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Préface

par Jean-Luc Achard
(CNRS, CRCAO)

es études rDzogs chen (“Grande Perfection”) ont bénéficié de

formidables développements au cours des vingt dernieres an-

nées. L'une des raisons expliquant cette situation nouvelle re-
pose sans nul doute sur l'accés relativement aisé a des collections en-
tieres de textes de la Grande Perfection sur le site du TBRC, grace a la
générosité de Gene Smith et maintenant de Jeff Wallman.' Toutefois,
malgré ces progres, les origines du rDzogs chen lui-méme restent en-
core largement nimbées d'un voile de mystére et méme les sources les
plus anciennes ne s'averent guere d'une grande aide pour l'historien,
notamment parce qu'elles nous présentent, au moins pour le Man ngag
sde, un systeme étonnamment bien structuré a date ancienne, avec un
lexique particulierement pertinent entre ses cycles principaux. On peut
s'interroger sur le role joué par la transmission orale (snyan brgyud)
dans la codification de la littérature rdzogs chen et tenter de com-
prendre dans quelle mesure ce qui est écrit (et, parfois méme datable)
a haute antiquité reflete (a 1'image d'un iceberg) ce qui est effective-
ment enseigné oralement au début de la période historique (10e siecle).
En laissant temporairement de c6té 1'origine de la classification en trois
sections (sde gsum) des enseignements de la Grande Perfection,” il est
intéressant de rappeler que la littérature elle-méme présente les trois
Sections (sde gsum) du rDzogs chen comme étant organisées en fonc-
tion d'une approche extérieure (phyi), d'une approche intérieure
(nang), et d'une approche secréte (gsang ba). Etant donné la nature de
ces enseignements — relevant des Tantras Supérieurs et des arcanes

Voir http:/ /www.tbrc.org. Le Tibetan Buddhist Research Center a été récemment
rebaptisé BDRC (Buddhist Digital Research Center), mais l'intitulé de son url est
resté jusqu'a présent identique.

Cette classification est traditionnellement attribuée a Mafijjusrimitra (‘Jam dpal
bshes gnyen, ca. 7-8e s.), disciple principal du fondateur humain du rDzogs chen,
dGa' rab rdo rje (au moins pour la tradition bouddhique, le rDzogs chen étant éga-
lement enseigné dans la tradition bon po). Si l'existence historique de Mafiju$rimi-
tra n'est pas véritablement contestée, celle de dGa' rab rdo rje reste a démontrer.
Pour certains, la classification en trois Sections semble apparaitre dans le Bi ma
snying thig, alors qu'elle se trouve inter alia dans le sGra thal ‘gyur et, bien évidem-
ment, dans le Commentaire de ce Tantra, lesquels précedent en théorie tres légere-
ment la révélation du Bi ma snying thig.

Jean-Luc Achard, “Préface — Etudes rDzogs chen, volume 17, Revue d’Etudes Tibétaines, no. 43,
Janvier 2018, pp. 5-8.
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qui leurs sont associés’ —, il n'est pas irraisonnable de suggérer que les
enseignements appartenant a 'approche secréte aient été transmis ora-
lement jusqu'a une date donnée, ce qui pourrait expliquer la maigreur
des éléments démontrant leur existence a I'époque royale.*

L'image que la recherche actuelle nous donne du rDzogs chen est
au mieux fragmentaire pour ce qui est de son origine et de ses premiers
développements au Tibet. En revanche, la tradition elle-méme fournit
des éléments clairs — évidemment pas historiques — relativement a
ce qu'est le rDzogs chen lui-méme. On peut ainsi le définir comme :

1. 1e fruit de I'Anuyoga,’
2. 1'état naturel de l'esprit,’ et
3. le systéme ou la tradition du rDzogs chen proprement dit.

[1]. L'Anuyoga (rjes su rnal 'byor) est une voie tantrique non graduelle
qui correspond au 8e des Neuf Véhicules (theg pa rim dgu) reconnus
par la tradition rNying ma pa. Il releve des Tantras parce qu'il repose
sur les principes des deux Phases (rim gnyis) et plus précisément ceux
de la Phase de Perfection (rdzogs rim). Il est présenté comme non gra-
duel (rim gyis ma yin pa) parce que sa pratique ne dépend pas de la
progression des trois recueillements (ting ‘dzin gsum), comme par
exemple dans le Mahayoga, dans le sens o1 la visualisation tantrique
centrale (dans une sadhana par exemple) est élaborée “dans la perfec-
tion d'une évocation instantanée” (skad cig dran rdzogs su), sans étape
graduelle. Son fruit est défini comme “la Grande Perfection”, c'est-a-
dire, dans ce contexte limité a 'Anuyoga, 1'état naturel de I'esprit ob-
tenu par le biais d'une approche purement tantrique.

[2]. En tant qu'état naturel de 'esprit (sems kyi gnas lugs), le rDzogs
chen est I'état de la Vacuité-Clarté indifférenciée (stong gsal dbyer med),
autrement dit 1'état de la Pureté Primordiale (ka dag) et de la Sponta-
néité (lhun grub) qui caractérisent la véritable nature de l'esprit de
l'individu. Au niveau de la Base (gzhi), cet état s'exprime comme la Va-
cuité-Clarté, ainsi qu'on vient de le préciser. Au niveau de la Voie

3
4

Comme les consécrations (dbang), les préceptes secrets (gsang ba’i man ngag), etc.
Cette maigreur n'implique toutefois pas une absence totale d'éléments. J'en ai dé-
crit certains dans L'Essence Perlée du Secret, passim.

* Voir M. Kapstein, The Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism, p. 105.

Lorsque l'on parle d'état naturel (gnas lugs) dans le contexte du rDzogs chen, on
fait référence a la maniére (lugs) dont I'esprit s'exprime (gnas, lit. “demeure”) anté-
rieurement a 1'égarement ('khrul pa) dans l'existence conditionnée. Cet état s'expé-
rimente en fonction de trois “moments”: au niveau de la Base (gzhi, en référence a
son expression originelle ou théorique), au niveau de la Voie (lam, en référence a
son expression au cours de la pratique spirituelle, tout au long de la vie, ou tout au
moins jusqu'a la libération [grol ba]), et au niveau du Fruit (‘bras bu) ou la nature
originelle de I'esprit est “retrouvée” dans toute sa virginité primordiale.
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(Iam), les modalités de cette Vacuité-Clarté que l'adepte expérimente
grace aux points-clefs spécifiques du Franchissement du Pic (thod rgal)
par exemple, s'expriment en tant qu'Espace (dbyings) et Discernement
(rig). Enfin, au niveau du Fruit ('bras bu), ces mémes modalités mani-
festent leur expression ultime en tant que Corps (sku) et Sagesses (ye
shes).

[3]. En tant que tradition spirituelle et littéraire, le rDzogs chen est
essentiellement décrit dans un ensemble de textes répartis en trois ca-
tégories : 1. la Section de 'Esprit (sems sde) qui met I'accent sur la Clarté
(gsal ba), 2. la Section de 1'Espace Abyssal (klong sde) qui met 'accent
sur la Vacuité (stong pa), et 3. la Section des Préceptes (man ngag sde)
qui, elle, met 1'accent sur l'indifférenciation de la Clarté et de la Va-
cuité.’

D'un point de vue purement doctrinal, certains maitres ont présenté
la Vue (lta ba) du rDzogs chen comme étant identique a celle du
Madhyamaka, affirmation qui doit nous apparaitre comme éminem-
ment teintée d'une volonté politique d'assimilation et de réduction des
différences doctrinales entre écoles.’ Ne serait-ce que par son lexique,
le rDzogs chen differe totalement du Madhyamaka dont les représen-
tations fondamentales reposent sur l'intellect (blo) et le sems (I'esprit
conceptuel, dualiste et en proie aux passions), alors que le rDzogs chen
repose des le départ sur la connaissance dite du Discernement (rig pa),
laquelle est indépendante de toute représentation discursive, s'avere
non duelle et vierge de toute passion.” Au mieux, le rDzogs chen a hé-
rité du Yogacara certaines de ses représentations relatives a la cons-
cience — comme le systéeme des huit consciences qui n'est pas reconnu
par le Madhyamaka." Le fait est, qu'a la différence de ce dernier, les
théories du rDzogs chen (a commencer par ses représentations cosmo-
logiques, etc.) reposent entierement sur 'expérience directe de la Va-
cuité-Clarté et non pas sur les spéculations de l'intellect.

Ces Sections correspondent respectivement aux “approches” extérieure (phyi), in-
térieure (nang) et secrete (gsang) mentionnées supra.

C'est une sorte de leitmotiv que 1'on voit notamment dans la jeune génération des
mkhan po rnying ma pa contemporains, notamment chez ceux qui suivent la tradi-
tion de Mi pham (1846-1912). La méme affirmation mise dans la bouche de Klong
chen pa (1308-1364) est plus problématique étant donné que celui-ci a été parfois
contraint d'adapter son discours en fonction de son audience, pour des raisons de
sécurité et de politique qu'il est impossible de synthétiser ici (cf. les tentatives
d'assassinat commanditées par Tai Si tu Byang chub rgyal mtshan).

Je me limite ici au seul lexique. S'il fallait s'attarder sur les pratiques yogiques avan-
cées, on ne retrouverait aucun pont véritablement convaincant entre les deux tra-
ditions.

Le Madhyamaka ne reconnait que six consciences, celles des cinq sens et celle du
mental.
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A ce titre, les comparaisons entre le rDzogs chen et les autres tradi-
tions bouddhiques, élaborées dans le monde académique, sont de plus
en plus passionnantes, a mesure que les recherches s'approfondissent
a la fois sur la pensée, la littérature et les pratiques de la Grande Per-
fection. Sur ce theme, on pourra lire ici un article de Sam van Schaik
consacré aux rapports entre certains textes tardifs du rDzogs chen et le
systéeme du Yogacara (p. 9-31).

L'analyse de la terminologie employée dans le textes de la Grande
Perfection progresse également a grands pas, avec comme exemple ici
I'étude de Morten Ostensen sur la signification de I'expression Sems
phyogs a date ancienne (p. 32-49).

Cette expression est supposée s'appliquer a tout le rDzogs chen, se-
lon certains, ou bien au seul systéeme de la Section de 'Esprit (sems sde),
selon d'autres. Les recherches de Manuel Lopez sur les textes-racines
de cette Section, incluses dans le présent numéro, présentent une ana-
lyse exhaustive des classifications de ces textes (p. 50-94).

Le groupe suivant de trois articles, par Jay Valentine (p. 95-133),
Katarina Turpeinen (p. 134-195), et Stéphane Arguillere (p. 195-254), se
focalise autour d'un cycle important de la Section des Préceptes inti-
tulé Kun bzang dgongs pa zang thal, chacun dans un domaine particulier
dont le cycle est le point de convergence.

Enfin, Jacob Dalton et Khenpo Yeshi (p. 255-272) abordent un en-
semble de notions importantes — celles des “perfections” (phun sum
tshogs pa) — telles qu'elles sont présentées dans le Tshig don bcu gcig pa
de mKhas pa Nyi ma 'bum (1158-1213), I'un des premiers commenta-
teurs des enseignements des sNying thig, si ce n'est le premier (histori-
quement parlant).

Fondamentalement, ce qui manque maintenant a la recherche aca-
démique sur le rDzogs chen, c'est la prise en compte de la contrepartie
“bon po” de cette tradition. En effet, les cas d'intertextualité entre les
rNying ma pas et les Bon pos sont extrémement abondants et témoi-
gnent d'interactions entre deux courants religieux qui édifient leur
propre canon ou ensemble de textes canoniques a une époque ou de
nouvelles traditions commencent de se développer au Tibet, parfois en
concurrence ou en conflit dogmatique avec les représentations mémes
du rDzogs chen (qu'il soit rnying ma pa ou bon po).

0.0



Adaptations and Transformations
of Indian Yogacara in Tibetan rDzogs chen

Sam van Schaik
(The British Library)

@he doctrines of the Yogacara or Vijianavada movement,

especially as developed in the works of Vasubandhu and

Asanga, had a deep and lasting influence on all the schools
of Tibetan Buddhism. In the classical Tibetan hierarchies of philo-
sophical views, Yogacara is generally placed below Madhyamaka;
however, in the Tibetan 'practice traditions' of rDzogs chen and
Mahamudra, this hierarchy is ignored or inverted, and the most im-
portant models are drawn from Yogacara. The influence of Yogacara
on rDzogs chen, especially in its treatment of the psychological
makeup of samsaric consciousness, has often been noted.' This paper
looks at the question in a little more detail, taking as a starting point
an intriguing statement made by Samten Karmay in his in his semi-
nal work on rDzogs chen, The Great Perfection:

The Kun tu bzang po ye shes klong gi rgyud by 'Jigs med gling pa is
perhaps the best example of a work on rDzogs-chen philosophy in
which the fusion of the doctrine of the Vijianavada and rDzogs-
chen reaches its most characteristic elaboration.”

The Kun tu bzang po ye shes klong gi rqyud, which can be translated as
the Tantra of the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra, is the most im-
portant rDzogs chen tantra of the Klong chen snying thig, a gter ma
collection written down by ‘Jigs med gling pa (1730-98) in the latter
half of the eighteenth century.’ As with all of the rDzogs chen texts in
this collection, it is classed as sNying thig (‘heart essence’), a category

The most thorough discussion of the rDzogs chen development of Yogacara
thought is Waldron and Germano 2006. See also Karmay 1988: 180-82; and Guen-
ther 1989: 134-38.

> Karmay 1988: 180-81.

On the life of ‘Jigs med gling pa and the revelation of the Klong chen snying thig,
see Goodman 1992, Thondup 1996, Gyatso 1998, and van Schaik 2004a. The Wis-
dom Expanse of Samantabhadra is one of eleven rDzogs chen texts in the Klong chen
snying thig. It and the other rDzogs chen texts of the Klong chen snying thig have
been translated in van Schaik 2004a.

Sam van Schaik, “Adaptations and Transformations of Indian Yogacara in Tibetan rDzogs
chen” Revue d’Etudes Tibétaines, no. 43, Janvier 2018, pp. 9-31.
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of text and practice closely associated, and often synonymous with
the Instruction Class (man ngag sde).*

The foremost exponent of the Instruction Class was Klong chen
rab ‘byams, usually known simply as Klong chen pa (1308-63); in his
most methodical and elaborate works on rDzogs chen, the vast Treas-
ury of the Supreme Vehicle and the more concise Treasury of Meanings,
Klong chen pa presented a systematisation of the doctrines of the
Instruction Class, based largely on the fundamental scriptures of the
genre, the Seventeen Tantras. Although some of the rDzogs chen texts
in the Klong chen snying thig are presented by ‘Jigs med gling pa as
essentialisations of Klong chen pa's work, the Wisdom Expanse of Sa-
mantabhadra is not; rather it is a gter ma text said to have been ‘set
down’ by Vimalamitra in the eighth century.’

Whatever one thinks of the nature of gter ma texts, there is no
doubt that the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra is quite different
from the rDzogs chen texts for which ‘Jigs med gling pa claimed au-
thorship in the more conventional sense. The first chapter of the tan-
tra takes on a key theme of Instruction Class rDzogs chen: how
awareness develops from the basis of mind into either samsaric con-
sciousness or enlightened awareness. The way that it presents this
topic differs in some important respects from Klong chen pa's sys-
tematised version of rDzogs chen, and indeed from ‘Jigs med gling
pa's own major philosophical work, the Treasury of Qualities and its
autocommentary, which follow Klong chen pa closely.® One could
argue that the truly characteristic rDzogs chen elaboration of
Yogacara is found in Klong chen pa's innovative works, and those in
which ‘Jigs med gling pa followed Klong chen pa's lead.

What is interesting about the presentation of the nature of con-
sciousness in the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra is how much clos-
er it is to the classical form of Indian Yogacara than to Klong chen
pa's elaborations of the same themes. The Yogacara was not, of
course, a homogeneous set of doctrines, and the comparisons made
here are based on key texts within the multiplicity of the Yogacara
school's discourse.” Nevertheless, I will try to show the ways in

4 Karmay (1988: 210) and Germano (1994: 269) argue that the basic texts of the
Instruction Class, i.e. the Bi ma snying thig and Seventeen Tantras, were written in
the eleventh century. The tradition believes them to be eight-century translations
from Indian scriptures.

°  See van Schaik 2004a: 42.

It is the last three of the thirteen chapters of the Treasury of Qualities which deal

with rDzogs chen, and the commentary on these chapters is contained in the se-

cond book of the autocommentary, called Chariot of Omniscience.

Other doctrines associated with the Yogacara have some presence in rDzogs

chen. The idea of a self-referential awareness (rang rig, skt. svasamvedana) is pre-

sent, though not in a philosophically elaborate form. Paul Williams (1998) has
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which the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra tends to steer closer to
Indic Yogacara models than those of Klong chen pa.

The basis of all

The first chapter of the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra opens with a
question from the bodhisattva Vajra Realisation, setting out the
framework of the discussion which follows:

Again and again you have given the teaching on separating the
phenomena of samsadra and nirvana through distinguishing the
alaya and great wisdom. What is the difference between the charac-
teristics of these two?:

The Sanskrit term alaya is translated into Tibetan as kun gzhi, which
literally means “universal ground.” In the Wisdom Expanse of Saman-
tabhadra, the alaya is clearly stated to be a samsaric phenomenon, in
opposition to nirvanic wisdom (ye shes, Skt. jiiana). This distinction
places the text firmly in the Instruction Class tradition. In the other
classes of rDzogs chen literature the term alaya is often used to signify
the ground of all existence, both samsara and nirvana.

So the opening question of the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra
indicates that in this discussion the distinction between alaya and
wisdom is a given. The phrase ‘again and again you have spoken’
alludes to the fact that there is a standard type of Instruction Class
discourse which defines and polarises alaya from the enlightened
state, usually signified by ye shes, rig pa or chos sku (Skt. dharmakaya).
Detailed discussions of this topic are to be found in Klong chen pa's
Treasury of Words and Meanings and ‘Jigs med gling pa's own Chariot
of Omniscience.’ The following is from one of the Seventeen Tantras:

discussed a Nyingma defense of rang rig, but this defense is not made in the con-
text of rDzogs chen. The “mind only” theory has a complex history within rDzogs
chen: the assertion that “all phenomena are mind’ is common in the Mind Series
literature, but much more rare in the Instruction Class, and is in fact explicitly re-
jected in certain passages in the Seventeen Tantras and by Klong chen pa in Treas-
ury of Words and Meanings 114.5-115.6. In brief, Klong chen pa's position is that
perceptions (snang ba) can be called “mind’ (sems) but to call the object of percep-
tion (snang yul) ‘mind’ is an error. ‘Jigs med gling pa takes the same position in
Treasury of Qualities 101.3. On criticisms of Yogacara in rDzogs chen, see van
Schaik 2004a: 78-84.

kun gzhi dang ye shes chen po'i khyad par las "khor ba dang mya ngan las ‘das pa’i chos
tha dad du rgyab gyes par ston pa khyod kyis yang nas yang du bka’ stsal la [ de dang
de’i mtshan nyid so sor phye ba ni gang / (AC III 75.3).

®  Treasury of Words and Meanings 103.4ff, Chariot of Ommniscience 648.3ff.
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Kyé, Sems-dpa' Chen-po! The location of mind is the alaya. If you ask
why, it is because the alaya amasses all the objects of thought and is
awareness [operating] as mind. The location of wisdom is the dhar-
makdaya. If you ask why, it is because the dharmakaya is not under the
power of all the concepts of consciousness and is without the
awareness that apprehends objects as distinct."

There are possible sources for this type of discourse in the Yogacara,
which I will come to later. Returning to the Wisdom Expanse of Saman-
tabhadra, Samantabhadra's answer to Vajra Realisation’s question
focuses on the nature of the alaya:

The alaya is a state which is like the vast general ground of all
samsara and nirvana having fallen asleep and not being awake to
the sense objects."

The analogy of sleep is used here to point to the relationship between
the alaya and its counterpart the ‘general ground’ (spyi gzhi). This
general ground, which is often simply called ‘the ground’ (gzhi) in
Instruction Class texts, is completely pure and undefiled, equivalent
to the dharmakaya itself. The three aspects of this pure ground are
essence (ngo bo), nature (rang bzhin) and compassion (thugs rje); the
usual attributes of the three are the emptiness (stong pa) of the es-
sence, the luminosity (gsal ba) of the nature, and the dynamism (rtsal)
or unobstructedness (dgags med) of compassion."

The image of the general ground falling asleep differs from the
way in which the coming-to-being of the alaya is presented in Klong
chen pa's Instruction Class texts, where the process is explained as a
misapprehension (ma shes pa), rather than a blank unawareness."” For
Klong chen pa, the nature of this misapprehension is that the
ground's manifestation (gzhi snang) is not recognised as intrinsic to
the ground itself. From the Treasury of Words and Meanings:

kye sems dpa’ chen po | sems kyi gnas ni kun gzhi yin no | de ci'i phyir zhe na [ kun gzhi
ni bsam pa'i yul thams cad sdud cing | sems su shes pa’i phyir ro | ye shes kyi gnas ni
chos kyi sku yin no [ de ci’i phyir na [ chos sku ni dran rtog thams cad mi mnga’ zhing /
yul tha dad du 'dzin nga'i shes pa med pa’i phyir ro | (Klong drug, cited in Chariot of
Omniscience 649.4).

kun gzhi ni 'khor ba dang mya ngan las 'das pa thams cad kyi spyi gzhi chen po dbang po
yul la ma sad pa gnyid du song ba'i skabs Ita bu ste | (AC Il p. 76.1).

2 See van Schaik 2004a: 52-54.

For a discussion focussed specifically on Klong chen pa's presentation of these
topics and his sources in the Seventeen Tantras see Achard 2001 and 2005.
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Delusion comes from the ground's manifestation not being recog-
nised as intrinsic."

The ground's manifestation is apprehended as an “other’” (¢zhan), and
consequently there is a subject/object-oriented awareness (shes pa
gzung 'dzin).” These Instruction Class texts present the scenario, then,
of the ground's manifestation being a non-dual awareness (i.e. shes pa
prior to subject/object perception) which slips into dualistic appre-
hension by mistaking appearances which are intrinsic to it as some-
thing 'other'. Attendant upon this comes the concept that this aware-
ness is in itself a discrete 'self'. Then, with awareness operating with
the conceptual framework of subject and object, the basis for deluded
perception is in place.

In the Treasury of Words and Meanings Klong chen pa enumerates
four conditions in which this process is encapsulated:

(i) Not recognising the ground's manifestation as coming
forth from oneself is the causal condition.

(ii) The ground's manifestation arising as an object is the ob-
jective condition.

(iii) Apprehending ‘I and “mine’ is the egoic condition.

(iv) The above three being present at the same time is the
fourth, the immediate condition of straying.'

Klong chen pa adds that the cause of straying is nescience, and the
condition is the manifestation the objective realm (yul) in awareness.
The process is this: an awareness of the ground manifests from the
ground itself, and in this slight movement, the one who strays is
bound by a spreading dualistic awareness. The term 'slight move-
ment' (‘gqyu ba) implies that, though the consequence of the move
from enlightened awareness to delusion is the opposed states of nir-
vana and samsara, the initial move is only a minor realignment of
awareness.'’

gzhi snang de rang ngo ma shes pa’i cha las 'khrul te (Treasury of Words and Meanings
40.3).

" Treasury of Words and Meanings 41.1-3.

de yang gzhi snang de rang las byung bar ma shes pas rqyu'i rkyen [ de nyid yul du shar
bas dmigs pa’i rkyen [ bdag dang bdag gir bzung bas bdag po'i rkyen [ de gsum dus
mtshungs pas de ma thag pa’i rkyen bzhir "khrul pa ni [ (Treasury of Words and Mean-
ings 43.3-4). rTse le sNa tshogs rang grol (b.1608) enumerates only three condi-
tions in his Nyi ma'i snying po (Guenther 1992: 105).

"7 Guenther 1992: 102.
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This discussion of the initial straying, so fundamental to Klong
chen pa's Instruction Class philosophical texts,' is completely absent
in the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra, where the metaphor of fall-
ing asleep stands in its place. Yet the sleep metaphor has its own
complexity, with two possible nuances to its interpretation. First,
there is the old Buddhist analogy: samsara is like a dream and a bud-
dha is one who has woken up from the dream. In the same way, the
alaya is like sleep because it is on the side of delusion, and all appear-
ances thereof are like dreams. This is the way ‘Jigs med gling pa uses
the metaphor in his Chariot of Omniscience:

Because the nature of the alaya, like falling asleep, is the basis of the
arising of all kinds of deluded appearances and dreams, it is im-
portant to wake up from it."”

The other possible use of the sleep metaphor is to illustrate the neu-
tral, non-engaged nature of the alaya, in contrast not to the nirvanic
state, but to the activity of the further manifestations of samsaric con-
sciousness, which I will come to shortly. Here ‘sleep’ carries the sense
of unconsciousness rather than dreaming. This association with un-
consciousness is characteristic of the alaya from its earliest appear-
ance in the sutras; see for example the following passage from the
Yogacarabhami:

When [a person] has entered [absorbtion into] cessation (nirodha
(samdpatti)), his mind and mental [factors] have ceased; how then is it
that his mind (vijiiana) has not withdrawn from his body? — [Answer:
No problem;] for [in] his [case] dlayavijiana as not ceased [to be pre-
sent] in the material sense-faculties, which are unimpaired; [alaya-
vijiana] which comprises the seeds of the forthcoming [forms of]

mind (pravrttivijiiana), so that they are bound to re-arise in the fu-
ture.”

Both senses of the sleep metaphor are present in the Wisdom Expanse
of Samantabhadra, if not explicitly distinguished. This is shown by the
appearance of the metaphor in the descriptions of the process of en-
lightenment and the development of samsaric consciousness.

It is also present in the Seventeen Tantras and in rTse le sNa tshogs rang grol’s Nyi
ma'i snying po (Guenther 1992: 99ff).

kun gzhi'i rang bzhin ni gnyid du song ba Ita bu 'khrul snang dang mi lam sna tshogs pa
"char ba'i rten du gyur pas na de las sad par byed dgos te | (Chariot of Omniscience
650.3).

20 Yogacarabhiimi 78b5; translation in Schmithausen 1987: 18.
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The Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra places the alaya in an am-
biguous middle state, transitional between samsaric and nirvanic
realms:

Latently existent in [the dlaya], non-manifest in a way unfathomable
by thought, there is: purity which is the gate to wisdom and the
path to nirvana, also the visions of the great thig le and the lake-like
dharma of the fruit; and impurity in accord with samsara, also kar-
ma, suffering and the multitude of discursive thoughts. Therefore it
is not anything such as sentient beings or buddhas, the wisdom of
the path or mind itself; it is the container of them all (kun) or it be-
comes the ground (gzhi) of their arising. Therefore it is called alaya
(kun gzhi).*!

Again, there is a difference of emphasis here between the Wisdom
Expanse of Samantabhadra and many other Instruction Class texts. The
statement that the alaya cannot be identified with nirvanic phenome-
na (‘buddhas’ and ‘mind-itself’) is normal in the Instruction Class
context, but the same assertion regarding samsaric phenomena (‘sen-
tient beings’) is surprising. By contrast, Klong chen pa's Instruction
Class texts, and ‘Jigs med gling pa's own Chariot of Omniscience, ex-
plicitly identify the alaya with samsara, and draw on the Seventeen
Tantras as authority for this. The following verse from one of the Sev-
enteen Tantras is cited in the Chariot of Omniscience:

In the grasping, conceptualising alaya

The various appearances are polluted by straying awareness.
The dalaya is nescience and substantial things (dngos po);

It is named as such because it is the ground of all.”

A strong definition of this type does not appear in the Wisdom Ex-
panse of Samantabhadra. Yet we cannot assume that this text is simply
reverting to the more general use of alaya. For one thing there is the
bodhisattva Vajra Realisation's original question, which makes it
clear that alaya is held to be a fundamentally different entity from
wisdom (ye shes); and for another, there is the following statement:

' sems med pa'i gnas skabs Inga’i dus na'ang sems dang sems nyid kyi rten dang brten

pa'i rang bzhin bag la nyal du gnas so | ... de’i phyir "di'i go na dag pa ye shes kyi sgo
mya ngan las ‘das pa'i lam dang | thig le chen po’i snang ba dang | "bras bu'i chos rgya
mtsho Ita bu dang [ ma dag pa "khor ba'i sgo las dang [ nyon mongs pa dang | rnam par
rtog pa tshogs bsam gyis mi khab pa Itar mi mngon pa bag nyal gyi tshul du yod pas na |
sems can dang [ sangs rgyas dang [ lam gyi ye shes dang [ sems nyid gang yang ma yin
te kun gyi snod dam | ‘char gzhi gyur pas na [ kun gzhi zhes bya’o | (AC II1 76.2).

kun gzhi rnam rtog 'dzin pa la | sna tshogs 'khrul pa'i shes pas bslad [ kun gzhi ma rig
dngos po yin | kun gyi gzhi zhes de la bya (Rig pa rang shar, cited in Chariot of Omnis-
cience 648.6).
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The teaching of some lower vehicles that this [alaya] is the buddha
nature is for the sake of guiding temporarily the childish ones who
are eaten by doubts regarding the stainless dharmata.”

This is a clear rejection of a tendency in certain texts (notably the
Lankavatara sitra),”* to identify alaya with the buddha nature (de
gshegs snying po, skt. tathagatagarbha). If the alaya was the signifier
both of samsaric and nirvanic for the Wisdom Expanse of Saman-
tabhadra then there would be no particular objection to identifying it
with the buddha nature.” These two passages indicate that in Wisdom
Expanse of Samantabhadra the alaya cannot directly signify the nirva-
nic, yet it still does not seem to be explicitly linked with samsara.

A solution to this apparent paradox is implicit in the text in the
suggestion that samsara and nirvana are potentially present in the
alaya.”® The passage above states that the pure aspect is a ‘gate’ (sgo)
to wisdom and a ‘path’ (lam) to nirvana, and in the same way the
impure aspect is a “gate’ to samsara, which indicates that the alaya is
defined as holding the potential for either. This appears to mean that
if the suggested potentiality for purity is realised, it is no longer
called the alaya; rather, the ground (gzhi), wisdom (ye shes) or an
equivalent term is used. If the potential for impurity is realised, then
alaya (under that name) becomes the basis of samsaric conscious-
ness.” This gives the alaya the role of occupying a middle ground

» ‘og ma rnams su 'di nyid bde gshegs snying po’i rang bzhin du bstan pa ni | re zhig chos

"byings dri med la the tshom za ba'i byis pa rnam drang ba’i slad du’o [ (AC III p. 76.3).
Note that Guenther's reading of this makes it an assertion that the teaching of the
tathagatagarbha is itself provisional. In view of the unconditional use of the term
bde gshegs snying po in Chapter 5 of the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra (AC III
p- 89.6), Guenther's reading seems unlikely.

Eg. from the Lankavatarasitra: ‘Mahamati, if you say there is no Tathagata-garbha
known as Alayavijfiana, there will be neither the arising nor the disappearing [of
an external world of multiplicities] in the absence of the Tathagata-garbha known
as Alayavijfiana.” (Suzuki 1932: 192). See also Brown 1996: 179-94.

*  Chapter 3 of Treasury of Words and Meanings (79.6ff) is devoted to the the buddha
nature, which is identified with wisdom.

This interpretation may have precendents in Indian Yogacara material. For ex-
ample, Brian Brown (1989: 270) quotes the following passage from the
Mahayanasraddhotpada: “This Consciousness has two aspects which embrace all
states of existence. They are (1) the aspect of enlightenment, and (2) the aspect of
non-enlightenment.’

Germano's commentary (1992: 633) on Klong chen pa's explanation of why ye
shes is sometimes identified with alaya (in Zab mo yang tig II, p. 267.3ff among oth-
er sources) indicates the same position:

[Klong chen pa] indicates that our current state is called ‘universal ground’
[alaya] because in our present state of stained neurosis, awareness continues to be
within samsara, while the potential for these states to be reversed is perpetually
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between samsaric and nirvanic states, merely containing the potential
for either.

There is no question that the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra is
ambiguous where Klong chen pa, and ‘Jigs med gling pa himself in
his Treasury of Qualities and autocommentary, strove to remove all
ambiguity. Yet in this ambiguity, it is closer to the core texts of Indian
Yogacara. For example, in Vasubandhu's Trimsika the dharmakaya is
identical with the transformed alaya:

From abandoning the two faults the reversal of the alaya comes
about.

That alone is the dhatu, inconceivable, auspicious, unchanging, bliss-
ful,

The liberation-body which is also called the dharmakaya of the Great
Sage.”

Here we see the model for the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra, in
which there is a single base undergoing a transformation. Thus, inso-
far as the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra does seem to employ a
strategy in reconciling the samsaric and nirvanic aspects of the basis,
it is the strategy found in classical Yogacara literature, not the distinc-
tion between a wholly samsaric alaya and the nirvanic ground pre-
ferred by Klong chen pa in his Instruction Class works.

How samsdara and nirvana manifest

The Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra goes on to describe the way in
which the potentials for samsara and nirvana are realised. Here we
return to the metaphor of sleep; the two opposed processes of becom-
ing, samsaric and nirvanic, are both described as a kind of awakening
from sleep. Let us look first at the samsaric side:

The domain of the alaya with no mental activity at all is like an egg.
When its dynamic energy rises up as ground of the arising of its var-
ious contents, this is the alaya-vijiana itself. From that comes the
movement of the winds which engage in virtue and non-virtue

present. While awareness itself is unfragmented into either extreme, its radiation
[gdangs] as our psychic substratum can fuel the experience of either (thus “foun-
dation of all’). However, once we become free via realisation, this experience of
samsara is no longer possible as awareness functions exclusively as foundation
for nirvana ... such that this term ‘universal ground’ no longer pertains....
asrayasya paravrttiv dvidha dausthulyahanitah | | sa evandsravo dhatur acintyah kusalo
dhruvah | sukho vimuktikayo ‘sau dharmakayo "yam mahamuneh |1 (Trim v.29-30;
text in Jaini 1985: 491).
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through desire, anger and indifference. These are the characteristics
of mind. Then, after waking up to the six sense objects, you become
associated with the movement of the manas with its grasper and
grasped and the afflicted manas which clings at ‘mine’. From that,
the five root afflictions, twenty related afflictions, fifty mental fac-
tors” and eighty-four thousand aggregate concepts are brought into
being. Now everything which connects up to and supports the three
realms is without a single exception complete.”

This is the negative used of the metaphor of “waking up’: because it is
accompanied by grasping and the subject-object fixation, it is waking
up into delusion, samsara itself. As the alaya is not contingent with
wisdom, this is not a description of a development from nirvanic
wisdom to samsaric delusion, but the unfolding of delusion from the
neutral latency of the alaya. In the opposite yet complementary pro-
cess, where ‘waking up’ takes the positive sense, the nirvanic state is
distinguished from that unconscious state:

That which is called ‘the transformation of the essence’ is like wak-
ing up from that sleep. In this situation, although you have awak-
ened to the sense-objects, you are not tainted by the manifestation of
the objects, and you do not fall back into the co-emergent and con-
ceptual-imputation forms of nescience.”

There are several statements here which need to be unpacked. First,
‘that which is called ‘the transformation of the essence’ is like waking
up after having falling asleep.” The ‘transformation’ (gnas 'gyur) of
dalayavijiiana features in the Yogacara as a way of describing enlight-
enment: the alayavijiana is ‘transformed’ (Skt. parinama) or ‘reversed’
(Skt. paravrtti) at enlightenment, as in this line already quoted above
from the Trimsika:

* sems byung Inga beu: this is unusual in that the number is usually 51; c.f. Dudjom

1991: 11.185.

kun gzhi’i khams ni ci yang mi sems bsgo nga lta bu’o [ rtsal snod du ma'i 'char gzhir
langs pa ni kun gzhi rnam par shes pa nyid do | de las dge mi dge chags sdang bar ma
gsum gyis nye bar len pa'i rlung g.yos pa ni sems kyi mtshan nyid do [ 'di Itar dbang po
drug gi yul las sad pa'i las gzung "dzin gyi yid g.yos [ nyon mongs pa'i yid nga yir 'dzin
pa dang 'grogs nas rtsa ba’i nyon mongs pa Inga [ nye ba’i nyon mongs nyi shu [ sems
byung Inga beu [ rtogs tshogs brgyad khri bzhi stong ldang 'dug gi tshul du khrid de
khams gsum gyi rten cing 'brel bar 'byung ba ma lus shing lus pa med pa thams cad
rdzogs par bya’o [ (AC III p. 77.3).

ngo bo gnas 'gyur ba zhes bya ste gnyid du song ba de las sad pa Ita bu’o | 'di ltar dbang
po yul la sad kyang yul gyi snang bas ni ma gos | lhan cig skyes pa dang kun tu brtags
pa'i ma rig pa gnyis kyi sbubs su’ang ma chud | (ACIII p. 78.1).
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From abandoning the two faults the reversal of the alaya comes about.”

This is another case where the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra does
not conform to the strictures of Klong chen pa’s Instruction Class. In
the Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle Klong chen pa rejects the use of the
term ‘transformation” with regard to the switch from alaya to wisdom
because it suggests a contingency in the unconditioned nirvanic
state.” Yet this does not mean that the Wisdom Expanse of Saman-
tabhadra is suggesting that there is a contingency in the nirvanic state,
a possibility which is expressly denied elsewhere in the text:

Because from the side of the essence there is no falling into the ex-
treme of appearance or emptiness, do not look hopefully for bud-
dhahood in a ‘creator’ and ‘created’” which involve cause and ef-
fect.*

What this does mean is that here, once again, the Wisdom Expanse of
Samantabhadra follows the example of classical Indian Yogacara ra-
ther than the philosophical developments of Klong chen pa’s rDzogs
chen.

Second: ‘although you have awakened to the sense-objects, you
are not tainted by the manifestation of the objects.” The nirvanic
‘waking-up’ here becomes a parallel process to the deluded version:
the sense-objects feature again, but in the absence of the mano-vijiiana
and afflicted manas, they have a different character. The metaphor in
here suggests that the objects have no binding or entrapping charac-
ter — there is a faint allusion to the ‘naked awareness’ (rig pa rjen pa)
spoken of in the more practice-oriented rDzogs chen texts.”

Third: ‘you do not fall back into the co-emergent (lhan gcig skyes
pa) and conceptual imputation (kun tu brtags pa) forms of nescience.’
This line indicates that the transformation is permanent; nescience
will not return. Here a little more should be said about nescience and
its sub-divisions. As we saw earlier, nescience (ma rig pa) is the ap-
prehension of the ground's manifestation or awareness (shes pa) as
‘other’. Klong chen pa, in the Treasury of Words and Meanings gives it

32 asrayasya paravrttiv dvidha dausthulya-hanitah || (Trim v.29; text in Jaini 1985: 491).

See also the discussion of this in the Lasnkavatarastitra (Suzuki 1932: 55).
3 TCD 33.4ff.
** 1ngo bo'i cha nas snang ba dang stong pa'i phyogs gang du’ang lhung ba med pas rgyu
"bras dang beas pa’i bskyed bya skyed byed la sangs rgyas su re ba ma "tshol cig [ (AC III
p- 85.5).
For example, see The Lion’s Roar from the Klong chen snying thig (AC III p. 547-
565).
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three subdivisions,* only two of which appear in the above passage
from the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra:

The three are: (i) ‘causal nescience of a single identity’ — the arising
of an awareness which fails to recognise itself; (ii) ‘co-emergent nes-
cience’ — that non-recognition arising simultaneously with aware-
ness; (iii) ‘extensively conceptualising nescience’ — the aspect which

processes intrinsic manifestation as ‘other’.”’

It is (ii) and (iii) which comprise the two-fold nescience of the Wisdom
Expanse of Samantabhadra, leaving out (i). These divisions can be read
as a chronological sequence, (i) being the initial non-recognition, (ii)
the following moment in which awareness continues to arise but now
with its mistaken way of perceiving, and (iii) awareness elaborating
on its basic misapprehension and its perception being based on a
more and more complex field of conceptualisation. However, they
could also be read as three ways of describing a process constantly in
progress, (1) isolating the root of awareness' constant conceptualising
process, nescience in its basic function, (ii) indicating that awareness
and the basic misapprehension occur in simultaneity, and (iii) refer-
ring to the complexity of awareness' full development of the basic
misapprehension.

In this case, rather than (i) and (ii) being momentary states which
no longer pertain once (iii) is established, all three are different ways
of describing a process in progress at this time. Since the nescience
described in (i) is included in (ii), the Wisdom Expanse of Saman-
tabhadra need not be contradiction with this arrangement by drop-
ping (i), and the fact that it does so indicates that the second way of
reading of the three-fold division is more appropriate.

Returning to the description of the alaya in the Wisdom Expanse of
Samantabhadra, its role is broken down into a four-fold definition:

In detail, it has four aspects, (i) the alaya of the original ground, (ii)
the alaya of linking-up, (iii) the alaya of the physical body of imprints
and (iv) the alaya of various imprints.”

% An alternative six-fold division is also given in the Treasury of Words and Meanings

p- 41.1-4 (see Germano 1992: 175ff).

rgyu bdag nyid gcig pa'i ma rig pa shes par skyes pa de nyid du ma shes pa dang [ lhan
cig skyes pa’i ma rig pa rang ngo ma shes pa de dang shes pa de gnyis lhan cig skyes pa
dang [ kun brtags pa’i ma rig pa rang snang la gzhan du dpyod pa'i cha dang gsum mo /
(Treasury of Words and Meanings 40.5-6).

dbye na rnam pa bzhi yod de | gdod ma'i gzhi’i kun gzhi [ sbyor ba don gyi kun gzhi | bag
chags lus kyi kun gzhi | bag chags sna tshogs pa’i kun gzhi ‘o /| (AC IIL p. 77.1).
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Here the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra is characteristically terse
and ambiguous. Klong chen pa provides extensive glosses of this
four-fold division in the Treasury of Words and Meanings, which ‘Jigs
med gling pa follows fairly closely in his Chariot of Omniscience.”
Here is the Treasury of Words and Meanings version:

The four in detail are:

[i] The primordial alaya (ye don gyi kun gzhi): it is the attendance of
nescience upon rig pa — that aspect [of nescience] which primordially
from the first arises simultaneously with rig pa, like tarnish on gold;
it serves as the initial ground for all samsaric phenomena.

[ii] The linking-up alaya (sbyor ba don gyi kun gzhi): the ground of
karmic activity, the neutral basic support which links up and impels
one through one's individual karma to samsara or nirvana.

[iii] The alaya of various imprints (bag chags sna tshogs pa'i kun gzhi):
the neutral [ground] of diverse latent karma which generates the
samsaric cycle of mind (sems) and mental factors (sems 'byung).

[iv] the alaya of the imprints-body (bag chags lus kyi kun gzhi): nesci-
ence as a basis, a ground for the manifestation of three different
bodies: [a] a gross body which is manifest in parts, whose limbs and
organs are [composed of] minute particles, [b] a radiant body of
light, and [c] a body which manifests out of contemplation.*

Sources for all of these functions may be located in the sutras. For
example, Lambert Schmithausen has isolated several different roles
for the alaya in the early sources for Yogacara, which were brought
together in later writing, including: alaya as the basis of the personali-
ty, as the factor which ‘links up’ (Skt. pratisamdhi) to further existence
through rebirth, as the container of the seeds, and as the support for
the material body.*

In Klong chen pa's passage quoted above, the primordial alaya is
equated with nescience and specified as the ground of samsara. Yet
where Klong chen pa prefers the term ‘primordial alaya’ (ye don Qyi
kun gzhi), the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra has the more ambigu-
ous “alaya of the original ground’ (gdod ma'i gzhi'i kun gzhi). While ye

*" Chariot of Omniscience 650.5ff.

* dbye na bzhi ste | ye don gyi kun gzhi ni rig pa'i steng na ye thog dang po'i dus nas gser
dang g.ya’ bzhin lThan cig skyes pa’i cha rig pa la ltos pa’i ma rig pa ste | "khor ba’i chos
kun gyi dang po’i gzhi dang [ sbyor ba don gyi kun gzhi las kyi cha'i gzhi de "khor 'das
su las dang so sos sbyor zhing 'phen pa'i rtsa ba'i rten can lung ma bstan pa dang [ bag
chags sna tshogs pa’i kun gzhi sems dang sems 'byung gi 'khor ba bskyed pa'i cha’i las
sna tshogs pa bag la nyal gyi cha lung ma bstan pa dang [ bag chags lus kyi kun gzhi yan
lag dang nying lag rdul phran cha shas su snang ba rags pa'i lus dang [ dangs pa 'od kyi
lus dang | ting nge 'dzin Itar snang ba’i lus gsum du so sor snang ba'i gzhi ma rig pa’i
rten gyi cha can te | (Treasury of Words and Meanings 106.1-5).

4 Schmithausen 1987: 51ff, 36ff, 26ff and 18ff, respectively.
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don signifies no more than primordiality, gdod ma'i gzhi is specifically
the source of enlightened awareness, equivalent to the dharmakaya.
Thus, once again, where Klong chen pa strove to eliminate ambiguity
by separating the samsaric from the nirvanic, it remains in the Wis-
dom Expanse of Samantabhadra.

While the ‘linking-up alaya’ elaborated in Treasury of Words and
Meanings is similar to the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra passage
regarding the alaya's potential for samsara and nirvana, Klong chen
pa is, characteristically, at pains to establish that linking up to nir-
vana does not change the alaya's samsaric character:

How can the ground of samsara also be the ground of purification
which is considered to be good? [Answer:] The general ground and
the ground of substantial things are like the sun and its rays. The
linking-up ground acts as the ground of higher realms through vir-
tuous actions. It is given the name ‘linking-up ground’ because it is
the aspect of the alaya which accumulates through the three gates
virtuous actions which are in harmony with the side of liberation
which links to nirvana. Actions conducive to liberation are called
the cause of nirvana in that they cause the clearance of the obscuring
stains to nirvana, but this does not mean as cause and fruit, creator
and created. This is because it is contradictory [to assert that] the
unconditioned essence of nirvana can be created afresh through
causes and conditions.”

In order to maintain the pre-existence of the nirvanic state, the mode
through which the alaya links up to samsara is explained by Klong
chen pa using the same model as used in the Uttaratantrasastra to
explain the move from samsara to nirvana, that is, as the revelation of
a pre-existent but obscured state. Klong chen pa ensures that the
alaya's realm of operation is strictly samsaric, even when there is
movement towards nirvana.

The third and fourth aspects of the alaya concern its function as
store-house for imprints (bag chags, Skt. vdsand). These imprints are
mentioned briefly by name in Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra, but
no explanation of their nature is given. Similarly, although imprints
are mentioned more frequently in the Seventeen Tantras, in the rele-

* 'khor ba'i gzhir "thad kyi rnam byang gi gzhi ji ltar yin zhe na | spyir gzhi la dngos kyi

gzhi zer las nyi ma lta bu dang [ de la sbyor ba’i gzhi dge bas mtho ris kyi gzhi byed pa lta
bu las | 'di sbyor ba'i gzhi la ming du btags pa ste | myang "das la sbyor ba’i thar pa cha
mthun gyi dge ba sgo gsum gyis bsags pa'i kun gzhi’i steng na yod pa’i cha las so [ thar
pa cha mthun gyi las de myang 'das kyi cha la sgrib pa’i dri ma sel ba'i rgyu byed pa la
myang 'das kyi rgyur btags kyi bskyed bya skyed byed kyi rgyu 'bras su mi 'dod de |
myang 'das kyi ngo bo 'dus ma byas pa yin pas rgyu rkyen gyis gsar du byed par 'gal
ba’i 'phyir te | (Treasury of Words and Meanings 108.2-5).
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vant sections of Klong chen pa's Treasury of Words and Meanings and
Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle, and ‘Jigs med gling pa's own Chariot of
Ompniscience, there is little in the way of a full definition.

The concept of imprints, or seeds (Skt. bija), which goes back to
the early development of the doctrine of the alaya-vijiiana in the su-
tras, was adopted in rDzogs chen without significant alteration.” In
the Chariot of Omniscience ‘Jigs med gling pa explains the process by
which karma ripens as imprints in the alaya:

Because of the traces of the initial action, there is an imprint; after
that, because of clinging, there is ripening; after the initial cause and
fruit, there is conjoined ripening; and the linking-up to all happiness
and suffering.*

This is very similar to the explanation in the Trimsika:

Due to karmic imprints along with the twofold grasping, once the
previous stage

Of ripening has been exhausted, the next stage of ripening is engen-
dered.”

In our discussion of the alaya, we have seen how Klong chen pa's
philosophical works on Instruction Class rDzogs chen (followed by
‘Jigs med gling pa in his own writings) attempted to remove ambigu-
ity in the samsaric or nirvanic status of the basis of consciousness by
distinguishing the alaya (as samsaric) from the nirvanic ground,
called ‘the general ground’ (spyi gzhi) or just ‘the ground’ (gzhi). This
development is not seen in the classic Yogacara texts, where there is
no ontological distinction between two bases, one samsaric and one
nirvanic.

We have already seen that the concept of a ‘reversal of the basis’
was disliked by Klong chen pa. On the other hand, the Wisdom Ex-
panse of Samantabhadra, with its sense of the indeterminability of the
dalaya, and use of the term ‘transformation’ is not following the onto-
logical distinctions advocated by Klong chen pa, and in this is closer
to Vasubandhu and other Indian Yogacara texts.*

# C.f. Schmithausen 1987: 7ff.

las snga ma'i rjes ‘jog bas bag chags | phyi ma nye bar len pas rnam smin [ rgyu 'bras

snga phyir smin pa'i sdebs dang | bde sdug gi kun sbyor byed pa [ (Chariot of Omnisci-

ence 651.6).

karmano vasana grahadvayavasanayd saha | ksine pirvavipake ‘nyad vipakam janayanti

tat | | (Trim v.19; text in Jaini 1985: 490).

 C.f. Karmay (1988: 137-73), Germano (1994: 209ff) and van Schaik 2004b for ar-
guments on the influence of mahayoga tantras, especially the Guhyagarbha, on
rDzogs chen.
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The dynamic source of consciousness

A further distinction of the nature of the samsaric basis occurs in the
Instruction Class, between the dlaya and the alaya-vijiiana (kun gzhi
rnam shes). In most Indian Yogacara literature, alaya is synonymous
with dlaya-vijiiana, the ‘basis of consciousness’, but in Instruction
Class rDzogs chen, a clear distinction is usually made between the
two. While the alaya, as we have seen, has an ambiguous status in the
Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra, the alaya-vijiiana is firmly placed on
the side of samsaric consciousness:

When the alaya's own dynamic manifestation moves out from it,
and awareness begins to enter its object, the alaya-vijiiana rises up. It
is as if the realm of the alaya awakens from a deep sleep. The objects
which are grasped - that is the five sense-objects — have not arisen
as substantial things, but a very subtle grasping awareness has risen
up. This generates, out of itself, a connection of grasping at the re-
flections of conceptual imputation, as if in a mirror.”

The dynamism (rtsal) is a defining characteristic of the alaya-vijiiana,
and is associated with grasping at the object.* The same point is
made in another Klong chen snying thig gter ma text, Distinguishing the
Three Essential Points:

The alaya-vijiiana is similar to ice on water.

It arises as the dynamic energy which apprehends the state of the
essence,

And due to attachment to the object thus grasped, it is extensively
deluding.”

Similar definitions occur in Klong chen pa's writing, where ‘clarity’
(gsal ba) or ‘radiance’ (gdangs) often take the place of dynamism.* In
these passages and the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra there seems

¥ kun gzhi las rang gi rtsal snang g.yos te shes pa yul la 'jug par rtsom pa na kun gzhi'i

rnam par shes pa ldang ste | dper na kun gzhi'i khams gnyid "thug po Ita bu las ni sad |
yul Inga'i bzung yul la dngos su ni ma shar [ 'dzin byed kyi shes pa shin tu phra ba zhig
langs ba des kun tu rtogs pa'i gzugs brnyan 'dzin pa'i rten "brel rang chas su slod ste me
long bzhin no [ (AC III p. 81.1).

As discussed earlier, dynamism (rtsal) is also commonly stated in Instruction
Class texts to be the attribute of the general ground's compassion.

kun gzhi'i rnam shes chu nang chab rom 'dra [ ngo bo'i gshis la 'dzin pa'i rtsal shar te |
gzung ba'i yul la chags pas phal cher bslu [ (AC III p. 117.2).

" Germano 1992: 406-7.
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to be a wish to explain what happens in the intermediate stage be-
tween the latent alaya and the conceptual awareness of the mano-
vijiiana and afflicted manas. The explanation creates a space for a spe-
cific concept of the alaya-vijiiana as the dynamic effulgence of the
alaya itself.”

This stage of awareness is described as a grasping, though “appre-
hension’ is probably better here for 'dzin pa, without distinct objects.
Thus the basic duality of apprehender and apprehended is in place,
without any further elaboration. The analogy of the mirror and its
reflections address the question of how the dual phenomena of sub-
ject and object can be generated from a single basis, with the further
suggestion that this grasping is distorting in that it creates its own
type of appearances.

Thus the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra follows the Instruction
Class model of differentiating the alaya from the alaya-vijiana, defin-
ing the latter in terms of dynamic energy or radiance, words with a
technical meaning that are specific to rDzogs chen. Here the text
moves away from the classic Yogacara position; however, when we
turn to the alaya-vijiiana in its relationship with the other elements of
consciousness, it is again closely based on earlier Yogacara material.

Mind and the senses

In Instruction Class rDzogs chen, the agents which turn the undistin-
guished shapes of the alaya-vijiiana into the distinct objects perceived
by the five senses (sgo Inga, skt. caksur-adi) are the channels (rtsa, skt.
nadi) and winds (rlung, skt. prana). This is a link to the discourse of
Vajrayana, in particular the practices of the perfection stage. In the
Nyingma this appears mainly in the anuyoga class of meditation prac-
tice, but the channels and winds are also a feature of thod rgal practic-
es of rDzogs chen.” This process of perception is described in the
Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra thus:

By the activity of the channels and winds of each of the five gates,
that [awareness] is led to the objects of awareness: form as the object
of the eyes, sound as the object of the ears, odour as the object of the
nose, taste of the object of the tongue and physical sensation as the
object of the body. So the five sensory spheres of consciousness have
arisen. Through the essential manas and the afflicted manas grasping

*' This is a similar process to Klong chen pa's elaboration of the six-fold manas in

successive stages.
For example, the thod rgal section of the Ye shes bla ma, from the Klong chen snying
thig (AC 1II 336.4-339.2).
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at them with desire, anger and stupidity, nescience which is the
cause of samsara, karmic actions, imprints and all their fruits are
compounded.”

Here it is assumed that the sense-objects already have the nature of
external objects, the basic subject/object discrimination having ap-
peared along with the alaya-vijiiana. The sense objects are grasped by
the egoic mind (yid, Skt. manas), distinguished here into two basic
elements: essential manas and afflicted manas (Skt. klista-manas).

In the Instruction Class, manas is sometimes explained as having
six functions, and sometimes only the two functions of essential ma-
nas (also known as mano-vijiiana) and klista-manas.* Klong chen pa, in
the Treasury of Words and Meanings, identifies the former as a special
teaching specific to rDzogs chen and the Instruction Class, and the
latter as common.” His presentation of the common teaching is virtu-
ally identical to the description of mano-vijiiana and klista-manas in the
Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra. The mano-vijiana and klista-manas
are indeed ‘common’ in that they are straightfordly adopted into
rDzogs chen from Yogacara literature. In the Wisdom Expanse of Sa-
mantabhadra, the mano-vijiiana engages with the object through con-
ceptualisation and the klista-manas through the three emotional reac-
tions:*

In short, that which becomes like a container or ground for all of
this is the alaya. The aspect which opens up (go 'byed) is the alaya-
vijiana. The aspect which, because of that [opening up], looks out
and wakes up to the objects is five gates. The aspect which, moving
from its own place engages with the afflictions is the klista-manas.
The aspect which distinguishes into various appearances is the

> de'i sgo Inga so so'i rtsa rlung gi byed pas shes pa yul la khrid de | mig gi yul du gzugs

dang [ rna ba'i yul du sgra dang [ sna’i yul du dri dang [ Ice'i yul du ro dang [ lus kyi

yul du reg bya ste rnam par shes pa’'i khams Inga ldang ngo [ de nyon mongs pa can dang

yid kyi ngo bos chags sdang rmongs gsum la sogs par bzung nas 'khor ba'i rgyu ma rig

pa dang [ las dang | bag chags dang | "bras bu thams cad du 'du byed pa’o | (AC III

81.5).

The sixfold model of the manas seems to be specific to the discourse on straying

from the ground; see for example Treasury of Words and Meanings 42.3-4.

5 Treasury of Words and Meanings 119.5-120.4.

% Another way of defining them makes the realm of the activity of the mano-vijiiana
the object, and that of the klista-manas the subject. In Treasury of Words and Mean-
ings Klong chen pa employs that definition: “— At the time of conceptualising
the object of conceptualisation which is nothing yet radiant, like a vajra throne:
first, conceptual awareness is born as the object — the mano-vijiiana; following
that, the awareness of the subject gives birth to the activity according to desire,
aversion and neutrality — this is called the klista-manas” (Treasury of Words and
Meanings 120.1-2).
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mano-vijiiana. These are called ‘the eight aggregates of conscious-

ness’.”’

Another passage offers a complementary definition, assigning to the
mano-vijiana and klista-manas the roles of distinguishing subject and
object, and self-clinging respectively:

Then, after waking up to the six sense objects, you become associated
with the movement of the manas with its apprehender and appre-

hended and the klista-manas which clings at ‘mine’.*®

These statements in the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra are obvious-
ly based on the Indic scriptural and exegetical literature; for instance,
the following passage on the manovijiiana is from the Lankavatarasitra:

Because the self-nature of form etc. is not comprehended, Mahama-
ti, the system of the five consciousnesses comes to function. Along
with this system of the five consciousnesses there is what is known
as the mano-vijiiana, whereby the objective world is distinguished
and individual appearances are distinctly determined.”

And the klista-vijiiana (i.e. klista-manas), as described by Vasubandhu,
is as follows:

It is always associated with the four afflictions, obscured and unde-
veloped:
View of self, confusion about self, pride in self and love of self.”

However, in the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra the manas is not
accorded the central role of maintaining samsaric consciousness
which certain Yogacara texts ascribe to it.*" Although, as I discussed
above, it is not explicitly defined as samsaric, the alaya is not defined
as nirvanic either, and nescience is not explained as the defilement of
a pure basis (alaya) by an impure agent, the klista-manas. Rather, the

" mdor bsdu na | de thams cad kyi snod dam gzhi Ita bur gyur pas na kun gzhi | go 'byed

pa'i cha nas kun gzhi'i rnam par shes pa [ de kha phyir bltas te yul la sad pa’i cha nas sgo

Inga | rang sa nas nyon mongs nye bar len pa’i cha nas nyon yid: sna tshogs su 'byed

pa'i cha nas yid shes te [ rnam par shes pa'i tshogs brgyad ces bya’o [ (AC I1I 82.3).

"di Itar dbang po drug gi yul las sad pa'i las gzung 'dzin gyi yid g.yos | nyon mongs pa'i

yid nga yir "dzin pa dang ‘grogs ... (ACII1 77.4).

¥ Suzuki 1932: 40.

80 klesais caturbhih sahitam nivrtavydkrtaih sada | atmadrstyatmamohatmamandtmasneha
samjitaih | | (Trim v.6; text in Jaini 1985: 475).

¢! See Brown 1989: 216-17.
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conditions for samsara in the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra are the
four aspects of the alaya itself.

Conclusions

It should be apparent by now that the Wisdom Expanse of Saman-
tabhadra cannot be said to represent the most elaborate development
of the Yogacara doctrines in the Instruction Class. Indeed, it is in this
respect much less sophisticated than in Klong chen pa's Treasury of
Words and Meanings and Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle, being less
elaborately worked out, and less philosophically consistent. Howev-
er, we should not leap to the assumption that there was a degenera-
tion or simplification of these doctrines between the fourteenth and
eighteenth centuries.

In his own major philosophical work, Treasury of Qualities and its
commentaries, ‘Jigs med gling pa deals in great detail with this mate-
rial and stays close to Klong chen pa's interpretation of the nature of
consciousness. Nor should this be interpreted as a development in
‘Jigs med gling pa's own understanding between his revelation of the
Klong chen snying thig and his writing of the Treasury of Qualities. In
the rDzogs chen section of the Mirror of Wisdom and Compassion, an
early work written before the Klong chen snying thig, his presentation
of the doctrines of the Instruction Class is also in accord with Klong
chen pa.” It is the status of Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra as a gter
ma text which sets it apart from these other works by ‘Jigs med gling
pa; as I have mentioned, this text's own account of its history places
its genesis in the time of Vimalamitra or earlier. True to this origin
story, it hearkens back to a pre-Klong chen pa rDzogs chen, to the
multitude of Instruction Class texts from the Bi ma snying thig and
Seventeen Tantras.

To return to the question raised at the beginning of this paper, we
can say that the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra is probably not the
best example of the fusion of Yogacara with rDzogs chen. That is to
be found in the works of Klong chen pa, which elaborate, extend, and
transform the models of Indian Yogacara in ways never thought of in
Indic Buddhism. What the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra does is
reveal the plurality of rDzogs chen discourse, showing how the gter
ma genre worked, alongside the systematising work of writers such
as Klong chen pa and ‘Jigs med gling pa, against the establishment of
orthodox interpretations of scripture through the constant produc-
tion of variations on the themes of rDzogs chen.

62 See Mirror of Wisdom and Compassion 54-74.
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Reconsidering the Contents and Function of the
rDzogs chen Classifications of Sems phyogs and Sems sde

Morten Ostensen
(Kathmandu University, Centre for Buddhist Studies)

@he following paper seeks to revisit some of the key rubrics

under which much of the received oral tradition literature, or
bKa’ ma, of the Great Perfection (rdzogs pa chen po) became
subsumed. Specifically, I am concerned with the, so-called, Mind
Series (sems sde) texts, which are traditionally believed to have been
imported into Tibet by the monk-translator Pa gor Bai ro tsa na during
the latter part of the rule of King Khri srong lde’u btsan.' However, as
I'shall discuss, this material seems to have only been referred to as such
centuries later, in texts we can reasonably date to around the 11th:
century, at the earliest. Furthermore, those very texts which delineate
this classification belong to the literature of a competing trend of the
Great Perfection, namely the Pith Instruction Series (man ngag sde).
Which begs the question: what did those who practiced and
propagated the Mind Series teachings call them before somebody else
started calling them the Mind Series? And so, therein lies one of the
major obstacles that we must face when attempting to come to terms
with the Mind Series, in that much of the picture we get of it is colored
by the hindsight of later authors.
A case in point, when the famed fourteenth century scholar Klong
chen rab ‘byams (1308-1364) wrote the Seven Troves (mdzod bdun), his

The most commonly given dates for Khri srong lde’u btsan, 742-799 /800, are fairly
standardized at this point, and are based on the findings of Tibetologists, see
Haarh, 1969, whom relied heavily on the related Chinese accounts of this period.
Alternatively, in Dudjom, 1991, pp. 613-614, we see the dates for King Khri srong
lde’u btsan as 790-858, though in the original Tibetan version of Dudjom’s Religious
History (bdud ‘joms, chos ‘byung, 1996, pp. 240-241) the correspondence of these
dates to the Western calendar is not so readily apparent, as they are only given in
relation to the Tibetan calendar. And so, this later date, likely, represents the
reckoning of the translators, rather than the author himself. Nevertheless, in
Dudjom’s work, which is representative of the contemporary rNying ma
perspective, Khri srong lde’u btsan’s reign occurred roughly one sixty-year cycle
later than what is currently accepted by modern academia. Hence, from their
perspective much of the action of the dynastic period, especially the founding of
bSam yas Monastery and the related events, would have occurred in the beginning
of the 9th century, rather than at the end of 8th century, which modern academia
is more inclined to support.

Morten Ostensen, “Reconsidering the Contents and Function of the rDzogs chen Classifications
of Sems phyogs and Sems sde”, Revue d’Etudes Tibétaines, no. 43, Janvier 2018, pp. 32-49.
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magnum opus on the Great Perfection teachings, he cataloged twenty-
one major works of the Mind Series.”> And, for better or worse, this
categorization seems to have stuck among the ensuing generations of
rNying ma pas, even though they seem to have been more inclined to
pursue newly emergent trends of the Great Perfection, and, likely due
to the perceived weight of Klong chen pa’s assessment, the vast
majority of the attention paid to the Mind Series by modern scholars
and translators has focused on these particular works. Included within
the set of twenty-one are the Eighteen Lower Mind [Series Scriptures]
(sems smad bco brgyad) a series of fairly brief works that are
undoubtedly some of the earliest Great Perfection works to have
spread on Tibetan soil,* along with the Tantra of the All-ruling King (Kun

This list is found in Klong chen pa’s auto-commentary to the Precious Treasury of
Dharmadhatu (Chos dbyings mdzod). See Kun mkhyen klong chen rab ‘byams gsung
‘bum, 2009, Vol. 17, pp. 380-381

More commonly known as the Eighteen Scriptural Statements of the Mind Series (sems
sde bco brgyad), or simply the Eighteen Major Scriptural Statements (lung chen po beo
brgyad) as they were originally known, they are the earliest extant examples of not
only Mind Series literature, but Great Perfection literature, in general. Contents
wise, they are quite short, pithy and terse verses with a marked poetic feel to them,
which gives the sense that they were probably sung during transmissions. In the
biographical narratives recounted in the Great Portrait (‘dra ‘bag chen mo), as well as
in the Copper Temple Chronicles (bka’ thang zangs gling ma), these are listed along
with the specific reasons given for why each of them was taught to Bai ro tsa na
and his compatriot gTsang legs grub by their Indian teacher Sri Singha, though
these two diverge on the details. As such, this group of texts has seen its fair share
of oscillation over the following centuries after they were supposedly smuggled
into Tibet by Bai ro tsa na and the makeup of this group of eighteen varies
considerably from source to source, so it would seem that the road to
standardization of this group of texts took many centuries, though it never really
seems to have been achieved at all. Generally, the eighteen are divided into two
groups, based on the circumstances of their translation into Tibetan. Thus, the list
is usually divided into the Five Early Translations (snga ‘gyur Inga), which are
considered to have been completed by Bai ro tsa na before his reported
banishment, and the Thirteen Later Translations (phyi ‘gyur bcu gsum), attributed
to the trio of Vimalamitra, g.Yu sgra snying po, and gNyags Jianakimara.
Alternatively, these divisions are referred to as the “mother and child” (ma bu),
respectively. Regardless, based on this criterion, these categories are strictly a
Tibetan convention, though their order does seem to mirror the accounts of how
they were initially taught to Bai ro tsa na and Legs grub, with some slight
variations depending on the source. For more on the makeup of the lists of the
eighteen, as well as the identification of some of the more obscure texts, see
Liljenberg 2009 and 2012, a scholar whom has effectively taken the lead in recent
years on the research of these works.

Of these eighteen, the first, Rig pa’i khu byug, has received the most attention in
modern scholarship by far, as it was first Great Perfection work to be located
among the Dunhuang cache (IOL 647), giving it an undeniably ancient pedigree in
the world of modern scholarship. For an extensive discussion on this text see
Karmay, 1988, pp. 41-5.
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byed rqgyal po’i rgyud)’ and its related commentarial work the Ten
Discourses (mDo bcu), as well as the Tantra of the Marvelous King (rMad
byung rgyal po),° neither of which seem to be mentioned in any extant
literature until at least the 11th century. Of these, the Tantra of the All-
ruling King came to be considered the root of the Mind Series, which
gives the impression that the rest of the literature related to this series
is an offshoot of this particular text. Nevertheless, the seeming late
date of the emergence of this work, as well as the fact that many of the
Eighteen Scriptural Statements appear as chapters within it, gives the
impression that it is more of a collection of various scriptural
discourses (mdo lung) that were later weaved together into the
framework of the dialogue that occurs within the setting in which the
Tantra unfolds. And so, again, we have these two competing images of
the Mind Series. The first being a traditional perspective, though
somewhat external or at least retrospective, in which the major works
of this trend were, for the most part, imported from India by a single
individual. The second being the way the propagation of these works
seems to have unfolded from the modern perspective, a millennia
removed, in which there clearly appears to be some developmental
steps suggesting that many of these works were actually composed by
anonymous Tibetan authors over the course of several centuries.
However, there is a third perspective which has received little

Chos thams cad rdzogs pa chen po byang chub kyi sems kun byed rgyal po’i rgyud can be
found as the first text in the first volume of both the gTing skyes and mTshams
brag editions of the rNying ma rgyud ‘bum, as well as in various editions of the bKa’
‘gyur, such as in the sDe dge edition in which it is found in Volume 97, pp. 1-171,
as well as in the recent Chengdu Edition of the bKa’ ma shin tu rqyas pa, where it
can be found in Volume 31, pp. 1-276. As for English language works, until recently
these have been limited to Neumaier-Dargyay, 1992 and Namkhai Norbu and
Adriano Clemente, 1999. The former, The Sovereign All-Creating Mind: The Motherly
Buddha, is a scholastic work that despite breaking ground on this important, but,
up until then, overlooked text, seems to miss the mark in many regards.
Nevertheless, despite the author’s insistence on ascribing a feminine gender onto
the orator of the text and some tenuous attempts to highlight theistic themes, as
well as its, at times, incomprehensible translation, this work still must be regarded
as somewhat pioneering, and certainly contains some useful research. The latter
work, The Supreme Source, contains a much more accessible summary of the text,
including many pertinent philological elements, as well as partial translations of
various sections of the text. In addition to these, Jim Valby is currently in the
process of translating and publishing an eight volume series on the two or three
volume Tibetan commentary Kun bzang dgongs rgyan by mKhen po Zhan phan “od
zer (19th-20th century), as well as other related texts, such as Klong chen pa’s Kun
byed rgyal po’i rgyud kyi bsdus don nyi zla'i drwa ba, which has only fairly recently
come to light.

This has been recently published in translation by a group of Namkhai Norbu’s
students, namely Elio Guariscov, Adrino Clemente, and Jim Valby, as The
Marvelous Primordial State.
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attention from modern and traditional scholars alike, and that is the
perspective of the Mind Series adherents themselves. Which brings us
back to the question posed earlier: how did they refer to their own
literary tradition?

The Mind Orientation

When examining early literature of this genre it often seems that the
term Enlightened Mind (byang chub sems) was one of the initial
designations used to refer to the Great Perfection teachings, as this
often appears in the titles of early examples of this literature, as well
as being perhaps the most salient theme detailed in the contents of
those works. However, in the ensuing century or two after their
introduction, this term gave way to the more widespread and
enduring rubric of the Mind Orientation (sems phyogs), which
remained in use long after it became standard to divide the Great
Perfection into the Three Series (sde gsum), i.e. the Mind, Expanse, and
Pith Instruction Series (sems sde, klong sde, and man ngag sde). Hence,
the rubric of the Mind Orientation is most likely the first Tibetan
attempt to categorize these teachings into an inclusive grouping,
perhaps second only to the term Atiyoga or even the Great Perfection,
itself, which even if it is indeed a translation of the Sanskrit term
mahdsandhi, certainly was not the initial signifier of the genre. On the
other hand, the Mind Orientation definitely appears to be a Tibetan
construct, but one that is often misunderstood in modern academic
literature. In fact, the Mind Orientation is treated as a synonym for the
Mind Series by modern scholars, and has consistently been translated
as such.” However, as we shall see, in this context this term actually
refers to a specific group of cycles that intermingles certain literary
works of what would eventually be termed the Mind and Expanse
Series, and perhaps even some early representatives of the Pith
Instructions Series, as well.?

It often seems that the distinction between the Mind and Expanse
Series was not as pronounced prior to the emergence of the Three
Series schema introduced through the literature of the Pith

This is likely due to Roerich’s translation of this term, as such, throughout The Blue
Annals.

The context I am referring to here is the group of teaching cycles that were
subsumed under the rubric of the Mind Orientation. However, this same term is
also used to describe the seven categories, or areas, of mind, which are successive
stages of ever more profound realization of the enlightened mind, as it is
understood in the Mind Series. For a description of these see Dudjom, 1991, pp.
323-325, as well as Klong chen rab ‘byams, Grub mtha’ mdzod in gSung ‘bum dri med
‘od zer, Vol. 15, pp. 274-277.
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Instructions Series. However, that is not to say that these were not seen
as distinct, but rather that while there were obvious differences
between the works of these genres, as well as the transmission lineages
through which they spread, they were not necessarily stratified into a
hierarchical formula to the same extent as they are in the Three Series
presentation. In other words, there was much more overlap between
these categories that also extended to their lineages, which intersect
significantly even from their early stages.” However, in terms of the
initial entry of the Great Perfection teachings into Tibet, the first
inclusive development that subsumed these teachings seems to have
been the Mind Orientation, which brought together teaching cycles
from trends of the Great Perfection that had been introduced by the
Tibetan monk-translator Bai ro tsa na.

As for the make-up the Mind Orientation, there are said to be seven
cycles included within it. According to mKhen po Jam dbyangs rgyal
mtshan (1929-1999), a renowned contemporary scholar from Kah thog
rdo rje gdan Monastery in Eastern Tibet, these seven cycles are the
Resolving King's Cycle (la bzla rgyal po’i skor), the Distinguishing
Brahmin’s Cycle (shan ‘byed bram ze’i skor), the Cycle of the Pith
Instructions that Demonstrates the Actual Manifestation of Self-
Liberation (rang grol mngon sum bstan pa’i man ngag gi skor), the Outer,
Inner, and Secret Cycles of the Expanse Series, and the Cycle of Ke'u
tshang." Thus, as this author claims, “these are not only [made up of]
the two [categories related to] the Mind Series and Expanse Series,”
but rather the set of seven extends beyond those categories, which
suggests that the traditional assumptions are quite different than the
modern academics’ and translators’ take on this." Now, many of these
should be familiar names to those that have studied the Mind Series,
as they are often mentioned in early accounts of the spread of the Great
Perfection teachings. For example, in the biography of Bai ro tsa na,
the Great Portrait (‘Dra ‘bag chen mo), the Brahmin and King cycles are
some of the last teachings that he received from Sri Singha before he
departed for Tibet.” However, the Brahmin Cycle is also the name of
an important set of teachings related to the Pith Instruction Series
known as the Ultra Pith (yang ti), to borrow Germano’s rendering of

Perhaps the major exception is the line associated with the Vajra Bridge (rDo rje zam
pa), which much like the All-ruling King rose to predominance once the genre had
somewhat matured, and seems to have come to occupy the central position in, an
almost, standalone transmission lineage.

‘Jam dbyangs rgyal mtshan, rGyal ba kah thog pa’i grub mchog rnams kyi nyams bzhes
khrid chen beu gsum gyi lo rgyus mdor bsdus brjod pa zung ‘jug grub pa’i lam bzang, p.
40.

Ibid. sems klong gnyis kho na ma yin.

> Palmo, 2004, p. 120.
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this term, and surprisingly this seems to be what mKhen po ‘Jam
dbyangs is referring to in this regard. Unfortunately, since the
propagation of this particular conglomeration of early Great Perfection
cycles has long since been eclipsed by more dominant treasure cycles,
as well as their associated doxographical categorizations, very little
information remains other than lists of their contents. Though these
lists do present a very different view of the Mind Orientation than it
just being a synonym for the Mind Series, and thus they are of
considerable interest.

In terms of these lists, they seem to be drawn from a common
source, though exactly which particular source is, as of yet, unclear.
mKhen po ‘Jam dbyangs quotes Sakya rdo rje (c. 13" century) from his
Lamp of the Compendium of Knowledge (Kun ‘dus rig pa’i sgron me), which
gives a sparse overview of the texts included in each of these cycles,
though it is unfortunately incomplete in its presentation, leaving many
texts unnamed.” This same list also appears with only some slight
variations in a commentary by Ye shes rgyal mtshan (b. 1395) on the
General Overview of the Nine Vehicles (Theg dgu spyi becings) by Kah thog
Monastery’s founder, Dam pa bde gshegs (1122-1192), and while he
doesn’t exphc1tly state his source, it is likely that he is either quoting
Sakya rdo rje or at least the same source upon which he relied."
However, both presentations depart from the above seven cycle
presentation related by mKhen po ‘Jam dbyangs. In these texts, there
are six cycles initially mentioned, including the cycles of the Mind
Series, the Expanse Series, the Tantra Series, and the first three of the
cycles in the above list, i.e. the Brahmin cycle, the King cycle and so on,
making a total of six. Furthermore, the Ke'u tshang cycle, the A ro
cycle, and several other cycles are added to this list, though these two
accounts do actually differ slightly on these addendums. Nevertheless,
we do get at least a cursory look at some of the texts included in these
cycles, as well as the amount of root and branch texts associated with
them. Hence, from these accounts we learn that the All-ruling King is
one of the five root Tantras of the King’s cycle.” Moreover, based on
the six texts mentioned in relation to the Brahmin’s cycle it is quite
clear that all of these titles can be found in the Ultra Pith Brahmin’s
cycle that is found in the modern editions of the Collected Tantras of the
Nyingma (rNying ma rgyud ‘bum). And, while there is a group of six
texts included in this particular cycle that are said to have been

Sakya rdo tje, Chos kyi gter mdzod chen po kun ‘dus rig pa’i sgron me, in sNga ‘gyur
bka’ ma shin tu rgyas pa, 2009, Vol. 117, pp. 91-94.

Dam pa bde gshegs dang Ye shes rgyal mtshan, Theg pa spyi beings risa ‘grel, 1997,
pp- 357-359.

" Tbid, p. 357, and Sakya Dorje, 2009, p. 93.
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translated by Sri Singha and gNubs chen sangs rgyas ye shes (c. 9-10"
centuries) both of whom were instrumental in lineages later associated
with the Mind Series,'® those are not the six texts we are currently
concerned with, but rather all of the six mentioned are attributed to the
translation activity of Vimalamitra and either Smrti Jianakirti (Dran
pa ye shes) or gNyags Jiianakaimara."” Of course, the correspondence
of titles could be misleading, as at least a couple of these titles could
also refer to Mind Series works of the same, or similar, names, and half
of these titles can also be found in the Collected Tantras of Vairocana (Bai
ro’i rgyud ‘bum), in which they are not grouped together under the
rubric of the Ultra Pith." Thus, since we have no early collections of
the Brahmin’s cycle to compare with the texts included in the Ultra
Pith versions, it is difficult to be certain of the identification and the
nature of these particular works. However, since the Ultra Pith is
essentially a compilation of works from disparate sources, including
many treasure revelations, it could very well be that some of the works
later classified as such actually predate the Ultra Pith classification,
and perhaps once made up an earlier formulation of the Brahmin’s
cycle, which was propagated before the emergence of the more
treasure orientated works that we are now familiar with. One possible
support for this theory is Ye shes rgyal mtshan’s mention of the
successive practices of the four meditative absorptions (ting nge ‘dzin
bzhi), which are delineated at length in the Khams Tradition’s (khams
lugs) guidance literature (pra khrid), as belonging to the Brahmin’s
cycle.” And, considering that the mention of these is followed by a
brief overview of practice in the Expanse Series, it seems to suggest
that these are Mind Series practices, as they are commonly considered
by the later traditions. So, it seems likely that if an earlier version of
the Brahmin’s cycle existed, as the traditional accounts of the
propagation of these cycles clearly state, then it would have been
considered a Mind Series cycle, or at least categorized as such by later
adherents to this tradition. The alternative seems to be that the Mind

These six texts are all related to the Kun tu bzang po ye shes gsal bar ston pa’i rgyud.
Also, in this case it is SrT Singhaprabha that is credited in the colophons.

These six texts are the Nam mkha’ klong yangs kyi rqyud, Ye shes gting nas rdzogs pa,
Kun tu bzang po ye shes klong, Rang byung bde ba’i ‘khor lo, Nges don ‘dus pa, and the
‘Khor rtsad nas gcod pa, the titles of all of which correspond to texts found in
volumes 7 and 8 of the gTing skyes edition of the ¥Nying ma rqyud ‘bum.

In particular, the Ye shes gting rdzogs and the ‘Khor rtsad nas gcod pa could also refer
to Mind Series Tantras translated by Sri Singha and Bai ro tsa na, according to their
colophons, which can be found in volumes 3 and 1, respectively, of the same
edition of the rNying ma rgyud ‘bum. And, the Rang byung bde ba’i ‘khor lo, Nam mkha’
klong yangs, as well as the Kun tu bzang po ye shes gsal bar ston pa’i rgyud, can all be
found in the Bai ro’i rgyud ‘bum.

Dam pa bde gshegs dang Ye shes rgyal mtshan, 1997, p. 364.
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Orientation would have included Pith Instruction Series works,
though again, this classification would likely have occurred at a much
later date.

In summary, though it is obvious that the Mind Orientation is not
merely another term used to refer solely to the Mind Series, as has been
commonly assumed by some modern scholars and translators, there
are still many lingering questions as to its actual makeup. At its most
basic level, it seems likely that this simply referred to the orally
received bKa’ ma teachings of the Great Perfection, but even in this
sense the accounts of its makeup suggest that these were not merely
the Mind and Expanse Series brought to Tibet by Bai ro tsa na, as the
later tradition would have us believe. Rather, the Mind Orientation,
and by extension the bKa" ma teachings of the Great Perfection,
included texts that would actually represent, at least pieces of, all of
the Three Series, as they would be later defined. And, considering that
this rubric remained in use long after the emergence of the Three Series
schema, it would seem that the Mind Series traditions, as they came to
be known, were in fact much more inclusive than has been previously
thought. However, since we lack any early collections of the Mind
Orientation, or have any evidence to suggest that such a collection was
ever attempted to be put together, it might be that the term is little
more than a convention, which outlived its usefulness somewhere
along the way. Nevertheless, the fact that it has been relatively
overlooked, or even blatantly misconstrued, by some modern scholars,
suggests that we have collectively missed an important piece of the
puzzle of the early Great Perfection tradition. Of course, the rather
nondescript nature of the term may very well be the reason it that it
fell out of use in favor of the more standardized doxographies of the
Great Perfection teachings, which we are now familiar. Regardless, the
accounts of its contents should certainly remind us of how much has
been lost of the early tradition, and how little information we are left
with to try and reconstruct this once dominant trend. Therefore,
unfortunately, due to the lack of literary collections of the cycles that
were apparently subsumed under the Mind Orientation, even a
cursory look into this term, seems to bring up more questions than can
be readily answered by the available information. Though, the fact that
early Great Perfection literature was initially divided into cycles,
rather than doxographical categories seems quite clear in this regard.
And so, the notion of the twenty-one major Mind Series works and so
on, should therefore be considered a later rendition as well, which was
likely based on surviving literature, rather than indicative of the entire
corpus of Great Perfection bKa’ ma literature that once found
circulation in Tibet. Thus, once again, we are reminded of how little
we have to work with in trying to reconstruct an accurate image of the
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early stages of this tradition, in that even by the 14th century most of
it seems to have already been lost.

The Mind Series

The division of the Great Perfection teachings into the groupings of the
Three Series, i.e. the Mind, Expanse, and Pith Instruction Series, seem
to have not gained any traction among the Nyingmapas until they
began appearing in the literature of the burgeoning Seminal Heart
(snying thig) genre, which belongs to the latter series. Prior to this, there
is not much evidence to suggest that the teachings had been stratified
into doxographical or even hierarchical categories. In fact, outside of
the divergence of distinct lineages of transmission between what
would later become known as the Mind and Expanse Series it is not
certain that these two trends were truly considered opposing aspects
of the Great Perfection until they were retrospectively classified as
such by progenitors of the Seminal Heart. Furthermore, as I have
already mentioned, the first attempt to categorize them into a single
group was likely the Mind Orientation, which was apparently made
of loosely related cycles or collections of texts. Moreover, it is obvious
that the divisions between these categories are anything but self-
explanatory, as, for instance, all Three Series are rife with teachings
that are labeled as pith instructions and so on. This has led some to
present the various series’ as representing the developmental stages
by which the Great Perfection matured into the tradition that has
survived up until the present. Hence, the notion that the Mind Series
came first, followed by the Expanse Series, which eventually morphed
into the Pith Instruction Series as the Great Perfection began to
encompass more and more of the Tantric milieu of the times in which
these texts were anonymously composed.” However, as we shall see,
this supposition is not in line with how the tradition views the Three
Series.

One of the earliest references to the Three Series from a possibly
datable author, that is if we are to believe Karmay’s somewhat tenuous
assessment,? and therefore in a reasonably datable text, appears in The
Great Annals of the Seminal Heart of the Great Perfection (rDzogs pa chen
po snying tig gi lo rqyus chen mo). In it, the assumed author Zhang ston
bKra shis rdo rje (1097-1167) states that Mafijjusrimitra divided the
Great Perfection into the Three Series based on the following criteria:

2 Gee Germano 2005 for a much more nuanced example of this type of

developmental model.
This assessment is apparently based on a single agentive “I” (bdag gis) that appears
within this work. See Karmay 1988, p. 209 n. 16.
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For those that abide in mind, there is the series of mind,
For those that are free of mundane activities, there is the
series of the expanse,

For those that are primarily concerned with the key points,
there is the series of the pith instructions.”

The positioning of the above statement in relation to the flow of the
narrative puts it directly subsequent to the passing of dGa’ rab rdo rje,
which is inexorably associated with the famous Three Lines that Strike
Upon the Key Points (Tshig gsum gnad brdegs). The notion that the Three
Series are divided along the lines of the three statements contained
within the above teaching, which dGa’ rab rdo rje granted to
Mafijusrimitra as his parting advice, has certainly found voice in recent
years. However, despite the intriguing nature of their concurrence, this
is not explicitly mentioned in the related Tibetan material and is
certainly not what is described in the passage above. But what is also
not clear is whether these groups for whom the Three Series are
devised refer to individual practitioners, as I have translated them in
the above quote, or whether they refer to the subject matters of
particular works. In other words, the Mind Series was for works that
dealt with the mind and the Pith Instructions Series was mainly for the
key points. However, the statement that the Expanse Series is for bya
bral is somewhat problematic with this reading, as this is a common
euphemism for yogis. And, while this could refer to works that
contained material intended for those practicing in retreat, it does tend
to weight the scales in favor of the former reading, in which it is for the
recipients of the teachings that the Series are divided, rather than for
the teachings themselves. Though there are other iterations of this
schema that do seem to make it clear that the divisions are related to
the inclinations of their intended audience.

In the Tantra of the Great Array of Ati (A ti bkod pa chen po rgyud),
which, despite being the source of many often repeated citations,
seems to be no longer extant,” it states that:

For those inclined toward the mind, there is the series of
mind,

2 rDzogs chen snying tig gi lo rgyus, p. 532: sems gnas pa rnams la sems kyi sde/ bya bral

rnams la klong gi sde/ gnad gtso bo rnams la man ngag gi sde/.

It is difficult to determine how long this seemingly important text has been out of
circulation, as it is likely that the numerous references cited from it are citations of
the citations used by authors such as Klong chen pa, rather than citations from the
root text itself.

23
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For those inclined towards space, there is the series of
expanse,

For those free of gradual effort, there are the pith
instructions.*

Here it is much more likely that those referred to are actually
groups of individuals with shared inclinations. It is also
interesting to note that the above is presented as a prophecy, as
itis preceded by the statement, “Though, after I have passed on,
in this way it will become exceedingly apparent,”* which leaves
these divisions open to being perceived as a convention that will
become common place in future generations, or at least will
become readily apparent to the audience of this statement, in
particular, at a later date. Of course, without the root text we
can’t be absolutely certain of the context of this statement, such
as the orator and his audience, but within the milieu of Great
Perfection literature it would be easily surmised that this would
be dGa’ rab rdo rje speaking to Mafjusrimitra. However, this is
certainly the case in another derivative of this quote that is found
in a much more recent work on 'Jam dbyangs mKhyen brtse’i
dbang po’s (1820-1892) ICe btsun bi ma la’i zab tig by the famed
A ‘dzom ‘brug pa ‘Gro ‘dul dpa’ bo rdo rje (1842-1924), which
states:

Regarding that, dGa’ rab rdo rje said,

In accordance with the dispositions and capacities of those to
be trained, Maiijusrimitra should devise,

For those inclined to gradually engage, the series of mind,
For those inclined toward space, the series of the expanse,
For those free of gradual effort, the pith instruction series.”

Here, there is no doubt that these divisions are delineated in terms of
the inclinations of disciples. It is also interesting to note that, despite
some rather strong assertions to the contrary found in the root
material, here the Mind Series is described as being for “those who are

* Bdud ‘joms ‘Jigs bral ye shes rdo rje, The Collected Writing and Revelations of H.H.
bDud ‘joms rin po che'jigs bral ye shes rdo rje. New Delhi: Yashodhara Publications,
1999: Vol. 2, p. 385: yid can rnams la sems kyi sde/ nam mkha’ can la klong gi sde/ rim
rtsol bral la man ngag go/.

Ibid. ‘on kyang nga ‘das ‘og dag tu/ ‘di ltar rnam par snang bar ‘gyur/.

ICe btsun chen po bi ma la’i zab tig gter gzhung dang yan lag gi chos sde’i skor, 2006, p.
272: de la dga’ rab rdo rjes gsungs/ slob dpon ‘jam dpal bshes gnyen gyis gdul bya’i khams
dbang dang mthun par/ rim ‘jug can la sems kyi sde/ nam mkha’ can la klong gi sde/ rim
rtsol bral la man ngag sde/.

25
26



The rDzogs chen classifications of Sems phyogs and Sems sde 43

inclined to gradually engage,” which is very much in line with some
of the practice regimens outlined in the literature of the Mind Series
Traditions (sems sde lugs). However, what we should take away from
these statements is that, in the eyes of the tradition, the advent of the
Three Series has very little to do with the historical development of the
Tibetan Great Perfection tradition and everything to do with how
these teachings were intended to be transmitted among a diverse
groups of aspirants. Moreover, as the accounts of the advent of the
Three Series progress, we see more and more of a sense that while they
were admittedly applied retroactively to the corpus of Great Perfection
literature, the divisions represent a natural order that reflects the
underlying intent of these diverse works. Furthermore, if we take the
references contained in the Seminal Heart of Vimalamitra (Bi ma snying
thig) as our initial source for these divisions, then at least by the early
11th century the Three Series schema referenced groups of teachings
that were being propagated simultaneously through, nevertheless,
distinct lineages. And, this situation would continue for centuries to
come, as it's not at all the case that the appearance of the Pith
Instructions Series entirely eclipsed the other two. Therefore, to take
these divisions as representative of some sort of ongoing development
is a misguided appropriation of traditional terms, which has little in
common with the ways in which they were apparently intended. It
seems to born out of ease of reference more than anything else, and is
not particularly indicative of the views of the preeminent scholars
working in this field, though, it is a convention that persists
nonetheless.

Of course, as modern scholars, the major point of contention with
the above statements has much less to do with what they say, than it
does with who is saying it and when Tibetans started writing about it.
Though the Mind Series accounts of the Indian progenitors of their
tradition place most of these figures in what would ostensibly be
considered the early 9th century, the Great Annals of the Seminal Heart,
the source of our first quote on the advent of the Three Series, places
them centuries earlier. So, while in the Great Portrait there is mention
of Bai ro tsa na meeting dGa’ rab rdo rje, in the Great Annals he is born
some three centuries after the Buddha, leaving a disparity of more than
a thousand years between these two accounts. Furthermore, these
accounts weren’t set into writing until at least the 11th century and as
of yet we have no evidence of the Three Series appearing in Great
Perfection bKa’ ma literature that could corroborate an Indian origin to
this schema or even their usage in Tibet at an earlier age. Thus, these
certainly appear to have been a Tibetan development. However, there
also seems to have been little resistance from those whose teachings
became retroactively classified as the Mind Series. In fact, they seem to
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have embraced the characterization, as it certainly does lend some
legitimacy to the authenticity of their tradition. And so, while the
details of the above accounts related to the Three Series may have an
obfuscating effect on modern attempts to map the development of the
various strands of the Great Perfection that emerged in Tibet, for the
traditions themselves it seems to have brought a greater sense of unity
as much as it delineated their differences.

Though, from an evidence based perspective, we might not be able
to accept the claims that the entire corpus of the Great Perfection
literature was split into the Three Series long before any Tibetans ever
encountered them, we do actually see a similar event occurring from
the late 11th century onwards among the Tibetan adherents of this
trend. Hence, we see a massive amount of literature already in
circulation being newly categorized based on their audience.
However, that is not to say that the Three Series represents a
predetermined set of texts that were devoid of further expansion.
Though it is obvious that the Pith Instruction Series, which emerged
almost entirely within the milieu of treasure (gter ma) revelations, is a
constantly expanding genre, the same can be said for much of the Mind
Series, especially in terms of the instruction literature. But, rather that,
for the most part, these divisions seem to have already been readily
apparent due to the development of the traditions surrounding them.
In other words, they seem to have naturally gravitated into their
respective camps by the time the Three Series schema began to appear
in writing. And the relative speed with which the longer established
traditions began to use these terms self-referentially goes to show that
the schema was deemed a useful representation. Of course, we have
seen this notion of teachings being given based on the varying
capacities of their audience used to undermine the historical
development of Indian Buddhism, namely the Three Vehicle (theg
gsum) schema. However, here, unlike the controversy surrounding
terms like the Hinayana and Mahayana, the term Mind Series never
seems to have to be taken as, or intended to be, pejorative. And, while
it is understandably tempting to utilize the Three Series schema to
explicate certain temporal periods in which the Great Perfection
teachings had taken a particular form of exegesis, the factis that during
the period from the 11th to 14th century they seem to have coexisted
on fairly equal footing. Thus, more accurately, they might be viewed
as genres of methodologies that were tailored to reach specific
audiences. Just as we use the expression, “the cream rises to the top,”
knowing full well that cream does not emerge from somewhere other
than the milk, these divisions and their respective recipients can,
likewise, be viewed as the natural clarification of wvarious
methodologies that from a mutual source seemingly separate
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overtime, gravitating, in this case, towards increased levels of
profundity appealing to an ever more adept audience. And in this case,
as with milk, we don’t really notice the cream until it rises to the top.

Regardless of the initial emergence of the various texts and
instruction lineages that make up the respective Three Series, it is clear
that by at least the late 11th century onwards they were all in play.
And, itis during this period that the convention of delineating them in
this way begins to appear in Great Perfection literature. In the context
of the traditional narratives, the division is described as being
organized according to their respective audiences. Of course, all of
these narratives are found in the literature of the Pith Instruction
Series, which would come to revolutionize the Great Perfection in its
own image. However, it is also at this time that there becomes more of
a sense of a cohesive Great Perfection tradition, as a growing tree with
deep roots and ever-widening branches, a process which, seemingly,
reaches its culmination in the efforts of the de facto forefather of the
modern Great Perfection, Klong chen pa. So, although, there has been
a tendency in academic circles to perceive the Three Series schema as
essentially artificial, in that such categorizations do not appear in the
seemingly earliest forms of Great Perfection literature, it is in fact only
in relation to each other that this schema has any real value. They
portray the options open to guiding different types of practitioners
that become clear only when viewed from a distance, as it is only once
all of these three trends began to occupy the same time and place that
such a distinction became possible, let alone useful. Therefore, rather
than superimposing a developmental model onto them, or discounting
them as a later invention, which they may very well be, it seems much
more reasonable to appreciate their function and the insight they
afford into the intentions of those that forged the various strands of the
Great Perfection teachings into the inclusive tradition that followed in
their wake.

And so, once more, we are plagued with a variety of perspectives
on this issue, all of which highlight certain aspects each camp deems
fundamental, to the detriment of other realities that clearly have some
bearing. Thus, on the one hand, we see the tradition’s insistence that
these categories have been in place from the earliest stages of the
Indian Great Perfection lineage, which undermines their own
involvement with these developments. While, on the other hand, we
see the views of the tradition being discarded in an attempt to isolate
more observable facets of this development, which undermines our
ability to come to terms with what these categories are meant to
represent. And, though the first camp is concerned with legitimizing
their tradition and the status of their position within and the second is
primarily concerned with what we can possibly know for sure based
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on the available evidence, the disconnect between these two agendas
muddies the waters considerably. Therefore, while I'm certainly not
advocating the wholesale acceptance of these traditional narratives,
we must nevertheless accept the role that these narratives played in
molding the tradition itself. For, without allowing the views of those
we are researching to come to bear on our portrayal of them, we run
the risk of veiling the topic of study by unduly inserting our own
biases onto the information we encounter.

*

In conclusion, it would seem that the terms the Mind Orientation and
the Mind Series are not synonymous. They overlap considerably, but
were never intended to refer to the exact same set of literature. The
Mind Orientation was an inclusive term used to demarcate all of the
works that followed a particular approach (tshul) that gained
widespread recognition as the Great Perfection. However, once
treasure revelations, such as the Seminal Heart of Vimalamitra, came to
light outside of that category and introduced the Three Series schema,
the Mind Orientation gradually fell out of use with most of the
teaching cycles it consisted of being categorized as the Mind Series and
the Expanse Series, though some fringe elements seem to have been
drawn into the Pith Instruction Series. So when we use the term Mind
Series we are really referencing a later development that rivaled the
rise of the Pith Instruction Series treasure cycles, rather than one that
gave way to it. Much like the term rNying ma came to be retroactively
applied to the early progenitors of this tradition, though no 9th or 10th
century figures would have ever identified as such, the Mind Series
began to be imputed onto various teachings and traditions that
actually predated its initial usage. However, once these terms became
the norm, their embrace signaled the strengthening of the traditions
they were meant to reference. And so, it is in the wake of the arrival of
the Three Series schema that we start to see literary output associated
with the Mind Series Traditions and the prominence of these particular
strands in specific locals and communities that enshrined them as key
facets of their unique spiritual heritage. Thus the Mind Series should
not be viewed as merely a reference to the earliest forms of the Great
Perfection to have circulated during the dynastic era, but rather as the
well established literary and practice traditions that rose to
prominence centuries down the road.
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The “Twenty or Eighteen” Texts of the Mind Series:
Scripture, Transmission, and the Idea of Canon
in the Early Great Perfection Literature

Manuel Lopez
(New College of Florida)

“Regarding the harmonious Dharma, [the books that you should take with you to a retreat are]: Kamalasila
['s Bhavanakrama], [Hashang] Mahayana’s texts on contemplation, those of the profound Inner Yoga; the
Klong drug, the bZhi phrugs, the Six Tantras of Suchness, and the twenty or eighteen minor [texts of the] Mind”

gNubs chen’s 9th century The Lamp for the Eye in Meditation

“Considerable confusion reigns over this list among the rNying ma pa works. Each claims to have eighteen,
but often gives only sixteen or seventeen [...] The titles also vary from one source to another.”

Samten Karmay’s 1988 The Great Perfection
Introduction'

he historical origins of the Great Perfection of Tibetan

Buddhism and of its early literature have been a disputed

topic since the tradition emerged on the Tibetan Plateau in
the 9th century. There seems to be an agreement among scholars that
the collection of texts known as the Eighteen Texts of the Mind Series
(Sems sde beo rgyad)® is the earliest known corpus of Great Perfection
literature, but as the two quotes, separated by a thousand years,
introducing this article also reflect, there is a great deal of confusion
about the actual contents of the collection, including if the numbers
of texts within it were actually eighteen. The goal of this paper is to

The research for this paper benefited from my participation in the Sems sde
Project at the University of Virginia during my years as a graduate student. Led
by Prof. David Germano and by Kurtis Schaeffer, and with the collaboration of
then graduate student Dominic Sur, the project had as its goal to “sort out
intertextuality among early Tibetan Great Perfection literature in an attempt to
reconstruct the growth and development of this literature.” I want to thank them
for sparking my interest in this literature as well as for their insights and help
during the writing of this article. Prof. Germano’s research on the early Great
Perfection literature, particularly his analysis of the Mind Series literature, and
the Eighteen Texts in particular, in his unpublished manuscript Mysticism and
Rhetoric in the Great Perfection has been invaluable. This article would not have
been possible without it.

I will refer to this collection as the Eighteen Texts from now on.

Manuel Lopez, “The “Twenty or Eighteen” Texts of the Mind Series: Scripture, Transmission,
and the Idea of Canon in the Early Great Perfection Literature”, Revue d’Etudes Tibétaines, no. 43,
January 2018, pp. 50-94.
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explore the transmission history of this literature from its very early
reference as a corpus in gNubs chen’s 9th century The Lamp for the Eye
in Meditation, its reception in the 11th and 12th century by figures
such as Rong zom Chos kyi bzang po, Rog ban Shes rab ‘od, and
Nyang ral Nyi ma ‘od zer, the role of the collection in the Bai ro’i
rgyud 'bum, its decline in the 13th century as reflected in both 1De’u
histories and the incorporation of the texts as chapters of a larger
tantra, the All Sovereign King (Kun byed rqyal po) and, finally, its
reception in the 14th century by the great rNying ma scholar Klong
chen pa in order to clarify the nature and actual contents of this
collection of texts.’ As this paper outlines, the many lists of the
Eighteen Texts that emerged between the 9th and the 14th century
differ in their contents, there is no canonical collection of texts within
the rNying ma tradition that includes all of the eighteen texts, and
even texts with the same title can be remarkably different from one
edition to the other, to the point that the only thing they have in
common is their title and, as Karen Liljenberg has pointed out in her
work,* some of the texts of the collection may have disappeared in
the rNying ma canon under new names. The main argument of this
article is that there never was an actual collection of eighteen texts,
and that following David Gray’s idea of the Tantric Canon as an
idea,” the name of this collection of texts had more symbolic than
descriptive value, allowing the early Great Perfection tradition to
define its early literature and practices within the confines of what
was expected of all Buddhist traditions, mainly having a set of
scriptures and a legitimate lineage of transmission.°

The Origins of the Great Perfection in Tibet
and the Emergence of its Early Literature

According to traditional Tibetan narratives within rNying ma
literature,” the Great Perfection tradition (Tib. rDzogs chen; Skt.

> I have chosen the 14th century as an ending point for my study of the Mind

Series literature since by this time the Great Perfection had shifted its focus to the
Seminal Heart tradition, making the early Great Perfection texts and practices of
the Mind Series a thing of the past.

*  See Liljenberg 2009 and 2012.

* See Gray 2009.

The article has also been inspired by a similar project by Almogi (2013) on the

Eighteen Mahayoga Tantras.

Some of the oldest narratives can be found in Nyang ral’s 12th century Copper

Continent and the 13th century Mask of Bai ro tsa na, which I discuss later in the
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Atiyoga), considered “the realization of all the Buddhas of the three
times [...], the essence of all the doctrines, the summit of all vehicles,
the king of all tantras, the main point of all scriptures, [and] the root
of all instructions,”® was revealed for the first time by the Primordial
Buddha Samantabhadra (Kun tu bzang po) to Vajrasattva (rDo rje
sems dpa’), who, in turn, transmitted the teachings to the master
from Oddiyana dGa' rab rdo rje.” He was the first human to receive
the teachings, and transmitted them to Sr1 Simha (Shri sing ha),"” who
would then teach them to the Tibetan translators Bairo tsa na and
Legs grub, who had been sent to India by the Tibetan Emperor Khri
srong lde btsan as part of the Imperial project of bringing Buddhism
to Tibet in the 8th century. Legs grub died on his way back to Tibet,
but Bai ro tsa na was able to receive the transmission of the essential
scriptures of the early Great Perfection tradition, The Eighteen Texts of
the Mind Series (Sems sde bco brgyad)." In his return to Tibet, he
translated five of the Eighteen Texts, in what would be known as the
Five Early Translations (sNga ‘qyur Inga), and Vimalamitra (Dri med
bshes gnyen) translated the rest, known as the Thirteen Later
Translations (Phyi ‘gyur bcu gsum). As the Great Perfection evolved
and new scriptures and practices emerged, the tradition divided

article. More recent accounts can be found in Dudjom Rinpoche’s The Nyingma
School of Tibetan Buddhism. Among contemporary Tibetan scholars, Namkhai
Norbu, in The Supreme Source, for example, offers a slightly different account,
placing more emphasis on the pre-Buddhist, Zhang zhung roots of the Great
Perfection.

This is the narrative as found in The Mask of Bai ro tsa na (Bai ro 'dra 'bag), one of
the earliest accounts of the transmission of the Great Perfection teachings into
Tibet. See Palmo 2005:5.

On the geographical location of Oddiyana see Hirshberg 2016: 6-7.

In the context of the origins of the Great Perfection, it is interesting to point out
that Sr1 Simha is considered to be born in China, although he later studied and
taught in India. As Kapstein has discussed, the stories of the introduction of
Buddhism into Tibet have focused on its Indian origins, while erasing any
records of a more complex (and interesting) narratives in which borders and
exchanges of ideas were much more fluid. See Kapstein 2000 for an exploration of
a more complex historical account of the introduction of Buddhism into Tibet.
The Great Perfection tradition talks about the Eighteen Texts of the Mind Series and
the Twenty—Five Tantras as its early canonical literature, but as Germano has
argued, “it seems likely that while the eighteen texts were partially of Indic
origin, the twenty-five tantras were subsequent Tibetan compositions. This is
indicated by their absence in other accounts of Sr1 Simha's transmission, as well
as Nub's omission of them within The Lamp Eye of Contemplation” (in Germano’s
Mysticism and Rhetoric [unpublished], p- 112). In his Secret History, he also adds:
“The eighteen mind series texts attributed to his transmission are clearly one of
the very earliest matrixes of the Great Perfection in Tibet, though I am quite a bit
more suspicious of the Twenty-Five Tantras also generally linked to [SrT Simhal]
and Bai ro tsa na,” pp. 57-58.
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them into a set of three distinctive classes of teachings: the Mind
Series (sems sde), which would include the early translations by Bai ro
tsa na and Vimalamitra, as well as a myriad of other texts that would
focus on the nature of the mind; the Space Series (klong sde), which
were never very popular within the Great Perfection tradition; and
the Secret Instructions Series (man ngag sde), which by the 11th
century started gaining popularity, and by the 18th century was the
most popular form of Great Perfection practice."

The early Great Perfection literature, as represented by the
Eighteen Texts, reflects a tradition that focuses on the nature of the
mind, is gnostic in nature, gives primacy to spontaneity over
structure, values innate, primordial wisdom, and promotes a
complete rejection, at least rhetorically, of practice that guides the
practitioner not through a gradual set of contemplative practices, but
through poetic, inspirational instructions that helps the practitioner
recontextualize his/her understanding of the nature of self and
reality. This is reflected in the earliest witnesses of this literature, as
found in Dunhuang manuscripts such as the Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig
pa’i khu byug).” In Germano’s description the emergence of a
distinctive intellectual and textual tradition was a gradual process
that was deeply rooted in a unique Tibetan understanding of
Mahayoga philosophy and contemplative practice. This process
included the redaction of “an initial set of eighteen short texts in self-
conscious mirroring of the canonical Eighteen Tantras of the Great
Yoga, thus producing the first scriptural canon of the Great
Perfection.” Originally, these texts were short, and lacked the
traditional framework of other Buddhist tantras or a detailed
description of contemplative practices."

According to Karmay (1988: 206), “the first two declined soon after the eleventh
century and were finally extinguished as living religious practices, while the
third which is in fact of relatively late origin, persisted and further developed all
through the centuries until today.” For van Schaik (2004: 8), by the 18th century
the Secret Instruction Series “supplanted entirely the Mind and Space series,
becoming [...] the only form of Great Perfection still practiced.” In The Nyingma
School of Tibetan Buddhism, Dudjom Rinpoche (1991: 319-334) spends four pages
outlining the doctrines of the Space Series, seven for the Mind Series, and sixteen
for the Secret Instructions.

" A Dunhuang version of the text can be seen IOL Tib J 647.

Germano, Mysticism and Rhetoric, p. 93 (unpublished). He also argues that the
label of sems sde became “a very loose rubric covering the majority of
developments prior to the eleventh century, and their subsequent continuance by
conservative authors. The texts that fall under this sub-rubric were thus authored
over a lengthy time period, and are bound together (taking for granted the
characteristic Great Perfection motifs and terminology) primarily by a common
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As the Great Perfection literature grew and new systems emerged
competing for patronage and followers, the most important texts of
the Mind Series, the Eighteen Texts included, were collected,
beginning in the 13th century, as chapters of what would become the
most important tantra of the Mind Series tradition, the All Sovereign
King (Kun byed rgyal po), which transformed a poetic and scattered
literature collection into a cohesive and traditional tantric scripture,
including a more standard Buddhist narrative of origins and
transmission of the teachings.

While this narrative is widely accepted within the rNying ma
tradition, the historical origins of the Great Perfection and of its early
literature, though, have been a disputed and contested topic since the
tradition emerged on the Tibetan plateau in the 8th century. In the
9th century the Great Perfection scholar gNubs chen Sangs rgyas ye
shes had to defend the tradition of the attacks claiming it to be a mere
Tibetan copy of Chinese Chan.” In the 11th century Lha bla ma Ye
shes "od, 959-1040 CE),' as part of his project to reform Buddhist
practices in Tibet after the collapse of the Tibetan Empire in the 9th
century,” attacked “the false doctrine of Dzogchen.”® The Great
Perfection in general, and gNubs chen in particular, will continue to
be attacked in the 11th century by Ye shes ‘od’s nephew, Pho
brang Zhi ba'od, 1016-1111 CE),” who dismissed gNubs chen’s
seminal work, the Lamp for the Eye in Meditation, as well as gNubs
chen’s commentaries on the Mind Series scriptures, like the Rig pa’i
nyi ma (a commentary on the Nam mkha’ che), as part of an attempt to
create scriptures “composed in the guise of the word of the Buddha
[while claiming] to be of Indian origin,” but which, in fact, were
“produced by Tibetans,” and therefore “one can hardly accept them
[...] since they may be the path leading into evil rebirths.”” Even

rejection of practice of any type, as well as by their rejection of funerary

Buddhism,” p. 246.

gNubs chen acknowledges the similarities, particular in terms of rhetoric and

their mutual rejection of any sort of practice, but he also stresses their differences.

For more on this figure, see the following Karmay (1998: 3-16), Karmay 2013, and

Thakur 1994.

This project culminated with the invitation and subsequent arrival of Atisa (Atisa

Dipamkara Srijiana, 980-1054 CE) to Tibet in 1040. On the topic of Atida, see

Chattopadhyaya 1988, Decleer 1997, and Ruegg 1981.

"® See Karmay 1998: 10.

" See Karmay 1998: 17-40.

0 Gee Karmay 1998: 31, 37-38. The 11th century scholar, ‘Gos Khug pa lhas btsas, in
his Refutation of False Mantra (sNgags log sun ‘byin gyi skor), also accuses gNubs
chen of composing tantras in Tibet while claiming to be of Indian origin. Dalton
translates this relevant passage from ‘Gos Khug pa lhas btsas attacking gNubs
chen: “Because of Nup Sangyé Rinchen, sources appeared in India. Some really
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Sakya Pandita in the 13th century referred to the Great Perfection as
being influenced by Chinese Chan:

In the Mahamudra of today and in the Rdzogs-chen of the Chinese
fashion, “fall from above” and “climb from below” [on the one hand]
and “successively” and “simultaneously” [on the other] are only
terminological variants. Where meaning is concerned, no distinction
is made between them.”

Modern scholarship on this subject began in earnest with the
publication in 1988 of Samten Karmay’s The Great Perfection, which
argued for a more complex understanding of the origins of the
tradition. According to Karmay, the early Great Perfection included
“certain elements of the cig car ba [Chan] tradition, the sems sde type
of teachings, and predominantly tantric doctrines expounded in
Tantras such as [the Guhyagarbha].”?* With this work, Karmay
acknowledged the syncretic nature of the tradition not as a weakness
or as a proof of its lack of pedigree, but as a sign of the strength and
creativity by which Tibetans absorbed, transformed, and
reinterpreted the various forms of Buddhism that had made their
way into Tibet since the 7th century.”® In the following decades
David Germano continued Karmay’s line of enquiry and explored
the emergence of the Great Perfection tradition as a uniquely Tibetan
innovation grounded in certain Indian Buddhist developments
centered around the Guhyagarbha (rGyud gsang ba’i snying po) in the
Mahayoga tradition.?* Dalton and van Schaik also brought some light

astonishing teachings were composed. The five and the eighteen mantra-
teachings, as well as The Great Mental Arising, are all false and corrupt
teachings made up by Tibetans... Also made up by Sangyé Rinpoché are [The
Tantra of] The Peaceful and Wrathful Deities, the greater and lesser Planet Tantras of
the Rahula Cycle, [The Tantra of] The Ice-Faced One, and so forth.” Bold is mine. See
Dalton 2011: 8.

*' Sa skya pan chen, Sdom gsum rab dbye, fol. 25b, Sa skya bka’ ‘bum ed. (Tokyo, 1968),
5:309, quoted from Stein, R.A. "Sudden Ilumination or Simultaneous
Comprehension." In Gregory 1987:44.

2 See Karmay 1988: 212.

> For his analysis on the emergence of the Great Perfection, Karmay focuses on the
Man ngag Ita ba'i phreng ba, a commentary on the perfection phase practices as are
described in the Guhyagarbha. In his opinion, “[b]eing the principal work dealing
with the final stage of the process of the rdzogs rim meditation expounded in
SNy, it is the original source that gave birth to what is known as the doctrine of
rDzogs chen, a syncretic teaching mainly drawn from SNy and tinged with
thoughts originating the Sems sde.” In Karmay 1988: 152. He dedicates the
greater part of chapter six to that issue.

*  See Germano 1994.
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to the early stages of development of the Great Perfection tradition
and its literature through their study of the Dunhuang manuscripts,
and have also offered a more nuanced hermeneutical approach to our

understanding of the origins of the tradition.”> The work of Karen
Liljenberg, particularly her findings of some of the lost scriptures
belonging to the Eighteen Texts, reveal the way in which some of these
texts disappeared under new titles, hiding in plain sight, or were
incorporated as parts of larger texts during the process of creation of
the various rNying ma canons in the 14th century.”® The recent work
of scholars such as Cabezén and his translation of Rog ban Shes rab
‘od’s Lamp of the Teachings (Grub mtha’ so so’i bzhed tshul gzhung gsal
bar ston pa chos 'byung grub mtha’ chen po bstan pa'i sgron me),” and
Sur,?® with his translation of Rong zom’s Disclosing the Great Vehicle
Approach (Theg chen tshul ‘jug), have also been invaluable to our
understanding of the early reception and interpretation of the early
Great Perfection literature in the context of the emergence of the gSar
ma traditions in a post-Imperial Tibet.

While the existence and importance of the Eighteen Texts has never
been disputed by traditional rNying ma and modern Tibetan scholars
alike, the nature and content of this collection have been a recurring
and puzzling question. As we will see, there is no agreement as to the
actual contents of the collection or even the actual number of texts
that compose it. This problem is compounded by the fact that an
actual complete collection of the Eighteen Texts cannot be found in
any of the various versions of the Collection of the Ancients (rNying
ma’i rgyud ‘bum) in existence. This raises a variety of questions: Why
are there so many different lists of them containing different titles?
Why are scholars such as Klong chen pa offering different lists of the
Eighteen Texts within the same work? Were there different canons
circulating around under the same name? And where are those texts?
The purpose of this article is to try to offer some answers to these
questions through a careful study of the reception history of this
collection from its first mention in gNubs chen’s 9th century Lamp for
the Eye in Meditation, until the references to it by Klong chen pa in the
14th century, a time where its relevance had faded in favor of other
textual and contemplative traditions within the Great Perfection

» van Schaik proposes the use of the notion of “convergence” instead of

“influence” when approaching the issue of the origins of the Great Perfection,
and its relationship to other traditions such as Chinese Chan. See Van Schaik
2012.

6" See Liljenberg 2009 and 2012.

*" See Cabez6n 2013.

* See Sur 2017.
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tradition. As I have already pointed out, my assessment of the
various lists of texts points toward the fact that an actual fixed
collection of eighteen texts never really existed, and the label of
“eighteen” did not operate as a concrete textual reality, but as an
ideal canon that helped the early Great Perfection define itself as
different and unique from other Buddhist traditions.

The Eighteen Texts (or is it Twenty?) in the 9th Century:
gNubs chen’s Lamp for the Eye in Meditation

The oldest recorded reference to the existence of the Eighteen Texts as
a collection can be found in the 9th century text The Lamp for the Eye
in Meditation®” (bSam gtan mig sgron), a treatise written by the Tibetan
scholar gNubs chen Sangs rgyas ye she. The Lamp is a remarkable
text for many reasons,” but for the argument that I want to make in
this paper, it is important since it is the earliest and the most
comprehensive treatise describing the emergence during this period
of the Great Perfection (rdzogs chen) as an independent vehicle (theg
pa),’ different and superior to those imported from India and China.”

The Lamp is a doxography or a classification of views that
organizes the various forms of Buddhism that made their way into

29
30

I will refer to the text from now on simply as the Lamp.

The Lamp is one of the few treatises that has survived from the so-called Tibetan
Dark Age (842-978 CE), the period of social, political, and economic instability
that followed the collapse of the Tibetan Empire (618-842 CE) in the 9th century.
gNubs chen’s text is also the most detailed account of the diversity of Buddhist
traditions introduced in Tibet (from India, Central Asia, and China) up to the
10th century, and it includes the most comprehensive discussion of the relevant
philosophical debates of the period in Tibet, such as the tension between sudden
vs. gradual approaches to enlightenment, and a critique of the popular but
transgressive tantric practices of Mahayoga that had been mostly censured by the
empire, but had spread widely after its collapse. The Lamp was also the focus of
my Ph.D. dissertation, see Lopez 2014.

As Sam van Schaik has argued there are earlier mentions of the term rdzogs chen
(as a ritual moment, as a framework for tantric practice, as a textual category,
etc.), and the parallel evolution of the term Atiyoga, which ended up becoming
synonymous, but the Lamp is the first datable text that mentions the Great
Perfection as a separate Buddhist vehicle. See van Schaik 2004.

“Given what we have seen in the Sitra and Gnubs-chen's Mun pa’i go cha, we can
safely say that rdzogs-chen had been articulated as an independent vehicle by the
late ninth century and that what should be included in this atiyoga was being
hotly contested,” Dalton, 2002: 129. The point that I want to make is that gNubs
chen is not creating the label, but he is at the forefront in the defense of the Great
Perfection as an independent vehicle, and not as part of the dyad
generation/ perfection stage defended in other tantric traditions.

31
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Tibet during gNubs chen’s time into four basic approaches to
meditation:*® Gradual approach (tsen men rim gQyis ‘jug pa), which
describes the traditional Mahayana textual and scholastic tradition
coming mainly from India; Instantaneous approach (ston mun cig car
‘jug pa), represented by Chinese Chan; Mahayoga (rnal ‘byor pa chen
po), a tradition that represented the new tantric developments that
had become popular during this period all across Asia, starting in the
7th-8th century; and Atiyoga (rdzogs pa chen po),** which can be seen
to a great extent as a unique continuation of some meditational
experiences of the Mahayoga tradition, as well as a rejection of its
rhetoric, and in particular of its sexual and wrathful practices.

In the Lamp, gNubs chen uses the doxographical genre not only to
passively organize the various forms of Buddhism that were being
imported into Tibet, but also to actively and creatively engage in the
construction of a unique Tibetan Buddhist view, with the Gradual
Approach at the bottom of the contemplative path, and Atiyoga or
the Great Perfection at the top. In the chapters dedicated to each of
the traditions, gNubs chen systematically outlines the philosophical
view of each tradition (/ta ba), their contemplative practices (sgom pa),
their ethical guidelines (spyod pa), and the final goal of their practices
(‘bras bu). But gNubs chen does not only articulate the views of each
tradition through their philosophy and practices, but also defines the
boundaries that separates them by outlining their distinctive lineages
of teachers, as well as their very unique corpus of scriptures.

As I said, the Lamp has the oldest reference to the Eighteen Texts
identified as a separate corpus of scriptures uniquely connected to
the Great Perfection. The actual passage, in fact, makes a reference to
all of the important scriptures that a meditator should take to a
retreat in order to practice the contemplative techniques of each of
the four traditions outlined in the Lamp:

“Regarding the harmonious Dharma [books that you should take
with you to a retreat]: Kamalasila ['s Bhavanakrama], [Hashang]
Mahayana’s texts on contemplation, those of the profound Inner

¥ Jake Dalton (2005) traced some of the early historical developments of the

doxographical tradition in India as well as in Tibet all the way up to gNubs chen,
arguing that while in India the focus of doxographies were the organization of
the constant ritual innovation within the tantric material, in Tibet, while this was
also a concern, the focus shifted to doctrinal differences. This point becomes
obvious in the Lamp, in which gNubs chen constructs his doxography around the
understanding that different Buddhist traditions have of the notion of non-
conceptuality (mi rtog pa), which allows him to position the Great Perfection
away from ritual or contemplative contexts and engage the other traditions in the
intellectual arena.

** gNubs chen offers an overview of this classification in chapter three of the Lamp.
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Yoga; the Klong drug,” the bZhi phrugs*® (whose commentary is like
the primordial meaning), the Six Tantras of Suchness,”” and the twenty
or eighteen minor [texts of the] Mind"™*
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The page from gNubs chen’s Lamp for the Eye in Meditation
with the first recorded mention to the Eighteen Texts

* This text could be the Kun tu bzang po Klong drug pa’i rgyud attributed to

Vimalamitra, but, as Karmay pointed out, since the text is not actually quoted in
the Lamp, “there is no means of verifying it.” He then adds, “Klong-chen rab-
‘byams uses it as one of the fundamental sources in his works, e.g. Theg mchog
mdzod, ff. 190a5, 300a3 et passim; Tshig don mdzod ff. 4b2, 5b2, 6b3 et passim” in
Karmay 2007: 97 n. 69. van Schaik, though, thinks that this text may be quoted in
the Lamp under a slightly different name: “This is perhaps a commentary to the
mTsho Klong (Byang chub kyi sems rqya mtsho Klong dgu’i rgyud, Tb.69), which is
cited twice in the Atiyoga chapter. There is a commentary on the Klong drug
rgyud attributed to Vimalamitra in the bKa’ ma shin tu rgyas pa (vol.100) but as the
root text is one of the Seminal Heart tantras which were not in circulation until
the eleventh century at the earliest, this is most unlikely to be the text referred to
here,” in van Schaik 2004: 196.

This is a text that I have not been able to identify. Karmay found a reference to it
in Klong chen pa’s gNas lugs mdzod, f. 72a “Ita sgom spyod "bras bzhi phrugs cig lhun
grub tu 'byung ste)—View, contemplation, conduct and the result, the four will
come naturally and simultaneously,” in Karmay 2007: 97 n. 70.

Donati thinks that this commentary may “refer to the Three Outer Tantras of
Kriyayoga, Upayoga and Yoga and the Three Inner Tantras of Mahayoga,
Anuyoga and Atiyoga. This conjecture is confirmed by one passage I found in
dPa' bo gtsug lag's mKhas pa’i dga’ ston, vol. Tha, ff. 37b6-38al; this passage,
quoting a commentary to the Guhyagarbhatantra written by rGyal ba g.Yung,
relates that the teachings of the Three Outer Tantras of Kriyayoga, Upayoga and
Yoga and of the Three Inner Tantras of Mahayoga, Anuyoga and Atiyoga are the
same as the [six kinds of] teachings regarding Thusness (de kho na nyid ston pa
rnams dang don gcig go zhes rgyal ba g.yung bzhed to)." In Donati 2006: 151 n. 36.
dPa' bo gtsug lag's mKhas pa’i dga’ ston also offers a list of old Tibetan texts that
include a title of the same name by the translators dPal brtsegs and Chog ro Klu'i
rgyal mtshan: “dpal brtsegs dang klu'i rgyal mtshan gyi brgal lan bzhi phrugs”
in dpa’ bo gtsug lag phreng ba Pawo Tsuklak Trengwa, A Scholar’s Feast (Chos
‘Byung Mkhas Pa’i Dga’ Ston), TBRC W7499, Vol. 1, p. 402.

In Tibetan: “mthun <gsum pa [> pa’i dar ma ni [ ka m’a la shi la dang [ (33.4) mah’a
yan gyi bsam gtan dang [ rnal "byor nang pa’i zab pa’i phyogs rnams dang [ 1hag pa’i
rnal ‘byor pas | Klong drug dang | bzhi phrugs <gis ba 'gyel te ka don Ita bu [> dang /
(33.5) de kho na nyid kyi rgyud drug dang | sems phran nyi shu’am bco brgyad la
sogs pa bsten no.” Italics are mine. Lamp 1974: 33.4-33.5.
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Several things make this quote important in the context of our study
of the history of the Eighteen Texts. First, this is the only explicit
reference to the Eighteen Texts as a literary corpus in the whole
treatise. gNubs chen will quote extensively from this collection,
particularly in the chapter dedicated to the Great Perfection tradition,
but he will not refer to them as a group again. Second, gNubs chen’s
reference is surprisingly vague. Are there eighteen or twenty texts?
Does he not know? Are there different opinions on this matter?
gNubs chen does not offer a list of the texts that comprise this corpus,
but a survey of the Lamp comparing gNubs chen’s citations with later
lists of the Eighteen Texts shows that most of the texts considered by
the later tradition to be a part of the collection are included in it,
although the list veers towards twenty more than eighteen, and some
of the texts that ended up not making it in the list, like The Small
Hidden Grain (rGum chung) and The Universally Definitive Perfection
(rDzogs pa spyi spyod), are actually quoted more times than some of
the established texts like The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig pa’i khu byug).
Here are the texts cited by gNubs chen, listed for comparative
purposes following the later standard division between the Five Early
Translations (1-5) and the Thirteen Later ones (6-18), plus an additional
two texts that make this early corpus one of twenty texts:

1. The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig pa’i khu byug, here as Khu byug)

2. Great Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa, here as bTsal chen sprugs pa)

3. The Great Soaring Garuda (Khyung chen Iding ba, here as Khyung
chen)

4. Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Byang chub sems bsgom pa,
here as Sems bsgom, as well as its alternative title of rDo la gser
zhun)

5. The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Mi nub rgyal mtshan,
here as Nam mkha’ che)

6. The Supreme Lord (r]e btsan dam pa)

7. The Wish-fulfilling Gem (Yid bzhin nor bu)

8. The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (rTse mo byung rqgyal)

9. The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (bDe ba "phra bkod)

10. The King of the Sky (Nam mkha’ rgyal po)

11. The Wheel of Life (Srog gi "khor lo)

12. The Epitome (sPyi ‘chings, here as sPyi chings and sPhyi bcangs)

13. The Infinity of Bliss (bDe "byams)

14. The Quintessential King (Yang tig rgyal po or Mi 'qyur thig le tig or
Byang chub sems tig)

15. The Marvelous (rMad du byung ba)

16. The Six Spheres (Thig le drug pa)
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17. The Accomplishment of Meditation (bsGom don grub pa, here as don
grub)
18. The Compendium (Kun "dus, here as Rin po che kun "dus rig pa)

19. The Universally Definitive Perfection (rDzogs pa spyi spyod, here as
sPhyi beod)
20. The Small Hidden Grain (sBas pa’i rqum chung)

The fact that gNubs chen seems unsure as to the number of texts that
are part of this collection points, I would argue, not to some sort of
confusion on his part, but to the fact that the Great Perfection
tradition is, at the time of gNubs chen, in its very early stages, with a
nascent and fluid sets of ideas, practices, and scriptures. This nascent
nature of the tradition as well as its scriptural corpus would also
explain why gNubs chen refers to it as sems phran or minor texts of
the mind, instead of sems sde or Mind Series. The concept of a “Mind
Series” would only make sense in the context of the triad of Mind
Series (ems sde), Space Series (klong sde) and the Secret Instruction
Series (man ngag sde) traditions that was created later to classify and
organize the various teachings and lineages that were within the
Great Perfection and that at the time of the Lamp either were not well
established to merit a reference to them, or, as I believe, had not yet
emerged.” Finally, gNubs chen does not divide the corpus into the
later accepted division between the Five Earlier Translations by Bai ro
tsa na, and the Thirteen Later Translations by Vimalamitra.®

* Sur argues that there is the possibility that the Mind, Space, and Secret

Instruction series of the Great Perfection emerged at the same time, and that the
fact that some scholars such as gNubs chen or Rong zom only mentioned Mind
Series literature cannot be attributed to the absence of other scriptures, but to
some particular lineage or intellectual allegiance (Sur, p. 322). I would argue that
while the lack of contrary evidence is not sufficient evidence, a close analysis of
the textual reception seems to point towards the Mind texts as the earliest layer of
Great Perfection literature.

gNubs chen does mention Bai ro tsa na and Vimalamitra in the Lamp, although
their names appear as part of the intelineary notes and not as part of the main
text. This creates an issue, since the authorship of the footnotes has been debated
by scholars. van Schaik (Sam van Schaik 2004: 165-206, 197) and Esler consider
them a work of the author, while I tend to think that they are the work of some of
his early disciples. Karmay, in his pioneer study of the early Great Perfection,
and the first serious study of the Lamp, was skeptical regarding gNubs chen’s
authorship of the interlinear notes, particularly since they seem to include a few
anachronisms, like the use of the name gLang dar ma to refer to King ‘U’i dum
brtan (Karmay, 1988:2007, 59-60). As Yamaguchi (1996) already argued, the use of
the derogative name gLang dar ma cannot be found in any of the manuscripts of
the Dunhuang cave, which probably indicates a late Dark Age or early Tibetan

40
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Despite all of these issues, there is no doubt that gNubs chen relies
heavily on this early corpus of literature in his depiction of the Great
Perfection as a separate Buddhist vehicle. gNubs chen is using the
early corpus of the Eighteen Texts to separate the Great Perfection
from the other vehicles, showing that their particular philosophical
vision is preserved in a different literary corpus, with a different
lineage of transmission. gNubs chen uses these texts, with their
particular denial of tantric rhetoric and practice, its poetic bent, its
deconstructive approach to discourse, its emphasis on spontaneity
and naturalness (what David Germano has called “Pristine Tantra”)
to articulate a different approach to Buddhist thought and to those of
the other Buddhist vehicles discussed in the Lamp.

The Eighteen Texts in gNubs chen’s Lamp for the Eye in Meditation

Title Number of quotes

1. The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig pa’i khu byug, here | 2
as Khu byug)

2. Great Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa, here as bTsal | 3
chen sprugs pa)

3. The Great Soaring Garuda (Khyung chen Iding ba, 19
here as Khyung chen)

4. Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Byang chub 11
sems bsgom pa, here as Sems bsgom, as well as its
alternative title of rDo la gser zhun)

5. The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Mi 37
nub rgyal mtshan, here as Nam mkha’ che)

6. The Supreme Lord (r]e btsan dam pa) 2

7. The Wish-fulfilling Gem (Yid bzhin nor bu) 1

Renaissance period for the composition of the interlinear notes. Carmen Meinert
(2004: 238 n. 599), and Esler (2012: 129) have offered other convincing historical
and grammatical arguments that seem to confirm Karmay’s early suspicions
regarding the authorship of the notes, attributing them to close disciples, or to the
later Tibetan tradition. I agree with the prevalent assessment of the interlinear
notes being written not by gNubs chen, but by some close disciples or early
custodians of gNubs chen’s tradition (probably, early members of the Zur
tradition).
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8. The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (rTse mo 19
byung rgyal)

9. The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (bDe ba "phra bkod) 7
10. The King of the Sky (Nam mkha’ rgyal po) 12
11. The Wheel of Life (Srog gi "khor lo) 5
12. The Epitome (sPyi ‘chings, here as sPyi chings 3
and sPhyi beangs)

13. The Infinity of Bliss (bDe "byams) 6

14. The Quintessential King (Yang tig rqyal poor Mi | 1
"eyur thig le tig or Byang chub sems tig)

15. The Marvelous (rMad du byung ba) 43

16. The Six Spheres (Thig le drug pa) 3

17. The Accomplishment of Meditation (bsGom don 2
grub pa, here as don grub)

18. The Compendium (Kun 'dus, here as Rin po che 15
kun “dus rig pa)

19. The Universally Definitive Perfection (rDzogs pa 3
spyi spyod, here as sPhyi bcod)

20. The Small Hidden Grain (sBas pa’i rqum chung) 5

To conclude this section, though, I think it is also worth mentioning
another clue that points toward the emergent nature of the Great
Perfection as a separate vehicle at the time of gNubs chen’s Lamp.
While the Eighteen Texts play a key role in the articulation of the
Great Perfection philosophical view, none of the texts in the corpus is
the most mentioned text in the Lamp, nor even in the chapter
dedicated to the Great Perfection. In particular, this honor goes to the
Satra of the Gathered Intentions (dGongs pa ‘dus pa’i mdo), which is
mentioned ninety-nine times. The most mentioned Mind Series text
in the Lamp is the Marvelous (rMad du byung ba), which is quoted
forty-three times. In chapter seven, which is dedicated to the Great
Perfection, the Marvelous is quoted forty-one times, still, the Sutra of
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the Gathered Intentions is quoted forty-five times, and the quotations
are much longer. Why would that be? There may be several reasons,
but, as I have said, I believe that the Lamp presents a Great Perfection
tradition in its very early stages, and while the early Mind Series
literature helps gNubs chen express a unique vision for the tradition,
the texts also lack the philosophical sophistication to articulate and
argue its own positions against those of other Buddhist traditions
with more historical pedigree (we could say that the rhetoric of
denial can only get you so far in an argument!). That's why gNubs
chen repeatedly uses tantric material, in this case the Sitra of the
Gathered Intentions (dGongs pa 'dus pa’i mdo), which helps him make
his case for the Great Perfection as a separate vehicle.

The Eighteen Texts in the 11th and 12th Centuries:
Rong zom, Rog ban, and Nyang ral

gNubs chen’s 9th century Lamp for the Eye in Meditation reflects, as we
have seen, the Great Perfection as well as the collection of texts that
became known as the Eighteen Texts of the Mind Series literature in its
very early stages. The corpus of texts is still not defined in its number
(“twenty or eighteen”), nor in its specific content, since the Lamp does
not offer an actual list. It seems that at the time of gNubs chen’s
writing, the Mind Series literature is vaguely defined but relatively
cohesive in tone and content, and its various texts are still fairly
independent of each other since gNubs chen cites them as separate
texts throughout the Lamp. Over the next four centuries we will see a
general consensus by rNying ma scholars about the existence of an
early canon of Great Perfection texts under the label of the Eighteen
Texts, but, as we will see, there will be a complete lack of agreement
about its actual composition. A brief analysis of the references to this
corpus of scriptures by three different rNying ma scholars who lived
in the 11th and 12th centuries, Rong zom Chos kyi bzang po, Rog ban
Shes rab ‘od, and Nyang ral Nyi ma 'od zer, will allow us to explore a
period in the reception history of the Mind Series literature in which
its scriptures are in an intermediate or transitional period between
their circulation as independent texts, and their transformation in the
late 12th—early 13th century as chapters of The All Sovereign King (Kun
byed rgyal po), a scripture that will incorporate the Eighteen Texts as
part of a new and larger textual tradition that will also incorporate
new scriptures and practices within an evolving Great Perfection
tradition that was also competing at the time with the New
Translation movements that started to develop in Tibet in the post-
Dark Age period.
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Rong zom Chos kyi bzang po’s
Disclosing the Great Vehicle Approach

After gNubs chen, the most important figure in the transmission of
the early Great Perfection literature is the great 11th century scholar
Rong zom Chos kyi bzang po (1012-1088).* Rong zom is one of the
intellectual pillars of the early rNying ma tradition, and one of the
most articulate defenders of the Great Perfection tradition in the early
post-Empire period, when the teachings, lineages, and scriptures
associated with the early translation period came under assault by
the new translation movements (gSar ma), as we saw in an earlier
reference to the indictment of bla ma Ye shes “od and his nephew Pho
brang Zhi ba 'od.

An important work for our understanding of the reception history
of the Eighteen Texts is Rong zom'’s treatise Disclosing the Great Vehicle
Approach (Theg chen tshul ‘jug),” which Dominic Sur, in his great
study of the text, has described as a “systematic analysis of various
types of Buddhist thought and practices that situates them in relation
to the Old School’s lightly distinguished Great Perfection tradition.”
According to Sur, Rong zom’s understanding of the Great Perfection
tradition is based on the early Mind Series literature, although, as he
points out, “the Approach nowhere refers to a Mind Series or Mind
Class” corpus of texts,” neither does he offer a list of eighteen texts
connected to this genre of literature, although he relies heavily on
them in his presentation of the Great Perfection. Rong zom also does
not mention the All Sovereign King as a text.

The chapter of The Approach that offers a discussion of the Great
Perfection “is the longest of the text, containing one hundred and
eight citations.” Of those one hundred and eight citations, fifty
correspond “to five works of the so-called Eighteen Works of the Mind
Series (Sems sde bco brgyad), which were becoming increasingly
available (and systematized) in the tenth century.”* The texts that he
quotes are mainly from what will become known as the Five Early
Translations by Bai ro tsa na:* The Great Garuda (Khyung chen lding ba),

*' The dates of Rong zom, very much like the dates of gNubs chen, are quite

uncertain, although scholars place him with some degree of certainty in the 11th
century, 1012-1131. See Sur 2015: 13.

“ TBRC W15575.

* See Sur 2015: 322.

“ See Sur 2015: 313.

#  Regarding the use of Mind literature in Rong zom, I rely on Sur (2015: 314-315):
“the fifth chapter of The Approach is the longest of the text, containing one
hundred and eight citations that structure the chapter’s predominantly
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The Great Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa), The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig
pa khu byug),* The Great Sky (Nam mkha’ che), and The Six Spheres (Thig
le drug pa), with no references to the other texts mentioned by gNubs
chen in the Lamp that were considered part of the corpus with the
exception of The Marvelous (rMad du byung ba), which he only quotes
once. His range of quotations of the early Great Perfection literature,
centered on the Five Early Translations, is not as broad as gNubs
chen’s, but it still reflects the relevance of the Eighteen Texts in
articulating the doctrine and practices of the early Great Perfection
tradition.

Rog ban Shes rab’s Lamp of the Teachings

In the 12th century, Rog ban Shes rab (1166-1244) or Rog ban, wrote
The Text that Explains the Beliefs of the Different Philosophical Schools. The
Great Dharma History and Doxography: A Lamp of the Teachings (Grub
mtha’ so so’i bzhed tshul gzhung gsal bar ston pa chos 'byung grub
mtha’ chen po bstan pa’i sgron me). Rog ban’s treatise echoes the works
of gNubs chen and Rong zom in which it is an attempt to establish

documentary domain and form the significant object of our attentions
throughout this essay. These citations, which organize the discussion below, are
categorized into three recognizable groups, with a more amorphous but
discernible ‘everything-else’ group making a fourth. In the first group of citations
we find fifty references to five different chapters the Kun byed rgyal po, each of
which correspond to five works of so-called Eighteen Works of the Mind Series
(Sems sde beo brgyad), which were becoming increasingly available (and
systematized) in the tenth century.” Here I make a different interpretation of
Rong zom’s sources from the one presented by Sur in his outstanding work on
The Approach. According to Sur, Rong zom is not quoting from the collection of
scriptures that will become known as the Eighteen Texts of the Mind Series, but
from the All Sovereign King, a text that will incorporate most of those eighteen
texts as chapters of a larger scripture, offering a more traditional Buddha
narrative and framework to the Mind Series teachings. The problem with this
assumption is that Rong zom does not mention the All Sovereign King as a text.
When he quotes from the Mind Series corpus, he does refer to them by their
individual names such as the Great Sky (Nam mkha’ che), etc. Since Sur has found
the exact quotes in the All Sovereign King, he assumes that Rong zom is quoting
from the scripture (or an earlier version of it), but while this may be true, it
would not make much sense that Rong zom does not refer to it by name. My
argument is that at the time of Rong zom’s writing, either the All Sovereign King
has not been written, or that it has not yet supplanted the individual identity of
the Eighteen Texts. It is possible that these texts may have circulated as a bundle
of texts (as we find in some of the Dunhuang Manuscripts such as PT113), but at
this time, they may not have lost yet their individual identity. For Sur’s
discussion on this topic, see Sur 2105: 328-29, also Higgins 2013: 33.

As Sur points out (2015: 594 n. 1990), this text is referenced in The Approach under
the name rDo rje tshig drug pa.
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the legitimacy of the lineages and scriptures of the Great Perfection
tradition in what it seems a not so welcoming intellectual environ-
ment in Tibet that looked with suspicion at scriptures that emerged
during the post-Imperial period with dubious claims of Indian
origins, and gave primacy to the new tantric scriptures that were
being brought into Tibet by a diverse group of Tibetan translators.”

As Cabezén points out in his translation of Rog ban’s work, “by
the 12th century, the unwieldly Semde Tantras had already been
systematized into ‘systems’ (lugs) that provided Great Perfection
practitioners with the essential terminological, doctrinal, and
technical instructions for the practice of Dzogchen”.* Rog ban, just as
his contemporary, Rong zom, considers the Great Perfection to be the
supreme Buddhist vehicle, and relies on Mind Series literature to
make that case. Like Rong zom, he does not specifically mention the
corpus of Eighteen Texts, and he quotes less frequently from them
than gNubs chen and Rong zom, with only specific references to The
Great Garuda (Khyung chen lding ba) and The Great Sky (Nam mkha’ che).
In fact, many of the quotes are not attributed at all, and it is left to the
reader to realize that he is citing from the Mind Series literature. A
close reading of the text seems to point toward a transitional period
when the Eighteen Texts existed as an independent group of closely-
related texts, before the incorpora-tion of those scriptures into the
single text known as The All Sovereign King (Kun byed rgyal po), which
will incorporate a diverse group of Mind Series literature beyond the
early corpus of eighteen as individual chapters of a larger tantric text.
That would explain the anonymity of many of the sources and the
fact that many of them can be traced back to what would become the
All Sovereign King.

Making a List and Checking it twice: Nyang ral Nyi ma od’ zer and the
Systematization of the Eighteen Texts of the Mind Series

The 12th century rNying ma scholar Nyang ral Nyi ma ‘od zer® is the
first Tibetan author to offer a list of the Eighteen Texts, something that

¥ Like gNubs chen, Rog ban also organizes his explanation of each Buddhist

vehicle by discussing 1) their philosophical view (Ita ba); 2) their contemplative
practices (sgom pa); their conduct (spyod pa); and 4) their goal (‘bras bu); Cabezoén,
p- 19. It is important to notice though, that Rog ban does not cite gNubs chen or
any of his works.

" Cabez6n 2013: 5-6.

* See Hirshberg 2016 for an excellent recent book on Nyang ral, which offers great
insights on this figure and his role in the creation of early rNying ma identity.
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he does not once, but actually twice, and with some significant
difference between both lists. The two different lists can be found in
the Copper Continent (bKa' thang zangs gling ma), and his Religious
History (Chos 'byung me tog snying po sbrang rtsi’i bcud). In both texts,
the early Great Perfection texts are called the Eighteen Great Scriptures
(Lung chen po bco brgyad), even though in the Religious History he only
mentions seventeen of them. In neither of the lists does he make an
explicit distinction between early and later translations, but this
distinction is implicit in a later reference in the text.”

Nyang ral Nyi ma od’ zer’s Eighteen Texts
in The Copper Continent”

1. The Cuckoo of Awareness (Tib. Rig pa khu byug, here as Rig pa
khu byug gi lung)

2. Great Potency (Tib. rTsal chen sprugs pa, here as Rig pa rTsal
chen gi lung)

3. The Great Soaring Garuda (Tib. Khyung chen Iding ba, here as
ITa ba khyung chen gi lung)

4. Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Tib. Byang chub sems
sgom pa, here as rDo la gser zhun gi lung)

5. The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Tib. Mi nub rgyal
mtshan, here as Mi nub pa’i rgyal mtshan nam mkha’ che)

6. The Marvelous (Tib. rMad du byung ba, here as Ye shes rmad
byung ba'i lung)

7. The Accomplishment of Meditation (Tib. bsGom don grub pa'i
lung)

" There is a mention of the division between the Five Early and Thirteen Later

Translations, although the attribution to Bai ro tsa na and Vimalamitra is not
completely clear: “The king sent someone to find the yogi saying, "Find out who
that yogi is!" The yogi was found sitting and drinking while flirting with a chang
lady. When asked, "What is your name? Who is your teacher? What is the name
of your teaching?" he answered, "I am Yudra Nyingpo. My teacher is Vairochana.
My teaching is the sacred Great Perfection.” This was reported to King Trisong
Deutsen, who declared, "Invite him here! I must ask him for teachings!" Yudra
Nyingpo was then placed on a throne of precious substances and offered a
mandala of gold. The king and the close disciples received teachings from Master
Virnalamitra in the morning and from Yudra Nyingpo in the afternoon. Thus,
they received the Five Early and Thirteen Later Translations of the Great Perfection.
As the teachings of the two masters turned out to be identical, the Tibetan
ministers felt regret for having expelled Vairochana.” See Kunsang 1999: 111.

The Bka’ thang zangs gling ma, in the Rin chen gter mdzod chen mo Volume 1 pp. 17-
206.
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The Supreme Lord (Tib. rje btsan dam pa as r]e btsun dam pa’i
lung)

The Quintessential King (Tib. Yang tig rqyal po, here as sKye
med ti la ka'i lung or the Mi "gyur thig le tig)

The Wheel of Life (Tib. Srog gi 'khor lo"i lung)

The Wish-fulfilling Gem (Tib. Yid bzhin nor bu’i lung)

The Compendium (Tib. Kun 'dus, here as Rin po che kun 'dus
kyi lung)

The King of the Sky (Tib. Nam mkha’ rgyal po, here as Nam
mkha’ che ba rgyal po’i lung)

The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (Tib. rTse mo byung rqyal
Qyi lung)

The Infinity of Bliss (Tib. bDe ba rab "byams kyi lung)

The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (Tib. bDe ba 'phra bkod as bDe ba phra
bkod kyi lung)

The Great Treasure of Variety (as sNa tshogs gter chen kyi lung)
The Epitome of Teachings Scripture (as bKa' lung gi spyi chings
dang lung)

Nyang ral Nyi ma od’ zer’s Eighteen Texts
in the Religious History*

The Cuckoo of Awareness (Tib. Rig pa khu byug, here as Rig pa
khu byug gi lung)

Great Potency (Tib. rTsal chen sprugs pa, here as Rig pa rTsal
chen gi lung)

The Great Soaring Garuda (Tib. Khyung chen lding ba, here as
ITa ba khyung chen gi lung)

Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Tib. Byang chub sems
sgom pa, here as rDo la gser zhun gi lung)

The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Tib. Mi nub rqyal
mtshan, here as Mi nub pa’i rgyal mtshan nam mkha’ che)

Arriving at the Crucial Point (Tib. gNad du gyur pa)

The Supreme Lord (Tib. r]e btsan dam pa)

The Quintessential King (Tib. Yang ti rqyal po as Yang tig)
The Wheel of Life (Tib. Srog gi 'khor lo)

The Wish-fulfilling Gem (Tib. Yid bzhin nor bu)

The Compendium (Tib. Kun "dus)

The King of the Sky (Tib. Nam mkha’ rgyal po)

2 In Nyang ral’s Chos ‘byung me tog snying po sbrang rtsi'i bcud, 320-321.
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13. The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (Tib. rTse mo byung rgyal)

14. The Infinity of Bliss (Tib. bDe "byams)

15. The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (Tib. bDe ba "phra bkod, here as bDe ba
phra bkod)

16. Great Realization (Tib. rTogs chen)™

17. The Epitome (Tib. sPyi ‘chings, here as Chings)

The first five texts in both lists are identical and coincide with the Five
Early Translations later attributed to Bai ro tsa na, but there are some
differences in the later thirteen attributed to Vimalamitra. To begin
with, Nyang ral’s Religious History only lists seventeen of them.
Neither of the lists includes the Six Seminal Nuclei (Thig le drug pa),
and some of the titles in both lists are unusual. In the Copper
Continent, we find the The Great Treasure of Variety (sNa tshogs gter
chen kyi lung), and in the Religious History we find Arriving at the
Crucial Point (gNad du gyur ba) and the Great Realization (rTog chen).
These names may be alternative titles for the texts missing in the lists,
but they are quite unusual and odd in the various lists of the Eighteen
Texts.

An important contribution by Nyang ral is that he does not only
finally offer a list (or lists, as we just saw) of the Eighteen Texts, but he
also offers a narrative of how these texts made it into Tibet. In the
Copper Continent, Nyang ral weaves a narrative about the
introduction of the Great Perfection into Tibet that centers on the
Emperor Khri srong lde btsan and the Indian figure of SrT Simha:

King Trisong Deutsen was told that the two most intelligent in Tibet
were Vairochana of Pagor, the son of Hedo of Pagor, and Lekdrub of
Tsang, the son of Plain God of Tsang. He sent them his command, and
they received ordination from Master Bodhisattva. They learned the
skill of translation, and Master Padma gave instructions on magical
powers. The king furnished them each with a drey of gold dust and a
gold patra and sent them off to bring back the sacred Great Perfection
from India. When the translators arrived in India they inquired about
who was the most learned in the sacred Great Perfection. All the
replies were in agreement that the master Shri Singha was the most
learned. Having spoken in this way, Shri Singha took them into a
house surrounded by nine walls and conferred the empowerment of
direct anointment. He then placed a huge copper vessel upon a
tripod, and the master sat himself upon it. He donned a cotton robe

»  According to Germano, this could correspond to the Bsgom don grub pa, in

Germano, Mysticism and Rhetoric in the Great Perfection, 357.
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with lattice work, put a copper pipe to his mouth, and gave
teachings.™

After this narrative account of the historical context of the arrival of
the Great Perfection teachings to Tibet, Nyang ral proceeds to list the
Eighteen Texts of the Mind Series and their individual meaning:

Having spoken in this way, Shri Singha took them into a house
surrounded by nine walls and conferred the empowerment of direct
anointment. He then placed a huge copper vessel upon a tripod, and
the master sat himself upon it. He donned a cotton robe with lattice
work, put a copper pipe to his mouth, and gave teachings. [...] Shri
Singha taught the Eighteen Major Scriptures. Since everything origina-
tes from awakened mind, he taught the Awareness Cuckoo Scripture. To
outshine all effort and fabrication, he taught the Great Strength of
Auwareness Scripture. Since the nature of mind is perfected within
dharmadhatu, he taught the Great Garuda View Scripture. Since the
nature of meditation is perfected within space, he taught the Pure Gold
on Stone Scripture. To perfect the nature of meditation, he taught the
Great Space Never-Waning Banner Scripture. To resolve the nature of
mind to be emptiness, he taught the Wonderful Wisdom Scripture. To
demonstrate the means of meditation, he taught the Meditation
Accomplishment Scripture. To demonstrate that the nature of mind is
naturally dharmakaya, he taught the Supreme King Scripture. To
demonstrate that the nature of mind is the Single Sphere, he taught
the Non-arising Tilaka Scripture. To turn the wheel in the three states of
existence, showing that the nature of mind is beyond birth and death,
he taught the Wheel of Life-Force Scripture. To demonstrate that
desirable qualities originate from the nature of mind, he taught the
Wish-Fulfilling Scripture. To let all conceptual thinking rest in the state
of dharmata, he taught the All-Embodying Jewel Scripture. To
demonstrate in full detail that all the vehicles are perfected and
originate in the nature of mind, he taught the Great Space King
Scripture. To demonstrate that resting in the nature of mind, the state
of Samantabhadra, is unsurpassed, the summit amongst all, he taught
the Spontaneous Summit Scripture. To demonstrate that the meaning of
the nature of mind is devoid of fabrications and naturally rests in the
state of ease, he taught the All-Encompassing Bliss Scripture. To
demonstrate that awakened mind remains untainted by the defects of
emotional disturbances and is ornamented with the jewelry of
qualities, he taught the Jewel-Studded Bliss Scripture. To demonstrate
that all of samsara and nirvana originates within the expanse of
awakened mind, he taught the Variegated Great Treasury Scripture. To
demonstrate and epitomize all the vehicles within awakened mind, he

** Kunsang 2004: 90-91.
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taught the Epitome of Teachings Scripture. Thus, he taught eighteen
volumes of scriptures.”

What is compelling about this narrative is how the origin of these
scriptures, as well as the Great Perfection tradition, is not only
weaved into part of the most glorious period of the Tibetan Empire,
but also that it is linked all the way back to India. Previous scholars
had tried to legitimize the Great Perfection teachings as having
Indian origins before gNubs chen’s Lamp, for example, including a
list of the Indian teachers responsible for the early Great Perfection
teachings, but this is the first time we have a lengthy narrative that is
presented as an historical account of the transmission of the tradition
into Tibet. It is important to note, though, that Nyang ral does not
mention the All Sovereign King in the text, which seems to reinforce
the argument that the text was probably not around, or was not an
important aspect of the tradition until after the 12th century, since
none of the great rNying ma scholars of the period (Rong zom, Rog
ban, and Nyang ral) mention it.

Clay Pots, Deerskin Hoods, and Goat’s Milk Ink: Master Sr1 Simha,
Bai ro tsa na, and the Eighteen Texts in the 13th Century

The most detailed narrative account of the transmission of the
Eighteen Texts into Tibet can be found in the 13th century text the
Mask of Bai ro tsa na, (Bairo’i ‘dra 'bag chen mo), which is included as
the last volume (in fact as the last text) in the Bairoi rgyud "bum,* an
anomalous collection of rNying ma literature that, unlike other
canonical collections, includes only texts belonging to the Great
Perfection tradition (no Mahayoga or Anuyoga texts are included).”
As we have seen, Nyang ral offers two lists of the texts that
composed the corpus, and he also offers a narrative that links their
transmission to the Emperor Khri srong lde btsan, as well as Bai ro
tsa na. The Mask of Bai ro tsa na will also offer a comprehensive list as
well as a narrative account, but there are important differences. As
we will see, the composition of the list in The Mask of Bai ro tsa na and
in Nyang ral’s works is slightly different, and the narrative is much
more developed in The Mask than in Nyang ral’s Copper Continent.

> Kunsang 2004: 90-93 passim.

% Leh 1971: Vol. 8, 405-605. The list begins on p. 519.4; for an English translation see
Palmo 2004.

*7 Karmay summarized the Mask of Bai ro tsa na in (2007 [1998]: 18), and argues that
although the text probably took its present form in the 13th century, it contains
some parts that are probably later.
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The different narrative focus can be easily explained since Nyang
ral’s Copper Continent is attempting to create a narrative framework
for the rNying ma tradition as a whole that focuses on
Padmasambhava as the central transmitter of the rNying ma
teachings into Tibet. The Mask of Bai ro tsa na, on the other hand, is
trying to do the same, but, this time, establishing the Tibetan
translator Bai ro tsa na as the central figure for the tradition.

The Mask of Bai ro tsa na seems to operate at two levels. On the one
hand, it offers a biography of the extraordinary life of this unique
Tibetan translator and of his trips to India in search of texts and
teachings. On the other hand, it is an attempt to establish the
legitimacy of the Great Perfection Tradition by offering an incredibly
detailed narrative of the uninterrupted lineage of the Great Perfection
teachings that goes not only back to the Buddha Sakyamuni himself,
but also to their emergence in the celestial land of Akanishta.” In this
sense, it seems that The Mask is trying to develop not only an
historical, but also a mythological framework for the transmission of
the teachings that links them to a primordial Buddha.

According to The Mask, the transmission of the Great Perfection
teachings to Tibet begins with the Emperor Khri srong lde btsan, who
in a former life had been born in India as a monk called Avadhuti
and had practiced Atiyoga. The Emperor realized that the Great
Perfection is a teaching that transcends all other doctrines and that it
should be brought to Tibet. In order to do so he sends two monks to
India, Bai ro tsa na and Legs grub, who, once in India, meet with the
main holder of the lineage, Master SrT Simha.

The actual account of the transmission, although similar in content
to that of Nyang ral, has enough differences that it warrants its full
citation here:

Every day they listened to the Secret Mantra teachings based on the
result from the later seven scholars and others. And every night they
listened to Shri Singha’s explanations on the pith instructions of the
effortless Great Perfection, the heart of the doctrine.

¥ Here, I am reminded of John McRae (2003: 8) study of Chinese Chan lineages:
“[L]lineage assertions are as wrong as they are strong.” And as McRae has
pointed out in his discussion of the emergence of the Chan tradition, the
establishment of lineages “were polemical tools of self-assertion, not critical
evaluations of chronological fact according to some modern concept of historical
accuracy. To the extent that any lineage assertion is significant, it is also a
misrepresentation; lineage assertions that can be shown to be historically
accurate are also inevitably inconsequential as statements of religious identity,”
McRae 2003: xix.
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Inside his room Master Shri Singha put a clay pot on top of three
big stones and surrounded it with a net. He sat inside the pot and had
the opening covered with a big lid on which a pan filled with water
was placed. A pipe ran through a hole in the pot and crossed through
a cleft in the wall outside of the house. At midnight, Vairotsana and
Lekdrub listened outside as Shri Singha whispered the teachings
through the tube. They each had on a big deerskin hood, carried loads
on their shoulders, held walking sticks, wore their clothes backward,
and had put on worn-out pairs of boots the wrong way around.
Lekdrub wrote down the teachings in the waning moonlight with
white goats’ milk, while Vairotsana fully understood them by a mere
indication and perfected the doctrine in his mind.

As a sign that the doctrine would come to Tibet, Shri Singha taught
Cuckoo of Awareness (Tib. Rig pa’i khu byug). To express that everything
is perfect, he taught Shaking of Great Power (Tib. rTsal chen sprugs pa).
To express the meaning of meditation, he taught Sixfold Sphere (Tib.
Thig le drug pa). To express the conclusion of the view and conduct of
all the vehicles, he taught Soaring Garuda (Tib. Khyung chen lding ba).
To show the superiority of Ati over the other vehicles, he taught the
view of Never-Waning Banner (Tib. Mi nub rgyal mtshan). Then he
asked, “Noble sons, are you satisfied?” And they answered, “We are
overjoyed!”

Then, to show the unity of all philosophical views, he taught Wish-
Fulfilling Gem (Tib. Yid bzhin nor bu). To show the greatness of the
teachings and instructions, he taught Supreme Lord (Tib. rje btsan dam
pa). To indicate the need to recognize earlier and later flaws and
qualities, he taught King of Mental Action (Tib. Spyi gcod rgyal po). To
indicate the need to rely on the three types of knowledge, he taught
All-Embodying Jewel (Tib. Kun ‘dus). These are the four minor
teachings.

To indicate that all knowledge should depend on the teachings, he
taught Infinite Bliss (Tib. Bde ‘byams). To show that the fruition is
included in the body, speech, and mind, he taught the Wheel of Life
(Tib. Srog gi ‘khor lo). To indicate the need to depend on example,
meaning, and symbol, he explained Commentary on Mind (Tib. Yang
tig reyal po) and King of Space (Tib. Nam mkha’ rgyal po). These are the
four medium teachings.

Indicating how to help others through the provisional and
definitive meaning, he taught Jewel-Studded Bliss (Tib. bDe ba ‘phra
bkod). To indicate the need of distinguishing all vehicles, he taught
Universal Bondage (Tib. Spyi chings). To avoid the arising of logical
contradictions, he taught Pure Gold on Stone (Tib. Do la gser zhun =
Byang chub sems bsgom pa). And because the conduct and the precepts
are the yogi’s life-force, he taught Spontaneous Summit (Tib. rTse mo
byung rgyal). These are the four greater classes.

To check whether a teaching is mistaken or valid, he taught the
Marvelous (Tib. rmad du byung ba), and asked, “Are you satisfied
with this?” They answered, “We are not satisfied yet. Please give us
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the tantras and oral instructions that the Buddha taught on these pith
instructions!” Upon their request, Shri Singha explained the Eighteen
Tantras with the pointing out instructions and asked, “Are you
satisfied now?” Lekdrub, because he wanted to impress the king, said,
“I am satisfied,” and left. On the way (back to Tibet) he was killed by
border guards and died at the age of forty-four.”

The list as presented in the Mask of Bai ro tsa na is, then, as follows:

Ol W=
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10.
11.
12.

13.

14.
15.
16.

17.
18.

The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig pa khu byug)

Great Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa)

The Six Spheres (Thig le drug pa)

The Great Soaring Garuda (Khyung chen Iding ba)

The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Mi nub rgyal mtshan)

The Four Small Texts - (Tib. Chung ba bzhi)

The Wish-fulfilling Gem (Yid bzhin nor bu)

The Supreme Lord (r]e btsan dam pa)

The Universally Definitive Perfection (rDzogs pa spyi gcod spyod,
here as Spyi gcod rgyal po)

The Compendium (Kun 'dus, here as Kun "dus rig pa)

The Four Middle Texts (Tib. ‘Bring po bzhi)

The Infinity of Bliss (bDe "byam)

The Wheel of Life (Srog gi 'khor lo)

The Essence of Bodhicitta (the Byang chub sems tig, here as Sems gi
tig)

The King of the Sky (Nam mkha’ rgyal po)

The Four Great Sections (Tib. Che phyogs bzhi)

The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (bDe ba "phra bkod)

The Epitome (sPyi chings)

Gold Refined from Ore (rDo la gser zhun, another name for the
Byang chub sems bsgom pa)

The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (rTse mo byung rgyal)

The Marvelous (rMad du byung ba)

% From Jinba 2004: 118.
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There are several interesting aspects to ,the account, the almost
eccentric transmission itself, with Master Sri Simha sitting inside a
clay pot and transmitting the teachings through a pipe being one of
them, but let us focus here on the actual list put forward in the
narrative. To begin with, The Mask offers a slightly different list of
texts from those offered by Nyang ral. If we compare The Mask with
Nyang ral’s Copper Continent, we see that the Mask doesn’t include
the The Efficacious Meditation (bsGom don grub pa’i lung) or The Great
Treasure of Variety, instead including The Six Spheres and the Essence of
Bodhicitta (Sems gi tig). Also, although The Mask will make a reference
later in the text to the Five Early Translations attributed to Bai ro tsa
na, and the Thirteen Later Translations by Vimalamitra, the account
here offers a different classification with an unlabeled group of five
that largely corresponds to the Five Early Translations, followed by a
group of Four Small (Chung ba bzhi), Four Middle (‘Bring po bzhi), and
Four Great (Che phyogs bzhi) texts.

An important aspect for our study of the reception history of the
Eighteen Texts is that The Mask does mention twice the All Sovereign
King, which signals a key transitional point in the history of the Mind
Series literature in which the Eighteen Texts as an independent
collection and the All Sovereign King, the tantra that will end up
collecting and replacing the Eighteen Texts as the key literature of the
Mind Series, are mentioned in the same narrative. The first reference
places Bai ro tsa na as translating the All Sovereign King (All-Creating
Monarch in Ani Jinba’s translation):

Of the tantric scriptural Dharma, he translated the Tantra of
Yamantaka's Words, Precious Discourse Tantra, King of Mastery
Tantra, Five Tantras including Great Space Tantra, the Marvelous,
All-Creating Monarch Tantra [i.e. The All Sovereign King], Ten
Sutras, and Ocean Expanse Instructions.”

The second reference is to gNyags Jianakumara, who received the
transmission of the text from gYu sgra sNying po:

From Yudra [Nyingpo], [Nyang] Jnana received the Five Early
Translations as well as the Thirteen Later Translations. He received the
pith instructions of the Eighteen Tantras of the Mind Class, the earlier
and final tantras of the All-Creating Monarch, and the Root Scripture,
and Commentary Sutras.”

8 Jinba 2004:148.
' Ibid., 212.
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The Mask, then, marks an important transitional moment in the
transmission of the Eighteen Texts, one that will signal its importance
as the key texts of the early Great Perfection tradition, but one that
also points to its decline by introducing its successor, the All
Sovereign King.

All Hail to the All Sovereign King:
The IDe’u jo sras and the Decline of the Eighteen Texts as a Corpus

An important reference for our understanding of the history of the
early Great Perfection literature in general, and the Eighteen Texts in
particular, can be found in the IDe’u jo sras history,” a text composed
in the first half of the 13th century,® and that, as van der Kuijp has
pointed out in his study of the text, is among the earliest Tibetan
histories to have included an account of Buddhism in India as well as
of its introduction to Tibet. The text refers to the Eighteen Texts as the
“eighteen minor [texts] of the Mind Section,” which are the root of
the Mind Section (sems phyogs rtsa ba sems smad bco brgyad).** The text
also offers a clear distinction between the Five Early Translations and
the Thirteen Later ones. Here is the list:

Five Early Translations (INga 'qyur Inga’o)

% van der Kuijp (1992) wrote a seminal article in the history of the two Lde’u

histories. The text is “ambiguously titled and undated; the editor ascribes it, for
no self-evident reason, to a certain Lde'u Jo-sras and entitles it as Lde'u chos-
'byung,” p. 468.

The other IDe’u history, the mKhas pa lde’u, written in the second half of the
13th century, also offers a list of Mind Series texts, but the reference is more
vague, with only an enumeration of some of the texts that include a pretty
standard version of the Five Early Translations (with the exception of the Yul kun
‘jug pa instead of the Nam mkha’ che). 1) The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig pa khu byug),
2) Great Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa as rTsal chen sprug pa), 3) Yul kun nas ‘jug pa
(Bg. 3), 4) The Great Soaring Garuda (Khyung chen Iding ba, here as the Khyung chen,
5) Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Byang chub sems sgom pa), 6) The Never
Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Mi nub rgyal mtshan, here as Mi nub rgyal mthsan
nam mkha’ che), 7) The Marvelous (rMad byung ba), and 8) Man ngag rgya mtsho’i
Klong (there are two versions of this unusual text in Tb. 69 and Bg. 56).

See IDe’u chos ‘byung (W20831: 58-59) “sems phyogs la rqyud du grags pa spyir mang
yang ma nor ba rtsa ba'i rgyud kun byed rqyal po | bshad pa’i rgyud mdo bcu | sems
phyogs rtsa ba sems smad beo brgyad yin te [ nam ka che dang [ Rtsal chen dang khyung
chen dang rig pa khu yug dang | byang chub sems bsgom pa dang Inga ni Inga "gyur
Inga’o [ byang chub sems mu gu dang [ tig dang kun 'dus bde 'jam gnas yar 'debs | nam
ka'i rgyal po [ rdzogs pa spyir gcod/ rtse mo byung rqyal/ rje gtsun dam paf srog gi "khor
lo/ bde ba phra bkod de la sogs pa [59] rnams phyis 'gyur bcu gsum zhes bya’o”.

63
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1. The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Mi nub rgyal mtshan,
here as Nam ka che)

2. Great Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa, here as rTsal chen)

3. The Great Soaring Garuda (Khyung chen lding ba, here as Khyung
chen)

4. The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig pa’i khu byug, here as Rig pa khu
yug)

5. Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Byang chub sems bsgom pa,
here as Byang chub sems bsgom pa)

Thirteen Later Translations (Phyis 'gyur bcu gsum zhes bya’o)

6. Byang chub sems myu Qu (this text is in Tk. 29 within a collection
of the Thirteen Later Translations)

7. Tig (I have not been able to identify this text, which could refer
to the Yang tig rgyal po or the Thig le drug pa)

8. The Compendium (Kun 'dus, here as Kun "dus)

9. The Infinity of Bliss (bDe ba rab "byams kyi lung, here as bDe 'jam)

10. Gnas yar "debs (I have not been able to identify this text)

11. The King of the Sky (Nam mkha’ rgyal po, here as Nam ka'i rgyal po)

12. The Universally Definitive Perfection (rDzogs pa spyi gcod spyod,
here as rdzogs pa spyir gcod)

13. The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (rTse mo byung rqyal gyi lung,
here as rTse mo byung rgyal)

14. The Supreme Lord (r]e btsan dam pa, here as rfe gtsun dam pa)

15. The Wheel of Life (Srog gi khor lo'i lung, here as Srog gi "khor lo)

16. The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (bDe ba 'phra bkod, here as bDe ba phra
bkod)

The Five Early Translations correspond with what by this time seems
like a standard, accepted list of texts, but the Thirteen Later Transla-
tions is a little unusual, and does not include texts like the Epitome
(Spyi chings), the Six Spheres (Thig le drug pa, although it does mention
a text by the name of “Tig,” which could be a reference to it), or the
Efficacious Meditation (bsGom don grub pa), including instead other
unusual titles such as the gNas yar ‘debs, which I have not been able to
locate.

The most important point made in the text, though, is its
statement that among all of the scriptures said to belong to the Mind
Section, there is another text that is considered to be central to the
tradition, the All Sovereign King: “As for the Mind Section, generally,
many are said to be tantras [of this section], but without mistake, the
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Root tantra is the All Sovereign King.”® So while the IDe’u jo sras
acknowledged the historical importance of the Eighteen Texts, the
texts also reveal a shift in the importance towards the All Sovereign
King, which seems to have become by this time the central text of the
Mind Series tradition.

How are we to explain the differences between The Mask of Bai ro
tsa na and the IDe’u jo sras, both written in the 13th century? I would
argue that by the 13th century the Great Perfection tradition as a
whole is evolving and incorporating new teachings and scriptures,
particularly those of the Seminal Heart (snying thig), which means
that the early Mind Series is becoming, gradually, a thing of the past.
Those scriptures are also being compiled into a single, larger text, the
All Sovereign King, which will transform a diverse group of poetic
exhortations, short in practical details and long in rhetoric, into a
more traditional tantric scripture, with a defined Buddha narrative
centered around the figure of the All Good (Tib. Kun tu bzang po,
Skt. Samantabhadra) and a ritual framework. As the Great Perfection
tradition was growing and becoming more diverse, there was a push
to organize and structure the diverse groups of early teachings and
the All Sovereign King did just that by transforming all of those early
texts into chapters of a larger, more cohesive book. The different
treatment of the Eighteen Texts between the Mask of Bai ro tsa na and
the IDe’u jo sras could also be explained when taking into account
their implicit audiences. As Cabezo6n has pointed out, the IDe’y, as a
history that was trying to insert Tibetan Buddhism within the larger
framework of Buddhism in India, took “a more conciliatory approach
by arguing that the Old and New teachings, although perhaps using
different nomenclature, were essentially the same.”* The Mask of Bai
ro tsa na, instead, was trying to assert the supremacy of the Great
Perfection not only from the developments of the New schools, but
also from other developments within the rNying ma tradition, and
therefore would still be more attached to a traditional presentation of
the Eighteen Texts as a collection of independent texts.

Trying to Make Sense of it All: Klong chen pa and the reception of the
Eighteen Texts in the 14th Century

The 14th century is period of intense intellectual activity, with all of
the schools of Tibetan Buddhism trying to make sense of their own

% In the original IDe’u jo sras: “sems phyogs la rgyud du grags pa spyir mang yang ma
nor ba rtsa ba'i rgyud kun byed rgyal po,” p. 58.
% See Cabezén 2013: 8.
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scriptural traditions. This is the period when the New Translation
schools collect and systematize for the first time their scriptures into
the two collections of the bKa’ ‘gyur, or the words of the Buddha, and
the bsTan ‘gyur, its commentaries.” As a response to the canon
building project of the New Translation Schools (¢Sar ma), the rNying
ma School created its own canon, known as The Collected Tantras of the
Ancients (rNying ma rgyud 'bum), of which there will be different
editions.*

It is also during this century that one of the most important figures
in the history of the rNying ma tradition, Klong chen rab ‘byams Dri
med ‘od zer, looked back at the received legacy of the Great
Perfection tradition and tried to make sense of it. Klong chen pa was
a prolific scholar, and he reflects on the nature of the early Great
Perfection Tradition and in its literature in many of his works. Klong
chen pa is perfectly aware that there were many discrepancies in the
historical description as well as well as the lists of the Eighteen Texts
in rNying ma literature. Klong chen pa’s corpus offers several
references to the Eighteen Texts, and we can find interspersed
throughout his collected works up to seven different lists and, in
some cases, he even offers two different lists within the same text.

An interesting example of this can be found in the Treasury of
Spiritual and Philosophical Systems (Grub mtha’ mdzod), in which Klong
chen pa offers two sets of lists. The first list, actually, includes a total
of twenty-one texts, divided between the standard Five Early
Translations (sNga 'gyur Inga), the Thirteen Later Translations (Phyi
"qyur beu gsum), and then he adds three more texts to the list, the All
Sovereign King, the Marvelous (rMad byung, which was traditionally
seen as one of the eighteen), and the Ten Siitras (mDo beu) to round it
up to twenty-one. Here is the list:®

"The Five Early Translations" (sNga 'gyur Inga)

The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig pa'i khu byug)

Great Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa)

The Great Soaring Garuda (Khyung chen Iding ba)

Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Byang chub sems bsgom pa,
although the title here is rDo la gser zhun)

5. The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Mi nub rqyal
mtshan, here as Mi nub pa’i rgyal mtshan nam mkha’ che)

N

57" For an account of the process see Schaeffer 2001.
% See Germano 2002 and Davidson 2005.
% See Grub mtha'mdzod, fol. 204, pp. 1169-1170.
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The Thirteen Later Translations (Phyir 'Qyur bcu gsum)

6. The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (rTse mo byung rqyal)

7. The King of the Sky (Nam mkha’ rgyal po)

8. The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (bDe ba "phra bkod here as bDe ba "phrul
bkod)

9. The Epitome (sPyi chings, here as rDzogs pa spyi chings)

10. The Quintessential King (Yang tig rgyal po, here as Byang chub
sems tig)

11. The Infinity of Bliss (bDe "byams, here as bDe bar "byams)

12. The Wheel of Life (Srog gi 'khor lo)

13. The Six Spheres (Thig le drug pa)

14. The Universally Definitive Perfection (rDzogs pa spyi gcod spyod)

15. The Wish-fulfilling Gem (Yid bzhin nor bu)

16. The Compendium (Kun dus, here as Kun "dus rig pa)

17. The Supreme Lord (r]e btsan dam pa)

18. The Accomplishment of Meditation (sGom don grub pa)

And he adds the following three to transform the list of eighteen into
one of twenty-one ("de dag gi steng du be ros sngar bsgyur ba’i kun byed/
rmad byung/ mdo bcu gsum bsdoms pas sems sde nyer gcig go"):

19. The All Creating King (Kun byed)
20. The Marvelous (rMad byung)
21. The Ten Siitras (mDo bcu)

As we can see, the lists accept the difference between the traditional
five and thirteen divisions, while adding another layer to incorporate
later texts such as the All Sovereign King that have become central to
the tradition in later centuries. It is also important to point out how
Klong chen pa adds gNyags Jiianakumara and gYu sgra sNying po
as translators or, at least, essential to the transmission of the Thirteen
Later Translations.

The second list can be found later in the same work and it is
described as the “Eighteen Sectioned Transmissions” (lung bam po bco
brgyad):”

1. The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig pa’i khu byug)

™" Grub mtha'mdzod, fol. 284 /pp. 1173-1175. He concludes the list by saying, "These
are called the general tantras, since they teach the essence of the definitive
meaning in its entirety" ('di dag tu nges pa’i don gyi snying po rnams yongs su tshang
bar bstan pas/ spyi’i rgyud du rnam par gzhag pa yin no").
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Great Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa)

The Great Soaring Garuda (Khyung chen Iding ba, here as Khyung

chen rdzogs pa)

4. Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Byang chub sems bsgom pa,
here as rDo la gser zhun)

5. The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Mi nub rgyal

mtshan)

@ N

6. The Supreme Lord (r]e btsan dam pa, here as Ye shes dam pa)

7. The Wish-fulfilling Gem (Yid bzhin nor bu)

8. The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (rTse mo byung rgyal)

9. The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (bDe ba "phra bkod)

10. The King of the Sky (Nam mkha’ rgyal po)

11. The Wheel of Life (Srog gi 'khor lo)

12. The Epitome (sPyi chings, here as Lhun rdzogs spyi chings)

13. The Infinity of Bliss (Bde 'byams, here as bDe bar rab 'byams)

14. The Quintessential King (Yang tig rgyal po)

15. The Marvelous (rMad du byung ba, here as rMad byung rgyal po)

16. The Six Spheres (Thig le drug pa, here as Thig le kun "dus)

17. The Tantra of the Edge and the Center of the Sky (Nam mkha’
mtha’ dbus kyi rgyud, this is an unusual text)

Klong chen pa does not offer a difference between the early and the
later translations, and does not add the three additional texts to
round the collection up to twenty-one. In fact, he does not offer a
complete list of the eighteen and somehow only mentions seventeen.
The contents of the lists are quite similar, although the order of the
Thirteen Texts is different, and the Marvelous is here considered one of
the eighteen, unlike in the previous list. How does Klong chen pa,
then, reconcile the existence of two different lists within the same text
with slightly different titles, a slightly different order, and even
expanding the list in one case to twenty-one? He goes on to argue
that the lists are different, since, in fact, there are two completely
different sets of Eighteen texts:

"Though some of the listed titles for "the eighteen sectioned
scriptures" (Lung bam po bco brgyad) are similar to the titles in "the
eighteen subsequent mind series texts (Sems smad bco brgyad), in fact
they differ in terms of being earlier and later, their length, and their
translators (into Tibetan)."”

' See Germano, Mysticism and Rhetoric: 94 (unpublished), and Grub mtha'mdzod,
fol. 284/ pp. 1169-1170.
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It is difficult to corroborate Klong chen pa’s assertion that there were
two different sets of Eighteen Texts since we cannot extrapolate the
contents of the texts from their titles. Germano suggests that
“Longchenpa's presentation derives from the confusion of this
repetition of titles and the existence of various rubrics for the set,
rather than that he had access to two distinct bodies of literature with
the specified contents (though this remains a possibility.)””

I would also add that the assertion points toward the fluidity of
those texts that may have preserved titles, but they may have
evolved, grown, and developed differently depending on their lines
of transmission, and may have changed as they were being
transmitted by different lineages. Nevertheless, what seems obvious
when reading Klong chen pa’s works is that by the 14th century the
Mind Series tradition is being relegated in importance in favor of
new scriptures and practices belonging to the Seminal Heart, in
which Klong chen pa plays a central role.

Finding the Needle in the Haystack: Looking for the Eighteen Texts in the
Various rNying ma rgyud ‘bum Collections

Prior to the 14th century, our understanding of the Eighteen Texts as a
corpus, but also as individual texts, was mostly possible through the
various references to them in other works that we have explored in
this article. The problem with this approach, though, is that we don’t
have access to the actual texts. As Klong chen pa argued, there may
have been titles within the collection with the same names, but with
very different contents. So, when gNubs chen and Rong zom referred
to the Never Declining Banner, for example, they may have been
talking about two different texts with the same title, something not
uncommon in Tibetan culture.

After the 14th century, though, after the emergence of different
canonical collections of the Collected Tantras of the Ancients, we finally
have access to the actual texts of the early Great Perfection tradition
and we can add a new layer to our understanding of the nature and
transmission of the Eighteen Texts. What we find is, at first, quite
puzzling, since an actual collection of Eighteen Texts is nowhere to be
found in any of the Collected Tantras of the Ancients collections. How is
this possible? If the texts played such a central role during the early
development of the Great Perfection, and the collection is constantly
cited by important rNying ma scholars, how is it that we cannot find

2 See Germano, Ibid., 95 (unpublished).
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it in any of the canonical editions? As I pointed out in the
introduction to this article, a close examination of the various canons
and the lack of a full set of the Eighteen Texts in any of them, gives
more credence to the possibility that there never was an established
collection of eighteen texts in the first place. Here, I will limit my
examination of those collections to the Bai ro’i rgyud ‘bum and the
mTshams brag edition of the rNying ma canon. The Bai ro’i rqyud
‘bum, as I have pointed out, is a collection of rNying ma literature
that only includes Great Perfection texts, and excludes Anuyoga and
Mahayoga literature. His exclusive focus on Great Perfection
literature makes it an obvious place to search for a collection so
important for its early history.

In the Bai ro’i rqyud ‘bum, there is a collection of the the Five Early
Translations (rDzogs pa chen po snga 'gyur Inga) in volume 5, but it only
contains four of the texts, without the standard Mi nub rqyal mtshan.
A version of this text can be found in volume 2 (Bg. 52), and there are
versions of the texts in the same volume (Bg. 49-53, see list below).” It
is interesting, though, that many of the Thirteen Later Translations are
not included here, and the ones included are spread in various
volumes. In volume 1 we find the rTse mo byung rgyal (Bg. 16), and
bDe ba "phra bkod (Bg. 21). Volume 2 has also a version of the rMad du
byung ba in Bg. 43 and B.g 44, but the following ten texts are missing;:

The Supreme Lord (r]e btsan dam pa)

The Wish-fulfilling Gem (Yid bzhin nor bu)
The King of the Sky (Nam mkha’ rgyal po)
The Wheel of Life (Srog gi 'khor lo)

The Epitome (sPyi ‘chings)

The Infinity of Bliss (bDe "byams)

The Quintessential King (Yang tig rgyal po)

N LD~

7 Itis also interesting that in Vol. 1 there is a series of twelve texts that "according

to the introductory material to Bg.1, [...] appears to be Sri Singha's esoteric
instructions on the [Cuckoo of Awareness];” see Weinberger description of the
first volume on the Tibetan Himalayan Library. There are commentaries on some
other texts of the Five Early Translations. The texts are: 1) The Cuckoo of Awareness
(Rig pa’i khu byug as Byang chub sems rig pa khu byug, Vol. 5 Bg. 116), 2) Great
Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa, here as Byang chub sems rtsal chen sprugs pa, Vol. 5
Bg. 117), 3) The Great Soaring Garuda (Khyung chen lding ba, here as Byang chub
sems khyung chen, Vol. 5 Bg. 118), 4) Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Byang chub
sems bsgom pa, Vol. 5 Bg. 119), 5) The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Mi
nub rgyal mtshan, Bg. 52), 6) The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (rTse mo byung
rqyal, here as Byang chub sems Ita ba mkha' mnyam gyi rgyal rise mo byung rgyal, Vol.
1 Bg. 16), 7) The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (bDe ba 'phra bkod, here as Byang chub sems bde
ba "phra bkod, Vol. 1 Bg. 21), 8) The Marvelous (rMad du byung ba in Bg. 43 and Bg.
44). The Bai ro’i rgyud ‘bum also includes The Universally Definitive Perfection
(rDzogs pa spyi gcod (spyod), Vol. 1 Bg. 15.
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8. The Six Spheres (Thig le drug pa)
9. The Accomplishment of Meditation (bsGom don grub pa)
10. The Compendium (Kun 'dus)

In most of the other collections, the absence of these texts is not as
dramatic as in this collection, but we find a similar pattern of
inconsistency, with some texts missing, and also some of them
scattered in different volumes and not as a single collection, or as
part of other texts, mainly included as chapters of the All Sovereign
King.

In the mTshams brag edition, many of the Eighteen Texts are not
the earliest versions of the texts but longer versions of them. This is
particularly interesting in the Five Earlier Translations, where only one
of them is the earlier, shorter version. The Five Earlier Translations are
in volume 1 (Tb. 19-23) but with the exception of the Byang chub sems
bsgom pa, they are longer versions of the text. Most of the Thirteen
Later Translations are also found in the same volume, although three
texts with The Marvelous (rMad du byung ba) in their title are in vol. 2
(Tb. 54-56), and the Six Spheres (Thig le drug pa) is in vol. 5 Tb 124.™
The three texts missing are: The Wish-fulfilling Gem (Yid bzhin nor bu),
The Epitome (sPyi ‘chings), and The Accomplishment of Meditation
(bsGom don grub pa). The Eighteen Texts as found in the mTsams brag
edition are:

The Cuckoo of Awareness (Rig pa khu byug, Tb. 19)
Great Potency (rTsal chen sprugs pa, Tb. 20)
The Great Soaring Garuda (Khyung chen lding ba, Tb. 21)
Meditation on the Enlightened Mind (Byang chub sems bsgom pa,
Tb. 22)
5. The Never Declining Banner of the Great Sky (Mi nub rgyal mtshan,
Tb. 23)

. The Supreme Lord (r]e btsan dam pa, Tb. 25)
7. The Quintessential King (Yang tig rgyal po, here as Mi 'gyur ba'i
thig le tig, Tb. 26)
The Wheel of Life (Srog gi 'khor lo, Tb. 27)
The King of the Sky (Nam mkha’ rgyal po also as Nam mkha'i rgyal
po, Tb. 28)
10. The Victorious Emergence of the Peak (rTse mo byung rgyal, Tb. 29)
11. The Infinity of Bliss (bDe 'jams, Tb. 30)
12. The Inlaid Jewels of Bliss (bDe ba 'phra bkod, here as bDe ba phra
bkod, Tb. 31)

L=

o

™ See Liljenberg 2012.
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13. The Compendium (Kun 'dus, Tb. 32)

14. The Universally Definitive Perfection (rDzogs pa spyi gcod spyod, Tb.
35)

15. The Marvelous (rMad du byung ba, Tb. 54 / 55/ 56)

The Six Spheres (Thig le drug pa) is included in the text Nyi zla
dang mnyam pa dri ma med pa’i rgyud (Tb. 40)

What does this mean? How can there be constant references in
rNying ma literature to this collection of texts, considered central to
its early development, only to not have any complete record of it?

When a Number is not a Number:
The Eighteen Texts as an Idea

The confusion about the nature and actual content of the Eighteen
Texts has been as obvious to traditional rNying ma scholars as to
modern ones. Samten Karmay, in his groundbreaking study of Great
Perfection literature, synthesizes this feeling, stating that: “Conside-
rable confusion reigns over this list among the rNying ma pa works.
Each claims to have eighteen, but often gives only sixteen or
seventeen [..] The titles also vary from one source to another.””
Germano has worked extensively in trying to map out the various
lists and references to the Eighteen Texts in early Great Perfection
literature.” Recent work by Karen Liljenberg has done very valuable
work locating some of the Eighteen Texts that scholars have conside-
red to be missing or lost in some of the editions of the rNying ma
rgyud ‘bum. In two articles, she found four of the texts that scholars
had not been able to locate, hiding in plain sight, under different
titles, or incorporated into larger texts. Those texts are the Six Spheres
(Thig le drug pa), the Epitome (sPyi chings), the Accomplishment of
Meditation (bsGom pa don grub), and the Wish-fulfilling Gem (Yi bzhin
nor bu).

The “disappearance” of some of these texts could be explained by
the fact that many of the Eighteen Texts ended up being incorporated
into the larger and more popular All Sovereign King, transforming
many of the independent texts into chapters of this tantra. But the
lack of consistency among the various lists, and the remarkable
differences between some of the texts that bear the same title, may
also warrant a different approach to our study of this literature.

7 Karmay 1988: 23-24.
76" In his unpublished manuscript Mysticism and Rhetoric in the Great Perfection.
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I would, in fact, argue that the discrepancies of the various lists
can be explained by simply accepting that there was never a
collection of Eighteen Texts, and that the collection operated more as
an ideal than as a physical reality. As David Gray argued in his
article “On the Very Idea of a Tantric Canon”:

Perhaps one of the most important and persistent ideas that
underlies the tantric traditions of Buddhism is the notion that a
complete collection of tantric scriptures [...] or Collection of Tantras
(Tantrapitaka), either did exist in the past, and/or continues to exist
in an alternate level of reality. This notion was advanced as an
important legitimating ideology at the initial stage of the
development of tantric traditions and their literature, and it has
remained a widespread belief up until the present day [...] This
belief, and the myths that express it, had a significant impact on the
ways in which tantric traditions constructed their histories and
identities, and in the ways in which they organized and understood
their canons of literature.”

The closer we examine the various lists, their discrepancies, and its
absence as a complete collection in the canon, the more sense it
makes that the strength of the idea of an early corpus of eighteen
texts does not reside in its actual content, which as we have seen
differs from author to author (sometimes even for the same author)
and from period to period, but the strength lies in the “idea” that
there is a closed canon transmitted by an Indian figure (Sr1 Simha) to
his Tibetan disciples. The notion of the eighteen operates as a
framework (Gray calls this an “empty signifier”) that allows the early
Great Perfection tradition to group a nascent but varied corpus of
works under one umbrella and distinguish themselves from other
Buddhist traditions. The most obvious similarity is in the Eighteen
Tantras of Mahayoga,” a collection that the early Great Perfection,
with its connections to that tradition, may have tried to emulate in
order to achieve legitimacy. But as Sur has also pointed out, eighteen
also has important symbolic value for the Buddhist tradition, since it
“evokes a sense of completeness. There are eighteen sciences
(astadasavidyasthana) to comprise knowledge, eighteen instruments
(rol mo’i bye brag) to comprise music, eighteen mainstream Buddhist
schools (astadasanikaya) to comprise orthodoxy,” etc.”

77 See Gray 2009: 1-2.

8 See Almogi 2014 and Eastman 1981.

? In fact, Sur (2015: 315 n. 622) also hints at the possibility of eighteen as a symbolic
number when referring to the Eighteen Texts of the Mind Series: “It seems to me,
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In conclusion, looking for the “original” texts, I believe, should not
guide us into thinking that we can somehow “recover” the original
versions of these texts or an original lost collection. These texts were,
for the most part, works in progress, an inspiration for later
generations of scholars that rewrote, changed, expanded, and
commented on what we should see as a literary genre and not simply
as a literary corpus or canon.
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The Great Perfection in the Early Biographies of the
Northern Treasure Tradition: An Introduction to and
Translation of The Life of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’

Jay Holt Valentine
(Troy University)

@he corpus that constitutes the scriptures of the Northern

Treasure Tradition (Byang gter) was revealed by a series of

treasure revelators' who lived between the fourteenth and
eighteenth centuries in Tibet. While the bulk of these sacred writings
are preoccupied with normative Mahayoga cycles’ that focus on specific
Buddhist divinities, the Great Perfection (rDzogs chen) anthology
entitled The Unimpeded Realization of Samantabhadra, which was
revealed by Rigs 'dzin’ rGod ldem (1337-1409), is the most celebrated
of the treasures belonging to this northern tradition. In a recent,
thorough study of the five volumes of The Unimpeded, Katarina
Turpeinen has offered a masterful analysis of the internal themes and
divisions of the anthology and has shed light on the relationship

The research that resulted in this article was funded in part by the generous
support of the Dean of Arts and Sciences and the Faculty Development Committee
of Troy University.

Rigs ‘dzin rGod ldem is the founding treasure revealer, but bZang po grags pa
(14th c.) preceded him and many others followed him including: ‘Jam dbyangs bla
ma (14th c.), bsTan gnyis gling pa (148-1535), Legs 1dan rdo rje (1512-1580), Padma
dbang rgyal (1487-1542), bKra shis stobs rgyal (1550-1603), Gar dbang rdo rje
(1640-1685), and sKal bzang padma dbang phyug (1720-1770).

For a detailed list of the ritual cycles of the Northern Treasure Tradition, see
Turpeinen 2015, pp. 22-23.

In most other contexts, this word is spelled “rig ‘dzin,” which means “awareness-
holder.” While there are, in fact, twelve instances of this spelling of the term in The
Collected Biographies and Prophecies of the Northern Treasure Tradition (Padma las "brel
rtsal 1983), none of them appears in the biographies of the nine patriarchs used for
this article. On the other hand, there are sixty-six separate appearances of “rigs
’dzin,” which I take to mean something more like “holder of the lineage” or
“holder of the family lineage.”

More precisely, the first four volumes of the anthology are entitled The Unimpeded
Realization of Samantabhadra (Kun tu bzang po’i dgongs pa zang thal), and the fifth
volume is entitled The Self-Emergent Self-Arisen Primordial Purity (Ka dag rang byung
rang shar). It is, however, customary to refer to the entire anthology as The
Unimpeded Realization of Samantabhadra or simply The Unimpeded.

Jay Holt Valentine, “The Great Perfection in the Early Biographies of the Northern Treasure
Tradition: An Introduction to and Translation of The Life of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan”, Revue
d’Etudes Tibétaines, no. 43, January 2018, pp. 95-133.
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between its content and earlier Great Perfection literature.” She has
identified, for example, strong parallels between the content of The
Unimpeded and The Seminal Heart of the Dakinis (mKha' ‘gro snying tig),
which was revealed by Tshul khrims rdo rje (1291-1317) and later
included in The Seminal Heart in Four Parts (sNying tig ya bzhi) by the
great Klong chen pa (1308-1364).° These resemblances strongly
suggest that Rigs “dzin rGod ldem must have been familiar with a wide
range of Seminal Heart teachings, perhaps including those of Klong
chen pa himself.

In what follows, I will offer a summary and analysis of Rigs "dzin
rGod ldem’s training in the Great Perfection based on the fifteenth and
sixteenth century biographies of rGod ldem and his direct disciples.’
While the biography of Rigs ‘dzin rGod ldem does not offer enough
evidence to fully account for the Seminal Heart content of The
Unimpeded, much can be inferred with the aid of the biographies of his
disciples. I will then offer a wealth of evidence regarding the role of
the Great Perfection in the biographies of eight patriarchs who carried
the Northern Treasures through the fifteenth and early sixteenth
centuries. It is fitting to conclude this study with a translation of the
biography of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan (1454-1541) for a number of
reasons. First among them is the fact that he received a much wider
training in the Seminal Heart than any of his predecessors. However,
in addition to that, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s life is a meaningful
stopping point because he was the last of the illustrious patriarchs to
be claimed both by the branch of the Northern Treasure Tradition that
remained in Ngam ring and the branch that was later established at
rDo rje brag Monastery in Central Tibet.

Before proceeding, it will be helpful to briefly describe the Great
Perfection and the various rubrics that are employed to distinguish its
internal categories. I prefer characterizing the Great Perfection as a
post-tantric tradition of Tibetan Buddhism in that it was originally
distinguished by its simple, free-form practices that in some sense
“came after” the complex ritual of Mahayoga Tantra involving deity
yoga, visualizations of mandalas, chanting of mantras, and a host of
often wrathful, Buddhist divinities. The developmental history of the
Great Perfection can be described as a process, beginning in the eighth
century, by which “funerary” elements with strong affinities to the

See Turpeinen 2015.

Turpeinen 2015, pp. 210-229. For an introduction to the life of Klong chen pa, see
Germano 2005b.

Methodologically speaking, this is a historiographic study of the Great Perfection
as it is discussed in a specific set of narratives preserved in The Collected Biographies
and Prophecies of the Northern Treasure Tradition. For a more complete description of
this collection, see Valentine 2016, pp. 133-134.
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Yogini Tantras are gradually introduced to an earlier “pristine”
tradition that focused on simplicity and was characterized by the
absence of these funerary elements.® This process of transformation is
reflected in the following system of classification, which is drawn from
The Collected Tantras of the Ancients (rNying ma rgyud 'bum) and
accounts for all of the major developments within the Great Perfection
prior to the fourteenth century.’

The Three Series: Mind Series (Sems sde), Space Series (Klong
sde), and Esoteric Precept Series (Man ngag sde)

The Four Cycles: External Cycle (Phyi skor), Internal Cycle
(Nang skor), Secret Cycle (gSang skor), and Unsurpassed Secret
Cycle (Bla na med pa’i gsang skor), which is also known as the
Seminal Heart (sNying thig)

The Three Piths: Transcendent Pith (A ti), Crown Pith (sPyi ti),
and Ultra Pith (Yang ti)

The Mind Series includes the texts that are most representative of the
pristine tradition, while the Space Series, Esoteric Precept Series, and
the first three of the Four Cycles demonstrate an increasing degree of
funerary elements. The Unsurpassed Secret Cycle, which is
synonymous with the Seminal Heart, is the tradition in which the
funerary elements are the most completely integrated."” The grouping
of the Three Piths breaks somewhat from this progressive scheme; it
will be explained in more detail below as it pertains to the training of
Rigs ‘dzin rGod ldem.

While the earliest of the scriptures of the Seminal Heart, particularly
The Seventeen Tantras (rGyud bcu bdun), are found within The Collected
Tantras of the Ancients, the vast majority of the literature—those
attributed to Padma las brel rtsal (1291-1315), Klong chen pa, Rigs
’dzin rGod ldem, rDo rje gling pa (1346-1405), Padma gling pa (1450—
1521), etc.—are not included in this canon. These treasures and many,
many more are canonized to an extent in ‘Jam mgon kong sprul’s
(1813-1899) The Great Treasury of Rediscovered Teachings (Rin chen gter
mdzod chen mo)."!

This method for explaining the nature of the Great Perfection and its internal
classifications is drawn from Germano 2005a, pp. 2-13.

Germano 2005a, p. 7.

' Germano 2005a, p. 14.

Schwieger points out that this compendium does not comprehensively contain all
of the treasure texts of all of the treasure revealers. Instead, it houses important
samples from each along with the manuals that are required for training in each
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While the Great Perfection anthology of the Northern Treasure
Tradition includes extensive preliminary practices, subtle body yogas,
alchemical yogas, cutting practices, and instructions for liberation
through wearing amulets, the core of the compendium is constituted
by the oral transmissions of three separate masters—Vairocana (8th c.),
Padmasambhava (8th c.), and Vimalamitra (8th-9th c.). Tradition
maintains that these three received different parts of the Great
Perfection from $r1Simha (8thc.) in India and brought them separately
to Tibet, where they were transmitted to Khri srong lde btsan (742-796;
r. 756-796) and his court and also concealed as treasure.'? The Oral
Transmissions of Vairocana are primarily concerned with a type of
formless meditation or contemplation called Breakthrough (khregs
chod), which is representative of the pristine aspects of the early Great
Perfection found in the Mind Series.” The Oral Transmissions of
Padmasambhava, on the other hand, are representative of the Seminal
Heart in that they focus on the visionary practice called Direct
Transcendence (thod rgal), which integrates the purity and spontaneity
of the Great Perfection with a full spectrum of funerary imagery."
Lastly, The Oral Transmission of Vimalamitra is a unified, scholarly
elucidation of the Seminal Heart by way of eleven topics, which are
the universal ground, the arising of samsara, Buddha nature, the
location of wisdom in the human body, the pathways of wisdom, the
gateways of wisdom, the objective sphere, the method of practice, the
signs of accomplishment, the intermediate states, and liberation."”
According to Turpeinen, The Oral Transmission of Vimalamitra is just
one example within the anthology of material that was directly
borrowed from preexisting Seminal Heart literature attributed to
figures such as mKhas pa nyi 'bum (1158-1213)." In fact, although
there are certainly innovative elements that distinguish The Unimpeded
from other Seminal Heart cycles, it is inconceivable that this anthology
could have been compiled without access to an extensive collection of
earlier Great Perfection literature, including scriptures belonging to
the Seminal Heart. The guiding question for the following
investigation is, therefore, what evidence is there in the early
biographies of the Northern Treasure Tradition to corroborate the
notion that Rigs ‘dzin rGod ldem had access to such a wide range of
Great Perfection teachings?

According to the fifteenth century biography of Rigs 'dzin rGod

cycle. See Schwieger 2010, pp. 329-331.
"> Turpeinen 2015, p. 170.
" Turpeinen 2015, pp. 170-183.
" Turpeinen 2015, pp. 183-193.
" Turpeinen 2015, pp. 193-198.
' Turpeinen 2015, pp. 194-195.
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ldem, which was written by one of his direct disciples (i.e., Se ston Nyi
ma bzang po, 14th-15th c.), the founding revelator of the Northern
Treasure Tradition was descended from a lineage of De gyin hor
masters who practiced The Brahmin’s Tradition of the Great Perfection
(Bram ze'i skor)."” Although his father died before he began his spiritual
training, the biography leads one to believe that The Brahmin’s Tradition
may have been among the teachings that were transmitted to Rigs
’dzin rGod ldem by a pair of benefactors from the Se clan—brothers
named dPal chen ‘bum pa (14th c.) and Legs pa ba (14th c.)—who took
it upon themselves to educate the fatherless child in his family’s
traditions.” In The Collected Tantras of the Ancients, this corpus of texts
is categorized as belonging to the Ultra Pith, which is the highest of the
Three Piths of the Great Perfection. The Brahmin's Tradition appears to
have developed parallel to the Seminal Heart in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, but the spiritual lineage of the tradition is traced
much further back in history to Vimalamitra (8th-9th c.), who was an
Indian of the Brahmin caste."”

Later, at the age of twenty-four, just prior to the start of his career
as a revelator, Rigs “dzin rGod ldem received the treasures of Nyang
ral Nyi ma ‘od zer (1124-1192) and his reincarnation, Gu ru Chos
dbang (1212-1270), from 1Cang ma ba (14th c.) and sNang ldan rgyal
po (14th c.) respectively.” The only transmission that is mentioned by
name, Embodiment of the Master’s Secret (Bla ma gsang ‘dus), is not a
Great Perfection text; it is, however, an integral part of the yearly
Mahayoga ritual cycle at monasteries that are affiliated with rDo rje
brag, the Nyingmapa “mother” monastery that has been the epicenter
of the Northern Treasure Tradition since the seventeenth century.”
The language of the biography, however, suggests that Rigs 'dzin
rGod ldem received the entirety—or at least large quantities—of the
treasuries of Nyang ral and Gu ru Chos dbang, and it is therefore
reasonable to assume that he received their Great Perfection treasures
at that time. Within The Collected Tantras of the Ancients, the revealed

Nyi ma bzang po 1983, p. 59. Because there is only this single mention of the cycle
in the entire biographical collection, it is unclear which specific texts of The
Brahmin’s Tradition were held by Rigs “dzin rGod ldem’s forefathers. For a list of
the texts in this cycle, see Germano 2005a, pp. 47-52. For a detailed summary of
Rigs “dzin rGod ldem’s biography, see Herweg 1994.

Nyi ma bzang po 1983, pp. 66. The biography does not actually state that these
benefactors taught Rigs ‘dzin rGod ldem the Brahmin’s Tradition; it is only
implied.

Germano 2005a, pp. 24-25. For a discussion of the rNying ma pa masters of the
Rong Tradition who held the Brahmin’s Tradition of the Great Perfection as early
as the twelfth century, see Dudjom Rinpoche 1991, pp. 650-655.

Nyi ma bzang po 1983, p. 68.

' Boord 1993, p. 32.
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scriptures of Nyang ral and Gu ru Chos dbang are found in the
sections dedicated to the Crown Pith as well as the Ultra Pith. Unlike
The Brahmin’s Tradition, however, the Ultra Pith treasures of Nyang ral
and Gu ru Chos dbang are traced through Padmasambhava, rather
than Vimalamitra.”

Since two of the Three Piths appear to have been among Rigs "dzin
rGod ldem’s Great Perfection influences, a brief explanation of this
system of categorization and its content is warranted. The Crown Pith*
is best understood as an attempt by Nyang ral to pull together a
collection of teachings that preserve and champion the pristine
elements of the Great Perfection that originally distinguished this post-
tantric tradition from the elaborate ritualism and increasingly wrathful
imagery of Mahayoga Tantra.”* From this perspective, the Crown Pith
is conceived as the highest set of Great Perfection teachings and as
specifically superior to the Transcendent Pith, which is presumably a
general term signifying the entire range of earlier traditions that had
assimilated various funerary practices and motifs. Later, Nyang ral
and Gu ru Chos dbang championed what came to be known as the
Ultra Pith, which is in fact characterized by the same funerary
elements that were exorcised from the Crown Pith. It has been
hypothesized that the popularity of the funerary-infused Great
Perfection teachings, particularly those of the Seminal Heart, was
significant enough to lead Nyang ral to abandon the objectives of the
Crown Pith and to recognize its inferiority to the Ultra Pith teachings.”

There are interesting parallels between these Ultra Pith influences
and Rigs ’dzin rGod ldem’s The Unimpeded Realization of
Samantabhadra. For example, two of the major divisions within The
Unimpeded are, as discussed above, The Oral Transmissions of
Vimalamitra and the Oral Transmissions of Padmasambhava, who are
also the primary sources of Ultra Pith. And, while the funerary
components of The Brahmin’s Tradition are significantly less developed
than what is found in standard Seminal Heart sources, the
Padmasambhava-Ultra Pith contains funerary content borrowed
directly from The Totally Radiant Seminal Nucleus (Thig le kun gsal), a
Secret Cycle text that is significantly closer in content to the Seminal
Heart.” Nevertheless, there are significant elements of the Seminal
Heart—such as the practice of Direct Transcendence—that are
featured in the Unimpeded that are not found in the Ultra Pith. It is

2 Germano 2005a, p. 24.

2 Foran explanation of the view of the Crown Pith, see Achard 2015.
* Germano 2005a, pp. 23-24.

¥ Germano 2005a, p. 27.

" Germano 2005a, pp. 16-17, 27.
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possible that Rigs "dzin rGod ldem later received these Seminal Heart
teachings as part of his training in the Great Perfection with Brag lung
pa mKhas btsun rin chen dpal (14th c.) at the age of twenty-five.” Until
this master is identified, however, one can only speculate on this
matter because the biography does not mention any specific Great
Perfection rubrics or texts that were received from Rinchen Pel.

There are other passages in the early biographies, however, that
acknowledge that Rigs ’dzin rGod ldem had been exposed to the
Seminal Heart. In one of the last episodes of rGod ldem’s life in his
own biography, it is reported that just before his death, one could see
the signs of his attainments—including his possession of experiential
knowledge of the “two Seminal Hearts” (snying tig rnam pa gnyis)—in
his facial expression.” Then, in the biography of rNam rgyal mgon po
(1399-1424), Rigs "dzin rGod ldem’s son, shortly after his first exposure
to the Great Perfection at the age of six, the elders of the community
are reported to have gone before rGod ldem and made an official
request for rNam rgyal mgon po to be trained as the next patriarch of
the burgeoning treasure community.” Their request included a
detailed list of the transmissions that he would need to receive,
including obvious cycles like The Unimpeded Realization of
Samantabhadra, which would be expected since it is the quintessential
teaching of the Northern Treasure Tradition, but also the treasures of
Gu ru Chos dbang and the two Seminal Hearts (snying tig rnam pa
gnyis).** In a similar passage in the biography of rDo rje mgon po (14th
c.) and Rin chen grags pa (14th c.), a pair of brothers who were among
rGod ldem’s most trusted disciples, this reference to the two Seminal
Hearts is clarified: “Thus, [Rigs "dzin rGod ldem] gave them the set of
empowerments, quintessential teachings, authorizations, and
demonstrations for [his own] Great Perfection teachings [i.e., The
Unimpeded]. Other than that, he gave them the entirety of The
Vimalamitra Seminal Heart (Bhi ma la'i snying tig) and The Seminal Heart
of the Dakints (mKha' 'gro snying tig).”*' While these passages do not
help us understand when and from whom Rigs 'dzin rGod ldem could
have received this training, together they do constitute a strong case
for concluding that he was considered by the early biographers of the
tradition to be a master of a significant set of Seminal Heart teachings
that predated his own revelations.

The biographies of six patriarchs of the early Northern Treasure

27
28
29
30
31

Nyi ma bzang po 1983, p. 69.

Nyi ma bzang po 1983, p. 145.

Sangs rgyas dpal bzang 1983, pp. 177-178.
Sangs rgyas dpal bzang 1983, p. 177.
Sangs rgyas dpal bzang 1983, p. 189.
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Tradition who followed immediately after Rigs ‘dzin rGod ldem are
gathered together in a single text entitled The Garland of Light ('Od kyi
‘phreng ba).”* The biographies of this collection fall into two groups,
starting with those that recount the episodes involving five individuals
with close ties to rGod ldem and his direct disciples: rNam rgyal mgon
po (i.e., rGod ldem’s son), rDo rje dpal (i.e., rGod ldem’s maternal
nephew), Byams pa bshes gnyen (i.e., rDo rje dpal’s nephew), rDo rje
mgon po (i.e., rGod ldem’s primary disciple who helped translated the
treasure scrolls), and Ngag dbang grags pa (i.e., the nephew of rDo rje
mgon po). The collection concludes with the biography of Sangs rgyas
dpal bzang (15th c.), and it is rather obvious that The Garland of Light is
intended to explain how this final patriarch, who is a clan outsider,
legitimately inherited the authority of the tradition that had been
invested in the previous five patriarchs. The six biographies are united
in that they present The Unimpeded Realization of Samantabhadra as the
heart and soul of the Northern Treasure Tradition. However,
throughout the tenures of the first five patriarchs, the tradition appears
to have remained focused largely on The Unimpeded with minimal
emphasis on preexisting scriptures, such as The Vimalamitra Seminal
Heart, The Seminal Heart of the Dakints, and the treasures of Gu ru Chos
dbang, but these cycles evidently held some importance within the
tradition from the very beginning. The biography of Sangs rgyas dpal
bzang, on the other hand, is much more explicit regarding the details
of the various Great Perfection transmissions its protagonist acquired.

Sangs rgyas dpal bzang had already received an extensive and
eclectic training—featuring the quintessential teachings of the
Jonangpa and Sakyapa traditions—before receiving his first Great
Perfection transmission: The Bindu Cycle (Thig le), which he received
from 'Phags mchog Rin chen bzang po (15th c.).” Shortly after this first
introduction to the Great Perfection, Sangs rgyas dpal bzang
developed a desire for The Unimpeded Realization of Samantabhadra,
which lead him on a quest to the two epicenters of the Northern
Treasure Tradition, Ri bo dpal ‘bar and bKra bzang, where he studied
with Byams pa bshes gnyen and Ngag dbang grags pa respectively.
The language of the biography suggests that Sangs rgyas dpal bzang
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For a translation of the entirety of this text, see Valentine 2017, pp. 146-165.

I have not definitively identified this person or this cycle; neither are mentioned
anywhere else in The Collected Biographies and Prophecies of the Northern Treasure
Tradition. There are many treasure texts with the word “Bindu” (thig le) in the title
found in The Great Treasury of Rediscovered Teachings by ‘Jam mgon kong sprul. For
a searchable table of contents, see the online database at rtz.tsadra.org. Elsewhere
it is stated that the “Bindu Cycle” of the Great Perfection is also the name for the
collection of teachings that Mafijuérimitra transmitted to Sri Simha, who then
categorized those teaching into the Four Cycles: Outer, Inner, Secret, and
Unsurpassed Secret. See Kunsang 2012, p. 136.
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received transmissions for all of the Northern Treasures, beginning
with The Unimpeded, from both of these masters, thus uniting these two
lineages into one. Ngag dbang grags pa is also the first to transmit
Seminal Heart teachings to Sangs rgyas dpal bzang. From him, he
received what is unhelpfully entitled The Seminal Heart of the Old
Translations (sNying tig snga ‘gyur gyi bskor).”*

Shortly after this, he received The Seminal Heart of the Dakinis and
The Seminal Heart of Vimalamitra from mThu chen rgya mtsho (15th c.)
in sPa gro in Western Bhutan.* From this same master, he also received
The Seventeen Tantras, The Supreme Vehicle of Indestructible Clear Light
('Od gsal rdo rje snying po’i theg mchog), and The Four Profound Tomes
(Zab mo’i po ti bzhi).** This passage is meant to convey the idea that
Sangs rgyas dpal bzang received the entirety of the Seminal Heart
teachings that predated Rigs 'dzin rGod ldem—up to and including
the works of Klong chen pa—from this master in Bhutan. In fact, when
Sangs rgyas dpal bzang passes this set of teachings to his heart-
disciple, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, we find the first explicit mention
of Dri med ‘od zer (i.e., Klong chen pa) and his Seminal Heart
compositions: The Quintessence of the Dakinis (mKha' 'gro yang tig), The
Quintessence of the Guru (Bla ma yang tig), The Treasury of the Supreme
Vehicle (Theg mchog mdzod), and The Profound Flavor in Four Parts (Zab
pa pod bzhi).”” Presumably at some later date, Sangs rgyas dpal bzang
also received Padma las "brel rtsal’s The Seminal Heart of the Dakints, Sar
pan phyogs med’s*™ Maiijusri’s Great Perfection ('Jam dpal rdzogs chen),
and Nyang ral’s The Stages of the Path of Secret Mantra (3Sang sngags lam
rim), for he also transmitted these cycles to Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan.”

Lastly, Sangs rgyas dpal bzang also received the Father-Tantra (Pha
rgyud) of The Stainless Moon (Dri med zla shel), the Mother-Tantra (Ma
rgyud) of The Blazing Brilliant Expanse (Klong gsal ‘bar ma), The Non-
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Sangs rgyas dpal bzang 1982, p. 200.

Immediately following his reception of the Seminal Heart of Vimalamitra, the
biography includes an opaque statement (Tib: rin po che rnam pa gsum la gnang ngo)
that either means that he had now received transmission directly from the three
precious masters—Byams pa bshes gnyen, Ngag dbang grags pa, and mThu chen
rgya mtsho—or that he had now received the Great Perfections teachings of the
three precious masters—Vairocana, Vimalamitra, and Padmasambhava—who
acquired the teachings in India from Sri Simha and transmitted them to Tibet. For
details, see Sangs rgyas dpal bzang 1983, p. 200.

This is a four-part compendium of Great Perfection teachings said to be compiled
by Vimalamitra. See Germano 1992, pp. 31-32.

See the translation after this introduction or see Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, p.
214.

For a brief biography of this treasure revealer, see Jamgotn Kongtriil Lodr6 Taye
2011, p. 181.

¥ Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, p- 215.
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Dual Tantras (gNyis med rgyud), and The Twenty-one Miniscule Tantras
(rGyud bu chung nyi shu rtsa gcig) of The Blazing Brilliant Expanse Cycle
of the Great Perfection (rDzogs pa chen po klong gsal) from Gu ru Chos kyi
rdo rje who was residing at sTag tshang seng ge bsam "grub.” This is
a treasure cycle that was revealed by Shes rab me "bar (1267-1326) but
later translated from the treasure script by rDo rje gling pa (1346-
1405), a contemporary of Rigs ‘dzin rGod ldem.* From this list of
teachings, it is evident that Sangs rgyas dpal bzang had a voracious
desire to acquire a wide range of Great Perfection transmissions, which
was likely the reason for his journey to Bhutan. His biography also
suggests that while he received some of the early Seminal Heart
materials from his two Byang gter teachers who gave him The
Unimpeded, it was necessary to find other masters from whom he could
receive a more thorough training in the teachings of Klong chen pa. It
appears, therefore, that Sangs rgyas dpal bzang may have been the
first of the patriarchs to be known as a master of not only The
Unimpeded on the Northern Treasure Tradition, but also of the Seminal
Heart in its full breadth and depth.

Among the early hagiographies of the patriarchs of the Northern
Treasure Tradition, the autobiography of Chos rgyal bsod nams (1442-
1509), which is written entirely in verse, is an outlier.” Chos rgyal bsod
nams was born in Southern Mustang in what is now Nepal and does
not appear to have been a very important figure in Byang. He trained
with various teachers from different sects (e.g., rNying ma pa and
Shangs pa) while travelling extensively through Northern India, the
Kathmandu Valley, and Tibet. In 1465, he trained with the head of the
‘Bri khung Order, Rin chen dpal bzang po (1421/22-1467), and
received the name by which he is most well known: Chos rgyal bsod
nams.* He then proceeded to sTag tshang seng ge in Bhutan, which is
where Sangs rgyas dpal bzang travelled to receive The Blazing Brilliant
Expanse Cycle of the Great Perfection as discussed in the previous
paragraph. It is here that Chos rgyal bsod nams received his first taste
of the highest teachings of the rNying ma pa Order. Surprisingly,
however, he received extensive training not in the treasures of Shes rab

* Sangs rgyas dpal bzang 1983, p. 202.

' For a discussion of these texts and Shes rab me "bar (1267-1326), see Ehrhard 2007,
p. 88, note 20. When Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan receives transmissions from Sangs
rgyas dpal bzang, events recorded in the recipients' biography, Shes rab me "bar is
mentioned by name. See Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, p. 214.

Unless otherwise stated, the details of the life of Chos rgyal bsod nams have been
drawn from his autobiography. See Chos rgyal bsod nams 1983, pp. 235-250.

For a brief discussion of Chos rgyal bsod nams’s life that includes this encounter
with Rin chen dpal bzang po, which is based on the Fifth Dalai Lama’s record of
received teachings, see Ehrhard 2012, p. 87.

42

43



The Life of Nam mkha' rgyal mtshan 105

me 'bar, but in The Unimpeded Realization of Samantabhadra from one
sPrul sku Dharma ra dza (15th c.), about whom virtually nothing is
known.* The following year (1467), he finally traveled to bKra bzang,
where he received a complete training while serving Sangs rgyas dpal
bzang. Despite his relationship with this master who resided at the
epicenter of the Northern Treasure Tradition, it is suggested in the
autobiography that his relationship with sPrul sku Dharma ra dza was
the more significant connection.” When Chos rgyal bsod nams
departed Byang, he travelled to Bodhgaya, where he appears to have
remained until his death in 1509. While the autobiography of Chos
rgyal bsod nams does not increase our knowledge of the various cycles
of Great Perfection teachings that were circulating among the
patriarchs of the Northern Treasure Tradition in the fifteenth century,
it is interesting to know that as early as 1467 it was possible to receive
transmission of The Unimpeded in Bhutan. This suggests that the fame
of this cycle began to spread well before the establishment of rDo rje
brag and its Byang gter ritual program in the seventeenth century.

In the biography of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan called Dispelling the
Darkness that Shrouds Meaning, the translation of which follows this
introduction, we find that the protagonist was similar to his teacher,
Sangs rgyas dpal bzang, in that both appear to have had an insatiable
desire to encyclopedically collect scriptural transmissions. Unlike
Sangs rgyas dpal bzang and Chos rgyal bsod nams who were clan
outsiders, however, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan was of the Mes family,
which had strong familial connections to the Northern Treasure
Tradition.* His father was Byams pa bshes gnyen, who was the
nephew-disciple of Mes ston rDo rje dpal (14th-15th c.), who was in
turn the nephew-disciple of Rigs 'dzin rGod ldem himself.”” The

Chos rgyal bsod nams 1989, p. 241. In Gu bkra’i chos 'byung (18th c.), there is a small
section dedicated to the life of Chos rgyal bsod nams in the chapter that discusses
the abbatial succession of rDo rje brag Monastery. Therein his connection with
sPrul sku Dharma ra dza is not mentioned, which results in the impression that
Sangs rgyas dpal bzang was his only Byang gter teacher. See Gur u bkra shis 1990,
p- 672.

At the end of his autobiography, when Chos rgyal bsod nams is summing himself
up, he refers to himself as a follower of sPrul sku Dharma ra dza, and does not
mention Sangs rgyas dpal bzang at all. See Chos rgyal bsod nams 1983, p. 247.
The following passage from Gu bkra’i chos ‘byung (18th c.) explains the name of this
lineage of teachers: “The progenitor of the family jabbed his staff into a rock in
southern Sa dmar, and it caught fire. There were many signs of his attainment,
such as the handprints and footprints left in the rock. Thus, he was known as ‘Mes
ston’ or ‘he who teaches with fire.”” See Gu ru bkra shis 1990, p. 672.

In the section of The Garland of Light that is dedicated to the life of Byams pa bshes
gnyen, which as I have mentioned above appears to be directly concerned with
establishing the authority of Sangs rgyas dpal bzang, mention of the familial
connection between Byams pa bshes gnyen and rDo rje dpal is suspiciously absent.
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patriarchs of the Mes family, who were seated at the estate of bDe grol
in Ngam ring, remained influential in the area through at least the
seventeenth century.*

The biography places special emphasis on Nam mkha’ rgyal
mtshan’s three meetings with Thang stong rgyal po (1361-1486), who
was a wildly famous saint from Byang.* It is from this master that
Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan received training in Mahamudra, a “post-
tantric” tradition of the Kagyupa.” While Thang stong rgyal po is
known to have held the Northern Treasures, these were not among the
teachings passed to Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan.” The bulk of his early
training in rNying ma pa Mahayoga, however, was received from Mes
ston mGon po rdo rje (15th c.), to whom Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan was
deeply dedicated.”” He also received extensive training in the tantric
tradition of the "mew" (¢Sar ma) schools, including the Sa skya pa,
which was also prevalent in Ngam ring at the time.

Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan then met Sangs rgyas dpal bzang, and his
affinity for the teachings of the Great Perfection were awakened. He
served this master for a significant length of time, and Sangs rgyas
dpal bzang apparently transmitted every teaching he held to Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan. In fact, the list of teachings that were transmitted
to Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan from this master reflects the order in
which these cycles were obtained throughout Sangs rgyas dpal
bzang’s life. But, in the places where Sangs rgyas dpal bzang's
biography is vague, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s biography clarifies the
details. For example, it is in the exchange between these two masters
that one finds the only mention of The Self-Emergent Self-Arisen
Primordial Purity (Ka dag rang byung rang shar), the actual title of the
fiftth volume of the Great Perfection anthology of the Northern

See Sangs rgyas dpal bzang 1983, pp. 185-188.

% Padma ‘phrin las (1641-1717), the fourth incarnation of Rigs dzin rGod ldem,
records his interactions with members of both the Se and Mes clans during his
pilgrimage to Ngam ring in 1690. See Padma ’phrin las, pp. 549-630.

# Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, pp. 209-210.

0" The first meeting obviously occurred while Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan was very

young, but the other meetings that include transmissions of Mahamudra and

Severance (gcod) teachings likely transpired much later. However, the biography

places all three meetings with Thang stong rgyal po together, just before discussing

Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s other training activities, which presumably reflects the

importance of the master when the biography was written.

There is an interesting parallel here because Thang stong rgyal po’s mother

consulted Don yod rgyal mtshan (14th-15th c.), who held the Northern Treasures

and would later transmit them to him, while he was an infant. See Sterns 2007, pp.

105 and 494-495, note 324.

The biography does not explain why Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan does not train with

his own father, Byams pa bshes gnyen, who was a lineage-holder of the Northern

Treasures.
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Treasure Tradition, in any of these early biographies.”” We can thus
conclude that by the time he had finished training with Sangs rgyas
dpal bzang, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan was also well informed about a
wide range of Seminal Heart teachings and was on his way to
becoming a master himself.

Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan returned to his family estate of bDe grol
after completing his training with Sangs rgyas dpal bzang, but he
continued to collect a wide range of transmissions, including Great
Perfection teachings, from other masters. He acquired the treasures of
Gu ru Chos dbang from sPos rin chos rje gZhon nu dbang chen (15th—
16th c.), including The Great Perfection of the Buddha Samyoga (rDzogs
chen sangs rgyas mnyam sbyor).” From sPang ston gSang sngags rdo rje
(15th c.), he acquired the treasures of Kun skyong gling pa (1396—
1477),” such as The Seminal-Heart Great Perfection of Vajrasattva (rDzogs
chen rdor sems snying tig), the treasures of rDo rje gling pa, such as The
Great Compassionate One’s Ocean of Victors (Thugs rje chen po rgyal ba
rgya mtsho), and those revealed by U rgyan gling pa (b. 1323), such as
The Chronicles of Padmasambhava (Padma thang yig), The Testament of
Padmasambhava (Padma bka’ chams) and The Likeness of Vairocana (Bai ro’i
‘dra 'bag).*® At this stage in his life, it is already clear that Nam mkha’
rgyal mtshan’s training in and knowledge of the Great Perfection
surpassed that of Sangs rgyas dpal bzang.

Perhaps the most interesting connections discussed in the
biography are those between Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Shakya bzang
po (16th c.), and bsTan gnyis gling pa (1480-1535). The later
hagiography of the Northern Treasure Tradition” stresses that Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan passed his authority to Shakya bzang po, who in

3 Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, p- 213.

3 Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1993, p- 216.

> For a brief biography of this treasure revealer, see Jamgon Kongtriil Lodrd Taye
2011, p. 142.

Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, p. 216. gSang sngags rdo rje appears in a list of
sixteenth century luminaries, which includes bsTan gnyis gling pa and Shakya
bzang po, who were held in high regard by the King of Mang yul gung thang, Nyi
zla grags pa (1514-1560). For a translation of the relevant passage, see Ehrhard
1997, p. 340. For a short biography of gSang sngags rdo rje, see Everding 2004, p.
268, note 2.

Here I am referring to the hagiographies that were written after the establishment
of rDo rje brag Monastery and the enthroning of the incarnations of Rigs "dzin
rGod ldem at that location. Boord’s account of the history of the Northern Treasure
tradition prioritizes the narratives of authority of the later historiographic tradition
despite being based on both earlier and later sources. See Boord 2013, pp. 31-63.
Boord’s account is valuable in that it accurately reflects how the tradition sees itself
today, which is relevant for modern scholars and practitioners alike. I understand
the earlier biographies, emphasized herein, not as “corrective” historiographies,
but as “complementary” narratives.

56

57



108 Revue d'Etudes Tibétaines

turn was the teacher of Legs ldan rdo rje, the first reincarnation of Rigs
‘dzin rGod ldem in the incarnational series that was eventually
enthroned at rDo rje brag in Central Tibet. But, while Shakya bzang po
and bsTan gnyis gling pa are listed as the foremost of his disciples,
they were also both important teachers who transmitted large
numbers of teachings to Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan. The treasure cycles
of Padma gling pa, such as The Great Perfection Compendium of the
Realization of Samantabhadra (rDzogs chen kun bzang dgongs pa kun "dus),
were foremost amongst the texts received from Shakya bzang po.”
From him he also received the treasures of bDung bu Byang chub gling
pa (14th c.), such as The Great Perfection Mind Treasure of Samantabhadra
(rDzogs chen kun bzang thugs gter).”

bsTan gnyis gling pa, on the other hand, was himself a master of
the Northern Treasure Tradition, and he had already revealed
treasures that would eventually constitute a “branch” of the treasure
tradition.” While Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan received a wide range of
transmissions from this master, the most interesting by far were Rigs
‘dzin rGod ldem’s The Unimpeded and bsTan gnyis gling pa’s own
treasures such as The Uncontaminated Aggregates of the Great Perfection
(rDzogs chen phung po zag med)" and The Extensively Profound
Vajravarahi (Phag mo zab rqya).” This later text is significant in that
bsTan gnyis gling pa revealed it at Ri bo dpal ‘bar, the most important
southern outpost of the Northern Treasure Tradition that was
established with the blessing of the King of Mang yul gung thang
during Rigs "dzin rGod ldem’s lifetime.

Thus, while Sangs rgyas dpal bzang exceeded his predecessors by
acquiring a wider range of preexisting Seminal Heart and other Great
Perfection transmissions, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan was able to exceed
him largely because of his meaningful connections with famous,
itinerant treasure revealers. From them he was able to obtain a more
complete collection of Great Perfection treasure cycles as well as new
treasures belonging to the Northern Tradition. Nam mkha’ rgyal
mtshan, however, was also a dedicated practitioner of the Great

¥ Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, pp. 216-217.

* For a brief biography of this treasure revealer, see Jamgon Kongtriil Lodrd Taye
2011, p. 216-217.

For an introduction to the life of bsTan gnyis gling pa, see Solmsdorf 2014, pp. 26-
34.

One of bsTan gnyis gling pa’s other Great Perfection texts, Quintessence of Wisdom
Liberated through Seeing (Yang tig ye shes mthong grol) has been analyzed in great
detail; see Achard 2004, pp. 58-97. The structure of the cycle is very similar to that
of The Unimpeded; compare with Turpeinen 2015.

Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, pp. 217-218. The revelation of this text was very
important in the treasure career of bsTan gnyis gling pa. For details, see Achard
2004, pp 61-62.
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Perfection. Later in life, he completed a three-year meditation retreat
that focused entirely on acquiring experiential realization of his Great
Perfection training.

Before proceeding to the translation of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s
biography, it will be helpful to discuss the underlying agenda that
animates the text. As the title, Dispelling the Darkness that Shrouds
Meaning, is meant to suggest, there was an earlier biography of Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan as well as oral accounts of his life that were judged
to be misleading, and this new text was authored because certain
issues needed to be clarified. Without having access to this former
work, it is impossible to know every way in which it differed from
Dispelling the Darkness. There are, however, two large sections of the
revised biography that could not have been in the earlier text, and
these sections illuminate the underlying agenda of the biography.
Toward the end of the biography, there are two different accounts of
the final months of the life of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, the experience
of his death, and the days following his passing. The first is likely the
testimony of rDo rje ‘dzin pa bSam bgrub rgyal mtshan (15th-16th c.),
who, according to the colophon, requested for the biography to be
written and supplied the biographer, Nam mkha’ bsod nams (16th c.),
with many of the details that were required to author the text.”” The
second is the account of Se ston "Dzam gling chos grags (16th c.), who
was the reining patriarch at the original epicenter of the Northern
Treasure Tradition, bKra bzang, when the biography was written.*
Both bSam bgrub rgyal mtshan and ‘Dzam gling chos grags were close
disciples of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan.

The updated elements of the biography have at least two goals. The
first is to discredit rumors regarding bad omens after the death of Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan that might cause those of little faith to doubt the
spiritual accomplishments of the biography’s protagonist. The second
is to establish as fact that the mantle of authority of the Northern
Treasure Tradition passed to Se ston ‘Dzam gling chos grags. This is a
controversial assertion because the later hagiography of the tradition
stresses, as discussed above, the link between Nam mkha’ rgyal
mtshan and Shakya bzang po for it was this lineage that was
eventually reestablished at rDo rje brag in Central Tibet. Interestingly,
Dispelling the Darkness resoundingly confirms that Shakya bzang po
was first among Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s disciples. However, in
'Dzam gling chos grags’s account of his master’s final months, he
reports that Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s only regret was that he knew

% For the entire section, see Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, pp. 225-227. For the
colophon, see p. 234.
% For the entire section, see Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, pp- 227-232.
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that he would never again see Shakya bzang po, who was traveling
through mNga’ ris at the time of his decline.” "Dzam gling chos grags
was present, however, and he assumed leadership responsibilities
after the passing of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan.

Ultimately, ‘Dzam gling chos grags’s ascendancy is not very
surprising. Among the nineteen disciples who are explicitly listed in
Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s biography, the three most important were
Shakya bzang po, bsTan gnyis gling pa, and gSang sngags rdo rje.* All
three of these figures were not simply his disciples, but individuals
with whom Nam mkha" rgyal mtshan maintained reciprocal
relationships. They were also, like Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, heavily
involved with either the revelation of treasures, the propagation of
recently revealed treasures, or both. Moreover, Shakya bzang po,
bsTan gnyis gling pa, and gSang sngags rdo rje were all well-travelled
and well-known in many different regions of Tibet—all three
maintained relations with the court of Mang yul gung thang, for
example—and none of them were native to Ngam ring. While these
three lamas were first among his disciples in terms of their close
relationship with Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan and in terms of their fame,
it is unlikely that any of them were expected to permanently settle in
Ngam ring and act as the regional patriarch of the Northern Treasure
Tradition.”

Similarly, Legs ldan rdo rje (1512-1580), who is extremely
important for the Central Tibetan Tradition, appears in Dispelling the
Darkness, but in a surprisingly diminished role. According to
seventeenth century biographical accounts, before meeting Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Legs 1dan rdo rje had already been identified by
Kong chen rin po che (15th-16th c.) as a “speech emanation” (gsung gi
sprul pa) of sNa nam rDo rje bdud ’‘joms (8th c.), one of
Padmasambhava’s Tibetan disciples during the era of treasure
concealment.® Legs ldan rdo rje, Shakya bzang po, and Nam mkha’
rgyal mtshan were together at bDe grol in Ngam ring in 1527, and it
was at this time that Legs ldan rdo rje developed the intention to
become a master and preserver of the Northern Treasure Tradition.”

% Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, p. 227.

% The complete list of disciples is very impressive. See Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983,
pp. 222-223.

According to Boord, Shakya bzang po accumulated disciples in Mustang and
Ngam ring; see Boord 2013, pp. 65-66. These passages of Boord should not be
interpreted to mean that Shakya bzang po was seated at bDe grol as its patriarch.
At least from the perspective of Dispelling the Darkness, Shakya bzang po was as
much a disciple of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan as he was a master.

For a discussion of this identification, see Valentine 2013, pp. 148-148.

% Boord 2013, p. 46.

67

68



The Life of Nam mkha' rgyal mtshan 111

Nevertheless, Legs ldan rdo rje departed for Central Tibet where he
stayed, presumably until after the passing of Nam mkha’ rgyal
mtshan. Later in life, Legs ldan rdo rje returned to bKra bzang, where
he finally remembered his previous life as Rigs "dzin rGod ldem.” He
then settled at gSang sngags theg mchog gling in Ngam ring,”" which
was constructed by bKra shis stobs rgyal (1550-1603) and destroyed
prior to 1690.” None of this information is reflected in Dispelling the
Darkness, which was written in 1556. Perhaps this is because Legs ldan
rdo rje had not yet returned and established his authority in the region.
Regardless, the author of the biography, while very respectful of the
famous itinerant treasure revealers of his day, is more concerned with
buttressing the authority of ‘Dzam gling chos grags, a master of a clan
with deep roots in the Northern Treasure Tradition in particular and
Ngam ring in general.

From this perspective, the thesis statement of Dispelling the Darkness
is not that ‘Dzam gling chos grags, who is listed fourth among Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s disciples, legitimately usurped the authority
that rightfully belonged to Shakya bzang po. Rather, the proposition
is that ‘Dzam gling chos grags succeeded Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan as
the leading regional patriarch of the Northern Treasure Tradition
lineages of Ngam ring. The authority that had been wielded by Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan of the Mes clan from the family estate of bDe grol
did not pass into the hands of Mes ston rDo rje bsod nams (15th c.),
who is listed sixth among the disciples. That authority was
consolidated at bKra bzang, the original epicenter of the Northern
Treasure Tradition, by Se ston ‘Dzam gling chos grags of the Se clan.
Despite their irrelevance within the Central Tibetan tradition, the
patriarchs of this ancient hereditary lineage of the rNying ma pa were
intimately involved in the life of Rigs 'dzin rGod ldem before and
during his revelatory escapades and were among the revelator’s
closest disciples.” They also maintained transmission lineages of the
Northern Treasures through at least the seventeenth century.”

" Valentine 2013, pp. 152-153.

"' Boord 2013, p. 47.

72 Padma “phrin las, p. 551.

7 In Rigs "dzin rGod ldem’s own biography, the only explicit transmission of The
Unimpeded is given to a group of fifteen male and female disciples who remain
unnamed except for two patriarchs of the Se lineage of the tradition: Se ston Thugs
rje rgyal mtshan (14th-15th c.) and the author of the biography, Se ston Nyi ma
bzang po. See the relevant passage in Nyi ma bzang po 1983, p. 143.

Evidence of the power struggle between the Mes and the Se families can be found
in the autobiography of Padma ’phrin las (1641-1717), the fourth incarnation of
Rigs ‘dzin rGod ldem. When he traveled from rDo rje brag in Central Tibet to
Ngam ring in 1690, he encountered a large number of the descendants of both the
Mes and Se families featured in Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s biography. He noticed
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Principle Personages

De gyin hor Lineage of the Northern Treasure Tradition — Seated at
bKra bzang in Ngam ring
Rigs ’dzin rGod 1337-1409 Primary Treasure Revealer
Idem

rNam rgyal mgon 1399-1424 Son of Rigs "dzin rGod ldem
po

Mes Lineage of the Northern Treasure Tradition — Seated at bDe grol
in Ngam ring by the 16th c.
Mes ston rDo rje 14th-15thc.  Maternal Nephew of Rigs

dpal ba ’dzin rGod ldem

Byams pa bshes 15thc. Nephew of rDo rje dpal ba
gnyen

Mes ston mGon po 15thc. Teacher of Nam mkha’ rgyal
rdo rje mtshan

Nam mkha' rgyal 1454-1541 Son of Byams pa bshes
mtshan gnyen

Mes ston rDo rje 15thc. Primary Mes Disciple of
bsod nams Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan

Lineage of the Rigs ‘dzin rGod ldem’s Disciples — Resided at bKra
bzang by the mid-15th c.
rDo rje mgon po 14th c. Primary Disciple of Rigs "dzin
rGod Idem, no familial
relationship to Rigs ’‘dzin

rGod ldem
Rin chen grags pa 14th c. Brother of rDo rje mgon po
Ngag dbang grags 15thc. Son of Rin chen grags pa

pa

Se Patriarchs of the Northern Treasure Tradition — Seated at bKra

that there is still a rivalry between the two families that are seated respectively at
bDe grol and bKra bzang, and he attempted—without much success—to mediate
a peaceful settlement between the two parties. For the record of Padma ’phrin las’s
pilgrimage to Ngam ring in 1690, see Padma ’phrin las, pp. 549-630.
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bzang by 16th c.
dPal chen ‘bum pa

Legs pa ba

Se ston Thugs rje
rgyal mtshan

Se ston Nyi ma
bzang po

Se ston ‘Dzam gling
chos grags

14th c.

14th c.

14th-15th c.

14th-15th c.

16th c.

Teacher of Rigs ’dzin rGod
ldem

Teacher of Rigs ’dzin rGod
ldem

Disciple of Rigs "dzin rGod
ldem

Disciple and Biographer of
Rigs "dzin rGod ldem

Disciple of Nam mkha’ rgyal
mtshan

Northern Treasure Lineage - Seated at rDo rje brag in Central Tibet

after 1632
Shakya bzang po

Padma dbang rgyal

Legs ldan rdo rje

bKra shis stobs
rgyal

Ngag gi dbang po

Padma "phrin las

sKal bzang padma
dbang phyug

16th c.

1487-1542

1512-1580

1550-1603

1580-1639

1641-1717

1720-1771

Teacher-Disciple of Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan

Disciple of Nam mkha’ rgyal
mtshan and Shakya bzang po

Disciple of Nam mkha’ rgyal
mtshan and Shakya bzang po

Reincarnation of Padma
dbang rgyal, Disciple of Legs
ldan rdo rje

Son of bKra shis stobs rgyal,
Reincarnation of Legs ldan
rdo rje

Reincarnation of Ngag gi

dbang po

Reincarnation of Padma
"phrin las

Miscellaneous Patriarch of the Northern Treasure Tradition

bZang po grags pa

14th c.

Treasure  revealer  who
indirectly passed his
treasures materials to Rigs
’dzin rGod ldem
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‘Jam dbyangs bla 14thc. Reincarnation of Rigs ’dzin
ma rGod ldem

Sangs rgyas dpal b.15thec. Disciple of Ngag dbang grags
bzang pa and Byams pa bshes

gnyen, Reincarnation of
rNam rgyal mgon po

sPrul sku Dharma 15thc. Transmitted The Unimpeded to
ra dza Chos rgyal bsod nams in
Bhutan

Chos rgyal bsod 1442-1509 Disciple of Dharma ra dza

nams and Sangs rgyas dpal bzang

bSam bgrub rgyal 15th-16thc. Disciple of Nam mkha’ rgyal

mtshan mtshan, Involved with Nam
mkha’ rgyal  mtshan’s
Biography

bsTan gnyis gling 1480-1535 Teacher-Disciple of Nam

pa mkha’ rgyal mtshan, Later
Revealer of Northern
Treasures

Gar dbang rdo rje 1640-1685 Later Revealer of Northern
Treasures

Works Cited

Achard, Jean-Luc. 2015. “The View of Spyi Ti Yoga.” In Revue d’Etudes
Tibétaines. v. 31, pp. 1-20.

Achard, Jean-Luc. 2004. “bsTan gnyis gling pa (1480-1535) et la
Révélation du Yang tig ye shes mthong grol.” In Revue d’Etudes
Tibétaines. v. 5, pp. 57-96.

Aris, Michael. 1989. Hidden Treasures and Secret Lives: A Study of
Pemalingpa (1450-1521) and the Sixth Dalai Lama (1683-1706).
London and New York: Kegan Paul International.

Boord, Martin. 1993. The Cult of the Deity Vajrakila: According to the Texts
of the Northern Treasure Tradition of Tibet (Byang-gter phur-pa).
Tring: The Institute of Buddhist Studies.

Boord, Martin. 2013. Gathering The Elements: The Cult of the Wrathful Deity



The Life of Nam mkha' rgyal mtshan 115

Vajrakila according to the Texts of the Northern Treasures Tradition of
Tibet. Berlin: Wandel Verlag.

Chos rgyal bsod nams (1442-1509). 1983. Rigs ‘dzin chos rgyal bsod nams
Qyi rnam thar [The Life of Rigs ‘dzin Chos rgyal bsod nams]. In Byang
gter lugs kyi rnam thar dang mang ‘ongs lung bstan. TBRC W27866.
Gangtok, Sikkim: Sherab Gyaltsen and Lama Dawa, pp. 235-250.

Dudjom Rinpoche. 1991. The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism: Its
Fundamentals and History. Dorjé, G. & M. Kapstein. trans. Boston:
Wisdom Publications.

Ehrhard, Franz-Karl. 1997. “A ‘Hidden Land’ in the Tibetan-Nepalese
Borderlands.” In MacDonald, Alexander. ed. Mandala and
Landscape. New Delhi: DK Printworld, pp. 335-364.

Ehrhard, Franz-Karl. 2007. “Kah thog pa Bsod nams rgyal mtshan (1466-
1540) and the Foundation of O rgyan rtse mo in Spa gro.” In
Ardussi, John and Frangoise Pommaret. eds. PIATS 2003: Tibetan
Studies: Proceedings of the Tenth Seminar of the International
Association for Tibetan Studies, Oxford, 2003: Bhutan: Traditions and
Changes. Leiden and Boston: Brill, pp. 73-95.

Ehrhard, Franz-Karl. 2012. ““Flow of the River Ganga”: The Gsan-yig of
the Fifth Dalai Bla-ma and its Literary Sources.” In Vitali,
Roberto. ed. Studies on the History and Literature of Tibet and the
Himalaya. Kathmandu: Vajra Publications, pp. 79-96.

Everding, Karl-Heinz. 2004. “rNying ma pa Lamas at the Court of Mang
yul gung thang: The Meeting of gTer ston bsTan gnyis gling pa
with King Kun bzang nyi zla grags pa.” In Ciippers, Christoph.
ed. The Relationship Between Religion and State (chos srid zang
‘brel) In Traditional Tibet. Lumbini: Lumbini International
Research Institute.

Germano, David. 1992. Poetic Thought, the Intelligent Universe, and the
Mystery of the Self: The Tantric Synthesis of rDzogs Chen in
Fourteenth Century Tibet. Ph.D. dissertation. University of
Wisconsin, Madison.

Germano, David. 2005a. “The Funerary Transformation of the Great
Perfection (rDzogs chen).” In The Journal of the International
Association of Tibetan Studies, vol. 1. www jiats.org.

Germano, David. 2005b. “Klong chen rab byams pa.” In Encyclopedia of
Religion. Jones, Lindsay. ed., vol. 7. Esther: MacMillan Reference
USA, pp. 5191-5195.

Gu ru bkra shis (b. 18th c.). 1990. Gu bkra’i chos 'byung. Beijing: Krung
go’i bod kyi shes rig dpe skrun khang.

Harding, Sarah. trans. 2003. The Life and Revelations of Pema Lingpa.
Ithaca: Snow Lion Publications.

Herweg, Jurgen Wilhelm. 1994. The Hagiography of Rig ‘dzin Rgod kyi ldem
‘phru can and Three Historical Questions Emerging from It. MA



116 Revue d'Etudes Tibétaines

Thesis, University of Washington.

Jamgon Kongtriil Lodré Taye (1813-1899). 2011. The Hundred Tertons: A
Garland of Beryl: Brief Accounts of the Profound Terma and the
Siddhas Who Have Revealed It. Yeshe Gyamtso. trans. Woodstock:
KTD Publications.

Kunsang, Erik Pema. trans. 2012. Wellsprings of the Great Perfection: The
Lives and Insights of the Early Masters. Hong Kong: Rangjung
Yeshe Publications.

Nam mkha’ bsod nams (16th c.). 1983. Thugs sras nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan
Qyi rnam thar mthong ba don Idan ma rig mun sel [Dispelling the
Darkness that Shrouds Meaning: The Life of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan,
The Heart-Disciple]. In Byang gter lugs kyi rnam thar dang mang
‘ongs lung bstan. TBRC W27866. Gangtok, Sikkim: Sherab
Gyaltsen and Lama Dawa, pp. 207-234.

Nyi ma bzang po (14th-15th c.). 1983. Pprul sku chen po’i rnam thar gsal
byed nyi ma’i od zer [The Ray of Sunlight]. In Byang gter lugs kyi
rnam thar dang mang ‘ongs lung bstan. TBRC W27866. Gangtok,
Sikkim: Sherab Gyaltsen and Lama Dawa, pp. 53-152.

Padma las "brel rtsal. ed. 1983. Byang gter lugs kyi rnam thar dang mang
‘ongs lung bstan. [Collected Biographies and Prophecies of the Byang
Gter Tradition]. TBRC W27866. Gangtok, Sikkim: Sherab
Gyaltsen and Lama Dawa.

Padma "phrin las (1641-1717). Padma "phrin las kyi rang nyid kyi rtogs brjod
rab dkar shel gyi me long [The Clear White Mirror]. Unpublished.
http:/ /tbrc.org /link?RID=W23811

Sangs rgyas dpal bzang (b. 15th c.). 1983. Bla ma rnams kyi rnam thar ‘od
kyi ‘phreng ba [The Garland of Light: Lives of the Masters]. In Byang
gter lugs kyi rnam thar dang mang ‘ongs lung bstan. TBRC W27866.
Gangtok, Sikkim: Sherab Gyaltsen and Lama Dawa, pp. 173-206.

Schwieger, Peter. 2010. “Collecting and Arranging the gTer ma
Tradition: Kong sprul's Great Treasury of the Hidden
Teachings.” In Anne Chayet, Cristina Scherrer-Schaub,
Frangoise Robin & Jean-Luc Achard, eds., Edition, éditions: I'écrit
au Tibet, évolution et devenir. Miinchen: Indus Verlag.

Solmsdorf, Nikolai. 2014. Treasure-traditions of Western Tibet: Rig-'dzin
Gar-dbang Rdo-rje Snying-po (1640-1685) and His Activities in
Mang-yul Gung-thang. Miinchen: Indus Verlag.

Stearns, Cyrus. 2007. King of the Empty Plain: The Tibetan Iron-bridge
Builder Tangtong Gyalpo. Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications,
2007.

Turpeinen, Katarina. 2015. Vision of Samantabhadra: The Dzokchen
Anthology of Rindzin Godem. Ph.D. dissertation, University of
Virginia.

Valentine, Jay Holt. 2013. Lords of the Northern Treasures: The Development




The Life of Nam mkha' rgyal mtshan 117

of the Tibetan Institution of Rule by Successive Incarnations. Ph.D.
Dissertation, University of Virginia.

Valentine, Jay Holt. 2015. “The Family and Legacy of the Early Northern
Treasure Tradition.” In Journal of Global Buddhism, v. 16, pp. 126-
143.
http:/ / www.globalbuddhism.org/jgb/index.php/jgb/ article/
view /151/172.

Valentine, Jay Holt. 2016. “Zangpo Drakpa,” Treasury of Lives, accessed
September 28, 2016,
http:/ /treasuryoflives.org / biographies / view / Zangpo-
Drakpa /9572.

Valentine, Jay Holt. 2017. “Introduction to and Translation of The
Garland of Light: Lives of the Masters of the Northern Treasure
Tradition.” In Revue d’Etudes Tibétaines. no. 39, pp. 133-165.

R/
0’0

Dispelling the Darkness that Shrouds Meaning
The Life of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, the Heart-Disciple”

[208] Praises to the Guru!

You abide in the expanse of the Dharmakaya, and

Raise the victory banner of the Sambhogakaya like the sun and
the moon.

Your Nirmanakdya are like the ten million emanating rays of
light.

H%)mage to you, my lama who is endowed with the three kaya-
bodies!

From your oceanic liberation story,

The following is like a few drops of water for the fields [of this
world].

I have carefully gathered them by cupping my mind like hands
[under a dripping spring].

But, [it is enough to] satiate the longing of the faithful ones.

Indeed, this is the liberation story of my guru, who is known as the
Venerable Holy One, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan (1454-1541).
There is a clan-lineage of successive realized masters that begins

7 I am grateful to Kinley Drukpa for his assistance in translating a few of the more
difficult passages in this text during our meetings in Queens and Manhattan, NY
(2014-2016).
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with Mes ston rDo rje dpal (14th-15th c.) of the Sa dmar ba clan. [Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s] father, Byams pa bshes gnyen (15th c.), was the
nephew-heir of this master, and he was a practitioner of mantras and
a yogin. He was an expert in cycles such as the Ancestral Vajrakila (pha
chos rdo rje phur pa mdo lugs), and he had many good personality traits.
[209] His mother was of the Sa dmar 'da’ pa [lineage]. She was known
as dPon mo Nam mkha’ rgyal mo, and she was modest and respectful
in private and public. My lama was born to the couple in the year of
the Male-Wood-Dog (1454). While he was residing in his mother’s
womb, her body was pleasantly healthy and meditative equanimity
awakened within her mental continuum. She didn’t experience any
discomfort when he was born. When he was a young child, he proved
to be mentally fit and he grew faster than [his siblings]. He was
endowed with many wonderful qualities [that come easy in this]
tradition. By the time he reached seven or eight years of age, he learned
to read and write, and he understood effortlessly. It was clear that he
was awakening habitual tendencies learned in his former lives.

My lama met the saint named Thang stong rgyal po (1361-1486)
three times. [210] The first time was when he was very young. His
mother carried him to the meeting. She put a measure of white butter
on top of a choice cut of meat and gave it as an offering. The great
saintly lord spoke many prophecies like the following: “This [offering
demonstrates] an auspicious connection. [This child] will churn the
profound dharma and yield true meaning that is similar to this
purified butter!” He also named the child dGe bsnyen Nam mkha’
rgyal mtshan. The practice commentary (khrid) for Five-fold Mahamudra
(phyag rqya chen po Inga ldan) was foremost among the transmissions
given to my lama by the saint during their second meeting. During
their final meeting, the saint gave him many teachings, such as the
practice commentary for Severance (gcod) and the empowerments for
Opening the Door of the Sky (Nam mkha’ sgo ‘byed). He received
continuous blessings from the master.

Mes ston mGon po rdo rje (15th c.) was one of the precious lord’s
elders. From him, he received the empowerment for the Ancestral
Vajrakila, the procedures (lam gyi rim pa) for liberating activity (grol
byed), The Kila Root Text Cycle (Phur pa rtsas skor), The Great Tantra of the
Secret Cycle (gSang skor gyi rgyud chen mo), The Explanatory Tantras and
the Indian Commentaries of Pema (Padma rgya 'qrel), The Five-fold Secret
Tantra (§Sang rgyud sde Inga), the liturgical procedures for those, the
expulsion rites of accumulated action (las tshogs phyir bzlog), the
protection from hail rites, the oral instructions for the four aspects of
familiarization practice, and the subtle teachings regarding the
generation and completion stages of deity yoga. [211] He listened to
these teachings and practiced them earnestly. As a result, in his heart
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he came to adore Mes ston mGon po rdo rje like an elder brother.
The lord expressed [his gratitude] in the following lines of verse:

He had the nature of the mind of all the victors of the three
times, and

His discipline, who could criticize even a fraction?

How could one measure the profundity of his intentions?

One cannot grasp the extent of his kindness.

To my kind lama, mGon po rdo rje,

Who spoke so kindly to this prostrated devotee,

With the ancestors in mind as I venerate you, I go to you for
refuge.

I grasp onto that protector, who with the empowerments,
reading transmissions, and quintessential instructions,

Took this servant with disciplined mind into your care,
Because I am in awe of you out of respect, I am nourished by
my memory of you.

Having transmitted the teachings verbally to me, the old gods
were engendered in the beginning, and
When I perform The Ancestral Vajrakila,
Maturation occurs because of my deep connection with the
preparation and the primary practices.

Then, as I progress through the stages that bring about
liberation, and

I learn the truth of cyclic existence, impermanence, and the
pursuit of riches,

As well as suffering, karma, and fruition, and through seeking
refuge, the purification of the defilements and the
accumulation of merit,

By means of the one hundred syllable refuge practice, the
mandala practice, [212]

Guru Yoga practice, and my prayers,

Through these preliminary practices, I became a suitable
vessel.

After that, you gave me the three: The Ancestral Vajrakila,

The secret cycles and the shown cycles, and

You explained each one of them in detail.

In your inconceivable manner, you enumerated the Tantras,
the root texts, and their commentaries,
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The sadhana practices, the empowerments, the quintessential
instructions, the accumulation practices, and
The oral directions for each.

To me in particular, you gave the cycle for the path to liberation
The commentary on the great secret Tantra of Padma,

The five classes of Tantras and the explanation of those, and
The liturgical procedures for all that, the accumulation
practices, the expulsion rites,

The quintessential instructions for the hail protection rites,
The oral instructions for each of the familiarization practices,
The single points for the profound final birth, and

You put the oral transmissions in the center of my mind!

Then, before the one who resided at rDzong phu named bKra shis dpal
bzang (15th c.), who was an expert in all types of Tantra, including the
Yoga-tantras, he received many transmissions, such as those for Trinity
of Splendor, Peak, and Space (dPal rtse dbyings gsum), The Twelve Core
Practices (sByong dkyil beu gnyis), The Five Pronouncements (gSungs gra
Inga), Vajravali (Bla med kyi rdo rje 'phrengs ba), and The Ultra-secret
Hayagriva (sNying ma’i rta mgrin yang gsang). [213]

Then, he went to go see the protector chaplain, Dharma-Lord Sangs
rgyas bzang po (15th c.), perform the eight-day offering ceremony. He
witnessed the lord’s entry into the chapel dressed as a lordly Brahmin
with four faces. As a result of witnessing his performance, he became
very faithful [in this master]. He then received empowerments for
teachings such as One Hundred Thousand Precepts of the Sakya (Sa skya
bka’ 'bum), Hevajra (Kye rdo rje), Cakrasamvara (bDe mchog), Bhairava of
the Ra Lineage ('Jigs byed ra lugs), Face of Protector Gur (mGon po gur zhal),
Kila of the [Sakya] Lineage (Phur pa lugs), and Shunning the White
Demoness (dKar bdud lcam bral).

Then, [he met] the Precious Sangs rgyas dpal bzang (15th c.), who
was the rebirth of rNam rgyal mgon po (1399-1424), the son of the
treasure revealer Rigs 'dzin rGod ldem. He had great faith in this
teacher, and his affinities to the teachings of the Great Perfection were
awakened. As he attended to this master’s needs at various holy
locations, such as sKu 'bum rnam rgyal,” he received the following
transmissions: the Northern Treasure Tradition’s Great Perfection
anthology that includes The Unimpeded and The Self-Emergent and Self-
Arisen (Rang byung rang shar), The Self-Emergent and Self-Arisen Eight

76 This is where Sangs rgyas dpal bzang completed a one-year retreat dedicated to
practicing the cycle of the Eight Herukas. While impressive, Nam mkha’ rgyal
mitshan completed a three-year retreat practicing the same cycle. This location is
also important for the Sa skya pa. For details, see Padma "phrin las, pp. 556.
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Herukas (bKa’ brgyad rang byung rang shar), the peaceful guru cycle
entitled The Master of Awareness that Embodies the Lineage (Rig ‘dzin
gdung sgrub), The Azure Heart Practice of the Wrathful One (Thugs bsgrubs
drag po mthing kha), The Bodhicitta Authorization (Byang chub sems pa’i
spyod dbang), and all of the treasure cycles [that were revealed by
bZang po grags pa (14th c.)] at Grom pa rgyang, such as the prophetic
cycles like The Great [Treasure] Certificate (bsKul byang chen mo), [214]
The Inventory of the Northern Treasures” (Kha byang gter gyi bang mdzod),
The Seminal Certificate on the Key Points™ (sNying byang gnad kyi them
bu), and The Seven Topics of the Seminal Heart (sNying tig don bdun); [he
also received] The Great Compassionate One that Self-Liberates the
Passions (Thugs rje chen po nyon mongs rang grol), The Iron Treasury Kila
(Phur pa lcags khang ma) cycles [of the Northern Treasure Tradition],
such as The Great Supreme Kila (Phur pa che mchog) and The Wrathful
Mantra Kila (Phur pa drag sngags), cycles for the collected
empowerments (dbang bsdud) of texts such as The Seven Points of
Connection (rTen 'brel chos bdun), the cycles for protective utterances
(bKa’ bsrung), such as The Tiger-Mounted Protector (mGon po stag zhon),
and the teaching cycles of 'Dzeng rdo dkar po that were extracted from
sKra bzang rlung bseng.

In brief, he also received the Heart-Treasures of Zang zang lha brag,
The Seminal-Heart of Radiant Light of the Great Perfection (rDzogs chen "od
gsal snying tig) that was revealed by 1Ce sgom pa, the teaching cycles
of the treasure revealer Dri med "od zer [(i.e., Klong chen pa)], such as
The Quintessence of the Dakinis (mKha' 'gro yang tig), The Quintessence of
the Guru (Bla ma yang tig), The Seventeen Tantras of Vimalamitra (Bi ma
la’i rgyud beu bdun), The Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle (Theg mchog
mdzod), and The Profound Flavor in Four Parts (Zab pa pod bzhi).
Regarding the treasure cycles of the treasure revealer known as Shes
rab me "bar (1267-1326), he received the Father-Tantra (Pha rQyud) of
The Stainless Moon (Dri med zla shel), the Mother-Tantra (Ma rgyud) of
The Blazing Brilliant Expanse (Klong gsal 'bar ma), The Non-Dual Tantras
(gNyis med rgyud), and The Twenty-one Miniscule Tantras (rGyud bu
chung nyi shu rtsa gcig). He also received the treasure teachings of the
revealer Padma las ‘brel rtsal (1291-1315) called The Seminal Heart of
the Dakinis, [215] the treasure teaching of the revealer Sar pan phyogs
med called Mafijusri’s Great Perfection ("Jam dpal rdzogs chen), The Stages
of the Path of Secret Mantra (§Sang sngags lam rim) that was discovered

77 This text as well as the next two as treasures passed indirectly from bZang po grags

pa to Rigs 'dzin rGod ldem. For details, see Valentine 2016. Turpeinen lists this as
a prophetic text but notes that it is not currently in any known collection; see
Turpeinen 2015, p. 15.

Turpeinen points out that this text can be found in Collected Biographies and
Prophecies of the Northern Treasure Tradition; see Turpeinen 2015, p. 15.
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by the treasure revealer Nyang ral Nyi ma ‘od zer (1124-1192), and all
of The Wrathful Black Vajravarahi (Phag mo khros nag) and The Wrathful
Red (Drag po dmar po). In brief, Sangs rgyas dpal bzang gave the
entirety of the vast and profound teachings that he possessed to Nam
mkha’ rgyal mtshan, who subsequently held onto them.

Later, when he had reached his thirties, he was invited to bDe grol.
Up until [his master] attained nirvana, he focused on being his
attendant. After [Sangs rgyas dpal bzang] passed into nirvana,
however, [Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan] performed the fire ceremonies
for the lineage. Without interruption [by any other possible patriarch],
he performed the lineage offerings for the Fifteenth Day of the New
Year ceremony. Indeed, during the performance of every tea
ceremony, it was he who scattered the offering without fail. It was to
this lama, [Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan] alone that we prayed without
fail. Indeed, he had the blessings of the lineage. This lama was like a
spreading, expansive cloud that accomplished great benefit for
migratory beings.

At one point, the Precious One went together with his disciples to
practice in solitary retreat. [216] He performed the yoga of vase
breathing, while remaining in a state of undisturbed and clear
awareness. For fourteen days he did absolutely nothing else, [it was
clear that he had no] hunger of thirst. During this time in retreat, many
thoughts were formulated [in his mind] regarding the tutelary deities.

Then, he went before the one named sPos rin chos rje gZhon nu
dbang chen (15th-16th c.) and received the primary treasure teachings
of Gu ru Chos dbang (1212-1270), such as The Completely Perfected and
Secret Heruka (bKa’ brqyad gsang ba yongs rdzogs), the cycles for large
audiences (bskor phal che ba), such as The Great Empowerment Practice
(sGrub dbang chen mo), The Assembled Secret Guru (Bla ma gsang ‘dus),
The Great Perfection of the Buddha Samyoga (rDzogs chen sangs rgyas
mnyam sbyor), and The Glorious and Genderless Protector (dPal mgon ma
ning).

Then, in the presence of sPang ston gSang sngags rdo rje (15th c.),
he received an extensive version of The Eight Herukas, such as the
empowerment and sadhana practice for The Completely Perfected Secret
Eight Herukas (bKa’ brgyad gsang ba yongs rdzogs). He also received the
treasure cycle of Kun skyong gling pa (1396-1477) called The Seminal-
Heart Great Perfection of Vajrasattva (rDzogs chen rdor sems snying tig),
rDo rje gling pa’s (1346-1405) treasure cycle entitled The Great
Compassionate One’s Ocean of Victors (Thugs rje chen po rgyal ba rQya
mtsho), and especially U rgyan gling pa’s (b. 1323)” treasure called The

7 For brief biographies of Kun skyong gling pa, rDo rje gling pa, and U rgyan
gling pa, see Jamgon Kongtriil Lodré Taye 2011, pp. 140-143, 149-152, and 122-
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Chronicles of Padmasambhava (Padma thang yig), and such teachings as
The Testament of Padmasambhava (Padma bka’ chams) and The Likeness of
Vairocana (Bai ro’i ‘dra ‘bag).

Then, although Shakya bzang po became one of his disciples and
manifested great faith [in my master], it had also been written in the
prophecies of Padma [gling pa] that, [217] “he would receive these
teachings that were spoken far away.” Thus, [Nam mkha’ rgyal
mtshan received from Shakya bzang po] with quick apprehension the
treasure cycles of Padma gling pa® (1450-1521), such as The Great
Perfection Compendium of the Realization of Samantabhadra (rDzogs chen
kun bzang dgongs pa kun 'dus), the cycle for The Three-Faced Six-Armed
Wrathful Red (Drag dmar zhal gsum phyag drug), Vajrapani Tamer of All
Haughty Beings (Phyag rdor dregs pa), The Vajra Garland Life-Guidance
(Tshe khrid rdo rje 'phreng ba), The Life and Songs of Padma gling pa (Padma
gling pa’i rnam thar mgur 'bum), the treasure cycles of bDung bu Byang
chub gling pa (14th c.), such as The Red Lance of VaisSravana (rNam sras
mdung dmar can), The Great Perfection Mind Treasure of Samantabhadra
(rDogs chen kun bzang thugs gter), The Regent’s Great Tantras of the
Northern Treasure Tradition (Byang gter gyi rgyal tshab rgyud chen), such
as The Peaceful and Wrathful Guru (Gu ru zhi drag), The AvalokiteSvara
(sPyan ras gzigs), The Maiijugosa ('Jam dbyangs), The Vajrapani (Phyag
rdor), and The Ultra Kila (Yang phur), then there was the cycle for The
Thirty Haughty Beings (Dregs pa sun bcu), The Leisurely Heart Practice
(Thugs sgrub kyi dal gyi sgrubs), and The Vase Consecration (bum sgrub).
For a great many of these, he received the pith instructions (gdams
ngag). ARRET

Then, the treasure revealer named bsTan gnyis gling pa (1480-1535)
came from around mNga’ ris to Ngam ring. This treasure revealer gave
the empowerments for The Unimpeded (Zangs thal) to [Nam mkha’
rgyal mtshan]. Having mingled their minds into a single stream, he
received the treasure revealer’'s own biography and songs (gter bton
rang gi rnam mgur), The Uncontaminated AgQregates of the Great Perfection
(rDzogs chen phung po zag med), The Quintessence of Sight-Liberating
Wisdom (Yang tig ye shes mthong grol), [218] The Mahamudra of Dispelling
the Darkness of Ignorance (Phyag chen ma rig mun sel), The Cutters Sword
of Knowledge (gCod yul shes rab ral gri), The Spells of Yama (gShin rje 'joms
byed), The Compendium of Subjugating Mantras (Drag sngags kun 'dus),
The Compendium of Vaisravana, the Lord of Wealth (rNam sras nor bdag kun
‘dus), The Compendium of the Buddha’s Realization (Sangs rgyas dgongs pa

126, respectively.

It is interesting that the dates for Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan and Padma gling pa
are nearly identical. However, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s connection with Padma
gling pa is only made indirectly through transmission connections. For a study of
the life and significance of Padma gling pa, see Aris 1989 and Harding 2003.
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‘dus pa), and The Extensively Profound Vajravaraht (Phag mo zab rgya) that
was discovered at Ri bo dpal "bar in Mang yul.

Then, before Chos rje rin po che U rgyan ‘bras dpungs pa (d. u.),
who was known as the rDo rje rgyal po, he received many
transmissions, such Yama, Angel of Dawn (gShin rje ‘char kha sprin gyi
shugs can) and The Vase of Amrta (bDud rtsi bum pa). Then, he received
many teachings from the monastic preceptor of the 'Phags sde ba
named 'Phags chen dge "dun lhun grub, such as The Life and Songs of
Mi la ras pa (r]e btsun mi la’i rnam mgur) and The Life and Songs of rGyal
ba yang dgon pa, together with Practicing in the Mountains in Three Parts
(Ro chos bkor gsum cha lag).

He also received many teachings from 'Phags chen grags pa rgya
mtsho, such as The Avalokitesvara with One Thousand Arms and One
Thousand Eyes (sPyan ras gzigs phyag stong spyan stong), the liturgical
methods for fasting (smyung gnas kyi chog sqrigs), The Great Mind
Training (Blo byung chen mo), and The Holy Compendium of Reverential
Mantras (Dam chos ma ni bka’ 'bum). [219] He also received many
teachings from his own paternal uncle named Byams chen rdo rje, such
as The Great Instructions of the Mother for Cutting (Ma gi gcod khrid),
which was composed by Chos rje legs mchog, and The Compendium of
Reverential Mantras (Ma ni bka’ "bum).

Really, he received Satra and Tantra teachings of both the Old and
the New Schools from just about every known person at that time. For
the details, one should see his transmission records. By listening to
those lamas like that, he established a connection with empowerments
and teachings of those kind ones. The precious one himself praised
those lamas in the following stanzas.

§81

I faithfully praise with my body, speech, and mind

The unchanging reality of the Dharmakiya Samantabhadra,
The peaceful and wrathful deities of the five families of the
Sambhogakaya,

The supreme Nirmanakiaya manifestation of Padmasambhava,
and

His spiritual son, my root lama, Sangs rgyas dpal bzang.

To he who has brought to its completion the practice of secret
mantra and attained enlightenment
mGon po rdo rje, who has opened the three doors of divinity,

1 Nam mkha’ bsod nams 1983, p. 219. There is a section marker on this page. The
others are inserted for clarity.
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and

Has kindly given me the ancestral teachings of Rigs "dzin rGod
ldem though himself and my father, Byams dpal bshes gnyen,
To the feet of the great kind ones—the lord and his son—that
grasped the teachings of mantra-vehicle,

To those powerful ones possessed of blessings, I bow and pray!

To the famously fearless one who changed his appearance,
Who made efforts to train his mind in the supreme golden
light, [220]

To the one that experienced the single taste of pleasure and
pain, the iron bridge maker, Thang stong rgyal po,

To his disciples, such as the incomparable Grags pa rgyal
mtshan (d. u.),

To those holy and great lamas, I pray with faith!

To the profound men and women who were renowned for
their virtue,

To Rin chen bzang po (15th c.), who was exalted with respect
to migratory beings,

To the spontaneously assembled community, the superior
ones, that fully developed compassion,

To those like bSod nams dpal bzang (15th c.), who increased
my roots of knowledge,

Who were emanations of the noble ones, I pray!

To those of purifying light, like Mafijusri, that adhere to the
teachings and the three trainings,

Who fulfill the wishes of migratory beings from the precious
vase of the teachings,

To the treasury of good sayings regarding the goodness, and
the example of enlightenment,

To those such as bKra shis dpal bzang, who are the lamp of the
teachings,

To those supreme scholars, I pray!

Then he did a three-year practice retreat in gDan thog focusing on The
Great Royal Sadhana of the Eight Herukas (rGyal du sgrub chen bka’ brgyad).
As for his signs of attainment, during the winter celebration of the
Great Miracle [of the Buddha], he heard a sound and went to
investigate. [221] There was a small white kri ma, and in it he saw the
clear varieties of light, the eight auspicious signs, and various other
signs. He was able to make the expected offerings constantly without
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being cold.® A white sapling sprouted from a vase and sprang up to
become a tree. These were among the outer signs. There were also
inner signs like his freedom from sickness. And people said, for
example, that his spiritual wind would neither come nor go [while he
was meditating].

Then, in the abodes that are all around bKra bzang, such as dBu
gsum, he practiced Cutting (gcod) together with a precious servant, he
practiced at the hundred different springs (chu mig brgya rtsa) and the
one hundred charnel grounds (gnyan khrod brgya rtsa). His mind and
phenomena thus mingled as one and he achieved conquest of the three
realms of gods, demons, and humans. In brief, he reached the end of
experiential practice completely through the three types of practice.

Then, in the primary temple at bDe grol he performed the three-
year, three-month, three-day retreat focusing on the practice of the
Great Perfection. From that point forward, he could see the nature of
reality. Because he now had experiential understanding of the four
visions (snang bzhi), signs of his attainment manifested one after
another. [222] In short, his body was fully matured, endowed with all
seven qualities attributed to a high birth, such as longevity, which are
positive indications from the perspective of the teachings. And, his
senses, such as sight and hearing, were operating with clarity. Even as
he was progressing in age, reaching his nineties, his manner, physical
well-being, and so forth were still good. He appeared to be in better
health than others who were younger. Regarding his inner qualities,
although they were concealed within him, to be sure he had
inconceivably good control over his [internal] qualities, such as vision
and insight, recollection and confidence, renunciation and
discriminating wisdom.

Like the fruits of his attainment, his disciples were arrayed around
him. Among them were the Emanation and Treasure Revealer Shakya
bzang po, Treasure Revealer bsTan gnyis gling pa, gSang sngags rdo
rje, the great practitioner of bKra bzang named Se ston ‘Dzam gling
chos grags, the mantra-holder of IHong named bSod nams bkra shis,
and Mes ston rDo rje bsod nams (15th c.). [223] Then there were the
two brothers, dGe slong Padma dbang rgyal (1487-1542) and Chos rje
Legs ldan pa (1512-1580). The elder indeed discovered treasure, and
both brothers were lamas of the 'Bri khung. Then there was the one
who maintained the cave-dwelling lineages of the region called rGyal
mkhar tshe, named Chos rje Padma tshe bdag rgyal po. Then there
were the brothers: the one seated at Blo bo, Chos rje "chi Nu bSod nams
rab rgyas pa from Ne rings, and the one seated at the primary
establishment belonging to Saint Thang stong rgyal po. Then there was

¥ I have not been able to determine what a “kri ma” might be.
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dPal ldan blo gros who was seated at sPang khang and Rigs 'dzin
mGon po don ‘grub. These were actual disciples of Padma gling pa
who had come to the sacred sites of sTag po gangs ra. Then there were
the brothers: the one seated at Ra chung named Thog sdugs Sangs
rgyas seng ge and the other was Chos rje rin po che Dam chos pa. The
elder of these was appointed as the minister (¢ sr7) of the IHo pa region.
The younger was among the students who [Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan]
established at monasteries like bKra bzang. Then there was the heart-
son (thugs sras) of bsTan gnyis gling pa, the great ascetic practitioner
named Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan,® [224] who was accepted as a
disciple at the center at Ri bo che. Then, there were students such as
Lama Nam mkha’ dpal ldan from Dang ra ba and Bya btang Nam
mkha’ dpal bzang from Nyang stod. Indeed, he nourished all of them
with advice, guidance, and empowerments. There were students in
every kingdom; the number cannot be calculated!

§

Because his life was long and his enlightened activities were
expansive, he was unrivaled in his accomplishments spreading the
essential teachings, such as the Great Perfection, in the ten directions.
Having essentially completed his activities that were meant for this
world, he decided to pass beyond misery. Because his superficial body
did not reveal itself as sick, his retinue did not realize that there were
signs of his impending transcendence. Indeed, in that year, before the
arrival of the annual thread-ceremony (dus mdos), when he received
the request asserting that his presence was required as before, he said,
“I will not make it there this year.” Indeed, no one grasped the truth
of this statement.

[225] On the 27th of the month, I [i.e.,, bSam bgrub rgyal mtshan,
15th-16th c.] went before him in order to receive his blessings. When
it was time for me to depart, he said, “I will not meet with you again
in this world after now. Cultivate your practice of the tutelary deities
and be more beneficial to sentient beings!” I tried to meet with him
again and again, but I was not able. Nevertheless, I pray that we will
meet in the highest pure land in the next life. Then I returned home.
He indeed made it to the day before the annual thread-cross ceremony,
which was the day of the new moon at the end of the month. In short,
he remained alive until his 88th year, but on the 30th day of the 11th
month of the Iron-Female-Ox Year (1541), he departed for the Pure
Land accompanied by [auspicious] sounds, sights, and fragrances.

On the first day of the new month, I went to examine the corpse. In

¥ Obviously, this must be a different Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan.
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two holes in the flesh, there were significant pools of white essence
(byang sems dkar po) and there was a definite protrusion on the top of
his head. It was as if there were dewdrops in the dry grass of his hair.
This was witnessed by all who were there, and thus everyone began to
speak of his power [226]. On the day when the garment was offered
[into the fire], there were a few inauspicious signs, such as windy
weather. Although there were [only] a few trainees with wrong views
that spoke erroneously about the events [at the time], later [others]
would perform some unfortunate actions as a result of [the confused
understanding] of those omens. But, throughout that period of time,
[there were others] that understood the signs clearly.

Some suggested that the corpse should be burned immediately, for
this would reveal the wondrously relics. Others said that if they were
to request their own relics immediately, this would indeed show signs
that [the lama] had experiential understanding of the teachings. But,
they noted that there was a great number of the lama’s paternal
relatives and that they would have [their own] considerations and turn
away the hands of others. The number of people making requests
would be very large.

The matriarch named 1Ha Icam dbon mo (16th c.) and a few faithful
disciples who relied upon their connection with the mind stream [of
Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan] said that it would be very auspicious to
distribute relics.* Despite the fact that it would take a long time and
require a multitude of relics, it would be in accordance with the
intentions of the lama himself. Because their wishes were expressed in
private, there weren’t many who witnessed what transpired. Even I
heard about it much later and then went to collect a share of the relics.
[227] However, IHa lcam dbon mo [evidently] never said she would
distribute all of the relics. There did happen to be a portion of powerful
corpse ash, and I saved some. Much later, there was a time when I
could not stop a bad hailstorm by any other means. However, when I
released some of the corpse ash, the hail immediately halted. The
nature of this blessing augmented my earlier faith and resulted in great
conviction.

§

Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan was particularly pleased with Lord bsGrub
chen, the great practitioner (rJe bsgrubs chen) named [Se ston] Chos rje
'Dzam gling chos grags. [The following account of the apparent

This woman must have been someone very significant at bDe grol; perhaps she

was Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s wife or sister. The passage highlights the fact that
women were important within this tradition despite the fact that they rarely
appear in the biographies of the patriarchs. For a discussion of the role of women
in the early tradition, see Valentine 2015, pp. 133-134.
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decline and death of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan was received from Lord
bsGrub chen.] In the summer of the Ox-Year (1541), before his
transcendence that winter, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan said: “Until the
end of this year, I will remain here. I will continue only to the border
between the years.  have seen this clearly. The astrological chances for
this confluence of events (‘phel tshan) this year are great. My mind is
focused on Lord Drang [i.e., Shakya bzang po], and my only remaining
mental fixation is because the two of us will not meet again. All of my
other goals, I have achieved.” On another occasion, I said, “You should
go to mNga’ ris to see Lord Shakya bzang po.” He responded,
“Although that would make me happy, I must remain here for the
duration. [228] Whoever has not come to see this body [of mine],
should come do so quickly.”

Some mistakenly reported on the twenty-fifth day of the eleventh
month that he had come down with a cough that diminished his
physical form.* Others mistakenly reported that on the fifteenth day
of the twelfth month, there had been bad swelling of the body caused
by a water-born illness and that he was sleeping both day and night.
Really, he was only making it appear as if his physical form was
fatigued.

Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan sent a sealed message to me, Lord bsGrub
chen, stating, “I will not remain [much longer in this world]. Come [to
me]!” On the 18th day, I arrived and prostrated before him. He said, “I
have completed the activity of training disciples in this world, and I
will no longer reside here when we reach the border between this year
and the next. All of you should embrace renunciation and take up
virtuous actions. Apply yourself to the practice of the Great
Perfection!” He opened the way, by means of the entire catalog of oral
lineage teachings for each one of his disciples. There were prophecies
about the number of disciples that he would have that would benefit
others. To his sons and nephews he spoke about the ways to practice
the dharma.* To Lord bsGrub chen himself, he said, “You have
attained single-pointedness in your prayers. I will bless you
continuously!” [229]

In his final oral teaching, he advised, “As the Tiger-Year (1542) is

% The events recorded in this paragraph and the next are not presented in strict

sequential order. In the first paragraph, he appears to be discussing two prevalent,
but mistaken, views that arose on those particular days. The second paragraph
begins his sequential presentation of the events as ‘Dzam gling chos grags
experienced them.

Neither Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s wife nor any sons, daughters, or nephews are
explicitly named. However, “Mes ston” rDo rje bsod nams is listed as one of his
closest disciples and may have been a blood relation considering his title. This line
might also be referring to his close disciples in general who are like sons and
nephews.

86
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almost here, apply yourselves to spiritual activity.” But, because of his
great compassion, he remained in a state of great delight and his
blessings billowed forth again and again. I stayed on my cushion and
attended him day and night, abandoning sleep. Repeatedly I
visualized the master giving the consecration that liberates
conceptuality, his resounding voice, and the oral lineage. On the 27th
day of the month, I broke off the practice for the observance of the holy
day dedicated to Sangs rgyas dpal bzang.

Back on the eighteenth of the month, when I was thinking of going
[to bDe grol], the minister (sde pa) arrived at bKra bzang.”” We met, and
he said, “You should not stay here at the estate. This body of mine has
become decrepit, so there is no need for me to [attend the thread-cross
ceremony]. I would be happy if you were to release yourself from atop
your cushion until the thread-cross ceremony.” Over and over again
he demanded that I answer his question: “Which day will it be
observed?” I responded that it would be on the twenty-ninth.

As soon as I got up [from my meditation], the suitable disciples,
[including me], were called to see [Nam mkha" rgyal mtshan].
Students from near and far, as well as faithful and trustworthy patrons
were called to attend [the ailing master]. [230] He performed activities
that completely satisfied [their needs]. Then, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan
said, “It is our custom to perform spiritual activities that clear away
impediments through expulsion rites; we issue forth protective
benedictions that are intended to extend life. But, you will not expel
the approach of my death, and I will not be pleased to hear protective
benedictions [issued on my behalf].

“Regarding Lord bsGrub chen and his powerful son, there are signs
that they have attained experiential realization of the tantric deities.
You should beseech the two of them for advice regarding practice.
They will do this, giving the details to whoever requests them. Their
inconceivability fills my eyes with tears. By the ever-pure enlightened
one and my own ancestral fathers of the Mes lineage, I have met with
the enlightened guru in my own life. If you practice every day of your
life, your spiritual attainment will never be weak and there will be
great benefit for others. If you are very [intent on achieving these
goals], then conduct yourself accordingly.”

Early in the evening, when he was feeling exhausted, he said, “Later
tonight, I will depart through the door of the lama lineage.” From
within a state of delight, at dawn on the 30th of the month, having
offered food to the meditational deities, he erected his body in the

¥ Again, the sequence of events is broken so that 'Dzam gling chos grags can tell of
the auspicious activities that led him to be present at Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s
side in his final days.
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seven-pointed posture of Vairocana, [231] completed his prayers to the
lineage of the victor’s intention, offered pointing out instructions, and
then departed for the primordial realm at daybreak.

Immediately, a tremendous amount of white mind-fluid began to
emerge from both of his nostrils. At sunrise, there were rainbows
mixed with white rays of light above the corpse. A dome of multi-
colored, rainbow light formed in the sky above. I, Lord bsGrub chen,
beckoned others to the room [to witness the signs]. During that first
day, there were natural sounds of thunder in the east. My companions
and I heard these ourselves [while observing] the emergence of red
mind-fluid [from the corpse]. Then, the fortunate students departed to
tend to the needs of the faithful male and female householders by
meeting with whoever [was in need]. Then, his six disciples and I sent
out the invitations that were required for the funerary services. [232]
Recognizing that there was great warmth within the heart of the
corpse, I exclaimed aloud, “Miraculous!” I was told that the services
began on the first of the month with the offering of garments into the
fire and continued until the actual prayers of commemoration on the
third day. At that time, I went before the lord who had transcended
and performed the eulogy, which was simply amazing.

I, [Nam mkha’ bsod nams dpal—the author of this text], have
inserted this [account of Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan’s passing] without
alteration of what [was provided by Lord bsGrub chen].

8

My lama, the venerable one from Sa dmar,

The great man named Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan,

From the time he was born in this realm during the Year of the
Male-Wood-Dog (1454),

Up until he transcended misery during the Year of the Female-
Iron-Ox (1541),

Is summarized in this brief liberation story.

There were good signs when he was residing inside his
mother’s womb, and

He was born pleasantly, without pain.

His faculties were clear, and his mind was lovely to behold.
He easily understood customs and developed great wisdom
and faith.

Even while a youth, he knew how to read, write, and so forth.

Having depended well on many learned and practiced
masters, [233]
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Such as his own ancestors, like rDo rje mgon po,¥
He attained the perfection, which is reflected in the ocean of
teachings of the Suitras and Secret Tantras.

In particular, he served well the lotus feet of Sangs rgyas dpal
bzang,

The rebirth of the supreme lama (i.e., rNam rgyal mgon po),
From whom he received the oral teachings like a vessel that
could hold all things.

He practiced while being an attendant of the lama for a long
time.

They mingled their minds as one, and he became the heart-son
[of Sangs rgyas dpal bzang].

For a long time you kindled the lamp of the teachings of

The highest of the vehicles, the Great Perfection, A ti Yoga,
Wielded the teachings and the Heart-Treasures of Zang zang,
Clarified many instructions for the bKa” ma and gTer ma
teachings, and

Because of that, you are the lord of the teachings!

You opened the treasury of the profound teachings, and

You were a guide for the fortunate ones.

You appointed many regents to hold the teachings,

To be the lamps that clear away ignorance in this time of
degeneration.

You remained close for nearly ninety years, and

Your good activity was beneficial for all nine forms of beings,
and so

You were kind without rival, and

I faithfully worship at your lotus feet! [234]

Indeed your life story is vastly expansive like the sky, and so
How could I—even with my pure intentions—fathom [its
measure]?

However, it is only through faith and great effort and

By way of my own observations and of what I heard from
others, that

88

Although we do not have exact dates for rDo rje mgon po, who was one of Rigs

’dzin rGod ldem’s primary disciples outside of his immediate family, it is unlikely
that he taught Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan as this verse suggests. It is more likely
that this was meant to read mGon po rdo rje, who was one of Nam mkha’ rgyal
mtshan’s teachers within the Mes clan.
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I was able to devote my mind to [capturing a glimpse] of the
rare star that appears [in the light] of day.

To those disciples who have faith in this great being,

He has happily displayed [a life] that is an aide for their
devotion, and

Since some people are confused [about the nature of his life],
please guard [against them].

All of these wholesome accumulations starting with [the
authorship of this text],

I dedicate them to the goal of completing the intentions of the
glorious lama!

May I follow him closely through all my series of births!

§

Regarding this abridged version of The Life of the Holy Lama, the Heart-
Disciple, Nam mkha’ rgyal mtshan, a few disciples with unwavering faith
in the holy lama requested [for the text to be created]. Of note within
this group that made the request was rDo rje ‘dzin pa bSam bgrub
rgyal mtshan, the heart-son of the lama. From his mouth, many of the
details emerged. Depending upon the nephew-disciple of the lama, a
scribe named rDo rje bdud "dul ba (d. u.), Nam mkha’ bsod nams dpal
(16th c.), who was a Sa skya pa monk and a member of the Awareness-
Holder’s retinue, authored [this abridged biography] in the year of the
Female-Fire-Snake (1556), known [astrologically] as Pingala (dmar ser
can),” on the twentieth day of the fourth month. This occurred at the
estate at the holy site of bKra bzang.”

0’0

% The word “pingala” refers to an auburn color.
% The translation of the colophon would not have been possible without the
generous assistance received from Christopher Bell and David DiValerio.



Tales of Realization —
Narratives in Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem’s
Great Perfection Revelation!

Katarina Turpeinen
(University of California, Berkeley)

1. Introduction

ig ‘dzin rGod ldem’s anthology The Unimpeded Realization of
Samantabhadra is one of the landmarks of the fourteenth cen-
OV tury Great Perfection (rdzogs chen) and contributed to the

final consolidation of the tradition. The anthology is a treasure (gter)
revelation that Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem (1337-1408)* is famed to have
discovered in a cave at the Mountain That Resembles a Heap of Poi-
sonous Snakes (Dug sprul spung ‘dra), in the region of Byang. rGod
ldem was an itinerant, married tantric yogi, whose treasure propaga-
tion started the Northern Treasures (Byang gter) tradition. It devel-
oped from a family centered enterprise into an influential monastic
tradition based in the rDo rje brag monastery at the outskirts of Lhasa
and sustaining close connections with the government of the Dalai
Lamas.’

The initial research for this paper was made possible by a generous fellowship
from the Finnish Cultural Foundation. In particular, I am grateful to the Group in
Buddhist Studies at the University of California, Berkeley, for the Shinjo Ito Post-
doctoral Fellowship that supported the writing process. I would also like to
thank David Germano and Jacob Dalton for invaluable feedback and comments.
For the life of Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem (rig ‘dzin rgod kyi ldem phru can), see the
main Tibetan hagiography The Ray of Sunlight (Nyi ma’i od zer) by Nyi ma bzang
po and a Master’s Thesis by Jurgen Herweg, The Hagiography of Rig ‘dzin rgod kyi
Idem ‘phru can and Three Historic Questions Emerging from It.

The Great Fifth Dalai Lama was actively involved with the Northern Treasures
and received the teachings of The Unimpeded Realization from several Northern
Treasures masters such as Zur chen Chos dbyings rang grol and Rig ‘dzin Ngag
gi dbang po, the III incarnation of Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem. It was probably the Great
Fifth’s support that rendered rDo rje brag as one of the six main monasteries of
the rNying ma tradition (Valentine, The Lords of the Northern Treasures, 58, 216).
See also Valentine, “The Family and Legacy in the Early Northern Treasure Tra-
dition.”

Katarina Turpeinen, “Tales of Realization — Narratives in Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem’s Great Perfec-
tion Revelation”, Revue d’Etudes Tibétaines, no. 43, January 2018, pp. 134-195.
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The Unimpeded Realization of Samantabhadra (Kun tu bzang po’i
dgongs pa zang thal) is a heterogeneous compilation that contains a
large variety of literary genres, topics, practices, speakers and texts
attributed to various authors. However, all the disparate elements are
integrated into an artfully constructed whole and the main tool of
integration is narratives. How do narratives integrate the texts and
topics of rGod ldem’s anthology? What other goals do they accom-
plish? What are the major themes and gems among the narratives
and how do they function in the context of the anthology? These are
some of the central questions considered in this paper. The survey
begins by outlining the broader context of The Unimpeded Realization
and Tibetan treasure anthologies. Then, the inquiry focuses on the
most important elements of narrative integration in rGod ldem’s an-
thology.

This paper argues that the narrative dynamics in The Unimpeded
Realization are guided by an overarching narrative theme, the vision
of Samantabhadra, which is a compassionate plan or agenda of the
primordial Buddha to benefit the world. The anthology’s narratives
also further the myth of Padmasambhava as the most important
rdzogs chen master of the imperial period and create a continuum
from Samantabhadra to Padmasambhava and Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem.
These three figures form three poles of gravity in the narrative
framework of the anthology.

The bulk of the paper is devoted to analyzing two prominent nar-
ratives that describe a disciple’s transformative progress on the rdzogs
chen path. The Intrinsically Radiant Self-Awareness Introduction relates
Padmasambhava’s training under Sri Simha and Ten Steps of the Pro-
found Key Points describes Ye shes mtsho rgyal’s training under Pad-
masambhava, including their visionary experiences and dialogues
with their masters. These fascinating narratives portray a vision of
how to practice the Great Perfection teachings of the anthology and
illustrate several important themes such as the gradual path to en-
lightenment, nature of realization and guru-disciple relationships.
The pressing question here is whether the visionary training of Pad-
masambhava and Ye shes mtsho rgyal is that of direct transcendence
because it contains substantial variations from the standard presenta-
tion of the practice. This paper will compare and analyze the vision-
ary training in the two narratives with doctrinal presentations of di-
rect transcendence in prescriptive texts to ascertain whether the nar-
ratives might contain alternative accounts of the practice.
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2. The Unimpeded Realization of Samantabhadra
and Tibetan Treasure Anthologies

The Tibetan treasure tradition produced among its many contribu-
tions a distinctive type of literature: treasure anthologies. One of the
prominent treasure anthologies is the work at hand, the four volumes
of The Unimpeded Realization of Samantabhadra. rGod ldem’s Great Per-
fection revelation also contains one more volume, The Self-Emergent
Self-Arisen Primordial Purity (Ka dag rang byung rang shar), that is vari-
ously considered as the fifth volume of The Unimpeded Realization or a
separate work.* Since it is part of rGod ldem’s Great Perfection reve-
lation, it seems reasonable to discuss it in this paper as belonging to a
single, distinctively rdzogs chen collection.

Following Anne Ferry, this paper defines an anthology as a collec-
tion of individual texts that the compiler aims to fashion into some-
thing of a different kind.’ The literary format of treasure revelation
entails that the 127 texts (2945 folio sides) of rGod ldem’s anthology
are attributed to various divine, semi-historical and historical authors
so that rGod ldem is credited merely for their discovery. From the
historical-critical perspective, rtGod ldem can be regarded as the
compiler of the anthology with probable extensive authorial contri-
bution.

As treasure anthologies in general, the character of rGod ldem’s
anthology is notably heterogeneous in that it contains a variety of
texts, genres, topics and voices. The impressive variety of literature in
The Unimpeded Realization includes such texts as empowerment man-
uals, meditation instructions, commentaries, rituals, philosophical
treatises, narratives, oral transmissions attributed to imperial period
figures Padmasambhava, Vimalamitra and Vairocana, Buddha-

Most practice commentaries (khrid) on The Unimpeded Realization treat The Self-
Emergent Self-Arisen Primordial Purity as a separate work with the notable excep-
tion of Zur chen Chos dbyings rang grol’s Island of Liberation which regards them
as a single anthology (see Stéphane Arguillére’s paper in this same issue of Revue
d’Etudes Tibétaines). The Received Teachings of the Great Fifth Dalai Lama also dis-
cusses The Self-Emergent Self-Arisen Primordial Purity together with The Unimpeded
Realization undoubtedly due to the influence of Zur chen who was his teacher. It
seems that there were several strands of thought regarding this matter reflected
also in the modern editions of the anthology. The gNas chung block print edition
by Chos rje Sakya yar ‘phel (19th century) leaves out The Self-Emergent Self-Arisen
Primordial Purity, while the A “dzom chos gar blocks carved through efforts of A
‘dzom ‘brug pa (1842-1924) regard The Self-Emergent Self-Arisen Primordial Purity
as a cycle and fifth volume of The Unimpeded Realization. In the rDo rje brag mon-
astery in exile, they were transmitted together as a single anthology by the late
sTag lung rTse sprul rin po che, which is how he received them in rDo rje brag in
Tibet.

3 Ferry, Tradition and the Individual Poem, 2, 31.
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voiced tantras, instructions on dying and liberation through wearing
texts that are said to be of divine origin. The practices range from
tantric preliminaries to deity yoga, completion stage subtle body yo-
gas, severance (gcod) and rdzogs chen contemplation, and the narra-
tives contain biographical, transmissional, metaphorical and cosmo-
gonic narratives. However, despite the heterogeneity, all these ele-
ments are unified into a single whole with a distinctive character and
vision, which reflects a strong editorial hand in the process of creat-
ing the anthology.

This type of incorporation of such a variety of genres, practices,
topics and literary agents into a single anthology is uncommon in
Indo-Tibetan Buddhist literature. This is not to say that there are no
anthologies in Indian and Tibetan literature, but other existing an-
thologies are of different character. Anthologies of poetry are unified
only by virtue of belonging to the genre of poetry. Similarly, various
collections on different topics such as Kriyasamgraha (rituals),
Dharani-samgraha (dharanis) or Nispannayogavali (instructions on mak-
ing mandalas) only contain a particular kind of genre of texts. Cycles
of Indian tantric literature, which could also be regarded a type of
anthology, are centered on a single practice system. Finally, there are
the collected works (gsung ‘bum) of prominent Tibetan authors, but
they are written by a single author and are not strictly speaking an-
thologies as defined in this paper. Unlike all these examples, the Ti-
betan treasure anthologies of the rNying ma tradition are distinctly
heterogeneous, containing many different genres, topics, practices
and authors as well as multiple layers of voices: divine, mythical,
semi-historical and historical. In the absence of a single unifying gen-
re, practice or author, we may wonder what unifies the treasure an-
thologies. In the case of The Unimpeded Realization, it is mainly narra-
tives that integrate the contents into a particular kind of anthology.

Why did rNying ma treasure authors produce these unique types
of anthologies? Some of the reasons undoubtedly pertain to transmis-
sional purposes. Combining all the necessary texts for the practice
and study of a particular revealed Great Perfection (or Mahayoga)
system into a single package makes it easier to transmit and pre-
serves the transmission for future generations. Secondly, such an-
thologies accommodate both Buddha-voiced tantras and texts
grounded in the historical time by human authors, thus conveniently
managing the divide between scripture and commentary. For this
very reason, anthologies help to negotiate and authorize Tibetan
voices. In Renaissance Tibet (11th-14th century), the standard for
scriptural authenticity for Buddha-voiced texts was an Indian Bud-
dhist origin. This is evident, for example, in the debate concerning
The Secret Nucleus Tantra (Guhya-garbhatantra, rGyud gsang ba snying
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po), which the critics considered to be an authentic Vajrayana scrip-
ture only after the Sanskrit original was recovered in bSam yas. In
this intellectual climate, treasure anthologies found a solution to le-
gitimate the ongoing scriptural production of tantras through the
mechanism of treasure revelation. The Tibetan voices are disguised
as divine or Indian agents and presented in a continuum of a single
transmission together with the Buddha-voiced speakers and legend-
ary Indian masters of the imperial period. rGod ldem’s anthology
contains a good example of this approach in the way Saman-
tabhadra’s authority is transmitted to Padmasambhava and Rig ‘dzin
rGod ldem. This will be discussed below.

Anthologies of this type became popular among the Great Perfec-
tion authors from around the fourteenth century. Sangs rgyas gling
pa revealed Condensing the Realization of the Guru (Bla ma dgongs ‘dus)
in 1364, just two years before Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem’s revelation and a
couple of decades earlier Klong chen pa compiled The Seminal Heart
in Four Parts (sNying thig ya bzhi). The latter is only partly a treasure
revelation by Tshul khrims rdo rje and partly Klong chen pa’s self-
declared composition, but it nevertheless illustrates the novel ten-
dency to present Great Perfection materials in the form of an anthol-
ogy.
The format of an anthology is well suited for the character of the
Great Perfection, which started off largely as a metaperspective to
Buddhist thought and practice. One agenda in the early Great Perfec-
tion tradition was to critique the complex sexual and violent practices
of Indian Buddhist tantra, occasionally going as far as denying the
idea of practice altogether as a contrivance upon the natural state,
although it seems that many of the early Great Perfection authors
were engaged in Mahayoga practice.® However, as all deconstructive
projects, the early Great Perfection could only thrive upon the host
that it criticized, and even though various practices eventually found
their way into the tradition (and indeed, it became a tradition), the
Great Perfection, at least to some extent, retained its character as
metaperspective that frequently discussed and related to other Bud-
dhist traditions and practices, defining itself as superior to the pre-
ceding traditions. Since the format of an anthology accommodates
many heterogeneous topics, practices and approaches, it presents a
fertile landscape for the rdzogs chen metaperspective to integrate dif-
ferent tantric and sttric practices, topics and ideas under the umbrel-
la of the Great Perfection philosophical view.

¢ For a detailed analysis of early Great Perfection, see David Germano, “Architec-

ture and Absence in the Great Perfection,” Jacob Dalton, The Gathering of Inten-
tions (Chapter 2) and “The Development of Perfection” and Sam van Schaik “Ear-
ly Days of the Great Perfection.”
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3. Narrative Integration

The multitude of texts, topics, genres and practices in Rig ‘dzin rGod
ldem’s Unimpeded Realization gives the anthology a very heterogene-
ous, even scattered outlook at first glance. However, upon closer ex-
amination it becomes clear that the anthology is a skillfully integrated
literary whole. Facilitated by the character of rdzogs chen as metaper-
spective, the multitude of topics and elements are integrated in the
general framework of the Great Perfection and the particular vision
of The Unimpeded Realization via unifying themes, narratives and ide-
as.

The main thread that weaves the disparate elements together is
narratives. The narratives comprise eleven percent of the anthology
(331 folio sides) and are dispersed through 35 texts. They can be di-
vided into six categories:

(1) Cosmogonic narratives (14 folio sides) relate the origin of the uni-
verse and its two trajectories of cyclic existence and transcendence.

(2) Transmission narratives (108 folio sides) present the lineage of the
teachings originating from the primordial recognition of Samantabhadra to
Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem himself.

(3) Wrathful narratives (7 folio sides) depict Padmasambhava's activities
of taming demons in India.

(4) Transformation narratives (92 folio sides) portray Padmasambhava's
and Ye shes mtsho rgyal's biographies in terms of their meditative and vi-
sionary experiences.

(5) Prophecies (66 folio sides) discuss rGod ldem and his time, and

(6) Metaphorical narratives (44 folio sides) present symbolic stories and
decode their meaning.

The anthology also contains an overarching narrative theme that en-
velops all these different types of narratives. This theme is the vision
of Samantabhadra, which connects all the threads of the anthology
back to the Primordial Buddha and his vision to help the world.

The vision of Samantabhadra is a narrative theme distinctive to
Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem’s anthology and the foundation of the narrative
integration in The Unimpeded Realization. After detailing the vision of
Samantabhadra, this paper examines how the transmission narratives
integrate the various Great Perfection teachings associated with the
legendary masters of the imperial period into a framework that estab-
lishes Padmasambhava as superior. In addition to Samantabhadra
and Padmasambhava, prophecies establish Rig ‘dzin rGod ldem as
the third pole of gravity in the narrative dynamics of the anthology,
transferring Samantabhadra’s vision to Tibet and his authority to
rGod ldem. After discussing the narrative context of the anthology,
this paper will focus on the two transformation narratives that de-
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scribe the training of Padmasambhava and Ye shes mtsho rgyal un-
der their masters. These important narratives culminate the antholo-
gy’s particular take on the nature of rdzogs chen training and vision-
ary experience.

3.1. The Vision of Samantabhadra

The most important unifying theme in The Unimpeded Realization is
the vision of Samantabhadra. In general, Samantabhadra has a spe-
cial relationship with the Great Perfection tradition. He is the pri-
mordial Buddha who attains enlightenment in the first instances of
cosmogonic manifestation and he is the figure of uncontrived pri-
mordial wisdom standing against the principles of dry scholasticism
and complicated ritualism. The vision of Samantabhadra in The Un-
impeded Realization is a subtle, yet obvious theme that the reader may
not realize at first, but when it is understood, the contents of the an-
thology are revealed in new light. The key is the very title of the an-
thology: Kun tu bzang po’i dgongs pa zang thal, which I have translated
as The Unimpeded Realization of Samantabhadra. dGongs pa, however, is
an interesting word and difficult to translate. Even though in the an-
thology it usually refers to Samantabhadra’s wisdom or realization, on
several occasions it signifies Samantabhadra’s intention, plan or vi-
sion.

The narrative theme of Samantabhadra’s vision refers to Saman-
tabhadra’s compassionate plan to benefit the world through his ema-
nations and teachings. One reason why it may take a long time for
the reader to put the pieces of the puzzle together is that the vision of
Samantabhadra is spelled out only in The Root Tantra of Unimpeded
Realization,” although its meaning envelopes the entire anthology. All
the texts, agents and topics of the anthology work together: the texts
are the literary heritage of Samantabhadra’s intention to enlighten
beings, the divine agents are integrated into Samantabhadra’s
mandala, and history of Buddhism is reconfigured as involving the
activity of Samantabhadra’s emanations.

7 dGongs pa zang thal rtsa ba'i rgyud/ dGongs pa zang thal gyi sgron ma'i rtsa ba ngo bo

dang dbyings bstan pa, The Unimpeded Realization (from here on UR) 111:455-475.
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3.1.1. The Vision of Samantabhadra
in cosmogonic narratives

The vision of Samantabhadra stretches back to the first moments of
cosmogony, when Samantabhadra attains enlightenment merely up-
on recognizing the very first manifestations as self-display (rang
snang) or his own projections inseparable from himself. The cosmo-
gonic narratives in the anthology are related in eighteen texts and
many of them depict the typical Seminal Heart (sNying thig) view on
the manifestation of the ground (gzhi snang) or the emergence of first
appearances from the ground of both samsara and nirvana.® The
Seminal Heart of the Pith Instruction Series (Man ngag sde) is the last
phase of the Great Perfection tradition that was put into writing from
the eleventh century onward. The descriptions of cosmogonic mani-
festation as well as visionary practices and death-related elements are
characteristic to the Seminal Heart.” In the cosmogonic narratives of
rGod ldem’s anthology, the first appearances arise from the universal
ground (kun gzhi), which is the indeterminate ground of all possibili-
ties devoid of wisdom or ignorance. The two trajectories of nirvana
and samsara arise from the universal ground based on recognition or
the lack of it. However, the two trajectories do not imply dualism, as
the worlds of samsara are ultimately unreal and illusory.

The typical cosmogonic narrative in the Seminal Heart is recount-
ed in multiple texts in rGod ldem’s anthology with some individual
variation. The Illuminating Lamp describes how creative dynamism
(rtsal) stirs a triad of subtle wind (rlung), space and awareness out of
the ground, and these variously proliferate into manifestations of
roaring sounds and brilliant lights. Samantabhadra does not react to
these manifestations with desire or aversion, but recognizes them as
his own projections thereby opening up the path to nirvana. Samsara,
however, arises through a trajectory of dualism:

At that time, when the winds, awareness and space differentiated in
the indeterminate ground, awareness was partial and unstable, so it
generated a sense of pride. It feared the sounds, was afraid the lights
and fainted due to the rays. Ignorance clouded it. Having generated
pride, external objects and internal mind became dual. Just by won-
dering “I arose from that or that arose from me,” the wind of karma
stirred. The wind made the mind full-blown and the analytical mind

See for example, Klong chen pa’s Treasury of Words and Meanings (Tshig don
mdzod).

For an analysis of the development of the various traditions of the Great Perfec-
tion, see David Germano, “Funerary Transformation of the Great Perfection.”
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examined objects."

Not recognizing the appearances as self-display and viewing them
as external sparks the downward spiral of ignorance, dualism and
karma that eventually solidifies as the six realms.

In addition to the standard Seminal Heart descriptions of the man-
ifestation of the ground, rGod ldem’s anthology contains distinctive
cosmogonic narratives that relate to the vision of Samantabhadra.
One of these is The Pith Instruction of the Glorious Samantabhadra: The
Way the Liberation Through Wearing Emerges, which describes the man-
ifestation of the Liberation Through Wearing tantras in the beginning of
cosmogony. Upon his enlightenment, Samantabhadra emanates the
peaceful and wrathful deities, and from their divine bodies arise the
syllables Om, Ah and Ham. Other letters arise from the three sylla-
bles, and the 21 tantras of Liberation Through Wearing manifest from
Vajradhara's enlightened mind. One hundred and one pith instruc-
tions emerge from them, and the 84,000 approaches to dharma are
differentiated from these letters of self-arisen speech. Various Bud-
dhas teach large numbers of beings and Vajradhara transmits the
Liberation Through Wearing tantras to dGa’ rab rdo rje."

This cosmogonic narrative places the Liberation Through Wearing
tantras contained in rGod ldem’s anthology in a unique position in
Samantabhadra's vision to benefit beings. The scriptures are mani-
fested by Samantabhadra's emanation as Vajradhara in the first stag-
es of cosmogony, when letters are produced from the subtle essence
of speech. Their origin is thus intimately connected to the primordial
Buddha. Samantabhadra's compassionate vision for the world is evi-
dent, because soon after the emergence of these dharma teachings,
the Liberation Through Wearing tantras and the pith instructions of the
Great Perfection, which are collectively referred to as "the self-arisen
letters that arose from the expanse of Samantabhadra's enlightened
mind,""” are transmitted to dGa’ rab rdo rje, who is destined to bring
them to our world. Therefore, this cosmogonic narrative in particular
begins Samantabhadra’s diachronic involvement with the world and
grounds his vision to enlighten sentient beings in the initial cosmic
formation due to the arising of these teachings at the early stages of

" ¢Zhi ci yang ma yin pa la rlung rig nam mkha’ gsum phye ba'i tshe rig pa ldog pas brtan

pa med pas snyem byed zhugs: sgra la dngangs: ‘od la skrags: zer la brgyal: ma rig par thibs
kyis song: de la snyem byed zhugs nas phyi'i yul dang: nang gi sems gnyis su song: pha gi
las bdag byung ngam: bdag las pha gi byung snyam pa tsam gyis las kyi rlung g.yos: rlung
gis yid brtas: dpyod pa’i yid kyis yul dpyad: (Rang byung rang shar gyi rgyud las byung
ba’i man ngag gsal sgron) UR III:41.

""" dPal kun tu bzang po’i man ngag/ btags grol byon tshul, UR TI1:205-208.

*? Ibid. UR II1:208.



Tales of Realization 143

cosmogonic manifestation. The tremendous blessing power attribut-
ed to the Liberation Through Wearing amulets (and the instantly en-
lightening capacity of the pith instructions of the Great Perfection)
also arises from their cosmogonic origin in the subtle essence of
speech, which is a form of language that precedes signification. Even
though the tantras in the amulets contain words of mantras and
teachings, the signification of the words is secondary compared to the
direct blessings arising from their pre-signified source. This is also
the reason why they are thought to liberate merely through wearing
without intellectual engagement with the signified meaning of the
words.

Another cosmogonic text, The Precious Liberation upon Seeing: The
Exceedingly Secret Unsurpassed Great Perfection, which is somewhat
atypical in the context of rGod ldem's anthology, emphasizes the role
of sound in creation. It is written as Samantabhadra's first person
account of his enlightenment, which gives it an interesting, personal
character:

First, in the wide expanse of the mother universal ground, samsara
and nirvana were equal. When the ground differentiated itself from
this equality, sounds, light and rays resounded and emanated by them-
selves. Thus, I, the primordial Buddha Samantabhadra, recognized the
intrinsic creativity (rtsal) of the ground as awareness's own display and
reached my own place. Without being afraid of the sounds, terrified of
the lights or fearful of the rays, my awareness abided in its own clarity.
At that point, my internal consciousness was alert without prolifera-
tion, lucid without obstructions and open without dullness. External
appearances made roaring and thundering sounds, and phenomenal
appearances were shaking, dark, vibrating and trembling. I embraced
the essence of sound, so the self-arisen pitch of the sound dominated
my hearing. When 'a a sha sa ma ha resounded, they arose and abided as
a reflection of the six syllables. I heard the sounds without obstructions
and my mind did not waver from the pitch of the sound."

" Dang po kun gzhi ma'i klong yangs su: 'khor 'das gnyis mnyam pa las: zhi de go phye

ba'i tshe sgra dang ‘od dang zer gsum rang byung du grags shing rang shar du 'phros
pas: thog ma'i sangs rgyas kun tu bzang po ngas: gzhi'i rang rtsal rig pa rang snang du
rang ngo shes nas rang sa zinf sgra la mi dngangs: ‘od la mi 'jigs: zer la mi skrag par rig
pa rang gsal du gnas pa’o: de’i tshe rang gi nang gi shes pa ni mi ‘phro bar lhang nge ba:
ma ‘gags par sal le ba: ma rmugs par ye re ba zhig 'dug: phyi’i snang ba ni sgra u ru ru
thug chom chom: snang srid 'khrug ste rum rum mer mer shig shig 'dug go: sgra’i
snying po dril bas rang byung gi sgra gdangs snyan la drag pa: 'a a sha sa ma ha: zhes
grags pa’i ‘dus na yi ge drug gi gzugs brnyan du shar 'dug go: nga'i sgra de ma 'gags
par thos: sgra’i gdangs thos kyang sgra phyir yid ma 'gyus pas: (Yang gsang bla na med
pa rdzogs pa chen po mthong grol rin po che) UR 1I1:275-276.
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The reader is reminded of the display of sounds, lights and rays in
the bardo of dharmati or reality-as-it-is — the parallelism being un-
doubtedly intentional. The bardo of dharmata is the part of the inter-
mediate process between death and rebirth in which the deceased
perceives visions of five colored lights, rays and thundering sounds
as well as visions of peaceful and wrathful deities. This subtle vision-
ary state manifests for the deceased because coarser aspects of the
mind have dissolved, which is why it parallels the subtle visionary
manifestations in the beginning of cosmogony before appearances
became the coarse manifestations of the six realms. Similarly, to Sa-
mantabhadra’s primordial recognition, the key instruction in the bar-
do of dharmata is to recognize the visual and auditory manifestations
as self-display. The text continues with Samantabhadra instructing
one to practice the six primordial sounds characteristic to rdzogs chen
meditation, ‘a a sha sa ma ha, that are said to have the power to clear
the mind. One should also relate to them without fear or attachment
in the same way as Samantabhadra heard the sounds in the first mo-
ments of manifestations arising from the ground.

This cosmogonic narrative of primordial sounds illustrates the vi-
sion of Samantabhadra by employing Samantabhadra's vivid first
person narrative and by turning the first moments of manifestation
and Samantabhadra's recognition into a practice to be emulated in
this life, and by obvious extension, in the bardo. Thus, the distinctive
contribution of the cosmogonic narratives in rGod ldem's anthology
is not so much their individual content, but the way they relate to the
anthology as a whole, as the vision of Samantabhadra: in other
words, the way they utilize the first moments of cosmogony to illus-
trate Samantabhadra's compassionate intention to urge sentient be-
ings to follow in his footsteps to realization either by directly emulat-
ing his recognition or by following the tantras and pith instructions
that sprang from his fundamental involvement with the cosmogonic
manifestation.

3.1.2. Narrativizing the Primordial Buddha

Samantabhadra’s various appearances and engagement in the cos-
mogonic narratives in general, and in his first person narrative in
particular, highlight arguably the most important aspect of these sto-
ries: the narrativization of the primordial Buddha. Samantabhadra is
the dharmakaya (“reality body”), the enlightened awareness beyond
form, time and space. Narrativizing him normalizes him into our
temporal and spatial world, and introduces a continuity of a Buddha,
a pervasive quality of enlightened activity that ranges through the
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spectrum of existence and the realms of the three bodies. When the
dharmakaya is made into a part of the narrative structure, the narra-
tives are fully divinized, and the Buddha's enlightenment is incorpo-
rated into our world, in all aspects of life and religious history.

The narrativization of Samantabhadra in the cosmogonic texts
constitutes the foundation for crafting the vision of Samantabhadra.
Both these themes go together and are continued in the tantras and
transmission narratives of the anthology where Samantabhadra ap-
pears as the speaker of the Great Perfection teachings and source of
the transmission lineages. In The Root Tantra of Unimpeded Realization,
which is the main text to outline the vision of Samantabhadra, the
narrativization and vision of Samantabhadra are crystallized, as both
the history of Buddhism and Great Perfection transmission are recon-
figured as involving the compassionate agency of Samantabhadra
through his emanations.

In the context of Buddhism, this type of narrativization of the
dharmakaya is quite unusual and highlights the distinctive nature of
the Seminal Heart cosmogony. The standard Buddhist answer to
cosmogonic origins is that samsara is beginningless and several sto-
ries in the Pali canon depict the Buddha as regarding these type of
questions as futile. In The Shorter Instructions to Malunkya, the Buddha
is asked about the origin of the universe and he chooses to remain
silent. In the same siitra, the Buddha compares the search for cosmo-
gonic answers to a wish to know who made the arrow that was shot
through one’s leg instead of just wanting it removed, as one should
wish to remove the cause of suffering in general." In light of these
stories, we can appreciate the unique character of the detailed cos-
mogonic narratives in The Unimpeded Realization that not only relate
cosmogonic beginnings, but infuse the narrative with the agency of
the primordial dharmakaya Buddha, who opens the path to nirvana
through his recognition and produces enlightening methods record-
ed in scriptures through his compassion.

The narrativization of Samantabhadra is essentially a parad