is too learned to have been composed whole cloth by
an itinerant storyteller. For example, each of the songs sung by the empowering
buddhas begins with two lines drawn from an Indian tantra, the Marijusrinama-
samgiti. (For a translation, see chapter 4 of Religions of India in Practice.) The
Sanskrit mantras of empowerment, such as padma abhisifica hrih, the sceptres,
and body-centers are correctly presented according to the exacting rules of Ti-
betan ritual. Only a scholar could do this.

The translation is from Lha gling gab tse dgu skor: An Episode from the Tibetan Epic
of King Gesar of Gling, reproduced from Szechuan People’s Publishing House ed.,
1980 (Gantok, Sikkim, 1983).
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Further Reading

A summary of the epic was written by the French explorer Madame Alexandra
David-Neel and Lama Yongden, The Superhuman Life of Gesar of Ling, (New York:
Claude Kendall Publisher, 1934). There are two interesting versions that may be
more primitive versions of the epic: A. H. Francke, A Lower Ladakhi Version of the
Kesar Saga, in Biblioteca Indica, n. 1543, (Calcutta, 1904), and Francke, The Epic
of Gesar, vol. 29 (Thimbu, Bhutan, 1981).

The most complete study of the Gesar Epic to date is in French. It is by R. A,
Stein, who also wrote a partial translation of one version of the epic: L'épopée
tibétaine de Gesar dans sa version lamaique de Ling (Paris: Presses Universitaires de
France, 1956). There is also an English translation of Stein's excellent study of
native Tibetan culture: Tibetan Civilization, trans. J. E. Driver (Stanford: Stanford
University Press: 1972). This work provides a good anthropological background
for understanding the epic, since it explains the system of gods that occur in The
Gesar.

Geoffrey Samuel has done a book-length study of the cults associated with the
Gesar epic: Civilized Shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan Societies (Washington, D.C.:
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1993). Samuel has also produced a number of
articles on Gesar, and they provide a good bibliography of Gesar studies: “Gesar
of Ling: Shamanic Power and Popular Religion”, in Tantra and Everyday Religion,
ed. Geoffrey Samuel (New Delhi: Aditya Prakashan). Here are two other good
articles by Samuel in the anthropological mode: “Gesar of Ling: The Origins and
Meaning of the East Tibetan Epic,” in Proceedings of the Sth International Seminar
on Tibetan Studies, Narita, Japan, 1989, and “Music and Shamanic Power in the
Gesar Epic,” in Metaphor: A Musical Dimension, ed. Jamie Kassler (Sydney: Cur-
rency Press).

The notion of a shamanic epic is explored by a specialist in the European
Renaissance, Thomas Greene. His most famous book, and a good introduction to
the kind of epic studies that would apply to the Gesar of Ling, is The Descent from
Heaven, a Study in Epic Continuity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963). There
is a fascinating essay by him on poetry and magic in a collection: Creative imitation:
new essays on Renaissance literature in honor of Thomas M. Greene, ed. David Quint
(Binghamton, N.Y.: Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies, 1992).

Chapter 1 of Gesar of Ling Epic: The Divine Land of Ling, the
Nine-Squared Divination Board: The Epic of the King of the War
Gods, Gesar the Jewel, Tamer of Enemies

Om svasti
Within the essence of dharma (dharmata), your
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Unobstructed compassion gave rise to

The impartial awakened mind (bodhicitta), which benefits beings.
Never abandoning that, you took the vajra-like oath

To perform the four-fold spontaneous buddha activity,

The hundred points of the adamantine sceptre.

Once when perverted ambitions piled high into a mountain of evil
merit

And pride rose up to a rocky peak of haughty arrogance,

To show the teaching of cause and effect you crushed it
with this vajra [adamantine sceptre].

Greatest of heroes, supreme being, jewel tamer of

Enemies, may you be victorious.

The noble Supreme Compassionate One’s moonlight

Dissolves into the heart center of the One Whose Splendor Tames the
Phenomenal World.

The five families of the blessed victorious ones

Grant empowerment to Good News.

Now in this time when the five corruptions are rampant and increasing, it
is difficult to liberate from evil karma these savage sentient beings through the
causal path of characteristics, the Mahayana alone. It is even difficult to ripen
them through tantra, the fruition path of the secret mantra. For their minds
are hard as rock and stone: if you do not carve its hard surface with a chisel,
even if you soak it in a stream, it will not give way. Even if you rub it with
butter and oil, it will not become flexible. They are too stiff to be bent by the
teachings on this life and the next. They will not submit to the restraint of the
temporal and spiritual laws.

Formerly, during the lives of the three dharma kings [of Tibet's imperial
period, namely, Songtsen Gampo, Tri Songdetsen, and Ralpajen], the ancestor
and his descendants, when the land of Tibet passed from Bon to Buddhism, in
order to pacify naturally the temperamental demons of Tibet, Lotus Skullgar-
land [i.e., Padmasambhava], the mantra holder, bound them by oath. If he had
managed to make them swear their oaths of fealty to the Buddha dharma three
times, then the dharma kings would have been long-lived.

But even though the sovereign and their subjects shared bliss and happiness,
devilish ministers, noblemen, and warlords turned the subjects from the com-
mands of their lord king. [Faced with such opposition, Padmasambhava failed
to complete his taming of the native spirits of Tibet.] Padmasambhava's failure
to bind the spirits of Tibet more than twice led to disordered conditions in the
state, and the auspicious coincidence of the glorious gateway, the perfect as-
trological conjunction, was missed. As a result there was the turmoil of weap-
ons in the four directions, the foreign borderland demons wandered into cen-
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tral Tibet, and the dynasty of the dharma kings fell down to the level of
commoners.

The whole world in general, and the land of Tibet in particular, became
oppressed by suffering. The noble excellent Great Compassionate One [Ava-
lokitesvara] gazing on all this with unbearable compassion, supplicated the
lord of the Happy Land [Sukhavati], Amitabha:

Om mani padme hum.

I pay homage to the refuge, the lord of countless realms,
Amitabha, lord of the Happy Land in the West.

Even though your compassion is truly unbiased,

Look down on the world of impure samsara.

In the vast whirlpool ocean of suffering

You are skilled in killing the crocodiles of evil deeds.

Have compassion for sentient beings in endless cyclic existence.
Surrounded by the ocean waves of the five poisons,

The mirror of their minds is blinded by the obscurations.
Circling endlessly in cyclic existence, they are truly to be pitied.
Out of compassion please show supreme skillful means.

With these words he reverently supplicated. The blessed one Amitabha an-
swered with these words:

Good, good, O son of noble family.

For sentient beings ignorant and confused,

If they are not fortunate enough to be tamed, it is difficult to pull them

From the ocean where they drown.

Thus, if beings near and far

Have no iron ring of faith,

Even the teacher who pulls beings out of the three worlds

Has no way of catching them with the iron hook of compassion.

Nevertheless, in the divine buddhafield of the Thirty-Three [a heaven
where gods who study the dharma dwell]

The father, the great god, Lord White Luminosity

And the supreme mother Manda Divine Beauty

Had a son, Supreme Bliss Good Nature.

He and the divine princess Illusory Beauty

United as e and vam [together meaning “thus”} and gave miraculous
birth

Through the radiance of their unwavering compassion

To the magical child whose blessings accomplish all purposes.

He is joyful to hear and delightful to see.

If he were to transfer into a human body in Jambudvipa

That heroic bodhisattva would tame the difficult to tame.

Sentient beings in the land of Tibet would experience bliss and
happiness.
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There is no doubt they would be free from rebirth in the lower realms.
Therefore go to the continent of Camara.

And request Padmasambhava Skullgarland Power for this.

Strive for the benefit of beings, supreme warrior of the mind.
Remember this! e ma ho! [an exclamation of jubilation]

He praised and complimented Avalokitesvara with these words of prophecy
and confirmation.

Then, in a single instant, the greatly compassionate lord [Avalokitesvara)
went to the blissful, spontaneously arisen Limitless Palace of Lotus Light on
the subcontinent of Camara. Around it was the city of the terrifying raksasas
[cannibal demons], his subjects—a place so horrible that it frightens even the
death gods and makes the lord of life himself, Brahma, withdraw—a land so
terrible that even the Vinakayas [obstructing spirits] shun it, not to mention
ordinary men, who cannot even stand the sight of Lotus Light Palace. In this
place, in order to effect the measureless benefit for beings, Avalokitesvara man-
ifested as a cannibal-demon child, his head surrounded by oysters and envel-
oped in a halo of glimmering white light. He went to the eastern Gate of All-
Pervading Mercy (maitri). There he met a demon minister raksasa with seven
heads who said:

Wondrous indeed, your inner reality and outward appearance.
I would say you are a god, but you look like a demon cub.

1 would say you are a demon, but for your aura of light.
Within the walls of this blazing lotus land

We sentient beings, confused by ignorance,

Have never seen, would be lucky even to hear,

Of the coming of such a unique individual.

With this speech he asked Avalokitesvara for what great purpose he had come.
Then the demon minister sang to the lord this miraculous song:

Lu A La Lu, the song is sung; in case you do not understand,
Tha La, this is the melody of the song.

Surrounding this land of Camara, the country of the demons is
The place of the impure raksasas and demons

And the field of the pure wisdom holders and dakinis.

This morning, young child, you landed here.

From what place and from what direction do you come?

What aims can you have that are such great matters?

If you do not have in mind great matters,

Then it is meaningless to pursue ends of no great importance.
Only a person possessed by the evil spirits (gdon) of great suffering
Would drown himself in the river!

If you have not become involved in a great quarrel,

There is no great cause for you to bring to court.



50

Thus

ROBIN KORNMAN

In Camara’s Blood Lake of Sin

The food of the cannibal demons is hotter than fire.

The reach of the cannibal demonesses is longer than a river.

The tramen [wrathful naked women with animal heads] seek you out
faster than the wind.

Why have you come to this place?

Who are your father and mother, their race and religion?

Keep back no secrets; be straight in your speech.

In the monastery our commerce is all straightforward speech.

Straight arrows strike the target yonder.

If your path is straight, the road between central Tibet and China is
not long.

If you understand, you are a superior man: a single sign is enough.
If you do not, you are an aging ox and only understand the stick.
If that is what you need, then look to your red-blooded life.

If you understand, these are the words of my song.

If not, 'm not going to sing it again.

he sang and the lord answered: “Oh yes, 1 understand sir:

The secret meaning of the essence of speech like yours must be
clarified

Or else the profound and secret meaning of the words will be silenced.

If the meaning of the words does not place the fruition in your hands,

Then all those words are just bubbles of spit.

If the earth in early spring is not first fed with water,

Then the spirits of weather, the southern turquoise dragon and the
venomous serpent, will be silent.

In the sky Mount Meru is circled by the sun and the moon.

If they do not benefit the plains of the four continents,

Then Meru is of no benefit or harm.

Then the sun and the moon would just be distractions for the spinning
heads of brainless dupes.

Then there would be no gratitude for the good done by the Sun and
Moon.

It is impossible that things should be that way.

For the black earth is thick with settlements

And the measureless white clouds float freely above.

If my cause is great, China and Tibet are circled by the heavenly bodies
each day.

If my cause is important, then these words carry great weight.

“I realize that most cases are brought by petitioners to the court of the chief,
the majestic Lotus Skullgarland, and heard by the great ministers in the im-
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perial assembly hall. But just as it is pointless to plant seed anywhere else but
in a plowed field, so the nature of my discourse is too great to explain before
the plenary council and I must see Lotus Skullgarland himself. The tale I must
tell is like this,” and he sang this song:

Om mani padme hum hrih
1 supplicate the dharma of the six perfections.
Just rest in your own place, ultimate emptiness.

In case you do not recognize me,

1 am known as the All-Benefiting, Compassionate, Beloved Child.

My father is Enlightenment Mind Sovereign Lord.

My mother is Emptiness Dharma Torch.

This morning 1 came from the Plain of Great Bliss [Sukhavati].

The benefit I seek is the benefit of both self and other.

My goal is the Isle of Camara, that goal.

My supplication is to supplicate the Master Skullgarland.

Thus, the ancient proverb says

If you travel back and forth, as a merchant, between China and Tibet,

It is not that there is nothing of value in one’s own home valley:

This is the mental relationship of trust that unifies China and Tibet.

The master transmits to the disciples empowerments and teachings.

Passing them down does not mean the teachings are not precious,

But that they are a connection of aspirations and commitments.

Between the people and the ruler the great minister travels back and
forth.

It is not that without him there is no way of conducting government.

He connects the two ranks of the law-giver and the subjects.

These words of information 1 offer to you.

Please intercede on behalf of my humble self,

And tell the master the essence and inner meaning of my message.

Initiate the all-pervading activity of your compassion.

My import is not small, it is of great importance.

Of great import is the welfare of all beings.

If it were meaningless, why would I explain to you why 1 have come?
Those who pointlessly travel around in distant lands
Purchase for themselves thirst and famine.

Those who suffer not, yet throw themselves into deep gorges,
Have let their life force be carried away by demons.

The wealthy who bear the burden of material goods

Will be carried away by profit and loss.

The powerful with their many evil reports

Will cast themselves down in self-humiliation.

The poor who utter proud words



52 ROBIN KORNMAN

Will bind themselves to false friends.
Things such as these are indeed without point.

But into the entrance hall of Lord Raksa Skullgarland

1 have had no choice but to enter.

May I be seized by his compassion.

Taking the form of a dragon-being, this song is my offering.
Please let my words enter your heart and hearing.

Thus he requested and the demon minister answered, “Hey, you! [The min-
ister's speech is thick with colloquialism and clever folk sayings. His language
would be absurd and incongruous in any other situation. But we must remem-
ber that this man-eating demon does not necessarily realize that a buddha in
wrathful aspect has taken over the government of his country.] According to
ancient history, our demon king Raksa Skullgarland’s royal lineage is terribly
strict. In court they strike with the accuracy of hot lightning bolts. Their sov-
ereignty covers the country, more vast than the blue sky. Their clout is mightier
than Rahu [a planet that can eclipse the moon]. What can a little gypsy kid
like you hope for? Even people like me, the interior minister, when we stand
before such kings we are just waiting to be punished, even when we have done
nothing wrong. They are ready to jump on us for no reason or arrest us for no
real cause. They are ready to gobble up the flesh of a living man and gulp down
the blood of a live horse. In this lineage there have been such men. In recent
generations, however, their guts seem to have broadened somewhat and their
minds, which are empty in nature yet full of mercy, unite all three tempera-
ments: peaceful, wrathful, and relaxed.

“In recent generations they have all been the same that way, like sleeves all
cut from the same pattern or beads all chosen from the same rosary. In the
strictness of our monastic law, we don’t let anything get swept under the carpet.

“We must formally request that you be allowed the kindness of entering.
Otherwise the two of us will be just like an old ox leaping into the river when
it is thirsty, or an old cow heading for grass, or an old donkey driven by rain
and wind. No one has ever dared to break in upon him like that. Generally
when you visit a temple, you offer the guru there a white scarf. So what do
you have as a presentation offering to give to the ruler?”

Avalokitesvara answered: “I have the thirty varieties of formal offerings to
present. If you want to count them they are: as dharma, the six syllable mani
mantra; as path, the six perfections; as the six objects of outer appearance, the
six consciousnesses of inner knowing, and the six gates of the sense faculties
that lie between these. Are these suitable offerings to present?”

When he said this, the minister answered, “I can't really say they will be
okay. The more the poor man values food, the more the rich man tightens his
stomach for him. The more the rich man values a horse, the more stubborn-
headed the merchant becomes on his selling price. If you don’t have one, then
a dzo [a cross between a yak and a cow] is like a horse. But for a great band
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of robbers, the dzo is nothing but a quick snack on the road. The jackal who
usually eats horses sometimes wonders, “Perhaps this sheep’s body would do?”
Who knows what will be satisfactory as a presentation offering?

“At the same time | cannot say that these presentation offerings would not
do: the sacred symbol, the souvenir of a pilgrimage to Tsari Mountain, is really
nothing but a nine-node bamboo stick. To harvest Chao Hsi Mountain’s tea,
you must find your way across hill and dale. But anybody with money can
have it if they want.

“Generally speaking, you can say that these things are at the same time both
rich and abundant, and tiny and insignificant. Indeed, they are not great, for
these precious qualities of being free and well-favored [that is, being reborn as
a human with the opportunity to practice Buddhism] all fit within the two
spans and four cubits of the human body. On the other hand, they are not tiny,
because if you possess analytical [intelligence], they are the inexhaustible pro-
visions for this life and the next, the materials that fulfill all wishes in the cycle
of existence, the wish-fulfilling gem, so difficult to acquire. But if you do not
possess an analytical mind, then these things are the anchor of the three poisons
in the ocean of cyclic existence; the stick that drives us with happiness and
sadness; a sack full of impure substances.

“Well now, whoever you are, 1 will go and request permission for you to
enter into his presence. Wait here for a moment,” he said and entered the
palace.

There on top of a wrathful seat of corpses, on a dazzlingly beautiful throne
of gold, sat Lotus Raksasa Skullgarland [Padmasambhava] himself, his mind
resting in meditation on the great nature of phenomena. Even though he al-
ready understood that Avalokitesvara was outside, he feigned ignorance and
said to the great raksasa minister with seven heads:

“Hey you! This morning you were singing pointless songs, chanting unlovely
melodies with imbecilic words! Who sang in response to you? What great goal
does he aim to attain? To whom does he pay homage? In whom do his mind
and heart trust? In whom do his body and skull take refuge?”

The minister thought to himself, “He seems to be sitting here on his lordly
throne, but his fine bright eyes see the bridge outside. His sight must be like
the proverbial royal parasol of the Sun traveling across the sky, its light per-
vading the world, or like the southern clouds piled high in the mid-heavens,
raining all across the dense earth.” He uttered these sayings thinking that Pad-
masambhava in his chamber had probably seen everything that had just hap-
pened outside.

He said to Padmasambhava, “Oh precious crest jewel, in the multicolored
demon village, Hundred Thousand Great Blisses, at the second gate in the iron
mountain wall, the eastern gate named Great Garden of Mercy. a little boy,
who is neither human, demon, nor god, but who has an aura of white light,
says that he has an essential matter of importance to impart. He says this with
words clear, bright, concise, and lovely to the ear. Please do not wander, but
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listen carefully.” With these words he prostrated three times and then sang this
song:

A la la sing the song this way.

Above in the Palace of Padma Raga,

Amitabha of Uddiyana, know me!

May I and all sentient beings filling space

Attain the deathless state of a wisdom holder.

On a peaceful and wrathful jeweled corpse throne
On a blazing lotus,

Leader in this life, dear lord and chief, listen.
Guide in the next life, O guru, listen.

Today at the moment when the golden rays of the royal parasol
Struck the peak of the glorious mountain

At the eastern gate of the Garden of Great Mercy

In the middle of the Plain of All-Pervading Great Bliss
Appeared a little boy made from beautiful rays of light,
Wrapped in garlands of light rays and rainbows.

His name is Compassion Benefiting All.

His great aim is the limitless benefit of others.

He says: “There is an urgent need to see you.

There is no time to spare.”

Whether you condescendingly praise your gift as “alms”

Or elegantly call it “offerings,”

It really makes no difference at all.

It still goes to the erudite guru who has mastered the ten sciences.

It may be payment to purify one’s sins,

Or else the extortion exacted by a minister.

It really makes no difference at all.

In any case it is a fine, the punishment meted by the mighty chieftain.
Clouds in the sky may be a storm front coming in,

Or else the gaping mouths of the eight classes of demons.
It really makes no difference at all,

For in both cases the rain will help to ripen the eight fruits.

A beggar’s prayers for your good health may be altruistic aspiration
prayers.

Or else he calls you friend just to get some food.
What does it really matter?

Either way, his stomach’s hunger is pure as a white silk scarf.

[ couldn’t grasp him, but I said that 1 would ask the favor.
Please grant whatever he requests with his long white scarf.
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Do not make a minister such as myself wander back and forth about
the monastery.

Please let him make his request personally before your golden throne.

These rocklike words of a stupid, prideful person

You have heard. He should not just wander in before your golden
throne in the monastery.

However, if the affair is important, it is your honor's business'

If you listen to my song, it is an offering up to you.
Then please give your reply to what he has requested.

Then the magnificent Skullgarland Lotus answered: “Oh, excellent! These
sayings are good. As for what you give the guru who is a guide and a teacher,
he is more pleased by the abandonment of evil deeds than by a hundred offer-
ings. As for what you give to the chief whose sovereignty is vast, he is more
pleased by the straight truth than by a hundred offering gifts. When you begin
to practice dharma and accumulate merit, he is more pleased by one auspicious
sign of success in meditation than by a hundred measures of provisions for
travel.

“Today, in the Fire Monkey year, the eighth day of the first moon, on the
glorious Mount of Auspicious Coincidence, whatever of the eight orders of
beings he is, whether god (lha), mountain spirit (gnyan), serpent, or man, let
him now enter the audience hall and stand before me.”

The minister went out to the gate, but the little boy had disappeared without
the least trace. Like the track left by a bird in the sky when it makes its way
in the paths of the winds, just so were the traces of the little boy on the
ground—nothing, not even an indentation in the soil. But straight ahead was
a golden lotus with eight petals and a white hrih on its anthers. On the petals
were om mani padme hum hrih ah. These eight syllables were repeating their
own sounds. He thought, “How strange! What shall I declare to the chief? How
will I explain this to the ministers? What will I say to the servants? What will
I proclaim to the people?”

Then he began to strategize. In his mind he went through his strategy twelve
times; he worked out twenty-five tricks and tactics. Finally he thought, “I must
decide. Since the mind, being by nature empty, is inexhaustible, the intellect
of a superior man is inexhaustible as well. If you do not clamp down on your
little tongue, there is no end to the speech of a learned man. If you do not
control the measure of your little step, the long white strip of road will stretch
out endlessly before you. If you do not touch it with blue water, what will
control the red fire?”

Then he had the thought, “This thing might be meaningless, like relic pills
from the grave of a pig, which have no blessings. But what can I say in answer
to Padma’s command? Like the mute trying to explain the taste of brown sugar,
I have no words of reply to him. But even though it may be pointless to try to
describe this with my mouth, maybe I can carry it in my hands.



56 ROBIN KORNMAN

“I guess the person that I saw this morning must have been some kind of
transformation. So it seems that this flower here is the child’s magical trans-
formation. If that's so, then why not carry the flower in and place it before the
king? It's a sign of something and signs are necessary—like the auspicious signs
[of visions and experiences of insight] that are so necessary for the practitioner
collecting merit [while performing religious practices]. And after all, the king
gave me orders, saying: “Whether it is a god or a demon, bring it in!” This
thing is not solid; it is a form like that of a rainbow. Maybe it is a magician’s
illusion? Or perhaps the flower is all there ever was and I have been hypnotized.
Whatever it is, I am certain that it is a miraculous thing!

“On top of that, whatever this thing is, I cannot talk to it. But since it is all
1 have to show for this morning’s events, 1 will carry it in and just present it.
Just as white snow is pleasing to the mind and colored ornaments are lovely
to the eyes, so this is probably an auspicious sign.” Then he picked up the
lotus and carried it to the door of Lotus Self-luminosity’s living room. The
flower in his hand turned into a white light the size of the moon and dissolved
into the heart center of the demon king Raksasa Skullgarland. At that moment
the noble supreme Greatly Compassionate One [Avalokitesvara] told Padma-
sambhava to invoke and call forth from the self-luminous thought stream the
mind of Gesar. His words were poured into a song so that they were easy to
understand. [The “thought stream” is a technical term in Buddhist psychology
that refers to the stream of impressions and self-transformations that make up
an individual. When the thought stream is evoked from the breast of Padma-
sambhava, it will arise as the mind of Good News, the deity who will later be
reborn as Gesar. The song that follows is an invocation designed to “call forth”
the deity who will become Gesar of Ling. The “calling forth” is an important
aspect of the technology of tantric ritual. The idea is that by singing this song
Avalokitesvara can provoke, and stimulate Padmasambhava to action, arousing
him to generate the deity Good News. The deity is an emanation of Avaloki-
tesvara, who is himself an emanation of the buddha of the Lotus Family, Ami-
tabha. Thus we have a complex series of emanations. First, Amitabha confers
authorization on his bodhisattva emanation, Avalokitesvara, who transforms
himself into a magical demon-child. The demon-child becomes a lotus, the
symbol of Mahayana compassion, and then dissolves into the heart center of
Padmasambhava. Now, Avalokitesvara, even though he has evolved into rays
of light, still exists in an absolute sense outside this series of transformations.

Thus his voice can sing the following invocation, which asks Padmasambhava
to call forth Gesar.]

Om mani padme hum hrih

From the pure land of the flaming lotus

Blessed one Amitabha, know us.

And you who are supreme in the Lotus Family, omniscient treasury.
Miraculous king, I ask you to give thought to me.
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It is difficult to tame the wilderness of Tibet.

When they passed away in the Snowy Kingdom,

Nine oath-breaking demons uttered perverted aspirations [that is, these
demons are the individuals who violated tantric vows]

And so were reborn as the nine evil kings and ministers:

The eastern devil, Lotri (Lho khri) Tiger Eye,

The southern devil, Sadam (Sa dam) Poison Tree,

The western devil, Lutsen (Klu btsan) of the Mu Clan,
The northern devil, White Tent The'u Rang Cub.

[Next we have the demons of the intermediate directions|
Turquoise Peak Luminous Child,

Earth lord King Nyenrawa (Snyan ra ba),

The lion devil Ase Khyilpa (A bse ’khil pa),

The borderland devil King Shingtri (Shing khri),

And the general demons of the world such as black bear, etc.

Each one of them is surrounded by an innumerable retinue—

The enemies who have form and the obstructing spirits without form.

They lead the land of Tibet into suffering.

They treat the teachings of cause and effect, the rare and precious three
jewels, with contempt.

They guide all sentient beings on the path to the lower realms.

They plant deep down [in sentient beings] the seed of rebirth in hell.

[Now Avalokitesvara directly addresses Good News, who still exists as a po-
tentiality in the breast of Padmasambhava; but he is “calling him forth” at the
level of his thought stream:]

“Oh pity the ignorant in samsara!

You are the Great Powerful One who defeats those difficult to tame—

Great Being, god child, Good News,

Primordially pure, All Good, self-liberate them.

And grant them the empowerments of the five families of the Buddha.

Grant them the blessings of the three protectors [Manjusri, Vajrapani,
and Avalokitesvara].

The time has come to fulfill your sacred vow

And evoke the transformation body to tame the vicious.

Therefore, don't be idle, protector of beings.”

Thus he supplicated. And then He Who Overpowers the Phenomenal World
with His Brilliance [Padmasambhava] smiled brilliantly, his heart glad, he said,
“Good,” and sang these words in a sweet melody:

“Kye ho, good, supreme bodhisattva;
Your striving for the benefit of beings is good.
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In the limitless sky of your enlightenment mind

The White Luminous One is your compassion which benefits others,
The innumerable constellations are your aspiration prayers.

Your kindness eliminates the darkness of ignorance.

Like the Moon shining in the midst of the moving stars

Are you, child who will master the phenomenal world.

A great bodhisattva, hearing you, rejoices and liberates sentient beings.
You are the lord who embodies the activity of all the buddhas.

For all the buddhas are one in the space of wisdom.

The buddha nature pervades all sentient beings.

Beings in cyclic existence, not understanding this,

Must be liberated. Thus the buddhas

Never abandon their vows to benefit beings.

Protector, whatever thoughts you have for the benefit of others
Will come true for all sentient beings.

So may your practice of the perfection of aspiration be perfected.”

This was his utterance of an aspiration prayer that confirmed the invocation
of the mind vow of all the buddhas of the ten directions. Through it and the
wondrous liberation through seeing, that demon minister of the enjoyment
body buddha field of disciples was established in bliss. Then the Greatly Com-
passionate One returned to Potala Mountain.

[Here begins the section in which Padmasambhava initiates the process by
which Good News is miraculously born as a deity in heaven. Miraculous birth
is a technical term for the method by which gods come into being. The entire
process of emanating and gathering lights, sounds, and tantric symbols that is
depicted in this passage could be regarded as a technical description of the
birth of a deity.]

Later, on the holy day when the dakas and the dakinis especially gather, the
tenth day of the month, deathless Lotus Skullgarland himself was surrounded
by a vast assembly performing a tantric feast. At that time he was dwelling in
the meditative absorption of the all-pervading dharmakaya. From the top of
his head he emitted a green ray of light that invoked the mind stream of the
dharma realm Samantabhadra. Then from the heart center of the dharma realm
Samantabhadra there emanated a five-pointed blue vajra marked in the center
with the syllable him. It flew to the garden of the Heaven of the Thirty-three
and entered the top of the head of the godling White Supreme Bliss. He ex-
perienced inexpressible bliss and his appearance transformed into that of the
warrior buddha Hayagriva, the neighing horse.

From the heart center of the supreme mother Opulent Goddess of the Space
Element emanated a red lotus with sixteen petals, the anthers marked with the
syllable ah. It entered into the top of the head of the goddess Illusory Bliss
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Beauty. An indescribable meditation experience blazed within her, and her
appearance transformed into that of the adamantine sow, Vajravarahi. Horse
and pig joined in passionless union.

The sound of their union of bliss and emptiness invited the mind streams
of the sugatas of the ten directions. From the heart centers of the blessed ones,
the victorious ones of the five families, various colored lights emanated in the
ten directions, cleansing the obscuratons of the five poisons of all sentient
beings. The lights gathered back here and transformed into a crossed double
vajra, the essence of the activity of all the buddhas of the ten directions.

That vajra entered into the top of the head of White Supreme Bliss where it
was melted by the fire of great bliss, flowed through his body, and entered into
the space of Illusory Divine Beauty as wisdom wind. This wisdom wind was
blessed into the transformation body. A little while after that it miraculously
appeared in her lap as a god child blazing with such a magnificent dignity and
splendor that, like all good news, to see him would bring illumination and to
hear him would bring joy. As soon as he was born he began to produce the
sound of the hundred syllable mantra of purification. He was floating in the
air in vajra posture at the height of an arrow-length above an eight-petaled
golden lotus. He produced this song, which teaches the meaning of cause and
effect.

[This song by the newly born Good News presents a traditional sermon to
exhort people to practice with great diligence, describing the horrors of sick-
ness, old-age, and death. Realizing the impermanence of ordinary human life
and the certainty of suffering should motivate the proper detachment.]

Om mani padme hum hrih

From the buddhafield of the Akanistha dharma realm

Blessed ones of the five families of the victorious ones, know me.

For I and all sentient beings like space

Please naturally pacify discursive thoughts of the five poisons.

May we meet the five wisdoms of the five bodies [i.e., body, speech,
mind, quality, and activity].

The single generative essence drop dharma body—

If you see it, buddhahood is delivered in the palm of the hand.
Nevertheless, for ignorant sentient beings

Even if you explain it, it is difficult to understand.

According to the provisional meaning, gods and men

Are protected from fear of cyclic existence

By seeking refuge in the three rare and supreme ones.

Suffering is naturally pacified

By giving birth to the mind of enlightenment, which holds others
dearer than self.
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Beings of the three lower realms, border tribes, and erring gods,

Those of perverted views, inhabitants of buddhaless lands, and the
mute:

When you are free from the faults of these negative eight states of
being [in which you do not have the opportunity to hear and
practice the Buddha’s teachings]

And when you are born in the central land, with sense organs whole,
with faith,

Free from evil intentions in your actions, inclined to virtue—

Then if you do not practice the holy dharma in the present,

What will happen when he comes, the one known as the Lord of Death
[Yama], the sharp and swift?

He comes to friend and foe alike, to good and bad.

The high ones famed as the “Sun” and the “Moon”

May seem to pervade the four continents with their rays.

But there is no way they can overcome the eclipsing planet Rahu with
their light.

Even so are the high kings; think about them!

The distant red rock cliffs are high and strong.

Only the vulture can make his way to them.

And yet there is no way they can beat their rival, the lightning
meteoric iron.

Even so are the mighty unrivaled ones; think about them!

In the third month of summer, tiny creatures emerge above ground.
At harvest time one speck of frost alone will destroy their precious
lives.

The poor and feeble are humble and weak; think about them!

Generally, at first you are born in your mother'’s lap.

You are fed with soft food, the delicious three sweets.

You are dressed in soft clothes, Chinese silk.

In the middle time, you wander in worldly activities.

You turn the wheel of friends and enemies, passion and aggression.

If you are high up, not satisfied with your station in life, you suffer fear
of falling low.

If you are low, you suffer from taxes, war, and corvée labor.

The strong suffer, worrying about how to avoid an evil end.

If they lose out, then they suffer fear of others’ contempt.

If you are rich, you suffer because you cannot manage to keep up the
level of your livelihood.

If poor, you cannot feed your face or clothe your back.
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The suffering of human life is endless, suffering is inexhaustible.
The four hundred diseases are stirred by sickness as the wind.
Many will die because of sudden obstacles.

When you are old, you cannot bear up against sickness.

An old body is like dry sticks on the river bank.

Few are those who listen to the words of old speech.

When the mind is old it gathers all the suffering in the kingdom.

When you catch a long fatal illness:

The nine sweets and the ten delicious flavors nauseate you.

Your soft and warm bed becomes harder than stone.

You are fed up with taking beneficial medicines.

The sleep guardian [someone who prevents the ill from sleeping,
which is believed to be unhealthy] makes you angry.

Your grunts and groans are inexhaustible.

A day and a night take forever to pass.

The divinations mislead, the incantations no longer work.

This short life, so dear to you,

Is now without pure dharmas; it is too late to plant virtuous roots;

For the avaricious who held back generosity,

It is too late to hope for help in the forty-nine days [during the
intermediate state].

On the day when death has finally come,

Feeling for the pulses is like poking a stone.

On the day when you are facing Yama,

Averting ceremonies is like a lamp with water for fuel.

Your aura of merit sinks and

The more you try the worse it gets.

Your field of power and windhorse are expelled and

Your strength is like a water bubble.

The castle of the wargods [i.e., the deities who protect you] is turned
away.

Now your fortress against enemies threatens your own life.

All your heroic champion’s brave accomplishments

Are just a mound of earth piled on top of you.

The rich man’s avaricious inner stores [where long-term provisions are
kept for emergencies]

Are just a wooden stake of attachment driven into the ground.

You wasted your life in confusion about food and clothes.

When you die you are naked with empty hands.

Even the high king on his golden throne

Must pillow his head that day on cold earth.
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And the queen with silken robes on her back

Burns in an oven, clothed in red flames.

Even the youthful tigers in their prime [i.e., young warriors], with
their six attributes of a warrior [arrow, sword, spear, etc.],

Are dragged around by the king of birds, the vulture.

And the mothers and aunts with their six accomplishments

Are bound tightly hand and foot by the black rope.

In the red charnel ground of stupefying fear

On the day when the corpse is cut to pieces, showing the round white
marrow,

It is all over—too late for regret.

The hot and cold of hell are unbearable.

The hungry ghosts are starving and parched.
The animals are bound and stupid.

The jealous gods struggle and die by the knife.

And we gods of the higher realms suffer in our own way:

Even if we avoid sickness and old age, we are carried away by sybaritic
distractions.

Seven days before death the portents of a god’s death arise:

The brightness of their lovely palaces fades.

Their dear wives withdraw far away.

Their sweet-smelling garlands of flowers wither.

Their bodies start to stink, rhinoceros skinned, their light now
obscured.

The negative force of cause and effect blazes up in terrible suffering.

The regret of a dying god is useless—just a cause of further suffering.

All you thoughtless and crazy beings of the six realms
Do not wander, turn your mind within!

Lord gurus, resolve us about the nature of mind.
Imperial rulers, make no mistake about cause and effect.
Mighty ones, do not disturb the king's political plans.

Rich men, offer up and give down most generously.

Ordinary people, do prostrations, circumambulations, and say the mani
mantra.

The more exertion and mindfulness you practice,

The more you will not fail to be free and well-favored.

[ am the great indestructible being, Vajrasattva

The primordially pure dharma realm Samantabhadra.

O beings pervaded by impure illusions,

Listen to this song's words and put their sense into practice!

Carefully guard that understanding, the gem of great price.
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If you do not understand the song, I will not repeat it anyway,
For our communication has failed.

Thus he proclaimed this dharma in a great voice which was heard by all sentient
beings, either moving or unmoving, each in their own language and each ac-
cording to his or her own capacity.

Then, knowing that the time had come to grant empowerment (abhiseka),
from the glorious Copper-colored Mountain on Camara, the master, Lotus
Skullgarland, called forth the mind stream of the buddhas. From his forehead
white rays of light invoked the mind stream of the buddha Vairocana in the
Akanistha buddhafield. From Padma’s heart center blue rays of light invoked
the mind stream of Aksobhya in Abhirati. From his navel yellow rays of light
evoked the mind stream of Ratnasambhava in the buddhafield of Glorious
Beauty. From his throat center red rays of light invoked the mind stream of
Amitabha of the Happy Land [Sukhavati]. From his secret center green rays of
light invoked Amoghasiddhi of Supreme Action buddhafield.

Then he raised this song in order to supplicate for the fruition of the truth.

Om The five poisons purified are the wisdoms of the five buddhas.

I invoke the mind stream of the buddhas from unborn space.

The five elements purified are the five goddesses

Arising from unceasing space for the benefit of beings.

From within the union of supreme skillful means and the nature of
phenomena, which is emptiness,

Has appeared the self-existing form of wisdom and compassion.

To this transformation body who will rescue beings from the flood,

Grant empowerment so that he may conquer the hosts of Mara.

This is the meaningful song of self-luminosity.

According to the traditional worldly proverbs,

It is a poor guru who has neither empowerment nor textual
transmission.

It is a poor student who has not taken the sacred vows of the tantric
pledge;

It is a poor ruler who has no supporters to honor and magnify him,

And poor lower classes who have no respect.

Weapons that are neither sharp nor tempered,

Even if they have both handle and sheath, cannot handle the enemy.

If you have the main six herbal ingredients, but not the additives,

Even if the medicine is fragrant, shining, and wholesome, it will not
heal.

Finally, a field that has not been fertilized,

Even if it sprouts, will not ripen to the six fruits.

So therefore enthrone him, praise him, and compliment him.

For the weapon of compassion cuts off the lives of enemies.



64 ROBIN KORNMAN

The medicine of blessings heals the six realms.
And buddha activity makes the field of disciples flourish.

Fulfilling the aspiration to liberate all beings,
May the auspiciousness of complete fulfillment of goals be present.

Thus he invoked the compassionate mind streams of the five buddhas and their
consorts with these words.

Then from Akanistha, Vairocana's forehead light rays streamed out in the
ten directions. They purified the obscurations of ignorance of all sentient be-
ings and gathered back here in the form of a syllable om, the embodiment of
the body blessings of the buddhas of the ten directions. This became a white
wheel with eight spokes. The wheel traveled in the realm of the mid-heavens
and hovered before the divine child. From it came the self-proclaiming sound
resounding with these words:

Om. From the self-existing wisdom of the realm of dharma

Lord of beings, you were just born.

You are the king who possesses various magical transformations.
You dispel delusions from deluded minds.

It is sad to see the unhappiness of sentient beings.

The border tribes, because of doubt and delusion,

Mental obscuration and ignorance—

If they have free time, still wander in the activities of cyclic existence.
Even though they are well-favored, they are too lazy for the dharma.

When the time for death finally arrives,

Though the dharma-less guru has a big golden hat,
Though he radiates majesty and seems quite high,

He will have trouble showing the path to the next life.

The ruler who has no gentle mind,
Although he looks great when he mightily executes the law,
Throws his karma in the air, like a child throws a stone.

The disciple who has taken no sacred vow of the tantric pledge,
Even though he is learned and seems widely read,
His explanations are like a mist of spit.

The ungenerous rich man,

Even though he has collected bribes through avarice,
At the time of death will be naked and empty-handed.
These are the philosophers of cyclic existence.

On this learned child is bestowed

The name “Good News.”

Because he is tull of blessings, this buddha
Is joytul to hear and exhausts sin.
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This ruler who is sovereign of a vast area,

If he remains will make the kingdom happy.

May his body defeat the enemies of the four directions!

May everyone who has relations with him be free from rebirth in the
lower realms!

May everybody who sees him be purified into the buddha land!

buddha abhisinca om

After the wheel had uttered these words, it dissolved into the child's forehead.
From this day on he was known as Good News.

At dawn the next day from the pure land of Abhirati, from the heart center
of Aksobhya, light rays streamed out in the ten directions. They purified the
obscurations of aggression of all sentient beings, gathered back here in the
form of a blue five-pointed vajra, the embodiment of the mind blessings of the
buddhas of the ten directions, and then dissolved into the heart center of the
divine child. As a result he mastered the treasury of the meditative absorptions.
Then he was offered a bath by the entire assembly of the five families of deities,
who bathed him with nectar poured from a precious vase and this song was
sung:

Hum. From the great vajra space of emptiness
Flows forth the nectar of mirror-like wisdom.
May the weapons of vajra aggression
Conquer the hosts of enemies, the poisons!

The ignorant angry sentient beings of samsara:

The guru who has no compassion,

Even though he exerts himself in mantra recitation and retreat practice,
He will still not become a buddha.

The ruler who has no gentle mind

May be strict in the law, but still his people will leave the country.

The hero who has no restraint,

May be both hearty and brave, yet he will die by the sword.

Therefore, in the savage minds of sentient beings

May no sinister thoughts of aggression arise!

Supreme being, divine child, Good News,

Even though you are not obscured by the three poisons,

I grant you the empowerment of the completely pure three bodies.
May you spontaneously accomplish the buddha activity of pacifying!
vajra abhisifica hum

Thus they bathed him with nectar.

Again, from the Beautiful pure land, from the navel of Ratnasambhava light
rays streamed out, purifying the obscurations of pride of all sentient beings.
They gathered back here as all the qualities and merit of the victorious ones
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of the ten directions in the form of a blazing jewel and dissolved into the navel
of the divine child. He was then adorned by the bodhisattvas of ten levels with
priceless precious ornaments: jeweled crest ornaments; throat, shoulder, hand,
leg, and ear ornaments; rings; the long and short necklaces of crystal; the divine
clothes of silk; and so forth, ornaments worthy of a great being—with all of
these he was clothed and enthroned. And then this auspicious song was raised:

Tram. The precious wisdom of equanimity,

The noble jewel who completely purifies pride,

The meritorious one, the accumulator of all merit,

And the great source of jewel wisdom, Ratnasambhava,

In order to tame those difficult to tame, you are granted empowerment,
So that your compassion may achieve the benefit of beings.

In the sky of your merciful compassion

May the auspiciousness of unbiasedness be present!

For disciples who are like constellations,

May the auspiciousness of your limitless and fast buddha activity be
present!

For your life span which is like a vajra,

May the auspiciousness of indestructibility and deathlessness be
present!

For the swastika of your vows to benefit beings,

May the auspiciousness of unchanging spontaneity be present!

By these beautiful ornaments, the precious jewel crown,

May the auspiciousness of exalted majesty be present!

By these earrings and rich golden necklaces,

May the auspiciousness of the sweet sound of your fame pervade
space!

By these silken, soft, and broad vestments,

May the auspiciousness of conquering the hosts of Miara be present!

Great being, precious Good News,
Although you are not attached to conventional ornaments,
You are granted the empowerment of these five precious qualities.

May your vast buddha activity be spontaneously accomplished!
ratna abhisifica tram.

Thus he was enthroned with auspiciousness.

Again, from the pure land, the Happy Land [Sukhavati], from the throat
center of Amitabha light rays streamed out, purifying the obscurations of pas-
sion of all sentient beings. They gathered back here as the embodiment of the
blessings of the speech of all the buddhas in the form of a red lotus and dis-
solved into the throat center of the divine child. He was then empowered with
the sixty limbs of speech and singing. Furthermore, the symbol and support
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of the sacred vows of all the buddhas, a golden five-pointed vajra fell from the
sky into his hand:

Hrih. From the space of passion purified as discriminating awareness
wisdom

Great desire, great bliss,

Lord of dispassionate lotus speech,

You are the supreme skillful means of coemergent wisdom.

This vajra is the symbol for your sacred vows.

Until the ocean of cyclic existence is emptied,

You will free the ocean of sentient beings.

Having realized the ocean of wisdoms,

May you fulfill the ocean of aspiration prayers!

Receive the empowerments of the gods above.

Remind the nyen in the middle of their previous vows.

And below open the treasury of the dragons.

From Ling, the country of desire, look after the benefit of beings.
The black devils and the golden Hor [untamed demons and nations]
Those with form and those without—bind them all by oath.

Although the bodhisattva who looks after the benefit of beings

Needs no encouragement to keep these vows,

Nevertheless we ask: please take care to save them from the ocean of
cyclic existence.

May you spontaneously accomplish the activity of magnetizing!

padma abhisirica hrih.

This song was heard, pronounced in the mid-heavens.

Again, from the pure land of Completely Accomplished Action, from the
secret center [at the genitals] of the blessed one Amoghasiddhi, light rays
streamed out, purifying the obscurations of jealousy of all sentient beings. They
dissolved into the secret center in the form of a green double vajra, the essence
of the activity of all the buddhas. He received empowerment in all the vast
buddha activities. Furthermore, a silver bell fell into his left hand: it repre-
sented the spontaneously accomplished four karmas of all the buddhas.

Ah. Jealousy is purified into Amoghasiddhi,

The completely pure wisdom of all-accomplishing action.

The greater voice of the great wrathful one

Overpowers the self-proclamation of the five poisons,

Tames the five dark ages, subjugates them with its skillful means.
The great powerful one, the tamer of all others,

Conquers the great mountain of the phenomenal world.

You who have perfected all buddha activity,

From great billowing clouds of your peaceful compassion
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Flash out the terrible thunderbolts
Which conquer the rock mountain of the pride of great sinners.

The guru who is full of attachment to rich offerings
If he is not converted by the philosophical systems of the learned,
Then his chest is filled with nothing but words!

The ruler who is full of pride,
If karma does not strike him in the face,
Then it will ripen as agony for the kingdom and people!

Like the callow youth, full of himself, the tiger of the east [a healthy
young man who is brave, proud of his physical prowess],

If a real warrior does not knock him out

Then his hollow bragging will be like the roaring of a dragon.

Like a stuck-up young girl, full of pride,

If famine does not exhaust her arrogance,

Then her brash self-centeredness will be high as the sky.

Therefore in this time of the dark age

The tough guys full of black thoughts

Have disrespect for cause and effect and pile-up perverted aspirations.

Let not your compassion abandon them; liberate them into the pure
lands!

Strike down the aggregates of the self with the vajra weapon.

Dissolve their consciousness into this vajra of the dharma realm.

Your warriorship is the embodiment of compassion.
Even though you do not hesitate to apply your buddha activity,

May your wrathful buddha activity be spontaneously accomplished.
karma abhisifica ah.

Thus he received abhiseka.
All the assemblies of great, supreme wrathful deities enthroned him com-
pletely with the four empowerments. Then the divine child, Good News, him-

self was full of learning, good qualities, splendor, and dignity unrivaled in the
world.

COLOPHON

This was the chapter on the empowerment and the chapter on the birth by
magical transformation, known as “Blessings Flaming Continuously Like a
Stream.” It has been composed in ordinary language, easy to understand.



The Royal Way of Supreme Compassion

Matthew Kapstein

The reign of King Songtsen Gampo (Srong btsan sgam po, 613/14-649/50) marks
the beginning of the age of Tibetan imperial power, when for some two centuries
Tibet vied with China's Tang dynasty for the control of what is today northwest
China. Relentlessly pursuing the expansionist policies of his {ather, Namri Song-
tsen (Gnam ri srong btsan), the lord of the small Yarlung valley, Songtsen Gampo
consolidated his rule over most of the Tibetan plateau and then proceeded to
move into the surrounding countries in all directions. In tandem with the growth
of the empire, Songtsen Gampo concerned himself too with the problems relating
to the administration of his vast territories, and so it was under his rule that the
Tibetan system of writing was developed and the creation of a legal and admin-
istrative code was begun. Following the arrival of the Tang Princess Wencheng,
who was certainly accompanied by her own court when she came to wed the
Tibetan monarch, elements of Chinese learning began to make inroads in Tibet
at this time as well. Scholars at present debate whether Buddhism was in fact
adopted in Tibet under King Songtsen, but a considerable body of tradition sug-
gests that some presence of the foreign religion was at least tolerated during his
reign.

This, in brief, summarizes our rather scanty historical knowledge of Songtsen
Gampo, but Tibet writers have woven around such threads a rich tapestry of
legend and tradition. In many respects, Songtsen Gampo. Princess Wencheng,
and the other members of the king’s family and court figure in Tibetan literature
and folklore much as do Arthur, Guinevere, and the Knights of the Round Table
in the medieval traditions of England and France. In recent years the Chinese
government has even sought to manipulate the popularity of this lore for its own
ends, by promoting the notion that Tibet’s modern “marriage” with China had its
origins in the union of the Tibetan emperor with the Tang princess. For the
Tibetans, however, King Songtsen is an enduring emblem of Tibetan sovereignty
and power, a conception reinforced both by history and by legend.

Perhaps the most influential of the popular traditions connected with Songtsen
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Gampo are those associated with the collection of texts called the Mani Kambym
(Mani Bka’ 'bum). The writings found here originated as terma (gter ma) or “treas-
ures,” texts said to have been concealed by ancient masters and rediscovered
during a later age by prophetically designated “treasure-finders.” Their discovery
is attributed to three such persons who lived during the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, and by the fourteenth century the Mani Kambum was already in cir-
culation in a form close to that which we have today. According to the tradition
contained here, Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva of compassion, is the special di-
vine protector of Tibet and in fact is to be identified with the fundamental prin-
ciple of enlightenment throughout the universe as a whole. This principle, which
is also the name preferred by Avalokitesvara as he appears in the Mani Kambum,
is Supreme Compassion (Skt. Mahakarunika, Tib. Thugs rje chen po). Supreme
Compassion is the basis for love, kindness, and nurturing among all living crea-
tures, but it is much more than a positive sentiment alone; for Supreme Com-
passion is none other than the open and creative power of mind or spirit, whose
infinite potentialities for self-actualization constitute the very basis for creation
itself. The bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, therefore, is in effect the concrete embod-
iment of the abstract and unlimited principle of Supreme Compassion.

In his special relation with Tibet, Avalokitesvara is said to have taken birth as
the monkey who, having united with an ogress, became the progenitor of the
Tibetan people. When the Tibetans later mature to the point at which they are
receptive to the Buddha's teaching, Avalokitesvara takes birth among them once
more as none other than King Songtsen Gampo. The Mani Kambum, then, rep-
resents the collected teachings of this figure, who is at once the father of the
Tibetan people, the highest spiritual principle, the bodhisattva of compassion,
and the king of Tibet.

According to the Mani Kambum, the king marries two foreign princesses, the
second being Tritsun (Khri btsun), daughter of the ruler of Nepal. Both princesses
are themselves the emanations of goddesses, and both bring with them, as part
of their dowries, sacred images of the Buddha Sakyamuni, which are installed in
temples specially built.to house them. The tale of the king and his brides, as it is
told here, is the drama of Buddhism’s introduction to Tibet. The image said to
have been brought by the princess of Wencheng, and known as the Jowo or “Lord”
(Jo bo), and the Jokhang temple constructed for it in Lhasa became Tibet's greatest
center of pilgrimage, which virtually all Tibetans aspire to visit. The Mani Kambum
played a crucial role in the promotion of the cult of the Jowo, and the pilgrims
who flock to it find there Tibet's ancient ruler and his court always present before
their eyes in the statuary of the temple itself. Text and monument together en-
gender a uniform vision of Tibet’s imperial past and its enduring spiritual pres-
ence. This perspective is strengthened in popular belief by strong associations
with the living figure of the Dalai Lama, who, as a contemporary emanation of
Avalokitesvara, is also identified with King Songtsen.

The title Mani Kambum literally means the “Collected Pronouncements [con-
cerning] Mani,” referring here to the famous six-syllable mantra of Avalokitesvara,
om Manipadme hiim. As early as the seventeenth century, European visitors noted



THE ROYAL WAY OF SUPREME COMPASSION 71

the importance of this formula in Tibetan popular religion—it is often uttered
aloud while a “prayer-wheel,” containing the mantra written many times on a
paper scroll, is turned. The recitation of the “six-syllable mantra” 1s indeed a
ubiquitous devotional act, and even a 1992 popular song in Lhasa used it as a
lyric, expressive in this modern context of a Tibetan national prayer, and hence
a prayer for the Tibetan nation. The mantra is to all intents and purposes the
central teaching of the Mani Kambum, as indeed its title suggests (see chapters 16
and 32).

Since the nineteenth century Western writers on Buddhism have frequently
asserted that the six-syllable mantra may be translated as “Hail to the jewel in the
lotus!” This expression has even become, for many, emblematic of Tibetan Bud-
dhism as a whole. It is ironic, therefore, that not only would such a translation
require that the mantra be composed in grammatically incorrect Sanskrit, but the
popular Western interpretation of it is not supported by any known Indian or
Tibetan sources. The Indian interpretation, known also to Tibetan scholars trained
in the study of Sanskrit grammar, understands Manipadme to be a term of address
for Avalokitesvara, meaning “[possessor of] jewel and lotus,” for these indeed are
the objects most frequently held by the bodhisattva in his iconographic represen-
tations. Om and him are purely symbolic expressions, not capable of translation,
but commonly used in the formation of mantras. They are interpreted in many
ways, according to context, but are generally taken as utterances bridging the gap
between mundane and sacred planes of experience.

The Mani Kambum, however, is not at all interested in Sanskrit grammar and
treats each of the six syllables as being purely symbolic. It elaborates literally
dozens of ways of understanding their symbolism, intending that the devotee
should incorporate this rich field of meaning into his or her meditations while
reciting the mantra. Thus, for example, the six syllables represent the six states
of being (gods, demigods, humans, animals, tormented spirits, and creatures in
the hells) that Avalokitesvara seeks to liberate through compassion; they are the
six psychological poisons (pride, envy, lust, stupidity, greed, and anger) that must
be pacified in meditation; they are the six basic colors (white, green, red, blue,
yellow, and black) of which visual experience is constituted; and so on. The
devoted religious practitioner, who will sometimes aspire to recite the six-syllable
mantra one hundred million times during the course of a lifetime, by contem-
plating such associations thus endeavors to find Supreme Compassion permeating
all possibilities of experience.

The Mani Kambum is a large work, occupying two thick volumes in most edi-
tions. It has three major sections concerned, respectively, with the legends of
Avalokitesvara and his emanation in Tibet as King Songtsen, with the rituals of
Avalokitesvara according to the “royal tradition” associated with the king, and
with the ethical and meditational teachings that the king is said to have delivered.
In the selections that follow, the first and third sections are represented.

The first text is drawn from a recent history of the ancient Nyingma school of
Tibetan Buddhism by the late head of the school, H. H. Dudjom Rinpoche (1904-
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1987). In summarizing the traditional story of Songtsen Gampo, he bases himself
primarily on the accounts given at length in the Mani Kambum and includes a
brief discussion of its discovery. The second and third texts are taken from the
third section of the Mani Kambum itself, where they are said to be the king's
teachings to his own son and daughter regarding the way of Supreme Compas-
sion. See Mani bka’ 'bum: A Collection of Rediscovered Teachings (New Delhi: Tra-
yang and Jamyang Samten, 1975), vol. 2.

Further Reading

For a more detailed introduction to the Mani Kambum, refer to my article “Re-
marks on the Mani bKa’-’bum and the Cult of Avalokitesvara in Tibet,” in Steven
D. Goodman and Ronald M. Davidson, eds., Tibetan Buddhism: Reason and Reve-
lation (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992). On the cult of Avalok-
itesvara in the Tibetan Nyingma tradition, see Dudjom Rinpoche, Jikdrel Yeshe
Dorje, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism: Its Fundamentals and History, vol.
1, trans. Gyurme Dorje and Matthew Kapstein (Boston: Wisdom Publications,
1991), pp. 510-12. The selection on “The Legend of King Songtsen Gampo™ has
been made available for the present publication, with minor editorial emenda-
tions, by permission of the translators and Wisdom Publications. The story of
Songtsen Gampo'’s construction of temples over the supine ogress is discussed in
Janet Gyatso’s “Down with the Demoness: Reflections on a Feminine Ground in
Tibet,” in Janice D. Willis, ed., Feminine Ground: Essays on Women and Tibet (Ith-
aca: Snow Lion Publications, 1987), pp. 33-51.

The Legend of King Songtsen Gampo

There is a prophecy in the Root Tantra of Marjusri:

In the place called the divine land,
Surrounded by snowy mountains,

A king called “God among Men” will be born
Into the Licchavi race.

The fifth hereditary monarch after Lha Totori was the religious king Songtsen
Gampo, an emanation of Avalokitesvara in the form of a mighty lord of men,
who began to rule the kingdom at the age of thirteen. When he was fifteen the
emanational monk A-kar Matisila brought him a self-created image of the Sub-
lime One [Avalokitesvara]. Then, the king commanded the religious minister
Gar, an emanation of Vajrapani, to invite the Nepalese princess Tritsun, an
emanation of Bhrkuti, and the Chinese princess of Wencheng, an emanation
of Tara, both of whom were agreeable to the people, to be his two consorts.
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This he did in order to introduce two images of the Teacher, representative of
the Buddha himself, which were, respectively, the size of an eight-year-old and
a twelve-year-old. The princesses came to be known as the two “Lotuses of the
Lake.”

While the Trulnang Temple [i.e., the Jokhang, the “Cathedral of Lhasa”| was
being constructed, the building-work was disrupted by nonhuman beings.
Therefore, the king and his two consorts went into retreat in the palace known
as Maru, at Nyangdren Phawongkha in the valley of the Kyichu. They attained
accomplishment by propitiating their meditative deity, on whose advice the
king built the temples to tame the borders, frontiers, and districts, which were
situated on geomantic sites on the body of the supine ogress [that is, Tibet];
and so it was that he exorcised the malignant earth spirits. He then erected
Trilnang and Ramoche temples and the images they housed.

Songtsen Gampo invited the master Kusara and the brahman Sankara from
India, the master Silamafju from Nepal, and the master Hoshang Mohoyen
from China. With others, they translated many sections of the tripitaka and of
the tantras and thus introduced the teaching to Tibet. Though no actual teach-
ing or study took place, the king himself secretly gave instruction on the peace-
ful and wrathful forms of Supreme Compassion to many fortunate beings, who
then practiced these teachings. No one was ordained [as a monk] prior to the
“seven men who were tested,” but it is said that there were always about a
hundred long-haired yogins engaged in the practices of Supreme Compassion
at Nyangdren Phawongkha. At that time the scriptures that formed the king’s
testament were collected and hidden in separate treasures. Later, these treas-
ures were revealed by the accomplished master Ngédrup, Lord Nyang, and the
teacher Sakya-6. Today they are renowned as the Collected Works of the King
Concerning the Mantra “Om Manipadme Hum,” the first Tibetan doctrinal work.

The king also sent Tonmi Sambhota, an emanation of Manjughosa, to India
to study grammar and writing. On the basis of the Indian scripts he created
the forms of the Tibetan letters, and he composed eight treatises on Tibetan
grammar. Before Songsten Gampo’s time there had been no proponents in the
Land of Snows of a code of conduct in accord with the doctrine, but thereafter
the great door of the true doctrine and of theories in accord with the doctrine
was opened for the first time. The king innovated the just spiritual and tem-
poral laws, as illustrated by the ten divine virtues and the sixteen pure human
laws. In these ways, King Songtsen Gampo blessed the country of Tibet to
become a prosperous and luxurious source of the true doctrine.

TWO SELECTIONS FROM THE MANI KAMBUM

Om Manipadme hum!
King Songstsen Gampo, who was himself an emanation of Supreme Compas-
sion, gave these precepts to his son Kungsong Kungtsen:
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Meditation upon the body of Supreme Compassion may be associated
with the six bodies of enlightenment:

His body, endowed with the signs and attributes of the fully
enlightened Buddha, is like the Sun.

It is the body of perfect spiritual rapture.

His speech, a union of sound and emptiness, which arises with
incessant variety, is like the Moon, which has many varied
reflections.

It is the emanational body.

His mind, abiding without change, birthless and empty, is like the sky.
It is the body of all that is real.

The qualities of his enlightenment, whereby he acts on behalf of living
beings without interruption, are like the planets and stars.

They are the body of essential being.

His enlightened activity, which teaches beings throughout the three
realms in accord with their particular spiritual needs, is like a
panacea.

It is the body of actual awakening.

And Supreme Compassion itself, which remains one-pointed, without
change or transformation throughout the three times, for the sake of
living beings, is the vajra-like body, the body of indestructible
reality.

Thus Supreme Compassion is fully endowed with the six bodies.

They are not something that is attained by meditation or practice
directed to anything outside of yourself.

When you cultivate the realization that your own mind is Supreme
Compassion they arise by themselves.

Thus his body, which is free from birth and death, is like a reflected
image: it is free, it appears, but it is devoid of substantial existence.

Speech as Supreme Compassion is like an echo, and is incessant.

Om Manipadme Hiim, the natural voice of reality, is uninterrupted:

Om stills pride, purifies the heavens of the gods, and cuts off birth
among them.

Ma stills jealous rage, purifies the realms of the demigods, and cuts off
birth among them.

Ni stills lust, purifies the world of human beings, and cuts off birth
among them.

Pad stills stupidity, purifies the habitats of animals, and cuts off birth
among them.

Me stills greed, purifies the lands of tormented spirits, and cuts off
birth among them.

Hum stills hatred, purifies the hells, and cuts off birth within them.
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When the six afflictions are thus stilled, and the realms of the six
classes of beings thus are emptied,

You will realize that samsara arises and subsides by itself.

And it is something that is not found elsewhere, but occurs when the
six-syllable heart-mantra is uttered.

The mind of Supreme Compassion is clear like a mirror, free from the
ideas and concepts, and endowed with the five modes of enlightened
cognition.

Hence, it is pure intuitiveness that is free from conceptualization.

Because mind emerges by itself, arises by itself, it is the enlightened
cognition of the foundation of all that is real.

Because it is clear and incessant, it is the enlightened cognition that is
like a mirror.

Because it abides in equality, without divisions, it is the enlightened
cognition of sameness.

Because it arises and subsides by itself, coming to rest at its point of
origination, it is the enlightened cognition that distinguishes
particulars as they arise and subside.

And because it abides as the indivisible union of clarity and emptiness,
it is enlightened cognition engaged in action.

None of that is to be found elsewhere, for it emerges from mind itself
and dissolves into the mind itself.

Therefore, it is enlightened cognition that is coemergent, the
enlightened intention that arises and subsides by itself.

These are the precepts the king gave to his son, sixfold precepts introducing
Supreme Compassion’s body, speech and mind.

Om Manipadme hum!

Songtsen Gampo, the dharma-protecting king who was himself an emanation
of Supreme Compassion, gave these precepts to his daughter Trompa-gyen
(“the ornament of the town™]:

The view of Supreme Compassion is the indivisible union of
appearance and emptiness and is like the sky.

External appearances, the incessant appearing of whatever may be, is
nonetheless the appearance of mind, which appears by itself. The
essential character of mind is that it is empty.

And the essential character of appearance is that it is empty in being
apparent, but without substantial existence.

The meditation of Supreme Compassion is the indivisible union of
clarity and emptiness and is like a rainbow appearing in the sky.
You must cultivate the realization that the essential character of mind.
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which is clear and unobscured, and which emerges by itself, arises
by itself, is that it is empty.

The action of Supreme Compassion is the indivisible union of
awareness and emptiness and is like the sun rising in the sky.

Action is freedom from hankering after whatever there is that arises
incessantly in mind, whose nature is pure awareness.

Though you act, you act in emptiness, not grasping at entities as real.

The fruit of Supreme Compassion is the indivisible union of bliss and
emptiness.

Mind itself, without contrivances, is blissful within the expanse that is
the foundation of all that is real.

Being empty and free from grasping, it is like the moon reflected in
water.

Being free from all superimposed limits, it is without features that serve
to define it.

And because it has forever abided within you, it cannot be achieved.

The spiritual commitment of Supreme Compassion
Is emptiness of which the core is compassion.

Its characteristic being just that,

You will grasp all living beings in all three realms
With unqualified compassion.

Being equal, you will act without “levels.”

The enlightened activity of Supreme Compassion
Grasps beings with a snare of compassion in which
Buddhas and sentient beings are no different.

It slaughters their pain with the weapon of emptiness,
And draws sentient beings to the level of bliss supreme.

These are the precepts he gave to his daughter, six precepts introducing Su-
preme Compassion.



A Tribal History

Robin Kormman

The History of the Goloks appears in the autobiography of the nineteenth-century
master of meditation, Do Khyentse (Mdo mkhyen brtse ye shes rdo rje). In theory,
this text is a history of the family lineage of Do Khyentse, a reincarnation of the
famous Nyingma teacher, poet, philosopher, and text-revealer Jigme Lingpa (Jigs
med gling pa, 1730-1798, see chapter 22); but actually it is the fabulous story of
the development of his tribe, the Golok, from their mythical origins to the magical
birth of Do Khyentse himself. We begin with the story of a short-term marriage
between the daughter of a mountain god and a particularly inept human being,
the first Golok. The narrative style used to describe their misadventures is pithy,
informal, and quite humorous. Much of the humor comes from the fact that
Khyentse Rinpoche has written this passage in the earthy Golok dialect of Ti-
betan—giving the story an informal, at times highly colloquial tone—quite dif-
ferent from typical, elegant, classical Buddhist prose. It is interesting to note the
particular tribal origins of such a learned teacher, connected, as he is, with a
subtle philosopher like Jigme Lingpa, for the Golok were and are still today a
rough, extremely proud ethnic group who live and fight in their mountain coun-
try. They are lovers of songs and epics like the Gesar of Ling story, and one of
Do Khyentse’s special points in telling The History of the Goloks is to show the
natural relationship that exists between the origins of the Golok tribe and the
hybrid religious world of the Gesar epic (see chapter 1). The History thus con-
sciously combines the Indic teachings of philosophical Buddhism with themes
from native Tibetan religion.

The Goloks are a fascinating people, notorious for their aggressiveness and
fierce independence, who inhabit a sparsely populated territory of eastern Tibet.
Located at the heart of the territory that they control lies the mountain range of
Magyel Pomra (Rma rgyal spom ra), also known as Amnye Machen. As both an
imposing mountain and a powerful deity, Magyel Pomra is second only to
Nyenchen Thanglha in importance as a mountain deity of Tibet (see chapter 24).
Magyel Pomra also acquires special significance from his association in the Gesar
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of Ling epic as the site where Gesar’s magical weapons and the marvelous war
implements destined for his warriors of Ling were all buried; Gesar is said to hae
left his miraculous sword behind, and local legends claim it is still buried in
Magyel Pomra, making the mountain a source of power for the Golok.

J.E. Rock, an American scientist who spent many years living in the region
during the late nineteenth century, explored as much of the Golok region as he
could safely visit before writing his fascinating monograph on the Amnye Machen
range. In characterizing this rough nomadic group, he tells stories that one hears
quite often when discussing the Golok with other Tibetans, reminding us of the
cowboys of the Wild West:

Although murder was said to be outlawed within the sanctuary of the Am-nye Ma-
chen, the Go-log attack anyone approaching the region west of the Yellow River. They
acknowledge no one’s authority except that of their chiefs, and as the Shing-bzah
incarnation told us their word could not be trusted. They enjoy attacking anyone,
especially foreigners who penetrate their mountain fastness. They have always been
thus, and will probably remain so. . . . Their life is spent on horseback, always ready
for battle and even among themselves they squabble to the point of combat.

... I quote a speech made by a Go-log: “You cannot compare us Go-log with other
people. You obey the laws of strangers, the laws of the Dalai Lama, of China, and of
any of your petty chiefs. You are afraid of everyone; to escape punishment you obey
everyone. And the result is that you are afraid of everything. And not only you, but
your fathers and grandfathers were the same. We Go-log, on the other hand, have
from time immemorial obeyed none but our own laws, none but our own convictions.
A Go-log is born with the knowledge of his freedom, and with his mother’s milk
imbibes some acquaintance with his laws. They have never been altered. Almost in
his mother's womb he learns to handle arms. His forebears were warriors—they were
brave fearless men, even as we today are their worthy descendants. To the advice of
a stranger we will not hearken, nor will we obey aught but the voice of our conscience
with which each Go-log enters the world. This is why we have ever been free as now,
and are the slaves of none—neither of Bogdokhan nor of the Dalai Lama. Our tribe

is the most respected and mighty in Tibet, and we rightly look down with contempt
on both Chinaman and Tibetan.”

Even today, under the rule of the People’s Republic of China, the area around
Machen Pomra is still a dangerous place to travel, and the Golok people are
considered a problematic presence.

According to the chronicle excerpted here, at the time of its founding the Golok
region was a thinly populated, mountainous district, only gradually settled by
human beings. When humans first arrived, they discovered that the territory had
been inhabited since time immemorial by a society of deities, who had their own
politics and a form of social organization associated with the physical structure
of the land. Each district was thought to belong to a lord or proprietor, who is
the god of that land. These deities are called “earth lords” (sa bdag), “ground
lords” (gzhi bdag), “place lords” (gnas bdag), or sometimes just “the lord” (bdag
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po). They are of various “races” (rig pa) or types of beings. For example, Nyenchen
Thanglha is said to be of the “race” of the “cannibal demons,” the raksasas of
Indian storytelling and epic traditions, but here it simply means “intelligent and
fanged monsters.” Each earth lord is thought to have sovereignty over a certain
amount of territory, extending out from a center where he dwells when he is in
the ordinary world of humanity. This center is called his “gateway,” which leads
to another divine realm where the god truly dwells. Buddhist and native Tibetan
liturgies refer to these realms as “palaces.” In this account we actually see the
interior of one of these palaces described, when the future mother of Do Khyentse
is kidnapped by gods. From this description we learn that the true home of the
gods is a separate realm, where spatial and temporal relationships are profoundly
altered.

Most of the gods in this account are “wrathful,” meaning that they appear in
an angry, martial manner, wearing ornaments of bone and human skin, with fierce
features, long fangs, and talons. In the language of Buddhist iconography, “wrath-
ful” is a technical term, indicating how the gods are depicted, in distinction to
the other two iconographic categories of “peaceful” and “semiwrathful.” Often the
wrathful aspect is interpreted philosophically as representing the principle of
transmutation, while the peaceful aspect would represent the serene state of en-
lightenment. In this text, however, we see the special jargon of tantric Buddhism
used colloquially in a social context to tell a story, and the technical vocabulary
takes on a more direct, less alchemical meaning. Here, if the deities should appear
to the characters in their peaceful form, it is not because they are manifesting the
fundamentally serene nature of their enlightenment, but because they “have made
friends” with humans or have “promised to be friendly.”

Similarly, the gods are wrathful not in the symbolic sense, but in the conven-
tional meaning of the word: they are irascible and easily angered. They tend to
regard human beings as invaders of their land and become infuriated by what we
would regard as ritual pollution. For example, at one point in the narrative the
father of the saint-to-be considers moving to Yutse but then decides against it
because Yutse is a sensitive and reactive land (phug thog shor ba). There, a person
could all too easily make a mistake and harm the local spirits of the soil, for
example, by urinating in the wrong place (and “pissing them off,” as we might
say), or by inadvertently moving a stone that is the power spot of a dragon (naga).
or by polluting the atmosphere while cooking rotten meat and sending out stink-
ing, impure smoke. Any such actions might infuriate the local deities and attract
catastrophe, illness, and death. In short, the deities have their own organic ap-
proach to ecology, if you will.

A word should be said about the nagas, or dragons, which are very important
mythical beings in Inner Asian religious lore. They usually do not appear in an
actual snakelike form, as Indian nagas do, but they may appear in any number
of manifestations, often marked by signs of the water element. For example, in
this story there is a boy in the second generation of Goloks. whose father is the
first Golok man but whose mother is from the race of gods. Periodically, this boy
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is favored by a nagi, a dragoness, who arises out of the lake to offer him gifts of
wealth, blessings, and prophecies. She appears as a woman with blue-green hajr
and feeds him milk, the very substance used as an offering to propitiate the nagas
themselves. Like serpent spirits throughout the world, the nagas are possessors
of great wealth. To high lamas they give secret Buddhist texts they have held in
trust at the bottom of the ocean or in their mountain lakes. To the nomads in
this story the nagas give gifts of wealth, specifically horses and cattle and the
valued domestic property of a Tibetan encampment.

In the beginning of the story the first Golok man allies himself with gods who
also appear in the great Tibetan national epic, The Gesar of Ling. These are the
local deities of a certain region of eastern Tibet, the home of the shamanic hero
Gesar. The History shows them to us in peculiar detail—in effect, we see the daily
life of the local gods. Like humans, they are constantly engaged in territorial
conflicts; like humans, they have marriages and the usual contractual agreements
that accompany family unions; and, like humans, they must periodically go to
war. The gods also interfere in human life in a particular way. They are specifically
responsible for the origin and creation of each of the great tribes of Tibet, for like
the Homeric heroes, the founders of tribal states are generally sons or daughters
of local gods. Khyentse takes advantage of this fact to retell a story that refurbishes
his Buddhist birth mythology in non-Buddhist ethnic particulars.

Khyentse’s ethnicity is expressed in four aspects of the historical narrative: the
gods are local rather than Indian Buddhist; the efficacy of religious practice is
based on the dynamic of native Tibetan rituals rather than Buddhist contemplative
practice; the ancestors are favored by providence and because of their compacts
with local deities, not because of their Buddhist virtue; and finally, the liturgical
performances described here come from the rituals and songs of epic bards, not
from the Buddhist religion. Laid over the surface of these core native Tibetan
elements is a veneer of Buddhist mythology, which accounts for all the various
divine couplings as part of an overall plan to tame or convert Tibet to Buddhism,
a plan initiated by Padmasambhava. The saint’s magical rebirth is regarded as part
of Padmasambhava's program to return his original disciples continually to Tibet
as incarnations, so that they may propagate the subtle practices of Buddhism
there.

One of the most interesting episodes of the narrative occurs during the pil-
grimage of the Golok villagers from eastern Tibet to Lhasa in central Tibet, when
we are given a picture of the religion of the people who live around Magyel Pomra.
The description is filled with humor, for we see the villagers' naive beliefs and
their quarreling, as they respond in ignorance to every miraculous foreshadowing
of the coming birth of the saint. The pilgrims have two primary aims motivating
their visit: to increase their merit by paying homage to the famous shrines in
Lhasa, and to increase their good fortune by receiving the blessings of famous
lamas. The lamas may be celebrated Buddhists, but within the framework of this
narrative their powers are really little different from those of village shamans. For
example, the pilgrims attend an audience with the eighth Dalai Lama, Jampel
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Gyatso (Jam dpal rgya mtsho, 1758-1804), who remains somewhat anonymous
and mysterious. All we know of him is that he can see the true nature of Do
Khyentse's holy mother, that she is a reincarnation of a goddess. He singles her
out in a crowd of what must be thousands of peasants paying their respects and
gives her a magical statue made of herbs. His aim is to create a “connection,” so
that he may have the “good fortune” to be reborn in her womb in his next in-
carnation.

The terms “connection” (’brel pa) and “good fortune” (rten 'brel) play an im-
portant role in Tibetan Buddhist popular religion. Both are technical terms used
in Buddhist philosophy and psychology to indicate the presence of a karmic link
and to describe the chain of cause and effect, respectively. But in this literature
the terms have less philosophical import and more of a magical and ritualistic
flavor. “Good fortune” applies to the auspicious events that happen to a person
seemingly by magical coincidence. For example, if a person committed virtuous
acts in a previous lifetime, their karma might make them wealthy in this one,
although being so may seem effortless, resulting from an accident of birth or just
plain luck. The word “connection” takes on a related meaning, often associated
with notions of ritual purity and taboo. If a person has a connection with a saint
in one lifetime, this creates the good fortune for them to be reborn near this saint
in the next lifetime. In some Tibetan literature reminiscent of the inferno scene
of Dante’s Divine Comedy, there are depictions of Buddhist lamas and saints trav-
eling through the hell realms, surrounded by the damned beings who had some
previous connection with them. The lamas walk through hell, gather those with
connections, and lead them out, which is referred to as the damned beings’ “good
fortune.” In this way the abstruse Buddhist doctrine of karma and the chain of
causal events is absorbed into the magical principles of practical religion (see
chapter 32).

In the episode in which the Dalai Lama interacts with the holy mother, he
recognizes that she is a pure vessel into which he may be rebom, for she has a
divine nature. If she were just an ordinary person she would not be able to
“sustain” his merit, and the reincarnated child would die. Tibetans believe that in
order to assure the success of an emanated lama’s rebirth, it is imperative that the
mother be kept pure and clean. Even if she touches another person who is pol-
luted, she will become ill because of her own purity and that of the child within
her. If she has a connection with anything touched by the hand or mouth of an
impure person, she will suffer. When the Dalai Lama gives her his little statue,
then, her touching of it should create the positive connection. But inadvertently
it is passed from hand to hand and so is touched by a “great sinner” and thus
becomes impure. The connection is broken, and the lama loses the auspicious
coincidence or good fortune to be reborn in her womb.

There are other requirements for the rebirth of an emanation or tulku (sprul
sku). After the mother has been impregnated, the parents travel from country to
country, seeking a land conducive to the birth of a tulku. There are countries that
“cannot support” such a child, lands that would not be suitable or conducive to
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the upbringing of such an enlightened being. The baby would die if he were
raised in such an impure environment. This message will be brought to the par-
ents several times. It is a general belief of Tibetan Buddhists that tulkus, reincar.
nations of great lamas, must have very special families or else they will suffer
irreversible mental and physical injuries in their childhoods. If they are not placed
in an environment suitable for the study and practice of religion, they may go
mad or die.

The assimilation of these Buddhist terms to a native context is a sign of the
power of the narrative tradition in which it participates. Here we see not the
assimilation of local tales into Buddhist philosophy, but the reverse assimilation
of Buddhist teachings into indigenous beliefs. Notice, for example, that the prev-
alent ceremonies in this text are juniper smoke purifications (lha sangs) and of-
ferings to the nagas. At the time of Rainbow Body Vajra’s (Do Khyentse’s) birth,
an invisible shrine is constructed on which offerings are made to the retinue of
gods who attend the birth. It is not a Buddhist altar, however, but the special
furnace used for the performance of incense offerings. The deities are described
as wearing armor and blue silks in the fashion of the Tibetan martial spirits called
“war gods” (dgra lha, see chapter 26). Like the war gods, these deities sing about
the excellence of weapons and horses, not about Buddhist themes like the six
perfections of the bodhisattva path. And most interestingly, the actual birth of the
Buddhist saint is heralded not by Buddhist gods and bodhisattvas, but by troops
of invisible bards chanting epics and wearing their special Gesar hats. The child
is bathed just as the Buddha was bathed at his birth, but not in pure sanctified
water; rather, he is bathed in a mixture of milk and water, one of the ritual
materials offered in the native ritual fumigations. The practice of Buddhism is
almost never separate from the worship or propitiation of local deities, but here
the text is structured to place local gods in the foreground.

The native beliefs about the nature of divine forces require some commentary.
Native Tibetan deities are sometimes called “the eight classes of gods” (lha sde
brgyad). These include a famous triad: gods (lha), mountain spirits (gnyan, pro-
nounced nyen) and dragons (klu, pronounced lu). The lha rule in the bright spaces
of the sky and the tops of mountains. The nyen are the mountains themselves and
the land. The lu or serpents inhabit bodies of water, clouds, and anything asso-
ciated with water: wells, rivers, etc. These three classes of deities roughly match
the ancient Chinese division of the world into heaven, earth, and humanity.

Magical creatures can give humans gifts of power and wealth, as in the lha and
nyen, or they can cause illness, as when the serpents turn against one. A person
possessed fully of the blessings and health that come from the gods is said to be
“full of splendor” (gzi brjid can). This splendor, majesty, or, as it is pronounced
in Tibetan, ziji is an actual radiant force that envelopes a healthy and prosperous
being, whether god or man.

All of this is, of course, subordinate in theory to the highlight of the narrative,
which is that the birth of Do Khyentse is an aspect of the ancient machinations
of the founder of tantra in Tibet, Padmasambhava. Do Khyentse is a being of such
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vast wisdom and meditation power that he is called by many names. Sometimes
he is called Rainbow Body Vajra, a name that refers to a sign of supreme accom-
plishment he can exhibit, which is that at the time of death his body does not
undergo earthly corruption but slowly dissolves into a rainbow. A less beautiful
image comes to mind with his name “the blood-drinking Heruka.” This gruesome
name is actually tantric code language, for there are wrathful buddhas called
Herukas who represent the ability of enlightened beings to drink the blood of ego
and thus destroy its essence.

But despite all this Buddhist jargon, the imagery that surrounds his birth is
native to the Central Asian steppes rather than to India, and the long story of the
development of his tribe, the Golok, makes this Buddhist saint into a native
cultural hero. The fact that a great Tibetan philosopher, Do Khyentse, was willing
to show this connection in his life story illustrates the reverence for local traditions
that is part of Buddhism as it is actually practiced in Central and Inner Asia.

The translation is from Mdo mkhyen brtse ye shes rdo rje, Rig ‘dzin ’Jigs med glin
pa’i yan srid Snags ‘chan ’Ja’ lus rdo rje’t mam thar (The autobiography of the knowl-
edge holder Jigme Lingpa’s later existence, the mantra-holder Rainbow Body Vajra)
(Gangtok: Dodrup Chen Rimpoche, 1974).

Further Reading

On the Golok people, see Joseph F. Rock’s study The Amnye Ma-Chhen Range and
Adjacent Regions (Rome: Istituto ltaliano per il medio ed estreme oriente, 1956).
For more historical material on Do Khyentse and his lineage, see, Tulku Thondup,
Masters of Meditation and Miracles (Boston: Shambala Publications, 1996), and
Dudjom Rinpoche, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism (Wisdom Publications,
1991). Two well-illustrated paperbacks give short biographies and icongraphic
representations of Jigme Lingpa and the Khyentse incarnations: Crystal Mirror VI:
Indian and Tibetan Masters, and Crystal Mirror XI: Masters of the Ning. They contain
biographies of the great Nyingma gurus (Berkeley: Dharma Publishing).

History of the Goloks, from the Autobiography of
Do Khyentse Yeshe Dorje

As for the great wisdom holder Jigme Lingpa (Jigs med gling pa), he belongs
to the lineage of the lord of secrets Garab Dorje, and he is an emanation and
manifestation of Manjusri, as well as an aspect of the play of the dharma king
Tri Songdetsen (Khri srong lde btsan), who manifested in every lifetime only
as a treasure finder, the last of the thirteen prophesied in the Dgongs ‘dus lung
bston bka’ rgya ma (The Confidential Prophecy of the Gong du).
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Now in this life, what was his race, his tribe, his maternal lineage, and s,
on? He was from the place known as Golok. It is the practice place of the
buddhas of the eight great Heruka sadhanas, the practices of the eight logoi, a
place blessed by Vajravarahi, the place where the great master Padmasambhava
practiced for six months and visited seven times. The lord of that place always
maintained a powerful, black, wrathful form. His name was Nyenchen Thopa
Tsel (Gnyan chen thod pa rtsal). He was a great being of the tenth level [of
the bodhisattva path]. He was always accompanied by his great consort, a
goddess, a serpentess, and a lady mountain spirit (gnyan), these four, as well
as his retinue of sons, his emanations, and the emanations of his emanations—
a numberless retinue!

In that place there are eight great outer lakes. Among them are the upper
and lower Blue Lakes, one known as the Lake of the Gods (lha) and one known
as the Lake of the Devils. Near the upper lake there is a white boulder shaped
like a crouching tiger, which is the great gateway of the chief earth spirit (z0
dor).

Once a man unsurpassed in his skill at archery came up to the place of that
mountain spirit and stayed there. His name was Longchen Thar (Klong chen
thar, “Great Space Freedom”). One day while he was living there he saw two
water buffaloes come out of the upper and lower lakes and start fighting with
each other. They fought and fought—they did nothing but fight.

That evening the man slept next to the white boulder, and he dreamt thata
white man riding a white horse came up to him and said, “Where do you come
from?”

“I come from Upper Ngari,” he said.

“What is your name?”

“Longchen Thar.”

“What abilities do you have?”

“l am an archer of great power and ability,” he said.

“Well then, listen! Tomorrow two bull yaks will leave the upper and lower
lakes and will fight each other. The upper one is the life substance (bla) of the
gods. [The la (bla) is a kind of soul that all people possess. When it leaves the
body, death soon follows, for it is responsible for the life principle.] The one
that comes out of the lower lake is none other than the life substance of the
devils. If you pierce him and cut off his life, we gods will win and those devils
will be defeated. You and I will become close friends, and we, the gods, will
completely fulfill all your desires.” With these words the god gave his promise.

But [on the following day], when two oxen emerged from the lakes and
fought, their shapes were so similar that the man could not figure out which
ox to slay. He stayed there all day but could not shoot his arrow. That evening
the man on a white horse came and said, “Why did you not shoot the arrow?”’

He answered, “1 couldn’t tell one ox from the other, they were so much
alike.”
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“Well then, tomorrow there will be a mark on my life substance so that you
can recognize it. Be alert! We will fulfill your every desire,” he said and then
left.

The next morning, once again the oxen fought. However, this time, after
looking very carefully, the man saw that one of them had a brightly shining
mirror hanging from among its nape hairs. He aimed straight at the heart of
the other one who had no mirror and pierced him with an arrow. That ox
jumped into the lower lake and disappeared. The water of the lake was stained
with red blood and the hills, rocks, lake, and trees from the upper part of the
valley all cried out, “Ki ki so so, the gods are victorious!” The sound of the
victory cries was great enough to shake the earth. But everything in the lower
part of the valley was full of groans and awful sounds.

That evening the same man came and said, “Now the white gods are victo-
rious and the black devils are defeated—our wishes have been fulfilled! We
will repay your kindness! Tomorrow morning at the foot of this boulder some
kind of frightening animal will appear. [You must touch it!] The best way
would be [to touch it] with your hand; the next best way would be to stroke
it with the feathers of your arrow; the last and worst way would be to throw
two handfuls of sand on its body.” He said this and left.

The next morning when the sun rose, from the top of the boulder came a
divine white yak, a frightening [sight], with its mouth open and its tongue
sticking out into space and moving about. Steam issued from its mouth and
piled up into clouds of mist. Its hooves pounded the boulder to rubble. The
man was so frightened he could not even look at the creature, and he remained
frozen that way, until finally it disappeared into the lake.

That evening the friendly deity came just as before: “You weren't much of a
man, were you? But tomorrow another creature will come. Don’t be afraid! All
you need do is to act as I told you last time.” He said this and left.

The next morning at dawn, from the top of the boulder appeared a fearful
tigress, her mouth wide open, her eyes bulging, her fangs clenched. Her claws
reduced the stones to rubble, and she crouched, as though ready to leap
fiercely. The man was petrified with fear and remained that way, not daring to
move, until the beast finally disappeared into the lake.

That evening the friendly deity came just as before. “You're the kind of
blunderer who has exhausted his merit! Where is there another man like you
who can’t get anything done? 1’s really hard for us on our end to help you!”

The man said, “Now you're not going to keep your promise!”

“I'm not breaking my promise—it's you who can't perform! The divine yak
who came the day before yesterday was my younger daughter, the goddess
Luminous Glory Lady. Others have begged for her hand in marriage, but all
have been rejected. She is superior to all others and therefore, if you had won
her, your family lineage would have gained great merit in the dharma and
would have certainly produced an uncorrupted line of wisdom holders de-
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scending through the family line. They would have subdued India and Tibe
and their greatness and fame would have spread all across those lands. But you
missed your chance for this good fortune!

“The tiger who appeared today was of the race of mountain spirits (nyen).
named Merit Glorious Treasure. She is my middle daughter. There have been
suitors and I have given her hand in marriage. If you had attained her, the
religious rite that confers empowerment on your family lineage would have
taken place; or you would have attained prosperity, might, glory, and the re-
spect of all. But you missed your chance for that good fortune, too!

“Now there is my oldest daughter, Brilliant Superb Victorious Over Enemies.
Although I have her, it has been decided to give her in marriage to Magyel
Pomra. Nevertheless, 1 will allow her to be given to you once!

“We have been trying to help you for some time, but it is hard. When you
win her, this is what you will receive: your family lineage will always thirst for
sin; their work will be war and all sorts of thievery; they will make their living
off the wealth and prosperity of others and only that way; they will kill living
creatures and diligently strip the carcasses, taking the meat and red blood. As
long as your human lineage lasts, you will never be dominated by others and
your heads will never be lowered. This is the last good fortune I can grant to
you! )

“However, if tomorrow morning you cannot show your courage, there is
nothing more I can do for you. In that case, leave this place in peace and find
another country. I will give you as many cattle as you can take with you.” He
said this and left.

Next morning at sunrise, once again there came from the top of the boulder
a fearful crocodile, its mouth yawning open, its eyes bulging, and its tongue
sticking out. The man was not brave enough to rub it with his hand or with
the arrow feathers, but he did manage to throw a handful of sand toward the
creature’s tail. In a moment it transformed into a lovely and charming woman,
dressed in silken clothes with precious jewels, who offered her help and friend-
ship.

Three days later the girl said, “Go today to the upper part of the valley. There
is a little lake there. By its shores is my dowry, some of my herds. Drive the
sheep down here!”

So he set out [to the lake and found the flock], and herding about a hundred
head of sheep with different colors of wool, he came back down the valley. By
the time he had arrived on the banks of Sky Lake it was already night. He found
a fine yak hair tent set up and inside were all the property and belongings of

a home. All the property and excellent wealth had been set up and neatly
arranged.

He asked, “Where did we get all this stuff?”
“My brother brought it,” she said.

“Is your brother the same as my friend from yesterday?” he asked.
“It’s possible!” she said.
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From then on, the two prospered together in comfort and happiness and
sported together all the time. They had a male child. When he was a year old
the wife said, “Now we have been friends for three years. All that time our life
has been full of comfort and joy. Our son is one year old and we have never
had a birthday celebration. Three days from tomorrow, let’s have a big party,
and we can present a huge offering for the family of his maternal uncle.” The
husband thought this was an excellent idea.

The woman said, “Sleep comfortably this evening—I will make all the prep-
arations.” In the middle of the night, many people and animals of all sorts
assembled there. They bustled about, performing juniper smoke offerings and
making ritual cakes for offerings. They butchered animals for food offerings,
stripping away the meat and draining the blood. They made inconceivably vast
offerings. They set out hundreds of thousands of ritual cakes as offerings to
the nagas and to various other deities. From moment to moment the offerings
were enjoyed by countless troops of gods, mountain spirits, and serpents such
as had never been seen before. After all of them had gone back to their own
places, there remained the white man on his white horse.

“Hey, friend! Your wife, as 1 told you before, is the elder daughter of the
king of the mountain spirits, and she was given to Magyel Pomra. Three days
from now, he will come in all his power to take her back. At that time, do not
look over at your son, your cattle, or any of your wealth. Just hold onto this
girl with your left hand, hold this sword aloft in space with your right hand,
and say these words: ‘I am Great Space Freedom Victory Banner. The name of
this sword is Resistless Blazing Blade. No one will take from me the woman
whom I have found on this ground!’ Say this, expand your bravery, and remain
that way. They will not take your woman. You will once again be surrounded
by everything—your son and your wealth.” He said this and disappeared. -

Three days later, a black cloud moved in from the north, sending forth a
terrifying screaming sound. Terrible bolts of red lightning and stones rained
down, and there were various frightening manifestations. The wife said, “The
troops of Magyel Pomra are coming! Now whatever happens today depends
on you!”

He seized his wife and held on to her tightly, just the way his friend had
told him. He gripped his sword pommel and stood his ground. The tent, his
possessions, his flocks—all were carried away by a mist and a wind. Neverthe-
less, he held his ground fearlessly. For a moment his son was also lifted by the
wind. Then the man’s heart was tortured by an unbearable sense of poverty.
so he left his wife and ran quickly to grab his little boy. The moment he seized
him, the howling and roaring, great red wind and the fog mixed together,
enveloped his wife, and carried her away. Father, son, and sword—only these
three were left. For three days they remained there in misery, unlike that ever
experienced by anyone else.

Finally, he went back to the foot of the boulder and stayed there. Eventually
two riders came. One was riding a supreme steed Turquoise Mane. He was a
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[raksasa and a] warrior of indescribable splendor. The other was the whi
man on the white horse. He said, “Soulless being, your spinning head is dis.
tracted and deceived! When you don’t heed the commands I utter, your action
and activities will be carried away by the wind just in this way. 've come here
to take a look at my nephew; you just do whatever you like.”

Since he now had neither wife, property, nor cattle, he thought they had
come to steal away his son as well. He cowered there in fear. Then out of the
lake there came a woman with turquoise locks of hair. She took the child in
her arms and then poured out for him a small cup of milk, saying, I pity the
poor motherless little boy. I must give him a tiny portion of my wealth.” She
then leapt back into the lake.

The raksasa said, “Little child, [you are unlucky]. You lack merit in both
dharma and wealth. Not only that, but since you are motherless, you also lack
the good merit of a comfortable and happy life. May you be brave, skillful, and
penetrating in your actions! Until the end of your family lineage, may your
personal power and independence be great, and may your head never be lower
than others!” Saying this he stroked his head.

To the father he said, “Even though you are a blundering idiot, since I have
become your friend, 1 have no choice but to remain your boon friend. There-
fore, I have no choice but to take revenge on Pomra for what he has done to
you.” He took back the sword and thrust it into the sheath at his waist. Mount-
ing the horse, he disappeared. His earlier friend remained there before him.
The man asked, “Who was that splendid man who was just here?”

“That was the raksasa Thopa Tsel.”

“Are you his son?”

“Oh no! How could that be? You mustn't talk like that. I am the inner
minister godling Nyur Khyog. Now, return to your own bed and stay there.
The child’s portion of the wealth will arrive then.” That evening he slept at
home. The next morning when he awoke from his dream there was the little
tent with all his things in it: the domestic utensils and provisions and the fifty
head of sheep.

Then they went up and lived between the two lakes for three years. One day,
when the boy was five years old, he was playing around the upper lake. Out
of the lake came the blue woman who had appeared before. “Little boy, your
horses are in the village over yonder. I confer on you the name Patsel Boom
(Dpa’ rtsal ’bum, Brave Power Myriads).”

The child said, “Did you say Patar Boom (Dpa’ thar 'bum, Brave Freedom
Myriads)?”

“No, and since you mispronounced your name, your merit will be small and
your wealth nonexistent. Although your descendants will be brave (dpa’), if
you always run away, you will be free (thar) from harm. Give them exactly the
same name as yourself.” She said this and disappeared into the lake.

The little boy went back down and said, “Father, I was wandering around
that lake over there and met the blue lady again. She gave me the name Pathar
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Bum. And my portion of horses is over in that village.” His old father replied,
“The day before yesterday [sic] when the troops of Magyel Pomra came, 1 was
as brave (dpa’) as a man need be. If you are brave enough you will be called
brave; if you are free enough you will be called free.”

Then father and son went down into the village to see what was there. Near
the white stone was a small blue horse wearing a saddle, blanket, and so forth.
And there was the sword and panoply of a warrior. The old father began to
perform sacred dances, crying out, “O great, O great, my young boy. all your
wishes have been fulfilled!” Since that day that valley has been called “O Great”
(O bzang). There at O Great Valley the father and son lived for several years,
and the son became even braver and more effective in his skills.

There was a woman from the region around Nyarong named Iron Lady. She
had been stolen away and taken off by the power of an earth lord [sa bdag, a
kind of local spirit attached to a specific locality]. Now she had come to that
place where the young man lived. The two met, and by the power of karma
through the desire connection they fell in love. They became man and wife
and settled in Upper Ma Thama. A boy was born, pleasing his grandfather,
who said, “The land here is happy and with my grandson 1 am even more
happy. Therefore I name this land Happy Valley (dga’ mdo).”

When the little boy grew older, he first settled in a place called the Valley
of Mar. The mountain valleys there were all under the control of All Glorious
Shul, so the couple became subjects of Glorious Shul. After a while, however,
all the tribes and people in the highlands there were gradually brought under
the control of the young man. [Finally] even Glorious Shul could not hold his
own seat and had to flee to Kha Khog. Since the one who bowed his head
became himself the head [chief], the son of Iron Lady was given the name
Golok, which means “Switch Heads.”

He had three sons: the oldest was Great Power Myriads (Dbang chen 'bum),
the middle one was Lotus Myriads (Padma 'bum), and the youngest one was
A Kyong Myriads. They settled in Upper, Middle, and Lower Mar Valley, re-
spectively. Their descendants spent all their time in war, banditry, stealing, and
so on—only unvirtuous activities. This was all they did. . ..

In the fifth generation the father was Dharma Wheel Merit Benefit. Now,
there was once a woman named Arrow of Praise who was famous for having
descended from a Tsen spirit [btsan, gods who inhabit the sides of mountains
and are often the gods of impressive boulders, usually red in color. In the
iconography they appear in copper-colored armor]. Her youngest daughter,
Garza (Mgar za), was different from other women: during her menstrual pe-
riod, milk flowed out instead of blood. She had all sorts of different visions
and dreams. Her daughter was named Life Power Maid (Tshe dbang sman),
and Life Power Maid married Dharma Wheel Merit.

Once they [decided to] go on pilgrimage, and so they set out on the lengthy
journey to Lhasa, in order to perform prostrations [there]. One day while they
were there [in Lhasa], they approached the statue of the One Mother Glorious
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Goddess (Ma gcig dpal 1ha). Out of the statue came two women, who grabbed
Life Power Maid from among the large crowd there. A door appeared on the
right side of the statue, which opened, and she was actually taken through it,
Her senses became intoxicated and confused. She felt as if she were traveling
down a long road, finally coming to the door of a miraculous palace. Held
between the two women, she was taken inside, and they climbed a crystal
staircase. Inside there was a vast court filled with many beings—some human,
others with human bodies but with various nonhuman heads. Some were danc-
ing. Some turned their faces away when they saw her. Some of them withdrew
far away. Some hid to the side.

She asked the two ladies what these people were. The two women answered,
“These are the retinue of the Great King. They are of the race of the gods, and
they are playing and sporting. Some are of the race of mountain spirits and
some are dragons. Most of them are poisonous and you could be harmed merely
by seeing them, touching them, or through the poisonous vapor of their breath.
So, out of fear that they might harm you, they went into a corner.”

They continued on and came to a little door on the side. It opened and they
told her, “You go in and stay there.”

When she went in, two little boys led her upward. There she found a hand-
some, effulgent, youthful prince sitting on brocade cushions on top of a jeweled
throne. He was clothed in brocade clothes and wore a silken head ornament
and was adorned with many jewel ornaments. He said, “Come up, woman. You
are not tired, are you? You used to live here and you were one of my lovers.
Once, for certain reasons, you had to be reborn in eastern Tibet [Kham]. There
is a reason that we have now met again.”

He had her seated before him and offered her food and drink. In her visionary
experience it seemed that they spent a whole night together in joy and pleasure.
The next day that great being placed an excellent silk scarf on her neck: “I am
the son of Zurpii ngapa—the divine child widely known as Godling Conchshell
Topknot. You and I have a karmic connection from a previous life. In this life,
through the play of Padmasambhava’s buddha activity, you have entered into
a womb. But actually, I am the son of a mountain spirit of the race of gods,
and you are the flesh-eating dakini.”

When they were sporting in great bliss, during the union of the essence
drops of the red and white elements [the sperm and the egg], Rainbow Body
Vajra (Ja’ lus rdo rje), Do Khyentse, took birth in a body of flesh and blood.

“In the future may he blaze above the hosts of demons and dominate them,”
he said. Then the same two women as before came in and said, “Now you go
back home!” That great being [the divine king] went so far as actually to escort
her for three steps and took her before the door to the hall. He said, “In the
future, when your time in the land of human beings has come to an end, return
here.”

She herself did not want to go for she was quite attached to him, but there

was nothing she could do, and so she went out. There a blue woman arose and
said (addressing the child in her belly]:
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1 am the mother of all your cycles of lives.
Child, in the space of the wisdom of awareness
You have been playing in complete enjoyment of great bliss.

That the time has come for you to benefit beings
Has been signaled by the sign dakinis of space [wisdom dakinis].
1 will always help you.

She placed a white scarf around the woman'’s neck. Above Life Power Maid a
little window opened in the wall, and out of it leaned a man full of splendor.
He looked down and strew flowers on her, saying:

Once Lord Padma confirmed him

As the lord of the life force of the whole world:

In the future, at the end of the aeon,

He would take rebirth in a womb to perform benefit through various
skillful means.

At that time I proclaimed and promised that 1 would function as his
servant.

Now the time has finally come: it is marvelous, wondrous indeed!

Even if he does not offer to me, 1 will not be idle to protect him.

And even if he does not command me, I will still act for him.

I proclaim this: 1 will not break my promise! Samaya [let my oath be
sealed!]

May the garden of the teachings flourish in Lower Do Kham
[northeastern Tibet].

It is in the region of Rong where he will benefit beings, his disciples.

And ultimately he will be active in the field of disciples of Maha China.

May his life and activities be completely fulfilled!

He said this and closed the little window.

A woman with a dark brown body full of splendor placed a white scarf
around her neck and said, “A la la ho! Om svasti”, then, smiling, she went
inside.

The two women took her between them and went outside. Next to the door
was a frightening bhante [monk] with a long braid that coiled on the ground.
He said,

O, this is the blood-drinking Heruka.

Great and wondrous that he takes birth among humans.

The girl is the flesh-eating dakini.

The self-existing lord, emanation of the Sovereign [i.e., Tri
Songdetsen],

Once again comes to the land of Tibet.

You are the woman who will give birth to him.

When she looked over at him her body became so numb that she felt as if she
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were going to fall to the ground. The two girls lifted her by her arms and stayed
there for a while, waiting for her to come back to her senses. Then again they
descended the staircase and went out by the great door. A wave of unsteadiness
passed over her, like a person in a coracle boat [a Tibetan boat made of yak
hide], and then in an instant she found herself before the door. She wen
through it and found herself again before the statue of the One Mother Glorious
Goddess. Then she came out of the real door [of the temple].

Her husband, Merit Further Benefit (Bsod nams phan yangs [sic]), had also
arrived there. The two women said, “Here is your woman back.” She herself
cowered there in shock and fear. Her husband said, “Three days have gone by
since I lost you. I lost track of you when you were in front of the statue of the
Glorious Goddess. After a day spent searching for you, I finally thought maybe
you had fallen into the well over there on the left. But I didn’t see any hint of
the body of my wife there. [1 almost gave up,] but I was ashamed and embar-
rassed. I thought, ‘I will never be able to return to my own country without
my wife.” It’s really great that you're back! Where have you been? Who gave
you all these scarves?”

She said, “There were two ladies who took me away. There were women,
and many beings—they gave me food, and scarves, and all sorts of things.” She
told him vaguely and with some confusion about how she had been given
things, but she could not explain everything in detail.

From that day on, she was not the same. Her body was light and her intel-
ligence was greater. She had clear dreams and saw various visions from time
to time; she would at times become possessed by a godlike being. At those
times she would tell about things that were hidden from people’s knowledge—
and it would turn out to be the truth. The other people who were companions
on the pilgrimage said [to the husband], “This girl has either been seized by a
demon or else has gone mad. She’s not going to be of help to you anymore.”

They went to have an audience with the Sovereign Conqueror Jampel Gyatso
[the Dalai Lama]. There were many people who went together to the audience.
When they were all there, he said, “That woman over there, have her come
here.” He bestowed on her a medicine statue and a protection cord to wear.
When they arrived at the hostel that evening, the whole circle of companions
passed the statue from hand to hand to look at it. Unfortunately, it fell into
the hands of a man who was a great sinner. This was a mistake, and because
of it the Conqueror himself, who had wished to be reborn in her womb, missed
his opportunity for that good fortune.

Gradually the pilgrimage journey returned to its starting point. When they
had returned to their home in eastern Tibet, to the region called Dungbu Tra,
they were surrounded by rainbows and snow clusters in the shape of flowers
snowed down on them. The lady had a vision in which she saw thirteen horse-
men riding across the land. Her traveling companions as well as she saw the
thirteen horsemen ride around her three times and then speed off into the high
country. This was Nyenchen Thanglha's way of seeing her off from his country.
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In gradual stages they traveled the rest of the way to their own home, and
arrived there easily.

Then it came to pass that the Only Mother, the protectress of mantra, Ekajati
[the protectress of the Ati teachings, the ultimate and highest instructions in
meditation practice, is depicted with one eye, one turquoise lock of hair, one
breast, and one fang], suddenly descended on her, possessing her, and said
[through her]: “Demons and devils are propagating in this land! People with
perverted views, corruptors of vows, and people with perverted aspirations are
gathering here. This land cannot support the birth of the little child! Both of
you as a couple are just a hotel that has been rented for a while. In reality he
is just like me, a child of the gods.” She said that and showed many signs.

Then some people in the village said that she had been taken by the great
king of the demons. Some said that he was a magical emanation, and they
thought that maybe Gesar would be born from her; someone else said that a
devil was going to be born who would bring about the degeneration of the
country of Khams. And everyone quarreled with each other. In the village there
was a seer who said that he saw from time to time visions near the house of
the father and mother. He said that on top of their house, and in the field to
the right of the house, and in other places as well, there were sometimes many
people wearing the bard’s sacred hat. And they had pitched tents and were
invoking the gods and performing supplications to them, but only through the
chanting of the melodies of epics. They would sing of horses and they would
sing of weapons, and the seer saw that that was all they did. So he thought
that they might be the demonic cause of the mother’s sicknesses.

The father’s attitude, however, was neither positive nor negative. He just
listened and obeyed whatever the god possessing the mother said. So he asked
the god: “Now to which country do we have to go?”

“Go southwest and then it will be clear,” it said.

So they did not listen to the others and one night just went off. They went
upland to the family of the maternal uncle. That turned out not to be a suitable
place for them to stay either, and so they kept on going upward farther and
farther. They then came to a place called Dothog. The mother was possessed
by a god again, and while possessed she sang in the melodies of the epics:

Ki Ki So So imperial god,

Protector inseparable from the divine, rare, and precious three jewels.
And the three roots of guru, yidam, and dakini.

Stay always inseparable as my crest ornament.

Lord Uddiyana Padma, look on me with compassion!

Lords of the five families of the victorious ones [buddhas], sing the
accompaniment!

The song is led by the mother dakini.

It is sure that 1 will not stay in this place.

It is caught between the devils and raksasas.
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It is the running ground of the tsen and the demonesses.

Here you will touch tantric pledge corruptors with hand and mouth
[i.e., you will have contact with the corrupt through eating and
touch].

Otherwise, go to Yutse Ja.

On the other side of lake Yutso Chugmo,

In a pond in the right corner called Dark Red Rakta,

There is a boulder that looks like a white tent.

In this place, mother, you can give birth to your little boy.

Or else, go to the country of Ma in Kham.

That is the place where the richness of the Indian dharma gathers.

That is the place where the richness of the laws of China gathers.

That is the place where the rich herds of the Yellow Mongols gather.

That is the place where the good fortune of the land of Tibet gathers.

Ma Yang Chug Mo, the land of Ling,

Fulfills the aspiration prayers of the gurus of the oral lineages.

That is the place where the siddhis of the tutelary deities (yi dam) enter
the disciple.

All the auspicious coincidence of the mothers and dakinis will arise
there.

The protectors and protectresses of the dharma perform their buddha
activity there.

The eight orders of demons will help and protect there.

If the young child is born in that land,

He will be the jewel on the crest of the black-headed humans
[Tibetans].

Then the father thought, “I don’t even know where the land of Yutse is! If
she had another divine possession, maybe we could find out? The local spirits
of the land are so wrathful and powerful that if the child were born there, we
might accidentally irritate them one day and excite their wrath and punish-
ment, a thing not to be desired. So maybe the place of Murra Go Do in Ma
Khog is better. There are a few communities of people living there. I think it
would be advisable to go and stay there.” So they went there and stayed a few
days, but because of some really subtle negative conditions the mother became
gravely ill. They did the practical rituals to cure her, but they had no effect.

Now, in that village there lived an oracle who was a medium for the oath-
bound deity Vajrasadhu. In a trance he said: “1 am the lord of half the sky and
land of this world. I am the protector of the child who is in this woman'’s box.
The many acts you have committed while living among these many commu-
nities have caused this reaction. Do not stay here! Go to a place where you
will not touch with mouth or hand anything touched by other women. Go
down now toward Mé. Tomorrow morning when the moon of the fifteenth day
arises, a little circular light will arise. Near there are grasslands. On them you

will find five-colored rainbows in a circle. Go stay there. It is certain that your
aims will be fulfilled spontaneously!”



A TRIBAL HISTORY 95

So they decided to do that, and early next morning they left. They arrived
at the top of the mountain at night. When they looked down, they saw clearly
manifesting all the signs the oath-bound deity had told them would be there.
They went down and rented a small tent nearby. The father and mother, a
sister-in-law on the father’s side, and two servants all lived in that tent. All the
others returned to their own country and the mother lived there touching
nothing with her hand or mouth touched by anyone else.

Then on the eight day of the month that is in the Pleiades, the third lunar
mansion, the mother was again possessed by a god:

The sixth buddha, the dharma body Vajradhara,

Full of the blessings of the buddhas of the five families,
Tara goddess, long-life goddess,

Please grant this child the supreme empowerment.

If you do not know this place,

On the right is the waterfall of the Ma River.
On the left is the waterfall of the Kong River.
In front is the waterfall of the Golden River.

It is called Kong Ser Trashi Kha Do.

On the throne of the wish-fulfilling gem

If you don’t know what woman I am,

Among the high rank of the imperial gods

I am the Queen of Practice, the life-holding mother of longevity.

I have come to grant long-life empowerment to this baby.

A mist of blessings piles layer on layer.

A rain of siddhis falls tinklingly.

A sheath of light rays of compassion flashes out.

May your indestructible body be clothed in vajra armor!

May your unchanging speech magnetize the three realms!

May your indestructible mind hold the treasury of dharma

Of the widom holder Padmakara!

May you be the ruler over the profound treasure texts (gter ma)!

May you hold the teachings of the Buddha!

And may it come to pass that you defeat the troops of Mara!

May you unite the eight tribes of Ling and

May your power and ability for the white [good] side be great!

May you establish sentient beings in bliss

And may you take their aspirations to the ultimate end!

May you unite the three realms

And subdue with your light the three aspects of the phenomenal
world!

May the auspicious sun of dharma dawn

And may you completely enjoy bliss, happiness, and glory!”
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When she had sung this, then from inside the mother’s stomach a voice said,
“Noble lady, it is good!” Everybody heard it.

Then on the tenth day of the month, a god possessed the mother: “Today
the time has come for the child to be born.” After a little while the god said,
“O, the dakinis still have not arrived! The planets and constellations have not
come together in the appropriate pattern yet. The time has not yet come.” And
the god disappeared.

Again, on the fourteenth day, in the early morning the father had a dream
in which he saw before their little tent many tents that had been put up. Many
great beings and divine women gathered and set up a large ritual furnace altar
in the middle, on which they arranged a feast with all sorts of foods. Above
that, on a great throne sat a great being, wearing the sacred hat of a bard,
invoking the gods with the melodies of epic songs. Some beings sang songs.
Some did sacred dances on the dancing grounds. Some others were racing
horses. Some were shooting arrows. Again, on top of the ritual altar, seated on
a throne, was a woman adorned with many ornaments and full of splendor.
She said, “This birthday celebration must go on for three days.”

Others there were of the race of men, who seemed to speak a variety of
different languages. They wore all sorts of different ornaments and numerous
different styles of clothes. In his dream vision it seemed that the place was
completely filled with all these beings.

Then on the fifteenth day at daybreak, the mother was again possessed, but
by an extremely wrathful deity. He said “Hey you, set out a cushion quickly!
Make offerings of barley and butter, drink, and the select offering. The time
has come for the child to be born!”

The father was not used to taking orders from his wife, but he was afraid of
the god who possessed her, so he put out the white wool cushion. He made
offerings and sent up the juniper smoke. He sent the servants out of the tent,
and then he too left.

When the sun struck the peak of the tent, that god shouted out “Ha, ha, you
the man, come in here and if you do not serve this little boy 1 will indeed
immediately destroy your life, for I do not care much about the actions and
behavior of those who have a human form!”

The man was terrified and quickly went into the tent. The birth of the child
had been accomplished, and he was sitting there in the vajra (lotus) posture.
Rays of light came through a slit in the dwelling, and the son held them in his
hand as he said, “a @ i i,” and so on as he sat there. [This is a Buddhist mantra
of purification composed of all the letters of the Indian Sanskrit alphabet.] The
god spoke various different languages and gazed up into the middle heavens.
The father himself cut the umbilical cord of the baby and performed the other
woman duties.

He handed the child into the arms of the mother. The mother, still in a state
of possession, said, “Bring soft milk and water and wash his whole body care-
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fully. Man, you come from the race of raksasas. We were connected by previous
karma. Even then you were a mediocre servant! This time, be a good servant
to this child! If you and the world have the merit to support this being, then
it will be enough to benefit beings indeed.” Then the god disappcared'. And
then it was morning,.



Bon Rescues Dharma

Per Kvaerne

While the majority of Tibetans are Buddhists, a large minority are followers of a
religion known by its Tibetan name, Bén (bon). This religion may, at first glance,
appear to be nearly indistinguishable from Buddhism with respect to its doctrines,
monastic life, rituals, and meditational practices. However, both Tibetan Bud-
dhists and Bonpos (bonpo) (“adherents of Bon”) generally agree that the two re-
ligions are entirely distinct. The basic difference above all concerns the issue of
religious authority and legitimation. Although limited to Tibet, Bon regards itself
as a universal religion in the sense that its doctrines are true and valid for all
humanity. The Bénpos also believe that in former times their faith was propagated
in many parts of the world, as conceived in their traditional cosmology. For this
reason it is called yungdrung bon, “Eternal Bén.” According to its own historical
perspective, it was introduced into Tibet many centuries before Buddhism and
enjoyed royal patronage until it was supplanted and expelled by the “false reli-
gion” (i.e., Buddhism) coming from India.

But before reaching Tibet, Bon, it is claimed, prospered in a land known as
Shangshung (Zhang zhung), a country that served as the center for the religion
before it was conquered by the expanding Tibetan empire in the seventh century
C.E. and eventually assimilated into Tibetan culture and converted to Buddhism.
There is no doubt as to the historical reality of Shangshung, although its exact
extent and its ethnic and cultural identity are far from clear. But it does seem to
have been situated in what today is, roughly speaking, western Tibet, with Mount
Kailash as its center. Bonpos claim that the original homeland of Bon, however,
lies farther to the west, beyond the border of Shangshung, in a land called Tazik
(Stag gzig, or Rtag gzigs). Although this suggests the land of the Tajiks in Central
Asia, the exact identification of this holy land of Bon cannot be specified at this
point. For the Bonpos, Tazik is the holy land of religion (just as India is for the
Buddhists), for it is the land of their founder Tonpa Shenrap (Ston pa Gshen rab),

“The Teacher Shenrap,” a fully enlightened being, the true buddha of our world
age.
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The Bonpos possess a voluminous hagiographical literature in which his ex-
ploits are extolled. Without delving into the many problems concemning the his-
torical and literary genesis of this extraordinary figure, one may at least note that
his biography is not closely related to the biographical traditions connected with
Sakyamuni Buddha. For most of his career, Tonpa Shenrap was the ruler of Tazik
and a layman, and he incessantly journeyed out from his capital in all directions
to propagate Bon. His numerous wives, sons, daughters, and disciples also played
significant roles in this soteriological activity, for which there is no parallel in
Sakyamuni Buddha's life story. Their activity also included the institution of nu-
merous rituals, some still performed by Bonpos today, which find their justifica-
tion and legitimation in the exemplary action of Tonpa Shenrap. He is regarded as
a fully enlightened being from his very birth, endowed with supernatural powers.
His importance in the Bon religion is crucial; it is he who lends authonty 1o the
religious literature of the Bonpos and, indeed, to their entire religious tradition.

The Bonpos have a vast literature, which non-Tibetan scholars are just begin-
ning to explore. Formerly it was taken for granted in the West that this literature
was nothing but uninspired and shameless plagiarism of Buddhist texts, as the
Buddhists themselves have argued. The last thirty years have seen a radical change
in the view of the Bon religion. David Snellgrove initiated this reassessment in
1967, making the just observation regarding Bonpo literature that “by far the
greater part would seem to have been absorbed through learning and then retold,
and this is not just plagiarism.” (The Nine Ways of Bon [London, 1967], p. 12).
Subsequently, other scholars have demonstrated conclusively that in the case of
several Bonpo texts that have obvious, even word-by-word Buddhist parallels, it
is not, as was formerly taken for granted, the Bonpo text that reproduces a Bud-
dhist original, but in fact the other way around: the Bonpo text has been copied
by Buddhist authors. This does not mean that Bon was not at some stage pow-
erfully influenced by Buddhism; but once the two religions, Bon and Buddhism,
were established as rival traditions in Tibet, their relationship was a complicated
one of mutual influence.

Bon tradition holds that the early kings of Tibet were adherents of Bon, and
that consequently not only the royal dynasty but the entire realm prospered. This
happy state of affairs came to a temporary halt during the reign of the eighth king,
Drigum Tsenpo (Dri gum btsan po), who persecuted Bon and forced the Bonpos
to flee, with the result that a large number of Bon texts were hidden away so that
they might be preserved for future generations. As far as Bon is concerned, this
was the beginning of the textual tradition known as terma (gter ma, “treasures”),
concealed texts that are rediscovered at an appropriate time by gifted individuals
called tertons (gter ston, “treasure-revealers”). Although Bon was reinstated by
Drigum Tsenpo's successor and flourished during the reigns of subsequent kings
as it had done before, it was once again persecuted by King Tri Songdetsen (Khri
srong Ide btsan, r. 740—797). While this king is portrayed in mainstream Tibetan
tradition as a devout Buddhist under whose patronage the first Tibetan monks
were ordained (see chapter 24), Bonpo sources suggest that his motives for sup-
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porting Buddhism were questionable, both spiritually and politically: on the gne
hand, his conversion to Buddhism was based on the selfish belief that he could
prolong his life, and on the other hand, he accepted the argument put forward
by certain evil ministers at his court that the Bonpo priests, already equal to the
king in power, would certainly take over the whole government of Tibet after his
death. Whatever the truth of the matter may be, both Buddhists and Bonpos agree
that during the reign of Tri Songdetsen, the Bonpo priests were either banished
from Tibet or compelled to conform to Buddhism. Once again Bon texts were
concealed, to be taken out again when the time would be ripe for propagating
Bon anew.

In the vast body of literature that forms the Boén canon of sacred scriptures,
most of it belongs to this class of terma, regarded as having been hidden away
during the successive persecutions of Bon and duly rediscovered by tertons in the
course of the following centuries. Bonpos also claim that many of their sacred
scriptures were transformed by the Buddhists into Buddhist texts, thus reversing
the accusation of plagiarism. The Bonpos claim that the rediscovery of their sacred
texts began early in the tenth century C.E. The first discoveries are said to have
been made by chance. One account that has an authentic ring to it tells of wan-
dering beggars who stole a box from the monastery of Samye (Bsam yas), believing
that it contained gold; much to their disappointment, the contents turned out to
be only Bonpo books, which they then exchanged for food. Another accidental
discovery is described in the account of Buddhists looking for Buddhist texts,
who, on finding only Bénpo books, simply gave them away. Gradually, however,
the textual discoveries came to be surrounded by supernatural signs and prophetic
circumstances. Discoveries of texts were frequently preceded by initiatory prep-
arations, sometimes lasting several years, culminating in visions in which super-
natural beings revealed the place where the treasure was hidden. Often the treas-
ure was not a concrete book at all, but an inspired text arising spontaneously in
the mind of the treasure-revealer.

Those texts considered by the Bonpos to be ultimately derived from Tonpa
Shenrap himself were eventually collected to form a canon. This vast collection
of texts constitutes the Bonpo Kanjur (bka’ ‘gyur, a current edition of which con-
sists of approximately 190 volumes), as such forming an obvious parallel to the
Tibetan Buddhist canon, likewise styled “Kanjur.” While no precise date for the
formation of the Bonpo Kanjur can be given, it is claimed that it does not contain
texts that came to light later than 1386. A reasonable surmise would be that the
Bonpo Kanjur (as well as the Bonpo Tenjur, bstan gyur, the collection of texts
containing commentaries to the Kanjur) was assembled by around 1450. This
collection, which in turn forms only a fraction of the total literary output of the
Bonpos, covers the full range of this Tibetan religious tradition. Only a handful
of Bonpo texts have been explored at all, and of these only one major text (the
Gzer mig) has been partially translated. The Bonpo Kanjur (and Tenjur) is in all

likelihood the last major textual collection from Asia to remain almost entirely
unexplored by Western scholars.
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A particularly significant genre within Bonpo literature 1s that of histonograph-
ical texts. The importance of this genre resides in the particular perspective on
Tibetan history that it presents, a perspective that is radically different from that
found in Tibetan Buddhist texts. In Buddhist texts, the introduction of Buddhism
in the seventh and eighth centuries C.E. under the patronage of successive Tibetan
kings is regarded as a great blessing, preordained by Sakyamuni Buddha and
carried out by saints and scholars from the holy land of India. The Buddhist
historical texts claim that only after the Tibetans’ conversion to Buddhism did
they acquire a higher ethical code, the art of writing, the subtleties of a sublime
philosophy, and the possibility of reaching spiritual enlightenment: in other
words, Tibet became a civilized nation.

The picture presented in Bénpo historical literature is altogether different, as
is illustrated by the following passage taken from an unpublished Bonpo text,
entitled Grags pa rin chen gling grags (a title that at present cannot be interpreted
in a convincing manner and must therefore be left untranslated). The text, which
traces the history of Bon from its very inception in Tibet until the banishing of
the Bonpo priests during King Tri Songdetsen’s reign (at the end of the eighth
century), presents a picture of the early history of Tibet that differs radically from
the standard Buddhist version. In this text Bon, as the national religion of Tibet,
ensures the power of the king and the prosperity of the realm. In fact, the passage
translated below claims that the Tibetan king also successtully rescued Buddhism
in India from destruction at the hands of a “heretical” king. “Heresy” must be
understood here in the particular context intended by the author, who distin-
guishes between “the doctrine of enlightenment” (which he also refers to as “the
doctrine of the insiders”), by which he means the doctrine of Sakyamuni, and a
false, evil doctrine of an unmistakable tantric type, which, as the text explains
later on, was the religion brought to Tibet by Padmasambhava in a later period,
thus causing the decline of Bon and, ultimately, the dissolution of the Tibetan
realm.

The interesting point to retain in this passage is not whether it conforms in a
strict sense to historical reality, but that it reflects a Tibetan sense, clearly for-
mulated more than seven hundred years ago, of being a powerful nation with a
significant role to play in the world.

The translation is from an unpublished manuscript in the Oslo University Library
(Ost. As. 11 no. 14), fol. 48 ff.

Further Reading

For a general survey of Bon, with a special emphasis on art and iconography, see
Per Kvaerne, The Bon Religion of Tibet (Boston: Shambhala, 1995).
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How the Tibetans Came to the Rescue of Buddhism in India

First the creator, Sangpo Bumtri, and his consort appeared. Their son Siie
Drangkar and his consort Lhaza Gangdrak had thirty-six male and female off.
spring. The youngest of the eighteen males, Sibu Logpachen, and the younges
of the eighteen females, Sicham Bhurema, donned the garb of ascetics and were
expelled.

In Varanasi in the land of India there is a place known as the Cave of De-
mons, facing toward the southwest. There the brother and sister practiced a
perverted doctrine: they wrote letters on the ground; they sprinkled water; for
food they ate mushrooms and scraps of vegetables; for clothes they wore yel-
low, rough shawls and cloaks without sleeves; and their hair was cut. As a sign
of having renounced the world, they were given a vajra with a broken point,
and a bell. From the incestuous union of the brother and sister, two offspring
appeared: a brother and a sister, known as Marali and Matali. They in tum
copulated, and a son was born; his name was Ngame Semladen.

In that country of India, starting from King Suddhodana up to Prince Gedon,
the doctrine of the Enlightened One [Sakyamuni] flourished. As for the doc-
trines of the heretics, there were 360 false views. Since there was no royal law
in India at that time, everyone followed their own personal view. That evil-
looking man, Ngame Semladen, created novel doctrines by mixing the Doctrine
of the Insiders [of Sakyamuni] with the evil spells of heretics. That doctrine of
his thereupon caused fierce controversy among the teachers in India, who
consequently split into two parties, competing with each other in magic and
philosophy. The upholder of Buddhism, Dharmarija, and the heretic Lawa
Nakpo (“Black Shawl”) joined battle; the heretic hurled a great disc, breaking
the neck of the king who upheld Buddhism, so that he died.

Since the Buddhists of India were almost destroyed, they conferred together
and said: “Since this heretic cannot be destroyed by philosophical debate or by
military might, we must ask the king of Tibet for help.” They called on Tibet
to send an army; Wa Kyesang Taknang, riding the steed Mukhen Khongma,
soaring like a bird, was the general of the Tibetan army; he came with won-
derful banners flying. Although the chief priest of India [the leader of the
“heretics”], Lhadak Ngakdro, evoked the “enemy-gods™ and subdued the “en-
emy-demons,” the heretics were vanquished and the enemies of Buddhism in
India were overcome.

That the “Insiders” [Buddhists] in the end were happy and fortunate was
due to the favor of the Bonpos and priests and the military assistance of Tibet.



The Guide to the Crystal Peak

Matthew Kapstein

Among the characteristic religious activities in which virtually all Tibetans at some
time or other participated, pilgrimage was particularly prominent. It may be said
that pilgrimage was traditionally one of the central phenomena contributing to,
and perhaps even to some extent engendering, the cultural unity of Tibet. Pil-
grimage, among other things, promoted trade in both goods and information. It
brought persons from far distant parts of the Tibetan world into direct contact
with one another and thus militated to some extent against divisive regional ten-
dencies. By ordering the cycles of pilgrimage according to calendrical cycles, by
establishing the locations visited and the routes traversed, and by promoting
specific religious teachings, historical narratives, and symbolic interpretations of
the landscape and the events taking place within it, the Tibetan religious world
constructed for its inhabitants a universe of shared meaning.

Among the many famous Tibetan places of pilgrimage, most Tibetans regarded
it to be particularly important to visit the religious shrines of the Tibetan capital
of Lhasa. There they could behold and be blessed by contact with the renowned
image of Buddha $akyamuni called the Jowo (Jo bo, “Lord”) that resides in the
central temple, the so-called Cathedral of Lhasa. The image itself was thought to
have been brought from China in the early seventh century by the princess of
Wencheng and so marked the beginning of Tibet's conversion to the Buddhist
religion (see chapter 2). While in Lhasa, pilgrims could also make the rounds of
the numerous important temples and monasteries in the vicinity of the capital
and perhaps even attend a public blessing given by the Dalai Lama himself. The
pilgrims who flocked to Lhasa brought offerings for the temples and monks and
also frequently engaged in trade so as to finance their journeys. Pilgrimage thus
came to play an important role in the Tibetan economy, besides its religious
significance.

The capital, however, was not the sole center of pilgrimage. in fact, there was
a sort of national pilgrimage network in Tibet, whose routes, extending the length
and breadth of the country, joined great and small temples and shrines, as well
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as caves, mountains, valleys, and lakes that were imbued with sacred significance
In far western Tibet, the greatest pilgrimage center was undoubtedly Mount Ka;.
lash, regarded popularly as being substantially identical with the world-mountain
the axis mundi. As such, it was a major destination for both Hindus and Bug-
dhists. The Tibetan pilgrims, who sometimes walked for months, even years, to
reach the “most precious glacial peak” (Gangs ri rin po che), were often joined in
the final stages of their journey by Indian holy men and devotees, who made the
difficult trek from the Indian plains over the Himalayan passes.

Mount Kailash was thought to be the center of a sacred mandala, around which,
throughout an area extending for many hundreds of miles, all significant geo-
graphical features were arrayed in a well-ordered and meaningful fashion. Thus,
the great Manosarovar and Rakshastal lakes, and the four rivers thought to have
their sources near Kailash, all represented the symmetry and perfection of the
natural mandala of the landscape. Traveling south from Kailash to Nepal, one of
the important landmarks encountered in this respect was the “Crystal Peak of
Rong” (Rong Shel mo gangs), the pilgrimage guide to which is translated below.
“Rong,” a generic term in Tibetan for the deep valleys into which one drops after
crossing to the south of the Himalayas, here refers to the specific district in westem
Nepal in which the Crystal Peak is located.

Guidebooks like The Guide to the Great Pilgrimage Center of the Crystal Peak
were available describing all important centers of pilgrimage and many minor
sites, too. Most pilgrims probably never read such works—in practice they were
not used as the Tibetan equivalents of our Fodor’s or Lonely Planet guides—but
the traditions they contained were often repeated by word of mouth, and they
certainly represent the attitude toward pilgrimage sites that religious Tibetans
sought to inculcate. The present guidebook well exemplifies some pervasive
themes relating to sacred places, emphasizing the symbolic significance of the
landscape, specific sacred objects and “treasures” to be found there, and its leg-
endary and historical associations with some of the great culture heroes of the
Tibetan past. The configurations of stone, designs seen in the cliffs, and so forth
are described as the naturally formed images of deities. Indeed, religious Tibetans
were so accustomed to regarding sacred landscapes in these terms that it was in
most cases unnecessary to state explicitly that the gods and their attributes as
described here were in fact formations of rock. Uncanny occurrences, unusual
features of climate and environment, were all interpreted as being imbued with
profound spiritual meaning. Besides such topics, this guidebook, like most others
of its type, is also concerned to enumerate the great benefits that accrue to pilgrims
by virtue of their acts of devotion performed at the places described.

The text itself appears to be a recent work, though probably based in part on
older guidebooks to Crystal Peak. It is clear, however, as will be indicated in
appropriate notes, that this is in some sections a modern composition, seeking to
establish authority by claiming to represent the words of great masters of the past.
In this respect, the Guide to the Crystal Peak represents the deployment of declared
antiquity as a means to achieve an aura of authenticity, a stratagem often used to
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foster some measure of innovation in an otherwise conservative religious culture.
Nevertheless, as the references to the Crystal Peak in The Sermon of an ltinerant
Saint (chapter 21) demonstrate, the sanctity of the site itself was widely accepted
long before the present guidebook was composed.

The Tibetan manuscript of the Guide to the Crystal Peak was collected by Nancy
E. Levine of the University of California, Los Angeles, and Tshewang Lama of
Khor Gompa in Humla District, northwestern Nepal, during the course of an-
thropological fieldwork in ethnically Tibetan communities of Humla. The manu-
script is often very irregular in spelling and grammar, so that its interpretation is
sometimes uncertain. In editing this translation of it for the present publication,
I have aimed to facilitate the reader’s understanding and so have avoided lengthy
discussion of many of the difficulties that would be of interest to specialists alone.
Explanatory material has been added in square brackets.

Further Reading

For a detailed study of the Nyinba community of Humla, see Nancy E. Levine,
The Dynamics of Polyandry: Kinship, Domesticity and Population on the Tibetan Border
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988).

Here is contained a descriptive guide to the great pilgrimage center of
the Crystal Peak, and a descriptive guide to its sacred relics, entitled:
“Spontaneous Liberation by Seeing.”

OPENING INVOCATIONS

Homage to glorious Cakrasamvara!

I do homage to omnibencficent Vajradhara,

Who is the space embracing all buddhas of the three times, past, present, and future,

The glorious one, who, having overcome all the ignorance and emotionality of the three worldly
domains [subterranian, terrestial, and celestial],

Establishes living beings of the three realms [desire, form, and formless realms] in buddhahood.

I do homage to the masters of the spiritual succession:

The peerless “Banner of the Sakyas” [Sakyamuni Buddha), endowed with ten powers,
Saroruhavajrasri [Padmasambhava), who possessed the five miraculous abilities [including
clairvoyance, telepathy, and the knowledge of past lives],

Tilopa, Naropa, Marpa, Milarepa, and the rest [of the patriarchs of the Kagyu lineage].
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I do homage to the body of Padmasambhayg

The consummation of the authentic masters—

the knowledge holders who are the roots of my practice,

and the past masters of the lineage—

And the consummation of all the sugatas [buddhas, literally “one who has fared well")

including the myriad peaceful and wrathful deities

THE SYMBOLIC SIGNIFICANCE OF THE LANDSCAPE

Now, concerning the condition of the especially great pilgrimage center at
Crystal Peak: Its environment resembles the great world-system [of Mount
Meru cosmology]. On the upper slopes dwell the masters who are the roots of
one’s practice, and also the past teachers of the lineage. On the middle slopes
dwell the assembled meditational deities with whom one forms spiritual bonds.
On the lower flanks the dakinis of the three spheres [of body, speech, and
mind] dwell like a mass of gathering clouds. The protectors of the teaching
dwell all about. [The mountain is to be visualized as a “refuge tree,” including
the entire pantheon of teachers, deities, and protectors to whom the practi-
tioner directs his or her devotions.]

On the left-hand side, as one approaches, in the “fortress” [a euphemism for
the cliffs and outcroppings of rock that the deities are imagined to inhabit]
that is like the mountain’s jewel, dwell Lord Amitayus, the buddha of longevity,
and the deities of his retinue. At good times, a rain falls there, bringing forth
the water of life: by drinking a mouthful of it all obstacles to life are removed.
Beyond that place, in the “Iron-skillet Fortress” located at the rocky hill behind
the hollow, there dwell the conquerors who are the lords of the three families,
namely, the bodhisattvas Manjusri, Avalokitesvara, and Vajrapani. To the west
of that there are naturally manifest images of the eight aspects of the guru
Padmasambhava. On the rocks above them there are naturally manifest images
clearly depicting the five buddhas [Vairocana, Aksobhya, Ratnasambhava, Ami-
tabha, and Amoghasiddhi] called the “conquerors of the five families.” There
is a naturally manifest image of the goddess Usnisavijaya on a stapa-like rock,
and on its southern edge is a naturally manifest image of guru Dorje Trolo
(Rdo rje gro lod), the wrathful form of Padmasambhava riding a tiger. In front
of that rock there is something resembling an infant in his mother’s lap [a
symbol of the yogin’s meditation merging with emptiness, the metaphysical
ground that is the “mother” of all that exists.] On that mountain there also
dwell the meditational deities Hayagriva and Vajravarahi, seen as male and
female consorts in union. If you desire the spiritual accomplishments of their

son, seek them here. [The adept is metaphorically thought to be the son or
daughter of the deities of the tantric tradition.]
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To the right-hand side, in the rock fortress that is like a paltor [a type of
large decorated offering-cake], there dwells the wrathful guru Kilaya with the
deities of his retinue. On the left are the dakinis of the five families in the aspect
of Simhavaktra, the lion-headed goddess. Adjacent to Simhavaktra are both a
large and a small pile of corpses. To the south there are once again the lords
of the three families. To the northwest of that place, where there is a pond,
one finds a pass, the secret path of the dakinis. Behind the pass is a skull-cup
for the dakinis’ bath. In the first month of the year, the “eye” of the pond, its
drainage stream, opens as a sign that the dékinis are bathing. On the rock to
the southeast there are naturally manifest images of the goddesses who bear
offerings of worship. To its northwest, in the fortress of a rocky hill, that is off
to the side, there is the glorious lord of pure awareness, Mahakala, with his
divine retinue. To the south of that spot, in the fortress of a jewel-like rock, is
the divine assembly of the wealth-granting deity Jambhala. Below that, on a
rock that resembles black Jambhala, is the divine assembly of Vaisravana, the
lord of riches, who is riding a horse. If you want the accomplishment of wealth,
there you'll Aind it.

On the lower part of that same rock there are the eight exalted sugatas. On
the upper part there are the naturally manifest images of the sixteen exalted
sthaviras, the arhats. Above that, in the rock fortress that is like a mass of light,
there reside the twenty-one Taras. If you supplicate them you will be liberated
from the eight great fears [of fire, flood, earthquake, wind-storms, elephants,
snakes, criminals, and kings].

In front of the Taras there is the dakinis’ flower-garden. Behind it is the so-
called Mirror Lake, the summer home of the Nagini Anavatapta. On the bound-
ary of water and wood is the cave called “Hidden Cave.” That is an especially
notable place of spiritual attainment. If you continue beyond that, you will
reach a rock that is like a stupa. Here there is a natural image of the black,
wrathful goddess, Troma Nakmo (Khros ma nag mo). Beyond that there is
another pass. Descending from that pass there is the place called the “Great
Cave at the Pass,” the place of achievement of the venerable Milarepa, where
there is a spring called the “Spring of Successful Meditation.” That is the ven-
erable Milarepa’s “water of attainment,” for the spring appeared as a sign of his
success in meditation.

Coming this way from there, there is a cave called “Hayagriva Cave." the
meditation cave of Drukchen Pemakarpo ['Brug chen Padma dkar po, 1527~
1592, a famous meditation master, scholar, and poet, and the fourth incarnate
head of the Drukpa Kagyii order]. At the threshold of the cave there are the
natural images of the domains of Hayagriva, Vajrapani, and Amrtakundalin,
the three deities of protection and purification. Above that is a place called
“Cave of the Protector.” That is where the venerable Blood-drinking Madman
of Tsang [Gtsang smyon Heruka, 1452-1507] practiced the meditation of the
Protector.
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THE BLOOD-DRINKING MADMAN OF TSANG’S MEDITATIONS AT
CRYSTAL PEAK

It is related that once upon a time a girl of pale bluish complexion [a protective
deity of the Crystal Peak, identical to the dakini mentioned at the end of the
paragraph] called to him, saying, “Come out of your cave!” At that, when the
venerable Madman of Tsang came outside, the head of the glacier melted and
he saw an avalanche. He saw the lakes in front of him disappear. The venerable
Madman then performed a miracle here. At the spot where he braced up the
rock with his right foot there is still a footprint, even today. Though at that
time there was an avalanche on the outer Crystal Peak, the “inner relic” of the
mountain, a crystal stapa, remained unharmed. The dakini therefore asked
him, “What is the meaning of this?”

The venerable Madman answered, “It is a sign that at this place there have
been an early propagation, a middle propagation, and a later propagation of
the teaching. The black entrance to the site of the Crystal Peak is a sign that
the gateway of the place was opened by a Nyingma mantra-adept.” [A sacred
place is “opened” when a great adept first discloses its prospects as a place for
contemplative practice. The ancient Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism de-
picts certain of its masters as black-garbed sorcerers; hence the symbolic ref-
erence here. Though the exact identity of the mantra-adept is not specified,
the text seems to suggest that he is none other than Padmasambhava himself
The early, middle, and later propagations probably refer to the activities of
Padmasambhava, Milarepa, and the Madman of Tsang at Crystal Peak ]

Then, he continued, “On this footprint of mine there is a sign that six pro-
tectors have opened the gateway to this especially distinguished place. Now,
among them, if you wonder where the Speech-protector is to be found, then
know that it is owing to my prayer that you can hear the sound of the waters
of India’s holy places in Kha-rang Cave.

“In the Lion Cave there is a natural image of a lion. In Eternity Cave there
is an auspicious lattice-work. At Vajra-rock there is the Medicinal Cave of the
Sun. Below Prostration Ridge there is the Fortress of Garuda. If lepers suppli-
cate well there, they will be greatly benefited and will be freed of their illness.
At the southeastern boundary is a Tiger-banner, above which is the Cool Grove
Cremation Ground. On the southwestern boundary is the dakinf’s lake and
glacier. In Raling Cave there is a spring that brings about liberation naturally.
If you bathe in it or drink or scatter some its waters about, all disease, demons,
sins, obscurations, and obstacles will be removed. Above Prostration Ridge is
the Gateway to Hell. If you enter it once, the gateway to rebirth in the vicious
states of existence will be closed. Then you need not experience the vicious
states. On the upper portal of the Gateway is the body-print of the revered
Rechung Dorjetrak [Ras chung Rdo rje grags (d. 1161), the leading disciple of
Milarepa, and the main heir to his yogic teachings]. By its blessing, too, you
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will be freed from the vicious states. This Crystal Peak is an especially great
holy place, the place of attainment of the venerable Milarepa, master Padma-
sambhava, Drukchen Pemakarpo, and others.”

PADMASAMBHAVA’S CREATION OF THE MEDICINAL PILLS

Concerning now the way in which the “cosmic medicinal pills” were created:
Thinking that this especially exalted holy place should not be without an es-
oteric relic, Padmasambhava remained momentarily absorbed in that idea.
Then, the dharma-lords and dakinis, with the group of the five Long-life Sisters
[tshe ring mched Inga, important protective divinities associated with some of
the major peaks of the Himalayas] foremost among them, arrived altogether
and said, “We have gathered together in a fissure in our side various earths
and stones from Vajrasana, where the Buddha attained enlightenment, and
various stones from Mount Wutai in China, which is Manjusri’s earthly abode,
as well as lake-stones from Pemaling, the lake of achievement, and also various
earths and stones of the holy places of Mount Kailash, together with gemstones
gathered from the many quarries, excepting none, as far as Tsari in Me [Smad
tsa ri, a famous place of pilgrimage to the north of Bhutan], and also the var-
ious earths and stones of all the holy places of Jambudvipa, with the jewels of
gods, nagas, humans, and others. These have been blessed by all the buddhas
of the three times, and now we offer them before you, O master Padmasam-
bhava.”

The master kneaded together all that they had offered thrice with his feet
and again kneaded it thrice with his hands. Having made two globes of equal
size, he fashioned them into nearly identical “medicine pills,” though in one
there was also sparkling dew, as an auspicious token. In the medicine pills he
placed physical remains of the Blessed Lord $akyamuni and of Buddha Kasyapa,
and a lock of Nagarjuna’s hair, among other things, and in this way he made
them not deficient in blessings. He shaped the pills in an oblong manner, and
when he consecrated them rainbows immediately appeared in the sky. The
conquerors of the five families, the lords of the three families, and others,
surrounded by an immeasurable host of buddhas and bodhisattvas, then dis-
solved into those medicine pills that he had placed in front of him.

Again, it occurred to the master Padma that it would be well to conceal the
medicine pills as treasures, whereupon he said to himself, “May these precious
medicine pills, which subsume all buddhas, and which are like the wish-ful-
filling gem, be indeed as is the wish-fulfilling gem in order to be the basis for
the prayers of the defiled beings of the future, and so fulfill their yearnings and
hopes!” He then concealed them in the middle part of a Jambhala-like rock.
After doing this, Padmasambhava prayed: “May worthy persons come to en-
counter them in the future!”
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MILAREPA OPENS CRYSTAL PEAK AS A PLACE OF PILGRIMAGE

Then, concerning the opening up of this holy place: When the venerable M;.
larepa arrived, he opened the holy place and brought forth the medicine pills
from the Rock of Black Jambhala. In the Dakini’s Enclosure he placed them on
top of a whole square of white linen placed upon a flat rock and, having offered
prostrations before them, remained there for some time. The dakinis, local
divinities, and ogres were displeased, so to his right the rock split apart, and
to his left there was a landslide. They hurled a boulder the size of a house onto
both the venerable one and the pills. Milarepa immediately offered up an “oath
of truth,” and the boulder became fixed in place at roof-height, with the imprint
of his body upon it. Nevertheless, the dakinis still danced above it, so Milarepa
went up to take a look. As if they had been treading on a mud hole, he found
many footprints of the dakinis and of the eightfold groups of divinities and
ogres. Indeed, the divinities and ogres of the eight classes had already melted
into that boulder.

Then pink water poured out from beneath the boulder. The venerable once
again looked at his body-print on the outside of it and exclaimed, “My good-
ness! The boulder that crashed down on me is shaped like a stipa!” Going
back inside, he erected an image in his own likeness and sealed it up from
bottom to top with a great stone slab. He prayed, “In defiled future times, may
a ‘vase’ and a spire be affixed to that body-print stipa!” [“Vase” and “spire” are
here technical terms of stapa architecture. The stipa-like boulder, therefore,
is an incomplete, natural stapa that must be finished by human effort. As the
line immediately following makes clear, it is regarded as an apt metaphor in
this way for the site as a whole.]

Because of the fulfillment of his prayer, the place is at the present time a
center of pilgrimage and of meditation caves. The great holy Crystal Peak is
the outer shrine, the body-print of venerable Milarepa is the inner relic, and
master Padmasambhava’s pills are the secret relics. Homage to that holy abode
of body, speech, and mind!

The section concerning the hermitage of the Crystal Peak, where master
Padmasambhava was bodily present, has now been related.

[This perhaps marks the conclusion of an earlier version of the guidebook]

SOME OTHER UNUSUAL FEATURES OF THE SITE
AND ITS TREASURES

Above the body-print stapa is the fountain of fluid from Varahi's womb. During
the bright half of the month red menstrual fluid comes forth, and during the

dark half of the month white fluid of the womb. At auspicious times worthy
persons really meet dakinis there.
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To the east of Prostration Ridge is a golden mound, at the edge of which is
a boulder. Beneath it is pressed the right foot of a demoness. That mound is
the demoness’s earth. If you scatter it on someone who is afflicted by divine,
demonic, or elemental spirits it will be of benefit. Below Prostration Ridge,
beneath the throne-shaped boulder, is pressed the left foot of the demoness.
At that place there are four wild tsen-spirits (btsan rgod). [The tsen (btsan) are
powerful and fearsome indigenous divinities, whose importance in ancient Ti-
betan belief is underscored by their association with the Tibetan emperor, the
tsenpo (btsan po). In later times, however, the tsen came to be regarded as
powerful, sometimes malevolent, godlings. When such spirits are called “lay-
men,” it generally indicates that they were among the Tibetan deities subju-
gated by Padmasambhava, therefore assuming the vows of the Buddhist laity.]
To the right is the white divine tsen, who is a layman, to the left is the brown
demon tsen (bdud btsan). In front are the seven brothers who are the blazing
tsen of Rong (Rong btsan ’bar ba). On the inside is the divine tsen Blazing Vajra
(Lha btsan Rdo rje 'bar ba).

There are four treasures hidden in this place. The first is entrusted to the
brown demon tsen. In front there is a copper treasure. That is entrusted to the
seven blazing brothers. To the west is a grain treasure. It is entrusted to the
white divine tsen, who is a layman. On the inside is a treasure of wealth,
including gold and silver. It is entrusted to the divine tsen Blazing Vajra. It is
not permitted for treasure-seekers to open those treasures; for if you do uncover
them, then because of the oaths of the spirits to whom those treasures are
entrusted, you will have to contend with them first!

Again, on the embankment a katora {a kind of brass bowl] is hidden. So
long as the spire and “vase” are not yet affixed to the body-print stupa, it is
not permitted to uncover it either. Moreover, this holy place has many mines.

To the southwest of Prostration Ridge there is a secret compartment in a
boulder. The treasure-keys are hidden in it. In Milarepa’s cave there is the wind
of India. Even if you try to cook rice there, the heat will not reach the pot.
Again, in this holy place, there is a natural image of a vase, a natural image of
a conch, a natural image of a stupa, a natural image of a vajra, a natural image
of a crown, and so forth. So it is an inconceivably holy place.

MILAREPA’S DECLARATION TO HIS DISCIPLE RECHUNG,
CONCERNING THE BENEFITS OF THE MEDICINE PILLS

As has been described above, the venerable Milarepa dwelt there. He once said
that to offer a butter-lamp in this especially holy place a stone lamp was needed,
and so the venerable one brought forth a stone lamp from within the Jambhala-
like rock. In that place Rechung rolled medicine pills. and after the venerable
Milarepa examined their size and their weight, he compressed them, conse-
crated them, and hid them as treasures. He said, “In the future, the master
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called Pemakarpo must bring them forth from the treasure!” [The propheic
references, here and below, to figures living long after Milarepa’s time sugges
that these sections are of recent authorship. The long enumeration of the bene-
fits of worship and other religious activity at Crystal Peak that follows appears
to have been taken from another work, having nothing to do originally with
the Crystal Peak in particular, and has been inserted here, attributed to Mila-
repa to lend it an aura of authority.]

Afterward Rechung dwelt there. He asked his master, “In this precious wish-
fulfilling gem of a place, which is the gateway to the abode of the body, speech,
and mind of the buddhas, what are the benefits of performing prostration,
circumambulation, worship, and so forth, and of other acts of service?”

The great venerable Milarepa then made this declaration: “Listen and culti-
vate faith! If you pray to the precious medicine pills, the receptacles of spiri-
tuality into which the blessings of all the buddhas and bodhisattvas of the three
times have melted, whatever you have prayed for will be effortlessly, sponta-
neously achieved. Whoever performs prostration, circumambulation, and wor-
ship with a pure, noble aspiration to such precious, wish-fulfilling gems should
know the benefits are to be explained in this way:

Even all the buddhas of the three times cannot express it,

But in brief just in order to inspire their followers,

Then let it be said:

The medicine pills are the supreme spiritual receptacle of all the
buddhas and bodhisattvas of the three times.

They are the field for the worship of the entire world with its ordinary
beings and gods.

By supplicating them whatever you pray for will be effortlessly
achieved!

They confer the supreme and common attainments.

For all beings who see with their eyes the “great pills,” which are like
precious wish-fulfilling gems,

The gates to rebirth in the vicious destinies will be closed.

Even if you just hear of them, the seed of supreme enlightenment will
be planted.

All those who think of them will be freed from madness, fainting fits,
and paralysis,

And special samadhi will arise in their minds.

All those who join their hands in prayer before them will find the
authentic path.

All those who prostrate here will be born as universal emperors.

All those who circumambulate will acquire the seven virtues of heaven
[i.e., the seven virtues of higher rebirths, namely, having a good

family, physical beauty, longevity, good health, good luck, wealth,
and wisdom].
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All who supplicate will spontaneously achieve the two goals, of
enlightenment for self and for others.

Whoever offers drinking water here will be born without afflictions of
thirst.

Whoever offers washing-water here will be freed from emotional
afflictions, sins, and obscurations, and will obtain the five modes of
enlightened cognition [the cognition of the expanse of reality,
mirror-like cognition, cognition of sameness, discriminating
cognition, and accomplishing cognition—associated with the five
buddhas].

All those who offer flowers will obtain the perfect liberty and
endowment of human birth.

All those who offer incense will attain pure moral discipline.

All those who offer butter-lamps will be freed from all the darkness of
unknowing.

All those who offer perfumed water will be liberated from all mental
distress and suffering.

All those who offer foodstuffs will thrive on the food of samadhi.

All those who offer the music of large cymbals will sound the melody
of the doctrine in the ten directions.

All those who offer the music of finger-cymbals will obtain profound
and perfect intellectual brilliance.

All who offer the music of bells and miniature bells will obtain the
authentic voice of Brahma, a sweet voice, clearest speech.

All who offer mandalas [symbolic offerings of the Mount Meru world-
system] will fully perfect the provisional and ultimate goals,
acquiring merit and wisdom.

All who offer mandalas of the five gems [gold, silver, turquoise, coral,
and pearl] will be relieved of all poverty and will come to possess
the inexhaustible treasury of the sky.

All who offer mandalas of the seven jewels [gold, silver, turquoise,
coral, pearl, emerald, and sapphire] will provisionally enjoy the
seven jewels of kingship and ultimately will attain the seven aspects
of enlightened embodiment [the realization of the absolute truth in
its ontological and epistemological aspects, and the enlightenment of
body, speech, mind, attributes, and activity].

All who offer the five medicines [ginseng and other similarly valuable
herbal remedies] will be freed from the illnesses of the four
aggregated elements [earth, water, fire, and air] and from the
consumptive illness of samsara.

All who offer mandalas of the five heart-mantras [om, hiim, tram, hrih,
ah, respectively the “seed syllables” of the five buddhas Vairocana,
Aksobhya, Ratnasambhava, Amitabha, and Amoghasiddhi] will be
liberated from all the sufferings of the five classes of beings [gods,
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humans, animals, hungry ghosts, and denizens of the hells] and wi|j
obtain the bodies of the five buddha families [Tathagata, Vajra,
Jewel, Lotus, and Action, corresponding to the five buddhas
mentioned above].

All who offer mandalas of the five grains [barley, rice, wheat, peas, and
sesame] will obtain a fine harvest from whatever grains they plant.

Whoever offers mandalas of the five kinds of incense will be fragrant,
handsome, and pleasing to all.

All who offer mandalas of the five perfumes [sandalwood, musk,
jasmine, saffron, and camphor] will attain a pure abode and be freed
from all taints.

All who offer mandalas of the five “sights” [symbolic representations of
the five sensory organs] will obtain an increase of all their merit,
power, wealth, possessions, and enjoyment.

Whoever offers parasols and ensigns will obtain perfect, enjoyable
possessions and be freed from the eight great fears [fire, flood,
earthquake, wind-storms, elephants, snakes, criminals, and kings].

Whoever offers garlands and crowns will obtain the true happiness of
gods and men, adorned with the seven jewels.

All those who offer lamps will really see the faces of the buddhas and
bodhisattvas of the ten directions [the four cardinal directions, the
four intermediate directions, and zenith and nadir].

All who offer the seven emblems of kingship [discus, wish-granting
gem, queen, minister, elephant, horse, and military commander] will
obtain the great kingdom of religion.

Whoever offers the eight auspicious emblems [eternal knot, lotus,
parasol, conch, wheel, royal banner, vase, and golden fish] will
obtain a body adorned with the signs and marks of a buddha.

All who offer the eight auspicious substances [mirror, curd, durva-
grass, bilva-fruit, a conch with a clockwise spiral, the digestive stones
of a ruminant, vermillion, and white mustard seed] will become
fortunate and splendid and will enjoy the perfect glories of gods and
men.

All who offer clothing will enjoy religious garb made of cast-off rags
[signifying the purity of renunciation] and various clothes that are
soft and comfortable.

All who offer white linen will obtain perfect complexion and luster and
will overpower gods, demons, and men.

All who offer worship with the three white substances [milk, butter,
and curd] will enjoy the plentiful feast of the dakinis.

All who offer the three sweets [sugar, molasses, and honey| will enjoy
the feast of divine food, all that is yearned for.

Whoever offers porridge will be free from hunger and will not be
reborn among the tormented spirits.
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All who offer worship with “grain juice” [alcohol] will enjoy an ocean
of ambrosia.

All who offer worship with fruit will enjoy many-flavored food.

All who offer worship with a feast offering will atain the supreme and
common accomplishments, and whatever it is they desire.

All who offer bathing water with the five fragrances [five perfumes,
above] will obtain freedom from all pollution and obscurations and
obtain taintlessness, pleasantness, and good complexion.

All who offer the supreme lotus-seat will be miraculously born atop a
soft and beautiful lion-throne on a lotus flower. [This is to say that
one will be reborn in a buddha paradise. |

Whoever acts as this site’s treasurer will be liberated from all the
sufferings of the vicious states of existence and will be endowed with
all perfect attributes.

Whoever acts as a ritual attendant here will worship all the buddhas
and will attain the enlightened activity of all buddhas.

All who wipe off dust and grime will obtain handsome and agreeable
form.

Whoever sweeps away dirt and filth will uproot all sins and
obscurations.

Whoever makes a spiritual commitment here will obtain the condition
of a knowledge-holder of the mahamudra.

All who do recitations will obtain the condition of a knowledge-holder
of spiritual maturation.

All who make this place their guru will obtain the condition of a
knowledge-holder of spontaneity.

All who worship here will obtain the condition of a knowledge-holder
of longevity.

All who repair the site will in this lifetime attain the four kinds of
ritual action [pacification, enrichment, attraction, and sorcery] and
all they desire, and also attain precious, unsurpassed enlightenment.

Whoever collects clay here will become a universal monarch as many
times as there are particles in that clay.

Whoever carries loads of earth and stone will be freed from all
obstacles to life and longevity and will enjoy long life, health, and
beauty.

All those who assist virtue will, in all rebirths and lifetimes, enter the
authentic path of the ten virtues, be inseparable from spiritual
friends, and obtain whatever accomplishments are desired.

Whoever directs the work will be born as the senior disciple of all
the buddhas of the ten directions and accomplish enlightened
activity.

If one walks seven paces in this direction he or she will obtain a pure
human body for seven lifetimes and will remember past lives.
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All who do beneficial deeds vocally will become learned, adorned with
virtues.

All who do beneficial deeds verbally will, whatever they say, be heard
by all living beings in all rebirths and lifetimes.

Whoever writes down the histories and tales of liberation of the pills
will in future lifetimes write down the entire canon of all the
buddhas of the ten directions and three times.

All who pray that the pills remain intact for a long time will obtain the
condition of a knowledge-holder of immortality.

All who repeat their consecration will be free, throughout the three
times, from war and famine, will pacify epidemics and make the
whole kingdom peaceful.

All who perform rites to protect people from harm will be freed from
all fears of untimely death.

All who speak of their virtues and praise them to others will come to
recite all the virtues of all the buddhas and bodhisattvas of the three
times.

All those who study and teach will perform all the enlightened activity
of all the buddhas of the three times.

Whoever rejoices will be born with all the many virtues of the buddhas
of the three times.

All who receive blessing from them will obtain empowerment from all
the buddhas of the ten directions.

All who go about while thinking of them will, when they pass away, be
miraculously born on a lotus-flower in the Western paradise of
Sukhavati.

All who harm them will experience various nonvirtues during this
lifetime and in the next will be born in a great hell that is devoid of
human riches; with no chance to escape, they will have no way to
repent.

In brief, these great medicinal pills are like precious wish-fulfilling
gems.

Whoever prays to them will obtain the supreme and common
accomplishments and whatever things they desire according to their
prayers.

Therefore, these pills are named the “Gems That Grant All One Seeks
in Prayer.”

So he spoke, and the retinue became amazed, awe-struck, and confident. Great
faith being born, they wept. Hurling themselves to the ground, they offered a
thousand prostrations. Samaya gya gya gya' [This exclamation indicates that
the text is “sealed” as a treasure, concealed until the appointed time for its
discovery. This convention is somewhat out of place in a discourse attributed

to Milarepa and seems to reflect the heterogenous composition of the guide-
book as a whole.]
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FURTHER TESTIMONY ATTRIBUTED TO MILAREPA

At the order of translator Marpa of Lhotrak, Milarepa dwelt in isolated holy
places, as he himself said:

I stayed in rocky hermitages, glacier hermitages, and forest hermitages.

Now, concerning those holy places:

I meditated at Togya Lasi (Stod rgya la sri) because it is a mountain
that was blessed by the mahasiddhas of India.

I meditated at Mount Tise [Kailash] because it is the holy fortress
surrounded by snow mountains that was prophesied by the Buddha.

1 meditated in Lapchi (La phyi) because it is the king of mountains,
Wild Fox Peak, among the twenty-four glacial lands.

I meditated at Mount Glory Blaze (Dpal 'bar) in Mar-yul and at Yo-'am
snow mountain in Nepal because they were prophesied in the
Avatamsakasiitra.

I meditated in Trinchi Chuwar (Brin phyi chu bar) because it is a place
of residence and assembly of dharma-protectors and dakinis.

I meditated in the holy place Resembling a Crystal Dragon (Shel gyi
'brug 'dra) because it is the city of Varahi.

I meditated at the holy Crystal Peak because it was blessed by the great
guru Padmasambhava.

Thus I meditated in whatever uninhabited places are favorable and
raised up the banner of attainment!

By just hearing of those holy places you will be released from samsara
and meet with the deities in person.

You must cultivate meditation at them, doing prostrations,
circumambulations, and such like.

That way you will swiftly realize your own mind.

On the glaciers I bound demonesses to oaths.

In Powanamgo Cave (Bo wa mams go phug) 1 bound a rock-ogress to
oaths.

To restrain them thus was an act of compassion!

Then at Tso-lo-khar I bound a Naga-demon to oaths.

At the “water of attainment” and the “great snakehead” there is a
natural image of Dzama Kaba (Rdza ma kab pa).

At Phag-thang-yul there is my own jewel-footprint.

There is also my “water of attainment.”

In Gyagrong (Rgyag rong) there is my venerable meditation cell and
image.

In Bar-khang valley there are handprints and footprints where 1 bound
the spirit of the land to oaths.

In the Hidden Cave (Sbas phug) there is the stipa of the eight sugatas,

And there are also many treasures.



118 MATTHEW KAPSTEIN

Outside is the body-print of Orgyen Padma.

He went there miraculously and prayed for the spread of the doctrine
in Tibet.

Above that is the spiritual hermitage of Vajradhara called Park of the
Most Blissful Doctrinal Wheel,

Where Shabkar, my own rebirth, and the rebirth of the Indian master
Javaripa,

Will turn the wheel of the doctrine.

At this place there are upper, middle, and lower circumambulatory
paths.

For the wrathful deities, they cross the summit pass;

While for Tara, there is the summit path.

Nothing is incomplete in this holy place.

Various medicinal plants are completely present.

Various perfumes are completely present.

Various woods are completely present.

It is a place with the sweet songs of birds, large and small.

It is a place where monkeys and apes leap about.

It is a place where stag and doe play.

It is a place where various beasts of prey roam.

I take refuge in, and prostrate to, this wondrous place!

So he spoke, and at his words both gods and men rejoiced.

Venerable Rechung also dwelt there and constructed the blessed fountain.
The venerable Milarepa then said to him:

This fountain, which brings natural liberation, is the water of
attainment of guru Padmasambhava.

The Je-zur fountain is the water of attainment of Pumpa Dzagpa (Bum
pa rdzag pa).

The Goddess fountain is the water of attainment of the Madman of
Tsang.

The Tiger fountain is my water of attainment.

In the future, in Pendri (Pan 'gri), Pemakarpo’s water of attainment
will burst forth.

In the Yol-chab rock is the fortress of the five sisters of longevity.
There is a natural mandala there.

On the rock in Phug-go-la there is a natural image of the Mani dharani
[mantra].

I, Milarepa, declare all this.
And that on Sibri Rock (Srib ri brag) is the natural image of eight
treasure vases.

In this place there are the natural images appropriate to a great holy
place—none is lacking.
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So saying, the venerable Milarepa praised the place. This place is also called
Sukhavati. It is also called Copper-colored Mountain. It is also called Mount
Potalaka. [These are the “pure lands” of Amitabha, Padmasambhava, and Ava-
lokitesvara, respectively.} It is called the “pass beheld by all.” If you don't visit
this place Crystal Peak, where else will you see Mount Kailash?

Homage and praise to this wonderful place! The Humla valley is like the
passage to hell, and Crystal Peak is the obstruction to the entrance to hell!

COLOPHON

This eight-page catalogue originated with a brief declaration given by the five
dakinis, the sisters of longevity, to the venerable and great Madman of Tsang
in a Dragon Year.

In the words of guru Padmasambhava, it is said, “Among the twenty-one
great snow peaks there are hidden places, hidden treasures, and hidden lands.
Especially in the great place Crystal Peak, all who pray, who offer feasts, who
make material offerings, who perform beneficial acts of body, speech, and
mind, will actually be guided by the mother goddesses and dakinis to Sukha-
vati—no doubt about it! Even if the worst among you pilgrims is merely born
in the mundane human world, that one will still avert all the harm of strife
and violence, and the bad fortune of illness, war, and famine—there is no
doubt!”

Guru Padmasambhava made this declaration to his Tibetan consort, the da-
kini Yeshe Tsogyel, to benefit all beings in the future age of corruption. He hid
itin Humla Cave for the time when people travel to foreign lands and the iron-
bird lands in the plain of Le. It will be especially important then that men and
women with pure spiritual commitments pray! [This reference to modern avi-
ation further suggests the text to be a recent composition. Professor Levine
was told that the “plain of Le” (Ble kyi thang) mentioned here is a slope above
the Nyinba villages of Humla District. She says that the local people made much
of the fact that the predictions have been nearly met by planes landing in
Simikot, Humla's district capital and half a day’s walk away from the Nyinba
villages. Plane service began in the late 1970s or early 1980s.]

Again there is an extensive and clear history, catalogue, and guidebook con-
cerning this place. He entrusted them to the five dakinis, the sisters of longev-
ity, to conceal them in 'Dongs Mandala Rock, saying, “At some future time
may some hidden yogin meet with them!”

So saying, he entrusted them to the protectors of the land, to the five lon-
gevity-sisters and to the other protectors of the doctrine.



Guidebook to Lapchi

Toni Huber

The translation that follows comprises the opening three chapters of a Tibetan
pilgrimage manual, bearing the abbreviated title Guidebook to Lapchi (La phyi gnas
yig). This example of noncanonical Tibetan literature serves to introduce a para-
digmatic feature of Tibetan religious culture: the representation of interplay be-
tween the Buddhist belief system and the indigenous Tibetan world view. The
opening narratives of the Guidebook to Lapchi are complex in terms of both space
and time and invoke a host of cultural discourses and icons. These need to be
briefly introduced so that the text can be appreciated from points of view that
begin to reflect the Tibetan understandings and uses of the guidebook. But first,
a few comments are in order concerning the type of document and associated
cultural practices we are dealing with here.

The Guidebook to Lapchi is a modest text by Tibetan standards. Although guide-
books can vary greatly in style and content, several general features are worthy
of particular note. Many are compilations of a range of materials, which might
include anything from cosmology and points of formal doctrine to local songs,
detailed travel instructions, or personal anecdotes. When reading guidebooks it
is important to recognize that they are constructed and styled in particular ways
in order to direct and to evoke certain responses from those who use them. They
are actively advertising the sanctity of sites and promoting the powers and beliefs
that play a significant role in controlling and shaping the lives of individual pil-
grims. This is no less true today than it was in traditional times, and it should be
noted that editions of the Guidebook to Lapchi are still being printed and are used
by contemporary Tibetan pilgrims. As a genre, pilgrimage guidebooks have a very
significant oral dimension, which sets them apart from many other types of Ti-
betan religious literature. Their contents are often publicly repeated by clerics,
shrine-keepers, and local residents for the benefit of pilgrims, and they are always
elaborated upon by oral traditions in different ways. Moreover, they are often
composed on the basis of oral texts that their authors collect while on pilgrimage.
Thus, in both oral and written forms, guidebooks constitute a popular and widely
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circulated type of religious literature in Tibetan culture. This reflects the fact that
pilgrimage, the raison d'étre of such texts, is one of the most widespread ritual
ensembles practiced in the Tibetan world (see chapter 5).

Textual narrative and ritual journey or action are not separate modes for Ti-
betan pilgrims. Because oral and written guides present certain scenarios and then
anchor them in the landscapes and features of pilgrimage sites, such texts become
manuals for explaining and interpreting the very terrain that the pilgrim is ne-
gotiating and, indeed, experiencing. By relating the great events of the past that
occurred at a site, guides do not simply direct one to ascend to the very same
stage on which these dramas occurred in order to reenact retrospectively the roles
that various divine and human superheroes once played there. They are also
unequivocal in implying that what initially happened in bygone eras at a particular
place remains both evident there and active in certain ways. Thus, the very details
of topographical form are attributed to the results of battles of magic, struggles
for power, or other acts, while the landscape becomes named and recognized on
the basis of these events. Furthermore, the physical environment is regarded as
being animated in various ways. Places, objects, and their substances are thought
of as becoming purified or morally superior through a process of empowerment
effected by the presence and actions of deities and saints. Many Tibetans conceive
of empowerment in ways that are not too different from the nature and effects of
the fields of energy or radiation posited by modem physics. An empowered site
or thing is credited with the ability to transform subtly that with which it comes
in contact. Aspects of both the natural and the human-made world are also con-
sidered as the abodes (gnas) of a wide variety of nonhuman beings. The Tibetan
word for pilgrimage literally means “circling around an abode” (gnas skor), refer-
ring to the general practice of circumambulation as a way of relating to such
places.

The specific environments, objects, and persons upon which pilgrimages focus,
and the pattern of relationships between these and the pilgrims themselves, are
what forms the basis of pilgrimage practice for Tibetans. Thus, although most
Tibetans identify themselves and their culture as Buddhist, it is often misleading
to justify—as outside observers and interpreters often do—aspects of Tibetan life
primarily in terms of abstract Buddhist doctrines. This is a tendency shared to a
certain extent by highly educated Tibetan Buddhist clerics as well. Explaining
Tibetan pilgrimages in terms of a static system of Indic metaphysical imperatives,
such as karma, samsara, and nirvana, not only lacks the explanatory power re-
quired to account for such complex phenomena, but it also negates the funda-
mental assumptions and categories Tibetans draw from their own worldview in
order to construct and negotiate their social reality.

The fact that Indian Buddhist and indigenous Tibetan views of the world exist
In complex relation to one another is well attested in the discourses operating
throughout Tibetan cultural history. Our small Guidebook to Lapchi provides some
specific local examples of this. The text was written by a learned lama named
Tenzin Chokyi Lodro (Bstan 'dzin chos kyi blo gros, 1868-1906), the thirty-
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fourth hierarch of the Drigungpa (‘Bri gung pa) sect, a branch of the important
Kagyti (Bka' brgyud) school of Tibetan Buddhism. He compiled his Guidebook to
Lapchi from a number of sources after a pilgrimage to the area 1901. His text
purports to offer a Buddhist account of the process of the introduction of Bud-
dhism into a Tibetan-speaking zone of the high Himalaya. Its central narrative
reveals a dramatic ideological struggle between the powers represented by Indian
tantric Buddhism, and those identified with other Indian belief systems and the
spirit forces that many Tibetans recognize as inhabiting and animating their physi-
cal environment. While this contest of powers is played out between divine beings
on a cosmic level, it also comes down to Earth and involves human beings and
their history, as our text situates the story at a geographical location, the place of
Lapchi, in the actual landscape of Tibet.

Lapchi, or more fully in Tibetan, the “Snowy Enclave of Nomadic Lapchi” ('Brog
la phyi gangs kyi ra ba), is an area of glaciated mountains and luxuriant alpine
valleys located on the present border between Nepal and the Tibetan Autonomous
Region of the People’s Republic of China. It lies just to the west of the great
Himalayan summit of Gaurishankar (7,150 m), or Jomo Tseringma (Jo mo tshe
ring ma) as it is known to Tibetans. At present the region is inhabited by pastor-
alists and seasonally frequented by pilgrims and traders from both sides of the
border. While today it is possible for people to locate the place on a map and
visit it as a pilgrim or nomad, according to the Guidebook to Lapchi this has not
always been the case. To explain the ways in which Lapchi became an empowered
landscape worthy of performing pilgrimage at, and how human beings “opened
the door to the place” (gnas sgo phye ba), the author resorts to two important
narrative traditions. Both of these, the story of Rudra’s subjugation in chapters 1
and 2 and the exploits of Milarepa (1040-1123 c.E.) in chapter 3, require some
interpretive commentary.

First, the story of the subjugation of the evil Indian god Rudra by the virtuous
buddha Vajradhara. Both main characters are referred to in the text under various
names that mark their different manifestations and qualities, with Rudra also being
called Mahadeva, Mahesvara, and Bhairava in places, while the buddha Vajradhara
is identified as Heruka, Samvara, or Cakrasamvara as well. Both are also coupled
with female consorts and served by their respective demonic or divine retinues.
From a Buddhist point of view, Rudra can be seen to represent the powers and
teachings of the heterodox Indian school of Saivism, particularly as it developed
in its tantric mode. The Tibetan area of Lapchi itself has a double Indian identity
in the text, being equated with the tantric power place of Godavari. This is a site
found listed in both Buddhist and Saiva tantric literature and is associated with
an area in the southern part of the Indian subcontinent. How, therefore, did
Godavarl come to be located in the high Himalaya by Tibetans, and become the
setting for such a divine contest?

The answer to this question is complex and still not fully understood, but 2
few points seem clear. When Tibetan scholars and their Indian teachers began
systematically to transfer late North Indian tantric Buddhism across the Himalaya
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into Tibet, they carried more than just texts, religious icons, and philosophies
with them. They took with them a series of sophisticated narratives and rituals
that related conceptions of the inner person to the ordering of the cosmos and
the cult geography of the Indian subcontinent. As Tibetans began to engage in
tantric meditation and yoga in their own land, many of the set of twenty-four or
thirty-two famous tantric cult places of India gradually became identified with
accessible locations in the high Himalaya and great plateau lands to the north.
Some of the places at which Indian sites became duplicated were already signifi-
cant to Tibetans as being the dwellings of powerful mountain gods and goddesses,
along with a host of other local spirit forces. The Snowy Enclave of Lapchi is one
such area.

The initial spatial setting for the story of the subjugation of Rudra at Lapchi is
the universe itself, but more specifically our southern cosmic continent (Jambu-
dvipa), as it is conceived of in Buddhist cosmologies that have long been known
in Tibet. The events unfold in the context of cosmic time, over the countless
millions of years of the four world-ages (yuga). It was at the beginning of the
present age of disharmony (kali yuga) that a cosmic drama unfolded in which two
sets of divine forces competed for hegemonic power, and the control of the world
changed hands. The fact that Buddhist gods are vanquishing those that represent
other non-Buddhist Indian religious schools in the story in part reflects the themes
in the earlier Sanskrit sources upon which Tibetan storytellers later based their
own versions, and not necessarily any actual conversion struggle that took place
in Tibet itself. As we shall see, there are other interpretations of this conflict to
consider. On a grand scale, then, the entire world-system is converted in this
drama, although during the process essentially the same scenario is played out
locally at each of the twenty-four tantric power places located on Earth, Godavari
(alias Lapchi) being one of them. The subtle operations by which this conversion
takes place are of great importance if we are to appreciate the multiple implica-
tions of the story for Tibetans.

In the Buddhist tantras, one of the primary systems of representation is that of
the cryptogram or psycho-cosmogram (mandala). Essentially, a mandala is a com-
plex, three-dimensional system of organization or interrelations applied to reality
at different levels. It can be conceived of as an elaborate, tiered palace inhabited
by buddhas or their emanations, together with a divine host of beings all hier-
archically assembled from top to bottom, and from center to periphery. For Ti-
betan Buddhists the universe is ordered in this way, with the Buddha dwelling
upon the central cosmic mountain (Meru) and the world arranged around it in a
great circle divided into different planes. The particular mandala found in the
Guidebook to Lapchi, that of Heruka or Samvara as a heroic emanation of the
buddha Vajradhara, is organized on three planes: the celestial or “sky” zone, the
surface of the Earth, and the subterranean or “underworld” zone. This threefold
ordering of space (known as tribhuvana in Sanskrit or sa gsum in Tibetan) is
pervasive in both Indian and Tibetan worldviews. The twenty-four tantric power
places are arrayed within this system, with eight existing on each of the three
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planes. A further eight sites are included, these being a series of chamel grounds
located around the circumference of the great circle of the mandala itself, thus
yielding a total of thirty-two locations often mentioned in the texts. Godavari or
Lapchi is counted as existing on the celestial plane of the world-system mandala,
hence its designation as one of the “eight sites of celestial action.”

For Tibetans, the organization of the mandala is also repeated on various sub-
cosmic levels. Thus, the Guidebook to Lapchi goes on to describe the conversion
of the spirit powers at the site in terms of the establishment of a mandala right
there in the actual mountain environment of Lapchi, and the place becomes an-
imated in a particular way as a result. This is one of the main reasons why Lapchi
is regarded as empowered and important to visit by pilgrims, whether they be
tantric yogins or lay worshippers. Many oral and written sources make it clear
that to the ordinary observer such places appear mundane, as just earth, rock,
sky, and water, although features of the landscape are often held to be shaped in
certain ways as they reveal the form of another level of reality beneath their
surface. To highly qualified meditators and enlightened beings who visit Lapchi,
the true reality of the mandala, as a celestial palace with divine inhabitants, is
visible and accessible there.

Furthermore, on another, more esoteric level, the same mandala is also repeated
within the human body itself, particularly so when it is activated during the
specialized meditation and yoga performed by advanced tantric Buddhist prac-
titioners in Tibet. Thus, when the subtle psychic body of the meditator is gen-
erated in accord with this, it too has twenty-four related internal power points
organized like the cosmic mandala. This yogic network is often referred to as the
adamantine-body (vajrakaya), and its internal points are homologized with the
external tantric cult sites, such that the reality of the microcosm and macrocosm
are equated. Thus, within the logic of this system we find that in the text the
external power place of Lapchi is equated with, and said to correspond to, the
left ear of the adamantine-body. Furthermore, it is to the external cult places like
Lapchi, which had become established as natural mandalas, the yogins made
actual pilgrimages to develop and perfect their internal adamantine-body.

Bearing all this in mind, it is possible that the story of Rudra’s subjugation can
also be read as an implicit description of internal psychic transformations that the
practitioner of tantric Buddhist yoga undergoes. In later parts of Milarepa's story
we find these meditative processes explicitly referred to. Thus, the character of
Rudra and his vile horde of demons also represent the negative predispositions
that need to be overcome by the tantric yogin. The Buddhist Heruka and his
potent and virtuous assembly are also the yogin's own overcoming of tendencies
toward defilement. Attempting to understand such esoteric levels of meaning that
the Guidebook to Lapchi may have is valuable as a key to how Tibetans might relate
to the site itself as pilgrims. But it is also essential if we are to grasp the Tibetan
significance of the character featured in the final part of the story of Lapchi, that
is, the universally popular Tibetan saint and yogin Milarepa.

After its conversion into a Buddhist mandala and subsequent empowerment,
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the place of Lapchi is finally fully opened to human beings by the bold activities
of Milarepa. As his capsule biography in the text indicates, Milarepa wandered 10
remote tantric power places and through his meditative training became an ac-
complished yogin who was able to activate the adamantine-body within himself
and identify with the powers and qualities of the divinities in residence. It is
common knowledge for Tibetans that yogins attain many potent magical abilities,
the so-called paranormal powers (siddhi), as a partial result of their practice toward
enlightenment. From this point of view alone they are very highly regarded figures
in Tibetan culture. Furthermore, as embodied representatives of realized divinity
and the mandala, they are personally empowered individuals whose psycho-
physical body is highly purified and morally superior. Given all these qualities,
in our story of Lapchi, Milarepa is able not only to defeat successive waves of
demonic attack with his superior tantric magic, but also at times seemingly to
play with reality and leave miraculous traces behind, such as footprints in rocks,
at the places he passes. For the Tibetan pilgrim at Lapchi these amazing traces of
the saint, and the other places where he spent time in his supercharged body, are
all empowered sites in their own right. They are important not only to witness
as a record of his actions, but also to encounter and experience personally because
of the spiritual transformations they are believed to be able to effect.

Finally, we should reflect on the general theme of subjugation and conversion
that runs throughout the whole three chapters below. Discerning readers will
notice that at no point are the forces of evil and perversity ever completely ban-
ished or totally annihilated by Buddhist deities or tantric yogins. Using the full
force of Buddhist magical and moral superiority, divine residences are taken over
and redecorated, the accessories and symbols of the vanquished are adopted and
employed by the vanquishers, and identities and allegiances are changed and fixed
with binding oaths. The benefits of Buddhist doctrines, including salvation, are
available to those conquered and converted. In the case of Milarepa, the potent
human conduit through which this process operates, he becomes the principal
teacher or lama (bla ma) of the spirit world as well as that of the human one. We
should note that while this tantric yogin wages magical warfare to battle male
demons into submission, he conquers a feminine environment and its female
spirit leader by means of ritual sexual penetration. The idea of the land of Tibet
as a feminine ground tamed and converted by an introduced male Buddhist power
is a recurrent theme in subjugation narratives surrounding the introduction of
Buddhism to the high plateau.

Ultimately, then, there would seem to be no final or complete victory in the
story of Lapchi. The indigenous forces of evil and perversity are still present in
the world, although now pinned down, bound, or contained; they are neutralized
and held in check by Buddhism in a variety of ways. Considering this, there is
perhaps an important question that this small pilgrim's guide to Lapchi should
provoke in its critical readers: Can we ever afford to assume that the Buddhist
conversion of Tibetan culture was a historically or socially complete process? Or
is it still an ongoing one; the maintenance of a balance between two sets of forces,
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which must be replayed or reconstituted continually by way of a welter of nar-
rative and ritual scenarios developed and reproduced for the best part of a mil-
lennium? There is much in traditional Tibetan religious culture that is dedicated
to this end, and this itself is a fact that has important social ramifications. As the
powers of Buddhism must be continually employed to maintain this state of affairs
and keep the balance, we find that they are channeled especially via its human
representatives, that is, the high-status specialist figures of lamas, yogins, oracles,
clerics, and various others, who occupy significant loci of social power in the
Tibetan world. Such issues are surely worthy of continuing debate and inquiry in
the study of Tibetan religion.

The translation below is based on two editions: Bstan 'dzin chos kyi blo gros,
34th 'Bri gung gdan rabs (1868-1906), Gsang lam sgrub pa’i gnas chen nyer bzhi'i
ya gyal gau da wa ri ‘am / 'brog la phyi gangs kyi ra ba’i sngon byung gi tshul las tsam
pa’i gtam gyi rab tu phyed pa nyung ngu mam gsal. In Dpal khor lo sdom pa’i sku yi
gnas gangs ri ti se dang gsung gi gnas la phyi gangs ra gnyis kyi gnas yig (Delhi:
Damcho Sangpo Jayyed Press, 1983), ff. 261-402 (translation covers ff. 264-92
= 2b-16b); Bstan 'dzin chos kyi blo gros, 34th 'Bri gung gdan rabs (1868-1906),
Gsang lam sgrub pa’i gnas chen nyer bzhi’'i ya gyal gau da wa ri ‘am / 'brog la phyi
gangs kyi ra ba’i sngon byung gi tshul las brtsams pa’i gtam gyi rab tu byed pa nyung
ngu rmam gsal (An account of the place of meditation known as Lachi in western Tibet)

(Gangtok: Sherab Gyaltsen, Palace Monastery, 1983) (translation covers pp.
1-16).
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Tibetan conversion and subjugation narratives, see Ronald Davidson, “The Bo-
dhisattva Vajrapani’s Subjugation of Siva,” in Religions of India in Practice, ed.
Donald S. Lopez, Jr. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 547-55;
Janet Gyatso, “Down with the Demoness: Reflections on a Feminine Ground in
Tibet,” in Feminine Ground: Essays on Women and Tibet., ed. J. D. Willis (Ithaca:
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to Indo-Tibetan Studies, ed. T. Skorupski (Tring, UK: Institute of Buddhist Studies
1990), pp. 199-208.

An Elucidatory and Concise Analysis of Stories Concerning the
History of Godavari, alias the Snowy Enclave of Nomadic Lapchi, One
of the Twenty-four Power Places for Accomplishing the Secret Path

1
HOW THIS INANIMATE MOUNTAIN ITSELF WAS ORIGINALLY TAKEN OVER BY THE

ARROGANT RUDRA

Long, long ago, after the elapse of a very great period of time following the
creation of this very world-system, the lord of this world, the great god called
Mahideva alias Mahesvara, ferocious Bhairava [or Rudra], appeared in fierce
and violent forms and then took up residence in and ruled over the country
of Magadha in India. At the same time, there appeared four serpent deities and
four demigods from the underworld, four bestowers of harm and four ogres
from the surface of the Earth, and four gods and four gandharvas from the sky.
These twenty-four fierce and violent spirits assumed control of their respective
dwelling places in those twenty-four countries extending from Pulliramalaya
to Kuluta in the southern cosmic continent and then took up residence in
them. In particular, at that time the Snowy Enclave of Lapchi was known by
the name Godavari. A certain fierce and venomous couple who were gods of
the demon class, the gandharva Suravairina and his consort Viramati, appro-
priated this place, establishing a palace there.

Thereafter, because of their excessive anger these twenty-four fierce ones
consumed the life force of many sentient beings. Because of their excessive lust
they made love at all times. Because of their excessive ignorance they accepted
heretical views themselves and then imposed them on others. Having also taken
Mahideva as their ultimate refuge, they performed obeisance to him. As a result
Mahesvara, after abandoning his own form and having manifested in the form
of twenty-four stone phallic symbols (linga), dwelt thus in each of those places.

11
HOW THE PLACE WAS CONVERTED INTO A FIELD OF CELESTIAL ACTION, AFTER
BEING SUBDUED BY AN EMANATION OF SAMVARA

When the present cosmic age of disharmony issued in, following a passage of
incalculable hundreds of thousands of years, after the completion of the cosmic
age of perfection and the second and third cosmic ages accordingly, the great
buddha Vajradhara saw that the time had come to descend and subdue those
fierce ones. Having arisen in the form [of Heruka, a heroic archetype deity]
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with four faces and twelve arms, expressing highly enraged great wrath, even
while his mind was not moved from objectless compassion, and assuming a
dancing pose, he trampled ferocious Bhairava and his consort underfoot, as a
result of which Bhairava attained great bliss, and gained complete awakening
under the earth.

Thus, after conquering ferocious Bhairava, Heruka remained on the summit
of the central cosmic mountain, at which time he was presented with a heavenly
mansion provided with a throne by the buddha Aksobhya, with twenty-four
male and twenty-four female bodhisattvas by the buddha Ratnasambhava, with
twelve goddesses by the buddha Amitabha, with armored gods by the buddha
Amoghasiddhi, and with gods representing the magically empowered aggre-
gates, constituents, and sources by the buddha Vairocana. After which, the
mandala of the sixty-two emanations of Samvara was completed.

At that time, the twenty-four pairs of male and female bodhisattvas, having
also arisen in the form of wrathful father-mother unions (yab yum), subdued
the twenty-four arrogant ones [and their consorts] living in the twenty-four
countries of the southern cosmic continent. Eight of the wrathful father-mother
unions, having manifested as eight guardians of the cardinal gates and inter-
mediate points, subdued the eight wrathful goddesses of the cemeteries [sur-
rounding the mandala]. In particular, from among the aforementioned
twenty-four pairs of bodhisattvas, both the male bodhisattva Vajrapani and the
female bodhisattva Vajravetali, having arisen in the form of a wrathful father-
mother union, subdued both of the couple of gandharvas who resided at the
Snowy Enclave of Lapchi. The manner of their subjugation was as follows:
Having seized the abode of those venomous ones, they transformed it into a
palace; having taken away their power and strength, they rendered them pow-
erless; having seized their elephant hides, tiger skins, and other garments, they
dressed themselves in them; having seized their knives, skull-cups, ceremonial
staffs, and other hand-held accoutrements, they used them as their own in-
struments; having appropriated their essential cries of rage, and so forth, they
reempowered them as their own primary ritual formulas; having seized their
meat, beer, and other edibles and drinkables, they performed circular feast
offerings with them and then made their minds dissolve in the clear light and
brought them to awakening. In particular, they empowered the receptacles of
Mahadeva’s emanations [i.e., the stone phallic symbols] so that the mandala of
the emanations of the sixty-two deities of Cakrasamvara was directly manifest
there. And in that way, the mandala of the emanations of Cakrasamvara as
vanquishers was completed without abandoning the form of those to be van-
quished. Regarding that, at the time when the twenty-four [external] countries
were assigned to the internal adamantine-body, it was said: “The face was Pul-
liramalaya, the crown of the head was Jalandhara, the right ear was Oddiyana,
and the neck was Arbuta.” This place, Lapchi, was known as the left ear, Go-

davari, and nowadays the proof of this is so made as a self-manifest ear on a
rock called Left Ear.
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In brief, after the subjugation of ferocious Bhairava by glorious Heruka dur-
ing the cosmic age of disharmony, the district known as Godavari, which is
one of the eight sites of celestial action, was established as the physical field of
Cakrasamvara. But it should be understood that before ferocious Bhairava was
conquered, it was nothing but a heap of earth and rock, or an ordinary abode
of nonhuman beings.

11
HOW THE ENTRANCE TO THE PLACE WAS OPENED BY THE MASTERS REALIZED

IN TRUTH

Following glorious Heruka'’s magical transformation of it into a place of attain-
ment of the powers of secret tantric Buddhism, for a long time after there were
just flesh-eating celestial heroes and amazons roaming and playing there at
will, and because of this there were no ordinary beings belonging to the human
race there. But 336 years after the Buddha's passing beyond suffering and re-
birth, in the holy land of India the great realized meditation master glorious
Saraha appeared and initiated the vehicle of the Vajrayana of secret tantric
Buddhism, after which he visited all the twenty-four countries and thirty-two
places. From that time on there is really no question that many of the great
accomplished ones of India came to that place. Now, due to the vicissitudes of
time, we can no longer be certain exactly who went there.

However, after the exalted Avalokitesvara manifested as the king of Tibet,
Songtsen Gampo (Srong brtsan sgam po), and acted as the protector of Snowy
Tibet [see chapter 2], the flesh-eating celestial amazons became a little milder,
whereupon Mangyul (Mang yul) and Nyanang (Gnya' nang) and other loca-
tions on the borders of this place began to be habitable by human beings. After
that, because the great meditation master Padmasambhava visited the place
and bound the flesh-eating celestial amazons by oath, they became even milder
than before, and human beings could travel, to a certain extent, to the very
center of Lapchi as well. Later on, because the learned and accomplished great
Yuthogpa Dreje Badzra (G.yu thog pa 'dre rje badzra) went there, there are also
various acknowledged meditation caves of Yuthogpa there nowadays. Finally,
concerning the full completion of the entrance to the place, since the mightiest
of yoga practitioners, the master Milarepa, is the one who opened it, I shall
relate the brief account of that now.

As for the master Milarepa himself, he was born in Mangyul Gungthang
(Gung thang) during the water-dragon year (1052) of the first sixty-year ca-
lendrical cycle (1027-1087), the time at which the translator Marpa (Mar pa)
reached the age of forty. During his youth, he employed the black arts against
his paternal relatives who had come forward as his enemies, and he destroyed
thirty-five members of the enemy party. Having made it hail, he destroyed the
harvest. Out of remorse for that, he came into the presence of Marpa the trans-
lator in the valley of Lhodrak Drowo (Lho brag gro wo). He won his favor by
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single-handedly erecting a nine-storied tower many times, as well as perform-
ing other deeds, and requested the teachings that had been handed down from
glorious Naropa. After he mastered them, on the occasion of his going to Lato,
his lama prophesied to him the best meditation places at which to perform his
practice, in particular:

Because the Lato Gyelgiri (La stod rgyal gyi ri) is a mountain empowered by the
great accomplished ones of India, meditate there. Because Tise (Ti se) snow moun-
tain (Mount Meru] was prophesied by the Buddha to be the “snowy mountain”
{in Buddhist scriptures] and is the palace of Cakrasamvara, meditate there. Because
the Snowy Enclave of Lapchi is Godavari, one of the twenty-four countries, med-
itate there. Because Mount Pelbar (Dpal 'bar) of Mangyul and the Snowy Enclave
of Yolmo (Yol mo) in Nepal are the places prophesied in the Garland Discourse
(Avatamsaka Siitra), meditate there. Because Chubar (Chu dbar) of Drin (Brin) is
the place where the celestial amazons who are field-protectors assemble and reside,
meditate there. Furthermore, in any deserted place that is perfectly suitable, med-
itate and raise the banner of realization in each one.

Thus was his prophecy. After that, the master returned to Mangyul Gungthang
and as a consequence of observing the condition of his homeland, his mind
was softened by a liberating aversion to this world. Through the perfection of
ascetic practices during his twelve years at Drakar Taso (Brag dkar rta so), he
acquired special qualities, to the extent of being able to fly through the air. At
that time, he resolved to go to open the entrance to the area of the Snowy
Enclave of Lapchi and fully realize the instructions of his principal teacher.
After he had traversed the Dringi Poze (Brin gyi spo ze) pass, he went to
Drakmar Chonglung (Brag dmar mchong lung) and gained realizations there.
As a result, at that time the king of the obstacle-making demons known as
Vinayaka, who is at present the field-protector of Lapchi, transformed himself
into seven iron festival clowns with hollow and sunken eyes and appeared
looking for an opportunity to get at the master. Then Milarepa said:

I, Milarepa, am not afraid of demons.

If Milarepa was afraid of demons,

There would be little profit in a knowledge of things as they really are.

You! Hosts of obstacle-makers, demons, and evil spirits who have come
here,

How wonderful it is that you have arrived.

Do not hasten to leave, but please stay here.

Let us discuss this together clearly.

Though you may be in a hurry, by all means stay here tonight.

We should vie in skill of body, speech, and mind,

And see the difference in greatness between the white and the black
religions.

Do not leave without having made a nuisance of yourselves,
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If you leave without having made a nuisance of yourselves,
How shameful your coming here on this occasion!

Having said that, he raised the pride of his archetype deity and went directly
for the festival clowns. The festival clowns, their eyes bulging in panic from
their fear, fright, and terror, disappeared rapidly one into the other until the
last remaining one, having formed itself into a whirling tornado, disappeared
from sight. After, he performed a little meditation in that place. Following the
field-protector’s failure to get at him with this first magical trick, he resolved
to go to the central place of Lapchi. He traversed the Drin Poze pass and the
Nyanang Thong (Gnya’ nang mthong) pass and went to the entrance of Lapchi,
Nyanang Tashigang (Bkra shis sgang). Since the people of Tsarma (Rtsar ma)
had already heard of the master’s fame, there was a desire to meet him that
coincided favorably with the master’s arrival in Tsarma on this occasion. Be-
cause of that a wealthy resident of Tsarma, Shendormo (Gshen rdor mo), and
his wife Leksebum (Legs se 'bum), and also Kyoton Shakya Guna (Skyo ston
shakya guna) and others, were overjoyed when they realized that it was the
master.

At that time, Lapchi was the nomadic pastureland of the residents of Nya-
nang Tsarma. But because it had become a physical field of celestial action, a
land roamed by flesh-eating celestial amazons, there was a frequent occurrence
of open attacks by goblins and demons against the people who went there. As
a result, the name of Drelung Kyomo ('Dre lung skyo mo, “Discontented De-
mon Valley”) was given to the region. They requested that the master go there
to subdue the demons and open the entrance to the place. Then the master
also went toward the Zileigang (Zul le’i gangs) pass of Lapchi, and from the
top of the pass the nonhuman beings produced specters to frighten him. As
soon as he reached the summit of the pass there were violent claps of thunder
and flashes of lightning, and the mountains on both sides of the valley moved,
so that the mountain torrent, diverted from its course and churned up in vi-
olent waves, turned into a lake. At this, the master gave a concentrated stare,
took his staff and pushed it in, and the lake drained out from the bottom and
disappeared. The place is known as Mudzing (Dmu rdzing, “Demon Pond™).
From there, he descended a little way, and the nonhuman beings stirred up
waves consisting of many boulders, to the point where the mountains on both
sides were thrown down. The celestial amazons provided a safe path for him
out of a hill running downward like a snake, between the sides of the valley.
That “wave-stilling” path is known as the Khandro Ganglam (Mkha’ ‘gro sgang
lam, “Dakini Ridge Path”).

Then, the nonhuman beings of lesser powers became calm of their own
accord, while those of great powers, even though they did not find a point of
attack, once again sought to get at him. The master, at the point where the
Khandro Ganglam terminates, gave a concentrated stare causing reversion of
their views and subjugation, whereby the magical tricks ceased completely,
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and after, in the spot where he stood, a footprint appeared on the rock. On a
ridge a short distance from there, after the sky had cleared, he dwelt and cul-
tivated the meditation of benevolence, and that spot is called Jamgang (Byams
sgang, “Compassion Ridge”). When he went to Chuzang (Chu bzang) from
there and stayed a short time, once again the field-protector of Lapchi the lord
of obstacle-makers Vinayaka himself, in the guise of a Nepalese demon called
Bharo with a demonic army as retinue, which filled the earth and sky of the
valley of Chuzang, came and displayed many magical tricks, such as throwing
mountains down on the master’s head, pouring down fierce deluges of weap-
ons, and so forth. The master said such things as:

Due to the essential instructions of my supreme principal teacher,

By the power of the firmly cultivated production and completion stages
of meditation, and

Because of an understanding of the causal nexus of inner being,

In the outer world, I am not afraid of demons.

In my lineage, that of Saraha,

Are many yogins, effulgent as the sky.

Having repeatedly meditated on the significance of primal mind,
Illusory thoughts disappear into space.

I see neither the hindered nor the hinderer.

And then he bound the nonhuman beings by oath. On that occasion they gave
him various things, such as provisions for a month, and from then on they
became the master’s patrons. After that, when he stayed in a cave at Ramding
(Ram sdings), many celestial amazons from Lapchi performed prostrations,
gave him offerings of every kind of desirable thing, and circumambulated him,
and as a consequence there appeared here on a rock the footprints of two
celestial amazons. On the way down from there the nonhuman beings created
the magical appearance of many enormous vulvas on the path before him. The
master, his penis having become erect in anger, advanced on his way bran-
dishing it, and through rubbing his penis on a rock in which was collected the
quintessence of the place at a point past nine of the illusory vulvas, and by
giving a powerful stare, the magic tricks were all brought to a stop. That place
is called Lagu Lungu (La dgu lung dgu, “Nine Crests Nine Valleys”).

Then, when he was close to arriving at the central place, again the field-
protector, the lord of obstacle-makers himself, went to meet him and present
offerings to him. After constructing a religious throne, he requested Buddhist
teachings and finally was absorbed into a boulder in front of the throne, which
is why nowadays in that place there is a ritual cairn of stones. Then, at the
center of the place, which has the appearance of three matrix-triangles stacked
one upon the other because the sky outside it is triangular, the ground inside
it is triangular, and the rivers in between it are triangular; in the presence of
Vajrayogini, and other celestial heroes and amazons happily amusing them-
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selves like the gathering clouds, he remained in meditation for one month in
a cave known as the Dudul Phukmoche (Bdud 'dul phug mo che, “Great Demon
Subduing Cave”).

After that, he went to the place of his patrons from Nyanang and told them:
“I have stayed at your grazing grounds in Drelung Kyomo. Since | have subdued
all the demons it has become a place of practice, and I shall be the first to go
there and meditate.” Because of this they rejoiced and were filled with faith,
and also this is said to be the beginning of the human practice of performing
prostrations, making offerings, and circumambulating there. Then, many years
later, after the master had converted the hunter Khyira Repa (Khyi ra ras pa),
when he went into the presence of the ear of the Buddha glorious Cakrasam-
vara, which had arrived self-manifest on the rock known as Lapchi Nyenyén
(Snyan g.yon, “Left Ear”), and stayed there, the five field-protecting celestial
amazons, the Tsering Chenga (Tshe ring mched Inga), came to snoop and see
what the master’s meditative understanding was. At the time, the master was
enjoying a low-caste girl in the forest of Sengdeng (Seng ldeng), and through
looking in a white silver mirror he spotted them and finally disappeared into
the sky. A year later, when he was staying in Chonglung, they came to snoop
as before. At that time they saw the master riding on a lion, his body smeared
with funeral ashes and blood, with a garland of flowers upon his head, wearing
the sun and moon as clothing. In his hands he held a parasol and a banner.
Finally he went, disappearing into the sky, so that they were unable to get at
him.

Later on, in the year of the water-dragon (1112) when the master was age
sixty-one, on the occasion of his sojourn in the Khyung gong (Khyung sgong)
cave in the center of Menlung Chubar (Sman lung chu dbar) during the first
summer month, one night an army of eighteen great demons, which filled the
sky, the Earth, and the intermediate realm, came with these five at its head: a
woman with a skeleton-like appearance, bearing the central cosmic mountain
in her arms; a red jackal-faced woman, whose orifices were all gushing blood,
who was disgorging an ocean by the mouthful; a fierce woman with the ap-
pearance of the lord of death, who was playing the Sun and Moon like a pair
of cymbals; a black, terrifying woman, the color of coal, who was throwing the
Sun, Moon, and stars to the ground, laughing out loud, “Strike, kill!”; and a
woman as beautiful as a goddess, whose smile was seductive and coquettish.
Even though they sought an opportunity, the demons failed to get at him, and
once again they became faithful and earnest. As a result of that, they said, “You
are a yogin who has attained a state of firmness. In our ignorance, we formerly
ridiculed and hindered you, and because of this we are greatly ashamed and
remorseful. From now on, we will obey whatever you command. We, the de-
mons, will carry out all those actions and duties, whatever they are, that you
command.” Having promised this, they returned to their own abodes.

Later, in the water-female-snake year (1113) when the master was aged sixty-
two, the queen of medicine deities, the auspicious Tsering Chenga, having
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come in the guise of five beautiful women, placed in the master’s hands a fyl|
gemstone ladle, telling him it was wild-ox yogurt. After offering the five types
of worldly paranormal powers, which are the powers of immortality, the di-
vining mirror, food and prosperity, a treasury of jewels, and four-footed live-
stock, they requested to take the vow connected with conceiving the aspiration
to highest awakening. Later, the five women made eye-viewed offerings con-
sisting of incense, flowers, food, and drink, and as a result of their request he
bestowed on them the teachings of definitive meaning and conferred the ini-
tiation of the goddess Tara and the essence of the cycle of views of the Ada-
mantine Path of Buddhism. He bestowed afterward the initiation of the goddess
Kurukulla and advised them of the cycle of vows of the supreme ritual formula,
and so forth.

Later, in the wood-horse year (1114), because some cowherds of Drin pol-
luted their campfire with scraps of meat, the auspicious Tseringma became
afflicted by a severe illness. When she invited the master himself from Chubar
(Chu dbar), he arrived with the speed of flashing lightning on the path of
magic light, Sa-manta tsa ri. On the left slope of the snow mountain Thénting
Gyelmo (Mthon mthing rgyal mo), there was a tent of white silk, with golden
walls, whose ropes were all made of precious stones. Inside, the center pole
was a conch, and the tent pegs were of coral. Within this tent, looking gravely
ill, was the auspicious lady Tseringma. She made a request, after which, from
that evening, the master performed an ablution by means of the hundred syl-
lable ritual, made an invocation to the principal teachers and precious ones,
and prolonged her life by means of the Usnisavijaya ritual.

She recovered gradually from the illness and gave thanks in gratitude to the
master, her principal teacher. After that, the master gave her an explanation of
the intermediate state between death and rebirth and the three bodies and led
her on to the path of great awakening. The chief of the field-protecting celestial
amazons, Tseringma, was accepted as his ritual sexual consort. Thus, as she
was the chief and was now under his power, all the celestial heroes and ama-
zons of the region of Lapchi perforce came under his power and were bound
by oath. He took the life-force of all the eight types of demons and commanded
that from then on they should not harm human beings. The various demons
listened obediently. From that time up until the present day, there has never
been any harm from the demons for us human beings who went there. This is
due solely to the grace of the principal teacher and master Milarepa, his spir-
itual sons, and those aforementioned accomplished ones. Those narrations con-
cern the manner in which the entrance to the place was opened.
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The Life of Tilopa

Nalanda Translation Committee

Tilopa was a Bengali yogin, crazy saint, and poet who lived during the tenth
century. He was one of the most important figures in an antinomian movement
that practiced tantric Buddhism in an especially colorful and vivid manner—the
yogins known as the mahasiddhas or “great accomplished ones.” The mahasiddhas
believed that the essence of enlightenment was present throughout reality, and
thus any ordinary activity could be transformed into a Buddhist practice by di-
recting it toward awakening the mind itself. The mahasiddhas sometimes chose
professions and life-styles that ordinarily would have been considered a violation
of the principle of “right livelihood” set forth by the Buddha. Their special method
of transforming daily activities into meditation practices involved seeing mundane
things as mudra, as “seals” or “symbols” of deeper truths. For example, the ma-
hasiddha Saraha made arrows for a living, which might be considered an impos-
sible profession for a Buddhist guru, since weapons enable violence to occur. But
Saraha regarded the arrows as a mudra, as a symbol: just as ordinary arrows kill
people, so Saraha’s arrows would kill ego-clinging itself.

The mahasiddhas wrote religious songs in a popular style, some of which
seemed to be about sexual subjects. Each line implied or evoked a special symbolic
or “code” meaning. As a result, the biographies of these teachers are full of esoteric
symbolism, making them very difficult to interpret or decode. At times they are
downright obscure, and even great tantric scholars have trouble unraveling some
of the allusive and elusive writings of Tilopa and his colleagues. An important
and lengthy biography of Tilopa was written by Wangchuk Gyaltsen (Dbang
phyug rgyal mtshan), a student of the “Mad Yogin of Tsang Province” (Gtsang
myon Heruka, 1452-1507), a Tibetan yogin whose own life exemplifies the wild-
ness and love of esoteric symbolism that marks the Bengali mahasiddhas. This
biography is a compilation of a variety of disparate stories about Tilopa, and when
Pema Karpo (Pad ma dkar po, 1527-1592) summarized them in his abbreviated
biography, he maintained the disparity. Thus, we have three biographies, directed,
so Pema Karpo says, toward students of “lesser, middle, and greater” abilities. We
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have translated here the “lesser” and “greater” biographies and skipped the ex-
tremely obscure middle biography.

First we have “The Ordinary Biography” for students of “lesser capacity,” even
though the text is replete with obscure symbolism. This account tells the tradi-
tional Buddhist story of the rise of an ordinary person to fame and royal power
through the magical assistance of a Buddhist hermit. Tilopa is a common ox-
herding boy with an extraordinary destiny. He meets the most famous philosopher
in the history of Mahayana Buddhism, the master (acarya) Nagarjuna. The Ti-
betans believe that after Nagarjuna gained enlightenment by means of Mahayana
contemplative practices, he began to practice tantra and lived for hundreds of
years as a yogin. At the outset of the story, Nagarjuna has just gained mastery of
the magical ability (siddhi) known as “the good vase,” which enables him to fulfill
all wishes. He makes Tilopa into a king and teaches him to rule through magical
means. All of the tricks and illusions that Tilopa employs to convince his subjects
of his power and to defeat his enemies are commonplaces of Indian storytelling,
Like the Buddha, however, Tilopa becomes dissatisfied with the suffering in sam-
sara, so he renounces the world in order to become a Buddhist ascetic. After
abdicating his kingship and establishing his son on the throne, he joins a religious
community and begins to study Buddhist teachings.

Pema Karpo tells his story in a simple, straightforward manner, but it is full of
tantric symbolism. It is almost as if this text were a primer in esoteric symbolism
for people who have not been initiated into the secret and complex practices of
tantra. An example of this would be the multiple meanings and functions of the
vase. The vase plays a central role in the empowerment ceremony of tantric Bud-
dhism known as abhiseka (see chapter 13). Abhiseka means “sprinkle and pour,”
and it originally referred to the annointing ceremony in which Indian princes
were consecrated to become kings. The vase was placed over the head of the
prince, and he would drink from it and then be bathed with the water. In this
story we see the vase being used in its original function, as if Pema Karpo were
introducing us to the history of the vase symbol.

A special feature in the biographies of the Kagyu saints like Tilopa is that their
conversion to tantric practice occurs through the intercession of the same divine
principle—a certain mother goddess—the fierce, passionate, and wrathful Vaj-
rayogini. She personifies transcendent wisdom (prajia) as a vivid and intimate
experience and can appear to practitioners in a variety of forms. To remind the
ignorant that they have missed the point, she can appear as an ugly old woman
or as a beautiful young girl. In every situation she embodies the energy of wisdom,
untamed by conventional thought, social norms, or preconceptions. Often her
name is not literally given in the biographies, perhaps because the practices that
the name evokes are secret. Sometimes she is identified as Vajravarahi, a name
that literally means “Indestructible Sow,” although no humor is intended by this
curious appellation. The pig is often associated in Buddhist texts and iconography
with ignorance, and Vajravarahi, the Indestructible Sow, symbolizes the trans-
mutation of ignorance into wisdom through tantric practices.
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Vajrayogini or Vajravarahi is also a type of dakini, a term that in Tibetan means
literally a “sky-goer” (mkha’ 'gro ma). In iconographic images, dakinis fly through
the sky into the world of the yogin or yogini, bearing messages of enlightenment.
Esoterically, they represent the phenomenal world to the practitioner. The med-
itator is to contemplate the nature of the self and the external world. But if he or
she focuses too much on the self or becomes too intellectual, then the world as
an external force, as a consort, will seduce or frighten the yogin back into aware-
ness of the essence. Her buddha consort is Cakrasamvara, whose name means
“binder of the psychic centers (cakras)” and refers to inner yogic practices. Often
he is simply called “Heruka.” In this version of his biography, when Tilopa ab-
dicates his throne, he moves to a charnel ground where a huge stone has gradually
changed shape, until it became a statue of Heruka.

Vajrayogini first meets Tilopa after he has been ordained as a conventional
Buddhist monk, while he is studying the famous Mahayana satras on emptiness
called the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras (Prajaaparamita). Although tantrikas re-
gard these texts as the profound word of the Buddha, they are difficult to practice
and do not lead to enlightenment as quickly as their tantric equivalents. She
initiates him into tantric practices, and so he begins his education in the Vajra-
yana. This involves a system of practices in which one is introduced to the secret
assembly of various tantric buddhas, such as Vajrayogini's own consort Cakra-
samvara, Guhyasamaja, Mahamaya, and many others. These practices include the
use of liturgies, during which mantras are chanted and complex visualizations are
performed, in what is known as the “developing stage” (utpattikrama). These
developmental practices lead to a more direct experience of realization, without
the mediation of chanting or visualization practices, called the “completion stage”
(sampannakrama). Vajrayogini explains both aspects of tantric practice to Tilopa
in a marvelously succinct way. In story after story the ordinary biography contin-
ues to explain in subtle symbols and coded language the multifarious methods
used in the Vajrayana.

Tilopa was famous for combining four traditions of tantric practice in his own
teachings, which were systematized and passed on to his disciple Naropa, the
next mahasiddha in the Kagy lineage. Here we see Tilopa meeting four different
accomplished yogins and receiving one of these “special transmissions” (bka’ babs)
from each. These Bengali mahasiddhas, such as Lavapa and Krsnacarya, are im-
portant for specialists in South Asian literature, for their songs in Apabhramsa
and Old Bengali are some of the first vernacular literature ever written in India
(see chapter 12). When their songs or dohas were translated into Tibetan, they
were treated as esoteric instructions to tantric meditation, and they were given
sophisticated commentaries. The practices recommended in the songs are still
done to this day.

Biographies of Tilopa vary over what his true profession was once he abandoned
his monastic robes and became a mahasiddha. Many different forms of livelihood
are presented here, as if Pema Karpo had collated and conflated the various ac-
counts. Tilopa is perhaps best known for being a maker of tila or sesame oil, from
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which he gets his most famous name. Tilopa’s song on sesame oil, unusual [or
being clearly expressed and unobscure, offers us an excellent example of the
mahasiddha’s technique of transforming ordinary, mundane activities into subtle
meditative practices. At the conclusion of these biographies, though, we will have
seen Tilopa engaged in an amazing range of livelihoods. He was a king, a sesame-
oil salesman, a pimp, a mendicant Buddhist monk, and a professional teacher. In
another biography of his disciple Naropa, Tilopa is presented as an unemployed
street person, who survives by eating the leftover fish parts thrown away by fish
merchants—the guts and scales. Based on this story, images of Tilopa often show
him wearing rags, with an unshaven face, holding up a dead fish in his hand as
if it were some sacred icon.

The last part of Tilopa’s “Ordinary Biography” depicts his mission as a tantric
guru, when he defeats and converts numerous Hindu heretics, most of whom
then become famous Buddhist yogins themselves. These yogins tend to establish
their permanent homes in chamel grounds or, as modern Indians call them,
“burning grounds.” These are areas where cremations are performed, the South
Asian equivalent of a cemetery. Charnel grounds are considered both sacred and
lawless places. Ghosts, demons, and wild animals live there, feeding on the re-
mains of the dead who have not been totally consumed by the cremation fire.
Criminals gather there too, because these sites are shunned by the citizenry as
places of ill-omen. And so too do tantric yogins dwell there, for not only are these
sites ideal places to meditate on life’s impermanence, they also enable the tantric
yogin to realize that such impure places are fundamentally sacred, that the entire
nature of reality is equally beyond pure and impure. The charnel grounds named
in the text, such as Cool Grove, are famous in Buddhist literature and recur
constantly, in stories, tantras, and tantric practice texts.

Also worthy of note in this ordinary life of Tilopa are the peculiar pedagogical
techniques he uses to introduce people to the Buddhist path. Tilopa tends to
teach people by first irritating them and insulting them, a technique not so dif-
ferent from that of his irascible divine patronness, Vajrayogini. This too is a special
style of the mahasiddhas. Whereas the Buddha was famous for first soothing and
comforting his audience before giving them teachings, the tantric yogins are no-
torious for employing the opposite method. They first wake an audience up by
exciting their ire and then give them teachings that will be all the more striking
for having been delivered in such a violent manner. Tilopa’s special magical pow-
ers (siddhi) enable him to revive the dead, defeat hostile armies, and conquer
heretics in magical displays of power, thereby convincing his audience to place
faith in him and change their own harmful habits.

The “superior biography” or “Biography in Accordance with the Capabilities of
Superior Students” reads like an allusive tantric fairy tale. It symbolically repre-
sents the practice of receiving tantric empowerment with a story about how Tilopa
became awakened to his true nature by Vajrayogini. The story opens with Tilopa
being confronted by the usual ugly old dakini, and they sing verses back and
forth to each other as they discuss the nature of the self. Tilopa claims that he is
just an ordinary person with human parents, who is tending the buffalo. The ugly
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old woman, symbolizing transcendent knowledge (prajiid), retorts that he is ac-
tually a buddha by nature and his ordinary world is a sacred world full of deities
and divine principles of insight. She tells him that if he wishes to “tend the buffalo
of meditative experience in the forest of bodhi trees” (that is, tame his own mind
and achieve enlightenment) he must first gain the teachings of the “hearing lineage
of that without letter.” The “hearing lineage,” also known as the “ear-whispered
lineage,” refers to the transmission to the disciple of the essence of the Buddhist
teachings through the enlightened teacher's spoken words. These teachings are
secret and not written down, therefore they are “without letter.” But in a deeper
sense they are without letter because these ineffable teachings are meditative ex-
periences and not mere discursive ideas. Although we can point to them with
words, these meditative states are utterly inexpressible. As cryptic as this speech
by the ugly old woman is, Tilopa understands its import immediately, and he
sets off to gather the requisite materials for gaining access to the teachings beyond
language.

These special teachings are held by a matriarchy of dakinis who live in a magical
palace, which the text describes as a vihara, a center for religious practice. Viharas
usually have gardens, dormitories, rectories, and meditation halls, but this magical
one is constructed like a mandala, a palace that houses Buddhist deities. The
palace is surrounded by moats and iron mounds that serve as walls, forming a
mandala pattern that expresses esoterically the sacred homological structure of
the mind and the world. Some of these goddesses are lower-order beings, called
“action dakinis,” while others are “wisdom dakinis,” female buddhas representing
wisdom itself. The queen of this realm is “the mother of all the buddhas,” but
this ambivalent expression could also be translated as “the consort of all the
buddhas.” She embodies the transcendent wisdom that gives birth to the buddhas
by turning ordinary people into enlightened beings: hence, she is the mother of
all the buddhas. She is the consort of the buddhas because, as the female buddha
who embodies wisdom, she is complemented by the male tantric buddha, Cak-
rasamvara, who embodies skillful means. Just as the goddess and Cakrasamvara
appear iconographically in sexual union, so enlightenment itself is the union of
wisdom and skillful means.

Tilopa, who now realizes his own innate nature as the buddha Cakrasamvara,
meets some resistance at the palace from these dakinis, but this dramatic conflict
is merely a symbolic gesture used to test his confidence, for Tilopa’s victory is
assured since he is none other than Cakrasamvara. His determination to receive
the teachings represents the ideal attitude of the advanced tantrika. For tantrikas,
complete confidence in one's own innate buddhahood is the psychological key
to gaining enlightenment rapidly. This doctrine is not without its dangers, since
it can easily lead to false arrogance and a sense of entitlement. But in this alle-
gorical tale Tilopa is the very embodiment of tantric confidence. And so, he does
not meekly request the teachings, which might express his hesitation or doubt
about his innate buddhahood. Instead, he demands them and takes them by force
as he storms the palace.

Once inside the palace, he declares himself Cakrasamvara, the buddha king of
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this mandala, but before he can take the queen as his consort and become satisfied
with the oral teachings of the hearing lineage, he must first receive empowermen;,
The empowerment ceremony is described in cryptic terms, and it relies on the
esoteric instruments of initiation: painted empowerment cards (tsa ka li), mantras,
and mudras. The empowerment cards are representations of divine principles that
are transferred from guru to disciple during empowerment ceremonies (see chap-
ter 24). Mantras and hand gestures known as mudras are used in the same way.

From here on the language of the biography becomes so symbolic and esoteric
that it is extremely difficult to understand. Almost every technical term has a code
meaning. For example, Tilopa sings of the “path that ripens” and the “path that
frees.” “Ripen” and “free” are code terms for the conferring of abhiseka or em-
powerment and practical instructions. Through the power of the ritual, the guru
communicates a direct experience of the fruition, and this is “ripening.” Then,
the guru transmits the special oral instructions (man ngag) for the student’s prac-
tice, and this is “freeing.” In principle this secret direct transmission of the truth
can only be communicated to a disciple who is already bound to the empowering
guru through samaya or “commitment.” Thus, the commitment is considered to
be a key to the entire process. Here it is represented concretely as a key made of
grass. But how could such a seemingly flimsy thing work to open a real door?
The answer is that one must have confidence in the power of commitment to
bring enlightenment. With such confidence, even a key of grass can open the gate
of the palace. This confidence is confirmed when the disciple receives his or her
guru’s prophecy that they will become enlightened. Such a prophecy was uttered
to Sakyamuni Buddha by the then reigning buddha when he began the bodhi-
sattva path in a previous lifetime. The ritual uttering of this prophecy for the
disciple has become a key moment in the tantric empowerment ceremony. Often
in esoteric biographies, the prophecy that confers indestructible confidence is
communicated not by a male buddha, but by the goddesses of tantra, the dakinis.
This is the case with Tilopa.

The biography continues with more esoteric references to the secret practices
of the Vajrayana. Each line of the superior biography could receive a whole book
of commentary. In fact, tantrikas traditionally study each of these points—the
nature of ripening and freeing through empowerment and instruction, the nature
of commitment, the notion of prophecy and tantric confidence in one’s own
nature—for years. The ability to understand easily every line of this biography
would indicate that one was indeed a student of superior capacities. Any reader,
therefore, who finds this passage easily comprehensible is to be congratulated.

The biographies of Tilopa are important works in the literature of Tibet. And
yet they do not present the story of a Tibetan teacher at all, but that of a Bengali
mahasiddha, one of the forefathers of the Tibetan Kagyi lineage. The strange
names of these Bengali saints, the peculiar miracles they worked, the colorful
stories of yogic contests, of kings, and of deluding sorcerors who would be king,
and finally, the constant glorification of the country of Bengal—all these are nar-
rative motifs that passed into Tibetan literature and became a part of their tradi-
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tion. They evoke in the Tibetan reader a sense of the exotic Indian origins of their
religion. One feels as if one has entered a time warp and received a magical,
indeed fantastic, telescopic view of the long-vanished past.

The works below were translated from Chos byung bstan pa’i padma rgyas pa'i nyin
byed, vol. 2 of the Collected Works (gsun-"bum) of Kun-Mkhyen Padma-dkar-po (Dar-
jeeling: Kargyud Sungrab Nyamso Khang, 1973), pp. 226:3-250:5. Subheadings
have been added by the translators.

Further Reading

For Tilopa's relationship with his most famous disciple, Naropa, see Herbert
Guenther, The Life and Teachings of Naropa (London: Oxford University Press,
1963) and The Life of Marpa the Translator, trans. Nilanda Translation Committee
(Boulder: Shambhala, 1982). For a collection of songs and poetry by Tilopa and
members of his lineage in Tibet, see The Rain of Wisdom, trans. Nilanda Trans-
lation Committee (Boulder: Shambhala, 1980).

The Life of Tilopa

The one who is unrivaled in the world for the taming of beings by means of
the Vajrayana, and whose name is as famous as the sun and the moon, is Tilopa.
Teaching in accordance with ordinary students, the story tells how he trained
on the path. In accordance with intermediate students, it tells how he mani-
fested as a transformation body (nirmanakaya). In accordance with superior
students, it tells how he manifested as a perfect buddha.

THE ORDINARY BIOGRAPHY: TRAINING ON THE PATH

Birth and Family

In the eastern region of Jago, Tilo’s father was the brahman Radiance, his
mother the brahman Radiant, and his sister was named Radiant Torch. Her
brother, Tilopa, was named Radiant Light at birth. He was brought up lovingly.

First Meeting with Nagarjuna: Tilopa Is Tested

Tilopa along with a group of young children tended oxen and played together.
At that time the noble master, Nagarjuna, had been living in the forest of
Bharendra, where he was performing the practice known as “the good vase.”
This was a practice that was said to fulfill all one’s wishes. He thought, “As a
test, I will carry this vase as 1 go for alms.” But before he had even picked it
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up, divine and delicious food appeared within the vase, and so he knew tha
he had indeed attained accomplishment.

After a while, the master came to eastern India. On the way he saw a group
of children tending their cattle and playing. The master thought, “Is there
anyone among these children who belongs to the Mahayana family and is a
suitable vessel for the Mantrayana?” In order to test them, he pretended not to
know where to ford a small river that flowed between the forest and city. He
took off his shoes and prepared to cross to the other side at a place where there
were some rapids.

From among those children, one boy, Tilopa, came forward and said, “Mas-
ter, stay there!” The young boy prepared to carry the master across and lifted
him up. In order to test the boy, when they had reached the middle of the
river, the master blessed the river to make it miraculously increase, and it rose
until the boy was almost underwater. However, the young boy did not feel
regret even for an instant. His only thought was, “No harm must come to the
master.”

At that point, the master said, “Whoever does not hold onto a corpse, root,
or tree will drown in the middle of the river and never reach the other bank.”

“Hold me by the neck and don’t let go!” the boy replied. Thus the master
knew that the boy had good karma, and so he caused the magically swollen
river to subside. Then, the master went off on his business and the young boy
remained with his friends.

Second Meeting with Nagarjuna: Tilopa Becomes King

One day, the master Nagarjuna returned. The young boy from before, Tilopa,
was sitting on the trunk of a tala tree. Two young girls on his right and left
acted as his queens. Three or four boys were his inner ministers, and about
ten were his outer ministers. About twenty were there as his subjects.

The young boy descended from the tree, prostrated, and offered his respects,
saying, “Are you well? Did you enjoy bliss and joy?”

The master was pleased and said, “Would you like to be a king?”

“Yes, I would, but because 1 lack fortunate karma, 1 was born as a com-
moner,” the boy answered.

“l have the means for you to become a real king,” said the master.

“Please grant it to me.”

The master then consecrated his vase again for seven days. In accordance
with the boy’s desire, he wrote the words “king,” “queen,” “minister,” “subject,”
“wealth,” “vehicle,” and “kingdom” and placed them in the vase. Bringing the
vase near the young boy, he said, “Place your mouth in the vase and say three
times, ‘I shall be king of this country.’”

The boy did so, and through the power of the good vase, the king of that
country came to desire to go to another country. Secretly he dressed as a
commoner and left.

In the country that the king had left behind, there was an elephant named
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Possessing the Power of the Sun who could read omens. Accordingly, if war
was coming, he would scatter dirt. If sickness and the like were about to arise
in the land, he would not eat his food and would shed tears. At auspicious
events, he would gather flowers from the park with his trunk and scatter them
about. When it was the right time to enthrone a king, he would bear aloft in
his trunk the vase that would empower the king, and he would place it on the
top of a person’s head.

At this time, the elephant took the vase from the palace of the king and went
in the direction of the forest where the children were playing. All the king's
retinue were astonished. “Either our king will die or our kingdom will be lost!
Who will become the king now?” they thought, and they followed the elephant
into the forest. There the elephant placed the vase on the small boy’s head.

All the ministers and the others then welcomed him. They placed him on
the precious throne in the palace and empowered him as king. Afterward,
however, many people of the palace would not carry out his orders. Conse-
quently, people in the surrounding countryside thought, “This king is a fake,
as even the people in his own palace will not carry out his orders.” Thus it
came about that no one would obey his commands.

Tilopa supplicated master Nagarjuna, and he arrived, carrying his good vase.
He said, “Don’t be afraid. Ride your elephant, holding your shield and bran-
dishing your sword. Go to the park with your retinue. Then, slap your hand
against a tree and say, ‘Vrksa! [“tree”] Go to war!’ In this way, you will tame
those subjects.” When Tilopa did all this, all the trees became soldiers, and
everyone saw the park filled with men in armor. All his subjects then knew
that Tilopa possessed great merit and felt the greatest respect toward him. Thus
Tilopa reigned over the kingdom for a very long time.

One day, many Persians filled the plain in that country. Everyone thought
they were merchants, but instead they opened the baskets on the backs of their
horses and elephants and removed various kinds of armor and weaponry. Out-
fitted in their armor, the Persians then prepared to wage battle.

Everyone in the country was terrified. The king consoled them, saying,
“Don’t be afraid!” and took up his sword and shield. Going forth to meet them,
he waved his shield around, and there arose a great light, at which the enemy
soldiers could not bear to look. Tilopa took out his sword, and they saw the
land filled with troops of soldiers. Thus the enemy fled and was gone. After
this, Tilopa’s subjects were filled with even more respect than before.

After a long time, Tilopa became depressed with samsara, and so he en-
throned his own son as king. At the charnel ground religious settlement of
Somapuri, there was a spontaneously arisen statue of Heruka. Two religious
communities dwelt there; Tilopa’s uncle was the abbot, and his mother at-
tended the nuns. Tilopa approached his uncle and received ordination from
him.

While Tilopa was studiously reading one day, a dark-skinned woman ap-
peared, who was bald but had a grey moustache. His attention was diverted to
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her for a little while, and she called to him, “Would you like to understand
what you are reading?”

Realizing that she was a dakini, Tilopa asked, “Please, I would like to un-
derstand.”

“This philosophical method of the perfection of wisdom (prajraparamita)
that you are studying is a hard path to travel. It is very difficult, there are many
obstacles, and so it is difficult to attain perfect buddhahood that way. With the
fruitional Mantrayana, however, it is easy to travel the path—the difficulties
are small and the obstacles few. I will admit you into the gate of that teaching”
she said.

She then emanated the mandala of Sri Cakrasamvara in the sky before him
and gave Tilopa empowerment (abhiseka). She taught Tilopa the [visualization
practices of the] developing stage so that he would abandon attachment to
ordinary reality, and she taught him the meditation practices of the completion
stage so that he would abandon any attachment to the deities.

“Now speak like a madman and, after throwing off your monk’s robes, prac-
tice in secret!” she said, and then disappeared.

This was Tilopa’s first special transmission. The exalted Marpa has said:

As granted by the mother Excellent Good Fortune (Subhagini)
Whose river of blessings is continuous,
The four empowerments were transmitted.

Although Tilopa acted according to her orders and exerted himself in his medi-
tation, he did not attain anything special. Thus he desired to see the noble
master Nagarjuna again, and he traveled to the south. He asked some men of
Bhedarbha [Vidarbha] where Nagarjuna was, and they said, “He dwells at Sri
Parvata.” On the road leading there, in a clearing of the forest, Tilopa saw a
woven grass hut shaped like an umbrella. Approaching it, he saw a yogin seated
inside with nothing around him. “What are you doing?” Tilopa asked.

“The master told me to expound the dharma to the gandharvas [divine mu-
sicians] and so I am dwelling here,” the yogin replied.

“What is your name?”

“Matangi.”

“Who brings you your food?”

“The forest goddesses.”

“Where does master Nagarjuna live?” Tilopa asked.

“He has left.”

And so Tilopa asked him, “Please accept me as your disciple.” Matangi as-
sented, emanated the mandala of the buddha Guhyasamaja, and gave him em-
powerment. Then he bestowed both the tantra itself and the oral instructions.
“You should also receive this from Aryadeva,” Matangi said. At that point,
Tilopa perfected the developing stage.

When he was close to obtaining heat in the completion stage [an advanced
stage, when the experience of fruition begins to occur], Tilopa returned to



THE LIFE OF TILOPA 147

Bengal in eastern India. While he was there, he went to Krsnacarya (Dark
Master) and received all the oral instructions on the three traditions of Cak-
rasamvara. He also heard teachings from Vijayapada, a disciple of Krsnacirya.
It is said that Tilopa also obtained instruction from Darikapa and Vajraghanta.
During this time he completely mastered the signs of heat [that is, signs of
tantric realization]. However, because he had not fully realized suchness, Til-
opa went to meet a master in Uddiyana whose only garment was a blanket
(lava). He received oral instructions on the heart teachings of the siddhas.

Thus Tilopa attended gurus of four special transmissions—Krsnacarya, Na-
girjuna, Lavapa, and Mati Subhagini.

Twelve Years of Pounding Sesame Seeds: Tilopa’s Realizations of Suchness

Then master Matangi said, “Go to Bengal and cultivate this realization for
twelve years by pounding sesame seeds. When you have realized suchness,
everyone in the surrounding country will attain the siddhi of the celestial
realm.” Thus he prophesied.

When Tilopa arrived at Paficapana in Bengal, a marketplace filled with de-
lights of the five senses, he acted as the attendant of a prostitute. Because he
also practiced by pounding sesame seeds, the wisdom of the path of seeing
[reality directly] was born in him.

Then, at times, the people saw the attendant Tilopa as a mass of light sur-
rounded by twelve lamps. Sometimes they saw him surrounded by nineteen
women; at other times, they saw him as a fully ordained monk, or as a yogin.
They related what had happened to the prostitute, who was filled with remorse
and went to confess to Tilopa. Amazed by the news, all the people of the city
gathered there. Master Tilopa said to the prostitute, “Because 1 purified my own
evil deeds in working for you, there is no fault attributed to you.” Then he
sang this song:

Sesame oil is the essence.

Although this innate coemergent wisdom

Exists in the hearts of all beings,

If it is not shown by the guru, it cannot be realized.

Although the ignorant know the oil is in the sesame seed,

They do not understand the nature of cause and effect

And therefore are not able to extract the essence, the sesame oil.
One removes the chaff from the beaten sesame,

And the essence, the sesame oil, appears.

In the same way the guru shows the truth of suchness,

And one should bring out what rests inside, just as with the sesame oil.
All phenomena become inseparable in one essence.

Kye ho!

The far-reaching, unfathomable meaning

Is apparent at this very moment! Oh how wondrous!
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By merely hearing the sound of his song, the people’s minds were blessed, and
they traveled instantly to the celestial realm. Thus the country was emptied for
the first time, and he became renowned as Tilopa.

Tilopa’s Travels and Teaching

Tilopa said:

I went to a hundred buddha realms.
1 appeared in ten thousand emanations.

Near Uddiyana in the west, there was a king who was so devoted to his
mother that he would follow anything that she said. “What can be done to
make you happy?” he asked his mother.

“If all the panditas and kusulus (ascetic yogins) were gathered together and
were to perform a feast offering (ganacakra), that would make me happy,” she
replied.

Thus the king commanded, “For the sake of my mother, assemble all the
panditas and yogins so they can now perform a feast offering.”

Everyone gathered together and did their practice step by step to please their
respective personal deities. Then they agreed that the yogin who had the great-
est power would be made the leader of the feast. They tested each other’s power,
and the one with the greatest power was a yogin named Mati, who was des-
ignated the leader.

When everyone had taken their places, an old woman with eighteen marks
of ugliness said, “Let me inside the feast!” They let her in, and she said, “You
do not have a suitable leader of the feast.”

“Who would be suitable?” they asked.

“My brother!” she replied.

“Where is he?”

“At the charnel ground.”

“Call him here!”

The woman vanished. After a while, she reappeared, bringing a yogin with
her. The yogin Mati said, “Let the one among us with the greater power be
made the leader.”

“Let it be done that way,” the yogin agreed.

Both sat down on one mat. First Mati created a mandala and its deities in
the sky, and Tilopa destroyed it. Then Tilopa created another one, and Mati
destroyed it. Next, Mati sent forth an emanation and brought back many
corpses from the charnel ground—Tilopa made them disappear. Tilopa did the
same thing, and Mati made them disappear. Then Tilopa rode on a lion and
caused the sun and moon to descend to the ground. He turned his body inside
out, and from each hair pore he emanated the four continents. Mati was not
able to do this; therefore, Tilopa was appointed the leader of the feast, and
everyone bowed to him. Tilopa accepted the yogin Mati as his disciple and he
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bore the name Saktimati. Without abandoning his body, even now Saktimati
lives in Uddiyana in the west.

Now, in the southern country, there was a heretic teacher, a follower of
{évara (Siva), who was learned in the sciences. He debated with many Buddhist
panditas and defeated them. Therefore it came to be said that the teachings of
the Buddha were losing respect. Then master Tilopa, dressed like a fully or-
dained monk, traveled there and behaved disdainfully to the follower of Isvara.
The Saivite said angrily, “You and I should debate and compete in power.
Whoever is defeated must give up his own teaching.”

“Okay!” replied Tilopa. Thrones were prepared for the questioner, the re-
spondent, and the judge, and then they sat down. With the Saivite as the
respondent, the master refuted his philosophical system. Next they competed
in magical power. The Saivite stopped the sun, but the master pushed it and
made the sun set. Then the master stopped the sun, but the Saivite was not
able to make it set. Tilopa prepared to cut off the Saivite’s long hair, but the
Saivite became angry and emitted flames from his mouth. The master emitted
even more flames than the Saivite and repelled his flames. Just before the Saivite
was about to be consumed by the flames, he took refuge. Tilopa gave him
empowerment and oral instructions, and so he attained siddhi. He was called
Krsnakalyana (Dark Virtue) and even now lives in the Cool Grove charnel
ground.

Later, many people gathered in the country of Bengal in the east, and it
became as before. After a while, a magician from southern India, called De-
ceiver—who through the creation of illusions had managed to steal away the
kingdoms of many lesser kings—desired to take over Bengal because it had
such great wealth. Thus he created an illusory army and went there.

At that time, the people of the country did not realize that this was an
illusion. They thought, “Several great kings have assembled together to fight
us!” and they were terrified, as the magician controlled everything up to the
capital city itself.

The king and his retinue then assembled together in the palace. While they
were discussing what to do, an ugly woman appeared.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“We are discussing who can expel this danger from Bengal.” they replied.

“l have some advice,” she said.

“What is it? Please tell us!”

“If you appoint my brother general of the army, he can expel them.”

“Where is your brother?” they asked.

“In a charnel ground. He has tied a rope of fine horsehair on a branch of a
shapa tree. It is a yojana [about a mile] high and corpses are attached to it. He
holds them suspended and dances with them,” she said.

They did not believe her, so they went to see for themselves, and they found
him just as she had described. So they invited him to return with them. Tilopa
then destroyed the illusory army through his meditative concentration. The
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magician was arrested and put in prison. When the magician learned who had
done all this, he gained great faith in the master. The master taught him the
dharma, and the magician and all the townspeople attained the rainbow body.
The yogin Tilopa then dwelt in the great charnel ground called Resounding
Laughter. It is said that all the others went to the celestial realm.

In the center of the country, at Sravasti, there was a woman called Sunlight,
who sold liquor. Her liquor was famous for being equal to ambrosia, and thus
everyone bought her liquor, which was very expensive. At that time, she was
constantly occupied with her business.

One day, the young man who worked at the store went to gather wood.
Tilopa, in the guise of a yogin, entered the deserted store, drank some of the
liquor, and then began pulling out the stoppers, causing the liquor to run out.
At that point the woman arrived, angrily beat him, and threw him out the door.

When the wood collector returned and found her weeping, he asked “What's
the matter?”

“Look at what’s happened!”

“He ought to be killed,” the young man said.

Then Tilopa assumed the form of a cat and took out all the remaining stop-
pers. They tried as best they could to stop him but were unable to do so. Now
there was no more liquor to sell, and they were very upset.

After a while, the yogin reappeared and said, “Why are you in despair?”

“First you took out the stoppers; then a cat did the same thing. Now there
is no more liquor, and I have nothing to live on,” she replied.

“You need not cry. Look inside. You have liquor again,” he said.

“Is this true?” she wondered. She looked, and there was liquor of a higher
quality and in much more quantity than before. She sold a lot of it, obtaining
a high price.

Thus faith arose in her, and she supplicated Tilopa to accept her as a disciple.
Tilopa gave her oral instructions, and she obtained spiritual accomplishment
and was called Torch Holder. Even now, she dwells on the Sosa Island.

In the northern region, Tilopa found a butcher called Bliss Maker (perhaps
Sankara) who made his living slaughtering animals. When Tilopa went into
his house to ask for some meat, the butcher did not want to give anything to
Tilopa and so went out the door. So Master Tilopa killed the butcher’s son,
put his corpse into a pot, and departed.

When the butcher returned, his son was not there; when he opened up the
pot to see if the meat was cooked, he saw his son’s corpse and wept. Seven
days passed, and he thought of neither food nor drink. He became extremely
feeble and helpless.

Tilopa then approached the butcher, who was still weeping, and said,
“What's the matter?”

“You killed my son!” the butcher accused.
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“If you suffer so much because your own son is slaughtered, then other
[animals] suffer just as much when their sons are slaughtered. Why do you
kill them in order to make your living?”

“How true!” the butcher thought.

“If your son were to come to life now, would you stop slaughtering?” Tilopa
asked.

“I would not slaughter any more,” he replied.

Then the master revived his son. The butcher was happy and rejoiced. He
prostrated to the master and was accepted as a disciple. He became the siddha
Joy and now dwells on the island of the cannibal demons (raksasas).

At Sri Nagara, there was a singer who was very arrogant. Everyone delighted
in his songs while listening to them. Thus he made a great profit. One day, he
was singing his song in the center of the marketplace when Tilopa appeared
as a second singer and challenged him. He tried to rival Tilopa's singing, but
he could not. “Is he a god? Is he a naga? Who is he?” he wondered. The master
appeared in his true form. The singer experienced faith in Tilopa's miracles
and requested to be accepted as a disciple. He was accepted and so attained
siddhi. He was called Melodious One and is still dwelling in that very city of
$ri Nagara.

In the south, the philosophical views of the materialists were spreading. One
day, their foremost pandita, named Jina, and the chief Buddhist pandita were
debating as to whether karmic cause and effect was true. At that point, Master
Tilopa arrived and said to both of them, “You both should take hold of a corner
of my robe.”

As soon as the two panditas had done so, they all went below the ground to
hell, where those who had committed evil deeds were being cooked in a giant
cauldron of boiling molten metal. In another cauldron boiled molten copper,
but there were no beings in it.

The heretic questioned the guardian of hell about the cauldrons, and the
guardian replied, “These beings, who previously committed evil deeds, have
been boiling in this cauldron since their death. Those heretics in Jambudvipa
who slander karmic cause and effect will be boiled in the other cauldron when
they die.”

The heretic became extremely terrified. He saw that it was true that appro-
priate effects would arise from his evil actions, the cause. “Perhaps 1 will not
be taken right now,” he hoped.

Then Tilopa took him to the realm of gods. There, other men were enjoying
themselves with goddesses. At another place, several goddesses were gathered,
but there were no gods. The heretic questioned these goddesses, and they said,
“Those who practiced virtue previously were born here after they died. Now
they are enjoying the fruits of their virtue. Those in Jambudvipa who know
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the existence of karmic cause and effect and so abandon evil deeds will be bor
here after they die. Then they will enjoy playing with us.”

When they returned to Earth, the heretic prostrated to the master. He was
accepted as a disciple and so attained spiritual accomplishment. He was called
yogin Jina, and even now he dwells at Sri Parvata in the south.

In the city called Pataliputra, “Child of the Patali Flower,” there was a heretic
named Powerful One, who killed with his magical powers anyone who did not
agree with him. Thus everyone was terrified of him and tried to please him.

Tilopa went before this heretic, insulted him, and then said some other
things. The heretic became angry and set a time to kill Tilopa with his magical
power. The master challenged him, saying, “Show your abilities.” This made
the heretic even more angry than before, but when he tried to practice his
magical powers, their only effect was to kill all his relatives. He wept in grief.

The master came over and said, “I don’t even have a toothache!”

The heretic felt extreme sorrow.

“Is it not the same for those others whose relatives you killed?” Tilopa asked.

“It is the same,” the heretic replied.

“Now, if your relatives were to be revived, would you stop practicing your
magical power in the future?”

“If remorse such as this arises for previous actions, how could I consider
doing them in the future?” he repented.

Then Tilopa revived his relatives and taught the heretic about the dharma.
Thus the heretic realized that Tilopa was a siddha and accompanied him as an
attendant. He became the yogin Holder of the Sun and Moon and now dwells
in the city Amicikali.

Then the master went to Bengal and built a woven hut in a charnel ground.
While he was staying there, generally he was seen to be resting in meditative
concentration in that place. At other times, his body resulting from the ripening
of karma would confer with the perfect, complete buddha in the realm of
Akanistha, great Vajradhara, sovereign of the six families. Afterward, he ap-
peared to return to this world.

He brought with him the four and six aspects of all the development stages,
the five levels of the completion stages of the father tantras, the four mudras
of the mother tantras, and in particular “the extremely wonderous tantra, which
condenses the teachings into three words.”

He proclaimed these to others, and he attained the supreme siddhi of ma-
hamudra. In Bengal, Tilopa said:

1 have no human guru.
My guru is the omniscient one.

He also said, “I have conversed with the Buddha.” All worthy ones there

heard him and attained the celestial realm. Thus the country of Bengal was
emptied for the third time.
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THE BIOGRAPHY FOR SUPERIOR STUDENTS: TILOPA MANIFESTS AS
A COMPLETE BUDDHA

When Tilopa was a child in Jago practicing his letters under an akaru tree, a
woman appeared and asked, “What is your country, who are your parents, and
what is your name?” Tilopa answered:

My country is Jago in the east.

My father is the brahman Radiance.

My mother is the brahman Radiant.

My sister is the brahman Radiant Torch.

I am the brahman Radiant Light.

This tree is a shapa tree.

For my herd, I am tending buffalo.

After I learn my letters, 1 will practice the holy dharma.

The woman became angry and said, “That is not so!”
“Well, what is?” Tilopa said. The woman said:

Your country is Uddiyana in the west.

Your father is Cakrasamvara.

Your mother is Vajrayogini.

Your sister is myself, She Who Bestows Bliss.

You, my brother, are Paficapana.

If you desire to tend the buffalo of meditative experience
In the forest of bodhi trees,

The hearing lineage of that without letter

Is in the hands of the stainless dakini.

“Can I receive these teachings?” Tilopa asked. She replied:

You are an emanation who possesses the prophecy and commitment
for these.
If you take them by force, you will get them.

“What is required to go there?”

“A crystal ladder, a jewel bridge, and a key made out of grass and burdock
are all that is necessary,” she said and then disappeared.

Tilopa returned home and told his parents what had happened. They gave
him the three things he needed and told him to go ahead. Thus he departed,
and in an instant he reached Uddiyana. There was a series of seven iron walls
and seven moats there. In the center of these was the temple of the sponta-
neously arisen Heruka, also known as the Dharmaganja. First he came to the
outermost wall. Devouring action-dakinis were gathered there and said to him:

We are devouring dakints.
We eat flesh and thirst for blood.
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Then they displayed various miracles. Tilopa said:

Because I am not frightened even by many dakinis,
Not one tip of my hair has trembled!

He then subdued them with his overpowering brilliance. He set his crystal
ladder against the iron walls and placed his jewel bridge over the moats. Thus
he arrived in front of the monastery’s door. The dakinis there said:

Because we are weak, common women,

If we do not ask the assembly of lady ministers,

They will eat our flesh and drink our blood.

O holy man, consider our predicament with kindness!

They went to petition the enjoyment body (sambhogakaya) dakinis, the as-
sembly of lady ministers. Tilopa said:

Like bees hovering around a lamp,
How can the lady doorkeepers possibly conquer me?

He opened the door with his key and forced his way inside. The dakinis who
dwelt there appeared in terrifying guises and looked for an opportunity to harm
him. However, Tilopa performed the gaze that overpowers body, speech, and
mind, and so they asked their queen, the dharma-body wisdom dakini, for
permission to let him enter. She gave her assent. Tilopa entered into the center
of the mandala, but once there he did not prostrate respectfully to the Blessed
Lady. The dakas and dakinis said:

This manner is disrespectful
To the mother of the buddhas of the three times, the Blessed Lady.
Why don’t we conquer him?

However, the Blessed Lady herself said:

He is the father of the buddhas of the three times, Cakrasamvara.
Even if a hail of vajras fell from the sky upon him,
He could not be conquered.

Then she asked Tilopa, “Why did you come here?” Tilopa replied:

I am Pancapana.
My sister, She Who Bestows Bliss, sent me.
I request the hearing lineage, that without letter.

She showed him three signs: the empowerment card [pictures of sacred ob-

jects used in initiations] of the body, the seed syllable of speech, and the mudra
of mind. Tilopa said:

From the treasury of the empowerment card of the body
I request the wish-fulfilling jewel of the lineage.
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From the treasury of the seed syllable of speech,

I request the wish-fulfilling jewel of the path that ripens.
From the treasury of the scepter of the mind,

1 request the wish-fulfilling jewel of the path that frees.

The Blessed Lady replied:

In the treasury of the empowerment card of the body

Is the wish-fulfilling jewel of the lineage.

Because the lock of the commitments has been placed on it,
One who does not have the commitments cannot open the door.

In the treasury of the seed syllable of speech

Is the wish-fulfilling jewel of the path that ripens.
Because the lock of prophecy has been placed on it,

One who has not been prophesied cannot open the door.

In the treasury of the scepter of the mind

Is the wish-fulfilling jewel of the path that frees.
Because the lock of siddhas has been placed on it,
One who is not a siddha cannot open the door.

Tilopa said:
I have the key of the dakini’s prophecy!
The dakinis all gave a horse laugh, and the Blessed Lady said:

Although a blind man looks, he does not see a thing.

Although a deaf man listens, he does not hear a sound.

Although a mute man speaks, he does not understand the meaning.

Although a crippled man runs, he does not get anywhere.

They are all deceived by Mara [the devil who creates obstacles], and
there is no truth.

In reply Tilopa said:

The discipline of mind which is the secret words of the dakinis,
The torch of wisdom that dispells the darkness of ignorance,

In itself, self-existing, self-illuminating;

I have the key to this self-existent commitment.

The nature of one’s mind, in which all phenomena are unborn,
Is the nature of all phenomena, the truth body (dharmakaya).
In the great seal that prophesies this

I have the key to the experience of spontaneous presence.

Free from concept, free from any mental activity,

Free from even an atom of recollecting the past,

The mind itself experiencing itself is self-illuminating.

I have the key to the experience of an accomplished one.
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Lest he commit an evil deed, he did not say anything untrue. The Blessed
Lady said:

To you, my consort, the Blessed One,
Cakrasamvara, the supreme bliss,

Tilo Buddha, protector of beings,

I offer these three wish-fulfilling jewels.

Then she satisfied Tilopa by offering herself passionately. She gave him the
oral instructions of the hearing lineage and appointed him master of all the
tantras in the Dharmaganja. After this, Tilopa said:

Like a bird in the sky,
1 soar unobstructed as excellent wisdom.

Thus, he became renowned by the name Excellent Wisdom (Prajfiabhadra).
The dakinis requested:

O noble one, where are you going?
Please stay here for our sake!

Tilopa replied:

For the sake of my sons
Naro, Riri, and Kasori,
I, the yogin, will go to Crown Jewel Monastery.

As he was leaving, a voice resounded from the formless realm and bestowed
on him the teachings of the formless dakini. Then Tilopa said:

When 1 teach others, I will do it like this.

In the gandola (vessel or palace) of the illusory body
1 will place the secret of the formless dakini.

Having fastened the lock of inexpressible speech,
The bird of my mind will soar in luminosity.

Tilopa went to stay at the monastery of Odantapuri. There he accepted wor-

thy ones as his disciples, and he still remains there up to the present time.
Tilopa said:

My body is Hevajra.

My speech is Mahamaya.

My mind is Cakrasamvara.

My sense organs are Guhyasamaja.

My main limbs are the Black Yamari Tantra.

My secondary limbs are the great Vajrabhairava.

The hairs of my body are inseparable

From the body, speech, and mind of the buddhas of the three times!



Atisa’s Journey to Tibet

Hubert Decleer

Master Dromton’s account of Atisa’s travels, The Dromton Itinerary ("Brom ston lam
yig), is composed as an experiential account, to be read as a companion piece to
the more stately, standard sacred biography of Dipamkara Srijiiana, better known
by his honorific title Atisa, the Outstanding or Supremely Genuine One (982-
1054). The first part deals essentially with the complex reasons and circumstances
that led to Atisa’s decision to leave his home in central India for, first, Nepal and,
later, the inhospitable highlands of western and central Tibet; the second part
recounts the actual journey.

The presumed author of the Itinerary, the lay disciple Gyalwe Jungne (Rgyal
pai ‘byung gnas), usually referred to as Dromtén ('Brom ston, the Master from
the Drom clan, 1005-1064), met Atisa shortly before the latter’s near-departure
from Tibet, at the close of a stay there as originally intended for “a maximum of
three years.” Dromton was instrumental in making Atisa instead choose the snowy
land of Tibet for his main “sphere of taming"—a standard expression for leading
capable candidates to the training—and remain there until the end of his life, for
a full twelve years. As such, Dromton is invariably depicted at Atisa’s feet as one
of his two main disciples.

The Framing Tale of the Itinerary

At Bodhgaya’s Vajra Throne, the very site where Sakyamuni attained enlighten-
ment, Nagtso Lotsawa (Nag tsho lo tsa ba), in the presence of his senior Tibetan
colleague Gya Tsondri Senge (Rgya Brtson ‘grus seng ge), presents Atisa with an
account of all the previous efforts made by the rulers of western Tibet to invite
the great pandita to their country. The first part of the Itinerary consists of one
long flashback, starting with Nagtso first being drawn into the enterprise when
he is awakened by a royal messenger at his own residence, within To ling’s Golden
Temple (Stod gling gser khang).
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Nested within is another flashback, delivered by the princely monk Jangchub
O (Byang chub ‘od), in the course of which he reports the last wish of his royal
uncle, King Yeshe O (Ye shes 'od), a most ardent appeal for Atisa personally 1o
come and resurrect the Buddhist teaching in Tibet. The king sacrifices his life for
the great goal; later, his nephew and successor offers nearly the entire wealth of
his country as the gift to go with a renewed request to Atisa. The accompanying
message represents serious ceremonial bargaining, worded in such a way as to
make it virtually impossible for Atisa to refuse.

Why were the royal “Uncle and Nephew” so set on inviting Atisa? After the
forced disbanding of the Buddhist community’s monastic core under King Lang-
darma (Glang dar ma) one and a half centuries earlier, the newly acquired religion
was in serious disarray throughout Tibet. Nagtso’s royal patron sketches the des-
perate state of affairs in two short sentences: “All realized sages have passed away.
The level of knowledge is enough to make one weep.” In his view, the poor level
of knowledge was often being compensated for by the improvisation of glib actors-
turned-self-styled-gurus. Without the sure guidance of experienced mentors, the
entire edifice of Buddhist theory and practice had lost its solid foundation. To
the Uncle and Nephew, one thing was clear: either the full transmission was to
be restored within their lifetime, or the Buddha’s teaching in Tibet would, by the
following generation, merely survive as a “dharma cult,” the memory of a souvenir
about an echo.

It was in western Tibet that, in reaction to a “bogged down” Buddhism, the
preliminaries for a potential renaissance were thus being set in motion. It was not
(and still is not) an easy place to live. The king does not fail to remind Atisa of
this, via the messenger Nagtso, when he compares the harsh conditions of his
native Ngari (Mnga 'ris) to “Pretapuri City—the town of the hungry ghosts—
where to raise a single yellow sheep already presents much hardship.” It is nomad
country at high elevation; endless desertlike steppe land crossed by rivers of
melting snow, where within a twenty-four hour period one may suffer sunbum
during the day and frostbite at night, and where travel, then as now, is likely to
turn into an obstacle course and an endurance test very quickly. The exquisite
Tsaparang frescoes that survived the Chinese Cultural Revolution—among the
most sublime of all Tibetan painting—and pre-1950 photographs of the refined
sculpture at the now ruined Tho ling (Mtho gling) monastery bear witness to the
incredible cultural oases the rulers of western Tibet were able to create in these
barely habitable barren wastes.

In the course of a royal alms tour to collect funds for sponsoring Atisa’s invi-
tation, King Yeshe O was kidnapped and held for ransom by a neighboring ruler
of the Qarlug Mongols. The text presents that nameless Mongol leader as ardently
anti-Buddhist, without saying a word about his religious commitment. It was ot
for another two and a half centuries that some of the Mongol clans would begin
converting to Islam, away from their original shamanistic and, later, Buddhist
beliefs. At the time of the events recorded in the Itinerary, the Mongols probably
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just feared having to give up their wilder ways of adventurous raiding and kid-
napping; if 2 large-scale Buddhist conversion were to occur among the Mongols,
they might have to abandon the huge sacrificial events before ancestor-hero stat-
uary and the exuberant feasting that were their traditional ways.

Of interest is the dialogue between the nephew, a rather tentative rescuer, and
his imprisoned uncle. Jangchub O thinks he has to console the old king and
mentally strengthen him with some dharma advice appropriate to the situation:
“engage in some farming whereby to plant some compassion beneath your breast.”
Such advice is quite insulting, since King Yeshe O has previously been his own
guru, as the text does not neglect to inform us explicitly. In his rebuke, King
Yeshe O insists: do not bother about me; concentrate on the main issue, and settle
for no one less than the best to restore Buddhism in Tibet.

Nagtso Lotsawa’s Journey from Ngari (Western Tibet) to
Vikramasila (Northeast India)

In all of Buddhist India, Atisa undoubtedly was “the best.” In the words of the
abbot Ratnakara of Vikramasila's monastic university, Atisa was “the one who
holds in hand the keys of all the viharas of India,” meaning not only was he the
ultimate authority and “the incomparable” (Skt: Atisa), but also he was thoroughly
versed in each of the “eighteen philosophical schools,” the views of each of which,
at the corresponding colleges, he could expound as if they represented his very
own.

Nagtso's task, therefore, was truly a mission impossible; a little as if a professor
from the little University of the Andaman Islands set out to try and persuade
Einstein to give up his prestigious Princeton post, after first having crossed the
ocean by raft. The Itinerary allows us some glimpses of the dangers involved in a
journey to India, circa 1037 C.E. Previous to Nagtso Lotsiwa’s departure,
Jangchub O makes a laconic remark about most previous messengers having
“perished from either the heat or poisonous snakes.” Nagtso is supposed to be
already familiar with these forms of nuisance from an earlier study trip and res-
idence in India—a major reason why the choice fell on him. He is less prepared
for the threat of untrustworthy innkeepers and porters, all of them known as
atsaras.

Nagtso survives the first attempt on his life—and, later, other dire situations—
thanks to the intervention of a deus ex machina, who will manifest in ever-
changing guises. Only in the last paragraph of part 1 will a weaver girl enter a
trance and reveal to Nagtso this figure’s real identity, which does not mean the
reader cannot at least half predict the outcome. When the boatman who rows
the party across the Ganges recites, by way of an answer to one of Nagtso's
questions, “If the Arya, as boat and boatman, does not then, in time of terror,
[come to] escort [those in distress],” one is reminded of the famous Mahayana
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sitra passage about the bodhisattva Avalokitesvara appearing in whatever form
happens to be the most efficient to inspire and guide fortunate disciples. More-
over, the fact that the boatman obliquely refers to himself in the third person as
“the Arya” (“Superior”; a common honorific for a bodhisattva) is a sufficient clue
to fill in “Avalokitesvara.” As will be seen below, this is only half the answer.

In passing, the boatman (Arya Avalokitesvara) offers Nagtso a number of hints
about the working of mantras in general and some direct instruction on the mani
practice in particular, the famous mantra associated in Tibet with Avalokitesvara
as the national protector of Tibet (see chapter 2). An interesting minor trait in the
depiction—Nagtso’s eyewitness account—of Vikramasila’s monastic university is
the mention of “the common house of the Tibetans,” showing that already in
India (as later in Tibet) students were boarded in different houses according to
their region of origin. By the eleventh century it was already an established feature
for students to study abroad at Buddhist monastic universities, ranging from Tax-
ila (present-day Pakistan) to far-away Wu Tai Shan in China, where Naropa sent
a student to study with a tantric master. Atisa himself is a case in point, since at
the time of Nagtso’s arrival at Vikramasila he had still not returned from his
twelve-year study trip to the Gold Isles in southeast Asia, a place identified var-
iously by scholars as Sumatra, southern Thailand, or Java.

Nagtso’s First Meeting with Lord Atisa

As luck would have it, Nagtso is being informed about Atisa’s imminent return
the very next day, when he will preside over a grand assembly of the sangha.

It is worth pausing here a moment to examine the author Dromton’s literary
qualities. His account of Nagtso’s first perception of the Master, seated high above
the rows of the assembled monks (Naropa among them!), is nothing less than
majestic. The following scene of Nagtso’s first, unexpected, face-to-face meeting
with Atisa achieves a clever crescendo in the sequences, with marked psycholog-
ical finesse. Rather than vaunt Atisa’s sublime teaching skills, Dromton allows the
reader to view them in action when the Master corrects one error at a time, and
he only points out the next one when the previous lesson has sunk in. Above all,
the unsurpassed Atisa is depicted as showing active interest in the hesitant pro-
gress of Nagtso, a relative beginner, here engaged in Sanskrit recitation and mem-
orization of the Heart Sitra, when all the other junior panditas had walked past
without paying any attention.

Also intriguing is the secrecy maintained at Vikramasila about Atisa’s presence.
Nagtso's monk neighbor in the assembly tells him an outright lie, denying the
identity of Atisa (“This is Vira Hasavajra!”), and so does a menacing beggar outside
the vihara (“Don't you dare take our Atisa away from us!” followed by a gauche
correction of this slip of the tongue: “This is not Atisa anyway™). The explanation
awaits the reader in the last chapter.
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Signs and prophecies of Atisa’s impending departure for Tibet

Nagtso vaguely realizes that, throughout his own joumney to India and his sub-
sequent encounters there, “miraculous manifestations assisted me in an uninter-
rupted flow, but whether they meant anything definite I did not know.” Not being
a realized yogin, he wonders, in other words, whether it was not his imagination
that had run amok; he never completely trusted these intrusions of the extraor-
dinary. At the close of his long recollection of the antecedents to the invitation,
he also inquires of Atisa himself whether these were “miraculous manifestations,”
and, if so, whether they contained any prophetic value with regard to the possi-
bility of Atisa’s willingness to make the long journey to Tibet. The Master refrains
from any direct reply and instead sends him off to consult a professional in the
arts of divination.

The diviner/weaver girl near Vikramasila scolds Nagtso for not having realized
any earlier that—as we suspected, with the “Arya” reference above—Arya Ava-
lokitesvara has been acting as his guardian angel all along. But she precedes this
explanation by another one: “it appears that all of these are Dromtén’s miraculous
transformations,” and it is to Dromton that Nagtso is directed to address his
prayers.

It is of course bizarre, to say the least, that author Dromtén would thus inter-
weave, in his account of Atisa’s travels, a strong streak of what is barely distin-
guishable from self-apotheosis (incidentally, the strongest argument against his
authorship); entirely out of tune with the extreme humility, assumed at all times
by Dromton in Atisa’s presence, and about which all biographers are unanimous.
The only possible explanation is related to the (postulated) function of the Itin-
erary as a corrective postscript to the sacred biography, in the sense that the mass
of information therein tends to drown the one feature essential for Atisa’s lasting
influence on the Buddhism of Tibet: the diffusion of his teaching of the “stages
of the path” (lam rim) and the founding of the Kadampa sect, both of which were
adirect outcome of the historic meeting between Atisa and his prophesied disciple
Dromton. In “secret biography” style, author Dromton, therefore, merely sets the
record straight, albeit by means of a good dose of the supernatural.

This chapter marks the end of the framing tale: Nagtso concludes his lengthy
monologue with a last plea to Atisa to take up the burden of guiding the living
beings of Tibet, the Snowy Fortress.

Nagtso’s Final Interview with Abbot Ratnakara

Atisa finally agrees, but in accordance with the vinaya rules he needs the official
permission from abbot Ratnakara for a prolonged absence. He dispatches Nagtso
as his official messenger. The plan is to set out on a pilgrimage “to show these
Tibetan ayusmans (a respectful term of address used by a teacher for his monk
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students) the great sacred spots of India,” i.e., those holy places associated with
the major events in the Buddha's life and, then as now, the major target of foreigy
Buddhist pilgrims traveling to India. The intended subterfuge is somehow 1o
extend that pilgrimage forever, even into Tibet. Through no specific blunder of
Nagtso, Ratnakara, in an instant, sees through the game. The dialogue whereby
Nagtso finds himself comnered, already fearing that all his (and Jangchub O’s) long
years of effort and their grand plan are about to fall apart, is again a masterly
composition, a scenario worthy of stage performance. Nor is abbot Ratnakara
much worried about political correctness: he squarely refers to Nagtso's Tibet as
“that yak enclosure of yours.”

Nagtso, guided by another vision (Avalokitesvara as divine horseman, a man-
ifestation of Dromtén), manages to reverse the situation overnight. This is also
the moment when Ratnakara expresses the major reason for his reluctance to let
Atisa depart. It is no longer that the great pandita holds the keys of India’s viharas
and that he is desperately needed. Instead he brings up the lurking danger of
Turko-Afghan raiders who, each spring, penetrate deeper into India; on the return
journey to their native Afghanistan, loaded with plunder, they attract more vol-
unteers to join them on another expedition to the fabulously wealthy country of
India the next season. Ratnakara’s apparent argument is that “many dharma cen-
ters have been destroyed, many vihara complexes are becoming desolate, and
many more are the Turuska armies that will come.” Therefore, since the teaching
centers have become few and are likely to become fewer still, the leading Buddhist
institutions such as Nalanda, Vikramasila, Bodhgaya, and Odantapuri have to
maintain their standards at all costs—impossible in the absence of the incom-
parable Atisa.

But one wonders whether abbot Ratnakara does not also allude to another facet
of Atisa’s multiple masteries. According to Taranatha, in his Transmission History
of the Slayer of Death (Yamantaka), King among Tantras, the hidden reason why
Buddhist North India eventually collapsed and suffered destruction from the Af-
ghan raids was the absence of realized masters in the ferocious practices of the
wrathful deities, specifically the Slayer of Death (Yamantaka) and of the Lightning
Terror (Vajrabhairava). That Atisa possessed expertise in Yamantaka is clear from
the fact that he empowered Nagtso in the practice. In the autobiographical ac-
count of Atisa’s journey to the Gold Isles, there is explicit reference to that sort
of intervention. Moreover, Atisa’s younger brother Viryacandra, who accompanied
them to Tibet, had also specialized in the same practice. All of this could provide
a reason for abbot Ratnikara’s conviction that, to counter the Turuska attacks by
miraculous intervention of the wrathful type, Atisa (and Viryacandra) might be
even more indispensable. This might account for the aura of secrecy about his
person maintained by all those around him. Subjecting Atisa to the fate that
shortly before had befallen King Yeshe O in Tibet would be the dreaded ingredient
that would accelerate the doom and “darkness all over India,” so pointedly pre-
dicted by the abbot.

And thus, in 1040, Atisa did set out for Tibet, with Ratnikara’s (albeit reluctant)
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blessings. The total destruction of Vikramasila took place almost exactly two cen-
turies later; but by this time, thanks to the protagonists of the Itinerary, the Bud-
dhist transmissions had become firmly established in Tibet.

The selections translated below from The Dromton Itinerary are based on the Zhol
edition, in the Biography of Atisa and His Disciple Brom ston (Bka’ gdams glegs bam),
ed. Lokesh Chandra, Shata Pitaka series, vol. 311, (Dethi: International Academy
of Indian Culture, 1982), 1:237-97. The first three sections of the Itinerary appear
on pp. 238-53. The last selection on Nagtso’s final interview with Abbot Ratna-
kara is from pp. 258-61. To assist the reader in recognizing at what point in the
recollections a particular monologue or dialogue takes place, indentations differ-
entiate one framing tale from the next.

Further Reading

A translation by Hubert Decleer excerpted from Dromion’s Itinerary of Atisa’s
twelve-year adventures in the Gold Isles of Sumatra appears in Buddhism in Prac-
tice, ed. Donald S. Lopez, Jr. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp.
532-40. For more on Atisa’s role in Nepal, see Hubert Decleer, Jowo Atisa in
Nepal: The Tham Bahil and Five Stupas’ Foundation according to the Dromton Itinerary
(ZDMG, forthcoming 1996); on Atisa’s role in Tibet, see Alaka Chattopadhyaya,
Atisa in Tibet (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1967), as well as Sarat Chandra Das,
Indian Pandits in the Land of Snow (Calcutta: Firma KLM, [1893] 1965).

The Itinerary

THE LAST WISH OF KING YESHE O

[At the Vajra Throne (Bodhgaya) Nagtso the Translator recalls the antecedents
to the West Tibetan King Yeshe O’s invitation of Master Atisa. The main ad-
dressee of his long monologue is Atisa himself, hence the not infrequent out-
of-context switching back from “he” and “him” to “you, Lord (Atisa).”]

In reaction to a strong influence from the enemies of the Buddha's teaching,
the dharma kings Uncle and Nephew [King Yeshe O and his nephew successor
Jangchub O], through some of their subjects, had come to hear about your
renown. Judging by this, the dharma kings Uncle and Nephew—teacher and
disciple, too—consulted an oracle as well as the astrological omens about a
messenger ceremoniously to invite you, Lord [Atisa]. The choice fell on me.

[l remember:] 1 was awakened from deep sleep at my residence in the Golden
Temple, in the land of Gungthang, and conducted to the Ngari region of the
king. The great monk-king [Jangchub O] had me seated on a throne and
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showed me great reverence, repeatedly calling me “learned,” “accomplished ”
“of noble character,” in terms of the utmost praise. Essentially, in his long
address, he had this to say:

Vinayadhara [upholder of monastic discipline], my ancestors, those bodhi-
sattva kings and ministers, introduced the Buddha’s teaching, passed it on
as a tradition, then made it spread and increase far and wide. Yet, at present,
the Buddha's teaching is on the decline, bogged down. Living beings of the
demon race are the ones victorious in dispute. All realized sages have passed
away. The level of knowledge is enough to make one weep. Now the two of
us, uncle and nephew, have been asking ourselves: “Will this person [Atisa]
be useful and up to the situation? Is he reliable? Does he have his mind on
the Buddha’s teaching?” and next we decided to go ahead with it and donated
the customary present to go with the ceremonial invitation. It was arranged
for a hundred gold ounces to be carried to India in minimal amounts, and
we sent these off, each time with just one principal messenger and a couple
of attendants, in order to ceremoniously invite you, [Atisa]. Most of them
perished from either the heat or poisonous snakes, so that none of the wealth
survived, and lives were lost. As for the little wealth that eventually did reach
you, none of these major efforts could bring it about for you to accept our
invitation.

Yet without losing heart, this great divine being [that is, our King Yeshe
O] went out to the regions bordering on Nepal in order to collect gold by
means of which to ceremoniously invite the Lord [Atisa].

Now the [Turco-Mongol] Qarlug king came to know that the Dharmaraja
was collecting gold for the pandita, and he spoke: “Already before, his an-
cestors sponsored the diffusion of the Buddha’s teaching too,” and he had
him captured, then ordered: “Once he has invited the pandita, he is going
to propagate the Buddha’s teaching; therefore, caught as he is now, put him
in jail!” and he had him tortured.

When I came to hear about this, driven by the force of frustration I gath-
ered a hundred horsemen and set out to get my uncle back. But the Qarlug
king’s clansmen outnumbered us by far, and 1 didn’t manage to free him.
Had I even declared war on the Qarlug and managed to beat them, it might
have produced the reverse effect in the end. Not only would many humans
and animals have perished in the process, but for ourselves as well, obstacles
would thereby arise, [with negative karma such] that we might never be able
to invite the Great Lord. And so, in agreement with one strategic expert, we
negotiated. The Qarlug king replied:

“Well, just postpone inviting the pandita and come under my dominion.
Either that or hand over to me the amount of gold equal to the king's weight.
Only then will we release your king.”

From the gold thus far collected we picked one hundred ounces and
brought it along; but even though we argued and tried everything, he would
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not listen. Next, as we carried to him the amount equal to the prisoner's
body weight and again negotiated, he insisted: “It should be absolutely the
same, the complete amount,” and he wouldn't listen any further. Then, hav-
ing gone in front of the gate where my uncle stayed in prison and was having
a hard time, I called out to him:

Most kind one! Karma from previous lives has come down on us like
lightning. Even if I beat him badly in war and get you out, still, we will
thereby send many people to their destruction and will definitely be bound
for an evil rebirth as a result. As for the Qarlug king's proposal—Don't
invite any pandita and put yourself under my dominion!”—rather than
dropping dharma from your mind and being held in sway by an evil king,
I imagine it is far better if you stick to your course as a religious-minded
person. He told us about the alternative: he wanted the amount of gold
equivalent to yourself. So we set out for it and just managed to find the
amount equal to your body. But he would not hear of it; so now, as soon
we find the missing amount equal to your head, we shall bring it as the
ransom. In the meantime you should recollect your previous karma and
pray to the precious three [the Buddha, the dharma, and the sanghal; also,
engage in some farming whereby to plant some compassion beneath your
breast,”

thus 1 told him. My uncle laughed loudly:

Am 1 perhaps your foster child, the dear little glutton who now needs
some restraint? One unable to put up with hardship or devoid of cour-
age—is that what you think? Once I am dead, you may look after me as
part of the traditional rites for your ancestors! May you clearly understand
this! As for myself, let things be the way they are! My sole concern is that
if, in this Tibet of ours, the dharma tradition is not restored and I die, it
will all have been in vain: that's what I think. Even if cured from my
present ills, this old man that I am will at the most have ten years to live—
if I don’t die this time, that is. Throughout previous lives in this begin-
ningless cyclic existence, it never happened even once that I died for the
dharma’s sake. So if this time 1 do, that will be fine with me. Don’t you
give even a single grain of gold to that king! What hardship haven’t you
gone through to find gold just for my sake? So where are you going to
find the extra gold, the weight of my head? You better carry all the gold
to India and go to any lengths to invite a pandita! And this is what I have
to say for that pandita to hear: *I, for your sake and for the sake of the
Buddha's teaching, have offered my life and body to that nasty Qarlug
king. Please, I pray you to accept me through your compassion in all future
lives. Foremost in my thought is that after your coming to Tibet, you
bring about the propagation of the Buddha's teaching. And I pray for your
blessings so that this single thing may get done and that, throughout your
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lives after the present one, we definitely meet!” This is the message of
mine to convey to him. In this way, all will be fine and you can forget
about me and concentrate on the Buddha’s teaching!”

So you, Vinayadhara, make sure that Lord Atisa gets to hear these accounts
of how my uncle was eliminated by the king of the Qarlugs. This compas-
sionate uncle of mine, ah, the hardships that he went through!

Also, as I resisted going away leaving my uncle behind, through a chink
in the door 1 looked inside and saw the bodies [of my uncle and his entou-
rage]| there, tied up with silk. Their voices had lost all luster; and all different
in outward appearance from what they had been before, their bodies had
now become like bees, [emaciated and] all alike. From the hole there came
the sound: “And keep this in mind: for the sentient beings of Tibet and for
the Buddha's teachings, there is none but the Lord [Atisa]!”

Now since already we, ignorant beings of Tibet’s border countries, have
that kind of determination, what then must the determination be like of
compassionate beings who are a source of refuge for transmigrators? Tell
him [Ati$a] that too! Here are seven hundred ounces of gold. Carry these to
India and offer them into the guru’s own hands, with my message:

I, here in this Tibet that is like Pretapuri City—the town of the hungry
ghosts—where just to raise a single yellow sheep already presents plenty
of hardship, 1 hereby “am one ahead of the guru” and have completely
assembled all the human wealth [of the country]. If this time the Lord
Protector, even in response to this gesture, does not set out for Tibet, [all
we can say is:] Is that what the compassion of you holy ones is like? Even
I manage to complete whatever task I have set my mind on!

Now you, Vinayadhara, tell the Lord about all these things, give him a

full account. If as a result he still does not decide to come, it will deeply
damage his reputation!

TRANSLATOR NAGTSO’S JOURNEY TO VIKRAMASILA IN NORTH INDIA

So we, master and attendants seven in all, loaded ourselves with the seven
hundred ounces of gold; then, heading for the road to India, we set out. The
princely monk escorted us over a long distance and then spoke these verses:

Monk, you, about to achieve a task for my sake, for our benefit,
This time, whatever great difficulties come your way,
With the greatest perseverance, be ready even to sacrifice your life;

And upon your return, once I know you've done it, I'll be forever
thankful.

and with these words, looking back at me, he returned. One more time, though,
he called out: “Please proceed while offering your prayer requests to Lord
Mahakarunika [Avalokitesvaral, the Great Compassionate One.”
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As we approached “Nepal Fortress” [present-day Nuwakot, northwest of
Kathmandu], we met one solitary traveler who addressed us:

“You look as if you're setting out for some country far away, for some great
purpose. . . ,” so he said, “. . . now, as you go there, and also, having achieved
your goal, are on your way back, you should keep on reciting;

To the rare and precious three, I offer salutation with full prostration.
In the land of Tibet, may the true dharma,

Source of all the conqueror buddhas of the three times,

Soon come to be diffused.

and no calamities will occur en route.” I inquired:

“Please, who are you?”

“You'll gradually find out,” he spoke, and made no further reply.

Then, as we arrived in the immediate vicinity of the Nepal Valley, we rented
the residence of one atsara for our lodgings; and while caravan leader and
servants were sleeping in a bamboo hut, the atsara came to know about the
gold in our possession. He made a plan to put fire to the bamboo hut, then kill
me and get hold of the gold. As I was the head of the group, my attendants
were resting quite a distance from there. 1 suffered from fever, and just as 1
was desperate to get some sleep, next to my pillow a white human figure
appeared, who pushed open the entrance of the bamboo hut, telling me:

Don't sleep, don’t sleep, get up, quickly!

Don't go off to sleep, get up right now and get going!

If you sleep now, your precious life will come to an end!

[And as to your earlier question, know that] I am the yi dam deity of
all of Tibet!

Offering a prayer to the compassionate Mahakarunika [Avalokitesvara], we
fled.

At daybreak we came across a Nepali prince who was on his way to Vi-
krama|$ila]. Having made friends with him, we traveled on together.

Upon our reaching the riverbank of the Ganges, the prince, being a person
of importance, embarked on the ferry and went across. By that time the Sun
had gone down. On our side there was no one, and the atsaras of the jungle
regions [among our train] were behaving in suspicious ways. It is so that people
from the Mara clans and the tirthikas [non-Buddhists] hate the sacred dharma.
As for us, with the Buddha’s teaching foremost in mind, we had come here
carrying a lot of gold, and now there was no place to hide it, nor anywhere to
go. Totally disoriented in this unfamiliar country, we offered our prayers to
Lord Avalokitesvara and hid the gold beneath the sand at one spot while we
went outselves to stay and sleep elsewhere. A white boatman appeared, rowing
his boat by moving the oars. As I inquired from him:

“How is it possible that you have come, [this late]?” He replied:
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I have come to welcome master and servants with their entourage.
At the time when the snowlanders with great courage have arrived,
If the Arya, as boat and boatman,

Does not then, in time of terror, escort them,

How then will these deluded beings ever reach their destination?
Quickly get in, “those seven hundred” [gold ounces] and all,

And 1 will get you across to [Vi]kramal[sila] at a leisurely pace.

After he had thus spoken we offered a prayer to the Compassionate One, dug
up the gold from beneath the sand, and went aboard. I myself did one rosary
of [om] mani padme [hum]. Said the boatman:

“I recite the mani padme mantra of this Great Compassionate One of the
Land of Snows at length when there is plenty of time available; in brief only
when there is little time,” and next he recited the mani padme in a clear way,
drawing out the syllables. Catching the melodious sound, my mind became
happy, free from all worry, and the idea in me was born of viewing the boatman
as a father.

“Who could he be?” 1 wondered, and as great doubts assailed me, 1 asked
him:

“Please, who are you? There is just myself, this ordinary person. Please give
a reply.”

The boatman answered:

“All of you ayusmans, it has been said:

Early in an acquaintance, full reliance does not come about quickly.
Halfway acquainted, modesty and hesitancy become less.
When fully acquainted since long, it is no longer a casual friendship.

The benefit in times of utter helplessness and coming to the rescue, for some-
one long acquainted, is definite. You should know that it comes by stages, [the
protection one receives| ....,” thus he spoke, and any further reply to my
original question did not come forth. He did, however, add:

“At present you have been saved from the imminent danger by approaching
me as if your father. But since you did not simultaneously pronounce a prayer,
you will not reach the guesthouse at the end of the journey tonight. In fact,
that guesthouse, there it is, ... ” He said, “. . . Now we will get to the other
side by midnight. Do not sleep on the riverbank nor on the farther away green
slopes for fear of poisonous snakes. This night you should stay below the portal
of Vikramalsila]. No robbers will come there tonight.” So he spoke, then went
off.

No sooner had we reached the portal of Vikramasila when from a lookout
window in the gate tower there was the voice of Gya Tsondrii Sengé telling us:

“Hey, you Tibetan ayusmans, where have you come from?”

“We're from Upper Ngari,” we said.

He continued: “Fine, there is a boy gatekeeper to whom you may entrust all
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your luggage and valuables. As for yourselves, just make yourselves comfort-
able in the porters’ lodge, and have some sleep. At present, the first dawn has
been sounded. The gate will be opened starting from the second dawn onward.”

So we entrusted the gold to that one boy present there as gatekeeper. That
boy put the gold away in a niche, then said:

Trust in wealth is like trust in an enemy;
Trust in one’s son is like trusting one’s own heart;
Someone trustworthy is the supreme companion.

“Thus it has been said. You look exhausted; better get some sleep!”

Overcome by fatigue, I wondered, “When such things come out of the mouth
of a small child, how can he be an ordinary being?”

The next morning, as soon as the gate opened, a small boy appeared, wearing
the common large nomad hat and double woolen clothes in nomad style, also
carrying with him a small drinking bowl. He inquired:

“All of you look like Tibetans; where have you come from? Nothing fright-
ening happened en route?” all of this clearly spoken in Tibetan nomad speech,
so that it made me think he was bound to be of pure nomad birth. I replied,
then asked in turn:

“We have come from Upper Ngari and ‘the road was smooth.’ As for yourself,
where are you from and where are you headed?”

“Me too, I am a Tibetan and I'm about to go to Tibet. But by our loud talking
here, we are being careless, and we talk too much. You should know that the
wrong kind of talk will cause mistakes. For an important task one should act
in secrecy. Gya Tson Seng resides in the common house of the Tibetans. Come
and discuss matters with him,” he said and suddenly went away. Since we did
not quite believe [what he had told us about being discreet], we did not lose
our good mood.

After we had been going for a while through a narrow inner lane, we met
an extremely old rsi with long, blond hair, red eyes, all emaciated, and carrying
a staff made of driftwood. He spoke:

“Where have you come from? And where are you going? And what have you
come for?”

“We have come from Upper Ngari to ceremoniously invite Lord Atisa. Oh,
would you happen to know where the house of Gya Tson Seng is?” we inquired.
Supporting himself on his staff, he looked around from the corners of his eyes,
then said:

“What the boy this morning said is true: Tibetans, rather than just shutting
up, disregard all sense of discretion even to the first vagabond they meet in the
tiniest lane. How can you possibly hope to achieve your goal this way? From
now on, the best course to take is to stick close to my advice. As the Lord is
not here right now, do not open your mouth about it to anyone else. Even to
Gya, communicate about it only in whispers: that will be the right thing. I will
show you the door to his place.”
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I started to walk behind him, but however slowly the rsi proceeded, 1 could
not keep up with his speed. I was utterly astonished and started to have some
doubts, for there he was, waiting for me in the portal of the Tibetan boarding
house:

“If you want to achieve a major task, you have to hurry slowly. If you hurry,
do it at a leisurely pace, relaxed. For a distant goal, go about it slowly, stage
by stage, like climbing a mountain. This is the house, by the way,” so he said.
I went in right away and present there was Gya Lotsawa, looking into a number
of scriptures. 1 offered him the present, in gold-embroidered cloth, and the
Lotsawa inquired:

“From what particular direction have you arrived?”

1 told him the whole story in detail, and his comment was:

You better act as my disciples and pretend we do not know each other. At
present, do not pronounce one word about having come to invite Atisa. What
you have to tell everyone is that you have come for your studies. The elder
Ratnakara is the one with the highest power here, to the point that he com-
mands even Atisa himself. What you have to do is listen to dharma from
him and get him to develop a liking for you. Without him being able to
sense your real intention, go and offer him now half an ounce of gold and
inform him, “We have come from Tibet; not to invite a pandita, though.
What in your presence I would like to request is for myself to be accepted
by, and connected with, a pandita, just like any other disciple,” thus you
present your application. Then, without ever hurrying or expressing your
intention, you move slowly, in the role of disciples. Eventually we will, in

the most skillful way, present the request at the time of the Lord’s coming
back here.

Thus he spoke. Just to see the Lotsawa’s reaction, 1 inquired: “Now if somehow
we fail to invite Lord Atisa, which major great pandita below him should we
invite instead?” On the subject, the Lotsawa had this to say: “Let no such thing
come forth from your lips! Not just one but many more, some twenty panditas
have gone there [to Tibet] on invitation, since last year. Haven't they all proved
useless for the sentient beings of Tibet, for people with a behavior and temper
like ours? Except for Lord Atisa, there is absolutely no one to possibly tame
the sentient beings of Tibet. Therefore it is Atisa in person we must try to
invite, by any means. . . .”

NAGTSO'S FIRST MEETING WITH LORD ATISA

“... Tomorrow, at Vikramala[sila]’s park, there will be a gathering of the ‘high-
est, middle, and low, with an attendance of some eight hundred sangha mem-
bers, and you should come. Among them, most radiant, most outstanding, like
a blaze, the sacred presence par excellence from whatever point of view, one
wonderful to behold in whatever assembly row he may be seated, will be Atisa.
Direct your prayer wishes to him day and night!”
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Next, both Gya Tsondri and 1 arrived in the presence of the elder Ratnakara.
We offered prostrations, then presented him with half an ounce of gold and 1
made the request the way Gya had taught me. The elder spoke:

“That is most excellent. Ayusman, the situation is like this. 1t is not that
want to keep everyone here to ourselves. Other panditas cannot tame sentient
beings the way he can. Without Atiéa here, in this India that is the source of
the Buddha’s teaching, all will come to naught, with an inevitable decrease in
the general well-being of sentient beings. The one who holds in his hand the
keys of all the viharas of India is AtiSa—that is the reason. Apart from that, |
have great love and much kindness for the living beings of Tibet. More in
particular, [ was greatly affected by the many lives lost and all the wealth spent
by this dharma king of Tibet. Recollect their dedication to the Buddha's teach-
ing, apply strong perseverance and the utmost willpower in your study, and
gain vast knowledge in the Buddha's teaching. I will try to assist you in every
possible way. Like this, you Tibetans will even amaze the Indian [scholars]
here.” This and many other pleasant things he told us.

The next day at noon [“by the time of the heat”], at the Sangha Park, the
elder guided us among the rows of sangha members assembled there for the
noon meal and had us seated among the rows of students.

At that time, you [Atisa] had gone to the Gold Isles and other sacred places
and you had not yet returned. I [however, unaware of this], imagined that
somewhere among the rows of seated monks you were bound to be presiding
over one such assembly. Also, as I did not understand the language spoken by
the others around me, my doubts were not cleared away.

Then, at one point, Vidyakokila, already very old, arrived among the rows.
He looked radiant, was ablaze with splendor, and his entrée was like the ap-
pearance of the World Mountain. To everyone seated nearby 1 asked:

“This is Lord Atisa, is it not?”

“Tibetan ayusmat, what are you saying? This is the holy guru Vidyakokila,
arealized sage truly learned in the works of Candrakirti. You know, he is Atisa’s
guru.”

Likewise, when the great majestic lord Naropa and others, most brilliant
from among the oceanlike assembly, stood amidst the rows, each time I pointed
them out with my finger and asked:

“Is this Lord Atisa?” . .. “Oh, this must be Lord Atisa, no?" . ..

“What are you talking about? This is the great lord and master Naropa, at
present incomparable on Earth! He too is one of Atisa’s gurus,” was the only
answer that came forth. As I could not see Atisa anywhere, I started to get
depressed, wondering: “But where then could this Lord be? Which one is it
[among those assembled here]?” and as nobody around was able to tell me for
sure, I was close to being really discouraged. At one stage the king of Vikra-
masila took his seat on the throne specially prepared for him, but not one of
the panditas great or minor did as much as rise from his seat.

Right then, as all the rows of participants had joined the assembly, you,
Lord, appeared, and 1 could not gaze at you enough. To Indians looking at
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you, you looked Indian; to Nepalis and Tibetans and to the gods, as they behelq
you, you looked Nepali and Tibetan and a god alike. Besides the great splendor
of your appearance, there was a smile on your face: your robes were smooth,
looking as if polished. A great number of small keys were hanging from your
waist. You started to walk without a haughty air; your walk was gentle, as you
hurried in from outside; and upon your arrival, numerous ayusmans in front
presented incense fragrances to you. The king in person rose from his seat:
and as he got up, so did the assemblies of panditas and ordained ones. I saw
how you took a place above the central row and thereupon I thought: “I can't
see the reason why everyone shows him such marks of homage and gets up
for him, nor why he has the seat at the head of the row. Is he of that royal
family perhaps? This front row seat, if it doesn’t belong to some amazing elder,
it must be Atisa’s very own!” and so, again I asked:

“Is this Atisa?”

“What are you saying? This is Vira Hasavajra. He is a wandering pandita
without any fixed abode.”

“And what qualities is he outstanding in?” I further asked.

“His excellent qualities I am unable to assess,” he said, and no explanation
followed.

Then one day I was reciting the Heart Sutra at one of the gates of the mon-
astery. At the point [in the satra] where 1 said, “Form ha, feeling ha,” other
panditas did not say anything. But once the Lord [Atisa] was walking by. He
smiled and stopped,

“Thank you, ayusmat. But that is the vulgar pronunciation. Say, ‘form a,
feeling a.””

I [not realizing that he was Atisa] thought, “This kind pandita seems special.
He is gentle, humble, clear, and whatever he says is spoken with the wish to
be helpful. If I cannot invite the Lord [Atisa], I must invite him [to come to
Tibet].”

In the morning, I was saying, “form g, feeling a,” when the Lord smiled and
said, “Venerable one, even that comes out sounding harsh. This is the speech
of the protector Avalokita, there’s nothing wrong with it. It is fine to say, no
form, no feeling’ ” Thus he spoke. As a result, an even stronger faith in him
was born in me.

While 1 was still outside the vihara complex and had walked to the other
side, there he was, giving out the torma foodstuffs and the deities’ altar offerings
to a great many beggars. 1 inquired from all the beggars there:

“Is this Lord Atisa?” and one beggar replied:

“What shaky talk is this? Don’t you take Atisa to Tibet! Don’t you ever cut
off our daily meal by depriving us of the Lord! In any case, no, this is not
Atisa! The unique and great Atisa is in a secret place!”

Again the next morning, as Atisa was giving out food to the assembled beg-
gars, one poor beggar boy had missed out on his share and was now running
after him, repeating;

“Atisa, bala ho, bhata ho na, bhata ho na!” [“Atisa, there is one child (left,



ATISA'S JOURNEY TO TIBET 173

with) no rice, no rice!”], and as I watched the beggar boy running after him,
1 thought:

“This seems definitely to be Lord Atisa!” and 1 was dumbfounded. My eyes
filled with tears and I too started to run after him. But next, as 1 was about to
catch up with [him, i.e.,] you at the bridge, there you [Atisa] stood, telling me:

“E ma, ayusmat from Tibet, truly, shed no tears! Toward your Tibetan king,
ministers, and subjects, I feel badly [for not having come earlier]. It so happens
that, while already quite old, I still do have to hold many keys. Even now you
should not lose heart. Offer your prayer requests to the precious ones.”

Yet as soon as he had spoken, moved by both great hope and utter gratitude,
my eyes filled with tears and 1 could not bring out a word. Thereupon the
Lord, aware of my tears, gave me a long discourse, with instructions about
how to conceal the plan. At that moment Putawo arrived. Behaving like one
quite alarmed, he said [pointing at mel}:

“Did he say anything bad?” and so I hid my tears. [There is some apparent
confusion here, in that (1) Gya Tsoéndra Sengé first tells Nagtso that Atisa is
not yet back; (2) he then informs him that Atisa will be back, at the assembly;
(3) Nagtso states he was still unaware of Atisa being away; (4) but then the
latter does appear, although everyone in Nagtso’s reach denies it. Rather than
view the above as confused narration, it seems to be written so by design, as
if better to evoke Nagtso’s nervousness and uncertainty; this builds to the cul-
mination in the scene with the beggar boy who missed out.]

SIGNS AND PROPHECIES OF ATISA’S IMPENDING DEPARTURE FOR TIBET

[Atisa’s own divinations and received prophecies are amply treated in his ex-
tensive sacred biography. Here it is Nagtso the translator, still speaking in the
first person, who requests some omen from Atisa. The latter sends him to
consult a young boy, a dancing yogini, two children, and finally, in the passage
here (which marks the end of the Itinerary’s part 1, “The Invitation”), a weaver
girl.]

Also, ever since my leaving Tibet, up to right now, miraculous manifestations
assisted me in an uninterrupted flow, but whether they meant anything definite
I'did not know. So each of these questions I addressed to him, further adding
arequest for soon preparing “the armor” [protective amulets] for our departure.
The Lord spoke:

“At the south gate of Vikramala's royal palace there is a weaver girl. Go and
ask her.” So 1 went there and as I inquired about these future events, she gave
forth a short laugh, then spoke:

“In that Tibet of yours, isn't there one excellent lay practitioner of renown?
What's his name?”

“There is this one Genyen Chophel (Dge snyen Chos 'phel) that we have,
one who has reached all three qualities: he is learned, experienced, and good-
hearted. He is from central Tibet and resides in Khams.”

“And what's his clan?” she asked. I said:
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“He is known as Dromténpa, ‘the teacher from Drom.””

“No, it isn’t ‘Drom,’ it is the upasika ‘Drum’ (brum). To start with, he was
born up north, in the region of Tsa gyé. Isn’t he [the one to become] the heart-
son of Atisa? You know his name, clan, and native land—are you by any chance
trying me out, making insinuations with deceitful questions? Having shown
[yourself] at all times, throughout the seasons, as a snake, don’t you play il-
lusory tiger [with me], as if you were before a blind statue!” [translation ten-
tative]. This she said, and next went on in song:

Now I start to understand, . . . The solitary man at Nepal Fortress, starting
from right then; . . . also the one who helped you out of the bamboo hut; . ..
and the boatman, . .. the gatekeeper [boy], ... the voice within the gate
tower [at Vikramasilal, . . . the Tibetan child in the morning, . . . the rsi in
the passage, . . . the beggar boy in the center of town, . . . the boy carrying
the crystal arrows, and yesterday’s boy and girl, . . . it appears that all of
these are Drumton’s miraculous transformations. To anyone with a suffi-
ciently strong faith and devotion, even without being endowed with the
miraculous power of clairaudience, it would have been obvious that it was
Lord Avalokitesvara who thus in each of these cases intervened—obvious
indeed, unless this person, though born with normal faculties, had suddenly
turned deaf and blind. Since you have been in his presence [in the form of
the enumerated miraculous transformations], offering him one prayer will
bring it about that you won’t face any great hardships. Now that you are
aware of this and have gained confidence, think: “At all times, in all circum-
stances, please look at me with your compassion,” and this will cure the
restlessness of your mind.

[At the end of this long account, 1, Nagtso, concluded with these words:]

“Lord Atisa, today, through the sincere motivation of our prayers to you,
please keep us in mind by your great love. Somehow, please arrange it so that
you can come, we request,” thus we pleaded.

NAGTSO’S FINAL INTERVIEW WITH ABBOT RATNAKARA

[Following Nagtso’s lengthy account of the antecedents to the invitation (part
1 of the Itinerary), Atisa accepts the invitation to Tibet. All the luggage is
secretly sent ahead to Mitra Vihara, somewhere close to the Nepalese Therai.
Earlier on (in the sacred biography), Atisa expressed his wish to visit the Nat-
urally Formed Caitya of Swayambha in Kathmandu Valley; he now sends
Nagtso with a formal request for abbot Ratnakara to take over his duties, during
his absence.]

In the morning Nagtso approached the elder Ratnikara and conveyed the
request made by the Lord: “Great Elder, in your presence I offer you this
request [from Lord Atisa]: ‘1 should really show these Tibetan ayusmans around
the viharas at the great sacred spots; and we would like to set out carrying
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offerings for each of these sacred places. Could you, in the meantime, please
take over my dharma duties regarding the Buddha's teaching?’ "

The elder replied: “Excellent idea! I too would like to see each of these
viharas. So, for a couple of days 1 would like to follow you, and join your
company.”

[Nagtso said,} “Hmm, at the conclusion of our visit to a great many of the
sacred spots, were you, great elder, to continue with us once we go beyond
Mitra Vihara, the long road might fatigue and utterly exhaust you.”

At these words the elder had this thought: “Aha, this time, it seems that he
is going to Tibet!” and guessing [the real aim of our trip], he addressed Nagtso
as follows:

“Tibetan ayusman! At first you told me you had come to me as a disciple.
Now it turns out that in reality you came to steal my pandita! Panditas sent
out previously to that yak enclosure of yours have fared like the pandita who
now on the sly wants to go to the Tibetans: evil people will be spreading
rumors, and as a result the blessings for the benefit of beings will have no
lasting impact.

“Even now it is in my power to forbid the pandita from going—except that
the dharma king of Tibet, this genuine bodhisattva, is dear to my heart. More-
over, a great number of people and a lot of wealth from Tibet have been sac-
rificed for this specific purpose. And on top of all that, you are my disciple,
with a dharma connection existing between us. So, all right, this time, do
ceremoniously invite him for a three year period, after which you will accom-
pany him back here. If you fail to do so, know that the sacred [tantric] samaya
vow between us will become undone [a grave infraction].”

After he had spoken these words, in Nagtso Gungthangpa’s mind the thought
occurred: “Taking into account the great distance between India and Tibet,
three years counting going there and the return journey will be pretty useless.
Even if it depended solely on me to make him stay a full three years in Tibet
proper, such a length of time would barely suffice to install virtuous qualities
in Tibet. If, at the conclusion of the three years, 1 will have to conduct him
back, it will seem that there had never existed all that much of a need to invite
the pandita in the first place. If, on the other hand, I fail to accompany him
back to India, 1 will be breaking a sacred oath. Which one is the better course
to follow ... ?” As he remained there absorbed in thought, shedding tears
[enough to water| a desert, a young horseman of fair complexion, carrying a
crystal staff, suddenly arrived in a great hurry close to him:

“You, dressed like one ordained, what has happened that your mind is in
such distress?” After Nagtso had told him, the boy continued:

“As the proverb goes:

In the world, a teaching that benefits is rare.
Even more rare is one who cares to listen to it.

I 1 teach you the thing to do, will you do it?”
“Never before,” Nagtso pondered, “did a situation arise for me to offer sal-
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utation to someone of that class [of celestial beings]. So this time, I shoulq
definitely offer him homage by a full prostration and then ask him for advice "
and after he had thus bowed down in full prostration, the boy spoke:

As the proverb goes,

To whatever extent moral excellence deteriorates [in the world],
It is never right to offer prostrations to the ordinary body.

Even without your prostration, the benefit would have been gained. Like-
wise, under the given circumstances, there will not be any downfall from
your samaya. If you apply the appropriate skillful means, Atisa will remain
in Tibet for the rest of his life. Tomorrow morning, when about to set out
for Tibet, go greet and offer prostrations to elder Ratnakara, request him to
accept you in his compassion, further request an “empowerment by his feet,”
and add the wish: “Even if we are not to meet again, may you retain an
excellent health.” At that time, the sthavira will give you the following reply:

“As mentioned yesterday, accompany the pandita back here after three
years. Within these three years, virtuous qualities will have been established
in Tibet. If no disease or anything else stands in the way of either master or
disciple, then please come all the way to Vikramala yourself. Otherwise, send
along your disciples instead.”

To this you should reply as follows: “I shall certainly do as the guru says.
The great request, however, is threefold. Two items therein concern requests
to be agreed upon outside your control. One concerns a request to be agreed
upon outside my range,” after which I was to recite the following: “To the

Lord Avalokitesvara and to [Atisa] the one foremost in the Buddha's teaching
[T ask]:

In accordance with what was said by the great elder,

But also in accordance with Tibetan tradition, please hear this prayer of
mine.

Will I accompany Atisa back to India

Or will he rather stay in Tibet?”

And right away, father [buddha] and [bodhisattva] son [Atisa, in my vision]
will reply:

If 1 tell you to accompany me back to India, then accompany me back to
India;
If T tell you 1 will stay in Tibet, I will just stay in Tibet.

[Tell the elder:] As long as there is no clear order to act otherwise, | solemnly
declare I shall conduct him back to this very India. However, that provision
[of Atisa making up his own mind], you must allow for. Ratnakara will
immediately be most pleased that this word [of Atisa] might overrule yours,
ayusman.”
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The next morning, everything happened exactly that way. The elder further
spoke:

“Ayusman, this is fine. You must indeed address your prayers to buddha and
bodhisattva: how could either say anything wrong? If he says, ‘Let us leave,’
then leave; and if he does not tell you any different, then accompany him back
here.

“Ayusman, please understand: in the absence of Atisa, there is going to be
darkness gathering over India. If you ask me how come: many dharma centers
have been destroyed, many vihara complexes are becoming desolate, and many
more are the Turuska armies that will come. Keeping all this in mind [ beseech
you, master and entourage, all of you: in order not to bring about such harm,
proceed well aware of transmigrating beings [and safely bring him back to
India].”

So in this way, due to these words of good luck, all were in high spirits by
the time they left.



The Journey to the Golden Mountain

Matthew Kapstein

During the eleventh century, Tibetan Buddhism entered a period of rapid devel-
opment and change. The collapse of the central Tibetan royal dynasty had taken
place following the assassination of the anti-Buddhist monarch Langdarma (Glang
dar ma), probably in 842, and the ensuing power vacuum persisted for a full four
hundred years. Local lords vied for ascendancy, and religious authority was no
less contested than temporal power. The uncertainties of the age encouraged
Tibetan seekers and adventurers to look outside of Tibet for authoritative sources
of Buddhist teaching, with the result that throughout the eleventh century we
find Tibetan translators and pilgrims journeying to India and Nepal in search of
gurus, scriptures, and esoteric lore. These developments were particularly prom-
inent in western Tibet, where the great translator Rinchen Zangpo (Rin chen bzang
po, 958-1055) was patronized by the monarchs of the Guge kingdom. There,
too, the saintly Indian scholar and adept Atisa (982-1054) was invited to teach
beginning in 1042 (see chapter 8). The careers of these two notable Buddhist
monks mark the beginning of what Tibetan historians call the “later spread of the
teaching,” or the age of the “new translations.”

Many of the Tibetans who became inspired by the renewed contacts with Indian
Buddhism during this time developed a special interest in the esoteric teachings
of Vajrayana, the “Vajra Vehicle,” so called because the primary symbol of this
branch of Mahayana Buddhism is the vajra, a ritual implement at once symbol-
izing the diamond-like clarity and unalterability of mind-as-emptiness and its
lightening-like brilliance. (The Sanskrit term “vajra” [dorje (rdo rje) in Tibetan]
literally means both “diamond” and “lightening bolt.”) Vajrayana Buddhism has
its own authoritative texts, called tantras, which are primarily manuals of ritual
and esoteric lore. The reason that the age of new translations came to be so called
was above all owing to the newness of the tantras introduced during this time.
Though Vajrayana Buddhism and the texts of many tantras had been known in
Tibet from the eighth century onward, the older translations differed in many
respects from these later arrivals.
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Among the major topics treated in the tantras is abhiseka (Tib.: wang [dbang]),
the consecration or “empowerment” whereby a disciple is initiated into a sphere
of meditation called a mandala, which is most often represented as a heavenly
palace. At the center of the mandala there resides a deity who is the focal point
of the initiate’s meditation, and who is invoked by means of special formulas
called mantras. The central deity may be male, female (in which case she is often
referred to as a dakini, a term sometimes also used to describe women who are
adepts of Vajrayana Buddhism), or a couple in union, and is often surrounded
by a retinue of divine attendants, arranged symmetrically throughout the mandala.
Some of the important tantras that became well known in Tibet during the elev-
enth century are those of the many-armed deities Guhyasamaja (“Gatherer of
Secrets”), Cakrasamvara (“Binder of the Energy Centers”), Hevajra (“Hey! Vajra'™),
Yamintaka (“Slayer of the Lord of Death”), and Mahamaya (“Great Creative Il-
lusion”).

The systems of meditation taught in the tantras are referred to as yoga, “union,”
for yoga is a discipline said to unite the adept with the realization of ultimate
reality. This unification of the enlightened mind and the absolute is sometimes
symbolized by the depiction of deities as couples in sexual embrace. Besides those
types of yoga concerned with the visualization of the mandala and deity and the
recitation of the mantra, there are also more advanced disciplines involving vi-
sualizations and exercises in which one’s body is conceived as a network of subtle
channels and energies, the skillful manipulation of which is believed to hasten
the adept’s progress toward enlightenment and also lead to the acquisition of
uncanny, magical abilities: clairvoyance, miraculous flight, the resurrection of the
dead, and so forth. Such adepts, who have attained the goals of the esoteric path,
are called siddha, “accomplished” or “perfected,” because they have attained siddhi,
the mundane or supermundane powers and realizations that are especially cul-
tivated on the path of the Vajrayana.

Several of the Tibetan traditions of teaching and practice that specialized in the
systems of yoga expounded in the tantras came to be known as Kagyu (Bka’
brgyud), the “lineages of transmitted doctrine.” The most famous of these is the
Marpa Kagyti, named for its founder, Marpa Choki Lodroé (Mar pa Chos kyi blo
gros, 1012-1096), one of the eminent translators of the period. Marpa had trav-
eled widely in India, where he became the disciple of the famous siddha Naropa,
who taught him a special system of six yogas that had been {formulated by his
master, the siddha Tilopa (see chapter 7.) The six yogas are the Inner Heat (Tib.:
tummo [gtum mo), whereby the adept learns to master the subtle physical energies
of the body; the Body of Apparition, through which the illusion-like nature of
ordinary experience becomes known; the Dream, in which one achieves the ability
consciously to explore the possibilities that are revealed during dreams; Radiant
Light, referring to the luminous dimension of the mind; Transference (Tib.: phowa
['pho ba]), the means to cause one's consciousness to leave the body abruptly at
the moment of death and to seek rebirth in a pure realm: and the Intermediate
State (Tib.: bardo [bar dol), which here refers primarily to the state of conscious-
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ness in the course of migration between death and rebirth. The first four enable
one to attain enlightenment swiftly during this very lifetime, the last two to achieve
it at death. These six yogas were transmitted by Marpa to his disciples, of whom
the greatest, Milarepa, is famed as Tibet’s national poet (see chapter 5, 6, and 11).

It was in this age of spiritual inquiry, experimentation and quest that the figure
known to Tibetan posterity as Khyungpo Neljor (Khyung po rnal 'byor), “the
yogin of the Eagle clan,” was born. Though there is considerable uncertainty about
his precise dates, the main period of his activity seems to have been the late
eleventh through early twelfth centuries. Originally an adherent of the Bon reli-
gion, he converted to Buddhism and became at first a follower of the ancient
Nyingmapa school. Like many others of his generation, however, he regarded
India as the source of uniquely authoritative Buddhist teachings and so left Tibet
to pursue his path in the Kathmandu Valley of Nepal, and in India proper.

During his travels in India he met many masters of the Vajrayana, some of
whom were at that time famed throughout the Tibetan Buddhist world. His fore-
most teachers, however, were two remarkable women, Niguma and Sukhasiddhi,
the first of whom is referred to in his biography as Naropa’s “lady,” a term that
in this context is usually taken to mean “elder sister,” though some say that
Niguma had been Naropa's wife. From Niguma, Khyungpo Neljor learned a sys-
tem of six yogas that resembles the system taught by Naropa to Marpa, diftering
primarily in points of emphasis. The “six doctrines of Niguma,” as they are known,
continue to be practiced by Tibetan Buddhist adepts at the present time. When
Khyungpo Neljor returned to Tibet, he established a monastic center in the valley
of Shang, to the west of Lhasa. For this reason, the tradition of his followers came
to be known as the Shangpa Kagyi, the “doctrinal lineage of the Shang valley.”

The first two selections that follow are taken from Khyungpo Neljor's biogra-
phy, which was compiled following his death by his four leading disciples. Much
of it is narrated in the first person, reflecting the disciples’ attempt to record their
master’s life as he himself had narrated it. Like other Tibetan religious biographies,
Khyungpo's is called a namthar (rnam thar), a term literally meaning “liberation.”
As this suggests, the central theme in such works is the subject’s attainment of
spiritual freedom. Namthars are thus illustrative of religious practice and attain-
ment, written usually by authors well-versed in Buddhist doctrine.

The first selection provides a summary of Khyungpo’s accomplishments, given
in the form of a prophecy by an Indian siddha named Amogha, who, while on
pilgrimage in Tibet, visits Khyungpo's parents shortly after their son is born. The
five deities mentioned above are here symbolically associated with particular at-
tainments of yoga: Cakrasamvara represents the mastery of the energy center
governing bodily enlightenment, located in the head; Mahamaya, that of the
speech center, in the throat; Hevajra, the mind center, in the heart; Guhyasamaja,
the center governing emanational abilities, below the navel; and Yamantaka, the
source of bliss in the secret center, located in the genitals.

In the second selection we have the remarkable account of Khyungpo's meeting
with Niguma. The visionary dimension of Vajrayana literature is here very much
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in evidence, and much of the content has to be understood symbolically, as an
account of Khyungpo's initiation into the six yogas: the warmth represented by
the rivers of molten gold suggests mastery of the Inner Heat, while the teachings
of Dream and of Apparition are the explicit focal concerns. The tale is constructed
so as to overturn our ordinary conceptions of reality, to introduce us to the
luminous and magical realm in which esoteric Buddhist experience unfolds.

Following these extracts from the biography of Khyungpo Neljor is a brief
summary of the actual content of Shangpa yogic practice. The text, with some
abridgement, is drawn from the writings of a famous nineteenth-century medi-
tation master and author, Jamgon Kongtral (Jam mgon kong sprul blo gros mtha’
yas, 1813-1899). This important figure was especially well known for his advo-
cacy of an eclectic approach to Tibetan Buddhism known as Rime (ris med),
avoiding the rigid sectarianism that had become a prominent feature of monastic
institutions in Tibet. He was responsible, too, for reviving several rare traditions
of meditation and yogic practice, including the Shangpa Kagy, to whose system
of teaching he was personally very much devoted. The modemn survival of the
Shangpa tradition is due entirely to his efforts and those of his leading disciples.
Through the energetic teaching activity of his successor, the late Kalu Rinpoche
(1905-1989), Tibetan Buddhist retreat centers where the Shangpa system of prac-
tice is emphasized have even been established in the United States, Canada, and
France, fulfilling an ancient saying that this teaching would spread throughout
the world.

Further Reading

Portions of the following chapter have previously appeared in my article “The
lllusion of Spiritual Progress,” in Paths to Liberation, ed. Robert Buswell and Robert
Gimello (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992). Full textual citations may
be found there. 1 wish to thank the editors and publisher for permitting their
reproduction here.

The Prophecy of Khyungpo Neljor

I was born in a Tiger Year {990?] from my mother’s womb,

At which time the Indian siddha Amogha said,

“This emanation of the Buddha will go to India,

Gather the essence of realization of all panditas and siddhas,

And cause beings to mature and be liberated,

Thus, by various emanations, will he train those who require training.

He will proclaim the doctrine free from limits, the heart of the
Mahayina,
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And in the ten directions will proclaim its culmination,

The lion’s roar of the coalescence of emptiness and bliss, the teaching
of secret tantras.

His body will be Cakrasamvara,

His speech will embody Mahamaya,

And Hevajra his mind;

And while his supreme emanational center will be Guhyasamaja,

His secret center will be Yamantaka, protector of bliss.

As he arrays such mandalas in his body,

He will really reveal those deities to those requiring training.

Moreover, he will assume the forms of various other deities,

And train innumerable persons difficult to train.

He will live for 150 years,

And when in the end he concludes his career,

He will display varied omens and miracles.

He will then attain buddhahood

In the pure land, Sukhavati [the western paradise of Amitabha],

The realm praised by all victorious buddhas;

And there he will turn the Mahayana doctrinal wheel.

In the future those who require training, and put their faith in him,

Will reach that buddha realm—

Of this let there be no doubt!”

After he had spoken these words

That guru and siddha

Returned at once to India,

Flying like a bird in the sky.

Khyungpo’s Meeting With the Dakini Niguma

Taking with me 500 ounces of gold, I wandered throughout India and asked,
“Who, among the accomplished masters, seems to have come face to face with
the Buddha himself?” The panditas and siddhas concurred, “That would be the
pandita Naropa’s lady, the dakini of enlightened awareness called ‘Niguma.
She abides in the three pure stations [i.e., the eighth through tenth bodhisattva
stations (bhiimi), from which there is no falling backl], and she has really re-
quested instruction in the dharma from Mahavajradhara himself [the primor-
dial buddha of later Vajrayana Buddhism].” Asking where she was residing just
then, 1 was told that those of pure vision might meet her anywhere, but that
one of impure vision could search everywhere for her without success; for she
dwelt upon the pure stations, and her embodied form had become the stuff of
rainbows.

Nonetheless, 1 was told, she sometimes came to the dense grove of the So-
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sadvipa charnel ground to preside over the communal feasting of the dakinis.
As soon as Niguma’s name was first mentioned to me I began to weep: my faith
was such that my hair stood on end. Therefore, then and there, I traveled to
the Sosadvipa charnel ground, to the dense grove that was there, and I chanted
namo buddhaya [“hail to the Buddha!”] as I went along. Then, in the sky, at a
height equivalent to that of seven palm trees, there appeared a dakini of dark
brown complexion, wearing ornaments of bone, holding a khatvdnga [a ritual
lance or trident piercing a skull] and kapala [a skull-cup], and appearing at
once in various ways, as one and at the same time as many. Seeing her dance,
1 thought, “This must be the dakini Niguma,” and I prostrated myself at her
feet and circumambulated her many times. Then I begged her to confer upon
me her genuine esoteric instructions. “How do you know,” she said, “that I'm
no cannabalistic witch! When my circle arrives, you'll be our dinner! You'd
better be moving, be quick!” But I persisted in my prostrations, circumambu-
lations, and prayers to receive her instructions concerning the secret mantras.
She said, “For the secret mantras of the Mahayana you'll need gold. If you've
got gold, things may work out.” I offered up my 500 ounces of gold, but she
just tossed it all into the forest. I thought, “Could she be a cannabalistic witch
after all? She’s not greedy for gold.”

At that instant, the dakini glanced suddenly about the sky, and her circle of
innumerable dakinis appeared from space itself. In a moment, some of them
built a2 mandala palace of three stories, some arrayed a mandala of colored
sand, while some gathered together the provisions for the feast. Then, late
during the night of the full moon, she conferred upon me the empowerment
of the Body of Apparition and that of the Dream. When the empowerment
ceremony was completed, she said, “Little monk from Tibet, arise!” and in a
moment, relying upon the dakini’s miraculous powers, we traveled three yo-
janas [about twenty-four miles]. There, in the sky above a mountain of gold,
the dakinis had assembled for the feast, dancing. From the four sides of the
mountain four golden rivers descended, and 1 had to ask, “Where in India is
such a mountain as this to be found, or is this too the dakini’s magical crea-
tion?” To this she said:

These varied thoughts, full of passion and hate,
Stirring samsiara’s ocean,

Are insubstantial, when you realize that

All is a golden isle, my son.

As for apparitional dharmas,

Like apparitions contemplate them to be;

You'll become an apparitional Buddha—

By the power of devotion it will come to be.

And she added, “Now I will bless you. Grasp your dreams!” Having grasped
my dreams, 1 journey to the land of gods and demigods, where a gigantic
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demigod just swallowed me whole. The dakini appeared in space and said, “D,
not try to wake up, my son.” It was at that time that she taught me the six
doctrines in their entirety.

The Teachings of the Shangpa Kagyu Tradition:
A Summary by Jamgon Kongtrul

Khyungpo Neljor, a learned and accomplished master who was endowed with
the “five culminations,” received fully the essential wisdom of 150 Indian pan-
ditas and siddhas and so came to be renowned as one unrivaled in his knowl-
edge of limitless approaches to the doctrine. In general, therefore, one cannot
make a one-sided estimation of the extent of his teaching. Nevertheless, in
accord with the widely renowned traditions of the uniquely sealed lineage of
his successors, there are five “golden doctrines” of the Shangpa. [Until seven
generations of teachers had passed, beginning with Khyungpo's “grand-
teacher,” the buddha Vajradhara, his teaching was “sealed” so that it could only
be transmitted in full to a single chosen disciple. This “seal” was appropriately

broken by the seventh successor, Sangye Tonpa (Sangs rgyas ston pa, 1219-
1290).]

1. The roots are the “six doctrines of Niguma.”

2. The trunk is the “Great Seal (mahamudra).”

3. The branches are the “three means for integrating ordinary experience with the
path.”

4. The flowers are the red and white forms of the dakini Khecari.

5. The fruit is the realization that body and mind are deathless and without devia-
tion.

These precepts were recorded by Khyungpo Neljor on the basis of the Stanzas
of Indestructible Reality revealed by the primordial buddha Vajradhara and by
Niguma, the dakini of enlightened awareness. So even the meditation topics
and the prayers of supplication were never fabricated, altered, or corrupted by
the mundane thoughts of ordinary individuals and therefore are like refined
gold.

The Six Doctrines of Niguma

With reference to the six doctrines, the Stanzas of Indestructible Reality say:

Matured by the four empowerments, endowed with faith and with
vigor,

Practicing the preliminary meditations upon impermanence, disgust
with samsara, and its hazards,

Whoever strives at this supreme path
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will attain buddhahood within six months, a year, or during this
lifetime.

Accordingly, an individual who is spiritually matured by receiving the empow-
erments of the five tantras that are taught in the Great Tantra of the Ocean of
Jewels, or of the mandala of Sri Cakrasamvara, and who has received the trans-
mitted blessing of each of the six doctrines and has practiced well the common
preliminary meditations, first purifies herself or himself by the meditation
called “the purifying enclosure of emptiness formed by the syllable a.” Then,
the six doctrines may be practiced:

1. By the practice of the path of skillful means, the warmth of well-being naturally
blazes.

2. By the practice of the apparitional body, attachment and aversion naturally dis-
solve.

3. By the practice of the lucid dream, the subtle bewilderment that underlies all
bewilderment is naturally cleansed.

4. By the practice of the radiant light, ignorance is naturally dispelled.

When these four methods are established as the root of one’s practice, the
afflictions that arise in the bewilderment of the four mundane states of being
[waking consciousness, dreamless sleep, dream, and absorption in trance] are
removed. The remaining two doctrines, then, are (5) the transference of con-
sciousness, whereby buddhahood is attained without having realized it during
meditation in this lifetime, and (6) the yoga of the intermediate state, whereby
the Buddha’s body of perfect rapture is realized. These are practiced as ap-
pended meditational sequences for those who are lacking in vigor and acumen,
whereupon, according to the grades of excellence, mediocrity, or inferiority,
one becomes liberated in one or another of the three intermediate states
[namely, the time of death itself; the period immediately after death, when one
enters into trancelike oblivion; and the period following that, when the dis-
embodied consciousness grows active once more and is subject to intensive
hallucinations as it searches for its next place of birth].

The Great Seal

The learned and accomplished master Khyungpo Neljor was exceedingly proud
of the Stanzas of Indestructible Reality that contain the precepts for contem-
plating the essential point that is beyond intellectual formulation. Therefore
he inserted the paper rolls on which they were written into a small Nepalese
amulet box that he wore around his neck. For this reason these precepts came
to be known as the Amulet Box Precepts of the Great Seal. According to them,
one first cultivates tranquility and insight by means of a preliminary practice
in which body, speech, and mind come to rest according to their natural dis-



186 MATTHEW KAPSTE|N

position. Then, in the main body of the practice, the calling-down of diamong.
like pristine awareness causes one to steal a glimpse of the essential point of
the teaching. At that, because the four faults then naturally dissolve, all doubts
with respect to the nature of mind itself are resolved. In the final practice one
learns to sustain the three bodies that have spontaneously emerged. By relying
upon the extraordinary means taught to derive the full profit from the practice
and to remove obstacles, the Great Seal, which is the doctrinal heart of 3l
sutras and tantras and the essence of all meditational precepts, becomes fully

manifest as the naturally liberating realization of the four bodies of buddha-
hood.

The Three Means for Integrating Ordinary Experience with the Path

By integrating all phenomena of appearance, sound, and thought with the path,
and through the understanding that in actuality they are no different from the
guru, the deity, and the apparitional nature of things, one will realize supreme
bliss, the unity of clarity and emptiness, in a matter of months or a year. In
this way the three bodies are naturally realized.

The White and Red Forms of the Dakini

By means of particularly profound supplications and meditational exercises you
may arouse the solar-colored and lunar-colored forms of the Victoriously Tran-
scendent Vajra Woman. When that occurs, the inner heat of the unity of bliss
and emptiness blazes up. This results from the alternation of passion and its
dissolution in the four energy-centers of the subtle body. On the basis of that
you may come to voyage in the space of “supreme coalescence,” the domain of
enlightened awareness.

The Realization That Body and Mind Are Deathless and without Deviation

The body is set on the path of spiritual freedom through the practice of thirty-
two yogic exercises by which deathlessness is achieved. Because your own mind
is primordially unborn it is established to be deathless and supremely liberated
in and of itself. The bodily mass, which is the fruition of ripening karma, is an
assemblage of inanimate matter, devoid of any basis for a determination of
birth or death. In fact, if you have confidence based on the realization that the
body itself has arisen as a mere mental projection, and that the mind is devoid
of birth or death, then bodily form becomes fixed in the Great Seal, the bound-
less expanse in which there is no erring due to bewildering appearances, as the
embodiment of the divine. It is taught that through even some of these precepts
the embodiment of coalescence may be attained during this lifetime, and that
by merely hearing them one may achieve buddhahood in the conquerors’ body
of perfect rapture (sambhogakaya) during the intermediate state after death. It
says in the Stanzas of Indestructible Reality:
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Those who experience this supreme path in practice
During this lifetime or during the int i ,
ermediate state, and a
ime. , t no other
Naturally realize the three bodies in the indivisible nature of emptines
s

and bliss,
And so go forth to journey in the pure space of enlightened mind



A Quest for “The Path and Result”

Cyrus Stearns

Among the four major traditions of Tibetan Buddhism, the Sakya (Sa skya) sect
has certainly received the least attention in modern studies of Tibetan religion
and history. Almost nothing has been published in European languages dealing
with the distinctive characteristics of this tradition of Buddhist study and medi-
tation. Furthermore, with the exception of studies focusing upon the Mongol
period of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries C.E., there is very little accurate
historical information available concerning the Sakya sect.

Strictly speaking, the Sakya tradition began with the founding of the modest
hermitage of Sakya in the Tsang (Gtsang) province of southwest Tibet in 1073.
The founder of Sakya, Kénchok Gyalpo (Dkon mchog rgyal po, 1034-1102),
belonged to the ancient Khon ('Khon) family, which has continued to provide
leaders for the Sakya order up to the present day.

Although Konchok Gyalpo founded the monastery of Sakya, it was his son
Kunga Nyingpo (Kun dga’ snying po, 1092-1158), often simply referred to as
Sachen (“the great master of Sakya”), who sought out and mastered a vast number
of exoteric and esoteric Buddhist teachings, which he then passed on to his sons
and disciples. Sachen was in particular a profound master of the esoteric traditions
of the Buddhist tantras. Among the numerous transmission lineages of tantra that
he received and practiced, the teachings known as “The Path and Result” (lam
‘bras), or more honorifically as “The Precious Oral Instructions” (gsung ngag rin
po che), have been passed down to the present day as the most sacred system for
spiritual realization within the Sakya tradition.

“The Path and Result” was originally revealed to the great Indian adept Virupa
by the goddess Nairatmya, the consort of the tantric deity Hevajra. Virapa sum-
marized these teachings in what are known as The Adamantine Phrases (Rdo rje
tshig rkang), which were transmitted orally until the time of Sachen, who first
recorded them in writing. “The Path and Result” is thus a system of oral esoteric
instruction for meditation based upon the Hevajra Tantra and related tantric scrip-
tures. It was passed down in great secrecy from a single master to a single disciple
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for five generations in India, before being brought to Tibet in the eleventh century
C.E by the Indian master Gayadhara, who taught it to the Tibetan teacher known
25 Drokmi the Translator (‘Brog mi lo tsa ba, 993-1077?). Drokmi was also ex-
wremely careful in teaching the tantras, and he gave the full instructions of the
path and result to only three of his disciples. The most important of these was
Ge Khar Chungwa (Se Mkhar chung ba, 1025?-1122?), who likewise gave the
teachings to only a few select disciples. 1t was Se Khar Chungwa’s disciple Zhang-
don Chobar (Zhang ston Chos 'bar, 10532-1135?), also known as Lord Gonbawa
(Rje Dgon pa ba), from whom Sachen Kunga Nyingpo finally received the com-
plete teachings of the path and result. Up through the time of Sachen, the masters
of “The Path and Result” were lay tantric practitioners, who mostly devoted them-
selves to meditation in isolated hermitages.

As a young boy Sachen Kunga Nyingpo received many teachings and initiations
from his father, the first throne-holder of Sakya, who passed away when Sachen
was ten years old. Soon thereafter the master Bari the Translator (Ba ri lo tsi ba,
1040-1111?) was invited to occupy the teaching-throne of Sakya during Sachen’s
minority, and to serve as his tutor. When he was eleven years old, Sachen, under
the direction of Bari the Translator, began a lengthy retreat for meditation upon
Manjusri, the divine personification of pristine awareness. Six months into the
retreat Sachen was blessed with a vision of Mafijusri, who spoke to him these
four lines:

If you are attached to this life you are not a religious person.

If you are attached to the cycle of existence you do not have renunciation.

If you are attached to your own goals you do not have the enlightened motivation.
If grasping occurs you do not have the view.

From that time on Sachen understood all the Buddhist teachings without any
difficulty. This instruction is known as “the parting from the four attachments”
(zhen pa bzhi bral), around which considerable exegetical material has developed
in the Sakya tradition. It is regarded as a synopsis of all the teachings of the
Mahdyana and is frequently taught and studied in the Sakya tradition up to the
present day.

In the years following his Manjusri retreat, Sachen traveled extensively, study-
ing with many different teachers and mastering an incredible number of exoteric
and esoteric teachings of the Mahayana and Vajrayana. The events recorded in
the excerpts from the biography of Sachen translated below begin at the end of
this period of intense study, when he was in his twenties.

Sachen’s father had studied the Hevajra Tantra under Drokmi the Translator,
and so it was felt that Sachen should also seek out the transmission lineage that
had come down through Drokmi. Sachen’s relative Dralha Bar (Dgra lha "bar),
usually known as Gyichuwa (Sgyi chu ba), had been a disciple of Salway Nyingpo
(Gsal ba'i snying po), one of Drokmi the Translator’s other main disciples in the
study of the Hevajra Tantra. In addition to the Hevajra Tantra, Sachen also re-
ceived from master Gyichuwa a variety of tantric teachings, some of which were
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passed down through Drokmi’s rival, Go the Translator (Gos lo tsa ba), and
through Mal the Translator (Mal lo tsa ba), who was heir to the teachings of the
great Naropa's disciple, the Nepalese master known as Pamtingpa (Pham thing
pa).

It was while still studying with Gyichuwa that Sachen went to meet Lord Khar
Chungwa, who was Drokmi the Translator’s successor as the lineage holder of
“The Path and Result,” and first heard of these teachings. Khar Chungwa had also
studied the Hevajra Tantra with Kénchok Gyalpo, Sachen’s father, whom he thus
referred to as his master. Lord Khar Chungwa did not initially accept Sachen as
Konchok Gyalpo'’s son because Sachen had been born not to Kénchok Gyalpo's
first wife, who was barren, but to his second wife Machik Zhangmo (Ma gcig
zhang mo). This happened some years after Khar Chungwa’s stay at Sakya to
study with Kénchok Gyalpo.

Following the last wishes of master Gyichuwa, Sachen took responsibility for
the monastery at Gyichu and prepared to take the vows of celibacy as a Buddhist
monk. However, one of Sachen’s other masters, known as Nam Khaupa (Gnam
kha'u pa), heard the news and forbid him to take the vows. The Sakya tradition
is forever grateful to master Nam Khaupa, as he was instrumental in arranging
the circumstances that actually led to Sachen’s birth, as well as later preventing
him from becoming a monk. As a result Sachen’s four sons were later born, two
of whom, Sénam Tsemo (Bsod nams rtse mo, 1142~1182) and Drakpa Gyaltsen
(Grags pa rgyal mtshan, 1147-1216), would succeed their father as leaders of
the Sakya tradition. A third son, Palchen Opo (Dpal che 'od po, 1150-1204),
would become the father of Sakya Pandita, Kunga Gyaltsen (Sa skya Pandita Kun
dga’ rgyal mtshan, 1182-1251), one of the most renowned teachers in Tibetan
history.

When Sachen first met Lord Zhang Gonbawa, the master turned him away,
saying that Sachen seemed to be a follower of the New Translations (gsar ma pa).
The master himself said that he only taught some minor traditions of the Great
Perfection (rdzogs chen), which were based upon scriptures translated in the early
period of Buddhism in Tibet. This was a reference to the fact that many Buddhist
scriptures, such as the Hevajra Tantra and the Kalacakra Tantra, were not trans-
lated into Tibetan until the eleventh century c.E. Followers of these teachings
became known as followers of the New Translations, whereas those who practiced
and studied the scriptures translated in the earlier period became known as the
Ancient Ones (mying ma pa). There was much competition and disagreement
between these two groups. Ironically, of course, Lord Zhang Gonbawa himself
was actually the main lineage holder of “The Path and Result,” among other
teachings, which entered Tibet during the period of the New Translations. When
Lord Zhang learned that Sachen was the son of Kénchok Gyalpo, who was the
master of his own master Lord Khar Chungwa, he was aghast at having rejected
him, because of the implied disrespect to one of his spiritual forefathers. After
some discussion, he then agreed to give Sachen the teachings of the path and
result, as well as a group of eight other instructions known as the Later Cycles of
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the Path (lam phyi ma brgyad). These are profound tantric instructions that have
been passed down from such great Indian masters as Dombhi Heruka, Indrabhauti,
and Padmavajra.

At the end of the teachings of “The Path and Result” it is customary for the
master to give the disciples a prophecy of their future attainment. At this point
Lord Zhang stated that Sachen would realize the Great Seal (mahamudra) in this
life if he applied himself to serious meditation. The term Great Seal is used in the
rantric traditions of the New Translation period to indicate realization of the
ultimate nature of reality. On this occasion Lord Zhang also revealed the signifi-
cance of a prophetic dream that Sachen had had earlier during his studies with
Master Gyichuwa.

Not long thereafter Sachen went into an eighteen-year retreat to meditate upon
“The Path and Result.” During this period Virupa is said to have actually come
to visit him for one month. Viripa was flanked by his disciple Kahna (Nag po
pa), for whose benefit he had composed The Adamantine Phrases, and Gayadhara,
the last Indian master of “The Path and Result,” who brought the teachings to
Tibet. Behind Virapa was Kotalipa, the author of one of the Later Cycles of the
Path, and in front was another great adept named Vinasa. Virapa bestowed upon
Sachen the entire teachings of “The Path and Result,” as well as a number of other
special instructions that are still taught as part of “The Path and Result” today.
Sachen thus received the teachings of the direct transmission (nye brgyud) from
Virapa himself, as well as the sequential transmission (ring brgyud) he had pre-
viously received from Lord Zhang Génbawa.

At the end of his retreat Sachen taught “The Path and Result” for the first time.
At this time he also placed Virtupa’s treatise, The Adamantine Phrases, in writing
for the first time and wrote the first commentary on it, a brief verse summary
entitled The Abbreviated Explication of the Scripture (Gzhung bshad don bsdus ma).
During his lifetime ten large commentaries were recorded to preserve Sachen’s
explanations of The Adamantine Phrases.

The following excerpts of the biography of Sachen Kunga Nyingpo are a trans-
lation of pp. 113.1~116.1 and 118.1-126.2 of The Expansion of the Great Secret
Doctrine (Gsang chen bstan pa rgyas byed), written in the middle of the sixteenth
century C.E. by the Sakya master Jamyang Khyentse Wangchuk (Jam dbyangs
mkhyen brtse dbang phyug, 1524-1568). This historical survey of the lives of
the early masters of “The Path and Result” is one of the latest of the genre within
this tradition. It is, however, considered the most reliable of all, being based upon
a number of earlier compositions, as well as forming a record of the oral expla-
nations of Tsarchen Losel Gyantso (Tshar chen Blo gsal rgya mtsho, 1502-1567),
the main teacher of Jamyang Khyentse Wangchuk, and one of the greatest masters
of the path and result. The text translated is ’Jam dbyangs mkhyen brtse dbang
phyug, Gsung ngag rin po che lam 'bras bu dang bcas pa'i khog phub kyi mam bshad
las / gdams ngag byung tshul gyi zin bris gsang chen bstan pa rgyas byed ces bya ba
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kha'u brag rdzong pa’i bzhad pa ma nor ba ban rgan mkhyen brtse’i nyams len in
Lam ’bras slob bshad (Dehra Dun: Sakya Centre, 1983), 14:2-155.
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Sachen’s Quest for “The Path and Result”

The elders of Sakya said, “Now, since our ancestral teachings are the scriptures
and oral instructions transmitted through Lord Drokmi the Translator, you
must be able to receive them in complete depth.”

Sachen investigated where he could receive them and, upon learning that
Dralha Bar of the Khon family was both a paternal relative and an expert in
the scriptures, he went to him at Gyichu in Jang (Byang). Sachen had a dream
when receiving the preliminary section of the Hevajra initiation. He dreamed
that over a great red murky body of water said to be the sea of existence there
were three connected bridges with bridge supports made of kneaded dough.
There were many people saying, “Please take me across to the other shore.
Please take me.”

He took three people across all three bridges. He took seven people across
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wo of the bridges. He took many people across one of the bridges. Then he
rested in the sun on the slope of a mountain called Malaya.

The next morning he told the master, who teased him by saying, “With your
strength how could you take across more than three people?” but placed ex-
tremely great importance in it, and also fully bestowed the teachings.

Sachen received and mastered such teachings as the cycle of Hevajra trans-
mitted from Lord Drokmi the Translator to Salway Nyingpo of Ngari, Hevajra
in the tradition of the great adept Kahna as transmitted from Lord Go the
Translator, and Cakrasamvara as transmitted from [the Nepalese master] from
Pamting, which Gyichuwa had received from Mal the Translator.

On one occasion during that time he heard talk that Lord Khar Chungwa
was coming to preside over a teaching council at Dok Uk (Mdog dbugs). Many
of Gyichuwa’s young monks prepared to go to the show. In general the great
master Sachen did not enjoy such shows, but because of the great reputation
of Lord Khar Chungwa, he wanted to meet him in person and traveled together
with them.

Lord Khar Chungwa was seated at the head of the assembly telling a lot of
animated stories. He questioned each of Gyichuwa’s young monks, and when
he arrived in front of the great master Sachen he said, “Who are you, noble
son?”

“l am from over at Drom Puk (Grom phug),” he replied.

“One of my masters lived there,” Lord Khar Chungwa remarked, “but now
he has already passed away. I wanted to visit him but there was no chance. It
is said that one called Bari the Translator is there, but I don't have even the
slightest wish to go. What is it like there now?”

He replied, “I am the son and heir of your master.”

“Don’t tell lies, noble son. My master had no son.”

The great master was unable to say anything. When the young monks told
the story, Lord Khar Chungwa sat for a moment with his eyes squeezed shut,
and then said, “If I look at my virtuous deeds [i.e., stock of merit] and the
indications in my vital airs, I am about worn out. The saying that the living
and the dead don't meet isn’t true. The time for meeting has come.”

He took the great master onto his lap, held him to his heart and face, and
tears filled his eyes. They stayed with their cushions touching together for three
days. Lord Khar Chungwa gave Sachen a clear explanation of the internal struc-
ture and outline of “The Precious Oral Instructions.” Then he said, “This de-
crepit old man has the teachings, so come quick. If you think ‘I can take my
time,’ I will die.”

They returned to Gyichu and the great master planned to go to Khar Chung
immediately. When he had finished gathering his things into a bundle, a monk
acquaintance called Donpa Dorje O (Ston pa rdo rje 'od) said, “In general,
whatever activities a tantric practitioner does are done after asking the master.
In particular, from among this many of us monks there is no one he values
more than you. It is not right to go without asking the master for permission.”
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He replied, “I have no suitable gift, so I can't even ask.”

Dorje O gave him a full piece of silk. Sachen realized that what he had sajd
was true and asked Master Gyichuwa, who said, “Why are you going?”

“To request ‘The Precious Oral Instructions,” " he replied.

Master Gyichuwa said, “He is called Se Khar Chungwa the Smooth-Talker,
He teaches by gathering up piecemeal the teachings of my master Salway
Nyingpo of Ngari (Mnga ’ris). He has no oral instructions at all. Don’t go.” He
didn’t give permission.

Sachen thought, “In gratitude for the completion of the scriptures in the
presence of Gyichuwa, I will invite him to Sakya, hold a great teaching council,
and fulfill his wishes. Then I must go to Khar Chung.”

Just when he had finished getting the material goods ready, mainly about
three hundred loads of barley, Gyichuwa fell ill and a person arrived to sum-
mon Sachen. When he went there, Gyichuwa had already passed away, leaving
a last testament that said, “You must take ordination and maintain this estab-
lishment of the Khon family.”

He completed such things as the funeral services. When he had returned to
Sakya and prepared the things for ordination, master Nam Khaupa heard about
it and summoned him.

“What is the meaning of preparing the saffron robes?” he asked.

When Sachen told him the story he replied, “Masters are equal, but instead
of the dead face of the dead master you must look at the live face of the living
master—me. Don’t take ordination!”

Sachen did as he was told, and his sons the holy brothers (Trakpa Gyaltsen
and Sonam Tsemo) and the others appeared. So this master Nam Khaupa is
said to have been very kind to the Sakyapa. Although he didn’t take ordination,
he did occupy the monastic seat of Gyichuwa.

This great master had intended to go immediately into the presence of Se Khar
Chungwa at the completion of Gyichuwa’s teaching council, but Se Khar
Chungwa also passed away at about the same time as Gyichuwa and Sachen
was not able to receive “The Path and Result” from him. Now he examined
who was the best from whom to receive “The Precious Oral Instructions.” It
was said that the two Zhangdon brothers were the best of Se Khar Chungwa’s
disciples. Between them, the younger brother Ziji Barwa (Gzi brjid 'bar ba) was
an expert, but he had passed away. Now the elder brother called Chébar was
living.

Sachen decided to go to him and spoke to master Nam Khaupa, who said,
“What will you do?”

“I will request ‘The Precious Oral Instructions,’ " he replied.

Nam Khaupa said, “The so-called great meditator is a great liar. He doesn't
have any oral instructions at all. If you want buddhahood 1 will teach you a
method for realization and you can meditate.”

Sachen insisted, “I am certain myself,” and was released.
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He gave a coat of mail to a man called Apo Gyalpo (A po rgyal po), and both
master and servant set off. At an archery field in Ding (Ding), Lord Zhang
Gonbawa was sitting with disheveled hair, a bare chest, and wearing a goat
skin on top of his lower robe. He was performing yoga and making a lot of
haphazard talk.

The great master stopped beside a gully and asked a girl, “Where does the
one called Zhang Gonbawa Chobar live?”

She replied, “I don’t know Zhang Gonbawa. If you need Uncle Chébar, he’s
over there,” and showed him.

He said to her, “Ask him to please come here.”

When he came Sachen spread out a white robe he had and said, “Please sit
here,” but he didn’t wish to sit.

Sachen offered prostrations and Zhangdon said, “Aren’t you mistaken? You
seem like a religious man from far away. Moreover, you seem to be a follower
of the New Translations.”

“There is no mistake,” he replied and offered the coat of mail as a gift.

Zhangdon exclaimed, “Ah! Now what mistake have you made? I have noth-
ing but the food and drink I search for morning and night, so what could 1
have to loan that you would leave a coat of mail as collateral?” and became
alarmed.

“It is not a request for a loan. I am requesting ‘The Precious Oral Instruc-
tions, ” he replied.

“What are you talking about?” he asked, “Not to mention knowing ‘The
Precious Oral Instructions,” I've never even heard of them until now. I give
explanations of minor teachings, explaining some of the Great Perfection of
Tsamunti and of the Brahmin Cycle (rzdogs chen tsa munti dang bram ze’i skor).
You so-called followers of the New Translations have great suspicions about
those. Aren’t you suspicious? You should go.”

Thinking that if he still insisted it might possibly be given, Sachen said, “It
is late for that this evening. 1 wouldn't arrive anywhere. 1 request a place to
stay.”

Zhangdon replied, “1 have no house or such fit for a guest. Nor is there any
place to stay. You can go or stay. Do what you like!”

Sachen left, not wishing to give a reply.

“And take the coat of mail,” Zhangdon said.

“l don’t want to take now what 1 have already offered,” he replied.

Sachen did not take it, and Zhang did not take it either, so the coat of mail
was left lying in that dry gully. The great master thought, “With the present
behavior it could be true he doesn’t have ‘The Precious Oral Instructions.’ Since
the one called Nakrong the Translator (Nag rong lo tsa ba) is now in Jaktang
(Lcags thang), 1 will go there and make close inquiry.”

He set off to Jaktang and had gotten as far as the point where the road
branched when Donpa Dorje O, later also known as Zhang Gyabpa (Zhang
Skyabs pa), who was the father of the one called Chosay Ochok (Jo sras ‘od
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mchog), said to Lord Zhang Génbawa, “Now what? What was the purpose of
that one who asked to meet you?”

“He said he needed ‘The Precious Oral Instructions,

“And what did you tell him?” he asked.

“I said 1 didn’t know them,” Zhangdon said.

Then Dorje O said, “When we were staying in Kharchung some of Gyichu-
wa’'s young monks came. To one among them Lord Khar Chungwa said, “You
are my master’s son,” took him upon his lap, and his eyes filled with tears.
That was probably him. If it was, wouldn’t there be damage to your sacred
commitments?”

“Oh no!” exclaimed Zhangdon, “There would be. I didn’t know. Now you
run and see if it’s him or not. If it isn’t, let him go. If it is, bring him back.”

He ran off and caught up to Sachen at the point where the road branched.
He told the story and since it was him, invited him back.

Zhangdon said, “I don’t want people to be aware of our conversation. We'll
meet in private.”

He led him to a nearby ravine in Ding and then said, “Who told you I had
‘The Precious Oral Instructions’?”

Sachen replied, “I heard it from Lord Khar Chungwa.”

“Well then, why didn’t you request it from Lord Khar Chungwa himself?”
he asked.

“Without Lord Gyichuwa'’s permission I couldn’t receive it,” he replied.

Zhangdon said, “It is like the saying [in the Discourse on the Perfection of
Wisdom], ‘some demons appear as abbots and masters.’ ”

“It wasn't that,” Sachen said, “Since Lord Khar Chungwa also passed away
at the same time as Master Gyichuwa, if [ had gone at that time the teachings
of Gyichuwa would have been left incomplete, and 1 would also not have
received the oral instructions of Lord Khar Chungwa. Gyichuwa knew that.”

He replied, “I was joking. How could he have been mistaken?”

In brief, it is taught that Lord Gyichuwa knew that it was right for this great
master Sachen to be trained by Zhang Génbawa.

Then master Zhangdon said, “1 completely received the oral instructions, but
there is no text, and I have never explained them to anyone, so I must also
think about them some. And it is not proper to explain them as soon as they
are requested. The request must be made at least three times.”

He replied, “I requested yesterday and now, so that is two. If I make it three
by requesting tomorrow as I leave, would that suffice?”

Perhaps master Zhangdon felt it was necessary to be cautious because Sachen
had merely received the internal structure of “The Precious Oral Instructions”
from Lord Khar Chungwa. In any case, he replied, “Many great scholars and
lesser scholars have now been invited here for a teaching council because of
the passing away of the one called Se Don Dorchung (Se ston Rdor 'byung). It
wouldn'’t be attractive for an old practitioner also to explain the teachings at
this place where they are explaining the teachings. This fall I must also collect

N

he replied.
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some gifts for explaining the teachings to some housewives. Come in the spring
next year.”

Sachen did as he was told. He came bringing an offering of about thirteen
ounces of gold for Zhangdon, and a heavy robe for Ochok’s father in return
for his kindness. But the father had already passed away, so he gave it to Ochok
himself.

In brief, this great master fully received “The Precious Oral Instructions”
when he was twenty-seven years old. “The Precious Oral Instructions” took
four years and the [eight] Later Cycles of the Path took four years, so they
were completed in eight years.

Furthermore, this Lord Gonbawa mostly maintained a deliberate behavior
of secrecy and didn’t even act like he meditated, let alone taught the teachings,
except for a few teaching sessions for some housewives. He gave the appearance
of passing his time in ordinary activities, such as helping with the work of the
local people and collecting all human and dog wastes on the pathways between
their places, and heaping it on his own field.

In the springtime, when manure was spread, he would accept the request of
every villager who said “Uncle Chobar, come spread our manure,” no matter
how many there were.

His wife argued with him, “Are you going to do them all at once, or are you
trying to start a fight?”

It is taught that the master satisfied them by manifesting a physical presence
at each of their places. In a similar fashion, he would manifest physical pres-
ences at the same time during the digging of sod, the harvesting of crops, and
so on, but other than everyone just assuming it was him, it appears that no
one knew that he was manifesting physical presences.

From among [these kinds of events], when the oral instructions were com-
pletely finished he led Lord Sachen to the roof on the occasion of bestowing
the prophecy of attainment. He said, “In this Vajrayana the most essential thing
is just to meditate. We were two brothers, and my younger brother made great
efforts to study the explication of [Virapa's] treatise, while I meditated. From
among the two of us I had the greater understanding of the treatise. 1 didn’t
even meditate that much, but to enhance your confidence 1 will show you a
spectacle.”

He put on the goatskin cloak and went outside where there was a large
dilapidated basket. He went under it and put the goatskin cloak on top of the
basket. After a while many mountain creatures created from different jewels,
with various shapes, fur, and colors never seen before emerged from under the
basket and covered the entire region of Ding. Again they dissolved one into
the other and went under the basket.

Then again countless birds created from various jewels, with different colors
and shapes, emerged from under the basket and filled all the area of Ding. They
dissolved like before.

Then he manifested in front of the basket, in the center of rainbows and
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light in midair, the forms of [Avalokitesvara, Manjusri, and Vajrapani,| the
lords of the three spiritual races, having the nature of light. That too dissolved
like before.

Then he manifested figures of Lord Génbawa himself, indivisible form and
emptiness, which filled all the valley of Ding.

Then Lord Gonbawa himself went and sat on top of each basket. Infinite
lights of various colors radiated from the bodies, transforming all the valley
into the nature of light. Finally, they all dissolved one into the other and went
underneath that basket. He shook out the goatskin cloak, put it on, and came
inside.

He made a prophecy to Sachen: “If you make practice the essential thing,
you will realize the Great Seal (mahamudra) without discarding the body. 1f
you mainly teach, there will appear three disciples who attain the supreme
enlightenment, seven who attain [the spiritual level of] patience, and about
eighty who become endowed with realization. Do not write these oral instruc-
tions in words for eighteen years. Don’t even mention the name in conversa-
tion. Then whatever you do, whether explain them or write them in words,
you will be the owner of the doctrine.”

In general, while this Lord Sachen heard fragments of the precious oral
instructions from Gyura Agyab (Kyu ra a skyabs), Zhama Kénchok (Zhwa ma
Dkon mchog), and Drangyul Olka (Sbrang yul ol ka ba), they were not com-
plete. It is taught that the first two later became disciples of Lord Sachen.

Sachen then reviewed The Adamantine Phrases (Rdo rje tshig rkang) every
[day six or seven times], and the extensive path once every month without
break.

Previously a monk he stayed with in Gungtang (Gung thang) had resented
him and given him poison. While he had been cured when a medicine called
Zomo Tsitsi (bzo mo tsitsi) was offered to him, again when he was staying at
Drongchung (Grong chung) monastery in Yeru (G.yas ru) the residue of that
poison arose, and he fell unconscious for about twenty days.

Although the basis of the illness was later cured, he had forgotten all the
teachings as a result. He thought, “For the other instructions 1 can rely upon
my companions, books, and so forth, but in regard to ‘The Precious Oral In-
structions,’ the master is not alive, and there are no books and companions.
Even though I went to India, it would be difficult to find anyone who knows
these instructions.”

He went into retreat in the Mafjusri Cave of the East Mansion, which is
known as the Old Residence. When he made prayers, Zhang Gonbawa ap-
peared in a dream and spoke the oral instructions. Then he made intense
prayers, and Lord Gonbawa actually came and completely spoke the oral in-
structions. He also then recalled those that he had forgotten.

Again he made strong prayers and beheld the face of [Virapa,] the reverend
lord of yoga, whose body was dark red in color with the radiance of ten million
suns. His two hands made the ritual gesture of proclaiming the teachings (dhar-
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macakra mudra), and with his legs fully crossed, he covered the area of Sakya
from Baldrok ('Bal grog) to Mondrok (Mon grog), with the patch of white earth
on the mountainside serving as a backdrop.

To the right was the great adept Kahna, with his left hand resting in his lap
and blowing a horn trumpet held in his right. To the left was Gayadhara,
wrapped in the white robes of an [Indian] scholar, seated with his legs crossed
and holding a vajra and bell crossed at his heart. To the rear Kotalipa held a
parasol, and in front Vinasa was holding a skull-cup with both hands and
offering nectar. These three adepts were each dark blue in color, with hair
plaited in a topknot, and wearing a loincloth of white cotton. Sachen beheld
the faces of these five, the central figure and his entourage.

[Virapa] then appeared for a period of one month, sometimes with entourage
and sometimes alone. Sachen received the profound path for spiritual union
with the master, the common and uncommon protection of Virapa, Vidvam-
sana according to the tradition of Virupa, and seventy-two sets of tantra. In
this way, with the direct transmission he actually heard from the lord of yoga,
both transmissions were combined in Sachen.

When eighteen years had passed, the bodhisattva Aseng (A seng), who was
the son of [Sachen’s teacher] Gyura Akyab, supplicated him by saying, “You
have ‘The Precious Oral Instructions’ but you have never even mentioned it to
us. You should teach it now.”

Since the expiration of the number of years in Zhangdén’s command and
Aseng’s supplication occurred at the same time, Sachen believed that master
Zhangdon had arranged the auspicious pattern of events and taught [*The Path
and Result’] once to Aseng alone. At his supplication Sachen also composed
The Abbreviated Explication of the Scripture (Gzhung bshad don bsdus ma). 1t is
taught that this was the first of all the explications of the scripture in the
tradition of this lineage.



The Yogin Lorepa’s Retreat at Lake Namtso

Nalanda Translation Committee

The story that follows narrates events from the life of Lorepa (Lo ras pa), a thir-
teenth-century Tibetan tantric master of the Kagyu lineage. This episode from his
life is presented in The Rain of Wisdom, a collection of devotional songs and
religious poetry by Kagyu gurus. The stories about Lorepa’s life are meant to be
both inspiring and entertaining. Much of the narrative is quite serious in tone,
telling of Lorepa’s fierce efforts to meditate and practice diligently while living in
the most austere conditions in isolated retreat; but aside from this inspirational
theme, there are amusing anecdotes of the disciples and various helpers, who
attempt to emulate Lorepa’s lofty detachment and serene confidence without
much initial success.

Lorepa belongs to the Drukpa (‘brug pa), subsect of the Kagyu lineage and in
the first song that he sings, he invokes the protection of the Kagyu gurus. All of
the Kagyu lineages trace their origins in Tibet back to the lay practitioner, Marpa
the translator, but in his song Lorepa also includes the Indian gurus and the
buddhas who are considered the source of the Kagyu tradition. For the modern
devotee of the Kagyu tradition, this list of enlightened teachers would include
more than forty-five gurus, and Lorepa’s abbreviated version shows that we are
still at an early stage in the lineage’s development.

First he invokes the primordial buddhas Samantabhadra and Vajradhara, the
mystical sources of the tantras, and symbols for absolute awakened mind in itself.
Then we have in succession the Bengali mahasiddha Tilopa (see chapter 7), his
Indian disciple Naropa (see chapter 9), who in turn taught the first Tibetan, Marpa
the translator. Next in the lineage is Marpa's disciple Milarepa, the famous bard
and wild yogin ascetic, who mastered the tantric meditation practice of generating
inner heat (gtum mo) and wore only thin cotton robes (ras pa) while dwelling in
the mountain caves of Tibet and Nepal. Next in the lineage mentioned by Lorepa
is Milarepa’s disciple, the doctor Gampopa (Sgam po pa), followed by the two
founders of the Drukpa Kagyu sublineage: Lingchen Repa (Gling chen ras pa) and
his student Tsangpa Gyare (Gtsang pa rgya ras), who was Lorepa’s teacher. The
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other Kagyu lineage chants, which occur in chapter 27, are written by another
subsect, the Karma Kagyu. They are exactly like this list of gurus except that they
branch after Gampopa to form a different series of teachers and disciples, apart
from the line begun by Tsangpa Gyare.

Lorepa continued the practices of his teachers, and his life-style as a wandering
yogin and a religious poet reminds one especially of Milarepa. Lorepa first met
his guru Tsangpa Gyare when he was sixteen years old, and two years later he
abandoned his family and all worldly activities to devote himself exclusively to
his teacher. He studied intensively with the aging Tsangpa Gyare until he died,
when Lorepa was twenty-six. Following the death of his beloved teacher, Lorepa
practiced for numerous years under extremely harsh conditions, dealing con-
stantly with overwhelming physical and psychological obstacles, but ultimately
gaining great realization. The biographies of Lorepa emphasize several points in
his life story: his generosity in providing material and spiritual support for other
practitioners, the abundant ritual offerings he would regularly make, even to the
point of personal impoverishment, and the important monasteries he founded in
the later part of his life.

The story of Lorepa’s retreat translated here takes place at Lake Namtso (Gnam
mtsho), one of the three famous sites associated with Lorepa’s life as a yogin. It
is one of the largest bodies of water in Tibet, a sort of inland sea, with rocky
hermitages situated on its banks and on its islands, which provide an ideal setting
for a yogin’s solitary retreat. The opening scene describing Lorepa’s passage across
the lake contains several interesting points. We see a medieval description of a
Tibetan coracle boat, fashioned from leather pontoons by the fisherman who
promises to help Lorepa. Such vessels are still used today in Tibet as ferries, often
manufactured on the spot for the purpose of single crossings of rivers and lakes.
Their voyage across the lake on this flimsy raft is a perilous journey, for despite
their precaution of setting out on an auspicious day, they encounter rough, stormy
weather, enormous waves, and monstrous frogs, all of which terrify the poor
fisherman. The fisherman begs Lorepa to protect them from these perils by calling
upon the divine assistance of the gods or of his gurus, and Lorepa responds with
his invocation to the Kagyu lineage.

After his prayer, Lorepa’s teacher Tsangpa Gyare himself appears in the sky,
demonstrating the principle of the universality of the guru, the tantric precept
that the spiritual teacher is the source of all protection and the truly effective
refuge in the world. This visionary appearance is meant to illustrate the proper
attitude of a disciple toward his guru for those who practice tantra. That is, the
guru is taken to be the all-powerful spokesperson of the phenomenal world: ever
Present, ever active, the true cause of everything that happens to the disciple on
his or her path. In the song Lorepa sings to the vision of his guru, he uses the
crossing of the stormy lake as a metaphor for navigating the ocean of samsara,
and in evocative poetic imagery he lists six other similes for the unsatisfactoriness
of cyclic existence. Samsara is like a flaming fire, into which sentient beings are
attracted like naive moths; samsara is like a deep, dark abyss, a pitfall for blind
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and lost beings; it is like a futile mirage seen in a desert by hot and thirsty beings;
and so on. Lorepa’s supplication to Tsangpa Gyare as a guide who will protec
and deliver them to safety on the “other shore” is heard, resulting in the immediae
pacification of the storm; when they reach dry land the fisherman realizes that he
was in the presence of a master all along, and he prostrates to Lorepa and asks
for his blessing.

Upon arriving at the island in Lake Namtso, Lorepa finds a place that is perfectly
conducive to meditation practice. It is unpopulated, except for the presence of
the native deities. In the Tibetan worldview these gods and demons are the true
proprietors of the land. Specifically this is the palace or earthly headquarters, if
you will, of Dorje Kuntragma (Lady Vajra All-Renowned, Rdo rje kun grags ma),
the goddess of Lake Namtso. She is one of the twelve Tenma (bstan ma), native
deities who are guardians of Tibet. Originally the Tenma opposed the importation
of Buddhism, but through the wrathful magical power of the tantric master Pad-
masambhava and of the yogin Milarepa, they have been tamed and made protec-
tors of the dharma. So we see Dorje Kuntragma peacefully attending Lorepa’s
lectures, along with the important mountain god Nyenchen Thanglha (see chapter
24) and a host of local deities. This scene evokes the romance of being a solitary
yogin. The practitioner on retreat may suffer intense loneliness, but he or she is
never altogether alone, for there is a compensatory relationship that develops with
the deities of land and water. These subtle beings become the yogin’s true society.

In addition to teaching the local deities about the dharma, Lorepa also makes
ritual cake or torma offerings to them religiously, even though his meager pro-
visions require that they be much smaller than usual. The size of the torma of-
fering cakes Lorepa makes is supposed to be quite cute and humorous, the size
of a small rodent’s ear and pellets. Lorepa was famous for taking vows to make
particularly elaborate ceremonial offerings to the deities of the mandala and for
the benefit of beings. The twenty-fifth day is the time when a religious feast in
honor of the tantric deities must be performed. Usually this involves consecrating
a full meal and eating it with meditative enjoyment. But so poor and ascetic is
Lorepa that his main feast offering, usually a foot-high cake, is merely a bowl of
sugar water.

Yet it is clear that both he and the deities were very satisfied by the offerings,
and it is no wonder that he has befriended so many. When he decides to leave
Semo Island for another island, he encounters an angry scorpion deity who blocks
his way with her stingers. In the full version of this story, the argument with the
scorpion deity must have been a longer exchange, including an enlightening song.
Here, after singing his song about overcoming the obstacles of conceptual mind,
Lorepa naturally tames the impulsiveness of the local goddess, who promises to
serve him at his new island retreat. This incident reenacts a familiar motif in
Tibetan literature, in which the local spirits and earth guardians are tamed, civi-
lized, and converted into protectors of the dharma. We see that Lorepa deserves
indeed the honorific title given to Buddhist preachers: “a teacher of gods and

»

men.
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The narrative shifts abruptly then to the story of Lorepa’s parents going on their
pilgrimage to find their son, bringing ngdt‘mdar (Dge 'dun dar) with them as
their guide. When parents and son are joyfully reunited, Lorepa teaches them
some dharma, performs some songs and a few miracles, and then sends them off;
but he keeps Gendundar, who becomes his faithful servant during his retreat. For
this solitary retreat Lorepa moves into a cave, whose entrance is sealed by Gen-
diindar, and he remains there meditating for years on end. Ordinarily Lorepa and
Gendundar would be able to reprovision themselves each year by walking across
the ice of the lake. But this is not to be. Quite mysteriously, the lake refuses to
freeze over, winter after winter. Trapped on the island, with an ever-decreasing
supply of food, Gendundar grows increasingly concerned that they will starve to
death. Lorepa seems willing to sacrifice anything to continue his ascetic retreat,
and they are reduced to boiling their own shoes for sustenance. In the end it is
the universality of the guru in the form of a vision of Tsangpa Gyare that saves
them both.

The five wisdom dakinis who assist Lorepa at this point are female principles
of enlightenment who bring messages and secret teachings to great yogins. Here
the local deities serve the dharma and are ready to help Lorepa at the command
of his all-powerful guru. They lay down a scarf, which appears as a path of frozen
ice across the lake. Gendundar, accidentally beholding them, is harmed. It is not
unusual for the sight of these goddesses to be dangerous. Many local deities were
originally demons or gods of particular diseases. Some kill by being seen, some
through their noxious breath, some through their penetrating gaze. Others, par-
ticularly the dakinis, are messengers of tantric secrets, and the uninitiated may
not see them.

When Lorepa and Gendindar reach the shores of Lake Namtso, they are met
by three nomad herdboys. It is interesting that when these three boys see Lorepa,
each sees him in a different way. This is because the true image of the realized
guru is beyond conception, and each disciple sees him according to his propen-
sities and abilities. Amazed at their apparent ability to walk on water, the boys
prostrate and request Lorepa to teach them some dharma. The “Song of Five
Buddha Fields” sung at this point sounds as if it would be quite interesting, but
it has been deleted from this abbreviated account. In fact, throughout this version
of Lorepa's retreat we can see places in the text where the tales have been abbre-
viated or songs have been left out for the Rain of Wisdom edition. We do, however,
enjoy one last doha or tantric song of experience by Lorepa, the lovely “Song of
the Six Encouragements.” These songs urge people to practice religion diligently,
since everything (one’s mind, body, property, wealth, relatives, and children) is
Impermanent, and only the dharma will bring ultimate satisfaction.

The disciples Lorepa gains on the shore of Lake Namtso follow him north to
Uri, where he remains for six years and develops a sizable monastic community.
The last paragraph actually is very specific about what kind of practices they are
given. They become accomplished in the formless meditation known as maha-
mudra, or the “great symbol” or “great seal.” This is a meditation practice in which



204 NALANDA TRANSLATION COMMITTEE

one looks at one's mind directly, without supports or complicated techniques,
The outcome of it is that one sees the entire world as being of the nature of ming
itself. At that point, things that once seemed solid appear so no longer, but rather
seem to carry their own symbolic message. And since the entire world is seen ag
mind, it is as if the “seal of mind” has been stamped on all of reality. This practice
is based on penetrating down to the subconscious mind, the “basis” (Skt. alaya),
It is by observing the basis of mind, its own subconscious, that one can see the
phenomenal world being projected by mind. And so the text concludes that his
disciples “became realized, establishing confidence in the wisdom of the basis”

The translation below (with some corrections here) appears in The Rain of Wisdom,
trans. Nalanda Translation Committee under the direction of Chégyam Trungpa
(Boulder: Shambhala, 1980), pp. 246-55. It is based upon a text compiled by
Mikyé Dorje in 1542, the abbreviated title of which is Bka’ brgyud mgur mtsho
(The Ocean of the Songs of the Kagyiis).

Further Reading

The Rain of Wisdom, translated by the Nalanda Translation Committee (Boulder:
Shambhala, 1980).

Jetsiin Lorepa’s Retreat at Lake Namtso

Carrying a pair of shoulder bags full of roasted barley flour, Jetsun Lorepa
journeyed to the great lake of Namtso in the north, which surrounds the island
of Semo. The ice on the lake had melted, and so he had to stay on the shore
where many fishermen were living nearby. Although he had made a strong
resolution to practice on the island, since the ice had melted, there was no way
to get to the island. So he supplicated the guru and wept.

One of the fisherboys said, “Young monk, why are you weeping?”

Lorepa replied, “1 made a vow to meditate on that island, but since the ice
has melted, my practice is hindered; therefore, I am sad.”

The fisherboy exclaimed, “How wonderful that you have such faith! 1 will
ferry you to the island.”

But the boy’s father said, “This lake is brackish. There is no water to sustain
you during your ascetic practices, and if the lake does not freeze, your two
years of provisions will not be enough. There is no history of anyone living
there except glorious Galo and the Master Padmaikara. This boy is my only son
and I dare not send him. I know this lake better and I am stronger than my
son. Since you have such great faith, I will take you now, but we both might
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die. Even so, I have committed evil by killing many fish, and you might liberate
m?hey tied three pieces of wood together as a base, and underneath they
attached three inflated leather bags. On top of that, they made a latticework of
rope and sticks. Then they put the two full bags of roasted barley flour on the
raft. The fisherman sat on one side, and the lord of dharma [Lorepa] sat on
the other. On the eleventh day, as the stars came out, they launched their raft.
At midnight the lake roared and crashed about, making a great tumult. The
waves of the lake rose to the height of a man. Lightning flashed in the sky, and
a great hailstorm came down. Frogs as big as goat-kids leapt onto the raft.

The boatman became extremely frightened and said, “It is unfortunate that
you want to meditate on the island; both of us are going to die. Don’t you have
someone like the Kagyu gurus to supplicate? Can’t you give a command to the
local deities?”

With intense yearning and longing, Lorepa made a supplication to the Kagyu
gurus, asking for help. He sang this secret song:

Dharma body Samantabhadra and consort, inseparable from guru
Vajradhara,

Your emanation, guru Tilo, protector of beings,

Guru Naropa, free of fa