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Preface

From where did the snow lion come?

It came forth from the glaciers of Tsari.
It brings joy to the world just by coming
To show off its turquoise mane.

Seng ge ga nas phebs pa//tsa 1i’i gangs nas phebs byung//
‘dzam gling g.yu ral ngom par// phebs pa tsam gyis dga’ byung.

roud white snow lions with turquoise manes are mythical beasts

believed to dwell on the great snowy ranges of Tibet. The snow
lion and the mountain are also the contemporary emblems used by exiled Tibetans
to represent themselves to the world as an independent people. Snow lion is a poetic
epithet, as well, for Tibet’s most well-known type of religious practitioners and
saints—the hermits and yogins who meditate in solitary caves and retreats in areas
of high mountain wilderness. The subject of this book, the Tibetan district of Tsari
and its sacred snow-covered peak, Pure Crystal Mountain, is one such abode of snow
lions, of both the mythical and the human kind. This remote part of southeast Tibet
has long been a place of symbolic and ritual significance for Tibetan peoples. It has
served as a center for Tantric meditation and yoga, a site of mountain deity worship,
and, not least, as one of Tibet's outstanding natural venues for popular pilgrimage.

This work provides the first comprehensive account of Tibetan life at Tsari, the
cult of its Pure Crystal Mountain, and both the esoteric and popular traditions of
ritual there. It is my primary aim to present a very detailed and multifaceted study
of a major Tibetan pilgrimage tradition, which has not been done before. In addition
to this documentation, I have tried to contribute to our knowledge of the construc-
tion and meaning of certain Tibetan cultural categories of space, place, and person
and the practice of ritual and organization of traditional society in relation to them.
I have written with the intent of presenting this material to a wider readership than
the specialized field of Tibetan studies and have thus adopted conventions appro-
priate to that aim.

This study takes the form of an ethnohistorical reconstruction that makes extensive
use of Tibetan oral and written sources. While devoting attention throughout to a
longer historical perspective, my main focus is the period of the 1940s and 1950s,
ending at 1959, the year during which one of the most crucial events in modern
Tibetan history took place—the Lhasa uprising against Chinese occupation and the
ensuing Tibetan diaspora into South Asia and further afield. All Tibetan life has
changed dramatically since then. I selected this particular period for two main rea-
sons. First, I wished to thoroughly document Tibetan social patterns and cultural
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traditions at Tsari, which largely disappeared after 1959, while it was still possible
to do so with informants possessing firsthand knowledge and experience of condi-
tions there. Second, the revival of the site and revitalization of its ritual traditions
that has recently begun to take place, following a ban of over two decades on all
religious activity in the area, deserves to be the subject of a separate book-length
study, which I have already begun.

Although in most of its content this work covers completely new ground, I must
stress that it represents only a preliminary study at best. In particular, further careful
historical work with Tibetan sources will no doubt yield further insights into many
details of the complex mountain cult I have attempted to describe. Further research
access to materials from the government archives of the premodern Central Tibetan
polity, now in collections administered by the People’s Republic of China, may also
reveal more details about the nature of state involvements and interests in this cult.

The general terms "‘Tibet”” and “"Tibetan’’ used throughout this book mean many
things to different people. They are problematic for two main reasons. First, they
evoke the existence of stable or unitary social and geopolitical entities that readily
gloss over an enormous actual complexity and fluidity both past and present. Second,
they are also contested in various contemporary discourses. Herein I intend the use
of “Tibet” in a broad ethnographic sense, as the general area throughout which are
found populations sharing a manifestly high degree of linguistic similarity, cultural
and social patterns, and historical experience, that is, the “Tibetans.” Tsering Shakya
(1993) has rightly pointed out that there is in fact no indigenous term that includes
all the populations often denoted by the use of the word ‘‘Tibetan'’ in Western
literature; discussions of the utility and justification of broad ethnographic definitions
of Tibet can be found in the work of Melvyn Goldstein (1994), Hugh Richardson
(1984), and Geoffrey Samuel (1993). The site and local population under study in
this work were part of the premodern Central Tibetan polity, based on Lhasa. How-
ever, I specifically choose to employ a very broad definition because the ritual users
of Pure Crystal Mountain, who regularly far outnumbered the local inhabitants, came
from areas throughout the higher altitude Himalayan zone, including parts of pres-
ent-day Bhutan, India, Nepal, and areas currently administered by the People’s Re-
public of China encompassing the central and western Tibetan plateau and the eastern
sections of it generally referred to as Kham and Amdo. Some of the actual complexity
of premodern “Tibetan'" identities will be considered in the course of this study.

Between 1987 and 1995 my Tibetan informants in India, Nepal, central Tibet,
and Switzerland provided the bulk of the material on which this book is based, with
additional help from others living in Bhutan. The data was collected in the form of
extended interviews (conducted variously in Tibetan, English, or in a few cases in
Chinese using a translator), hand-drawn maps, songs and oral ritual texts, and so
on. My informants also supplied me with important written sources and access to
iconographic representations, photographs, videotapes, and other materials. Due to
publication restrictions on manuscript length, and also due to the problems of con-
verting tape-recorded colloquial interviews with many dialect words and expressions
into accurate written texts, I have supplied Tibetan text in my notes only for un-
published oral sources where written versions were also provided by my informants.
These are primarily song texts. Concerning the Tibetan literary sources referred to



Preface X

and translated throughout this book, in all but a very few cases interested specialists
will be able to consult the published originals in major libraries and archives with
well-stocked Tibetan collections.

Often ethnohistorical research relies as much on insights gained from field work
experiences as it does on interviews, textual scholarship, and archival work. My own
participation in and observation of a wide variety of contemporary popular pilgrim-
ages undertaken by Tibetans and Tibetan-speaking peoples at many sites during the
last fifteen years was of great value in interpreting and elaborating much of the data
relating to concepts and ritual practices discussed in this work. For the record, these
sites include ones in central and western Tibet (Ganden, Samyé, the greater Lhasa
area, the Yarlung valley, Namtso, Dzamling Chisang Kora at Tashi Lhunpo, and to
the Panchen Lama in Shigatse, Tsibri, and Labchi), Southern Amdo (Shadur and Shar
Dungri), Nepal (Solu-Khumbu, Kathmandu valley, and Chumig Gyatsa), Bhutan
(Paro Tagtsang and Chumphu), and North India (Bodh Gaya, Sarnarth, and to the
Dalai Lama in MacLeod Ganj).

On occasions throughout the main text and notes where a specific oral source is
indicated, either the initials of the informant given in parentless after their names
are used (see also the acknowledgments) or one of the following pseudonyms is
supplied: ““Apha,” a male layperson aged 84; “‘Dorje,”’ a male cleric in his early
fifties; “‘Drolma,”” a female layperson in her late sixties; ‘‘Nawang,” a male cleric
aged 35; “Ngodrup,” a male layperson aged $9; “‘Pema,”” a male cleric aged 56;
"“Tashi,” a female layperson in her early forties. I know that some of my informants
will not agree with various interpretations of the data that I have tended, and I take
full responsibility for the presentation of the material, along with any errors that
may remain.

Charlottesville, Virginia T. H.
May 1997
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Note on Tibetan Words

t is difficult in many cases for nonspecialists to pronounce Tibetan

words rendered in transcription according to their proper spellings.
For example, the term for “‘meditation place’ is spelled sgrub gnas but pronounced
something like drupné in many dialects. In the absence of any standard or widely
accepted system for representing Tibetan pronounciation, I have used my own sim-
ple phonetic equivalents for Tibetan words throughout the main body of the text
and notes. The pronunciation generally follows that of Central Tibetan dialects, al-
though it is not entirely consistent with any one area. Correct written forms of
Tibetan words, using the common Wylie (1959) system of romanization, are given
for each phonetic equivalent in the Tibetan word list at the end of the book. Not
all spellings are regular or found in lexicons, as some words, mainly in place names,
are known only from oral sources and local spellings. Cited portions of Tibetan text
in the notes are written according to the Wylie system. Sanskrit, Chinese, and Jap-
anese names and terms are romanized according to the standard systems.
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Introduction

n 1812 a Tibetan yogin named Shabkar sang his reflections upon a

grueling mountain pilgrimage procession he had just performed and
the vicissitudes of life in cyclic existence according to the Tibetan Buddhist world-
view:

When progressing with difficult passage on the

Narrow paths, rivers, and bridges of the Land of Savages,

It occurred to me that it must be like this

When treading the perilous paths leading between one’s death and rebirth.

When [ saw the cheerful progress

Of all those who were able-bodied and well equipped,

It occurred to me that it must be like this

When going to the next life possessing the Buddha's teachings.

When I saw the painful progress

Of all those who were feeble and ill-equipped,

It occurred to me that it must be like this

When going to the next life without the Buddha'’s teachings.

When [ saw the progress of those

Leaving their ailing friends behind,

It occurred to me this is just what one means
When talking of friends who lack a sense of shame.

When [ saw the progress of those

Carrying their ailing friends upon their backs,

It occurred to me this is just what one means

When talking of friends who have a keen sense of shame.

When I saw some giving food and supporting
Those bereft of everything,

It occurred to me that this is just what one means
By those one talks of as aspiring to Buddhahood.

3



When [ saw many pilgrims

Dying of starvation and illness,

It occurred to me that they

Had truly given their bodies and lives for Buddhist religion.

When I saw pilgrims by the tens of thousands

Parting to go their separate ways,

It occurred to me that this is just what one means
When talking of the impermanence of all phenomena.'

Shabkar’s poignant metaphorical song captured the intense human experience of
ritual journeys around one of Tibet’s most venerated natural holy places—the Pure
Crystal Mountain of Tsari. His words remained a valid characterization of a major
Tibetan pilgrimage tradition as long as it was vital, until 1959. Like all phenomena,
rituals too are impermanent, and the great Tsari pilgrimages now survive only in a
much-reduced and modified form under present-day Chinese administration. But
before traditional Tibet's brutal encounter with the forces of modernity, Tibetan-
speaking peoples—ordinary men and women—regularly gathered in tens of
thousands around this remote and wild mountain to undertake pilgrimages they
knew would be fraught with hardships and even great personal dangers. The story
of their visits to the holy place of Tsari and the cult of Pure Crystal Mountain that
inspired them are the subject of this book.

The high snow peak named Pure Crystal Mountain, or Dakpa Sheri in Tibetan, the
sought-after goal of pilgrims, is located in the remote Himalayan border district of
Tsari, in southeastern Tibet (see figure 1.1). According to many Tibetans, it is consid-
ered not only one of the most important sites at which to perform pilgrimage during
one’s life but also the most challenging and dangerous of all Tibet's numerous holy
places. While visiting it, the ordinary pilgrim had to contend with a rugged and often
harsh environment of high mountains and deep ravines, as well as hostile tribal peo-
ples with a penchant for ambush in the dense local forests to the south using lethal poi-
son-tipped arrows. Ritual itineraries of the mountain, made on the basis of a complex
set of beliefs about it, were and still are undertakings that require a significant invest-
ment of time, stamina, and—not least of all—faith and courage. The various pilgrim-
age circuits around the mountain enjoyed the patronage of a wide range of Tibetan and
neighboring Tibetan-speaking peoples until 1959. Some events regularly staged at
Pure Crystal Mountain attracted over twenty thousand pilgrims at a time (a number
equivalent to the entire population of premodern Lhasa city), making them by far the
most popular ritual of mountain worship in Tibet as well as, it would appear, the larg-
est Buddhist processions staged throughout the high Himalayan zone. The mountain
was a cult place of leading Tibetan protective deities, and thus attracted the attention of
both the state and the laity. It was famous as a region where powerful alchemical and
medicinal herbs and substances employed in ritual could be obtained. In addition, the
sacred peak has long been regarded and used by an élite group of Tantric Buddhist yog-
ins as a site par excellence for the performance of specialized forms of yoga and med-
itation relating to the powerful deities believed to dwell there. And besides being a
holy sanctuary, the mountain was also the common and at times contested territory for
the domestic life of a mixed group of borderland peoples.
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Figure |.l. Location of Tsari and the principal Tibetan néri mountains.

In contrast to other important Tibetan cult mountains of its kind, the Tsari area
maintained a sizable settled population, comprising both upland Tibetans to the
north and Tibeto-Burman-speaking highland tribal groups from the upper Subansiri
River basin of present-day Arunachal Pradesh to the south. Prior to 1959, life at
Tsari was not like that found in other better known parts of Tibet. Although the
area was apparently fertile, with good rainfall and excellent game habitat, all culti-
vation and hunting was forbidden around the mountain; thus its environs formed
something akin to a traditional Tibetan “national park’ or nature preserve. Apart
from the practice of small-scale pastoralism, there existed virtually no other food
production. The local Tibetan inhabitants, the Tsariwa (“'Ones from Tsari’') lived in
a fairly sophisticated rural economy combining harvesting of natural products, craft
work, trading, begging, and, in particular, some specialized forms of service labor
relating to the popular pilgrimages performed there. Considered together, Pure Crys-
tal Mountain, its cult, and its transient ritual and settled domestic populations con-
stitute the complex unit for investigation herein.

Outline of the Book

The specific purpose of my study is to document and analyze the set of represen-
tations, ritual practices, and peoples centered around this important Tibetan holy
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mountain. I will also be concerned throughout with two further general frames of
inquiry: first, that of investigating a fundamental relationship between forms of high
and popular religion in premodern Tibetan society; second, that of appreciating the
social and cultural features of large-scale Tibetan pilgrimages and one common type
of site around which they focus. By “high” and “popular’ religion here I refer,
respectively, to an exclusive and esoteric system of Tantric or Vajrayana Buddhist
ritual and cult and the widespread and, in contrast, “‘public’’ practices of pilgrimage
and mountain worship. These very different types of religious expression were com-
bined in particular ways in Tibet into a syncretic cult of sacred mountain sites known
as the néri or “‘mountain abodes.’’ Such a development epitomizes the type of broad
cultural transformations that occurred in Tibetan society following the systematized
introduction of certain forms of late Indian Buddhism onto the high plateau. Pil-
grimages to the néri mountains became an extremely popular and enduring feature
of Tibetan religious life, having ongoing implications for social structures and pro-
cesses. One of the defining features of pilgrimage as a social practice is that it requires
travel to holy places remote from the pilgrim’s home or natal place. Thus in recent
centuries this particular form of Tibetan ritual and some of its premier events and
sites maintained a social significance that far exceeded the limited horizons of specific
localities and the parochial concerns of individual communities. Precisely for this
reason, the cult of Pure Crystal Mountain at Tsari is worthy of detailed investigation.

The content of this book falls into four interrelated thematic parts. Part I concerns
perspectives on Tibetan pilgrimages, the cult of sacred mountains in Tibet, and their
study (chapters 1-3). Part II presents various Tibetan representations of Pure Crystal
Mountain (chapters 4—5). Part III describes major Tibetan Buddhist ritual institutions
at the mountain (chapters 6-9). Finally, Part IV deals with local identity, cult main-
tenance, and social organization (chapters 10-11). In chapter 2 pilgrimage is con-
sidered as a specific form of ritual practice in Tibetan society. Such pilgrimage is
much more broadly considered as a cultural and social phenomena in chapter 3,
where 1 review the origins, development, and characteristics of the néri class of cult
mountains, of which Pure Crystal Mountain is a premier example. Such mountains
served as the most important type of natural pilgrimage places in Tibet over the last
three or four centuries.

In chapters 4 and 5 I discuss the principal Tibetan representations associated with
Pure Crystal Mountain and its environs. A creation narrative and different Tantric
visionary interpretations of the site are analyzed in chapter 4 to show how systems
of spatial classification of the landscape and perceptions of the local environment are
derived from them. Chapter S introduces two important types of ritual literature,
both “‘narrative maps,”” which are discussed in terms of how Tibetans construct their
historical consciousness of the area as ritual users; the ways in which they interpret
and navigate its landscape during pilgrimages; and how the site’s powers are tra-
ditionally presented.

In chapters 6 through 9, I give accounts and analysis of the three main types of
ritual institutions that existed at the site up to the 1950s and attracted the partici-
pation of practitioners from outside the region. These include Tantric meditation
and yoga (chapter 6), a cycle of popular annual pilgrimages (chapter 7), and large
twelve-yearly processions and tribute ceremonies (chapters 8 and 9). The presen-
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tation of these different institutions follows the order of their establishment around
the mountain, which in part accounts for their characteristics and successive devel-
opment.

In chapter 10 I consider specific local and annual cycles of ritual that mainly relate
to the identity of the Tibetan communities inhabiting the environs of Tsari and their
role in maintaining the cult of the mountain. Chapter 11 is concerned with the social
organization and livelihood of the Tsari peoples, and how these related to the moun-
tain’s cult and the existence of popular pilgrimages there.

The Study of Tibetan Pilgrimage

While I was developing this research, it became clear that the existing scholarship
on the topic of Tibetan pilgrimages and their sites was limited in some fundamental
respects. It provided no adequate point of departure for appreciating a major pil-
grimage tradition and cult place, such as Pure Crystal Mountain, from a Tibetan
point of view. Nor did it suggest any explicit theoretical frameworks within which,
or against which, to discuss the materials I will present here.

Various overviews and remarks on Tibetan and Tibetan Buddhist pilgrimage have
been produced, along with ethnographies, historical studies, and translations and
analyses of guidebooks and ritual manuals.? Research interest in pilgrimage rituals
and their sites has also grown rapidly within the last few years.* Much of this research
is of great interest and value, being the result of decades of careful scholarship. Much
of it has, however, followed three distinct trends that work together to narrow rather
than broaden one’s perspectives on the topic. Briefly, these trends are first, a tendency
to place too much explanatory emphasis on Buddhist doctrines and models rather
than viewing pilgrimage in terms of an overall Tibetan worldview, a complex syn-
cretistic religious history, and the observable characteristics of its practice; second,
an approach to the topic through many small-scale traditions and localized events.
This approach has left the major Tibetan sites and events and their very popular
traditions of mass ritual journeys—to the holy city of Lhasa; around sacred moun-
tains like Tise (Mount Kailash), Tsari, and Kawa Karpo; to ceremonies such as the
Drigung Phowa Chenmo or the Dukhor Wangchen (pre- and post-1959), and to
the Dalai Lama and Panchen Lama, for instance—largely unstudied in any detailed
and critical manner, in spite of the availability of materials and access; third, a failure
to produce either a convincing synthesis of the wealth of available empirical data or
any consideration of the theoretical issues, debates, and comparative perspectives
common in other pilgrimage studies. All future research will have to work against
these trends if any significant advances in our understanding of this particularly rich
aspect of Tibetan social and cultural life are to develop.* One of the aims of this
study is to begin, in a modest way, to shift the direction and style of research into
Tibetan pilgrimages and their sites.

The rising scholarly interest in the topic of Tibetan pilgrimage has occurred in
the wake of a more general elevation of pilgrimage studies in different branches of
the social sciences. In this wider frame, the stimulus given by Victor Turner’s work
on pilgrimage and ritual theory within cultural anthropology has been of seminal
importance.® Turner suggested that by their very nature as journeys to distant and
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powerful sites, pilgrimages as collective rituals tend to enjoin a temporary suspension
of regular social status and hierarchy, thus bringing about a state of free and equal
affiliation between pilgrims not possible within the structure of the everyday social
world. Moreover, attaining this experience is one of the main driving forces behind
the pilgrim’s ritual undertaking. Since Turner’s well-known and humanistic appeal
to universal categories—such as “‘communitas’’ and “‘structure/antistructure’’—op-
erative during pilgrimage, most major studies of pilgrimage have positioned them-
selves in relation to his model, challenged it theoretically or tested it in the field,
and found it wanting.*

As a ‘‘post-Turnerian,”’ I too have found little to support his general thesis in
relation to Tibetan pilgrimages, in both this ethnohistorical study of Tsari and in
fieldwork at various Tibetan Buddhist sites in northern Nepal, Bhutan, and Tibet.
Pure Crystal Mountain of Tsari, a powerful yet peripheral site attracting the ritual
attention of a whole spectrum of pilgrims, is quite typical of that suggested in
Turner's model. The material on its pilgrimages presented throughout this book
shows that, on the one hand, there were possibilities for a more egalitarian ethic to
prevail, or for certain types of horizontal (as opposed to hierarchal) relations to
develop. On the other hand, many of the annual pilgrimages and mass processions
around the mountain clearly worked to maintain the status quo of social order, even
at times to graphically reiterate and reinforce a whole range of established identities,
hierarchies, and social boundaries. These pilgrimages at Tsari also appear to be re-
lated to the naturalization of social inequalities and asymmetries in various ways, as
well as the legitimation of a particular hegemonic order within a specific historical
and cultural context.

But beyond such perspectives, the study of the Tsari pilgrimages and the cult of
the mountain itself also provide examples of resistance, conflict, and a range of
competing discourses circulating among all those who gathered around the site and
engaged in its worship. It appears that identities were actively negotiated and sym-
bolic resources continually appropriated during the rituals. As Eberhard Berg recently
pointed out in a review of Himalayan pilgrimages, these and other similar Tibetan
pilgrimages might better be seen as “‘both ‘functionally integrative’ and ‘structurally
disintegrative’. In real life the pilgrimage process can constitute an arena for the
staging and playing out of conflicts, and also a context in which those conflicts—
at least temporarily—can be dissolved.”’’ Exactly how this might be the case in one
major tradition of Tibetan pilgrimage is the subject of the later chapters of this book.

The ethnohistorical material presented herein, on the traditional cult life of one
of the most important Tibetan pilgrimage places of the mid-twentieth century, can
be seen to have many continuities with and parallels to contemporary Tibetan con-
texts, experiences, and events. It was, after all, a time within living memory. I must
stress here, however, that much of what happened at Tsari in the 1950s can not be
too easily projected onto the ritual life of the present day. While contemporary
Tibetans still exhibit a great interest in performing pilgrimages, as they did in times
past, the context of their ritual activities has been rapidly and radically transformed
since the Chinese occupation of 1959 and the ensuing flow of Tibetan refugees into
South Asia. It has now become apparent that since 1959 two quite different although
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related Tibetan societies, one in South Asian exile and the other under Chinese ad-
ministration, have begun to emerge as a result.

Furthermore, the post-1959 context of Tibetan religious life has witnessed a num-
ber of distinctive trends, including: the linking of Tibetan Buddhism in different
ways with secular modernity in the changing contexts of both the exile community
and the policies and practices of the Chinese state; attempts to formulate a new
national identity on the basis of a former religious one; the extensive missionary
activities of Tibetan religious sects and lamas and their interaction with a global
audience; the reification of varieties of ““Tibetan culture’ and its traditional sites as
objects of consumption in a global market economy (e.g., Chinese-controlled inter-
national tourism and Tibetan exiles’ fund raising) and as vehicles, venues, and media
for self-conscious political expression and contestation. During this period all Ti-
betans as pilgrims have increasingly had to share and compete for the same pilgrim-
age sites with other ethnic, religious, and secular groups whom they rarely, if ever,
had contact with only three or four decades ago. Under these changing circumstances
one would expect the emergence of a greater diversity of discourses and of com-
peting interpretations and identities, the invention of traditions, a shifting of geo-
graphical focus for ritual activity, and so on, in relation to the pilgrimage process.
Attention to such developments must be a central concern of all research on con-
temporary Tibetan pilgrimage.

While the foregoing comments apply to the comparison of specific social contexts
over time, there exists nevertheless a set of conceptions and ritual practices charac-
teristic of Tibetan pilgrimage that are durable and of long standing. They appear to
hold true as much for contemporary pilgrimages by the majority of Tibetans as they
did for the known traditions of fifty years or even several centuries ago. Such con-
ceptions and practices are worthy of an extended treatment here, as it has not been
attempted before and as they inform a great deal of the ritual to be described
throughout the rest of the book. The review of them that follows in chapter 2 is
based on a wide reading of indigenous sources, my own fieldwork observations,
and the published scholarly accounts.
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Tibetan Pilgrimage

Concepts and Practice

Approaching Tibetan Ritual

The practice of pilgrimage by Tibetans has to be viewed as a part of the whole field
of their ritual life and the worldview that informs the actions that constitute it. Both
historical records and contemporary observations reveal an extraordinarily rich range
of Tibetan practices that can be classed as ‘‘rituals’’ or ‘“‘rites’”’ of one form or an-
other.! Research on Tibetan ritual has to recognize this great diversity and the fact
that Tibetan religious life has long been characterized by a high degree of syncretism,
with processes of mutual assimilation and influence resulting in a complex historical
and social field.

Earlier scholarship tended to divide the material on ritual into that which was
either manifestly Buddhist or Bon—the two dominant, textually mediated, historical
religious systems in the region—or belonging to the so-called folk religion or local
tradition. Another division stressed was that between the monastic cult and lay prac-
tices. Appeals were often made to various canonical, polemical, and universal dis-
tinctions in so doing. The more recent trend has been to cut across these familiar
categories by, for example, analyzing the variety of terminology that Tibetans them-
selves have used, isolating the underlying logics or structures apparent in a single,
complex cult apparatus, or distinguishing a set of important orientations that are
articulated within a shared (albeit complex) cosmology and system of values.? Taken
together, such recent approaches begin to demonstrate that although Tibetan ritual
life may be highly multiplistic, it is governed by a common and long-circulating
pool of symbols, categories, metaphors, strategies, and goals. Ethnography has
shown that Tibetan practitioners themselves draw from this pool largely according to
context and are not apt to isolate or abstract its features, as these are implicit aspects
of a general worldview. It is here that the productive ground is to be found for
understanding how Tibetans attach meaning to the ritual actions they perform. While
it is useful to classify, and imprrtant to recognize where certain ideas, beliefs, and
practices may have originated in time and space, an equally important question is:
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What is assumed to make any particular ritual activity worthy of performance ac-
cording to its specific method; in what terms is it considered to operate and be
efficacious by the participants themselves?

Turning to the bulk of ethnographic and historical studies, one finds a more or
less universally accepted system of underlying ideas in Tibetan culture that both
justify ritual behavior and explain its effects. For Tibetans the meaning of ritual
practice is constructed in terms of an extensive set of beliefs about the world and
about the person as a psychophysical and moral entity, as well as the powers, vital
forces, and laws that animate, sustain, are embodied in, and determine them. The
Tibetan vocabulary of ritual's operation and efficacy more commonly invoked
in oral explanations and written texts includes notions such as “action’” or “‘kar-
ma’’ (l¢), ‘‘auspiciousness/good luck’" (tashi), “‘causal connections’" (tendrel), “‘defile-
ment/pollution” (drib), ‘‘good fortune’ (lungta), “‘honor’ (uphang), “life-energy”
(sog), ‘“‘longevity’’ (se), ‘‘merit’’ (sonam), ‘‘personal power'' (wangtang), “‘purity”’
(dakpa), ‘‘sacred power/energy’’ (chinlab), ‘‘sin/transgression’’ (dik), “‘soul/vitality
principle” (la), and so on. For the most part, these forces, powers and properties
are assurmned to be contingent, embodied, and contagious, or related in some way
to the activity or disposition of nonhuman beings. Nonetheless, they each have their
own discrete range of meanings and usages subject to both social location of inter-
preters and historical and regional variation. Despite the fact that they originally
derive from various distinct cosmologies (Indic, ancient Tibetan, and probably Chi-
nese, among others) that sometimes stand in contradiction (e.g., classical Buddhism
does not admit the notion of a *‘soul’’), in Tibetan religious life they are not treated
as being mutually exclusive. Different ideas and principles have been theologically
accommodated by the élite, while in popular expression they can at times be freely
compounded, interchanged, and elaborated in relation to one another, even when
there is an explicit knowledge of the possible divergences between them.

Similarly, empirical studies also reveal a common set of themes, often expressed
in the narratives that accompany rituals, that explain and justify ritual practice. These
include, in particular, certain “‘models’ (p¢) of concern with: defilement and puri-
fication; illness and healing; influencing the course and processes of physical life,
death, and future life (e.g., rebirth and final liberation from it); gaining efficacy in
the phenomenal world or powers to influence its operation; the extension of per-
ception beyond the mundane limits of space and time; the coercion and conversion
or destruction of that which is perceived as an obstruction or a threat; and main-
taining advantageous contacts and identifications with nonhuman forces in both the
local and universal cosmos. These themes and the forces believed to be attendant on
the ritual activity they enjoin are what gives meaning to and coordinates the appli-
cation of the huge array of difterent practices in circulation in Tibetan religious life.
They also frequently become compounded such that a ritual tradition can not be
understood in terms of a discrete liturgy. Especially in the case of popular cults, one
is often witnessing not one ritual but a complex combination or ensemble of dif-
ferent ones accommodated by tradition. This is certainly the case with Tibetan forms
of pilgrimage.
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Almost all Tibetans undertake pilgrimages at some time during their lives. Yet these
popular ritual journeys are in no way an obligatory aspect of either Tibetan-style
Buddhism or the Bon religion. In addition to their high frequency and wide distri-
bution, pilgrimage rituals in Tibet can also be thought of as being “popular’ in
other senses. For instance, they lack a fixed canonical status and even in many cases
any textual expression whatsoever, while their performance does not require the
presence or participation of any type of officiant or priest. Like many examples of
Tibetan popular ritual, they are in fact often combinations of different acts and rites.
Their possible constituent practices are of great variety, as are the specific sites,
objects, and persons around which they focus and the range of motivations and
circumstances that inspire and contextualize them. As such, Tibetan pilgrimages can
encompass mundane material concerns, complex social agendas, and both proximate
and ultimate soteriological orientations and goals. Thus, as a general class of ritual
activity they are not amenable to either simple description and analysis or rigid
classification.

Orthodox Representations

As noted in chapter |, much of the general literature on Tibetan pilgrimage has
tended to discuss it in terms of Indic Buddhist origins and doctrines and Sanskrit
terminology, particularly classical metaphysical imperatives involving the well-
known concepts of karma and merit (punya). The classical ideal is that such ritual
journeys result in the accumulation of merit—which in turn leads to future rebirth
of the person on higher levels of cyclic existence (samsira)—and also function as a
necessary preparatory stage toward ultimate liberation (nirvina).* On the one hand,
there are certain good reasons for this tendency. There is no convincing evidence in
the earliest records of Tibetan culture, such as epigraphic texts and the Dunhuang
manuscripts, to suggest that any ancient ritual form resembling pilgrimage as we
know it existed before the systematic introduction of Indian Buddhism. Furthermore,
many Tibetans themselves tend to explain what they do as pilgrims in these same
doctrinal terms. On the other hand, the tendency to interpret pilgrimages (and other
aspects of Tibetan life) too exclusively in this way has also been reinforced by
pervasive Buddhist religious orthodoxy, the historical dominance of textually focused
Indological and Buddhological approaches in Tibetan studies, and a lack of access
for field studies—many scholars only very recently began to visit the sites and ob-
serve and perform the rituals they were writing about.

I have hardly met a Tibetan pilgrim who did not mention ‘‘merit accumulation”
(sonamki tsog in Tibetan) as a reason for performing a ritual journey. While there is
no doubt about such motivations or their sincerity, the explicit use of Buddhist
language in relation to pilgrimage is often little more than a superficial (and socially
acceptable) gloss over other complex assumptions, and bears no immediately obvi-
ous relationship to observed practices.® Approaches to pilgrimage via Buddhist for-
mulations hardly do justice to the richness of the Tibetan traditions, and result in
both implicit Tibetan understandings of the world and the embodied experience of
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pilgrims being largely overlooked, as well as in neglect of their social significations.
Perhaps a better approach to pilgrimage as a distinctive class of Tibetan ritual is, as
suggested earlier, one that focuses on the common concepts and vocabulary of ef-
ficacy that pilgrims associate with their own ritual acts and objects and that also
imply a set of assumed categories and qualities of place and/or space, substance,
and person and their complex articulation during ritual ¢

Relations between Persons and Places

The common Tibetan expressions for the ritual activity that the English word “pil-
grimage’ describes are nékor and néjel. They can be translated respectively as “‘going
around (kor) a n¢’’ and ‘‘meeting a né.”’ I will discuss the meaning of né shortly. The
idea of circumambulation (korwa) conveyed here is related to that of pradaksind (lit-
erally, “‘moving clockwise’”) as prescribed for Buddhist pilgrimage in classical San-
skrit sources. However, the explicit Tibetan notions of né and jel are missing from
the classical term, and although the cliché about ritual circumambulation in Tibetan
religions is “‘clockwise for Buddhists, counterclockwise for Bénpo,’ in practice at
important and popular sites this is not necessarily the case. For instance, at the
pilgrimage mountains of Shar Dungri in Amdo or Kongpo Bonri in southern central
Tibet, Buddhists circumambulate counterclockwise, while at Pure Crystal Mountain
of Tsari Bonpo circurnambulate clockwise, and all women do half a circuit in each
direction. In addition, circumambulation direction can be a flexible symbolic indi-
cator that is employed for identity manipulation in Tibetan ritual and in the consti-
tution of essential identity distinctions in other cultural contexts.” Circumambulation
of a holy site, object, or person is the act that generates merit for the pilgrim. In
common with ideas of merit accumulation in other ritual contexts, Tibetans believe
that one can redirect the merits of pilgrimage to other persons who do not take part
directly. This is the basis for the practice of substitution pilgrimages in the form of
circumambulations of various holy places by hired proxies. It must be realized,
however, that the somewhat abstract idea of accumulating merit is only one of many
diverse aspects involved in walking a circumambulation path on pilgrimage. Al-
though circumambulation is important to the concept of pilgrimage, for Tibetans it
is rather the notion of neé as the object of circumambulation and a host of other ritual
activity that is central.

In the context of pilgrimage, the word né basically means ‘‘abode’" signifying the
temporary or permanent residence of a deity. Such an abiding (né¢) can be within
apparently “empty’’ three-dimensional space, at a fixed geographical location, or
within a specific structure or object. In this aspect, né are attributed a subtle level of
reality, claimed to be apparent only to the most spiritually refined persons. But the
deity or spirit of a né is also commonly thought of as embodied, and therefore
apparent, in the actual form of physical landscapes and objects, or their substances
and materials. Thus, n¢ may be externally “‘read”” by all interpreters, and a range of
direct physical contacts with them are possible and desirable. The most important
objects of pilgrimage are termed néchen and néchok (sometimes nédampa, né tsachenpo, or
nézang in colloquial speech), which can be translated as ““great abode’” or ‘‘principal
abode, " respectively, and néri as ‘'mountain abode.” Such terms are regularly applied
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to particular natural landscapes, urban areas (e.g., Lhasa), religious structures and
icons, the places of residence or “‘seats” (densa) of living incarnate lamas, as well as
their postmortem remains, and the sites (e.g., caves) of Tantric practice by yogins
and meditators. In the case of persons and their bodies, they are né by virtue of
either being considered human incarnations of deities (e.g., the Dalai Lama) or
having a deity temporarily in residence during specific ritual operations, such as
advanced forms of Tantric meditation or yoga. Icons, shrines, buildings, and so on,
generally defined as “‘supports’ (ten), become né by having a deity projected onto
them or invited to take up residence (ne¢) in the consecration ceremony termed rabne.
The concept of ten as a “‘support’” or “‘representation’” of a deity is closely related
to, and interchangeable with, that of né in many instances in pilgrimage.

The designation of any space, site, object, or even organism as a né implies various
other categories and qualities. It also implies specific types of relationships between
ne and persons, as well as between the persons who relate to them in the form of
rituals such as pilgrimage. The main implication of the né principle for ritual is that
places so designated are ascribed a very high or positive ontological value. They are,
quite simply, the best parts of the phenomenal world, and the logic of much Tibetan
pilgrimage ritual is founded on this idea. Therefore, the imperative of much ritual
action on pilgrimages is all about constructing certain types of relationships between
persons and né¢. This relationship can take various forms of mental identifications
with, physical contacts with, and orientations toward these highly valued sites.

Underlying this ritual logic is the important and common Tibetan assumption
that persons and places are involved in various degrees of mutually determinate
relationships. This assumption about né resonates strongly with other ancient and
popular ways of thinking about the ritual relationship between persons and aspects
of the physical world that are, apparently, external to and discrete from them. Here
one could specifically mention the assimilation of the early monarchs (tsenpo) of the
seventh to ninth centuries to both mountains and their earth mound tombs via their
guardian deities (kula);® the mobility of the individual and collective *‘soul’’ or “vi-
tality”” force (la) and its embodiment (la né) in the external world (e.g., in mountains,
lakes, stones, etc.);” and the dual residence of the personal protective gods (drablha,
pholha, and molha/phuglha) both within the human body and the domestic environ-
ment.'” In general the great variety of beliefs and practices in Tibetan folk culture
(concerning illness and cures, purification, agriculture, building, childbirth, magical
practices, weather-making, fertility, good and bad fortune, and so on) assume a
complex ontological continuity between persons, places, substances, and nonhuman

beings.

Transcendent Power and Its Effects

Tibetan pilgrimage has to been seen in the context of this worldview, yet it consti-
tutes a distinctive expression of it which is informed by Buddhism. Aside from the
orthodox formulae describing a ritual relationship with né (e.g., prostrations, offer-
ings, and circumambulations), there is a specific Tibetan vocabulary of efficacy and
style of ritual practice associated with pilgrimages and né. Most commonly featured
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among these are the notions of ‘“'sacred energy’’ or “‘empowerment’ (chinlab), “'de-
filement” (drib), ‘‘sin’’ (dik), relative “'purity’’ (dakpa), and gradual transformation
through “cleansing’’ (jhang). Taken together in the context of ritual, they enjoin
certain types of behavior, styles of representation, and systems of spacial organization
and social ranking with which merit, karma and circumambulation have little to do.

Né¢, of course, are sites where the pilgrim goes for a direct meeting (jel) with the
deity or deities in residence. At né the pilgrim may make the standard petitions,
prayers, offerings, and so on that are commonly found in other forms of regular
worship and not particular to pilgrimage. But as parts of the phenomenal world, ne
have the primary quality of being potential sources of “‘sacred energy” or “‘empow-
erment’’ (chinlab), a quality that is associated with the presence of the highest classes
of deity, and né are often represented as such by pilgrimage guides and interested
parties such as lamas and clerics. Outside of the technical vocabulary of Tibetan
Tantra, chinlab is popularly understood in a substantial sense as a “field of power”
in place and space; translated literally it means ““wave of chin,” where chin is the
deity’s positive power or energy. The term in full is chingyilab, literally ““flooded by
power,”” hence ‘‘empowerment.”’"" Chinlab is often conceived of as being essentially
atemporal;'? spacially distributed outward from the ideal center of a ne—the seat of
the deity; and affecting anything within its range. Recently invoked Tibetan meta-
phors for chinleb and its action include those of an electric field or fluid saturation,
and these relate to what is often for Tibetans impcrtant ritual behavior at ne.'?

All objects at great né have the empowerment (chingyilab) of the deities and great prac-
titioners associated with that place. It is like [the effects of} water soaking into things,
so it includes rocks, dirt, water, plants, trees. This is also called “‘empowerment of né”’
(néki chinlab). Thus, this empowerment can be collected in the form of rocks, dirt, plant
parts, and so on, and due to the Tibetans’ great faith in the power of these things they
do collect them.'*

The collection of stones, pinches of soil or dust (often called nédo, “‘né stones,"
and neésa, “né earth,” etc.), plants, the drinking of water, and so on in the physical
environment of a né¢ are all common, though subtle and thus often unnoticed, forms
of ritual activity on pilgrimages. Such chinlab “*harvests” thus procure portable sources
of a site’s power to be directly consumed, or carried off for later use and further
distribution.'* At its most formalized level, this collection of residual empowerment
takes the form of an exchange economy in which individual lamas and the operators
of monasteries and shrines distribute a whole range of empowered items (cloth
strips, strings, pills, clay seals, etc.) to pilgrims in return for ‘‘donations’’ and “‘of-
ferings.” Such exchanges are of great importance to most pilgrims and provide yet
another concrete support for the vague but normative concept of merit accumulation.
In all cases the importance attributed to chinlab is based on the view of it as a type
of transformative power of transcendent origins with generative, revitalizing, puri-
fying, or preservative aspects. As such, chinlab can be compared with many similar
concepts of sacred, transcendent power evoked in other popular pilgrimage cultures,
such as that of ling or “‘magical power/efficacy” in Chinese traditions. In common
with these other notions of sacred power associated with pilgrimage traditions, chin-
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lab, as a productive power conceived of as outside society, can also be regarded as
an ideological mystification or misrecognition of society’s own productive power as
it is manifest in collective ritual action like pilgrimage.'

Chinlab often implies social relations. The value placed on it is one of the factors
that motivates mass gatherings, interactions, and exchanges on pilgrimages, and that
value also conditions the ritual priority given to physical contacts and contiguity
during their performance. A good example is found in recent Dukhor Wangchen or
““Great Kalacakra Initiation”" ceremonies. The larger of these now frequently held
mass initiations constitute the single biggest contemporary pilgrimage events for
Tibetans, attracting up to several hundred thousand persons from all parts of Asia.
During the staging of Dukhor Wangchen, the ritual site itself becomes transformed
into a great né through the production there of a mandala, a sublime divine palace,
while the Dalai Lama, who presides over the ceremony, is himself also an important
human ne, being the incarnation of a deity. Many pilgrims state explicitly that they
attend the ceremonies mainly because of the chinlab that is generated, and following
the close of the ritual they will flock by the thousands to get as close to the center
of the site as possible and touch the Dalai Lama’s empty chair, which is believed to
be saturated with chinlab."’

In opposition to né and their chinlab power, Tibetans view the body of the pilgrim
as the site of accumulated physical and mental “‘contamination” or ‘‘defilement”
(drib, literally, “‘shadow’ or “'stain’’) as well as embodied “‘sin’’ (dik). In common
thinking drib is generally conceived as a form of both physical and social pollution
that is associated with various substances and proscribed social practices and rela-
tions, as well as with deities inhabiting both the body and the external world. In
Tibetan Buddhism and Bon the term drib is also used in a more precise way to
describe both gross and fine grades of physical and cognitive “‘defilement’’ associated
with the three levels of the psychophysical person. The notion of drib is further
compounded with formal Buddhist ethical concerns in terms of the *‘sins’’ (dik) that
the person accumulates and carries as an entity, both together being denoted by the
compound dik-drib. In all social contexts drib and dik are viewed as negative, obstruc-
tive, unlucky, and even threatening (to health, longevity, fertility, prosperity, etc.)
aspects of ordinary human social and material existence. Soteriologically they are
considered an impediment to all forms of spiritual progress. Drib is associated with
decrease and is thus opposite to the productive connotations ascribed to chinlab. Much
popular ritual activity is devoted to concerns about such ritual pollution and its
negative effects, and indeed it is one of the most ancient of Tibetan ritual concerns.
The same concerns are prevalent in Tibetan “‘high’" religion, and the foundational
process of Tibetan Tantric practice involves the removal of drib from the person in
four progressive stages.

Pilgrimage is seen by Tibetans as a fundamental method of removing, purifying,
or cleansing embodied drib and dik and is thus a ritual of relevance to a wide range
of general material, social, and salvational concerns, from which all levels of prac-
titioner can benefit. Technically it is the gross level of embodied sin and the defile-
ment resulting from certain actions (léki drib) that are removed by way of pilgrimage,
although most pilgrims do not bother with such discriminations and view their
practice as generally cleansing the psychophysical person. Drib and dik are popularly
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thought of as being removed in two ways: by the actual physical work or action
the pilgrim’s body has to perform; and by the general transformative effect of contact
with empowerment and empowered substances at né, which runs counter to the
effects of drib.

Concerning the actual physicality of practice, it is a very common formulation of
Tibetan ritual texts that ‘‘Defilements of the body (luki drib) will be cleansed through
prostration and circumambulation.”’'* And in addition to the basic act of circumam-
bulation, one finds logical extensions of this general principle. Tibetan pilgrimages
are well known for a combination ritual in which circumambulations (korwa) of a
né are made by measuring out full-length body prostrations (chagtse) around the site.
Such a practice, which is not uncommon, is explicitly called a “‘cleansing defilement
prostration circumambulation’” (chagkor dribjhong). This can further be seen in terms
of the importance of maximum contiguity with the empowered substance of a great
né. The Fourteenth Dalai Lama recently made this observation about the practice of
prostration circumambulation at the famous néri of Tise or Mount Kailash in western
Tibet: ‘“When you walk a circular pilgrimage route, such as this one around Mount
Kailash, your feet touch the earth with big spaces between them, but when you
prostrate, your whole body connects with the sacred ground to close the circle.”"'*

Such physical acts on pilgrimage are conceived of as effecting gradual embodied
transformations. In common with many other pilgrimage traditions, the changing
status of the ritual body is often linked by Tibetans to hardships and suffering that
must be faced on the ritual journey.?® In the context of many Tibetan pilgrimage
rituals, the language of such gradual transformation often alludes to or invokes the
image of water or liquid and its washing and flowing action within the body.
Tibetans talk of having their defilements and sins “‘washed off’’ (tri or dak) and
“cleansed” (jhang) through both the action of making the ritual journey around a né
and by the consumption of various empowered substances (water, earth, plants,
etc.) from its environs. Thereby the ritual body may attain a state of higher “‘purity”’
(dakpa).

This common Tibetan ritual transformation imagery of washing, and of water
purifying the pollution resulting from improper actions, is an ancient one.?' In
contrast to the ubiquitous Hindu pilgrimage practice of ritual bathing in rivers, lakes,
and tanks, most Tibetans rarely (if ever) bathe as pilgrims. Notwithstanding actual
Hindu beliefs about ritual bathing, Tibetans distinguish their own practice and no-
tions of inner cleansing from those of Hindus in colloquial expressions, such as
“Hindus clean on the outside, Buddhists clean on the inside.”’?? The essentially
“cool” and liquid Tibetan conception of internal transformation, especially when
linked to ritual hardships, is exactly opposite to that of "ascetic heat’ (tapas) and its
burning transformative power found in the language of Indian pilgrimage to the
south of the Tibetan plateau. Thus, in contrast to Tibetan thinking, the ritual process
of tapasyd, “‘the production of ascetic ‘heat’ through actions of self-denial and aus-
terity,”” is central to the conception of embodied transformation in present-day North
Indian Hindu pilgrimages.?*

Whether conceived of as washed, purified, or flooded by power in various ways,
the ritually transformed body of the pilgrim attains a different status. Most often
this is simply a matter of personal acknowledgment, in terms of considering one’s
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prospects of a better rebirth to be higher, illnesses to have been cured, general
prosperity and luck increased, and so on. It may also figure as a post facto explanation
for various positive outcomes later in life. Much less frequently, it can also be socially
and publicly attested. A dramatic example of such social recognition, in which the
conventional social order is inverted, is found in the welcoming ritual for pilgrims
who finished their circuit of the great Rongkor Chenmo procession around the néri
of Pure Crystal Mountain in 1956. The local monks laid their shawls on the ground
like a carpet for the now “‘purified” (dakpa) pilgrims to walk on in order that they
might collect empowerment from their feet. One can compare here an account of
the present Dalai Lama (who is considered a n¢) recently visiting village communities
in North India: “As His Holiness approached, people covered the path with their
own clothes . . . and monks laid down their shawls (Zen) for him to step on and
bless.’’** Similar examples of the social recognition of transformed pilgrims are found
in other Asian Buddhist contexts.?

Embodied Qualities and Social Distinctions

While some Tibetan pilgrimages may offer the rare possibility of status increase
being temporarily attested, for the most part they serve as a ritual context in which
existing social distinctions and hierarchies based on birth, wealth, gender, and so
on, become explicit, are reproduced, and are reinforced. Much of this ritual context
focuses on the notion that relative degrees of defilement or purity (dakpa) characterize
the embodied physical and moral state of the pilgrim in relation to the pure and
empowered object of pilgrimage. This is hardly surprising, as the conception of drib
has been shown to have wide-ranging implications for social relations in Tibetan-
speaking societies.?® In general, concerns about drib become socially manifest in the
spatial ordering between persons and in the ranking of persons and substances by
degree of presence/absence of “‘impurity’’ (mitsangpa). In pilgrimage rituals this or-
dering is often expressed in terms of graded access to the ritual space of a n¢, where
relative height and proximity to an ideal center are the dominant indicators. In
subsequent chapters I give comprehensive examples of how such a spatial ordering
and social ranking was conceived of and practiced in pilgrimage rituals around the
né of Pure Crystal Mountain.

In addition to the definition and use of ritual space, other aspects of pilgrimage
relate to the ascription of social, moral, and cognitive status or ranking. Further
examples are found in the traditional usage of language in relation to pilgrims and
ne, as well as types of “"testing’’ rituals frequently encountered at Tibetan pilgrimage
places. The Tibetan language, like many others, has various levels of common and
honorific speech, plus other markers that indicate rank and status. Some are applied
in written and spoken text to persons and places specifically in the context of pil-
grimage. In general there are two interrelated representations that are applied to
persons; they are based on levels of purity/absence of pollution and levels of facility
of cognition. Most persons who visit né as pilgrims are described as falling into two
main classes, that is, ‘'ordinary persons’’ (sokyewo) and ‘‘excellent persons’’ or
“saints”” (kyebu dampa). For example, incarnate lamas, advanced Tantric meditators,
and senior clerics might fall into the second category. All pilgrims can be ranked as
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to whether they are ‘‘pure’’ (dakpa) or “‘impure beings/defiled persons’’ (madakdro/
mitsangpa), referring to the status of their drib and dik. Their cognitive abilities are
ranked according to their level of purity (which also relates to karmic status) with
the “*highest’" (chokrab) described as those with “‘pure vision™ (daknang), followed by
the “‘middling”’ (tringpo) and the “lowest’” (thama). Such designations become im-
portant in relation to Tibetan cognitive claims about the various levels of subtle and
gross reality of né, of who can perceive them, and so forth. They become socially
expressed on pilgrimage in a class of landscape interpretation rituals, for example.
Places, too, are ranked, and as I have shown, terms such as néchen, néri, and so forth
indicate sites of relatively high ontological value. Those n¢ with the highest deities
in residence are called ‘‘pure abodes’’ (nédakpa) or “fields of purity” (dakshing), the
latter term being a common synonym for the field of power or world-system of a
Buddha.

Many aspects of the Tibetan understanding of pilgrimage strongly imply a con-
ception of embodied morality. This concept is not limited to the body of the pilgrim
as a carrier of degrees of accumulated dik and drib; it also applies to the physical ne
site itself. The Buddhas and other top-ranking deities are the highest expression of
moral being for Tibetans, and so, by extension, are the né they occupy or the human
bodies they are incarnate as—they are all designated as highly ddkpa. In Tibetan,
“purity”’ as dakpa indicates moral purity and carries with it the senses of “‘authentic-
ity” or “‘correctness,”’ and its compounds denote legal correctness, ‘‘proof,” and
“testimony.”’ The perceived embodied moral quality of né¢ is made explicit on Tibetan
pilgrimages in a ritual of moral testing or measurement involving a type of physical
transaction between the “‘pure’’ local landscape and pilgrims who embody sins and
contamination. A common practice around popular ne¢ is for pilgrims to attempt to
fit their bodies between cleft boulders or pass through narrow holes and passages
in rocks.”” Regardless of the actual size and shape of the pilgrim’s physical body,
they will not be able to complete the exercise if they have high levels of accumulated
sins. The pure moral substance of the né reads the embodied moral status of the
pilgrim on contact, and it is believed the clefts and passages change size automatically
to allow any morally suitable candidate to pass through, regardless of their actual
body shape and size. The particular rock sites often have names such as ‘‘sins black
and white"" (dikpa kamak), indicating the comparative moral test they involve.?* These
ritual tests work to reaffirm the moral and ontological—and by extension cognitive
and social—hierarchies the pilgrims locate themselves within.

While Tibetan pilgrimage has its share of particular characteristics, when discussed
in terms of sacred powers and sites, the pilgrim’s ritual body, contacts and exchanges
with the transcendent, and embodied transformations, it immediately appears less
unique and invites comparison with the panhuman phenomena of “‘pilgrimage” in
world historical or universal religions in general. It also invites comparison with
neighboring cultural systems. For instance, it appears that Tibetan pilgrimage shares
traditional South Asian concerns about mutually determinate relations between place
and person, and has analogies with general models of a ‘‘transactional culture”
proposed recently for Indic South Asia.*” The difference is perhaps that Tibetans do
not have the same types of formal theories as Hindu South Asians do to explain
why, for instance, contiguity is so important to them in many contexts and how it
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relates to the social order. The social context of Tibetan pilgrimage ritual is of interest
as it is one site at which ideas about the qualities of and relationships between place
and person are articulated and can become explicit on occasion, or at least can be
more easily inferred from the wide range of interrelated representations and actions
that are brought into play.

The preceding introduction to Tibetan understandings of pilgrimage and its prac-
tice is admittedly both abstract and biased, but necessarily so. It needs to be elab-
orated in relation to specific studies. As a result, certain familiar features of Tibetan
pilgrimage, such as landscape interpretation exercises and the role of oral and written
texts, have only been alluded to here. Furthermore, while the highly specialized
Tantric visionary approach to pilgrimage is important because of its role in the
establishment of Tibetan cult sites and networks, it is in reality a practice tradition
restricted to only a tiny minority of pilgrims. I have been concerned more with
explicating a range of common or popular assumptions and practices, which nor-
mally remain implicit or obscure, rather than with reiterating orthodox, formalized,
or textualized statements and representations. Such a treatment has also largely
avoided dealing with diversity of perspectives, as there is, of course, no single Ti-
betan discourse about pilgrimage. The high lama and the illiterate nomad will have
very different experiences and even competing interpretations of the same né¢ and
pilgrimage rituals. However, their mutual presence at a site or event will itself be
based on the shared assumptions that I have discussed about the power of né¢ and
the transformative effects they are believed to have on the person. The range of
possible approaches to pilgrimages and their cult places can best be drawn out in
context, and throughout the book I will be attempting to do so in relation to Pure
Crystal Mountain and its ritual traditions.
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The Cult of Pilgrimage Mountains in Tibet

ountains have, without a doubt, been the most venerated and
M culturally significant feature of the Tibetan landscape throughout
space and time. Tibetans have considered various mountains to possess a special
status or to be powerful or sacred in different ways for the entire period of their
recorded history. Yet this has never been a static phenomenon. It can be demon-
strated that the sacred mountains Tibetans themselves came to take for granted are
the cultural products of long and particular processes of social construction. Certain
ancient forms of Tibetan mountain worship have long been extinct, declining and
dying out along with the defunct social orders with which they were associated.
Some have persisted over the long durée while still others have come into being and
risen to popularity more recently. Despite this variety and change, mountains have
remained symbolically and ritually important for successive Tibetan societies, for
whom they have come to function as one significant form of organizing principle.
Common cultural understandings of the mountain have been shared by, and perhaps
at times served to unite, an otherwise quite diverse set of peoples separated by
geography, dialect, forms of production and social organization, customs, and so
on.

In this chapter I will consider general historical and social aspects of the cult of
Tibet's most important class of pilgrimage mountains, the neri.' As Pure Crystal
Mountain of Tsari is considered a premier example of this type of mountain by
Tibetans, the following discussion will serve as a context within which to situate
the detailed material of the later chapters. The origins of the néri mountain cult can
be identified with a definite milieu of religious and social change on the Tibetan
plateau. One must ask why, during a certain period, a new and sophisticated way
of defining such mountains arose and what the social and cultural conditions atten-
dant on this process were, and one must consider the implications of this innovation
as well as the enduring popularity of these sites and their rituals.

Here 1 will show that the néri cult appeared in connection with concerted Tibetan
élite attempts to convert their culture thoroughly to a Buddhist one. By using a
comparative perspective at times, it can be seen that the development of the néri
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mountain cult in Tibet is analogous in many respects to social and cultural processes
associated with the systematic integration of Buddhism in other regions of Asia. The
néri tradition should be regarded as a complex product of the syncretism stimulated
by the agency of so-called universal religions. Although the néri mountains represent
only one specific type of Tibetan pilgrimage site, I would argue that the features
that characterize their development and traditions are of wider relevance for under-
standing all Tibetan pilgrimages and holy places.

The Category of Néri Mountains

The site of Dakpa Sheri or Pure Crystal Mountain at Tsari is generally classified as a
néri, a term that can be translated literally as “‘mountain abode.” For most Tibetans,
such mountains are “‘abodes” (n¢) in the sense explained in chapter 2, being con-
sidered the places of residence and activity of certain important deities. This can
mean that not only is the deity thought to dwell in the vicinity as a separate entity,
but also that it is identified or equivalent with the actual mountain, the physical
form of which can be regarded as a divine embodiment. In a secondary and more
specialized sense, usually acknowledged only by scholars and associated with specific
sites, the Tibetan word né translates the Sanskrit term pitha. This refers to a type of
Tantric cult place featured in the Indic texts and traditions that were utilized in the
creation of the Tibetan néri cult. In common Tibetan usage, the classifying reference
néri is often incorporated into the full proper names of this category of mountain to
distinguish them from other types of sites. For example, the great néri mountain
named Kawa Karpo rising between the Mekong and Salween gorges in southeastern
Tibet is often called Néri Kawa Karpo by Tibetans, and Pure Crystal Mountain is
commonly referred to as Né Dakpa Sheri.

Although a great many mountains throughout Tibetan areas are considered to
have resident deities, most peaks are not classified as néri. In his classic work on the
cult of Tibetan protective deities, René de Nebesky-Wojkowitz described neri as
mountains that are the residence or embodiment specifically of the chokyong, or *'de-
fenders of Buddhist religion,”" a class of deities that constitute a large section of the
rich Tibetan pantheon.? While this description is correct in many cases, the main
Tibetan néri are in fact far more complex, being identified as abodes for different
classes of deities simultaneously, often arranged in a complex hierarchy. These non-
human beings can range from quite low-ranking local spirits right up to the yidam,
the highest ‘‘chosen meditational deities’”” involved in the most advanced forms of
Tantric ritual. Thus, major Tibetan néri mountains can often be the focus of complex
cults that encompass a wide range of ritual practices and orientations.

The néri class of mountains should not be identified only with Tibetan Buddhism,
for néri have also been an aspect of the systematized Tibetan Bon religion for as long
as they have been important to Buddhists in Tibet. Concerning this point, there is
a good case for identifying the néri mountain cult as ‘‘Lamaist,” in the specific sense
suggested by Per Kvarne, due to the common centrality of the Tantric lama as ritual
specialist in the development and cult of both Buddhist and Bénpo néri sites.’ Thus,
in common with their Buddhist counterparts, Bonpo néri also tend to combine the
ritual and representation of Tantrism with that of the cult of the bénkyong, *‘defenders
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of Bén religion,” and other minor or local deities. According to my recent textual
and field investigations, and aside from a few variations on certain themes, I regard
the cults of both Buddhist and Bonpo néri as conforming to exactly the same cultural
pattern.

In addition to néri mountains in Tibet, there exists a widespread cult mountain
type identified more exclusively with the yillha (*‘god of the locale™) and shidak
(‘“‘owner of the base’’) deities. These genii are generally understood as local and
regional territorial gods and godesses, whose worship apparently predates the inten-
sive introduction of Indian religious systems into Tibet.* Despite a recent increase
in research efforts, this cult mountain type as it exists in many parts of Tibet remains
poorly understood. While one should be careful not to oversystematize differences,
it is worthwhile to briefly compare these two main types.

Two Types of Cult Mountain

Attempts have been made to draw a clear distinction between néri and yillha type
mountains in terms of ritual orientation. The former can be viewed as the focus of
systematic Buddhist or Bonpo religious worship and spiritual exercises, like circum-
ambulation and meditation, and the latter seen as the object of “secular’’ worship
(no circumambulations, etc., are performed around them) that seeks success in
purely mundane activities as well as to increase ‘‘glory, honour, fame, prosperity,
power and progeny.”’s In these terms, it could be said that néri ritual, being more
soteriological, tends to have its ultimate focus on death and future life (as either
rebirth or liberation), while local mountain cult ritual tends to be focused on present
life and this world. There are other differences one could point to, but it is worth
emphasizing the local and specific nature of yiillha type mountain worship as opposed
to the more universal character of néri cult and ritual, and the fact that while the
former is essentially a nonliterate tradition, the latter originated and is embedded in
extensive textual traditions.

When considered in terms of social identity and power in Tibetan society during
the last millennium, it appears that the yiillha type mountain cult may have been an
important ritual basis for the constitution and vitality of local communities, as well
as part of their political self-definition. Each Tibetan rural community is usually based
around a local sacred mountain to which they perform collective worship. In con-
trast, the major neri mountain cults, like that of Pure Crystal Mountain, were often
a focus for more extensive pan-Tibetan religiopolitical and sectarian identities and
interests. As such, they were sites around which sectarian disputes, large-scale rituals,
missionary activities, and the involvement of the state were often centered. Given
these distinctions, one would expect the ritual and social life around néri to be more
diverse and complex compared with that of the local mountain cult.

Although on one hand there are clear differences between the néri and yiillha types
of mountain cults, on the other hand there are certain points of similarity and blurred
boundaries between local mountain worship and the major Tibetan néri that must
be acknowledged. For example, Tibetans on pilgrimage to néri very often anticipate
and seek many of the forms of '‘secular’” advantages and success that are associated
specifically with the yillha type cults. They also at certain times and on certain néri
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perform some of the same rituals as the local mountain cult, such as sang, or “fu-
migation offerings,”’ the deployment of lungta, or “wind-horse,”” images, prayers for
good luck and fortune, and the deposit of imitation weapons. The great majority of
pilgrims at néri are, after all, the same people who worship the yiillha type mountain
at home, just in a different ritual setting with additional frames of reference. It has
been pointed out that local mountain deities can withdraw their favor because of
“internal conflict and disunity . . . which will affect the power and prosperity of the
community.”"* Indeed, it is well known among Tibetans that such deities are very
sensitive to disruptions in the order of things and the breaching of ritual limits, and
that in general they are quite capricious and even dangerous. Yet, one finds all the
same concerns and consequences associated with néri and their divine residents as
well, with regard to whom it is also the religious sect or even the state itself that
must take care to cultivate the deities’ favor by regulating conflict and disturbances
and maintaining consistent petitioning through correct ritual. Finally, in relation to
the active building of “‘national identity”" it has been said that the tradition of local
mountain cults “is deeply rooted and more marked among Tibetan communities in
the border areas . . . where encounters with people of different cultures who display
their own national aggressivity are a daily experience.””” The same comments could
equally apply to Tibet's most popular néri sites before 1959: Tise (or Mount Kailash),
Tsari, Kawa Karpo, Kongpo Bénri, and Labchi are all in border areas (see fig. 1.1),
sometimes themselves actually marking the border, and most of them lie within
zones of contact with a variety of non-Tibetan cultures, some of whom have for
long been regularly aggressive toward Tibetans. As the study of Pure Crystal Moun-
tain will show, the definition of larger scale (i.e., nonlocal) forms of ‘‘Tibetan”
identity was certainly an active feature of ritual life at borderland néri sites up until
1959.

Given the complex syncretism that characterizes Tibetan religious life in general,
it would be disingenuous to argue categorically for fixed distinctions between the
two kinds of mountains just discussed. Indeed, the ethnographic and historical ma-
terials on Tibetan cult mountains reveal a collection of exceptions to any rules one
might like to formulate, various special cases, and an overall ambivalence. One can
only consider all Tibet's cult mountains in terms of a gradient along which they
vary, from the “model’ néri at one extreme to the ‘‘typical’’ local cult mountain at
the other, with most falling somewhere in between. What must be recognized is
that historically most of the major néri areas were in fact once yillhe type mountain
cults, or that they have assimilated many of their features and built on them.

Certain mountains were appropriated and converted during a particular era in the
context of new religious ideas and social forces that formed on the Tibetan plateau.
As was the case, for instance, with cult mountains in neighboring China, certain
Tibetan mountains and their gods changed identities with changing times, being
assimilated into larger cults and networks within the context of expanding, central-
ized religiopolitical interests and powers." Yet, despite centuries of alternative de-
velopments and ritual innovations at these sites, many of their users continue to
reproduce the features of the local mountain cult at them, albeit often projected
onto a different scale and set of logics. At neri one finds archaic beliefs and purely
mundane orientations combined with proximate and ultimate salvational goals in a
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complex ritual and symbolic field. Néri can be interpreted as vital points on the actual
Tibetan landscape where old powers gave ground to new ones, and where the
existing Tibetan cultural patterns of a certain period were successfully combined
with new and foreign ones. It is precisely because of the success in assimilating new
cultural patterns to old ones that the néri cult commanded and continued to attract
so much literary, administrative, and ritual attention from sects, states, and all classes
of practitioners alike. The néri are an enduring and vital product of Tibetan religious
syncretism.

Historical and Religious Developments

There is clear historical evidence that very early Tibetan interest in sacred Buddhist
pilgrimage mountains was first directed toward China. This took the form of eighth
century AD Tibetan visits to Wu-t’ai Shan and later, in 824, a formal Tibetan request
to the T’ang dynasty administration for a map of the same holy mountain, which
the Chinese duly provided.” The Tibetan state of the period had its own indigenous
mountain cult which focused on the monarch or Tsenpo. But by this time, the
Tibetans had already adopted Buddhism as the state religion and it is not surprising
that there was official interest in sites such as Wu-t'ai Shan. Since there are virtually
no reliable, contemporary historical sources for the period following the collapse of
the Tibetan empire during the mid-ninth century until the eleventh century, any
discussion of the beginnings of the néri cult in that period would be mere speculation.

The great Tibetan neéri tradition has its main roots in the period from about the
twelfth to the fifteenth century ap. During that time, Tibetan society and its cultural
landscape were in the process of transformations on a scale not seen again until
Tibet's difficult confrontation with modernity following the fall of the Lhasa-based
state in the 1950s. These earlier changes were both stimulated and, to a certain
extent, determined by new religious influences and cultural models passing north-
ward from India across the Himalayan divide into Tibet. Notable among these
changes, for our present purposes, are three related innovations: (1) In the “‘new
Tantra'’ (sangnag sarma) period, for the first time on a wide scale the “‘supreme yoga”
(anuttarayoga) class of Indian Tantric rituals and narratives were being systematically
translated, practiced, and developed in a fully Tibetan social and cultural context.
(2) New sects of Buddhists and Bonpos were establishing themselves on the basis
of monastic communities both as centers of scholasticism and as sites of articulation
with patronage and political power. (3) While monastically based scholars studied,
taught, and cultivated their connections with the laity, certain adherents of the new
sects followed the method of practicing as yogins and hermits in the Tantric tradi-
tion. They went (or were sent) into the mountains of Tibet to perform solitary
meditation retreats and wander as mendicants outside the normal limits of monastic
institutions and mainstream social life. Some of these figures attained the status of
saints in popular tradition, and it is mainly within this context that one finds them
associated, often retrospectively, with the néri cult.

Although the written and oral traditions about the origins of néri invariably appeal
to earlier precedents (e.g., back to ancient cosmodramas, or enlightened masters
such as the historically sketchy figures of Guru Rinpoché or Ténpa Shenrab), it is
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specifically the wandering hermit type of Tantric lamas from the twelfth to fifteenth
century who are historically credited with “opening the doors™ (négo chewa) to what
later became the most popular pilgrimage routes for circumambulation around the
great Tibetan néri. The narratives describing the openings of these main pilgrimage
places and routes all conform to a general pattern. In it the central lamaistic hero
figures, such as Gyelwa Gotsangpa (1189-1258), Riwa Drukse (b. 1290), or Tsangpa
Gyare (1161-1211), visit the neri so as to practice and attain realizations. In order
to do so, they must not only encounter and deal with the local spirit forces residing
there but also compete with the interests of other religious sects to become masters
of the sites. At all stages in the openings of néri sites as they are depicted in the
narratives, one witnesses a dramatic struggle to gain power on multiple but con-
nected levels, that is, power over outer unruly autochthonous forces, over present
religious and political rivals, and, not least, over the practitioner’s own inner weak-
nesses, doubts, and impurities. The Tantric lama (from a particular sect) always
emerges as ritually superior here. The opening hero’s technologies of power for
gaining access to, taking control of, and ordering these mountains as places of ritual
performance all derived from Indian Tantric traditions. These included an array of
minor rituals, paranormal abilities, and meditative states. But the most important
was the method and skill to perceive and locally realize there within the very terrain
of the place itself the mandala, a type of three-dimensional cryptogram or psycho
cosmogram, complete with its array of divine inhabitants (see figures 4.1 and 4.2).

Mandalization

The mandala is one of the most significant hierarchical and replicative spacial or-
ganizing principles to be introduced into Tibet and the rest of Asia from India. In
various forms and applications throughout Asia, mandala have served as archetypes
of the ideal city, models of the cosmos, blueprints for centers of royal power, tem-
plates for the operation of polities, networks for the distribution of resources, plans
for sacred architecture, representations of the divine mansion or palace, and schemes
for the distribution of vital energies within the human body.'° In Tibet already from
the twelfth century on one finds mandala used to order and represent large-scale
geographical schema;'! it is likely that the influence of the mandala model in Tibet
was felt even earlier. It was this ordering principle of the mandala that was most
often projected onto and embodied within the specific topography of the new cat-
egory of cult mountains. Thus, during their establishment, Tibet's major néri had a
system of representation applied to them that could be identified with the governing
forces located and operative within the individual, at the place of worship, in the
centers of worldly and otherworldly power, and across cosmic space and time.

As I have intimated, mountains were not arbitrarily chosen as the new foci of a
universal Tantric ritual order that was being imposed on the landscape. They were
already defined as powerful features of the Tibetan environment before the system-
atic uptake of Indian religious traditions. Certain mountains had long been centers
of local and regional cult activity on the Tibetan plateau. During the era of imperial
Tibet (seventh-ninth centuries) they featured prominently in origin myths, notions
of descent, the constitution of community identities, conceptions of the source and
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legitimation of religiopolitical power and prestige, and as abodes of some of the
most powerful deities that the Tibetans shared their world space with.'> The opening
and consequent transformation of the natural landscape of néri by way of mandali-
zation or the ‘‘practice of ‘mandalizing’ geographical areas,”” was also carried out at
sites that had, or could be claimed to have, some older cultural status or impor-
tance.'’ These older associations often added legitimation but eventually became
merely submerged within a new lamaistic representational agenda. Good cases in
point here are the mountains of Tise and Kongpo Bénri with their earlier associations
to areas of religiopolitical power and community during the period of the Tibetan
empire, or the néri of Labchi and Tsari as the sites of ancient mountain goddess cults
like the Tenma Chunyi. Many néri opened in later times were also claimed to be the
ancient sites where ‘‘hidden treasure’’ (terma) texts were once deposited. Such claims
are common in both Bén and Nyingmapa Buddhist neri traditions.

The various conversions of such powerful regional and local spirit powers into
the services of new sects of Buddhism and Bén also occurred in relation to man-
dalization. The older mountain gods and goddesses were incorporated into the ex-
panding pantheons on two, frequently overlapping, levels: into higher Tantric
initiatory capacities as chosen meditational deities or as members of their retinues
(e.g., the “‘sky-goers,” or khandroma); and into service roles as “‘defenders of religion”
or their local minions. Good examples of these different assimilations and transfor-
mations of identity associated with néri are the Bonpo meditational deity Gekhod of
Tise, the Buddhist sky-goer Dorje Yidrénma of Tsari, and the popular god and
mountain of Nyanchen Tanglha.'* In some cases this assimilation process came to
designate néri as sites for Tantric practice, for worship of the defenders of religion,
and for their local cults simultaneously. At néri held to be ancient repositories of
hidden treasure texts, the local deities were converted to become guardians of such
treasures. But despite these formal, textualized redefinitions, most ordinary Tibetans
still regard and ritually approach (with the exception of animal sacrifice) the divine
inhabitants of néri mountains in various ways that certainly parallel characteristics of
the local mountain cults and the practices of the folk religion.

It is hard to imagine that the creation of néri and their mandalization was ever a
straightforward or rapidly executed process, particularly in its early phases. It in-
volved the deployment of a great deal of local and imported (mainly from India)
ritual and narrative resources, as well as the need for claims to be put forward and
accepted. It is known that already by the early thirteenth century many claims about
geographical and cultic identity were made in order to begin assimilating existing
Tibetan cult mountains as néri sites by certain emerging Tibetan Buddhist sects, and
that these claims were strongly contested by scholars of rival schools.'s The narrative
sophistication of the neri cult seems to have developed only slowly compared to
other contemporary examples of Indic-inspired assimilation and conversion
traditions in Tibet. One can think here of those concerned with legitimating divine
kingship in Buddhist terms or promoting the ritual superiority of the Tantric lama
as represented by the works of the early Tibetan Buddhist historians, the Mani Kambum
and the biographies of Guru Rinpoché, all well in progress in the twelfth to thir-
teenth centuries. In comparison, the early visionary descriptions of the Tsari area as
a mandala palace date from the fourteenth century, while the full narrative of its
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mandalization, including its cosmic framing with the important story of Rudra's
subjugation by Heruka, dates, as we will see, from about 1570. The later sources
often claim to be (and quite possibly are) based on earlier ones.

In the context of discussing the conversion of Buddhist néri sites, Alexander Mac-
donald has considered whether the mythic and ideological schema employed were
intentionally exported from India and spread in Tibet because they suited the pur-
poses of the Buddhist élite involved in the processes he terms ‘‘Buddha-isation’’ and
“Lama-isation.’'* Whatever the case, the success the mandalization process attained
at néri was also due to a certain amount of congruence between local and imported
schema. Here one can recall Stanley Tambiah's general observations on the preva-
lence of the mandala as a form of “‘cosmological topography’ in Asia:

It is possible to see Indian and Chinese precedents, Hindu and Buddhist sources, for
these ideas, but one thing is clear: They could have taken root . . . only because indig-
enous conditions and social practices favored their incorporation or because they rep-
resented a “'literate’’ culture’s formalization of images already experienced and emergent
in local conditions.!’

Regarding Tibetan néri, there is at least one important case of symbolic congruency
one can point to as an example of Tambiah's point. Just as the ancient Tibetan sacred
mountain lay at the center of conceptions of divine origins, power, and the source
of human moral order in both the old royal religion and local mountain cults, so,
too, each Indian Tantric mandala cosmos possesses its own great central mountain
of Sumeru on top of which the chosen meditational deities dwell in their divine
palaces, radiating their power and new moral order outward to lower orders of
beings. Such schemes fit well with the general cultural significance accorded to
height or elevation and centrality existing since ancient times in Tibet and probably
reinforced by these Buddhist ideas. In the old royal religion, the mountain’s height
metaphorically modeled the divine origins of kingship and authority, while in later
Buddhist times it modeled the transcendence implied in the rituals that focused on
it. The combination of such fundamental conceptions made the innovation of néri
not only possible but also eventually popular among a much wider section of the
Tibetan population.

Once the neri mountain sites were established according to the new Indo-Tibetan
model, they certainly did not remain the static, immutable holy places with fixed
institutions that indigenous literature is apt to portray them as. On the contrary,
they continued to be transformed, their popularity changing and their specific pa-
tronage shifting over the centuries. They were constantly subject to declines and
revivals or innovations linked to large processes of historical and social change as
well as to the agency of specific individuals.'® To briefly take the example of Pure
Crystal Mountain detailed in the chapters to follow: Established in the late twelfth
century, it developed during a phase of Buddhist sectarian expansion, being initially
patronized by Tantrists as both meditators and pilgrims. Popular lay pilgrimage be-
gan much later, with its regular pilgrimage routes fixed by the sixteenth century.
The mountain’s largest pilgrimage ritual was only created in the eighteenth century
in conjunction with the rise of a new hierocratic state in Central Tibet, while its
meditation traditions had virtually died out by the nineteenth century, only to be
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revived again in the early twentieth century. All rituals ceased in 1959 or soon after
under Chinese administration but were recreated again in modified form by the
mid-1980s during a period of social liberalization and local revitalization, fueled in
part by a specific generation of the exile community.

Stepping back from Tibetan specifics for a moment, it is instructive to consider
what happened in other Asian societies at points in their histories during which
introduced Indian Mahayana and Tantric forms of Buddhism began to gain both
cultural sophistication and social ground. Looking to China and Japan, for example,
one finds that neither the development of Buddhist pilgrimage centers at earlier
mountain cult sites nor the use of Indian and Tantric representations like the mann-
dala for their appropriation and organization are unique to Tibet during the period
of the establishment of the great néri. In neighboring Chinese society the central
mountain of the Buddhist mandala cosmos, Sumeru, was already being identified
with the great sacred mountain of K'un-lun around 500 AD.'® From the T’ang (618—
907) onward, the Chinese began to focus much attention, under Buddhist influence,
on mountains as major pilgrimage centers, particularly places like Wu-t’ai Shan and
Omei Shan. Such sites often received their legitimation and impetus for development
by way of siitra traditions such as the Hua yen ching, and the cults of the great celestial
bodhisattvas Manjusri, Avalokitesvara, and Samantabhadra, who were thought to
abide and manifest on such peaks. Yet, using the imagery of Buddhist pure lands,
the Chinese drew on the same symbolism as the Tantric mandala cosmos in order
to fit with the designated terrestrial mountain sites. The common Chinese phrase
used to describe the performance of pilgrimages, “‘journey to a mountain to present
incense’’ (ch’ao-shan chin-hsiang), indicates the central ritual status of mountain pil-
grimage found in Chinese religious consciousness.?® In Japan during the Heian pe-
riod (793-1185), the conversion of sacred cult mountains by ascetics who were
inspired by Tantric or so-called esoteric Buddhism and who employed the theory,
symbolism, and practice of the mandala preceded the same type of process that
occurred in Tibet.*'

In general, the creation of new orders of place and space in the natural environ-
ment accompanied the development of an introduced Buddhism throughout Asia.
While each transformation of indigenous mountain cults occurred differently in re-
lation to existing local historical and social contexts, the cultural resources for stim-
ulating and effecting such changes often derived from the wealth of Indic ritual and
narrative complexes that had been carefully translated and imported for centuries by
Buddhist missionaries, traders, pilgrims, scholars, and rulers alike.

Organized Religion and Nature

Historically the establishment of major néri throughout Tibet marked a consolidation
of newly formed, monastically based sectarian interests and territory. Symbolically
this process also legitimated the superior powers of Tantric lamas and their systems
of Buddhism or Bén by claiming control of apparently ancient Tibetan places of
power and a conversion of their divine residents in the natural landscape. In general,
the néri cult appears to have become much more widespread and popular by the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By that time it was a concrete expression of a
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number of important transformations that had become widespread in Tibetan society
and worldview, including: the role and power of the lama in relation to local com-
munities and cults; the existence of alternative conceptions of the natural world; and
the formation of ritual and social networks based on new orders of space and time.

The Lama

In relation to the rising importance of both the ritual and social roles of the lama
in Tibetan society, the new control over space that the conversion of néri represented
was one of several indicators of changes in ritual orientation and consequently in
various forms of social relations throughout the Tibetan cultural sphere. In this
respect the development of a system of néri mountains can be compared to the
historical banning of animal sacrifice in Buddhist Tibet, upon which Geoffrey Samuel
has recently remarked:

The Tibetan emphasis on this point is not only, or even primarily, because of the
Buddhist prohibition on taking life. The banning of animal sacrifices was historically
in Tibet the sign of Tibetan Buddhist dominance over local pre-Buddhist deity cults.
Animals as offerings are replaced by dough images, and the lama approaches the local
deities through the universalistic procedures of Tantric ritual. . . . This change, however,
can only weaken ties to the local community and its locally based ritual practices.??

The development of the great néri marked a point at which the lama entered as
the new ritual specialist of Tibetan mountain sites and cults. This change did not
immediately contradict the continued existence of community-based rituals directed
toward mountains. However, over time the change no doubt played a role in their
gradual erosion in many areas as individual and group pilgrimages to the néri con-
tinued to build in popularity and the cultural model of the néri was spread by lamas
to convert an increasing number of local sites.?*> While the local mountain cult was
closely tied to discrete units of territory and exclusive notions of descent and social
boundaries, the neri model was mobile and socially unrestricted. The relative versa-
tility of the two types of mountain cults is clear from the fact that while local
populations might only with difficulty relocate their own mountain cults intact dur-
ing migrations (e.g., with a few exceptions, many did not survive the 1959 exile),
an individual lama with sufficient ritual status could move with the néri model and
promote and install it in a wide variety of local contexts.

New Conceptions of Nature

An increasing amount of research has shown that there are multiple but often in-
terrelated notions about the natural environment as sacred geography or landscape
in Tibetan societies. Within this diversity one can view the conversion of néri moun-
tains as one particular type of ‘place creation’’ during the last millennium of Tibetan
cultural history. It is one in which Tantric Buddhism was particularly instrumental
by way of the agency of the lama, who provided sophisticated visionary represen-
tations of the world. Other widespread or popular Tibetan schemes for reordering
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and appropriating space or defining categories of place often utilized the actual
building and strategic placement of a range of structures across the surface of the
landscape. Examples of this ritual architecture abound in Tibet, and more obvious
ones can be found, for instance, in the network of ‘‘suppressing’’ and “‘taming’’
temples attributed to the early king Songtsen Gampo, the development of grand
palaces and regional monastic complexes of leading incarnate lamas, and the occur-
rence of chiten, or reliquary shrines, at key geographical locations. Most such forms
are also instantiated at the village or local level.

However, the néri tradition redefined nature, the wild or uncultivated environ-
ment, in a compelling new manner without recourse to physically altering or con-
structing any actual edifice on the land. At great néri sites, actual ritual architecture
was preceded by the Tantric lama’s visionary representation and imaging of land-
scapes with a “‘subtle’” architecture of the grandest and most elaborate kind—the
mandala palace—and then later surpassed by large-scale popular ritual movements
of people across the terrain.?* One could argue here that due to their remoteness,
great altitudes, and extreme environments, neri mountains could never have been
redefined by the building of ritual architecture. Unlike the situation in China, where
pilgrimage mountains with environments more conducive to human activity were
conceptually and spatially redefined through the often extensive construction of
monasteries, temples, shrines, elaborate trail networks, and so on—under imperial
patronage—no state or religious school in Tibetan history could have marshaled the
resources necessary to achieve the same on néri mountains. But other sociocultural
factors are also involved.

One can distinguish two broadly different traditions of sacred geography in many
societies, two ways to attach meaning to the natural environment. One tradition is
that of preliterate and stateless populations who assume (rather than impose)
chthonic or telluric sacredness within the features of the natural landscape, such as
mountains and lakes. The other is that of the imposition of meaning on the envi-
ronment—the embodiment of historical discourse—mainly through building activ-
ity within the context of the centralized order of the state and organized salvational
religions. These two different approaches to sacred place and space are often closely
combined in pilgrimage cults that have been historically constituted through the
introduction of universal religions into local contexts, as found, for example, in the
cults and shrines of Andean pilgrimage.** Tibetan societies also have aspects of both
approaches, sometimes referred to as shamanic versus clerical or ontic versus episte-
mic modes.* In terms of such a discussion, the néri as a category of sacred place or
ritual space combine aspects of these two approaches or modes; there are no sig-
nificant buildings, but a meaningful, albeit visionary, architecture of landscape is
generated and imposed on the natural environment of the earlier sacred mountain
sites. Ritual and other forms of representation ensure that this subtle and naturally
embodied architecture is regularly redefined at néri sites. Alongside such clearly Indic-
or Chinese-derived notions of the sacred mountain as elaborate, sublime palace or
mansion, many of the ideal conceptions of space and place (e.g., paired, gendered
mountains and lakes, linking of height with status, purity and divinity, vertical tri-
partite divisions, dwelling of the vitality principle [la], etc.) found in both early
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textual sources and the so-called folk religion, as well as the concerns usually focused
around them, are still very evident in the neri cult, although often redefined and
developed in a number of ways.”

A new order of representation and utilization of space comes into being during
the establishment of a néri. The interesting idea that this process marks a ‘‘passage
from nature to culture,” a “‘taming of nature” or a process of “‘cultivation’ or
“civilization,”" as recently discussed in relation to Tibetan views of nature and sacred
places, requires qualification.?* Certainly, it may appear to be represented in these
terms in élite textual sources whose purpose is to advance the moral and ritual
supremacy of organized religions. ‘‘Nature,’” however, was never empty of meaning
for Tibetan peoples, and any notions of a “‘civilization” process are totalizing at-
tempts to deny former social constructions of the environment that existed before
Buddhist and Bénpo orthodoxy begun their massive programs of culturally editing
the Tibetan world.

However, such notions exist as part of an ideal world that evaporates in the face
of lived experience. For the majority of ordinary visitors to néri, who do indeed
consider these sites as divine abodes or embodiments, the actual experience of their
ritual journeys is definitely a move away from civilization toward a wild and un-
predictable nature. There have always been, in fact, considerable hardship, danger,
and risk involved in pilgrimages at various néri. One faces on the one hand cold,
rain, snow storms, avalanches, dangerous cliffs, and rivers, as well as various pri-
vations, and on the other the unpredictable and often wrathful character of the
resident deities, especially if ritual limits are somehow breached; and these two
aspects are closely associated, in any case, in the minds of many Tibetans. As tra-
ditionally represented by the élite, the neri do resemble perfect Buddhist or Bonpo
mandala worlds, yet the frequent hostility of their actual environments gives rise to
a graphic contradiction. In the face of this contradiction, the brute forces of nature
continue to be explained and related to by most pilgrims in terms of the personalities
of the ambivalent local spirits inhabiting the world, just as they were before any
Indic paradise came down to earth in Tibet. Just where “‘civilization'” and *'taming”
of the environment fits in here, outside of certain idealized narrative schemes, is not
readily apparent from the Tibetan point of view of actual experience. Moreover, the
boundary between the wild and the civilized (in the sense of dulwa, ‘‘tamed’ or
“'conquered’’) is not permanently established in Tibetan thought and cultural mod-
els, being merely provisional at a mythic level and thus requiring constant recon-
stitution and maintenance in the everyday order of ritual life.?”

Space-time Networks and Society

The innovation of the néri through the agency of the Tantric lama should be under-
stood as a process in which orders of space become more abstract and by which
conceptions of space start to become delinked from those of locality and redefined
in relation to it. The Tibetan case is one of many such encounters between the
cultural features of small-scale, preliterate societies and the forces set in motion by
universal, soteriologically oriented, textual-historical religious systems, such as In-
dian Buddhism.* In relation specifically to pilgrimage, evidence of the proliferation
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and miniaturization of pilgrimage sites and their traditions of ritual and represen-
tation is an important crosscultural type of indicator of these processes developing.
Therefore, what happened, for example, in terms of proliferation and miniaturization
in the development of pilgrimage sites in Buddhist Japan is true of the Tibetan world
also. In the Tibetan case, miniaturization and proliferation in local pilgrimage con-
texts has been based on the model of the great néri.' The resulting formation of
networks based on a model also implies the creation of a moral hierarchy of space,
in which the unconverted local ritual site is subordinate in various respects to those
places redefined by the néri model.

Just as notions of space became more universal with the development of the néri
mountain cult, so, too, did those of time to which they were linked. This shift is
particularly evident in terms of the timing of ritual in relation to the idea of néri
being the mountain abodes of important deities and their retinues. Judging from
recent ethnographic evidence, the main ritual life of local Tibetan mountain cults
has been in the form of annual community celebrations, usually involving a ritual
journey to the nearby sacred mountain to perform various ceremonies. These regular
visits to the mountain gods permanently dwelling at the sites are occasions for annual
purification and reconstitution of the relationship between divinity, individual, and
community. They are also often associated with the annual domestic production
cycles, seasonal access to resources, human movements, and so on, of specific com-
munities.

In the ritual calendar of the néri cult, in contrast, time (like space) became delinked
from locality to a certain extent. The specific annual and seasonally based sense of
timing in local mountain worship gave way to a more universal one aligned instead
with a standardized twelve-year calendrical cycle along with new ideas about the
regular mobility and congregation of mountain deities. Thus, most néri have a “‘great
pilgrimage festival”’ (kor duchenmo) that occurs once every twelve years, being iden-
tified with one of the twelve animal years that recur regularly in the standard Tibetan
calendrical cycle (e.g., Nyanchen Tanglha is associated with the sheep year, Tsari
with the monkey year, Tise with the horse year, and so on).** The designated animal
year can be a time for the staging of major mountain pilgrimages, such as proces-
sions, or be regarded as the most auspicious period during which to visit a particular
neri. Apart from the often multiple narrative justifications that fix the Tibetan animal
year for any one site, the kor duchenmo traditions are often based on a notion of regular
and localized gatherings of deities (lhatsogdu)—such as Tantric initiatory goddesses,
protective deities, or regional collectives of mountain gods—at the néri, as well as
their circulation.** This understanding and systematization of néri as cyclic gathering
places for both deities and practitioners appears to have some parallels with Tibetan
interpretations of the earlier Indian Tantric pitha cult which influenced the early
Tibetan formulation of the néri cult and in which initiatory goddesses congregate
periodically in a network of sites.

The reordering of néri ritual time into larger cycles that both enable and reflect
the establishment of wider networks of sites and orders of ritual space in Tibet is
typical of what occurred elsewhere in Buddhist Asia.** In the case of Tibet, the long-
term development of such pilgrimage systems can be associated with changes that
occurred together with the spread of organized Buddhism in general: a trend to
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horizontal integration, as local cults were linked to regional or panregional networks
that promoted the wider circulation of persons and symbols, the sharing of values
and goals, and so on; and an opposite but related trend toward differentiation, as
new orders of ritual space and time generated hierarchies in which local cults, spe-
cifically those not converted, became morally subordinate as they lacked the cos-
mological underpinning and legitimation of those conforming to the model. What
social effects did these developments have, particularly in terms of the relationships
between new pan-Tibetan pilgrimages, their cult systems and networks, and the
development of economics, trading, and the polity? How did such relationships
actually manifest and operate in specific social and historical contexts and at particular
sites?

Discussion of these important issues has barely been raised in the literature on
Tibetan pilgrimage. This neglect is in part due to narrow focus, in that a large num-
ber of studies are devoted only to localized and smaller scale events and traditions.
The substantial exception is provided by Robert Ekvall and James Downs, who began
discussing pilgrimage in terms of the large-scale dynamics of Tibetan society and
polity. They describe it working as a "‘unifying mechanism’’ over the vast geograph-
ical and ethnic extent of Tibet, circulating people within the territory to foster a
common identity, and promoting an egalitarian social ethic “by the assumption,
and expectation, that social differences would be set aside on pilgrimage and all
pilgrims be equal,” and so on.** One finds similar general, but unsubstantiated,
assumptions echoed in many studies of Tibetan pilgrimage. Ekvall and Downs's
analysis, like other studies of Tibetan pilgrimage and ritual life in general, is based
on the assumption of an unproblematic functionalist perspective of social integration
and unification. It provides a good example of the problems involved in uncritically
treating major Tibetan ritual institutions simply as ‘‘local cults writ large.””¢

From the point of view of this case study of Pure Crystal Mountain n¢ri, I, too,
will contend that certain pilgrimages did play a significant role in the ways a larger
Tibetan social order was regularly defined and organized at various levels. This re-
constitution occurred precisely because of the large-scale ritual and social networking
and gathering pilgrimages engendered. Examples of how this was so in relation to
the active constitution of the premodern polity, as well as of ethnic, interethnic, and
regional identities and of gender construction in the 1940s and 1950s are discussed
in chapters 7 to 10. Unlike Ekvall and Downs, I argue that major Tibetan pilgrimages
and their cult places and networks did not simply or even necessarily promote social
integration, egalitarian values, and so on. Many settings that may have allowed for
this were also characterized by the reinforcement of strong social divisions, bound-
aries, and identities, as well as by resistance to them, competition for access to and
appropriation of symbolic and material resources, and the presence and mediation
of competing discourses.

In much of the preceding discussion 1 have compared a generalized acount of
the néri type of cult mountains to that of the yiillha type commonly worshipped by
local Tibetan communities. While the two are quite distinct in many important
respects, there are undeniable continuities and parallels between them. From the
analyst’s point of view, one of the key differences lies in the far more complex social
life focused around néri and engendered by the ritual and cultic networks they par-
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ticipate in and help to constitute. From the Tibetan pilgrim’s point of view, it is
rather the narratives of their conversion to powerful mandala landscapes populated
with divine beings, their openings by heroic Tantric lamas, and the rituals that these
events define that make the néri essentially different and especially worthy of ritually
journeying long distances to. To these Tibetan interests, and their particular repre-
sentations in relation to Pure Crystal Mountain, I shall now turn.
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Cosmodrama and
Architectonics of Landscape

Wheel of great bliss and perfect cognition

Called glorious Tsari, shining upon everything,
Mandala of gods and goddesses of the three bodies,
Shrine of the triple world-space, I bow down to you!

his short prayer forms the opening lines of an early-nineteenth-

century Tibetan pilgrim’s guidebook to the famous néri of Tsari,
a guidebook still in use today.' To non-Tibetans it may appear to be simply another
devotional verse. Yet these four lines contain the essence of an entire complex rep-
resentational system. It is a system that Tibetans have applied for centuries to a
mountain topos that modern observers have more recently described in essence as
the 5,735-meter Himlayan peak Takpa Shiri at latitude 28° 37' and longitude 93°
15', using their own alternative representational system.? Anyone who reads or hears
this short verse is given the cues, line by line, that the place encompasses sublime
human knowledge and happiness, that it is all-pervasive in its effects, and that it has
two architectonic forms, the mandala palace and the offering shrine, which constitute
at once an abode of many classes of beings and a hierarchized ordering of space
and the physical environment.

The representational system that is used to define Pure Crystal Mountain and that
enjoins the basic logic of all ritual performed there has an origin in cosmic space
and time for Tibetans. Accordingly, as does any developed indigenous account of
the mountain, I will begin by considering its origin narratives and then detail the
set of referents they help determine. This set of referents—the sublime, cosmic
reality of the mountain—was first realized in the visionary experiences of Tantric
yogins and then “‘brought down to earth’” and projected onto the local landscape,
where it came to form the boundaries for the social life of the mountain cult, as I
will show in later chapters.

It is a general feature of classification systems of premodern societies that they
make use of narratives, such as etiological myths, that always point back to the origin
or ““zero point” of the world, the social group, and its practices. Zygmunt Bauman
recently commented that ‘“What the fables of (pre-modern) yore set to do was to
‘explain’ and ‘legitimize’ the being by its birth. After birth, there was nothing left
to explain. The birth was the unique, the only ‘moment in time’, after which time
has stopped, ground to a halt.”’* One finds that the narrative components of many
Tibetan rituals conform in general to such a description. In an important sense,
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much Tibetan ritual practice is a reenactment or repetition of the essential moments
in time portrayed in such myths, and the perceived identifications of present actors
and actions with the ‘‘original” ones is regarded as fundamental to the efficacy of
the ritual itself.* This is true also of the ritual-narrative complexes of the néri cult,
for which one can usually distinguish two overlapping stages: the cosmic foundation,
and the historical human foundation. One finds the first stage replayed within the
ritual practice of Tantric yogins and meditators. They visit néri to internally reenact
the original event of mandalization by identifying themselves with the main chosen
meditational deities and their actions. The second stage is recreated by the ritual
itineraries of ordinary pilgrims. In making their circumambulations of neri, they
repeat the original circuits initially performed by the Tantric superheroes or saints
of the past when they opened these sites for human use, and thus first defined the
external boundaries of the mandala within local landscapes.

Just how such ritual reenactments were actually practiced in recent times around
Pure Crystal Mountain is the subject of the chapters that follow. In this chapter I
will consider the stage of cosmic foundation that generates the whole system of
representations and how it serves to classify and contextualize the site into several
levels of reality and fundamental orders of spatial reference. One can identify these
as the Buddhist cosmic space of the world-system, the Tibetan geographic space of
the trans-Himalayan zone, and the local topographic space with its specific architec-
tonics of mandala landscape. None of the representations I will present is exclusive
to any one social group, and various traces of the system are found in all Tibetan
discourse expressing cultural understandings of social organization and practice in
the area. However, in the texts and words of Buddhist lamas and yogins one often
find the fullest and most sophisticated expression of these ideas. Their extended
accounts constitute the big picture, of which smaller vignettes appear in the accounts

of other Tibetans, often according to their own particular social positions and in-
terests.

A Cosmodrama Comes down to Earth

The origin myth of Pure Crystal Mountain as a sacred place and mandala landscape
derives from Indian Tantric narratives of the subjugation of Mahesvara (alias Rudra
or Bhairava) by Vajrapani, or Jigjay’s subjugation by Heruka as it is recast in the
later Tibetan versions. A developing line of research has recently demonstrated the
importance and popularity in northern Buddhist traditions of these narratives.’
Working from Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Chinese textual sources, scholars have consid-
ered the development, “travels,”” and possible significance of these influential stories.
Despite this extensive scholarship, the ethnologist is still left to pose the question:
If this narrative or mythic scheme was, and perhaps still is, so influential and popular
in northern Buddhism, how has it affected the actual social lives of Buddhists? What
really did “‘fall down to earth™ as this lofty cosmodrama unfolded, multiplied, and
traveled through Asian time and space?

In Tibetan areas, various local versions of the story of the subjugation of Jigjay
by Heruka have probably enjoyed at least an eight-hundred-year residence. They
have been continually adapted and deployed by Buddhist authors throughout that
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period in order mainly to legitimate and authenticate the practice of originally Indian
Tantric ritual systems in a new Tibetan context. This legitimation process includes
the frequent use of these stories in relation to the development of the cult of néri
mountains and other pilgrimage sites. Versions of the narrative are associated with
all the major Buddhist néri in Tibet, and at Tsari this association had already taken
place by the sixteenth century; most probably, it occurred even earlier. The myth's
specific application to the site of Tsari has local representational implications.

Ferocious Jigjay's Subjugation at Tsari

For Tibetans the story of the Tsari area and Pure Crystal Mountain begins with
important events in the history of our world-system. The spatial setting for the story
is the recently formed universe itself, but more specifically our southern cosmic
continent of Dzambuling (Jambudvipa), as it is conceived in Indic Buddhist cos-
mologies 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 cosmic ages. It was at
the beginning of the fourth (and present) cosmic age of disharmony that a cos-
modrama unfolded in which two sets of divine forces competed for hegemonic
power, and the control of the world changed hands.

According to our Tibetan versions of the story at Tsari, at that time our world-
system came to be occupied and dominated by the powers of an obnoxious divine
couple, Jigjay (Bhairava) and Diitsenma (Kali) and their ferocious emanations as
localized spirits. On one level these characters represent the influences of heterodox
systems, such as Saivism, and on another they can be read as the negative predis-
positions that need to be overcome by the Tantric yogin in practice. This divine
couple and their representatives were then subjugated by a “‘father-mother union”
(yabyum) of Buddhist chosen meditational deities, namely the Heruka emanation
Khorlo Dompa/Demchok (Cakrasamvara/Samvara), his consort Dorje Pagmo (Vajra-
varahi), and their own retinue. They represent not only the system of Buddhism but
also the yogin's own overcoming of tendencies toward defilement and ignorance.
The action of the story takes place at twenty-four main sites and eight secondary
sites, the latter set being identified as charnel grounds. These places are frequently
mentioned in Tantric literature as being the abodes of initiatory goddesses and med-
itation venues for advanced practitioners who have entered into the carya or “action”
phase of yoga in the Khorlo Dompa (Cakrasamvara) Tantra practice system. It should
be noted that Tibetan translators and later purveyors of these narratives employed
the word né to translate the Sanskrit term pitha and thereby represent the concept of
the ““action sites.”” Many of these main and subsidiary action sites are identifiable in
the ancient religious geography of the Indian subcontinent. In the logic of the Khorlo
Dompa Tantra system, where macrocosm and microcosm are equated and integrated,
these twenty-four action sites and the powers active at them are represented not
only in the geography of the external world but also as being arrayed around an
internal network within the psychic body of the yogin, throughout which vital
cnergies flow during ritual. In terms of this equation, the external world is thus also
represented as a cosmic and geographical body, the action sites of which are each
assimilated to body parts, and the circulatory interconnections between them as the
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routes of ritual journeys. This so-called adamantine body (vejra-kdya) system of cor-
respondences, clearly a development of earlier themes in Indic cosmic dismember-
ment myths and introduced into late Indian Buddhism by way of extensive
borrowings from Saiva literature, came to serve as the basis for a Tibetan pilgrimage
network based on certain of the néri mountains and associated sites.®

What is most significant in Tibetan sources is the longstanding identification
of certain of these twenty-four (or thirty-two) essentially Indic sites with a series of
places in the actual landscape of Tibet and the high Himalayas. In the process of
assimilating the Tantric culture of late, North Indian Buddhism during the course
of the last millennium, Tibetans relocated this India-wide scheme of sacred geog-
raphy into their own world-space and in terms of their own cultural discourse. (I
have discussed Tibetan interpretations of this scheme in detail elsewhere and will
not dwell on them here.)” Pure Crystal Mountain at Tsari, along with other neri
locations like Tise and Labchi, form an important part of this system and its devel-
opment. For Tibetans the process of Jigjay's subjugation in the Tantric cosmodrama
myth establishes the fundamental identity and nature of these sites as great Buddhist
power places or empowered landscapes in terms of the cult of the néri.

All the available Tibetan written and oral sources that locate Tsari in this cos-
modrama scheme do so by employing greatly abbreviated versions of the much
longer subjugation narrative detailed in other sources. The short sixteenth-century
version given here is commonly recycled in various oral and written accounts of
Tsari. In the full text, the author first sets cosmic and geographical space in order
by describing the general arrangement of the universe and the position, class, and
names of the twenty-four main and eight subsidiary action sites. He then relates
Tsari to the system of action sites, and picks up the narrative:

This [place, Tsari] is said to be the great charnel ground to the south of them, according
to the explanation brought forth by the Buddha in the [Tantras]. In the past, shortly
after the time this world-system came into existence, these abodes (né) were seized by
eight couples of powerful male and female gods and antigods, bestowers of harm and
ogres, and serpent deities and horseheaded men. As a result they were called the né of
action in the [three world-space realms of] celestial action (khaché), action on the earth
(sachd), and underground (saog). and were famous as the eight great charnel grounds.
And at that time, as the ferocious couple Jigjay and Ditsenma, alias the god Wangchuk
Chenpo (Mahesvara) and the great goddess Uma who have their divine palace on snowy
mount Tise, were regarded as the rulers of the world, those denizens made offerings
to these two. As they were addicted to sexual intercourse, that couple could not go to
these sites when invited by those denizens. Therefore, they bestowed on those twenty-
four or thirty-two sites stone megaliths (linga) representing [Wangchuk Chenpo’s] head,
and so forth. Those denizens made offerings to them as well.

As a consequence, the world fell into a period of establishment in the paths of evil
and conversion to unbounded suffering. So, seeing that the time had come to subjugate
them, from the highest heaven that Heruka whose substance is perfected experience
established there a Heruka that was an emanation-body, having a blue-colored body,
four faces, twelve arms, together with a Dorje Pagmo which he had himself emanated,
performing a clockwise dance. As a result these emanations appeared on the summit
of the central cosmic mountain, and the Buddhas of the five lineages, having emanated
a divine palace and a troupe of offering goddesses, presented these to them as gifts,
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thus completing the great mandala of the assembled lineages there. After the subjugation
of ferocious Jigjay and his retinue by means of the absorption of their wealth and
power, at the time that the great Root Tantra of Demchok, the “‘Ocean of Knowledge,” was
preached [by the Buddha], This place was one of the eight great charnel grounds, that
to the south of the mandala.?

And at this point a nineteenth-century version adds:

And in accordance with that, all the né of action in the realms of celestial action (khachd),
action on the earth (sachd), and underground (saog) that had been seized by the ferocious
one and his retinue were reempowered in their very essence as the sphere of action of
divine heroes and their consorts, and were conquered.’

Spatial Representations from the Narratives

By equating the Tsari area with the Indian Tantric charnel ground of Caritra (or
Tsaritra in Tibetan) the Tibetan accounts link it into a complex cosmic and terrestrial
network of sites. Detailed Tibetan versions of the subjugation story divide the space
of the great world-system mandala into a three-tiered organization around which
the main sites are arrayed and which is referred to briefly in our accounts.'® The
tribhuvana (sasum), or ‘‘three levels,’’ system is an earlier Indian cosmological scheme
found in the Sanskrit sources from which the Tibetans derived their narratives, and
which appears to be analogous to indigenous Tibetan tripartite ordering of the phe-
nomenal world.'" Regardless of its origins, such a three-level organization of space
is completely pervasive in Tibetan thinking about the world, whether in a vast and
more abstract cosmological sense or in terms of the perceivable physical environment
on any scale. Its implications for the representation of Tsari are multiple.

In cosmic space Tsari can be visualized as lying on the southern edge of the great
world-system mandala, whose center is the great cosmic mountain, Meru, some-
where to the north. This picture accords with the location of the eight great Tantric
charnel grounds depicted around the perimeter of the mandala of the Heruka form
of Khorlo Dompa (see figure 4.1).'? The twenty-four main action sites and associated
charnel grounds in the scheme are divided into three sets of eight, each set being
located on one of the levels of the three-tiered world-system. Tibetan sources de-
scribe these as the “‘eight né of celestial action (khaché),” *‘the eight né of action on
the earth (sachd),”” and “the eight né of action underground (saogché).”''* Each set is
further characterized in terms of the three aspects of the enlightened being of the
wrathful Heruka form of Khorlo Dompa, as represented by the vanquishing ema-
nations he manifested in those places. This entails a hierarchy from the sublime to
the gross material, with the upper level khaché abodes associated with mind (or
“heart,” thug), the middle saché with speech (sung), and the lower saogché with body
(ku)."* In these terms, the identification of Tsari as a charnel ground surrounding
the world-system mandala included it in the khaché set of abodes, as a place of
Heruka's mind. This is why Tsari is commonly referred to by Tibetans as ‘'the né of
Khorlo Dompa’s mind."'"*

Related social and geographical implications arise from these notions. When asked
to describe Tsari as a part of Tibet, my informants invoked a well-known, and
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Figure 4.1. Nepalese scroll painting of the sixty-two deity Khorlo Dompa mendala. (Cour-
tesy Private Collection R. R, E))

perhaps antiquated, threefold scheme that related the site with two other neri in
Tibetan geography.'* When Tsari is described as the né of Khorlo Dompa's mind,
Labchi is called the né of Khorlo Dompa’s speech, and Tise or Mount Kailash the né
of Khorlo Dompa’s body.'” Sometimes other related néri, such as Kawa Karpo, will
be added as well. Tibetans not only think these three main sites in a geographical
network, they use it as a ritual network for pilgrimage as well. Many pilgrims I met
had visited several of these sites, and it was their common aim, often constructed
in terms of a vow, to visit all three during their lifetime. This ritual network of
recent popular pilgrimage was done by the serious Tantric practitioners of the past
as a matter of course.'® A contemporary ritual text divides up the Tibetan world-
space and its peoples on the basis of this network:

There is a proverb that states: "'In the three districts of Ngari up in the west, they are
guided by their own ne (i.e.. Tise). In the four horns of U and Tsang in the centre,
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they are guided by their religion (i.e., Buddhism). In the six ranges of Amdo and Kham
down in the east, they are guided by their lamas.” And in accord with that, from
among the many important néri that exist within Tibet, they always perform circumam-
bulations and prostrations in connection with the great né of glorious Khorlo Dompa:
In the west the very famous ‘‘King of White Snows’’ Tise, né¢ of the body of the white
lion-faced [goddess]; in the center the excellent Labchi, né of the speech of the striped
tiger-faced [goddess]; and in the east the peerless Tsari, né of the mind of the black
sow-faced [goddess]."”

Being a charnel ground in the Tantric scheme, Tsari is located in the upper level
of the triple world-space, in the celestial action zone of khaché—literally “‘sky-going"’
or “‘active in space’’ in Tibetan—and also is structured like a mandala, palace (see
figure 4.2). The triple division of the world-system implies a strong vertical onto-
logical gradient from gross at the bottom to more refined or pure above. This gra-
dient applies equally to the quality of existence of the physical environment and to
the beings and other forms of life that inhabit it. While the underground action
zone is populated mainly by serpent deities, we humans, the animals, and a collec-
tion of earthbound spirits live in the zone of action on the earth’s surface. Sites in
the celestial or sky zone of the three-layered mandala world-system are described as
"“pure abodes’’ (nédakpa) in the Tibetan sources, resembling something like a heaven
or paradise. And their inhabitauts are purified beings, principally heroic gods and
initiatory goddesses and other grades of enlightened sentient existence. These resi-
dents of khaché are called “‘sky-goers” (male/female: khandro/ma or khachdpa/ma).?
Thus one finds that Khorlo Dompa'’s female consort Dorje Pagmo, principle resident
sky-goer at Pure Crystal Mountain, is given the epithet Khaché Wangmo, or “‘Chief-
tainess of Khacho,” by Tibetans (see figure 4.2).%!

While the khaché zone may be the abode of sky-goers, Tibetans believe that at
Tsari, under the right circumstances, humans may perceive it or enter it as well. The
famous yogin Shabkar once characterized the site as ‘‘Tsaritra the glorious né, a great
Buddhafield . . . which is equal to the actual pure khaché when seen by those en-
dowed with good fortune, purified perception, and karma.’’?? Tsariwa tell a story,
found in various textual versions also, of an Indian Tantric master named Lawapa,
who meditated near the summit of Pure Crystal Mountain and is said to have ‘“‘passed
into the khaché zone after going on to the peak.”” What is important to the storytellers
is that Lawapa entered the khaché zone while still in a human body. A song about
those who worship at Tsari states: “'At the time of death they will be lead to the
field of pure khaché by divine heroes and sky-goers.” 2}

Here one must be careful not to build the khaché zone at Tsari into a kind of
Luftschloss, merely afloat in space. While the designation *‘khaché pure abode’" (ne-
dakpa khachd), which is so frequently applied to Tsari, involves the space around and
above the mountain, it also applies to the actual landscape of its uppermost slopes.2*
Elements of this designation are coded into the different place names for the moun-
tain’s high altitude topography, such as the main summit of Pure Crystal Mountain
(Dakpa Sheri), the eastern peak of Khachéri (‘‘Khaché Mountain'"), the four high
peaks collectively called Dakpa Khachérishi (““Four Pure Khaché Mountains’’), and
the former high point of the Rongkor Chenmo, the great procession route around
the mountain, called Dakpa Tsari Thugpa (‘'Heart/Mind of Pure Tsari’’).?* In later



A

S
0

rey s

Figure 4.2, Tibetan scroll painting of the khachd pure abode. (Schoettle Collection, Courtesy
Juachim Baader.)
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chapters I will show how the intense purity of this upper landscape and the space
around the mountain is taken account of in the structure of rituals and in general
Tibetan life practice at the site. I will also show that the pure beings, like the sky-
goers and others, who abide in the khaché zone do not just fly around remotely in
space but, as far as Tibetans are concerned, are active on the ground of the mountain
as well.

Fluid Spaces and Schematic Repetition

There are further considerations of space at Tsari that relate to its status as a site in
the narratives of Jigjay's subjugation. These features are less well known to most
people, being more of interest to Tantric practitioners, although I note them here
because enough yogins and ordinary folk do mention them for it to be significant.
I have just stated that the Khorlo Dompa system posits the correspondence of mac-
rocosmic and microcosmic space. This correspondence is usually represented in
terms of the arrangement of all the external “‘n¢ of action’’ being present in miniature
in the yogin's body. If a yogin reports, ““When I was practising at place X, all the
twenty-four née were present there,”’ such a statement is often interpreted by Western
commentators as symbolic or intentional language to describe an inner psychic ex-
perience of space.?* This may be so, but it is only one possible interpretation.

For many Tibetans, both lamas and laypersons, the whole set of action né are
considered to be physically, not merely symbolically, contained in the local envi-
ronment of any one of the external locations, such as Tsari. The lama Dilgo Khyentse
has said that ““within any single valley one can identify the entire set of the twenty-
four sacred places.”?” During my own fieldwork at Labchi and Pawongkha, two
places in Tibet considered to be among the twenty-four Tantric action né, 1 was
shown other versions of the twenty-four né in the local geography by practitioners.
A Tibetan guidebook to Tsari asserts that the twenty-four are present there also and
lists sources that classify them.?® One informant from Chikchar at Tsari said that they
were present in that area but have probably all but disappeared now due to the
violation of the site by the occupying Chinese army since 1960.% On this phenom-
enon Diinjom Rinpoché maintains that existing power places such as Uddiyana, one
of the twenty-four né, can shrink in surface and even disappear from an area when
the conditions are no longer conducive to spiritual practice.?®

At Tsari one finds the same large-scale representational themes that are established
through the subjugation narrative being applied to the vertical and horizontal or-
ganization of space at all levels. For example, written and oral accounts of the site
image the regional geography as a gigantic ritual scepter or dorje laid on its side.?
The western tip of this dorje is formed by Pure Crystal Mountain, the so-called Ancient
Tsari (Tsari Nyingma); its spiral center is the adjacent lake of Tsari Tsokar, or ‘‘White
Lake,” to the east, and the easternmost tip is formed by the related sites of Tsari
Sarma and Tashijong, or ““New Tsari”’ and ‘‘Auspicious Valley,”” some seventy kil-
ometers away along the Himalayan divide to the east (see figure 8.1).3? All three are
recognized as né of the chosen meditational deity couple Khorlo Dompa and Dorje
Pagmo and have a threefold ranking applied to them with Pure Crystal mountain
being the n¢ of speech, White Lake the n¢ of mind, and New Tsari the né of body.
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In another example, concerning the site of Chikchar, the location of Tsari's most
important temple and meditation retreat centre, one finds the three-level world-space
scheme repeated in small scale. When the temple of Dorje Pagmo (‘‘Adaman-
tine Sow’") was founded there between 1567 and 1574 by the Tantric scholar Pema
Karpo, he began construction on receiving the prophecy of a local sky-goer: “You
should labor zealously because the time has arrived for a pig-faced one to be self-
produced underground (seog) and for the appearance of a sow active in the sky
(khaché) above and a sow active on the earth (saché) between these!’'3* Correspond-
ingly, contemporary Tibetan accounts of the site describe its appearance precisely in
terms of these three divisions of the local world-space.** One could even say that
this threefold organization of space is repeated again in miniature within the body
of the Tantric yogin who meditates at the site according to practices of the Khorlo
Dompa system.’*

Such examples are taken from many threefold divisions of space that Tibetans use
at Tsari. This pattern is strongly reinforced by the repetition there of another rep-
resentational element from the narratives of Jigjay's subjugation, the architectonic
form of the divine mansion of the chosen meditational deities, the mandala palace.

Reading the Architecture of Landscape

In the core narratives of the subjugation drama just presented, the world-system
becomes constituted as a great mandala palace of Khorlo Dompa and his consort,
radiating out from the summit of the cosmic mountain, with sites such as Tsari
distributed around its perimeter. The Tibetan commentators extended this idea, per-
haps following implicit Tantric themes of equating the organization of macrocosm
and microcosm, and went on to represent néri as complete mandala palaces in their
own right. While Tibetans applied this representational form to their mountains, as
well as to various other local sites during the course of many centuries, it appears
that at Tsari this practice of mandalizing geographical areas was most systematically
both applied to landscape and actualized socially in ritual and domestic behavior.
Landscape first became realized as mandala in the visionary experiences of Tantric
meditators who practiced at the site and recorded their perceptions of the mountain’s
sublime reality.

Most non-Tibetans who have seen Tibetan Buddhist mandala will relate to them
as flat, two-dimensional images such as those represented in painted scrolls (see
figure 4.1), woodblock prints, drawings, and ritual arrangements of colored sand.
Yet for Tibetans these are just the diagrams or ground plans for what is always
conceived of as a three-dimensional structure, in which the vertical orientation is
the most dominant (see figure 4.2). The true three-dimensional form of mandala is
reproduced constantly in Tibetan cultural life. This reproduction takes place in mul-
tiple ephemeral constructions, such as ritual hand gestures, the positioning and
movement of persons in certain ceremonial and performative events, the heapt‘d
arrangement of offering substances in regular rituals, or the sustained and highly
detailed mental productions generated in advanced forms of Tantric meditation.
More permanent constructions are instantiated in architectural forms ranging from
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entire temple complexes—for example, the great Samyé temple—to reliquaries (ché-
ten) and other shrines of all sizes and ritual structures fashioned from metal, clay,
thread, wood, or dough, and nowadays even generated with computer-assisted draft-
ing programs and stored as electronic media. In some of these forms, particularly
the architecturally elaborate buildings and visualized mental constructions, one can
appreciate that in three dimensions a mandala as a built-up palace or mansion is
more than just an ornate and impressive facade. Such mandala have an even more
complex interior of halls, chambers, galleries, archways, thrones, and so on, pop-
ulated by a highly ordered group of divine residents. Thus, both the entire structure
itself and its inhabitants constitute a specific pantheon, in the fullest sense of the
word.

In order for non-Tibetans to begin to appreciate the process of the mandalization
of landscape at a place such as Tsari, one must start by imagining both a sophisti-
cated, three-dimensional exterior and interior of the mountain. If such a vision of
the landscape, or at least its possibility, is not borne constantly in mind, one will
miss the fuller significance that such representations have for Tibetans when they
encounter Pure Crystal Mountain. One runs the risk of reducing this particular way
of thinking about place to the mode of two-dimensional diagrams or to the mere
facade or surface of three-dimensional forms only. Such cautions not only apply to
non-Tibetan analysts and readers of conceptions of the architecture of landscape, but
also are invoked in Tibetan debates about ranked cognitive abilities that determine
who gains access to the various dimensions of reality that are admitted by the Tibetan
worldview.

Mandala Palace Geography and Topography

Referring to the Tantric visionary interpretation of the mountain’s landscape, the
standard guidebooks for Tsari generally indicate that “‘Pure Crystal mountain . . . has
an arrangement of peaks, lakes, and regions with the innate nature of a mandala’’;
that it is “‘a great, naturally produced mandala of Adamantine Secret Mantra'’;*” and
that when circumambulating up on the mountain one is said to "‘have entered into
the mandala of the Great Secret.”"** Some Tibetans describe Pure Crystal Mountain
and its environs in great detail as a mandala palace of the chosen meditational deities
Khorlo Dompa and Dorje Pagmo. The lists of deities, their qualities, and their lo-
cations given in such accounts are describing the interior structure of this mandala
palace as it lies behind the covering of the mountain's exterior landscape features.
Buddhists recognize the level of reality of this interior structure as the form realm
of sambhoga-kdya, the “‘enjoyment body” of enlightened Buddhahood. This particular
form realm is only accessible or conceivable for those persons practicing at advanced
levels of Tantric meditation, with a refinement of cognition equivalent to the upper
stages of the bodhisattva path.

When heard or read these esoteric accounts of landscape may seem fantastic to
the uninitiated; however, they are not entirely unique, as they conform to the man-
dala liturgies found in texts, and the painted and sculpted representations depicting
these liturgies. What is unique, however, are the Tibetan interpretations of geo-
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graphical space and topographical form based on the conception of the actual man-
dala palace being within the mountain itself. It is mainly these interpretations that I
will detail here.

The mandala palace manifest as Pure Crystal Mountain is identical to the three-
tiered cosmic mandala palace already outlined in relation to the subjugation drama
just presented, although it is reduced in extent to fit the topos of the mountain.
Thus the same triple division and hierarchy applied to space, being, and environment
are found once again but discussed here mainly with reference to architectural forms.
The foundations (mangshi) of the structure—what one would term the geological
root of the mountain—are laid in the underworld deep within the ground. The
divine palace (phodrang) sits upon a gigantic lotus flower base (péden) rising out of the
center of an underground lake. The structure occupies the triple world-space at all
three levels. And as for the section that exists above the level of the ground, the
mountain itself:

It is a mandala that is made in the form of a mountain.

This Crystal Mountain, which is a superior symbol,

Is made from precious crystal substance,

With the shape of a great chéten.

On its apex dwell the lamas and the chosen meditational deities,
About its middle dwell the Buddhas of the three times,

And at its base dwell the defenders of religion and guardians.
Round about it dwell divine heroes and sky-goers;

Its environs comprise a heavenly palace.*

One finds in these statements both vertical and horizontal referents for imaging the
mountain’s topography as a mandala palace. Summarizing from many oral and writ-
ten sources, one can briefly outline the architecture of the mandala palace in the
landscape. (I defer for later discussion the chiten or ‘‘reliquary shrine,” shape and
crystal substance mentioned here.)

First, the central summit of Pure Crystal Mountain is the highest chamber of the
palace in which Khorlo Dompa and Dorje Pagmo, and one’s lama (who is equal to
the chosen meditational deities), dwell. It is equivalent to the pericarp of the lotus
at the very center of the mandala (see figure 4.1). It is here inside the topmost
mountain peak/palace that the raison d’étre of this sublime architecture, the original
cosmic subjugation drama, continues; its chosen meditational deity inhabitants are
described as still “‘dancing on the corpse of ferocious Jigjay and the breast of Dut-
senma.’** The interior of the great palace is, therefore, to be understood as an
atemporal reality that can be ritually accessed and used by the qualified.

The area of high altitude terrain below the summit, circumscribed by the series
of high passes that surround it, has its landscape features divided horizontally into
sets of four. This division is based on the layout of this terrain being like a svastiko
cross or that of a five-pointed ritual sceptre, in which the fifth point projects verti-
cally from the center to form the main peak. The intermediate levels of the mandala
palace, between the central pericarp chamber above and the four doors below on
the four outer walls, are divided into four quadrants of different colors (see figure
4.1). Here the various chambers housing divine occupants, the ritual decorations,
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such as vases and white conch shells, and the outer petals of the pericarp are all
divided into sets of four along both the cardinal axes and the intermediate points of
the horizontal plane. Thus, correspondingly, one finds this landscape zone contains
the summits of four peaks around the center; then, further out, four main passes;
four ravines with four rivers that flow down from the summit of Pure Crystal Moun-
tain in the four directions and carrying water of four different colors; four caves and
four stone thrones on the mountain side; and four important lakes.*!

The four doors on the outer walls of the palace are identified with main mountain
passes, valleys, and ravines in the cardinal directions. These were the sites where
humans first entered the palace landscape, when Tantric yogins “‘opened the doors
to the place” in times past, as I will show in the following chapter. In this lowest
zone the point of entry to the great mandala, where one must initially encounter
the guardian and protector deities, is said to be in the main valley of the Tsari River
due north of the central peak. Certain of the charnel grounds that are found arranged
around the palace, outside the doors, are also identified as sites in the outer environs
of the mountain. The whole mandala is enclosed by a circular girdle or fencelike
enclosure of ritual scepters (dorje rawa), which forms the divine threshold of the
arrangement. There are places on the ground that the great girdle of ritual scepters
is thought to traverse, marking the boundary of the mandala.

In addition, there are many other references to the mandala structure and its
divine occupants in Tibetan descriptions of Tsari. In fact, the detail in such accounts
of the place will make little sense to the hearer or reader who is not versed in the
mandala liturgy or who is unused to imaging landscape according to such represen-
tations. All these important features of the mandala palace precinct are found cata-
loged and described in Tibetan oral and written accounts. I will not reproduce all
this material here but will have occasion to refer to certain features selectively in
later chapters as their interpretation dictates the pattern of specific aspects of ritual
and domestic life in the region.

Sublime Aquatic Architecture

As I have shown, the mandala and tribhuvana systems have very closely related ways
of ordering space. The mandala, in addition, develops a horizontal pattern of order
at the site. Just as the tribhuvana system is repeated at various levels to interpret the
phenomenal world, so, too, is the process of mandalization. Tsari is located on the
cosmic mandala, and the mountain is a mandala, but also on the mountain itself a
group of the most important individual sites are described as mandala: the alpine
lakes that are found around the high summit. In the ancient Tibetan worldview and
the folk tradition, lakes—along with mountain peaks—are the most significant type
of landscape feature, and the two are often considered together as a gendered pair
(commonly male mountain, female lake) forming an ideal unit of sacred geography.
They are a dwelling place of both the collective and personal vitality or life force
principle (la), and their waters produce and provide both visionary and physical
access to other dimensions of space and time. In line with these themes, the Buddhist
mandala lakes on the slopes of Pure Crystal Mountain are permeable zones, windows
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or portals in the hard rock and earth walls of the great palace, through which one
can see or enter into the chambers of the divine residence.

Although the main summit is the most powerful place in the great landscape
mandala, it is physically (though not meditatively) unreachable. The various mandala
lakes are all accessible—they can be circumambulated at close quarters; their waters
can be consumed or collected; offerings can be placed in them; and they can be
ritually entered through bathing or meditation. The Tibetan guidebooks catalog these
mandala lakes, the specific deity abodes they contain, and the powers they can offer
the practitioner. Their depth provides the vertical dimension of the palace architec-
ture, but their surface tension is also said to mirror this divine reality. And like the
rest of the high altitude environment on the mountain, they are close to, or within,
the khaché purity zone; thus the water and other substances they contain have a high
ritual status.

The most important mandala lake is Great Palace Turquoise Lake (Phodrang
Chenpo Yumtso), located to the south of the main summit; the term phodrang refers
to the mandala palace it contains. This lake itself is described as “‘[c]hief of all the
lakes, origin place for all paranormal powers, and the complete mandala palace of
glorious Khorlo Dompa.”’*> When famous yogins visit the spot, they are said to “see
this lake itself as the mandala of glorious Khorlo Dompa, and enter within it.”"*
Such mandala lakes at Tsari are the initiatory sites par excellence in the local land-
scape.

Mandalization is repeated on an even smaller scale at Tsari. The smallest and most
intimate level of its application is within the human body of the practitioner. Once
again, patterns for conceiving space and place are reproduced and reinforced.

One more major aspect of the representational system applied to Tsari remains
to be outlined, which further amplifies all that has been detailed so far: the concep-
tion that the mountain has the architectural form of a chéten reliquary shrine (some-
times called chidong).

Nature's Enormous Crystal Reliquary

The conceptions of the mountain as mandala palace and khaché zone were developed
out of the subjugation narratives relating to the supreme yoga class of Tantra
traditions in Tibet. By designating Tsari as a charnel ground, these conceptions also
pave the way for its landscape to be imaged as a Buddhist reliquary shrine or choten.
In Tantric liturgies and icons the charnel grounds that surround the Khorlo Dompa
mandala are portrayed as each containing a white chéten. Each charnel ground also
has a mountain and a tree associated with it. Tibetan commentators use all these
features to argue for the identity of sites like Tsari with those described in Tantric
sources. Later Tibetan works recycle this Indian imagery in detail in accounts of the
great charnel grounds. They often mention great chiten, sometimes the size of moun-
tains, which are “'self-arisen” or ‘‘naturally produced’’ and made out of pure crystal
as their central feature. The twelfth chapter of the important fourteenth-century
Tibetan "‘revealed treasure’” (terma) text Pema Khatang, for instance, gives a detailed
account of one such chiten, which forms the central palace of the land of Uddiyana
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in northwest India.** It is said to be a great abode of Heruka or Khorlo Dompa,
which reflects the status of the site of Uddiyana as it is mentioned in the subjugation
narratives. All the same images turn up in later revealed treasure guidebooks to Pure
Crystal Mountain of Tsari, as I will show. Once again, Tibetans have reworked a
developed Indian representational scheme and applied it in detail to their own local
landscape.

Tibetan sources represent Pure Crystal Mountain as a chéten or shrine in a2 number
of ways, emphasizing different aspects of its form and meaning. It can be seen as
an enormous natural monument to the victory of Buddhist teachings, referred to in
terms of the dharma-kdya, or ‘‘absolute body’’ aspect of the Buddha. At the same time,
this monument is both identified with, and contains within itself, the sambhoga-kdya
aspect of the chosen meditational deities, who embody the victory of Buddhism over
both cosmic negativities (the subjugation of Jigjay) and personal negativities (the
cleansing of the “‘twin defilements,”” or dribnyi). For example:

The divine hero Heruka—whose soles are coated

With the red blood that pours from the slain Jigjay—

Together with the sky-goer [Dorje Pagmo], who both purify the twin defilements,
Constitute the evil-conquering Crystal Mountain, a shrine of the dharma-kaya.**

Other descriptions detail the monument’s form as manifest on three relatively
different levels of reality—the outward (chi), inward (nang), and esoteric (sang). For
example:

Esoterically (sang) [this] Snow Mountain of Pure Crystal arose naturally in the shape of
a ritual vase (bumpa). Thus, it has been said to be an empowered chiten that is naturally
produced and self-manifested.*

The ritual vase (Sanskrit: kalasa) referred to here has the esoteric meaning of
representing a mandala. In mandala rituals practiced by Tibetans, one or several vases
contain the deities and form the “‘palace.”” The vases themselves become the central
initiatory structure in processes such as the “‘vase consecration’’ (kalasabhiseka). In
Tibetan the same term, bumpa, is used for the dome or vaselike receptacle of the
Tibetan-style chiten, which houses the deities or their representations in the same
arrangement as a mandala palace.

Although its architectural details differ, the ubiquitous Buddhist reliquary shrine
or chéten is equal to a mandala palace. For Tibetans the two are functionally similar
as ritual structures, as they both contain either Buddhas or the substantial and sym-
holic equivalents of Buddhas in the form of relics, texts, or images. By virtue of this
content, both possess a similar ambiance of empowerment (chinlab). In actual struc-
tures built in Tibet, the architectural forms of both are conspicuously combined to
the point where the distinction between them collapses. In sculptural representations
the summit or crown of Sumeru, the central cosmic mountain of the world-system
mandala palace, is a chéten, and the top of any Khorlo Dompa mandala palace is itself
equivalent to the Sumeru.*’ The unity of the two representations becomes even more
apparent as further details are given of the “outward’”” and “‘inward’’ reality of the
mountain: ‘Pure Crystal Mountain is a great dharma-kdya shrine, and this itself resem-
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bles a heart-shaped snow mountain outwardly (chi), [and] inwardly (nang) contains
a great celestial palace of pure, divine hosts in the naturally produced and self-
manifested form of an auspicious many-doored chéten.”’** In addition:

It is the great edifice of an auspicious [many-doored] chéten, which if seen from the
outside (chi) exists in the form of a three-peaked snow mountain, and if seen from the
inside (nang) is a luminous, auspicious [many-doored] chiten made out of a crystal jewel
material. Its summit is established as the abode of the gods.*

The architecture of this type of chiten, which Tibetans refer to as trashi gomang, or
““auspicious many-doored,” is more like a mandala palace than any other chiten style
found in the Tibetan world.*° The revealed treasure guidebooks of the Nyingmapa
sect, for example, describe the mountain’s exterior in great detail as an auspicious
many-doored choten.*' The interior complexity of this style is elaborated on in the
traditions of other Buddhist sects interested in the mountain, such as the Kagyiipa.
When visiting the Great Palace Turquoise Lake at Tsari, the founder of the Drigungpa
lineage, Jigten Génpo (1143-1217), perceived the mountain as an auspicious many-
doored chéten housing two thousand eight hundred deities. Kagytipa written and oral
guides to the mountain have continued to represent it according to this elaborate
architectural scheme:

[I]t is the heart of hearts of the place of Tsari. It arose in the center of that place, and
previously the accomplished ones perceived it directly as a great auspicious many-
doored [chéten], which they perceived as containing: the four great kings and the other
seventy-two glorious protectors at the seventy-two doors to the lion’s throne of the
chiten ; in the center of that the glorious four-armed protector and other defenders of
religion and guardians; on the four steps possessing great faces eight hundred shrines
on [each] great face; in each and every one of the two thousand six hundred doors on
the steps the divine assemblies of the four classes of Tantras; in the dome the divine
assembly of the mandala of the lord Heruka Dorje Sempa alias Khorlo Dompa in father-
mother union; on the capital and parasol Dorje Chang encircled by the Kagytipa lamas.
In terms of its true state, it is said to be a great palace that is essentially a vast ocean
of mandala. However, even in terms of its external appearance, this towering and
beautifully shaped snow peak clearly resembles the form of a many-doored chéten.*!

According to historical sources, this particular chiten architecture of Pure Crystal
Mountain has long existed in Tibet in the form of smaller humanmade ‘‘visible
representations’’ (ten). During Jigten Génpo's lifetime multiple replicas of the Pure
Crystal Mountain many-doored chiten were built at Drigungthel monastery in Central
Tibet to conform with his vision.s* They are still being rebuilt today.** Another form
of portable ten of Pure Crystal Mountain is a painted-scroll image, with the sublime
architecture of a tashi gomang or auspicious many-doored chéten housing the chosen
meditational deities in its central dome (see figure 4.3).

These materials are very important. The representational system I am describing
here is known to have had a long public life in the form of oral and written guide-
book, eulogy, and prayer texts. But it has also long been available for visual con-
sumption in Tibet in material forms, some of which are portable, such as the painted
scroll. Although the differences between mandala palaces and auspicious many-
doored chiten (and, for that matter, representations of Buddhafields) are often only



Figure 4.3 Tibetan scroll painting of Pure Crystal Mountain as a tashi gomang shrine with
pilgrims. (Courtesy Heins Zumbiihl)
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subtle, the fact that these public forms are of the chéten and not explicitly of the
mandala is significant. There may well be esoteric restrictions on the public display
or reproduction of the Khorlo Dompa mandala, but other more down-to-earth ex-
planations are possible. An elderly southern Tibetan once described Pure Crystal
Mountain to me as a huge crystal chiten; when I asked if he understood it as a
mandala, he replied, "Of course we [laypeople] know about mandala, but the lamas
know everything [about them]. Well, if you go to Tsari and see the mountain in
front of you, it just looks like it's a big chiten of white crystal!’’ss

Such a statemnent is not isolated, nor does it merely reflect contemporary sentiment
about how Tibetans regard mountains. A Tibetan layman who visited the mountain
in 1794 recorded in his biography: “From the summit of the Drélma Pass I directly
encountered (jel) the snow mountain of Dakpashri, palace of glorious Khorlo Dompa,
that resembles a mountain of crystal.’’ ¢ General references to the geography of Tibet
found in earlier Tibetan literature often use descriptive phrases like ‘‘mountains that
resemble chiten of spotless crystal.”’s” Talking and thinking of mountains as chéten has
had a long history in the Tibetan world. In general it could be said that chten, like
mountains, are everywhere in the traditional Tibetan world-space. They are the most
common and accessible religious edifices in the Tibetan environment (or used to be
before their mass destruction during the Cultural Revolution), and most journeys in
public space involve circumambulating one sooner or later. Popular pilgrimage jour-
neys to mountains represented as chéten, as I will show, also involve the same fun-
damental ritual performances.

The dual representational system of mandala palace and chéten applied to the
mountain tends to present a vision of the site that is more esoteric in the first case,
and more popular and public in the second, although the distinction between them
is never hard and fast. It is a system within which the visionary reality of the Tantric
cult and popular worship and imagery have become closely combined.

Several scholars have noted longstanding Tibetan beliefs about the powerful ge-
omantic and physical effects that the location of ten, such as images, temples, and
especially chéten, can have on the environment.’* Their placement for the purpose of
subjugation of non-Buddhist spirit forces and their auspicious and empowering ef-
fects on the substance of the landscape are common themes in Tibetan narrative and
ritual discourse. The mandalization of landscape at Tsari in the Tibetan accounts of
the subjugation of Jigjay and the mountain's representation as a chéten are these same
themes being played out again. This time no actual physical construction has taken
place, yet the resultant mentally constructed edifice is many thousands of times larger
than anything humans could possibly build. Throughout the remainder of this study
I will show that although these monuments are not physically built at the site by
people, they are continually being socially, and in some cases, meditatively recon-
structed or reconstituted at Tsari through the performance of a wide range of rituals.

Recapitulation

To summarize briefly, and at the risk of laboring the point, I must reiterate a point
that Westerners, habituated in dualistic forms of thinking the world, might easily
miss, or misconceive. The organization of space at Tsari in its representations s 3
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khaché field, a mandala, and a gigantic chéten is based on notions of continuity for
Tibetans. The fixed and dualistic dichotomy of sacred versus profane space found in
so much Western thinking and writing is an inappropriate model in this context. In
the scholarly literature one often reads that pilgrimage sites or “‘sacred’” places are
a “‘bridge to the other side,” a link between heaven and earth, between humans and
divinity, the two separate dimensions of reality, the sacred and profane. While all
these notions may at least be partially true of Tsari (e.g., there are certain thresholds),
they lead one away from the basic Tibetan understanding that the other side is
actually present right here, that heaven and earth interpenetrate on the mountain,
and that divine and other nonhuman beings live with and even within us. And
Tibetan Buddhist philosophy provides ample underpinning for such popular belief.
There is a continuity of being between the environmental qualities and inhabi-
tants of the sublime and the gross material dimensions of the three-level world.
This grading together can be, and does become, a phenomenal reality. Experience,
and the quality of the environment, changes for Tibetans as they ascend or descend
through it.



5

+ 4+
History and Prayer as Map

If they abandon the oral guide to Tsari,

The pilgrims are liable to turn into sightseers.

Without the eulogies of the Tsari pilgrimage circuit,
They just gossip about the theft of the monastery’s yak.

s this local proverb reminds us, it is important for pilgrims to

have certain forms of explanation and glorification of a site in
order for them to negotiate it, meaningfully interpret it, and remain focused on its
virtues during their ritual journeys.! In fact, the notion of pilgrimage in the tradi-
tional Tibetan understanding would be meaningless without such forms. For ex-
ample, the most common ritual act at néri, the walking of a main circumambulation
path, is essentially the pilgrim’s reenactment of the well-known narratives of the
first such circuits performed there by the original heroes who opened these places.
Research on Tibetan pilgrimages continues to show that oral and written texts of all
sorts are constantly in play during their stagings. These texts support ritual activities
not only by providing inspiring models (p¢, which themselves are directly related to
the perceived efficacy of the actions they define) but also by acting as aids for
negotiating both the gross and sublime dimensions of any site. In the case of néri,
which often have rich cultic histories, both the phenomenal and the subtle levels
requiring ritual attention on the part of the practitioner can be very complex and
thus require a variety of ritual texts to manage. Quite a number of these are still
available for the site of Pure Crystal Mountain.

I will present two pieces of such material: one, from a guidebook, is written and
old, but continually being recycled up to the present day; the other, a prayer o
eulogy, is oral and of unknown age, and remains in use today as well. They are
excellent representatives of two important forms that are constantly invoked in Ti-
betan ritual relationships between persons and places. Although short, both texts
contain a large amount of information about the cult of Pure Crystal Mountain. For
these reasons alone they are worthy of inclusion in translation here. However, my
main purpose for including them at this point is to discuss their styles of represen-
tation of the site and some of the implications of these styles for the interpretation
of landscape and the ritual relationship with place at Tsari. These materials show,
just discussed in the previous chapter, how the conception of landscape and orga-
nization of space in the form of divine residence, as mandala or elaborate reliquary
shrine (chiten), are more than just cosmically determined. For Tibetans they are
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also historically constituted and reproduced by the activities of particular human
beings at the site. As a prelude to understanding all ritual and domestic life around
the mountain, these materials begin to show the extent to which the representations
of landscape at Tsari are recognized “‘on the ground” by Tibetans.

Alternative Maps

In the last few decades a large Western literature has developed on the concept of
“map.”’ Our notion of map has been extended from the paper maps of classical
Western cartography, which represent the earth’s surface, to include, among others,
cognitive and social maps, the complex electronic maps of computer systems, and
mathematical maps for navigating the multiple dimensions of hyperspace. Like many
other cultures, Tibetans have used a variety of mapping systems for navigating their
“world-space’’ (shingkham).

There have long been graphic painted maps in Tibet, closer to what we usually
think of today as maps. These can be called shingikopa, or “‘arrangement of a region/
field,” and they most often represent the other possible world-systems or Buddha-
fields of Mahayana Buddhism, mandala and other cosmograms, and the paradisiacal
landscapes of alternative realities, such as the “hidden land” of Shambhala or of
Zangdok Pelri, Padmasambhava’s “‘Glorious Copper-colored Mountain.”" Actual Ti-
betan landscapes came to be represented in this style of map when the Buddhafields
that Tibetans recognized on earth, such as the Potala palace and its environs or the
great neri, were portrayed in paintings. The places important in the lives of great
saints also appeared as the background landscapes of their portraits. This style of
representing landscape only became fully developed quite recently (post—eighteenth
century) in the history of Tibetan art and owes much to the influences of Chinese
landscape painting. But in virtually all cases these works are not maps that Tibetans
could use to negotiate their own countryside, although their representation inspired
a certain way of relating to the landscape as Buddhafield, mandala, néri, and so on.
Also, as objects they did not have a mundane status but were considered as ten,
representations of the Buddha and his reality to be used as supports for meditation,
considered as tongdrdl (able to “liberate by sight”” of them), and worshipped and
treated with respect for the empowerment with which they were charged.?

There are a few more recent (nineteenth—twentieth century) examples of maps
usually called sabtra, literally “‘variegated countryside,” with the syllable tra here sig-
nifying a blending together of many colors, forms, and textures of various landscape
features. It can also mean ‘'register,”” "“index,” or “‘a framed window’" in other
compounds, and indicates a certain perspectival approach to representing landscape.
As this etymology suggests, these maps resemble the style of Western cartography a
little more and do not appear to have a particular ritual status, although they retain
a unique Tibetan system of projection and spacial reference.’ Even more recently
one finds Tibetan maps heavily influenced by exposure to Western-style cartography
and worldview *

While the history of Tibetan cartography is interesting, my point here is that
maps in the way we think of them, as portable graphic representations, have not
had a long history in Tibet, were often accorded special status, and were rare. In-
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stead, most Tibetans have relied heavily on oral and written textual maps or guides
to navigate and interpret particular physical landscapes. These forms are much more
intensive and immediate ways of relating to landscapes and places, as they can si-
multaneously invoke history, myth, cosmology, theories of substance, place, and
person, social relations, and much more, besides just geography and topography.
They are carriers of multiple systems of representation and signification, and they
have a certain fluidity as well.

Textual maps come in many forms, and it is undesirable to define a genre for
which there is no Tibetan equivalent. My task is somewhat easier here as I am only
interested in those forms that describe landscapes of the greatest significance for
Tibetans themselves, such as neri like Pure Crystal Mountain. Pilgrimage sites, whether
as humanmade complexes or natural landscape features, have several types of text
devoted to them. There are guidebooks of widely differing lengths and styles, eu-
logies, and prayers or petitions. The limited Western notion of text as written or
printed book must be greatly expanded, or even abandoned, when working in this
context. All these forms are interchangeably oral and written in whole or part, and
many are versified specifically for mnemonic purposes. In pre-1959 Tibet, many
people—such as laypersons with no written literacy—could hear, memorize, and
recite these types of texts accurately without ever having contact with a written or
printed version. With few exceptions they are nonexclusive, public forms. When
considering them as maps, as I am about to do, one could call these fluid forms
narrative maps or oral/textual maps with a translation of what Tibetans call néki logyi
(‘‘narratives of né’”) and néshe (‘‘oral explanations of né’’) in mind.

Good Stories Travel Far

The following chapter from a sixteenth-century text will no doubt be read and used
as a “‘medieval’’ history of Tsari and the saintly figures and religious institutions that
gathered around it. I would argue that for Tibetans it is far more than that; certain
narratives one might call history are also sophisticated textual maps that can enjoy
long periods of currency in a variety of written, oral, or even performative expres-
sions.

This first text can be classed as a ‘‘narrative of né’’ (néki logyi), and forms the
fourth and longest chapter of a written guide to Tsari. Its author, Pema Karpo (1527~
1592), has been renowned in the Tibetan world since his own day, earning the title
“‘polymath” (kunkhyen) for his vast and often inspired scholarship.*® Although there
are earlier surviving guides, more detailed guides, and still shorter guides to Tsari,
Pema Karpo's text, particularly the chapter translated here, became and remained the
seminal work on the mountain. Portions of it are used in many different contexts
relating to Tsari. For example, sections of the text can be found as the performance
narrative for a ritual dance still current in Bhutan;* quoted in biography;’ employed
extensively to construct other later oral and written guides;® recycled in prayers and
eulogies;® and slipped into contemporary speech when people talk of Tsari.'* Why?
Surely in part because of Pema Karpo's great prestige in certain circles, but mainly
because his text works, as far as its Tibetan users are concerned—the polymath was
a good storyteller, and good stories travel far. To construct it he wove together
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whole series of short pieces, at times inspiring, dramatic, and entertaining (there is
little sex, but much magic and violence), yet always informative. Quite simply the
work is consumable and memorable, and for the Tibetan hearers or readers who
might or do go to Tsari, it is more than just a good story.

Reading a Tibetan Narrative Map

Reading the following narrative carefully, one can see that it functions on many
related levels at once for the pilgrim. I will discuss but a few here. It is general
knowledge that the mountain is a special type of place, one that is “self-produced”
(rangchung) and ‘‘spontaneous’’ (lhungidrup), thus possessing an innate, natural power
or ‘“‘empowerment’’ (chinlab) from which it gains its high status. The central theme
of the narrative is this power of place, the power of certain human and nonhuman
beings, and the different exchanges that occur between them. It tells how the great,
natural mandala palace is ritually accessed, its landscape doors successively
“opened,” and its powers obtained in the form of various types of paranormal
abilities, realizations and prophecies, and cleansings of defilements by a lineup of
some of Tibet's most important yogins and lamas. Even for many of these Tantric
superheroes the task is extremely challenging, as the place itself is so powerful;
throughout the narrative any disrespect or doubt regarding the néri (e.g., the stories
of Gampopa, Lawapa's disciple, and Tsongkhapa) creates instant problems; ritual
impropriety there (e.g., the story of Nyo, Gar, and Chd) leads to failures; human
jealousy at the site (e.g., the story of Drukpa and Tselpa yogins) unleashes natural
disasters elsewhere; failure to heed local omens and signs (e.g., the story of Drigung
Lingpa’s disciples) results in bad fortune and tragedy; and so on. The message to
human visitors is clear—this place is supercharged with power, handle it with care!

The narrative also reveals that the mountain is not an anonymous powerhouse.
It is inhabited by all manner of nonhuman beings whose individual powers humans
must either subdue and convert or pay great respect to, depending on the ranking
of such beings in the mandala palace hierarchy. Nothing about the mountain's en-
vironment can be taken for granted—not the local weather, lakes, or animal life, or
even minerals, herbs, or water. Although it is inherently powerful, the mountain
also continues to accumulate even more status by having such a prestigious cast of
saintly persons associated with it."" Power in various forms is exchanged. For Ti-
betans the exchange is not just symbolic but substantial, as chinlab is transterred from
enlightened bodies to spots in the physical environment, and vice versa. This subtle
transformation is not the only change in the landscape registered in the narrative.
Imprinting of one kind or other is occurring constantly as the historical events
become physically incorporated as landscape features or as existing features are
stamped with marks or shaped, and a whole collection of significant toponyms are
generated. These first human actions also establish the ritual dimensions of the whole
empowered landscape. Everything that happens in the narrative becomes ritually
significant for later human visitors to the mountain, often by way of imitation and
reenactment, as I will show in the following chapters.

The following translation of the fourth chapter of Pema Karpo's guidebook to
Tsari, entitled How the Doors to the Né Were Opened, successively recounts the stages of



62 The Cult of Pure Crystal Mountain

initial human ritual access to the mountain through the doors of its sublime archi-
tecture, which are embodied in the local landscape.'?

[Part 1: The Early Indian Masters—The Southern and Eastern Doors]

[18a] At the time of the early diffusion of Buddhism to the land of Tibet the ritual
formula-holder and accomplished one Padma[sambhava] came through the southern
door, the Jowo Thempa La (Lord’s Threshold Pass) of Char.'* He performed meditation
for an interval of seven years, seven months, and seven days in the Zilchen Sangwé
Phuk (Cave of Secret Great Brilliance).'* He systematized a complete vision of this great
né [in his meditation]. [18b] He concealed innumerable, profound religious treasures
there, and shortly after that Vimalamitra arrived there by way of his magical powers.
After dwelling in the divine palace [of Khorlo Dompa], he taught Buddhism to the
nonhuman beings.

Then, there was one known as meditation master Lawapa, and from among the
many so-called this Lawapa was the one from the east [of India], who was a teacher
of the lord Atisa.'* Because his disciple named Bhusuku had said that he wanted to go
to the actual né of Demochok in Uddiyana [in northwest India], he told him, “There
is a né that has greater power than Uddiyana, in the barbarous border-country to the
north [of Bengal], go there!’"** He went, but did not locate it. He returned, and [La-
wapa] told him, “T will help you,” and they entered via the eastern door and came
through Parparong (Poisonous Worm Ravine).'” At first they went to Chikchar (Si-
multaneous Realization), and then to the Machen Lawa Phuk (Lawapa's Chef Cave).
Then, when they stayed in the Dorje Phuk (Adamantine Cave) on the side of Khachéri
(Khaché Mountain) [Lawapa told his disciple], ‘“You go down below; there are some
dancing virgins, so bring me the one in the middle!"" After seizing a bowl of incense
he recited the ritual formula of The Pure Nature of Reality, and went. Thus he met with
the twenty-one virgins living there. After leading off the one in the middle, he departed.
A minute passed, and when his concentration lapsed for an instant, the virgin vanished,
and he found a radish in his hand. Thinking that the virgin had turned into the radish,
he questioned the meditation master, who said, '‘Wash the radish,” [19a] and, “* After
you have washed it, chop it up and cook it [into a broth].”” When [Bhusuku] said,
“I's cooked,” he was told, ‘Bring a full bowl to me. You should drink it as well!”
He handed the meditation master a full bowl. But, thinking it was human flesh, he was
unable to drink it himself. He swilled it around and threw it out to a dog that was
there, and it followed after them. As a result, later the meditation master and the dog
both went to the summit of Khaché Mountain where they departed to the Khachd
paradise. [Bhusuku] was left behind and so, uttering lamentations, he pleaded with the
meditation master. Because of this the meditation master came back, and peeling aside
the skin from his body, he bestowed upon him a [vision of] a self-manifested sixty-
two deity Demchok [mandala] assembly. Thus, he returned to India, and his impediments
ceased. It was prophesied that he would obtain the mundane level of paranormal pow-
ers. The meditation master himself disappeared into a rainbow light. The meditation
master was offered the paranormal powers by a sky-goer named Laghi.

Therefore, in accordance with that story, it is not right to have doubts about any-
thing at this né. Even when the great Tsongkhapa went there on pilgrimage, he thought
it improper for a cleric to drink beer and so he did not partake of it [during 2 Jocal
ritual], and as a result a pain like bamboo splinters in his feet nearly killed him. Nothing
others could do for him was to any avail. Realizing that it was a kind of retribution
for his having discursive thoughts about beer at that great ne, he consumed some con-



History and Prayer as Map 63

secrated substances, and because of that he recovered. This is as it appears in his own
biography.'®

Later on [19b] [Lawapa’s] disciple returned there and then obtained the mundane
paranormal powers as a result. His name was [Prajiid]raksita. He was one of the hundred
and eight teachers of the master Marpa the Translator, and some of the precepts of his
school are found in the lineage stemming from Pagmo Drupa.'® After a prayer to
[Lawapa] by the teacher from Ny6, the great Traorpa Chéwar Trakpa, who was a
personal pupil of the master Rechungpa, the skin [that Lawapa had peeled off] of his
body was brought to Nyel by the master’s magical powers, to the village of Nangtra.*°
At present it is said to be found in the heart of the reliquary shrine of Traor. And when
Atisa traveled to Tibet, he made a request to the meditation master Lawapa to show
him the mandale, and so he explained the directions to him, saying, “Go to that spot in
the barbarous border-country to the north [of Bengal] where there exists a meditation
place.”” Although the Lord [Ati$a] did not go there in person, from the summit of the
pass of Sangphu he had a vision of the glorious Khorlo Dompa mandala of Liihipa at this
n¢, and then composed a eulogy.?'

[Part 2: The First Tibetan Meditators—The Westem Door]

The king of religion Gampopa, who was extolled as the eradicator of the disease of
moral and cognitive obscurations, and also known as Dakpo Lhaje (**The Physician of
Dakpo'’) in the three worlds, was prophesied to be like a Buddha by the Buddha himself
in his own teaching, as ‘‘The monk-physician in the later diffusion [of Buddhism to
Tibet]."'?? After many days on the religious-throne of Zanglung, [20a] the mountain
that symbolizes the great né of Gampo, [Gampopa preached]:??

In this place yonder where the sun is refracted into the rosy clouds, mists, and
rainbows of the southeast, there is a directly manifest divine assembly of glorious
Khorlo Dompa, a great palace that is spontaneously arisen, the one called Tsari
Tsagong Parvata (Tsari Superior Herb Mountain).?* It is a né at which to make
offerings of meat and beer to Dorje Pagmo, where all the paranormal powers are
realized as desired by those with the appropriate karma and fortune, and where
those without fortune are annihilated by the worldly sky-goers who rejoice in flesh
and blood. The entry path of the noxious demons is frequented by such things as
tigers and leopards, savage bears, wildmen, horse-flies, and hornets. The ground in
all directions is covered by an inconceivable variety of flowers. There is a constant
stream of fragrant incense. It has a place that continuously emits harmonious music.

Because the time had arrived to open the door of that n¢, he pointed his finger at
it and asked [his disciples]. “Which of you is able to do it?"’ And because it was a
fierce né, seven boils erupted on his finger [due to his disrespect of pointing directly at
it]. Then the following day he stuck [his finger] out straight, and even though he asked
for three more days, no one came forth who was up to the task. A day later, when he
looked directly at Kyewo Yeshé Dorje, that great ascetic Kyewo thought, *“What? Is my
precious lama talking to me?"’ [20b] and then asked, “Can I have permission to go
[and open it]?""** To this [Gampopa] was very willing, and so the eleven, Kyewo Yeshé
Dorje the master and his [ten] disciples, first went up through the Druma valley.?¢
When they did so the path was obstructed by the protective deity Trigugchen. That is,
after midday, mist and cloud closed in, and they lost their way. Sometimes [the pro-
tector] rolled around like a langur monkey, at others he rang out like a bell, and
sometimes he poked at them as if he were a ritual scepter, and leaped into the air.
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They presented him with a ritual cake and implored him, “Don’t come here! Go else-
where,”” and so that protector disappeared into a rock. Even now, on that rock’s surface
there is a distinct body [imprint)

They turned back, and arrived in Lawagyal. After seeking lodgings with a nun there,
they rested. They asked her, “‘Is there a spot where people can get through farther on
from this valley? What is the valley like? Have you been there?”’ So the woman replied,
"I have never been there. I have no knowledge of the valley that you mention. However,
I have a daughter who has gone to give a circular feast offering at Tsaritra. She goes
to all the festivals. She left already yesterday. You go, too, you can meet her on the
way and ask her.”

After that, Kyewo the master and his disciples proceeded. At the foot of the pass
they heard the daughter’s distant, whispering song, and having realized that she was a
sky-goer [21a], they presented her with a circular feast offering. After questioning her,
they crossed the pass and came to the small white cave of Phoélung (Tibet Mid valley).
Mist and cloud closed in. Innumerable demonic apparitions appeared. [Kyewo] dis-
patched his disciples to another cave. He himself remained there, meditating in the
demon-conquering concentration for seven days, and as a result the omens and magical
deceptions abated of their own accord. There, in Phélung, smoke rose in the day and
fire blazed at night. Because they went there, the [sky-goers of the five Buddha families]
appeared: the buddha sky-goer in a space matrix-triangle, the adamantine sky-goer in
a rock matrix-triangle, the jewel sky-goer in an earth matrix-triangle, the lotus sky-
goer in a water matrix-triangle, and the action sky-goer in a wood matrix-triangle. In
particular, labia of white alchemical stone appeared there in that rock matrix-triangle
or vulva.” The following morning the sky-goer Senge Dongchen and sisters, all three,
appeared to them in person and said, “‘Kyewo and company, don't sleep, get up! Get
up and act like you were taking refuge! Get up and meditate like you would on the
arising of thoughts!

If you don’t shed your human life like [old] skin and hair,

There is a danger your constituents of existence will hang upon you like an animal’s
pelt.

If you don't sever your attachments like a rotten rope,

There is a danger your Karmic imprints will pursue you like a separated foal.

If you don't cast off your worldly desires like phlegm,

There is a danger your thirst will increase as when drinking salt water.

If you don't defend your vows as if they were a fortress for your life,

There is a danger your delusions will overwhelm you like an army.”

And then they said:

Yogins, your perseverance is great. But because you have no regard for life and
limb, and wear these [monks'] garments, neither will you realize the wishes of your
lama nor will you delight the mother goddesses and sky-goers, nor will you open
the door to the né of Tsari, nor will you see the divine faces that appear within or
attain the supreme and the mundane paranormal powers. Therefore, if you wish to
open the door to the né of Tsari, come [properly prepared] at about this time next
year, having put a rain hat on your head, rain boots on your feet, and a walking
stick in your hand! While continually carrying an unceasing stream of incense smoke
and the twin requisites of means and wisdom, come in singing nonstop from the
peaks of the three mountains' Come in dancing nonstop from the junction of the
three valleys! Offer an unending flow of libations and ritual cakes, and pray fiercely.
If you do that now, we, too, will help you to open the door to that ne!
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Having said that, they were absorbed into the stone vulva there. After that, the [master
and his disciples] all went back. About a year later, acting in accordance with the
teachings that were imparted to him, [Kyewo] went there. He petitioned his gracious
root-lama [Gampopa] seated on the sun-moon throne on the crown of his head[22a]:*

Lead the way to open what was commanded.
Reveal the divine faces that manifest within.
Empower the self-liberated, luminous mind.

I pray that inner and outer impediments do not arise,

And that I be granted the supreme and mundane paranormal power.
I petition the Phé Domtsenchen (Sexed Rocks of Tibet),

And beseech the Diidgén Nakpo.

Through his petitioning with [the words “Lead the way to open] what was com-
manded,” and so on, he saw into the western door of the girdle of ritual scepters [en-
circling the mandala palace]. After that, he passed through the sites of Domtsang
(Bear's Den) and Kala [Dungtso] (Conch-shell Conduit Lake). At first, he came upon
the Ombartso (Blazing Light Lake). Thinking he had encountered the Yumtso (Tur-
quoise Lake), he returned, but the lord Gampopa said, ‘It was not the Yumtso, search
still further.””?* The second time, he performed a lefthanded circumambulation. He
came upon the Phodrang Kyomoftso] (Long-handled Ladle Lake Palace).’*® Having
thought this was the Yumtso, he returned, but it was not the Yumtso and he contin-
ued on. The third time he performed a righthanded circumambulation and thus he
saw the Phodrang Yumtso (Turquoise Lake Palace). He met directly with the internally
manifest divine assembly of Pure Crystal Mountain and their retinue. Because he was
given some lingchen herb®' by the field-protector sky-goer and her two sisters, he ob-
tained the mundane paranormal powers, beginning with the power of levitation. He
consolidated his understanding of Great Seal (Mahamudra) yoga. After taking hold of
the lingchen herb in his right hand and a walking stick in his left, he performed a dance,
and he sang:

This supreme né¢, glorious Tsari,

Is not wandered by all and sundry [22b].
I have abandoned worldly activities,

I have self-luminosity of mind itself.

It's a place to fling down life and limb.

It's a place to remove hindrances whose causes are outer and inner.

It's a place to make an analysis of cyclic existence.

It's a place to weigh ascetics [and their accomplishments] in the balance.

It's a place for thoroughly understanding the mind.
It's a place to preserve the clear light with the mind.
It's a place to receive the two levels of paranormal powers.

This supreme né, glorious Tsari,

Is not some minor monastery up behind a village.

This lingchen herb, which is a paranormal power [producing] substance,
Is not the spittle for smashing demons and demonesses.*

The clerical siblings of this assembled religious family,
Are not [the type of] ascetics who roam around the marketplace.
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Then he made those words resonate in his mind. He struck his walking stick on a
rock and it went in as if being pushed into mud. Even nowadays the imprint of that
is still found there.

[Part 3: Establishing Sectarian Interests—The Northwestern Door]

One generation after that, Kyopa Jigten Sumgi G6énpo established his eastern monastic
seat of Daktha Gampo. From the summit of Riwo Shanti (Tranquillity Mountain), he
saw directly all the characteristics of the outer, inner, and secret né of Tsari, and with
that he dispatched his three best disciples, Ny6chenpo Gyelwa Lhanangpa, Gardampa,
and Pelchen Choyé.”* They went, passing through the Druma Valley of Dakpo. Because
they followed the tracks left by three white grouse, they found the Kongmo La (White
Grouse Pass). They went to Phokhasum (Facing Tibet Three Ways).** And [at the same
time], when Tsangpa Gyare [23a] was sitting in meditation at the mountain of Jomo
Kharak, the following morning the sky-goer Senge Dongchen appeared to him on three
different occasions and prophesied, “‘Gyare, the time has come to open the door to the
né of Tsari, therefore go there!’'>* He thought, "'Is this really necessary?'’ and as a resul,
during his stay there at about sunrise on the mountain peak of Kharak, [a vision of]
the great accomplished one Ling Repa appeared before him in a dwelling tent of five
kinds of rainbows and [said]:*¢

Gyare, my son, hurry your meditation without delay!
In the mandala that is manifested as Tsari,
There is the Khandro Doénying Phuk (Sky-goer’s Stone Heart Cave).

There is lingchen herb, which bestows paranormal powers when eaten.
There is the empowerment of the mother-goddesses and sky-goers.
The Buddha that requires no cultivation is in that ne.

And the apparition disappeared on the instant of giving that advice. After that took
place, he announced his intention of going to Tsari. Gradually he went as far as Drigung.
His companions returned each to their own provinces. By means of his own under-
standing of his lama’s yoga, he held his breath for one meditation session, and in that
way he got to Phokhasum on that very day and met with Ny6, Gar, and Chd. They
asked him, “Who are you?"’ He answered, “'I am Gyare the big-eyed one, disciple of
Ling Repa the big-bellied one.’’ So they asked, ‘“Well, where are you going at present?"’
Thus he said, ‘I am going to open the door to the né of Tsari.”” [23b] So they replied,
“As we need the substances that are the means and wisdom materials for a circular
feast offering there, we must travel accompanied by many servants, otherwise we can't
go.'" However, he understood that the means and wisdom substances are nothing other
than meat and beer, and said, “You do it that way yourselves! That is not the way I
see it!"”

As they went on their way together, a small young boy appeared riding on a horse
that had lumps of gold and turquoise decorating it. He requested them: ‘‘Lamas, you
ascend through here, since there is nothing other than one hermit there,’" and because
they proceeded in accord with that ever since it has been called the Ribpa La (Hermit
Pass).

This was the northwest door. From there they went below Khadingdrak (Garuda
Crag). They halted there, and because Ny6 arrived, saying over and over, “‘This resting
place of our friend Gyare is pleasant’” [Gyare] offered, "If it pleases you, keep it your-
self, friend!” Again, they descended together. When they came to the Bepa Yumtso
(Frog Turquoise Lake), the path was blocked by a terrible frog as strong as a yak, and
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it would not let themn pass. At this Ny6 meditated in concentration, Gardampa meditated
on the generation-stage of Dorje Jigjay, and Pelchen Chéyé deployed ritual cakes, and
when they were all thinking, ““Oh! Be pacified,” the religious lord Gyare leapt onto its
back without hesitation, and so Ny [24a] called out, “‘Brave friend, don’t do that! Not
only will the life and limb of our honored friend be devoured by this malicious serpent
deity, but it will also do harm to following generations."

To this the lord Gyare replied, *'Whether long or short, my life span will be fifty-
one years. In the future a spring will emerge from beneath this threshold. At that time,
my followers will migrate from this né and may have to take some action, otherwise
nothing will happen.”

After saying that he trampled that frog violently, and in consequence it was turmed
into a boulder and remained like that. Many extremely clear footprints appeared on it.
The magical deceptions abated. After that, when they went to Yiimé (Lower Country),
one hundred thousand sky-goers who were made from wisdom and action appeared
in ranked assembly. When they had taken up their seats there, after Gardampa arrived,
he said, ““This resting place of our friend is pleasant,”’ so {Gyare] offered, “If it pleases
you, keep it yourself, noble friend!""*” After that, descending from the Kyobchen La
(Great Assistance Pass) the religious lord Gyare arrived in Chikchar, and at that time
the path was blocked by the nonhumans manifesting as a multitude of vulvas. Then,
having made his penis suitable for the deed he inserted it into them, and as a result
they turned into rock and the imprint of them stood out clearly. He found the Doénying
Cave. There he bound the field-protector sky-goer Dorje Yudrénma by oath.’® [24b]
To that she responded, ‘I will be your religious-protector.”’ So he replied, ‘A female
religious-protector is no use to me,” and she promised, ''Although I am of no use to
the master himself, in the future your descendents will occupy this place, and at that
time I would be happy just to look after the yaks.”’** That great goddess acted as his
Tantric ritual consort. The field-protector Senge Dongchen also promised to do all he
commanded.

After that he descended. When he sat in a seat that had magically self-manifested,
the directional guardian Shinje Gyelpo came before him in the pleasing form of an
eight-year-old boy, received ordination, and took the name Chikchar Marpo.*® He left
by way of the same pass as before, and as a consequence [the three, Nyd, Gar, and
Cho] met him on the summit of the Shakam La (Dried Meat Pass). They requested of
him: “Today, friend Gyare, you must make the preparations for an offering!"” and so
he promised, "I will do that.”’ Therefore, after he had held his breath for one meditation
session as before, he left, and so saw the field-protector’s nomad tent. As a result of
his begging there, butter and cheese inconceivable in extent appeared. The friends
arrived and gave an extensive circular feast offering with it. Because the leftovers were
heaped up in that place, it is called Kardogtang (Dairy Food Scraps Plateau), that is,
nowadays it is a great heap [25a], which turned into and remained as white mineral
stone.*'

They proceeded as far as Shibmo Tratrig (Billion Fragments). After that, darkness
fell at noon, and with the appearance of a billion stars the three—Ny®, Gar, and Ché—
delayed their departure. The religious lord Gyare then said:

Here there is lingchen herb, which bestows paranormal powers when eaten.
Here there is the empowerment of the mother-goddesses and sky-goers.
It’s a place for weighing ascetics in the balance.

It's a place to gauge the measure of a monk.

It's a place for the journey of myself, the yogin Gyare.
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He departed without hesitation. He penetrated to [the lake of] Marnag Rakta (Black-
ish-red Blood). The face of the goddess Ekajatl, together with her retinue, was revealed.
[She said], ““Because you have received the [Tantric] vows, there's no doubt that we
are equals.”” When the vow-holding lineage of Drukpa disciples arrive here a single,
clear, hot sun that dries cotton garments will very surely appear. And because one can
know of the vicissitudes of the Drukpa lineage teachings through the rising and falling
of that lake, it is called the Drukpaé Lamtso (Drukpa's Vitality Lake). After that he
arrived at Phodrang [Yumtso]. [In his meditation] he directly encountered an internally
manifested divine assembly. It was prophesied by the Blessed One, glorious Khorlo
Dompa, that in this happy aeon he would become the Buddha Sangye Mépa, and by
the Blessed Lady Dorje Pagmo, the Adamantine Queen, that his teachings would spread
as far as a vulture can fly in eighteen days. There, in the religious lord's own uppermost
cave [25b], he prophesied the future arrival of Gyelwa Gotsangpa, saying, ‘A disciple
of mine who has reached the tenth bodhisattva stage will come.” After that Gyare
traveled along a precipitous path, and as he dwelt [in a cave] in front of the Lake of
Sindhura, a sky-goer brought water along a diamond conduit and offered it to him.
Then the perfect-cognition sky-goer [Dorje Pagmo] emerged from that Lake of Sindhura
like a bursting bubble. She offered him a pair of eye-shades that were woven out of
her own hair, and so after that the name Gyare Mikra Phuk (Gyare's Eye-shades Cave)
was given to that great cave.

Later, on returning to Yutd (Upper Country), behind there [he found] a mountain
resembling Dorje Pagmo, and he constructed a bamboo hut beneath a tree like a yogin's
trident and then dwelt there for three months. As a result, one dawn, sounds, lights,
and the sweet fragrances of incense that were beyond the reach of the imagination
were emitted, and at that very moment the seventh superior Buddha manifested before
him. He bestowed upon him the entire doctrine of causality. With an unimpeded
knowledge of all things that can be known, he became accomplished as a Buddha with
perfect dual knowledge.

At that time, the three—Ny6, Gar, and Cho—intended to circumambulate Tsari.
They went before Kyopa [Jigten Sumgi G6npo], and thus he dispatched them with
instructions, stating, ‘'You could not circumambulate Tsari because you did not en-
counter the face of Marnag [i.e., Ekajati]. Return once more."’ On the second occasion
he said, ‘Once again, you could not circumambulate [to] Chikchar. [26a] There you
did not meet the four gods that are special to me."”” He dispatched them a third time,
sending them to the Druma Valley. On that occasion Nyéchenpo entered into the ranks
of those who had given all the divine heroes and sky-goers in Chikchar a circular feast
offering. After he dwelt in that place it was known as Nyo6ki Dochel (Nyo's Paving
Stone). In this place I, Pema Karpo, built the temple of Dorje Pagmo Denyishel (Two
Truths Face Dorje Pagmo) through the inducement of the field-protector sky-goer's
words: "'You should labor zealously, because the time has arrived for a pig-faced one
to be self-produced underground, and the appearance of a sow (pagmo) active in the
sky above, and a sow active on the earth between these!*?

On that occasion also, in this region an inconceivably extensive garland of divine
heroes and sky-goers singing and dancing came as nectar for the ears of all those
assemnbled there.

On that third occasion, the three—Ny6, Gar, and Ché—had a vision just like a
divine host manifested within.

Of the eighteen functionaries, the servants of the four superior lamas [of the Kagyiipa
sect lineages] who moved to Yiito, six were of the Drukpa lineage, one was of the Shang
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Tselpa lineage, two were Densatilpa lineage, and the remainder were Drigungpa lineage.

At the time they arrived there [26b], a personal disciple of the glorious Pagmo
Drupa, the yogin possessing a ritual consort, who was known as Gyergom Shigpo, was
already dwelling there in Yiit6.** Thinking it improper that this power place was oc-
cupied by a yogin with a female partner, they told him so, and therefore Gyergom
rode off on a white mare; and so later on that pass that he rode across was named
Takar La (White Horse Pass).** He dwelt in the cave of Kyudo (Kyu Down Valley).**
In that place there can still be seen the reliquary shrine containing the relics of his final
liberation from the cycle of rebirths. When he departed, he left behind his fire flint
there and thus said, “‘In my wake there will probably be nothing but continuous smoke
[i.e., my lineage will continue here]."” Later, hermits of the Shugseb order at Nyepu
were sent out by the Tselpa lineage.** These are the Chdd practitioners of the present.
After that, having been accepted by Tsangnag Phukpa Thukje Senge, they adopted the
Drukpa lineage.*’

When Gyelwa Gotsangpa dwelt at Phoma Lhakhab, he was afflicted by leprosy.**
Although he went to other power places, such as Tise and Jalandhara, he could not rid
himself of it. Later he arrived at this place. Because of his great physical strength, he
took care of all those at Tsari who were sick and weak. As he used to fetch and carry
[sacks of flour], his back became covered with sores. Then the others said of him, *‘Can
I borrow that old, red donkey of you Drukpas?’’ At that time he dreamed that his
entrails all fell out [symbolizing the removal of his defilements]. Because he wondered,
“Will they go back inside me?"’ a white man told him, [27a] "If your diligence [in
practice] is small, they will return.’”” At that time all his defilements were purified, the
basis of his illness disappeared, and he gained incomparable advantages in his medi-
tation.

He practiced in the many mountain hollows of Tsari and remained one-pointed.
The Drélma La (Goddess Droélma Pass) of upper Chikchar was also opened by him. As
one out of about every hundred pilgrims who passed the extremely fierce bird-face
[rock formation] of Génporong (Protector Ravine) died there, he turned back the face
such that this stopped happening. In the great Ombartso [lake] there was a large chunk
of turquoise. Because the master [GStsangpa] said, “‘May it stick to this pine staff!”’ on
account of his truth utterance it stuck to that staff, and he grasped it in the palm of his
hand. The [eighteen] functionaries wrangled over it, and so, thinking it bad that it had
become the object of a dispute, he told them, ““You go to the shore of the Ombartso,
and [ will throw the turquoise chunk back in there.” They said, ‘“We will do that,"
and they gathered on the lake shore, and from Yiité he threw the turquoise chunk. It
went splashing back into the lake, and so the matter was resolved.

After that he went to Phodrang Utse (Pinnacle Palace). When he bound the god
Brahma by oath in the Namkha Phuk (Sky Cave), he saw a face in the great mandala
palace there. A crow-faced goddess asked him, ‘Do you want the mundane paranormal
powers?”"** He replied, '"'The mundane paranormal powers are of no use to me, I am
striving for the supreme ones,” [27b] and announced his intention of offering a gem-
stone ladle full of gold and turquoise as a present to the chief [deities of the mandala],
and because of that he met with the chief father-mother union [of Khorlo Dompa and
Dorje Pagmo]. They prophesied that he would obtain the supreme paranormal powers
during his life, and so he said:

When 1 meditated in the forests of Tsari,
The divine faces manifest within appeared as human beings.
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As I have attained the mundane [paranormal powers] I am sufficiently cultivated,
thus
I am a yogin who is dedicated to the supreme [paranormal powers].

Then, a short time after this, because the nephew of Uri[pa] excelled in the midst
of an assembly of about eight hundred accomplished ones, he received the name Tsari
Rechen.*® When they were performing such things as offerings, he arrived there by
flying through the air. The spot where that happened was named Chaphurgang (Bird
Flight Ridge).

After a generation had passed, the so-called eight assistants, who were disciples of
the lord Chena [Trakpa Chungné] and Drigung Lingpa, arrived there. They opened the
door to Sarma Yangdz6 (New Innermost Treasury). After that, around this part of Tsari,
many inauspicious omens appeared to most of the people. When the Mongol army
overran Drigung monastery {in 1290] at the instigation of the Sakyapa sect, that in-
credible miracle, the many-doored reliquary shrine that possessed the layout of Pure
Crystal Mountain and contained two thousand eight hundred deities was destroyed.
Eighteen thousand monks were burnt in the fire, and as a result, one hundred people
who had attained magical powers flew through the air from that spot and later landed
in Ngari and Lowo. [28a] It is said, ‘‘The great damage done to the teachings of the
precious Kagytpa sect at that time was unprecedented and never to be repeated.”

[Part 4: The Final Opening—The Northern Door]

After that, when another generation had passed, the functionaries of the Drukpa lineage
became much too powerful. As those of the Tselpa lineage could not tolerate this, they
felled the tree resembling a yogin's trident [which was the Drukpa’s vitality-tree
(lashing)], breached the lake shaped like a blood-filled skullcap [which was the Drukpa’s
vitality-lake (lamtso)], and smashed the boulder that was like the nipple of [Dorje
Pagmo’s] body [which was the Drukpa’s vitality-stone (lado)], and a spring gushed forth
from beneath the threshold of the large meadow, where there arose a clay mound, as
had been prophesied previously by the religious lord Tsangpa Gyare.

Due to all these events, it happened that the Drukpa officials had to leave the area.
As a result of that conflict, many people and cattle died through being infected by the
plague of a wrathful mother-goddess. This caused thirteen human bodhisattvas, such
as the king of Kyem[dong], Tag Dorje, to visit the great, glorious seat of Ralungthel.*
At that time the religious lord Pokyapa was the throne-holder, and so they petitioned
that lord directly and asserted, ‘‘There is no need to stop meditators going to né that
give rise to emotions.""** With that, king Tag Dorje drew out a knife from his waistband
and made an appeal that went straight to the point: "'If you won't allow meditators
there the only way I will return home is dead, I'll commit suicide! Going back now
will be no better than dying anyway because of the mother-goddess’s plague.”” So the
religious lord told him, "If it is that important to you, I promise to let the meditators
go back. You should select a protector of living beings yourself.”” [28b] And due to
that decree the king pointed his finger saying, ‘‘Although the protector of living beings
Sénam Gyeltsen is the youngest from among the great ones, he will be good.”

And so, [King Tag Dorje’s] request was granted. For the protection of the hermits
within this né he invited about thirty monks from Druk Ralung, and from the central
area the lama servants of Tranre, and the master Chéku Dewa Chenpo and his students,
as the external sponsor, and different functionaries from Chuwori and Lakha eastward,
Changiiri northward, Zangzang-Nering westward, and so on, as the attendants of the
hermits, and thus the dispatch was completed. Furthermore, the lord [Pokyapa] had
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said, “‘There is a né called Chikchar Pelgi Nakjong (Simultaneous Realization Glorious
Woodlands), which was given to me by one possessing a mane of flesh with the color
of blood, named Chikchar Marpo, the field-protector’s younger brother, so go there.”
The [dispatch party] asked, “"How do we get there?”’ and so they went according to
these directions: ‘“When you have passed the thirteen waterfalls as far as Chésamdong
(Religious Bridge Face), there is a three-tiered meadow resembling a turquoise mandala,
so enter that.”

They proceeded to follow the waterfalls as far as Chosamdong and thereby de-
scended to Senmogong. They arrived there, the sun shone at its zenith on the morning
of their stay, and a sky-blue woman mounted on a mule came up from the river bank.
The protector of living beings [S6énam Gyeltsen] followed after her, and with that the
woman disappeared into the rock of Samdong. Because he waited for a moment in that
very spot, [29a] a boy about eight years old, who was red, with a disheveled mane of
flesh, appeared, after which he said, ““Come with me, as the path to your n¢ is the one
that is found above here!”" and, taking hold of the protector of living beings’ garment,
he led him off. Then the protector of living beings said, "I could pass through, but
what about the baggage-yaks?"’ so [Chikchar Marpo] directed the yaks further down,
saying, "It is enough that they came as far as this.”" In that spot where the protector
of living beings passed, a bridge was later constructed, and thus was named Lhamo
Samdong (Goddess Bridge Face). From there, when they all descended to the mountain
pastures of Chikchar, the protector of living beings told the king, “‘Shoot an arrow,”
so the king shot an arrow, and seven animals, a mother and her offspring, appeared.

Because the protector of living beings asked the king three times there what they
were, the king also replied three times, by offering the explanation, ‘‘They are antelope
(gva),”" it was established that this was the Serpangma (Golden Meadow) that was
prophesied [by Tsangpa Gyare] with the words, "It is a good omen that the tracks of
one gya are followed by another.*?

This was the northern door. On that day, the final door to the pilgrimage circuit of
Tsari was opened. This was of great benefit to everyone, and this protector of living
beings is that great person who is mentioned in exactly the same way in the Guidebook
of Padmasambhave as well.

Reading or hearing all or part of this narrative provides Tibetan pilgrim visitors to
the mountain with a sophisticated map of the very landscape they must travel over
and directly encounter. It is a map that offers dimensions of both space and time,
of both gross visible and sublime unseen substances, powers and life forms, and all
this is related to actual named sites and routes around the mountain at the same
time. It is a rich map indeed, and becomes even more so when one understands
that all it contains is further elaborated on by other written, oral, and performative
narratives. The pilgrims who visit the mountain with this narrative map can poten-
tially live out all that it presents; they will face the same powers, walk the same
routes, perform the same rituals, and perhaps have the same purificatory, medita-
tional, and initiatory experiences.

If this narrative is a history, it is one of powerful places and powerful beings and
the interrelationship of their powers over time. If it is a map, it is a complex spa-
ciotemporal coordinate system indicating all dimensions of that power, and how
and where one can ritually interface with it in a positive manner. In either case,
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such narratives of né and the pilgrimage rituals they are related to were important
and popular vehicles for the creation and maintenance of a specific magical view of
reality in traditional Tibetan society.

How Is a Prayer a Map?

Pema Karpo's text provides one example of a traditional narrative map of Pure Crystal
Mountain, and one that gives the core narratives on which the later ritual institutions
of Tantric meditation and popular pilgrimage circumambulation are based. Another
type takes the form of a prayer or petition. In Tibet, as in other parts of the world,
people often pray to mountains. This has been a practice since before the introduc-
tion of Buddhism, but prayers to mountains have not always meant the same thing,
because the conception of what or who a mountain is has changed. In the past
Tibetans might have worshiped Pure Crystal Mountain as a clan ancestor god, a
monarch assimilated to the mountain via his personal guardian deity, a warrior god,
a regional territorial god, and as the seat of the vitality or soul principle of a com-
munity or single person. However, since the conversion of the mountain at Tsari to
a Buddhist neri site, all these possibilities have become more or less redundant, having
been incorporated into or erased by the conception and architectonics of the mandala
palace, which are altogether far more grand in scale and detail. There still existed
clear distinctions between different types of divine forces—the chosen meditational
deities and their retinues, the powerful and wrathful protectors, the minor local
spirits, and the ways they were approached—but they had all become enmeshed
and ranked in an overarching symbolic system.

Tibetans praying or conducting other rituals at the Buddhist Tsari have a vast
landscape palace inhabited all over by literally thousands of deities of all descriptions
and ranks whom they must address. As the just quoted text shows, different deities
may have their own fixed abodes at the site, may move between several, or may be
in all places simultaneously. Their residential locations are as ritually important as
they are themselves—not only because one must address or visit certain spots in the
landscape to encounter them directly and make contact with them, but because the
beings themselves are not ontologically distinguished from the physical environ-
ments that constitute their abodes. The great saints and meditators of the past who
are mentioned are also thought of as still present at the sites of their former dwell-
ings. The empowerment (chinlab) they generated through identification with chosen
meditational deities during the practice of deity yoga there long ago has saturated
the spots they had physical contact with and remains energized.

How does the worshiper keep track of this complex divine residential landscape?
With another type of oral map, or landscape index, in the form of a prayer. The
text of the The Great Oath Prayer to Tsari provides an example of one such prayer map.™
The entire prayer is comprised of 185 lines of verse, and like many oral texts it is
fluid. The opening sections of the prayer can be chanted separately. The first six
lines form a well-known short invocation to Tsari, attributed to the famous Gelukpa
reformer Tsongkhapa, and are used in various other contexts.*> A version of the
following seven lines is found in Pema Karpo’s narrative (f. 22a), where it is attrib-
uted to the yogin Kyewo Yeshé Dorje, who opened the mountain, and it, too, I
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employed separately in various rituals.*® These two early verse sections appear to
constitute the core of the prayer, in particular the second one, which in its original
form begins to sequentially address specific deities and their local abodes on the
mountain’s slopes. To illustrate the style of the prayer here are the opening section,
a few lines of the main body and closing appeal:

The Great Oath Prayer of Tsari

Lamas of the Kagyii lineages, chosen meditational deities, gods, sky-goers, and defend-
ers of religion at glorious Tsaritra, pure né of Khaché, I entreat you! Grant me the
empowerment to purify bad deeds and obscurations, to dispel adversities and dangers,
and bestow both the supreme and mundane paranormal powers.

Oh! Lead the way to open the door!

Draw back the veil of both cloud and mist!

Reveal the divine assembly that is manifest within!

Oh! If those who pray and the Tantric kin,

Make earnest petitions, produce empowerment for them!

I pray to my gracious root-lama,

Seated on the sun-moon throne atop my head.

I pray to the fathers, the Kagyi lineage lamas,

Whose abode is the palace of the radiant absolute body of the Buddha.

I pray to the Buddhas, the protectors of the three families,

Whose abode is the palace of body, speech, and mind.

I pray to the five families of victorious Buddhas,

Whose abode is the palace that thoroughly cleanses the five poisons.

1 pray to the mothers, the five types of sky-goers,

Whose abode is the palace of the five types of cognition.

I pray to the divine assembly of inner, secret Tantra,

Whose abode is the palace of the Tsari mandala.

I pray to the twenty-eight hundred deities,

Whose visible representation is the palace of Dakpa Sheri (Pure Crystal Mountain).

I pray to the white-bodied sky-goer,

Whose abode is the palace of Kalda Dungtso (Conch-shell Conduit Lake).

I pray to the four-armed protector,

Whose abode is the palace of Didgén Lamtso (Demon Lord Vitality Lake).

I pray to the master Choki Génpo,

Whose abode is in Chikchar Pelgi Naktrod (Simultaneous Realization Glorious
Woodlands).

I pray to the accomplished one, Shawa Ripa,

Whose abode is the palace of Chakberong (Iron Frog Ravine).

1 pray to the sky-goers who bathe secretly,

Whose abode is the palace of Khandro Triitso (Sky-goer's Bathing Lake).

I pray to the accomplished one, Lawapa,

Whose abode is the palace of Lawa Phuk (Lawapa's Cave).

I pray to the twenty-one Drélma goddesses,

Whose abode is the palace of Drélma Lamtso (Drélma Vitality Lake). . . .

I request empowerment with these prayers, and that my stream be matured and brought
to deliverance. I pray that inner and outer impediments do not arise, and that I be
granted the supreme and mundane paranormal powers.”*’
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The style is repetitious—intentionally so for mnemonic purposes—and in the past,
the prayer was remembered word perfect and transmitted orally. 