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Preface

he idea of a space or place being “sacred” (as opposed to “profane”) or

“powerful” has long been in circulation in the interpretation of human
cultures. More recently, the idea of the sacred has been rightly criticized as being
essentialist when applied as a universal category. Nevertheless, we are left with
the sacred (or the “holy”) in common usage for describing places and spaces
which are regarded in various ways as extraordinary, as possessing special
qualities or powers, and as being both of this world yet somehow apart from it.
We easily use, and take for granted, such notions as the Holy Land, and the
sacred or holy mountain, and we tend to consider the monastery, pilgrimage
venue, shrine or even altar as being sacred spaces or power places. But what
distinctions of this type have Tibetans made in relation to spaces and places in
their world?

The essays in this volume all attempt to document and interpret ways in
which Tibetan peoples have identified and related to different categories of space
and place as being unique or of higher ontological value, and as being set apart
from many other spheres and sites of human life. The focus of the collection is
intentionally broad, and its very breadth reflects the multitude of traditions of
thinking about space and place which can be found in Tibetan culture, and which
have also been associated with Tibet by non-Tibetans.

By using the expressions “Tibetan” and “Tibet” to define the scope of our
enquiries, we intend to cover a very broad ethnographic unit which is not
coincident with any political entity, nor limited to one population. Thus, our
authors present data from the high Tibetan plateau, but also from sites and
peoples in what are now parts of modern Bhutan, Nepal, Sichuan, Qinghai, North
India and other areas where related languages, cultures and a shared sense of
origin and history can be identified as manifestly “Tibetan”. Several chapters
even go beyond this frame to consider how various non-Tibetan “outsiders”
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(e.g. Westerners, Indian Hindus or Chinese colonialists) have also imagined or
had a role in defining Tibetan spaces and places as sacred or powerful.

Each essay constitutes a separate chapter and they are arranged into four
parts relative to their predominant themes. These parts are: i. Narrative, Social
Identity and Territory; ii. Ritual Spaces and Places; iii. Hidden Countries and
Holy Lands; and iv. Colonialism and Modernity. There are, nevertheless, many
overlapping topic areas and common questions which they share, and which
can only be brought together by reading the volume as a whole or using the
index. A brief résumé of the chapters is offered here as an initial guide to the
major themes and topics dealt with in this volume.

In parti., Narrative, Social Identity and Territory, Charles Ramble opens the
volume with an investigation of how political considerations of identity and
territory can be discerned in what are usually more narrowly considered as
“religious” sources and practices relating to sacred spaces and places. Ramble
draws his examples from field work on village culture in Mustang, a Tibetan
enclave in northern Nepal, and from a unique survey of Tibetan Bon-po literature
describing sacred geography and pilgrimage. In chapter two, Hildegard
Diemberger and Guntram Hazod demonstrate how patterns of social
organization and territory are intimately linked with historical and mythical
narratives which are embodied in the local sacred landscape. Amongst other
themes, their work localizes for us, in the south-west Tibetan region of
Kharta-Phadrug, a good example of a common but seldom studied aspect of
Himalayan and Tibetan space and place narratives: the lake-draining origin myth.
Chapter three, by Francoise Pommaret, considers the geographical distribution
of Tibetan ethnonyms, but in particular the names Mon and Mon-pa, terms
usually applied to “tribal” or semi-Tibetanized populations in the Himalayan
zone. She describes a remote population of Bhutanese Mon-pa in relation to
notions of sacred territory, particularly the concept of the sbas-yul or “hidden
country” (cf. Diemberger and Hazod in chapter two, and especially Ehrhard in
chapters ten and eleven). Pommaret also raises the interesting topic of Tibetan
“high” cultural superiority and prejudice associated with various ethnonyms
which are applied to neighbouring peoples south of the high plateau.

In part ii., Ritual Spaces and Places, chapters four, five and six all consider
the classic Tibetan “holy places” or gnas, that is, holy mountains and lakes, which
are the common object of pilgrimage rituals. My own essay in chapter four
attempts to understand gnas as a specific Tibetan category of place within a
wider set of cultural patterns, including notions of embodied morality and sacred
power. I argue that ritual practices like pilgrimage (gnas-skor) are more fruitfully
appreciated and explained from the Tibetan point of view when ideas about
gnas are not overlooked or subordinated to Buddhist metaphysical imperatives,
such as karma, merit and rebirth. Following in chapter five, Katia Buffetrille
presents a set of legends and a translation of a rare pilgrimage guide-book relating
to the great Blue Lake (mTsho sNgon-po) of Amdo in the far north-east of the
plateau. This lake, which is often better known by its Mongol name Koko Nor
(or Qinghai in Chinese), contains an island called mTsho-snying Ma-ha-de-va
which is presented as an alternate visionary landscape in the guide-book.
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Together, lake and island comprise a sacred landscape dyad and a site for
pilgrimage. In her analysis of the Tibetan narratives, Buffetrille reveals two further
interesting themes of sacred place creation: the lake-flooding myth (cf. the chapter
by Diemberger and Hazod) and the flying mountain motif. A Tibetan manual
for Buddhist pilgrimage to the sites of Gangs Ti-se and mTsho Ma-pham is offered
in translation by myself and Tsepak Rigzin in chapter six. This sacred landscape
dyad of mountain and lake are well-known outside of Tibet as Mount Kailas
and Lake Manasarovar (see McKay’s essay in chapter thirteen). Despite being
the most frequently written about of Tibetan pilgrimage places, a full indigenous
account of the itinerary for their ritual circumambulation was never available in
translation before now. The text also raises the complex topic of perceptions of
this holy region at the centre of larger geographic and cosmological schemes
(discussed by Martin in chapter twelve) and touches on the issue of sectarian
rivalry over the site between Buddhists and Bon-pos (on which see Ramble in
chapter one).

Ritual and landscape space are investigated in other ways in chapters seven,
eight and nine. In each of these essays, there emerge related themes of controlling,
converting or subjugating places or spaces in the landscape. Elisabeth Stutchbury
describes how different readings of geography and natural phenomena in the
west Himalayan region of Karzha (or Lahoul) inform local ideas of geomancy
known as satalegpa (sa-bkra legs-pa). Satalegpa is part of a wider Tibetan concern
with "examining the land" (sa-dpyad) for omens and auspices, particularly in
relation to the erection of ritual structures and buildings. Stutchbury describes
how social crisis (madness, suicide and sudden death) in Karzha is understood
and dealt with relative to the energetic balance of the landscape and the
construction of a ritual device (a chorten shrine) upon it to restore order. In chapter
eight, David Templeman takes a new look at the system of 24 tantric ritual sites
or pitha (gnas) which Tibetans adopted (and later adapted) from the texts of Indian
Buddhist Tantra. The pitha, as a category of place, have a double referent both
within the yogin’s body and outside in the external Indian (and later Tibetan)
landscape. Yet, there is an ambivalence in the tradition about journeys to the
pitha by means of actual travel as opposed to their visionary transit in meditation.
Templeman employs Tibetan hagiographical texts to ascertain how the Tibetan's
Indian tantric predecessors might both have used and understood the pitha
network. Mona Schrempf studies the organization of ritual space in the Tibetan
monastic tradition of masked dance (‘cham) in chapter nine. Orthodox accounts
of these dances often present them in terms of positive soteriological goals. But
by examining both Buddhist and Bon-po ‘cham, Schrempf finds in addition that
the foundational development of a ritual space on the dance ground, through
the action of dancing itself, is a means of control and violent subjugation of the
earth and local environment (sa-'dul). She traces these same understandings of
dancing and space in other forms of Tibetan folk dance, opera, rituals and
customs.

The three chapters in part iii., Hidden Countries and Holy Lands, deal with
Tibetan notions of perfect or ideal countries which are either sacred places of
origin or of refuge and future renewal, and which are best described as being
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both of this world but also apart from it. In companion essays which form chapters
ten and eleven, Franz-Karl Ehrhard gives detailed insights into the historical
development of a particular Tibetan category of place known as sbas-yul (see
also chapters two and three). A.W. Macdonald once suggested that sbas-yul can
be understood as both “hidden country” or “country [in which] to hide”, and
Ehrhard’s work demonstrates the validity of this observation. By documenting
the activities of religious figures known as “treasure discoverers” (gter-ston) in
the 17th and 18th century, Ehrhard shows how a series of such places were
discovered or opened in remote parts of southern Tibet during this period. His
analysis reveals that an unstable political context at the time was clearly connected
with sbas-yul discovery, and that as part of the process their discoverers also
resorted to earlier symbolic resources such as the scheme of yang-"dul temples
for “taming the outer borders” attributed to King Srong-btsan sGam-po. In a
ground-breaking essay in chapter twelve, Dan Martin reviews the complex
question of the location of ‘Ol-mo-lung-ring, the sacred Bon land of origins. In
the Bon tradition, ‘Ol-mo-lung-ring emerges as something of a parallel to the
Holy Land of India as home of the Buddha, yet with the same uncertainty
surrounding its geographical location as is found in the traditions about Sambhala
(or Sham-bha-la). Resorting to a wide range of Bon geographical sources, Martin
refutes previous scholarly identifications of ‘Ol-mo-lung-ring with the ancient
Persian empire and its western reaches, and posits instead a more eastern location
somewhere between the Oxus River and Ladakh or Kashmir. Martin prudently
observes that the final answer to such questions lays in the religious ambivalence
of Tibetan places like ‘Ol-mo-lung-ring (or for that matter sbas-yul) as being
paradises both on and beyond the earth.

The final group of essays in part iv., Colonialism and Modermnity, all reflect
upon recent changes in the cultural construction and understanding of Tibetan
sacred space and place within the dynamic context of colonialism (both British
and Chinese) and the discourses and practices of modernity that it introduces.
Alex McKay deals with non-Tibetan interests in a popular Tibetan holy site, the
Mount Kalias-Manasarovar region, during the period of British colonial rule in
India. He clearly shows how imperial policy and the interests of colonial officers
on the Indo-Tibetan border deliberately stimulated visits by large numbers of
Hindu pilgrims to the area earlier this century. McKay also begins to show how
imperial control over travel to and information about the holy site also helped
create a modern image of the sanctity of the region outside of Tibet itself.

Chapter fourteen moves us into the ethnographic present, with Lawrence
Epstein and Peng Wenbin documenting modern Tibetan approaches towards
two very different traditional pilgrimage sites in eastern Tibet: the Ganja cave
near Bla-brang and Murdo mountain in rGyal-rong. They show how Tibetan
visitors to these sites can construct a range of understandings of them in relation
to a mixture of older ideas of networks of holy places and cult mountain territories
and such things as participation in the tourist gaze fostered by Chinese state
policy and local and regional identities shaped in response to recent Chinese
colonialism along the ethnic frontier zone. In chapter fifteen Charlene Makley
offers a study of the neglected topic of gender and space in Tibet, and moreover
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one set in the contemporary context of Chinese colonial policy and the cultural
forces generated by it. Her field site of Bla-brang (cf. chapter fourteen) is the
location of a major Tibetan monastery targeted for ethnic tourism development
by the state, and in which monks act as tour guides, and pilgrims and worshippers
must compete with Chinese and foreign tourists for the same sacred spaces in
its shrine rooms. Makley shows that Tibetan women’s and men’s response to
this situation is often one of strict self-regulation of traditional boundaries of
gendered access to space, as a way of maintaining the sanctity of monastic and
ritual space threatened by the daily intrusions of foreign others.

Ending the volume in chapter sixteen, Peter Bishop studies the changing
role of the Potala, the Dalai Lama’s palace in Lhasa, 4s a complex symbol of
Tibet in modern Western imaginings and representations. Drawing upon Western
accounts of the Potala from the 19th century up to the present, Bishop shows
how the great edifice has retained its central position as an unmistakable symbolic
indicator of Tibet in the west. As the significance of Tibet shifted for Europeans,
so too did their circulation of meanings through the Potala as symbol. As a
complexio oppositorum (Jung) or heterotopia (Foucault), the Potala was remarkably
polyvalent. It was burdened with paradoxical associations as a repository of
vast hidden wealth and gold, an other-worldly centre of Asian spirituality and
its mysterious high priest, a dark nexus of despotic power in a cruel medieval
theocracy, an enduring emblem of Tibetan cultural and national survival in the
face of Chinese colonial oppression, a fixed symbolic counterpoint to its highly
mobile former occupant the exiled Dalai Lama, and much more besides.

Earlier versions of most of these essays were published in a special issue of
The Tibet Journal (19:2 [1994] through 20:1 [1995]), although it must be emphasized
that they have now become more advanced and refined pieces of work. The
majority of the original essays (excluding those by Ehrhard-chapter 10, Makley,
Stutchbury and Templeman) have been substantially revised, updated or
corrected by the authors. Two of the chapters (by McKay, and Ehrhard-chapter
11) are new. A shortened version of the essay by Ehrhard forming chapter 11
first appeared in Studies of Central & East Asian Religions (vol.9, 1996). Since it
was originally written by the author as a companion piece to his work in chapter
10, itis reprinted here in its full version with the kind permission of Per Serensen,
editor of SCEAR.1am grateful to Maura Ginty for help with the final editingand
Mr. Tsering Namgyal for designing the layout and Ms. Tenzin Sonam for
compiling the index.

Finally, it should be noted that the Wylie system of transliteration has been
adopted for representing Tibetan spellings in this volume, although individual
preferences in the use of the system (i.e. capitals, hyphens) are preserved. Authors
have often provided their own phonetic transcriptions to aid pronunciation.

Toni Huber Berlin, January 1999
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The Politics of Sacred Space in Bon
and Tibetan Popular Tradition

Charles Ramble

Introduction

here is a variety of oral and written literature that can help us to understand

Tibetan ideas concerning the sacred ordering of the natural environment.
An outline of the general characteristics of “guide-book” I:*erature is given in
Wylie’s pioneering study of Tibetan geography (1965), where a division of the
material into four types is proposed. These types are the dkar-chag (“register”),
gnas-bshad (“guide-book”), lam-yig (“passport”) and go-la’i kha-byang (“global-
description”). The examples selected by the author undoubtedly justify such a
division, but there is also a large quantity of literature besides this that combines
features of two or more of these types. Whatever they may properly signify,
some of the terms themselves seem to be used almost interchangeably by Tibetan
writers: two of the works we shall examine below, the Bod yul gnas kyi lam yig
and the Rgya gar gnas kyi dkar chag, would, in spite of their titles, fall under the
gnas-bshad type as defined by Wylie.!

Quite apart from their defiance of discrete categories, these guides are by no
means the only body of literature to tell us about Tibetan conceptions of
geography. They sometimes represent an extreme formalization of a particular
convention for describing landscape, and it would be misleading to regard the
genre as the exclusive representative of geographical literature. Moreover, to
focus too closely on such guides would tend to obscure the importance of certain
preoccupations that have undoubtedly played a part in the development of the
genre. An example that will be given particular attention below is the relationship
between topography and political territory; although sacred representations of
the landscape are an important idiom for conceptualizing territory, political
considerations are often detectable in guides only in a vestigial form.

In the following pages I shall examine a range of examples that suggest
quite different models of the sacred landscape. The aim of the inquiry is less to
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establish a satisfactory classification of geographical works than to observe the
plurality of geographical schemes implicit in the sources, and to attempt to discern
a pattern in the relationship between them. The typology that emerges suggests
a chronological evolution in geographical representations; and indeed the stages
proposed do correspond broadly to the relative antiquity of the literature in
question. Nevertheless, we should not lay undue stress on the idea of an evolution
of representations. A particular model may be demonstrably late, but its
appearance by no means renders “earlier” concepts obsolete. A certain degree
of complexity does not lend itself to oral representation, and is therefore unlikely
to acquire much currency among unlettered villagers, who continue to entertain
other ideas concerning the disposition and sacred significance of topographical
features.

Furthermore, even among, say, educated pilgrims, there is no reason why
different, apparently conflicting, geographical conceptions should not be held
simultaneously. The way in which the landscape is perceived is a contextual
matter, more or less schematic according to the purpose for which it is being
represented. A model that reduces China to a quincunx of landmarks inhabited
by owl-faced dakini-s does not help mystified Tibetan pilgrims to find their way
around an unfamiliar country. Equally, times of trains and walking distances
between shrines in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and the Punjab will do little to enlighten
the reader about the significance of India’s shape in the mandala of the world.

Parenthetically, it may be remarked that much the same is true of Western
geographical conventions. The inclusion of contours and other natural features
on a road map would constitute an unnecessary distraction. The absence of such
details would render a hiker’s map both useless and dangerous. The “map” of
the London underground is as cavalier as any territorial mandala from Tibet with
regard to the real geographical location of its sites.

Finally, it is worth noting that our main concern here is with the idea of
sacred, not everyday, space. Tibetans travel a great deal, but not always because
they are on pilgrimage. Many Tibetans do indeed walk around mountains
because they want to acquire merit, or achieve prosperity, or cure some disease.
In most cases, however, when Tibetans walk around mountains it is because the
mountains are in the way. Religious concerns should not be exaggerated. Most
topographical features are not particularly sacred; but this does not, of course,
mean that people do not make cognitive provision for them.

In attempting to formulate a typology of representations of sacred landscape
I shall limit the textual examples as far as possible to Bon-po sources. There are
two main reasons for this. First, there are numerous published and unpublished
studies relating to Tibetan pilgrimage and sacred geography, but these works
deal for the most part with Buddhist sources and holy places. The few exceptions
may be cited briefly: Bon-po perspectives on Mt. Kailash are the subject of Norbu
and Prats (1989) and Loseries (1994); Karmay (1992), Hanna (1994) and Ramble
(1997) deal primarily with Kong-po Bon-ri; while Buffetrille (1994) presents a
Bon-po guide to A-myes rma-chen. Cech (1992) provides an interesting discussion
of Bon-po sacred sites in general.? The narrow focus of the present article will, it
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is hoped, help to draw attention to a substantial literature that might profitably
be used by future students of Bon-po sacred geography.

Secondly, there is a very large amount of Buddhist material available
(especially, it seems, in the form of dkar-chag relating to Himalayan sacred sites),
and a general assessment of Tibetan sacred geography would have to address
this literature. Confining the present study to Bon will avoid the need for more
arbitrary selection by circumscribing a coherent area of Tibetan religion. This
being said, it will be obvious that such a limitation is itself somewhat artificial
and unsatisfactory, insofar as much of the material selected is not unique to Bon.
Folk traditions are shared by Tibetan villagers irrespective of their denomination,
while the later elaborations of Bon-po territorial mandala-s are formally little
different from their Buddhist counterparts.

Representations of Height

One of the more obvious features of Tibetan geography, especially in the
Himalayan region, is its strikingly vertical character, and it is therefore not
surprising that this aspect should be emphasized in popular celebrations of the
landscape. The motif of height recurs as a stock formula in the earliest literature,
and continues to be a favourite theme in folksongs and prayers. Unlike the more
scholarly literature that we shall turn to presently, these popular representations
do not obliterate natural topographic features under a prefabricated model, but
they do nevertheless impose a degree of organization through a system of
stratification. Perhaps the most fundamental example is the layering of the world
into three levels, with humans sandwiched between gods and serpent spirits.
Territorial divinities themselves are often considered as inhabiting a three-tiered
space. It is possible that this triple formulation should be understood as a
development of the more basic dyad of male mountains and female bodies of
water.? The association is well documented in Tibet, but it also plays an important
part in the religion of non-Tibetan ethnic groups of the Himalayas.

The considerable variety of divinities that one may find linked on a vertical
axis in different places—and also the fact that a female site may be found to be
situated above an associated male one—are grounds for supposing that it is the
vertical axis itself that is of primary importance in such constellations. In an
earlier work (Ramble 1996) I examined a number of such configurations of place
gods, and suggested an association between verticality and the idea of fertility.
The identity of the gods found along a vertical axis, and indeed the fact that the
“plots” of the axis have a sacred character at all, may be a secondary matter.

What concerns us here is the tangentially related question of the
“naturalness” of the imagery with which vertical landscape is portrayed in
popular culture. Thus in certain songs the landscape is described as a series of
seven formalized strata, each associated with its own representative animal. The
genre is widespread in Tibet, but an example from the village of Te, in southern
Mustang, will illustrate the point. The particular significance of this song in Te is
that it must be sung, with its accompanying steps, to open all sessions of song
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and dance in the community. There are seven verses, but often only the first four
are sung.!

Far up, on high, is the exalted snow mountain.
From within this high place comes
The great snow lion, who rejoices in this place.

Far up, on high, are the exalted crags.
From within this high place there comes
The vulture who rejoices in this place.®

And so on, with only the place and its particular denizen changing in each
verse as follows:

The slates (rdza): wild yak (‘brong)

High meadows (spang): deer (shwa-ba)

Forest (nags): tigress (stag-mo)®

Flat ground [at the foot of the mountain] (thang): wild ass (rkyang)
River (chu): female fish (nya-mo)

The pervasive motif of height (mtho-la yang-stod...stod-mtho) remains
unchanged, éven in the last verse.

There are other songs that extol the landscape in similar terms, but without
populating the several layers with appropriate animals. The example given here
does not depart too radically from the observable world in representing vertical
space, compared with examples that will be considered below, but natural
geography has obviously been subordinated to conventional imagery.

Establishing Boundaries

While it may be generally true that Tibet lacks a tradition of secular geography,
an exception might be made for the minimal exigencies of political geography.”
In the culturally Tibetan areas of Nepal, at least, it would certainly be unusual to
find collections of village records that did not contain documents relating to
territorial boundaries. Disputes between communities over usufruct rights to
pasture and forest land are extremely common, and peaceful relations between
neighbouring villages depend to a large extent on the existence of texts that
delineate frontiers by means of a meticulous description of the territory in
question (see Ramble and Vinding 1987 for an example of such a document).
Nevertheless, it is also true that a community’s awareness of its territory is
more frequently expressed in terms of sacred space. Between seed-time and
harvest, usually at a point where the crops are considered to be vulnerable, it is
customary in much of Tibet ritually to walk around the perimeter of the village
in order to protect it from possible nocent influences. Such circuits are sometimes
called chos-skor, “scripture circuits”, since the participants will carry around with
them sacred texts, as well as images, to accomplish this defense. It is probably
more accurate to understand the purpose of the texts as reinforcing, rather than
alone achieving, protection. In Mustang, at least, the circuit is more commonly
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referred to as klungs-skor, “encircling the fields”, since the route usually encloses
only the cultivated area (klungs, which is opposed to ri, uncultivated territory).
An important feature of this circuit is the propitiation of various place-gods that
lie on the route, and the group will duly halt its progress to perform the
appropriate fumigation ritual (bsangs).

I am not aware of any comparable ceremonies for the corresponding
circumambulation of a community’s entire territory, including its uncultivated
land. Nevertheless, there are ceremonial measures for the protection of larger
territories. One of these is the annual closure of a settlement’s boundaries for a
given period. This closure seems to be partly symbolic, so that visitors are
forbidden to use only certain access routes. For example, three routes into the
kingdom of Lo (Glo) are closed for much of the year. The passes in question—
two bordering on Tibet and one on Dol-po—are high, and the reason given for
their closure is that travellers may disturb the cloud formations that bring the
precious rain. Offenders are subject to a fine of Rs. 10,000. The custom of territorial
closure is replicated in a number of individual villages within Lo. Penalties for
infringement are less severe: in one case (Dri) the punishment comprises a fine
of Rs. 500, and in another (De) the public humiliation of the offender. The
ostensible reason for the closure is not invariably the risk of jeopardizing rainfall.
In the case of Dri, for example, the practice is said to keep out flocks of rose-
finches that would devour the ripening grain. Whatever the case, restricting
access to territory, and perhaps also the ritual circuit of the cultivated land, must
certainly be understood in terms of the cloistering of villages that is widely
practised in south and south-east Asia (cf. Macdonald 1983). In this context we
may note the existence, in a number of Himalayan groups, of rituals for the
protection of territory that involve an imaginary journey along its perimeter.
Two examples that may fall into this category are the ma:mangme rite of the
Mewahang Rai (Gaenszle 1994) and the miin khydne of the Kham Magar (de Sales
1994). In these cases the officiating medium recites aloud the description of the
itinerary he is visualizing, and banishes the ills that he encounters on the way. I
have suggested (Ramble 1996) that these and similar ceremonies are essentially
a stark manifestation of territorial interests that are elsewhere expressed in more
elaborate models, such as the political-geographical mandala-s that will be
examined below.

A principle that underlies many ritual strategies for healing, protecting or
otherwise acting on the phenomenal world, involves merging the latter with an
ideal, which may be-a myth, a divine realm or some more abstract notion (such
as the Void); then performing various transformations in this more malleable
sphere and thereby affecting the desired changes in the material world that has
been hamessed to it. A given territory is often conceived of as having such a
subtle counterpart. The form of this invisible landscape varies considerably
within the Tibetan tradition, but at its simplest consists of the divinities who
people the landscape and settlements. It would be reasonable, therefore, to regard
the ritual texts that accompany the cults of this divine population as constituting
a branch of sacred geography. An example that we may consider briefly is a
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libation (gser-skyems) text dealing with oblations to the principal territorial gods
of the kingdom of Lo. The work is entitled Smon thang rdzong lha’i mchod 'phrin,
“Offerings to the fortress god of Monthang and prayers for his protection”. The
copy which I was kindly permitted to photograph in Monthang belonged to the
royal chaplain and doctor, the late bKra-shis chos-bzang. It consists of just three
folios sewn together inside a titled cover to make a small booklet.

The invocation to the region’s gods begins, as one might expect, at the centre
of the kingdom:

In this palace, in the white valley of the land of Lo, at the centre of all
kinds of shifting rainbows, is the fierce and mighty rDzong-lha dkar-
po. He has one face and two hands, and holds a cane with three knots.
On his head he wears a splendid turban of white silk, and there is a
joyful smile on his face. His mount is an excellent and swift white
horse, with a saddle and bridle adorned with many fine jewels.?

There follows a description of his immediate circle. He is flanked by his
divine consort on the right and a female serpent spirit on the left; in the four
directions are his four ministers, clockwise from the east: a rgyal-po, a ma-mo, a
bdud-po and a btsan on their various mounts. His outer circle is constituted of
“many southern men in the prime of life” (phyi-'khor mon-pa’i dar-ma mang-pos
bskor [skor]). rDzong-lha dkar-po is then invited to receive offerings and to
perform the tasks with which he is entrusted. Next to be invoked is the Iron-
tressed Protector (Srung [bsrung]-ma 1Cags-ral-can) of Du-ri mKha’-spyod, the
ruined fortress on a hilltop immediately to the north of Monthang, said to be the
palace of Amepal, the first king of Lo. Some of the places named are difficult to
identify, possibly because they refer to abandoned villages, but many of the main
settlements in the kingdom are recognizable. The next group to be invoked
includes:

The Shining Female Serpent-spirit of Luri’s junipers; Ti-se dkar-po at
the head of Gara’s valley (?);° Shar-btsan-po, on the spur at the
confluence of the three rivers of Tangkya; Jo-bo phug-phug and Jo-bo
bDud of Gemi; Klu-btsan of Drakmar and Chos-rgyal of Tsarang; gTer-
chen rNam-thos sras-pos of Gekar.!

These are followed by:

gTer-chen rNam-thos sras-po (sic.: again), the Bon protector of the Ya-
ngal lineage; ...the rgyal-po of Chodzong and Ma-khri-rgyal of
Samdzong..."

The Ya-ngal are a priestly lineage who came to Lo in the late twelfth or early
thirteenth century. They were responsible for establishing Lubra, in southern
Lo, now the only completely Bon-po village in the region, and for introducing
Bon to neighbouring Dol-po (Snellgrove 1967: 4-5). The lineage is still represented
in Dol-po. In no other sources have I encountered this explicit association of
Nam-thos sras-po, the guardian of the north who is revered as a god of wealth
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(by association with Kuvera) by both Buddhists and Bon-pos, with the Ya-ngal
clan. (For a study of the Ya-ngal gdung-rabs, see Ramble 1984.)

After these come divinities of a number of recognizable abandoned sites
near Monthang. Much may be said about all these gods and places, and indeed
the text would merit a more detailed commentary in a study more specifically
dedicated to Lo. For the purposes of the present inquiry, however, the important
point is that the work constitutes a register of the main settlements within the
kingdom expressed in terms of the chief divinities that inhabit them. It is this
parallel, divine world that is invoked to assure the well-being of its material
counterpart.

The explicit correspondence between two worlds that is apparent in this
text introduces a theme that will receive further attention below: the relationship
between sacred and political space. Monthang, the capital of Lo, is also the seat
of the principal territorial divinity in the list; the surrounding settlements are
the habitations of lesser gods.

A similar correspondence between the political and the sacred is apparent
in an interesting work that summarizes the establishment of the capital and the
frontiers of the kingdom of Zhang-zhung. The text, entitled Kun "bum khra’o bzhugs
pa’i dbu phyogs, or Kun-"bum for short, forms part of the Bon-po bKa’-’gyur. It was
discovered by a certain gNyag-ston gZhon-nu-"bum. Although I am unable to
establish precise dates for this figure, he is known to have been a disciple of Gu-
ru rNon-rtse who was born in 1136 (cf. Kvaerne 1971: 231). The work may
therefore be provisionally dated to the late twelfth or early thirteenth century.
Among other things, the Kun-"bum contains numerous details concerning the
life of sTon-pa gShen-rab that are not included in his main biographies. The
passage that concerns us here begins with gShen-rab’s descent from ‘Ol-mo lung-
ring to Zhang-zhung;:

Astride the blessed garuda, he set forth to promulgate the Bon doctrine,
and alighted first in the land of Zhang-zhung. This is the reason why
the doctrine originally came to Zhang-zhung, and this is also how it
came to be that the [kings of] Zhang-zhung are called the “kings of
Bon”.

sTon-pa gShen-rab passes through a number of places until he reaches central
Zhang-zhung:

He went on down from there, and Khyung-lung, a magically
manifested palace, was built on a site blessed with good fortune, in
the land of outer Zhang-zhung, in the midst of g.Yung-drung mu-le,
in the enclosure of the snow mountains, in a corner of Ma-pang g.yu-
mtsho. Eighteen lesser castles for subduing the frontiers, 360 temples
(gsas-mbkhar) for subduing the territory beyond, and 1008 chortens for
subduing the ground were constructed, and the land was conquered.

Shel-le dbal-rtse; ‘Od-gsal g.yu-rtse; gSang-mer lha-rtse; Nyi-"od
shel-rtse; rGyal-ba bse-mkhar; Ya-gad stag-mkhar; Hab-so Iga-mkhar;
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sKug-mo lan-mkhar; Lo-tog ‘gyur-mkhar; Rag-tshan ‘bram-mkhar; Gu-
ri gnam-mkhar; g.Yung-drung yod-mkhar; Kha-rag khyung-mkhar;
dPa’-brtsan se-mkhar; Che-brtsan dregs-mkhar; mTho-brtsegs rgod-
mkhar; Ma-ma dred-mkhar; Yar-mo bzhad-mkhar: at [the site of] these
18 lesser castles were 18 major settlements; 18 high priests (bon-chen)
resided in them, and 18 great gods (gsas-chen) were worshipped.

Khyung-lung dngul-mkhar was built in the centre of them. Its
foundations are made of gold, and its four sides of silver. Its main
portal is of iron, and its four doors of silver. Its four edges are made of
sardonyx, and its beam-ends of copper. Its pinnacle reaches the 13
levels of the sky; storm-clouds swirl around it, blue dragons sleep on
it and garudas soar around its sides. It contains 108 chambers. The
upper third of it is occupied by gods. Slates, crags and glaciers tower
on high. Three [kinds of illumination, including] rays and lightning,
shine out. Fierce ge-khod" divinities dwell there. The [middle] third is
occupied by priests (gshen). There are three [kinds of livestock,
including] the cows of wild and domestic yaks; horses, sheep and cattle
range there; drums, flat bells and conches are sounded; the [people]
exclaim “bSwo!” and call upon the wrathful divinities and the priests
(bon). The gyer-gyung divinities of Zhang-zhung live here. The lowest
third is occupied by the serpent spirits; there are many turquoise lakes
and frequent mists. The three [kinds of marine creatures, including]
sea-sprites and conches, roar, and the three [kinds of water animals,
including] young serpent-spirits and otters, play. [The king of the
serpent spirits], Mi-mgon dkar-po, dwells here.

sTon-pa gShen-rab visited this place, and...explained the Magic
Word of Bon to the priests of Zhang-zhung (fols. 46b-47a).

The palace of Khyung-lung dngul-mkhar—which emerges as something
between an architectural wonder and a sacred mountain—is described in terms
that recall the convention representing the vertical landscape in the Tepa folksong
discussed above: the seven strata are simplified to three belts, and their
inhabitants are a mixture of natural and supernatural creatures. One of the
significant features of this passage, however, is the correspondence between the
Bon religion and the territorial sway of Zhang-zhung. The palace itself is
inhabited by Bon-po divinities, priests and worshippers. It is, in short, the earthly
centre of Zhang-zhung. The ruler of the kingdom is also the “king of Bon”, and
the boundaries of the land, the 18 “lesser castles”, as well as the temples and
chortens, are also outposts of the doctrine.®

The Disassociation of Political Sensibility

In certain cases, the temporal significance of a site may provide the origin of its
sacred character; however, it is equally true that once this sanctity has been
established it may acquire a life of its own that survives its political base. We
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have already seen that the Iron-tressed Protector of mKha’-spyod continues to
be worshipped in the kingdom of Lo even though the palace he protected, and
whose existence his own surely did not precede, kas lain in ruins for centuries.

The relationship between the political and spiritual relevance of a given
territory is not simply a one-way affair, as recent studies of pilgrimage sites in
south Asia and other regions have demonstrated. Temporal power may indeed
provide a vehicle for religious interests, with the consequence that the
denomination of a given site will change according to the proclivities of the
ruling power. But, conversely, spiritual authority over key sacred sites may also
be translated into political power. An example of this situation is furnished by
Kulke’s study of the relationship between the Kurda kings and the Jagannatha
temple of Puri in Orissa. The dynasty’s stewardship of the cult provided the
kings with considerable political leverage in dealing with both allies and enemies
(Kulke 1993).

The interaction between Bon and Zhang-zhung certainly suggests a
relationship of mutual reinforcement. Whatever the historical links between the
two, the annexation of Zhang-zhung and the assassination of its king during the
expansion of the Tibetan empire left Bon without a sympathetic political base.
Even if, as tradition has it, the religion of the Tibetan court was influenced by
Bon-pos from Zhang-zhung, the later sponsorship of Buddhism by the rulers
would have deprived Bon of vital patronage.

The Bon-pos’ debt to the old kingdom is partly expressed in the fulsome
claims for the dimensions of Zhang-zhung’s territory that appear in Bon-po
writings. Zhang-zhung may indeed have been very extensive, at least via a
network of vassalage that it sustained through some parts of Central and Eastern
Tibet (cf. Beckwith 1987); but to this already considerable territory bsTan-'dzin
rin-chen, the nineteenth-century author of the Ti se dkar chag (see below), adds
Central Tibet in its entirety as well as A-mdo, Khams and even China." The
author’s motive in proposing such a vast territory is obviously not some
retrospective patriotism for a polity that had vanished a thousand years earlier,
but to glorify the success of the Bon religion that was believed to be coextensive
with it.

The sanctity of places is not normally attributed to their erstwhile political
relevance, although the gap between sacred and profane may be bridged by
attributing divine qualities to the author of the temporal reign. In the case of
Zhang-zhung, the enduring sanctity of its political centres is linked not to the
Lig-mi kings or its other rulers (a list of whom is given in the Ti sc dkar chag: see
Norbu and Prats 1987: 71-73; 127-128), but to the activity of Bon-po saints and
divinities in their vicinity. Khyung-lung dngul-mkhar is indeed attributed with
supernatural qualities; the Zur-byang of Blo-ldan snying-po (b. 1360) remarks
that “whoever meditates in the meditation place of Khyung-lung dngul-mkhar
will be reborn in the ranks of the knowledge-holders” (178). But the power of
the place derives from its association with luminaries such as Dran-pa nam-
mkha’ and Gar-ma Me-slag-can (Norbu and Prats 1987: 61, 62). What is of
overriding importance is the religious significance of the Ti-se region as a whole:
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These knowledge-holders, who achieved fulfilment at the Zhang-
zhung caves, said: “At this triple site of the mountain and the [two]
lakes are blessings of such great properties. The land is the land of
Zhang-zhung Bon; the mountain is the unbuilt Bon mountain; the lakes
are lakes of purifying water not made [by human agency]; the place is
the place of gSang-sngags Me-ri. Whoever meditates here will become
a knowledge-holder in this life” (ibid.: 62-63).

Another site that is regarded by Bon-pos as having been an important political
centre of Zhang-zhung is the area of rTa-sgo mountain and Dang-ra lake. The Ti
se dkar chag classifies this area as constituting the middle section of the Jeft-hand
outer part (g.Yon-sgo) of Zhang-zhung (ibid: 70; 124). For the Bon-pos, the political
importance of the area has been superseded by its religious significance:

Dang-ra, rTa-sgo and these places are blessed by many fully-realized
buddhas and saints of old. In particular, the [divinity of Mt.] rTa-sgo
dge-rgan is said to have taken his dge-bsnyen vows in the presence of
the Enlightened One (Bod yul gnas kyi lam yig: 46).

The importance of the place in the history of Zhang-zhung apparently derives
from the presence of a fortress called Khyung-rdzong. As far as I am aware, no
archaeological research has been carried out here that might determine the
significance of this site. That there was some sort of stronghold there seems to be
in little doubt. Although I have not visited the area, photographs taken recently
by a Bon-po pilgrim, g.Yung-drung rgyal-mtshan, the Jomsom (rDzong-gsar)
sprul-sku, show what appear to be the ruins of fortifications on a promontory
overlooking Dang-ra lake, beside an area of apparently long-abandoned fields.
The Guide for the Blind (Bod yul gnas kyi lam yig), a recent work on Bon-po sacred
sites of which we shall have more to say presently, all but ignores the possible
temporal importance of the site:

On a rocky hill are the ruins of a royal palace of Zhang-zhung, called
Dang-ra Khyung-rdzong. The hill itself is called Khyung-rdzong. That
crag is the place from which Gyer-mi nyi-’od, rMa-ston srid-'dzin and
others extracted treasure. In the crag can be seen natural caves and
many other natural signs such as syllables and handprints (44).

The ascendancy of religious over political considerations is further illustrated
by the tradition surrounding dMu-khri btsan-po, the son of Nyag-khri. This figure
is revered by Bon-pos primarily as a “royal priest” (rgyal-gshen) who promulgated
the doctrine in Tibet. Among the acts with which his reign is credited is the
establishment of 37 “religious centres” (‘du-gnas: literally, “assembly places”)
where Bon flourished. Sources for two sets of these are cited in Karmay (1972:
41-42; see also Cech 1992: 389). The ‘Gro mgon mdzod 'grel,”® which furnishes a
list identical to the first of these two (that contained in Dran-pa nam-mkha’s
commentary to the mDzod-phug), adds the observation that the places are marked
“by signs in the ground, stupas and cemeteries—thirty-seven in all” (p. 198).
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Spiritual Conquests

The sacred character of a place can, as we have seen, survive the worldly interest
that underlay its creation. But the autonomy of the religious domain from the
political one is of course even greater than that, to the extent that it has its own
strategies for acquiring territory without riding on the back of a sympathetic
military expansion. Claims to places are characteristically justified in the literature
on the grounds of a saint or divinity visiting the sites in question and performing
some miraculous act there. Such places are sometimes classified in sets according
to a perceived similarity in the circumstances attending their conquest. The Bon
tradition contains a number of such sets apart from the 37 ‘du-gnas mentioned
above. Among the most important is a group of 24 sites associated with the Ma-
rgyud. The origin of the sites is attributed to the agency of Rang-rig gsang-mchog
rgyal-po, the principal tutelary divinity of the Ma-rgyud.

...These are the places belonging to all 20 [24] [dakini] agents: the Nine
Secret Places; the Four Wonderful Places; the Eight Fierce Places; the
Three Tibetan Places, making 24 in all. The dakini-s of these great holy
places, accompanied by their cohorts, have terrifying mask-like heads
and hold curved swords and skull-cups. The colours of their bodies
are white, yellow, green, red and dark blue. You and your followers,
adorned with cemetery ornaments, receive these gtor-ma! Slaughter
these obstructions, demons, malefic spirits and enemies for your feast!
(Ma-rgyud fols. 72a-72b).

The text then proceeds to enumerate the 24 sites. Each site is the location of
a dakini with a theriomorphic head, and to the east, north, west and south are
subsidiary sites occupied by similarly formed dakini-s, thereby creating a more
extensive set of 120 places. The loci are sometimes defined by the name of the
place and sometimes by the name of the dakini, so that it is not always clear
whether the lesser sites did in fact ever have a recognized geographical location.
In any event, since the list is long and I am unable to identify the majority of
even the named places, two examples may suffice as an illustration. The list
opens as follows:

bSwo! The five lion-headed dakini-s of g.Yu-lung shel-brag: [at the
centre is] the dakini rGod-lcam of Nyi-ma ‘bar-ba; to the east is the
dakini of IHa-ri del-dkar; north: the dakini of rGod-ri ‘od-"bar; west: the
dakini of sNang-srid ri-gzi-mdangs; south: the dakini of “Tshal-ri mdun-
sa. O five mothers of the great holy place of the gods, receive these
gtor-ma! Slaughter these obstructions, demons, malefic spirits and
enemies for your feast! (fol.72b).

The sites in question are apparently located in and around the mythical
mountain of Ri-rab.’ ’

The list of places extends beyond the Tibetan plateau to include adjacent
countries: the sixth, the “Yeti-headed dakini-s of Mu-khum-ri”,'” could refer either
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to certain places in Mugu, in north-west Nepal, that are periodically visited by
Bon-po pilgrims from Dol-po, or possibly to Muktinath in Mustang (the old name
for Dzong, the principal settlement in the Muktinath Valley, is Mu-kha). Other
sites in Nepal include Svayambhunath, the home of the dakini of Bal-yul ‘phags-
pa, the southern representative of the hawk-headed dakini-s of Gyang-ma gyang-
tho (fifteenth in the list), and Pharping.

China (the eighteenth), represented by the Owl-headed dakini-s, is followed
by India:

The [five] crow-headed dakini-s of Sitavana in India: centre: the dakini
of Magadha; east: the dakini of ‘Gro-lding dar-ma; north: the dakini-s
of Khri-gdan in Kashmir; west: the dakini-s of Uddiyana; east: the dakini
of Varanasi... (76b-77a).

‘Gro-lding dar-ma is said to be in or near north-east India; it is not clear to
me whether “Khri-gdan in Kashmir” (Kha-che khri-gdan) has a precise
recognized location.” A number of these sites are included in a separate list of
24 places given in the Shel le rgya skar gyi rnam thar, a work by Blo-ldan snying-
po (b. 1360) that will be discussed in more detail below. These are collectively
referred to as the “24 holy places of the dakini-s, sacred mountains for excellent
and ordinary practice” (mchog-thun bsgrub-pa’i gnas-ri). They are subdivided into
three groups of eight: the mchog-tu grub-pa’i gnas brgyad, the “eight places for
supreme achievement” (or byang-chub sgrub-gnas brgyad, the “eight places for
meditation towards enlightenment”); the mchog-thun spel-ma brgyad, the “eight
places that combine supreme and ordinary achievements”, and the thun-mongs
mthun-rkyen brgyad or mthun-rkyen sgrub-pa’i gnas brgyad, the “eight places that
help one to achieve worldly goals” (pp. 17-19). Unlike the set from the Ma-rgyud
cited above these places are quite readily identifiable. The first group comprises
sites in far-flung locations in sTag-gzig, Uddiyana, South India and so forth (but
also includes one site in Zhang-zhung), while the second and third are apparently
confined to the Tibetan plateau and the Himalaya.

The Benefits of Sacred Places

Whatever circumstances are believed tobe at the origin of sacred places, tradition
has selected a certain number as being of particular importance as pilgrimage
sites. It is frequently stated by Bon-pos that the three most significant sites are,
in descending order of sanctity, Kong-po Bon-ri, Gangs Ti-se, and Shel-le rgya-
skar, and we shall return to this triad presently. However, more elaborate sets
are also recognized. Perhaps the best known is a list of places contained in the
Zur-byang of Blo-ldan snying-po. The context in which these places are
enumerated is provided by the author receiving instructions from Tshe-dbang
rig-"dzin, who is “present in a secret body” (sbas-pa’i skur-bzhugs p. 173). The
master embarks on a discourse concerning the types of activities that are
appropriate for the body, speech and mind in this degenerate age. The ideal
occupation for the first of these is to “visit vital places of meditation” (bla-rten
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bsgrub-gnas mjal), and he proceeds to describe 20 such sites that are the “sovereign
holy places” (gnas-kyi rgyal-po pp. 179-180). The name of each place is followed
by a prescription of what one should do there, and a summary of the benefits
one is likely to achieve. A few examples will suffice:

Whoever visits Ti-se, the omphalos of the world, will achieve liberation
after three lives; whoever drinks from the blue lake of Ma-pang g.yu-
mtsho will purge the sins of his successive lives; if you spend a day on
sPos-ri ngad-ldan in Zhang-zhung, you will achieve peace; whoever
visits the supreme holy place of Khri-gdan in Kashmir will win
liberation after four lives; ...if you make any offerings at Tsari, the
dakinis’ gathering place, you will achieve special powers; if you
meditate on the benign and wrathful gods at Gyim-shod She-le rgya-
gar (sic.), you will achieve enlightenment in this life (pp. 177-178).

The list of places is followed by a variety of other bla-rten, such as “images
of the buddhas in Lhasa” and the “self-originated Tso-mchog [mkha’-'gying] of
Khyung-po” .

As we shall see below, the Zur-byang constitutes the single most important
source for the Guide for the Blind, a recent guide to Bon-po holy places in Tibet.

Subjugation by Design

In referring earlier to the acquisition of territory as geographical outposts of a
religion, the term “conquest” was used. In the absence of any obvious political
involvement, what exactly is being conquered? The short answer is, Nature. We
have already seen how popular tradition tends to render the landscape less
“natural” by formalizing it in terms of stock images, such as seven vertical strata
inhabited by appropriate animals. While genres such as folksongs and gser-skyems
involve relatively mild distortions of the terrain, it is in the dkar-chag that we
encounter the highest degree of elaboration. Elsewhere (Ramble 1997) I have
drawn attention to the devices by which one dkar-chag imposes a sacred order
on its subject, in this case, the Bon Mountain of Kong-po (Kong-po Bon-ri). The
entire process is best understood in terms of the notion of subjugation (‘dul-ba),
in which the hostile anarchy of nature is organized and brought into the service
of the conquering religion. Thus topography is idealized in such a way that
natural features (lakes, caves and so on) are disposed according to the quincunx
pattern of a mandala; these and other features are counted in auspicious numbers;
saints and luminaries leave the prints of their feet and other parts of their bodies
in stone, and bury treasure at various points; rocks are given the likeness of
various conventional images, and the wildlife is literally tame. The authority for
the conquest of a site derives from revelation, which might itself attend the
opening of the site, or else may reaffirm its inclusion within the territory of the
religion.

While there is insufficient space here to undertake a serious examination of
Bon-po dkar-chag, the available material might be reviewed briefly for its
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relevance to the notion of taming the landscape. I am aware of six dkar-chag, and
while it is likely that still more may come to light in the future, the existing
literature at least covers three of the sites regarded as especially significant by
Bon-pos. These are, as we have seen, Kong-po Bon-ri, Gangs Ti-se, and Khyung-
po Ri-rtse-drug (Shel-le rgya-skar).

Kong-po Bon-ri

The Bon-ri dkar-chag was probably written in 1844 by one g.Yung-drung phun-
tshogs. A manuscript text that I obtained at the mountain itself in 1986 forms the
basis of a study of the cumulative mythology that apparently led to the emergence
of Bon-ri as a sacred site (Ramble 1997).

The political importance of Kong-po in early Tibetan history is attested to in
a number of sources. It is likely that one lineage of rulers descended from Dri-
gum continued to rule there after a parallel branch had established itself in Yar-
klungs. Kong-po came under the direct rule of the Yar-klungs branch only during
the time of gNam-ri slon-mtshan, the father of Srong-btsan sgam-po. The Kong-
po inscription affirms certain rights of the rulers of rKong dkar-po—probably
the area of Kong-po immediately north of the gTsang-po—under Srong-btsan
sgam-po’s descendants, Srong-lde-btsan and 1De-srong. There are also good
grounds for believing that the tomb of Dri-gum is situated not far from the
confluence of the Nyang-chu and the gTsang-po in Kong-po (Richardson 1972
citing Bacot et al. 1940: 99; Karmay 1992). Bon-po tradition regards the historical
association of Kong-po with the antecedents of the Yar-klungs Dynasty as being
of secondary importance in establishing the religious significance of the place.
The dkar-chag deals with the stories of Nyag-khri btsan-po and Dri-gum as
belonging to a “later age”. The original sanctifying event was gShen-rab mi-bo’s
visit to the area on an expedition that had the secret agenda of expounding Bon
teachings but was ostensibly concerned with the recovery of a number of horses
stolen by a demon. This demon, Khyab-pa lag-ring, had taken refuge with the
local ruler, rKong-rje dkar-po, whose citadel was located in Bre-sna. The historical
rKong-rje dkar-po was himself probably a descendant of Dri-gum (cf.
Bogoslovskij 1972: 74; Haarh 1969:18; Richardson ibid.: 35-38).!” Various sources
attest to Bre-sna being the capital from which rKong-rje ruled Kong-po (see Stein
1961: 9 fn. 25).

The political importance of Kong-po, and especially Bre-sna, that may have
contributed at least partly to the development of Bon-ri’s sanctity, has been
eclipsed in the Bon-po tradition by the religious priorities of a mythic epoch.
The visions experienced at Bon-ri by Ri-pa ‘brug-gsas (who “opened” the
mountain in 1330; see Kvaerne 1971) and various other eminent meditators
(summarized in the dkar-chag) enrich this sacred past through the revelation
that they provide of earlier saintly visitors (Dran-pa nam-mkha’ and his sons,
the Nine Scholars, Li-shu stag-ring and many others) who buried treasure, left
footprints and otherwise contributed to Bon-ri’s greatness. Moreover, these
visions all but obliterate the geographical individuality of Bon-ri by representing
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itin an idealized form, as a three-dimensional mandala, together with the various
other transformations that have been described above (formalizations of numbers
and shapes, and so forth).

Another important feature of this mandala building process is the deprivation
of the autonomy of local divinities. To the south of the mountain is the shrine of
a goddess who is locally revered as Bon-ri’i a-ma, the “Mother of Bon-ri”. Bon-
ri'i a-ma is the lowest of a trio of divinities corresponding to a triadic partition of
a vertical landscape. The dkar-chag, however, ignores this role and provides her
with a new identity as the southern protector of Bon-ri, and with a different
name, g.Yu-'od sman-btsun. This is probably also true of various other place
gods who have come to be regarded as satellite divinities of the mountain.

Gangs Ti-se

The two Bon-po dkar-chag of Ti-se impose a similar type of morphological order
on their subject. In these cases, too, the authority for this representation derives
from revelation. The older—and shorter—of the two works is the Gangs ri mtsho
gsum gyi dkar chag® by one Ye-shes rgyal-mtshan (Dolanji 1973). He was one of
the Bar-dar bstan-'dzin mchog-bdun, a set of siddha-s who occupy an important
position in the transmission of the Ma-rgyud, standing fourth in line after Gu-ru
rNon-rtse, gNyag-ston gZhon-nu-'bum and the “Two Meditators” (sGom-pa
rnam-gnyis).?! If Gu-ru rNon-rtse was born in 1136 (Kvaerne 1971; see above),
Ye-shes rgyal-mtshan probably lived in the thirteenth century, which surely makes
this work one of the earliest known dkar-chag.

The author’s vision begins just after he had

...bestowed initiations, teachings and precepts of the secret tantra of
Me-ri ‘khyil-ba at the stupa called Kong-seng in front of Gangs-snyan
Ti-se, while giving some instructions concerning the Zhang zhung snyan
rgyud, at twilight on the eleventh day of the sixth month in an Ox year
(449-450).

A pathway of green light suddenly appears in front of him, and a youth
standing on the path presents him with a white scarf and invites him to a mystic
banquet. He sets off with the youth and takes his place at the head of the front
row in the gathering. He is bidden by the royal priest (rgyal-gshen) Mu-khri btsad-
po to introduce himself, and after he has done so asks his hosts in turn to explain
the nature of the place, its origins, the activities of the various saints who visited
it, the benefits one might hope to gain from devotional acts, and so on. Mu-khri
btsad-po begins the commentary with the origin of Ti-se, which he says was
originally called Gangs-gnyan Ya-bag sha-ra, and its dimensions. It has the form
of a crystal stiupa seven and a half dpag-tshad (“miles”) high and a perimeter of
seven-and-one-half rgyang-grags (“measures of earshot”); it has four doors of
precious substances, and three circuits around it. dPon-gsas Tha-mi thad-ka (a
name which the author spells Da-mi dad-kye/ Tha-mi dad-kye: cf. the spelling
Da-mi thad-ge in Dran-pa nam-mkha’s commentary to the mDzod-phug [mDzod-
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phug 1966, commentary: 2]) takes up the description, telling the guest that, among
other things, the site is identical with the body of Kun-tu bzang-po. In this way
a relay of speakers, all more-or-less well-known Bon-po siddha-s, provide Ye-
shes rgyal-mtshan with the answers he requires.

Although there are a dozen or so commentators, the pace is brisk, and the
mythology succinctly summarized. Pressed into just 23 folios, the work is almost
terse compared with the later guide-book by dKar-ru Grub-dbang bsTan-"dzin
rin-chen (b. 1801). Two versions of this account have been edited and published
by Namkhai Norbu and Ramon Prats (1989). The date of the earlier one is given
as 1844, and the later (first published in Dolanji in 1973) as 1847 (Norbu and
Prats 1989: xxii).2 This account, the ‘Dzam gling gangs rgyal ti sc’i dkar chag, is a
tour de force of systematization. Following a description of the formation of the
phenomenal world and the appearance of Ti-se, along with a list of 17 names by
which it is known in various places,” the work goes on to describe the features
of its outer, inner and arcane circuits. These features—mountains, lakes, plants,
forests, caves, streams, roads, cemeteries and various other natural and man-
made sites—are organized in numerical sets, mainly of four, although other
auspicious numbers, especially 13, also recur. Unlike Ye-shes rgyal-mtshan,
bsTan-'dzin rin-chen does not preface his account with an invitation to a divine
gathering, or put the catalogue of the mountain’s properties into the mouths of
sages. The context of the work should probably be sought in a separate work,
his Autobiography.

One of the earliest episodes in the Autobiography is a vision of Ti-se that
bsTan-'dzin rin-chen claims to have had at the age of five, when the mountain is
revealed to him in neatly schematic terms. The form is strict and quite elaborate,
and it is perhaps surprising that the content of the vision is not incorporated
into the dkar-chag. In this vision, he finds himself making offerings to the 33 gods
on Mt. Meru, and thereafter observes that most of local phenomena are disposed
in groups of 33: 33 divine communities, fountains of medicine, forests of perfumed
incense that cure the 400-odd ailments, 33 sandalwood trees and lotus flowers
that protect one from fear, 33 udumbara flowers with 33 petals each, 33 medicinal
trees, followed by sets of 33 gods, gshen, ministers, generals, treasures, divine
bulls, divine horses, and so on (Autobiography: 30-33). In the divine palace itself
the assembled gshen and “eternity beings” (g.yung-drung sems-dpa’) welcome
him as the incarnation of Li-shu stag-ring and prophecy that, among other things,
he will one day write the description of Ti-se.

In any event, sacred mountains such as Ti-se and Ri-rtse-drug seem to occupy
an important place in the author’s life, and it is not difficult to imagine that they
represented for him a refuge from the monastery where he was wretchedly
persecuted in his youth (ibid.: 56 ff., esp. 77-78). It was a realm whose divine
inhabitants welcomed him as one of their number and accorded his scholarly
and spiritual qualities the respect denied him by his young peers. One of the
things that brings him solace in his misery is a dream in which he visits the “13
great holy places that generate benefits for living beings.” The list begins with
“Bon-ri, in the forests of Kong-po, Ti-se in Zhang-zhung and Dang-ra g.yu-bun
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Khyung-rdzong dkar-po,” and includes Klu-brag, a Bon-po village in Southern
Mustang that he was to visit later in his life (ibid.: 76).

Ti-se does of course figure in numerous early Bon works, but bsTan-'dzin
rin-chen’s dkar-chag develops it into a veritable citadel of his religion. He takes a
quite uncompromising line with regard to what he evidently sees as a Buddhist
usurpation of the place. If a critical observation may be made regarding Prats
and Namkhai Norbu's fine edition, it would be that bsTan-'dzin rin-chen emerges
as a more conciliatory character than the text warrants. Among the passages
that have been selected for translation by the editors is “the contest between the
Buddhists and the Bon-pos” (129-130), in which the Bon-pos at the court of Khri
Srong-lde-btsan are presented as an uncultured crew of frauds who are easily
overcome by Padmasambhava in debate. However, a closer examination of the
setting in which this contest occurs suggests that the author himself did not
subscribe to the authenticity of the account he cites, any more than he did to
certain defamatory representations of Padmasambhava. The narrative that
precedes his account of the Bon-pos’ defeat includes a bizarre story concerning
the origins of two of the protagonists, Khye'u Dran-pa nam-mkha’ and Padma
‘byung-gnas himself. In Phyug-mo dbal-ri in upper Nyang a woman dies in
childbirth. While her corpse is being dismembered in a cemetery the body cutters
discover that the child is alive and commit it to the care of a passing shepherdess.
Because the child later claims to remember his past 500 lives he calls himself
Dran-pa nam-mkha’—presumably understood as “memory [as extensive as the]
sky”. Meanwhile, in India, a prostitute gives birth to a boy with feathers instead
of hair, and, disgusted by his appearance, she buries him alive. When he is
disinterred the next day everyone is surprised to find him still alive, and a
charitable Brahman woman adopts him. He is nicknamed Khye’u Ro-langs bde-
ba, but after being ordained as a monk in Bodh Gaya assumes the name Sakya
senge. This, in short, is Padmasambhava. From there the youth travels to Bengal,
where he learns strange arts. His accomplishments include: turning a corpse
into gold; drinking beer without getting drunk; flying like a bird; and making
love to a hundred women in a night without causing any of them to become
pregnant. And so he wanders around much of northern India, a much-feared
figure given to murder, rape and necrophilia, and, to the dismay of the local
kings, invulnerable to impalement, drowning and burning. Finally the king of
Nepal (Li-bal) has him escorted to the “edges of the chilly lands of the frozen
north” (byang khyag-pa ‘khyag-yul-gyi mtha’-'khob). He passes through Gung-thang
and makes his way to the Tibetan court, where he ingratiates himself with Khri
Srong-lde-btsan and arouses the jealousy of the degenerate Bon-pos, among
whom is Khye’u Dran-pa nam-mkha’. It is then that the contest between the two
parties takes place.

Now this entire account (as well as the subsequent treatment of Mi-la and
Na-ro) is related in the fifth chapter of the dkar-chag, in which the author sets out
“to show how forgers have invented and fabricated” their accounts (Inga pa bcos
ma rnams kyis bcos shing bsgyur tshul bstan pa ni...) (86). The context would seem
to indicate that this version of the contest between Buddhists and Bon-pos is,
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like the story of Mi-la ras-pa (1040-1123), an account that the author has heard
or read somewhere and is quoting with sceptical disapprobation.

bsTan-'dzin rin-chen’s remarks concerning the legendary conquest of Ti-se
on behalf of Buddhism by Mi-la ras-pa are barbed, to say the least. The following
is a summary list of episodes from the well-known story of Mi-la’s duel with
Na-ro Bon-chung: the very occurrence of such a contest of magical skills; Mi-la
straddling Ma-pang lake without increasing in size, or the lake diminishing; Mi-
la lifting the lake on his fingertips; Na-ro falling from his drum in flight and
being ridiculed by watching spirits; and Mi-la travelling to the peak of the
mountain on a ray of light, among other events—"these are just a small part of a
fabricated revisionist account” (92). As if to drive the point home, he follows
this remark with a long list of further instances of the way in which Buddhists
have perverted history by claiming, for example, that rGod-tshang-pa (1189-
1258)* opened the sacred mountain, and by changing the original Bon-po names
and significances of places (93-94).

bsTan-'dzin rin-chen emphatically rejects the notion that Ti-se should be
considered Buddhist territory, and he resumes his attack on the legend of Mi-la
ras-pa in the sixth chapter:

Ordinary Buddhists say that this is a place that was won by that man
called Mi-la ras-pa, and this is what they preach to credulous people...
For a start, [Ti-se] appeared at the origin of this world age—Mi-la ras-
pa certainly did not create it; and later (bar-du) in the good days, at the
time when the Victorious gShen[-rab] was promulgating his teachings
and bestowing his blessings, even the name “Mi-la ras-pa” was not
around; and in a still later age, when the senior disciples were visiting
the holy place and knowledge-holding yogis were meditating there,
at the time when the lands of the 18 royal lines of Zhang-zhung were
being founded, there was no one by the name of Mi-la ras-pa...

and so on for several pages of invective, with a dismissive biography of Mi-
la ras-pa, slighting remarks about his vacuous songs and expressions of surprise
that anyone could have been taken in by their author (98 ff.).

It may be noted that Ye-shes rgyal-mtshan’s earlier dkar-chag mentions
Milarepa’s presence on Ti-se without any such polemic; but he was writing some
two centuries before the offending biography and songs of Mi-la ras-pa had
been compiled by gTsang-smyon He-ru-ka (1452-1507).

Mu-le-gangs

One of bsTan-"dzin rin-chen’s disciples was a certain bsTan-'dzin nyi-ma from
the Bon-po village of Lubra in southern Mustang. In addition to composing
numerous devotional poems, bsTan-'dzin nyi-ma was also the author of a dkar-
chag of Mu-le-gangs, better known by its Nepali name of Dhaulagiri, the lewer
slopes of which lie within less than a day’s walk south of Lubra, on the west side
of the Kali Gandaki. Although bsTan-"dzin nyi-ma himself was a Bon-po, there
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is practically nothing in the text to suggest that it is anything but a Buddhist
work. The dkar-chag appears in a work entitled sNyigs dus kyi rnal 'byor ba bstan
‘dzin nyi ma’i gsung ba’i blo sbyong dang ‘brel ba’i mgur ma. This work has been
printed in India by the Tibetan Bon-po Monastic Centre, but the publication is
unavailable to me. The text at my disposal is a copy I made from the original
manuscript, kept in Lubra. The dkar-chag itself, entitled gNas chen mu le gangs
dang gu ru gsang phug gi dkar chag [chags] kun snang gsal sgron, covers fols. 16b to
30a. It bears a number of similarities to the more brief account of Gu-ru gsang-
phug that has been translated by David Snellgrove (1979: 112-124). The latter
work, by one sNgags-'chang tshe-ring, is undated, and it is not clear to me which
of the two is older. Franz-Karl Ehrhard has kindly given me a slightly different
version of bsTan-'dzin nyi-ma’s dkar-chag, photographed in Dol-po. The text is
apparently a copy of the Lubra original, and differs from it only slightly.

The particular site with which the dkar-chag is concerned, Gu-ru gsang-phug
(“The Secret Cave of the Master”), is a cave on the eastern flanks of Mu-le-gangs
that is locally revered as a site once inhabited by Padmasambhava, and bsTan-
‘dzin nyi-ma does nothing to gainsay this belief. In the sylvan surroundings of
his meditation place one day in a Water Pig year (1863), he sees a bright light
and hears a voice speaking to him from a waterfall. The speaker introduces herself
as the dakini of the place and invites the hermit to a feast. She emerges from the
water, bejewelled and robed in silk, and they set off. They reach Mu-le-gangs in
an instant, and he observes that it looks different from the massif he is used to
seeing. The sky is thick with parasols, victory banners, rainbows, buddhas, lamas,
incense smoke, wheels and conches, and everywhere is a sound of bells, drums
and the intonation of mantras. There are other inhabitants—serpent spirits, earth
gods, zombies and so forth. The author remarks that, seen with inner vision, the
mountain looks like Zangs-mdog dpal-ri, the abode of Padmasambhava.

The dakini takes him in through an eastern door, and he sees a divine palace
made of various precious substances. Among its many marvellous features, the
palace has five lakes. In the central one is a Ge-sar lotus tree, and seated in the
gigantic middle flower is Padmasambhava, accompanied by his wives and many
attendants. The master casts bsTan-'dzin nyi-ma a friendly smile, and the visitor
in turn makes an imaginary six-fold offering. Padmasambhava addresses bsTan-
‘dzin nyi-ma, and presents an apocalyptic description of conditions at the end
of time when, among other things, Buddhist priests and Bon-pos will clash. But
there are numerous sacred places that he has blessed: eight mountains, eight
lakes, eight secret rock caves and eight great hidden valleys. The most exalted
place is Mu-le-gangs, which is at the centre of these sets of eight major holy sites
and 37 lesser locations. A short while later the dakin: leads him away from his
audience and gives him a detailed commentary of the place, an orderly
arrangement of treasures, footprints, divinities, relics and other sacred symbols
worthy of the vision of his master bsTan-'dzin rin-chen.

This is followed by a description of a hidden land (sbas-yul) that lies to the
north of Mu-le-gangs, a place called Dung-lo ljon-pa. This land has 500 villages,
and gathers a harvest without planting; all its waters are like beer and milk, its
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white earth is like tsampa, and its wood like meat. It will be opened in the Water
Monkey year of the twentieth cycle (A.D. 2172), when the circuit around Mu-le-
gangs will also be opened. The remainder of the work is a lengthy description of
Gu-ru gsang-phug itself (24a ff.), its contents and surroundings and their
disposition, and the benefits that one might accumulate from visiting the place.
The account closes with the dakini telling him to keep his vision to himself for
three months before spreading it abroad, and she melts away like a rainbow.

bsTan-’dzin nyi-ma’s dkar-chag effectively wins the mountain from the
meaningless state of nature and transforms it into a sacred edifice where none of
its natural features is devoid of significance: even the white birds on one of its
lakes are sPyan-ras-gzigs himself (23a).

Khyung-po Ri-rtse-drug

The last dkar-chag of this sort that may be mentioned here® is the guide to the
Six-peaked mountain of Khyung-po by Blo-ldan snying-po (b. 1360).% Two
versions of this text, entitled simply Shel le rgya skar gyi rnam thar, are available
to me. One is a recent production from the Tibetan Autonomous Region,
comprising 19 folios of printed dbu-can in dpe-cha form, and the second is a
photocopy of a manuscript dpe-cha of uncertain provenance in cursive script.
The differences between the two versions are too minor to be worth mentioning
in this general survey (page references will be to the first version described here).

Here, too, the description of the place is based on revelation. One evening,
the author dreams that he hears a sound and sees a ray of light from the south-
east. On awakening, he sees in front of his door a red woman robed in silk, a-
clatter with bone ornaments and riding an eagle. She invites him to a feast, and
he realizes that he was not dreaming after all. In response to his inquiries, she
introduces herself as the dakini of action O-rgyan-yum, and tells him that the
feast is to be held in a cemetery at the six-fold exalted place (rdzong-drug) of
Shel-le rgya-skar, in Glang-gi gyim-shod in Sum-pa, under the presidency of
Yum-chen Nyi-ma ‘Od-ldan-ma. He accompanies the dakini to the venue, which
is described in sumptuous detail, and after lengthy preliminaries, his hosts
enlighten him about the nature of the place.

This sort of commentary does not lend itself readily to paraphrase, since an
obvious aspect of its significance is the sheer quantification of wonders, meanings,
resemblances, sacred properties, illustrious visitors and so forth; a massive
accretion of unseen attributes that eclipses most of what is natural about the
place, and turns its distinctive features into symbols of something else. The six
peaks (rdzong) themselves are merely examples (dpe), that must be understood
in terms of their meaning (don), which is the six perfections, and their signs
(rtags), the six supreme and ordinary accomplishments (p. 20).

Embracing India

A number of the works considered above provide examples of Bon's terrestrial
sway being conceptually expanded by the identification of sacred sites in areas
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far beyond the historical boundaries of the religion’s influence. The authority
for these territorial claims derives from the pronouncements of divinities
encountered in visions. By way of contrast with this model, it is worth giving
some attention to the work of one Bon-po pilgrim who travelled to sacred places
outside Tibet, and, on the basis of what he saw, staked a number of bold, if not
startling, claims on behalf of his religion. The work in question is entitled rGya
gar gnas kyi [gyis] dkar chags dri med dwangs shel dang lam yig mdor bsdus, “The
stainless pure crystal, a register of sacred places in India, and a brief travel guide”.
The colophon states that it was written by one rKyang-btsun sher-mam (Shes-
rab rmam-rgyal?) se-da at the insistence of his two companions, rGyal-mtshan
and bSam-pa, at Bya-rung kha-shor (Bodnath stupa) in Kathmandu. No date is
given. Bon-po monks living in Kathmandu knew something about this figure:
he was from sGang-ru byang-ma in Khyung-po, and is believed to have died
some time in the early 1960s.

I first heard about the author in southern Mustang. Older villagers
remembered that he stayed in the Bon-po settlement of Lubra before and after
his trip to India, probably in the mid-1940s; in fact, the author does state that he
began his journey in nearby Muktinath. It seems that he spent some time in
Lubra after his return to write out a fair copy of the draft he had completed in
Kathmandu. Fortunately he left this draft in the village before departing for
Tibet, and I was able to make a copy of it in 1982. It is written in dbu-med and
khyug on a set of folios bound in a red cloth cover to form a 26-page booklet.

The author was clearly influenced by the Bon gsar-ma movement, and the
opening pages of his account name various Buddhist divinities who appear in
his summary of unfolding world-ages. A brief description of world geography
precedes a eulogy of the land of India, citing its sacred places, its diversity of
flora and fauna—elephants, rhinoceroses, monkeys, snakes, various kinds of
lotus and other flowers among other things—its fecundity and opulence. Shes-
rab mam-rgyal was obviously awed by the whole place, and his perspective on
the country is perhaps summed up in his observation that it is “a land of conjurors
and aeroplanes.”?

The journey begins on the twelfth page, when he sets off from Muktmath
(sMug-ri-sna), carrying his pack, and reaches the Indian border apparently at
Butwal (Bu-sdus-la)®* 20 days later. Shes-rab mam-rgyal is quite meticulous about
noting the times at which he boarded trains, how long the journey took, and the
length of time it requires to walk from one place to another; but it is apparent
that he was barely able to communicate with anyone, and on a number of
occasions seems not to have been quite sure where he was. For example, he
takes the train from Gorakhpur and arrives at sunrise at Kasi Benares (rKang-
shes sBi-na ra-si), a place where, he tells us, the Buddha successfully resisted the
temptations of Mara. Four miles from here is “the place where the wheel of the
doctrine was turned, called Saranath in Hindi and Varanasi in Tibetan” (p. 12).7

There is insufficient space here to make a detailed examination of his itinerary
and of the observations he records in this unfamiliar land, but awareness of his
Bon-po identity was certainly never far from him. In Saranath he sees a bronze
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image of one of the Buddha’s disciples, bearing a “beautiful letter A of the eternal
Bon system at its heart” (13).*

He sets off westward by train via Lucknow (Lags-na-ho), a city of fine gardens
and general prosperity, wanting nothing, that automatically bestows merit on
anyone who visits it (14). From there he goes on to Hardwar (Ha-ri zlos-gar), not
far to the north of which is Mount Ti-se, known in this part of the world as
“Kailash” (Ki-la-sris). After a brief visit to the city (rgyal-sa) of Dehradun (Ghu-
ru sDe-ra-’dun), a place blessed by Padmasambhava, he travels on to “rGya-
mkhar ba-chod, known as A-'bar” (15).

We shall return in a moment to the significance of the name rGya-mkhar ba-
chod. A-'bar is Amritsar, and the focus of the writer’s interest is the Golden
Temple of the Sikhs, a building situated in the middle of the town, “standing on
the firm foundation of an island in a lake.” Engraved swastikas are displayed; it
has arched doors on each of its four faces and is set with a variety of precious
stones, too numerous for him to list by name. There are “omniscient horses”
(cang-shes rta), conch-shell elephants and various other wild and domestic
animals, including golden fish in the water. And there is “not a hint of meat,
garlic, onion or tobacco smoke.” (sha chang rgog rtsong kha-dud dri-ma bral) (16).
After describing the impressive appearance of the place at some length, the
commentary takes an interesting turn:

Their principal gshen is the Subduing gshen with the “bird-horns”. His
secret name is Guru Nanak. His teachings were the Bon of Relative
and Absolute Truth. He holds in his hand the Sword of Wisdom... This
place was established as a citadel for the life-force of the eternal [Bon]
tantras until such time as the future teacher should come. The essence
of the sect is the sphere of supreme Bon. These are the haunts of the
saints of the Supreme Secret Ma-rgyud. At this holy place the oceanic
assembly of the tutelary gods and buddhas, the divine community of
the nine tiered ways, gather like the clouds. On the fifteenth, thirtieth,
eighth [and twenty-second of each month] and on the special days of
the Ma-rgyud, the right kind of people, faithful and endowed with
merit, may see the face and body of the Royal gShen himself (16).!

All this requires some explanation. What Shes-rab rnam-rgyal is suggesting
is that the Golden Temple of Amritsar is identical with rGyal-mkhar ba-chod,
the palace built by Mi-lus bsam-legs, the Royal gShen who revealed the Ma-
rgyud ® The basis of the association seems partly to be similarities in the
appearance of the Sikhs and the descriptions of certain ancient Bon-pos. Like
some of the latter, Sikhs are conspicuous for their beards and elaborate headgear.
One feature that the author specifically mentions is the presence of “bird-horns”
(bya-ru). While these horns are a distinguishing feature of the 18 kings of Zhang-
zhung (Norbu and Prats 1987: 71-73; 127-128), they were also apparently an
insignium of early Bon priests.® The corresponding item in the case of Guru
Nanak is undoubtedly the crescent horn-like motif of two crossed kirpan-s that
appears in the Sikh crest. The “sword of wisdom” is surely the kirpan itself,
although we may note that these and other martial items became a feature of
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Sikh apparel long after the time of the peaceable Nanak, under the aegis of more
militant Gurus. The identification of the Golden Temple with rGya-mkhar ba-
chod apparently enjoyed a quite widespread popularity among Bon-pos.

Shortly after Amritsar, Shes-rab rmam-rgyal visits various holy places in and
near Kangra. One of these, an eight-mile trek from Jwalamukhi (a Hindu sacred
site near Kangra) where fire burns on earth and stone, is “Na-'dis ke-sar, known
as the mid-air sprite-stone”:

When the Royal gShen Mi-lus bsam-legs, who lived a long time ago,
died [lit. “united his mind with space”] after fulfilling the needs of
living things, all those whom he converted, without exception, passed
into a great rainbow body. Then the malign demons and sprites became
jealous; the demons hurled a rock at the Royal gShen and the sprites
threw a sword that turned in flight, but he made a magical gesture at
them with his index and little fingers, thereby preventing them from
falling. They are really there, even now, in mid-air (17).*

The conflict to which Shes-rab rnam-rgyal alludes is an episode in the tantra
where Mi-lus bsam-legs does battle with hostile dakini-s and demons in a place
called rGyal-ba mnyes-tshal.*® A translation of this passage—without the
chronological liberties taken by Shes-rab mam-rgyal—is given in Martin (1986:
44-46).%

Shes-rab rmnam-rgyal continued on his travels in India. After Amritsar he
went up to Mandi, before descending to Delhi (18-9). He may—or perhaps he is
just describing the possibility—have gone to Bombay (Bha-ban); there is a big
ocean here, and if one travels across it in a ship (rgya-rtsi, i.e. jahaz) for 25 days
one reaches “a place called Angrez, the land of a foreign king” (19).”” On his way
back he visited Bodh Gaya, where there is a Chinese Bon-po monastery (20),*
and eventually re-entered Nepal at Birganj (sBi-ri kan-tsa) ¥ia Muzaffapur and
Raxaul (elided as Mang-’jag pha-phor rag-sur) (24).

It is perhaps worth emphasizing that the popular association of Amritsar
with the Ma-rgyud tradition is not taken seriously by more scholarly Bon-pos.
When Slob-dpon Tenzin Namdak came to India as a refugee he visited Amritsar.
An English guide-book that he was later able to purchase contained enough
historical information about the Sikhs and their temple to confirm his doubts
(Tenzin Namdak, personal communication).

Transcending Place: The Guide for the Blind

Tenzin Namdak himself is the author of a work on Bon-po sacred places: Bod yul
gnas kyi lam yig gsal ba’i dmigs [dmig] bu; The Guide for the Blind: a Travcller’s Guide
to Tibetan Holy Places (1983). The work has a number of distinctive features that
are worth noting in the context of the literature that has been reviewed so far.
The Guide for the Blind is a fairly short work of just 54 pages, but it examines
in varying detail some 150 sacred places in the course of an itinerary that begins
at the Bon Mountain of Kong-po, passes westward through Lha-sa, gTsang, Nepal
(Lo, Dol-po and the Kathmandu Valley), and Ti-se, back to Central Tibet via a
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more northern route to take in Dang-ra and Nam-mtsho, then on to Khyung-po
and A-mdo, eastern Khams and Wu-tai shan. The work is, among other things,
an attempt to discipline the business of pilgrimage by instilling a certain rigour
into the cult of sacred places. The introduction firmly establishes the status of
pilgrimage in the hierarchy of religious activities. The highest form is represented
by the practitioners of rDzogs-chen who spends their lives in lonely places. After
them come the tantric adepts. Then,

As it says in the Zur-byang, “to a diligent person of average intellect
the Bon doctrine of the profound tantras are the teacher.” If this does
not apply to someone, how should he or she strive for virtue? There
are those who adhere to the pratimoksa vows of the pure sect of Shes-
rab rgyal-mtshan the Nonpareil—the second enlightened one who
leads us forward—people who pass their lives in purifying their minds
by hearing, pondering and meditating on his widely-diffused original
teachings, who hold to these things and live in accordance with them.
The Zur-byang tells us that “faithful people of lower intellect will be
taught by the Bon doctrine of Disciplinary Law”. It goes on to talk
about the way in which merit might be accumulated by those who are
unable to undertake this kind of religious activity (bon-spyod), by means
of the body, speech and mind as appropriate on the part of men and
women with suitable virtue and faith: they should make prostrations -
to the triple supports with their bodies, pace around them, and make
offerings; with their voices they should recite mantas and sing hymns
of praise, and with their minds they should be faithful and devout
and altruistic, as far as they can. According to the Zur-byang, “To lowly
men and women, religious activities with the body, speech and mind
will be the teacher.” And so people—men and women alike—who
enter the path, in order to clear away the defilements of the three
spheres of action, should with their bodies visit sources of blessings
and places where saints have meditated, with their speech they should
chant recitations or hymns of praise, and with their minds they should
be faithful , reverent and well-intentioned. If they have a rough
knowledge of the stories behind these triple supports, these holy
mountains, and visit them, that is a powerful asset for increasing their
faith and wishes (6-7).

The authority with which the Guide for the Blind establishes the authenticity
of the sites it lists is not revelatory but historical, where historicity may be broadly
understood as the content of texts that are regarded as reliable. The author has
little time for local oral tradition unless it is substantiated by the right kind of
literature. For example, one day’s walk from gNyen-chen zil-mngar, a site in
Khyung-po associated with the Ma-rgyud,

in a village called sDe-rnying, near Shel-brag, there are remaining
buildings and paintings of Phug-pa-dgon. The hill is also said to be a
sacred hill, but although I have seen a number of people walking

around it T have not seen it contained in any text that gives it credence
(50
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On the subject of the caves in the Ti-se region, he remarks that although
there is an abundance of places that are revered in the local folklore, “unless I
have encountered them in the original sources I have not included them for
either reverence or denigration” (42). The magical and spiritual properties of
sacred sites are certainly catalogued, but rather briefly, and always in the form
of quotations from other works. For example, “the Zur-byang of Blo-ldan says,
“If you offer parasols of the five colours at Nepal’s Svayambhunath, rebirth in
the lower realms will be closed for you in your next life” (29-30). Similarly, the
wonders of places such as Ti-se are presented as more or less lengthy extracts
from dkar-chag and other reverential works.

This is not to say that the representation of sacred places is in any way
comparable to the simplicity of “earlier”, more popular genres, that revere them
as the habitations of local numina. The difference is clear in the concluding caveat:

When you walk around places such as the Bon Mountain of Kong-po,
since they are receptacles that have been blessed by the Enlightened
Teacher, you should imagine that, while performing your circuit, you
are walking around the Enlightened One. It is not merely a matter of
making prostrations and circumambulations while bearing in mind

- thelocal genii, territorial gods and swastikas of these places; whatever
sacred receptacle you visit you should consider that it is this or that
Enlightened One, and be reverent and rejoice. This is what is important
(55).

Conclusion

The attempt made here to identify the variety of representations of sacred
landscape in Tibetan literature is certainly highly simplified; there is a great deal
of literature that has not been considered and, even within the scope of the
material reviewed, a range of theoretical issues that have not been addressed.
Nevertheless, the few examples dealt with here do make it possible to identify
differences in attitudes to territory that suggest that Tibetan sacred geography is
not a uniform: field.

All sacred geography involves doing violence to nature by reorganizing it
in ways that are congenial to human terms of reference. In the different examples
we have considered it is not, of course, the landscape that varies but the terms of
reference. Popular, mainly non-literary genres, as exemplified by songs (although
folk-tales would also be worth examining) do not depart too radically from
nature. The components of vertical space are not changed to, say, precious
substances, but elevations are nonetheless formally tiered, and peopled with
suitable, more-or-less natural fauna. Real political units, whether villages or
kingdoms (as opposed to sbas-yul), do not change shape either. They are simply
underlain by a network of supernatural entities whose prominence may reflect
the temporal significance of the site in question.

The potentially intimate relationship between a political power and an
organized religion is illustrated by the association of Bon and the kingdom or, at
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least, the idea of Zhang-zhung. As the description of Khyung-lung dngul-mkhar
and its satellites suggests, Zhang-zhung is believed to have provided the temporal
platform that sustained Bon, and the political centres of Zhang-zhung are
consequently also sacred centres of Bon.

Whatever the real historical relationship between them may have been, Bon
survived while Zhang-zhung did not. Bon ceased to have a political base, and
the subsequent examples examined illustrate the autonomous acquisition of land
by a religion. The 24 sacred sites of the Ma-rgyud and the 37 “gathering places”
are instances of territorial configurations devoid of any associated polity. The
autonomy of sacred space from temporal authority reaches its most extreme
development in the dkar-chag genre. Not only is polity irrelevant, but the natural
landscape itself is all but annihilated by the mandala that is imposed, while
autochthonous gods are brought into its service.

The last two works examined represent opposite sides of a watershed in
literature on sacred geography. The rGya gar dkar chag is a peculiarly hybrid
work, to the extent that it is a modern enterprise—a travelogue of a real land
outside Tibet—that does not shed the conventions of traditional genres. Places
such as Lucknow can still not be described without the obligatory mention of
magical streams that purify all defilements. Tenzin’s Namdak’s Guide for the
Blind comes closer than any of the other works examined to effecting a separation
between landscape and divinity. The work may be regarded as “modern” in the
way that a European might consider, say, Locke or Hobbes to be modern. Where
the dkar-chag genre obliterates landscape, the Guidc for the Blind rehabilitates it
by partly detaching it from its supernatural associations. Divinity is no longer
immanent in the land but transcendent, and the resulting separation produces
two almost distinct fields of interest: on the one hand a quasi-secular historical
geography and, on the other, a religious perspective in which propitiation gives
way to soteriology, with nothing in between.

Notes

Acknowledgments: The present contribution was written in the course of a research
paper funded by the Deutsche Forshungsgemeinschaft.] am indebted to Slob-
dpon Tenzin Namdak for his generous help with numerous aspects of this inquiry.
Thanks are also due to Toni Huber and Roberto Vitali for their comments on a
preliminary version.

1. We may note Large-Blondeau’s observation that “toute cette littérature est appelée
au Tibet du nom général de dkar-chag, dont la traduction est ‘registre’, mais qui
désigne en réalité les guides des lieux saints” (1960: 213).

2. Afurther exception may be made for studies related to the mythical land of ‘Ol-mo
lung-ring, which has deservedly attracted attention among scholars because of its
importance for Bon-po ideas about the origins of their religion. See, for example,
Snellgrove (1967); Gumilev and Kuznetsov (1970); Karmay (1975); Martin (in this
volume).
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A survey of the principle Bon-po sacred places is contained in Krystyna Cech’s
unpublished doctoral thesis (1987), but unfortunately this work is presently una-
vailable to me for reference.

This is not to suggest that the dyad is the only cultural possibility in the attribution
of gender to topographical features. The village of Kag, near Te, has a similar con-
figuration of territorial gods. At the top is Pho-lha, in the middle is Pho-lha sde-
Inga, and by the river is Chos-rgyal (or possibly Chu-rgyal?). Interestingly, Pho-lha
is regarded as female, Chos-rgyal as male, and Pho-lha sde-Inga as their offspring.
Numerous mountains in Tibet are female, and Toni Huber informs me that certain
lakes are considered to be male.

The strange chorus that follows each strophe need not be given, since it would
require lengthy explanation that is not relevant here. Similarly, the numerous inter-
calated syllables that have no literal meaning have been omitted with the exception
of the penultimate Ia of the third line, which is necessary for the metre.

. mTho la yang stod gangs stod mtho /mtho’i nang nas sharara/ 'diladga’ ba’i dar la seng...

// mtho la yang stod / mtho la yang stod brag stod mtho / mtho’i nang nas sha ra ra / ‘di la
dga’ ba’i bya la rgod...

. The feminine form may be used here and in the seventh stanza simply because it

provides an extra syllable to meet the demands of the metre.

. It may be noted that Wylie’s treatment of the subject of political geography ad-

dresses the matter of the historical dimensions of Tibet itself, and is not concerned
with local territorial boundaries (Wylie 1965: 20-24).

. Glo yul sa lung dkar po’i pho brang ‘dir / sna tshogs [mtshogs] ‘ja’ sprin ‘khrugs pa’i dbus

dkyil na / rdzong lha dkar po drag rtsal mthu bo che / zhal zhig [cig] phyag gnyis spa lcag
tshig gsum snom [snams] /dbu la dar dkar ' gying thod rab mdzes snom [snams]/zhal ‘dzum
dgyes pa’i mdangs [ldang] ldan mu lu lu / chibs su rta mchog gro dkar myur mgyogs [‘gyogs]
can / rin chen sga [ga] srab mang pos [po’i] mdzes pas brgyan /.

. This reading is a very free interpretation of the text (given in the following foot-

note). Gang-lung could signify the major settlement of Gelung (usually spelt dGer-
lung in texts), but as far as I have been able to determine there is no divinity called
Ti-se or sTe-zugs located here (although there is a god named Tiwi). Moreover, for
much of the last two centuries Gelung was not considered to be part of the kingdom
of Lo. I have rendered sTe-zugs as Ti-se, since this is how the name is locally pro-
nounced, and the orthography given here is not necessarily authoritative: a gser-
skyems text from a neighbouring settlement actually gives the spelling as Ti-se. Ti-se
dkar-po is represented by a white rock in the valley floor east of Gara (usually spelt
Gang-ra).

Klu ri shug pa’i klu ma ‘od dang ldan / gang lung gang dkar phu na ste zugs kar / tang kya
sum mdo’i sna ri shar btsan po / ga mi jo bo phug phug {pol jo bo bdud / brag dmar klu btsan
tsa drang chos rgyal dang / ge gar ster chen rnams thos sras po...

Ya ngal bon skyong gter chen rnams thos sras / ...chos rdzong rgyal po sam rdzong ma khri
rgyal...

Ge-khod in this case probably designates not the tutelary divinity byt a class of moun-
tain gods of the same name.

I have not been able to locate the names of these castles in other sources that are
available to me. In any event, they do not appear to correspond with the names of
the rulers of the 18 lesser kingdoms of Zhang-zhung listed by bsTan-'dzin rin-chen
(Norbu and Prats 1989: 70-73, 126-128).

dBus gtsang ru bzhi bod kyi yul dang / simad mdo khams sgang drug rgya nag gi yul sogs.
(Norbu and Prats 1989. Note that this is the version of the editors’ text B, the Dolanji
edition p. 590).
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A commentary to the mDzod-phug by ‘Gro-mgon Blo-gros rgyal-mtshan (1198-1263;
see Kvaerne 1971).

For example, for g.Yu-lung shel-brag see Snellgrove (1967: 194-195); ‘“Tshal-ri mdun-
sa is probably a reference to mTshal-ri lha-bdun, see ibid.: 90,91, fig. XXI. It may be
noted that “mTshal-ri mdun-sa” is also named as the general location of the elev-
enth constellation of dakini-s, who have bulls’ heads.

The term i-dred is applied to an animal corresponding to familiar popular descrip-
tions of yetis. From evidence I have seen—tracks, diggings, scats—and behavioural
descriptions, the animal in question is the brown bear. But since it may not desig-
nate the brown bear exclusively, and since the mi-dred seems in any case to be re-
garded by most Tibetans as taxonomically unrelated to the Himalayan black bear
(dom), the translation “yeti” is probably preferable here.

Roberto Vitali has suggested to me that, insofar as the name Khri-gdan implies the
capital of Ka-che, the site may correspond to the Vale of Kashmir.

In the gZi-brjid, rKong-rje states that he belongs to “the lineage of the divine prince
Thog-thog sad-wer” (vol. nya:461).

The expression Gangs-ri mtsho-gsum that appears in numerous sources (including
the mDzod-phug) may be glossed as “the three holy places: the two mountains, Ti-se
and sPos-ri ngad-gdan, and the lake Ma-pang g.yu-mtsho.”

Unfortunately I am unable to provide satisfactory references here. The version of
the Ma-rgyud available to me is a manuscript copy in which the folios of the relevant
section are not numbered.

I was able to photograph another, unfortunately undated, manuscript version of
this work in the Bon-po village of Lubra, in southern Mustang. It bears the same
title as the Dolanji edition, and since it apparently differs from it only in relatively
minor details (such as the interlineal notes), no further reference need be made to it
here.

Interestingly, neither the name Kailash nor the Ya-bag sha-ra of Ye-shes rgyal-mtshan
are included in this list.

For a brief biography of this celebrated ‘Brug-pa lama see Roerich (1979: 680-686).
A sixth Bon-po dkar-chag, a guide to A-myes rma-chen, is the subject of a recent
article by Katia Buffetrille (1994), and need not be discussed here.

It may be noted that Sangs-rgyas gling-pa (b. 1705), the third incarnation of Blo-
ldan snying-po, writes extensively of his visions and other activities around Ri-rtse-
drug. Incidental references to the site appear throughout his substantial biography
(Sprul sku sangs rgyas gling pa’i rnam thar), but there are a number of passages which
present more elaborate descriptions of its properties. See for example vol. 1, pp. 691
ff, and especially the revelation begun by rJe Mu-spungs gsal-stang (vol. 1, pp. 694
ff).

sGyu ma mkhan dang ha ba rgya rtsi’i gling. (Ha ba rgya rtsi = Hindi havajahaz).

In the dialect of Southern Mustang, Butwal is generally known as “Batuli”.

rGya skad sa ra na this bod kyi skad / wa ra na sir chos 'khor bskor ba’i gnas /.

Rin chen li las grub pa’i nyan thos sku / thugs kar g.yung drung bon skor a yig mdzes / .
Che ['chel ba'i [pa’i] gshen ni ‘dul gshen bya ru can / gsang <ba’i> mtshan ni gu ru na nig
zhes / gsung ba’i bka’i ni drang nges bden gnyis bon / phyag rgya’i [rgyi] rtags (?) [kar?
illegible] ni shes rab ral gri [dri] ‘dzin/ ... / gzhung gi ston pa ina ‘ongs ma byon bar / g .yung
drung gsang ba sngags kyi srog mkhar btsugs [brtsug] / grub mtha'i snying po ‘og min bon
gyi dbyings / gsang mchog ma rgyud grub pa brnyes pa’i zhing / gnas ‘dir yi dam rgyal ba
rgya misho’i tshogs / theg pa rim dgu’i lha tshogs sprin ltar ‘dus / nya stong tshes brgyad

ma rgyud dus chen skabs / rigs bzang dad can bsod nams bzang po yis / rgyal gshen nyid kyi
sku zhal dngos su [gsum] mjal / .
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32. rGyal-mkhar ba-chod is incidentally the home of the five eagle-headed dakini-s of
the Ma-rgyud, twelfth in the list of 24 cited above.

33. For the relevant sources see Norbu and Prats (1989:xix); a priest called sTag-lo Bya-
ru-can is also mentioned in Karmay (1972: 45-46).

34. ‘Jo la dgyes la sa rdo me ‘bar mjal / de nas khur bsnams mi li brgyad kyi sar / na ‘dis ke sar
srin rdo bar snang zhes / sngon ma’i rgyal gshen mi lus bsam legs des / ...'gro ba’i don grub
dgongs pa dbyings bsdus skabs / gdul bya lhag med ‘ja’ lus chen por gshegs / de tshe bdud
srin ma rung ‘phrag dog skyes / gshen rgyal sku la bdud kyis [kyi] gyad rdo dang / srin gyis
[gyi] ral gri lding skor ‘phen pa’i ['phang ba’i] tshe / phyag gis [gi] sdigs [sdig] mdzug gtad
pas lhung ma nus / da Ita mngon sum [gsum] bar snang mkha’ la yod /.

35. Concerning rGyal-ba mnyes-tshal, cf. Dran-pa nam-mkha’s commentary to the
Mdzod-phug:

Once upon a time, in the land of I-sho-da-na in Zhang-zhung, in the lovely
grove of Shi-a pa-ra, in the centre of the town of rGyal-ba-mnyes, in the
palace called Khyung-lung dngul-ma-maa, which is also known as ‘Om-
po sgo-bzhi... (1966, commentary, p. 2).

36. For the subsequent imposition of his reign and the establishment of his palace, see
ibid .:48-50.

37. Ong res sras zhes phyi gling rgyal po’i yul.

38. rGya mi’i tsug lag [lags] bon gyi dgon.
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Machig Zhama's Recovery:

Traces of Ancient History and Myth in the South
Tibetan Landscape of Kharta and Phadrug

Hildegard Diemberger & Guntram Hazod

Introduction

n book IV of the Deb ther sngon po (=BA),! the chapter on the propagation of

the doctrine by rMa lo-tsa-ba and his followers, the author presents at some
length a narrative regarding a key event in the life of rMa lo-tsa-ba’s chief disciple,
the south Tibetan mkha’-’gro Machig Zhama (Ma-gcig zha-ma). It is the story of
how she was stricken by a malady after the death of her master, and of the
subsequent improvement of her health which took place after special instructions
given by Pha-dam-pa sangs-rgyas, whom she went to see at Dingri (Ding-ri).

In contrast to the narrative given in the BA we heard a different version of
the mkha’-’gro’s sickness and process of healing from the local lama of the Thar-
pa-gling monastery in Kharta (Kha-rta). It forms the framework of a mythical
account about a lake considered to have existed in former times in the Kharta
chu valley and which had been drained off by the sick Machig Zhama, a process
which lead to the restoration of her health and at the same time paved the way
for the first settlement in that area. As is very often the case with stories like this,
one may find clear evidence of the account in traces within the landscape where
the events took place. In Kharta the respective spots are identified and interpreted
by the local people as powerful places which used to be part of the ideal cultural
boundary of the Kharta community, including the northern door of the well
known hidden valley of Khenbalung (Beyiil Khenbalung, sBas-yul mkhan-pa-
lung).

In the following we will present the story and legend of Machig Zhama in
relation to the religious and political landscape of Kharta, in the course of which
we will also meet with historical traces concerning early Lato lho (La-stod 1ho)
and the homeland of Machig Zhama, Phadrug (Pha-drug).
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Phadrug, Kharta and the Ancient Lato lho

Kharta and Phadrug belong to the southern part of what was once called
Lato lho. These areas lie on one of the traditional south-north trading routes
between Nepal and Tibet which pass near rTsib-ri (alias Sri-ri, north-west of
Phadrug) into the main route coming from the south and south-east of Dingri
(from gNya’-lam and sKyid-rong) and continuing to the north-east (towards the
area of IHa-rtse). This main route connects the two well-known holy sites of
Lato lho, the mountains rTsib-ri, and Ding-ri sgang-dmar which are famous on
account of being closely linked to the deeds of religious figures such as Mi-la
ras-pa, Pha-dam-pa sangs-rgyas, Ma-gcig lab-sgron (11th/12th century) and
rGod-tshang-pa (13th century). In this context the sanctuaries in question also
used to represent a kind of crossroads in connection with the early Buddhist
missions in Lato lho (eg. bKa’-brgyud-pa and rNying-ma-pa from the 12th
century onwards).

Machig Zhama was a contemporary of Ma-gcig lab-sgron, the famous
“female assistant” of Pha-dam-pa sangs-rgyas and chief interpreter of his
doctrines of gCod and gZhi-byed. Both Machigs (“One Mother”) represent the
tradition of the mkha’-’gro, the sacred woman of Tibetan Tantrism of the 11th/
12th century which became the model for the mystic ladies of later traditions.?
Especially in the areas of Kharta and the hidden valleys one finds a vivid memory
of religious ladies (rNying-ma-pa nuns and lay practitioners) who used to
embody the tradition of women’s spiritual search.?

According to the BA, Machig Zhama (or Machig Zhachungma [Ma-gcig Zha-
chung-ma]) wasborn in the year 1062 A.D. as the daughter of the Zha-ma family
in “Pha-drug of the southern (region)” (lho'i pha drug).! Phadrug is situated south-
east of r'Tsib-ri and refers to the valley of the Dza-dkar river which flows into the
great Pong-chu (Arun). Some miles above the confluence there is a small heap of
stones on the right bank of the river with prayer flags which, according to the
local people, marks the traditional border between Phadrug and the area of
Kharta. The last refers to the adjacent Pong-chu basin including the lateral valleys
stemming from the mountains south of Phadrug, the southernmost of which
(Kharta chu) is considered to be the scene of the lake story of Machig Zhama
(see map 1).

Phadrug is nowadays administratively subdivided into the shang of dPa-
gsum® and bKra-shis-’dzoms. Traditionally the area was divided into upper
Phadrug (Pha-drug stod), located around the village of dPa-gsum and lower
Phadrug (Pha-drug smad), which is centred around Pha-glang. This site, a
deserted place full of ancient ruins and tombs is mentioned by the local people
as the first pha and as the ancient centre of Phadrug. Opposite to Pha-glang, on
the slopes above the village Shan-chung and next to a spring, there is a small red
shrine which is believed to be the abode of the powerful deity bKra-shis ‘od-
‘bar. This god is considered the religious protector of the Bo-dong-pa and it is
said that he was introduced from India by dPang lo-tsa-ba (1276-1342) who
became the first abbot of the monastery of Shegar (Shel-dkar).® According to the
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local people he stopped on his way from India to Tibet at the appropriate place
in Phadrug, took off his hat and left the deity there.

Map 1: Kharta, Phadrug and Beyiil Khenbalung in the South of Laté Lho

I Sy 2 e I
Iz
DINGRI o
— O R PHADRUG
0"0 ’ x
¢ Q‘. ro.
l . .) D" d4§ “v
_~—] . o
' -
[
: _y|KHARTASML, R ieng
£ Rongbui }
L) r‘ T
J5,
k"
4‘40:.‘"‘40 Ta T
\. \Fb’,r‘t
"\ _ Beyul
==~ | Khenbalung
Hakgi N4
l. ." =
—
5km 20km
T1-T9 the 9 tsho of Kharta *P Phu ri dgon pa
*Th Thar pa gling T.D., bKras shis’dzoms
*K sKu ye bla brang T.O.  DbKra shis ‘od ‘bar

. villages



Machig Zhama's Recovery 37

But this seems to be merely a secondary interpretation of an ancient powerful
place which is classified as a yul-lha (“land god”) and presumably was once
linked to ancient Phadrug, the “land of the six fathers”.” This term goes back to
an original clan, mythologically represented by a “father” who worked like a
wood-beetle during the day and disappeared into the interior of the wood at
night. He had six sons, these are the six pha (pha-drug) among whom the territory
have been divided.? This account makes one think of an original mode of (patri-
) clan division connected with the process of migration and the first settlement
in the area in question.

According to the Shel dkar chos ‘byung chronicle Phadrug and Dingri are
mentioned in a military document (dmag-deb) of King Khri Srong-lde-btsan (8th
century) as belonging to the southern regions (lho-phyogs) in Ru-lag (SH fol. 9).°
During the time of the Sa-skya rule Lato lho became a myriarchy (khri-skor) in
close relation with northern Lat6 (La-stod byang) (Petech 1990:53). The political
centre of the south was Ding-ri sgang-dkar, at that time the residence of the IHo
bdag family of Shes-phrug'® from whose ranks several dpon-chen came during
the Sa-skya rule (SH fol. 5, 6; Petech 1990:27, 53, 44). Afterward the 1Ho bdag
moved the residence to Rin-chen-spo in rGyal-nor (north-west of Shegar), but it
had to be given up during the reign of the lHo bdag si-tu Chos-kyi rin-chen who
was at war with the Lord of northern Lato. After a short stay in bKra-shis-’"dzoms
of Phadrug si-tu Chos-kyi rin-chen founded the great fortress of Shel-dkar rdzong
on the prominent hill of rGyal-mo-ri (located near rGyal-nor) and afterwards
supported the foundation of the Shegar monastery (1385 A.D.; SH fol.11a, 13b).
Until 1959 Shel-dkar rdzong was the political and administrative centre of this
region.

The Shel dkar chos ‘byung gives an interesting account of the foundation of
Shegar which is described as one of the “13 propitious deeds” (legs mdzad bcu
gsum) of si-tu Chos-kyi rin-chen (SH fol. 12a-14b). The story shows a particular
case of divine intervention concerning the political legitimacy of the position of
the IHo bdag: During the war with the north (La-stod byang) the Lord of southern
Lato was taken prisoner and then led towards Kharta by the enemy army where
they intended to throw him into the river. But he was saved from drowning by
his paternal god (pho-lha) after having called his tutelary deity (i.e. yi-dant sGrol-
ma, Tara); the god appeared as a red hero on a red horse and by proclaiming the
precepts of the gods (lha-lung) he forbade the killing of the prince. The soldiers
acted accordingly and then by order of two couriers (mi-bang) (mentioned as
emanations of sGrol-ma) they brought the prince to the court of the Byang bdag
(in Ngam-ring). When the Lord of the North heard about this extraordinary
event he was deeply impressed; he decided not to destroy the enemy and married
his daughter to Chos-kyi rin-chen and sent him back as the ruler. When later the
“new” 1Ho bdag founded the Shel-dkar fortress he gave the hill the new name of
sGrol-ma-ri after his yi-dam sGrol-ma who, together with the red hero, had saved
the prince in Kharta.

This red god whose intervention in Kharta had obviously even influenced
the part of the winner was the powerful mountain Pho-lha lha-btsan sgang-
dmar, also mentioned in the text as member of the leading “wild btsan” (the
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btsan-rgod ‘bar-ba spun-bdun)."' He is identical with Ding-ri sgang-dmar, the
mountain located near Glang-skor which became the centre of Pha-dam-pa sangs-
rgyas’ mission in Tibet (early 12th century).”

It is evident from different sources that Ding-ri sgang-dmar marks something
like the focal point concerning the ancient sacred geography of Lato lho. Like a
king he has four ministers in the four cardinal directions, the eastern one being
represented by Surra Rakye (Zur-ra rwa-skyes), the chief mountain of Kharta
and of the hidden valleys in the south of Lat6 lho. To the west Ding-ri sgang-
dmar is linked to ancient Gung-thang" and even appears in Dolpo (Dol-po, west
of Glo-bo, Mustang), where he is worshipped as so-pa (guardian) of the eastern
part of Dol-po gru-bzhi.'* Among the forms of worship and offerings required
by the wild mountain, animal sacrifice, which the local community of Dingri/
Glang-skor used to perform until 1959, is also mentioned."

When Dingribecame the residence of the IHo bdag-s of the Shes-phrug family
the mountain became identified with the ancestral protector of the ruler’s lineage
and in this function he entered the picture at Kharta in order to save the prince
of southern Lato. :

Machig Zhama: The Narrative of the BA

Machig Zhama was the fourth of the six sons and daughters born to Zha-ma
rDo-rje rgyal-mtshan and his wife called the Indian Devi (rGya-gar lha-mo)."
At the age of 17 (1079 A.D.) the young Zhachungma started her religious career
at the side of the teacher rMa lo-tsa-ba, who took her as one of his tantric assistants
(mudra) when he was told about her extraordinary endowment. Specific signs
on the body of the new-born Zhachungma had already indicated her status as
an incarnation of Tara, into whom she now (as a tantric partner) felt transformed
during her mystic contemplation (actually she saw the teacher and herself as
Heruka and his 3akti).

After some years of learning and practising, Machig went into seclusion,
visiting various solitary places, while her teacher went to Shab-dge-sdings (south-
west of Shigatse), where he was poisoned and died (1090 A.D.). As one of his
chief disciples it was the duty of Machig Zhama to perform the funeral rites for
her teacher. But after that she was struck by a mysterious sickness, described as
seven obstacles (bar-chad) which afflicted her during the next three years. When
she then consulted Pha-dam-pa sangs-rgyas at Dingri he diagnosed these
“hindrances” as corresponding to seven kinds of “transgressions of vows” (dam-
tshig nyams-pa) in respect to her teacher. For example, he stated that she had
acted without the teacher’s permission as the mudra of other adepts which
corresponds to the first bar-chad, the affliction “by a daily discharge of sperm of
the size of a pea”; or that her “body became covered with abscesses and pustules”
(syphilis?) (= 2nd bar-chad) was due to her mingling with people who defiled
their vows, etc.

What Pha-dam-pa sangs-rgyas meant is that the impetuous demeanour of
the (initiated) Machig had injured the relation to her teacher and now she had to
suffer for it through a sickness which was actually a hindrance on her way
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towards the state of perfection. But there is a second and economic consequence:
she had not even fulfilled the duties incumbent on her as a “bride” for whom
the lama rMa once had had to pay a price (rin) to her father, a sngags-pa
(magician).”” Thus, can we understand the final instructions by Pha-dam-pa
sangs-rgyas, who after having performed the corresponding rituals, ordered that
she had “to look after the descendants of her teacher” and “to make offerings to
the remains of rMa.” Only this (economical as well as social and ritual) balance
could compensate her faults, and when she acted accordingly her health finally
improved.

Later on, after receiving the “complete precepts” she attained spiritual
realization (grub-pa brnyes); she acted as a teacher, “laboured extensively for the
benefit of living beings” and visited places for meditation, among others those
of the “border country of Mon and Tibet” (mon bod gnas).

Machig Zhama and the Mythology of the Lake

Some miles above the confluence of the Kharta chu and Pong-chu lies the
picturesque part of the Kharta chu valley which the following story describes as
the place of a former lake and as the scenery of the recovery of Machig Zhama.
Lama sByin-pa chos-grags of the monastery of Thar-pa-gling, which is located
on the northern slopes of the vale, told us this story when we visited the place in
February 1993:

The mkha’-’gro Machig Zhachungma who was afflicted with leprosy
(1mdze-nad) came to the lake which once had filled this valley of Kharta
chu down to the present village of Yul-'bar. She came on her father’s
advice, a sngags-pa, who told her that if she cut down the rocks of the
lower end of the lake the water could flow out and then her health
would improve.

Machig Zhama stopped at the rock called Brag dkar-chen, built a
wooden nichod-rten there, cut down the rocks and thrust the michod-
rten into the middle of the lake; after that the waters leaked out.

Later on people went there and the first villages developed. At
that time there was no temple and no monastery; Machig Zhachungma
erected a small temple and nine monks from the nine tsho (local political
units) came over there.

It is told that in the monastery (of Thar-pa-gling) one can hear the
sound of the ancient lake.

1. First we will pay attention to the more general mythological content given in
this lake story of Kharta. This story is no isolated case; similar accounts are
reported from other parts of the Himalaya and Tibet proper with the exception
that usually a male protagonist (e.g. Guru Rinpoche) plays the role of the culture
hero who has to subdue the diimo (bdud-mo, demoness), the actual mythic creator
of the lake and flood."* Apart from this difference there seems to be a common
mythological pattern. The first characteristic element lies in the existence of a
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threatening lake (or flood) and the taming of the waters by a religious hero, a
process which ensures the (ideal as well as material) conditions for inhabiting
that area. As can be seen, the story combines this action with the arrival of the
new religion, and very often we find it linked with the foundation of a temple or
monastery. Such accounts cannot be separated from legends like the famous
story concerning the foundation of the Jokhang in Lhasa. It is said that the temple
had been erected at the centre of a former lake which is believed to be the heart
of the great Tibetan demoness, srin-mo, whose body has defined the ideal base
of the sacred geography of early central Tibet."” The heart of the srin-mo
corresponds to a stone situated in the centre of the Jokhang and covers the hole
which leads to the chthonic realm of the waters. It is reported that one can hear
the rush and swell of the sea by pressing one’s ear to the stone.?

It is this central stone (the Brag dkar-chen of Kharta chu), which seems to be
one of the focal points of the lake story. The stone (which sometimes appears
combined with the holy tree) is the only object which survived the flood caused
by the diimo. Together with the averting of the flood (i.e. the ritual stick thrown
into the water and the opening of the dam) we find the elements of a mythological
framework which is very suggestive of ancient Tibetan mythologies concerning
the conception of the “centre of the world”, as it is expressed for example in the
description of the Bon-po place of origin, ‘Ol-mo lung-ring. To this mythological
centre leads the mda’-lam, the “way of the arrow”, shot by gShen-rab to find a
passage-way through the “enclosure of snowy mountains” (gangs-kyi ra-ba). This
wall is an enclosure of the ocean surrounding the inner region of the legendary
country which is dominated by the central mountain.

The mountain, the stone or tree standing out of the water is one of the clichés
which we find in Tibetan accounts dealing with the creation of the world;? in
Bon-po works itis attached to the genealogy of the gods, at the base of which we
find the opposite figures of a male god (like Ye-smon rgyal-po or one of his
followers) and a chu-lcam, a “water spouse”. Since she is at the same time the
partner of the mountain god she appears also as a heavenly figure (like gNam-
phyi gung-rgyal).?

Significantly, the lakes are designated both in the texts and by the local people
as bdud-mo mtsho, “lake of the demoness” or yum-mtsho, “lake of the mother”, or
corresponding terms like g.yu-mtsho, “lake of turquoise”. This precious stone is
closely linked to the Tibetan conceptions of the soul (to the “female soul”, bla-
g.yu)** and corresponding to the traditional conception of the human body it is
placed on the critical “spots of the soul” (the neck and forehead) (cf. Karmay
1992:536). But moreover, in the context of the creation of the lake the turquoise is
even linked to the female organism. The story of the creation of the bDud-mo
mtsho in Phoksumdo tells us that the diimo gave the turquoise to a woman who
then knotted it in the belt twisted around her waist; when Guru Rinpoche, who
pursued the fleeing demoness, came along he tried to open the knot, whereupon
the diimo filled the valley below with water.

There is no doubt that here we meet with traces of a mythological conception
regarding an ancient idea of the beyond and of creation which is connected with
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the chthonic realm (of waters) represented by the image of the “mother” who
appears as both: as a demoness and as a goddess.

Now, when we return to the lake of Kharta, we can assume that the spot of
the arrival of Machig Zhama (the rock Brag dkar-chen) represents the central
stone which once stood out of the mythic lake. This spot corresponds to the
wooden mchod-rten thrown into the middle of the water in order to stop the
flood. It represents nothing other than the (holy) tree or dar-shing (flag staff),
which (in the Dolpo and Phoksumdo stories) is attached to the stone.

Today the rock Brag dkar-chen, the “big white rock”, is marked by a prayer
flag; it is situated on the edge of a slope above the Thar-pa-gling monastery.
Nearby is a spring enclosed by ornamented stones and perhaps the permanent
flow of water represents the sound of the mythic Jake which can be heard within
the temple, as the lama of Thar-pa-gling reports.

In Dolpo such white rocks related to the lake are designated by the people
as a meeting place of “witches” (gson-"dre-ma) and diimos.” It is a place reserved
for the local women who perform dances there and make klu-bsangs (offering
for the kiu). Did the mkha’-’gro arrive at the lake of Kharta as a witch or as a
demoness of the lake?

2. The narrative tells us that Machig Zhama, when her health had been restored,
visited the “border country of Mon and Tibet” for meditation. This term refers
more generally to the trans-Himalayan area which is marked by a network of
trading routes linking the communities of the southernmost part of Tibet and
the “wild” people of the south (Mon). In the present context it refers to the so-
called “hidden valleys” (beyiil, sbas-yul) located in the “border country” south
of Laté lho.

Here, the people from Mon and Tibetan pilgrims and mystics used to meet
in the sacred landscapes which are considered holy sites where the teachings
and ritual items of Padmasambhava were hidden until the appropriate time of
their discovery by a “treasure finder” (gtcr-ston-pa).* Side by side with these
traces of the hero Guru Rinpoche we usually find a particular concentration of
ancient powerful places in this landscape connected with the mythology of
mountains, caves and waters; it is the realm of a pre-Buddhist world whose
divine representatives once had been subdued by Guru Rinpoche and appointed
“guardians of the teaching” (bka’-srung-ma).¥

The hidden valley of Khenbalung represents an excellent example for this
meeting and concentration of different religious traditions which, accordingly,
are reflected in the syncretistic ritual practice of the different communities
connected with the hidden valley.®*

Kharta lies on the northern edge of Beyiil Khenbalung, whose geography is
described in the Neyig (gnas-yig)® as based on the mandala model; according to
the oral tradition the actual spot where the mkha’-’gro cut down the rocks is
considered as the northern and outer door leading to the centre of the beyiil.

The place is marked by the red rock Brag-btsan dmar-po situated above the
river-bed of the Kharta chu and opposite the village Yul-"bar (see map 2).
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In this connection the water of the lake covering the valley of Kharta chu
appears as a kind of “hindrance” for the holy path (of Machig) and inversely the
action of draining off the water by the mkha’-’gro appears as a kind of opening of
that way. As it is clearly expressed in the story this opening corresponds to the
process of healing of the mkha’-’gro’s disease.

This leads to the conclusion that there must be a relation between the
conception of “lake” and the mkha’-’gro’s diseased state of leprosy, the symptoms
corresponding to the sickness of the religious bride in the narrative.

We find early evidence for this relation in the well-known account regarding
the sickness of the Tibetan king ‘Brong-gnyan lde-ru;® he fell ill with leprosy
(mdze, ‘dze) after having consumed food belonging to his wife who kept frogs
(sbal-pa) in the storeroom and ate them. The frogs that were reputed to be fish®
came from a lake in Dwags-po, the home of the king’s wife who, significantly, is
classified in the accounts as a klu-mo (water-spirit). Corresponding to this, the
king's state of disease is reported as klu-nad, “klu-sickness” which lead him to a
state of contamination (grib); it was transferred into the next generation when
his son was born blind, stricken by the “father’s shadow” (yab-grib).**

The case cited is an example for the ambivalent realm of the female world;
in regard to the conception of lake, here we meet with the bdud-mo (demoness)
aspect of the yum-mtsho, the “lake of the mother” which, besides other
corresponding terms mentioned above, denotes the sacred lake of Tibet.

Now, when Machig came to the lake of Kharta, she evidently arrived there
in a state of “klu disease”, the illness caused by the demoness of waters. But the
story suggests that Machig herself appears as the diimo; it is the “savage” and
“witch-like aspect” of the goddess and mkha’-’gro which enters the arena of our
story and which leads to a kind of refining process for the protagonist, when she
leaves the place as a sacred woman of Buddhism.

This fact gives the story of Kharta a particular feature: The fight in the Dolpo
(and Phoksumdo) story between the (male) hero (Guru Rinpoche) and the diimo,
in the present case is equal to a fight and conflict which take place within one
and the same (female) person. Although the mkha’-’gro actually acted on her
father’s advice (which evidently corresponds to the instructions of Pha-dam-pa
sangs-rgyas in the biographical narrative) we can interpret this particular feature
of Machig Zhama's story as being evidence of the once great power of the sacred
women at the time of Machig Zhama and Ma-gcig lab-sgron.*

The Territory of Kharta: The Symbolic and Political Dimension

1. The last part of the story mentions that after the lake had leaked out and the
first settlement had emerged, nine monks from the nine tsho came to the temple
founded by Machig Zhama. Here we find the reference to the actual cultural
elements of the village community, the tsho system and the (local) tradition of
Buddhism, the emergence of which is considered as being directly tied to the
disappearance and taming of the lake.



Map 2: Topographical scheme of the lower valley of Kharta chu
Place of the mythic lake and scene of “Machig Zhama's recovery.”
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Actually, the Buddhist traditions of Kharta were embodied by the sKu-ye
bla-brang monastery which mainly followed the rNying-ma-pa byang-gter
tradition and was a famous centre of the gcod practice,* and the dGe-lugs-pa
monasteries of Khar-rta chos-sde and of Thar-pa-gling, which were founded at
the time of the 7th Dalai Lama and which belonged to Tashilunpo in Shigatse. In
the northern part of Kharta, close to the ninth tsho (mTshams-mda’ = T9 of map
1) and the wild mountain sTag-lung bdud-kyi rgyal-po lies the monastery of
Phu-ri dgon-pa which was founded by the Phu-ri-pa dKon-mchog rgyal-mtshan,
a disciple of rGod-tshang-pa (BA:687).

Now, with regard to the term tsho here we meet with a focal element of the
local political organization and administration. Traditionally it defines a
household- and even village-overlapping social unit which functions as the
connecting link between the peasant community and the local administrative
centre, the gzhis-ka of Kharta*® The gzhis-ka was under the leadership of the
gzhis-sdod, who was appointed by the Tibetan government and mainly responsible
for the local appropriation system, the collection of taxes from the nine tsho.

But aside from these administrative links the tsho system was an independent
local form of political organization which followed its own rule of political
centralization. It was based on federative principles according to which a ‘go-ba,
a leader, was elected alternately from the nine headmen (rgan-po; tsho-ba) of the
tsho. As is the case with similar tsho systems we know from other parts of Tibet,*
the political structure was closely linked to the sacred interpretation of the
territory and to mountain worship. Each tsho has its own minor deities and one
or more yul-lha, “land gods”, who represent something like the ideal unit of the
single tsho and the households and villages belonging to it. These units are ideally
dominated by the powerful wild deity Surra Rakye, the lord and chief mountain
of Beyiil Khenbalung. He is considered the guardian of the eastern gate of the
neighbouring beyiil and his chief place of worship is situated at the foot of the
mountain of the same name in the Karma chu valley (see map 1). On the slope
there is a little lake and together with the mountain these places are believed to
be the bla-ri and bla-mtsho, the abodes of the “soul” (bla) of the community and
even of the “gods of birth” (skye-lha).

In Kharta the equivalent shrine dedicated to Surra is located in the village
Yul-'bar, the first tsho. Abig tree and a cubic shrine decorated with many prayer
flags and some sacred weapons mark this powerful place.

Here the regular gathering of the nine rgan-po of the tsho took place in order
to make the political decisions, a performance which was always connected with
rituals of invocation and sacrifice to the Surra.

The offerings required by Surra include the sacrifice of (black) animals, which
is even mentioned in the gnas-yig, the “guide-book” to the beyiil of Khenbalung.”
The most important common ritual gathering of the Kharta community was
marked by this kind of offering: every year in the 2nd month and the 9th month
black animals* were sacrificed in Yul-'bar in order to open and close the passes
towards the summer pastures and the southern areas. To this end every rgan-po
of the nine tsho rotationally had to present the victims consecrated to Surra. This
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shows how strong the indigenous local political organization was embedded
within the traditional religious scope. Actually the ritual links to the territory
guaranteed the political legitimacy of the tsho system which was fixed by an
oath of fealty, a blood swearing (mna’-skyel) performed under the witness of
Lord Surra Rakye.®

Although in Kharta the clan as a social unit has actually dissolved, the
elements of the tsho system are very suggestive of a once clan-based society of
which we still find examples among the communities of the “southemn countries”
who are also ancestrally protected by Surra. This is the case, for instance, with
the community of the Khumbo Tema (upper Khumbo); the place of the soul of
the country, the bla-mtsho located in the vicinity of the Surra mountain in
Khenbalung, is called rus-dam, the place where the first clans (rus) were bound
(dam) by oath.® In the context of Kharta it seems that the Surra place represents
an equivalent ancient rus-dam whose function as an ideal point of reference
regarding the principles of social integration has survived under the conditions
of the local political organization of the nine tsho.

The place of the communal gathering, the shrine of Surra, is located in the
village Yul-"bar which is classified as the first tsho of Kharta; at the same time it
is the southernmost of the nine ¢sho which are located successively in a south-
north direction with mTshams-mda’, the ninth tsho, at the northernmost part of
Kharta (see map 1).* Maybe this classification reflects the process of migration
of the remote past according to which the first groups which settled in the area
became symbolically ranked as the first segment of the society. However, the
status of being ranked paramount is supported by the position of the yul-lha of
the first tsho who is identical with the already mentioned Brag-btsan dmar-po,
the red rock which marks the breakthrough of the former lake. That means that
the position of the first tsho is linked to the mythology of the lake which, as we
have pointed out, represents a story about the origin of the first settlement in the
area referred to.

A red cubic construction of a btsan-khang is attached to the rock indicating
the dwelling of a powerful wild “red rock-btsan” #2 Topographically the spot
marks the left side of a natural bottleneck of the lower Kharta chu valley; a small
wooden bridge leads to the village of Yul-bar situated on the opposite edge of
the cleft. In fact the site makes one think of a passage-way and “door” caused by
the rupture of a natural dam. Behind the village of Yul-'bar one can see clear
traces of a moraine coming down from the southern slopes of the valley. Perhaps
in former geological times this place was part of the natural enclosure of a glacial
lake (map 2)?

Be that as it may, the oral tradition defines the two holy sites of the Brag-
btsan dmar-po and of the opposite Surra in Yul-'bar as the passage-way towards
the mythical land of the lake. At its entrance we find the yul-lha of the first tsho
and the place of sacrifice to the chief mountain Surra Rakye. This place, which
points to ancient origin, had marked (and still marks) the ideal centre of the
local community of Kharta. The fact that Surra Rakye is classified as minister of
Ding-ri sgang-dmar at the same time links the place itself to the superior sacred
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geography of Lato lho marked by the mountain of Dingri/Glang-skor who once
appeared as an archaic protector at this distant place of Kharta. Finally, we have
mentioned that the valley of Kharta chu is described as the starting point for the
northern way towards the sacred valley of Khenbalung. According to the oral
tradition the red rock actually became the northern and outer door of the path
towards this famous beyiil and to the mystic places in the “border country
between Mon and Tibet”.

In summary, we can state that within the boundaries of the first tsho and the
village Yul-bar we find a particular concentration of powerful places linked to
different local traditions. And all these traditions, those of the yul-lha and of
Lord Surra, the tradition of the local political organization and that of the beyiil
come together and meet at one and the same topographical and mythical point:
it is the “door” where the lake leaked out and it is the entry to the ambivalent
realm of the Tibetan demoness and goddess as it is expressed in the story of
Machig Zhama'’s recovery.

Notes

Acknowledgements: This paper is based on ethnographic data collected during
our fieldwork in winter 1993 in South Tibet together with Pasang Wangdu from
the Tibetan Academy of Social Sciences, Lhasa. The fieldwork had been carried
out in the framework of the research activity of the Institut fiir Vilkerkunde and
the Institut fiir Tibetologie und Buddhismuskunde of Vienna University and was
financed by the Austrian Fonds zur Forderung der Wissenschaftlichen Forschung

and the Italian Ev-K2-CNR Project. We wish to thank Michael Gingrich for the
editing of the English text.

1. The Blue Annals, Roerich (1979) (= BA).

2. Asis known, the BA exchanged the two Machigs by mistake at the end of the sec-
tion on Machig Zhama'’s malady; (BA:225); cf. Gyatso (1985), Lo Bue (1994).

3. Diemberger (1991:147).

. The Zha-ma family is mentioned in the biography of Bo-dong Phyogs-las rnam-
rgyal as rus, paternal lineage, of this famous scholar of Lat6 lho (AD 1375-1451)
who was the 4th abbot of Shel-dkar chos-sde; Machig Zhama and her brother, the
lo-tsa-ba Seng-ge rgyal-po, are rendered prominent in the text as two of the excel-
lent representatives of this clan of Phadrug (BB fol. 22). )

5. dPa-gsum lies on the way to the Rongbuk monastery (map 1) founded by Ngag-
dbang bstan-'dzin nor-bu (1864-1940), a native of Kharta whose nam-thar and gter-
ma (NTNa and NTNb) several times refer to the areas of Kharta and Phadrug.

6. Shel dkar chos ‘byung (= SH) fol. 37.

7. In the history of the deity bKra-shis ‘od-'bar, see Hazod, forthcoming.

8

. Information given by the last rdzong-dpon of Shegar, Manri Dorje Gyapo, who lives
in Shigatse.

9. Cf. also bKa’ thang sde Inga (1986:185).
10. The Shes-phrug lineage which took over the hereditary position of the IHo bdag at

the end of the 13th century is genealogically linked to the ancient dBa’ (dBas) clan
(SH fol. 4a, b).
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Cf. Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1975:171).

Cf. Aziz (1978:24, 25).

Gung thang gdung rabs, 130.

Data collected by Ch. Schicklgruber (1992).

Diemberger & Hazod 1997.

The biographical remarks on Machig Zhama and her family and the narrative con-
cerning Machig Zhama’s malady are given on p. 219-226 of the BA (= part I, p. 272-
279 of the Chengdu edition 1985; see also Lo Bue 1994).

The- price comprises a "coat of mail provided with silk satin and a black horse”
(khrab dar ljag [ma] can dang rta nag), p. 277 of the Chengdu edition (1985).

We refer to the lake stories of Dolpo and Phoksumdo recorded by Ch. Schicklgruber
and G. Hazod (1992) (the story of Phoksumdo is published in Hazod 1996). The
main components of these stories are: 1) the creation of the flood by a demoness
which overflows the valley and villages except for a stone and (or) a tree (or flag
staff) standing out of the water; a bird or cat is sitting on the tree and cries; 2) the
taming of the flood by means of the ritual stick thrown into the middle of the lake
by the hero and by cutting down the dam which leads to the present condition of
the lake, considered as a remnant of the flood; 3) the killing of the demoness. Paral-
lel stories are reported from other parts of Tibet (cf. e.g. Dargyay & Gruber 1980:50,
and Nebesky-Wojkowitz 1955:144); these stories are related with the conception
common to many groups of the Himalaya and Tibet, according to which the coun-
try is believed to have been one large sea, then the waters receded and forests (of the
holy juniper tree) and animals appeared, followed by the first human habitation (cf.
Stein 1972:37, 38). A comparative study on Tibetan and Tibeto-Burmese "lake-drain-
age myths” is given by N. Allen (1997). Cf. also the chapter by Buffetrille in this
volume.

It is said that the first Buddhist temples of early Tibet had been erected on the limbs
of the srin-mo in order to suppress the female demon and for the “taming of the
border and the area beyond the border” (mtha’ ‘dul yang ‘dul) (Aris 1978:17 accord-
ing to the Ma ni bka’ “bum; cf. also the mNga’ bdag chos ‘byung, Meisezahl 1985:fol.
260a-263a; see also the discussion by Gyatso 1987:33ff.).

See Stein (1972:38); concerning the mythical lake of Lhasa (i.e. ‘O-thang mtsho) cf.
the discussion by G. Houston (1975).

Cf. Karmay (1975:173). See the chapter in by Martin in this volume.

Cf. Tucci (1949:711-713).

Karmay (1975:192-196).

See Karmay (1975:210f.) and Karmay (1987).

The brag dkar, the white rock, as the dwelling place of witches and mkha’-'gro-s is
also mentioned in Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1975:233) and in Wylie (1962:106).

On the historical background concerning the origination of the “hidden valley” cf.
Brauen-Dolma (1985); see the chapters by Ehrhard in this volume.

The most famous are the Machigs and sungmas (srung-ma) Tshe-ring mched-Inga
and the bsTan-ma bcu-gnyis, whose legendary abode is situated at places east and
west of the Jo-mo glang-ma range (Nebesky-Wojkowitz 1975:177).

E.g. the Shingsawa, Khumbo and Sherpas east of Khumbu; Fiirer-Haimendorf
(1975:106-131); Diemberger (1993:61).

The “guide text” is entitled sBas yul mkhan pa lung gi lam yig sa spyad beas pa bzhugs so
(“On the description of the path and the area of Beyiil Khenbalung”), a gter-ma of
the gter-ston-pa Rig-'dzin rgod-ldem (1337-1409) to whom the (first) opening of the
valley is attributed. For the description of the holy sites of Beyiil Khenbalung, its
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31.
32.

33.

34.
35.

36.

37.

38.

39.
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tradition and myth cf. Diemberger (1993); another Beyiil Khenbalung based on the
same myth of origin is located in Bhutan and attributed to Padma gling-pa (1450-
1521); Aris (1979:607).

‘Brong-gnyan lde-ru was the father of sTag-bu snya-gzigs, the founder of the Yarlung
confederation (6th century A.D.); the different versions of the story are quoted in
Haarh (1969:335-338).

According to the mKhas pa’i dga’ ston, Haarh (1969:336).

According to the bShad mdzod yid bzhin nor bu, Haarh (1969:335); for a discussion of
the term grib in a socio-religious context cf. Schicklgruber (1992:723-734); on the
general Tibetan conception and “custom” concerning the “klu disease” of leprosy
cf. Das (1902:255, 256, 259 ff.).

The particularities of the lake story of Kharta have some parallels in the well-known
institution of the female abbots of the Bo-dong convent of bSam-sdings who are
considered to be successive appearances in mortal form of the yi-dam Vajravarahi
(“The diamond sow”; Tib. rDo-rje phag-mo), a form of Tara. The convent is located
on the western shore of the bDud-mo mtsho (demoness lake, = the “inner lake” of
the Yar-'brog g.yu-mtsho) whose terrific deity once had been subdued by the rDo-
rje phag-mo and her partner, the horse-headed god rTa-mgrin (Hayagriva). Sarat
Chandra Das reports: “It is due to the Dorje Phagmo’s spiritual influence that the
waters of the inner lake or Dumo tso (‘Demons’ lake’), of the Yamdo tso, are held in
bounds, for otherwise they would overflow and inundate the whole of Tibet. "Twas
for this that the Samding lamasery was originally built” (Das 1902:135-139; cf. also
Waddell 1895:245, 275-276, 361; Tucci 1956:64; Wylie 1962:73; Dhondup & Tsering
1979; Hazod, forthcoming).

Cf. Diemberger (1991:140, 150ff.); on gcod cf. Gyatso (1985:320-341).

The term gzhis-ka as an administrative unit goes back to the time of the Phag-mo
gru-pa (cf. Petech 1990:120).

Walsh (1906:303-308); Goldstein (1971:15); Karmay & Sagant (1987:230-259); Sagant
(1990); Ramble (1993:287-300).

“In the East there is the so-called bdud-po Zur-ra ra-skye. His palace is a flaring
flaming lake. By day it boils with blood, by night it dwells in flaming fire. In that
place offer the very heart of a black goat, offer (then) the remaining part of the flesh
and blood and a serkiem (gser-skyerms) to the demons” (quoted from BK, fol. 12a). In
Kharta animal sacrifices were performed only for Surra Rakye but according to the
local people of mTshams-mda’ the wild mountain of the south sometimes used to
present animals to his “friend” sTag-lung bdud-kyi rgyal-po, the other wild moun-
tain located in the north of the territory.

Two black sheep in the 2nd month and one black yak in the 9th month; the colour
black refers to the chthonic abode of the bdud-po Surra, but as expressed in a prayer
the deity placed in the centre of the annual festivals appears in fact as a kind of “god
of the year and of time”. Accompanied by 360 friends, in the morning the deity is a
(white) lha, in the middle of the day a (red) btsan, in the evening a black demon
(Quotation from a prayer celebrated at the lake mTsho dkar-po in Beyiil Khenbalung
recorded by Diemberger 1986).

An anecdote reported by the local people (and confirmed by the last rdzong-dpon of
Shegar, note 8) shows a particular case of oath swearing illustrating at the same
time the strength of the autonomous federative structure of the tsho system: In the
year 1935 the local administrator (gzhis-sdod) of Kharta tried to keep his position
though his mandate had run out and a successor was already sent by the govern-
ment. The man continued to collect taxes from the village people for his own en-
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richment. This lead to a conspiracy by the local headmen of the tsho which they
sealed by a blood swearing under the witness of Surra in Yul-'bar. Each had to drink
some of the victim’s blood, swearing that if one were to betray he would have to
offer a piece of gold as big as the stone they had wrapped in a piece of cloth. After
that they killed the illegitimate administrator.

40. Diemberger & Hazod 1997.

41. The nine tsho are 1) Yul-'bar, 2) Yul-log, 3) Yan-chos, 4) Chu-thang, 5) bKra-shis-
sgang, 6) Phyong-mda’, 7) Zhol-mda’, 8) Mon-pa, 9) mTshams-mda’.

42. On the classification and iconography of the brag-btsan cf. Nebesky-Wojkowitz
(1975:1754f.).

References

Tibetan Sources

bKa’' thang sde Inga. 1986. Mi-rigs dpe-skrun-khang, Beijing.

Gung thang gdung rabs, in Bod kyi lo rgyus deb ther khag Inga. Lhasa, Bod-ljongs
bod-yig dpe-rnying dpe-skrun-khang. 1990.

Gos lo-tsa-ba gZhon-nu-dpal. Deb ther sngon po. Chengdu, Si-khron mi-rigs dpe-
skrun-khang. 1985.

Nyang Ral-pa-can. Chos ‘byung me tog snying po’i sbrang rtsi’i bcud = mNga’ bdag
nyang gi chos ‘byung (see Meisezahl, R.O. 1985).

BB = Biography of Bo-dong phyogs-las rmam-rgyal. Mgon po rdo rje dpal Idan bla
ma thams cad mkhyen pa phyogs thams cad las rnam par rgyal ba’i zhabs kyi rnam
par thar pa ngo mtshar gyi dga’ ston; printed in sPo-rong pad-ma chos-sdings,
Kathmandu.

BK = Rig-‘dzin rGod-ldem-can. sBas yul mKhan pa lung gi lam yig sa spyad bcas pa;
manuscript of 20 folios available in various versions in the Arun Valley, in
Solu Khumbu and in Kathmandu at the Nepal Research Centre.

NTNa = Ngag-dbang bstan-‘dzin nor-bu. Dus mthar mchos smra ba’i btsun pa
ngag dbang bstan ‘dzin nor bu’i rnam thar ‘chi med bdud rtsi’i rol mtsho’i glegs pa
ma gnyis pa; blockprint, 496 fols. printed at Rongbuk monastery.

NTNbD = Ngag-dbang bstan-‘dzin nor-bu. gCod yul nyon mongs zhi byed kyi bka’
gter bla ma brgyud pa’i rnam thar byin rlabs gter mtsho; blockprint, 158 fols.
printed at Rongbuk monastery.

SH = Ngag-dbang skal-ldan rgya-mtsho. Shel dkar chos ‘byung. History of the “White
Crystal”. Religion and Politics of Southern La stod. Translation and Facsimile
Edition of the Tibetan Text by Pasang Wangdu and Hildegard Diemberger
in Cooperation with Guntram Hazod. 1996. Vienna, Verlag der
Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften.

Sources in Other Languages

Allen, N.1997.”*And the lake drained away’: an essay in Himalayan comparative
mythology”, in Landscape and Mandala. (Ed.) A.W. Macdonald, Delhi, D K.
Printworld, pp. 435-451.



50 Sacred Spaces and Powerful Places in Tibetan Culture

Aris, M. 1978. “Some considerations on the early history of Bhutan”, in Tibetan
Studies. (Eds.) M. Brauen & P. Kvaerne, Ziirich, pp. 5-38.

——.1979. Bhutan: the early history of a Himalayan kingdom. Warminster, Aris &
Phillips.

Aziz, B. 1978. Tibctan Frontier Families. New Delhi, Vikas.

Brauen-Dolma, M. 1985. “Millenarism in Tibetan religion”, in Soundings in Tibetan
Civilization. (Eds.) B.N. Aziz & M. Kapstein, New Delhi, pp. 245-256.

Dargyay, E. & U. Gruber. 1980. Ladakh: Innenansicht eines Landes. Diisseldorf, Koln,
Diederichs.

Das, Sarat Ch. 1902. Journey to Lhasa and Central Tibet. London.

Diemberger, H. 1991. “Lhakama [lha bka’ ma] and khandroma [mkha’ ‘gro ma]
- on sacred ladies of Beyul Khenbalung [sBas yul mKhan pa lung]”, in Tibetan
history and language. Studies in honour of Geza Uray. (Ed.) E. Steinkellner,
Vienna, Arbeitskreis fiir Tibetische und Buddhistische Studien, pp. 137-153.

——.1993. “Gangla tshechu, Beyul Khenbalung, Pilgrimage to hidden valleys,
sacred mountains and springs of life water in southern Tibet and eastern
Nepal”, in Anthropology of Tibet and the Himalaya. (Eds.) C. Ramble & M.
Brauen, Ziirich, Volkerkundemuseum der Universitit Ziirich, pp. 60-72.

——. & G. Hazod. 1997. “Animal sacrifices and Mountain deities in Southern
Tibet: mythology, rituals and politics”, in Les habitants du toit du monde. (Eds.)
S.Karmay & P. Sagant. Nanterre, Société d’Ethnologie.

Dhondup, K. & Tashi Tsering. 1979. “Samdhing Dorjee Phagmo - Tibet’s Only
Female Incarnation”, Tibetan Review, 14:8, pp. 11-17.

Firer-Haimendorf, C. von. 1975. Himalayan traders. London, ]J. Murray.

Goldstein, M.C. 1971. “Taxation and the structure of a Tibetan village”, Central
Asiatic Journal, 15, pp. 1-27.

Gyatso, J. 1985. “The development of the gcod tradition”, in Soundings of Tibetan
Civilization. (Eds.) B.N. Aziz & M. Kapstein, New Delhi, 320-341.

——.1987. “Down with the demoness. Reflections on a feminine ground in Tibet”,
in Feminine Ground. (Ed.) ].D. Willis, New York, Snow Lion Publication, pp.
33-52.

Haarh, E. 1969. The Yar-lun Dynasty. Kopenhagen, G.E.C. Gads Forlag.

Hazod, G. 1996. “The yul-lha gsol of mTsho yul. On the relation between the
mountain and the lake in the context of the ‘land god ritual’ of Phoksumdo
(North-western Nepal)”, in Reflexions of the Mountain. Essays on the History
and Social Meaning of the Mountain Cult in Tibet and the Himalaya. (Eds.) A. M.
Blondeau & E. Steinkellner, Vienna, Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie
der Wissenschaften, pp. 91-111.

——. Forthcoming. “bKra shis ‘od ‘bar. On the history of the religious protector
of the Bo dong pa”, in Tibetan Studies, PIATS Graz 1995.

Houston, G. 1975. “The centre of the Tibetan empire”, The Tibet Socicty Bulletin,
9, pp- 31-39.

Karmay, S. 1975. “A General Introduction to the History and Doctrines of Bon”.
Memoirs of the Toyo Bunko, 33, pp. 171-218.



Machig Zhama’s Recovery 51

——.1987. “L’ame et la turquoise: un rituel tibetain”, Ritucls himalayens, (numero
special de:) I’Ethnographie, 100-101, pp. 97-130.

——. 1992. “A pilgrimage to Kongpo Bon-ri”, in Tibetan Studies, PIATS, Narita
1989. (Eds.) S. Ihara & Z. Yamaguchi, Narita, Naritasan Shinshoji, pp. 527-
536.

——.& Ph.Sagant, 1987. “La place du rang dans la maison Sharwa (Amdo
Ancien)”, in Architecture Milieu et Société en Himalaya. (Eds.) D. Blamont & G.
Toffin, Meudon, C.N.R.S,, pp. 229-260.

Lo Bue, E. 1994. “A case of mistaken identity: Ma gcig labs sgron and Ma gcig
zha ma”, In Tibetan Studies, PIATS Fagernes 1992. (Ed.) Per Kvaerne, Oslo,
The Institute for Comparative Research in Human Culture, pp. 481-490.

Meisezahl, R.O. 1985. Dic grofie Geschichte des Tibetischen Buddhismus nach alter
Tradition. rNying ma chos ‘byung chen mo. Faksimilic Edition dcr Berliner
Handschrift des Geschichtsbuches Chos ‘byung me tog snying po'i sbrang rtsi’i
bcud, verfaft von Nyang Ral pa can (1136-1204). St.Augustin, VGH
Wissenschaftsverlag.

Nebesky-Wojkowitz, R. de. 1955. Wo Berge Gotter sind. Stuttgart.

——. 1975. Oracles and Demons of Tibet. Graz, Akademie Verlag.

Petech, L. 1990. Central Tibet and the Mongols. Rome, ISMEO.

Ramble, Ch. 1993. “Rule by play in southern Mustang”, in Anthropology of Tibet
and the Himalaya. (Eds.) C. Ramble & M. Brauen, Ziirich, Volkerkun-
demuseum der Universitat Ziirich, 287-301.

Roerich, G.N. 1979 [1949]. The Blue Annals. Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass.

Sagant, P. 1990. “Les tambours de Nyi shang (Népal): rituel et centralisation
politique”, in Tibet, civilization ct société. Paris, Editions de la fondation Singer
Polignac, pp. 151-170.

Schicklgruber, Ch. 1992. “Grib: on the significance of the term in a socio-religious
context”, in Tibetan Studies, PLIATS, Narita 1989. (Eds.) S.Thara & Z. Yamaguchi,
Narita, Naritasan Shinshoji, pp. 723-734.

Stein, R.A. 1972. Tibetan Civilization. Stanford, University Press.

Tucci, G. 1949. Tibetan Painted Scrolls. Rome, Libreria dello stato.

——. 1956. To Lhasa and beyond. Rome, Libreria dello stato.

Waddell, L.A. 1895. The Buddhism of Tibet, or Lamaism. London.

Walsh, E.H. 1902. “Elective Government in the Chumbi Valley”, Proceedings of
the Asiatic Society of Bengal. New Series 2, 303-308.

Wylie, T.V. 1962. The Geography of Tibet according to the ‘Dzam gling rgyas bshad.
Roma, IsMEO.



3

The Mon-pa revisited: In search of Mon

Francoise Pommaret

Introduction

he name Mon-pa or Mon is widely used in Tibetan culture to designate

various groups of people who have in fact little in common. (Some Indian
authors use the spelling Memba while the Chinese also use Menba or Moinba.)
The term might be related to the term “Man” 434 used in Chinese literature and
which globally designates “the barbarians” of the south. M. Aris writes: “It is
applied by the Chinese to several ‘barbarian’ groups related to the Ch’iang,
including the people of rGyal-rong. The term is found in Tibetan texts of the 8th
and 9th centuries in the form of Mon and Mong, and thereafter it is applied to all
kinds of groups throughout the Himalayas with whom the Tibetans came into
contact. The term lost any specificity it might once have had and came to mean
little more than ‘southern or western mountain-dwelling, non-Indian,

7 711

non-Tibetan barbarian’.

The Bod rgya tshig mdzod chen mo (Beijing, 1985, p. 2123) gives the following
definition for Mon-pa: “Small group of people whose language and religion are
of Tibetan origin, living in a southern region, close to Bhutan and living off
agriculture, handicrafts and hunting.”

In Ladakh, Mon denotes a group of sedentary musicians situated low in the
social hierarchy.? In the eastern Himalayas and southern Tibet, which will be the
context of this paper, Mon-pa is a name given to different groups living in parts
of Arunachal Pradesh, Bhutan and the extreme south of Tibet.? These groups, of
which an in-depth study has yet to be carried out, have many social and cultural
affinities but their linguistic links have been ascertained only to a limited extent.*

The problem of the term Mon is vast, but it could be said that it applies
generally to various groups of Tibetan or Tibeto-Burmese origin living in the
southern part of the Tibetan world, and that the term has been, for the Tibetans,
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often associated in the past with the notion of being non-Buddhist, and therefore
non-cultured, even if in the course of history these populations became Buddhist.
It could be taken therefore as a generic term rather than a specific population
name, but as we will see in this paper, this guideline has to be qualified.

To further complicate the matter, some of the ancient names given to Bhutan
by the Tibetans were Mon-yul, “the Land of Mon”, JHo Mon, “the Southern
Land of Mon”, and IHo Mon kha-bzhi, “The Southern Mon Country of Four
Approaches”. However, one should not in this case take the term Mon as referring
to a particular population, but rather to the geographic location and ancient
cultural set-up of Bhutan vis-a-vis Tibet, before it fell under the influence of
Tibet’s great “civilized” Buddhist culture.

Here, as we shall see, one encounters an aspect of the culture of central Tibet
which has not been addressed much so far: a certain condescending and despising
attitude towards the surrounding regions which did not, in the eyes of the central
Tibetans, reach what they considered to be the epitome of culture. This attitude
could, in modern terms, be compared with a “colonialist” attitude, although
this appellation would certainly call for elaborate comments and qualification.

Interestingly, there is another group, whose members are viewed with the
same condescending attitude, who also live on the southern fringes of the Tibetan
world and whose name also means “barbarians”. These are the Klo-pa, sometimes
called Kla-klo;’ in Pinyin, Lo ba, and also curiously spelt Lhon ba in some Chinese
writings. This term was the Tibetan translation of the Sanskrit mleccha which
was applied in India to non-Aryan, non-Hindu populations.® With Mon-pa and
Klo-pa, we are faced with two similar concepts concerning populations which
are excluded by dominant cultures. Moreover, in the context of this article, both
the Mon-pa and the Klo-pa inhabit the south-eastern part of the Tibetan world,
which does not facilitate our task of trying to understand who these people
were and are. Indeed, these terms may have covered different realities according
to different historical periods.

We will first examine the Mon-pa of south-central Bhutan before considering
the problem of the ethnonym, identity and space “markers” of the Mon-pa
vis-a-vis those of the Klo-pa.

The Mon-pa of South-Central Bhutan

A group of people called Mon-pa by the Bhutanese, live in the jungle of
south-central Bhutan and apparently have no obvious link with the Mon-pa
further east. In fact, in Bhutan today, they are the only group called Mon-pa (the
people of the Merak and Sakteng valleys in the extreme east, who are classified
as Mon-pa by some authors, are not given this name by the Bhutanese, but are
known by another generic and confusing term, ‘brog-pa, which means “herders,
pastoralists”). To add to the confusion, the Merak and Sakteng people are called
“Brami” by the Eastern Bhutanese (Sharchopkha/Tsangla speakers), and they
are extremely close geographically, culturally and linguistically to a small group
called Dagpa, also living in extreme Easter Bhutan and in the Tawang region of
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Arunachal Pradesh.” Although apparently a little far from our topic of the
moment, the question of ethnonyms is ultimately one of the most important in
this context.

The Mon-pa who presently concern us live in the southern part of the central
district of Tongsa, close to the town of Shemgang. It is considered “wild country”
even by Bhutanese standards because of the absence of easy access to this area
and the dense semi-tropical forest which covers most of the region. These Mon-pa
might have occupied the whole region at some point of their history, but today
they are concentrated in the villages of Rukha in the south of Wangdiphodrang
district, Wangling, Bjanbi, Phumzur and Reti® in Tongsa district and Surey in
Sarpang district. Their exact number is not known but it cannot exceed 3,000
people. In two of these villages, Reti and Surey, they share the space with Northern
Bhutanese (today called ‘Brug-pa’) and Southern Bhutanese (people of Nepalese
descent). Another village, Nyimshong, also under Tongsa district, is said to be
populated by people who were originally Mon-pa but the villagers deny this,
perhaps because being labelled “Mon-pa” still carries a pejorative connotation.
The traditional name for the region encompassing the whole of Shemgang district,
the south of Tongsa district and parts of Mongar and Sarpang districts is Khyeng,
which is populated by people who speak Khyengkha, a language closely related
to Bumthangkha.

If one considers the geographical position of these settlements, it is interesting
to note that they are situated roughly at the cardinal points around the central
non-Mon-pa village of Nabji (Mna’-sbis).!’ This village, located on a fertile plateau
surrounded by deep forests and, until the early 1990s, difficult to reach, is
considered the heart of a “hidden country” (sbas-yul). A stone pillar called the
“oath-pillar” (1nna’-rdo) stands in the temple of the village. The story goes that,
in the 8th century A.D., an oath was taken on this pillar by Sendha/Sindu Raja,
the King of Bumthang (the central region of Bhutan), Na’'o-che, a King in India
and Padmasambhava. Padmasambhava had the two kings swear that they would
no longer wage war against each other, but the story also refers to the conversion
of Bumthang to Buddhism by Padmasambhava. Nabji is therefore a sacred place.
It became a “hidden country” which, according to Bhutanese historians, was
rediscovered in the 15th century by the gter-ston (“discoverer of hidden
treasures”) mChog-ldan mGon-po, the second incarnation of the gter-ston rDo-rje
gling-pa (1346-1405) and a contemporary of the gter-ston Padma gling-pa
(1450-1515). Both religious figures lived in the region of Bumthang, which
subsequently developed close religious and economic ties with Nabji.

According to the local story, Nabji was populated by people who migrated
from Bumthang after Nabji was “rediscovered”. The neighbouring forests are
still winter grazing grounds for herds of cattle coming from the colder region of
Bumthang. The village, consisting of 54 houses, is situated on a large cultivated
plateau above the river. In stark contrast, the Mon-pa villages are located in the
midst of thick jungle with small patches of land cleared for cultivation.
Traditionally, their houses were made mainly of bamboo mats and on stilts. In
the late 1980s, with the development of communications and road infrastructure,
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the Mon-pa started to build houses that are more mainstream Bhutanese, that is,
whose architecture is closer to the style of the central valleys.

All routes leading to Nabji go through Mon-pa settlements and their positions
to the north, south, west, and east of this village make the Mon-pa, in the words
of the Nabji people, “the entrance-keepers of the hidden country” (sbas-yul
sgo-srung)." In this context, one may also recollect that IHo Mon kha-bzhi, “the
Southern Mon country of Four Approaches” (kha: “mouths”), is one of the ancient
names of Bhutan. The “Four Approaches” are Kha-gling in the east,
dPag-bsam-kha in the south, brDa-gling-kha in the west and sTag-rtse-kha in
the north. This wild country with four entrances seems to present, albeit on a
much larger scale, the same scheme as that of our Mon country of south-central
Bhutan. '

For most Bhutanese, these Mon-pa are considered the original people of the
country. C.T. Dorji writes: “The original inhabitants of Bhutan are the Monpas, a
Mongoloid stock who lived in the dense forests of the Southern Himalayas.”*?
They have the reputation of being savage people who are not really Buddhist
and who live in inhospitable jungles which are difficult to pass through from
June to September. This description would fit very well with the traditional
definition of the Mon-pa and with their function as “entrance-keepers”. And
the image of a mandala of which Nabji would be the centre comes to mind.

I travelled with a Bhutanese colleague to the Mon-pa village of Phumzur in
1991, following the old route linking Nabji to Bumthang."’ Except for the British
botanist George Sherriff who went to Nabji in 1937, but did not record any
description of the people, it seems that no other foreigner has travelled this route
and no documentation is available on these Mon-pa. Described as “very difficult”
by Bhutanese officials, the path must, in fact, be rather impracticable during the
monsoon because of the mud, the leeches and the shaky tree trunks that serve as
“bridges” across creeks and which must get washed away. The first four hours’
walk from Nabji (1,300 m.) to Lepgang (1,600 m.), the first Mon-pa settlement
consisting of three to four houses, is not difficult. The trail passes through dense
semi-tropical forest with an undergrowth of cardamom, giant stinging nettles
and cannabis plants. According to Bhutanese tradition, this was the route taken
by Padmasambhava when he came from Nepal to Bumthang at the request of
the King of Bumthang and testimonies of his passage are kept alive in the local
tradition. A flat stone in a clearing of the forest bears the mark of
Padmasambhava’s magical dagger, which he used to subdue a demoness. From
Lepgang, it takes barely one hour and a half to reach Phumzur. The trail first
descends before climbing along a precipitous cliff on top of which is perched the
small village of Phumzur (1,550 m.). This cliff—which dominates the Mangde
river, which itself creates a gorge—is a holy place. According to local tradition,
Padmasambhava was the first to open the way to Phumzur by way of this cliff.
It is called Ugyen Dra (O-rgyan-brag), “the rock of Padmasambhava”, because
the saint is believed to have meditated there, and one of the rocks bears the
imprint of his head.

From Phumzur, the path goes down steeply for one hour through a very
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thick semi-tropical forest and at 950 m., crosses the Remdichu river. At the
confluence of the Remdichu and the Mangdechu river, there is a stone
construction which appears to be the pier of a bridge. The placeis called rDo-zam,
the “Stone Bridge”, and a local story says that Padmasambhava wanted to build
a bridge there for the benefit of the Mon-pa. He requested fire from Mon-pa
women who were in the forest. The women refused and accompanied their refusal
with obscene gestures. Padmasambhava decided that the place was not worth
his effort and continued to Bumthang. However, he made the Mon-pa
“entrance-keepers of the hidden country” of Nabji.

After a gentle half-hour climb up to 1,100 m., the landscape, changing
drastically, becomes much more open with occasional ‘Brug-pa farmhouses, and
the path, now more or less level, goes on for four hours through Chir pine (Pinus
roxburghii) forest. The motorable road from Tongsa to Galeyphug in the south is
clearly visible on the other side of the Mangdechu river which is crossed by a
suspension bridge at Langthey. From there, in an hour and a half by car, one
reaches Tongsa.

The Mon-pa village of Phumzur consists of 13 houses which are spread along
the plateau that slopes gently up from the cliff edge. Some are built partly of
stones with bamboo mat roofing, while others are still made completely of
bamboo and are built on stilts. An open-air platform on stilts, a common feature
in south-central and Eastern Bhutan, serves as the entrance and the area where
household activities take place.

We stayed in what is considered the best house in the village, that of the
village head, the “pchipoen” (spyi-dpon). It had only two rooms: a large kitchen
which doubled as family-room and bedroom, and a smaller room, described by
the house owner as “clean”, which is given to guests. In other parts of highland
Bhutan, this room would be the chapel, but here there were no religious objects,
nor little else. The large room contained a back-strap loom where fabrics made
of nettle (Girardinia Palmata, Urticaceae) fibres are still woven to be made into
sturdy bags. In the past, Mon-pa clothing was made of these nettle fabrics, but
nowadays, the costume of the Mon-pa does not differ from that of other
Bhutanese: woollen and cotton “gho” for men and “kira” for women.

Many kinds of rattan and bamboo baskets, which the Mon-pa weave for
themselves and sell to supplement their income, were also stored in the large
room. While talking to us, the house owner continued weaving a big basket. The
fields that surround the houses are small and their main crops are wheat, millet
and maize. The Mon-pa grow very little rice and it is considered a luxury which
has to be bought. The staple diet is a porridge of wheat, millet or maize, and
“karan”, maize mixed with rice, a dish which is also found in Eastern Bhutan. It
seems that the only vegetable they grow is chilli pepper. and they have a few
banana trees near the houses. Gathering in the jungle supplies them with plants
which they use as vegetables, either fresh or dried: young fronds of ferns
(Pteridium aquilium and Osmanda japonica), the inner part of banana stems, wild
cabbage (Pandanus sp., Pandanaceae), rattan buds (Calamus sp., Palmae), orchids
(especially the Cymbidium grandiflorunt), mushrooms and other plants that they
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know are edible.”” They are fond of chewing “doma”, betel and areca nut, butdo
not drink much alcohol. They obtain cooking oil from an oil nut tree of the genus
Lindera (Lauraceae). Tea leaves of the Camclia sinensis were unknown and for
tea, until recently, they used the leaves of a particular species of mistletoe, Serrula
clata, as in many other regions of Bhutan.

The Mon-pa are renowned for their knowledge of vegetable dyes and we
arrived just as the women of the family were preparing indigo colour by boiling
the leaves of Strobilanthus cusia (Acanthaceae), commonly called “ Assam Indigo”.

The Mon-pa do not keep cows or pigs, but do raise chickens. This is due to
the recent religious influence of Pepung Khyentse (dPal-spungs mKhyen-brtse)
Rinpoche, a rNying-ma-pa lama from Bumthang who visits the region regularly.
In the past, not only did the Mon-pa kill cows and pigs, they also hunted in the
forest with bamboo bows and arrows, activities very much frowned upon by
the devoted Buddhist Bhutanese. The allegiance of the Mon-pa to Buddhism
seems to be no older than a generation and is rather nominal, although they
know the Buddhist places in their area associated with Padmasambhava. There
is no lama resident in the village and the most important figure appears to be
the “pawo” (dpa’-bo), also called “phajo” (pha-jo). This intercessor does divination,
gives counsel and identifies the causes of sickness or calamities by going into a
trance, being possessed by the local deity whom he worships. Pawos are found
all over Bhutan but, here, in the absence of any Buddhist representative, his role
and influence are crucial in village life.

Mon-pa marry inside their community but find their partners in other
villages. Marriages between ‘Brug-pa and Mon-pa are rare and not welcomed
by either side, although intermarriages may be expected in the future as Mon-pa
children start going to school and become educated.'®

The Mon-pa call themselves Mon-pa and their language Monkha. I was told
that it was very different from any other language in Bhutan and my
Khyengkha-speaking colleague could not understand it. However, a short inquiry
using a list of thirty words showed a correspondence with Khyengkha vocabulary.
The linguist G. van Driem classifies Monkha, which he calls ‘Olekha, under “other
Tibeto-Burman languages”, without being more precise. He notes that “the
language is called Monkha by speakers of Khyengkha and Nyenkha and is known
in Dzongkha as Monkha or ‘Olekha. There are two main dialects of ‘Olekha.”"”

The short span of my stay in Phumzur (a day and a night) did not allow me
to study the kinship patterns, the social organization or the religious practices
and myths of the Mon-pa. Such studies would give us a more complete picture
of their society than my impressionistic observations.

What was very striking was the humble attitude and self-deprecating manner
that these Mon-pa adopted when they spoke about themselves. This, of course,
could be due partly to the norms of politeness shown to people sent by the central
government, but somehow the gentleness with which the comments were made
gave them a tone of sincerity and seemed to reveal a real feeling of inferiority.
Besides saying they were dirty, they apologized for the simplicity of their houses
and food, and their lack of knowledge of the world beyond their forests and of
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Buddhist rituals. Derogatory comments about oneself are a common form of
politeness among Tibetans and Bhutanese and should not usually be taken for
more than that. However, in the case of these Mon-pa, they compared themselves
to the other Bhutanese, the ‘Brug-pa, whom they regarded as cultured, living in
a more tamed and man-made environment, and good Buddhists. These Mon-pa
were thus speaking about themselves using all the clichés that the ‘Brug-pa apply
to them. However, one hardly needs to point out that, in fact, these Mon-pa
have a culture of their own, including a great knowledge of the forest which has
allowed them to survive in this difficult environment. They knew how to utilize
and transform the products available to them and, except for salt, they have
been totally self-reliant.

But in Tibet and Bhutan, Buddhism and the culture which derives from it is
the term of reference for “civilization” and the Mon-pa of south-central Bhutan
know they do not really belong to it. They seem to feel that it is partly their fault
as they did not welcome Padmasambhava, although they take pride in their role
as “entrance-keepers of a hidden country”.

The question of the identity of the Mon-pa of south-central Bhutan is not yet
solved. Their migration is not recorded in historical texts, which may mean that
they arrived in Bhutan in proto-historic times. The origin of ‘Olekha, “the
language of the ‘Ole”, one of the Dzongkha names of their language, has not yet
been researched and one does not know if these Mon-pa remember their original
name, or if they had one. Nevertheless, they are the only people called by that
name in Bhutan.

As mentioned previously, one of the ancient names of Bhutan was Mon-yul,
“Land of Mon”, but, as we have seen, the term Mon in the Tibetan cultural context
seems too generic to be related to a specific population, which means that the
old name of Bhutan may not relate to these particular Mon-pa. However, could
they be one of the original tribes of the country as the Bhutanese historians, C.T.
Dorji and Lopon Nado," among others, claim them to be?

In this rather shifting context, at least two possible hypotheses could be
envisaged:

—These Mon-pa belonged to an early first wave of Khyengpa migrants who
were not converted to Buddhism. However, G. van Driem’s linguistic survey
does not favour this explanation.

—They could also, indeed, be among the first people of Bhutan, who arrived in
proto-historic times and were pushed at a later stage into this remote and forested
area by later and more powerful northern migrants who applied the term of
“Mon-pa” to them.

These hypotheses must remain as such until thorough anthropological and
linguistic research, as well as comparative studies with other Tibeto-Burman
populations of the whole region, is carried out.

The Mon-pa of south-central Bhutan lead us to the more general issue of the

term Mon-pa which we will now address in the context of Tibet and its southern
fringes.
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|dentity and Terminology in Southern Tibet and Bhutan

As mentioned in the introduction, Mon-pa was a name given to various groups
living in parts of Indian Arunachal Pradesh, Bhutan and the south of Tibet, but
also to some groups of Eastern Tibet. Today this has not changed much, except
that Mon-pa has also become the specific name of a nationality living in the
Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR), in present day Mon-yul, Me-tog
(Padma-bkod) and sMan-gling (Mi lin) county in Kong-po.”

The Mon-pa of south-central Bhutan are not the only population to hold the
ambiguous position of non-Buddhist guardians of a Buddhist holy place and to
have, for the Tibetans, an identity of barbarian jungle dweller. The Klo-pa also
correspond to these characteristics, and this adds to the complexity of trying to
define them vis-a-vis the Mon-pa in this region of south-east Tibet.

The Klo-pa

The Klo-pa or IHo-ba, as they are now designated, are found today in Dwags-po
(rTsa-ri), sMan-gling county in Kong-po, sPo-bo, and IHo-yul in the TAR. This
geographic distribution will be examined later in the light of the historical texts.

The feared Lopa (Klo-pa) or Lalo (Kla-klo) were the guardians of the holy
mountain of rTsa-ri in southern Dwags-po (south-east Tibet).* Based on an
informant’s story, R. de Nebesky-Wojkowitz provided a short description of the
pilgrimage and of the people inhabiting the region: “This pilgrimage is regarded
as a rather dangerous undertaking, mainly because the Tibetans, though usually
travelling in big groups, are often attacked on their journey through the
Himalayan valleys by bands of tribal people living in this area who are called in
Tibetan collectively Klo pa or Kla klo. According to the altitudes at which the Kia
klo live, the Tibetans distinguish between the Kha klo, the tribesmen inhabiting
the higher regions... and the gTing klo, who mainly occupy the bottoms of the
valleys... The attacks on the Tibetans are mainly carried out by the gTing klo...
[They] go nearly naked... They are armed with long bows, and they poison their
arrows, dipping the point—before the missile is shot off into poison carried
in a small horn at the hip. Their food consists mainly of rice, maize, and the meat
of pigs which they raise in their villages. They also eat rats roasted on a bamboo
spike over a fire and worms ...”*

The aristocrat lady, Dorje Yudon Yuthok, who made the pilgrimage to rTsa-ri
in 1944, described the people that she called the Lobas living on the gling-skor,
the longest pilgrimage route around the mountain: “The area around the holy
mountain was inhabited by a primitive race of people called the Lobas. Though
they officially were subjects of the Tibetan Government and were nominally
Buddhists, they would not submit to government authority. In many ways they
were uncivilized and undisciplined. They did not wear any clothes except a
small piece of cloth just large enough to cover their sex organs. The Loba men
always carried knives as well as bows and poisoned arrows. They were said to
eat insects ...”?
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As for the written tradition, it propagated the same ideas. S. Karmay writes
that in the Bon-po gZer-mig—which he ascribes to the 11th century—the regions
of Dwags-po, Nyang-po and Kong-po are presented as being inhabited by a
barbaric population and he quotes these comments: “The people of Dagpo eat
frogs and even snakes; those of Nyangpo are carnivorous and those of Kongpo
donotrefrain from incest between brother and sister, and murder between uncle
and nephew...”?

Kong-po is also a sacred place for the Bon-po, with the mountain of Bon-ri
and other places associated with gShen-rab mi-bo. This might also have added
to its reputation as a region of darkness in the eyes of the Buddhist.

The age-old clichés are still alive today. In China’s Tibet, a recent article on
“The Use of Poison in Tibet” stated as such: “While acts of poisoning have long
been a problem world-wide, in the past, the criminal act was especially rampant
in the Nyingchi (formerly Gongbo) area of Tibet.”** While travelling to Kong-po
and Dwags-po in October 1995, I was told by my guide, who was a devout
Buddhist from Lhasa, that his mother had rituals performed so that he would
not fall prey to poisoners or sorcerers from these regions.

Today, the Chinese prefer to translate what is now the name of the Lo ba
(also written IHonba, sic.) nationality as “Southerners” (IHo-pa) rather than
“Barbarians” (Klo-pa). They specify that “...they live in the IHonyu [sic.] area to
the Southeast in the Tibetan Autonomous Region. The rest of them are dispersed
in Milin, Mohtuo [sic.], Charyu and Longzi area.”” These places can be identified
as sMan-gling in Kong-po, Me-tog in Padma-bkod, rDza-yul and, finally,
Lhun-rtse near rTsa-ri in Dwags-po, which means that the Lo ba are partly spread
out along the border of Tibet with Indian Arunachal Pradesh. The same
geographical distribution is given in a Chinese article “The historical trade
between the Tibetan and the IHoba people”* where it is stated that the IHoba
lived in IHo-yul, south of Kong-po, Dwags-po and Bomi (sPo-bo) as well as in
rTsa-ri. A short write-up in China’s Tibet says that they live in an area stretching
from Nang to sMan-gling (Mi lin) and that “once considered as savages, the
IHoba were prohibited from living closer to the Yarlung Zangbo river.”” Alonger
article was published in a more recent China’s Tibct,* this time on “The 1Hoba
tribe in Dermo”. Dermo (sTag-mo?) is situated in Medog (Me-tog) county, also
known in the texts as Padma-bkod.

These modern identifications corroborate the various but relatively few
mentions of this population that are found in historical texts under different
spellings.

In an edict from the Fifth Dalai Lama dated 1680, there are mentions of the
“White-mouthed, Black-mouthed and Striped-mouthed Klo (-pa).”? This text is
not very explicit on the location of their country but it appears to be somewhere
between India and Tibet, close to Mon. The edict speaks of “those Indians and
inhabitants of the Klo country who have turned to our government.”%®

The 1789 Discourse on India of ‘Jigs-med gling-pa provides us with a short
description of this region: “In rocky mountains where the Eastern borders of
Assam come to an end [there live] the [tribes] of the Klo [-pa] called Khaptra
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(Kha khra) and Gidu (Ghri-dho) whose sons cut off the heads of their mothers as
wedding gifts for their brides when they get married.”*

The ‘Dzam gling rgyas bshad, written in 1820, also mentions the Klo-pa. It
describes them as the inhabitants of the lower valleys of Bya-yul, a region east of
mTsho-sna,* but also in rTsa-ri—where they are called Klo-mi skya-sdeng®—
and live south and west of the sPo-bo region. T. Wylie adds in a note that the
Klo-pa people are divided into three large groups, the Klo dkar-po (White Klo),
the Klo nag-po (Black Klo) and the Klo bkra-pa (Variegated Klo). The Klo dkar-po
occupy the lower regions of rTsa-ri and Padma-bkod, the Klo nag-po are south
of them, and the Klo bkra-pa are to the east across the gTsang-po. As for the Klo
bkra-pa, Lama Sherap Gyatsho says “Lo Tawa means striped IHobas.”*

mKhyen-brtse’s Guide to the Holy Places of Central Tibet,* dated 1892, notes
that Glo—and it is this spelling which is used in this text—touches the region of
sPo-bo, and L. Petech adds an editorial note that “Glo ba or Blo ba, Lopa of the
Europeans, is the name given by the Tibetans to the tribes of the southern slopes
of the Eastern Himalaya: Aka, Miri, Dafla, Mishmi, Abor.” Li Jianshang quotes
two British explorers, Bartley and Darton, who travelled from Assam to
south-east Tibet in the 19th century and he identifies the Abor and the Mishmi
populations encountered by these explorers as lHo ba.* The botanist F.
Kingdon-Ward, who led expeditions in southern Tibet in 1924, offers the same
conclusion after his encounter with the “Lopas” near the curve of the gTsang-po:
“Most interesting of all were three Lopas, as the Tibetans call the most surly
savage and benighted of the Assam tribes. These dwarfs (they stood less than 5
feet high) had come twenty-five marches to buy salt and were evidently the folk
we call Abors...For ornament, these Lopas wear bead and chain necklaces and
large hollow silver ear-rings, like a black collar-stud, the size of a half crown
and an inch through. A short chopping knife is carried in a basket sheath around
the waist, and a bamboo bow with bamboo string and poisoned arrows.”%

In October 1995, I travelled to Kong-po and went to a village near Glu-har,
on the right bank of the gTsang-po, which is partly inhabited by small groups of
“Loba”. These families told us that they consider the populations of the Indian
Arunachal Pradesh, which are just the other side of the border, as identical to
them and that their languages are mutually intelligible.

From all this information, we can conclude that the ancient locations of the
Klo-pa correspond to places in present-day Indian Arunachal Pradesh and, in
the TAR, to locations of the nationality called Lo ba, IHo ba or IHon ba by the
Chinese and IHo-pa in modern Tibetan spelling. They also allow us to establish
that different spellings and especially IHo-pa or IHo ba, were used as equivalent
to Klo-pa. The former seems to be the only “politically correct” one today. These
alternative spellings are interesting as they imply a semantic change: from
“Barbarians”, this population becomes “Southerners”.

Klo-pa and Mon-pa

When they are described by a “cultured” Buddhist person, the Klo-pa seem to
be qualified by the same stereotypes that we have seen in the introduction of
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this paper, which applied to the Mon-pa in general:* savage, wary of outsiders,
and living in thick forest—an untamed environment of which they possess a
great knowledge, traditionally subsisting not as farmers but rather
hunter-gatherers, eating wild plants. According to C. Ramble’s analysis, their
milieu and way of life do not appeal to Tibetans: “Savage nature does not
represent an ideal state to the Tibetan mind. It may even be said that part of the
aspiration of Tibetan religious ideology is to eliminate wilderness by subjugating
it. An image that is sometimes used to express this process is that of cultivation...
But this remains only an image, because uncultivated nature too may be seen as
tame once it has been included within the sphere of Buddhist (or Bon) influence.
The paradigm of nature so converted is the gnas, the sacred site.”?

These comments are also valid in the Bhutanese context. Given their
environment and way of life, the Mon-pa of south-central Bhutan fit perfectly
the definition—or clichés—that the dominant culture assigns to the generic term
Klo-pa or Mon-pa. It was only natural that their position on the fringes of the
sacred site of Nabji associated with Padmasambhava gave them the role of
“entrance-keepers” who have to be fierce in order to discourage the non-faithful
from entering the “hidden country”. Thus, the pejorative marker assigned to
them was transformed into a positive quality and became inherent to their
function. Toni Huber describes the same transformation of the Klo-pa of rTsa-ri,
who are “barbarians” but also became embodiments of deities.®

When speaking about the Klo-pa, T. Huber says that “[their] identities as
Klo-pa were indigenous ethnic classifications, some of the ‘markers’ for which
were generic for southern borderland people and of long historical standing.”*!
However, because it is not the focus of his study and perhaps because he includes
the Mon-pa in the “borderland people”, T. Huber does not compare these markers
with those of the Mon-pa and it is difficult to see what makes them more Klo-pa
than Mon-pa, except for the obviously important fact that that is what they are
called by the Tibetans.

As for the different ethnic groups (Adi [=Dafla], Bangni, Miji, Sulung, Aka)
living in Indian Arunachal Pradesh south of Tibet, they are called Klo-pa by the
Tibetans and “Gidu” by the Mon-pa of the Tawang region in western Arunachal
Pradesh, a term already recorded by ‘Jigs-med gling-pa;* this means that there
is an indigenous distinction between them and the Mon-pa. This distinction is
also made by the Chinese modern classification which includes the Men ba
(Moinba) and the Lo ba (IHon ba) nationalities.®

The Tibetan historical text of the 16th century, the mKhas pa’i dga’ ston, noted
the existence of the Loyul and Monyul regions, but called them both borderland
regions.*

The 1680 edict from the Fifth Dalai Lama, which has been mentioned earlier,
clearly separates Mon from Klo, but also from Tibet and India: “[The following]
is proclaimed to all, to the broad nations of the world in general and [in particular]
to the large and small districts of Himavat within the sphere of Tibet and the
Great Tibet; the sacred land of India; the eastern, western, upper and lower

[regions] of Mon to the south; the White-mouthed, the Black-mouthed and
Striped-mouthed Klo [-pa].”*
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It must be recalled here that the term ‘Brug-gzhung, which designates Bhutan,
dates only from the time of the unification of the country by the Zhabs-drung
Ngag-dbang rnam-rgyal in the 17th century. Until that time, and still today
through a kind of poetic licence, Bhutan was called IHo Mon or IHo Mon kha-bzhi.

The term Mon is almost always associated with the term IHo, “south”, as
we have noted in the case of Bhutan, which is one of the meanings that the
modern Tibetan author, Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin explores in an article related to the
chapter on Mon-gling of the Ge-sar epic. In this article, he surveys the meanings
of the term Mon in Tibetan historical literature.* The Mon country is understood
in all the literature as located in the south of Tibet and Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin
adds that, nowadays, what is called Mon-yul extends from mTsho-sna rDzong
in the north, to Assam in India in the south; and from Bhutan in the west, to
‘Od-thang in the east. He also says that what was called Mon-yul in ancient
times was a region that encompassed parts of what is now IHo-yul and rDza-yul,¥
elaborating further by explaining that the Mon-yul of yore comprised what is
today not only Mon-yul but also IHo-yul, rDza-yul, Bhutan and Sikkim #

As for the Mon people, the Tibetan author quotes the rGya bod yig tshang,
which says that there were three Mon-pa races: the Mon-pa themselves, the
people of Mi-nyag who are at the border of Tibet and China, and the people of
Kong-po.* This seems to show that the term Mon-pa was a generic term as well
as the name of a specific population. But in another article® based on the Mon pa
rigs kyi lo rgyus, which itself is a summary of different historical texts, Chab-dga’
rta-mgrin writes that the Mon-pa race descended, like the Tibetan race, from the
union of the demoness and the monkey who was an emanation of Avalokite$vara;
he adds that, in fact, Mon-pa was just a clan name of some of their descendants
and that the people from the region of IHo Mon kha-bzhi who went from Tibet
to IHo Mon a long time ago, are only the descendants of this lineage/clan.*
Therefore, interestingly enough, Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin brings us back to Bhutan.
He quotes the rGyal rabs gsal ba’i mc long, from which it is clear that because the
kings of Mon in the south were of the lineage of Prince gTsang-ma, the Mon-pa
are from the same extraction as the ancient Tibetans and that the country of IHo
Mon took its name from that of the clan of its earlier inhabitants. If we follow
Bhutanese historiography, because of the importance of Prince gTsang-ma—an
emblematic figure of early Bhutanese history who is said to have descended
from the lineage of the Tibetan kings—in this case, Mon designates Bhutan.

Regarding the various races, the Tibetan author quotes the opinion of the
historian dPa’-bo gTsug-lag phreng-ba who thought that Tibetans and Mon-pa
were two different peoples. He associated the Mon-pa and the Klo-pa because
both were living like wild animals and had a different life-style compared to the
Tibetans. If the people of Tibet came from the monkey’s children who had become
men, how is one to explain that the Mon-pa and the Klo-pa had a different life-
style from the Tibetans? A little further on in his article®> Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin
names sites and rivers of Mon-yul which are easily identified as places and rivers
in today’s Bhutan, Indian Arunachal Pradesh and Padma-bkod in the TAR.

The modern Bhutanese historian Lopon Nado, in his chapter on the Mon-pa,
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assimilates them to the Kla-klo (Klo-pa). He remarks that “the Mon pa language
like the Kla klo language is completely different from the language of the central
region.”* This statement is rather curious and one may wonder whether Lopon
Nado means here the heartland of Bhutan or Central Tibet and whether the
Mon-pa language is similar to that of the Kla-klo. He then elaborates further but
his comments do not shed much light on our problem: “The Mon pa, who in the
Buddhist texts are called Kla klo and Klo kha khra, as well as the other people of
Arunachal Pradesh who nowadays are called Nagalendra [?], and the Mon pa
who live in Bhutan, all these populations are similar in physical appearance,
language, clothing and their stupidity in not distinguishing virtuous deeds from
sins. For these reasons, I think there is no doubt that the Mon pa of Bhutan come
from the same race. The real inhabitants of this country were first called IHo pa
and the country 1Ho. As for those who were called Mon pa before the diffusion
of Buddhism, they were not different from the race generally called ‘Brug pa
nowadays and they were the first race.”*

This paragraph is far from clear but Lopon Nado seems to establish a link,
based on ethnic and cultural similarities, between the Mon-pa who live in
south-central Bhutan today, the Mon-pa people who are supposed to have
inhabited Bhutan in the past and the Klo-pa. For him, the latter are an ethnic
group which falls within the broad category of Mon-pa. Earlier in the text, Lopon
Nado explained the etymology of the term Mon by saying that because they
were not Buddhist, the people were in darkness (mun), hence the term Mon.>
Not surprisingly for a monk, he considers that the major criterion for being a
Mon-pa, which he justifies by the etymology, is to be non-Buddhist.

For Nebesky-Wojkowitz, the difference between the Mon-pa and the Kla-klo
amounts to a question of more or less “civilized” compared to mainstream
Tibetans: “The rather vague term Mon is applied to many of the tribes living on
the southern slopes of the Himalaya, between the borders of the Snowy Land
and the northern brim of the Indian plains, and who are regarded by the Tibetans
as more civilized than the ‘savages’, the Kla klo or Klo pa inhabiting the same
area.”*® This view has always been upheld by Western scholars who tended to
regard the Klo-pa as more “savage” than the Mon-pa. In this case, the Mon-pa
would be people of the southern fringes who have become Buddhist, while the
Klo-pa would still be “savage” but, as we have seen, this difference is not accepted
by a modern Bhutanese historian and Nebesky-Wojkowitz himself seems to put
his first statement into question when he speaks of the two branches of the Klo-pa:
“The gTing Klo seem to be identical with the Daflas, one of the main aboriginal
populations of the Assam Himalayas. While the Kha klo, who are already more
Tibetanized, wear coarse dresses similar in their appearance to the Tibetan chu
ba, the gTing klo go nearly naked.”>’

At this point, a series of questions comes to mind. Could there have been, at
some point in the past, assimilation or confusion (made all the more easy by the
more-or-less same geographical area occupied by the Mon-pa and the Klo-pa)
between the IHo of IHo Mon and the Klo of Klo-pa? This assimilation could also
have been based on the old Tibetan view of these southern regions which, for
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them, were populated by barbaric, non-Buddhist peoples living in an ecological
environment that frightened them.

There is no question that today in Tibet, as we have seen, the Mon-pa and
the IHo ba are classified as two nationalities and that they perceive themselves
as being different from each other.

Would it then be possible to identify criteria or markers which qualify a
population as being Mon-pa rather than Klo-pa? Or should we say that the
difference lies mostly in the way they are referred to by surrounding populations
as well as by themselves, and that it is useless to try to find definite markers for
each of them?

It would be interesting to know if any in-depth anthropological studies have
been carried out on these two nationalities in Tibet. Such studies could be the
base for a fruitful comparison, as the Western and Tibetan literature on the subject
is rather sparse and in some ways frustrating.

Conclusion

It is beyond the scope of this article to try to solve the issues related to Mon-pa
and Klo-pa terminology. I would simply like to show that, even for Tibetan and
Bhutanese authors, the question has always been debated, and that Bhutan is an
important, if not always clear link in any attempt to understand this issue; but
also that in the Tibetan symbolic world Mon and Klo are two concepts which are
close to each other, both terms meaning originally “barbarians”, even if they
refer to different peoples.

Furthermore, this issue needs to be qualified because the two articles cited
above from Bod ljongs zhib ‘jug may have been written mindful of the old claim
on Arunachal Pradesh by The People’s Republic of China as well as the
“nationality ideology” of the Chinese, and because the Tibetan terms used by
the modern author might have had other connotations in the past.

Another problem encountered when dealing with written sources is that
historiography and history do not always coincide. It is a well-known issue but
in this shifting context, it further adds to the complexity of the question.

The possibility exists that both Mon-pa and Klo-pa are generic “blanket”
terms, which did not apply to specific people until recently and that, therefore,
there is no need to look for “markers”. This is one solution, but it only partly
solves the problem or rather eludes it unsatisfactorily. If both the terms Klo-pa
or Mon-pa describe “barbarians” living on the southern fringes of the Tibetan
world, non-Buddhist or only marginally Buddhist, from what historical sequences
did these two different names arise? Were there any ethnic or spatial “markers”
that determined this differentiation in the past? And what about populations
that fit this definition but are apparently not covered by either of these two terms?

We know of two such groups: one in Nepal, and one in Bhutan. Their
existence underlines this problem of ethnonyms and markers in relation to the
Mon-pa and the Klo-pa (but unfortunately does not provide any solution).

In Nepal, there is the group called Lalo (Kla-klo), “Barbarians”. They are the
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Thami who live in the district of Doramba in south-east Nepal and are designated
as Lalo by their Tamang neighbours. They are described as non-Buddhist people
living in wild jungle and eating raw vegetables.*®

In Bhutan, there are the IHop™ of the south-western district of Samtse,
commonly known as Doya. The IHop could also be among the first inhabitants
of what is now Bhutan, but proper anthropological study of this group is yet to
be carried out. G. van Driem writes: “In Nepali, the IHop are referred to as Doya.
The 1Hop call themselves IHokpu and refer to their language as IHokputram or
as Ngantram, literally the ‘language’ of the people or of man. IHokpu is more
closely related to the Eastern Kiranti languages of Nepal such as Lohorung or
Limbu than to the Lepcha. Linguistic evidences indicate that the IHokpu were
influenced by some older form of Dzongkha in the distant past, which suggests
that the ]Hokpu were probably the first aboriginal group encountered by the
early ‘Ngalongs’ during their southward expansion in ancient times.”®

It appears that, in the present-day spelling, their name is derived from IHo-pa
which means “people of the south” but one could wonder if at some point, IHo-pa
was not in fact Klo-pa; we have seen earlier that this spelling and semantic shift
happened in Tibet.

The IHop appear to have been in contact with the ‘Brug-pa for a long time,
and might be the descendants of the people called gDung, who were administered
by the gDung gnyer-pa from Paro.®' Their territory was on one of the main cattle
migration routes from the valley of Haa to south-west Bhutan and was in the
vicinity of Sangbe Dzong, one of the halts on the Kalimpong-Paro path, and also
on the trail that goes from Samtsi in south-west Bhutan to the Paro valley. The
IHop may also be linked to the Central Mon-pa of Arunachal Pradesh if we
follow M. Aris who says that “on the evidence of a complex of myths, titles,
place-names and languages, I have identified the eastern branch of the Dung
with the inhabitants of the Mon-yul Corridor.”

Therefore, like the Klo-pa of Tibet, while the IHop seem to fulfil the cultural
and ecological criteria for being called Mon-pa, this term is not applied to them.

At this point, let us recall the central and intricate set of questions still
unsolved: What is a Mon-pa? Who are the Mon-pa? What are the identity
“markers” or the space “markers” that characterize them and differentiate them,
or not, from the Klo-pa, or from apparently similar ethnic groups? Do they all
form specific populations, as they seem to be in the context of Bhutan, India and
Tibet today, or is it a generic term? In fact, it might be both, depending on the
historical period one speaks of, and a sequential diachronic study of the terms is
needed, starting with the exploration of the Dunhuang manuscripts.”

We are faced today with a situation in which the keys—firm historical clues
and serious anthropological studies—are, for the time being, missing. An
illustration of this point is the case of the Men ba:nationality in TAR: glossy
pictures taken by the Chinese show people weaving round coloured bamboo
baskets and drying chillies among banana trees. It could be Eastern Bhutan. A
recent article in a French magazine relates an expedition to Padma-bkod and
states, based on local tradition, that the Mon-pa came from Bhutan and now live
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side by side with the Lopas who are the original inhabitants of Padma-bkod .**
M. Aris has already spoken of this migration: “Both [rTsa-ri and Padma-bkod]
are inhabited mainly by groups who were encouraged by the legendary
reputation of these hidden lands (sbas-yul) to flee there in the 19th century to
escape from oppressive taxation in the area of eastern Bhutan and elsewhere,”
but he unfortunately does not quote his source.®® One could always conclude
that the Mon-pa who live nowadays in Padma-bkod came from Bhutan but how
firm is the base for this conclusion?

Unfortunately, until now, only sparse information of different types and
unequal value is available and questions remain unanswered. We can only try
to establish some kind of order in the information which covers different fields:
geographical, historical, linguistic, anthropological, but also symbolical.

As for Bhutan, the fact that the Mon-pa of the south-central region and the
1Hop are considered in this country, and regard themselves, as the first inhabitants
tends to favour the hypothesis of Mongoloid migrations into Bhutan prior to the
7th century A.D. For Bhutan, the question of who the Mon-pa were, whom this
term describes now, as well as where they came from, figures seriously in the
country’s history. So far, neither architectural or historical evidence, nor human
settlement patterns, sustain the hypothesis put forward without any documented
proof by M. Kohli that, until the middle of the 8th century A.D., Bhutan “was a
part of the broader Indian civilization, under the tutelage of Indian rulers in the
neighbouring regions of Cooch Behar, or that of Kamrup in Assam.”*

The history of the population pattern of Bhutan remains to be revealed and
the Mon-pa of south-central Bhutan may prove to be a key to this research. But
beyond their importance to research into the history of human settlement in
Bhutan, their study could also help us to understand the complex question of
the ethnonyms of populations living along the southern margins of the Tibetan
Buddhist cultural zone.

Afterword

As this paper was going to press, I found an article in China’s Tibet, vol. 7 no. 3,
1996 called A professor in Moinba culture”. It appears that a Chinese professor
named Yu Naichang has published several works on the Moinba and Lhoba
cultures, but these studies are unknown to me. The article itself does not contain
any relevant or specific information on these two groups.

Another paper was also published in Bod ljongs zhib ‘jug, 4, 1995, 30-40 by
the author Chab-'gag rta-mgrin whose two other articles are quoted in this paper.
Entitled IHo pa rigs kyi thog ma’i mched khungs, this article is a useful compilation
of the different modern write-ups on the subject. It also presents a story of the
origin of the Lhopas and the Tibetans, saying that they came from two brothers,
Zlablo who settled in Tibet and Zla nyid who settled in IHo-yul. He also equates
the two spellings Klo and [Ho.
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Aris (1979:xvi).

Cf. Dollfus (1989;42-47).

Because of political problems, the region of Arunachal Pradesh has been closed to
foreign researchers since the 1950s. However, one can read: Dasgupta (1968);
Dasgupta (1977); Aris (1980); Chowdhury (1973: 42-52); Billorey (1984); Billorey
(1986); Nanda (1982); Sarkar (1980).

. Aris (1979:122) calls “Northern Monpa” the language of the Tawang Mon-pa of

Arunachal Pradesh and of the people of Merak and Sakteng in Bhutan. He relates it
to the Bumthang language of central Bhutan and classifies it as Proto-East Bodish as
does Andvik (1993:76), who writes: “The Monpa label is unfortunate in that it sepa-
rates languages which should be grouped together while joining under a common
name languages which should not be grouped together. Thus Bhutanese Tsangla
(Sharchopkha), Cangluo Menba and Central Monpa are closely related and appar-
ently mutually intelligible varieties of a single language while Northern Monpa
and Cuona Menba are distinct from these and should be grouped with Bumthang
of Central Bhutan...The former are classified under the Bodish section while the
latter fall under Proto-East Bodish section.” One can also consult Shafer (1966);
Mazaudon & Michailovsky (1992); Murty (1969); Nishida (1988); Sun Hongbai, et.
al. (1980); Zhang Jichuan (1986).

. The term kla-klo may be more connected with the region of rTsa-ri but I do not have

any firm grounds for this assumption. For a study of the different ethic groups
present at rTsa-ri see Huber (1997).
In the context of the north-east region of India, cf. Sanyal (1973).

. Cf. van Driem (1992). In the introduction to his book (pp. 1-32), this renowned lin-

guist from Leiden gives the first exhaustive linguistic survey of the languages of
Bhutan.

. van Driem (1992:24) reports that “The Monpa settlement at Reti is reported to date

from the reign of His Majesty (U rgyan Dbang phyug) Uga ‘Wangchu (imperabat
1907-1926), at which time the forefathers of the Reti Monpas, who fled from the
Rukha area to escape the hard labour of carrying tea from the gardens at Devangadhi
near (gDung bsam kha) Dumsamkha to (dBang ‘dus pho brang) Wangdi Phodr°a
.7 (sic).

. Tadopt here the terminology in use today in Bhutan although this appellation calls

for elaborate comments.

For a detailed study of Nabji see Pommaret (1997).

The expression sgo-srung is difficult to translate into English and “entrance-keepers”
cannot convey all the connotations the Tibetan has. Ideally the term “door-keepers”
would be better as it would convey the architectural idea of a palace, or a mandala,
often associated with a “hidden country” or a sacred place. However, because it
seems a bit odd in English and because the common English expression
“gate-keepers” might carry a different image, it has been decided to opt for the
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neutral “entrance-keepers”. It should be added that the word srung which I have
translated as “keeper” also means “guardian”.

Dorji (1994:7).

This field trip (3-9 April 1991), which included Nabji, was organized by the Cur-
riculum Division of the Education Department of Bhutan and 1 was accompanied
by Ms. Tshering Drolkar whom I thank for her assistance. Following this trip, a full
report was given to the Curriculum Division in April 1991.

Fletcher (1975).

The study on ethnobotany by Nishioka (1984) was very useful in identifying the
plants.

HRH Prince Namgyel Wangchuck has always taken a keen interest in upgrading
the living conditions of the Mon-pas and, in Phumzur, he insisted on sending some
of the children to the nearest boarding school in Langthey. Prince Namgyel has also
written a short report on the Mon-pa but I was unable to obtain it.

van Driem (1992:23).

Slob-dpon gNag-mdog (1986:1-3).

The town of sMan-gling, also spelt in some publications Mi ling, Milin or Mainling,
is situated on the right bank of the gTsang-po, about 50 kilometres from the conflu-
ence of the Nyang-chu and the gTsang-po which was the site of the former rTse-bla
rDzong.

rTsa-ri was a holy place which was re-opened (gnas-sgo phye-ba) by, among others,
the ‘Brug-pa monk gTsang-pa rgya-ras in the 12th century. The story is well known
in Bhutan because it is the subject of one of the most popular religious dances of the
‘Brug-pa tradition, the Chos-gzhas ‘cham; cf. sPyi-khyab-phran Nag-'phel (n.d.:1).
The publication of Toni Huber’s doctoral dissertation (1993) on rTsa-ri in his book
The Cult of Pure Crystal Mountain (New York, Oxford University Press, 1999) will
provide more information on the local role and identity of this population. In a
personal communication dated June 1994, Toni Huber stated that “the idea that
rTsa-ri is a sbas-yul is marginal in Tibetan sources...It is a site of a mountain deity
cult, mountain mandala in the Tibetan Samvara cult. gTsang-pa rgya-ras was merely
one of a series of lamas who successively reopened the area.” C. Ramble (1997:145)
speaks of the “ancient ideas concerning the demonic nature of the people of
Kong-po.”

Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1975:406-407).

Dorje Yudon Yuthok (1990:90-91).

Karmay (1992:530). Regarding the accusation of incest, it is probable that the people
of these regions, like the Eastern Bhutanese, marry their bilateral cross-cousin, who
are assimilated to siblings in Central Tibet and Western Bhutan. Therefore, this form
of marriage is viewed as incest by the people of these regions.

See “The Use of Poison in Tibet” (1995:40-41).

A Survey of Tibet (1987:173).

Li Jianshang (1990:140-150).

See China’s Tibet, 5:1 (1994:19).

“The IHoba tribe in Dermo” (1995:44-46).

Klo kha-dkar kha-nag kha-khra, cf. Aris (1980:13-15). In his note 3, p. 18, Aris says that
“the term Klo kha dkar kha nag kha khra is a standard classification applied to the
whole medley of tribal groups in Arunachal Pradesh who live east of the Mon pa. It
is unlikely that each group can be separately identified, though the Aka are some-
times referred to as Kha nag.”

Aris (1980:15).
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Aris (1995:19).

Wylie (1962:93, 174, n.552).

Wylie (1962:94).

Wylie (1962:98, 178, n.583).

Ferrari (1958:48, 122, n. 212).

Li Jianshang (1990:142).

Kingdon-Ward (1990:66).

Interestingly enough, condescending or patronizing comments were also applied
to them recently in a Chinese source: “ Anthropologists say the warm and hospita-
ble people are living fossils”, China’s Tibet, 5:1 (1994:19).

Ramble (1997:133).

Huber (1993:219).

Huber (1993:217).

Aris (1980:9); see also Aris (1986:81, n.70).

A Survey of Tibet (1993:170-175).

Li Jianshang (1990:140).

Aris (1980:15).

Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin (1993:67-77).

Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin (1993:70, 77, n.12).

Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin (1993:72).

Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin (1993:69, 71).

Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin (1990:18-37).

Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin (1990:20): Mon zhes pa ni Bod kyi thog ma’i rus min zhig yin.
Chab-dga’ rta-mgrin (1990:22).

Slob-dpon gNag-mdog (1986:2): Mon pa’i skad ni kla klo’i skad kyis brjod pa las yul dbus
kyi skad dang gtan nas mi ‘dra.

Slob-dpon gNag-mdog (1986:2).

Slob-dpon gNag-mdog (1986:1-2).

Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1975:8-9).

Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1975:406-407).

Brigitte Steinmann, personal communication, 1994.

Dzongkha pronunciation and modern spelling.

van Driem (1992:18-21). One might question here the use of the term “Dzongkha”
as there is no historico-linguistic evidence on the exact form of the language spoken
in Western Bhutan “in the distant past”. As for the term “aboriginal”, it is inappro-
priate as it implies that the Lhokphu did not migrate to Bhutan, a fact that is far
from established at this stage of research on the population patterns of Bhutan.
Aris (1979:xvii-xviii).

Aris (1980:10).

Aris does not give the references of the Dunhuang manuscripts he mentions
(1979:xvi).

Baker & Sardar-Afkhami (1996:80).

Aris (1980:9). [Editor’s note: The migration far eastwards along the Assam Himalaya,
since the early 19th century, of Tawang Mon-pa and Bhutanese being referred to
here is well known in the literature of British colonial administration; for a sum-
mary see Lamb (1966:306-23)].

Kohli (1993:4).
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Putting the Gnas Back into Gnas-skor:
Rethinking Tibetan Pilgrimage Practice

Toni Huber

One of my long-standing research interests concerns the set of conceptions
of the physical world or environment held by Tibetans and Tibetan-speaking
Himalayan peoples. ] am interested in how they express and live out relationships
with their physical world (zhing-khams or gzugs-khams in modern colloquial
Tibetan) or cognized environment while both assuming and sometimes
representing this set of views about it. This is a potentially vast topic, and to
date I have directed my research to the study of those parts of the physical world
which Tibetans classify using the term gnas and its related compounds,
particularly gnas-chen, gnas-mchog and gnas-ri. Thoughtful Westerners writing
about this general Tibetan category of place and/or space have translated or

r” "

glossed those terms variously as “holy place”, “sacred site or space”,
“Pilgerplatze”, “Wallfahrtsort”, “lieux-saints”, “power places”, “sacred
geography”, and so on. A fuller account of gnas and its interpretation in relation
to the ritual processes of Tibetan pilgrimage follows below. However, I will briefly
prefigure the points of my longer discussion here.

The Western equivalents of gnas listed above attempt to capture the Tibetan
conception of these sites or zones as being extraordinary because they are
“consecrated” or “empowered”, and that they involve specific relationships
between them and persons (and also between persons) by way of practices such
as pilgrimage. It is precisely because of their extraordinary nature in the
estimations of Tibetans that certain types of gnas and the human activities at
them are worthy of research. Some gnas of central importance, such as the
pilgrimage mountains of Ti-se (Mt. Kailash) or Tsa-ri, attracted and brought
together in both space and time very large numbers of different people who can
be described as sharing a common world-view. A few years ago I wrote that

...these places are more than just putative centres of other-worldly or
supramundane power. Holy places are also a focus for human power
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in its various manifestations; they are centres where people are required
to confront and invest in prescribed ideas and beliefs... (Huber 1997).

I would now add that because of their definitions and the ways in which
people are either motivated or directed to relate to them, such sites and their use
have a great potential to provoke more explicit statements and representations
of the Tibetan world-view and its dynamics.

However, this potential and the explanatory power that it can offer for an
analysis of Tibetan society has not been fully recognized in the majority of Western
studies of gnas and the ritual life associated with them. Both Tibetan clerics and
Western scholars tend to explain ritual behaviour that relates persons and gnas
together (e.g. pilgrimage) exclusively in terms of a system of Indic Buddhist
metaphysical imperatives involving karma, merit, rebirth and ultimately nirvana.
Privileging Indic doctrinal explanations for what Tibetans do and say has drawn
the analytical focus away from a closer investigation of the assumed emic
categories, such as “place/space”, “person” and “substance”, and the qualities
assigned to them, which Tibetans work with and even make explicit in a whole
range of ritual scenarios. The result has been that both implicit Tibetan
understandings of the world and the embodied ritual experience of Tibetan
pilgrims have been largely overlooked, as have their social significations.

Much of what I will outline in the following introductory section may seem
quite familiar to experienced scholars of Tibetan culture. However, as I intend
to show, the most fundamental and “obvious” is often that which is most easily
overlooked.

Towards an Understanding of Gnas

In Western sources the Tibetan word gnas is translated most often as “place”
(“lieu”, “Platz”), and less often as “locality” and “site”. In one very general sense
that is what it means for Tibetans when they speak and write it. But in many
instances where it occurs in compounds and as a verb, sometimes written gnas-
pa (what Goldstein terms an “involuntary verb” in modern Tibetan), it has a
much more active usage carrying the meaning “to exist”, “to be”, “reside” or
“abide”, “to stay” or “remain”, and even “condition [of existence]”. Although
the English “place” can carry some of these meanings, in general it is used as a
spatial referent or marker, whereas the Tibetan usage carry a much stronger
sense of existence, being and ontological value or status. Besides, there are many
Tibetan words that could be translated as “place” or provide a spatial referent in
various contexts, such as khag, go, grong, cha, yul, sa and its various compounds,
and so on, which do not carry the strong sense of “an abiding,” existence or
presence of being associated with gnas.

It is a well known feature of Tibetan culture, both pre-modern and
contemporary, that the physical environment in both its animate and inanimate
dimensions is believed to be occupied by a host of deities and spirit forces. They
range from minor autochthons to supreme Tantric deities and Buddhas, and can
exist in the world-space as a totality, by pervading all things in various ways, or
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reside at specific locations, being both mobile and fixed. Humans can be involved
in a great variety of intentional interactions with all these beings, actions that
are ritually mediated by the practices of both the “folk religion” (mi-chos) and
various forms of Tibetan Tantra. Unintentional interactions, most often considered
negative, are also a possibility in every aspect of life. The term gnas and its
compounds most often designates the abodes of all of these deities and spirits
and their associated states of being, variously conceived. They may be in existence
at, or dwell in, locations (gnas) in space (nam-mkha’), substance or matter (rgyu),
bodily forms (gzugs-can), or in some cases pervade or appear in all of these
simultaneously.

Relations Between Person and Place

In daily life, human beings can also be said to have a gnas, usually their natal or
home place, but they themselves can be a gnas for other classes of beings at the
same time. The division between human beings and these other forces living in
the world has never been sharp in Tibetan thinking. This has important
implications for the types of relationships Tibetans usually recognize between
persons and aspects of the physical world, such as places and objects, that are
apparently external to, and discrete from them. There are various features of the
earlier pre-Buddhist Tibetan religion, and of the later folk religion, which indicate
this.

In beliefs about the king in the pre-Buddhist Tibetan royal cult we find
identities established between place, person and deity. According to some central
narratives the early kings descended from the heavens, arriving upon the earth
on mountain summits. The firstsix kings also ascended back to heaven from the
mountain summits, and hence left no corpses behind. The seventh king was
killed and his body was buried in an earth mound tomb, such as those still extant
at ‘Phyongs-rgyas and other places in Tibet. The person of the king was
assimilated to the mountain through his sku-bla, the ruler’s personal guardian
deity, which was identified with the mountain itself. The sku-bla, as deity and
mountain, was conceived of as the support of the ruler’s vital principle. The
king and his sku-bla were reunited after death when his body was buried in the
earth mound tomb, which itself was assimilated to both the king and mountain.
The tombs were called “mountain”, and the names they were given related closely
to those of the kings (A. Macdonald 1971:esp.298-309; Stein 1972:202-3). These
ancient identifications resonate with other Tibetan ways of thinking, such as the
popular notion of bla.

The bla, the “vitality” or “life-power” principle (often translated as “soul”
or “d4me"), is an indigenous notion which relates to the conceptions both of person
and of place. Although belief in the bla principle has many aspects (Karmay
1987; Nebesky-Wojkowitz 1956:481-3; Stein 1972:226-9), what is of interest here
is that the bla does not just reside (bla-gnas) within the human body or outside of
it in other living organisms, such as animals (bla-sems-can) and trees (bla-shing)
or objects like stones (bla-rdo, bla-g.yu). The bla of individual persons, or of family
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and clan units, religious sects or even the whole of society can be strongly
connected with places as they reside in landscape features like lakes (bla-mtsho)
and mountains (bla-ri). The bla-gnas concept holds that persons and places are
involved in some degree of mutually determinate relationship. For example, if a
family line dies out the bla-mtsho with which it is associated will dry up as a
result; or if the earth were to be dug up at the bla-ri of a particular person, they
would be taken ill as a consequence. This is still the case today as it was in the
ast.!

F Stein has proposed that bla and lha, the “gods”, were once compounded in
Tibetan thinking. And, as in the case of bla, the ‘go-ba’i [ha or personal protective
gods (dgra-lha, pho-lha and mio-lha/phug-lha) and yul-lha or the “gods of the
country” not only dwell in the human body but are also found as much in the
natural environment and in places of habitation, such as the house or tent (Stein
1972:227-8; Tucci 1980:187-89). Their importance is still attested to in recent
Tibetan domestic ritual (Aziz 1978:253).

Samuel has summarized much of what I have just described, and proposed
that a shift in conception of these relationships between place, deity and person
did occur with the growth of centralized political power and literacy:

It would make sense to assume that the bla/lha concept originated in a
set of shamanic modal states. Originally, the spirit-essence or life-force
within the individual would have been constituted by this set of forces
active both within the individual and in the external world, where
they were associated in a typically shamanic manner with specific
places, primarily the local mountains and lakes...As centralization took
place, particular families and their mountain gods would have come
to enjoy especially high status. The shamanic modal states gradually
transformed into gods as they came to be seen as outside the individual
rather than both within and outside.2

At some levels of earlier Tibetan society a separation appears to have taken
place. Yet, while noting that certain “shamanic” type practices are still current
in Tibetan cultural life, Samuel further points out the “shamanic” character of
later Indian Buddhist Tantra adopted by Tibetans, in the logic of which “the
deities of the mandala are not simply divine powers external to the individual.
They can be evoked within as well as outside the individual.”? Such observations
are important as a basis for interpreting what happened when Indian Buddhist
ideas entered into and developed in a Tibetan cultural milieu. During this period,
important models were established for the relationship between human beings
and the world. On one level, “nature” was “conquered” (‘dul-ba) by “culture”
(i.e. Buddhism), and this was understood in terms of the powers believed to
reside (gnas) in both the person and the world.

Some recent studies (e.g. Gyatso 1989; Huber 1990) have treated Tibetan
notions and representations of place as “sites” where meanings were contested
during the transfer of a foreign Buddhism into the local Tibetan environment. In
relation to certain “ideological dramas” of this transfer process as it involved
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Tantra, such as the pervasive Rudra/Mahe$vara-Cakrasamvara/Heruka
scenario, other studies have drawn attention to several points relevant to the
present discussion. First, in the Tibetan narratives the outcome of such dramas
is not represented as being clear-cut. In their initial stages, at least, they result
more in a state of equilibrium which is established provisionally between the
pre-existing powers and Buddhism, rather than the complete replacement and
total victory of the latter over the former. Second, the analysis of this process by
Tibetans is made in relation to particular geographical sites-the dramas are tied
into actual landscapes in terms of these being the residence places (gnas) of the
spirit-powers involved. Third, these dramas can ultimately result not just in the
redistribution of spirit-powers in landscapes or places but also in bodies.

The pattern for this can also be seen in indigenous Tibetan beliefs about
places, bodies and deities or vital principles mentioned above. Stein has proposed
that in Tibetan thinking “the representation of the universe, like that of the human
body, was modelled on the dwelling house...the human body, the house and the
local environment are so many microcosms...of equal validity.”> As Samuel’s
comments above have already indicated, there are strong parallels here with
Tantric Buddhist systems of thought, such as the vajrakaya doctrine found in the
Rudra/Mahe$vara—Cakrasamvara/Heruka scenario, and of this one could use
Stein’s words to state “the representation of the universe, like that of the human
body, was modelled on the dwelling house [of the archetype deity (yi-dam), i.e.
the mandala palace].” In both Tibetan and Indian Tantric representational systems
the cosmos/world system, the body and the dwelling have ontological
arrangements with analogical correspondences at their various levels.

In her analysis of the myth of the “Supine Demoness” Gyatso draws attention
to the Tibetan proclivity to read features of the landscape as animated. She states
that “the image ranges from one of a being who inhabits a certain place...to the
place itself as constituting the spirit of a deity of some sort...to the perception of
the actual contours of the land as being anthropomorphic or animal-like, by
virtue of which that place is thought actually to be the being so outlined” (Gyatso
1989:49). In the present context her observations about this aspect of Tibetan
notions of place are most pertinent, as she states, “Once conceived [of in this
way]...Be the spirit propitiated or suppressed, the point is that the analogical,
animated, projective perception remains. It is a basic feature of what R.A. Stein
calls the ‘nameless Tibetan religion’. But it fully pervades organized Buddhism
and Bon as well” (p.50).

So for Tibetans other classes of beings do not just inhabit (gnas) the
environment, they actually contribute to the determination of its physical
appearance. The same is also true of the “dwellings” they are thought to occupy.
Just as the language of the folk religion denotes the stone cairn of the god of a
mountain pass as a “castle” (mkhar) or describes a mountain summit in detail as
the “grand tent” (gur-mchog) of the local protector goddess, likewise Tibetans
apply a great deal of architectural language to the lakes, mountains and other
features which are landscape “palaces” (pho-brang) of Tantric deities. Just as
Tibetans negotiate human-built edifices (stipa, monasteries, shrines, etc.) and
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orient themselves in relation to them, so too must they take account of those
“edifices” imaged in the physical environment.

All the points I have just discussed are fundamental to Tibetan conceptions
of gnas. Implicit in the understanding of gnas is that persons and other parts of
the environment and their constituent substances and spaces can be conceived
of in a variety of ways, and involved in a range of relationships and/or
correspondences and identifications. While this is generally true of many cultures,
it has sometimes been forgotten in the case of Tibet when Westerners study
Tibetan rituals, such as pilgrimage. These ideas are supported by both long-
standing aspects of the pre-Buddhist world-view and later Tibetan Tantra. In all
these aspects we find expressed forms of an active continuity of existence and
identity between persons, places and their physical substances, and the vital
powers and divine beings that are believed to inhabit the environment. The actual
processes by which this unfolds will be discussed below.

Before proceeding it may be well to recall here that gnas are not only aspects
of the natural world, such as landscape features. Many of the conceptions Tibetans
might apply to mountains and lakes, for instance, can also be applied to certain
architectural edifices (e.g. stupa), human-made objects (e.g. religious icons), and
particular persons (e.g. Dalai Lamas, or Tantric yogins in particular meditative
states) because they are considered to be, or to have, deities permanently or
temporarily in bodily “residence”. In many senses gnas are like rten, or are in
fact treated as a sub-category of rten. For rten Jaschke’s Tibetan-English Dictionary
(p.213) has “visible representation, symbol” (as images of Buddha and divine
objects or beings), “receptacle” (as shrines and stupa), “seat, abode, residence, of
a deity, sanctuary”; and for the verb rten-pa “that which holds, keeps up,
supports.” I would add to this that rten are not just physical edifices, but can
also be mental constructions that are “visible” in certain contexts. Structures
and objects become rten by having a deity projected onto them or invited to take
up residence (gnas) in the consecration ceremony termed rab-gnas (Bentor 1992).

Putting the Gnas Back into Gnas-skor

Most of these ideas have been circulated, discussed or published, and there is
much historical and ethnographic material to support them. What is more, there
are certain parallels to them described and discussed in the large body of literature
on neighbouring South and East Asian societies. What does all this have to do
with pilgrimage? I would venture to say that pilgrimage in its various
manifestations is one of the most widespread ritual ensembles practised in the
Tibetan cultural world. Its universality as a major form through which persons
and places or sites are ritually related is beyond doubt. Yet, the growing body of
studies and reviews of Tibetan pilgrimage practice appears not to have taken
careful and systematic account of all these conceptions about gnas.

Tibetan pilgrimage is certainly a complex phenomenon, being motivated by
various goals, employing multiple dimensions of ritual activity and directed
towards a huge range of gnas and rten. There are fundamental Tibetan conceptions



Putting the Gnas Back into Gnas-skor 83

of what a “pilgrimage” is which do not correspond well with the meaning of
that word in English and other European languages: generally, “a journey to a
holy place”. Nor do they correspond entirely with the Sanskrit terms pradaksina
(lit. “moving clockwise”) or yatra (“journey”). A careful etymology is vital here.
For “pilgrimage” Tibetans commonly use the terms gnas-skor (lit. “going around
a gnas”), and gnas-mjal (lit. “to encounter /meet a gnas”). These two compounds
are interchangeable, and both the verbs bskor-ba and mjal-ba (an honorific form)
are frequently used in oral and written descriptions of pilgrimage practice.

ATibetan pilgrimage then is generally a circular journey around a gnas which
constitutes and/or involves encounter(s) of some kind. As a circular journey it
differs from the English “pilgrimage”. Although the term pradaksina implies a
“centre” or “place” which one must go around, explicit notions of gnas and nijal
are missing from that term, and Tibetan gnas-skor can be performed in both
directions. The cliché is “clockwise for Buddhists, counter-clockwise for Bon-
po,” yet in practice, at sites that are important and popular, this is not necessarily
the case. For instance, at Kong-po Bon-ri Buddhists circumambulate counter-
clockwise (Karmay 1992:531), while at Tsa-ri on Dag-pa Shel-ri the Bon-po
circumambulate clockwise, and all women do half a circuit in each direction
(Huber 1993). There are other exceptions.

I see no problem with translating the term gnas as “place” in the context of
pilgrimage as long as Tibetan understandings and assumptions about gnas are
taken fully into account. The most important Tibetan pilgrimage “places” are
termed gnas-chen (sometimes gnas dam-pa, gnas rtsa-chen-po or gnas-bzang in
colloquial speech) and gnas-mchog, which could be translated as “great place/
abode” or “principal place/abode”; and gnas-ri as “mountain abode”, most often
of a regional deity (yul-lha). Such terms can be applied to natural landscapes,
urban sites (e.g. Lhasa), religious structures and icons, or the place of residence
or “seat” (gdan-sa) of high lamas and incarnations. In a more specialized Tantric
context the word gnas is used to translate pitha, one class of ritual site listed in
the anuttarayoga-tantra texts and their commentaries. According to Tibetan
etymologies I have collected, gnas in the term gnas-skor always carries the double
meaning of the actual physical place, and of the residence or existence of deities,
entities or beings believed to be powerful or significant in some way by the
pilgrims who go there for an encounter (11jal-ba). There is much ritual evidence
to suggest that the physical “stuff” of the place and the vital principle or being
that resides there are always so closely associated that they are considered and
treated as identical.

That is my brief review of the fundamental cmic conceptions of Tibetan
pilgrimage. The reader will have noticed that I have hardly referred to Buddhism,
nor mentioned merit, karma, rebirth, let alone “liberation”. It seems to me that
any research on Tibetan pilgrimage rituals and sites must acknowledge the
continuity in, and persistence of, certain aspects of the Tibetan world-view
concerning places and persons and their relationship. Perhaps we could even
say that when we talk of “Tibetan (or Bon) pilgrimage” what is most “Tibetan”
about it is a certain orientation to place, while what is most “Buddhist” about it
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is a system of Indic metaphysical imperatives (samsara, karma, nirvana) which
are fitted together with this orientation to place.® But the question of what
Buddhism itself is stands in need of thorough debate, and the often monolithic
interpretations of Westerners need to be compared with various emic
classifications and with local ethnographic and historical data. Such propositions
as mine need to be carefully assessed in terms of the type of distinctions that
Samuel (1993) has recently proposed for Tibetan societies, those of “shamanic
Buddhism” and “clerical Buddhism”. I pose this here as an issue for further
critical reflection.

Other types of distinction appear to have been made already. There are now
at least eight published Western discussions or general overviews of “Tibetan
pilgrimage” which vary greatly in length and detail.” They all provide interesting
materials, and some are cited as standard references on the subject. The three
longest of these pieces never mention the terms gnas-skor and gnas-mjal or their
etymologies. Many of them emphasize the ritual primacy of pradaksina, using
that term to describe what Tibetans do, and state that Tibetan pilgrimage derives
from India or Indian Buddhism.? Perhaps not surprisingly, the pieces written by
anthropologists pay closer attention to the actual practices and language used
in specific contexts. Some of the reviews begin their discussions of the important
Tibetan sites of pilgrimage with those significant to Indian Buddhism before
relating details of the so-called “natural” or “indigenous” sites in Tibet, while
others orient their accounts towards local and regional Tibetan sites. Many of
them mention that the motivations and rewards of pilgrimage are both Buddhist
doctrinal ones and less doctrinal “worldly” ones.

Overall in these accounts emphasis is given to the role of Indian and Buddhist
influences, yet at the same time attention is always paid to the so-called “local”,
“indigenous” and “natural” aspects of Tibetan pilgrimage. In dealing with such
a diverse and complex phenomenon most scholars seem to divide the material
up into that which fits with a certain view of doctrinal Indian Buddhism on the
one hand, and local Tibetan data that does not fit with it on the other.” This
tendency to “split” may partly be a result of what could be called the
“encyclopedia syndrome”, of having to fit a complex subject into a small
publishing space. But I think it also has to do with according explanatory priority
to particular Western representations of Indic Buddhism rather than looking
long and hard at what actually happens or happened on the ground in Tibet.
Whatever the case, I think this analytical split in the treatment of Tibetan
pilgrimage will not lead to any advances in our understanding, or in the quality
of our representations. None of the accounts discussed have attempted any
substantial analysis of the fundamental categories of place, space and person
that Tibetans assume and work with as pilgrims. I propose that attention paid to
these topics will be of benefit in future studies.

Problems of Distinction and Interpretation

In line with what [ have said so far, ] am also proposing a review of the ways we
consider the various classes of activities and practices that are commonly
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attendant on Tibetan pilgrimage, and indeed often constitute in their totality
what the “pilgrimage” actually is for Tibetans themselves. I base my comments
mainly on observations and participation in over a dozen different Tibetan
pilgrimages in the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR), Sichuan, North India,
Nepal and Bhutan during the last decade. I say this here because I think it is
essential to perform Tibetan pilgrimages in order to begin to interpret them, as
will become clear from my comments to follow.

The whole notion of ritual, particularly as it is applied to the acts of persons
from other cultures, is continually being reviewed and debated in Western social
theory. I am not about to enter that process on a theoretical level, but I would
like to point out certain tendencies in the way Westerners have analysed the
practices of Tibetan pilgrims, and the implications of a possible change in
emphasis. In a recent overview of “Himalayan rituals”, including Tibet,
Macdonald (1987) has indicated the great variety of types of Tibetan ritual
practice, made even more complex by the fact that they can also include a
significant meditational component. This statement reflects the situation of
Tibetan pilgrimage practice generally: difficult to define, with many aspects,
and a meditational dimension as well.

There is no Tibetan category that corresponds well to “ritual”, and no detailed
classification either. Tucci (1980:chapts.5, 6) has pointed out the Buddhist
distinction between cho-ga (vidhi), which can only be performed by initiated
persons, such as monks, and different types of mchod-pa, which can also be
performed by lay persons. But this division does not get us very far with
pilgrimage practice as the “rituals” he includes in both these categories, and
many others besides that do not fit into them, are involved. To perhaps show
how these terms and distinctions may be used by Tibetan-speaking peoples we
should note here a proverb that Jest (1975:353) recorded some years ago, “"Le
pélerinage est I'offrande religieuse du laic,” which reads in Tibetan, gnas-skor
‘jig-rten gyi cho-ga yin. Also, the practices related in guide-books and manuals
for pilgrims are only superficially helpful. They mention either the most common
Buddhist type, the standard textual formula always being “prostration, offering
and circumambulation” (phyag mchod dang skor-ba byed-pa), or acts that are very
particular to a certain site being described. In addition we must remember that
such texts are the exclusive product of élite practitioners within the society. My
rule of thumb in the field has been to note the frequency of various practices and
acts on pilgrimages, and in written accounts, and to group them primarily on
the basis of my informants’ explanations, which might vary in any particular
instance. This is perhaps no less crude than imposing an ctic scheme, although I
have found that a pattern has emerged that is different in important respects
from the analysis of many Westerners. Briefly, this is that while Tibetans
(including lay persons, and at times clerics and lamas) may often explain things
in terms of physicality and substance; Westerners look for, and see, mainly
“symbolic”, “mental” and metaphysical aspects.

The same trend is confirmed by surveying the materials in published sources.
For instance, one practice for which Tibetan pilgrimages are well known is
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circumambulation (skor) of a gnas performed by measuring out full-length body
prostrations (phyag’tshal). Concerning the ritual purpose of the two common
components of this “combination act”, there is a cliché Tibetan formulation which
states:

Defilements (sgrib) of the body will be cleansed through prostration
and circumambulation, defilements of speech will be cleansed through
taking refuge and praying, and defilements of mind will be cleansed
through praying with onepointed devotion."

The Fourteenth Dalai Lama recently made this observation about the practice of
prostration circumambulation at Mount Kailash (the italics are mine):

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 (1990:132).

These Tibetan explanations focus on lus-kyi-sgrib, a form of pollution associated
with substances and the physical body, and also the importance of maximum
ritual contact with the empowered substance of a gnas-chen. The following
Western interpretation of the same act is found in a major and recently published
encyclopedia of religion, under the standard reference for “Tibetan Pilgrimage”:

.. the more difficult the pilgrimage, the more merit the pilgrim acquires.
Tibetans often increase the difficulty of their pilgrimages by measuring
their journeys with full-body prostrations. Ascetic practices of this sort
are also meant to burn away mental defilements and purify the mind

for further progress along the path to enlightenment (Bernbaum
1987:351).

The differences here speak for themselves, and this is by no means an isolated
case. But Tibetans too, particularly Buddhist clerics, are often ready with
“pukkah” doctrinal explanations to justify their ritual behaviour, and a standard
formula of “chapter and verse” can sometimes be offered (“In sutra X the Buddha
said... therefore we do this here.”). However, these accounts often do not tally at
all with, or include much of what they actually do on pilgrimages, or how their
fellow pilgrims explain things. But if they make a connection in all sincerity
who am I to question the validity of it? It is certain that to the majority of Tibetans,
pilgrimages, whatever else they may be about, are often related to concerns about
merit, rebirth, and so on. I would not deny them their interpretations, but merely
point out that when it comes to certain practices the classical Indic explanations
offered by those who represent Tibetan activities as explicitly Buddhist are only
a minority voice, and they do not fit well with the other evidence.

All this highlights a general problem of interpretation which relates back to
my discussions of gnas, place and person, and pilgrimage above. What is
“obvious” or completely taken for granted in a culture often lacks any form of
systematic expression, as Sax (1991:10) recently stated:
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It is important to distinguish explicit formulations, which may be
anything from simple statements to complex metaphysical systems,
from the implicit categories and habitual practices - the world view -
in terms of which they are expressed ... formal statements about the
world and humanity’s place in it are based upon certain
“commonsense” assumptions and categories that, like the categories
of grammar and syntax, are neither criticized, nor reflected upon, nor
explicitly formulated (at least not very often). Because people rarely
feel the need to formalize such categories, they generally remain
implicit and must therefore be inferred from the languages in which
they are encoded, the institutions in which they are embedded, and
the thoughts and actions that they have influenced.

We lack an abundance of explicit, formal Tibetan theories about the relationships
between persons and place, yet a great deal can be inferred about them through
careful study and observation, or brought to articulation by the inquiries of
outsiders to whom these things are not obvious. And I believe that many Western
scholars and some Tibetans would all too readily fill this lacuna with the explicit
and sophisticated formulations, such as Buddhism, that they already know well,
in order to account for certain aspects of life whose logic is implicit.

An Alternative View: Place, Space, Bodies and Substances

In the remainder of the paper I will draw attention to Tibetan practices and
ideas that are commonly found in relation to pilgrimages, but which, although
they are mentioned in some accounts, rarely, if ever, figure in the overall
explanatory strategies derived by Westerners. In doing so I will be building on
all that I have mentioned above about gnas and gnas-skor, and suggesting an
alternative framework for interpretation. My aim is not only to clarify basic
Tibetan categories. I also hope to begin to demonstrate that the practice of Tibetan
pilgrimage primarily entails the social production of what some theorists would
call a specific “ritualized body environment”.

In a general context Bell (1992), drawing heavily on Bourdieu'’s (1977) practice
theory, has argued that the point of the process of ritual, in terms of it being a
mode of social practice, is to produce a ritualized body environment. Bell’s
comments on this notion provide not only a lucid application of practice theory
to understanding ritual, but also sketch a useful analytical frame within which
to think about the materials on Tibetan pilgrimage I am about to present below.
The process of ritual, she states,

...produces this ritualized body through the interaction of the body
with a structured and structuring environment. “It is in the dialectical
relationship between the body and a space structured according to
mythico-ritual oppositions,” writes Bourdieu, “that one finds the form
par excellence of the structural apprenticeship which leads to the
embodying of the structures of the world, that is, the appropriating by



88 Sacred Spaces and Powerful Places in Tibetan Culture

the world of a body thus enabled to appropriate the world.” Hence,
through a series of physical movements ritual practices spatially and
temporally construct an environment organized according to schemes
of privileged opposition. The construction of this environment and
the activities within it simultaneously work to impress these schemes
upon the bodies of participants. This is a circular process that tends to
be misrecognized, if it is perceived at all, as values and experiences
impressed upon person and community from sources of power and
order beyond it (1992:98-99).

Bell further emphasizes the analytical centrality of actions, in order to move

beyond purely “ritual space” or “sacred space” centred studies and highlight
the dialectic of body-environment,

...a focus on the acts themselves illuminates a critical circularity to the
body’s interaction with this environment: generating it, it is moulded
by it in turn. By virtue of this circularity, space and time are redefined
through the physical movements of bodies projecting organized
schemes on the space-time environment on the one hand while
reabsorbing these schemes as the nature of reality on the other. In this
process such schemes become socially instinctive automatisms of the
body and implicit strategies for shifting the power relationships among
symbols (1992:99).

What then are the acts themselves and the organizing schemes, the privileged
oppositions, hierarchies, and so on, often at “play” (projected and reabsorbed)
in the practice of Tibetan pilgrimage? How are they conceived of as being “the
nature of reality”?

Tibetan pilgrimage has primarily to do with persons forming certain
relationships with a gnas, which can also have a rten (object, building, human
body, etc.) as its basis, and which is physically located on the earth’s surface and
is assigned a particular ontological value. It is about Tibetan conceptions of the
inherent power of certain places in relation to a given ontology, and how people
can become involved with and capitalize on that. Mental and physical acts
structure this relationship at various levels, which can involve types of
representational synthesis and identification (by visualization/meditation), and
a host of actual physical contacts, both those that are tangible and others that are
believed to be sublime. Most commonly it is about a direct (and observable)
physical, sensory relationship of person and place through sceing (in both the
sense of direct encounter (m;jal) and “reading” and interpreting landscape, etc.),
touching (by contacting the place), positioning (body in relation to place),
consuning/tasting (by ingesting place substance), collecting (substances of the
place), exchanging (place substances with personal substances/possessions),
vocalizing (prayers addressed to the place or specific formulas), and even in some
cases listening (for sounds produced by the place).

Perhaps more could be added here, but these are all classes of practices I
have catalogued during Tibetan pilgrimages, and which are further attested in
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Tibetan and Western written sources. Some of these relational forms have a
conscious “mental” dimension. And although yogins as pilgrims may practise
the most exclusively mental of relational forms, such as visualizations, they attend
to the physical ones as much as other practitioners, and in certain instances even
more so. The ritual imperative is that contacts and identifications must be made,
and I am suggesting that any performance done during a Tibetan pilgrimage
can be read in this way.

When observing pilgrimages certain of these physical relational forms may
be easily misinterpreted, or even missed altogether. A pilgrim who appears to
be just staring at a group of boulders may be in the process of a sophisticated
landscape interpretation exercise. The picking up of stones, pinches of soil or
dust (often called gnas-rdo, gnas-sa, etc.) the drinking of water, and other
collections and consumptions of the physical environment of a gnas are all
common relational forms. Unless they are highly routinized at a particular spot,
or consistent inquiries are made about them to pilgrims, or one has prior
knowledge that they will occur there, much of this level of pilgrimage, and its
frequency, can go unnoticed by the “outside” observer. However, there are
numerous individual references to them in accounts of Tibetan practice."! All
the same comments apply to the concern for relational exchanges, that is, the
deposit of personal substances and items at a gnas, as opposed to regular offerings,
such as butter, prayer flags, and so on. A whole range of mental relational forms
are of course only revealed through testimonies, yet Tibetans will also give
testimony of how a Tantric practitioner’s deity yoga was so perfectly developed
at a certain place that the deity of the gnas being visualized appeared as an
objective reality to others. Whatever one may think of such accounts, they reveal
that the dividing line between the “physical” and “mental” that Westerners
generally use is not always sharp for Tibetans. Again, what is perhaps more
important to them is contiguity and identifications rather than distinctions of
this type.

I do not know of, nor have I had explained to me, a comprehensive Tibetan
formulation of substance categories and properties that could be applied to
persons, places, objects, and their relationship, such as the way one might find
Hindus using the guna system and Indian particle theories. Yet Tibetans do make
some explicit formulations about substance and body categories and properties
specifically in relation to gnas and their visits to them. These formulations
constitute an indigenous Tibetan explanatory basis for most pilgrimage practice
which is assumed prior to many Buddhist doctrinal explanations. They implicate
and explicate both non-Buddhist Tibetan as well as Indian Buddhist precedents,
and they can be invoked to explain and satisfy both Buddhist religious
motivations and goals as well as ones that are entirely mundane.

Works discussing so-called Tibetan “folk” culture catalogue a great variety
of beliefs and practices concerning illness and cures, purification, agriculture,
building, childbirth, magical practices (for love, revenge, etc.), weather-making,
fertility, good and bad fortune, and so on (Chophel 1983; Nebesky-Wojkowitz
1956; Stein 1972; Tucci 1980). They are sometimes referred to as “superstitions”
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but they should be taken seriously, at least for the fact that they assume a set of
relations between persons, substances, and gnas and their non-human residents.
The consistently explicit mechanism for many of these relations is the concept of
sgrib (sometimes grib), literally a “shadow” or “stain”. It is generally conceived
as a form of pollution (or in some cases a class of noxious deities) which is strongly
related to substances and various actions, and to deities inhabiting both the body
and the external world. The conception of sgrib is often discussed in ethnographies
of Tibetan-speaking peoples, and shown to have various implications for social
relations (Mumford 1989; Ortner 1978a; Schicklgruber 1992; also Chophel 1983:3
et passim; Nebesky-Wojkowitz 1956: 307, 388-9; Tucci 1980:173, 201). What strikes
me is that concerns about sgrib become socially manifest in the spatial ordering
between persons, and between persons and gnas, and the ranking of persons
and substances by degree of presence/absence of “impurity” (mi-gtsang-pa).

In Tibetan religions the term sgrib is also used in a more complex way to
describe both gross and fine physical, verbal and cognitive “defilements”
associated with the three levels of the psycho-physical person, as we saw in the
Tibetan quote concerning the cleansing of sgrib through ritual practice above. It
is important to recognize that in some sophisticated Tibetan interpretations the
term is used in translating concepts like the Sanskrit dvyavarana (sgrib-gnyis), or
“twin veils/defilements”, yet to many other Tibetans it simply denotes physical
or social pollution as outlined above. The picture is complicated by the
introduction of Buddhist ethical concerns, and the contamination caused by
“moral transgression” (sdig). The foundational process of Tibetan Tantric practice
involves the removal of sgrib from the psycho-physical person in four progressive
stages. Here sgrib is related to a form of interior ranking of the person’s abilities
as a practitioner, yet this can also have external implications in the way he or she
may be accorded social status and relate to place and space in certain instances.

The overall picture of the role of sgrib in Tibetan thinking is much more
complex than this. I only briefly introduce the concept here because in my research
sgrib frequently occurred as an emic explanatory strategy for pilgrimage practice
and person-substance-place relationships from lay persons, clerics and Tantra
practitioners alike. They also, even more frequently, invoke the concept of byin
in this context. This concept, its translation, and its meaning for Tibetans in
relation to gnas also require discussion.

In the majority of Western sources byin is translated as “blessings”, as it
commonly occurs in compounds such as byin-can (“blessed”) or byin-gyis-brlabs
(“blessing”). In the context of gnas and pilgrimage in the way I have described
them here I prefer to use “empowerment” (byin-gyis-brlabs), conceived of as a
process that affects the environment, much like the fields in modern physics,
and which produces the “empowered” (byin-can). I will explain how this fits
better with most Tibetan conceptions of the term.

We know that in the language of the pre-Buddhist royal cult the central
figure, the btsan-po or divine king, was held to possess byin as a personal property
or quality of his physical body. As an essential, powerful characteristic in this
context byin is translated as “splendour” or “glory” (A. Macdonald 1971;
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Richardson 1985). During the early translation of Indic Buddhist concepts into
Tibetan, we find in the Mahavyutpatti (early ninth century) that Tibetans used
byin-gyi-brlabs/byin-brlabs-pa for the translation of adhisthana.? The Sanskrit can
be glossed by “authority”, “power”, “residence”, “abode”, “seat”, taken from
adhistha (Vstha) “to stand upon”, “to inhabit”, “to abide”, “to stand over”, “to
govern”, etc. (Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, p.22). This is not
only close to the early Tibetan conception of byin as an aspect of divine royal
power, but also to how gnas are later understood. I am not suggesting that Tibetan
conceptions of gnas derive from India, but that notions of power (or “status”?)
and place, and perhaps even height, are all found in the concept that Tibetans
represented with byin-gyis-brlabs. As an aside, it would be extremely interesting
to compare in detail Tibetan conceptions of the embodiment of royal or religio-
political power and its ritual aspects with those of ancient India, for example
abhiseka (Inden 1978).

In Tibetan Tantra byin-gyis-brlabs can denote a specific relationship between
a deity and practitioner. For example, in a discussion of the “generation stage”
(bskyed-rim) in which a deity is mentally constructed through visualization Stein
states, “[The generation stage] underlies every ritual practice; for to have any
effect a rite requires the presence of the appropriate deity, who thereby bestows
a ‘blessing’ (byin-rlabs, Sanskrit adhisthana) the power of action on the officiant”
(Stein 1972:181). But in general Tibetans understand it in a much broader context
as a “field of power” in place and space, and one can translate byin-gyis-brlabs
literally as “flooded by power”, or “suffused with power”, hence
“empowerment”."” In line with what I have explained here, and also some social
dimensions that I will discuss below, I justify the translation of terms like gnas-
chen with “power place”. At the risk of being identified as a part of the “New
Age” movement, I opt for this term as I think it best describes overall Tibetan
assumptions about such sites. Here are three short statements to illustrate how
contemporary Tibetan clerics and lamas represent “empowerment” in relation
to place with three slightly different points of view. Firstly, The Fourteenth Dalai
Lama states:

Many pilgrims visit places where highly devout spiritual masters spent
time in the past. The presence of that person makes the place seem
somehow blessed or charged, as if there is some kind of electricity
around it. Pilgrims come to feel these mysterious vibrations and to try
to see some of the same visions the devout master saw (19¢0:140).

Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey, a senior dGe-lugs-pa teacher reported:

All objects at power places (gnas-chen) have the empowerment (byin-
gyis-brlabs) of the deities and great practitioners 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
gnas (i.e. as residence)’ (gnas-kyi byin-brlab), for example a Heruka place
(gnas) has Heruka’s empowerment, and a Guru Rinpoche place his
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empowerment. So 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 (Interview, Dunedin
1987).

Lastly, a Tibetan rNying-ma-pa lama from a village in Nepal gives an interesting
statement concerning empowerment relating it to Buddhist cosmology. One
should note the atemporal conception of the quality of empowerment here:

During the good age the whole earth was Chinlab. Now during the
bad age [bskal-pa btsog-pa] there is a deterioration [nyams-pa] of the
nutritious value of the earth. Thus the fortune of humans also
deteriorates. But the Buddha has established sites [gnas] where
deterioration from the good age does not occur. In Muktinath the
original fire burns in water in harmony, and there the rocks and soil
are as they were at the beginning of time. We collect these and bring
them back so we can insert them in our Chortens [stupa-s] and in the
soil of the fields to delay deterioration, restoring to some extent the
qualities of the good age."*

These are fairly sophisticated formulations by educated Tibetans who employ
various Buddhist teachings for their purpose, even though their interpretations
are non-canonical.”” The physical and substantial nature of empowerment is even
more developed in most lay accounts, and they are also more “impersonal”.
Usually the deities and “great masters” are not even mentioned, just the fact
that certain substances are empowered and if collected can be used in a variety
of ways for protection, healing, purification, restoring vitality, the fertility and
health of farm animals, and so on. In general they counter the effects of sgrib.
Most often sgrib and byin-gyis-brlabs are fundamental aspects of a Tibetan
formulation of relationships between persons, and between persons and places,
especially during pilgrimage, but in other contexts as well. Generally, the two
notions work together as opposites in the context of pilgrimage practice. In my
recent study of pilgrimages at Tsa-ri (Huber 1993), for instance, I showed how
sgrib as physical pollution for the lay practitioner or as complex psycho-physical
defilement for the Tantrist are both cleansed by practising in the environment of
a highly empowered gnas. Both levels of transformation can be related, albeit
not exclusively, to Buddhist metaphysical goals, such as advanced rebirths, the
attainment of paranormal powers (siddhi) and even enlightenment. But such
transformations always require rituals of contact and identification to effect them,
and these in turn are based on assumptions about the nature of person and place.
Academic discussions of karma and defilement in the Buddhist context often
treat these factors as somehow being abstract mental and cognitive elements of
a person. But Tibetan materials on the purification of sdig and sgrib suggest that
these are conceived of as embodied and substantial factors, and that their

purification is indeed a physical process involving the pilgrim’s body and the
actual acts or work it has to do.
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In various accounts of the walking circumambulation of the famous Tsa-ri
rong-skor pilgrimage procession bodily transformation and physical acts are
linked. For instance the yogin Zhabs-dkar-ba, an élite practitioner of last century,
stated of his experience, “When I was going along suffering the same hardships
[as the other pilgrims] as well, I visualized that all my vices and obscurations
had been purified” (1985:482). He also relates the same beliefs as contemporary
lay persons have in the purifying empowerment gained by the ritual consumption
of physical materials along the route, “the animals who eat the herbs and drink
the water [here], have their defilements cleansed (byang), and will obtain a human
body in the future” (1985:489). A monk who walked the circuit in the 1950s
stated, “the ravine circuit is very rugged and you have to suffer a lot physically,
and the more you suffer the more you wash off your sins and purify yourself.
That is why people don’t mind if it’s very hard.”'® This is not a commonly heard
type of explanation, and the process for the elimination of impurities seems to
be variously conceived from different points of view. In a central part of the ‘Bri-
gung ‘Pho-ba Chen-mo initiations, which attracted many thousands of lay and
clerical pilgrims to gTer-sgrom up until the 1950s, the practitioners performed a
visualization in which Vajrasattva’s radiance enters and flows through the body
as elixir fluid (bdud-rtsi) and washes out various defilements (sgrib and sdig)
through bodily orifices, where they emerge as a smoke coloured liquid (du-khu)."”

Here we begin to see a specific conception and language of bodily
transformation often used or alluded to in the context of many pilgrimage rituals.
It evokes the image of water or liquid and its washing and flowing action within
the body. It is also applied to actual aquatic gnas, of which there are many in
Tibet. Thus, in a Tibetan account of the environs of Lake Manasarovar (mTsho
Ma-pham) we read of a bathing spot called “the bath which purifies defilements
and moral transgressions” (sdig-sgrib dag-byed kyi khrus), where the pilgrim drinks
empowered water or bathes in it (bsTan-"dzin Chos-kyi Blo-gros 1983:213, 222).
These Tibetan images are opposite to those of ascetic “heat” (tapas) and its
“burning” transformative power found in the language of Indian pilgrimage to
the south of the plateau (and also, we should note, in the encyclopedia definition
of “Tibetan Pilgrimage” quoted above!). The ritual process of tapasya, “the
production of ascetic “heat’ through actions of self-denial and austerity,” is central
to the conception of embodied transformation in present North Indian Hindu
pilgrimages (Sax 1991:13). If any parallel Indic conception is to be sought it must
surely be that of abhiscka.

Social Implications

Whether cleansed, purified or flooded by power in various ways the ritually
transformed body of the pilgrim attains a different status. This may be merely
(and most often) a matter of personal acknowledgement, in terms of one
considering one’s prospects of a better rebirth to be higher, for instance, or it
may be socially and publicly attested. A dramatic example of such social
recognition is found in the welcoming ritual for pilgrims who finished their
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circuit of the Tsa-ri rong-skor procession at gSang-sngags Chos-gling monastery
in Bya-yul. Lay accounts of events in the 1940s and "50s stated:

The monks used to lay their large shawls (khab-bslas) along the ground
on the path, like a carpet for the pilgrims to walk on, because they
were now purified by the circumambulation. They, and others who
could not make the journey, made offering there to the pilgrims as
they wanted to get the empowerment of these purified persons."

We can compare here a contemporary account of the present Dalai Lama recently
visiting village communities in Ladakh, “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” (Anon. 1986a:75). Of course the body in
question here is not one recently transformed by ritual, but one which as an
incarnation (sprul-sku) is believed by the majority of Tibetans to be highly pure
and a source of byin-gyis-brlabs, technically speaking a gnas or rten. The
assumptions behind the ritual actions are the same, and they dictate the
imperative of contiguity or contact. Examples of this social recognition of
transformed pilgrims are found in other Asian Buddhist contexts.?

The spatial articulation of byin in Tibetan ritual is of fundamental importance.
For all types of interpreters the field of byin has a focus at the centre at which the
rten or deity of a gnas resides or has been dwelling. The more proximate, or more
directly oriented one is to this ideal centre the stronger the empowerment
potential and the more “intimate” the encounter with the gnas. This has
consequences for the ordering of space, and in almost all cases centrality and
relative height are given priority over periphery and relative low-ness. Such
vertical and horizontal hierarchies of space are most often articulated within the
context of one or more idealized schemes prevalent in the rich narrative-ritual
complexes of Tibetan culture. Here one could begin by mentioning the apparently
indigenous sa-gsum scheme, the parallel but originally Indic tribhuvana system,
the ubiquitous mandala ordering, and even, in the case of early materials, the
influence of Chinese “emboxment” theories.” That persons have various
conditions of presence or absence of sgrib, and that gnas and other parts of the
environment possess various levels of byin imply a gradient of ontological status
of personhood and place. Social ranking and the relational ordering of persons
in space are both related to this gradient in the ascribed quality, or perhaps better,
“value”, of being. Elsewhere (Huber 1993, 1997) I have given detailed examples
of how such a spatial ordering and social ranking was conceived of and practised
around a “natural” gnas, a Tibetan mountain landscape viewed in the context of
a Buddhist representational system. The same implied ordering and ranking is
found in many other instances of Tibetan ritual involving gnas and rten. Consider
this brief Western description of an “encounter with person” (zhal-mjal-ba) in
the form of a pilgrimage to the Pan-chen Lama (as gnas/rten embodying the
Buddha Amitabha) at bKra-shis IHun-po in the late eighteenth century:

A vast crowd of people came to pay their respects, and to be blessed
by the Lama. He was seated under a canopy in the court of the palace.
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They were all ranged in a circle. First came the lay folks. Everyone
according to his circumstances brought some offering... All these
offerings were received by the Lama s servants, who put a bit of silk
with a knot upon it tied, or supposed to be tied, with the Lama ‘s own
hands, about the necks of the votaries. After this they advanced up to
the Lama, who sat cross-legged upon a throne formed with seven
cushions, and he touched their head with his hands, or with a tassel
hung from a stick, according to their rank and character. The ceremonial
is this: upon the gylong [i.e. monks with highest vows] or laymen of
very high rank he lays his palm, the nuns and inferior laymen have a
cloth interposed between his hand and their heads; and the lower class
of people are touched as they pass by with the tassel which he holds in
his hand... Such as had children on their backs were particularly
solicitous that the child’s head should be touched with the tassel...
After the Lama retired, many people stayed behind that they might
kiss the cushions upon which he had sat (Waddell 1895:321).

Similar dynamics of ordering and ranking, although often now modified and
less strictly observed, still operate in the large public initiation ceremonies and
pilgrim’s audiences involving highly ranked lamas which I have observed in
the TAR, Nepal and India. A recent report, which describes how 8000 Tibetans
from the TAR and parts of China at the 1985 Kalacakra in Bodh Gaya had a
special audience with the Dalai Lama immediately after the initiation, states,
“Everyone was trying to get as close to him as possible... After the Dalai Lama’s
departure people were seeking blessings from his chair” (Anon. 1986b: 4-5). Such
accounts, past and present, again attest to the ritual priority given to physical
contacts and contiguity, which assumes much of what I have stated above.
Ranking and status of person and place is not just assumed in the ordering of
space in these situations, it is both implicit and explicit in various other ways as
it relates to presence/absence of pollution or defilement and potential for
radiation of empowerment. The Tibetan language, like many others, has various
levels of common and honorific speech, plus other markers that indicate rank
and status. I will briefly discuss those I know of applied in written and spoken
text to person and place specifically in the context of pilgrimage. In general there
are two interrelated representations applied to persons: levels of purity /absence
of pollution, and levels of facility of cognition. Most persons who visit gnas as
pilgrims are described as falling into two main classes, that is, “ordinary persons”
(so-skyc-bo) and “excellent persons” or “saints” (skyes-bu dani-pa). They can be
ranked as to whether they are “pure” (dag-pa) or “impure beings/defiled persons”
(na-dag-'gro/mi-gtsang-pa) referring to the status of their sgrib and sdig. Their
abilities in perception and understanding are ranked according to their level of
purity (which also relates to karmic status) with the “highest” (mchog-rab, lit.
“most superior”) described as those with “pure vision” (dag-snang), followed by
the “middling” (‘bring-po) and the “lowest” (mtha’-na). Places too are ranked;
just as the term g1nas applied to a place denotes its ontological value as potentially
greater than other locations, as explained above. The compounds of gnas, such
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as gnas-chen, etc., indicate places of very high ontological value. Those with the
highest deities in residence, that is having the status of Buddhas and archetype
deities, are called “pure places” or “pure abodes” (gnas dag-pa), or “fields of
purity” (dag-zhing), the latter term being a common synonym for the “field” or
“world-system” of a Buddha (sangs-rgyas kyi zhing-khams). Such places possess
the highest ontological value and purity, and radiate the maximum empowerment
within their field.

At advanced levels in Tibetan Tantra these distinctions between place and
person run together in a socially very significant way. The main foundational
practice for archetype deity yoga involves a four-stage purification process in
which all three levels of defilement (sgrib) of body, speech and mind, both coarse
and subtle, and a fourth level of defilements collectively, are successively purified
through a system of consecrations. This prepares the practitioner through
empowerment to work with, and realize identification with, the deity involved
in the practice. During these stages of elimination of sgrib the language applied
to the practitioner changes from common to honorific as his or her ascribed
ontological status changes. Thus for body lus becomes sku, for speech ngag
becomes gsung, and for mind yid becomes thugs.

Not only does the person’s status rise internally due to purity, it does so
externally in various senses. When the practitioner has become fully identified
with the deity in yoga then they have attained the same ontological status as
that deity. In this way practitioners become the basis for a gnas themselves, they
radiate empowerment to others and into the surrounding environment (cf. the
Dalai Lama’s quote above). If the successful ability to contact and/or identify
with Tantric archetype deities, Buddhas, and so on, is generally ascribed to a
person in Tibetan society then they can be accorded exceptionally high rank and
status. The other way this might happen s if they are recognized as an incarnation
directly, as in the cases of the Pan-chen Lama or Dalai Lama above. The social
implications of this are far-reaching in the traditional Tibetan cultural world. In
his comprehensive overview of Buddhism in Tibetan societies Samuel has
emphasized both the religious and political importance of the “lama”, when
understood as Tantric guru/yogin and as incarnation. He acknowledges that in
significant part their role and status depends on the fact that they are recognized
as embodied conduits and sources of empowerment which can be ritually
accessed by both an inner cult group and the lay public (1993: chapts.13-14).

The most spectacular, and now most widely known example of this to
continue in the Tibetan exile period is the “Great Kalacakra Initiation” (Dus-
"khor dbang-chen) given by the Dalai Lama. The larger of these now frequently
held mass initiations also constitute the single biggest contemporary pilgrimage
events for Tibetans, and as Samuel rightly observes of the ceremonies,
“Attendance at such an occasion is certainly a meritorious act in karmic terms.
However, many people attend because of the incidental blessings (chinlab)
involved” (1993:260; see also Gold 1988:146). One further aspect of contemporary
Kalacakra initiations is certainly worth noting in the present context: they produce
new gnas outside of the traditional Tibetan homeland. The Dalai Lama has stated
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that in general the actual staging of the initiation in an area has a very positive
transformative effect on the immediate environment (interview in Chemniack
1991), presumably by way of the empowerment channelled there during deity
yoga practice and establishment of the sand mandala in the ritual. It has been
reported that the Dalai Lama’s blessings on a small irrigation lake near the refugee
settlement of Bylakuppe and the ritual disposal of the empowered sand of the
mandala into its waters during the 1970 Kalacakra there have led to it being
recognized as a “sacred lake”, accorded the ritual status of a gnas (Tsering
1994:22). Similarly, concerning the transformative effects of empowerment on
specific substances, the Dalai Lama (1994:24) remarked of seeds he distributed
to pilgrims at the Sarnath (1990) Kalacakra, “These seeds have been kept near
the Kalachakra mandala for purification and blessing.”

A Note on Embodied Morality

There is a further dimension to all this involving morality, and although I have
not discussed this with my Tibetan informants in detail I think it worthy of a
preliminary statement here. In Tibetan, “purity” as dag-pa carries with it the
senses of “authenticity”, “rightness”, “correctness”, and its compounds denote
legal correctness. The Buddhas and other top-ranking deities are the highest
expression of moral being, and so by extension are those persons who are
recognized as incarnations or fully accomplished Tantrists; they all have high
dag-pa. Those ordinary, impure beings who are contaminated with degrees of
sgrib are of a low moral standing relative to this. The Buddhist notion of sdig
(papa) as “moral transgressions” is often compounded with sgrib, especially in
clerical discourse, to explain the gradient of moral status. But I cannot say whether
it is frequently envisaged as an embodied quality by many Tibetans. Ortner
(1978b) for one has begun to discuss such matters in relation to Sherpa views of
“human nature”. If dag and sgrib are relative moral indicators, and if they are
embodied properties of persons, what about the moral status of the substances
of those persons, and of places described as being highly dag-pa, and the logic of
transactions between them?

Those who are familiar with ethnosociological accounts of Indic South Asia
will notice that I am exploring the possibility for Tibet of an analogous mode] of
the type of “transactional culture” Marriott and others have proposed for Hindu
India.?' For example, they point out:

... a South Asian’s moral qualities are thought to be altered by the
changes in his [sic.] body resulting from eating certain foods, engaging
in certain kinds of sexual intercourse, taking part in certain ceremonies,
or falling under certain other kinds of influence. Bodily substance and
code for conduct are thus thought to be not fixed but malleable, and to
be not separated but mutually immanent features: the coded substance
moves and changes as one thing throughout the life of each person
and group. Actions enjoined by these embodied codes are thought of
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as transforming the substances in which they are embodied. (Marriott
& Inden 1977:228)

This is related through Indian formulations to social ranking and interrelations.
I think what is stated here is approximated in various ways by all the material I
have presented above. Yet, it seems 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. The situation seems to be the opposite. In
general, what can be inferred from many Tibetan practices, ways of using
language, and so on, which might lead us in the direction of such a model, is
denied by Indic Buddhist doctrinal interpretations at various levels. Ironically it
is Buddhism that has brought morality in an explicit manner into play in relations
between persons and place. The ideological “victory” of Tibetan “conversion
(‘dul-ba) dramas”, located in relation to specific landscapes/abodes (gnas), and
which are in a sense ritually ongoing, is also represented as a moral one over the
forces of perversion. I think there are some important issues to be addressed
here, but I am hesitant to continue this discussion without first doing further
research.

Summary Comments

In reviewing Tibetan conceptions of gnas and their related rituals it has not been
my aim to produce a grand theory or total explanation for Tibetan pilgrimages,
past and present. I have demonstrated only that: i. Tibetan perceptions and
experiences of the activities we usually call “pilgrimage” are intimately related
to the assumption of certain categories and qualities of place/space and person
and their complex articulation during ritual; ii. that these aspects have enjoyed
a degree of continuity throughout Tibetan cultural history; and iii. that they do
not necessarily have anything to do with canonical Buddhism. These points have
been either overlooked or understated in most previous work on Tibetan
pilgrimage practice, as has the embodiment of religious experience in
anthropological studies of Tibetan ritual in general.

Ihave also indicated that the person-gnas relationship that operates in Tibetan
pilgrimage practice is replete with the type of privileged oppositions and
hierarchies central to the production of a ritualized body environment. They
tend to be experienced, for the most part, as “natural”, common-sense or taken-
for-granted aspects of the world. For the purposes of my argument I have
highlighted only some of the more durable and slow-changing aspects of this
world view which have surfaced regularly in the oral, written and performative
“traces” of various discursive moments. It would be a mistake to think of and
treat them as essential, unchanging and unchallenged features of a shared Tibetan
culture, but rather as being adapted, contested and modified in the changing
and asymmetrical contexts of lived social experience, and especially so as post-
diaspora, colonized and “modernized” Tibetan societies confront radical
disjunctions and transformations. Karma, merit, rebirth and liberation may well
be appealed to by insider and outsider alike in order to “fix” an explanation for
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Tibetan pilgrimage. But Tibetan pilgrims are not merely the devout slaves of
Indic metaphysics: their unique “embodied knowing” and cultural sense of a
body-environment in ritual enables them to practice as dynamic and
sophisticated agents in the context of a long established Buddhist soteriology.

Notes

1.

11.

Stein (1972:227). Karmay (1987:101) notes how the ninth-century persecution of
Buddhism in Tibet was linked to the erosion of a hill on the Sino-Tibetan border
which was considered a Bod-kyi bla-ri (“vitality-mountain of Tibet”); Nebesky-
Wojkowitz (1956:482) describes rituals to stop the movement of important bla-ri in
Tibet. See March (1977:94) for a contemporary instance in Sherpa culture.

. Samuel (1985:389); and (1993: chapt.1) for his definition of “shamanism” in the Ti-

betan context, being one to which I am also inclined.

Samuel (1985:390). Note also the earlier comments of Tucci (1980:163). Contempo-
rary examples of the type of Tibetan “shamanic” and Tantric relationships to place
that Samuel is discussing here are those of dpa’-bo with Mount Targo and Lake Dangra
in Berglie (1980) and yogins with Pure Crystal Mountain at Tsa-ri in Huber (1993).

. See Macdonald (1990) who brings together important work by Stein and lyanaga;

and Huber (1997).

. Stein (1972:204). Tibetan ideal conceptions of space as they apply to, and relate to-

gether notions of the cosmos/environment, the dwelling house and the body need
to be considered here; see Stein (1972:41, 204, 210-11) and Meyer (1987:110); Corlin
(1980) describes the ritual and social mandala reflected in the cosmic symbolism of
the house; see also Aziz (1985), Karmay & Sagant (1987) and Stein (1957).

. Iwould venture exactly the same holds true for Bon-po pilgrimage in Tibet, at least

for those [ have observed in the field in A-mdo.

. Bernbaum (1987), Dowman (1988), Ekvall (1964), Jest (1975 and also 1985), Large-

Blondeau (1960), Macdonald (1985), Ngawang Dak-pa (1987) and Stablein (1978).
There may well be others I have not yet seen. Waddell (1895) made an early “re-
view” of Tibetan pilgrimage practice, but [ would not include it here as it is only
contemporary scholarship that concerns me.

This also occurs in secondary sources; see for example Aziz (1987:251).

. Compare the related comments made by Martin (1992:191).
. Lus kyi sgrib pa sbyong phyir phyag ‘tshal dang skor ba / ngag gi sgrib pa sbyong phyir

skyabs ‘gro dang gsol ‘debs / yid kyi sgrib pa sbyong phyir rtse gcig gus pas gsol ‘debs; cf.
also Dowman (1988:6).

For a range of examples see Buffetrille (1993:103-4; 1997 on gnas-rdo), Dowman
(1988:102, 212), Huber (1993:111-15, 133-39, 184) Johnson & Moran (1989:42, 45-6),
Mumford (1989:97), Pranavananda (1983:12, 50, 127 n., 132), Waddell (1895:309-10,
320). One might also note here that the value of collected gnas substances is such
that they are bought, sold and traded among Tibetans. I should make it clear that
such substances are not classified as relics by Tibetans, although a relic itself may be
the rten on which a gnas is based. Martin has discussed classification of Tibetan
relics, and makes the distinction that “in Tibet, the emphasis of the relic cult was
less on the wonder working power of relics and more on the miraculous nature of
the relics in and of themselves” (1992:183). The opposite is true of gnas substances,
which are mundane materials with “enhanced” properties. They are believed to
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have the power to heal, protect and so on, hence their exchange value.

12. See Sakaki Ryozaburo, Mahavyutpatti: 1580-1584; 4264, 4305, 5591, 6364, 7591, 9054.

13. Compare Snellgrove (1987:634) “empowerment (adhistahana)... byin-gyis-brlabs-
pa = pervaded by grace.”

14. Mumford (1989:97). Lama Karma Samten, a Tibetan bKa’-brgyud-pa cleric living in
New Zealand, reported that he toured the country on his arrival and collected sub-
stances from all the local gnas there. These were combined with gnas materials from
Tibetan and Buddhist pilgrimage places and used to empower a.stupa built in the
North Island, which he described as uniting the powers of the New Zealand and
Tibetan environments (interview, Christchurch 1988).

15. For accounts showing that similar types of ideas and related practices also existed
in other Asian Buddhist contexts see Schopen (1987) and Tambiah (1984). Chinese
conceptions of ling (“power/efficacy”), so commonly used in pilgrimage, should
also be compared to these Tibetan ideas, see Sangren (1993) and Naquin and Chiin-
Fang Yii (1992:11).

16. Sherab Gyatsho (interview, Darjeeling 1991). On physical hardship and expiation
in Chinese pilgrimage see Naquin and Chiin-Fang Yii (1992:20).

17. See ‘Bri gung ‘pho ba chen mo ‘jag tshugs ma, fol.11b-12a.

18. Norbu Dorje (interview, Darjeeling 1991), Tenzin Wangchuk (interview, Thimphu
1992).

19. See Grapard’s (1982:207) comments on Japanese Buddhist mountain pilgrimages:
“Itis well known that pilgrims coming back from sacred spaces were regarded with
awe: common people saluted them, made offerings, even tried to touch them.”

20. Concerning tripartite spatial hierarchies, the sa-gsum and tribhuvana, Kvaerne
(1987:499, 502) calls such a scheme pre-Buddhist; Stein (1972) describes it as a “Bud-
dhist symbol” (p.41), but also implies that it may be indigenous (p.202-4); see the
entry sa-gsum in Bod rgya tshig mdzod chen mo, vol.3:2911; see also a Tibetan explana-
tion in Nalanda Translation Committee (1987:230). For discussions of mandala and
landscape in a Tibetan context see Huber (1993). On Chinese emboxment schemes
in Tibetan sources see Aris (1979:15-22).

21. Marriott (1976), Marriott & Inden (1977). See also Daniel (1984), Inden & Nicholas
(1977), Sax (1990).
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The Blue Lake of A-mdo and its Island:
Legends and Pilgrimage Guide

Katia Buffetrille

Introduction

As broad as the sea, to which it was often compared by western travellers,
“Blue Lake” (mTsho sngon-po)! lies at the feet of snowy mountains. Its
circumference is about 300 kilometres and it is well known for the violent storms
which toss it until November, when the heavy cold turns the waters to ice.

Most early travellers, including N. Prjevalski (1988: 69-71), Father Huc (1962:
186-188) and W.W. Rockhill (1975: 120-121), noted the existence of a small temple
and a few hermitages built on an island called “Mahadeva, Heart of the Lake”
(mTsho-snying Ma-ha-de-va) situated in the western part of the lake, where
twenty monks used to reside;> nowadays about ten monks are still living there.
Was it the temple Zhabs-dkar (1781-1851), the famous Tibetan yogi, built with
his disciples—the one in which they placed a statue of Avalokitesvara with a
thousand arms and a thousand eyes, and to his right and left, statues of Mahadeva
“the lord of this place” and mTsho-sman khri-shog rgyal-mo respectively (Ricard
1994:136)?° No boats were used in the region, and during the summer months,
when the ice had melted from the surface of the lake, the island and the monks
were cut off from the rest of the world. Only in winter, when the ice was thick
enough, could the monks reach the mainland and pilgrims go to the monastery.
Zhabs-dkar arrived at this island on the third day of the first month of the fire-tiger
year (1806)* and spent several years in retreat there. One year (around 1807), he
saw “an uninterrupted stream of Mongolian pilgrims” coming “every day to
the island from Arik, crossing from the southern and eastern banks of the frozen
lake” (Ricard 1994: 140).

I once asked a nomad the size of the island and he told me that if in the
morning a she-goat starts to graze clockwise around it and its kid counter-
clockwise, they will meet only in the night.
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In earlier Tibetan Buddhist sources this lake also bears the name of Khri-bshos
rgyal-mo,® “Queen Who Flooded Ten Thousand”. According to R. de
Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1975: 201) “the mTsho sngon khri shor is inhabited by nine
sisters, the Khri shor rgyal mo mched dgu. Some Tibetan works mention also a
sisterhood of five mtsho sman® called the mtsho sman rgyal mo mched Inga...
one of whom is ruling the Khri shog rgyal mo mtsho.” The lake is also said “to
be inhabited by the naga king Bodhisattva and by four nagi, the four sman mo,
one of whom is Trishok Gyalmo” (Ricard 1994: 152, n. 23).

Pilgrims perform a ritual circumambulation of Blue Lake as they do around
other lakes in Tibet, and as often is the case of pilgrimages, a larger one is
undertaken every 12 years. In this particular case, according to my information,
the most auspicious and beneficial year is the year of the sheep. N. Prjevalski
(1988: 69) mentions that eight days are necessary to make the circumambulation
on horse and 15 days walking, but an A-mdo-ba told me that 18 days were
necessary on horseback, and a young nomad from the Blue Lake region
performed the pilgrimage in 1990 in 23 days, by riding.

To date little has been known about the Tibetan traditions concerning the
area and its pilgrimage rituals. I have not yet been able to circumambulate the
lake. The aim of this paper is to present some of the legends relating to the origin
of Blue Lake and its island, along with a translation of a Buddhist pilgrimage
guide, in order to draw a parallel between popular and learned traditions: do
they tell the same story or not?

Legends

I am currently aware of six legends on the origin of Blue Lake.
First Legend:

Asnoted above, several travellers visited this area during the nineteenth century:
Father Huc in the first half (1962: 191-197); N. Prjevalski (1988: 70-71) and W.W.
Rockhill (1975: 123) at the end of the century. Each of them were told a legend
concerning the origin of the lake and its island,” and these three different versions
agree on the most important points (the differences are discussed in the notes).

Here is the story based mainly on what Father Huc related:

Long ago, the Tibetan king decided to build a temple. After the spot
was chosen, the work started. For a full year, thousands of men worked
to complete the building, but as soon as it was completed, it tumbled
down. They started again but hardly was it finished when it tumbled
down again. This happened three times. The king, astonished and
afraid, asked a religious man, who could not give any reason but said
that a holy man living in the east knew the secret; if somebody could
secure it from him, all the obstacles would disappear. A high religious
dignitary was sent to look for the saint. He travelled for several years
but could not find the man. One day, when he was on the
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Chinese-Tibetan border and sadly proceeding on his way back, his
saddle-girth broke. He then asked for hospitality from a poor blind
Mongol living in a tent. He did not disclose the real reason for his
journey but said that he was on a pilgrimage. The old man was pleased
with these words and said that though all around there were a lot of
temples, the one which was being built in Lhasa would never be
completed because under the chosen spot was a large subterranean
lake. As soon as he said this, he bound his interlocutor to secrecy,
explaining that the reason he had spoken to him was that he was a
Mongol lama; he had learned to distrust lamas from Central Tibet.
Had he been a Tibetan lama, to be aware of that secret would have
very bad consequences: the water would flood out and spread to engulf
everything. When the old man finished this story the traveller said
that he was a Tibetan lama and went away very quickly. The old man,
in despair, called one of his sons and ordered him to run after the man
and to kill him because he had stolen his secret. But in Mongolian the
word for “secret” and “girth” are the same.* The son, thinking that his
father was delirious, went after the traveller and, after apologizing,
asked him to give back the girth. The Tibetan lama agreed. When the
son gave the girth tohis father, the latter realized there was no hope.
Indeed, the next night the water flooded out and many living beings
were killed.” A god in the shape of a very big bird appeared with a
huge rock in its claws, and with it blocked the hole. The water stopped
flooding, but the plain remained covered with what is now Blue Lake.
According to W.W. Rockhill (1975: 123) the rocky island where the

* monastery stands is the same huge rock the bird used to block the
orifice.

Second lLegend:

An oral tradition quoted by Y. Gyatso' is very interesting in that it is a Tibetan
version of the same legend:

When mGar came back to Lhasa with the Chinese princess Wencheng
(Wen ch’eng), he kept her and said to Srong-btsan sgam-po that she
was beautiful but had a defect on her nose. To the princess he said that
the king smelled bad. When the meeting occurred, the princess covered
her nose with her sleeve, thus leading the king to believe that mGar
was right. Later the monarch discovered the truth and decided to
punish the minister. He mixed together some gold and iron powder
and ordered mGar to separate them in the sun. The brightness of the
gold in the sun blinded the minister. Srong-btsan sgam-po banished
his minister along with his son to A-mdo. But mGar was the only one
who knew how to built the Jo-khang. The monarch sent a messenger
in order to try to wheedle the secret out of him; the latter agreed to
speak but did not want the messenger taking notes. For that reason,
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he took the hand of the messenger in his own hands before starting to
give advice. The messenger, afraid of forgetting something, wrote the
instructions with his toes. Suddenly, mGar heard the noise made by
the paper. Furious, he said that a statue of Ma-gcig dpal-gyi lha-mo"
had to be built on the top of the Jo-khang, and thus be raised higher
than the Jo-bo itself. This is the reason that women from Lhasa are
said to have their heads higher than men.

At that time, there was no lake in what is now the Kéke nur; it was
just a plain. The minister asked his son to look for water. Knowing
that there was a spring under a big stone, he told him not to forget to
put the stone back once he had taken water. But the son forgot to do
what his father said. The water started to flow in such a way that the
entire plain was covered. mGar and his son escaped to a mountain
called Blon-po gSer-chen.!? Once in a safe place, they looked behind
and saw a siddha (grub-thob) throwing the top of a mountain on the
spring to stop the waters. But the nomads living around had already
drowned. Thus the name of the lake: Khri-gshog rgyal-mo, “Queen
Who Destroyed Ten Thousand”."

One easily recognizes in the first legend the story of the foundation of the
Jo-khang, the most famous temple in Lhasa, built by Srong-btsan sgam-po in the
seventh century. The protagonists of these two legends differ with the context:
Mongols in the first story, Srong-btsan sgam-po and mGar in the second one.
These legends remind us of the building of the Jo-khang as it is related in the Ma
ni bka’ ‘bum™ (Stein 1981: 17). This text tells us that the king built the Jo-khang on
a lake which was the heart of a demoness (srin-mo) lying on her back, her body
covering the whole of Tibet. To subdue® her, the king immobilized her by
building 12 temples on her limbs.'* The memory of this lake is still alive, and
even now most of the pilgrims who enter the temple do not forget to press their
ear to a stone located in the ground floor, through which one is meant to hear the
sound of the lake.

One point clearly expressed in the first legend is the mistrust evinced by the
old Mongol towards the lamas of Central Tibet. This part of A-mdo was inhabited
by Mongols and for a long time was a disputed area among Tibetans, Chinese
and Mongolian-speaking peoples (Beckwith 1993). Even now, one does not find
black yak-hair tents and yaks in the region, but rather yurts and camels. One can
interpret the story such that the Tibetan lama was responsible for the disaster
which occurred in this area, for he deceived the old blind holy man. This story
suggests that the Mongols are right in distrusting the lamas from Central Tibet,
and hence it can be considered a Mongolian version of the Tibetan legend which
reflects the tension between the Tibetans and the Mongols.

Another difference between the Mongolian and Tibetan versions concerns
the “saviour”: a god in the shape of a bird from the Mongolian side, a siddha
(grub-thob) in the Tibetan version (thus giving a Buddhist flavour to the story).
There appears also the etymology for one of the names of the lake.
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Third legend:

G. Roerich (1958: 85-87) gives the following version of the origin of Koke nur
lake which is, according to him, a Tibetan and Buddhist reworking of an old
legend among the Tuyuhun (T’u yii hun),"” a Proto-Mongolian people living in
the north-east around Koéke nur lake. It mentions the island situated in the middle
of the lake Qinghai (Kéke nur), where a special kind of horse was bred.

The minister mGar was driven out of Tibet. He was blind because his
two eyes had been plucked out. At that time, as he was on a plain, he
said to his son: “Go and look for water.” The son answered: “Father,
there is no water in this place.” The father said: “Go, you will see a
sheep licking a stone; lift it up, and beneath it there is water. After
taking some water, put back the stone in the same place.” The son
took the water but forgot to put back the stone. The father smelt the
odour of the lake (which was rising) and said to his son: “Son, it is not
good! Put me on your shoulders and run!” The son did as the father
said and ran to the top of the mountain Blon-po gSer-chen. As they
arrived at the top, the father asked his son: “What do you see?” “I see
an eagle circling above us,” answered the son. “Good, we can stop
here,” said the minister. The eagle was Padmasambhava, who brought
the top of the mountain Mahadeva from India and covered the spring
with it, stopping in this way the flood which could have resulted. This
is why today the Indian Mahadeva mountain has a truncated top. When
the lake rose up, it swept away ten thousand families; this is why it is
called “Mother-Queen of Ten Thousand families”: A-ma Khri-shogs
[-shor] rgyal-mo.”* (Roerich 1958: 85-87)."

This legend is quite similar to the previous ones, but the anonymous
mountain is said now to be the Mahadeva mountain of India.

One may wonder, what is the Mahadeva mountain? It is common knowledge
that Siva/Mahadeva resides on Mount Kailash, the top of which is not very
pointed. This could be the Mahadeva Mountain the legends refer to, but for the
fact that the sacred peak in question is not situated in India. But Siva is also said
to live on Potala Mountain, in South India.

dGe-'dun chos-"phel (1903-1951), religious non-conformist, scholar, poet and
artist, gives a beautiful description of Blue Lake and its island and adds something
more regarding Mahadeva mountain:

The lake itself looks like a big ring surrounding an island which rises
abruptly into a mountain. According to the tradition, it was carried
from India by Padmasambhava, who crossed the Himalaya in the
eighth century in order to set up the school of the Red Hats in Tibet.
He dwelt before on Mount Mahadeva, and the legend maintains
without shame that Mahadeva himself cut off the top of the mountain
to send to Tibet, with Padmasambhava astride it. It was certainly an
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unusual walk. But Sambhava continued along his way and set down
the mountain in Mongolia, where it is found today (Stoddard 1985:
146).2°

dGe-'dun chos-"phel speaks ironically and expresses doubt as to the truthfulness
of the story—not surprising for someone of his nature. Unfortunately he says
nothing about the origin of the lake and does not give any more details on the
Mahadeva/Padmasambhava story.

This legend recalls the origin of rTsib-ri,”' a mountain in southern Tibet,
west of Shel-dkar. The story I heard in 1989 from several refugees living in the
Tibetan settlement of ‘Ja’-sa, in Solu (East Nepal), and also from an inhabitant of
Shel-dkar, is as follows: Long ago there was a poisonous lake, emanations of
which killed a lot of people. At that time the mountain was not called rTsib-r,
“Rib Mountain”, but Shi-ri, “Mountain of the Dead” . Once they became aware
of the situation, the Eighty-four Mahasiddha brought a mountain from Bodh
Gaya to cover the lake, or the mountain flew from Bodh Gaya with the Eighty-four
Mahasiddha on it (depending on the informant).

The theme of a maleficent lake which is a hindrance both to the settlement
of people and to the establishment of Buddhism is widespread in the Tibetan
world (Diemberger & Hazod 1994: 30; Loseries 1994: 48). Only the intervention
of a hero or saint who is able to tame the waters allows the people to prosper
and religious foundations to be laid.

mTsho-snying Mahadeva, like rTsib-ri, can be termed a “flying mountain”.
Up tonow, I know of only four flying mountains in Tibet: rTsib-ri, mTsho-snying
Mahadeva, Kailash and A-myes rMa-chen.? rTsib-ri, like mTsho-snying
Mahadeva, is clearly said to come from India. Whatever the manner in which a
mountain travels, whether brought by some saint or divinity or flying by itself,
the result is a manipulation of space, a readjustment of the landscape, in a
transforming process of the nature of a place from non-Buddhist to Buddhist.
Initially there is a powerful and demonic lake; one of the ways to subdue and
control it is to carry to Tibet a part of the holy land of Buddhism, that is, India.
Thanks to the migration of this flying mountain from India, Blue Lake and its
island together form an ideal Tibetan sacred site, since it is constituted by a
mountain and a lake (Stein 198: 185 and 1987: 25), and is, moreover, endowed
with a prestigious origin.

Fourth legend:

A legend which I came across on two different occasions in 1990, from nomads
established on the bank of the lake, and then in Kathmandu from an A-mdo-ba,
is a variant of the previous one with greater detail:

At the time of Srong-btsan sgam-po, there was no lake. The place was
covered with pastures, and the only inhabitants were nomads. When
mGar came back from China with the princess Wencheng, a
disagreement arose between the king and his minister because the latter
kept the princess in his home. The other ministers were opposed to his
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behaviour and drove him away. mGar then went with his son to A-mdo
and arrived where one can now see the blue waters of the lake. The
son wanted to prepare some tea, but he found it very difficult to obtain
any water. The father showed him a big rock which was similar in
appearance to a sheep and told him to lift it, there being water beneath
it, and to put it back in the same place afterwards. The son went to
fetch the water but forgot to put the stone back in its proper place.
Water started to flow and eventually reached them. The father took
his son on his shoulders and went running away. After some time the
minister mGar looked behind and saw a monk hitting the water with
a stick. The monk was Padmasambhava, who in this manner stopped
the flow and also created 108 rivers. The story adds that one of these
rivers flows uphill instead of downhill. To verify this, one can throw
flowers in the stream and will see them floating upwards.

All details which recall the construction of the Jo-khang are missing in these
last two versions. The waters of the Koke nur are said to come from a special
spring which bears some relation with a sheep, once as a real animal (third legend)
and the second time as a rock shaped like a sheep (fourth legend). This reminds
us that the most important year in which to make the pilgrimage is the sheep
year. As far as I am aware the reason that particular year is said to be the most
beneficial for that special place is not known, and one may wonder whether the
sheep appears in the legend because the year of the sheep’s importance or vice
versa. Rocks resembling animals are very common in pilgrimage guides, as we
shall see below. While in the second legend (a Tibetan one) the hero is an
anonymous siddha, now we learn through the third and fourth legends that he is
in fact Padmasambhava. He appears under two different aspects: in the third
version, as an eagle (a bird, as in the first Mongolian legend) who brings the top
of Mahadeva mountain; in the fourth (Tibetan) version, he is a monk who hits
the water with a stick, thus creating 108 rivers (in accordance with the sacred
number), one of which flows backwards—a theme one can find also in pilgrimage
guides like the one on Kong-po Bon-ri* or on the hidden land (sbas-yul) of
mKhan-pa-lung (Orofino 1991). It may be pointed out that, in the above version
of the legend, the Tantric saint uses his stick to stop the flow of the water, whereas
generally he uses it to create sources of water (Toussaint 1979: 248; Buffetrille
1993: 101).

Fifth legend:

Another legend, recorded by L. Clark (1954: 355), is said to be a Tangut version
of the origin of the lake:

Long, long ago, before the tribes came here from Black Gobi, there
was once a famous golden-roofed lamasery on the north side called
“Golden Mountain Temple”. In these olden times, a well existed on a
plain below the lamasery. A traveller came one day from the “Black
City” of Khara Khoto; now this man was a Khara Yasse (Black Bones),
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anoble and a follower of higher P6n, sorcery and magic. Of course the
lamas did not know this at the time, or they would have set upon him
and entombed the fellow in a cave or cell, where he would have died
a “natural” death. This stranger went one day to the well and “forgot”
to replace the lid over the coping of the well. Its waters were forced up
through the earth by a devil’s hand and overflowed, and thus the Blue
Sea was created! Golden Mountain Temple, with all its golden roofs,
was submerged.

This version, which is not very clear, not only underlines the tension between
the Buddhists and the Bon-pos, but it shows the Bon-po and the lamas from a
very unpleasant angle: the former is willing to destroy the Buddhist temple and
the latter do not seem to be afraid of a murder.

Sixth legend:

Dil-mgo mKhyen-brtse Rin-po-che, a well known rNying-ma-pa dignitary
(1904-1987), recounted another legend, which is almost the same as the one given
by Sum-pa mkhan-po (1960: 428). The one below follows Dil-mgo mKhyen-brtse’s
version:

Along time ago the site of the lake was a vast plain; at its centre was a
spring. There lived an old woman who each day sent her daughter to
fetch water from the spring. Knowing that it was not an ordinary spring,
she told her daughter always to be careful to put back the flat stone
that kept the spring covered. One day the girl forgot. The water kept
on flowing, filled the whole plain and destroyed ten thousand homes,
hence the name of the lake (Ricard 1994: 152, n. 23).

Sum-pa mkhan-po (1960: 428-429) adds that Padmasambhava came and
covered the spring with a small mountain called mTsho-snying Mahadeva. He
then subjects the story to an examination, explaining the importance of not
asserting the truth of a story without first considering its sources and using logical
argumentation. Another version explains the appearance of the mountain in a
way which is very widespread in the Tibetan world, stating that
“Padmasambhava came to the lake and miraculously manifested a small hill
which covered the spring and stopped the flood” (Ricard 1994: 152, n. 23).

One should notice that these two scholars present just a part of the oral
tradition. The origin of Blue lake is the same as in the third and fourth legends
but the protagonists are no longer identified.

The legends concerning the origin of Blue Lake and its island are numerous,
and it is difficult to assess which account appeared first—the one from which
the others would have originated. These mainly oral traditions are variations on
an original account and are adapted to the aims of the story-teller and also reflect
the way they were passed on. It would be interesting to go deeper into the
parallels between the Mongol and Tibetan versions. Without knowing the order
in which the various legends appeared, it is impossible to be sure that the growth
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of Buddhist details belong to the process of “Buddha-isation”. Many themes
found in the different legends presented here are very common in oral and written
traditions concerning other sacred places. This is not only because a good story
can travel over large areas, but also because these themes are universal in the
process of Tibet’s “Buddha-isation”.

Such a place should obviously attract pilgrims, and as it is true of most—not
to say all—of the sacred places in Tibet, a pilgrimage guide ought to be written
for it.

A Pilgrimage Guide

R. Demandre found a pilgrimage guide at the hermitages on the Kéke nur
island.” As we shall see, this guide does not refer to the legends of origin of the
lake.

The name of the author of the guide, O-rgyan bSam-gtan gling-pa, is
mentioned in the text, but the year in which he wrote it is not given. As is well
known, there are several bSam-gtan gling-pa, and to this day I am unable to
identify who this one is. Khetsun Sangpo mentions two of them: a bKa’-brgyud-pa
(1977: 406) who lived in the fifteenth century and a rNying-ma-pa
treasure-discover (gter-ston) (1973: 214-215) from the end of the fourteenth to
the beginning of the fifteenth century. The Gu bkra’i chos ‘byung (1990: 446)
mentions one O-rgyan bSam-gtan gling-pa, born in Long-po ‘Jim-gang-steng,*
who discovered “treasures” (gter-ma) in a place called Thar-med Jo-bo brag-dkar?
and who was contemporaneous with Padma dkar-po (1527-1592). No biography
of him has been found. According to Chos-rje gling-pa, this O-rgyan bSam-gtan
gling-pa is the same as sTag-sham bSam-gtan rdo-rje. But the latter, also called
sTag-sham Nus-ldan rdo-tje, lived in the second part of the seventeenth century
and was born in Khams; he discovered several gter-ma, among them a biography
of Ye-shes mTsho-rgyal.?*

Translation
The Pilgrimage Guide for Mahadeva, Heart of the Lake

(1] E ma ho! Padmasambhava, you who [unite in your person] all the Victorious
Ones and who dwell as the ornament of the Wheel of Great Bliss at the top of the
head of all who possess the precious human body endowed with the 18 freedoms
and endowments [enabling one to practise a spiritual path], may you bless us so
that our minds turn towards the Dharma!

When experiencing a [yogic] pure vision of clear light, I had the following
vision, absolutely pure: the great lake [which is called] Khri-[g]shog rgyal-mo,
the “Queen Who Destroyed Ten Thousand”, was like an outer, inner and secret
pure land. It was a place where there dwelt a countless number of past Buddhas;
in particular there were an inconceivable number of saints who travelled the
path [leading to the ten stages through which a bodhisattva passes before attaining
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full Buddhahood®] [such as] Avalokitesvara, the highest protector of living
beings.

In the middle of the lake, on a lotus topped by sun and moon, there resided
the great miraculously born Master Padmasambhava, in the posture
“overwhelming the phenomenal world.” He was surrounded by [his 25]
disciples,® and the Eighty [-four] Accomplished Masters (mahasiddha). The
assemblies [as vast as] the ocean of mandala [divinities] gathered densely like
clouds. The activities of the dakini of the mother-tantra [shone] like sunbeams
[and] reduced to bondage the assemblies of the dreadful dharmapala. The divine
assemblies who subdued the world [were present] in inconceivable numbers. It
was the place of [the mantra of Avalokitesvara] in six syllables, the supreme
Word of Buddha. [Many deities] including the second Buddha, Avalokitesvara,
the Venerable Mafijuséri, the Secrets’” Master [Vajrapani] and [other bodhisattva],
the Sixteen Elders along with the arhat, their attendants, and the buddha and the
bodhisattva who are the life-tree of the doctrine, resided there [with,] as their
entourage, the assemblies of bodhisattva in an incalculable number. The glorious
Dipankara blessed by the six principles® [of Buddhism] was present, as were
lineage lamas of the bka’-ma and gter-ma, new and old, in numbers that are
unimaginable and impossible to express.

It was a region in which the sacred places of Tibet were condensed.” The
small pebbles, the fruit trees, etc. [all bore] images of the Buddha. It goes without
saying that [there will be benefits here from practising] prostrations,
circumambulations and the practice of purification from defilements! Just by
remembering and by listening [to the name of this place], one escapes from
miserable rebirths, and in this life one can be sure that one will be protected
from the eight fears.® If one meditates and practises for one month, one will
attain the state of knowledge-holder (vidyadhara) in one life.

On the top of the Amitabha mountain, there was a relief image of the dakint
who is an emanation of the mind of the Venerable Lady [Tara] and [also] the
propitiation cycle of Srid-rgyal byang-byon-ma.? [2] There one found the
residence of the assemblies of the powerful dreadful deities. In a place like an
extended elephant-trunk, there was a treasure-deposit of gCod [teachings which
bore the name of] dNgos grub dbang rgyal,”Victorious Attainments”.3* There was
the site where the divine assemblies of the Venerable Tara were dwelling. There
were three treasure-deposits of Vairocana. There were treasure-deposits of 20
mule-loads of gold and silver. On the rocky pillar, there was the “seal” [of the
treasure] marked by a magical dagger. There was a part of a great treasure-deposit
in that place. This was the sacred mountain where the nine knowledge-holders®
meditated. In a cave that looked like a triangle, there was the complete
propitiation cycle for fierce magic. There were a limitless number of curses of
gNod-sbyin nag-po [and] secret instructions to repel slander.”

On a black rock that looked like a sleeping tortoise [there flowed] a spring
similar to a vessel of elixir; this was medicinal water which cures all kinds of
sickness. There were 108 different treasure-deposits. In a river which was very
similar to a turquoise-blue dragon, there was the residence of the divine
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assemblies of rGyal-ba rgya-mtsho.”® There were four treasure-deposits of the
compassion of Dran-pa [nam-mkha’];” 108 different secret caves, many palaces
[which are] the meditation places of the knowledge-holders, [and also)] one coral
treasure-deposit of Vairocana. In a rock that looked like an old sleeping pig,
there was a silver earth treasure concealed by Vairocana. On a mountain similar
to a wish-fulfilling gem there was the elixir which transmutes an old man into a
young one. On a red rocky mountain that resembled a hanging curtain, there
spontaneously arose [the mantra] A ka sa ma ra tsa.** On a white rocky mountain
resembling the ornate wing extending from a conch-shell trumpet, there were
the spontaneously arisen prints of one hundred thousand dakini, naturally arisen
footprints of Dran-pa nam-mkha’, the spontaneously arisen long-life vessel of
Ye-shes mtsho-rgyal, [and] the specially holy long-life water of the Eighty [-
four] Accomplished Masters. There were treasure-deposits of hundreds and
thousands of different kinds of receptacles. There was a treasure-deposit [called]
“Golden Ewe That Knows How to Bleat”. In this place where there flowed 108
rivers, there were the spontaneously arisen [images] of the one thousand Buddhas
of the fortunate cosmic era. It was the pure field where there reside all the divine
assemblies of the protectors. There were the prints of the magical dagger which
bound the srin-mo [demoness] by oath. There was a flight of stairs by which one
travels the path of liberation [leading to] paradises. There were different kinds
of excellent medicines which cure all sicknesses. [3] There was some especially
excellent precious gold powder. On a big rocky mountain which had the shape
of a soaring vulture, there were 108 different treasure-deposits. In the depths of
the Sindhu Ocean the Master Padmasambhava left, in the lake, his hand-print.
All these naga who resided in the lake continually offered varied songs and dances
and objects of worship.

Mountains and valleys became the meditation places of Tibet. In the temples
and meditation cells [which were] the central hill, [the place] was completely
filled with representations of the Body, Speech and Mind [of the Buddha]:
spontaneously arisen paintings,