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i
ABSTRACT
This dissertation describes the Zur tradition’s (zur lugs) interpretation of the Mahayoga
Vehicle and its central scripture the Secrer Essence Tantra (gsang ba'i snying po rgyud,
guhyagarbhatantra) found in the Old Schools (rnying ma) of Tibetan Buddhism. The
perspective provided on this tradition is that of an early twentieth century commentary, the
Key to the Treasury (mdzod kyi lde mig), composed by the Third Dodrupchen Jikmé Tenpé
Nyima (1865-1926). The first part of the dissertation provides an introduction to the
Mahayoga system of beliefs and practices by viewing Mahayoga from four different
perspectives: doxographical, historical, scriptural, and philosophical. How Mahayoga figures
into the nine vehicle doxography of the Old Schools is presented through a discussion of the
relevant section in Oral Instructions of the Lord of Secrets (gsang bdag zhal lung) by Lochen
Dharmashri (1654-1717), a prominent member of the Zur tradition upon whom Jikmé
Tenpé Nyima heavily relies. The historical background of the Key to the Treasury is described
through short biographies of the important figures in Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s lineage along
with biographies of other important figures of the Old Schools relevant to this discussion.
The scriptural background for the Key to the Treasury is provided through a discussion of the
Mahayoga corpus of tantras and means of achievement (sgrub thabs, sadhana) along with a
chapter summary of the short version of the Secrer Essence. Finally, the philosophy of
Mahayoga, according to the Zur tradition, is described through summarizing the central
points in the first half of the Key ro the Treasury. The conclusion of part one provides some
tentative hypotheses concerning the origins of the Secret Essence and its Indo-Tibetan lineages
along a comparison of the Zur interpretation with the other major hermeneutic tradition,
the system of Ronzom Chéokyi Zangpo (11" century) and Longchenpa (1308-1363). Part
two of the dissertation contains a translation of the first half of the Key ro the Treasury, which
describes the general worldview and philosophy of the Zur tradition’s interpretation of

Mahayoga.
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PREFACE

The Mahayoga cycle of Tantras is an important, yet understudied, aspect of present-day
Tibetan Buddhism. Found only within the Old Schools’ hierarchy of nine vehicles, the
scriptures of Mahayoga are the origin for some of the Old Schools’ unique, defining
doctrines, but as the seventh of the nine vehicles, Mahayoga has been relatively neglected by
recent scholarship in comparison to the highest vehicle, Atiyoga. Yet, in all likelihood,
Mahayoga was the historical precursor to Atiyoga. Whereas the first Atiyoga scriptures
probably appeared at the beginning of the ninth century,' Mahayoga’s central scripture, the
Secret Essence Tantra (gsang ba snying po’i rgyud, guhyagarbhatantra), was most likely redacted
some time around the middle of the eighth century of the present era, relatively speaking,
just prior to the formal adoption of Buddhism as Tibet’s state religion (around 762 C.E.).

For this reason, as David Germano points out:

From a very early point onwards, the Mahayoga Guhyagarbha Tantra (gSang
ba snying po) represents the most normative vision of what constitutes a

tantra for these Nyingma lineages.”

Thus, when Tibetans began to formally adopt Buddhism in the last half of the eight century,
the eighteen tantras of the Mahayoga canon were the cutting-edge of Indian Tantric
Buddhism. This new movement advocated a coherent set of radical practices that
incorporated extremely antinomian elements, which heretofore had existed only on the
fringes of society among self-exiled siddhas. Furthermore, the Secrer Essence Tantra and the

movement it represents were possibly the first to advocate a fundamentally enlightened

" E.K. Neumaier-Dargyay, The Sovereign All-Creating Mind The Motherly Buddba: A Translation of the Kun byed
rgyal po’i mdo (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 22.

%2 David Germano, “Architecture and Absence in the Secret Tantric History of the Great Perfection (rdzogs
chen)” in _Journal of the International Association of Buddbist Studies, 17.2 (Winter 1994), 205.
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nature that was the basis for 2// phenomena and experiences.” Such a belief was the product
of previous developments within Buddhist thought and itself was the precursor to later
developments, such as the Great Completeness (rdzogs chen) tradition of Atiyoga. As the
Secret Essence was on the forefront of Buddhist Tantric development during the age when
Buddhism was first formally adopted by the Tibetans, its importance for a correct
understanding of Tibetan Buddhism’s early history should not be underestimated. However,
an understanding of this branch of tantra as it presently exists within the Tibetan Buddhist
tradition must precede any attempt at uncovering the historical evolution of Mahayoga and
its relationship to early Tibetan Buddhism.

In the present state of scholarship, there are two substantial works on Mahayoga. Herbert
Guenther’s Matrix of Mystery and Gyurme Dorje’s 1987 doctoral thesis for the University of
London’s School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS). In the Matzrix of Mystery Guenther
interprets the Secret Essence through a combination of Existentialism, nuclear physics, and
New Age terminology. Yet, he does so from the perspective of the Great Completeness, or
rdzogs chen, tradition that belongs to the Atiyoga Vehicle, the highest of the nine Old School
vehicles. Such is evident not only from the subtitle to his book—Scientific and Humanistic
Aspects of rDzogs-chen Though+—but also from a passage at the beginning of the Marrix of

Mpystery equivalent to the author’s promise to compose (rzsom par dam bca):

Once one begins to probe the essential insights of this fundamental

mystery—as understood by the rDzogs-chen tradition—one is immediately

3 Certainly similar beliefs existed in pre-Tantric movements, such as the Mind Only (sems tsam, cittamatra) and
Tathagata-Essence (de gshegs snying po, tathagatagarbha). Roughly, the former advocated that everything was the
appearance of one’s own mind, while the latter advocated that most or all individuals contain within them the
essence of enlightenment. The Secrer Essence's innovation was to combine the two strains of thought, holding
that there is an enlightened core to all phenomena that radiates out either pure (i.e., enlightened) or impure
(i.e., samsaric) appearances. This core is considered to be the fusion of the sphere of reality (chos kyi dbying) and
primordial wisdom (ye shes).

* David Germano, “Architecture and Absence”, 207-209.
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faced with a seemingly insurmountable obstacle to
comprehensibility...Nevertheless, we shall attempt to make as
comprehensible as possible, in the chapters that follow, a number of the most

essential insights into this matrix of mystery.’

Unfortunately, one of the obstacles to understanding Guenther’s book is precisely his choice
of terminology, or the hermeneutic grid that he lays over the original materials. His use of
language, such as calling the mandala “the mystery’s configurational complexity”,
overwhelms the standard interpretations of the Tibetan tradition itself. While an argument
can be made that the complex terminology is justified by the equal complexity of the
Tibetan, I believe in this case it does more to obscure the meaning of the Secrer Essence than
to illuminate it.

The other available work on Mahayoga and the Secrer Essence is Gyurme Dorje’s
unpublished dissertation for SOAS, entitled “The Guhyagarbhatantra and its 14" Century
Tibetan Commentary, phyogs beu mun sel.” This work also interprets the Secret Essence from
an Atiyoga, or Great Completeness, perspective, being centered on a commentary composed
by Longchenpa, the foremost advocate of the view that the Secrer Essence is an Atiyoga
scripture. Gyurme Dorje’s dissertation is an indispensable resource for anyone seriously
studying Mahayoga, as can be seen from the number of times it is cited in what follows.
However, the bulk of this work is either translation or related textual materials. Only 180
out of over 1500 pages of the dissertation are devoted to introducing the Secret Essence and
the Mahayoga system, and while Gyurme Dorje does a great deal to advance our knowledge

and understanding of Mahayoga, the task is far from complete.

> Herbert V. Guenther, Matrix of Mystery: Scientific and Humanistic Aspects of rDzogs-chen Thoughr (Boulder:
Shambhala Publications, 1984), 3.

¢ Gyurme Dortje, “The Guhyagarbhatantra and its 14" Century Tibetan Commentary, phyogs beu mun sel’
(Ph.D. Dissertation, University of London, 1987).
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These works are useful for understanding the Atiyoga perspective on Mahiyoga and in
particular how the great Old School polymath Longchenpa (1308-1363) interpreted the
Secret Essence. Yet, there is another lineage of interpretation of this tantra within the Old
Schools, which historically preceded Longchenpa’s. Known as the Zur tradition (zur lugs),”
this school claims to interpret the Secrer Essence from a purely Mahayoga perspective without
adulterating its philosophy with higher teachings. To my knowledge there have been no
extensive studies done on the Zur tradition’s interpretation of the Secrer Essence. Yet, this
lineage of interpretation is at least as important as Longchenpa’s, if not more so.* This
dissertation was written in part to fill that gap in our knowledge of Mahayoga’s
interpretation in Tibet.

During the course of my master studies at the University of Virginia, my advisor Jeffrey
Hopkins suggested that I translate a commentary on the Secrer Essence by the third
Dodrupchen Jikmé Tenpé Nyima (1865-1926), entitled Key ro the Treasury.” This was a text
greatly admired by the present Dalai Lama for its ecumenical attitude toward Old and New
School tantras, which the Dalai Lama had mentioned in a talk given at Professor Hopkin’s
residence.”” As the text was from an Old School tradition focused more on meditative
experience than logic and epistemology, I readily agreed. Over the next several semesters, I

met weekly with Professor Hopkins for hour long sessions, in which he reviewed my

7 This tradition is named after the Zur clan, which institutionally established many Old School lineages in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries in response to the rising New Schools.

® Though originally my intention was to provide a thorough comparison between the two systems of
interpretation, I gradually became aware that describing the Zur tradition was enough for one dissertation. A
systematic comparison of the two traditions might reveal how much Longchenpa relied on Zur interpretations
as well as how greatly later Zur members were influenced by Longchenpa’s writings. In particular, Yungtén
Dorjepel (1284-1365), being a slightly older contemporary of Longchenpa (to my knowledge the two never
met), would be a good source for understanding the pre-Longchenpa Zur tradition, and certain parts of Lochen
DharmashrT’s (1654-1717) commentaries have struck me as influenced by Longchenpa’s interpretation.

? Rdo Grub-chen 11T *Jigs-med-bstan-pa’i-fii-ma, Dpal Gsang ba’i snying po’s rgyud kyi spyi don nyung ngu’i ngag
gis rnam par ‘byed pa rin chen mdzod kyi lde migin The Collected Works of Rdo Grub-chen Jig-med-bstan-pa’i-iti-
ma. (Gangtok: Dodrup Chen Rimpoche & Delhi: Jayyed Press, 1974; I-Tib 74-901179), vol. 3, 1-237.

1% See “Union of the Old and New Translation Schools” in The Fourteenth Dalai Lama, His Holiness Tenzin
Gyatso, Kindness, Clarity, and Insight (Ithaca: Snow Lion Publications, 1984), 200-224.
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translation of the beginning sections of the Key ro the Treasury. After finishing my
coursework, I traveled to India in 1993-1994 on a Junior Fellowship from the American
Institute for Indian Studies. During that year, I spent four months in Bylakuppe-Mysore,
South India studying the Key to the Treasury with Khenpo Namdrél from Penor Rinpoché’s
Namdrslling Monastery. I met with Khenpo Namdrél each day for several hours, as he
methodically and skillfully guided me through Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s often difficult text.
Khenpo Namdrol regularly referred to other sources to enhance his commentary, but the
source he most often used was Yungtonpa Dorjepel’s Mirror Illuminating the Meaning."' The
remainder of each day I spent transcribing the tapes of that day’s session into notebooks,
which have served as a valuable resource for this dissertation.

In the intervening years since returning from India, I came to realize that my translation
of the Key ro the Treasury would be only of limited use to those outside the tradition unless it
was prefaced with a comprehensive introduction to the Mahayoga worldview. The five
chapters and conclusion of part one are my attempt to provide such an introduction. They
aim at providing the necessary background for an understanding of the Key to the Treasury,
while at the same time describing the tradition inherited and promulgated by Jikmé Tenpé
Nyima in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The approach of these chapters is
to view the Mahayoga tradition described in the Key ro the Treasury from several different
angles to paint a balanced picture. After discussing the background and reasons for its study
in chapter one, Mahayoga is first situated within the nine vehicle hierarchy of the Old
Schools (chapter two). Then, in chapter three the history of Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s lineage is

described. Next, chapter four analyzes the corpus of Mahayoga literature along with a

1

" g.Yung-ston rdo-rje-dpal, dpal gsang ba snying po’ rgyud gsal byed me long in Gasns-can bstan pa’i phyi mo Sha
gyur pa’i chos mdzod rin brgyud ma fams Bka’ ma’i gzun: rNin ma bka’ ma rgyas pa, edited by H. H. Bdud-’joms
Rinpoche (Kalimpong: Dupjung Lama, 1982-1983; I-Tib 2240; I-Tib 82-900981), vol. 28, 4-589. This is the
version of the text that I have utilized in what follows. I do not mean to imply that this was the version of the
text used by Khenpo Namdrél, though he did say it was from the bka’ ma rgyas pa. However, 1 neglected to ask
him which edition of the latter he was using.
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summary of its root text, the Secret Essence, and the last chapter (five) provides an outline of
the Key to the Treasury as a means to penetrate the key points of Mahayoga philosophy.
Finally, in the conclusion I provide a few hypotheses concerning the historical origins of
Mahayoga and its relationship to early Tibetan Buddhist intellectual history.

Thus, the focus of this dissertation is primarily on the twentieth century interpretation of
the Secret Essence found in Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s Key to the Treasury. However, as
authenticity and origins are so inextricably intertwined within Tibetan religious culture,
there is moreover a fair amount of looking back to the preceding centuries involved within
the text itself and thus also within this dissertation. In that respect, it has been my aim to
present how the tradition itself describes its origins with an eye on testing out methods for
sifting through the legendary material for historical information. Yet, the final thrust of my
work has been to translate the Key to the Treasury both linguistically (the actual translation)
and culturally (the chapters preceding the translation) for those interested few, who are
willing to approach with humility and diligence this obscure and often recondite subject.

As usual, there are many people and organizations to acknowledge for their help in the
preparation of this dissertation. I would particularly like to thank Professor Jeffrey Hopkins
for all his guidance over the years and for his unflagging patience with my less-than-quick
pace. I would also like to thank the other readers on my committee—DProfessors David
Germano, Karen Lang, and Richard Barnett—for their insightful comments and helpful
suggestions. Thanks also goes to the University of Virginia’s Department of Religious
Studies and Center for South Asian Studies for the excellent support they provided me
during my coursework and to the American Institute for Indian Studies for funding my
research in India. Thanks to Steve Weinberger and Debra Shade for their insightful queries
and conversations that helped me fine tune my thoughts. Finally, I would like to thank Kim

Pickett for her enduring enthusiasm and support during the final stages of this project.



1. PENETRATING THE SECRET ESSENCE

When Tibetans first began to systematically adopt Buddhism in the latter half of the eighth
century C.E., the esoteric form of that religion was just beginning its rise to the fore as one of
the predominant movements in Indian and Central Asia, and to a lesser degree in China.'
While Tibetan religious histories (chos byung) tend to piously exaggerate the spread and
influence of Tantra in Tibet, there is no doubt that this new form of Buddhism had an
immediate and enduring popularity among the Tibetan people. One of the scriptures
translated in that first wave of Tantric Buddhism to reach Tibet was called the Secrer Essence
Tantra This text was translated and its teachings spread primarily under the guidance of an
Indian adept named Vimalamitra (dri med bshes gnyen). The movement gradually developed
into a school of practice and belief that ultimately became one of the major branches of the

Old Schools’ teachings, the Mahayoga Vehicle (rnal “byor chen po).” By the beginning of the

! Esoteric Buddhism, alternately designated as Tantra (rgyud) and Secret Mantra (sangs sngags), reached its
developmental peak relatively early in China through the works of Subhakarasimha (637-735), Vajrabodhi
(671-741), and Amoghavajra (705-774). Chinese esoteric Buddhism remained focused on the initial Tantras
that these three introduced, those of the Yoga Tantra system, the Compendium of Principles (de nyid dus pa,
tattvasamgraha), the Vajra Peak (rdo rje rtse mo, vajrasekhara), and so forth. Their system then is in some sense
also a snapshot of the Buddhist Tantric movement in India at that time, since one need not posit a great
number of years between the advent of a Buddhist sect in India and its subsequent development in China. The
time it takes for doctrines, texts, and practices to spread could merely be the length of the journey, which would
have been no more than a matter of months. The same could, of course, be true for influences that flowed in
the other direction, from China to India. See Kenneth ChWen, Buddhism in China: A Historical Survey
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), 332-337 and Rolf W. Giebel, “The Chin-kan-ting ching yii-
chi‘eh shih-pa-hui chifkuei: An Annotated Translation” in journal of Naritasan Institute for Buddhbist Studies 18
(Naritasan Shinshoji, 1995), 107-201.

* Though there are several editions and versions of this tantra, the one I will be primarily using here is the
twenty-two chapter version found in the Collected Tantras of the Ancients (rnying ma rgyud "bum). Two main
editions of this have been utilized. One found in The mTshams-brag Manuscript of the rNying ma rgyud "bum
(Thimphu: Royal Government of Bhutan, 1982), Bhu-313, Bhu-Tib-82-902165, vol. 20 (wa), 152.6-218.7.
This mTshams brag (pronounced #sham drak) edition will be referred to as Secrer Essence, Tb.417, according to
the numbering of the Tibetan and Himalayan Digital Library catalogs of the Collected Tantras at
(heep://iris.lib.virginia.edu/collections/literature/ngb). The second edition to be used is from gTing skyes
edition of the Collected Tantras: rNin ma’i rgyud “bum: A Collection of Treasured Tantras Translated During the
Period of First Propagation of Buddhism in Tiber (Thimbu: Dingo Khyentse Rimpoche, 1973; I-Tib(Bhu) 9; I-
Tib(Bhu) 73-903590), vol. 14, 1.1-61.7. This edition will be referred to as Secret Essence, Tk.218.

®> The use of the plural term “Old Schools” to translate the Tibetan name r#ying ma is based on the assumption
that this sect, which formed in response to the development of the New Schools (gsar ma) in the 11™ century
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eleventh century C.E. the influence of the Secrer Essence was great enough that its main
antinomian practices were singled out as one of the targets of an ordinance by the Purang (pu
hrang) king Lhalama Yeshé O in Western Tibet.* Although its history in Tibet is peppered
with controversy, the Secret Essence has come to be one of the defining scriptures of the Old
Schools of Tibetan Buddhism. This dissertation will seek to explicate the Tibetan
philosophical and practical system that developed around the Secrer Essence tantra by looking
at it from three different perspectives—doctrinal, historical, and literary—in an attempt to
provide a more balanced view on this very important movement.

In particular, this overview of the Mahayoga school will revolve around a general
commentary on the Secrer Essence Tantra by the Third Dodrupchen Jikmé Tenpé Nyima
(1865-1926), called the Key to the Precious Treasury, Briefly Distinguishing the General

Meaning of the Glorious Secret Essence Tantra.’ This text was chosen not only because it is a

relatively short, yet concise summary of the topics within the Secret Essence system, but also
because it was written by a scholar from the Non-Sectarian Movement (7is med). Jikmé
Tenpé Nyima was the direct student of both Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo (1820-1892) and

Patriil Rinpoché Orgyen Jikmé Chokyiwangpo (1808-1887), as well as being an associate

C.E., is the product of an ad hoc amalgamation of movements that had little or no cohesion prior to their rally
against these later developments. The plurality of the Old Schools is demonstrated by the fact that they had no
unifying figurehead prior to the Chinese invasion in 1950 and subsequent exile of Tibetan hierarchs.

% Samten G. Karmay, “The Ordinance of Lha Bla-ma Ye-shes-'od” in Tibetan Studies in Honor of Hugh
Richardson, eds. Michael Aris and Aung San Suu Kyi (Wiltshire, England: Arisad Phillips, Ltd., 1979), 150-
162.

> Jigs-med-bstan-pa’i-fii-ma, Rdo Grub-chen 111, dpal gsang ba’i snying po’i rgyud kyi spyi don nyung ngu’i ngag
gis rnam par ‘byed pa rin chen mdzod kyi lde mig. The primary edition used for the translation in here is The
Collected Works (gsun 'bum) of Rdo Grub-chen Jigs-med-bstan-pa’i-ni-ma, vol. 111 (Gangtok: Dodrup Chen
Rimpoche, 1974; reprint, Delhi: Dodrup Sangye; 1(Sik)-Tib 74-901179; 1(Sik)-Tib-260), 1-237. This “Delhi
edition” is from woodblocks held in the library of Dujom Rinpoché. The other edition consulted is ’Jigs-med-
bstan-pa’i-fii-ma, Rdo Grub-chen 111, dpal gsan ba’i snin po’i rgyud kyi spyi don nun nu’i fag gis rnam par “byed
pa rin chen mdzod kyi lde mig (Gangtok: Dodrup Chen Rimpoche, 1973; I(Sik)-Tib 73-903950; I(Sik)-Tib-
295), 1-213. This is called the Gangtok edition and is from the fourth Dodrupchen’s own woodblocks. In
general, the latter is a clearer version of the text. However, since I did not discover it until well into the
translation, it is used as the secondary source. Hereafter, this work is referred to as Key o the Treasury, and
unless otherwise specified all references are to the Delhi edition.
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and student of Mipam Jamyang Namgyel Gyatso (1846-1912). All three of these well-
known scholars from the Old Schools played a formative role in the Non-Sectarian
Movement. The Key to the Precious Treasury reflects such an ecumenical outlook by often
attempting to draw parallels between beliefs and practices of the Old Schools with those of
the New Schools. Thus, the present Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, cites this text as “the key
for my analysis” in his talk on “Union of the Old and New Schools.”

Though part of the Non-Sectarian movement, the Third Dodrupchen nonetheless
implicitly discriminates between the two primary interpretations of the Secrer Essence within
the Old Schools, the Zur Tradition and the Rong-Long Tradition.” At times, he will present
both interpretations. However, he tactfully favors the Zur Tradition by presenting its
interpretation first without necessarily naming it such and then presenting Longchenpa’s
interpretation as a clearly differentiated afterthought. The thrust of such a format is to
present the Zur Tradition’s interpretation as the standard one and to classify Longchenpa’s as
a secondary though important interpretation.® Nonetheless, the inclusion of both in a
manner where Longchenpa’s interpretation is used to enhance the basic Zur tradition
demonstrates the author’s ecumenical attitude, characteristic of his time. In a certain sense,
he is attempting to help reconcile the rift within his own sect as well as that between the Old
and New Schools of Tibetan Buddhism.

For these reasons, the Key to the Precious Treasury is an excellent primary source for

discussing the worldview and practice of the Secret Essence in Tibet. However, as a relatively

® The Fourteenth Dalai Lama, His Holiness Tenzin Gyatso, Kindness, Clarity, and Insight, trans. and ed. by
Jeffrey Hopkins (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 1985), 200-224, especially 206ff.

7 The Zur tradition was founded by the three Zur patriarchs—Zurpoché (born 954?), Zurchungwa (1014-
1074), and Dropukpa (1074-1135). The Rong-Long tradition is the name given to the unique interpretation of
the Secret Essence found in a trilogy of commentaries on that tantra penned by Longchenpa (1306-1363). His
interpretation is based in part on the Three Jewels Commentary by Rongzom Chékyi Zangpo (11" cent), which
is the reason for the name of this hermeneutical tradition.

8 E.g.,... zhes dpal ldan zur pa’i srol "dzin chen po rnams bzhed la/ kun mkhyen gyi rgyal po yang... bzhed kyang /
(Key to the Treasury, 142.1-142.2).
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brief, general commentary, it is insufficient to supply all the material needed for an
adequately broad picture of this movement. Other sources, primarily from the Zur
Tradition, have also been employed to fill in the gaps. These are: Blazing Palace, a line-by-
line commentary by the eighth century Indian master, Vilasavajra (8" century C.E.);> Mirror
Reflecting the Meaning (Yung’s Commentary), a line-by-line commentary by Yungténpa
Dorjepel (1284-1365);" Tent of Blazing Jewels, a general commentary from the transmitted
teachings Samdrup Dorjé (1295-1376);"" two texts by Lochen Dharmashri (1654-1717/8)—

Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions,” a general commentary, and Ornament to the Lord of Secrets’

? Vilasavajra, dpal gsang ba snying po’i grel pa rin po che spar khab slob dben sgeg pa’i rdo rjes mdzad pa in
Commentaries on the Guhyagarbha tantra and other rare Nyingma texts from the library of Dudjom Rimpoche
(New Delhi: Sane Dorje, 1974), vol. 1, 1.1-222.6. This famous commentary is generally known by its
abbreviated title, spar kbab. While the Tibetans I asked were unwilling to commit to a translation of this brief
title, it can be parsed into 1) spar— (pf. or fut.) to cause to blaze (‘bar bar byed pa) and 2) khab — honorific for
palace or house (pho brang dang khyil gyi Zhe sa) (tshig mdzod chen mo, vol. 2, 1655, 1688 and vol. 1, 220).
Given that the mandala of the Secrer Essence is described as a blazing palace, such a title spar khab, for a
commentary on the Secret Essence, makes sense, though I have not scoured the commentary for explicit textual
support for this proposition. Nonetheless, hereafter, this text will be referred to as the Blazing Palace.

' g yung ston rdo rje dpal, dpal gsang ba snying po’i rgyud don gsal byed me long in gangs can bstan pa’i phyi mo
sngag gyur ba’i chos mdzod ring brgyud ma nyams bka’ ma’i gzhung: rNin ma bka’ ma rgyas pa (Kalimpong:
Dupjung Lama, 1982-1983, I-Tib 2240), vol. 28, 5.1-589.4. Hereafter, this text is referred to as the Mirror
Reflecting the Meaning.

" bsam grub rdo tje, dpal gsang ba’i snying po de kho na nyid nges pa’i rgyud kyi khog dbub rin po che “bar ba’i gur
in gangs can bstan pa’i phyi mo sngag gyur ba’i chos mdzod ring brgyud ma nyams bka’ ma’i gzhung: rNin ma bka’
ma rgyas pa (Kalimpong: Dupjung Lama, 1982-1983, I-Tib 2240), vol. 28, 591.1-713.6. Hereafter, this text is
referred to as the Tent of Blazing Jewels. The table of contents (dkar chag) for Dudjom Rinpoché¢’s edition of the
rnying ma bka’ ma rgyas pa describes this text as sgrol ma ba bsam grub rdo rje’i gsung ldeb (bka’ ma rgyas pa, vol.
28, 3.2). The title “proponent of Tara” (sgro/ ma ba) is a name given to Samdrup Dorjé (1297-1376). Given
that the editor’s also place this text immediately after Mirror Reflecting Reality, the commentary by that
Samdrup Dorjé’s contemporary and associate, such an authorial ascription seems justified. However, the lineage
given by the text itself in the section on the “aural transmission of people” (gang zag rna bar brgyud pa) lists
several “generations” past that particular figure Samdrup Dorjé ending with the author, “I, Namkha Chéwang
the mantra-holder from Dro” (bdag 'bro’i sngags chang nam mkha chos dbang). The lineage includes the son of
Samdrup Dorjé, Sanggyé Rinchen (sangs rgyas rin chen, 1350-1431) and his student, G6 Shiinupel ( gos lo gzhon
nu dpal, 1392-1481). This indicates that text is a book of teachings communicated (gsung ldeb) by Samdrup
Dorjé, the adherent of Tara, but not actually written down by him.

12 Smin-glin Lo-chen Dharma-shri, Gsan bdag zhal lun: A Commentary on the Guhyagarbha (Mayajala) Tantra
by Smin-glin Lo-chen Dharma-shri (Leh: S. W. Tashigangpa, 1972). Hereafter, this text is referred to as the Lord
of Secrets’ Oral Instructions.
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Intention, a line-by-line commentary.” These have been contrasted with Gyurme Dorje’s
thesis on Longchenpa’s Dispelling Darkness in the Ten Directions in English'* as well as the
Tibetan version of another text in that same trilogy, Dispelling Mental Obscuration in the Ten
Directions.” These materials will provide a sufficiently thorough summary of the major
interpretations of the Secrer Essence in Tibet and their most prominent doctrines. This study
is not intended to reveal a unique interpretation of the Secrer Essence. The purpose here is to
describe some of the salient features of the Mahayoga vehicle by focusing on a central textual
tradition.

This description of the Secrer Essence will be in two parts. The first part will explain the
history, literature, and philosophy of the Old Schools’ Mahayoga vehicle. It will thus provide
the context for the second half of the dissertation, which will contain the translation of Jikmé
Tenpé Nyima’s Key to the Treasury. The introductory part will attempt to provide an
overview of the Secrer Essence's school by approaching it from several different angles. First, it
will look at how the Secrer Essence is placed within the Old Schools’ hierarchy of doctrines,
known as the nine vehicles (¢theg pa dgu). This will place the movement in its synchronic
aspect, as it presently manifests within the religion. However, embedded in this hierarchy is a
mapping of the historical evolution of Buddhism prior and during its spread into Tibet. The
doxographical hierarchy encodes the diachronic development of the religion, in the same way
that, in biological terms, ontology recapitulates phylogeny. A discussion of the nine vehicles

will therefore help place the Secrer Essence historically as well as provide a philosophic context

3 Lochen Dharmashr, dpal gsang ba’i snying po de kho na nyid nges pa’i rgyud kyi grel pa gsang bdag dgongs rgyan
in gangs can bstan pa’i phyi mo sngag ‘gyur ba’i chos mdzod ring brgyud ma nyams bka’ ma’i gzhung: rNin ma bka’
ma rgyas pa (Kalimpong: Dupjung Lama, 1982-1983, I-Tib 2240), vol. 32, 5.1-461.4. Hereafter, this text is
referred to as the Ornament to the Intention.

" Gyurme Dortje, “The Gubyagarbbatattvaviniscayamahatantra and its XIVih century Tibetan Commentary
phyogs beu mun sel’, Thesis presented to the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London,
1987. Hereafter, this dissertation is referred to as “The Guhyagarbhatantra and its XIVth Century Tibetan
Commentary”.

15 Klong-chen-pa Dri-med-"od-zer, dpal gsang ba snying po’i spyi don legs par bshad pa’i snang bas yid kyi mun pa
thams cad sel ba (Gangtok: rdo rje gzi brjid, 1973; 1(Sik)-Tib-253; 1(Sik)-Tib 73-905821).
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for its teachings. This discussion will be based on Lochen DharmashrT’s description of the
nine vehicles found in his Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions."

As it is also important to know the specific historical circumstances of the Secrer Essence,
the description of its place in the nine vehicles will be followed by a discussion of the major
figures in its lineage. The lineage of the Secret Essence given by Jikmé Tenpé Nyima in the
Key to the Treasury will be reviewed, and a brief biography will be given for each member
when available. There will also be some analysis of the founding legends, comparing them to
the few facts at our disposal. This section will help provide further historical context for the
Secret Essence by investigating the legends surrounding its founding fathers (and mothers)
attempting to derive at least a rough sketch of the movement’s evolution from those legends
that concern the tantra’s transmission from eighth century India to early twentieth century
Tibet, when the Third Dodrupchen wrote the Key to the Treasury.

Having placed the Secrer Essence in its historical and philosophical context, we will next
turn toward the scripture itself. While there are three canonical versions of the tantra—a
short, middle length, and longer—it is the shortest version that is considered to be the “root
tantra” (r#sa rgyud) of all the others. Gyurme Dorje has shown how all twenty-two chapters
of the short version are also found in the two longer ones. This would indicate either that the
short version was redacted from the longer one or conversely that the longer ones are
elaborations of the original short version. Based on the wave of literary activity that was
sweeping Tibet in the eighth and ninth centuries, when the Secrer Essence was probably first
introduced into the region, one might hypothesize that the historical development of the
Secret Essence was one of expansion. However, only a thorough literary analysis of the texts
could provide material evidence to substantiate that hypothesis. It is clear from having

studied with Tibetans and the abundance of commentaries that the short twenty-two

16 Lochen Dharmashri, Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 17.1-83.3.
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chaptered version of the Secrer Essence is the primary reference for its cult. Hence, the
narrative of this version of the scripture will be described in general terms by outlining the
story and providing a brief summary of each chapter. This will lay the literary foundation for
the teachings in the Key ro the Treasury.

Part one will conclude with an outline of the Key to the Treasury itself. As a general
commentary on the Secret Essence, the Key to the Treasury sets out to describe the basic system
of beliefs and practices revolving around that tantra. It does so by erecting a hermeneutic
structure, or outline, that it imposes on the text. Jikmé Tenpé Nyima does not outline the
Secret Essence Tantra according to the standard Zur method of “Erecting the Structure” (khog
dbub) but instead adopts a different and probably earlier Indian scheme propounded by
Vilasavajra and Vimalamitra, a scheme that has different approach for the best, middling,
and slowest students.”” A discussion of the primary topics found in his outline will aid in the
reading of the translation itself. If part II contains the translation, the last chapter of part I is
the translation of the translation, itself attempting to erect a structure outside of and
mirroring the original. The last chapter will thus focus solely on the Key to the Treasury.

The task so defined for this dissertation is at once both exceedingly narrow and
overwhelmingly broad. It seeks to describe a particular interpretation of a particular tantra,
which represents merely one of nine vehicles within one of the schools of Tibetan Buddhism.
Yet, it also endeavors to describe the general beliefs and practices of the Mahayoga Vehicle,
whose system is far from simple and whose history spans over a millennium, and its central

scripture, the Secret Essence Tantra, a tantra of vast importance for both Tibet and the history

"7 Tt is unclear whether “erecting the structure” (khog dbub) is the specific name for the outline generally
followed by the Zur tradition or a more general phrase. It is one of the additional titles given to Samdrup
Dorjé¢’s Tent of Blazing Jewels, which follows the same outline that, according to Jikmé Tenpé Nyima, was
advocated by Dropukpa (Key ro the Treasury, 19.6-20.2). The three-fold explanation of the name for the
trainees with the best faculties, explanation of divisions for middling trainees, and explanation of the words for
the slowest trainees is from Vimalamitra’s Lamp Illuminating the Inner Texr (kbog gehung gsal sgron, P4739),
134.3.7.
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of Buddhist Tantra. In the course of writing this dissertation, I have repeatedly fallen into
one side or the other of this hermeneutic Scylla and Charybdis, either narrowing my focus
on inconsequential minutia or unrealistically broadening my range in a vain attempt to
encompass centuries of human development. In the end, if I have erred, I hope it is on the
side of being overly detailed rather than vaguely broad. However, in order to situate the
reader in the horizon of #his text, it is first necessary to digress to the more general concerns

and methods I bring to its writing, before graduating on to the specifics.

METHODOLOGY AND SOURCES

In seeking to describe another cultural phenomenon, in this case the Secret Essence movement
in Tibet, I am attempting to translate its idiom into English. The systems, symbols, and
practices that center on the Secrer Essence are a structured language of culture that in its
relational structure has meaning for those within it. Only the linguistic elements can be
literally translated. However, by providing a view of the movement from different
perspectives—doxographical, historical, and literary—a structured concept of the Secrer
Essence school can in some sense be reconstructed for those outside of (or on the edge of) the
original cultural system. As a research scholar, I am interested in attempting to provide such
a translation for the English-reading academic world.

Naturally, the project of translating a movement’s beliefs and practices into another
culture’s language is necessarily an act of interpretation. There can be no denying that the
following description of Mahayoga reflects my own interests, inclinations, and prejudices. To
somewhat mitigate this, the interpretive task that is translation must also be grounded on a
reliable and authentic source, in this case the Tibetan oral tradition. The understanding of
the Secret Essence described here has as its root four months of intensive study with Khenpo
Namdrsl at Namdrélling Monastery in Byllakupe, Mysore District, India from September,
1993 to January, 1994. We reviewed and discussed line by line the first part of the Key ro the
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Treasury, about two-thirds of the text. These discussions laid the groundwork for a broader
review of the Secrer Essence literature, which I performed on my own in subsequent years.

Other than the extensive teachings of Khenpo Namdrdl, the information here is almost
exclusively based on textual sources. Besides the primary Tibetan texts, a number of
publications of recent Tibetan descriptions of the Old Schools and Tantra contributed to my
understanding. The works of Tulku Thondup, Buddha Mind and Masters of Meditation and
Miracles, have been indispensable,' as has the translation of Dudjom Rinpoché’s two works
contained in The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism.” Specifically focusing on the
Mahayoga Vehicle, there is Robert Mayer’s book on the Vajrakila tradition® and Gyurme
Dorje’s thesis for the University of London, Longchenpa’s chapter-commentary Dispelling
Darkness in the Ten Directions, which includes a translation of the tantra itself.”’ More
general sociological and historical studies have also been consulted; the most helpful of these
have been Geoffrey Samuel’s Civilized Shamans,> Matthew Kapstein’s work, including 7he
Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism,” and Ronald Davidson’s Indian Esoteric Buddhism: A
Social History of the Tantric Movement.** These represent some of the most sophisticated and
mature studies of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism and have strongly influenced my writing.

More specifically, I have chosen to investigate the Secrer Essence from the three

viewpoints of doctrinal classification, lineage history, and narrative structure, because each

' Tulku Thondup, Buddha Mind: An Anthology of Longchen Rabjam’s Writings on Dzogpa Chenpo (Ithaca:
Snow Lion, 1989) and Tulku Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles: Lives of the Great Buddhist Masters
of India and Tibet, ed. by Harold Talbott (Boston: Shambhala, 1999).

" Dudjom Rinpoche, Jikdrel Yeshe Dotje, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism: Its Fundamentals and
History, tr. and ed by Gyurme Dorje with collaboration of Matthew Kapstein (Boston: Wisdom Publications,
1991), 2 vols. Hereafter, this text is referred to as 7he Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism.

20 Robert Mayer, A Scripture of the Ancient Tantra Collection: The Phur-pa beu gnyis (Oxford: Kiscadale, 1996).
*! See note 14.

** Geoffrey Samuel, Civilized Shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan Societies (Washington: Smithsonian Institution
Press, 1993).

* Matthew Kapstein, The Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism: Conversion, Contestation, and Memory (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000).

24 Ronald Davidson’s Indian Esoteric Buddbism: A Social History of the Tantric Movement (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2002).
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approach provides a unique vantage point from which to assess the movement—
philosophical, historical, and literary. These are, of course, not the only angles by which one
can approach this topic. However, they are important in their respective ways. Below I will
explore why those particular angles of doxography, lineage, and narrative have been chosen,
while the last section will focus on general tantric themes that bear on the Secret Essence

Tradition.

DOXOGRAPHY: SYNCHRONIZING THE DIACHRONIC

Ever since the advent of Buddhism, the followers of the movement have been concerned
with organizing the plethora of teachings claiming to be Buddhist. The intensity of this
concern is made clear by the legends of the various councils.” Regardless of the relative
historicity of these councils, it is evident that Buddhists of this early period were concerned
with regulating and organizing the variety of scriptures. The Buddha’s pronouncement that
his teachings should be the community’s guide no doubt contributed to the focus on the
texts.” According to the legends, the first council convened immediately after the Buddha’s
final passing into nirvana, or death. Their task was to verify the extant teachings and in the
process they are said to have formed the Pali canon, known as the Three Baskets, by
organizing the teachings according to type: monastic discipline, aphorisms and stories, and
philosophy. While according to tradition the canon was fixed at the time of Buddha’s death
sometime in the fourth or fifth century B.C.E., it was not written down until the first

century.”

% On these, see Hirakawa Akira, A History of Indian Buddhism: From Shakyamuni to Early Mabayana, tr. and
ed. by Paul Groner (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1993), 69-91.

26« .. [Wlhat I have taught and explained to you as Dhamma and discipline will, at my passing, be your
teacher.” (Digha Nikaya, Sutta 16, 6.1); English translation from Thus Have I Heard: the Long Discourses of the
Buddha, tr. by Maurice Walshe (London: Wisdom Publications, 1987), 270.

% Maurice Walsh, tr., Thus Have I Heard, 46.
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The existence of a canon has rarely, if ever, deterred Buddhists from creating new
religious scriptures. As Buddhism evolved, the initial splits concerned interpretations of the
existing corpus. These splits ultimately led to the eighteen schools of early Buddhism. Each
school had its own version of the canon, which varied significantly. However, these canons
followed a consistent style. Philosophical differences could in part be explained by focusing
on different sections of the cannon. It was not until the advent a new form of Buddhism—
the Mahayana—that a new style of scripture arose that could not be so explained. These new
“sutras” were the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras and were distinguished by their apotheosis of
the Buddha and the grandiosity of their descriptions. The Mahayana ideals were equally
lofty, being summarized by the figure of the Bodhisattva.

These elaborate new sutras eventually found their way into canons that were structurally
parallel to the early ones as well as incorporating the texts from the early phase. The
difference between the Mahayana movement and the earlier schools could no longer be
explained as a different focus on the canon, because their scriptures were radically different—
different enough to gain the designation “apocryphal” from adherents of the more traditional
form of the religion.

Eventually, later Buddhist philosophers felt compelled to devise new explanations for
their teachings. These explanations involved a form of doxographical classification that
separated movements and their associated scriptures according to philosophic content. These
classifications were then ranked from lowest to the highest, and such schemes became
convenient explanations for the many divergent interpretations of Buddhism that coexisted
on Indian soil. This well-known Indian genre of Tenets (siddhanta, grub mtha) also became
popular in both Tibet and China, and such texts were constructed to place the author’s
beliefs at the pinnacle of the hierarchy. For instance, doxographical explanations of the Three
Wheels (%hor lo gsum) first appeared in the Sazra Unraveling the Thought, a Mind Only text.

Thus, it is not surprising that the hierarchy of the Three Wheels doxography describes the
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Mind Only (sems tsam, cittamatra) beliefs as the definitive interpretation of Buddhism. The
Buddhist doxographies of Tibet and China are similarly constructed.

In the course of history, Buddhism continued to develop new interpretations. The
Middle Way School that championed the Perfection of Wisdom Siitras was followed by the
Mind Only School and the Buddha Essence (de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po, tathagatagarbha)
movement. These were eventually supplanted by ritualistic tantras, which were in turn
displaced at the top by more esoteric forms of Tantrism. The doxographies that resulted
from this historical evolution gradually became more elaborate. As tantra began to develop
different forms, each of which claimed to surpass the previous, so that the doxographical
hierarchies came to represent a map of Buddhism’s intellectual history. In an article on the
dating of the Mahavairocana Tantra, Steven Hodge has the following to say about the four-

fold division of Tantra propounded by the New Schools of Tibetan Buddhism:

(1]t is my view that this fourfold system of classification represents, in a
general manner, the historical sequence in which the tantras were developed.
In other words, the majority of the texts that came to be classified as Kriya
tantras derive from the earliest proto-tantric phase, leading on through Carya

tantras to the Yoga and later to the Anuttara-yoga tantras.”

Giacomell Orofino on the other hand questions the usefulness of using tantric doxography as

a means for understanding tantric Buddhism’s historical development:

These later traditions of systematization may be considered to be, in a way, a
synthesis of the preceding schools of thought, although, as is already

common opinion, the bibliographic systems of classification into which

*% Steven Hodge, “Considerations on the Dating and Geographical Origins of the Mahavairocanabhisambodhis-
sitrd” in The Buddhist Forum, volume 111, edited by Tadeusz Skorupski & Ulrich Pagel (London: University of
London, 1994), 58.
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Vajrayana literature was organized in the various traditions are of limited
importance for a historical study of the development of the scriptures
themselves, since the definitions of the various classes of tantras have shifted

over time.”

While it is true that the definitions of the various classifications have differed over time, that
fact itself is of great importance for the historical study of the development of Tantric
Buddhism. Different classifications are found in different texts. The root tantra defines five
vehicles, while the Garland of Views gives a scheme of seven with the last vehicle divided into
three subcategories to make a total of nine. Later Tibetan commentaries have the full
doxography of nine vehicles found in the old schools. I believe these represent stages—or
historical layers—in the systematization process of Tantric doxography. The more elaborate
schemes developed subsequent to the simpler ones. It is safe to assume, therefore, that since
the nine-vehicle system of the Old Schools is one of the most elaborate of the doxographies,
it developed in the end days of Indian Buddhism that were simultaneously the vibrant
creative days of Tibetan Buddhism’s early codification.”® The nine-vehicle doxography
champions Atiyoga—more popularly known as the “Great Completeness” (rdzogs chen)—as
the highest vehicle. The begins of this development can be roughly placed in the 9™ century
C.E.

On the other hand, in its third chapter the Secrer Essence makes a reference to a
doxographical scheme of five vehicles. This chapter describes that all the Tathagatas emanate
forth six beings that proceed to the six realms of cyclic existence. These “six sages” (thub pa
drug), as they are called, are Emanation Bodies (spru/ sku) of the Complete Enjoyment Body

(longs spyod rdzogs sku) that itself is an outcome of the Reality Body (chos sku). They are sent

2 Giacomella Orofino, “Notes on the Early Phases of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism” (unpublished paper), 3.
3 This would be the time ranging from the Yarlung Dynasty (8™ century) to the first “revival” of Buddhism
that occurred in the 11" and 12% centuries and resulted in the formation of the New Schools.
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as illusory emissaries, to enlighten the beings of their respective realm with a variety of

teachings. After describing that, the text has the following passage:

They taught, teach, and will teach the 84,000 doctrines consisting of the
vehicle of Gods and Humans, the vehicle of the Hearers, the vehicle of the

Solitary Realizers, the Vehicle of the Bodhisattvas, and the Highest Vehicle.”!

It then lists each vehicle’s corresponding teaching, making a one-for-one correspondence
between five vehicles and five types of teaching. This five-vehicle doxography clearly
represents an earlier stratum within the Secrer Essence text as it exists today. Elsewhere there is
a veiled reference to nine teachings that is often considered to refer to the nine vehicles, but
this is likely a later interpolation. In his general commentary on the Secret Essence, Lochen
Dharmashri devotes a whole section explaining the tantra’s enumeration of five-vehicles,
before he proceeds to his own description of the nine vehicles.”” The way it is presented
verges on being apologetic, as though to explain away an abnormality in the tantra. While an
exegete like Lochen Dharmashri may need to explain it away, for the historian the five-
vehicle doxography presented in chapter three of the Secrer Essence represents an earlier stage
of the tantra’s development, probably in the first half of the 8" century C.E. prior to the

differentiation of Anu- and Atiyoga.”

3 thams cad kyang 'di lta ste/ 'dul ba'i dbang gis lha dang mi'i theg pa dang | nyan thos kyi theg pa dang / rang sangs
rgyas gyi theg pa dang / byang chub sems dpa'i theg pa dang / bla na med pa'i theg pas/ ma rig pa'i rnam par rtog pa
nyon mongs pa stong phrag breyad cu risa bzhi'i gnyen por/ chos stong phrag brgyad cu risa bzhi gsungs so/ /gsung ngo
/ lgsung bar gyur ro/ (Secret Essence, Tb.417, 160.5-160.7).

32 sngar smos pa’i gnyen po de dag kyang dbang po’i bye brag gis theg pa Ingar bsdu pa (Lochen Dharmashri, Lord of
Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 20.1-24.1).

% Though it is not the objective of this paper to prove such, I believe that the core concepts of Anuyoga and

Atiyoga are found in Mahayoga. Anuyoga and Atiyoga developed different systems of practice out of the ideas

first elaborated in Mahayoga. In his article “Architecture and Absence in the Secret Tantric History of the Great

Perfection (rdzogs chen)”, Professor David Germano maintains that the early form of the “Great Perfection”,

represented by the present-day Mind Series texts (sems sde), was a variation of Mahayoga philosophy stripped of
its elaborate ritualism See David Germano, “Architecture and Absence in the Secret Tantric History of the

Great Perfection (rdzogs chen)”, Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 17:2 (Winter 1994),

203-336.
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The nine-vehicle system of the Old Schools can therefore be looked at as a very rough
timeline for the development of Buddhist thought. Its structure represents the different
stages that Buddhist philosophy went through to reach the position of the higher, or inner,
tantras. Certainly, the Hearer Vehicle can be seen to represent the most ancient form of
Buddhism, even though that designation may be used for forms of the religion thriving
today. The Bodhisattva Vehicle, which represents the stitra-version of the Mahayana, was the
next development, and this was followed by the various forms of tantra. It is also arguably
the case, as Hodge asserted above, that the tantras evolved from Action tantra to
Performance, through Yoga to the higher tantras. If we apply the same idea to the Old
Schools’ tantras, Mahayoga would follow the Yoga Tantras and be followed by Anuyoga and
then Atiyoga. The nine-fold doxography supports this interpretation. For, why would a later
development classify itself below an earlier one, and how could an earlier development
classify itself above a later one?

A discussion of the nine vehicles would not only assist in delineating the particular
philosophical view and practice for each vehicle but also aid in understanding the history of
Buddhism’s development. Along these lines, the second chapter will explore the nine vehicle
doxography as it is presented by an exegete of the Secrer Essence: Lochen Dharmashri in his
Lord of Secrets” Oral Instructions (gsang bdag zhal lung), a general commentary on the root
tantra. This will provide a traditional explanation of the nine vehicles from one deep within
the tradition being studied.” Furthermore, as mentioned above, Lochen Dharmashri
explicitly delves into the divergent doxography actually discussed in the root text. The
questions of history and doxography can therefore be discussed by analyzing his description

of the nine vehicles.

** Lochen Dharmashr?’s description of the nine vehicles in his Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions is used, often
verbatim, by Diidjom Rinpoché in Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 223-274, 346-372. However, here |
am referring primarily to Lo-chen’s original text.
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LEGENDS AND HISTORY

Having looked at the history of Buddhist philosophy through the nine vehicles, the next
perspective on the Secret Essence will be to investigate the people involved in its transmission
from its “revelation” in India up through its migration and establishment in Tibet. The life
of an idea or group of ideas is only truly fleshed out by looking at the people who held those
ideas. Buddhism as an Indian religion and its Tibetan offshoot were equally obsessed with
lineages. One of the surest ways to authenticate that a teaching was “Buddhist” was to be
able to trace its lineage back to a reliable, accredited source—the Buddha or a renowned
Buddhist master. Needless to say, the description of a teaching’s lineage as the proof of its
authenticity became a stylized skill and for some an art. The resulting descriptions reflected
to varying degrees the reality of the situation. Since Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, especially in its
tantric form, reveres the teacher (bla ma, guru) as god, the descriptions of past masters were
more often eulogies rather than historical or scientific prose. The student of Tibetan lineages,
having only hagiographies and pious doctrinal histories (chos byung) for her sources, has a
limited ability to describe the definitive historical circumstances. The historian of early
Tibetan religious movements and ideas is faced with the difficult task of sorting legend from
history, exaggeration from fact.

Nonetheless, it is possible to sketch a rough historical outline based on the exaggerated
hagiographies of the individual members by considering each to have some kernel of
historical truth. The limit of skepticism in this case would be to throw out all Tibetan
“biographies” unless they can be corroborated by another source. To do that, however,
would be to cast the whole lineage of the Secrer Essence as described by the Tibetan tradition
into doubt. This is certainly a possibility. Unlike myths, however, which come from a
deeper, more primal human reaction to their environment, legends evolve out of factual
situations. Rather than reject the whole lineage as fictitious, it is better to attempt to

determine the kernels of historical truth behind the hagiographies. The method for doing
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this adopted here is to analyze the information from the hagiography, searching for possible
additions of subsequent “believers” by questioning what their motivation would be. The
more fanciful and also common aspects of hagiography—such as miraculous powers, signs
and omens, and even visions—can be assumed to be exaggerations of some sort. However,
for a story to alter a person’s place of origin is less likely unless the hagiography is modeled
on a previous saint’s story. With such a critical yet forgiving eye, the scholar is able to at least
speculate on the origins of a particular movement within Buddhism, such as the Secret
Essence Movement.

In this vein, the third chapter will describe and discuss the lineage of the Secret Essence
teachings as presented in Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s Key to the Treasury. This description begins
with the legendary origins of the tantra as part of the revelation of King Indrabhati, to
whom, according to legend, the Mahayoga tantras were first revealed. This shadowy figure
became the inspiration for an elaborate legend concerning seven dreams of the king,
preceding and predicting the revelations of the Mahayoga corpus. He is named as father of
the lineage, and there appears no reason to doubt such an ascription. Interestingly enough,
there are only three lineage-generations between King Indrabhati and Vimalamitra. As
lineage-generations do not require the extent of time that biological ones do, it is very
possible that the two figures were at some point contemporaries. If Vimalamitra flourished
circa 800 C.E., the advent of the Secret Essence could tentatively be placed around 750.

The other members of Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s lineage for his Secrer Essence teachings will
also be discussed, through looking at a variety of sources. These sources include:

+ Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet;”

% Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet and Tibetan Buddpism, “The rNin-ma-pa Tradition: Part 1
and 2,” volumes 3 & 4 (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 1973). Hereafter, this reference
work is referred to as Biographical Dictionary of Tibet.
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+ Kozhiil Drakpa Jungné and Gyelwa Lozang Khedrup, Chronological Who’s Who
of Tibetan Adept-Scholars™

+ Tulku Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles;”

+ Diijjom Rinpoché, Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism;*®

+ Golotsawa, Blue Annals.”’

By looking at a variety of sources, a broader picture of each individual can be painted.
However, because the lineage spans over a millennium of history, not every figure could be
discussed. A certain selectivity was required. Since there was little or no available information
on some of the intermediary figures, these are listed but not discussed in detail. The focus of
this chapter is on the more influential and well-known members of the lineage. Its aim is to
provide at the very least a chronological outline of the major figures in the Secrer Essence

lineage along with the works they penned on the topic.

THE TANTRA AS MYTH

According to Tibetan traditions, the teachings of the Mahayoga vehicle find their source in a
cycle of eighteen tantric scriptures.”” Among these texts, the Secret Essence is considered to be
the central one, both summarizing the contents of the other seventeen and acting as their

source. Therefore, the commentarial tradition describes it as the “general tantra” (spy: royu
g Yz 18)

3 Ko zhul grags pa "byung gnas and Blo bzang mkhas grub, gang can mkbas grub rim byon ming mdzod (Kan-
su’u: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1992; CH-TIB 97-915828).

3 Tulku Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles: Lives of the Grear Buddhist Masters of India and Tibet,
ed. by Harold Talbott (Boston: Shambhala, 1999).

% See note 19.

¥ °Gos gZhon-nu-dpal, The Blue Annals, tr. by George N. Roerich (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1949; 4
reprint 1988). Hereafter, this is referred to as the Blue Annals.

% As will be elaborated in Chapter 4, the Mahayoga corpus consists of Tantras (rgyud sde) and Sadhanas (sgrub
sde). Each section furthermore has a transmitted component (bka’ ma) consisting of texts whose lineage
stretches back to Indian figures and a revealed component (géer ma) comprised of works revealed in Tibet after
supposedly being hidden by Padmasambhava. The eighteen tantras make up only the transmitted section of the
Tantras, but as such they were probably the original texts of this system and contain most of the doctrines that
serve as the basis for the other works, except where those works are later evolutionary developments that are
precursors to other systems, namely Anuyoga and Atiyoga.
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for the vehicle. As a consequence, the Secrer Essence has been the topic of many Indo-Tibetan
works, being the sole focus of a number of commentaries now preserved in the Tibetan
canon. As the Mahayoga vehicle is primarily advocated by the Old Schools of Tibetan
Buddhism, the Secrer Essence has become one of the defining scriptures for that sect,
providing them with a means for differentiating themselves from the New Schools as well as
supplying them with certain core beliefs that figure into their self-definition. The Old School
Movement arose in part out of interpretations of the Secrer Essence that served to define their
own group as a distinct movement. The basis for these interpretations, of course, is the root
text itself. Thus, an outline and investigation of the narrative structure of that text is essential
to understanding the subsequent Tibetan interpretations that have arisen from it. Chapter
four investigates the root text of the tantra viewing it as the “foundational” myth for its
followers.

The Secret Essence has a non-standard opening line, which is one of the pieces of evidence
use by detractors to claim the tantra was a forgery. Given that the tantra’s first chapter is
neatly constructed using the outline of the five marvels, it is unlikely that the break with
tradition represented by its opening line was accidental. Instead, it appears that the line was
intentionally changed to shift the setting of the tantra from the pseudo-historical reality
portrayed in the satras and the earlier tantras to an explicitly other-worldly mythic realm.
One reason for doing this is that the narrative of the Secrer Essence does not portray a one-
time event that occurred in the past. Rather, as the commentaries clearly indicate, it describes
a continually reoccurring set of events that are the basis for the phenomenal world. In this
sense, the tantra takes on the role of a cosmogonic myth.

From the beginning, sutras portrayed themselves as historical documents with their
standard opening phrase, “Thus have I heard....” Despite their often mythic content and
themes, each sttra made a pretense of grounding itself in the historical time of Siddhartha

with such an opening line. The “I” in the statement—“Thus have I heard”—refers to the
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Buddha’s cousin and attendant, Ananda. In the legends of the first council, it is held that
Ananda recited from memory all the teachings that the Buddha gave during his tenure on
earth. He prefaced each story with the famous line “Thus have I heard”. The point of the
phrase is to situation the teaching in an actual historical time of the Buddha as a means of
authentication. Later Mahayana sutras adopted this phrase as a standard introduction for the
same reason despite the fact that the stories contained obviously mythological elements as
well as accounts of miracles and were composed many generations after the life of
Siddhartha.”

Over time, as the Buddha was thus apotheosized, the lifetime of the Buddha became the
Buddhist illo tempore, or sacred time. The Buddha became the incarnation of enlightenment,
the Emanation Body (sprul sku, nirmanakiya), one of the two Form Bodies (gzugs sku,
ritpakaya). As with Christianity, the founder of the Buddhist movement became seen as the
embodiment of the sacred. However, for Buddhism the sacred is enlightenment, the
realization of ultimate truth. For these later Mahayana texts, the phrase “Thus have I heard”
was used not only to lend authenticity to forged documents but came to situate the narrative
in the Buddhist equivalent of sacred time, the lifetime of the historical Buddha.

The tantric texts continued this trend of increasing “sacralization” of the profane time
(the historical life of Siddhartha) by viewing the words of the phrase itself as sacred. The
Sanskrit words evam maya Srutam (Tib. di skad bdag gis thos pa), which translates “Thus have
I heard”, came to be seen by Tantric commentators as pithy syllables containing the whole
meaning of the teaching. Thus, the syllables themselves came to be considered sacred.
Similarly, the whole focus of tantra—in its later stages—shifted away from historical
portrayals of reality toward mythic descriptions of the sacred. This is nowhere more evident

than in the Secret Essence Tantra itself.

1 See Garma C. C. Chang, ed., A Treasury of Mabayana Sutras: Selections from the Maharainakizta Sitra (Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1991).
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In the description of the tantra contained in chapter four, I will present the Secrer Essence
as a myth in that it is the foundational story about a sacred, ordinarily unperceived reality.
With its opening statement, the Secrer Essence breaks from the tradition of locating the
narrative in the historical life of the Buddha. Instead of the phrase, “Thus have I heard”, the
Secret Essence begins with the statement, “At the time these words were explained...” (@ skad
bshad pa’i dus na). The phrase is in stark contrast to the standard opening for Buddhist
scriptures and is one of the primary pieces of evidence used by the opponents of the Secrer
Essence to call the scripture’s authenticity into question. The author/compiler must have been
aware that s/he was breaking with tradition by using this non-standard introduction. The use
of the more general phrase dissociates the Secrer Essence with the historical life of the Buddha
and overtly places it, if not in a sacred time, then in an ambiguous one. The ambiguity is
expressed by the commentarial tradition by describing the time when the narrative took
place as the identity of past, present, future, and any other indeterminate time. As Lochen

Dharmashri says:

Here, saying “at the time” illustrates the sameness of the four times, because
since the teacher, a Complete Enjoyment Body, teaches the doctrine in
permanently continuous cycle, it transcends the definitiveness of one

particular time.*

The temporal situation of the Secrer Essence is both outside of normal time and eternally
present. The Tibetan commentarial tradition refers to this as a kind of generic time. Another
famous exegete Yungtonpa (1284-1365) quotes an explanatory tantra, 7he Ocean, in his
discussion of the inner interpretation for this phrase from among the outer, inner, and secret

uncommon introductions:

2 dir dus na zhes pa dus bzhi mnyam pa nyid mrshon pa stel ston pa longs spyod rdzogs pa’i sku ni rtag pa rgyun gyi
khor lor chos ston pas dus res ga’ ba gcig gi nges pa las ‘das pa’i phyir/ (Lochen Dharmashri, Ornament to the
Intention, 59.1-59.2).
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[The statement] “At the time [these words were explained]” refers to the

marvel of time. 7he Ocean says:

The time of bliss is devoid of former and latter.
It abides as the nature of all three times [past, present, and

future].

Hence, when one generates primordial wisdom, there is no apprehension of
the three times. This is the inconceivable time, the time [when the tantra was

taught].*

Being devoid of former and latter, the time when the Secrer Essence is explained is beyond
historical time. The Secrer Essence occurs in illo tempore. Thus, one might say, its unusual
introduction, “at the time these words were explained...”, is an example of Eliade’s

description of sacred time:

Religious man periodically finds his way into mythical and sacred time, re-
enters the #ime of origin, the time that “floweth not” because it does not
participate in profane temporal duration, because it is composed of an ezernal

present, which is indefinitely recoverable.*

Through its introductory phrase, the Secrer Essence dissociates itself from historical time and
portrays its action instead in a mythic time, a time that the adherent is meant to recover
through their meditation.

The narrative of the Secret Essence, moreover, does not describe human situations with

human actors; it is rather a story about the sacred. As the Tibetan commentarial tradition

3 dus na zhes pa dus phun sum tshogs pa stel rgya misho las/ bde ba’i dus nyid snga phyi brall ldus gsum kun gyi ngo
bor gnas/ /zhes pas/ ye shes skyes pa’i dus su dus gsum du dzin pa med pa ni bsam gyis mi khyab pa’i dus te dus so/
(Yungtonpa, Mirror Reflecting Reality, 44.6-45.1).

“ Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane (New York: Narcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1959), 88.
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makes clear, the Secret Essence is a narrative about the ground of being in its already
enlightened state, how it manifests in the world, and how it leads beings to enlightenment.
Furthermore, the characters involved in the tantra are not human characters but
embodiments of the divine.” The teacher of the text is not considered to be the human
person of the Buddha, Siddhartha after his enlightenment. Instead, he is Samantabhadra, the
personification of primordial enlightenment, who has become for Tantra the embodiment of
the sacred enlightenment.* Again, this is explicitly mentioned in the commentarial tradition.
Yungtonpa gives a summary of the different Indian traditions concerning the nature of the

teacher in his Mirror Reflecting the Meaning:

In this text, the nature of the teacher is explained as seven [qualities], since

the tradition of the Blazing Palace commentary says:

The limitless good qualities of the conqueror of the sixth

[lineage] are condensed into seven.

In [Vimalamitra’s] Lamp llluminating the Inner Text, it explains the nature of

the teacher as [having] eight [aspects]:

The nature of the teacher has eight [aspects].

The vajra actor is just like that.

According to the small commentary [by Vimalamitra] the Pindartha the

teacher is explained as having four natures, since it says:

The entity of supreme enlightenment,

%5 Each character in the narrative of the tantra represents a divine aspect of human existence.

%1 would argue that the notion of Samantabhadra in the Secrer Essence is an earlier, less refined one than the
more well-known portrayals of that figure given in most descriptions of the Old Schools’ theories. These latter
depictions represent the Atiyoga conception of Samantabhadra, which developed out of and augmented the
earlier Mahayoga descriptions of this same figure. One piece of evidence that Samantabhadra was “just arriving
on the scene” at the time of the Secrer Essences composition is that his name appears only once in the text,

though his role is clearly depicted as a “Conqueror of the sixth lineage” (rgyal ba rigs drug pa).
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The complete enjoyment of the play of doctrines,
Lord of the Tathagatas of [all] the directions and times, and

Indifferentiable with all phenomena.

According to the instructions of the lamas of the lineage, it is asserted that
the teacher has two natures: a nature indifferentiable from enlightenment and

a nature indifferentiable from his retinue.”’
Also, Lochen Dharmashri in his Ornament of the Thought says:

Because he is the final [state] devoid of dualistic subjects and objects—the
apprehensions that cause defilement, the Tathagata is the unmediated

ground.”

Similarly, the other characters in the tantra, who are considered to be the teachers retinue,
are seen as manifestations of different aspects of the sacred. They are often not referred to by
their common name but by names that link them with one of the five aggregates or the
eighteen constituents, indicating that they are the purified form of these ordinary aspects of
existence.” Many of these figures, the five Buddhas, the six sages, and so forth, are

considered to be emanations of the teacher himself. They therefore share in his nature as the

47 >

di la ‘grel pa spar khab kyi lugs kyis/ rgyal ba drug pa’i yon tan mtha’ yas pa yang mdor bdun du “du ste/ zhes pas/
ston pa’i rang bzhin bdun du bshad/ khog gzhung gsal ba’i sgron me las/ ston pa’i rang bzhin brgyad dang ldan/ /byed
pa rdo rje de bzhin tel Izhes pas/ ston pa’i rang bzhin brgyad du bshad) ‘grel chung pin tar tha ltar na/ byang chub
mchog gi ngo bo dang / /chos rnams rol pa’i longs spyod dang/ /phyogs dus bde gshegs bdag po dang / Ichos so cog dang
dbyer med pa’o/ /zhes pas/ ston pa’i rang bzhin bzhir bshad pa/ /bla ma brgyud pa’i gdams ngag ltar na/ ston pa mya
ngan las ‘das pa dang dbyer mi phyed pa’i rang bzhin dang / ston pa khor ba dang dbyer mi phyed pa’i rang bzhin
gnyis su bzhed do/ (Yungtonpa, Mirror Reflecting the Meaning, 53.4-54.2).

8 sgrib byed kyi zhen pa geung dzin gnyis dang bral ba mthar thug pas gahi ji lta ba de bzhin du gshegs pa'ol
(Lochen Dharmashri, Ornament to the Intention, 60.5-60.6).

“ The five aggregates (phung po Inga) are the parts of the psycho-physical continuum of the individual. They
are form, feeling, perception, composite factors, and consciousness. The eighteen constituents are another,
more detailed break-down of the human person into object, sense power, and consciousness for each of the five
physical senses and the mental sense, i.e., form, eye, eye-consciousness up to phenomena, mind, mental-
consciousness. The exact correlation of these to figures in the Secrer Essence mandala will be given in chapter 4.
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“entity of enlightenment” or the “unmediated ground”. Thus, both the teacher and the
retinue are viewed as personifications of the divine, or sacred.

For the Secret Essence, the sacred is a union of primordial wisdom, or gnosis (ye shes,
jnana), fused with the nature, or sphere, of reality (chos dbyings, dharmadhatu). The prime
actor in the narrative is Samantabhadra, who is the embodiment of that primordial wisdom,
or in other words, “the nature...that is indifferentiable from all the vajra-essences of the
enlightened body, speech, and mind of all the Tathagatas in the ten directions and four
times”.”® The location of the narrative is in the highest pure land (‘og min, akanista) inside a
palace that has arisen out of the sphere of reality and is composed of and decorated with this
same primordial wisdom. The deities of the mandala are emanations of Samantabhadra, the
embodiment of primordial wisdom, and the teachings that comprise the bulk of the chapters
are presented as the utterances of the teacher, his consort, or the retinue of Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas. Since the whole scene of the narrative is a manifestation of primordial wisdom
within the realm of reality, there frequently occurs such statements as, “Thus, the Tathagata
itself told this beneficial story to the Tathagata itself.”' These are not the statements of one
human actor to another; these are statements of the sacred ground of being to the ground of
being for the benefit of unrealized sentient beings.

Unlike many of the early sutras, where the scripture’s connection to a particular ritual is
not readily apparent, the majority of tantras have a direct connection to their ritual practice,
the means of achievement, or sadhana (sgrub thabs). While the precedence of the myth or the
ritual for any particular tradition is one of those chicken-and-egg questions better left
untouched, if one were to hazard a guess in regards to many tantras, they appear to be

written as explanations or justifications of the ritual. But, in either case, there is a close

50 phyogs beu dus bzhi’i de bzhin gshegs pa thams cad kyi sku dang gsung dang thugs rdo rje’i bdag nyid (Secret

Essence, Tb.417, 153.1-153.2).

U de bzhin gshegs pa nyid de bzhin gsheas pa nyid la ched du gleng ngo/ (Secret Essence, Tb.417, 159.3-159.4).
gshegs pa ny ghegs pa ny greng ng
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connection between the tantric narrative and its ritual description. These tantras, such as the

Secret Essence, clearly fulfill what Eliade describes as the “supreme function of myth”:

Hence the supreme function of myth is to “fix” the paradigmatic models for
all rites and all significant human activities—eating, sexuality, work,

education, and so on.>

Tantras, rather consciously, present the paradigms for their corresponding ritual activity in
the means of achievement. Correspondingly, one is enjoined to envision in the period
subsequent to meditation that the world is the highest pure land, the place where the tantric
narrative occurred. While this is not the only—nor, I would argue, the “supreme”—function
of these myths, it is clearly the case that the myth described in the Secrer Essence fulfills this
function.

Thus, the narrative of the Secret Essence has the key features of a myth. It occurs in a kind
of mythic time; the actors are personifications of the sacred, and it provides the paradigmatic
models for ritual activity. The argument could be made that this is true for a majority of
tantras, while not being so for a majority of sutras, but such would be beyond the scope of
this thesis. Nor has enough historical work on the development of Buddhist Tantra been
done to clarify the reasons for this shift toward mythic narrative. Nonetheless, the tantras do
represent a development that came out of the sutras and the vestiges of this genealogy
remain. The Secret Essence's opening phrase, discussed above, may differ in significant ways
from the sutra version, but it is clearly modeled on it. Other tantras more closely mimic the
sutras by beginning with “Thus have I heard”. The format describing a scene in which a
dialog occurs is adopted from the sutras, though the latter present it in concrete geographical
terms whereas tantras generally describe a separate cosmological plane. In short, tantras, such

as the Secret Essence, took the sutra narrative format and mythicized it. The impetus for such

** Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 98.
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a movement could well have been social and political. The Buddhists in competition with
other religions of India felt compelled to develop myths such as these to attract followers and
thereby patronage. However, it would be remiss to ignore the fundamental human need for a
mythic sacred that Buddhists themselves must have felt. The admixture of Buddhism with
local folk traditions that were the root of all the Tantric traditions initiated a breaking away
from the rationalistic discipline of the monasteries. This newfound freedom from the
restrictions of monastic Buddhism along with authentic visionary experiences resulting from
undistracted meditation provided the necessary ingredients for the development or revelation
of the tantric myths. As with all scriptures, the tantric texts were fashioned and edited over
the centuries so that the forms presently available to scholars are not direct descriptions of
the visionary experience but are the result of the revelation being filtered through generations
of interpretations. The final results, the tantric texts as we have them, are an amalgamation
of beliefs and practices patched together in a semi-coherent manner within a mythic

narrative that have been used as the basis for much more coherent religious movements.

THE TANTRIC BACKGROUND

The point of seeing the Secrer Essence as a myth is that it functions as a myth. That is, it
serves to provide models for interpreting the world (cosmogony and cosmology) as well as to
provide models for action (eschatology and the ritual sadhana). However, it does not do so
within a vacuum. The date of the Secrer Essences composition, as of yet, cannot be
pinpointed with any accuracy, and even if my supposition that the twenty-two-chapter
version was redacted in the mid-eighth century is correct, the state of Tantric Buddhism at
that time, as a coherent movement or system, remains unclear. At best, we can only speculate
about the past. But, a greater understanding of the scripture and the traditions that grew out
of or along with it can be achieved by understanding a few of the key themes in related

genres of Buddhist tantric literature. Therefore, the remainder of this introduction will
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contain a brief investigation of those themes that can inform our understanding of the Secrer
Essence. Seven such themes will be discussed here: the notion of manifest enlightenment
(mngon byang, abhisambodhi), the five marvels (phun sum tshogs pa Inga, pancasamrddhi®),”
the mandala, tantric physiology, deity yoga, the reinterpretation of samsara and nirvana, and

tantric eschatology.

MANIFEST ENLIGHTENMENT

The root Yoga Tantra, The Compendium of Principles (de nyid ‘dus pa, tattvasamgraha),

begins with a reworking of the story about the historical Buddha’s enlightenment:

The Bodhisattva, Sarvarthasiddhi (another version of the name Siddhartha), was
meditating under the tree of enlightenment, when the eternal Buddha Vairocana
and his retinue descend from the highest pure land. Displaying their Complete
Enjoyment Bodlies to him, they ask, “Why are you practicing these difficult tasks of
asceticism? Surely, you don’t think you can become enlightened in this way?”
Without objection, the Bodbisattva humbly responds, “Then, how should I
practice?” The Buddhas instruct him first to examine the nature of his own mind
and recite a corresponding mantra. As a result, he visualizes a moon-disc. Next,
they ask him to expand his mind by generating the mind of enlightenment and
chant another mantra, after which he sees a “great” moon-disc. Then, the
Buddhas instruct the Bodhisattva to give this enlightened mind form. By chanting
a third mantra, he sees it as a vajra. Next, they tell him to use the vajra to make
the qualities of enlightenment firm through the recitation of a fourth mantra

identifying the Bodhisattva with the vajra. This draws the vajra-nature of all

> The Sanskrit equivalent to phun sum tshogs pa (marvel) is from Susumu Yamaguchi, Index ro the
Prasannapada Madhyamaka-vrtti, Part Two, Tibetan-Sanskrit (Kyoto: Heirakuji-shoten, 1974), 140. Other
possibilities are paicasampanna, panicasampatti, and pancanispatti.
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Buddhas into the Bodhisattva’s visualized vajra, and the Bodhisattva sees them
assembled there. Finally, they instruct him to see himself as the vajra and
transform it into a Buddha’s enlightened form, also through the efficacy of a
mantra. At the end of these five steps, the Bodhisattva Sarvarthasiddhi has

become fully enlightened as the Buddha Vajradbatu.>*

This story is one of the first scriptural references to the doctrine of the five manifest
enlightenments (mngon par byang chub Inga, pancabhisambodhi). The name has a double
connotation. Not only are these five (/nga, panca-) steps toward the actual manifestation
(mngon par, abhi-) of enlightenment (byang chub, sambodhi), but in each stage of the process
the realization is made manifest in a different visualized form. The names for the five stages

(provided by the later commentarial tradition) and their corresponding visualized sign are:”

Manifest Enlightenment Sign

1. Manifest enlightenment through individual analysis (so sor r70¢  moon disc

pa las mngon par byang chub pa)

2. Manifest enlightenment through generating the mind toward ~ full moon disc
supreme enlightenment (byang chub mchog tu sems bskyed pa las

mngon par byang chub pa)

3. Manifest enlightenment through the vajra of stability (brzan vajra

pa’i rdo rje las mngon par byang chub pa)

4. Manifest enlightenment through identity with the vajra (rdo rje  Buddha-qualities entering

* In this dissertation, indented italics are used to indicate narrative paraphrases as opposed to literal
translations. Thanks to Steven Weinberger for providing the translation of the Compendium of Principles’
opening on which this summary is based.

%> The Tibetan names for the stages are from mKhas grub rje, Introduction to the Buddbist Tantric Systems,
translated by F. D. Lessing and Alex Wayman (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1993), 29-35.
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bdag nyid las mngon par byang chub pa) into the vajra

5. Manifest enlightenment through equality with all the self-transformation into
Tathagatas (de bzhin gshegs pa thams cad kyi mnyam pa nyid las ~ Mahavairocana

mngon par byang chub pa)

Though first introduced with the Yoga Tantras, the story about the five manifest
enlightenments is also found in the Mahayoga tradition.” They are one of the many
contiguities in doctrine and practice between the two vehicles and demonstrate Mahayoga’s
initial dependence on Yoga Tantra. Furthermore, it provides one of the clues that Mahayoga
most likely developed out of Yoga Tantra, as one would expect.

The importance of the five manifest enlightenments centers around the myth/ritual axis.
The story in both vehicles has a strong mythic component, where divine, “always
enlightened” Buddhas descend from the highest pure land and teach the Bodhisattva how to
become enlightened. In some interpretations of 7he Compendium of Principles’ story,
Vairocana and the other Buddhas whisk Sarvarthasiddhi away from the Bodhi-tree and up to
the highest pure land, where he is initiated into the five manifest enlightenments. That is, he
is taken out of profane existence, where he is said to leave his maturation body (rnam min gyi
lus, vipakakaya) and traveled to a sacred realm with his mental body (yid kyi lus
manomayakaya).”” The highest pure land, which is by no means exclusive to 7he
Compendium of Principles or even to Tantra, nonetheless describes a sacred place, just as

Vairocana and the other Buddhas are deities—personifications of the sacred—rather than in

> mKhas grub rje, Introduction to the Buddhist Tantric Systems, 25-39 discusses the Yoga Tantra and Highest
Yoga Tantra teachings on how the Buddha gained enlightenment. The five manifest enlightenments are first
presented in the Yoga Tantra description. The Highest Yoga Tantra description then reworks the story using its
own unique terminology and doctrines, such as the clear light (‘od gsal, prabhasvara), the wisdom initiation (shes
rab ye shes kyi dbang, prajndajnanabhiseka). In the Key to the Treasury, Jikmé Tenpé Nyima also mentions the five
manifest enlightenments as the means by which the Buddha gained complete enlightenment according to the
Mahayoga traditions. See page 436ff. below.

°" mKhas grub rje, Introduction to the Buddhist Tantric Systems, 27.
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any way human. Because the primary actors are deities and, at least in some versions, the
“hero” is transported by them to a sacred realm, this enlightenment story has the major
defining characteristics of a myth.

The connection between this myth and its ritual practice is clearly worked into the story
itself, where Sarvarthasiddhi is guided through a series of meditations that lead him to
enlightenment. It is no surprise then that commentators such as Khedrupjé divide their
explanation for each of the five manifest enlightenments into two parts: an explanation of
that part of the myth and an explanation of the corresponding visualization for the practicing
yogin.

The story thus provides a mythic anchoring for the tantric practice of identifying with
the enlightened state. Such identification is done through a process of initially
deconstructing the profane world with the manifest enlightenment of individual
investigation, in which the practitioners “contemplate intensely the intrinsic purity of the
sixteen kinds of voidness of their own supreme state of thought.”® In the next four steps, a
sacred (i.e., enlightened) reality is then reconstructed. All of this is accomplished through the
use of mantra and symbolic visualizations. Such is the basic paradigm of the fundamental,
defining practice of Tantra, known as “deity yoga” (lha’i rnal byor, devatayoga). Though
perhaps self-consciously constructed as such, the myth found in 7The Compendium of
Principles serves as the mythic paradigm for Yoga and Mahayoga Tantra ritual practice of

deity yoga.”

THE HIGHEST PURE LAND

The notion that these primordial Buddhas, who personify the sacred, dwell in the highest

pure land is also important for the general tantric worldview. The pure-land concept is a later

% mKhas grub rje, Introduction to the Buddhist Tantric Systems, 29-31.
> The concept of deity yoga will be discussed in a following section from the point of view of Action Tantra.
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development of Indian Buddhism that incorporated a strongly devotional aspect and may
possibly have first developed among the stupa worshipers of the early Mahayana period.®® As
with most Buddhist schools, the “pure land movement” had their own revered scriptures,
commonly known as the “pure land sutras”. The most famous example is the story of
Amitabha’s western paradise found in the Blissful Array Sutras (sukhavativyihasitra). The
satra explains that prior to his full enlightenment, the Bodhisattva Dharmakara, who was to
become the Buddha Amitabha, made a series of forty-six vows concerning the nature of the
land where he would be the presiding Buddha. In the larger version of that text these vows
described features that Dharmakara did not want his future pure-land to have. For example,
among his forty-six vows, he vowed, “May I not obtain the highest perfect knowledge” if:

+ The inhabitants of his pure-land could die and be reborn in the three lower

migrations,

+ They were not born with a golden-hue to their bodies,

+ They did not possess the perfections of miraculous power and self-control,

+ They could not remember their previous lives,

+ They had any notion of property, and so on.”

The notion of a pure-land, namely one that is devoid of the impurities of the human realm,
came to be associated primarily with the second of the three enlightened bodies, the
Complete Enjoyment Body.®” As the deified Buddhas became doctrinally institutionalized,
each was associated with their own pure land. Thus, Aksobhya came to preside over an

eastern counterpart to Amitabha’s western paradise, albeit a less popular one according to the

% Nakamura, Indian Buddhism: a Survey with Bibliographical Notes (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1980), 201-
211, “Pure Land Buddhism and the Ratnakita-satra”. He says that Amitabha, the Buddha associated with one
of the earliest Pure-land sects, was originally connected to stupa worship (202).

5! Summary from Max Miiller, tr., “The Larger Sukhavati-vyaha” in Buddhist Mahayana Texts, ed. by E. B.
Cowell (New York: Dover Publications, 1969), 11-24.

%2 Nakamura, Indian Buddhism, 159.
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surviving evidence. By the time this doctrine reached its final stages of development in the
later tantras, the Highest Pure Land had come to represent the “sacred space” of Tantra. It
was literally a place or land, completely set off from the profane world by being completely
sacred. This was not always the case.

In the standard cosmology of Buddhism, there are three realms to cyclic existence: the
desire realm (‘dod khams), the form realm (gzugs khams), and the formless realm (gzugs med
khams).® In this notion, which developed among the eighteen sects of early Buddhism,* the
whole of samsara was divided into three realms. The desire realm is the tradition six types of
migration—god, demi-god, human, animal, hungry ghost, and hell-beings. The form realm
is a realm of a superior type of gods.” The formless realm is an un-localized region where
advanced meditators, or yogins, are reborn.® Originally, the Highest Pure Land was the
highest sub-realm of the form realm. The form realm is traditionally divided into seventeen
areas. The majority of these are covered by the “four concentrations” (bsam gtan bzhi). Each
of the four concentrations represents the place where one is born who has achieved that
particular meditative stabilization in their previous life. Each is a god realm of progressively
refined beauty, and each has three subdivisions. The twelve sub-levels of the four
concentrations are topped by the “five pure places” (gnas gtsang Inga). These five, depicted

graphically (lowest on the bottom, highest on the top), are:

% Information on the realms and their subdivisions is from Leah Zahler, ed., Meditative States in Tibetan
Buddhism: The Concentrations and Formless Absorptions, with Lati Rinbochay and Denma Loché Rinbochay, tr.
Jeffrey Hopkins (London: Wisdom Publications, 1983), 23-47.

% Nakamura, Indian Buddhism, 127.

% “The Form Realm is so called because the gods of the Form Realm are free of the type of desire that beings
have in the Desire Realm, but they still have desire for, or attachment to, visible form....” Zahler, Meditative
States in Tibetan Buddhism, 41.

5 “Above the Form Realm is the Formless Realm. It is so called because the beings there have separated from
attachment to both the Desire Realm and the Form Realm... To be reborn in the level of Limitless Space [the
first level of the Formless Realm], we would have to cultivate a meditative absorption in which we view form
itself as gross and imagine that there is only space everywhere.” Zahler, Meditative States in Tibetan Buddhism,
45.
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5. Highest (literally, “Not below”, ‘og min, akanista),
4. Excellent Sight (shin tu mthong ba),

3. Abundant Appearance (gya nom snang ba, sudria)
2. Without Pain (mi gdung ba, atapas),

1. Not Great (mi che ba, avrha).

While these areas, or lands, are still well within the cycle of rebirth, samsara, or cyclic
existence, they are considered to be “pure places”, because only Buddhist “saints”, known as
“superiors” ( phags pa, arya), are born there. Superiors are Buddhist practitioners who have
reached a certain level of realization, the path of seeing. The original highest pure land was
the highest of these five “pure places”, the highest physical location within cyclic existence
inhabited only by Buddhist superiors.

In the later Buddhist worldview, however, another type Highest Pure Land was posited
in conjunction with the deification of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. These figures, being divine
agents that act in their world, were naturally located on the boundary between samsara and
nirvana, the highest pure place of early Buddhism. The Highest Pure Land of the
Bodhisattva Avalokite$vara is one example. These pure lands straddled the line between
profane and sacred, between cyclic existence (samsara) and enlightenment (nirvana), because
they were places where only high-level Bodhisattvas were born or places where one was born
for the last time before achieving enlightenment, as in Amitabha’s sukbhavati. In the Secret
Essence, as we have seen, the pure land notion is extended further to refer to the ideal of a
sacred place completely set apart from the realm of cyclic existence, the archetypal land of

enlightenment.



Penetrating The Secret Essence: Introduction 41

THE FIVE MARVELS

The sacred location for the action of the tantric narrative is one of five qualities generally
attributed by many commentarial traditions to a tantric scripture.” These are known as the
five “marvels” (phun sum tshogs pa Inga, pancasamrddhi*).*® They are the five marvelous
aspects of an authentic tantric scripture: its marvelous time, its marvelous place, its
marvelous teacher, its marvelous retinue, and its marvelous teaching. That is, the miraculous
teaching found in the tantric text occurred at a miraculous time in a miraculous place and
was taught by a miraculous teacher to a miraculous audience. Descriptions of these five
aspects of a tantra’s setting figure prominently in the commentarial literature. While this is a
rubric that is primarily found within commentaries to explicate the beginning of a tantric
scripture, in the case of the Secret Essence this rubric is obviously influential on the narrative
structure that emerges, especially in the first chapter. Furthermore, the five marvels not only
provided a method for explaining the contents of tantric scriptures, they also serve as a means
of authentication and classification as a tantra. A text that contained descriptions of these five
marvelous aspects could legitimately be called a tantra. It was for this reason that the debate
in Tibet concerning the Secret Essence’s authenticity focused largely on the issue of whether it
had the five marvels.

The five marvels focus on a tantra’s narrative. That is, they are qualities related to the
action of the story. They describe respectively when the events in the tantra took place,
where they took place, who the protagonists were, and what was said. In the common,
standard format of a tantric narrative, these aspects are laid out in the introductory chapter,

which is called the gleng gzhi, or in Sanskrit, nidana. Though in later Buddhist hybrid

% Vimalamitra holds that there are six “marvels” (Vimalamitra, Lamp Illuminating the Inner Text, 134.4.5: ston
pa gnas dang sdud pa khor dus dang ston pa rnam drug ste), indicating the existence of different interpretations of
these.

% The Sttra Mahayanists call these the “five certainties” (nges pa Inga) of the Complete Enjoyment Body. See
Lessing and Wayman, Introduction to the Buddbist Tantric System, 21-22.
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Sanskrit the term nidana comes to mean “introduction”, the term’s original meaning is
“underlying cause”, reflected in the Tibetan translation, gleng gzhi, literally rendered as “basis
of the story”.” These introductory chapters set the scene in which the dialogic discourse of
the tantra that conveys the doctrinal content unfolds. Thus, the five marvels are usually set
forth in the tantra’s initial, introductory chapter. In the case of the Secrer Essence its first
chapter is obviously structured according to the five marvels in the order of time, place,

teacher, retinue, and teaching—a fact utilized by all the commentators.

MANDALA
Another distinguishing features of Buddhist Tantra that is relevant for the Secrer Essence is
the use of the mystic, microcosmic/macrocosmic diagrams, known as “mandalas” (dkyi/
khor). A circular depiction of both the enlightened universe and the enlightened personality,
the mandala is one of those aspects of Tantric Buddhism that in the last half-century has
developed a popular appeal to the Euro-American audience. This was in part due to the
works of the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung and others, who popularized the mandala as an
archetypal symbol of the “Self”, or the totality of the psyche.”” While one may justifiably
dispute Jung’s conception of the “archetype” as either Platonic or Romantic or both, the
importance of the mandala as a symbol for the totality of the psyche is explicit in the
tradition’s own descriptions and interpretations of it.

The Sanskrit term, mandala, literally means “circular”. The Buddhist interpretation of
the word, on the other hand, points more specifically to a central essence (manda-, dkyil =

“center, core, pith”) encompassed by a surrounding retinue (-lz, khor = “encompassed,

% ¢f., MW, 548.1: first or primary cause, original form or essence, a cause of existence, any cause or motive,
pathology. BHS, 295.2: cause, underlying and determining factor, motive, motivation, beginning,
introduction, introductory chapter, theme, content, subject-matter, statement of subject matter, table of
contents, summary.

70 Roger Brooke, Jung and Phenomenology (London: Routlege, 1991), 24, 32.
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surrounding”?).”' Both meanings refer to the fundamental structure of the mandala, which in
all its many diverge forms follows the basic pattern of a circular arrangement with the central
deity surrounded by groups of attendant deities in different sections of the circle. Similarly,
the commentarial tradition speaks of a main deity (7#sa ba) and his or her retinue (%ho7), as
seen in the five marvels rubric, where teacher and audience are separate categories.

The mandala is more than just teacher and retinue. The mandala also describes the place
where these deities reside. The typical Tibetan mandala is drawn in the form of a circle,
which encloses a square. The four sides of the square represent the four walls of a palace in
which the deities reside. The square palace is divided into four sections by lines drawn from
its center to the four corners, and each of its walls has a rectangular protrusion depicting four
doorways. Often, there is an inner square, separating off an inner courtyard. The deities are
not drawn in full form but depicted by symbolic representations, such as lotuses with the
special hand-symbol for each deity resting on them. The four quarters of the circle are often
colored differently, symbolizing one of the primary Buddhas. In the “higher” tantras, there
are five primary Buddhas: Vairocana, Aksobhya, Ratnasambhava, Amitabha, and
Amoghasiddhi. Each is associated with a different consort, direction, aggregate (or, aspect of
the personality), emotion, element, color, symbol, and mount. There are significant
variations between lineages concerning these symbolic associations for each of the five main
Buddhas. However, the following table lists the correspondences as described by both Alice

Getty and Detlef Ingo Lauf:"

Buddha Consort Direction Aggregate Emotion Element | Color Symbol Mount

Vairocana Akasadhatvidvari center form ignorance space white wheel lion

"' Lessing and Wayman, Introduction to the Buddhist Tantric Systems, 270, n.1.

7 Alice Getty, The Gods of Northern Buddhism: Their History, Iconography and Progressive Evolution Through the
Northern Buddhist Countries (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1914. Reprint New Delhi: Munshiram
Manoharlal Publishers, 19780, 31-42. Detlef Ingo Lauf, Secrer Doctrines of the Tibetan Books of the Dead
(Boston: Shambhala, 1989), 105-109.
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Aksobhya Locana east consciousness | hatred air/water | blue vajra elephant
Ratnasambhava Mamaki south feeling pride fire/earth | yellow jewel horse

Amitabha Pandara west perception desire water/fire | red lotus peacock
Amoghasiddhi Tara north formations envy earth/air | green sword Garuda

Thus, while the mandala is specifically the arrangement of the deities within a celestial
palace, it also represents both the arrangement of cosmic forces (directionality, elements,
colors, and animals) and the parallel arrangement of the components of the human
personality (aggregates and emotions). More will be said below on the specific mandala of
the Secret Essence and how it relates to these correspondences.

Other figures are also traditionally found in most mandalas of Tibet. The most
important of these are the eight Bodhisattvas and their eight female counterparts, and the
four guardians of the mandala, who stand at the entrances to the palace. The eight
Bodhisattvas are: Ksitigarbha
(sa’i snying po), Vajrapani (phyag na rdo rje), Akasagarbha (nam mkha’i snying po),
Avalokite$vara (spyan ras gzigs dbang phyug), Maitreya (byams pa), Nivaranaviskhambhin
(sgrib sel), Samantabhadra (kun tu bzang po), Manjusti (jam dpal gzhon nwu), and their
consorts are respectively: Lasya, Gita, Mala, Nrtya, Dhupa, Puspa, Aloka, Gandha.”” The
four guardians, or gate-keepers, are at least in function equivalent to the four “protectors of
the world” (lokapala) or the four kings (rgyal chen bzhi). These are guardians reputed to dwell
at the base of Mt. Sumeru, each in one of the four directions, guardian the gates that lead
into Indra’s paradise.”* However, in the case of the Secrer Essence, deities are replaced by

figures that are more specifically Buddhist.

7 These figures find their roots in the Sanskrit tradition and so the names are given here in Sanskrit with
Tibetan in parentheses. The Tibetan equivalents for the names of the consorts are simply transliterated Sanskrit
and so are omitted.

7 Alice Getty, The Gods of Northern Buddhism, 166.
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In Mahayoga there are two mandalas: a peaceful one of forty-two deities and a wrathful
one of fifty-eight. The figures described above belong to the peaceful mandala. So, for the
Secret Essence there are also the fifty-eight figures of the wrathful mandala. Each of the ten
male and female Buddhas have wrathful counterparts, known as Herukas. There are also the
eight Keurima, who are wrathful dakinis; the eight Mamo goddesses, fierce animal-headed
ogres; the four animal-headed guardians, and twenty-eight animal-headed goddesses. These
have been described in other sources and will be addressed in the chapter summaries in

chapter four.”

CHANNELS, WINDS, AND DROPS

Another feature common to a majority of the higher tantras is the description of a human
psycho-physiology composed of energy conduits, energy currents, and charged particles,
described by the tradition as channels (7#52), winds (7/ung), and drops (thig le). This is one of
the numerous features that Buddhist tantras share with Hindu tantras. As usual, each lineage
and tradition or each cycle of tantric scriptures will have their own unique variation on a
general theme. The specifics of the Secrer Essence's tantric physiology will be saved for later;
here, the general beliefs that underlie that specific system will be briefly described.

Theories on psycho-physiology emerged with the later tantras of the inner vehicles in the
Old Schools or the Highest Yoga Tantra Vehicle of the New Schools. They describe a
network of channels throughout the physical body through which winds travel. The
movement of these winds is responsible for a variety of physiological functions, such as
breathing, urination, defecation and so forth. Furthermore, these winds, it is claimed, are the
vehicles or mounts (zhon pa) of consciousness; they are the physical component of
immaterial awareness. Because of this interconnection between the winds and consciousness,

it is theorized that by controlling the winds one can control consciousness. They therefore

75 These wrathful deities are covered in Detlef Ingo Lauf, Secret Doctrines, 141-156.
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become integral to the tantric process of enlightenment, which after all is a mental
transformation.

The channels through which these winds primarily travel permeate the entire body.
There are, according to some systems, 72,000 of these vein-like channels.”* However, they
converge at important centers along the spinal column. These centers are known as “wheels”
or cakras (‘khor lo) and are considered to be the centers for important psychological and
physical activities. The number of psychic centers vary from tradition to tradition. In the
classical Hindu system, which contains the largest number, there are seven primary centers.
These are, from top to bottom the thousand-petalled lotus (dab stong, sahasraha) on the
crown of the head, the “forehead center’ (gjnacakra) between the eyes, the “center of purity”
(visuddha-cakra) at one’s throat, the “unstruck center” (anahatacakra) at the heart, the
“jewel-filled center” (manipira) at the navel, or solar plexus, the “self-supporting center”
(svadhisthanacakra) at the root of the sexual organ, and the “root center” (mirladharacakra) at
the base of the spine known.

In the Buddhist Tantric traditions, there are five major centers. The forehead center does
not figure as prominently, though in some systems it is seen as the upper endpoint, or
opening for the right and left channels.” On the other hand, the lower two centers are
generally combined in Buddhist systems to form a single “center”, in what is known as the
“secret place” (gsang gnas).”® This is generally regarded as the location of the Fierce Female
(gtum mo). The resulting five main centers are thus:

1. the “center of great bliss” (bde chen gyi ‘khor lo, mahasukhacakra) at the crown,

7S Geshe Lhundup Sopa, An Excursus on the Subtle Body in Tantric Buddbism (Notes Contextualizing the
Kalacakra) in JIABS, 6:2 (1983), 63, n.32. And, Lati Rinpochay & Jeffrey Hopkins, Death, Intermediate State
and Rebirth in Tibetan Buddhism (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 1985), 14.

77 Lama Govinda says the @jna-cakra is “regarded as part of the ‘Thousand-petalled Lotus’.” Lama Anakarika
Govinda, Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism (York Beach, Maine: Samuel Weiser, 1960), 141. Lati Rinpochay
gives the forehead cakra in a secondary list. Lati Rinpochay & Jeffrey Hopkins, Death, Intermediate State, and
Rebirth, 65.

"8 Govinda, Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism, 140.
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2. the “center of enjoyment” (longs spyod kyi “khor lo, sambhogacakra) at the throat,

3. the “center of phenomena” (chos kyi ‘khor lo, dharmacakra) at the heart,

4. the “center of emanation” (sprul pa’i ‘khor lo, nirmanacakra) at the navel

5. the “center of sustaining bliss” at the secret place.”

For the ordinary, unenlightened individual, these cakras, which are nexus where the
secondary channels converge, are areas where the central channel, running along the spine, is
constricted by the other two main channels. The centers are analogized to knots that
constrict the movement of the psychic winds in this central channel. There are three primary
channels contained in the spinal column. The right channel (ro ma, rasana), the left channel
(rkyang ma, lalana), and the central channel (dbu ma, avadhati) During the liminal moments
of peak experiences when ordinary consciousness weakens, the winds gather into the right
and left channels and then enter into the central channel.* Such moments are, for instance,
in the deepest state of sleep, at the moment of death, during orgasm, when fainting, and even
when sneezing. At these moments, the winds gather and briefly enter into the central
channel, and correspondingly it is at these times that ordinary consciousness no longer
functions. These are the moments when, instead, the clear-light (o4 gsa) mind manifests.
For the Old Schools, this clear-light is the nature of the mind and is the essence of
enlightenment. It manifests during these peak, liminal experiences, because the coarse
consciousnesses cease to function when the winds enter into the central channel. Similarly, it
is believed that to gain enlightenment one must induce the withdrawal of winds into the
central channel, in the strict Tibetan-physiological sense mimicking death. By becoming
proficient at guiding the winds into and up through the central channel, the constrictions of

that channel at the psychic centers are loosened—the knots become “untied” (gdud pa grol

7 Lati Rinpoché & Jeffrey Hopkins, Death, Intermediate State and Rebirth in Tibetan Buddhism, 65.
% Lati Rinpochay & Jeffrey Hopkins, Death, Intermediate State and Rebirth in Tibetan Buddbism, 31.
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ba). This allows for the movement of the charged, seminal particles, or drops (#hig le, bindu),
within the central channel.

The two main types of drops are the white and red ones, considered respectively to be
derived from the original sperm cell donated by the father and the original egg cell donated
by the mother. The original drop (i.e., zygote) that forms the nucleus of the human being is
the “indestructible drop” (mi shigs pa’i thig le), resting at the heart center. However, a
derivative white drop resides in the crown of one’s skull, and a red drop at the base of the
spine. Through the process of meditation that opens the central channel, these drops are
allowed to travel downward and upward respectively. They are brought together (at the
heart), fused into the indestructible drop, and by their traveling up and down the central
channel various forms of blissful enlightened mind are experienced when they visit the
various cakras. In this way, the mind of clear-light is consciously experienced—as opposed to
the unconscious moments of its experience mentioned above. Having experienced the clear
light, one then has the ability to emanate an enlightened form, thus literally rebirthing
oneself into Buddhahood. The process whereby this is done is the form of meditation found
in the Highest Yoga or Inner Tantras. This form of meditation is generally divided into two
parts, in which one first trains in generating oneself in an enlightened form through an
imitation the three stages of death, intermediate state, and rebirth and then, once mastery

has been attained, completes the process of purifying those three stages.”

TANTRIC SYMBOLISM

At this juncture, it is appropriate to make some slight mention of tantric symbolism. While
tantric scriptures and commentaries often mention controversial topics such as sex, sacrifice,
and the consumption of bodily fluids, they rarely do so explicitly. Instead, they almost always

utilize a coded language. Certain standard Buddhist or common day terms are afforded an

$! Lati Rinpochay & Jeffrey Hopkins, Death, Intermediate State and Rebirth in Tibetan Buddbism, 26.
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extra meaning, whether sexual or otherwise, and then substituted for the sensitive meaning in
the appropriate context. Thus, while speaking of ritual sexual union, Buddhist tantric texts
will not speak explicitly about genitalia but euphemistically use the terms vajra (rdo rje),
which means diamond-like scepter, and padma, which means lotus, for the male and female
organs respectively. While the use of these terms is a mere substitution of one thing for
another based on analogy or metaphor, they also serve to bring in other secondary meanings,
because the terms are also used in other contexts. For instance, the term vajra is often used to
symbolize the nature of ultimate truth, which in Mahayoga is a union of primordial wisdom
and the sphere of reality, while the lotus is generally throughout later Buddhism seen to
symbolize compassion. When speaking of ritual sexual intercourse, these meanings are not
primary, nor are they necessarily ever mentioned in the commentarial literature. However,
for any reader familiar with the Buddhist philosophical milieu, these other meanings would
certainly be in the back of their minds. The terms are, for those readers, naturally polysemic
and the use of them in these contexts invokes their many meanings.

It is important for what follows for the reader to understand some of the symbolic
meanings of certain terms in relation to tantric believe and practice. Without such an
understanding, much of the meaning can be overlooked, especially in the situation of a
foreign reader reading a translation. Therefore, a list of the most prevalent terms along with

their symbolic meaning is included below:

English Tibetan Meanin
great fragrance dri chen urine
great meat sha chen feces
jewel nor bu head of the penis
liberation sgrol ba ritual killing
lotus padma vagina

messenger p}JO nya consort
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moon zla ba white seminal drop
pure vessel and contents dag pa’i snod beud human flesh
red nectar dmar rtsi blood
secret space mkha’ gsang genitalia®
sun nyi ma red seminal drop
tongue of the vajra rdo rje’i lce opening of the urethra at
the tip of the penis
union sbyor ba ritual sex
vajra rdo rje penis
white nectar dkar resi semen

Some of these terms are used frequently in the translation below; others, less so. Five of them
belong to a group known as the “five nectars” (bdud risi Inga). These are the “white nectar”,
the “red nectar”, the “great fragrance”, the “great meat”, and the “pure vessel and contents”.*’
Together they are used in the ritual context of group-practice, where several pairs of yogins
and yoginis assemble, make offerings, and recreate the mandala, as well as in the context of
initiation. In the later context, at least in its popular, public form, the actual substances those
terms are said to represent are not used but physical symbolic representations are, adding yet
another layer of symbolism. The symbolic terms listed above, however, are used to
symbolism the actual phenomena, which due to its cultural “numinosity”, cannot be

explicitly named. It is important to remember these equivalencies, especially when reading

the translation of the Key ro the Treasury in the second half of this dissertation.

%2 This is generally used for the female’s genitals but in the Key o the Treasury is used once to refer to both male
and female genitalia. See Key to the Treasury, 75.2.
% See The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 2, 146 on “Five Nectars bdud rtsi Inga’.
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DEITY YOGA

The form of meditation that is distinctive to tantra is known as deity yoga. According to
Tsongkhapa (1357-1419), this is the object taught by all types of tantras to their main
trainees.** However, only the highest tantras—Highest Yoga Tantra for the New Schools and
the Inner Tantras for the Old Schools—use the stages of death, intermediate state, and
rebirth on the path. The general structure of the deity yoga is best exemplified by a particular
instance, such as the “six deities” (/ba drug) of the Geluk presentation of Action Tantra deity
yoga. These are the ultimate deity (don dam pa’i lha), the sound deity (sgra’i lha), the letter
deity (yi ge’i [ha), the form deity (gzugs kyi lha), the seal deity (phyag rgya’i lha), and the sign
deity (mtshan ma’i lha).” In this meditation, one first contemplates the sameness of nature
between oneself and the deity. Both are empty of true existence. “All phenomena are of the
same taste in their final nature, emptiness.”® Thereby, all appearance is dissolved into the
realization of ultimate existence, or their emptiness (ultimate deity). Within that realization
of suchness, a flat, white moon disc is visualized with the sounds of the deity’s mantra
resounding above it (sound deity). These sounds coalesce into the shapes of the letters that
form the mantra (letter deity). The letters radiate beams of light, at the tips of which are
forms of the deity that make offerings to all the Buddhas and Bodhisattva. The lights are

reabsorbed into the letters along with the blessings of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas so that

% H.H. the Dalai Lama, Tsong-ka-pa, and Jeffrey Hopkins, Deity Yoga (Ithaca: Snow Lion Publications,
1981), 11, 47-62. The qualification—to their main trainees—is the present Dalai Lama’s interpretation of
Tsongkhapa. The “main trainees” are not necessarily the most numerous but just the ones for whom the tantra
was taught. Therefore, even if most of an Action Tantra such as the Susiddhi Tantra discusses rituals and
practices other than deity yoga but nonetheless has some reference to deity yoga intended for the “main
trainees”, then the most important practice of that tantra is deity yoga. On the other hand, Tsongkhapa in his
Great Exposition of Secrer Mantra is content just to show that the practice of deity yoga is referred to at least
once in each of the four tantric corpora. To do this, he primarily cites the texts of Varabodhi and
Buddhaguhya. Interestingly, these are two important figures in the Secrezr Essence lineage in Tibet—Varabodhi
being an alternative name for Vilasavajra. This leads one to wonder whether the Tibetan polymath and the
Indian scholars has similar or dissimilar agendas in demonstrating the existence of deity yoga in the Action
Tantras.

8 This description is taken from H.H. the Dalai Lama, Tsong-ka-pa, and Jeffrey Hopkins, Deity Yoga, 21-24.
% H.H. the Dalai Lama, Tsong-ka-pa, and Jeffrey Hopkins, Deity Yoga, 22.
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the letters are transformed into an image of the deity (form deity). This image of the deity,
also known as the “pledge being” (dam tshig sems dpa’, samayasattva) is inseparable from
oneself, since the starting point (ultimate deity) was the nature of one’s own mind. The
visualization of oneself as the deity is “sealed” or made stable by making specific hand-
gestures at key points of the body (seal deity). Finally, one invites the actual deity, or wisdom
being (ye shes sems dpa’, jnanasattva), to enter into the visualization, thus becoming one with
the meditator (sign deity).

By comparing Action Tantra’s six deities with Yoga Tantra’s five manifest
enlightenments, one can get a general sense of the Buddhist tantric meditation for
identifying with the deity. The salient features of this form of meditation are:

1. Dissolution of the profane existence into emptiness,

2. Manifestation of the mind realizing enlightenment into a moon-disc,

3. Manifestation of one’s realization in a linguistic form, i.e., letter,
4. Transformation of the letters into a symbol of the deity,
5. Transformation of the symbol into the bodily form of the deity,

6. Merging of the visualized divine form with the actual divinity.

Though some of these steps may be omitted or elaborated, this is the general structure of
tantric meditation for generating oneself as a deity in any of the Buddhist tantric systems. It
is important to note that the process involves the dissolution of the profane world and the
gradual building up of a sacred reality. The movement is from profane to sacred, but in
Buddhist Tantra it involves identification with the sacred.

The use of identification with the sacred through the meditation of deity yoga is the

reason why the tantric way is claimed to be a faster path to enlightenment than the satra
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practice.” In the sutra vehicles, one gradually accumulates merit and wisdom through the
practice of the six perfections over three incalculable eons. These collections of merit and
wisdom serve as the cause for achieving final Buddhahood. They are therefore called the
causal vehicle (rgyu’ theg pa, *hetuyana). Tantra on the other hand uses a similitude of the
effect state, namely a visualization of the deity’s enlightened form, for the same result.
Therefore, it is known as the effect vehicle (‘bras bu’i theg pa, *phalayana). It is the utilization
of the effect state in the path that makes its actualization faster for the tantric vehicles. This is
known as “bringing the effect to the path” (‘bras bu lam du mkhyer). Tsongkhapa describes
this as a practice that accords with the Form Body of a Buddha, which is why tantra is faster
and superior to the sutra vehicles.* However, Jikmé Tenpé Nyima goes so far as to say that
the highest level of enlightenment can only be obtained through tantric practice, a notion
that Tsongkhapa explicitly refutes.”

Each of the tantric vehicles has their own format for deity yoga. In the Highest Yoga
Tantras and in the Inner Tantras, deity yoga is elaborated into a two staged process: the stage
of generation (skyes rim, wutpattikrama) and the stage of completion (rdzogs rim,
nispannakrama). The stage of generation is equivalent to the meditation of deity yoga
described above, where one generates oneself in the form of the deity through a process of
dissolution and reappearance. In the Secretr Essence system, one of the meditative schemes
found in the stage of generation is a form of deity yoga known as the three concentrations
(ting nge ‘dzin gsum, trisamadhi®), in which one progresses from the meditation on
emptiness, through the meditation of the moon-disc, to the meditation of the enlightened

form. Similar meditative techniques by the same name are also found in the Yoga Tantra 7he

% H.H. the Dalai Lama, Tsong-ka-pa, and Jeffrey Hopkins, Tantra in Tiber (Ithaca: Snow Lion Publications,
1987), 142-143.

% H.H. the Dalai Lama, Tsong-ka-pa, and Jeffrey Hopkins, Tantra in Tibet, 114-116.

% Key to the Treasury, 141.4-142.2; H.-H. the Dalai Lama, Tsong-ka-pa, and Jeffrey Hopkins, Tantra in Tibet,
141-142.
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Compendium of Principles and the Highest Yoga Tantra/Mahayoga Tantra Secret Assembly.
The stage of completion is the meditation through which one completes the process of
enlightenment by way of manipulating the psycho-physical winds, withdrawing them into
the central channel, loosening the knots at the channel centers, and moving the seminal
drops up and down the central channel. It is at the stage of completion that one performs a
controlled enactment of the stages of death, intermediate state, and rebirth. This stage
purifies these unenlightened processes and thereby results in enlightenment. Whereas the
stage of generation is a practice that is shared in form, if not in name, with the lower tantras,
the stage of completion, the manipulation of the psychophysical constituents, and the
imitation of death and rebirth are unique to the highest tantras.”® Thus, when a
commentator gives an “uncommon” or “unshared” (thun mong ma yin pa) interpretation for

some aspect of a tantra, it is often done in reference to the stage of completion.

REINTERPRETATION OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SAMSARA AND
NIRVANA

The tantric use of the stages of death, intermediate state, and rebirth in its path toward
enlightenment is indicative of a reinterpretation of the relationship between cyclic existence
and nirvana that impinges on the method for achieving the latter. In the sttra vehicles,
characteristics of cyclic existence and the individuals profane existence in it are eschewed.
The life of a householder is either to be renounced or else engaged in with a high degree of
detachment. The negative emotions of desire, hatred, greed, pride, and so forth are to be
abandoned through seeing the impurity, impermanence, and ultimate emptiness of all
phenomena. Nirvana is attained by gradually detaching oneself from cyclic existence. For

sutra, death, the intermediate state, and rebirth are the problem and do not figure in the

? The similarity between the generation stage and the practices of many lower tantras is the use of deity yoga.
However, the generation stage of the higher tantras is unique in its imitation of death, the intermediate state,
and rebirth in the process of deity-generation.
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solution itself. There is a strict division between cyclic existence and nirvana. To get to one,
you must leave the other.

Tantra, on the other hand, takes a different approach, embracing these aspects of the
problem situation as the bases, which need to be purified, for the enlightened state.” Unlike
Sttra, Tantra does not emphasize the strict separation of the profane and sacred, cyclic
existence and nirvana. Rather, the two are seen as related in the manner of a continuum.
Influenced by the Indian Tathagata-garbha theories, the tantric view maintains that the
enlightened state already exists in a seminal form within unenlightened individuals. There is
not an ontological difference between the ordinary being and a Buddha; the difference lies in
their understanding and perception. For some systems, such as the Secrer Essence, the
enlightened mind already exists as the seed or basis of all minds. It is merely covered with
defilements. These defilements corrupt the naturally pure appearances so that unenlightened
individuals perceive impure appearances. The tantric path is thus viewed as a means for
cleansing the originally pure nature and thereby allowing Buddhahood to manifest.

The meaning of the word, zantra (rgyud), alludes to the continuity between cyclic
existence and the enlightened state. The word literally means “thread”, a metaphorical image
of continuity. The Supplemental Tantra of the Guhyasamaja (gsang dus rgyud phyi ma), the

eighteenth chapter of that work, makes this explicit:

Tantra [continuum] is known as “a continuous [stream]”.
That continuous [stream] has three aspects:

The basis, the nature of suchness, and

That which is distinguished by being imperturbable.

The natural aspect is the cause.

Similarly, the imperturbable is the result.

?! Lati Rinpochay & Jeffrey Hopkins, Death, Intermediate State and Rebirth in Tibetan Buddbism, 26.
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The basis [means] “method”.

These three combine [to form] the meaning of a continuous [stream].”

This passage is commonly cited in the commentarial tradition for both the definition of the
term “tantra” and the origin of its interpretive divisions into ground, path, and result. The
ground is the original nature of the mind, its suchness. Some tantric traditions interpret this
to be merely the mind’s emptiness of inherent existence, while others view it as an
inseparable fusion of emptiness and primordial wisdom. In either case, it is the ground in
that it is the basis of all consciousness and is the starting point for the path. The path is
confusingly called the “basis” in the quote above. It is the means whereby the ground is
purified and transformed into the effect, or the “incorruptible” fruit, or result. The meaning
of “tantra (rgyud)” is that these three are connected as a continuum. The three, ground, path,
and result, are merely different states of the same basic entity, the suchness of one’s own
mind. The ground is not something to be gotten rid of, but something to be cultivated by
the path and transformed into the fruit.

Similarly, the tantric attitude toward the phenomena of cyclic existence is affected by this
holistic perspective. The sttra view and the view of the lower tantras hold that certain aspects
of cyclic existence are impure and should be rejected. The negative emotions (nyon mong,
kleia) are to be abandoned as are certain perverse practices—Kkilling, stealing, lying, sexual
misconduct, intoxicants. Even dietary restrictions are imposed by some schools, as in the

Action Tantra vows. While specifically not a license for hedonism or anarchy, the higher

2 Secret Assembly, Tb.409, v. 18, 944.4-944.5:

rayud ni rgyun zhes bya bar grags//
rayun de rnam pa gsum gyur tel/

gzhi dang de bzhin rang bzhin dang //
mi phrogs pa yis rab phye bal/

rnam pa rang bzhin rgyu yin te//

de bzhin mi phrogs ‘bras bu’ol/

gzhi ni thabs shes bya ba stel/

gsum gyis rgyun gyi don bsdus pa’o//
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tantras consciously incorporate these “negative” aspects of cyclic existence into their path. As
in the three continuums, these are to be transformed into a purified state. The negative
emotions are transformed into aspects of the enlightened personality, while the non-virtues
are made virtuous through practicing them within a heightened state of awareness of the
purity and sameness of all phenomena. For these tantras, it is the dualistic notions of good
and bad, clean and dirty, beautiful and ugly that keep people trapped in cyclic existence.
They see the lower vehicles’ rejection of negative emotions and non-virtuous actions as
unnecessarily promoting there dualistic conceptions. So, instead these are incorporated and
transformed. Along the same lines, the higher tantras also advocate the use of substances that
by human convention are considered repulsive and disgusting, such as semen, menstrual
blood, human flesh, feces, and urine. In the higher tantric worldview, these are called the five
nectars (bdud risi Inga), and they are included, at least symbolically, into their feast, offering,

and initiation rituals.

TANTRIC RESULTS

As with all Great Vehicle schools of Buddhism, the goal or effect of the tantric vehicles is
complete Buddhahood. In the Sutra form of the Great Vehicle, Buddhahood was discussed
in terms of the two, three, four, or five “bodies” (sku, kaya) of the Buddha.” These are forms
in which enlightenment manifest for the perfected person. They are sequentially inclusive.
The two bodies are the Form Body (gzugs sku, ripakaya) and the Reality Body (chos sku,
dharmakaya). The former is the actual “physical” manifestation of the Buddha’s body. The
latter was the Buddha’s ultimate nature. Later developments of the Great Vehicle split the
Form Body into the Emanation Body (sprul sku, nirmanakaya)—the form that appeared to
ordinary beings—and the Complete Enjoyment Body—the form that appeared to high-level

Bodhisattvas in the Buddha’s pure land or in meditation. The four bodies derive from

% Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness (London: Wisdom Publications, 1983), 118-123.
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splitting the reality body into an objective and a subjective aspect. The objective aspect is the
emptiness of the Buddha, while the subjective aspect is the Buddha’s wisdom consciousness
that realizes emptiness. Similarly, the final enumeration of five Buddha-bodies results from
dividing the Complete Enjoyment Body into two types: the actual Complete Enjoyment
Body of a Buddha that abides in the Highest Pure Land and the imputed Complete
Enjoyment Body, which is that of a tenth ground Bodhisattva.

Tantric systems often use the classical enumeration of three Buddha bodies. However, in
the Old Schools’ Mahayoga system, there is a different enumeration of the five Buddha
bodies.” These five consist of the classical three—Reality, Complete Enjoyment, and
Emanation—with the addition of two new bodies—the Manifestly Enlightened Body
(mngon byang gi sku, abbisambodhikaya) and the Vajra Body (rdo rje sku, vajrakaya). The
body of manifest enlightenment is the simultaneous display of the three Buddha-bodies
where each one remains distinct, while the vajra-body is the inseparable fusion of the three
Buddha-bodies. These five are one of the ways that the Old Schools speak of the result of
Buddhahood.

Another way that tantras discuss the stage of Buddhahood in terms of five enlightened
characteristics. These are:

1. Enlightened form (sku)

2. Enlightened speech (gsung)

3. Enlightened mind (#hugs)

4. Enlightened qualities (yon tan)

5. Enlightened activities (phrin las)

The inner tantras commonly use this pentad to discuss the different aspects of the

enlightened state, even when they have their own particular descriptions of the results

M The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 139.
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accrued from practicing the path. The five are also connected with the five families of
Buddhas, such that Vairocana is associated with enlightened form; Amitabha, with
enlightened speech; Aksobhya, with enlightened mind; Ratnasambhava, with enlightened
qualities, and Amoghasiddhi, with enlightened activities. Similarly, the use of this pentad is
extended to other situations, especially typology as in different classes of consorts, cycles of
texts, and so forth.

Another example of a pentad used to describe the resultant state is the five primordial
wisdoms that are often discussed in tantric contexts. These are five aspects of the enlightened
mind viewed from different perspectives. They are:

1. The primordial wisdom of the sphere of reality (chos dbyings kyi ye shes

dbarmadhatujnana),

2. The mirror-like primordial wisdom (e long gi ye shes, adarsajnana),

3. The primordial wisdom of individual conceptions (so sor rtog pa’i ye shes,

pratyaveksanajnina),

4. The primordial wisdom of equality (mnyam nyid kyi ye shes, samatajnana), and

5. The primordial wisdom that accomplishes activities (bya ba grub pa’i ye shes,

krtyanusthanajnana).

Briefly, these are the inexpressible realization of the ultimate reality without any
conceptuality, the vivid clarity recognizing phenomena for what they are, the unimpeded
knowledge of all things, the equanimity that does not fall into extremes, and the wisdom that
knows how to act for the welfare of all beings.”

One of the unique aspects of the Mahayoga tradition is another enumeration of results
known as the four “awareness-holders” (rig dzin, vidyadhara). These four are not all final

results. The first three occur at different stages on the path and the fourth at the moment of

% Cf., The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 22-23.
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enlightenment. Jikmé Tenpé Nyima describes these in some detail in the Key to the Treasury.
They are:

1. Fruitional Awareness-Holder (rnam smin rig ‘dzin) — a practitioner on the path of
seeing who still has a contaminated body,

2. Life-Empowered Awareness-Holder (#she dbang rig dzin) — a practitioner on the path
of seeing whose body is no longer contaminated,

3. Awareness-Holder of the Great Seal (phyag chen rig dzin) — a practitioner on the path
of meditation who appears as the tutelary deity working for the welfare of sentient
beings, and

4. Spontaneously Present Awareness-Holder (lhun grub rig ‘dzin) — a tenth ground
Bodhisattva on the final path to Buddhahood whose form is the imputed Complete

Enjoyment Body.

These four are the stages of a Superior ( phags pa, aryan)—a practitioner on one of the ten
grounds who has reached the path of seeing or beyond—that are traversed on the journey to
final Buddhahood.” Even though they are not the final goal, they are designated as results,
because achieving the path of seeing is a goal in itself for all ordinary beings.

These are a few of the basic concepts upon which the Mahayoga tantric system is built.
Many of these ideas are, in a certain sense, taken for granted by the commentators on the
Secret Essence, which is the reason why they have been introduced in this preliminary chapter.
The descriptions provided above are necessarily cursory, as each of the topics could itself be
the subject of a dissertation. In what follows, there will be occasions to return to each and
explore their particular manifestation in the Mahayoga tradition. The next chapter will

explore Mahayoga’s position within the Old Schools” nine vehicle hierarchy, where it falls in

% This is according to the Zur interpretation. In Longchenpa’s description of these four, they span from the
path of preparation to the path of no more learning, or Buddhahood.
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that doxography and what it tells us of Buddhism’s intellectual history. The third chapter
will investigate the Secret Essence lineage described by Jikmé Tenpé Nyima. The fourth
chapter will present a summary of the root text itself, while the fifth and final chapter will

summarize Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s commentary, the Key ro the Treasury.
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2. DOXOGRAPHY IN THE OLD SCHOOLS

As an introduction to the history and worldview of the Secrer Essence, it is best to begin with
a description of its relative position within the philosophical horizon of Tibetan Buddhism.
The Secret Essence has come to exist within a hierarchy of doxographical classifications that
belongs to the Old Schools of Tibetan Buddhism. Through the structure of the successively
more profound vehicles, Old School practitioners account for the vast variety of Buddhist
teachings. In this sense, their classification of vehicles is a synchronic aspect of the religion, in
that it is a specific, present-day manifestation of a religious phenomenon. Nevertheless, this
very scheme encodes the historical development of Buddhist thought and is thus a map of
the religion’s diachronic evolution. Beginning with the Hearer Vehicle and culminating with
Atiyoga, the Old Schools classify the variety of Buddhism methods into nine vehicles. These
are seen as individual ways to achieve enlightenment, each leading to the goal of nirvana.
They are explained from the lowest to the highest but are not conceived as stages of a single
individual. They are different possible methods and are, in that sense, cotemporaneous.
However, the progression of the nine vehicles neatly parallels the course of Buddhism’s
intellectual development. In the Old Schools’ exegesis, the Secrer Essence is described as the
general scripture for the Mahayoga class of tantras, the seventh of nine vehicles. Locating its
thought within the OIld Schools’ doxographical hierarchy is important to properly
understand the philosophy behind the text. Therefore, this chapter will summarize the nine
vehicles based on a discussion by one of the tradition’s leading scholars and, in
demonstrating how the nine vehicles are a summary of the history of Buddhist thought,
place the Mahayoga tradition, of which the Secret Essence is the central scripture, in its

historical context.'

" The idea that the vehicles represent a historical evolution of thought has already be broached with regard to
Tantra by Stephen Hodge and others (Steven Hodge, “Considerations on the Dating and Geographical Origins
of the Mahavairocanabhisambodbis-sutra’ in The Buddhist Forum, volume I1I, edited by Tadeusz Skorupski &
Ulrich Pagel (London: University of London, 1994), 57-83). Giacomella Orofino has challenged such an
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The source used in this case is the Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions by the Old School
scholar, Lochen Dharmashri (1654-1717). The author is a well-known Old School exegete,
younger brother to the treasure-revealer Terdak Lingpa Gyurmé Dorjé (1646-1714) and
student of the Great Fifth Dalai Lama, Lobsang Gyatso (1617-1682). His two
commentaries on the Secrer Essence, the Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions and the Ornament to
the Lord of Secrets’ Intention,' are particularly famous. Respectively commenting on the
general meaning (spyi don) and the meaning of the words (zshig don), they are included in the
ninth and tenth volumes of the Degé edition of the Collected Tantras of the Ancients” The
Ornament of the Intention is a detailed commentary that elucidates the words of the text,
chapter by chapter. The Oral Instructions, however, is a general commentary. It covers the
broad themes and general doctrines of the Secrer Essence and the Mahayoga Vehicle which
developed out of it, as well as placing the practice within its historical and philosophical
context. It is, therefore, a natural source for a description of the nine vehicles. The
explanation of the nine vehicles in this work was so influential that it was used as one of the
primary sources used by Diijjom Rinpoché in his description of the Old Schools’ doctrine,
translated as the first half of 7he Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, where certain sections

of Dijjom Rinpoché’s description are taken word for word from 7he Lord of Secrets’ Oral

assumption in an unpublished paper (Giacomella Orofino, “Notes on the Early Phases of Indo-Tibetan
Buddhism” (unpublished paper), pp. 25). See chapter 1.

*> Dudjom Rinpoché, Jikdrel Yeshe Dorje, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism: Its Fundamentals and
History, trans. by Gyurme Dorje and Matthew Kapstein, (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1991), vol. 1, 728.
Hereafter referred to as 7he Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism.

> Lochen Dharmashri, Smin-glin (1654-1718), Gsan bdag zhal lun: A Commentary on the Guhyagarbha
(Mayajala) Tantra by Smin-glin Lo-chen Dharma-shri, (Leh: S. W. Tashigangapa, 1972; I-Tib 72-903163).
Hereafter, this text is referred to as Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions.

% Lochen Dharmashri, dpal gsang ba’i snying po de kho na nyid nges pa’i rgyud kyi ‘grel pa gsang bdag dgongs rgyan
in bka’ ma rgyas pa, vol. 32, 5.1-461.4. Hereafter, this text is referred to as Ornament to the Intention.

> dpal gsang ba’i snying po de kho na nyid nges pa’i rgyud kyi rgyal po sgyu ‘phrul dra ba spyi don gyi sgo nas gtan la
‘bebs par byed pa’i legs bshad gsang bdag zhal lung, Dg, vol. 9 (ta), 174b.7-355a.5 through vol. 10 (tha), 1.1-
113b.7 and dpal gsang ba’i snying po de kho na nyid nges pa’i rgyud kyi ‘grel pa gsang bdag dgongs rgyan, Dg, vol. 9
(ta), 31b.1-174b.7.
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Instructions. Lochen Dharmashri belongs to the Zur tradition, and he is one of the main
sources used in Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s Key to the Treasury. While the point of this chapter is
to understand the doctrinal worldview inherited by Jikmé Tenpé Nyima, Lochen
DharmashrT’s description of vehicles in the Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions also aids us in
understanding the history of Buddhist thought and the position of the Secrer Essence within
that history.

In the Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions the nine vehicles falls in the general introductory
section that precedes the actual commentary on the Secrer Essence. As with most such
scholastic commentaries, it embeds its description of the nine vehicles deep within a strict
intellectual structure. Thus, the introductory section is divided into three subsections:

1. the doctrine that is to be explained,

2. the quintessential instructions by which that doctrine is explained, and

3. how it is explained by those quintessential instructions.

This is the beginning of the outline (sa bcad) for the introductory section. These outlines
create a structure out of a series of topics, contextualizing each, and it is important to
understand where a discussion falls within the outline in order to fully grasp its meaning.
The outline structure that proceeds the description of the nine vehicles is as follows:

I. Introductory Section

A. The Doctrine to Be Explained
1. The General Meanings of the Word “Doctrine or Phenomena”
2. The Meaning to be Understood Here
3. The Excellent Doctrine

4. Identifying the Doctrine to be explained

S For instance, the descriptions of the six tantric vehicles given in the section on the “Recapitulation of
Resultant Vehicles” in Diijom Rinpoché’s text (7he Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 348-372;
folios 213a.5-229b) are identical word for word to the corresponding section of Lochen DharmashrT’s text
summarized here (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 59.5-83.3).
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i. Entity
ii. Definition
iii. Etymology
iv. Divisions
v. Identifying the Meaning in This Context
a. The Meaning of the Term “Vehicle”
b. Divisions
1. General Divisions
2. Divisions in Detail
i. Condensing the Vehicles into Five According to the Five Antidotes
ii. The Actual Enumeration of Vehicles Thus Condensed

Along the way Lochen Dharmashri defines “doctrine” as:

The means of expression that engages the excellent doctrine, by which one

realizes the object expressed.’

In other words, “doctrine” is the linguistic expression of the teaching. This is supported by
the fact that the section on divisions is dominated by a discussion of scriptural baskets—the
set of three or four groups of scriptures that form the Buddhist canon. In the fourth topic,
“Identifying the Meaning on This Occasion”, the subject seems to jump from focus on the
literary texts that embody the “doctrine” to the more abstract notion of “vehicles”, the path
traveled by an adherent to the doctrine. However, as the doctrines themselves are so closely
associated with specific texts, the jump is a natural one. Lochen Dharmashri begins this

section with an explanation of the Sanskrit word for “vehicle”:

7 brjod bya rtogs pa’i dam chos la jug pa’i rjod byed do/ (7.5).
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[The Sanskrit] word “yana” means vehicle. Furthermore, because it is the

very tracks one is to progress, it is [used to mean] path, and because of being

the very bearer of the load, it is applied to carriages such as chariots and so

forth. However, here by way of similarity, [the term] refers to the [Buddhist]

paths such as the actions of the ten virtues and so forth, because these are

paths that cause one to progress higher and higher.®
This leads into a general discussion the number of Buddhist vehicles, which is then followed
by a more detailed analysis of the different vehicles according the Old Schools interpretation
of Buddhism. The general discussion provides an overview of the enumerations found in the
Indian Buddhist literature from one to infinite. It is initially pointed out that there is no
definitive enumeration of vehicles, because the Buddhas teach whatever antidotes are
necessary to train sentient beings. The assertion is supported by a citation from the Descent to
Lanka Siatra. With this basic pattern of enumeration followed by a scriptural citation as
evidence, Lochen Dharmashri proceeds to catalog enumerations of Buddhist vehicles from
one to nine, capping the list with “an inconceivable enumeration.” The following table

summarizes his series of general enumerations:

# Enumeration of Vehicles Source

1 Resul?’ Lotus Sitra,

General Sitra that Gathers All Intentions

2 Causal Vehicle and Resultant Vehicle'” All-Accomplishing King

3 Causal, Outer Mantra, Inner Mantra'' Sitra that Gathers All Intentions

8 yana zhes pa’i sgra las theg pa stel de’ang bgrod bya’i shul nyid kyi phyir lam dang / khur khyer pa po nyid kyi phyir
shing rta la sogs pa’i bzhon pa la jug la/ die de dang ‘dra ba’i sgo nas dge bew’i las lam sogs la'ang jug stel lam gong
nas gong du grod par byed pa’i phyir ro/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 17.1-17.3).

? In terms of result there is only one vehicle, because all vehicles lead to the same result.

' The causal vehicle is the Sitra paradigm, and the resultant vehicle is the Tantra paradigm.

" The causal vehicle is Satra; the outer mantra is the three lower tantra vehicles, and the inner mantra is the
three higher tantric vehicles.
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4 | 3 Causal Vehicles and the Resultant Vehicle'” Manjusri Magical Emanation Net

5 3 Vehicles of Definite Goodness (nges legs) and the 2 | Descent to Lanka Sitra

Vehicles of Manifest Superiority (mngon mtho)"

5 3 Vehicles of Definite Goodness, Vehicle of Manifest | Secret Essence Tantra

Superiority, the Highest Vehicle'*

6 3 Causal Vehicles and 3 Resultant Vehicles' All-Accomplishing King

7 | Gods, Men, Hearers, Solitary Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, | Abbreviated Mandala

the Inner and Outer Secret'®

8 (No specific enumeration given.) The Great Space
9 (No specific enumeration given.) All-Accomplishing King
© | As many vehicles as thoughts Sutra that Gathers All Intentions

The specific enumeration of the nine vehicles is not given in this summary, because it is the
subject of the next section in the commentary. However, before proceeding to the
enumeration of nine vehicles, Lochen Dharmashri must first account for the fact that the
tantra itself speaks of only five vehicles. The Secret Essence does not mention the nine vehicles
but gives instead a list of five. It is safe to assume then that the nine vehicle system represents
a later classification superimposed upon an already-existing literary tradition. In the four

pages in the Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions devoted to the list of five vehicles pale in

"2 The three causal vehicles are the Hearers, Solitary Realizer, Bodhisattvas. The Resultant Vehicle is Tantra.

" The three vehicles of definite goodness are the three causal vehicles, and the two vehicles of manifest
superiority are the vehicle of gods and the vehicle of humans, listed separately.

“'The Secret Essence takes the five vehicles listed in the Descent to Lanka Sitra, combines the vehicle of gods
with the vehicle of humans and adds the “highest vehicle” which refers to a// of Tantra.

" The All-Accomplishing King contains different enumerations of the vehicles, also being cited as the source for
the nine vehicle enumeration. In Eva Neumaier-Dargyay’s translation of the Atiyoga scripture, there are two
references to the “six vehicles” See E.K. Neumaier-Dargya, The Sovereign All-Creating Min—The Motherly
Buddha: A Translation of the Kun byed rgyal po’i mdo (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992), 61, 134. Neither of these
explicitly enumerates them. In fact, they seem to refer to the six tantric vehicles rather than the breakdown
given here by Lochen Dharmashri.

16 “Secret” here means “Mantra,” or “Tantra,” vehicles.
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comparison to the sixty pages he spends describing the nine vehicles. His description of the
five is strictly to account for the disparity between the nine vehicles that are the norm and
what the text itself describes. He thus only briefly addresses the five vehicles described in the
Secret Essence. Nonetheless, his discussion is highly informative for understanding the

historical development of the tantric vehicles in the Old Schools of Tibetan Buddhism.

THE FIVE VEHICLES IN THE TANTRA

In the Secret Essence's third chapter, the six sages, who emanate out from the mandala of
peaceful deities, teach five vehicles for the welfare of sentient beings. This is the sole explicit
reference to vehicles, found in the short version of the tantra and is followed by a keyword

summary of each teaching:

They taught, teach, and will teach the 84,000 doctrines consisting of the
vehicle of Gods and Humans, the vehicle of the Hearers, the vehicle of the
Solitary Realizers, the Vehicle of the Bodhisattvas, and the Highest Vehicle.
These were, are, and will be taught as antidotes to the 84,000 afflictions of
ignorant conceptuality. As for all of those, they are the [teachings about]
subjects and objects, inner and outer dependent arisings, that the subject
(dzin pa) is mistakenly imputed, the incontrovertibility of the cause and
effect of actions, and so forth. The final teaching was that [we are] not
stained by the cause and effect of actions; we will not be stained, and there is

no staining."”

' lba dang mi’i theg pa dang / nyan thos kyi theg pa dang / rang sang rgyas gyi theg pa dang / byang chub sems dpa’i
theg pa dang / bla na med pa’i theg pas/ ma rig pa’i rnam par rtog pa nyon mongs pa stong phrag brgyad cu rtsa
bzhi’i gnyen por/ chos stong phrag brgyad cu risa bzhi gsungs sol lgsung ngo / lgsung bar gyur ro/ /de dag thams cad
kyang ggung ba dang dzin pa’i phyi nang gi rten cing ‘brel par "byung ba dang / dzin pa dang phrul [read khrul]
pa las bzlog pa dang / las dang las kyi “bras bu chud mi za ba dang / las dang las kyi "bras bus mi gos/ (Secrer Essence,
Tb.417, 160.5-161.2).
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Following the tradition of the third Zur patriarch, Dropukpa,'® Lochen Dharmashri relates
the teachings described in the last half of the passage with the vehicles enumerated in the first
half. This comprises his discussion of the five vehicles.”

The discussion of the five vehicles centers on a certain rather elaborate simile, taken from
the royal court. A foolish subject is strolling in the royal fruit gardens, when he unwittingly
comes upon a poisonous tree. He picks one of its fruit and tastes it. Enjoying its sweetness,
he continues to eat from it until he becomes sick and dies. That story is a simile for the life of
an ordinary individual within cyclic existence in that grasping at poisonous desires we die
and continue to be reborn. The similes for the five Buddhist vehicles use the same basic plot.
In describing each of the five vehicles, Lochen Dharmashri matches the list of doctrines in
the citation above with the list of vehicles.

The Vehicle of Gods and Humans is where one practices good actions and abandons bad
ones. Therefore, the simile for this vehicle is about a more discerning subject, who knows the
difference between the poisonous and the edible trees. He eats only the good fruit but is
unable to do away with the poisonous tree. The tantra describes teaching for gods and
humans as “the incontrovertibility of the cause and effect of actions.”

The Hearer Vehicle is where one abandons the afflictions that trap one in cyclic
existence. One does so by realizing one’s individual selflessness, while still inadvertently
holding onto a subtle notion of subject and object. This is like another subject who comes
upon the poisonous tree and says, “Wouldn’t it be better to dig the tree up from its roots and
take it far away?” Because of the latent dualism in this view, the tantra summarizes it as

“subjects and objects”.

'® As an interesting side note, he claims Dropuk-ba was in turn following Da-tik (mda’ tik), who was not only
one of Zur Chung’s four pillars but also Dropuk-ba’s uncle.
Y Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 20.1-24.1.



Chapter 2: Doxography in the Old Schools 70

The Solitary Realizer Vehicle is where one knows the path to realization due to past-life
experience and achieves realization on one’s own through meditating on dependent
origination. Dependent origination is applied both to inner phenomena, such as minds,
feelings, and thoughts, and external, inanimate phenomena. This is likened to a subject who
thinks there is no need to drag the tree far away but instead pours acid on its trunk to
prevent it from re-sprouting. The tantra describes them according to their object of
meditation, “inner and outer dependent arisings.”

The Bodhisattva Vehicle is unlike the first three, which abandon the things that keep one
in cyclic existence. Instead, the Bodhisattva Vehicle transforms one’s afflictive emotions and
their resultant actions into enlightened attitudes and actions for the welfare of all. Similarly,
a doctor who walks into the royal garden does not cut down the poisonous tree but uses its
sap and bark to make medicine. Because in this vehicle everything is viewed as an illusion
and one does not adhere to dualistic notions of subject and object, the tantra describes it as
the view “that the subject (‘@zin pa) is mistakenly imputed.”

The final vehicle is the Mantra Vehicle, where all phenomena are believed to be naturally
pure and, through a spontaneous transformation of perspective, can be viewed as such. This
is like a siddha, or accomplished tantric master, walking into the garden and saying, “What's
the point of cutting it down or turning it into medicine. It works fine just the way it is.”
Thereupon, he recites a mantra and produces a nectar superior to the medicine. The tantra
describes this teaching with “The final teaching was that [we are] not stained by the cause
and effect of actions; we will not be stained, and there is no staining.” Lochen Dharmashri
equates the three negations of that sentence with the three groups—the lower tantras,
Mahayoga and Anuyoga, and Atiyoga. As he uses details of these tantric systems covered in
the nine vehicles, the specific elaborations of the simile will be omitted.

Though, as a later commentator, Lochen Dharmashri elaborates the basic fivefold

scheme of the tantra into the nine vehicle system, the importance of the tantra’s own
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enumeration should not be lost. The five vehicles in the tantra represent an earlier
formulation of the vehicle theory than is found in the refined nine-vehicle scheme. The five-
vehicle scheme includes the vehicle of gods and men and does not differentiate separate
tantric vehicles. Being the only vehicle that is not oriented toward liberation from cyclic
existence, the vehicle of gods and men stands out as incongruous with the others and would
be a likely candidate for editorial deletion. That there is no elaboration of tantric vehicles in
the scripture itself provides further evidence that sections of the Secrer Essence are relatively
early, pre-dating the division of tantric vehicles, which probably arose during beginning of

the “Inner Tantra” movement (800-1200 C.E.).

THE NINE VEHICLES

One of the distinctive characteristics of the Old Schools of Tibetan Buddhism is that they
assert a system of nine vehicles, ranked in ascending order, that encompasses all the vehicles
of both Sutra and Tantra. It is not that their description of the vehicles is particularly
distinctive but that they arrange all nine of the vehicles together. The New Schools mention
six of these nine vehicles in their dual doxographies. However, although they often speak of
Sutra and Tantra as a single coherent path, the New Schools generally discuss Sutra and
Tantra with separate doxographical enumerations, rarely, if ever, counting them together.”
The Old Schools, on the other hand, speak of the “nine vehicles” (#heg pa dgu) in a single
enumeration. Describing the paths of both Sutra and Tantra together as the “nine vehicles”
is a unique feature of the Old Schools of Tibetan Buddhism.

This doxographical scheme is all-encompassing. For the Old Schools, all the teachings of

Tibetan Buddhism can be classified within these nine vehicles. They are:

%% Case in point is Tsongkhapa’s Great Exposition on the Stages of the Path, which portrays Sttra and Tantra as a
single contiguous path but is preserved as two distinct books, Stages of the Path (lam rim chen mo) and Stages of
Mantra (sngags rim chen mo).
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1. the Hearer Vehicle (nyan thos kyi theg pa),

2. the Solitary Realizer Vehicle (rang rgyal gyi theg pa),

3. the Bodhisattva Vehicle (byang chub sems dpa’i theg pa),

4. the Action Tantra Vehicle (bya ba’i rgyud kyi theg pa),

5. the Dual Tantra Vehicle (gnyis ka’i rgyud kyi theg pa),”

6. the Yoga Tantra Vehicle (yo ga’i rgyud kyi theg pa),

7. the Mahayoga Tantra Vehicle (ma ha’i yo ga’i rgyud kyi theg pa),

8. the Anuyoga Tantra Vehicle (@ nu yo ga’i rgyud kyi theg pa), and

9. the Atiyoga Tantra Vehicle (a #i yo ga’i rgyud kyi theg pa).

These nine levels are not stages in a single person’s path but different gradations of paths or
means to enlightenment. There are some descriptions of adepts progressing to higher paths
or falling into lower ones. However, such is not the main concern of these divisions. Instead,
the nine vehicles represent nine different descriptions of the path to enlightenment, each
with its own entrance (jug sgo), view (lta ba), ethics (tshul khrims), meditation or cultivation
(bsgom pa), practice (spyod pa), and description of the result or fruit (bras bu).”> From first to
last, Lochen Dharmashri describes them in order of progressive profundity. Each is treated
with equal respect, but the last vehicle, Atiyoga (“the pinnacle of yoga”), is revered as the
highest path. Despite being highly esoteric and therefore restricted in dissemination, Atiyoga
is the most popular teaching of the Old Schools, and this is due in great part to the efforts of
Longchenpa and his followers. Therefore, among the Old Schools’ teachings, it is Atiyoga
that has garnered the most attention from contemporary scholars.

Nevertheless, in this description each vehicle is respectfully described within the nine-

story hierarchy as a valid path to nirvana, mapping in the progression from vehicle to vehicle

21 This vehicle is also known as the Performance Tantra vehicle (spyod pa’i rgyud kyi theg pa, caryatantra).
** These subtopics will serve as an outline in the descriptions of each vehicle below.
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the course of Buddhism’s intellectual development. Not only do the nine vehicles thus cover
the whole spectrum of Tibetan Buddhism’s teachings, they also serve to contextualize and
define the various teaching of by placing them in relation to one another within a
hierarchical structure. Thereby, descriptions of the hierarchy serve as a teaching tool, leading
one to the final view. The order is so constructed that by understanding each successive
vehicle one is gradually led to the view of Atiyoga. Yet, nonetheless all nine vehicles are
respected paths to enlightenment and the three highest ones are particularly cherished. The
description of the nine vehicles that follows is provided to contextualize the teachings of the
Secret Essence. The reader should remember that, from among these nine vehicles, the Secrez
Essence Tantra is the central scripture for the seventh, called “Mahayoga”.

In the Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, Lochen Dharmashri quickly dispatches the
Vehicle of Gods and Humans by making a distinction within Buddhist vehicles between
Vehicles of the World (Jig rten pa’i theg pa) and Vehicles That Transcend the World (Jig
rten las das pa’i theg pa). The former are vehicles that produce happy rebirths, such as the
Vehicle of Gods and Humans, while the latter are vehicles that lead to liberation from the
suffering cycle of rebirth or, in this context, nirvana. In explaining the divisions of Vehicles
That Transcend the World, Lochen Dharmashri discusses the nine vehicles of the Old
Schools of Tibetan Buddhism.”

He describes each vehicle in three parts: its entity, the etymology of its name, and six
subtopics. “Entity” is the definition of the vehicle, which is always followed by a brief
“etymology of its name. The bulk of each vehicles description is the “six subtopics.” These
are entrance (jug sgo), view (lta ba), ethics (tshul khrims), cultivation (bsgom pa), activities

(spyod pa), and result (bras bu).”* Entrance refers to the way a practitioner initially engages

* The description that follows is a paraphrase of Lochen Dharmashri’s discourse on the nine vehicles. His
account begins at Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 35.6ff. More specific references will be given at the
beginning of each vehicle’s description.

*In the descriptions that follow, these subtopics will be highlighted in bold.
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the doctrine. It is the way that a practitioner enters the vehicle, through adopting its
worldview. In the first three vehicles, the entrance is described as a formulaic axiom, the
truth of which is to be realized. These are the four truths, the twelve links of dependent
origination, and the two truths, respectively. In the tantric vehicles, the entrance is described
in two parts: the entrance of initiation (dbang gi sgo jug) and the entrance of action (bya ba’i
sgo jug). The former is the suite of initiations required to practice that vehicle, and the latter
is an axiom to be realized. The second of the six subtopics, or view, is the way that a person
on that vehicle sees the world, what is true and what is false, its basic worldview. In the latter
vehicles, this is discussed in relation to the two truths, conventional and ultimate. The ethics
are the formal rules written up as a code that must be followed by practitioners of that
vehicle. These are generally described in terms of the vows one takes as part of a vehicle’s
path. “Cultivation” is a translation of the Tibetan word, bsgom pa, that, depending on
context, can also mean meditation. It refers to the way one cultivates the path in a vehicle,
which in most cases involves meditation. The Tibetan word for conduct (spyod pa) can also
be translated as “practice” or “activities”. These are the kinds of actions that the ideal
practitioner performs. Sometimes they involve ritual, and other times, a broader way of life.
Finally, there is the result, or fruit, of the vehicle. In the tantric vehicles, this result is
essentially the same, namely complete Buddhahood. The discussion of the result for those
vehicles focuses more on the length of time needed to achieve the effect and the flavor of
enlightenment achieved.

Lochen Dharmashri leads the reader through the nine vehicles by way of a series of
divisions and subdivisions; the vehicles are not laid out linearly as a set of nine but are
imbedded within different levels of a hierarchy. The hierarchy ranks the schools in ascending
importance and portrays them as synchronic manifestations of the religion. However, it is
my contention that the order presented in the hierarchy also portrays the historical evolution

of the Buddhist doctrine. Each stage, barring one, represents a subsequent development in
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Buddhist thought, ranging from the initial §ramanic movement portrayed as the Hearer
Vehicle to the culmination of Tantra in Atiyoga. In order to make sense of the disparity in
views from different phases of Buddhist thought, the doxography of the nine vehicles arrays
them in order of profundity. However, because the philosophical differences between these
schools of Buddhism represent aspects of the paradigm shifts that progressively occurred in
the development of Buddhist thought, the order of the nine vehicles also represent the
general historical development of Buddhist thought over the centuries.”

Lochen Dharmashri begins his explanation of the nine vehicles with a discussion of how
Buddhist vehicles are superior to worldly vehicles, external to Buddhism. These “external
vehicles” (phyi rol pa’i theg pa), such as the vehicle of gods and humans, do not seek to
transcend suffering but only seek a higher status within the cycle of rebirth. The Lord of

Secrets’ Oral Instructions says:*

Holding onto the Three Jewels, the objects of refuge, one either professes the
view of the four seals, which are indicated in the scriptures, or one designates
their source, and by training in the three genuine trainings, the result is the

ability to transcend the peak of cyclic existence. Therefore, [Buddhist

> Such a broad statement requires some disclaimer. By its very nature, a doxography necessarily excludes
certain aspects or movements within the religions. It is precisely because the nine vehicles are relatively broad
and general categories that the historical correlation works in their case. However, the same cannot be said for
more specific doxographies that take into account the subsects of the Sutra vehicles, such as the Mind Only and
Middle Way Schools.

2 dkon mchog gsum skyabs gnas su bzung nas/ lta ba bka’ rtags kyi phyag rgya bzhi khas len pa’am/ de’i khongs su
grogs shing | yang dag pa’i bslab pa gsum la slob pas “bras bu srid rese las brgal nus pas phags tel phyi rol pa’i lam na
de dag med pa’i phyir/ de la skyabs gro nil lam gyi gzhi rten la med du mi rung ste/ de sdom pa’i rgyu myang ‘das kyi
bsam pa rten byed nyid yin pa’i phyir/ skyabs su ma song ba la sdom pa mi skye la/ sdom pas ma bsdams na yang dag
pa’i lam med pa’i phyir stel skyabs gro bdun cu pa las/ dge bsnyen gsum la skyabs gro bal de ni sdom brgyad rtsa ba
yin/ Izhes dang / lsdom pa kun la yod mod gyil /skyabs su ma song ba la med) /ces so/ /phyag rgya bzhi ni/ “dus byas
thams cad mi rtag pa/ /zag beas thams cad sdug bsngal ba/ Ichos thams cad bdag med pa/ /myang na las “das pa zhi
ba'o/ lbslab pa gsum la slob pa ni/ lhag pa’i tshul kbrims dang / sems dang / shes rab gsum la thos bsam bsgom gsum
gyi sgo nas bslabs pas thog mtha’ bar gsum du dge ba stel “od ldan las/ bslab pa gsum ni rab ston cing / /phyag rgya
gsum dang yang dag ldan/ /thog ma bar dang mthar dge ba/ /sangs rgyas gsung du mkhas pas riogs/ /zhes so/ “bras bu
srid rese las brgal nus pa ni/... (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 36.2-37.2).
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vehicles] are superior [to worldly vehicles], because the external vehicles do
not have those [features].

Regarding that, it is improper not to have going for refuge as the
foundation of the path, because [refuge] is the cause for the vows, the very
stabilization of the thought of nirvana. This is because one who does not go
for refuge does not generate the vows, and, if one is not bound by the vows,

one does not have a virtuous path. The Seventy Stanzas on Refuge says:

Going for refuge to the three virtuous objects of reverence

Is the root of the eight [types of] vows [of individual liberation].
And:

Even though one dwells in all the vows,

If one does not go for refuge, one has nothing.

The four seals are (1) that all compounded phenomena are impermanent, (2)
that all contaminated phenomena are suffering, (3) that all phenomena are
selfless, and (4) that nirvana is peace.” As for training in the three trainings,
one trains by way of the three—higher ethics, higher meditation, and higher
wisdom—whereby one is virtuous in the beginning middle and end. In the

Brilliant, it says:

The three trainings are well taught, and
The three seals along with the genuine one
Are virtuous in the beginning middle and end.

The wise realize what is spoken [by] the Buddha.

% The numbers have been added to the translation.
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The result [of Buddhist vehicles] is the ability to transcend the peak of cyclic

existence.

The broadest division of Buddhist paths, into Satra and Tantra. Sutra is also known as the
Causal Vehicle, or the Definition Vehicle, while Tantra is called the Resultant Vehicle, or
the Vajra Vehicle. These names help describe the nature of each vehicle. Through definition
and delineation, the Satra schools teach the causes for Buddhahood, while, by describing the
inseparable, or vajra, union of appearance and emptiness, Tantras teach a path that embraces
the effect, or result. This delineation by method also represents a historical difference. Sutra
preceded Tantra as a movement.

Within the Causal Vehicle there is a further division into two: the Lesser Vehicle (#heg
dman, hinayina) and the Great Vehicle (theg chen, mahayana). The Lesser Vehicle only
realizes the truth of an individual’s liberation, while the Great Vehicle acts as a door to
inconceivable liberation for all. However, because Tantra is also included within the Great
Vehicle, the Stutra version of the Great Vehicle, which is the third of the nine vehicles, is here
called the Bodhisattva Vehicle. Since the Bodhisattva Vehicle does not realize the same
meaning as the Vajra Vehicle, Lochen Dharmashri claims it does not realize reality,
indicating Sutra’s inferiority to Tantra. The fact that he makes this claim is telling in that he
is describing an irreparable rift in view between Sutra and Tantra, which prevents Sutra
practitioners from achieving the highest form of enlightenment without first proceeding onto
the Tantric path. He thus presents the following hierarchy:

1. Satra Vehicle

a. Lesser Vehicle
i. Hearer Vehicle
ii. Solitary Realizer Vehicle
b. Sutra Great Vehicle (= Bodhisattva Vehicle)
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2. Tantra Great Vehicle

Within the Lesser Vehicle are found the first two vehicles of the classic nine: the Hearer
Vehicle and the Vehicle of Solitary Realizers. The doctrine of the first of these, the Hearer

Vehicle, stems from the Buddhist community’s first interpretation of the doctrine.

THE HEARER VEHICLE

Following the template laid down for all vehicles, Lochen Dharmashr begins his discussion

of the Hearer Vehicle with its definition:

That which is a method whereby the awareness desiring one’s individual

liberation from the world realizes the selflessness of persons.”®

This is followed by an etymology for the name. In Tibetan the name for the Hearer Vehicle
is nyan thos, a translation of the Sanskrit term $7@vaka.”” Because the term §rdvaka can mean
both “one who hears” (nyan) and “one who listens” (#hos), the Tibetan translation of the
term is a combination of those two verbal roots. The reason that they are called Hearers is
that they engage in both hearing and listening.

The author then proceeds to the six subtopics: entrance, view, ethics, cultivation,
conduct, and result. The entrance into the Hearer Vehicle is described in the following

terms:

Disgusted with the suffering of cyclic existence, one enters by way of the four

truths with the thought seeking one’s own peace and happiness.”

8 bhor ba las rang gcig pa thar pa dod blos gang zag gi bdag med rtogs pa’i thabs su gyur pa/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral
Instructions, 37.5-37.6)

Y Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 37.5-42.2; The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 156-159.

30 khor ba’i dubh khas yid skyo nas/ rang zhi bde don gnyer gyi bsam pas bden pa bzhi’i sgo nas jug (Lord of Secrets’
Oral Instructions, 38.1).
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The central feature to the entrance is the four noble truths. As is well known, these are the
truth of suffering, the truth of origin, the truth of cessation, and the truth of the path.
Lochen Dharmashri portrays them by way a comparison with a sickness and its cure. The
truth of suffering is like a sickness; the truth of origins is like the cause of that sickness; the
truth of cessation is like the happiness of being free from that sickness; and the truth of the
path is like the medicine, or antidote, to that disease. In terms of Buddhist practice these are
respectively what is to be known, what is to be abandoned, what is to be attained, and what
one relies on.

As for the view of hearers, Lochen Dharmashri says that they believe:

The coarse appearance of things that are the objects of apprehension can be
destroyed and vanquished through the antidotes and awareness; the mental
continuum that is the apprehender can be destroyed through the factors of
the three times, and this coarse appearance of subject and object does not
have a nature apart from merely appearing conventionally. Therefore,
although they realize the selflessness of persons, they do not destroy with
antidotes and awareness the [notion of] very subtle atoms that are the
foundation for building the coarse appearance of things, the objects of
apprehension, and since [for them] a moment of the apprehending mind
does not have temporal parts, they hold the subtle apprehending subject and
apprehended object as ultimate [truths]. Thus, they do not realize the

selflessness of phenomena.”

3 gzung yul dngos po rags snang di gnyen po dang blos gzhig cing gzhom du rung ba’i phyir dang / “dzin pa sems gyi
rgyun dus gsum gyi chas gzhig tu rung ba’i phyir dang / ggung dzin rags pa "di kun rdzob tu snang ba tsam las rang
bzhin med pas gang zag gi bdag med par rtogs kyang / ggung yul dngos po rags snang risom pa’i gghi rdul phra rab 'di
gnyen po dang blos gzhom du med pa dang / ‘dzin sems skad cig ma dus kyi cha dang bral bas gzung “dzin phra ba
don dam du “dod pa’i phyir chos kyi bdag ma rtogs te/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 38.3-38.6).
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Unlike the Bodhisattva Vehicle and the six tantra vehicles, which also realize the selflessness
of phenomena, the Hearers only realize the selflessness of persons. They seek merely to
overcome the coarse appearances of the self. For them, the illusion of the self is overcome by
dissecting the objects into subtle atoms and subjective minds into discrete moments of
consciousness. Apart from these coarse subjects and objects merely appearing conventionally,
there is no inherent nature. In this way, they realize the selflessness of persons. However,
Hearers do not believe it is possible to dissect the subtle atoms or discrete moments of
consciousness that compose the coarse appearances of subjects and objects. Since, in their
view, objects are composed of real atoms and the apprehending mind is composed of real
moments of consciousness, they assert the ultimate existence of a subtle apprehended object
and a subtle apprehending mind. Therefore, they do not realize the selflessness of
phenomena.

The ethics followed by Hearers is composed of the eight types of vows for individual
liberation. These are the eight related sets of vows taken by the eight kinds of Buddhist
practitioner: laymen (dge bsnyen, upasaka), laywoman (dge bsnyen ma, wupasika), male
practitioners of the fast (bsnyen gnas, upavisa) and female practitioners of the fast (bsnyen gnas
ma, wupavisi), male novices (dge tshul, Sramnera) and female novices (dge tshul ma,
Sramnerika), monks (dge slong, bhiksu) and nuns (dge slong ma, bhiksuni). The four levels,
each with a male and female version, create a spectrum of practitioners ranging from the lay
level to the specialist level of intensity. These vows are contained in the Discipline (‘dul ba,
vinaya) section of the Buddhist canon. The main set of these rules are the 250 vows taken by
monks.

The cultivation (bsgom pa, bhavana) of the Hearers is a process that relies on pure ethics
and initially involves listening to the scriptures of the Hearer Vehicle from a virtuous friend,
or master. After hearing about the doctrine, one next contemplates the meaning of what was

heard and finally meditates on those thoughts. In so doing, the mind is made serviceable
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with calm abiding (zhi gnas, Samatha), through meditating on a particular topic, such as
ugliness, which acts as an antidote to desire. After that, one develops a special insight (/bag
mthong, vipaSyand) that contemplates the sixteen aspects of the Four Noble Truths.”” In that
way, one sees through and abandons the afflictive emotions of the three realms of existence
(khams gsum).

As for the activities of a Hearer, these involve the twelve qualities of purification, or the
"twelve ascetic virtues" (sbyangs pa'i yon tan beu gnyis, dvadaiadhiataguna).” These are
qualities that are recognized as the common practices of classical Buddhist monks, such as
wearing only discarded clothing, eating only one meal a day that is received through begging,
staying in isolation outdoors, and meditating in charnel grounds. Because in doing such
activities one is seeking personal liberation, it is said that the activities of a Hearer involve
mainly acting for one's own welfare.

Finally, there are two types of fruits or results for the Hearer Vehicle: situational results
(gnas skabs kyi "bras bu) that occur along the way and the final result. The three situational
results are becoming a stream entrant, becoming a once returner, and becoming a never
returner. The final result has two types: foe destroyers with remainder and foe destroyers
without remainder, depending on whether or not their wisdom has passed from the

contaminated body. The fruit of the Hearer Vehicle is the last aspect to be discussed by

% According to Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness, 292-296, the sixteen aspects of the Four Noble
Truths are:

L. True Sufferings I1. True Origins II. True Cessations IV. True Paths
i. Impermanence i. Cause i. Cessation i. Path
ii. Misery ii. Origin ii. Pacification ii. Suitability
iii. Emptiness iii. Strong Production iii. Auspicious highness iii. Achievement
iv. Selflessness iv. Condition iv. Definite emergence iv. Deliverance.

% These are 1. wearing clothing from a dust-heap, 2. owning only three robes, 3. wearing coarse clothe, 4.
begging for food, 5. eating one’s meal in a single sitting, 6. restricting the quantity of food, 7. living in
isolation, 8. sitting under trees, 9. sitting in exposed places, 10. sitting in charnel grounds, 11. sitting even
during sleep, and 12. staying wherever one happens to be. See The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2,
169.
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Lochen Dharmashri in 7he Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions. He then moves on to the second
of the nine vehicles.

The Hearer Vehicle described in Lochen Dharmashrt’s Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instruction is
clearly equivalent to modern-day Theravada Buddhism in its view, path, and goal.**
Theravada Buddhism itself has strong affinities with the first stage of Buddhism’s historical
development in its formative period, during the $§ramanic movement. As an ascetic,
Buddhism’s founder, Siddhartha, renounced his family and wealth and fled to the forest to
meditate. There he sought through asceticism to gain liberation from the cycle of rebirth,
whereby he would attain liberation for himself. What he found was not liberation (m0ksa)
but extinction (nirvana) of the false notion of a self, about which he spent his remaining days
teaching. The Buddha preached a reinterpretation of the $ramanic movement,
deconstructing the Self and ethicizing karma. The early Buddhist doctrine, as far as it can be
garnered from existing sources, is closely similar to Lochen Dharmashri’s description of the
Hearer Vehicle—renunciation, isolation, asceticism. In the same way, modern Theravada
Schools, which are instances of the Hearer Vehicle, are modeled upon these “original”
teachings of the Buddha. While its contemporary manifestation are the modern-day
Theravada schools, the Hearer Vehicle also represents the chronologically earliest stratum of

Buddhist practitioner.

THE SOLITARY REALIZER VEHICLE

Lochen Dharmashri moves next to the Solitary Realizer Vehicle. This vehicle does not
obviously equate to a historical development within Buddhist thought. Instead, it is a

category evolved as the logical consequence of Buddhism’s doctrine of self-reliance. The

34 Excellent descriptions of Theravada Buddhism philosophy and practice may be found in Richard Gombrich’s
Theravada Buddhism: A Social History from Ancient Benares to Modern Colombo (New York: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1988) and Steven Collins’ Selfless Persons: Imagery and Thought in Theravada Buddhism (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1982).
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inclusion of the Solitary Realizer Vehicle in the doxography allows for the possibility of
individual’s achieving the Buddhist goal on their own without indoctrination into the
religion. In The Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, the definition given for the Solitary Realizer

Vehicle is somewhat obscure:

A method for actualizing enlightenment in one’s last existence without
relying on a master, where one meditates on the way of dependent arising

through realizing one and one-half selflessnesses.”

Lochen Dharmashri calls the practitioners of this vehicle, “Solitary Realizers” (rang rgyal,
pratyekaBuddha), precisely because they realize their enlightenment alone or in a small, select
group without relying on a master. Similarly, they keep their realization to themselves.
Teaching only a select group of disciples through gestures, they do not broadcast the
doctrine to the general public.

The entrance into the Solitary Realizer path is by way of the twelve links of dependent
origination instead of the four noble truths.” Lochen Dharmashri describes their entrance

thus:

[In their next to last life,] they understand that in their [present] body they
will not have the fortune to achieve enlightenment, and so they make prayer-
wishes. Due to these prayer-wishes, they take birth in a world where no

Buddhas or Hearers have taken hold.... In that body, they become monks on

% slob dpon la ma brten par srid pa tha ma’i tshe byang chub mngon du byed pa’i thabs bdag med phyed dang gnyis
rtogs kyi sgo nas rten brel gyi lam bsgom pa/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 42.2-42.3).

% The twelve links are: 1. ignorance (ma rig pa, avidya), 2. karmic formations ( dus byed kyi las, samskarakarma),
3. consciousness (rnam shes, vijiana), 4. name-and-form (ming gzugs, namaripa), 5. the six senses (skye mched
drug), 6. contact (reg pa, sparsha), 7. feeling (tshor ba, vedana), 8. attachment (sred pa, trsna), 9. grasping (len pa,
upadana), 10. existence (srid pa, bhava), 11. birth (skye ba, jar), 12. aging and death (rga shi, jaramarana).
These are described with slightly different translations in Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness, 275-283.
The twelve links is also a doctrine of modern Theravada. The separation of the doctrine of the four noble truths
and the doctrine of dependent arising between two vehicles is at odds with the historical reality. This belies the
artificiality of Solitary Realizer Vehicle concept.
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their own without a skilled master, and when they proceed to the cremation
grounds, immediately upon seeing the bones, their minds turn toward [the
nature of] cyclic existence. Through analyzing from where these bones arise,
[they understand that the bones] arise from old age and death. Old age and
death arise from birth, and so forth. Through such a progression they realize
that the root of cyclic existence is ignorance. Thinking “How is one liberated
from this?”, [they understand that] when ignorance is stopped, formational
factors are stopped, all the way up to old age and death are stopped. Thus,
they enter [the Solitary Realizer Vehicle] by way of the reverse direction of

dependent arising.”

With this passage, Lochen Dharmashri explains how a Solitary Realizer can achieve
liberation on his or her own without relying on a teacher. They do so through spontaneously
realizing the twelve links of dependent origination and understanding that by reversing these
steps one is liberated. This category allows for the possibility of persons who have attained
realization without having actually heard the Buddhist teachings. The fact that it was
admitted into the hierarchy of Buddhist doctrines shows a concern to include the possibility
of the spontaneous realization of enlightenment, a concern especially powerful for the Old
Schools who openly allow new revelation. However, the description is done in distinctly
Buddhist terms. Such people automatically see the cause and effect chain leading from

ignorance to old age and death, dependent arising. In particular, one enters the Solitary

 rten de la byang chub thog pa’i skal ba med par shes nas smon lam btab pas sangs rgyas dang nyan thos kyi yongs su
ma bzung ba’i jig rien du skye ba len te/... /rten de la mkban slob med par rang byung gi dge slong du gyur cing /
dur kbrod du phyin nal rus ba mthong ma thag "khor ba la yid byung ste/ rus pa 'di dang / gang las byung brtags pas
rga shi las byung / de skye ba las byung ba sogs/ “di ltar rim gyis "khor ba’i risa ba ma rig par rtogs vel 'di las ji lrar
thar bar bya snyam pa na/ yang ma rig pa gags na ‘du byed gag pa nas rga shi’i bar gag pa ste/ lugs ldog reen “brel
rtogs pa’i sgo nas jug pa'o/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 43.2-43.5).



Chapter 2: Doxography in the Old Schools 85

Realizer Vehicle through realizing “the reverse direction of dependent arising” (lugs ldog rten
brel).

As for their view, Solitary Realizers see cyclic existence and nirvana through the cause
and effect of dependent arising. Like hearers, they comprehend a selflessness of persons, but
in addition they also realize that the extremely subtle atoms are wrongly conceived as a self of
phenomena, even though they ultimately lack inherent nature. However, Solitary Realizers
view the momentary mind that is presently the apprehender as ultimately existing. To fully
realize the selflessness of phenomena, one must realize it with regard to both objects and
subjects. Thus, Solitary Realizers are described as “Those who realize one-and-one-half
selflessnesses,” because they realize the whole selflessness of persons but only half of the
selflessness of phenomena, the selflessness of external phenomena but not of internal
phenomena, such as minds.

The ethics for the Solitary Realizers are the same 250 rules of the Discipline as the
Hearers follow. As for their cultivation, Lochen Dharmashri says, they mainly meditate on
the reverse direction of the twelve links of dependent arising as the antidote to cyclic
existence. Concerning their activities, they do not communicate the doctrine to trainees
with their mouth but effect the meaning through physical gestures. In terms of their results,
Solitary Realizers who are like a rhinoceros (bse ru lta bu) complete the five paths by
themselves in one sitting. With the supreme wish-fulfilling bliss, they become foe-destroyers
who know that all contaminations are exhausted and that they will have no more rebirths.
The parrot-like (ne co lta bu) Solitary Realizers achieve some of the paths prior to their final
realization and practice together in small groups. The discussion of the fruit concludes

Lochen Dharmashri’s explanation of the Solitary Realizer Vehicle.

% bdag med phyed dang gnyis riogs zhes bya ste/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 43.6-44.1).
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The Solitary Realizers are somewhat of a mythical group, as is evident in their definition.
They are said to realize enlightenment in isolation without the aid of a master and are not
known for teaching the doctrine except through physical gestures. In some traditional works
Solitary Realizers are described as maintaining the continuity of the doctrinal lineage through
times when the religion is not extensively practiced in the world.” In this sense, they appear
to be a logical consequence of the Indian Buddhist cyclical worldview. Whether or not that is
the case, by the time Buddhism infiltrated Tibet, Solitary Realizers were an accepted part of
the intellectual landscape, and the belief in them was adopted by Tibetans without
hesitation. The Solitary Realizer Vehicle may have been merely a philosophically necessary
classification, or it could be that they represent an actual group of practitioners, as the other
vehicles do. Of the nine vehicles, the Solitary Realizer Vehicle is the only one that does not
correspond to a historical development in the community’s interpretation of the doctrine.
The description evokes images of the group of forest-dwelling renunciates out of which
Buddhism emerged, a loosely-defined movement called the §ramanas, or ascetics. While, on
the one hand, the Solitary Realizer Vehicle can be seen as a philosophical necessity to explain
how the doctrine maintains continuity through dark ages, on the other hand, it may
represent an older practice that has fallen into obscurity due to its relative lack of social

responsibility.*

7 A good description of Solitary Realizers is found in Mafjusii’s story of his previous life as a faux-Solitary
Realizer in the Swramgamasamadpisitra. See Etienne Lamotte & Sara Boin-Webb, trans.,
Saramgamasamadhbisitra: The Concentration of Heroic Progress, An early Mahayana Buddhist Scripture (London:
Curzon Press & The Buddhist Society, 1998), 214-215.

“ The tension between the individualism of the famana movement and the social responsibility that became
part of Buddhism is symbolically described in some stories of the Buddha’s post enlightenment experience.
Having left his family and having wandered for six years in search of the truth that is the solution to suffering,
Siddhartha finally realizes enlightenment on his own under the Bodhi tree. His immediate plan is to keep this
realization to himself, because there would be no one who could understand it. Only after the god, Brahma,
descends from heaven and pleads with the Buddha to at least try communicating his realization, does the sage
finally assent to begin his teaching. On the other hand, Tibetans traditionally explain the Buddha’s hesitation
by saying that his refraining from teaching was in fact his first teaching, warning that the Buddhist teachings are
extremely difficult.
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THE BODHISATTVA VEHICLE

Having finished with the two branches of the lower vehicle, Lochen Dharmashri turns to the
Bodhisattva Vehicle." This vehicle represents the Sutra version of the Mahayana, or Great
Vehicle. Mahayana was a popular movement within Buddhism that began at least as early as
the time of ASoka (ruled 269-232 BCE) and came to fruition with the Perfection of Wisdom
Sitras (1% century BCE) and the philosopher-adept Nagirjuna (1%-2™ century CE). By the
time Tibetans began to adopt Buddhism formally in the eighth century, Mahayana was the
prevalent form of Buddhism in northern India and opposed itself to the earlier form of
Buddhism, which they called the “Hinayana” (Lesser Vehicle). By the eighth century Tantra
had also emerged. So, there were two types of Mahayana Buddhism in India, the Sutra-based
version and the Tantra-based version. Both were adopted by the Tibetans.

Thus, all of Tibetan Buddhism may be classified as Mahayana, though the religion can
be further divided into Stutra Mahayana and Tantra Mahayana. In the nine vehicles, the
division between Sutra and Tantra is of greater importance in determining the structure than
the Hinayana/Mahayana division. Sutra is represented by the first three vehicles, while
Tantra is represented by the last six. This is also the division governing Lochen DharmashrT’s
discussion, as the section on the nine vehicles is broken into 1. the causal, definition vehicles,
or Sutra, and 2. the resultant vajra vehicles, or Tantra.”

The third vehicle of the nine vehicles is the Sitra form of the Great Vehicle. It is called
the Bodhisattva Vehicle, since the term “Great Vehicle” covers a larger scope including both
Sttra and Tantra. Following the previous two vehicles the third vehicle is also named after its
main practitioner, the Bodhisattva. This vehicle represents the classical, non-Tantric form of
the Mahayana, whose ideal practitioner is a Bodhisattva, one who secks enlightenment for

the welfare of all beings. Lochen Dharmashri portrays the Bodhisattva Vehicle in a canonical

4 Lovd of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 46.1-52.4.
2 Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 37.3.
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way, emphasizing its focus on the cultivation of compassion and the realization of emptiness.
His discussion of the Bodhisattva Vehicle is prefaced by an explanation of the Great
Vehicle’s general superiority over the Lesser Vehicle. It is superior because with its great
wisdom one is able to realize the two selflessnesses as the fundamental norm (rnal ma) and
through its great compassion, one is able to do something to benefit others. The Lesser
Vehicle, or Hinayana, as represented by the previous two vehicles, does not have such great
wisdom or compassion. Hence, this is the reason for their respective names.

After explaining the general merits of the Great Vehicle, Lochen Dharmashri turns to

more specifically to the Bodhisattva Vehicle, which he defines as:

That which is the excellent method whereby one realizes that all phenomena
are selfless and, out of great compassion, performs great waves [of good

activities] for the sake of others.”

With regard to the name of this vehicle, “Bodhisattva” is said to mean a being (sattva) who is
striving for the enlightenment of a Buddha (bodhi). In Tibetan ‘Bodhisattva’ is translated as
byang chub sems dpa’, where byang chub is bodhi, or enlightenment, and sems dpa’is sattva, or
being. In both languages, the root word for ‘a being’ has a connotation of heroism to it, and
in certain situations can even merit the translation of “warrior”. In his book 7he Heart Sutra
Explained Donald Lopez describes the etymology of the Tibetan term byang chub sems dpa’

thus:

The term byang chub is the Tibetan translation of bodhi. Byang means
purified and byang pa means learned. Chub means accomplished. Because
Bodhisattvas are seeking to purify all faults and attain all good qualities, they

are purified and accomplished (byang chub). Or, because they have studied

B chos thams cad bdag med par rrogs shing / snying rje chen pos gghan don rlabs po che spyod pa’i thabs dam par gyur
pal (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 46.5).
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(byang pa) the two truths repeatedly and arrived at (chub) their meaning, they
are accomplished in learning (byang chub). As mentioned, the Tibetan
translation of sattva is sems dpa’, literally “mind-heroic.” Bodhisattvas are
called heroic contemplatives (sezs dpa) because they contemplate the welfare
of transmigrators and annihilate demons and because they have endured

hardship in repeatedly contemplating the two truths.*

Through the great strength of their minds, the ideal practitioners of this vehicle are one-
pointedly and effortlessly focused on achieving the highest enlightenment; because of this,
they are called Bodhisattvas, or heroic warriors for enlightenment.

Lochen Dharmashri discusses the Bodhisattva Vehicle through the same six categories as
the previous two vehicles, namely its entrance, view, ethics, conduct, cultivation, and result.
The entrance of the Bodhisattva Vehicle is by way of the two truths — conventional truth
(kun rdzob bden pa, samvrtisatya) and ultimate truth (don dam bden pa, paramarthasatya).
According the Middle Way system, appearances occur uninvestigated and unanalyzed.
However, when one has an awareness that knows appearances to be without truth, or entity,
like illusions, and when with this awareness one joins the mind seeking enlightenment to
great compassion and love, one engages appearances as conventional truths by way of
entering into virtue and eschewing non-virtue. One also knows the ultimate truth that
everything’s dispositional mode of abiding (gshis kyi gnas lugs) is devoid of conceptual
elaborations. Thereby, one enters the doctrine by way of a union of the two truths.

All existent things, or objects of knowledge, are included in these two truths, the
conventional truth that appears and the ultimate truth that is the way things are.
Conventional truths are phenomena with characteristics that appear to an awareness as

objects. There are both true and false conventional truths. True conventional truths appear

“ Donald Lopez, Jr., The Heart Siitra Explained (Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1991), 38-39.
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and are able to perform functions, like a man appearing as a man. False conventional truths
appear but are unable to perform the functions of their appearance, such as a cairn appearing
as a man.” The ultimate truth is that everything is devoid of all the extremes of conceptual
elaboration. There is an enumerated ultimate (rnam grangs pa’i don dam) that is devoid of
some portion of elaboration and the non-enumerated ultimate (rnam grangs ma yin pa’i don
dam) that is devoid of all elaborations. The former is merely “counted” as the ultimate,
though it is not the fully qualified ultimate because some elaborations are still present. The
latter is “not [merely] counted as the ultimate” (rnam grangs ma yin pa’i don dam), because it
is the fully qualified ultimate. Lastly, Lochen Dharmashri says that one may wonder whether
such two truths are one or different. Conventionally, they have one nature, but they are
different conceptual isolates, just like a pool of water and a moon reflected in it. That is the
union of the two truths.

The Great Vehicle view is the irreversible realization of the two selflessnesses.* One
realizes the mode of being that is the union of the two truths, through all phenomena
appearing conventionally like illusions and realizing how all elaborations are ultimately
pacified in emptiness. The ethics of the Great Vehicle is three-fold: the vows for gathering
virtue, vows for working for the sake of others, and vows for abandoning harmful activity.
Great Vehicle cultivation is in general to cultivate the thirty-seven qualities of
enlightenment on the four learner paths.” More specifically, there is the way the path of the

Great Vehicle is cultivated from the beginning. According to the sutras of definitive

45 dbye nal snang la don byed nus pa mi la mir snang ba lta bu yang dag kun rdzob/ snang la don bye mi nus pa tho
yor la mir snang ba lta bu log pa’i kun rdzob ste/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 47.5-47.6).

© lta ba ni/ bdag med gnyis phyin ci ma log par rtogs pa’o/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 49.4).

7 The thirty-seven qualities of enlightenment are a standard enumeration of the path in Great Vehicle
Buddhism. They are listed in the The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism (vol. 2, 184) as consisting of the
four essential recollections (dran pa nyer gghag bzhi), four correct trainings (yang dag spong bzhi), the four
supports for miraculous ability (rdzu phrul rkang bzhi), the five faculties (dbang po Inga), the five powers (stobs
Inga), the seven branches of enlightenment (byang chub yan lag bdun), and the eightfold path. The four learner
paths are the path of accumulation (zshogs lam), path of preparation (sbyor lam), the path of seeing (mihong
lam), and the path of meditation (sgom lam) (The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2, 136).



Chapter 2: Doxography in the Old Schools 91

meaning, which Lochen Dharmashri says are those of the /asz turning of the wheel of the
doctrine—the Mind Only sttras, one initially comprehends how everyone has a Buddha
Essence. Having that for a reason, one then generates the mind seeking supreme
enlightenment. This creates a meditative stabilization in which objects appear unhindered
but apprehending conceptuality is pacified. This is calm-abiding. Special insight is to view

® and having decided that all coarse

appearances according to the eight similes of illusion,*
and subtle subjects and objects are empty, one investigates empty reality and places oneself in
equipoise on the middle way free from extremes.

It is worthy to note that Lochen Dharmashri here advocates the third turning of the
wheel of doctrine as being definitive in meaning. The notion of three turnings of the wheel
of doctrine is first mentioned in Mind Only satras, such as the Sutra Unraveling the
Thought.® The first wheel is the canon of the Hearer Vehicle, now preserved as the Pali
Canon, containing the earliest stitras. The second wheel is comprised of the Mahayana sutras
on the Perfection of Wisdom, the next major stage in Buddhism’s doctrinal development.
The third and final wheel contains the later Mahayana satras that promulgate Mind Only
and Buddha Essence thought. Though the tradition views the three wheels as a doctrinal
division, they also represent a historical evolution, since Pali sutras of the first wheel were
written before the Perfection of Wisdom stutras of the second, which were written before the
Mind Only sttras of the third.

Most of the New Schools of Tibetan Buddhism take the second turning of the wheel as
definitive, following the Middle Way School of Mahayana thought. Many scholars of the

Old Schools, however, view the Mind Only scriptures, or the third turning, as definitive.

® These are being like a dream (rmi lam, svapna), illusion (sgyu mad, maya), optical illusion (mig yor,
pratibhisa), mirage (smig rgyu, marici), reflection of moon in water (chu zla, udakacandra), echo (brag cha,
partisutka), castle in the sky (dri za’i grong khyer, gandharvanagara), and a magical emanation (sprul pa, nirmita)
(The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2, 161).

“ P774, vol. 29.
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Dudjom Rinpoché also asserts this when discussing the fundamentals of the Old Schools’
doctrines. In his view, the third-wheel teachings are definitive because they differentiate
between the emptiness of conventional appearances and the emptiness of ultimate reality.

Concerning these teachings, he says:

Definitive meaning, on the other hand, is allocated to the third promulgation
because [therein] things of relative appearance are empty of their own essence
and the ultimate reality is empty of extraneous entities, so that the nature of

these [attributes] is qualitatively well distinguished and then revealed.”

The Old School adherence to the third rather than the second wheel of the doctrine has
important implications in the development of their tantric doctrine. The belief that
appearances arise from one’s own mind is evident in the self-dawning doctrine of the Secrer
Essence, where pure appearances are called the self-appearances of primordial wisdom and
impure appearances are the self-appearances of ordinary mind. Also, the substitution of an
ultimate that is an affirming negative rather than a non-affirming negative as in the Middle
Way allows for the assertion of an enlightened nature beyond the mentally created illusions.
In the Secret Essence school, the union of primordial wisdom and the sphere of reality,
emptiness, is the pure nature within all phenomena. Such a view is not possible from a
Middle Way standpoint; it reflects instead a Mind Only orientation.

The Great Vehicle practice, according to The Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, is to act
for the welfare of sentient beings through cherishing others as oneself in the post-meditation
period. This practice is composed of the six or ten perfections. As for the result, one
progresses along the ten grounds or five paths to the path of no more learning, or the
eleventh ground, the ground of thorough radiance (kun tu od kyi sa). At that point, one

discards the body that seeks to serve oneself and adopts two form bodies to work for the sake

0 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 188.
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of others. With these, one acts for the welfare of all sentient beings until cyclic existence is

emptied.

SUTRA VERSUS TANTRA

The next six vehicles of the hierarchy are all Tantric vehicles. Within the nine-fold
hierarchical classification Tantra is distinctly emphasized not only because it has the highest
berths but also because its vehicles are more numerous. In fact, Lochen Dharmashii’s
explanation of the next six vehicles begins with a discussion of Tantra’s general superiority
over Sttra.” In general, Tantra is said to be superior to Sutra because Stitra takes the causes
for Buddhahood as its path whereas Tantra uses the fruit of Buddhahood as its path. The
discussion of Tantra’s superiority begins with a standard objection brought up by a
hypothetical practitioner of the “Definition Vehicle”, i.e., Sutra. This person asks whether
the fruit that Tantra takes as a path is an already-ripened fruit or a not-yet-ripened fruit,
attempting to trap the Tantric practitioner into an absurd consequence. For, if the fruit that
is the effect of the Tantric path is already ripened, then there would be an infinite regress,
since whatever ripened fruit occurred would need to be taken again as the path, like using
last year’s fruit as this year’s seeds. On the other hand, if the fruit were not yet ripened, this
would not be taking the fruit as the path, since there has been no fruition and that which is
not ripe cannot be the final fruit. Lochen DharmashiT’s response helps elucidate the

paradigmatic shift from Sutra to Tantra:

In terms of the way it is, the entity of the fact to be obtained abides in
oneself, but in terms of realization, it is not realized. Therefore, just the
method for realizing that [entity] is designated as “taking [the result] as the

path”. [Buddhaguhya’s] Stages of the Path says:

U Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 52.5-57.3.
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Thus, primordial wisdom abides in oneself.

It is the entity of all paths and results.

Because of this identity, there is the great method.

Therefore, actualization is nothing more than bringing it out of

oneself.”

That response is countered by another question from the hypothetical Sitra opponent: when
the path actualizes a fruit that already abides in oneself, is the previously existing fruit
produced or not? Lochen Dharmashri replies that in terms of its entity the fruit is not
produced, but a manifestation and clarity of the fruit are produced at the time of
Buddhahood.

The frequently cited example, to which he likens this, is that of a prince who is to be
king wandering lost and unrecognized among the people, unaware of his true identity. When
he is recognized for who he is, he is able to rule the people. His pedigree does not change,
just the fact that he is recognized and manifests the power of royalty. This is a common
simile in this genre of literature and among the Old School Tantrics in particular. A similar
image is found in the Sublime Continuum, a Tathagatagarbha (Buddha Essence) text that is
purported to be the teaching of Maitreya, the future Buddha. In this text, the Buddha
Essence is compared to, among other things, a future king within the womb of a low-caste
mother. The Sublime Continuum is a central text for both the Mind Only movement and the
Buddha Essence movement. We have already seen how Lochen Dharmashri designates the
third turning of the wheel—the Mind Only and Buddha Essence scriptures—as the teaching
of definitive meaning. Such evidence demonstrates a strong connection between the Old

schools’ interpretation of Tantra and both of these movements. Furthermore, it appears that

52 yin tshul nas thob bya don gyi ngo bo rang la gnas kyang / rtogs tshul nas ma rtogs pas/ de rtogs pa’i thabs tsam la
lam du byed ces bdogs te/ lam rim las/ de ltar ye shes rang gnas pa/ /lam dang “bras bu kun ngo bo/ 'brel ba bdag
Pphyir thabs chen pos/ Imngon byed rang las byung bar zad/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 53.2-53.4).
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the influence of these Indian movements was stronger in the Old Schools of Tibetan
Buddhism than in the New. This is most apparently the case with the inner tantras.

The Old Schools’ predilection for the Third Wheel Scriptures is the result of an
historical process. The tantras themselves were influenced by the Mind Only and Buddha
Essence theories, following immediately on their wake historically. Like Mind Only, some
tantras see ordinary appearances as the product of one’s own mind, and like the Buddha
Essence School, some tantras describe the path as manifesting what is already there but
hidden. The OId Schools are, for obvious reasons, more closely related to an earlier form of
Tibetan Buddhism that existed prior to second dissemination beginning with Ati$a. It was
only during the second dissemination of Buddhism in Tibet that the Consequentialist
branch of the Middle Way assumed the position as the pre-eminent Buddhist philosophy.
The initial Indian patriarchs of Tibetan Buddhism, Sﬁntarak§ita and Kamalasila, founded the
Yogic Practice Autonomists, a branch of the Middle Way School that was influenced by
Mind Only School, also known as the Yogic Practice School. The Yogic Practice
Autonomists adopt the Mind Only belief that there are no external objects.” The formation
of the “Old School” as a discrete branch of Tibetan Buddhism was part of the same historical
process that formed the New Schools. However, the origins of the Old Schools stretch back
to the initial insemination of Buddhism in Tibet, when the Yogic Practice Autonomists were
most influential. It is probably the case that the Consequentialist movement was not in the
beginning as prominent as it is among present-day Tibetan Buddhists but was rather
competing with versions of the Mind Only and Buddha Essence movements. It was during
this period that the roots of the Old Schools were formed and the influences of these latter
forms of Buddhism are more wide ranging than those of the New Schools. The case could

even be made that the exclusion of the Old Schools’ tantras is a result of an inability to

53 Jeftrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness (London: Wisdom, 1983), 362.
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reconcile them with the Consequentialist worldview. In any case, the interpretation of
Tantra presented in the Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions is certainly influenced by Mind Only
and Buddha Essence teachings, as seen by the precedence given to the third turning of the
wheel of the doctrine that represents the scriptures of those schools.

In short, Lochen Dharmashri says that the Satra or Definition Vehicle is called the
Causal Vehicle, because the mind-itself (sems nyid) is taken as the cause for Buddhahood.
They assert that one attains Buddhahood by advancing to higher stages on account of the
two collections of merit and wisdom, and they take pure phenomena as the path that is the
cause for Buddhahood. In this way, they assert a cause that precedes the effect. On the other
hand, the Tantra or Secret Mantra Vehicle is called the Effect Vehicle, because they assert
that the mind-itself has the nature of the effect—enlightened form and primordial wisdom—
and primordially abides within oneself. They posit one thing that is both the cause and
effect.

At this point Lochen Dharmashri launches into an explanation of the three continuums
(rgyud gsum). The meaning of the Sanskrit word zmntra and the Tibetan word rgyud is
“continuum”. The locus classicus for the discussion of the three continuums is the
Supplemental Tantra of the Secret Assembly* It speaks of three tantras, traditionally
designated: ground, path, and fruit. The Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions describes how they
are related as one continuum. From the perspective that the primordially abiding nature
presently exists within oneself, it is called the ground or basis (gzh7). From the perspective of
identifying it through acts of knowing and engaging, thus clearing away the adventitious
defilements, it is called the path (lam). From the viewpoint of having actualized this ground
through the path, it is called the fruit, or result (‘bras bu). In fact, the Tantric Vehicle,

according to Lochen Dharmashri, does not differentiate earlier and later causes and effects.

5 This is verse 33 of chapter 18 of the Secrer Assembly. See chapter 1 for a full quotation.
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For these reasons, it is known as the Effect Vehicle, or the Vajra Vehicle, the vajra
representing an indivisible unity of reality.

The indivisibility of the conventional and ultimate truths or appearance and reality is an
important theme for the Secret Essence, and Lochen Dharmashri does not waste the
opportunity to quote from the tantra itself on this topic. The particular passage he cites
comes from the twelfth chapter, “On Collective Achievement”, though the sentiment is
repeated throughout the tantra. This kind of quote is often used in the commentarial

tradition to demonstrate that Buddhahood lies within:

Complete Buddhahood will not be found
In any of the four times or ten directions.
The mind-itself is complete Buddhahood.
Do not look for Buddhahood elsewhere.”

Both the higher and lower tantras take the effect as the path. In the lower tantras, one does
so through wisdom and the full number of ritual steps. In the higher tantras, there is nothing
apart from the object of attainment, the effect. There is no progressing to that which has
been ripened. Instead, the fruit itself is taken as the entity of the path, which is the means for
its own manifestation. In the outer tantras, practitioners meditate viewing the enlightened
form, speech, and mind of a deity, and in the inner tantras, they cultivate the realization that
all phenomena have the nature of the mandala of enlightened form, speech, and mind. Thus,
both groups take the effect as the path.

Previous teachers have also asserted that the difference between Sutra and Tantra is
whether or not they are able to take conventionalities as the path. In the Perfection Vehicle,

another name for the Sttra Vehicle, the ultimate truth is the thing to be realized or achieved,

> i nyid las/ dus bzhi phyogs beu gang nas kyang / rdzogs pa’i sangs rgyas brnyes mi ‘gyur/ /sems nyid rdzogs pa’i

sangs rgyas te/ /sangs rgyas gghan du ma ‘tshol zhi/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 54.4-54.5). Cf., Secret Essence,
Tb.417, 191.4-191.5; Secret Essence, Tk.218, 38.4-38.5.
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and conventional truths are to be abandoned. However, in Mantra, since conventionally one
practices with equality towards all phenomena, they take conventionalities as the path
without abandoning them. Tantra is thus superior to Sutra because it is not partial to one of

the two truths. Lochen Dharmashri again quotes Buddhaguhya as an proponent of this view.

INNER VERSUS OUTER TANTRA

Having discussed the difference between Sutra and Tantra, Lochen Dharmashri next turns to
the various grades of tantra. The New Schools classify Tantra according to a fourfold
doxographical scheme: Action Tantra, Performance Tantra, Yoga Tantra, and Highest Yoga
Tantra. The first three are also called the lower tantras; the last group contains the higher
tantras. The highest category is further divided into three sub-categories: Father, Mother,
and Non-Dual tantras. However, among the Old Schools, these sub-divisions of the highest
category, or something similar, are raised to the level of primary categories. The three lower
tantric vehicles are called the “outer tantras of austerity” (phyi thub pa rgyud), and they are
surpassed by three highest tantric vehicles, called the “inner tantras of method” (nang thabs
kyi rgyud). The three inner tantra groups—Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga—are
considered superior and therefore come at the top of the hierarchy.

Lochen Dharmashri says that according to the teachings of the four main disciples of
Dropukpa, the third patriarch of the Zur lineage,” there are five main differences between
the inner and outer tantras. They differ by way of view, how they attain feats, initiation,
practice, and effect. In terms of view, the inner tantras realize the identity of mind itself,
whereas the outer tantras do not. As for how they attain feats, the outer tantras attain feats by
hoping and asking the wisdom deity, but the inner tantras see the feats within the person,
him or herself, since the mind-itself appears on its own as the mandala of enlightened form

and primordial wisdom. With regard to initiation, the outer tantras do not have the higher

% zur lugs. The Zur lineage is one of the Tibetan interpretive traditions of the Secrer Essence.
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three supreme initiations, whereas the inner tantras take those as their main ones. As for their
practice, in the inner tantras one is able to practice with a method that uses the twenty
phenomena of cyclic existence.” In the outer tantras, one cannot do this. Finally, in terms of
the effect, the outer tantras achieve their result in three, five, or seven lifetimes, whereas the
inner tantras achieve it in this very life. Other Tibetan scholarly opinions concerning the
difference between the outer and inner tantras are also recorded in the Lord of Secrets’ Oral
Instructions. The one worth noting, however, is that of Drolmawa Samdrup Dorjé (1295-
1376 CE) and Yungténpa Dorjepel (1284-1365 CE).”® These two great scholars were the
inheritors of the uninterrupted lineage from Dropukpa, the third patriarch of the Zur
lineage.” According to their textual lineages, the inner tantras assert that the three—view,

practice, and meditation—are indifferentiable, but the outer tantras do not.

THE ACTION TANTRA VEHICLE

Within the upper six tantric vehicles, Lochen DharmashrT first describes the three outer
tantras—Action, Performance, and Yoga.® The initial of these is Action Tantra. The Lord of

Secrets’ Oral Instructions defines Action Tantra as:

That which is a method whereby, through realizing the purity that is free
from the four extremes as the ultimate truth, one conventionally hopes and

strives for other feats.®!

*” The twenty phenomena are viewing each of the five aggregates as either the self, a possession of the self, part
of the self, or the container of the self.

*® These two commentators are often listed together as sgrol g.yung gnyis (e.g., Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions,
59.3).

 See The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 666-668 for their hagiographies. See The Nyingma
School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 650ff. for their lineage. This section of the translation in The Nyingma
School of Tibetan Buddhism is mistakenly labeled “Biographies of the Rong Tradition”, when in fact it concerns
the lineage of the Zur System.

0 The section on Action Tantra is from Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 59.5-63.1.

S don dam par mtha’ bzhi dang bral ba’i dag par riogs pas kun rdzob tu dngos grub gghan la re zhing risol ba'i
thabs su gyur pa/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 59.5).
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This vehicle is called “Action Tantra” (bya ba’i rgyud, kriyatantra), because it primarily
teaches the performance of external actions and the attainment of external feats, which
involve conventionalities. It is also divided into entrance, view, ethics, conduct, cultivation,
and result. The entrance for Action Tantra has two parts: the initial entrance that serves to
ripen the individual or initiation and the entrance of activities. The initial entrance is
through the water and crown initiations and their accessories, which serve to make the
student into a suitable vessel for the teachings of this vehicle. The entrance through actions is
by way of three activities: bathing (kbrus, snata), cleanliness (gtsang sbra, fuchi), and purity
(dag pa, suddhi). In this context, purity is threefold: purity of the deities and mandala, purity
of substances and enjoyments, and purity of mantra and meditative stabilization.

The view is described in terms of the two truths, conventional truths (kun rdzob bden pa)
and the ultimate truth (don dam bden pa). For the ultimate truth Action Tantra asserts that
the mind-itself (sems nyid) is the primordial wisdom of empty clarity that is devoid of the
four extremes of existence, non-existence, appearance and emptiness. In the previous section,
we saw that the Bodhisattva Vehicle divides conventional truths into correct and false
conventionalities. Action Tantra takes both of these as false conventional truths. They assert
that correct conventional truths are the good qualities of realizing reality appearing as the
mandala of the three families of deities.”

Ethics in the Action Tantra Vehicle consists of eleven vows. There are five root vows,
which deal mainly with cleanliness. These are the vows not to sleep on a throne, not to eat
meat, not to drink beer, not to eat garlic, and not to eat radishes.”” The branch vows are not

to abandon the three jewels, not to abandon Bodhisattvas, not to abandon mantra, not to

52 The three families are the Tathagata, Lotus, and Vajra families, represented respectively by Mafijusri,
Avalokite$vara, and Vajrapani.

63 sgog pa la phug bza’ mi bya (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 61.4). While Chandra Das (1202) defines
phug as “the radish: in Tibet a large round white root, not long and forked,” it appears from the Sanskrit term,
mila, and the use of lz phug in other Tibetan compounds, such as gung la phug (carrot), that the term has a
broader meaning.
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abandon the seal (phyag rgya, mudra), not to abandon the vajra and bell, and not to abandon
the deity and lama.

The cultivation or meditation in Action Tantra is divided into that with signs and that
without signs. Meditation with signs is generating the pledge-being, or oneself visualized as
the deity, by way of a meditation known as the six deities (/ba drug). The six deities refers to
six stages in the meditative process. These are 1) meditation on one’s emptiness as equivalent
to the chosen deity’s emptiness (the deity of emptiness, stong pa nyid kyi lha), 2) meditation
on the sounds of the chosen deity’s mantra emerging from that emptiness (the sound deity,
sgra’i lha), 3) meditation on the letters of the mantra appearing on a moon-disc (the letter
deity, yi ge’i lha), 4) meditation on these letters transforming into the form of the chosen
deity (the form deity, gzugs kyi lha), 5) meditation on the sealing the visualization of oneself
as the deity using hand-signs, or mudras (the seal deity, phyag rgya’i lha), and 6) meditation
on oneself as the deity (the sign deity, mtshan ma’i [ba).** Then, having invited the wisdom
being and making offerings, praising, and repeating mantra for it, one views the wisdom
deity, i.e., the actual deity, the way a servant views their master and receives feats. The
meditation without signs occurs after those six, when one’s mind is placed in the purity of
non-observation devoid of the four extremes, even though there are appearances from
cultivating the deities with signs. In this way, one simultaneously meditates on each of the
two truths.

The activities of Action Tantra are six fold. These are the astrological calculations for
appropriate times of action, eating, dressing, cleaning, austerities for stabilizing one’s
observation, and the repetition of mantras. The final subdivision of Action Tantra is how
they attain the result, or the effect of Buddhahood. Lochen Dharmashri says that Action

Tantras assert the attainment of the level of Vajra Holder in one of the three families. This

% H.H. the Dalai Lama, Tsong-ka-pa, and Jeffrey Hopkins, Deity Yoga (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 1987), 104-110.
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level has the nature of the three enlightened forms—the Form Body, the Complete
Enjoyment Body, and the Truth Body—and the five primordial wisdoms—the primordial
wisdom of the sphere of reality, the mirror-like primordial wisdom, the primordial wisdom
of equality, the primordial wisdom of individual concepts, and the primordial wisdom of
accomplishing activities. This effect is achieved in seven lifetimes.

The Action Tantra Vehicle represents the earliest form of Tantric practice. Heavily
influenced by Hinduism, it incorporates aspects of pija—or offerings to the deities, the
Brahmanical notion of purity, and the notion of subordination to the deity. Though the
exact dating is difficult to establish, these tantras most likely developed during the late
seventh century C.E. Discussing both the Hindu influence on and the approximate date for

one Action Tantra, the Manjusrimilakalpa, Glenn Wallis has this to contribute:

For the purposes of this study, it is sufficient to note that the Mmk
documents a form of Buddhism that was prevalent from, at the latest, the
eighth century C.E. The strongest evidence for this is indirect: identical cultic
patterns are recorded in Saiva and Vaisnava ritual texts. These texts are dated

from the seventh to the ninth centuries with more certainty.®

The influence of Hindu ritual texts continued in other forms of Buddhist tantras as well,
including Mahayoga. However, Action Tantras appear to be the earliest evidence of such
influence at the time when Tantric forms of religion were developing in both Hinduism and
Buddhism, during the seventh century C.E. From this perspective, it may be hypothesized
Action Tantra represents the earliest form of Buddhist Tantra, a mixture of Hindu beliefs

(monism, devotionalism, and ritualism) with Mind Only and Buddha Essence thought.

% Glenn Wallis, Mediating the Power of the Buddbas: Ritual in the Manju$rimilakalpa (New York: SUNY Press,
2002), 10.
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THE DUAL TANTRA VEHICLE

The second tantric vehicle is here called the “Dual Tantra Vehicle” (gnyis ka’i rgyud), because
it takes some of its features from the previous vehicle, Action Tantra, and others it takes from

* In other doxographies, this vehicle is called

the following vehicle, Yoga Tantra.®
Performance Tantra (spyod rgyud, caryatantra). But Lochen Dharmashri focuses on its

intermediate position and thus describes this vehicle as:

That which is a method for achieving feats through performing the view and
meditation according to Yoga [Tantra] and by conducting oneself according

to Action [Tantra].”

This vehicle is called the Dual Tantra Vehicle, because it equally practices both the external
activities of body and speech like Action Tantra and the inner yoga of the mind like Yoga
Tantra. It has the same six divisions as the previous vehicles: entrance, view, ethics,
cultivation, practice, and effect. As with all the Tantric vehicles there are two parts to its
entrance—initiations and activities for engaging the doctrine. In addition to the water and
crown initiations, Dual Tantras add the three initiations of vajra, bell, and name. Its
activities for engaging the doctrine are the same as Action Tantra, as is its ethics, and
practice. Its view and cultivation or meditative stabilization are, on the other hand, like
those of Yoga Tantra. Finally, with regard to Dual Tantra’s fruit, the Old Schools assert that
one attains the level of Vajra Holder of one of four families. These are the classic five
families—the Buddha family, the Vajra family, the Jewel family, the Lotus family, and the
Action family—with the Action family subsumed under the Jewel family. The fruit of the

Dual Tantras is achieved within five human lifetimes.

 Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 63.1-64.2.
7 Jta sgom yo ga dang / spyod pa bya ba ltar spyod pas dngos grub sgrub pa’i thabs su gyur pa/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral
Instructions, 63.1-63.2).
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The intermediate category of the Dual Tantras is a result of the later systematization of
an earlier historical evolution. Yoga Tantras are clearly different from Action Tantras and
developed after them. When Yoga Tantra was differentiated as a distinct category from
Action Tantra, certain texts from the intermediate developmental period could not be
classified as either group because they contained aspects of both. The “dual tantra” category
was necessary to classify these intermediate tantras, since they were in part Action Tantras
and in part Yoga Tantras. It is interesting to note that authors of the New Schools tend to
avoid the name “Dual Tantras” preferring instead the title “Performance Tantra”. Is this
because they are embarrassed by the historical evolution implied by that term? In any case,
the second tantric vehicle likely represents the next phase of development on Tantric

Buddhism found in such texts as the Enlightenment of Vairocana Tantra.

THE YOGA TANTRA VEHICLE

The third tantric vehicle and last of the outer tantras is the Yoga Tantra vehicle.®® As the
name suggestions, there is a close connection between this vehicle and that of the Secrer
Essence, Mahayoga. Evidence suggests that at one point in time, the term, Mahayoga, was
employed to refer to all of Tantra.”” It was only with the advent of a certain cycle of tantras,
the Illusion Net cycle, that Mahayoga became a distinct philosophical school. That school
borrowed heavily from its precursor, Yoga Tantra. Therefore, an understanding of Yoga
Tantra is crucial to the understanding of Mahayoga. Yoga Tantra gets its name from the

prominence it gives to inner, mental yoga or meditation. Lochen Dharmashri describes its as:

8 Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 64.2-68.3.
% K. W. Eastman, “Mahayoga Texts at Tun-huang” in Bulletin of Institute of Buddhist Cultural Studies Rywkoku
University (Kyoto, 1983), No. 22, 44.



Chapter 2: Doxography in the Old Schools 105

[A method] that asserts the effect is achieved through striving to adopt good
conceptions and abandon bad ones, designating the ultimate as the blessing

of signless reality and the conventional as the deities of the vajra sphere.”

Yoga Tantra still has the notion of adopting what is good and abandoning what is bad.
However, their notion relates less to activities than to conceptions, which are the primary
objects judged as good or bad. Yoga Tantra views the ultimate to be the “blessing of signless
reality” and the conventional appearance, including oneself, are viewed as “deities of the vajra
sphere”. This vehicle is called Yoga Tantra (rnal ‘byor rgyud), because in it one mainly does or
demonstrates inner yoga (nang gi rnal "byor).

Yoga Tantra’s entrance is also divided into initiations and actions. As for initiations, it
has six. In addition to the five knowledge initiations (rig pa’i dbang Inga) of the Dual
Tantras, there is also the initiation of the vajra master (rdo rje slob dpon gyi dbang). The
entrance through actions is to engage in the doctrine by way of the meditative stabilization
with signs (mishan bcas kyi ting nge dzin), that is meditating on the form of a deity and the
aspects of the mandala, and the meditative stabilization without signs (mzshan med kyi ting
nge dzin), namely meditating on emptiness via the visualized deity.

Yoga Tantra’s view is like the previous tantric vehicles a view of the two truths. For
them, the ultimate truth is the emptiness that is the clear-light nature of all phenomena
which is devoid of the signs of elaboration. With regard to conventional truths, there are
false conventional truths that are the same as before, namely mistaken and non-mistaken
ordinary appearances (e.g., a mirage and a cow), and correct conventional truths, in which

everything that appears does so as the mandala of the vajra-sphere, the blessing of realizing

7Y don dam mtshan ma med pa’i chos nyid kyi byin rlabs kun rdzob rdo rje dbyings kyi lhar brtags te rtog pa bzang
ngan blang dor gyi rtsol bas "bras bu bsgrub par dod pa/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 64.2-64.3)
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reality. Therefore, they assert that these ordinary appearances, designated as autonomous by
beings, do not actually exist.

The ethics of the Yoga Tantra Vehicle are the general vows of the five families
mentioned in the Vajra Peak. One initially generates the mind of enlightenment and then
assiduously does the training of the three ethics (zshul khrims gsum kyi bslab pa).”" Finally, one
practices the particular ethics of Yoga Tantra. This consists of fourteen vows, divided among
the Buddha five families in the following manner.”

The three commitments of Vairocana:

1. Not to disparage one’s master,
2. Not to transgress the three levels of vows,
3. Not to have anger toward one’s vajra-brothers and sisters,

The four commitments of Aksobhva:

4. Not to abandon loving kindness toward sentient beings,
5. Not to abandon the mind of enlightenment,
6. Not to disparage the Doctrine,

7. Not to divulge the secret of Tantra to those who are unprepared,

7! It is unclear what is referred to here. The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism (vol. 2, 113) mentions the
three general commitments of tantra (spyi7 dam tshig gsum). These are taking refuge, generating the mind of
enlightenment, and the bodhisattva vow. However, given that Lochen Dharmashri mentions generating the
altruistic mind of enlightenment as preceding these three ethics, these are probably not the three referred to
here.

7 Lochen Dharmashri only provides the number of vows associated with each of the five main Buddhas. This
has been correlated in order to the list of the fourteen vows provided in F. D. Lessing and Alex Wayman, trans.,
Introduction to the Buddhist Tantric Systems (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1978; reprint, 1993), 328, and
reiterated in The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2, 172.
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The four commitments of Ratnasambhava:

8. Not to abuse the five aggregates as they are the five Buddha families,
9. Not to be prejudiced toward any phenomena, because all are pure,
10. Not to forsake compassion toward evil beings that harm Buddhism,
11. Not to conceptualize the indescribable nature,

The one vow of Amitayus:

12. Not to have bad thoughts about those who believe,

The two commitments of Amoghasiddhi:

13. Not to transgress the vows that have been taken,

14. Not to disparage women, who are the incarnation of wisdom.

In another collection, thirteen commitments are described, by adding two uncommon
commitments to the eleven commitments of Action Tantra.”” A anonymous scripture (ji skad
du) is quoted saying the two uncommon commitments are not to drink water and not to
swear, but this could be an example of the enigmatic language tantras employed to hide their
true meaning behind metaphors.”

The cultivation of Yoga Tantra clearly falls in the arena of meditation. Whereas in the
previous two tantra groups cultivation involved action, here it refers strictly to inner
meditation. In the Tibetan, a single word is used, &sgom, because meditation is considered a

form of cultivation. In Yoga Tantra, there is yoga with signs and yoga without signs. Yoga

7% The collection is enigmatically called the byed phrul sde (Lord of Secrets” Oral Instructions, 66.1), which The
Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism translates as the Miraculous Key to the Storehouse (vol. 2, 252). It may be
that byed phrul sde is a scribal error for bang mdzod phrul lde, on which see note 94 below.

7 The relevant part of the passage says: lung geig chu la mi btung zhing / Inyams dang kba mi bsre ba bsrung /
(Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 66.2).



Chapter 2: Doxography in the Old Schools 108

with signs is described as cultivating a yoga of male and female deities that has the four seals
(phyag rgya bzhi) by way of the five manifestations of enlightenments (mngon byang Inga) and
the four miracles (cho phrul bzhi). This needs to be unpacked a bit.” In the outer three
tantras, one meditates on deities, which is equivalent to yoga with signs, but those deities are
generally in isolation. In Yoga Tantra, the male and female deities are visualized. However,
they are not imagined to be in union with their consorts.”

These visualized deities are secured or sealed by the four seals. These are the seal of
commitment (dam tshig gi phyag rgya, samayamudra), the seal of the doctrine (chos kyi phyag
rgya, dharmamudra), the seal of action (las kyi phyag rgya, karmamudra), and the great seal
(phyag rgya chen po, mahamudra). The great seal is related to the enlightened form of a
Buddha. It seals or secures the mind-basis-of-all as the mirror-like primordial wisdom. The
seal of the doctrine is related to the enlightened speech of a Buddha. It seals or secures the
intellect as the primordial wisdom of individual concepts. The seal of action is related to the
enlightened activity of a Buddha, and it seals the sense consciousnesses as the primordial
wisdom of accomplishing activities. The seal of commitment is related to the enlightened
mind of a Buddha. It seals or secures the afflicted mentality as the primordial wisdom of
sameness. In Yoga Tantra, one first creates the visualized deity or commitment-being and
then invites the actual wisdom-being into it, viewing the deity without judgment like a
friend or a sibling.

The five manifestations of enlightenments describe a process of meditation, which is
shared among Yoga Tantras and Mahayoga Tantras. It describes a gradual process of creative
visualization that is said to parallel the Buddha’s meditation in the highest heaven. The
initial step is called emptiness (stong pa nyid). Here, everything is dissolved into emptiness.

From within that focus on emptiness, a lunar disc appears. This is the step of the lunar-seat

7> The following explanation is from The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 355-356.
76 Tulku Thondup, Buddha Mind, 21.
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(zla gdan) and represents compassion. On top of the lunar disc, one visualizes the seed
syllables (yig bru) that represents the deity about to be visualized. The seed syllables is the
enlightened speech of that deity. The fourth step is when the seed-syllables is transformed
into the hand-symbol (phyag mishan) of the respective deity. The hand-symbol is said to
represent the deity’s enlightened mind. The fifth and final step is when the hand-symbol
transforms into the actual form of the deity. This is called thorough completion (yongs
rdzogs) and represents the deity’s enlightened form. The five manifestations of enlightenment
are thus composed of symbolic representations for emptiness, compassion, and the
enlightened body, speech, and mind of a Buddha. The parallel process that the practitioner
undergoes is aided by the four miracles. The four miracles are the means whereby one
practices and therefore the basis for any accomplishment that occurs through practice. They
are in no apparent order the miracle of meditative stabilization (#ing nge dzin), the miracle of
empowerment (dbang bskur), the miracle of blessing (byin gyis rlob), and the miracle of
offerings (mchod pa).

In the yoga without signs one places oneself in an equanimity where there is no duality
between the ultimate signless entity and primordial wisdom’s appearance factor in which the
blessings of the ultimate appear as a deity. In terms of practice, using the regimen of
cleanliness as an aid, they mainly meditate on a deity, and thereby accomplish the welfare of
both self and other. The effect of full Buddhahood with the three bodies and five wisdoms is
said to be achieved in three human life-times.

The connection between Yoga Tantra and Mahayoga Tantra is demonstrated by
similarities in their lists of canonical texts. Both traditions adhere to a group of eighteen
tantras among which there are three texts shared in common. The list of eighteen Mahayoga
Tantra will be discussed in chapter four. The group of eighteen tantras within Yoga Tantra is
known primarily through Chinese sources. One such source is Amoghavajra’s Indications of

the Goals of the Eighteen Assemblies of Yoga of the Adamantine Pinnacle Scripture (Ch. chin-
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kang-ting ching yii-ch’ieh shih-pa-hui chib-kuei, Jp. kongo-gyo-yuga jahachie shiki), which has
been translated by Rolf Giebel.”” In the list of eighteen Yoga tantras given by Amoghavajra,
there are three titles also found in the list of eighteen Mahayoga tantras: the Union of All
Buddhas (sangs rgyas thams cad mnyam sbyor, Buddhasamayoga), the Glorious Supreme
Beginning (dpal mchog dang po, Sriparamadya), and the Secret Assembly (gsang ba’i ‘dus pa,
guhyasamaja). In an unpublished paper presented to the 26™ International Conference of
Orientalists in Tokyo, Japan in 1981, Kenneth Eastman first brought forth the connection
between the two collections. He notes that 7The Compendium of Principles and the Ner of
Illusion occupy similar positions in relation to their eighteen text cycles, as large composite
works that were subsequently divided into eighteen parts. He also remarks on the similarities
between Jianamitra’s commentary on the 150 stanza Perfection of Wisdom and the Mahayoga
tradition. Finally, he demonstrates that the original translation of the Secrer Assembly Tantra
is most likely attributable to Vimalamitra and dates it around 795 C.E. In conclusion, he

states:

I believe that I am justified now in hypothesizing that the two collections

stem from a single archetype.”

Other similarities between the two systems also support this hypothesis. Both traditions
speak of the five manifest enlightenments (mngon byang Inga, pancabhisambodpi), the three
meditative stabilizations (¢ting nge dzin gsum, *trayasamadhi), and the five families (rigs Inga,
pancakula). While the last enumeration is found in most of the tantras that date after 7he
Compendium of Principles, it does not occur in the preceding two tantric vehicles. They also

both contain sections on the subjugation of Siva, or Mahesvara. This story appears only to be

77 Rolf W. Giebel, “The Chin-kang-ting ching yii-ch’ieh shih-pa-hui chih-kuei: An Annotated Translation” in
Journal of Naritasan Institute for Buddbist Studies, no. 18 (1995), 107-201.

78 Kenneth Eastman, “The Eighteen Tantras of the Vajrasckhara/mayajala,” presented to the 26™ International
Conference of Orientalists in Japan. Tokyo, May 8%, 1981.
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found in the Yoga Tantra and Mahayoga Tantra corpuses. From a historical perspective, it
appears then that the Mahayoga Tantras developed out of a body of belief and practice that

eventually came to be designated as the Yoga Tantras.

THE MAHAYOGA TANTRA VEHICLE

The next three sets of tantras represent the highest vehicles in the Old Schools™ system.”
These are Mahayoga also called the Tantras (rgyud); Anuyoga, or the Transmissions (/ung),
and Atiyoga, or the Quintessential Instructions (man ngag). There are different opinions on
how to differentiate these three categories of scriptures. However, Lochen Dharmashri give
precedence to the Zur tradition’s interpretation. The Zur tradition (zur lugs) represents one
of two main streams of interpretation concerning the Secrer Essence. The other is called the
Rong-Long tradition (rong klong lugs), after its two most famous proponents, Rongzom
Chékyizangpo (11" century) and Longchen Rapjam (1308-1363). The main difference
between the two is the hermeneutical approach each takes. The Rong-Long tradition
interprets the three inner vehicles from the perspective of Atiyoga, whereas the Zur tradition
interprets the three as distinct traditions with unique viewpoints.

As for how to differentiate the three inner tantric vehicles, the Zur tradition says that in
Mahayoga all phenomena are realized to be the display (cho phrul) of mind-itself, the
indifferentiability of appearance and emptiness. In Anuyoga all phenomena are realized to be
the energy of mind-itself (7#s2)), the non-duality of the sphere and primordial wisdom. In
Atiyoga, all phenomena are realized to be the self-appearances (rang snang) of self-arising
primordial wisdom, the primordial, unimpeded production. This ranking of views represents

a gradual merging of the two truths into a single indifferentiable entity. In Mahayoga,

7 Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 68.3-74.6. The discussion on Mahayoga is prefaced by a general discussion
on the three inner tantra sets. The Mahayoga section actually begins at Lord of Secrets” Oral Instructions, 70.3.
This whole section of the Lord of Secret’s Oral Instructions appears to have been used wverbatim in Diijom
Rinpoché’s The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism as part of the “Recapitulation of the Resultant Vehicles”,
The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 357-363.
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conventional truths are the display of the ultimate truth, like the image produced on a screen
by a projector and the projector itself. In Anuyoga, conventional truths are the energy of the
ultimate truth, like the image of a TV screen and the TV screen. In Atiyoga, conventional
truths are the appearances of primordial wisdom itself, for which there is no appropriate
analogy, though perhaps the relationship between dream images and the mind is closest. The
“special conventional truths” are viewed as more external to the ultimate truth in Mahayoga
than in Atiyoga, where they are merged into a single entity. This is the Zur tradition’s most
prevalent interpretation of the difference between the three inner Tantras.

Other opinions are that Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga respectively focus on practice
(spyod pa), meditative stabilization (ting nge dzin), and view (lta ba); or that they respectively
emphasize the generation stage, completion stage, and a meditation that is free from such
efforts; or that they respectively have a great focus on the ten topics of tantra, a lesser focus
on them, or no focus at all on them. Finally, Longchenpa’s opinion is that Mahayoga tantras
are the father tantras that have the nature of method and are taught for the sake of trainees
with strong anger and a predominance of conceptuality; Anuyoga tantras are the mother
tantras that have the stage of completion on the empty suchness and are taught for trainees
with great desire and who enjoy mental abiding (sems gnas pa), and Atiyoga tantras are the
non-dual tantras taught for trainees who have great ignorance and strive at activities. This
interpretation, belonging to the Rong-Long system, differentiates the three inner tantras by
method and not view, as the Zur tradition does. This is because for the Rong-Long system,
the single view is the Atiyoga view, and the three inner tantras merely represent three
different perspectives of the same view. Such a reductionism, where everything is reduced to
Atiyoga, pervades Longchenpa’s writing, which are therefore more useful for understanding
the Atiyoga school than they are for understanding Mahayoga.

Mahayoga is the first of the three inner tantra groups and so is the next that Lochen

Dharmashri describes. The Secret Essence Tantra is one of the most important tantras within
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the Mahayoga vehicle and is called the root tantra (r#sa rgyud) by the Zur tradition and the
general tantra on enlightened mind (spyi7 thugs rgyud) by the Rong-Long system.® Lochen

Dharmashri defines Mahayoga tantra as:

That which has the nature of attaining liberation through the union of
realization and cultivation with respect to the meaning of the superior
indifferentiable truth by way of mainly relying on method or the stage of

generation.”

In the Mahayoga vehicle liberation is achieved through a union of realization and cultivation
of the truth. The truth of which it speaks is the superior indifferentiable truth (/bag pa bden
pa dbyer med), the single entity where the superior conventional truth and the superior
ultimate truth are inseparably mixed. The superior ultimate truth from an ontological
standpoint is the sphere of reality (chos kyi dbyings); from an epistemological standpoint it is
primordial wisdom (ye shes), and from a teleological perspective it is enlightened body (skx),
speech (gsung), mind (#hugs), qualities (yon ran), and activities (phrin las). These are “the
seven riches of the ultimate” (don dam dkor bdun), the conceptual divisions of the superior
ultimate truth. The superior conventional truth is the fact that conventional appearances are
a display (cho phrul) of the ultimate. The truth realized by the Mahayoga vehicle is the
indifferentiable union of these two truths. The realization and cultivation of this
indifferentiable truth are achieved through practicing the rites of the stage of generation,

where the mandala of peaceful and wrathful deities is visualized through a ritualized

% The source for the Zur tradition is a hand-written list I obtained from Khenpo Namdrsl at Nam-drél-ling
Monastery in Byllakupe, India. The source for Rong-Long system is Long-chen-rab-jam-ba, sngags kyi spyi don
tshangs dbyangs ‘brug sgra (Sarnath: Nyingma Student’s Welfare Committee, Central Institute of Higher
Tibetan Studies, n.d.), 27ff.

SU thabs bskyed pa’i rim pa la gtso bor brten pa’i sgo nas lhag pa bden pa dbyer med kyi don la rtogs goms kyi sbyor
bas grol ba thob pa’i rang bzhin no/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 70.3-70.4).



Chapter 2: Doxography in the Old Schools 114

meditative generation, which includes the five manifestations of enlightenment. The stage of
generation is also generically called method (#habs).

Mahayoga in Sanskrit means “Great Yoga”. It is called by that name because Mahayoga
is superior to external Yoga Tantra, since in Mahayoga the awareness is joined to the
meaning of non-duality. As for the six subtopics, its entrance is by way of initiation and
action. Mahayoga has four levels of initiation. It shares the vase initiation (bum dbang) with
the three outer tantra classifications, but it adds the three higher initiations: the secret
initiation (gsang bang, guhyibhiseka), the primordial wisdom initiation (ye shes dbang,
jnanabhiseka), and the word/meaning initiation, known in Sanskrit as “the fourth one” (zhig
don dbang, caturtha). In terms of action, one enters Mahayoga through the practice of the
three meditative stabilizations. These are:

1. the yoga of great emptiness (stong pa chen po’i rnal *byor) that focuses on wisdom,

2. the meditative stabilization on compassionate illusion (snying rje sgyu ma) that is the

method,

3. the meditative stabilization of the coarse and subtle seals (phyag rgya phra rags), the

visualization of one’s inner deities.

These three meditative stabilizations are part of the stage of generation.” They are the
entrance for Mahayoga, because Mahayoga is a path that mainly teaches the stage of
generation.

The view in Mahayoga is also described in terms of ultimate and conventional truths. In
Mahayoga it is asserted that the ultimate truth is spontaneously present as the essential cause
but appears only to an awareness free from conceptual elaborations. Conventional truths are

asserted to be the whole collection of conceptuality (rz0g #shogs), the energy of the ultimate

82 In the Key to the Treasury the last category, the coarse and subtle seals, is broken down into three parts—the
single seal (phyag rgya geig pa), the elaborated seal (phyag rgya spros beas), and the group achievement (zshogs
sgrub)—thus making five meditative stabilizations. See chapter 5, page 413ff., below.
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truth, appearing on its own as the mandala of enlightened form and primordial wisdom.
However, it is not that one or the other predominates; they appear equally as a single
indifferentiable entity. Though it can be described in that way, the truth is said to transcend
thought or expression, because such indifferentiability is beyond conception.

There are different ways to discuss the ethics of Mahayoga, according to Lochen
Dharmashri. They can broadly be divided into practicing fourteen vows of Yoga Tantra, etc.,
and practicing the knowledge that the five meats, which are prohibited in other systems, have
the nature of five nectars. The root tantra, the Secret Essence, describes five root vows and ten
secondary ones. However, the Early Translation’s unique phraseology speaks of Mahayoga’s
twenty-eight vows. These are:

The three root vows:
1. viewing all objects as enlightened form,
2. viewing all sounds as enlightened speech, and
3. viewing all thoughts as enlightened mind,

The twenty-five ancillary vows:
4-8.  five activities to be practiced (spyad bya Inga)—the rites of union (sbyor) and
liberation (sgrol),
9-13. five things not to be abandoned (mi spang bya Inga)—the five afflictive
emotions,
14-18. five thing to be adopted (dang du slang bya Inga)—the five nectars,
19-23. five things to be known (shes bya Inga)—the aggregates, elements, objects,

sacraments, and predispositions,
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24-28. five things to be achieved (sgrub bya Inga)—enlightened form, speech, mind,

qualities, and attributes.”

The meditation or cultivation of Mahayoga is broken down into two systems, representing
the two major scriptural divisions of this vehicle, the Achievement class (sgrub sde) and the
Tantra class (rgyud sde). The system taught mainly in the Achievement class of scriptures
focuses on eight different deities. Their meditation refers to a combination of ritual action
and visualization, formally called “means of achievement” (sgrub thabs, siadhana), because it is
the way to achieve feats, either mundane magical powers or the supreme feat of
enlightenment. In the Old Schools’ Mahayoga vehicle, these have been given a separate
classification from the tantras, because they represent a different genre. The Tantra class is
more philosophically oriented, focusing on ontology and epistemology, whereas the
Achievement class is more practically oriented, focusing on visualization and the ritual
techniques. The eight subclasses of the Achievement category are broken down into five
classes for achieving wisdom-deities and three classes of common achievements. The first five
are described by Lochen Dharmashri as follows:

1. Achievements for the enlightened form of the Ones-gone-to-bliss in dependence

upon the four psychic centers of the Enlightened Form of Mafijuéri,**
2. Achievements for the enlightened speech of the lotus in dependence on the three

neighs of Hayagriva,”

8 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2, 182.

84 Jam dpal gyi sku “khor lo bzhi la brten nas bde gshegs sku’i sgrub pa (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 72.4). The
four centers are each connected to different area’s of MafjuérT’s enlightened body. They are the center of
abiding reality (gnas kyi khor lo) associated with MafijuérT’s secret place or groin, the center of existence (srid
pa’i khor lo) associated with his navel, the center of severing (gcod pa’i ‘khor lo) associated with the arms of the
deity, and the center of emanation (sprul pa’i “khor lo) associated with his legs and feet (7he Nyingma School of
Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2, 126).

8 rta skad thengs gsum la brten nas padma gsung gi sgrub pa (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 74.2-74.3). The
three neighs are equated with the three continuums of the ground, path, and fruit (7he Nyingma School of
Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2, 118)
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3. Achievements for the enlightened mind of the vajra, Heruka, in dependence upon
the single achievement of the authentic, self-arisen primordial wisdom, the awareness
of enlightened mind,*

4. Achievements for the enlightened qualities of the nectars, Vajramrta, teaching that all
phenomena of cyclic existence and nirvana are complete in their good qualities,*’

5. Achievements for the enlightened activity of the knife, Vajrakila, that mainly teach

the means for taming harmful creatures through sorcery,”

The three common types of achievement are described much more briefly, in the following
manner:

6. Conjuring the Female Demons (ma mo rbod grong),

7. Cursing with Fierce Mantras (drag sngags dmod pa),

8. Worldly Offerings and Praise ( jig rten mchod bstod).

These are collectively called the eight classes of the Achievement category of Mahayoga (sgrub
sde brgyad), and here they are used as categories of meditation or cultivation of the path.
While these categories are scriptural division, they also differentiate the texts according to
their practice, that is, according to which deities they take as their main one and the aim of
their practice, related to that deity.

The Tantric group (rgyud sde) of scriptures within Mahayoga are similarly differentiated
according to their meditative practice. The Tantra class contains the well known group of
eighteen tantras that have a connection with a similar group found in Chinese Buddhism.*

Lochen Dharmashri uses the same divisions for the subdivisions of this group that the New

86 thugs rig pa rang byung gi ye shes yang dag sgrub pa gcig bu la brten nas thugs rdo rje’i sgrub pa (Lord of Secrets’
Oral Instructions, 72.5).

7 khor “das kyi chos thams cad yon tan du rdzogs par ston pa bdud risi yon tan gyi sgrub pa (Lord of Secrets’ Oral
Instructions, 72.5).

8 mngon spyod kyi las kyis gdug pa can “dul ba’i thabs gtso bor ston pa phur pa phrin las kyi sgrub pa (Lord of
Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 72.5-72.6).

* This connection is outlined in Kenneth Eastman, “The Eighteen Tantras of the Vajrasekhara/mayajala”.
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Schools of Tibetan Buddhism use to differentiate all the Highest Yoga Tantras. He says that
the Tantra class is divided into Father tantras, Mother tantras, and Non-dual tantras. The
main example of a Father tantra is the Secrer Assembly (gsang ‘dus, guhyasamaja). It focuses on
the stage of generation (bskyed rim, utpattikrama), the method side of tantric practice. This
does not mean there is no corresponding stage of completion (rdzogs rim, sampannakrama)
or wisdom side of the practice. Most, if not all, of the higher tantras have both of these
stages. However, the tantras emphasize each differently. Father tantras practice by way of a
non-conceptual, empty clarity (gsal stong rnam par mi rtog pa), using the stage of generation
as its method and in the stage of completion mainly activating the psychic winds (7/ung).
Mother tantras, on the other hand, are those such as the Swupreme Bliss (bde mchog,
cakrasamvara),” O Vajra! (kye rdo rje, hevajra), and Authentic Happiness (bde dgyes yang dag,
*samyaksukha). These have less elaboration in the stage of generation and focus mainly on
the wisdom of the stage of completion. It is said they practice by way of a non-conceptual,
empty bliss formed by mainly activating the constituent that is the psychic drop, or “mind of
enlightenment”. The Neuter (74 ning), or Non-Dual (gnyis med), Tantras are represented by
the Magical Emanation cycle. One of the main tantras of this cycle is the Secret Essence. They
practice a union of the generation and completion stages, by way of the non-conceptual

primordial wisdom of clear bliss (bde gsal mi rtog pa’i ye shes) that is generated from the

? The translation of this title presents some interesting difficulties akin to those that must have been
experienced by Tibetan translators of the Sanskrit. The Tibetans refer to this tantra with two abbreviated
names: bde mchog (Supreme Bliss) and %hor lo sdom pa (Binding Together the Wheel). The Sanskrit title
commonly used is cakrasamvara, which is composed of two parts. Cakra obviously means “wheel” (Tib. %hor
lo) with all its associated connotations. Samvara is an alternative form or corruption of the word, sambhara
(Tib. sdom pa), that which brings or binds together. However, if the word is considered not to be a corrupt
form of sambhara but a derivation from the verb samuvr, “to choose”, then samvara means “choice”. It is used
metaphorically to refer to a husband, because it is the name given to the man chosen in a
(svayamvara) marriage. If the term cakra was considered a metaphor for the woman or wife, cakrasamvara could

<

bl . »
women’s choice

then possibly mean “wife and husband”; or, if cakra refers to the mandala, then it could mean “man/husband of
the mandala”. If either of these were the case, the Tibetan’s choice of “Supreme Bliss” as a translation for this
tantra’s name would be more understandable.
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psychic channels, drops, and winds. In particular, they mainly activate the great primordial
wisdom of the clear light.

That is a general Old School description of the practice in the three subdivisions of
Mahayoga tantras. However, quoting Vimalamitra’s 7hree Stages”' Lochen Dharmashri
maintains that the Secret Essence tradition izself divides the meditation into a meditation with
signs and a meditation without signs, just as Yoga Tantra did. Meditation with signs is
divided into the stage of generation and the stage of completion. The stage of generation is
then practicing the indifferentiability of the deity and one’s thoughts mainly by way of
gradually generating the mandala through the three meditative stabilizations.” There are two
forms of this. The meditation of a believer (205 sgom) is, for example, when one meditates on
the branches of the stage of generation in a single session even though one has not attained
firmness of meditative stabilization. Definite completeness (nges rdzogs) includes the five
yogas—one on the paths of accumulation and one on each of the four sub-levels on the path
of preparation—and the four knowledge holders, who represent the paths of seeing,
meditation, and no-more-learning.” The stage of completion, in this description, refers to
the practices of manipulating the psychic winds through the psychic channels, knots, and
centers. It has two versions. The instructions concerning the upper opening of the central
channel, the one that exits the body at the crown of the head, are called the “quintessential

instructions for melting and taming” (ju dul gyi man ngag). The second version pertains to

' vim pa gsum, mayajalopadesakramatraya. P4742.

2 ting nge dzin gsum (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 73.6). These three contemplations are generally
associated with the stage of generation. Different versions are said to be found also in the Compendium of
Principles (de nyid “dus pa, tattvasamgraha) and the Secret Assembly (gsang ba’i “dus pa, guhyasamaja). Here, they
are as mentioned above: 1. the yoga of great emptiness or wisdom (shes rab stong pa chen po’i rnal byor), 2.

compassionate illusion or method (#habs snying rje sgyu ma), and 3. the subtle and coarse seals (phyag rgya phra
rags). These are also expanded into the five yogas. This appears to be a condensation of the six deities that are

found in the lower tantras.

% The five yogas are known as the “five contaminated yogas of [the paths of] accumulation and preparation”

(zag beas tshogs sbyor gyi rnal "byor Inga), and the four knowledge holders, as the “four types of uncontaminated

knowledge holder” (zag med rig dzin rnam pa bzhi).
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the lower opening in the sexual organ and is called the “quintessential instruction for the
play of the three realms” (khams gsum rol pa’i man ngag). Finally, the signless meditation in
the Secret Essence tradition’s description of Mahayoga is cultivating the meditative
stabilization on reality or suchness.

The fifth aspect of Mahayoga is its practice or activities. Lochen Dharmashri says that
in the Mahayoga vehicle one can practice anything in the world without attachment because
it is grasped by one’s confidence in skillful means. Here, he quotes from a tantric text,
entitled Miraculous Key for Opening the Vault’* This quote is illuminating because it refers to
two controversial practices within Mahayoga or ritual sex and ritual execution. The quote

goes:

In Mahayoga, the Generation [Stage],
One enjoys Tana, Gana,
And all five nectars of the sacraments,

By applying the view of the great method.”

According to The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism,’® the Sanskrit word, Tana, is
equivalent to the Tibetan word, sgro/ ba, which means “liberation”. This euphemism refers to
the practice of ritual killing that is seen as liberating a being from a negative existence and
sending them to a better rebirth. Gana is in Tibetan sbyor ba or “union” and refers to
ritualized sexual union aimed at unifying the polarized aspects of enlightenment. The five
holy substances or sacraments (dam dzas) are the five most taboo human products: semen,

urine, excrement, blood, and human flesh. Precisely because of their polluting valuation

% bang mdzod phrul lde. This appears to be Tb.159 (vol. 7, 659.1-739.2), whose main title is byang chub sems
kyi man ngag rin chen phreng ba. All of its chapters, however, refer to their text as the bang mdzod phrul gyi lde
mig.

% bskyed pa ma hi yo ga nil /ta na dang ni ga na dang / /dam dzas bdud rtsi Inga po la/ /thabs chen lta ba’i spyod pas
spyad)/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 74.5).

% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhbism, vol. 2, 24, n. 352.



Chapter 2: Doxography in the Old Schools 121

within Indian and indeed most cultures, these taboo substances were incorporated and used
in the activities of a tantric practitioner, either actually or symbolically, as a means to
transcend conceptual, dualistic distinctions. In all cases, these “enjoyments” are interpreted
as symbols of enlightenment, whether or not they are actually experienced or merely
imagined.

The sixth and last subdivision of Mahayoga is its fruit. Lochen Dharmashri says that
through Mahayoga one actualizes the essence where the five enlightened forms are
spontaneously present either in this life or in the intermediate state. This concludes his

discussion of Mahayoga, the seventh of the nine vehicles and the first of the inner tantra sets.

THE ANUYOGA TANTRA VEHICLE

The last two vehicles of the inner tantras, Anuyoga and Atiyoga, are worthy of their own
independent studies. Although a number of scholarly works concerning Atiyoga or the Great
Perfection (rdzogs chen) have appeared in recent years, hardly any works on Anuyoga have
been published. Both these vehicles are considered to be higher than Mahayoga, their views
and practices seen as more profound and effective. Whereas the first six vehicles can be seen
as the foundation for Mahayoga in that they lead up to its worldview, Anuyoga and Atiyoga
take Mahayoga as their foundation and build on it. The relevance of these two vehicles in
understanding Mahayoga is mainly in providing a context. Therefore, these two vehicles will
be dealt with in an abbreviated way here. Certain of the topics, such as initiation and ethics,
will be skipped over, because in this discussion they are less relevant.

As always, The Lord of Secret’s Oral Instructions begins the discussion of Anuyoga with its

definition or entity.” He defines Anuyoga as:

?7 The section on Anuyoga covers Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 74.6-80.4.
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That which has the nature of attaining liberation through the union of
realization and cultivation with regard to the fact that the sphere and
primordial wisdom are non-dual by way of mainly relying on wisdom or the

stage of completion.”

We have already seen how the Old Schools distinguish the three inner tantras according to
the amount of emphasis they give either the stage of generation or the stage of completion.
Anuyoga is the vehicle that focuses on the latter. Other than that, the unique aspect of this
definition that differs from Mahayoga’s is the object of its realization and cultivation. The
realization in Anuyoga is the non-duality of the sphere of reality and primordial wisdom.
This is a more subtle level of truth than what is realized in Mahayoga, the indifferentiability
of appearances and emptiness. Anuyoga speaks of ultimate reality and the wisdom that
realizes it as being non-dual. Atiyoga will take this one step further.

The Sanskrit word, Anuyoga, means “subsequent yoga” (rjes su rnal "byor). According to
Lochen Dharmashri, it is called this because it mainly teaches a path that is the subsequent
imprint of wisdom. However, the name also suggests a temporal sequence, namely a vehicle
that is “subsequent to” Mahayoga. The entrance into this vehicle is by way of seeing the
non-duality of the sphere of reality and primordial wisdom in its completeness all at once

without gradual generation. The Lock of Enlightened Mind says:

The non-produced sphere itself is primordial wisdom;

The awareness of primordial wisdom is the manner of the sphere itself.
The play of non-duality is great bliss.

It is not entered into gradually.

In all the seals of appearance and existence

B shes rab rdzogs pa’i rim pa la gtso bor brten pa’i sgom nas dbyings dang ye shes gnyis su med pa’i don la rrogs goms
kyi sbyor bas grol ba thob pa’i rang bzhin/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 74.6-75.1).
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The great seal of appearance and existence is met with directly

Like a fish jumping out of water.”

As for the view of Anuyoga, all things are seen as one’s own mind, which is the open space
(mkha’ klong) or womb of the mother, Samantabhadri, the non-produced nature devoid of
conceptual elaborations. This is also known as “the primordial mandala just as it is” (ye ji
bzhin pa’i dkyil khor). That non-production itself radiates as a mandala of self-arisen light
that is the unimpeded awareness of everything. This is Samantabhadra or “the mandala of
the spontaneously present nature” (rang bzhin lhun grub dkyil "khor). The radiant clarity of
those two whose entity is not divided is the great bliss, the non-dual son of the sphere and
primordial wisdom. This is the “mandala of enlightened mind” (byang chub sems kyi dkyil
khor). Therefore, Anuyoga views all phenomena as primordially enlightened in the mandala
of enlightened mind, the root nature that is the indifferentiability of those three kinds of
mandalas. Here, one of the citations Lochen Dharmashri uses is from a text by the tantric

.100

Nagarjuna called 7he Field of Turquoise (g.yu thang):

Out of the open space of Samantabhadri, appearances and occurrences,
Dawns Samantabhadra, the uncreated mandala.
In that very dawning, there is no dawning.

The great bliss of the father, mother, and child

Is spontaneously complete.'"

Using the imagery of procreation, Anuyoga asserts that the unimpeded energy, which is the

play of Samantabhadra, dawns out of the womb of ordinary appearances all at once as the

% skye med dbyings nyid ye shes tel lye shes rig pa dbyings nyid tshull Jgnyis med rol pa bde ba chel rim par jug pa ma
yin te/ [snang srid phyag rgya thams cad la/ Ichu la nya ldang ji bzhin dul lthugs phrad snang srid phyag rgya che/
(Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 76.4).

100 Nagarjuna, g.yu thang ma kras dgu (P4729), vol. 83, 88.2.4-90.5.5.

1ot snang srid bzang mo’i mkha’ klong las/ /ma bskyed dkyil “khor kun bzang shar/ /shar ba nyid na shar ba med/ lyab
yum sras beas bde chen po/ /lhun rdzogs/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 77.4-77.5).
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body of a deity. The union of the two—Samantabhadra and Samantabhadri—produces as
son, the mind of enlightenment.

The meditation of Anuyoga is divided into two paths, the path of method (#habs lam)
and the path of release (gro/ lam). This terminology is also found in discussions on the
Mahayoga path. In both places, the path of method is one that cultivates the individual’s
control over, what are believed to be, the psycho-physical channels through the body that
aggregate at important centers, through which the psychic winds and essential drops travel.
There are two forms of this meditation. One that focuses on the upper opening in the body
at the crown of the head, and another that focuses on the lower opening in the sexual organ.
For the upper opening, one meditates on four or six centers, commonly known as cakras
(‘’khor lo). For the lower opening, one relies on the “entering into equipoise of what is secret
and what is space” (mkha’ gsang gnyis gyi snyoms jug), secret referring to the penis and space
referring to the vagina. This yoga of sexual union is said to be a means for generating the
innate primordial wisdom (/ban skyes kyi ye shes). In Anuyoga, the second path, or the path of
release, is divided into 1. arranging the meaning (don bkod pa) and 2. the play of signs (rzags
kyi rol pa). Arranging the meaning refers to meditating with a non-conceptual meditative
stabilization that is devoid of conceptual elaboration and is an unfabricated awareness born
out of the essential reality just as it is. The play of signs is a meditative stabilization on deities
with conceptual elaboration. In it, one mainly practices meditating on the clear,
unadulterated mandala of deities and divine worlds appearing instantaneously.

The practice, or activities, of Anuyoga generally involve the practice of equanimity
(mnyam pa nyid). They are divided into three types: activities of blessing (byin gyis rleb),
empowerment (dbang bsgyur), and method (zhabs). These Lochen Dharmashri does not
explain other than quoting from the general scripture of Anuyoga, The Satra which Gathers

All Intentions:
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The activities of blessing as well as
The activities of empowerment and method
Are, for instance, like the sky, a king, or

Like water [to a] bonfire.'”

The final aspect of Anuyoga discussed in The Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions is the vehicle’s
result. Here it is said that in a single life one can actualize the enlightened body of bliss. This
body has the nature of the four enlightened bodies and an entity that is the spontaneous,

indifferentiable presence of the twenty-five qualities of the effect.

THE ATIYOGA TANTRA VEHICLE

The ultimate vehicle in the Old Schools” nine-fold system is called Atiyoga. In Sanskrit, one
meaning of the prefix Az~ is the superlative. Lochen Dharmashri says that it is called
Atiyoga, because it is the peak of all vehicles and because it is the final stage toward
completeness for both the stages of generation and the stage of completion. He defines this

vehicle in the following way:

A method for liberating, right within oneself, the fact of primordial

Buddhahood, whose nature is devoid of abandoning and adopting, hope and

fear.'®

The entrance to this vehicle is by way of a special forms of initiation such as the initiation
into the agility of basic awareness (7ig pa’i rtsal dbang) and so forth. In terms of the activities
for entering Atiyoga, one engages the doctrine by way of not engaging in anything. The view

of Atiyoga similarly points to an acceptance of the spontaneous, natural way things are, whic

102 byin gyis rlob kyi spyod pa dang / /dbang sgyur thabs kyi spyod pa stel ldper na nam mkba’ rgyal po’am/ /ji ltar me
dpung chu po “dra (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 80.2).

103 ye sangs rgyas pa’i don rang thog tu grol bar byed pa’i thabs/ spang blang re dogs dang bral ba’i rang bzhin no/
(Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 80.5).
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is reminiscent of the Taoist notion of non-action (w# wei). In Atiyoga, it is asserted that all
appearances and occurrences that are the phenomena of cyclic existence and nirvana are
primordially and effortlessly enlightened as the entity of the great self-arisen primordial
wisdom, the reality body or the great psychic drop. The vows taken in Atiyoga as part of
their ethics are the vows of nihilism (med pa), hedonism (phyal ba), and so forth."™ In terms
of its cultivation, Atiyoga has three paths. In the Mental Class (sems sde), the emptiness of
awareness is posited as the reality body. In the Expanse Class (klong sde), reality is posited as
an entity without the energy of activity. In the Quintessential Instruction Class (man ngag
sde), that which is primordially liberated is posited as reality devoid of needing to be
abandoned or adopted. However, the general means of cultivating Atiyoga are the two
practices of severance (khregs geod) and leap-over (thod rgal). In the first, one places the mind
unwavering within a view of primordial purity. The four ways of doing this are called
abiding (gnas), unwavering (mi g.yo ba), equanimity (mnyam nyid), and spontaneous presence
(lhun grub). In the second, leap-over, the four appearances gradually dawn in dependence on
six essential points. According to the The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism’s translation,
these four are “the visionary appearance of the direct perception of reality (chos nyid mngon
sum), the visionary appearance of increasing contemplative experience (nyams gong phel), the
visionary appearance of reaching the limits of awareness (rig pa #shad phebs), and the
visionary appearance of the cessation [of apparitional] reality (chos nyid zad pa).”'”

As for the activities of Atiyoga, since whatever appears dawns as the play of reality, one
acts without abandoning or adopting anything. To support this, Lochen Dharmashri again

cites the Miraculous Key for Opening the Vaulr:

4 10 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism (vol. 1, 370, vol. 2, 25, n. 356), it is correctly noted that the use
of the terms, med pa and phyal ba in this context allude to something completely different from the heretical
views that bear identical names. However, I would argue that the choice of the words nihilism and hedonism as
names for high, esoteric practices is intentional, both as a means to ward off literalists and to challenge one’s

preconceived notions of right and wrong,.
"% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, 371. Brackets in the original.
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As for the activities of Atiyoga,

He who has the life of view and meditation
Acts according to his whim,

Doing anything without delay,

Just like the actions of a madman.'*

Finally, regarding Atiyoga’s result, in this vehicle one brings to completion right now the
state of abiding on the level of Samantabhadra’s spontaneous presence. Through a full

development of the four confidences,'”

cyclic existence is liberated into nirvana. This
completes Lochen DharmashrT’s explanation of the nine vehicles of the Old Schools in 7%e

Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions.

CONCLUSIONS

This description of the nine vehicles is the standard portrayal of the hierarchy of methods
described within the Old Schools. While there are different lineages of hermeneutics within
the Old Schools, they all agree on the enumeration and general features of these nine
vehicles. This nine-fold doxography is one of the factors that distinguishes the Old Schools
from the New Schools, which rarely enumerate Sutra and Tantra vehicles in the same list
and divide Tantra into four not six vehicles—Action, Performance, Yoga, and Highest Yoga.
The major difference between the two doxographies is that for the Old Schools the Highest
Yoga category is divided into Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga. The tantras that fall into

these categories were for the most part rejected by the New Schools as spurious, apocryphal

101

© 4 ti yo ga’i spyod pa ni/ /lta sgom srog dang ldan pa yis/ shugs las byung ba’i spyod pa ni/ /ji lrar smyon pa’i spyod
pa bzhin/ lgang la'ang thogs pa med par spyod/ (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 82.6-83.1).

"7 gdeng bzhi (Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 83.1). They are 1. the confidence that one does not need to fear
the three lower rebirths because one has realized the nature of reality that is devoid of ignorance, 2. the
confidence that one does not have to seeck the maturation of a result because one has reached the ground of
awareness, 3. the confidence that one does not have to aspire for attainment because one experiences the bliss of
nirvana, and the confidence that one is no different from all Buddhas, because one has reached the final
ground. On these, see the “Four Assurances” in The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2, 124.
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texts and were therefore excluded from the canon when it was redacted in the fourteenth
century by Budén. In spite of this, the Old Schools continued to revere and practice these
controversial tantras and eventually composed a supplemental canon, known as 7he One
Hundred Thousand Tantras of the Old Schools (rnying ma rgyud "bum). The tantras contained
in this collection are the key defining texts for the Old School traditions. Certain of these
tantras, such as the All-Accomplishing King (kun byed rgyal po) and the Secret Essence (gsang ba
snying po), are central to the Old Schools’ self-definition in the same way that the Secrer
Assembly (gsang ba “dus pa), the Wheel of Supreme Bliss (bde mchog “khor lo), the O Vajra! (kye
rdo rje) and the Wheel of Time (dus "khor) are for the New Schools.

From either the Old Schools’” or the New Schools’ perspective, the doxographies found
in Tibetan Buddhism are more than just an outline of philosophical views and practices.
They both also present a vague outline of the historical development of Buddhist thought,
especially with regard to the tantras. In this vein, what Steven Hodge says regarding the

fourfold hierarchy of Tantric vehicles of the New Schools bears repeating:

It is my view that this fourfold system of classification [of tantras] represents,
in a general manner, the historical sequence in which the tantras were
developed. In other words, the majority of the texts that came to be classified
as Kriya [Action] tantras derive from the earliest proto-tantric phase, leading
on through Carya [Performance or Dual] tantras to the Yoga and later to the

Anuttara-yoga [Highest Yoga] tantras.'”

Yukei Matsunga agrees when he says in his article, “A History of Tantric Buddhism in India

with Reference to the Chinese Translations™:

108

Stephen Hodge, “Considerations on the Dating and Geographical Origins of the
Mahavairocanabhbisambodbis-sitra’ in The Buddhist Forum, vol. 111, edited by Tadeusz Skorupski & Ulrich
Pagel (London: University of London, 1994), 58. Bracketed material added.
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In India and Tibet there is a fourfold classification of Tantra into Kriya,
Carya, Yoga, and Anuttarayoga. This is a classification based upon the
contents of the Tantras; and when the periods in which the texts were
translated are considered, it also indicates the actual historical development of

the Tantric system.'”

While neither author mentions the nine-fold hierarchy of the Old Schools, the same can be
said for it, given that despite their differences concerning the highest tantras the two
doxographies are identical for the lower ones. Even for the highest tantras a historical
progression can also be inferred, though by no means proven.

The first three phases of tantric development mentioned by Hodge can be fleshed out by
referring to Lochen DharmashrT’s descriptions of the vehicles. The “proto-tantric” phase
represented by Action Tantra refers to the development of ritual practices (sgrub thabs,
sadhana) that focus on external actions and the attainment of magical feats through the
worship of a Buddha in the manner of a servant worshiping his or her lord. This initial phase
represents the mixed influence of devotional practices, folk religion, and Hindu Saivism on
the development of Buddhism, probably in the sixth century C.E., when such practices were
gaining popularity. The next phase is represented by the Performance Tantras. This group,
as we have seen, is also called the Dual Tantras because they contain a mixture of external
actions and inner yoga. Thus, they are a transitional group between Action and Yoga
Tantras. This gradual internalization probably occurred at the beginning of the seventh
century. In Yoga Tantra, “inner yoga” (nang gi rnal "byor) is the defining characteristic. What
began as external ritualistic actions that many ways were indistinguishable from their non-

Buddhist counterparts evolved into internal meditation that was distinctly Buddhist. This

"% Yukei Matsunga, “A History of Tantric Buddhism in India with Reference to the Chinese Translations” in
Buddhist Though and Asian Civilization, eds. Leslie S. Kawamura and Keith Scott (Dharma Publishing:
Emeryville, 1977), 179.
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probably occurred in the last half of the seventh century. Another indication that Yoga
Tantras chronologically followed Performance or Dual Tantras but preceded the Highest
Yoga Tantras is that Yoga Tantras are also the first to describe some of the central elements
in what are known to be later Buddhist tantras. 7he Compendium of Principles is thus the first
text to mention the five Buddha families. The main Performance Tantra, The Enlightenment
of Vairocana (rnam par snang mdzad mngon par rdzogs par byang chub pa,
vairocanabhisambodhi), mentions only three families.""” Similarly, techniques of generation
such as the five manifest enlightenments (mngon byang Inga, abbisambodhpi) and the three
meditative stabilizations (¢ing nge ‘dzin gsum) first appear in The Compendium of Principles.
Finally, one of the central themes of later Buddhist tantras, the subjugation of Mahesvara, is
first seen in this root text for the Yoga Tantra vehicle. Given that all these elements can be
found in tantras of the highest group, some if not all of which are certainly later than 75he
Compendium of Principles, a historical development from Action Tantra to Yoga Tantra and
beyond can be inferred.

The actual classification and application of names to these developments may have
occurred relatively late however. Even in the textual tradition centered around the Secrer
Essence Tantra, a gradual refinement of prototypical doxographical categories can be seen,
possibly in the relatively short time span ranging from the eighth to ninth centuries. The
Secret Essence Tantra itself refers to two different enumerations of vehicles, and an important
commentary on it attributed to Padmasambhava, The Garland of Views, is written in the
genre of a doxography that specifically mentions only the three lower vehicles as vebicles. An
analysis of these texts will clarify some aspects of the historical process whereby the various

tantric classifications evolved.

"9 R. Tajima and Alex Wayman, The Enlightenment of Vairocana (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers,
1992), 320.
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The first mention of vehicles in the Secrer Essence is found in the third chapter of the
short version of the root tantra."! In this chapter, there is a description of the teachings given
by the six sages (thub pa drug), who represent the various Emanation Bodies that populate
the six realms of cyclic existence. The first three chapters of the tantra are considered to
discuss the basis or ground (gzhi, asraya) from the triad of ground, path, and fruit. They
therefore portray a process of emanation from the Reality Body, which is the union of
primordial wisdom and emptiness, through the Complete Enjoyment Bodies, the
representation of the mandala in the highest heaven (akanista, ‘og min), to the Emanation
Bodies, or the six sages. These six sages each go to one of the six realms of cyclic existence—
the realms of the gods, demi-gods, humans, animals, hungry ghosts, and hell-beings. In these

realms the Emanation Bodies train sentient beings in four ways:

1. through the example of their bodily deeds,
2. through the direct perception of their minds,
3. through their miraculous activities,

4. through their speech.'”

In chapter three of the Secrer Essence, the six sages’ training of sentient beings through speech

is described in the following manner:

By way of training, they taught, they teach, and they will teach the 84,000
doctrines consisting of the vehicle of gods and humans, the vehicle of the
hearers, the vehicle of the Solitary Realizers, the vehicle of the Bodhisattvas,
and the highest vehicle. These are the [teachings about] the dependent arising

of inner subjects and outer objects, the mistaken designation of a subject, the

""" Unless otherwise specified, allusions to the “root tantra” refer to the twenty-two chaptered version of the
scripture (Secrer Essence, Tb.417).
"% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 131-133.
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incontrovertibility of cause and effect of actions, and so forth. The final
teaching is that [we are] not stained by the cause and effect of actions, will

not be stained, and there is no staining.'”

Here, a common Mahayoga enumeration of five vehicles is given, namely the vehicles of 1)
gods and humans, 2) hearers, 3) Solitary Realizers, 4) Bodhisattvas, and 5) tantra. This is a
relatively simplistic version of the vehicles, in that tantra is condensed into a single category
with no elaboration of the various vehicles within tantra that make up the six higher levels of
the nine-fold enumeration. There are several possible explanations for this. Because of the
general nature of the passage’s description, it may be that the inclusion of specific tantric
vehicles was felt by the author to be unnecessary. This seems unlikely because of the precise
descriptions of teachings associated with the vehicles. On the other hand, the author may
have been trying to downplay the lower tantras by ignoring them. However, the passage is
clearly attempting to connect the teaching of the Secrer Essence with a preexisting tradition. If
within that tradition distinctions between tantric vehicles were already accepted, ignoring
these would weaken the import of the passage. A more plausible theory is that the author
used an earlier doxographical scheme to lend the text antiquity and hence authenticity. Yet
this does not seem to be a central concern for the authors of this text, since its unusual
introductory chapter does not follow the standard format for Buddhist scriptures, which has
been one of the central issues in the Tibetan argument over the tantra’s authenticity. Most

probably, this passage could in fact describe the doxographical categories prevalent at the

W odul ba’i dbang gis lha dang mi’i theg pa dang / nyan thos kyi theg pa dang / rang sangs rgyas gyi theg pa dang /
byang chub sems dpa’i theg pa dang / bla na med pa’i theg pas | ma rig pa’i rnam par rtog pa nyon mongs pa stong
phrag brgyad cu rtsa bzhi’i gnyen por / chos stong phrag brgyad cu risa bzhi gsungs so/ lgsung ngo / lgsung bar gyur ro/
lde dag thams cad kyang gzung ba dang dzin pa’i phyi nang gi rten cing ‘brel par "byung ba dang / “dzin pa “khrul
las bzlog pa dang / las dang las kyi "bras bu chud mi za ba dang / las dang las kyi "bras bus mi gos/ gos par mi gyur/
gos su med pa ston pa’i mthar thug gol (Secret Essence, Tb.417, 160.5-161.2; Secret Essence, Tk.218, 11.2-11.5).
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time of the its writing, which is an earlier scheme prior to the differentiation of the different
tantric vehicles.

One piece of evidence in support of this is that the authors appear to be aware of tantric
practices found in the other tantra group without explicitly differentiating them into
vehicles. Another passage in the same chapter eludes to a nine-fold division of scriptures or
genres of scriptures. Immediately after the description of the six sages teaching the different
vehicles, all the Buddhas proclaim that “Whatever erroneous phenomena of cyclic existence
that exist are due to the subjects and objects of ignorant conceptuality.”'™* They go on to say
that in fact “there is no corruption within the nature itself.”'” Buddhahood does not pass
beyond sorrow (the literal meaning of nirvana); it does not need to. Nothing does. For
sorrow, or suffering, is merely an illusion. There is nothing to pass beyond. Why then is any

teaching necessary?

In order to tame the fruitional activities of ignorance,

It is taught that from renunciation one passes beyond sorrow.
Discipline, Sttras, Higher Philosophy, and

Vows, Accomplishment, and Attainment,

The Tantras of enlightened body, speech, and mind—

These are thoroughly known in all directions.

They issue from the secret essence, and

This secret essential nature

Is definitely delineated through the arising

Of all the baskets and all the tantras."*

1

1 Jji snyed jig rten “khrul pa’i chos/ /Ima rig rtog pa’i ggung ‘dzin gyis/ (Secret Essence, Tb.417, 161.2-161.3).

15 rang bzhin nyid las nyams pa med/ (Secrer Essence, Tb.417, 161.3-161.4).

16 a rig smin mdzad ‘dul ba’i phyir/ lbyung nas mya ngan ‘da’ bar ston/ 'dul ba mdo sde cho mngon dang / /dam
tshig sgrub dang grub pa dang / /sku dang gsung dang thugs kyi rgyud/ /phyogs beu kun tu rab grags pal gsang ba’i
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Here, the “secret essence” refers both to the tantra that is the means of expression (brjod
byed), i.e., the written text, and the object it expresses (érjod bya), namely, the continuum of
ground, path, and result. The Secret Essence is named after what it describes, namely the
secret essence that s reality, the union of the sphere of phenomena (chos dbyings,
dharmadhatu) and primordial wisdom (ye shes, jnana). In both senses, it is seen as the source
for all the Buddhist teachings. The teachings that spring from the secret essence are in this
passage divided into nine groups. This is not a description of vehicles, which in the
preceding passage of the same chapter were enumerated as five; this is a division of teachings.

The nine categories of the last passage are from the beginning clearly scriptural.
Discipline, Sutras, and Higher Philosophy are the traditional “baskets” of early and later
canons. These are types of texts, a scriptural triad that is used almost universally among
Buddhists, regardless of vehicle. Given that the list begins with these Three Baskets, the
reader is led to believe the remaining six items are similarly “baskets” or groups of texts. The
last three—rtantras on enlightened body, speech, and mind—are also clearly scriptural
categories. However, the middle three items of the list—vows, accomplishments, and
achievements—are not so obviously genres of texts. Nonetheless, Longchenpa equates these
with the three outer tantras: Action, Dual, and Yoga."” The final three baskets mentioned
are explicitly called tantras and are grouped according to the standard triad of enlightened
body, speech, and mind. Since no mention is made of which titles belong to which of these
last three baskets, it is impossible to determine exactly the intention behind that breakdown
of tantric texts. However, in some descriptions of the eighteen Mahayoga tantras, the texts
are grouped according to a related five-fold enumeration of enlightened body, speech, mind,

qualities, and activities. The triad of enlightened body, speech, and mind tantras, being a

snying po las phros tel frang bzhin gsang ba’i snying po “di/ /sde snod kun dang rgyud kun gyi/ /byung nas gtan la nges
par bebs/ (Secrer Essence, Tb.417, 162.1-162.3; Secret Essence, Tk.218 12.4-12.6).
"7 Gyurme Dorje, “The Guhyagarbhatantra and its XIVth Century Tibetan Commentary”, 535.
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scriptural division, does not necessarily relate to the highest three vehicles—Mahayoga,
Anuyoga, and Atiyoga—as Longchenpa would have it. It seems they more naturally fall
within the scope of different kinds of Mahayoga tantras.'"*

In short, the picture of Buddhism that emerges from the Secrer Essence's third chapter is
one of five vehicles with nine scriptural categories. Practitioners of all the vehicles study to
varying degrees the first three baskets, while the remaining six are genres of texts that belong
solely to the fifth and “highest vehicle”, Tantra. Within Tantra, there are different types, but
at the time this section of the Secrer Essence was written these types of tantras were not yet
differentiated into distinct vehicles. The unusualness of the terms used for the literature that
came to be designated as Action, Dual, and Yoga Tantras—vows, achievements, and
accomplishments—may not just be the typical obfuscation found in tantric writing as a
whole. It may in fact represent an inchoate formulation of these categories, which only later
became fixed, named, and institutionalized. Furthermore, the teaching associated with the
“highest vehicle” in the first passage describes a general characteristic of Tantra as a whole—
that we are not stained by the cause and effect of actions—an idea the tantric texts developed
out of the Tathagatagarbha theory. Taken together, these two passages allude to a historical
situation where the Buddhist tantric movement was well established and beginning to
develop distinct texts and practices, though these different strains had yet to be classified as
separate vehicles.

This supposition is supported by another doxography found in an early “Tibetan” text,
known as The Quintessential Instructions or the Garland of Views (man ngag lta ba’i phreng

ba), allegedly written by Padmasambhava, the Indian Buddhist missionary who became the

"® Tt is in fact Longchenpa’s overactive propensity toward categorization that divides the Mahayoga Tantras
into the five groups of enlightened body, speech, mind, qualities, and activities (Gyurme Dorje, “The
Guhyagarbhatantra and its XIVth Century Tibetan Commentary”, 32-35). Yet, this implicitly contradicts his
assignment of last three categories in this passage of the Secrer Essence to Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga.
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patron saint of Tibet.'""” The text, as its name implies, is a doxography that documents a
whole spectrum of philosophical views from non-Buddhist hedonists to the highest Buddhist
view, problematically dubbed the “Great Completeness” (rdzogs chen). Though the
attribution of the Garland of Views to Padmasambhava can neither be proven or disproved
definitively, the text is at least as old as the 10% century CE for it is extensively quoted as a
respected source in the Lamp for the Eye of Meditation (bsam gtan mig sgron) by Nup Sangye
Yeshe (832-943)."° Samten Karmay thus places the composition of the Garland of Views in

"' However, the text may be older, since it is also

the late 9™ or early 10" centuries CE.
mentioned in the Testament of Ba (sba bzhed), the date of which is still a matter of debate.'
Karmay’s point in devoting a whole section of his book to the Garland of Views is that this
text and the Secrer Essence Tantra on which it comments are “the original source that gave
birth to what is known as the doctrine of rDzogs chen.”'” That it is the source for Atiyoga
teachings is supported by the fact that neither “rDzogs chen” (Great Completeness) nor
Atiyoga (the highest of the nine vehicles) are mentioned as stand-alone methods in either

text, though the notion of great completeness is certainly propounded in both. However,

Karmay goes too far when he introduces the Garland of Views as “the only extant work on

" This text is also accepted by the New Schools of Tibetan Buddhism since it is found in their collection of
“treatise” (bstan bcos), and all the sects assign Padmasambhava as its author. However, given the degree to which
Padmasambhava’s story has been mythologized, it is extremely difficult for the conscientious scholar to assign
any factuality to such suppositions. Any such assignments must necessarily be questioned as a means either to
lend a text authenticity or to augment the status of this unique Tibetan saint.

"% On Nup Sangye Yeshes, sce The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddpism, vol. 1, 607-614.

! Samten Gyaltsen Karmay, The Great Perfection (rdzogs chen): A Philosophical and Meditative Teaching
(Leiden: E.]. Brill, 1988), 149.

122 Karmay, The Great Perfection, 143. He bases this information however on a latter version of the Testament of
Ba, known as the Supplemented Testament of Ba (sba bzhed zhabs btags ma), an edition of which was published
by R. A. Stein, Une chronique ancienne de bSam-yas: sBa-bzhed (Paris: Publications de L’institut des Hautes
Etudes Chinoises, 1961). Steins edition dates to the 14" century. However, a recent discovery of an older
version of the text that dates tentatively to the 11" century sheds a new light on this fact. In this version of the
text, there is no mention of Padmasambhava leaving behind the Garland of Views when he left Tibet as there is
in Stein’s version. See Pasang Wangdu and Hildegard Diemberger, trans., dBa’ bzhed: The Royal Narrative
Concerning the Bringing of the Buddba’s Doctrine to Tibet (Wein: Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften,
2000), 8-14, 52-60.

12> Karmay, The Great Perfection, 152.
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tDzogs chen attributed to Padmasambhava. It therefore represents the fundament work of
this particular rDzogs chen tradition.”" In this statement, he exaggerates the importance of
the “rDzogs chen tradition” for the Garland of Views, possibly reflecting the view of
Rongzom Ché-gyi-sang-bo (11™ century CE), who wrote a commentary on the text from a
Great Completeness (rdzogs chen) perspective.'” To the contrary, it is commonly held among
proponents of the Old Schools, regardless of the hermeneutic tradition to which they belong,
that the Garland of Views is a commentary on the thirteenth chapter of the Secrer Essence
Tantra,”*® and in fact, the commentary itself does not in any significant way stray from the
central themes and teachings of the Secrer Essence. It is clearly a Mahayoga commentary on a
Mahayoga tantra. To claim that the Garland of Views is a Great Completeness text is
therefore to claim that the Secrer Essence Tantra itself is a Great Completeness or Atiyoga
tantra. (This is the position of both Rongzom and Longchenpa.) Since in modern circles,
Great Completeness is associated solely with Atiyoga, such a claim unnecessarily conflates the
higher three vehicles in a way that is not supported by other hermeneutic traditions.
Furthermore, besides the use of the term “great completeness” (rdzogs chen), there is nothing
in the text itself to indicate that the Garland of Views is in fact a work that belongs within the
Atiyoga classification. Rather, it is a standard Indo-Tibetan doxography based on two stanzas
from the thirteenth chapter of the Secret Essence and culminating with a description of that
tantra’s highest teaching, the mode (#shul) of great completeness where all phenomena are

spontaneously established as enlightened body, speech, and mind. This is not to say that

124 Karmay, The Great Perfection, 137.

' Ron-zom Chos-kyi-bzan-po, slob dpon sangs rgyas gnyis pa’i gsung dngos/ man ngag lta ba’i phreng ba zhes bya
ba’i grel pain Selected Writings (gsun thor bu) of Ron-zom Chos-kyi-bzan-po (Leh: S. W. Tashigangpa, 1974; I-
Tib 74-902673), 19-124. Hereafter, lta phreng grel pa.

128 Cf. lta phreng grel pa, 20.2-3. rgyud dang lung thams cad kyi spyi dpal gsang ba’i snying po las/ chos thams cad
ye nas rdzogs pa chen por lhun gyis grub pa’i tshul bstan pa/ man ngag gi snying po’i le’u la jug pa’i yan lag du/ man
ngag lta ba’i phreng ba 'di mdzad do/. This quote not only shows that the Garland of Views is held to be a
commentary on chapter thirteen of the Secrer Essence, whose title is shin tu gsang ba man ngag gi snying po’i le’u,
but also that Rongzom considers it to be a text on the Great Completeness (rdzogs chen).
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either text teaches the Great Completeness doctrine advocated within the Atiyoga Vehicle,
though, as Karmay rightly points out, the latter is a historical development of the Secret
Essenceé's notion of great completeness.

As a doxography, the Garland of Views presents a hierarchical enumeration of vehicles
that is in some ways equivalent to the one given in the tantra itself in that there is at least no
definitive separation of the three higher tantric vehicles. The Garland of Views takes as its
starting point the first two stanzas spoken by Samantabhadra at the beginning of chapter

thirteen of the Secret Essence:

Those who do not realize [anything], those with wrong realization,
Those with partial realization, and those not realizing correctly,
Those with training, intention, and secrecy

And those of the natural secret,

Their topics are described by words that depend
On a collection of names imputed through letters and sounds.
The hidden and concealed meaning issues forth from within,

Abiding in the indestructible mind of the teacher.'”

Here, we have yet another division, this time into eight types of religious practitioners with
different views. The Garland of Views separates these into two broad categories: the views of
perverse sentient beings (sems can phyin ci log gi lta ba) and the paths that transcend the
world (Jig rten las ‘das pa’i lam). Within the latter category, which represents Buddhist
vehicles, there is a doxography similar to the nine vehicles with, however, some important

differences. The author differentiates Buddhist vehicles into the dialectic vehicles (mtshan

"7 ma rtogs pa dang log par rtogs/ Iphyogs rtogs yang dag nyid ma rtogs/ /'dul ba dgongs pa gsang ba dang / lrang
bzhin gsang ba’i don rnams nil lyi ge sgras btags ming tshogs la/ /brten pa’i rshig gis rab (Tk: rang) mishon tel /khong
nas gab sbas don “byin pa/ /ston pa rdo rje’i thugs la gnas/ (Secrer Essence, Tb.417, 192.1-192.3; Secrer Essence,
Tk.218, 39.2-39.3).
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nyid kyi theg pa) and the vajra vehicles (rdo rje’i theg pa), as we saw Lochen Dharmashri do
above. The dialectic vehicles are represented by the standard triad of Hearer, Solitary
Realizer, and Bodhisattva Vehicles, as in the nine-fold division. The vajra vehicles are, on the
other hand, only divided into three: Action Tantra, Dual Tantra, and Yoga Tantra. The first
two are similar to the same categories found in the nine vehicle classification. However,

concerning Yoga Tantra it is said:

The view of those who enter the vehicle of Yoga Tantra has two types: the
vehicle of the external Yoga Tantras of asceticism and the vehicle of the inner

Yoga Tantras of method.'”®

The division into outer tantras of asceticism and inner tantras of method is here applied only
to Yoga Tantras, whereas in the nine vehicles of the standard Old School presentation it is
used to divide all six tantric vehicles into two equal groups. Furthermore, when the Garland
of Views discusses the inner tantras, it divides them into ways or modes (#shu)) and not

distinct vehicles:

The view of those who enter the vehicle of the inner Yoga Tantras of method
is of three types: the mode of generation, the mode of completion, and the

mode of great completion.'”

Later doxographies associate Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga with emphasis on the stage of
generation, the stage of completion, and the stage of non-duality or great completion,
respectively. However, the Garland of Views explicitly mentions only the first six of the nine
vehicles and does not mention Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga by name. Instead, it

classifies them as inner Yoga Tantras of method. Even this last category is not clearly

28 ynal ‘byor rgyud kyi theg pa la zhugs pa rnams kyi lta ba ni rnam pa gnyis te/ rnal "byor phyi pa thub pa’i rgyud
kyi theg pa dang / rnal "byor nang pa thabs kyi rgyud kyi theg pa’'o/ (man ngag lta phreng, 6.1-6.2).

129

rnal "byor nang pa thabs kyi rgyud kyi theg pa la zhugs pa rnams kyi lta ba ni rnam pa gsum ste/ bskyed pa’i tshul
dang / rdzogs pa’i tshul dang / rdzogs pa chen po’i tshul lo/ (man ngag lta phreng, 6.4-6.5).
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differentiated, since both the outer vehicle of asceticism and the inner vehicle of method are

called Yoga Tantras. As Karmay states:

The last three of the nine have the word #hul (naya, vidhi, yukti) [method]
instead of theg pa (yana) [vehicle] which suggests that they are in fact not

considered to be independent in approach as implied by the term #heg pa.”

Thus, the list of vehicles as presented in 7he Garland of Views is noticeably different from the
traditional nine vehicles, even though nine categories can be extracted from it:
I. Hearer Vehicle
II. Solitary Realizer Vehicle
III. Bodhisattva Vehicle
IV. Action Tantra Vehicle
V. Dual Tantra Vehicle
VI. Yoga Tantra Vehicle
A. External Yoga Tantras of Asceticism
B. Inner Yoga Tantras of Method
i.  Mode of Generation
ii. Mode of Completion

iii. Mode of Great Completion

This scheme is a further development of the five vehicles mentioned in chapter three of the
root tantra. The vehicle of gods and men, found in the tantra, is separated off as the
preliminary topic of the “views of perverse sentient beings”. The “highest vehicle” of the
tantra’s doxography is then split into three separate vehicles in the Garland of Views—Action

Tantra, Dual Tantra, and Yoga Tantra. While there are a number of subdivisions to Yoga

1 Karmay, The Great Perfection, 146.



Chapter 2: Doxography in the Old Schools 141

Tantra, these are not considered to be separate vehicles in the Garland of Views. In terms of
the nine genres of scriptures described in that chapter of the tantra, the first five of these
could be classified as the texts for 1-5 in the list above. Accomplishment (grub pa) would
then be, as Longchenpa suggests, the texts for the external Yoga Tantras (6.A), and the last
three genres—the tantras of enlightened body, speech, and mind—would correspond to the
methods of generation (6.B.i), completion (6.B.ii), and great completion (6.B.iii)
respectively. However, these methods do not correspond to Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and
Atiyoga.

In fact, in another Tibetan commentary on the Secrer Essence by a contemporary of
Longchenpa, Yungténpa Dorjepel (g.yung ston rdo rje dpal, 1284-1365), the inner tantras of
method are equated with just Mahayoga. Yungténpa’s commentary is one of the main
commentaries for the Zur hermeneutic tradition. He describes the outer tantras of asceticism

distinctly as “three vehicles” and then proceeds to the inner tantras:

As for the inner tantras of method, those of Mahayoga, having entered by
way of method and wisdom, one realizes the great reality body of the superior
indifferentiable truth. Thereby, one insatiably enjoys the sacraments of the
five nectars. And, by meditation on the indifferentiability of the deities and
[one’s] conceptions, [Mahayoga] raises [the practitioner] to the level of the
effect, possessor of the unformed lotus. For that reason, it is called a

vehicle.™!

Not only is the topic explicitly stated to be Mahayoga, but the doctrine of the “superior

indifferentiable truth” and the indifferentiability of deities and one’s conceptions are key

131

nang pa thabs kyi rgyud rnal "byor chen po ba ni/ thabs dang shes rab kyi sgo nas zhugs nas bden pa dbyer med
lhag pa’i chos sku chen por rtogs pas dam rdzas bdud rsi Inga la Jol nyog du spyod cing / lha dang rtogs pa dbyer med
du bsgom pas bras bu ma chags pad ma can gyi sar ‘degs par byed pa’i don gyis na theg pas zhes bya’'n/ (Yungton
Dorjepel (g.yung ston rdo rje dpal), dpal gsang ba snying po’i rgyud gsal byed me long (Mirror Identifying the
Meaning), in bka’ ma rgyas pa, vol. 28, 179.3-179.5).
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elements to the Mahayoga worldview and the five nectars are a central component to its
practice. There is also a clear presence of the stage of generation in Yungtonpa’s description,
which we have seen is said to be a defining feature of Mahayoga. In this commentary on the
Secret Essence written in the same generation as Longchenpa’s, the inner tantras of methods
are equated solely with Mahayoga, and not the triad of Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga.
Such an interpretation could also be applied to the Garland of Views. Nowhere in that
text does it describe anything like the triad of father, mother, and son mandalas of Anuyoga
or the practices of leap-over and severance of Atiyoga. The modes of generation, completion,
and great completeness are described in Mahayoga terms so that they all three easily fit

within that vehicle’s worldview. Concerning the great completeness, it is said:

The method of the great completeness is to cultivate the realization that all
mundane and transcendent phenomena are primordially and indivisibly the

nature of the mandala of enlightened body, speech, and mind."”

It then quotes the second chapter of the Secrer Essence, a statement made by Samantabhadra
that the aggregates are the five Buddhas, the sources and constituents are the Bodhisattvas,
the elements and space are the major goddesses, and that everything is primordially
enlightened. The great completeness of the Garland of Views is not the Great Completeness
of Atiyoga. It is the highest of the teachings found within the Secret Essence Tantra itself.

The remainder of Samantabhadra’s statement in chapter 2, not quoted in the Garland of
Views, summarizes the Mahayoga view of great completeness for a slightly different

perspective:

Each and every phenomenon without exception

Is nothing other than Buddhahood.

132 rdzogs pa chen po’i tshul ni/ jig rten dang jig rten las “das pa’i chos thams cad dbyer med par sku gsung thugs kyi
dkyil "khor gyi rang bzhin ye nas yin par rtogs nas sgom pa ste/ (man ngag lta phreng, 7.2-7.3).
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Buddhahood does not find

Phenomena that are other than Buddhahood.'®

This form of Buddhist Tantric monism is certainly similar to the view of Atiyoga’s Great
Completeness doctrine. Thus, Karmay correctly identifies the Secrer Essence and the Garland

of Views as the main sources for Atiyoga’s Great Completeness teaching:

Being the principal work dealing with the final stage of the process of the
rdzogs rim meditation expounded in Sny [the Secrete Essencel, [the Garland of
Views] 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 in Sems sde.'**

However, it is misleading to imply that the use of the term “great completeness” in the Secrer
Essence and the Garland of Views is equivalent to Atiyoga’s use of the term, as he does earlier
in the same paragraph when he says that the Garland of Views “is the fundamental text of one
of the two rDzogs chen traditions.”"”

This confusion between the method of great completeness in the Secrer Essence and the
Great Completeness of Atiyoga is promoted by the tendency of the Long-Rong hermeneutic
tradition to conflate Mahayoga and Atiyoga, by claiming that the Secrer Essence is actually an
Atiyoga text. Such a claim serves the agenda of those two great authors, namely to promote
Atiyoga and its Great Completeness doctrine. However, it does not help one understand
Mahayoga on its own terms. The Zur commentarial tradition on the other hand maintains a

clear distinction between Mahayoga and Atiyoga; they describe the Secrer Essence as the

highest of the Mahayoga tantras. In Zur commentaries on the Secret Essence, the agenda is to

3 thams cad ma lus chos so cog /sangs rgyas nyid las gzhan ma yin/ lsangs rgyas nyid las gghan pa’i chos/ /sangs rgyas

nyid kyis mi brnyes so/ (Secret Essence, Tb.417, 157.1-157.2; Secret Essence, Tk.218, 7.7-7.7).
134 Karmay, The Great Perfection, 152.
' Karmay, The Great Perfection, 151.
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describe and comment on the Mahayoga tradition itself, and they trace their lineage back to
the first hermeneuts of this system: Vilasavajra, Buddhaguhya, and Vimalamitra. This
divergence of hermeneutical approach is at the heart of the differences between these two
systems.

What then is the relationship between Mahayoga, as represented by the Secrer Essence,
and Atiyoga? There is no reason to doubt the traditional assertion that the Secrer Essence was
originally translated during the reign of Trisong Detsen (khri srong de’u btsan, ruled 755-797
CE), though Samdrup Dorjé places the translation in the reign of Relpachen (ra/ pa can,
ruled 815-836 CE)."”* Karmay claims that the use of the term rdzogs chen as the name for a
particular teaching “goes back at the earliest to the ninth century A.D.”."”" If the Secret
Essence was not an original Tibetan composition as the skeptics say, it would have existed at
least half a century prior to the advent of the Great Completeness as a school of thought,
since it was most likely translated into Tibetan sometime around the turn of the ninth
century.” The two vehicles of Mahayoga and Atiyoga thus represent, like scriptural divisions
before them, a chronological development of the Buddhist Tantric doctrine, Mahayoga
teachings being the prior source for both Anu- and Atiyoga.

The doxographical schemes described by Lochen Dharmashri and others thus present the
philosophical and practical differences between the various vehicles of Buddhist as well as
allude to a historical development of Buddhist thought from the earliest forms of Buddhism

to the latest developments in Buddhist tantra. With this as a background, we can now turn

136 Samdrup Dorjé (bsam grub rdo tje), dpal gsang ba’i snying po de kho na nyid nges pa’s rgyud kyi khog dbub rin
po che ‘bar ba’i gur (Tent of Blazing Jewels) in bka’ ma rgyas pa, vol. 28, 631. This is related to the same conflict
in the accounts of Vimalamitra, the Indian scholar who supervised the extant translation of the Secrer Essence.
According to David Germano, some accounts place him in the reign of Trisong Detsen and others in the time
of Relpachen. See David Germano, “The Seven Descents and the Early History of rNying ma Transmissions”
in The Many Canons of Tibetan Buddhism: Proceedings of the Ninth Seminar of the International Association for
Tibetan Studies, Leiden 2000, edited by Helmut Eimer & David Germano, (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 241-242.

137 Karmay, The Great Perfection, 152.

1% By saying “at the earliest”, Karmay implies it was toward the end of the ninth century.
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to describing the tradition of the Secret Essence itself by looking at the legends and mythology

presented in the Tibetan traditions that center around this important text.
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3. LEGENDS AND HISTORY
Tibetan Buddhist traditions have sought from an early period to prove the validity of their
teachings by tracing their doctrinal lineages back to an Indian source. This is in part due to
the influence of the Indian method for preservation of a tradition, oral transmission from a
guru, or teacher, to a disciple. However, in Tibet, with the advent of competing schools of
interpretation, the adherence to Indian lineages also became politicized. Legendary accounts
of the debate at Samyé between the pro-Chinese and pro-Indian factions are popular among
some sects of Tibetan Buddhism. These underscore the importance of doctrinal authenticity,
and the alleged victory of the Indian camp plays a crucial role in certain groups’ self-image as
preservers of the Indic tradition.' For such believers, a teaching was considered valid only if
its lineage could be traced back to an Indian source; a Tibetan Buddhist scripture could be
authenticated only if there was a Sanskrit original. Later sectarian rivalries often focused on
the discrediting of an opponent’s teachings by calling into question the authenticity of their
scriptures and lineages.” The tracing of a teaching’s lineage back to Indian sources thus
became one of the key means to prove the doctrine’s validity, as well as to demonstrate its
greatness.

In Tibet this conservative tendency of insisting on prior India sources was in constant

tension with a vibrant movement of renewed revelation. Robert Mayer has pointed out that

" Buton, History, 191-195. Nag-dBan Blo-bZan rGya-mTSHo, A History of Tibet, tr. by Zahiruddin Ahmad
(Bloomington, Indiana: Reasearch Institute for Inner Asian Studies, Indiana University, 1995), 65. The
Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, on the other hand, does not describe the debate and makes only five
references to Ho-shang Mahayana, the Chinese proponent in the debate. One places him in the time of
Songtsen Gampo (511), and the other four occur in the context of refuting assertions that the Great
Completeness (rdzogs chen) is a form of his doctrine (896, 899, 905,900).

* For instance, many of the Old Schools’ tantras were excluded from the New Schools’ redaction of the
Buddhist canon by Butén (1290-1364), for the ostensible reason that he had not seen the Sanskrit originals,
and Mar-pa’s claim to have studied directly under Naropa, the Indian patriarch of the Ka-gyu teachings on the
Great Seal, was challenged by his opponents. See’Gos-lo-tsa-ba gZhon-nu-dpal, Blue Annals, tr. by George
Roerich, 102, n.1, and Ronald Davidson, “Reflections on the Maheshvara Subjugation Myth: Indic Materials,
Sa-skya-pa Apologetics, and the Birth of Heruka”, in Journal of International Association of Buddhist Studies 14:2
(Winter 1991), 220.
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in contradistinction to the New Schools’ idea of a closed, or fixed, canon, the Old Schools
upheld an open canon that continued to admit new revelations.” This was achieved through
the mechanism of revealed treasures (grer ma). These treasures were believed to be texts
hidden by Padmasambhava or one of his retinue in the earth, buildings, sky, or even the
mind of the revealer. According to Tulku Thondup’s, Hidden Teachings of Tibet, treasure
texts were originally concealed for four reasons:

1. so that the teachings would not disappear,

2. so that they remain fresh without being diluted by many members in the lineage,

3. to maintain the purity of the teachings, and

4. to shorten the lineage.*
He also mentions the need to revitalize the doctrine for later generations:

It is beneficial for various types of Terma to be discovered at different periods

to suit the mental desires, needs and capacities of people born at those times.’

At the appropriate time in history, Padmasambhava or a member of his retinue is reborn in
Tibet as a treasure revealer (gzer ston), who extracts the teachings from their hiding place and
translates them into Tibetan. These revelations, also called the close lineage (nye brgyud)
because there were no intervening human transmitters, came to hold an equal place along
side those teachings originating from India that were traditionally passed from teacher to

disciple, in what is known as the distant lineage (7ing brayud).

’ Robert Mayer, A Scripture of the Ancient Tantra Collection; The Phur-pa beu-gnyis (Oxford: Kiscadale
Publications, 1996), 1-63 (chapter one). This is a generalization of his argument and therefore oversimplifies
the complex situation that Mayer describes. For instance, on page 19, he says:

Many of the bKa’-brgyud-pa, on the other hand, tended to more consistently favour an open

canon, in part because several of their key founding hierarchs...had already made such irrevocably

strong commitments to the rNying-ma-pa teachings before the firm establishment of the Kanjur

that these could not later be contradicted without a major discontinuity of tradition.
* Tulku Thondup Rinpoché, Hidden Teachings of Tibet: An Explanation of the Terma Tradition of the Nyingma
School of Buddhism (London: Wisdom, 1986), 62.
> Tulku Thondup, Hidden Teachings, 63.
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The mechanism of revealed treasures allowed for the continual revitalization of the Old
Schools’ teachings so that reinterpretations appropriate to a later era could be awarded the
same sense of authenticity as those teachings that originally spread from the mother land of
India. As Mayer also points out, the treasure tradition of the Old Schools’ and their belief in
an open canon was directly connected to their shamanic tendencies in the sense of the term
defined by Geoffrey Samuel in Civilized Shamans," especially since the manner of revelation
is distinctly shamanistic. The New Schools’ general advocacy for a closed canon, on the other
hand, was related in part to their more clerical tendencies. They maintained the vibrancy of
their tradition instead through a continued revitalization of their hermeneutics.

This tension between clerical scholasticism and shamanic experience is a theme found
throughout the history of religions. It effected the course of Buddhism’s history not only in
Tibet, where the theme is evident in the early legends as well as the later history, but also in
India itself. Mayer argues well the case that “the rNyingmapa cultures of ongoing revelation
are indeed, as the rNyingmapa claim, directly continuous with older Indic models.” He
aptly points out that the Mahayoga corpus as a whole is, for the Old Schools, a product of
just such a shamanic revelation. The scriptures of the Mahayoga system are broadly divided
into two groups: the collection of tantras (rgyud sde) that were transmitted from India and
the collection of means of achievement (sgrub sde) that are primarily treasures revealed in
Tibet. The Secrer Essence falls within the former category, and this group of tantras itself is
said to have been revealed in India, rather than directly transmitted from the Buddha
himself. According to the legend, the volumes of the eighteen tantras that compose the

collection of tantras fell from the sky onto the roof of King Indrabhuti’s palace, as

S Geoffrey Samuel, Civilized Shamans: Buddbism in Tibetan Societies (Washington, D.C: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 1993), 8-10.
" Mayer, Phur-pa beu gnyis, G4t
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prophesized in the king’s own dreams.® After a period of intense contemplation, he realized
their meaning, and from him the teachings were transmitted through a series of Indian
master, finally falling to Vimalamitra and Padmasambhava who brought the teachings to
Tibet.

The belief in revelations is a natural consequence of the Secrer Essence's own doctrine that
all phenomena are primordially enlightened and that the sacred drama described in the text’s
narrative is perpetually enacted in the present moment. It is for this reason that there is no
attempt in the text itself to connect the teachings directly to the historical Buddha, as is the
case in the main Yoga Tantra, The Compendium of Principles’ Instead, the Mahayoga
tradition holds that the teachings were revealed directly to King Indrabhati. The belief in
multiple Indrabhutis could partly be the consequence of more conservative, clerical factions
exerting pressure on the hagiography to conform to their notion of authenticity. In other
words, the first of the three Indrabhitis, described by Tibetans as being a contemporary of
the Buddha who received initiation into the higher tantras from him, is probably an attempt
to connect the revelations of an Indrabhuti, early gt century C.E., to the historical Buddha.
This, however, contradicts what little is known of the chronology of tantra in general and the
Mahayoga tantras in particular.

All Tibetan commentators are concerned with lineage as their stamp of validity. Thus,
each commentary describes the author’s lineage to varying degrees. In the Key to the Treasury,
Jikmé Tenpé Nyima provides a partial lineage—highlighting certain successions and
skipping over others. In the following, we will look at the important figures, both Indian and

Tibetan, in his Mahayoga lineage. Their lives will be described as they appear in the

% As will be elaborated further on, there are three Indrabhiiti-s in the Tibetan tradition, an elder, a middle and a
younger. The Indrabhati to whom the Mahayoga scriptures were revealed was the middle Indrabhad. He is
also known to the Tibetans as King Jah (rgyal po dzah).

? The Compendium of Principles mythos is based on a reinterpretation of the Buddha’s enlightenment portrayed
in the first chapter of that scripture—the story of Sarvarthasiddhi, another version of the name Siddhartha.
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primarily hagiographical material found in Tibetan, augmented with relevant information
from more recent scholarship. The point will be to see how these stories serve both to lend
authenticity and validity to the Mahayoga cycle. Secondarily, we will investigate how this
information may help to actual date the evolution of the Mahayoga corpus and more
specifically the Secret Essence Tantra.

While these hagiographies are heavily laden with mythological material, they contain
kernels of fact. Surely, many of the stories are clearly fantastic, involving supernatural powers
and beings. However, one cannot discard the Tibetan tradition and completely disregard
these stories, merely because they contain fantastical elements. Instead, it is logical to assume
that the characters in the stories are based on actual people involved in the transmission,
whose stories were gradually elaborated over time by pious devotees. Also, one cannot ignore
political and doctrinal motivations in the elaboration of these stories. Stories are augmented
and biographies expanded not merely out of devotion but also to demonstrate a doctrine’s or
interpretation’s superiority over others, as well as to establish their validity within Tibet’s
critical intellectual landscape. Extracting the grain of historical fact from these pearls of
Buddhist literature involves a process that balances these two methodological approaches. As
far as possible within the limits of this work, I will in this manner attempt to extract the
kernels of truth contained in these hagiographies. In the course of exploring the Indo-
Tibetan lineage for Mahayoga in some detail, there will also be a brief description of the
scriptures of the Mahayoga corpus and the most important commentaries on the Secret

Essence.
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THE LINEAGE IN INDIA

KING INDRABHUTI

The name of King Indrabhati is scattered throughout Tibetan tantric hagiographical,
historical and commentarial literature. The New Schools consider him to be the originator of
the Secret Assembly tradition, while the Old Schools consider him to be the revealer of the
whole Mahayoga corpus, of which the Secrer Assembly is a part. He is associated with the O
Vajra! cycle” as well as with the “co-emergent” (lhan skyes, sahaja) school of Buddhist
thought." He is counted as one of the eighty-four adepts in that cycle of literature, and a
number of important tantric adepts are considered to be among his progeny or siblings,
namely Padmasambhava, the great patron saint of Buddhism; Shéntaraksita, the Bodhisattva
who established the monastic discipline; Kambalapala, or Lawapa (/wa ba pa, the blanket-
siddha); and Lakshminkara, one of the few women among the eight-four siddhas. Sometimes
Indrabhauti is considered to be king of Oddiyana (o rgyan), possibly in north-western India;
elsewhere, King of Zahor (za hor), possibly in north-eastern India. Indeed, the stories
concerning this King Indrabhuti are so varied and at odds that scholars, Tibetan and non-
Tibetan alike, have necessarily concluded there was more than one King Indrabhati.”

The Tibetan tradition posits three Indrabhutis: the elder Indrabhuti, the middle

Indrabhuti, and the younger Indrabhuti.”” According to some, the middle Indrabhuati is also

10 Snellgrove, Hevajra Tantra, vol. 1, 13.

1 Jo Nang Taranatha, The Seven Instruction Lineages, translated and edited by David Templeman (Dharamsala:

Library of Tibetan Works & Archives, 1983; reprint 1990), 25-26. Indrabhati is credited with text called Proof’
of the Co-Emergent (Ihan cig skyes grub, P3107, vol. 69, 71.1.1-74.1.8).

"2 Most of the sources referred to in the immediately preceding and following notes assert multiple Indrabhuti-

s. The notable exception is perhaps the earliest reference to the king’s story in Jianamitra’s Commentary on the
150 Modes of the Glorious Perfection of Wisdom (phags pa shes rab kyi pha rol du phyin pa tshul brgya Inga beu pa’i
grel pa; P3471). As will be explained anon, the king’s son in that story is called Shakrabhati, which could well

be an alternative form for Indrabhri.

3 In Tibetan these are: indra bhii ti chen po, indra bhii ti bar ba, and indra bhi ti chung ba. Their brief
biographies culled from various sources can be found in Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol.

1,117, 157, and 253 respectively.
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called by the name “King Dza”, though Samten Karmay has shown how this name represents
the Tibetan mythologization of King Indrabhuti." It is this figure that is most important in
the tantric lineages and is claimed to be the source of the Old Schools’ Mahayoga lineage. I
believe it is possible to—in Snellgrove’s words—“reject” one of these Indrabhutis “as

barren,”"

namely the first, and posit the other two as father and son. Before this can be
discussed however, their individual stories as they appear in Tibetan traditions need to be

laid out in summary.

THE ELDER INDRABHUTI

The story of the elder Indrabhati is found in the Jonang lama Taranatha’s work entitled 7%e
Seven Instruction Lineages (bka’ babs bdun ldan), which has been translated into English by
David Templeman." Khetsun Sangpo reproduces the Tibetan of this story verbatim in his
Biographical Dictionary of Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism.” In Taranatha’s work the story
begins the chapter on the Action Seal (las kyi phyag rgya, karmamudra) transmission, which
deals mainly with the Great Seal (phyag rgya chen mo, mahimudra) and the Secret Assembly
lineages.

Taranatha describes the elder Indrabhuti in hyperbolic terms. “He was by nature
Vajrapani”. As king of Oddiyana, he enjoyed vast wealth and moreover was a “master of all

the secret mantras of this particular doctrine.” It is claimed that he lived at the time of the

Y sa ho ra’i rgyal po indra bhu ti bar pa'am msshan gyi rnam grangs rgyal po dzah ru grags pa de... (Khetsun
Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 157). Samten Karmay, “King Dza/T'sa and the Vajrayana” in
Tantric and Taoist Studies in Honor of R. A. Stein, edited by Michael Strickmann, Vol. 1, (Institut Belge de
Hautes Etudes Chinoises Bruxelles, 1981), 192-211. Karmay’s point is that “... since the tantras mentioning
King Tsa/Dza are controversial works and their genuine Indian origin is doubted, this legendary figure was
probably a Tibetan creation” (207). Karmay does indeed draw out the mythological aspects of the king’s story
and demonstrates how these are connected to the figure of King Tsa/Dza. However, the information he uses in
demonstrating how the Tibetan figure was mythologized into King Dza has little impact on the historicity of
the Indian figure of Indrabhuti.

15 Snellgrove, Hevajra Tantra, vol. 1, 13.

16 Taranatha, The Seven Instruction Lineages, 24-25.

' Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 117-118.
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Buddha, for he “saw the very face of the Enlightened One,” and the story of Indrabhati’s
meeting with the Buddha forms the bulk of the king’s hagiography. The plot of this story

runs as follows:

One day, the king sports a flock of what he believes to be red birds flying over head.
When he questions his ministers regarding the spectacle, they inform him, “Those
are not birds; they are Arbats of the Great Sage”, the Buddhpa. The king earnestly
wishes to meet with the Buddha but is rold the sage will not travel such a great
distance. Nonetheless, the king lays out a meal for the five hundred flying Arbats,
who accepted his invitation. After the meal, Indrabhuti asks them for some
teachings. They teach him the standard form of Sutra Vebicle practice: “Abandon
the attributes of desire and hold the Three Higher Trainings and the Six
Perfections!” Distraught about abandoning all the pleasures of his life, the king
asks if there is not some other way to achieve enlightenment without renouncing
the “five sensual pleasures”. At this, the Arbats disappear, and a voice from the sky
proclaims that the king is not meant for the Hearer or Solitary Realizer Vebicle
but is destined for the Bodbisattva Vebicle. These voices then coalesce into a
boundless mandala into which the king was initiated, whereby he achieved
perfection. The Buddha magically appears and instructs Indrabhati in “all the
Tantras.” The king in turn teaches all his subjects, and at the end of his life he
and his consorts simply disappear, being transformed into Complete Enjoyment

Bodies.

In Taranatha’s work this story ends with the king and his whole kingdom achieving
enlightenment, and their bodies disappearing. The connection to later generations of the
lineage is made through a female disciple of the king’s, Sahajasiddhi, who is reborn and

instructs Kukuraja, who is an established figure in the later lineage of the middle Indrabhati.
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Thus, the story of the elder Indrabhuti is dominated by mythological elements—flying
monks, teleporting Buddhas, and disappearing saints. Other than the obvious purport of
proving the validity of the teachings associated with Indrabhuti, the story highlights the
tension between the Sutric anti-worldly attitude and the Tantric in-the-world-ness.
Indrabhuti balks at the Stitra teachings given by the Arhats and asks for a teaching that does
not involve renouncing the five pleasures. This teaching is Tantra. In this light, the story is a
Tantric charter myth.

While Indrabhuti in general is a figure revered by many different tantric lineages, this
particular story of Indrabhuti the senior is primarily connected with the Secrer Assembly
tradition. Khetsun Sangpo retells the narrative of Indrabhuti the elder under the heading

“The Lineage of the Secrer Assembly”.” The connection of the story to the Secrer Assembly

tradition is further evidenced by G6 Shiinnu Pel’s statement in 7he Blue Annals.

The adepts of the (Guhya) samaja agree that the Guhyasamajatantra had
been preached by the Munindra himself, following a request of Indrabhuti,
the great king of Oddiyana, at the time when the Buddha had manifested

himself in Oddiyana and initiated the king."”

The Blue Annals explicitly states that the adepts referred to here are the New School
adherents to this tantra, translator G6 Lhetsé” and his followers among others. G6 Lhetsé
was one of the great promoters of the Secret Assembly Tantra in eleventh century Tibet. He
was also a “vociferous opponent” of the Old Schools, who came into conflict with Zur the

younger (1014-1074) and whose Broadside attacks the authenticity of the Secret Essence

'® Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 119.
Y °Gos gZhon-nu-dpal, The Blue Annals, tr. by George N. Roerich, 359. Hereafter, referred to as 7he Blue
Annals. “Munindra” is an epithet for the Buddha.
2 >
gos lhas btsas.
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Tantra.” The fact that this story of Indrabhuti the senior is associated with G6 Lhetsé¢’s New
School interpretation of the Secret Assembly Tantra is significant.

The Secret Assembly Tantra is also found in the Old Schools among the collection of
eighteen Mahayoga tantras. These tantras, as will be related in more detail below, were
believed to have fallen onto the roof of King Indrabhuti’s palace. This is the middle
Indrabhauti, also known as King Dza. Such a story about newly revealed texts appearing from
the sky would be acceptable to the Old Schools, among whom the treasure-revealer tradition
developed,” but for the stricter guidelines of the New Schools the teaching would need to be
traced back to an authentic Indian master and the tantra, to the Buddha himself. The
proponents of the New Schools, such as Gé Lhetsé, found themselves in a difficult position.
They revered the Secret Assembly Tantra but could not accept its origin-myth. To accept that
these texts were revealed directly by Vajrapani to Indrabhuti would be to accept the
possibility of new revelations in the future and thus leave the canon open-ended for
shamanic reinterpretation.

Instead, the more clerical factions of the New Schools chose to rework the myth about
Indrabhati by removing him one step from the profane world and mythologizing him.
Indrabhati is in this version of the story elevated to the status of Vajrapani, the redactor of
the tantras, and ultimately he becomes a Complete Enjoyment Body. Furthermore, he is
projected back in time to the era of the Buddha so that he can receive the teachings directly
from the Buddha’s mouth. The authenticity of the Secrer Assembly Tantra, which is highly
important for the New Schools, is therefore proven without having to resort to the notion of

new revelation, as in the story of the middle Indrabhuti, who is the discoverer of the Old

2 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 643 & vol. 2, 58 n.783.
22 The Old Schools (rnying ma) were not so named undil the arising of the New Schools (gsar ma), which can be
roughly placed in the eleventh century. It was in this same period that the first treasure-revealer (gter ston)

appeared. This was Sangye Lama (c. 990-1070). See The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 751-752.



3. Legends and History 156

Schools’ Mahayoga tantras. This along with the near complete lack of any historical anchors

in elder Indrabhuti’s story casts serious doubt on that figure’s historical validity.

THE MIDDLE INDRABHUTI

As opposed to Indrabhuti the elder and Indrabhuti the younger, the middle figure is usually
known as just “Indrabhuti”, or in Tibetan legend as King Dza. The Old Schools consider
this king to be the revealer of the eighteen tantras of the Mahayoga corpus. The locus classicus
of his legend is found in JAanamitra’s commentary on the One Hundred and Fifty Stanza
Perfection of Wisdom.” While ostensibly being a commentary of the Sutra Vehicle, since it
concerns the Perfection of Wisdom, this commentary mentions 7he Union of All Buddhas
and The Secret Assembly and is traditionally considered to be a tantric text. Not much is
known of the text’s author, Jianamitra, though he can be provisionally placed at the
beginning of the eighth century. The story of King Indrabhiti related in the commentary is
the earliest version presently known.

The story is presented in the introduction to explain the history of the scripture being
commented on, namely the One Hundred and Fifty Stanza Perfection of Wisdom. This “sutra”
is said to have been extracted from 7he Glorious Supreme Beginning, one of the more famous
of the eighteen tantras.* While the Old Schools view this tantra as belonging to the
Mahayoga corpus, the New Schools consider this tantra to belong to the Yoga Tantra
Vehicle. Kenneth Eastman has alluded to a possible connection between the Sino-Japanese
tradition of eighteen tantras in China and Japan and the eighteen scriptures of the Mahayoga

corpus, and Rolf Giebel’s full translation of Amoghavajra’s (705-774) summary of the

* Jhanamitra, phags pa shes rab kyi pha rol du phyin pa sshul brgya lnga beu pai grel pa
(@ryaprajnaparamitanayadashatika), in Tibetan Buddhist Canon (Oakland, Calif.: Dharma Press, 1981), vol. 59,
543.7-586.5 (=P3471).

4 dpal mchog dang po, Shriparamadya.
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eighteen texts demonstrates this clearly.” In Sino-Japanese traditions the list centers around
The Compendium of Principles, which for them is the most important. One of its major
explanatory tantras, The Vajra Pinnacle* is also prevalent. However, three tantras in the list
are ones that are classified as Mahayoga tantras by the Old Schools. These are 7he Glorious
Supreme Beginning, The Secrer Assembly, and The Union of All Buddhas”” The intimate
relationship between the Yoga and Mahayoga Tantra is thus evident by these overlapping
lists.

In Tibet, among the Yoga Tantras only The Glorious Supreme Beginning is found within
the eighteen Mahayoga tantras. The Compendium of Principles, The Vajra Pinnacle and others
did not fall into that category. The fact that the story of Indrabhuti’s revelation, which for
the Old Schools is associated with the Mahayoga tantras, is first found in a commentary on a
scripture said to be extracted from 7he Glorious Supreme Beginning could account for the
latter’s inclusion in the Mahayoga cycle. Another indication that the story of Indrabhuti in
Jhanamitra’s text represents an earlier tantric development is that the scriptures are called
“sutras” and not “tantras”. The Compendium of Principles likewise designates itself as a
“sutra”. In any case, the story from Jhanamitra’s commentary along with 7he Glorious
Supreme Beginning being included in the list of eighteen Mahayoga tantras clearly
demonstrates the close connection between the Yoga and Mahayoga tantras.

The story of Indrabhuti is given at the beginning of Jianamitra’s commentary to explain

the history of the one-hundred and fifty stanza Perfection of Wisdom.

» Kenneth Eastman, “The Eighteen Tantras of the Vajrashekhara/Mayajala,” paper presented to the 26
International Conference of Orientalists in Japan (Tokyo: May 8%, 1981). Rold W. Giebel, “The Chin-kan-ting
ching yii-chi‘ieh shih-pa-hui chifkuei: An Annotated Translation” in journal of Naritasan Institute for Buddhist
Studies, no. 18, (Naritashi, Japan: Naritasan Shinshoji, 1995), 107-201.

2 o rje rise mo, vajrasekbara.

7 Giebel, “The Chih-kang-ting...”, 114.
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If T were to explain the history of this scripture, from the previous time when
the Buddha was in the land of humans for eighty years, he trained [beings]
with The Union of All Buddhas, The Secret Assembly, etc.”

However, he says that at that time there were no humans who were suitable trainees for the
eighteen tantras. So, these were taught in the lands of the gods—the Land of the Four
Lineages of Great Kings, The Heaven of the Thirty-three, and the Joyous Realm.”

Jhanamitra continues:

Later, after the Buddha passed beyond sorrow, the king of Zahor along with

his retinue had marvelous faith in the doctrine.*

The story does not explicitly name the king as Indrabhati until the end. However, it does
connect him with the kingdom of Zahor and the yogi Kukuraja, which are features of the
middle Indrabhuti’s story. More importantly, it does not mention how much time elapsed
between the Buddha and Indrabhati, just that Indrabhuti came some time later. This is a
source of confusion for the later Tibetan traditions. The middle Indrabhuti’s story in

Jfhanamitra’s text can be summarized as follows:

Since Indrabhiti and his retinue were suitable to be trainees for the eighteen
“siutras”, that cycle of texts “came to the land of Zahor, through the blessings of
Vajrapani.” However, as the king could not understand them, he searched for

someone who could. Discovering Kukuraja in the central kingdom of Malapa,™

28 gsung rab di’i lo rgyus bshad na/ sngon sangs rgyas mi yul na lo brgyad cu bzhugs pa’i tshe na/ sarva vuddha sa ma
yo ga dang gu hya sa ma dza la sogs pas ‘dul ba... (Jianamitra, phags pa shes rab kyi pha rol du phyin pa tshul
brgya Inga beu pa’i grel pa, 543.7-544.1).

> rgyal chen ris bzhi dang sum cu risa gsum dang dga’ ldan la sogs pa’i gnas na... (Jianamitra, phags pa shes rab
kyi pha rol du phyin pa tshul brgya Inga beu pa’i grel pa, 544.1-544.2).

3 smad kyis sangs rgyas mya ngan las ‘das pa’i ‘og tu za hor gyi rgyal po "khor dang bcas pa ngo mishar du chos la dad
bdag cig dug pa... (Jianamitra, phags pa shes rab kyi pha rol du phyin pa tshul brgya Inga beu pa’i ‘grel pa, 544.2).
3 sarba Buddba sa ma yo ga la sogs pa sde chen po bco brgyad phyag na rdo rje’i byin rlabs kyis za hor gyi yul du
gshegs pa dang (Jianamitra, phags pa shes rab kyi pha rol du phyin pa tshul brgya Inga beu pa’i grel pa, 544.3).

% yul ma la ba (Jianamitra, phags pa shes rab kyi pha rol du phyin pa tshul brgya Inga beu pa’i ‘grel pa, 544.4).
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the king sent him an invitation to inspect the texts. Kukuraja hesitates, fearing if
he does not understand the texts, the king would develop doubts about Buddhism.
Instead, he asks that the books first be sent to him for inspection. As suspected,
when they arrive, Kukurdja cannot understand them and is severely distraught.
At this point, Vajrasattva appears to Kukurdja and grants him the ability to
comprehend the revealed scriptures. Kukuraja then travels to Zahor. There, he
instructs the king, having his retinue enact the Vajra-Realm mandala, according
to the instructions of Vajrasattva. Concerned with the propagation of the
teachings, Indrabhuti has Kukurdja also instruct his son, Shakrabhati, who in
turn teaches it to his son. Extracting the one-hundred and fifty modes of the
Perfection of Wisdom from The Glorious Supreme Beginning, Shakrabhiti
teaches this to his sister, Gomadevi,” from whom it was transmitted to future

generations.

Jhanamitra’s version of the story differs significantly from the corresponding legend in the
Tibetan Mahayoga tradition. The latter equates the middle Indrabhiti with a figure known
as King Jah.” The connection between the two versions is obvious, as the Tibetan King Jah
story follows the same basic plot as Jianamitra’s Indrabhuti version. However, as Samten
Karmay has shown, the story has been mythologized for Tibetans. There are a number of
elaborations in the story of King Ja that are significant for the discussion here. While some
recent scholarly work has pointed out the connection between the two versions of the stories,

the connection is downplayed by the tradition itself, which rarely refers to Jhanamitra as a

% Jhanamitra refers to Gomadevi as Indrabhati’s “the daughter” (sras mo). This would make her the sister of
Shakrabhati. Her name is given as go ba de byi in the Tibetan text. However, the standard form of her name is
Gomadevi. (Dp, 59:139.1.5).

* rgyal po dzah.
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source. The elaborated Tibetan version of the story therefore also merits separate attention
here.

The Old Schools adaptation of King Indrabhuti’s story places it within a larger
cosmological scheme. The Old Schools describe three levels of doctrinal transmission, known
as the three lineages (brgyud gsum). These are:

1. The Lineage of the Conquerors’ Intention (rgyal ba’i dgongs brgyud)

2. The Awareness Holders’ Symbolic Lineage (rig dzin brda’i bragyud)

3. The Human Aural Lineage (mi rnyan brgyud).

The first refers to the relation between a Buddha and his or her emanation or the immediate
retinue. In the case of an emanation, the intention or understanding of an enlightened being
is passed directly to his or her emanation. As for those beings in their retinue, who have
separate continuums, the intention, or understanding, can be passed directly from mind to
mind. Awareness Holders in the second lineage are human and non-human beings who have
attained an enlightened level. The transmission between them occurs through the non-verbal
symbolic means of postures and hand-gestures, while the aural lineage that occurs among
humans is a transmission from the teacher’s mouth to the student’s ear. These three
correspond to the three enlightened bodies of the Buddha—the Reality Body (chos sku,
dharmakaya), the Complete Enjoyment Body (long spyod rdzogs sku, sambhogakiya), and the
Emanation Body (sprul sku, nirmanakaya).” The three types of lineages represent the primary
mode of transmission for the respective Buddha Body. In Mahayoga, the Human Aural

Lineage begins with the figure of King Indrabhati, a.k.a. King Jah, who lived twenty-eight

% This is implicit in the description of the three lineages given in The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhbism, vol.
1, 447-450.
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years after the passing of the Buddha. The story found in Diijjom Rinpoché’s History may be

summarized as follows:*

At that time, five sages gathered on Mt. Malaya in Shri Lanki to bemoan the
disintegration of the Buddbist teachings. Due to their lamenting, Vajrapani
appears to them. As compiler of the tantras, he had been empowered by the
Buddha to teach the tantric vebicle. He thus instructs the five sages, who become
the first humans to understand the tantra. They represent the Awareness Holders’
symbolic transmission within the human realm.” Simultaneously, King Jah has
seven prophetic dreams. He dreams that:*

1. Vajrapani spoke the doctrine causing all beings to understand. A vajra
came from his heart and melted into the kings. A sun came from the
deity’s crown and dissolved into the king’s.”

2. All the Buddhas were riding on the sun and moon. They turned a golden
wheel and discussed the doctrine of Mahayoga.

3. Golden-colored clouds covered the sky. Magical lightening lit up the
whole universe, and its magical thunder proclaimed the sound of the

excellent doctrine. Precious substances rained down.

3 This version is a summary of the account given in The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, 454, 458-

460.

7 The Awareness Holders™ transmission is of two type: the symbolic transmission to non-humans and the

symbolic transmission to humans and non-humans. The five sages, being composed of a god, a naga, a yaksa,

an ogre, and a human, are classified as the latter. For their names, see “five sages” in numerical glossary.

* The summary of King Jah’s seven dreams comes from two primary sources—Samdrup Dotjé’s Tent of
Blazing Jewels, 624.4-627.1, and Longchenpa’s Dispelling Mental Obscuration, 7a.6-9a.4.

% Samdrup Dortjé, Tent of Blazing Jewels, (624.5). These are signs of enlightened speech, mind, and body

respectively. Longchenpa’s version of the dream of the three signs is:

Vajrapani, the Lord of Secrets, came to him. A blazing vajra issued from Vajrapani’s heart and
melted into the king’s heart; a sun came from the crown of Vajrapani’s head and melted into the
crown of the king’s head, and a moon issued from the deity’s feer and melted into the king’s feer.
All appearances and occurrences sloshed in the king’s belly. (Longchenpa, yid kyi mun sel, 7b.1-
3).
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4. A rain of nectar poured from the sky, purifying the mental defilements of
the trainees, and all beings cried, “Hail the vajra yogi!”

5. A jeweled chest, filled with magically written scriptures, fell from the
clouds in the sky like a meteor.

6. Many Awareness Holders and Bodbisattvas made offerings and
circumambulated the books, praising them.

7. A wvoice from the sky prophesized the advent of the Mahayoga teachings

and the king’s realization of them.

Upon waking, the king, in accordance with his dreams, discovers a jeweled chest
Sull of texts on the top of his palace along with a golden image of Vajrapani, the
Lord of Secrets. He worships the image and understands the chapter on “Viewing
the Visage of Vajrasattva”. With that as his basis, he practices meditating on
Vajrapani for seven months. After this time, even though he had already realized
the meaning of the scriptures thoroughly, he secks out a respected teacher for the
sake of appearances. Thus, he invites Kukurdja to come look at the texts, but the
later requests the texts be sent to him first. Kukuraja also understands the chapter
on “Viewing the Visage of Vajrasattva” and, based on that, practices for seven
month, after which Vajrasattva comes to him. Kukurdja asks to understand all
the meanings of the text. Vajrasattva replies thar Vajrapani would teach him.
Vajrapani actually comes and instruct him. After practicing according to
Vajrapani’s instruction, Kukurdja comes to realize the meaning of the Magical
Emanation Net cycle. He then divides the 100,000 stanza that originally fell on

King Indrabhuti’s roof into the eighteen texts of Mahayoga. He instructs the King

O The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 459; Tent of Blazing Jewels, 628.6. Key to the Treasury
(12.4) says “six months.”
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and his son in this tantric doctrine, and the lineage of human masters proceeds

from there.

While this version of the story places Indrabhuti in a time period close to the era of the
Buddha, it does not portray him as an associate of the Buddha. The Old Schools
demonstrate some confusion on this topic, for the Indrabhati of the Mahayoga foundational
myth is generally considered to be the middle one who was an associate of several well-
known eighth century C.E. figures. Dijjom Rinpoché unabashedly points this out when he

says:

Some say that King Jah was none other than Indrabhati the Great, who had
been empowered by the Teacher himself, but others maintain that he was
that Indrabhuti’s son. Some even believe him to have been an intermediate
Indrabhati. Thus, there are various dissimilar opinions; but, because ordinary
persons cannot image the emanations of great sublime beings, perhaps they
are all correct! And yet, upon examining the chronology, we find he is
described as the contemporary of master Kukkuraja. For this reason he may

well be an intermediate Indrabhuti.”

Diijom correctly perceives that the weight of the historical evidence places Indrabhuti, the
revealer of the Mahayoga tantras, in the eighth century. He thus ignores the statement in the
hagiography that this Indrabhuti was alive twenty-eight years after the Buddha.

He can do this, because direct continuity with the teaching of the historical Buddha is
not as important for the Old Schools as for the New Schools. The New Schools developed
the myth of Indrabhuti the elder in order to connect tantras such as The Secrer Assembly

directly to the Buddha. They claim that Indrabhuti lived at the time of the Buddha and

T The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism vol. 1, 458-459.
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moreover make him an actual emanation of Vajrapani. He received the transmission of the
tantras from the Buddha himself. This proved the authenticity of these tantras while at the
same time obviating the notion of new revelation, inherent in Jianamitra’s version. The Old
Schools, on the other hand, did not see the need to connect Indrabhuti directly with
Shakyamuni. As with Indrabhati the elder, he was projected back in time to a period close to
the Buddha’s to lend his story greater authenticity. However, a specific gap of twenty-eight
years separates the two figures precisely to demonstrate the mechanism of revelation that
becomes the basis of the Tibetan treasure tradition.

The key element of the Old Schools’” version is that Indrabhuti’s revelation occurred
simultaneously with the teaching of the tantras by Vajrapani on the peak of Mt. Malaya.
Vajrapani is considered to be the compiler of these tantras. As will be shown in the next
chapter, the events of the Secret Essence itself and, by implication, the rest of the corpus
occurred in the mythic time, in illo tempore. Vajrapani was entrusted as the compiler of the
texts and can be considered the being who wrote them down. Then, at the same moment, he
initiates the Awareness Holders” symbolic lineage by teaching the five sages on Mt. Malaya
and the human aural lineage by revealing the texts on the roof of Indrabhuti’s palace.
Indrabhuti’s story is situated in the cosmology of the Old Schools so that there is a
simultaneous tripartite communication of the tantra—its genesis. On the ultimate
realizational level, the Reality Body eternally communicates with itself. On the mystical
communicatory level, the Complete Enjoyment Body symbolically communicates with the
Awareness Holders, and on the physical, verbal level, the actual texts are revealed to King
Jah, or the middle Indrabhati.

For the Old Schools the validity of the texts is not due to their dating back to the time of
the Buddha. In fact, their revelations occur after the Buddha’s death, even if only twenty-
eight years later. Their validity comes from the fact that they are the expression of the

ultimate, symbolically dressed in the speech and deeds of the Complete Enjoyment Body,
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and compiled into written texts by the redactor Vajrapani, who himself is an emanation of
the Complete Enjoyment Body. This version of the story opens the way for further
revelations in the future as long as they are products of this threefold emanatory process.
Texts can be authenticated by assigning authorship to an enlightened being, an Emanation
Body, who put down in words the symbolic communications of the Complete Enjoyment
Body and hid these texts until the time was appropriate for their revelation by another
Emanation Body. This, of course, lays the foundation for or perhaps justifies the Tibetan
tradition of treasure revealers.

The story of King Jah is, as Samten Karmay has shown, primarily a Tibetan invention
that originated from the need for the Old Schools to distinguish the Mahayoga Tantras from
the Yoga Tantras.” By comparing Jianamitra’s excerpt on Indrabhuti with King Jah’s story,
one will notice several places where the story has been embellished in the latter version:

1. The addition of the dream-signs,

2. The introduction of Vajrapani to the story,

3. The falling of the texts and statue onto the king’s palace, and

4. The switch of location from Zahor to Oddiyana.

The additional story concerning King Jah’s dreams serves a dual purpose in the narrative. For
one, through the figure of Vajrapani, the dreams connect the teaching of the tantra to the
five sages on Mt. Malaya—Awareness-holders’ Lineage—to the revelation of the tantra to
King Indrabhtuti—the Human Aural Lineage. At the same time that Vajrapani is instructing
the five sages, Indrabhuti is dreaming of that deity. Signs of Vajrapani’s enlightened body,
speech, and mind emanate from the deity into the king’s body, so that the king becomes in
essence identical with Vajrapani. The dreams also ostensibly prophesize the progressive

revelation of the Mahayoga tantras. First, the king’s essence is transformed into Vajrapani;

%2 Samten Karmay, “King Tsa/Dza and the Vajrayana”, 206-207.
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the Buddhas then teach the doctrine; marvelous natural events occur; a rain of nectar falls;
the jeweled chest full of scriptures fall from the sky; they are worshiped, and finally the king
is prophesized to realize them. In describing this progression, the dream-sequences employ
elements of higher tantric symbolism, such as the sun and moon, purifying nectar, the vajra,
and so forth. Such symbolism is most prevalent in the higher tantras, Mahayoga and above,
and most likely indicates a later accretion to the story. As JAianamitra’s commentary is on a
text associated with the Yoga Tantra cycle, it is not surprising that the episode of the dreams
is absent. The dreams are an aspect of King Jah’s story (the Tibetan apotheosis of
Indrabhuti) and not of the Indian Indrabhuti.

Not only is Vajrapani a central figure in Indrabhiti’s dreams, he is also the one who
actually transmits the teachings to Kukurdja and the king. This differs from Jhanamitra’s
story, where the initiating Bodhisattva is Vajrasattva. Jianamitra mentions Vajrapani only
briefly, saying the texts came to the land of Zahor “through the blessing of Vajrapani”. The
two deities belong to the same Vajra family of deities. Vajrasattva means “Vajra Being”, and
Vajrapani means “Vajra Scepter in Hand”. The term “Vajra” is extremely important in
tantric philosophy and practice, representing the inseparable and indifferentiable union of
wisdom and emptiness. Vajrasattva is also closely related to the Secrer Essence and the
Mahayoga tantras, which are believed to be part of the Magical Emanation Net of
Vajrasattva. Whereas Vajrasattva is a peaceful deity, Vajrapani appears in wrathful form. In
Jhanamitra’s story it is Vajrasattva who instructs Kukuraja and has him instruct the king and
retinue to perform the Vajradhatu mandala. In the Tibetan stories, Kukuraja first reads the
chapter on “Beholding the Visage of Vajrasattva,” which is the eight-fourth chapter of the

long version of the Secret Essence.” Upon realizing and practicing that chapter, he meets with

3 sqyu phrul rgyas pa, Tb.423, 294.3-299.2, “rdo tje sems dpa’ zhal mthong ba'i le'u/” Also found in sgyu phrul
le lhag, Tb.420, 561.3-565.7, “Chapter 31: skyes bu dam pa blo rtsal rab kyis_/_rdo rje sems dpa' zhal mthong

ba'i le'u ste so gcig pa/”.



3. Legends and History 167

Vajrasattva, who figuratively passes the scepter off to Vajrapani. It is Vajrapani who instructs
Kukuraja and the king. The elaboration of Vajrapani’s role in this story demonstrates that
deities growing popularity among the Tibetans. It demonstrates that in the time period
between the writing of Jianamitra’s story and the development of the Tibetan version, the
wrathful form of Vajrapani came to supercede the peaceful form of Vajrasattva in this
particular tantric circle.

The origin of the texts by descending onto the roof of King Jah’s palace is another aspect
of the story added in the Tibetan mythologization. Jianamitra glosses over the origin of the
body of texts by merely saying that they appeared in the land of Zahor, due to the good
karma of the king and his retinue. The sky-motif can be seen as a Tibetan addition for it also
figures in the legendary story of the earliest Tibetan Kings. The first of these kings claimed to
have come from the sky, and the first seven are said to have ascended back into the sky at the
time of death, through a “sky-cord”.* The magical appearance of the texts also demonstrates
the method of revelation, known as “mind-treasure”. At the same time, it represents the
transition of the doctrine from the timeless realm of the Truth Body (Samantabhadra) into
the temporal human realm of the Emanation Body (King Jah) through the action of the
Complete Enjoyment Body (Vajrapani).

The final addition to Indrabhuti’s story mentioned here is the switch of location from
Zahor to Oddiyana. The kingdom of Oddiyana, which is traditionally located in the north-
western region of the Indian sub-continent, has come to hold an important place in the

Tibetan religious imagination primarily due to its connection with Padmasambhava. The

# Nag-dBan Blo-bZan rGya-mTSHo, A History of Tibet, 10-11. The first king, gNya’ khri bstan po, was born
to human parents, but because he was “more than human” and therefore a threat to his father’s rule, he was
banished from the kingdom. With the aid of Padmapani (Avalokiteshvara), he magically appeared on a peak
above the Yarlung valley, from whence he climbed down to the valley. When the people there asked him from
where he had come, he pointed to the sky. They took this to mean “he had come from the gods.” The sources
for this story are cited by the Fifth Dalai Lama as the 6Kz’ %hol ma and the Mani bka’ bum (8).

% dgongs gter. Tulku Thondup Rinpoché, Hidden Teachings of Tibet, 88-90.
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saint is believed to have come from Oddiyana, where he was a prince, the adopted son of
King Indrabhati. This connection between Padmasambhava, Oddiyana, and Indrabhati may
account for the geographical switch in King Jah’s story. If the Indrabhuti who revealed the
Mahayoga texts was the same Indrabhuiti who was father of Padmasambhava, then he must
have come from Oddiyana. Thus, the locale for King Jah’s story was switched from Zahor to
Oddiyana. This was a point of contention within the Old Schools, for Longchenpa openly

refutes this aspect of the King Jah story:

It is also not suitable to assert, as some do, that King Jah is Indrabhati, the
King of Oddiyana, because this is a position contradictory with the statement

“on the southeast border of Jambudvipa [India].” “

Therefore, the designation of the middle Indrabhuti as king of Oddiyana can similarly be
disregarded as a result of Indrabhuti’s mythologization, since it is not mentioned in
Jhanamitra’s earliest version and some Tibetan openly refute that identification. JAanamitra
instead describes Indrabhati as king of Zahor. Similarly, the Yoga Tantras identify him as the
Bengali king, Prakashacandra,” while Longchenpa points to the prophecy that locates him
on the southeastern border of India.

Thus, the middle Indrabhuti’s hagiography appears to have gone through several stages
of augmentation, informed by various political agenda. Nonetheless, the germ of the story,
found in its earliest form, Jhanamitra’s version, cannot be completely discounted. Though
we may never be able to uncover the actual facts, these legends concerning the middle
Indrabhuti seem to point to an actual person who lived during the eighth century C.E.
somewhere in the eastern or south-eastern section of India. This person came across a group

of Buddhist tantric texts that were beyond his comprehension. He then engaged the aid of a

% Longchenpa, yid kyi mun sel (Dispelling Mental Darkness), 10a.6.
%7 Samten Karmay, “Tsa/Dza and the Vajrayana”, 297-298. The Yoga Tantras equate King 75z of Zahor with
this figure.
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siddha, named Kukuraja, who helped the king decipher the meaning of the texts. Together,
they embraced the practice, and from them the lineage spread. As several commentaries on
the Secret Essence are attributed to Indrabhuti,”® we can assume that the Secret Essence or some

kernel of it was among the texts discovered by Indrabhiti.

THE YOUNGER INDRABHUTI

The middle king Indrabhuti, or King Jah, had two children who figured prominently in the
lineage of the Mahayoga tantras, his son Shakrabhuti and his daughter Gomadevi. The word,
Shakra, being synonymous with Indra, the son is also known as Indrabhati the junior.”
Some traditions equate him with the adept Lawapa, or Kambalapada,” who is among those
mentioned in Abhayadatta’s Lives of the Eighty-four Great Siddhas’ Not much historical
information is included in his biography other than lineage details. The majority of his
hagiography is comprised of stories about his magical powers. The primary example is the
story about how he got the name Kambalapada, or in Tibetan Lawapa (lwa ba pa), “man

with the woolen blanket”:

Once, five hundred witches came to obstruct his meditation. To hide from them,
he turned himself into a woolen blanket. Despite this ruse, they saw through his
illusion and tore the blanket into five hundred piece, one portion for each sorceress
to swallow. However, he reappeared and turned them all into sheep. When they

complained to the king, presumably his father, the king petitioned Kambalapada

 P4649 and P4683 comment directly on the Secret Essence. P4546 and P4900 are on general tantric topics.

“ indra bhi ti chung ba. The daughter, GomadevT’s story will be discussed below.

%0 raya gar gyi bla ma phyis byon pa ga’ zhig gis slob dpon lwa ba pa de rgyal po’i sras shig yin yul yang o rgyan gyi
nang tshan zhig yin zhes gsungs pa ltar na indra bbhu ti chung ba yin pa gor ma chag ste/ (Khetsun Sangpo,
Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 253). Also see, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 485-
487 and Jo Nang Taranatha, The Seven Instruction Lineages (bka’ babs bdun ldan), trs. and ed. by David
Templeman (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 1990), 33-35.

51 Abhayadatta, Buddha’s Lions: The Lives of the Eighty Four Siddhas (catura$iti-siddha-pravritti, grub thob brgyad
cu rtsa bzhi’i lo rgyus), trs. sMon-grub Shes-rab and James B. Robinson (Berkeley: Dharma Press, 1979).
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to reverse his spell. He did so, having each witch vomit up their piece of his
blanket so he could reconstruct his only piece of clothing, as he was, without it,

quite naked.

This is the reason for his name Lawapa, or Kambalapada, which means one who wears a
woolen cloth. Another of his names was Shakraputra, which displays a similarity with the
name of Shakrabhiti, son of the middle Indrabhati. Shakra is another title for the Vedic god
Indra so that Shakrabhuti could well be an alternate form of Indrabhati. Furthermore, the
suffix “putra” means “son”, rendering the meaning of Shakraputra as “son of Indra”, or
possibly “son of Indra[bhuti]”. In either case, if this figure was the actual son of a king, the
focus of his hagiography on miraculous powers and the minimal use of clothing indicate that
he adopted the lifestyle of a mendicant siddha.

The lineage information concerning the younger Indrabhuti is varied. Jianamitra claims
that he taught his own son, whose name is not mentioned, as well as his sister Gomadevi.

Diijom Rinpoché gives the following lineage:*

Indrabhati, the middle = Kukuraja = Indrabhuti, the younger =

Simharaja = Uparaja = Gomadevi

Interestingly enough, he equates Shakrabhuti with Uparaja rather than the last Indrabhuti.
This appears to be an anomaly, as Jikmé Tenpé Nyima gives the same lineage without
mentioning the name Shakrabhuti.” Elsewhere, in the Anuyoga lineage, Diijjom Rinpoché
mentions that Indrabhati the younger empowered Simhaputra and Kukuraja the younger.”
The latter is said to have empowered Garap Dorjé. It is also claimed that he participated in a

competition of miracles with Vilasavajra and taught the people of Oddiyana with his father,

52 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 462.
>3 Key 1o the Treasury, 12.5.
5% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 487-488.
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King Jah. If any stock can be placed in these tidbits of information scattered throughout the
miracle stories, we may surmise that his student, the younger Kukuraja, initiated Garap
Dorjé into the Mahayoga lineage rather than the elder Kukurija, as some claim.”
Furthermore, these stories demonstrate how closely knit the circle of initiates was, as
Vilasavajra, who was a disciple of Gomadevi, would have been a younger contemporary of

King Jah.

KUKURAJA
As already mentioned, the Tibetan tradition holds that there was an elder and a younger
Kukuraja. The elder Kukuraja was a peer of King Jah, the middle Indrabhuati, while the
younger Kukuraja was a disciple of Shakrabhiti, or the younger Indrabhuti. Both play a role
in the lineage of Mahayoga, but it is the elder Kukuraja that primarily concerns us here.
Khetsun Sangpo give Kutaraja as an alternate form of his name.” Both forms mean “King of
the dogs”, which derives from the legend that the great adept taught in the form of a dog to a
pack of dogs during the day, while at night they would transform into their divine human
form and perform the group mandala practice. Taranatha places Kukuraja during the reign
of Dharmapala (r. 790-815), which is not completely out of the question.” From among the
eighteen Mahayoga tantras, he is said to have attained realization through the Secrer Moon
Drop and to have been an adept in the Union of All Buddhas.

As already discussed, Kukuraja is directly connected to the revelation of the Mahayoga
corpus. In the story of the middle Indrabhuti, Kukuraja is called from the middle kingdom
of Malava to help decipher the Mahayoga scriptures. With the help of Vajrasattva and

Vajrapani, he does so and initiates the king and his court. The story of King Jah however

> The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 466.

>¢ Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 257.

" H. G. Ralinson, India: A Short Cultural History (London: Cresset Press, 1937; reprint 1965), 205. Cf., Rama
Shankar Tripathi, History of Ancient India, 354ft.
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minimizes the dependence on Kukurdja by claiming that Indrabhuti’s plea for help was a
pretense to demonstrate humility. Thus, Indrabhuti is generally regarded as Kukuraja’s
teacher. The tradition claims that Kukuraja then divided the original text of one hundred
thousand verses into the eighteen separate scriptures that compose the present-day corpus.
Indrabhati and Kukuraja are thus presented by the tradition as co-founders of the Mahayoga
tradition.

So that the doctrine will be preserved, King Indrabhuti has Kukuraja instruct his son,
Shakrabhuti, whose biography has already been related. Shakrabhuti instructed the scholar,
Uparaja, and he in turn is said to have instructed the King’s daughter, Gomadevi. This is the
standard lineage given in Tibet for the Mahayoga tantras. However, JAanamitra’s
commentary on the One-hundyed and Fifty Verse Perfection of Wisdom says that Shakrabhati
transmitted that text directly to Gomadevi, after having extracted it from the Supreme

Glorious Beginning.

GOMADEVI

Gomadevi is considered to be the daughter of the middle Indrabhuti and the sister of the
younger. She is mentioned in lineages of Mahayoga, though her story is not found under this
name in the hagiographical literature. However, the story of the well-known Laksminkara
shares certain features with Gomadevi so that it can be surmised that the two were one and

the same person.” Her story may be summarized as follows:

Laksminkara was sister to a king Indrabhati. She was betrothed to the son of a
king, Jalendra, but when she saw the prince returning from a hunt with several
slaughtered deer, she was so saddened that she renounced the worldly life and

lived in the cemetery, where due to her practice she became a great adept.

*% Jhanamitra, (Dp, 59:138.4.1).
% See Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 764-767 for Laksminkara’s biography.
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As both figures are described as sisters of a king Indrabhiti, they appear to be identical.
Several texts are ascribed to Laksminkara in the Tibetan canon. One of these is a
commentary on 1he Verification of the Co-Emergent, a text written by Indrabhuti.® It is from
her that the lineages of Mahayoga are said to have spread. The general consensus is that her
main student was Vilasavajra, through whom the teachings of the Secrer Essence were passed.
However, in his short discourse on the lineage of the Secret Essence, Orgyen Jikmé Chokyi
Wangpo (1808-1887), more commonly known as Patriil Rinpoché, claims that Gomadevi
taught both Vilasavajra and Buddhaguhya, and this is the tradition followed by his student,

Jikmé Tenpé Nyima, the author of The Key to the Treasury.”

VILASAVAJRA

According to the traditional lineages, the Mahayoga tantras were transmitted from Gomadevi
to Vilasavajra (sgeg pa’i rdo rje).”” According to Khetsun Sangpo, he was born in a land called
Namnara.” Vilasavajra was scholar, who spent ten years of his life at the famous Buddhist
monastery of Nalanda. He was particularly versed in the Mind Only doctrine of Asanga and,
according to Taranatha, was a “follower of the Vijhana-madhyamika (rnam rig dbu ma pa)

philosophy”.* He apparently went by several names, each associated with a different event in

% Tndrabhiti, lhan cig skyes grub, P3107. Lha-lcam rje-btsun-ma Dpal-mo (Laksmi Bhattarika), lhan cig skyes
grub kyi gzhung grel, P3108.

8! dPal-sprul O-rgyal-jigs-med-chos-kyi-dbang-po, gsang snying ‘chad thabs brgyud gsum lo rgyusin The Collected
Works of dPal sprul o rgyal jigs med chos kye (sic.) dbang po, vol. 2 (Gangtok: Sonam T. Kazi & Delhi: Jayyed

Press, 1971), 182.2. Key to the Treasury, 12.6.

52 Vilasavajra’s story is found in The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 463-464. Two relevant

hagiographies are found in Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 264-265 (sgeg pa’i rdo rje)

and vol. 1, 266-270 (la li ta bajra). It is unclear whether Vilasavajra is the same as the Mahasiddha Lilapada,

whose story is in Robinson, Buddha’s Lions, 25-26. Until recently, scholars have reconstructed his Sanskrit

name as Lilavajra. However, Ronald Davidson in his translation and commentary on the Litany of Names of
Manjushri has made a strong case that the correct version of this figure’s name is Vilasavajra.

% Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 264. The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism (vol.

1, 463) has Samsara for the name of his country.

%% Taranatha, History of Buddbism in India, translated by Lama Chimpa and Alaka Chattopadhyaya (Delhi:

Motilal Banarsidass, 1970; reprint 1990), 272.
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his life. His ordination name was Varabodhi, and it was under this name that he wrote
commentaries on Action and Performance tantras.” He is said to have practiced the Lizany of
the Names of Manjushri on an small island in Oddiyana named Dhima, where he achieved
realization.” Besides penning an important commentary on the Lizany, he was the author of
the famed Blazing Palace (spar khab), a highly influential commentary on the Secret Essence.”
He also is associated with the O Vajra! tantra.®® According to Davidson, Vilasavajra can be
placed in the latter half of the eighth century, because he is said to have worked with Ma
Rinchenchok after the latter’s ordination, which occurred in 779.” He transmitted the
Mahayoga tantras to two important figures—Buddhajfianapada, whose interpretation of
Secret Assembly was one of the six to enter Tibet, and Buddhaguhya, through whom the

lineage of the Secrer Essence passed.

BUDDHAGUHYA

It is said that Buddhaguhya came from central India and was ordained at Nalanda.”” He
traveled widely, residing in Varanasi, Oddiyana, Mt. Potalaka, and Mt. Kailash. The

doxographies universally proclaim him to have been a disciple of Buddhajfianapada from

% The Tibetan for this name is byang chub mchog. This is often reconstructed into Sanskrit as Uttamambodhpi.
However, the translators of Taranatha’s history give it as Varabodhi (Taranatha, 272), as does Jeffrey Hopkins
in his work on Action Tantra (Hopkins, Deity Yoga, 47-62, 259). Other names of Vilasavajra include Suryavat,
Vishvartpa, and Lilavajra. For references to works in the Tibetan canon ascribed to these names, see Taranatha,
History, 418.

6 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhbism, vol. 1, 463. o rgyan gyi gling phran ma dhi ma zhe bya bar...
(Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 264).

57 The version of this commentary used here is: Vilasavajra, dpal gsang ba snying po’i grel pa rin po che’i spar
khab slob dpon sgeg pa'i rdo rjes mdzad pa in Commentaries on the Guhyagarbha tantra and other rare Nyingmapa
texts from the library of Dudjom Rinpoché (New Delhi: Sanje Dorje, 1974; I-Tib 74-900928; I-Tib-1252), 1-
222. It is also found in bka’ ma rgyas pa, vol. 23, 389.1-619.4.

% Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 265.

% Davidson, The Litany of names of Manjusri, 6-7.

7% His story is found in Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 542-546; The Nyingma School
of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 464-466.
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whom he received the transmission of the Secrer Assembly.” He allegedly attained some
realization, after practicing the means of achievement for Mafjushri and then went to
Oddiyana where he studied the Yoga and Mahayoga tantras under Vilasavajra. In the latter
part of his life, he dwelt in hermitage on the slopes of Mt. Kailash, practicing the means of
attainment for the Vajra-Realm Mandala, an important mandala in the Compendium of
Principles. While residing there, the Tibetan king Trisong Detsen invited him to Tibet.
However, he declined the invitation and sent in his place a five-part letter of advice to the
king and people of Tibet. This letter is preserved in the Peking edition of the Tibetan
Buddhist canon.”” Despite his refusal to come to Tibet, Buddhaguhya allegedly taught many
Tibetan who came to him. The tradition further claims that during this time he made the
first translation of the Secrer Essence Tantra with, of all people, Vairocana.

Buddhaguhya wrote works on the Performance Tantras, Tantra of the Greatr Vairocana
and Sublime Concentration, as well as on the means for attainment of the Yoga Tantra Vajra-
Realm mandala.” However, his most famous works are on the Secrer Essence. These are the
Stages of the Path,”* the Lesser Stages of the Path,” and the Stages of Vajra Activity.”® Along with
his teacher, Vilasavajra, and his student, Vimalamitra, he co-authored another influential

text, entitled the Heart Drop.”” Other less well-known texts attributed to Buddhaguhya focus

™" The Blue Annals, 372; The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 464-465. Stephen Hodge questions this
relationship “given the disparity in their ages.” Stephen Hodge, tr., The Maha-Vairocana-Abhisambodhi Tantra
with Buddhaguhya’s Commentary (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), 22.

7 Buddhaguhya, bod rje bangs dang brsun rnams la spring yig, P5693.

73 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, 466.

7 Buddhaguhya, lam rin chen mo in bka’ ma rgyas pa, vol. 23, 5.1-133.3. This is also called lam rnams par bkod
pa (bka’ ma rgyas pa, vol. 23, 133.3) and is found under that name in the Peking edition of the Tibetan canon
as well (P4736).

7> Buddhaguhya, rgyu phrul drwa ba’i lam rnam par bshad pa chung ngu in bka’ ma rgyas pa, vol. 23, 135.1-
157.4. It is not found in the Peking canon.

76 Buddhaguhya, sgyu phrul dra ba rdo rje las kyi rim pa (P4720), vol. 83, 70.3.7-78.3.8.

77 Buddhaguhya, Vilasavajra, and Vimalamitra, thugs kyi thigs pa’i man ngag (P4738).
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on initiation and meditation in Mahayoga.” He is claimed by the tradition to be the teacher

of Vimalamitra and Padmasambhava.

VIMALAMITRA

Vimalamitra is an important figure in many Old School lineages, especially the lineage of the
Secret Essence. In many ways he appears to have played as important a role in the
establishment of Buddhism in Tibet as Padmasambhava and Shantaraksita did. However, the
Tibetan mythic imagination did not glorify him in quite the same way as those others. This
is not to say that Vimalamitra’s biography was not mythologized but that his story did not
play as significant a role in Tibetan religious imagination’s self-image. It is thus that in
Dijjom Rinpoché’s summary of the great figures who lived during the early propagation,

Vimalamitra’s name is conspicuously absent:

Among those kings, Songtsen Gampo and Trhisong Detsen were particularly
great in their kindness. The scholars Shantaraksita and Padmasambhava, and
the translators Thonmi Sambhota, Vairocana, Kawa Peltsek, Cokro Lui

Gyeltsen and Zhang Yeshe De were all most gracious and wonderful.”

Correspondingly, Vimalamitra’s biography must be pieced together from references scattered
throughout Diijjom’s work. There is no single section devoted to him in the history of the
Mahayoga lineage, as there is to Vilasavajra, Buddhaguhya, and Padmasambhava, though he
was certainly as influential in the formation of the Mahayoga School in Tibet as any of those
figures were. Instead, his biography is found in the history of Atiyoga as part of a section that

focuses primarily on Sri Simha and Jhanasutra, a fact to be discussed anon.”

8 E.g., dbang gi don nges par “byed pa (P4722), rdo rje sems dpa’i sgyu phrul dra ba’i “od kyi rim pa (P4731), sgyu
phrul kbhro bo’i dbang bskur ba dkyil “khor rdo rje las kyi rim pa (P4761), and sgyu phrul dbang gi gal po’i don grel
(P4762).

7 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 522.

8 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, 497-501.
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According to The Blue Annals, there were actually two Vimalamitras, an earlier one and
later one. The earlier one was invited to Tibet during the reign of Trisong Detsen. He was a
tantric lay practitioner. The latter lived during the reign of Relpachen and was a monk."
This could account for the claim, made by some, that Vimalamitra reached the advanced age
of two hundred years.” In all likelihood, the biographies of the two figures became conflated
into a single person. Thus, Samdrup Dorjé mistakenly places the Vimalamitra who
transmitted the Secretr Essence in the time of Relpachen, whereas in fact the earlier
Vimalamitra was the one involved in the Mahayoga transmission.*

Vimalamitra received the instructions on the Mahayoga tantras and in particular the
Secret Essence from Buddhaguhya. He is also considered to be the one who introduced certain
lineages of the Great Completeness teachings to Tibet, which have been compiled as 7he
Seminal Point of Vimala (bi ma la snying thig).** Furthermore, he was a prolific translator and
writer, contributing a vast number of works to both sections of the Tibetan canon—
translated scriptures and penned commentaries. His wide-ranging career is more easily
explained through positing two Vimalamitras whose stories were later conflated. In the
present state of our knowledge, it is impossible to definitively separate the two figures.

However, a brief investigation of his hagiography may shed some light on this matter.

8! The Blue Annals, 191-192.

82 Bva M. Dhargye, The Rise of Esoteric Buddbism in Tibet (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1977), 57.

% RBG, 630.4ff. Go-lo-tsa-wa explicitly states that the earlier Vimalamitra “did not dress in monastic robes but
went about attired as a yogin” and that this was the Vimalamitra who taught Tantric subjects. He lived during
the reign of Trisong Detsen. The later Vimalamitra, who was a monk and wrote a commentary on the
Pratimoksa, lived during the reign of Rel-ba-jen (7he Blue Annals, 191).

8 This cycle of texts was redacted by Longchenpa and is found in the Four-part Seminal Point, snying thig ya
bzhi (New Delhi: Trulku Tsewang, Jamyang and L. Tashi, 1970), vols. 7-9.
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Vimalamitra was allegedly born in western India, in a land called Hastivana.” The
majority of his hagiographies make only passing reference to the fact that he studied the
Mahayoga under Buddhaguhya, though the number of commentaries he wrote on it
indicates that he was quite interested in that school. The traditional hagiography’s of
Vimalamitra focus more on his relationship to Jhdnasitra than on Vimalamitra. JAanasttra’s
life literally parallels Vimalamitra’s in that they were born at the same time. The traditional

hagiography proceeds to relate the two stories as one:*

Together, Vimalamitra and Jnanasitra become the greatest adepts among five
hundred scholars living at the seat of enlightenment, Bodhgaya. Then,
Vajrasattva appears to them and exhorts them that, if they desire enlightenment,
they should travel to China. Vimalamitra leaves immediately for China, where he
meets Shri Simba. Shri Simba instructs him in the Grear Completeness doctrine
but does not entrust him with the texts. When Vimalamitra returns, he tells
Jianasatra of the master, Shri Simba. At that point, [nanasitra himself sets off
for China, where he receives the complete empowerment and teaching from Shri
Simba, as well as the texts themselves, just before the master’s death.

Vimalamitra meanwhile is doing the practice in a cremation ground.
There, he has a vision of dakinis who urge him to find Jnanasitra. He does so
and receives the complete Atiyoga transmission. When [nanasitra passes away
and his body dissolves into light, Vimalamitra cries our in grear distress,

whereupon [nanasitra’s enlightened form reappears in the sky. A jeweled box

% His story is found in Tarthang Tulku, Crystal Mirror, vol. V, 191-195; Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical
Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 1, 536-541; The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 497-501; Tulku
Thondup, The Tantric Tradition of the Nyingmapa (Marion, Ma: Buddhayana, 1984), 54-59; Thundop,
Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 68-73, and Sangs-gyas-gling-pa, gter-ston, (1340-1396), bka’ thang gser
phreng (Kalimpong: Dujom Rinpoché, 1970; I-Tib 79-9922880; I-Tib-760), 449.1-464.4, especially from
455.11t.

86 . .
The sources for this version of the story are



3. Legends and History 179

containing the texts of the pronouncement for Atiyoga falls into Vimala’s hand,
and he attained confidence in the unerring reality.

After  this, Vimalamitra lived under the patronage of the king
Haribhadra of Kamarapa in the east for ten years and then under the patronage
of another king, Dharmapala, in the western city of Bhirya, finally coming to
reside at the court of a King Dharmacandra. During this last period, based on the
magical foresight of a Tibetan Minister named Nyang Tingngedzin Zangpo,
King Trisong Detsen sent three translators—>Ma Rinchenchok, Jokru Luigyeltsen,
and Kawa Peltsek—to bring back a Buddbist master from India. Carrying a
great quantity of gold, they travel to the court of King Dharmacandra (whom
they call Indrabhuti) and, while presenting the gold, request him send a Buddhist
master from his entourage. He asks the group of five hundred monks attendant at
his court. They nod to Vimalamitra, who agrees ro go.

Once Vimalamitra deparss for Tibet, the ministers of the Indian
kingdom are plagued by bad dreams. These are interpreted as omens of the sage’s
inauspicious departure. So, the Indian ministers send letters to their counterparts
in Tibet, spreading bad rumors about Vimalamitra. This fuels the ministers
suspicion about Buddhism. They confront Vimalamitra, who proves himself by
performing miracles, such as destroying a Buddhist statue by bowing to it and

then recreating it in an improved form.

The first point to note about the hagiography of Vimalamitra is that he is overshadowed by
the figure of JAanastutra. If mentioned at all, his tutorship with Buddhaguhya in the
Mahayoga tantras and his own abilities are referred to only in passing. Instead, the narrative
almost immediately focuses on Vimalamitra’s relationship with Jhanasttra and their

acquisition of the Atiyoga teachings that come to form the Heart Drop tradition. In that
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relationship, Vimalamitra plays an obviously inferior role. Forgetting to obtain the actual
texts and quintessential instructions from Shri Simha, he must ultimately receive them from
Jhanasutra. In comparison to Jhanasutra, he is an inferior member of the Atiyoga lineage. As
an Indian master, his figure becomes a source of authentication. The traditional
hagiographies contain an episode where Vimalamitra and Yudra Nyingpo compare
realization and find themselves equal. Yudra Nyingpo was one of the main disciples of
Vairocana. The episode clearly represents an attempt to validate the doctrine taught by
Vairocana. However, other than discussing him as a transitional Indian figure that lends
authority, the hagiographical narratives do not glorify the achievements and qualities of
Vimalamitra himself to the extent they do for other figures.

On the other hand, when aspects of Vimalamitra’s hagiography are connected with the
story of the middle Indrabhati, his importance as a major influence on the development of
early Tibetan Buddhism is evident. For, he is a central figure in the lineage of the Mahayoga
tantras. After the episode with Jhanasttra, the hagiographies mention Vimalamitra’s
residence at the courts of several kings. One is in eastern Indian, Kamarupa, and another is
king Dharmapala in western India, who is also sometimes called Indrabhuti.” Furthermore,
one account, in the Golden Rosary of Precepts (bka’ thang ser phreng), a treasure discovered by
Sanggyé Lingpa in the fourteenth century, claims Buddhaguhya was the one who advised the
king to send Vimalamitra.* Given that Buddhaguhya was taught by Vilasavajra, a student of
Gomadevi, daughter of King Indrabhuti, it is plausible that he resided for some time at the
court of either Indrabhiti the middle or Indrabhiti the younger, presuming these represent

historical personages. As Vimalamitra was Buddhaguhya’s direct disciple, he too could have

¥ Diijom Rinpoché (The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, 501) gives the kings name as
Dharmapila, but Sangs-gye-ling-ba (bka’ thang gser phreng, 455.2-455.3) clearly gives it as “the Indian King of
Doctrine Indrabhati, known as ‘a great king who protects the doctrine’ (i.e., Dharmapala)” (rgya gar chos kyi
rgyal po indra bhii ti dha rma ri dza bya ba khyed chos skyong ba’i rgyal po chen por grags pas:).

5 bka’ thang gser phreng, 456.2-456.3.
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been associated with that court. As evidence that the three masters were alive at the same
time, there is an instance of a text in the Peking edition of the Translated Treatises (&stan
gyur) penned by all three—Vilasavajra, Buddhaguhya, and Vimalamitra.”” It is therefore
possible that the king, to whom the Tibetan delegation was sent, was the king who
discovered the Mahayoga tantras or probably his son.

Such details of Vimalamitra’s story may have been lost when the Atiyoga teachings were
introduced into Tibet. The Atiyoga teachings came after Mahayoga and are arguably
influenced by Chinese thought.” In seeking to promote their new philosophy, the
proponents of Atiyoga developed stories demonstrating its superiority. One way to do this
was to adopt the existing hagiographies of saints so that they came to glorify Atiyoga. If
Atiyoga arrived in Tibet during the ninth century, Buddhism would have been well
established and Vimalamitra would have been renowned as a patriarch of Mahayoga. Because
of his popularity, his story was adopted by the adherents of Atiyoga in order to glorify their
own patriarch, JAdnasatra. As this strategy succeeded, many Tibetan works now include
Jhanasutra’s biography before that of Vimalamitra, and the story about Vimalamitra focuses
mainly on the greatness of JAanasatra or other figures in the Atiyoga lineage. In being
reworked to promote Atiyoga, the hagiographies of Vimalamitra came to underemphasize his
true importance for Tibetan Buddhism vis-2-vis the Mahayoga Tantras.

In fact, Vimalamitra was the pivotal figure through whom the Mahayoga teachings were
transmitted to Tibet. While Buddhaguhya and Padmasambhava are also mentioned in this
regard, the depth of their influence is not as great. Buddhaguhya refused to visit Tibet,

though he worked with Tibetans who came to him. His influence was mainly through the

% thugs kyi thigs pa, P4650.

% The connection of Shri Simha with China along the parallel between Atiyoga’s emphasis on “non-striving”
and Taoism’s “non-action” hint at a Sino-Indian influence with regard to the basic philosophy. However, the
practical manifestations of each system are vastly different. Vairocana also spent a great deal of time “in exile” in
eastern Tibet and traveled to China. See Samten Karmay, The Great Perfection, 26-29.
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commentaries he penned, which would have been promoted in person by Vimalamitra.
Padmasambhava, on the other hand, is a heavily mythologized figure, whose historicity is
difficult to determine. As will be discussed below, based on one of the earliest source, the
Testament of ’Ba, Padmasambhava in all probability did not remain in Tibet for much more
than a year.” His importance for the history of the lineages may therefore be limited, despite
the fact that his importance for the Tibetan imagination is unparalleled. Rather, among the
figures in the histories that have survived to the present, Vimalamitra is the most prominent
Mahayoga teacher to have visited Tibet, and it is his teachings that most strongly influenced
the shape of the Mahayoga School in Tibetan Buddhism.

Vimalamitra’s works are often cited in later Tibetan commentaries. Lochen Dharmashri
relies on him heavily. The works of Vimalamitra are often quoted or referred to in the
Tibetan commentaries. Some of these include:

o Lamp Illuminating the Inner Text”

o Ball of Meaning”

+  Drop of Enlightened Mind"

o Commentary on the Short Book on Self-Abiding”
o The Eye Commentary”®

o' The description is found in the Testament of Ba, 52-59. The account is not explicit about the dates of
Padmasambhava’s visit. However, the narrative does not portray years passing. Instead, it appears that
Padmasambhava quickly aroused the suspicion of the Tibetan nobilicy, who proceeded to drive him out of
Tibet.

2 khog gzhung sgron me, P4651. Cf., Key to the Treasury, 20.1-20.2; RBG, 493.2-493.3.

% pindartha, P4667. CE., Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 90.5-90.6; Key to the Treasury, 18.5.

" thugs kyis thigs pa, P4650, coauthored with Vilisavajra and Buddhaguhya. Cf., Lord of Secrets’ Oral
Instructions, 229.4; Key ro the Treasury, 163.3-163.4; RBG, 639.6.

9 dpe chung rang gnas kyi grel pa bi ma las mdzad pa (Key ro the Treasury, 17.2.). Khenpo Namdrél commented
that there was a commentary on the Secrer Essence written by *Siddharthadevi (don grub de wi) called the Small
Book on Self-Abiding (dpe chung rang gnas) and that Vimalamitra wrote a commentary on it. I have not been
able to identify either text among the existing collections.

% Vimalamitra, rdo rje sems dpa’i sgyu phrul dra ba’i rgyud dpal gsang ba’i snying po shes bya ba’i spyan grel pa,
P4756. Cf., Key to the Treasury, 34.6 & 195.6. This is not to be confused with Mahayoga Instructions Opening
the Eye of Wisdom (rnal “byor chen po shes rab byed kyi man ngag), P4725, also attributed to Vimalamitra. Both
attributions come from The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2, 226, 254.
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o The Three Stages”

In all, the list of doctrines and texts associated with Vimalamitra is vast. In the Peking
edition of the Tibetan canon over fifteen treatises on Mahayoga are ascribed to this figure.”
He is also said to have brought the transmitted precepts of Vajramrta of the Achievement
Section of Mahayoga to Tibet.” In addition, it is claimed by the adherents of Atiyoga that he
is responsible for an important strain of the Innermost Spirituality (snying thig) teachings,
though this is very likely another instance of adaptation or else is referring to a different

Vimalamitra. Concerning those Atiyoga teachings, Diijjom Rinpoché says:

He gave teaching on the most profound esoteric instructions, those of the
Innermost Spirituality, to the king [Trisong Detsen] and Nyang Tingdzin
Zangpo in secret, but seeing no other worthy recipients, he translated and

concealed the books at Gegong in Chimpu.'”

An eighth century inscription verifies Vimalamitra’s instruction of Nyang Tingdzin Sangpo
who was tutor to Trisong Detsen."”" However, the lineages of these teachings continues with
Nyang Tingdzin Sangpo after a hiatus of fifty-five years. Nyang Tingdzin Sangpo is also the
name of one of King Relpachen’s regents, who was executed in 836 C.E. in the wake of that
king’s assassination.'” The tradition presumes that this is the same person who tutored
Trisong Detsen (749-797 C.E.). If Vimalamitra first arrived in Tibet around the time that

Samy¢é was finished, 779 C.E., then the emergence of Nyang Tingdzin Sangpo as a teacher of

7 Vimalamitra, sgyu phrul dra ba’i man ngag rim pa gsum pa (mayajalopadesa-kramatraya), P4742.

* These are: 4724, 4725, 4732, 4738, 4740, 4742, 4746, 4747, 4755-4757, 4764, 4765, 4769, 4772, 4776,
4777, and 4780.

? The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 480-481.

"% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, 555.

"' Samten Karmay, “A Discussion on the Doctrinal Position of rDzogs-chen from the 10" to the 13®
Centuries” in Journal Asiatique CCLXIII (1975), 149.

"2 Tsepon W. D. Shakabpa, T7bet: A Political History (New York: Potala Publications, 1984), 49, 51.
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the Innermost Spirituality fifty-five years later would have occurred in 834. This was two
years prior to Nyang Tingdzin Sangpo’s execution during the reign of Relpachen.

To posit a single Vimalamitra who was the patriarch of all these lineages stretches the
limits of plausibility. He was already a master in the Mahayoga tantras and a renown scholar
when he supposedly set off for China. Even if he were a prodigy, he could be no younger
than twenty at that time. He then studied twenty years with Shri Simha, spent ten years in
Kamartpa, and finally joined the Pala court in Bengal before he was invited to Tibet. Thus,
by the time he reached Tibet, he would have been at least 50 to 55 years old. If he were still
alive during the reign of Relpachen as some maintain, then he would have indeed been of an
advanced age. It is for this reason that the Tibetan hagiographies ascribe the feat of longevity
particularly to him among all the Indian patriarchs, because the chronology of his biography
demands it. Dijjom Rinpoché’s explanation above is another method of accounting for the
long span of year—by claiming Vimalamitra hid the teachings for later discovery.

This problem is mitigated if we accept Golotsawa Shiinupel’s thesis that there were two
Vimalamitras. However, he claims that the Vimalamitra during the time of Relpachen was a
monk. This would most likely discount him from being either a Mahayoga or Atiyoga
practitioner of the time. Nevertheless, it appears from this analysis that there may have been

two tantric Vimalamitras:

1. a Vimalamitra from India, who came to Tibet during the reign of King Trisong
Detsen and taught primarily the Mahayoga tantra, giving teachings on both the
Tantra Section and the Achievement Section.

2. a Vimalamitra from China arrived in Tibet during the reign of King Relpachen (or
perhaps even later) and passed on the instruction of the Innermost Spirituality

teachings.
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It is possible that both of them first migrated to the Pala empire in Bengal, which was the
center of Indian Buddhist activity at the time, prior to departing for Tibet.'”

Such a theory accounts not only for the chronological implausibility of Vimalamitra’s
hagiography as it exists in the Tibetan tradition but also helps explain the dearth of
information concerning his study of the Mahayoga tantras.'” Nothing is said of this other
than the fact that he studied with Buddhaguhya, whereas the story of his study under Shri
Simha, which fills up most of his hagiography, has a distinct flavor of the siddha tradition
that became so popular in Tibet. Given what we know from other sources, the Tibetans,
particularly some of King Trisong Detsen’s ministers, were initially suspicious of Buddhism
and its Indian practitioners. There are other stories, similar to Vimalamitra’s above, where
individual practitioners were the targets of calumny. These stories have the distinct flavor of
xenophobia. Given that little was known of Buddhism in those days, the Tibetans of that era
would have had only slight interest in the biographies of its teachers. However, by the time
of Relpachen and Lang Dharma, Buddhism had sufficiently captured the Tibetan
imagination that the whole movement was viewed as a threat by certain factions within the
government.'” This is the ostensibly reason for Relpachen’s assassination and Lang Darma’s
subsequent “persecution” of Buddhism in Tibet. The Tibetans of this later era would have
been more inclined to glorify those adepts who brought new teachings to Tibet than the
Tibetans of Trisong Detsen’s time. As little was known of the earlier Vimalamitra and more

was known of the latter one, when their stories were combined, the events of the latter’s life

19 However, Tulku Thondup (Tantric Tradition of the Nyingmapa, 57) relates that Vimalamitra was invited
from the court of king Indrabhuti of Kapila (ser skya’i grong).

1% In his article on the “seven descents” (bka’ babs bdun) David Germano argues that the accounts of an earlier
visit by Vimalamitra during the reign of Trisong Detsen are “largely fabricated” and that the Indian sage
probably visited Tibet just after Trisong Detsen’s death. Furthermore, he claims the Gé Lotsawa Shonnu Pel’s
thesis that there were two Vimalamitras is based only on the fact that there are “two non-tantric normative
exegetical works attributed to Vimalamitra, which he assumes must be a second figure than the tantric scholar.”
See David Germano, “The Seven Descents and the Early History of rNying ma Transmissions”, 241-248.

1% Samten Karmay, “The rDzogs-chen in its Earliest Text: A Manuscript from Tun-huang” in Barbara N. Aziz
& Matthew Kapstein (eds.), Soundings in Tibetan Civilization (Delhi: Manohar, 1985), 276.
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came to dominate the hagiography. Another possibility is that the propagators of the Atiyoga
teachings co-opted Vimalamitra’s name in their quest for authenticity, using an already
revered figure, the “earlier” Vimalamitra, to lend validity to their teachings, by adding
fictional episodes to his biography. This would explain the definite subordination of
Vimalamitra to Jiianasutra presented in Vimalamitra’s own “biography.”

The reason the two Vimalamitras were conflated, or that one aspect of his story was a
fictional interpolation, is again the issue of authenticity. After the debate at Samyé, India
became for many adherents of the New Schools the only valid source for Buddhist teachings,
and after the advent of the New Schools, the earliest Indian figures became the most
authoritative sources of knowledge. A teaching which had connections with China and
appeared at the end of Relpachen’s reign would have met with resistance on both fronts.
However, such doubts were resolved by conflating the two Vimalamitras and thereby
connecting the Innermost Spirituality teachings with the original Vimalamitra, who certainly
came from India. Thus, the Innermost Spirituality teachings are described as having arisen
during the reign of Trisong Detsen, being brought from India by Vimalamitra. In order to
account for the distinct gap in time between the first Vimalamitra’s arrival and the
appearance of the Innermost Spirituality teachings, it is asserted the Vimalamitra concealed
the teachings in Chimpu as well as in the mind of Nyang Tingngedzin Sangpo to be revealed
at a later time. The present conflated hagiography of Vimalamitra probably developed, in the
highly contentious and critical atmosphere of the later spread of the doctrine.

The hypothesis of two Vimalamitras can only be substantiated with a detailed linguistic
and historical analysis of his Mahayoga texts and the Innermost Spirituality corpus. Such is
beyond the scope of the present project. However, it will be assumed in what follows that the
Vimalamitra who commentated on and promoted the Mahayoga tantras was not the same
Vimalamitra who spread the Innermost Spirituality teachings. The Mahayoga tantras, and in

particular the Secrer Essence, were, 1 believe, the precursors to Atiyoga thought, in that
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Atiyoga takes the seminal ideas of Mahayoga and draws them to their ultimate conclusion.
Mahayoga developed the key ideas of primordial purity and spontaneous presence in its
notion of the union of the two truths. However, such ideas were elaborated within the
framework of a path of generation, which was highly ritualized. Atiyoga extracts these ideas
from their ritual context, teaching in their stead methods for the immediate practice of non-
duality. As the concern of this thesis is Mahayoga, it will focus only on the Mahayoga version
of these ideas and their practice, and any mention of Vimalamitra will refer to the one who
was connected with that lineage, namely the disciple of Buddhaguhya and the teacher of Ma
Rinchenchok.

The Mahayoga lineage was thus extended from Gomadevi, the daughter of King
Indrabhati, to Vilasavajra, then Buddhaguhya, and then Vimalamitra. Patriil Rinpoché states
that both Vilasavajra and Buddhaguhya taught Vimalamitra."® There is—as mentioned
above—even one text written by all three figures: Vilasavajra, Buddhaguhya, and
Vimalamitra. This is one of two texts found in the Translated Treatise called the Heart Drop
(thugs kyi thigs pa)'” Thus, it seems likely that the first Vimalamitra, who was responsible for
the spread of much of the Mahayoga teachings in Tibet, was no more than two generations
away from their discoverer, King Indrabhuti. Even a relatively high age difference of twenty
years between each generation of teacher and student places Vimalamitra’s birth only forty to
sixty years after Gomadevi’'s. However, the teaching probably spread faster than that, and it
would not be stretching the facts to posit that Vimalamitra was actually a younger
contemporary of Gomadevi. It could have been that the court from which Vimalamitra was
called to Tibet was indeed that of Indrabhuti, who “discovered” the Mahayoga scriptures,
where Vilasavajra, Buddhaguhya, and Vimalamitra were all in residence. In any case, he was

temporally close to the genesis of the Secrer Essence.

106 dPal-sprul O-rgyal-’jigs-med-chos-kyi-dbang-po, gsang snying chad thabs brgyud gsum lo rgyus, 182.2.
"7 Buddhaguhya, Vimalamitra, Lilavajra, thugs kyi thigs pa (P4650).
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It is also interesting to note that Diijjom Rinpoché states, “...there were only three gurus
between Vimalamitra and Dropukpa” (1074-1135)."" The lineage supplied is that
Vimalamitra taught the Nun Tremo of Rong Hot Springs, who passed it to Marpa Sherap
O, who instructed Langtén Darma Sénam, who taught Dropukpa. For this Vimalamitra to
be the same person who promulgated the Secrer Essence to the Tibetans in the eighth and
ninth centuries (roughly 775 to 825), the lifespan of each of these individuals would need to
be approximately one hundred years! An equally likely explanation is that the Vimalamitra
mentioned here by Diijom Rinpoché is a latter person with the same name, who lived during

the end of the tenth century, teaching the Atiyoga Heart Drop cycle.

THE PROBLEM OF PADMASAMBHAVA

The figure of Padmasambhava is extremely important in the legends of Tibetan religious
history. Not only has a great body of revealed literature developed around his hagiography,
but he is also the object of a great many devotional practices in Tibetan Buddhism. All the
revealed treasures trace their origin in one way or another back to this figure, and the treasure
revealers are viewed as either his incarnations or incarnations of his close associates. Stories
about Padmasambhava dominate the depictions of Buddhism’s initial spread in Tibet so that
in many ways he is considered to be the patron saint of that country. In fact, he came to be
considered “the second Buddha”. Needless to say, a large number of Tibetan doctrinal
lineages connect themselves to this name. The Secrer Essence is one of these. However, the
story of Padmasambhava is highly mythologized, and given the weight his name carries as an
authority for the later generations of Tibetans, this attribution is subject to some doubt.
Padmasambhava is considered to be one of the three major figures in the early spread of

Buddhism in Tibet, along with the King Trisong Detsen and the “Bodhisattva”

198 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 649.
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Shantaraksita. These three are known as “the adept, the master, and the religious king”.'"”
When Trisong Detsen sought to establish Buddhism in his country, he initally invited
Shantaraksita, who was then living in Zahor. Shantaraksita came to Tibet and began to teach
the vows of Discipline. However, when he attempted to teach the more profound doctrines
of Buddhism, there were fierce storms and floods, which were interpreted as signs that the
local demons were displeased. Shantaraksita voluntarily retired to Nepal, telling the king of
“a mantra adept called Padmasambhava, who is, at present, the most powerful in the
world.”"® Padmasambhava is invited to Tibet, and he subdues the demonic forces in Tibet
with his mantric abilities. This allows Shantaraksita to return and establish a monastic order
in the snow lands. Thus, Padmasambhava is seen as the patriarch of all tantric practices in
Tibet, while Shantaraksita is viewed as the patriarch of the monastic discipline.

In these early days, the tantric practices were kept well guarded in keeping with the
Indian tradition of tantric secrecy. This is evident from restrictions placed upon the
translating and spread of tantric material and the fact that tantric works were not listed in the
Denkarma catalog compiled in the time of Trisong Detsen."' The legends claim that
Padmasambhava taught a small circle of twenty-five disciples, including the king, certain of
these profound teaching, such as the Innermost Spirituality (snying thig), and hid the rest in
various places throughout Tibet to be revealed by later generations. This is meant to explain
the origins of the treasure tradition, which first emerged in Tibet in the eleventh century.

The existence of Padmasambhava’s cult in Tibet makes it extremely difficult to discern
any historical fact behind the legends centering on him. These legends are so full of

hyperbole and stories of supernatural powers that their credulity is highly questionable. In

"9 mkban slob chos gsum is an abbreviation for mkhan po slob dpon dang chos rgyal gsum. The adept (mkhan po) is
Shantaraksita, the master (slob dpon) is Padmasambhava, and the religious king (chos rgyal) is Trisong Detsen.
"% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 2, 533.

""" Marcelle Lalou, “Les Textes Bouddhiques au Temps du Roi Khri-sron-lde-bcan” in Journal Asiatique 241:2
(1953), 313-353.
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fact, some of the earliest existing sources of this time period make only scant reference to the
figure of Padmasambhava. The Testament of Ba (dba’ bzhed) is a work, whose origins stretch
back to the ninth century. It claims to be written by Ba Selnang,"” a minister in the time of
Trisong Detsen. In this work, Padmasambhava plays only a minor role. It confirms that
Padmasambhava was invited to Tibet, on the recommendation of Shantaraksita, to subdue
demons, who were believed to have caused certain natural disasters. However, according to
The Testament of Ba, Padmasambhava stays only a short time in Tibet, taming merely a few
demons, and quickly exciting the suspicion of the ruling class. The recent translators of this
work theorize that Padmasambhava’s subjugation of water demons and other connections he
had with water-rituals along with the fact that water was a key element in the hegemony of
the ruling class suggest the ruler’s of Tibet might have felt threatened by this water-loving
shaman.'”

The Testament of Ba has always been an extremely important text for later Tibetan
historians. From the twelfth century onward, when comprehensive histories of the “spread of
the doctrine in Tibet” began to emerge, there were very few ancient sources, which were
quoted extensively. One of these was The Testament of Ba. That its testimony carried
substantial weight for Tibetan historians is evident in the fact that both the Fifth Dalai Lama
and Dijom Rinpoché apologize either indirectly or directly for its description of

Padmasambhava as a relatively insignificant figure. The Fifth Dalai Lama says:

Many accounts have appeared as to whether the Acirya stayed or did not stay

a long time in Tibet. Although (they show) how (facts) appear (differently) in

N2 by’ gsal snang. The syllable, dba’, is a clan-name that in the sources is alternatively spelled sba, rba, or ba’
See dBa’ bzhed: The Royal Narrative Conccerning the Bringing of the Buddhba’s Doctrine to Tibet, translated by
Pasang Wangdu and Hildegard Diemberger, preface by Per K. Sorensen (Wein: Verlag der Osterreichischen
Akademie Der Wissenschaften, 2000). Hereafter, referred to as dBa’ bzhed. On its dating, see pp. x-xi of the

preface and pp. 11-14.
"> dBa’ bzhed, 13-14.
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the minds of high and low, they are the miscellaneous talk of those who do

not understand the facts but are deeply attached to their different creeds.'

Here he is referring to Tibetan scholars of “low” intelligence who use the Testament of Ba
and other sources to claim that Padmasambhava did not stay a long time in Tibet. Elsewhere

concerning the dating of the first ordination, he elaborates:

If some low persons, wildly drunk on rice-wine at celebrations, look, in these
words which illuminate (the deeds of) those Dharmarajas, for a sign to
relegate the endless deeds of religion and government to oblivion, (then),
even if they use the sBa-bZhed | Testament of Ba), which is (used by) most

learned men, as a source, a reliable (source), free of corruptions, seems to be

difficult (for them to find).'”

For him, it is the misinterpretations of these sources and the corruption of the texts by

interpolation that lead to such wrong views concerning the length of Padmasambhava’s stay

in Tibet.

As for Dijjom Rinpoché, he initially takes a different tack, saying:

The Testament of Ba and other works, which tell us that Padmasambhava
stayed in Tibet for but a brief period, do so because the master emanated a
second body to be seen by the evil ministers. Then, his escorts saw him fly
into the sky from the summit of the mountain on the frontier of India and
Tibet, across the narrow pass of Tongbap.... But his real body remained in

solitary hermitages, and in mountain caves in Zhotd Tidro, Chimpu, and

" Nag-dBan Blo-bZan- rgya-mTSHo, A History of Tibet, translated by Zahirudding Ahmad (Bloomington,
Indian: Indiana University Research Institute for Inner Asian Studies, 1995), 55.
"> Nag-dBan Blo-bZan- rgya-mTSHo, A History of Tibe, 61.
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elsewhere. In these locales he continued to turn the wheel of the unsurpassed,

secret doctrine for the king and his fortunate subjects.™

As though this argument was not enough to convince skeptics that Padmasambhava had a
profound effect on the development of Buddhism in Tibet despite the absence of any

prominent accounts in the early historical literature, Diijjom provides another thesis:

Furthermore, we should not think that Padmasambhava could not have
completed all the bountiful acts he desired during just a short visit. He was
adept at inconceivable miraculous powers, like the ability to make his body
manifest in all Buddha-fields simultaneously...In sum, whether his visit
appeared to have been long or short depended upon the purity or impurity of

his disciples’ perception.'”

The last line is nothing less than intellectual coercion, similar to the Fifth Dalai Lama’s
argument. For, he claims that those “disciples” who believe Padmasambhava could not have
performed such vast activities because he dwelt only a short time in Tibet have impure
vision! The vehemence of both the Fifth Dalai Lama’s and Diijjom Rinpoché’s arguments ad
hominum is evidence that the premise of Padmasambhava’s lengthy stay is threatened by the
earlier historical sources, such as The Testament of Ba.

Whatever the truth of the matter concerning Padmasambhava’s role in the early
dissemination, it is obvious that his figure was gradually mythologized over time. The Old
Schools promoted this trend by using Padmasambhava as an authority figure whose presence
in a lineage was the equivalent of a stamp of authenticity. It is thus that he is associated in

one way or another with almost all of the Old School lineages, that of the Secrer Essence being

16 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 517. In his History, the Fifth Dalai Lama has a similar discussion
on the Testament of Bd's description of Padmasambhava.

7 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 518.
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no exception. In fact, Padmasambhava is associated with the Secrer Essence through several
different lines of transmission. In Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s account he is placed along side
Vimalamitra as a co-disciple of Buddhaguhya, who was a disciple of Vilasavajra, the disciple
of Gomadevi, the daughter of King Indrabhuti, the middle."® However, in Diijjom’s history
it is maintained that the younger King Indrabhati and the second Kukuraja taught a figure
known as the “Zombie” Sukhasiddhi, which is alternative name for Garap Dorjé, the
legendary founder of the Atiyoga tradition. He in turn taught one, Vajrahasya, who passed
the teachings onto a Ksatriya by tha name of Prabhahasti. It is claimed that Prabhahasti was
the teacher of both Buddhaguhya and Padmasambhava."” The Crystal Mirror on the other
hand places all three—Padmasambhava, Vimalamitra, and Buddhaguhya—as disciples of
Vilasavajra.” Of particular interest is Patriil Rinpoché’s account of the Secrer Essence’s
lineage, where the only mention of Padmasambhava is along with Vimalamitra as the teacher
of Nyak Jaanakumara without mentioning Padmasambhava’s own teachers.” The account
he gives describes how three different streams of teachings on the Secrer Essence converge on
the ninth century figure, Nup Sanggyé Yeshé.'” The three streams described by Patriil
Rinpoché are depicted in the chart on page 195. In his description, only the first stream goes
back to the revealer, King Indrabhuiti, whom he calls King Jah. This lineage passes through
Vimalamitra to Ma Rinchenchok and Nyak JAianakumara. The second stream begins with

Vimalamitra and Padmasambhava teaching Nyak JAanakumara, while the third stream

18 Key ro the Treasury, 12.6.
"2 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 466-468. This passage only mentions “Indrabhiiti and Kukuraja”
without designating which pair is being referenced. However, on p. 487, he says:
... the younger Indrabhuiti empowered Simhaputra and the later Kukkuraja; and he explained the
[Anuyoga] tantras to them. The later Kukkuraja empowered the great master Sukha the
“Zombie”....
120 Crystal Mirror: Journal of the Tibetan Nyingma Meditation Center, volume VI, (Berkeley: Dharma
Publishing, 1984), 346.
12! dPal-sprul O-rgyal-’jigs-med-chos-kyi-dbang-po, gsang snying chad thabs brgyud gsum lo rgyus, 182.4.
"2 gnubs sangs rgyas ye shes. According to Ditjom Rinpoché and other later Tibetan historians, date him from
832 to 943 C.E. However, according to the Chinese sources and the earlier Tibetan annals, his dates are 772-
885 C.E. See The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhismvol. 1, 607ff. and vol. 2, 53, n. 715.
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merely begins with Ma Rinchenchok and Nyak Jfianakumara with no mention of its Indian
source. The chart of Patriil Rinpoché’s lineage demonstrates Padmasambhava’s peripheral
role in this version of the Tantra’s tradition, while Vimalamitra’s role is decidedly central. It
is possible that Padmasambhava’s name was added to the lineage because, for one, he was
already associated with Nyak JAanakumara and secondly his name came to provide
authenticity and approval in the eyes of the Old School adherents, due to the elaborations of
his legend. If this were indeed the case, one could also assert that the authorship of the
Garland of Views was attributed to Padmasambhava for the same reason.

Thus, Patriil Rinpoché’s account leaves Padmasambhava in a peripheral role, in much
the same way as The Testament of Ba does. Whereas Diijjom Rinpoché resorts to elaborate
arguments to defend Padmasambhava’s exaggerated role in the lineage of Tibetan Buddhism,
the tradition represented by Patriil Rinpoché makes only cursory mention of him. The
difference in these two interpretations of the tradition may lie in the difference between the
two hermeneutic traditions of the Secrer Essence, the Zur tradition and the Rong-Long
tradition. The former interpreting Mahayoga as Mahayoga does not need to associate
Padmasambhava with its lineage, because Padmasambhava was a figure originally associated
with the Dzokchen tradition of Atiyoga. On the other hand, since the Rong-Long tradition,
represented here by Diijjom Rinpoché, seeks to interpret the Secret Essence as an Atiyoga
tantra, whose main topic is the Great Completeness (rdzogs chen), Padmasambhava’s

association with the lineage is more important.
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THREE STREAMS OF THE SECRET ESSENCE TRANSMISSION

ACCORDING TO PATRUL RINPOCHE”
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'2> The three streams of transmission that stem from Vimialamitra and Padmasambhava are indicated by

dashed, dotted, and dash-dotted lines.
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The dubiousness of Padmasambhava’s ascription to the Secrer Essence lineage was noticed
also by Eva Dargyay in The Rise of Esoteric Buddhism. Though her conclusion is partly based

on a misinterpretation, she is correct in asserting that:

The tradition of Padmasambhava seems to be less reliable, since he was
instructed by an incarnation of "Jam-dpal-bshes-gnyen and (according to the
PK [Padma dKarpo]) “was taught by other Wisdom-Holders (Rig-dzin).
According  to  the  literature  listed in  that  tradition
sequence...Padmasambhava’s tradition seems to have been formed as a

variation of the Tradition of Meditative Realization (sgrub-sde brgyud pa).”

As further evidence, she claims that Padmasambhava’s tradition was a conscious imitation of
Vimalamitra’s instructions (man ngag) because it was called ““The line similar to the one of
instruction’ (man ngag lta bu’i phreng ba).” However, here she is misinterpreting the name of
the only commentary on the Secrer Essence attributed to Padmasambhava, The Quintessential
Instructions—A Garland of Views (man ngag lta ba’i phreng ba), for the name of the lineage as
a whole, at the same time as she is misreading the title.”” This mistake of an otherwise
rigorous scholar is understandable in light of the fact that the Garland of Views is the only
concrete piece of evidence connecting Padmasambhava with the Secrer Essence, and it is not
beyond possibility that some scholars refer to Padmasambhava’s Secrer Essence lineage as the
lineage of the Garland of Views. However, there is no sure evidence connecting that text with
the historical Padmasambhava!

The Garland of Views is a decidedly ancient text. It is often cited in Nup Sanggyé Yeshé’s

Lamp for the Eye of Concentration, a text that dates back to the ninth century. Commenting

" Eva Dargyay, The Rise of Esoteric Buddhism in Tibet (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1977), 31.

125 The difference between her reading of the supposed name for the lineage and the title of Padmasambhava’s
text is underlined in the parenthetical Tibetan included above. In fairness to Ms. Dargyay, this most likely is
the result of a scribal error. Though the source she cites is Dijjom’s history, exact page references are not
supplied, making it difficult to definitively verify or refute her assertions.
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on a verse from the thirteenth chapter of the Secrer Essence, the Garland of Views organizes
the Buddhist teachings into nine systems, though it does not call each of these vehicles, as
noted in the previous chapter. Tradition ascribes the text to Padmasambhava, but it is his
only commentary on Mahayoga. Thus, there is not a corpus of work with which to compare
it. The connection of Padmasambhava with the Garland of Views is made by the Old School
proponents of Atiyoga in part to create a bridge between the Secret Essence Tantra’s and the
Great Completeness doctrine of the Heart Drop cycle. The method of “great completeness”
described in the Garland of Views falls squarely within the Mahayoga teachings. The
connection made by such an argument is based only on a similarity in vocabulary. While
Padmasambhava’s authorship of the Garland of Views cannot be disproved, the traditional
assumption that it was written by him should be drawn into question. In all probability, the
mythology that arose around Padmasambhava incorporated this stray, anonymous
commentary on the Secrer Essence into its worldview, reinterpreting it and the Secret Essence

as Atiyoga texts.

THE LINEAGE IN TIBET

Buddhaguhya, Padmasambhava and Vimalamitra are the three Indian figures in the Secrer
Essence lineage to have direct contact with Tibetans. It can be claimed with some certainty
that all three were alive in 761/762, when Trisong Detsen, the king of Tibet renowned for
first importing Buddhism, turned twenty. This is the age when he first became interested in
the religion." Since he corresponded with Buddhaguhya concerning Buddhism and invited
both Padmasambhava and Vimalamitra to teach the religion in Tibet, these events must have

taken place sometime after 762. From these three Indian teachers onward, but primarily

1% Kapstein, The Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism: Conversion, Contestation, and Memory (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000), 60.
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through Vimalamitra, the lineage of the Secrer Essence passed through Tibetans, who
translated the important Indian commentaries on the tantra and penned their own.

The Tibetan lineages of the Secrer Essence thus arose in the time of King Trisong Detsen,
the last half of the eighth century. The biographies of the early Tibetan Buddhists are, in
typical fashion, described through the scheme of different canonical enumerations, such as
the “seven test cases” (sad mi mi bdun), or the first monks ordained at Samyé Monastery, and
the “twenty-five chief disciples” (grub thob rje dang "bangs nyer Inga) of Padmasambhava.™
The seven test cases were, according to the legend, the first seven men to be ordained as
monks in Tibet. The twenty-five chief disciples are enumerated as the King Trisong Detsen
along with twenty-four of his subjects, who were ministers, monks and/or scholars. Tucci has
shown that the lists of the seven test cases are far from reliable. They vary a great deal and
appear to have been manipulated over time for political purposes.” The same can be
assumed for the names of the twenty-five chief disciples, several of whom are also listed as
one of the seven test cases.'” It is among these lists that the names and biographies of the

early Tibetan masters of the Secret Essence are found. It has already been mentioned that

27 For the latter, see Tulku Thondup, Tantric Tradition of the Nyingmapa, 150ff and Tulku Thondup, Hidden
Teachings of Tibet (London: Wisdom Publications, 1986), 231-234.

128 Tucci, Minor Buddbist Texts (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1978), 320-335. He gives an example (326-327) of
how Buton altered his version of the list to include the families of his patrons.

' According to Tulku Thondup (Hidden Teachings, 231-234), there are two ways to count the twenty-five
disciples with and without King Trisong Detsen (khri sgrong lde’u brsan). Without the king, the twenty-five
disciples are as follows (asterisks indicate members of the seven test cases according to this source): 1. Nup-
sang-gye-ye-she (gnubs sang rgyas ye shes), 2. Ngen-lam-gyel-wa-chok-yang (ngan lam rgyal ba mchog dbyangs)*,
3. Nam-khe-nying-bo (nam mkha’i snying po), 4. Nyak Jhanakumara (gnyag lo ye shes gghon nu), 5. Ye-she-tso-
gyel (ye shes mtsho rgyal), 6. Drok-mi Pel-gyi-ye-she (‘brog mi dpal gyi ye she), 7. Lang Pel-gyi-seng-ge (lang dpal
gyi seng ge), 8. Vairochana (rnam par snang mdzad), 9. Yudra Nyingpo (g.yu sgra snying po)*, 10. Na-nam Dor-
je-dii-jom (sna nam rdo rje bdud joms), 11. Ye-she-yang (ye shes dbyangs), 12. Sok-bo-hla-pel (sog po lha dpal),
13. Na-nam-ye-she (sna nam ye shes), 14. Khar-chen Pel-gyi-wang-chuk (mkbar chen dpal gyi dbang phyug), 15.
Den-ma-tse-mang (ldan ma rise mang), 16. Ka-wa-bel-tsek (ska bad pal brisegs)*, 17. Shiid-pu Pel-gyi-seng-ge
(shud pu dpal gyi seng ge), 18. Dre Gyel-we-lo-dré (‘bre rgyal ba’i blo gros), 19. Khye-chung-lo-tsa (khye’u chung
lo tsa), 20. Dren-ba-nam-kha (dran npa nam mkha), 21. O-dren Pel-gyi-wang-chuk (o bran dpal gyi dbang
phyug), 22. Ma Rinchenchok (rma rin chen mchog)*, 23. Hla-lung Pel-gyi-dor-je (lba lung dpal gyi rdo rje), 24.
Lang-dro Gén-chok-jung-ne (lang gro dkon mchog "byung gnas), and 25. La-sum Gyel-wa-chang-chup (lz gsum
rgyal ba byang chub)*. When the list includes King Trisong Detsen, then either Yudra Nyingpo or Drok-mi Pel-
gyi-ye-she is dropped.
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two Tibetans—Kawa Peltsek and Cokro Luigyeltsen—were sent by King Trisong Detsen to
invite Vimalamitra to Tibetan. Both of these figures are mentioned in some of the lists of the
seven test cases, and Kawa Peltsek is in the list of twenty-five disciples.

In terms of the text of the Secrer Essence Tantra itself, three translations were reputed to
have been made during this early period, each involving both an Indian master and one or
more Tibetan translators.” It is claimed that the Tibetans Be Jampel and Drenka Mukti first
translated the Secrer Essence with Buddhaguhya at Mount Kailash. The second translation is
said to have been made by Nyak JAanakumara with Padmasambhava, and the third
translation of the text was made by Vimalamitra, Ma Rinchenchok, and Nyak Jianakumara.
The latter is the translation found in all extant versions of the Collected Tantras of the

Ancients."”!

Given Vimalamitra’s influence as a pivotal figure in the transition of Mahayoga
Tantra to Tibet, some historical accuracy can be attributed to that attribution. The factuality
of the second translation is however questionable. It may be that the Padmasambhava
tradition sought to place its stamp on the highly influential Mahayoga tradition by
portraying Padmasambhava as an important figure in the introduction of Mahayoga. A
similar process could also account for the fact that Tibetans ascribe authorship of the
Garland of Views to Padmasambhava. Vimalamitra’s historical presence in the lineage is
verifiable through the fact that there are multiple canonical commentaries found in the
cannons of both Old and New Schools and that these commentaries describe a coherent and
consistent system. Thus, with regard to the Tibetan lineage of the Secrer Essence, we will
investigate the figures of this early time period who are associated with Vimalamitra, namely

Kawa Peltsek, Jokro Luigyeltsen, Ma Rinchenchok and Nyak Jaanakumara. The sources for
their biographies include the modern Tibetan work, Chronological Who's Who of Tibetan

%" Gyurme Dorje, “The Guhyagarbhatantra and its XIVth Century Tibetan Commentary”, 81.
! See bibliography for references to the different editions of the Collected Tantras of the Ancients (rnying ma
rayud “bum).
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Scholar-Adeprs,”” and the translation of Diijjom Rinpoché’s Nyingma School of Tibetan
Buddhism.

KAWA PELTSEK

Little more is known of Kawa Peltsek (ka wa dpal bresegs) other than the fact that he was one
of the two Tibetans who invited Vimalamitra from India to Tibet. According to the
Chronological Who's Who of Tibetan Scholar-Adepts, he was born in the middle of the eighth
century C.E. in the Phenyiil valley, north of Lhasa."”” He was a skilled translator, reputed to
be one of the seven test cases ordained by Shantaraksita as well as one of the twenty-five chief
disciples of Padmasambhava, under whom he studied tantra. Though any of these
connections may also be a later attribution, the lists of translations attributed to Kawa
Peltsek demonstrate the genres of Buddhist scriptures and commentarial literature that
attracted the early Tibetan Buddhists of his day. The texts he reputedly translated concern
the subjects of the discipline, the perfection of wisdom, incantations (dharanis), and Dual, or
Performance, Tantra.”* The Peking edition of the Tibetan cannon contains doxographical
treatise entitled Explanation of the Stages of the View (lta ba rim pa bshad pa), which merits
further attention from scholars of Buddhism’s intellectual history."”> Similar interests can be

seen in his companion, Jokro Luigyeltsen.

132 Ko-zhul-grags-pa-’byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-mkhas-grub, gangs can mkbas grub rim byon ming
mdzod (kansu: mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1992).

"% Ko-zhul-grags-pa-’byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-mkhas-grub, gangs can mkhas grub rim byon ming
mdzod, 116-117.

1% The relevant texts among those listed in the gangs can mkhas grub rim byon ming mdzod, 116 are: dul ba
lung, shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i bsdus don, phags pa rnam par mi rtog par jug pa’i ggungs, phyag na rdo rje
rigs pa mchog gi rgyud chen po, risa ba’i rgyud las rnam par snangs mdzad mngon par rdzogs par byang chub pa’i
rayud bsdus don.

1% P5843, vol. 144 (ngo), 128.1.7-129.1.4.
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JOKRO LUIGYELTSEN

A contemporary of Kawa Peltsek, Jokro Luigyeltsen (lcog ro klu’i rgyal mishan) was also born
in the middle of the eighth century C.E. His ordination is not mentioned in the Chronological
Whos Who of Tibetan Scholar-Adepts, nor does he appear in the lists that Tucci gives of the
seven test cases.'”® However, he translated several texts on the individual liberation vows of a
monk and the discipline. He was renowned as a great translator and accompanied Kawa
Peltsek on the journey to find Vimalamitra in India. As with many of these early figures, the
Chronological Who'’s Who of Tibetan Scholar-Adepts devotes the majority of its section on this
person to the list of texts he translated. The contents of this list are telling with regard to the
interests of early Tibetan Buddhists. The majority of the texts Jokro Luigyeltsen translated
relate to monastic discipline.”” He also translated the root text for the Middle Way School
and several of its commentaries."”® Other translations cover tantric subjects such as a means of
attainment (sgrub thabs, sadhana) for Aksobhya, who happens to be a central deity for the
Secret Essence, along with other related scriptures.' Yet, another is an incantation associated
with Action Tantra." Thus, the subjects covered by Jokro Luigyeltsen’s translations parallel
those covered by his companion, Kawa Peltsek: discipline, the perfection of wisdom,

incantations (dharanis), and tantra.

136 Ko-zhul-grags-pa-’byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-mkhas-grub, gangs can mkhas grub rim byon ming
mdzod, 505-506.

Y E.g., dge slong pha’i so thar gyi mdo, dge slong ma’i so thar gyi mdo, "dul gzhung phyi ma, and “dul gzhung phyi
ma zhu ba rdzogs pa (Ko-zhul-grags-pa-’byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-mkhas-grub, gangs can mkhas grub
rim byon ming mdzod, 505-506).

Y8 dbu ma risa ba’i tshig le’ur byas pa shes rab, dbu ma risa ba’i ‘grel ba ga las Figs med, dbu ma rtsa ba’i grel ba,
dbu ma rtsa ba’i ‘grel ba shes rab sgron ma, dbu ma rtsa ba’i ‘grel ba shes rab sgron ma’i rgya cher grel ba (GKM,
500).

Y i kbrugs pa’i sgrub thabs (Ko-zhul-grags-pa-’byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-mkhas-grub, gangs can
mbkhas grub rim byon ming mdzod, 506).

0 shes rab bskyed pa’i gaungs (Ko-zhul-grags-pa-byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-mkhas-grub, gangs can
mbkhas grub rim byon ming mdzod, 506).
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The Chronological Who's Who of Tibetan Scholar-Adepts cites an interesting verse by Ngok

Loden Sherap (rngog blo ldan shes rab) praising the translators of the past:

Vairocana is equal in extent to the sky.
The two—Ka and Jok—are like the pair—the sun and the moon.
Rinchen Zangpo is only the great morning star.

We are like fireflies.'*!

The sectarian ranking in this verse is obvious. Vairocana as carrier of the Atiyoga lineages is
on top, equated to the sky. Next come Kawa Peltsek and Jokro Luigyeltsen, like the great
lights in the sky. In the inferior third place, there is the New Schools most revered translator
Rinchen Zangpo (rin chen bzang po). Lastly, in a common gesture of humility, the author
lists his own generation. The middle place awarded to Kawa Peltsek and Jokro Luigyeltsen is
noteworthy is lower than Atiyoga and yet higher than the New Schools tantras. Such a
description matches both Mahayoga and Anuyoga tantras. Furthermore, the natural imagery
is craftily chosen to symbolize the difference in thought. The Atiyoga view is like the sky—
immeasurable, spontaneously present and pure. The view of Ka and Jok is likened to the sun
and moon. These two symbols are also used in Mahayoga’s Path of Method, where the
psychic body is manipulated through yogic meditations. The sun symbolizes the red energy-
drops situated at the base of one’s spine, and the moon symbolizes the white drops of
enlightenment that reside inside the crown of one’s skull. This would be a natural analogy to
make since Atiyoga often expresses its greatness by deprecating the excessive ritual required
for Mahayoga, where one gradually generates the deity and works within that visualization.
Just as the sky is the place where the sun and moon course, Atiyoga is, according to its

proponents, the fundamental view that makes Mahayoga possible.

11 rngog blo ldan shes rab kyis “bai ro tsa na nam mkha’i meha’ dang mnyam/ ska cog rnam gnyis nyi zla zung zhig

dra/ rin chen bzang po tho rang skar chen tsam/ kho bo cag ni srin bu me khyer mtshungs/” zhes bsngags brjod
mdzad dug/ (GKM, 505).
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While Ngok Loden Sherap’s verse clearly ranks the various translators, it also points to
the close relationship between Kawa Peltsek and Jokro Luigyeltsen. As in that verse,
whenever mentioned they are invariably listed as a pair. They were roughly the same age, and
the lists of their translations portray similar interests. This pair traveled to India and brought
Vimalamitra, the holder of the Mahayoga lineages, to Tibet. Though they were the first to
have contact with Vimalamitra and had an interest in tantra, there is no indication that he
taught them anything specifically about the Secrer Essence. In fact, the traditional lineages for
the Secret Essence do not mention either Kawa or Jokro. Instead, the two figures of this
generation found within the Secrer Essence lineage are: Ma Rinchenchok and Nyak

Jhanakumara.

MA RINCHENCHOK

Ma Rinchenchok (rma rin chen mchog) is the shortened form of Majo Rinchenchok, an
eighth-century Tibetan from the Majo (7ma jo) family. Probably the most important disciple
of Vimalamitra, he came from Phenyul, as did Kawa Peltsek, and was one of the seven test
cases ordained by Shantaraksita in 775 as well as one of the twenty-five chief disciples of
Padmasambhava. Under King Trisong Detsen, he was minister of religion."” Among the
translations listed for Ma Rinchenchok, a number of them concern a text called Praise of
Limitless Good Qualities.'* There is also a text on mandala rites and a means of achievement
for Heruka, the main wrathful deity in Mahayoga." Overall, there are fewer texts in the list

of Ma Rinchenchok’s translations than either of the two previous translators, which could

1

2 rgyal po kbri srong lde btsan gyi chos blon yin/ (Ko-zhul-grags-pa-’byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-mkhas-
grub, gangs can mkhas grub rim byon ming mdzod, 1312).

'S yon tan mtha’ yas kyi bstod pa (Ko-zhul-grags-pa-’byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-mkhas-grub, gangs can
mbkhas grub rim byon ming mdzod, 1312).

144 dkyil “khor thams cad kyi rjes su jug pa’i cho ga Inga ba and dpal he ru ka’i sgrub thabs (Ko-zhul-grags-pa-
‘byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-mkhas-grub, gangs can mkhbas grub rim byon ming mdzod, 1312).
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mean he did not have the time to write due to his involvement with either worldly state
affairs and/or meditative practice.

Another interpretation, however, is that the teachings Ma Rinchenchok left behind were
not preserved in literature to the extent that they were preserved in oral traditions. This is
indeed what the Tibetan traditions imply. For, it is not merely his translations that make Ma
Rinchenchok important for them but also his position in the various lineages of teachings. In
Patriil Rinpoché’s description of the three streams of transmission for the Secrer Essence (see
chart on page 195), Ma Rinchenchok is said to have taught the Secret Essence to three men:
Tsukru Rinchen Zhénnu (grsug ru rin chen gzhon nu), Gyeré Chokgyong (gye re mchogs
skyong), and Khu Jangchup O (khu byang chub ‘od). These disciples accounted for two of the
three streams of transmission proceeding from Vimalamitra to Nup Sanggyé Yeshé (gnubs
sangs rgyas ye shes). The third stream proceeds through the other important disciple of

Vimalamitra, Nyak Jaanakumara.

NYAK INANAKUMARA

Nyak JAanakumara (gnyags dznyanakumara) was from the Yarlung valley, born in the first
half of the eighth century. He also was supposedly ordained by Shantaraksita and a disciple
of Padmasambhava. After the death of Trisong Detsen, the designs of persons hostile to
Buddhism forced him to leave central Tibet for a period. He figures in the lineage of the
Vajrakila teachings, which were allegedly given to him by Vimalamitra. However, among his
translations, there is also a commentary on the Litany of Names for Manjushri, a text within
the Mahayoga corpus.'” He was one of the two major disciples of Vimalamitra and assisted
Vimalamitra and Ma Rinchenchok in the earliest extant translation of the Secrer Essence.

According to Patriil Rinpoché, his two main students were Khu Jangchup O and Sokpo

'S sntshan yang dag par brjod pa’i ‘grel ba mishan don (Ko-zhul-grags-pa-’byung-gnas and rGyal-ba-blo-bzang-
mbkhas-grub, gangs can mkhas grub rim byon ming mdzod, 679). This text is one of the four cycles of the Magical
Emanation Net, namely the Mafjuéri Magical Emanation Net (jam dpal sgyu phrul drwa ba).
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Pelgyi Yeshé. Through those disciples, the Secret Essence teachings were transmitted

eventually falling to Nup Sanggyé Yeshé.

NUP SANGGYE YESHE

Nup Sanggyé Yeshé (gnubs sangs rgyas ye shes) was a very influential figure for early Tibetan
Buddhism in general and for the lineages of the Secrer Essence in particular. According to the
Chronological Who'’s Who of Tibetan Scholar-Adepts, Sanggyé Yeshés was born in the first half
of the 800s and lived to be 130 years old, though this is likely either an exaggeration or a
mistake for 113." This is the age Snellgrove gives him, providing the more specific dates,
772-885. On the other hand, the Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism describes a similar
life-span but places him significantly later, 832-943."" Khetsun Sangpo’s Biographical
Dictionary agrees with the 832 birth-date and the 130-year lifespan, claiming Nup’s dates to
be 832-962."* Tulku Thondup wisely does not venture to supply a date."” His father was
from the Nup clan, and his mother was from Chim." As all great men of his day were, he is
said to have been ordained by Shantaraksita and initiated by Padmasambhava. Though
reputedly a monk, he had a son, Nup Yonten Gyatso, and it is also claimed he traveled seven
times to Nepal and India.

In the Key ro the Treasury, Jikmé Tenpé Nyima describes Nup Sanggyé Yeshé as the
person who combined three streams of the Mahayoga transmission stemming from

151

Vimalamitra.” These three streams branched from that Indian master’s two main disciples,

Ma Rinchenchok and Nyak Jhanakumara. Ma Rinchenchok taught Tsukru Rinchen

Y8 khong ni spyi lo’i dus rab brgyad pa’i dus stod tsam du yab gnubs rigs gsal ba’i dbang phyug dang | yum mchims
mo bkra shis ‘tsho gnyis kyi sras su sku “khrung/ dgung lo brgya dang sum cur bzhugs so/ (gang can mkhas grub rim
byon ming mdzod, 937).

"7 Snellgrove, Indo-Tibetan Buddbism, 458. The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, GO7ft.

'8 Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary, vol. 3, 155.

' Tulku Thondup, The Tantric Tradition of the Nyingmapas, 152-154.

1% These are gnubs and mchims respectively.

Y bi ma las rma gnyags gnyis la gdams/ de gnyis nas brgyud pa’i chu bo gsum du gyes pa gnubs sangs rgyas ye shes la
gcig to ‘dres/ (Key to the Treasury, 13.2-13.3).
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Zhénnu and Gyeré Chokgyong, while Nyak Jhanakumara taught Sokpo Pelgyi Yeshé.
Together, they taught Khu Jangchup O, thus creating three lineages. According to Patriil

Rinpoché, these three streams of transmission are:'

Stream 1 Stream 2 Stream 3
Vimalamitra Vimalamitra & Padmasambhava Vimalamitra & Padmasambhava
Ma Rinchenchok Ma Rinchenchok & Nyak Jfianakumara
Tsukru Rinchen Zhénnu & Nyak Jianakumara Sokpo Pelgyi Yeshé
Gyeré Chokgyong Khu Jangchup O Zhang Gyelwé Yonten
Zhang Gyelwé Yonten Tsukru Rinchen Zhénnu & Nup Sanggyé Yeshé
Nup Sanggyé Yeshé Gyeré Chokgyong
Zhang Gyelwé Yonten
Nup Sanggyé Yeshé

While all three streams have Vimalamitra at their head and two share Padmasambhava, these

lineages can be distinguished by their second generation as:
+ alineage from Ma Rinchenchok (stream 1),
+ alineage from Nyak Jianakumara (stream 3), and
+ a mixed lineage from both (stream 2).

Interestingly, Nupchen’s teacher, Zhang Gyelwé Yonten (zhang rgyal ba’i yon tan), is actually
the person in whom the three transmissions combine. However, his importance is

overshadowed by the greatness of his student, Nup Sanggyé Yeshé.

12 See chart on page 196.
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His most famous extant work is the Lamp for the Eye of Concentration (bsam gran mig
sgron), a doxographical summary of the major vehicles in Tibetan Buddhism of his day."
The text is extremely important because it is one of the earliest detailed description of
Tibetan Buddhist philosophy from an indigenous author. The text contains chapters on the
teachings of the gradualists, the suddenists, Mahayoga, and Atiyoga. This ninth-century
commentary often cites the Garland of Views, attributed to Padmasambhava, indicating the
latter is also an early text. Both of these works are important sources of information
concerning early Indo-Tibetan Buddhist doctrines, and further studies of them are necessary

for modern scholars to have a clearer grasp of the intellectual landscape of that period.

Nup Sanggyé Yeshé became the central figure for the transmission of the Secret Essence
in central Tibet. As for his students, Patriil Rinpoché lists “four sons held by his heart” (#hugs
zin sras bzhi) and one “excellent son” (sras kyi dam pa). The latter was his biological son,
Nup Yénten Gyatso, and the others were: So Yeshé Wangchuk, Bagor Lochen Pakpa, Ten
Yonten-chok, and Su Legpa Dronmé. Of these, So Yeshé Wangchuk is mentioned as his
main disciple also in the Tent of Blazing Jewels and the Key to the Treasury.”* From So Yeshé
Wangchuk, the lineage was transmitted through several teachers culminating with Nyang
Yeshé Jungné, the teacher of Zurpoché. Yungténpa’s Commentary and the Tent of Blazing

Jewels gives the following intervening lineage:

So Yeshé Wangchuk (so ye shes dbang phyug),

Wangtung Changchub Gyeltsen (dbang thung byang chub rgyal mtshan),”™

"> Nupchen Sanggyé Yeshé (gnubs chen sangs rgyas ye shes), rnal “byor mig gi bsam gtan or bsam gtan mig sgron:

A treatise on bhavana and dhyana and the relationships between the various approaches to Buddhist contemplative
practice, edited by "Khor-gdon Gter-sprul ’Chi-med-rig-’dzin, Smanrtsis Shesrig Spendzod, volume 74 (Leh: S.

W. Tashigangpa, 1974. I-Tib 74-902536).

4 bSam-drup-rdo-rje, Tent of Blazing Jewels, 633.1. Key to the Treasury, 13.3—together with Nup’s son, Yon-

den-gyam-tso.

155 For this name’s prefix, Tent of Blazing Jewels has dbang thung (633.1) whereas The Nyingma School of
Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 2, 423 has ngan thungand The Blue Annals, 109 has Nab-thun.
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Kongtsun Sherap Yeshé (kong btsun shes rab ye shes),
Tsang Ger Tung Sherap Tsultrim (gzsang ger thung shes rab tshul kbrims),
Nyang Sherapchok (nyang shes rab mchog),

Nyang Yeshé Jungné (nyang ye shes “byung gnas).

However, the Blue Annals and, following it, the Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism claim
that this was not a linear succession but that the second through fourth members were all
disciples of So Yeshé Wangchuk.” In the Key to the Treasury Jikmé Tenpé Nyima provides
the same lineage, saying that Nyang Sherapchok was taught directly by So Yeshé Wangchuk

and Nups Yonten Gyatso.'” The revised lineage is therefore much shorter:

So Yeshé Wangchuk
Nyang Sherapchok

Nyang Yeshé Jungné

The Blue Annals also claims that between Nupchen Sanggyé Yeshé and Zurpoché there was
only one teacher, because Zurpoché studied with one of Nupchen’s four main students,

158

Bagor Lochen Pakpa.”® However, the main teacher of the first Zur patriarch is generally
considered to be Nyang Yeshé Jungné. His student, Shakya Jungné, established the lineage of

the Zur family tradition that became one of the major preservers of the ancient traditions of

higher tantras—Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga.

156 The Blue Annals, 109. The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 616.

57 des gnubs yon tan rgya misho dang so ye shes dbang phyug la bshady de gnyis ka la nyang shes rab mchog gi zhus/
(Key ro the Treasury, 13.3).

8 The Blue Annals, 109.
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THE ZUR TRADITION

THE ELDER ZUR, SHAKYA JUNGNE

The tradition speaks of the three ancestors of Zur as the final establishers of the Old School
teachings in Tibet. Khetsun Sangpo’s biographical encyclopedia gives this standard

summary:

In the end the teachings of Secret Mantra fell on the Zur [family]. Zur the
Elder, Shakya Jungné, obtained it at first. Zur the Younger, Sherap Drak,
established the traditions. Zur Shakya Senggé [Dropukpa] spread it and made
it vast. Therefore, they are renowned as the “Three Ancestors of the Zur

[Family].”">

These three patriarchs of this Old School lineage are commonly known as Zurpoché (the
elder Zur), Zur Chung (the younger Zur), and Dropukpa (One from the cave at Dro).'®
They are all blood relations, Zur Chung being the cousin once removed of Zurpoché, and
Dropuk being Zur Chung’s son. The stories of this lineage in both Khetsun Sangpo’s work

and Diijjom Rinpoché’s history connect the family to India.'

Dijjom Rinpoché’s source
claims the family originated in India, giving a lineage of descendents from the first Indian

immigrant:

Osel Lhawang Zhiinu Tsuktorchen,
Manda Zangzhiichen,
Zur Gyelwa Sumdrak,

1% gsang sngags kyi bstan pa tha mar zur la babs tel zur po che shakya *byung gnas kyis dbu brnyes/ zur chung pa shes
rab grags kyis srol btod | zur shakya seng ges dar zhing rgyas par mdzad na zur mes dbon gsum zhes grags la/
(Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 3, 170).

10 These are respectively zur po che, zur chung ba, and sgro phug pa.

' Both of these reference works are summarizing or directly quoting from other sources.
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Zurpa Shenyen Takdrachen,

Rinchen Gyatso'®

Both Khetsun Sangpo and Diijjom Rinpoché hold that Zur Atsara, from the generation
preceding Zurpochés, lived in India for ten years, but as Atsara is also a possible Tibetan
transliteration of the Sanskrit title dcarya, it is difficult to identify this figure precisely. The

two most complete lineages of the Zur family are Gélotsawa’s and Dijjom Rinpoché’s:'*’

Golotsawa’s Blue Annals (110)

Zur Sherap Jungné
(zur shes rab "byung gnas)
|
Zang Mikpoché (bzangs mig po che)
| |

Lhajé Zurpoché Zur Gom
(tha rje zur po che) (zur sgom)
|
Zur Chung
(zur chung)

12 These are: od gsal tha dbang gzhon nu gtsug tor can, ma nda zhangs zhus can, zur rgyal ba gsum sgrags, zur pa
bshes gnyen stag sgra can, and rin chen rgya misho. The last named figure is named as the father of Tsho-zang
Mik-bo-che (see below).

' The Blue Annals, 110. The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 616.
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Diijom’s History (616)

Tshozang Mikpoché (misho bzang mig po che)
| |

Zur Atsara Zurzang Sherap Jungné
(zur a tsa ra) (zur bzang shes rab "byung gnas)
| |
Zur Thakpa Gomchen Lhajé Zurpoché
(zur thag pa sgom chen) (lha rje zur bo che)
|
Zur Chung
(zur chung)

Though in one place, the Blue Annals thus portrays Zur Chung as Zurpoché’s nephew, in
another it describes the two—Zur Gom, the father of Zur Chung, and Zurpoché—as
cousins. In the story of how Zur Chungwa became Zurpoché’s apprentice, Zur Gom’s father

is said to be the son of a man by the name of Atsara, and the two cousins have never met:

There was an elderly beggar monk called Zur-sgom, a son of one named the
grand-father A-tsa-ra, who went on a begging round. Lha-rje rGya-bo-pa
[Zur Chung] was a young novice who followed after his father. When they
came to 'Ug-pa-lun, Lha-rJe Zur-po-che said: “What is your family name?”
“It is Zur’—replied the father. “Well, you should leave this young novice

with me. I can foster him!”'*

1% The Blue Annals, 113-114. It could be inferred that Zur-gom was among Zur-bo-che’s brothers, who are
listed as lha rje sman pa, sgom chen shak-sde, and sgom chen rdor "byung, as “Zur Gom” could refer to either of
the latter two. However, this would discredit the story of Zur Chung’s adoption, for it hardly seems likely that
he would have to ask his brother, “What is your family name?”
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This description of Zurpoché and Zur Chung as cousins once removed matches the lineage
given in Diijjom Rinpoché’s History: However, while Khetsun Sangpo agrees with the
designation of Sherap Jungné as Zurpoché’s father, he claims that “Zur Atsarya” was another
name for the same person.'” This translates to Zur Chung being Zurpoché’s nephew in
agreement with the Blue Annals first account. To further complicate the situation, the
translators of Dijjom further on name Rinchen Gyatso as Zurpoché’s grandfather, though by

the above lineage he would be Zurpoché’s great-grandfather.'®

Despite all these
discrepancies, it is clear that Zurpoché came from a family particularly devoted to the
Buddhist teachings. As this religious fervor stretched back several generations, the family
adhered to the Old School ways, though Zurpoché himself lived during the advent of the
New Schools and even received teachings from the Shakya patriarch and great translator
Drokmi.'”

Whatever their origins and connections to India, the Zur family ended up in Dokham
(north-eastern Tibet), where Zurpoché was born, in the last half of the tenth century C.E., in
the town of Yardzong, also known as Sarmo.'” He was given at birth the name he held
throughout his career, Shakya Jungné (shakya byung gnas), and came to be known as Zur the
Elder, or Zurpoché (zur po che), in contrast to his eminent and equally famous
disciple/nephew, Zur the Younger, or Zur Chung Sherap Drakpa (zur chung shes rab grags
pa). His other title, Ukpa Lungpa (‘ug pa lung pa), “One of the Owl Country,” derives from

a time when he used, for his meditation retreat, a cave in the Danak valley with an owl’s nest

165 yab zur a sarya zhes bya ba chung ngu la rab tu byung nas bsnyen par rdzogs pa’i mishan she rab “byung gnas
zhes by ba rga gar du lo beu bzhugs te/ (Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 3, 171).

1 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, 618. This is most likely an error in the translation for the word,
mes, a generic term for “ancestor” that often means grandfather but could equally be translated as great-
grandfather.

Y7 The Blue Annals, 112.

168 Respectively, mdo kbams, yar rdzong, and gsar mo. Gyurme Dorje, “The Guhyagarbhatantra and its XIVth
Century Tibetan Commentary”, 90. The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, 617.
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in it. Thus, the religious center he founded also came to be called Ukpa Lung, although it is
a fair distance from Danak.

From his birth, he was believed to be an incarnation. Thus, he was from an early age
given the appropriate training. He learned to read and write from his father and was
ordained by Lachen Gongpa Rabsel (bla chen dgongs pa rab gsal). According to Dijjom
Rinpoché, he initially studied the Sutras and Tantras under his “grandfather,” Rinchen
Gyatso. He then traveled to central Tibet where he practiced the Action Tantras at Yarlung.
Not satisfied with its practice of austerities, he sought out the more profound practices of the
higher tantras. He initially studied Vilasavajra’s Blazing Palace commentary on the Secret
Essence, the Sitra which Gathers All Intentions, and the Great Completeness with Namkhade,
but his primary master for the Magical Emanation Net teachings was Nyang Yeshé Jungné.
Others he studied with included Drekhrochung from upper Nyang, Rok Shakya Jungné
from Chimpu, and Ce Shakya Gyeltsen. Not only did he study the Mahayoga tantras, but
his training included the Anuyoga and Atiyoga teachings as well, both the root tantras and
the exegetical treatises on them. It appears from his hagiography that he had a particular
affinity for Yangdak Heruka, the central diety for one of the eight Transmissions of the
Word.

Though he is reported to have spent a great deal of time in solitary meditation, Zurpoché
also found time to have numerous disciples and build the initial structure of the religious
center, Ukpa Lung at the mouth of the Shang valley. Among his many disciples, the
tradition holds that there were four or five main ones, or “pinnacles” (7#se m0). These are
listed as: Zhang G6 Chungwa from old Lhasa, the pinnacle of consecrating knowledge;
Zanggom Sherap Gyelpo of Shangtsonya, who was the pinnacle of meditative

accomplishment; the priest Minyak Jungdrak who was the pinnacle of explanations; and
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Deshek Gyawo from Thak, the pinnacle of the view and intention.'” The last mentioned
was his favorite disciple and designated successor, Zur Chungwa. Though the hagiographies
give no indication that Zurpoché wrote any commentaries that have survived to the present,
he is responsible for founding the religious establishment known as Ukpa Lung in the lower
part of the Shang valley and a temple-complex at Dropuk. The first he founded based on a
vision, and it became the seat for his Zur tradition. The latter was the toponym from which
the third patriarch, Dropukpa, derived his familiar name. Leadership of the Zur tradition
was passed on by Zurpoché’s pronouncement to his best student and nephew, Zur Chung

Sherap Drakpa.

THE YOUNGER ZUR, SHERAP DRAKPA (1014-1074)

According to Khetsun Zangbo, Zur the Younger (or Zur Chung) Sherap Drakpa (zur chung
shes rab grags pa) was the nephew of Zurpoché.”® Sherap Drakpa was the son of Zur
Gomchen, Zurpoché’s brother or alternatively cousin. Zur Chung was born in Yeru (g.yas
ru) in eastern Tsang in 1014. At a young age, he was adopted by Zurpoché and lived with
this teacher until adulthood. Some accounts say he ran away from home to find Zurpoché;
others that Zurpoché adopted him directly from his father. In either case, severed from his
family connections, Zur Chung lived in poverty during his early career. The hagiographies
say that Zurpoché had Zur Chung marry a rich widow for her wealth, only later to have him
abandon her to practice meditation.”" Because he practiced meditation for thirteen years on
Mount Drak Gyawo (brag rgya bo), he came to be called the Tathagata of Gyawo, or Deshek
Gyawopa (bde gshegs rgya bo pa).

19 v sa’i zhang gos chung pa mkhyen rgya’i rise mo, shangs misho nya’i sgom sgrub kyi rise mo, ban gyi mi nyag

byung grags bshad pa’i rise mo, and thag gi bde gshegs rgya bo lta dgongs kyi rtse mo (bSam-drup-rdo-rje, Tent of
Blazing Jewels, 622-623).

70 Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 3, 204-205.

'Y The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 637.
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Zur Chung was the most promising of Zurpoché’s students and became the second
patriarch of their lineage. His hagiographies, as is common, are filled with miraculous stories,
all of which need not be repeated here. However, the dominant theme in these stories is the
magical killing and resurrecting of beings. This is one of the defining practices of Mahayoga,
known as “liberation” (sgro/ ba) because it is believed that killing beings in bad rebirths a
powerful yogin can liberate them so that they are born in a Buddha-field or Pure land. For

example, the following stories are found in the Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism:

Once, Zurpoché and Zur Chung came across “a vermin-infested bitch and her
puppies.”” Zurpoché petted the bitch as they passed, but Zur Chung killed her
and her puppies and then proceeded to eat the “vermin.” When others in their
entourage expressed their indignation, Zurpoché replied, “Even I knew the dogs
were bound for evil destinies, but I could not liberate’ them. Zur Chungwa has
done so, and it is a grear wonder.” At which point, Zur Chung gazed
meditatively at the canine corpses, which transformed into goddesses, and vomited

up the vermin, which flew up into the heavens.

On another occasion, when Zur Chungwa was invaded by an army of ants, he
told his attendant to bring a mallet; and with it crushed the ants. The attendant
felt disgusted and said, “Think of the sin!”

Zur Chungwa replied, “If you had no faith in that, Ill do it this way.”
And popped the ants into his mouth and blew out, whereupon all of them arose in

the form of Vajrasattva and departed into the sky."”

72 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 638.
' The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 639.
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Yet another story relates how he killed and resurrected local deities. These stories evoke the
Mahayoga theme of “liberation” (sgro/ ba), ritual killing for the victim’s benefit. While there
are no corresponding indications that he practiced the complementary ritual of “union”
(sbyor ba), which refers to tantric sexual practices, Zur Chung was not a monk. At the
prompting of Zurpoché, he married a rich widow for financial support, only later to leave
her also at his teacher’s command, and in the last year of his life he fathered a son, who
became the third patriarch of the Zur lineage.

The hagiographies also emphasize the growing tension between the Old and New
Schools of Tibetan Buddhism in the time of Zur Chungwa. Several of his stories revolve
around disputes between him and members of the emerging new orders. Four of his main
disciples were students of Khyungpo Draksé (khyung po grags se), who was famous for
establishing the “Old Nyaya” school of logic in U-Tsang.”* Khyungpo Draksé had sent the
four to refute Zur Chung in debate, because he “was a proponent of erroneous doctrines.”'”
However, in their discussions with Zur Chung, they were unable to defeat him and due to
the power of his personality resolved to leave their master and become the students of Zur
Chung. When he learned that his students had defected to Zur Chung, Khyungpo Draksé
announced, “Anyone who kills one like Zur Chungwa, who harbors perverse opinions and
leads everyone astray, will certainly attain Buddhahood!” When Zur Chung heard of this

from his students, he smiled. When asked why he was smiling, he gave his famous response:

As for doctrines, this, my secret mantra tradition of the greater vehicle, is it!
For it is the tradition of secret mantra that maintains that Buddhahood may
be attained by ‘liberation’; the dialecticians do not think so. Now, even such

a great dialectician as Khyungpo Draksé has said that anyone who kills one

7% The Blue Annals, 70.
> The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 640.
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like Zur Chungwa will attain Buddhahood. So, in his innermost heart, he has

turned to my doctrine. Therefore, I am delighted!"”

G6 Khukpa Lhetsé (gos kbug pa lhas bisas), a New School proponent of the Secrer Assembly
and a strong opponent of the Old Schools, is also said to have ordered his followers not to
bow to Zur Chungwa, and he furthermore wrote a refutation of the Old Schools’ tantras
known as the Broadside."”

Though at least in the Old School accounts Go Khukpa Lhetsé could not refrain from
paying homage to Zur Chungwa, the Zur patriarch was not always the winner in contests
between the two masters. Among the traditional list of Zur Chung’s disciples there is a group
known as the “Three Useless Ones” (go ma chod mi gsum). They are deprecated in this way,
because, feeling that the Old Schools’ teachings were in some ways insufficient, they went to
New School teachers. While their master was in his thirteen year retreat, Gojatsa (go bya
tsha) received teachings on the Hevajra Tantra from the very same G6 Khukpa Lhetsé to
augment his practice of the Secrer Essence; Mikchung Wangseng (mig chung dbang seng)
received teachings on the Yoga Tantras from Sumpa Yebar (sum pa ye ‘bar) to assist his
Magical Emanation mandala practice, and Gochung Wangngé (g0 chung dbang nge) studied
logic with Bangka Darchung (spang ka dar chung). Sumpa Yebar was associated with the
great New School translator, Rinchen Zangpo, and Gochung Wangngé, whose father studied
with Rinchen Zangpo’s disciple, Ngok Lekpé Sherap (rngog legs pa’i shes rab), is listed among
those who tried to refute Rongzom Chékyi Zangpo.' It is said that Zur Chung had to break
his thirteen-year retreat because of these defections, which left no one to run the college at

Ukpa Lungpa.”

176 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 641-642.

Y7 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 643, vol. 1, 914-917, vol. 2, 89 n.1274.
78 The Blue Annals, 353-354. The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 708.

7% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 643.
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Despite such difficulties, Zur Chung Sherap Drakpa is said to have established the
customs of the Zur tradition by systematizing its teachings, a move made necessary by the
emerging competition of the New Schools. He is also claimed to have had a great many
students. The most prominent of these are the four disciples he converted from among
Khyungpo Draksé’s students. These became known as the four pillars (ka ba bzhi). Patriil
Rinpoché lists these as:'®

1. Shakyayé, the teacher from Kye, the Pillar of the Great Completeness (rdzogs
chen gyi ka ba skye ston sha kya ye),

2. Yangkhyé Lama, the Pillar of Anuyoga (mdo’i ka ba yang khyad bla ma),

3. Len Shakya Zangpo, the Pillar of Magical Emanation (sgyu phrul gyi ka ba
blan sha kya bzang po),

4. Datik Cho Shakya, the Pillar of Activity and Achievement (phrin sgrubs kyi ka

ba mda’ tig chos sha kya).

These four are called pillars because they held up the house of the Zur tradition. For, it was
these four who taught the Old Schools” Tantras to Zur Chungwa’s son and groomed him to

be the third patriarch of the Zur lineage. It is to his hagiography we now turn.

DROPUKPA SHAKYA SENGGE (1074-1135)

In his later years, Zur Chungwa took Josemo Damo Tsukdorcham (jo sras mo mda’ mo gtsug
tor lcam) as his consort, because he saw that in her womb a great “emanation” could be
conceived. She was one of Zur Chung’s disciples and the sister of Datik Cho Shakya, the
Pillar of Activity and Achievement. Though the fact that Zur Chung did not marry her
caused some tension among his other disciples, she gave birth in 1074 to a son, whom they

named Shakya Senggé (shakya seng ge). Zur Chungwa died when the child was only eight

1% dPal-sprul O-rgyal-"jigs-med-chos-kyi-dbang-po, gsang snying ‘chad thabs brgyud gsum lo rgyus, 183.2-183.4.
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months old, and the infant was brought up by his mother and maternal uncle, Datik Ché
Shakya. At fifteen, he was taught the Secrer Magical Emanation Net, or the Secret Essence, by
Len Shakya Zangpo, the third of Zur Chung’s four pillars. He later received teachings on
Anuyoga from his uncle, who had raised him, and from the other two pillars he learned the
Great Completeness doctrine. At nineteen, he was formally recognized as the hierarch of the
estate associated with Ukpa Lung. He is said to have “hammered home the four nails” at
Dropuk in Nyari and so came to be called Dropukpa (sgro phug pa)."”" The hagiographies
relate a meeting between Dropukpa and Padampa Sanggye, the founder of the Pacification
tradition (zhi byed), where the latter received him favorably.

Skilled in many doctrines, Dropukpa appears to have been particularly knowledgeable in
the Magical Net of Vajrasattva, and especially in the Secret Essence. Ditjjom Rinpoché has this

to say about the third Zur patriarch:

Dropukpa was perfectly endowed with the attributes of knowledge, love and
power. He acquired the eye of the doctrine, having thoroughly mastered the
meaning of the Glorious Tantra of the Secret Nucleus which is definitive with
Respect to the Real [i.c., the Secret Essence]...In consequence, the so-called
teaching tradition of the Lord of Secrets, Dropukpa, has continued to be
discussed even up to the present day, and is renowned like the sun and

moon.'®

Indeed, Dropukpa is mentioned in connection with setting up the structure (khog dbub) of
the Zur tradition." The name for this type of commentary literally means “erecting the
inside.” It is a phrase that resonates with the title for Vimalamitra’s commentary, the /nner

Text (khog gzhung), and is often mentioned in connection with that text. “Setting up the

181 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 647.
182 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 648. Bracketed material added.
"% Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions, 85.2.
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structure” is a type of general commentary in the Zur tradition that explicates the Secrer

Essence through five topics:

1. the existence of the mind-as-such,

2. the error of not realizing it,

3. the compassionate perspective of the omniscient toward those who err,
4. how to generate compassion within that perspective, and

5. how to then effect the welfare of migrators.'™

Dropukpa is considered the source of this hermeneutical method, which is followed by
Samdrup Dorjé’s Tent of Blazing Jewels but is politely set aside in the Key ro the Treasury.

The lineage of these teaching runs through these three patriarchs of the Zur family and
spreads from Dropukpa to many people of Tibet and Kham. Dropukpa is said to have had
twelve special disciples who are grouped into three sets of four based in part on the
etymologies of their names: the four black ones, the four teachers, and the four

grandfathers.'

FOUR BLACK ONES (NAG PO BZHI)

1. Zur Nak Khorlo (zur nag khor lo)

2. Gya Nakgi Kharwa (rgya nag gi mkhar ba)

3. Nyang Nak Dowo (nyang nag mdo bo)

4. Da Nak Tsukdor Wangchuk (mda’ nag gtsug tor dbang phyug)

OUR TEACHERS (STON BZHI)

1. Nyedon Choseng (nye ston chos seng)

2. Zhangdon (zhang ston)

84 of. Tent of Blazing Jewels, 600fL.
"% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 648-649.
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3. Gyabdon Dorjé Gonpo (rgyab ston do rjie mgon po)
4. Gyadon (rgya ston)

FOUR GRANDFATHERS (MES BZHI)

1. Tsangpa Jidon (gzsang pa byis ston)

2. Yungdon Horpo (g.yung ston hor po)

3. Bongdon Chakkyu (spong ston leags kyu)
4. Upa Chéseng (dbus pa chos seng)

This represents the central Tibetan lineage and a separate lineage is also mentions for Kham.

Dropukpa established a permanent place for the Zur tradition’s interpretation of
Mahayoga both in central Tibet and in Kham. He lived at a time when the New Schools of
interpretation were forming in opposition to the variety of teachings that had been
transmitted or forming since the dynastic period. The New Schools threatened the Old
Schools formally by attacking the authenticity of their scriptures and translations and
informally by competing for resources. In response, the loosely organized movement of
Tibetan Buddhists that adhered to the older teachings gradually formed into a coherent
group of sects known as the Old Schools.

Dropukpa was central in organizing the Zur tradition’s establishment. From him, it was
transmitted for several generations until the next period of renaissance for Tibetan
Buddhism, the fourteenth century. In that century, two proponents of the Zur
interpretation, Yungtén Dorjepel and Grolwapa Samdrup Dorjé, produced seminal works
on the Secret Essence that have exerted a profound influence on the tradition since them. The
lineage from Dropukpa to these two figures, as given by Jikmé Tenpé Nyima, is:

Dzangnak Obar (gtsang nag ‘od bar),
Medon Gonpo (mes ston mgon po),

So Sherap Tsultrim (sro shes rab tshul kbrims),
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Danak Dudiilbum (722 nag bdud ‘dul "bum),
Da Shakyapel (mda’ shakya pel),

Zur Jampa Senggé (zur byams pa seng ge).

Zur Jampa Senggé (zur byams pa seng ge) lived in the 13"-14™ century C.E."™ His father was a
powerful and influential Buddhist Tantrika of unspecified origin, who used his public office
and his magical abilities to benefit the people in general. By age 15, Jampa Senggé was living
at the main Zur college, Ukpa Lung, where he studied the Secrer Essence under the tutelage of
Da Shakyapel (mda shakya phel). At twenty, he was initiated particularly into the Zur
tradition of the Magical Net by another lama, Taton Ziji (rta ston gzi bjid). One source
maintains that Zur Jampa Senggé lived only to his twenty-seventh year."” Despite such a
short life, it is said that he had two superior disciples—one of his earlier years and one of his
later years. Yungton Dorjepel (g.yung ston rdo rje dpal) was considered the best disciple of his
earlier years, and Samdrup Dorjé (bsam grub rdo rje), the foremost disciple of his later years.

These two figures left lasting marks on the Zur tradition’s interpretation of the Secrer Essence.

YUNGTON DORJEPEL (1284-1365)

Dorjepel, also known as the teacher from Yung (g.yung ston pa), was born as a member of the
Len (glan) clan at Tshongdu (zshong ‘dus) in the year 1284, the Wood Monkey year. He was
initially a student of Zur Jampa Senggé from whom he learned among other things the
Yamantaka Cycle. In his youth, he visited China, where he became known for his feats of
sorcery, such as making rain fall. Upon returning to Tibet, he studied with many teachers,

receiving teachings from such reknown scholars as the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé

(1284-1339) and Buton Rinpoché (1290-1364). He wrote a text that differentiated the

186 A D. brgya phrag 13 pa’i smad 14 nang bar ro// (GKM, vol. 3, 443). The other source used here is The
Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 663-667.
' The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 665.
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Buddhahood of the Sutra Vehicle from that of the Tantra Vehicle, which is said to have
inspired great faith in those that saw it. Unfortunately, this text is no longer extant. In the
Secret Essence tradition, he penned a highly influential line-by-line commentary on the root
tantra, Mirror llluminating the Meaning, or Yung’s Commentary, which is still read today by
the Nyingma teachers." Yungtonpa died in 1365, at the age of eighty-two. The sources give
no account as to who his students were. However, he is generally mentioned along with a

younger contemporary and fellow disciple of Zur Jampa Senggé, Samdrup Dorjé.

SAMDRUP DORJE (1294-1376)

Samdrup Dorjé (bsam grub rdo rje) was from the Tanak (rza nag) valley north of Shigatsé,
west of Lhasa."” He was born to a long-standing Nyingma family in the Wood Sheep year
(1294-5). His father’s name was Bumpel (bum phel) and his mother’s Pelgyen (dpal rgyan).
He studied with renowned scholars, such as Zur Jampa Senggé, his main teacher, and Len
Nyatselwa Sonam Goénpo (glan nya tshal pa bsod nams mgon po)."” According to the Nyingma
School of Tibetan Buddbism, it was the latter who initiated him into the Magical Emanation
Net cycle, though Khetsun Sangpo claims that he first listened to teachings on the cycle of
texts at age eight from his father and the younger brother of Lama Dodebum (bl ma mdo
sde "bum gyi gcung po).”!

At ten, he knew all the forms and activities of the peaceful and wrathful deities. At

nineteen, he studied much of the Eight Transmissions of the Word for two years under

188

g.yung-ston rdo-tje-dpal (1284-1365), dpal gsang ba snying po’i rgyud don gsal byed me longin rNying ma bka’
ma rgyas pa (I-Tib-2240; I-Tib-82-900981), vol. 28 (Kalimpong: Dupjung Lama, 1983), 4-589. Also known as

the “commentary of Yung” (g.yung grel). Hereafter referred to as Mirror Illuminating the Meaning. In his

private oral commentary on the Key to the Treasury in 1993, Khenpo Namdrél often used this commentary as a
supplemental source.

' The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, 667-668. Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of
Tibet, vol. 3, 458-463

% zur byams pa seng ge and glan nya tsal ba. The latter is mentioned in the Key to the Treasury (Key to the
Treasury, 668).

Y The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 668; Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol.

3, 458-459.
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Nyangdon Dorjé Senggé."”” At twenty-one, he went to Ukpa Lungpa, the center of the Zur
tradition, where he studied this tradition’s interpretation of the three higher tantra classes as
transmitted by Jampa Senggé. He also listened to teachings by Da Shakyapel (mda’ shakya
dpal) on the higher tantras and the New School tantras. At twenty four, he went to another
focal point of the Zur lineage, Dropuk, where he taught to the 300 students of Jampa
Senggé.

He also studied with the great master, S6nam Gonpo, of the Len family in Nyatsel of
Shang (shangs kyi nya tshal), and by this teacher was given the name, Dorjé Dechentsel (rdo
rje bde chen risal). He became particularly adept at Anuyoga (mdo) and the Genuine (yang
dag) cycle of the Eight Transmissions. He took the lay-person’s vows from a scholar from
religious seat of Jonang, named Sénam Drakpa (jo gdan tshogs pa’i mkhan chen bsod nams
grags pa), and from him received the name Samdrub Dorjé. In a hermitage in the upper part
of the Nyang valley, he received instruction on the Essence-Drop of the Great Completeness
from Sénam Lodré and completed the practice of this. At forty, he founded the Dharma-
sphere (chos dbyings) monastery at Tanak. He is claimed to have had many realization-
experiences. Samdrub Dorjé is also known by the generic title, “The adherent of Tara” (sgro/
ma ba). Among his disciples are numbered the Zur Lama Taisitu Senggepel, Zur Ham
Shakya Jungné, Zur Shakya Gyeltsen, Shakya Dorjé, and a Sakyapa Drakpa Gyeltsen.” He
died at the age of 81, in the year of the Wood Rabbit (1375-1376).

A general commentary on the Secret Essence, known as the Tent of Blazing Jewels, comes
out of his lineage of teachings. This commentary models itself on the commentarial tradition
of Dropukpa, since it uses the latter’s five-fold scheme of “setting up the structure.” As it is

often associated in tandem with Yungténpa’s commentary, it appears to be an important text

192 nyang ston rdo rje seng ge (Khetsun Sangpo, Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 3, 459).

3 dpal ldan sa skya pa’i gdung brgyud bdag po chen po dbang grags pa rgyal msshan (Khetsun Sangpo,
Biographical Dictionary of Tibet, vol. 3, 462). This is not the same person as the Phamo Drugpa ruler of Tibet,
Drak-ba-gyel-tsen (1373-1432), who would have only been three at the time of Samdrup Dorjé¢’s death.
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of the latter Zur tradition. Though attributed to Samdrup Dorjé, the attribution probably
refers to the source of the teachings rather than the actual writing; for the lineage given in the
text itself indicates that it was written well after this master’s death. This lineage, found in
the fifth section, not only mentions Samdrup Dorjé in the third person, but also includes the
well-known author of the Blue Annals, Go Lotsawa Zhénnupel (1392-1481), who lived well
after Samdrup Dorjé. Furthermore, the author explicitly mentioned at the end of the lineage
is Namkha Chéwang of the Dro clan (‘bro% sngags chang nam kha’ chos dbang), disciple of
the great teacher of the Dro, Namkha Trinlé (‘bro ston chen po nam mkha’ phrin las).”* Thus,
the extant text of the Tent of Blazing Jewels has at least been modified since the time of its
author. Nonetheless, the teachings in the 7ent of Blazing Jewels appear contemporaneous
with Yungton’s Commentary, and they both fall well within the Zur tradition of
interpretation, descended from Dropukpa. Jikmé Tenpé Nyima continues his lineage from
these two with:
Drélchen Sanggyé Rinchen (sgrol chen sangs rgyas rin chen), 1350-1431
G6 Lochen Shonnupel (gos lo chen gzhon nu dpal), 1392-14-81
The 4™ Shamarpa, Chokyidrakpa (chos kyi grags pa), 1453-1524
The Drikhung Lama, Rinchen Piintsok (677 gung rin chen phun tshogs), 1509-1557
Rangdrél Nyida Sanggyé (rang grol nyi zla sangs rgyas)
Tsewang Norgyé, son of Khénjo (khon jo sras tshe dbang nor rgyas)
The teacher of Kon, Penjor Lhiindrup (khon ston dpal “byor lhun grub), 1561-1637
Zurchen Drashi Kiinga (zur chen bkra shis kun dga)
Trinlé Lhiindrup of the Darding family (dar sdings rig ‘dzin phrin las lhun grub), 1611-1662
Gyurmé Dorjé (gyur med rdo rje), 1646-1714

4 bSam-drup-rdo-rje, Tent of Blazing Jewels, 636.5.
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THE TREASURE-REVEALER GYURME DORJE (1646-1714)

Pema Garwang Gyurmé Dorjé (pad ma gar dbang gyur med rdo rje), also known as the
Awareness-holder Terdak Lingpa (rig dzin gter bdag gling pa), is considered to have been the
Speech-Emanation of the great translator Vairocana (8" cent. C.E.)."”” He was born in the
area of Dranang (gra nang) about 50 km south of Lhasa on Monday, March 26, 1646. His
father’s name was Nyddon Sangdak Trinlé Lhiindrup (gnyos ston gsang bdag phrin las lhun
grub, 1611-1662), and his mother was Lhadzin Yangjen Drélma (/ha ‘dzin dbyang can sgrol
ma), both of noble families. At age four, he was initiated into the treasures of Guru Chéwang
(gu ru chos dbang), the Eight Transmitted Precepts, the Consummation of Secrets, and in his
tenth year he had a vision of Padmasambhava while being empowered into the treasures of
Nyangrel Nyima Ozer (nyang ral nyi ma ‘od zer, 1136-1204). He first met the great Fifth
Dalai Lama, Lozang Gyatso (blo bzang rgya mtsho, 1617-1682), at Drepung Monastery in
1657, when “he offered a lock from the crown of his head”.” In their next meeting at Samyé
in 1663, Gyurmé Dorjé had a vision of the Dalai Lama as Avalokite$vara and became the
latter’s student.

While he learned all three branches of the higher tantras—Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and
Atiyoga, at thirteen he began to extensively study the Secret Essence, the Sublime Continuum
(a Mind-only/Tathagata-essence text by Maitreya), the Mind at Rest, and the Wish-fulfilling
Treasury.”” Later in his life, he studied the commentaries of Nup Sanggyé Yeshé, the
teachings of the Zur patriarchs, Sakya Pandita’s (1182-1251) Analysis of the Three Vows
(sdom gsum rab dbye), and the Profound Inner Meaning by the Third Karmapa, Rangjung
Dorjé (rang byung rdo rje, 1284-1339), as well as the texts of Longchenpa. He received the

%> The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, 825-834.

% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism, vol. 1, 826.

7 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 827. The Secret Essence is, of course, the root scripture for
Mahayoga. The Sublime Continuum is a revealed text reputedly composed by Maitreya, the future Buddha, and
can be classified as a Mind Only and Tathagata-Essence scripture. The Mind ar Rest and the Wish-fulfilling
Treasury are both works on Atiyoga by Longchenpa.
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Anuyoga transmission from Dakton Chégyel Tendzin (dwags ston chos rgyal bstan “dzin) from
whom he received the name Gyurmé Dorjetsel.

Gyurmé Dorjé’s revelations of treasures began when he was eighteen year old in 1663
with the discovery of the Innermost Spirituality of the Awareness-holder.” In the years to
follow, he discovered the scriptures of Yamantaka, the Destroyer of Arrogance, the Wrathful
Guru, the Atiyoga and Vajrasattva Cycles, and the Doctrinal Cycle of the Great Compassionate
One as the Universal Gathering of Sugatas."” In 1670, he founded the monastic establishment
of Mindrélling (smin grol gling) just south of his homeland, Dranang. This became a famous
center for Nyingma learning and meditation, of which Gyurmé Dorjé was the first “throne-
holder” (khri dzin). Mindrolling remained Gyurmé Dorjé’s home base until his death in
1714 at the age of 69.

Though he spent his younger years in study and meditation, at the age of thirty-eight in
1683, Gyurmé Dorjé began to engage in promotional activity. He gave teachings on the
Nyingma tradition that were wide-ranging both topically and geographically. The great Fifth
Dalai Lama, Lozang Gyatso, numbered among his students during this time, as did the
second Dzokchen Rinpoché, Gyurmé Tekchok Dendzin (gyur med theg mchog bstan “dzin, b.
1697). It is claimed that his students came from as far of as Mén in the south, Ngari in the
west, and Kham in the east.”” However, among his main student was his younger brother,

Lochen Dharmashri, one of the most famous exegetes of the Secrer Essence.

LOCHEN DHARMASHRI (1654-1717)

While Derdak Lingpa Gyurmé Dorjé became famous for his revelations, his younger

brother, Lochen Dharmashri (lo chen dharma shri) was a renowned and influential exegete of

198 rig ‘dzin thugs thig (The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 828).

199 These are respectively: gshin rje gshed dregs joms, gur drag, rdo sems a ti’i skor, and thugs rje chen po bde gshegs
kun “dus kyi chos skor. (The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 828).

% The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 830.
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the Mahayoga tradition.” In fact, Lochen DharmashrT’s erudite scholarship had a greater
impact of the Secret Essence's hermeneutical tradition than the works of his treasure-revealing
brother. The scholar-monk appears to have been particularly interested in this root scripture
of the Mahayoga Vehicle, and his two main commentaries on that tantra are cited often in
later commentarial literature on the Secret Essence. The detail in his work reflects
thoroughness akin to Butén’s, and his personal history demonstrates an ecumenical attitude
that was a precursor to the Non-Partisan Movement (ris med) in the 19" century.

Born into an Old School family in the Wood Male Horse Year (1654), Lochen
Dharmashri first performed the refuge-ceremony under his brother, Gyurmé Dorjé. He also
received the entire empowerment of his brother’s treasures from the revealer himself, as well
as taking the Bodhisattva vows for developing the enlightened attitude. Due to Gyurmé
Dorjé’s close connection with the Great Fifth Dalai Lama, the latter bestowed both the
preliminary and the full monastic vows on Lochen Dharmashri at age fifteen and twenty
respectively. Lochen Dharmashri studied under various teachers. Not only did he learn about
Buddhist doctrine, especially the Discipline (@ul ba, vinaya), but he also studied the
linguistic sciences of poetry, grammar, and orthography; Indian and Chinese astrology; and
Sanskrit. His main teacher for the Secrer Essence was Gyurmé Dorjé. It is said that Lochen
Dharmashri experienced a flash of insight when his brother taught him Vilasavajra’s Blazing
Palace and Yungtinpa’s Commentary in conjunction.”” His many disciples included the Sakya
scholar, Ngawang Kunka Drashi (b.1517), demonstrating his ecumenical attitude. In 1712,
he traveled to Chamdo in Dokham, where he gave empowerments and teachings on a wide
variety of Nyingma topics and converting a number of disciples there. His most noteworthy

achievements, in the field of literature, were the composition of two exegetical works on the

21 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 728-732.
202 "When, in particular, Dharmaéri heard the great treasur-fining guru deliver an oral exegesis of the Secrer
Nucleus which combined the Parkap Commentary and Yungtonpa’s Commentary, he plumbed the depths of all

the overt and hidden meanings of that tantra." The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 730.
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Secret Essence Tantra. These works—the Lord of Secrets’ Oral Instructions and the Ornament to
the Lord of Secrets’ Intention—are still revered in the Old Schools’ curricula. They were
influential enough that the Degé edition of the Collected Tantras of the Ancients included

them among the Mahayoga tantric scriptures.

INTERVENING LINEAGE (18™ TO 19™ CENTURIES)

The Key to the Treasury abbreviates the lineage that proceeds from the Minling brothers,
Derdag Lingpa and Lochen Dharmashri, who died in 1714 and 1717 respectively. After

discussing their role in the lineage, Jikmé Tenpé Nyima says:

Then, it was gradually transmitted. From the excellent scholar-adept Getsé
Sénam Dendzin, or Jikmé Ngotsar, [it was passed to] Vajradhara Padma
Trashi. The Conqueror’s son Zhenpen Tayé listened to him. He bestowed it
upon two people—my teacher, the heart-son of the Superior Manjusri, the
omniscient Emanation Body, Ogyen Jikmé Chokyiwangpo and the [all]
pervasive lord of the ocean of mandalas the highly skilled Vajradhara, Padma

Damché Ozer Pelzangpo.

These last two figures are more commonly known as Patriil Rinpoché (dpal sprul rin po che,
1808-1887) and Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo (jam dbyangs mkhyen brise’i dbang po, 1820-
1892). The intervening lineage between Lochen Dharmashri and these important figures
appears to have been abbreviated by Jikmé Tenpé Nyima. With the words "Then, it was
transmitted gradually” (de nas rim par brgyud de), he seems to jumps several lineal
generations to Jikmé Ngotsar (jigs med ngo mtshar), also known as Getsé Sénam Tendzin.
The only information available on this figure is from the Tibetan Buddhist Resource
Center’s database. That source says that he was a Nyingma born in the 18" century, who

was a disciple of Peljor Gyatso (dpal 'byor rgya mtsho) and teacher of Ogyen Jikmé Chokyi
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Wangpo (o rgyan jigs med chos kyi dbang po), or Patriil Rinpoché.*” This is different from the
Key to the Treasury, which places two lineal generations between them—Padma Trashi (pad
ma bkra shis) and Zhenpen Tayé (gzhan phan mtha’ yas). It would not be possible for a direct
disciple of Lochen Dharmashri to have been Patriil Rinpoché’s teacher, as the span of over
one hundred years between the death of the Minling brothers and the maturity of Patriil
Rinpoché makes that impossible. Jikmé Ngotsar was probably an elder contemporary of
Patriil Rinpoché. Therefore, the lineage in the Key ro the Treasury must skip over the
intervening lineage from Lochen Dharmashri to Jikmé Ngotsar.

Another source tells us that Zhenpen Tayé, the third figure in the above lineage, was
born in 1800 and was a direct disciple of the first Dodrupchen Rinpoché, Jikmé Trinlé Ozer
(igs med phrin las ‘od zer, 1745-1821), the Dharma-heir of Jikmé Lingpa ( jigs med gling pa,
1730-1798).** Zhenpen Tayé hailed from Amdo, an area on the Dzachu River known as
Gemang.”” He was a contemporary of Do Khyentsé Yeshé (mdo mkhyen brtse ye shes, 1800-
1866), while his students included Patriil Rinpoché and Jamyang Khyents¢ Wangpo.*
These three are respectively the mind, speech, and body incarnations of Jikmé Lingpa. The
first Dodrupchen was the chief student of Jikmé Lingpa, entrusted with protecting his
revelations of the Essential Drop of the Grear Expanse. It is no wonder that the third
Dodrupchen Jikmé Tenpé Nyima, the author of the Key to the Treasury, is intimately
connected to this lineage. He was a student of both Patriil Rinpoché and Jamyang Khyentsé

Wangpo. So, before turning to his biography, their lives must first be considered.

295 Gene Smith, http://www.tbrc.org/cgi-bin/tbredatx?resource=P2881.

% Tulku Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 198. Jikmé Lingpa is the treasure-revealer for the Hearr
Drop of the Grear Expanse revelations.

205 Gee Map 9, E23 in volume 2 of The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddbism .

2% See Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 338-339.
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PATRUL RINPOCHE OGYEN JIKME CHOKYI WANGPO (1808-1887)

Jikmé Chokyi Wangpo (jigs med chos kyi dbang po), who became known as Patriil Rinpoché
(dpal sprul rin po che), was a student of the first Dodrupchen, contemporary and associate of
the second, and teacher of the third. He is believed to have been the speech incarnation of
Jikmé Lingpa. He was born in Dzachuka valley in Kham in 1808 and belonged to the same
clan as the first Dodrupchen, the Mukpodong.*” At an early age he was recognized as the
reincarnation of Pelgé Samden Piintsok. Thus, he became known as Patriil Rinpoché, a
tulku of Pelgé Rinpoché. The first Dodrupchen confirmed his recognition as such, at which
point he bestowed on him the name Ogyen Jikmé Chokyi Wangpo. Thereupon, child was
moved to the residence of the Pelgé lama. He studied with a number of teachers. However,
his primary teachers were Jikmé Gyelwé Nyugu (7igs med rgyal ba’i myu gu) and Do
Khyentsé (mdo mkhyen brise). From Jikmé Gyelwé Nyugu he received the Essential Drop of
the Great Expanse (klong chen snying thig) transmission, especially focusing on the preliminary
practices. These teachings are the basis for Patriil Rinpoché’s most famous work, Sacred
Words of Lama, Samantabhadra (kun gsang bla ma’i zhel lung).””® Though only eight years his
senior, Do Khyentsé also appears to have had a profound effect on the young Patriil

Rinpoché. Tulku Thondup relates the following story:

One day Do Khyentsé, who was wandering while performing esoteric
exercises, suddenly showed up outside Paltriil’s tent. Do Khyentsé shouted,
“O Palgé! If you are brave, come out!” When Paltriil respectfully came out,
Do Khyentsé grabbed him by his hair, threw him on the ground, and
dragged him around. At that moment, Paltriil smelled alcohol on Do

Khyentsé’s breath and thought, “The Buddha expounded on the dangers of

207 Sources for Patriil Rinpoché’s life are Tulku Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 201-210.
208 Thondup, Master of Meditation and Miracles, 172.



3. Legends and History 232

alcohol, yet even a great adept like him could get drunk like this.” At that
instant, Do Khyentsé freed Paltriil from his grip and shouted, “Alas, that you
intellectual people could have such evil thoughts! You Old Dog!” Do
Khyentsé spat in his face, showed him his little finger (an insulting gesture),

and departed.””

The scene is familiar from Tibetan hagiographical literature concerning Siddhas, the
itinerant, iconoclastic yogins, popular during the last phase of Buddhism in India. The
theme of a novice strictly adhering to the Buddhist law being enlightened by the eccentric
and antinomian behavior of the teacher is common to this genre. True to this mold, Tulku

Thondup continues to describe Patriil Rinpoché’s subsequent realization:

Patriil realized, “Oh, I am deluded. He was performing an esoteric exercise to
introduce me to my enlightened nature.” Paltriil was torn by two conflicting
feelings: shock over his own negative thoughts and amazement at Do
Khyents€’s clairvoyance. Sitting up, he immediately meditated on the
enlightened nature of his mind, and a clear, sky-like, open, intrinsic

awareness awakened in him.*"°

Though such a description may be exaggerated, exposure to the siddha way of life had a
profound enough effect on Patriil Rinpoché that at the age of twenty he closed his estate and
took up the life of a wandering hermit.

After years of meditation, in 1851, when Patriil Rinpoché was 43, he met Gyelsé
Zhenpen Tayé (rgyal sras gghan phan mtha’ yas, 1800-2) at Yarlung. According to the Key ro
the Treasury's lineage, Zhenpen Tayé was his main teacher with regard the Secrer Essence

teachings. Tulku Thondup says that Patriil Rinpoché studied the Secrer Essence under

209 Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 202.
' Thondup, Master of Meditation and Miracles, 202.
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Zhenpen Tayé for three years.”"" After that, Patriil traveled widely throughout Amdo and at
one point stayed at the first Dodrupchen’s former residence. In 1856, Do Khyentsé came to
Golok, where Patriil was staying. During that time, Patriil received some empowerments of
the Essential Drop of the Grear Expanse from Do Khyentsé and performed a purification
ceremony with him and the second Dodrupchen, Jikmé Phiintsok Jungné (Jigs med phun
tshogs “byung gnas, 1824-1863).*'"* In 1872, at the age of 64, Patriil Rinpoché met the third
Dodrupchen, Jikmé Tenpé Nyima. Jikmé Tenpé Nyima was only eight at the time.
However, the third Dodrupchen remained close with Patriil Rinpoché for the remaining
fifteen years of the latter’s life, and his commentary on the Secrer Essence, Key to the Treasury,
names Patriil Rinpoché as one of his root lamas. Patriil Rinpoché died in 1887 at the age of

79/80 in his homeland in Kham.

JAMYANG KHYENTSE WANGPO (1820-1892)

Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo (jam dbyangs mkhyen brise dbang po) was considered to be the

213

body incarnation of Jikmé Lingpa ( jigs med gling pa).*® He was born to a privileged family
in Degé in 1820. His father, Rinchen Wanggyel (rin chen dbang rgyal), was an administrator
of the Degé palace, and his mother was of Mongol descent. He was recognized as the
incarnation of Jikmé Lingpa at the age of eleven and as the incarnation of a lama from the
Ngor Monastery in the next year. From his fifteenth year onward, he began to have visions,
which ultimately led to his discovery of “treasure texts” (gter ma). At the age of nineteen, he
received the transmission of the Essential Drop of the Great Expanse from Jikmé Gyelwé

Nyugu ( jigs med rgyal ba’i myu gu, 1765-1843). At twenty, he moved to central Tibet, where

he discovered several treasure texts at the Ngor Monastery. These were the first of the many

*'" Thondup, Master of Meditation and Miracles, 203.

212 Thondup, Master of Meditation and Miracles, 212.

213 Sources for Jamyang Khyentsé¢ Wangpo’s life are Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 215-221 and
The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 849-858.
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discoveries he would continue to make throughout his life. At twenty-one he was ordained as
a monk at the Mindrslling Monastery in central Tibet, the seat of Terdak Lingpa and
Lochen Dharmashri. Though he spent a great deal of time in Kham, he made frequent trips
to central Tibet, where he studied with many well-known teachers including Trichen Tashi
Rinchen of Sakya, Lhatsiin Rinpoché from Drepung Monastery, Mikgyur Namkhé Dorjé,
and Kongdriil Lodrs Tayé.

Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo is most renowned for the central role he played in the
ecumenical Non-Sectarian movement (7is med) that originated in eastern Tibet. Together
with Patriil Rinpoché, Jamgon Kongdriil Lodrs Tayé (jam mgon kong sprul blo gros mtha’
yas, 1813-1899), and Chokgyur Lingpa (mchog gyur gling pa, 1829-1870), he initiated a
reform movement that countered the severe sectarianism of Tibetan Buddhism at the time
by promoting a curriculum that combined Old Schools’ teachings with those of other
sects—Kadampa, Sakya, Kagyii, and Geluk. However, according to Tulku Thondup, his
main practice was the Essential Drop of the Grear Expanse, the Old School treasure revealed
by Jikmé Lingpa.”"* His non-sectarian attitude is best illustrated by the diverse group of
students he taught who, in addition to a number of Old School practitioners, include male
and female practitioners from the Sakya sect, the fourteenth and fifteenth Karmapas along
with other Kagyii adherents, and several Gelukpas. Among his Old School students were
Mipam Namgyel (1846-1912) and the third Dodrupchen Jikmé Tenpé Nyima (1865-1926).
The latter is, of course, the author of the Key ro the Treasury, the focal point of this
dissertation and the source for the lineage just described. It is to his life that we will now

turn.

2" Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 218. He cites Dilgo Khyentse as the source for this.
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JIKME TENPE NYIMA, THE THIRD DODRUPCHEN (1865-1926)

Jikmé Tenpé Nyima (Jigs med bstan pa’i nyi ma) was the second reincarnation of Jikmé
Lingpa’s chief disciple, Dodrupchen Jikmé Trinlé Ozer.?”® Thus, he was known as the third
Dodrupchen (rdo grub chen sku phreng gsum pa). He was born in 1865 in the upper part of
the Mar River valley in Golok, Amdo. His father was a famous Buddhist adept and treasure-
revealer Diijom Lingpa (bdud joms gling pa, 1835-1904),”'° and his mother was Sénamtso
(bsod nams mtsho) of the Shaza Dakki family.””” He was the oldest of several boys, all of
whom were famous in their own right. Among them were Khyentsé Tulku Dzamling
Wanggyel (mkhyen brise sprul sku mdzam gling dbang rgyal, 1868-1907),”"® Pema Drodiil
Sangngak Lingpa (pad ma gro dul gsang sngags gling pa, 1881-1924),*"” Tulku Namkha
Jikmé (sprul sku nam mkha’ jigs med, 1888-2),*" and Tulku Dorjé Drakdiil (sprul sku rdo rje
khrags ‘dul, 1892-1959?).

Jikmé Tenpé Nyima was identified as Dodrupchen’s incarnation in a prophecy by the
fourth Dzokchen Rinpoché Mingyur Namkhé Dorjé (mi gyur nam mkha’i rdo rje, 1793-2)
and was enthroned at the age of five at the Yarlung Pemaké Monastery. He studied at the
Dzokchen Monastery with Khenpo Pema Dorjé but had difficulties with his studies until he
had a vision of Do Khyentsé. In his seventh year, he met Patriil Rinpoché in the Dzachuka

Valley and received many teachings from him, particularly focusing on Shantideva’s Guide to

> Sources for Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s life are Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 237-250; Thub-
bstan-phrin-las bzan-po, Rdo Grub-chen 1V, 1927-, Rdo grub chen JJigs med phrin las ‘od zer gyi kbhrungs rabs
rnam thar: the brief biography of the First Rdo Grub-chen Jigs-med-phrin-las-"od-zer (1745-1821) and his successors
in the Rdo Grub-chen lineags [sic] of incarnations (Gangtok, Sikkim: Dodrupchen Rinpoché, 1985; I-Tib-2743;
I-Tib 85-903289), 21.1-36.6.

1 He was the previous incarnation of the famous Diijom Rinpoché Jik-drel-ye-she-dor-je (1904-1987), head
of the Nying-ma sect in exile and author of the two works translated in 7he Nyingma School of Tibetan
Buddbhism.

7 yum sha za dikki’i rigs bsod nam mrsho (Thub-bstan-phrin-las bzan-po, Rdo grub chen Jigs med phrin las ‘od
zer gyi khrungs rabs rnam thar: the brief biography of the First Rdo Grub-chen, 25.5).

% He was considered to be an incarantion (tulkw) of Do-khyen-tse (1800-1866).

17 Also known as Tulku Dri-me-6-zer, his consort was the famous female adept of Lhasa, Se-ra Khan-dro.

% He was considered to be an incarnation of Patriil Rinpoché.
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the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life. Patriil Rinpoché was particularly impressed by the young tulku,
when at the age of eight Jikmé Tenpé Nyima gave teachings on the Guide to the Bodbisattva’s
Way of Life before a large assembly. From then until his death in 1887, Patriil Rinpoché was
Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s main teacher, though Jikmé Tenpé Nyima also studied under several
other well-known figures of the period, including Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo, Migyur
Namkhé Dorjé, Ju Mipam Namgyel ( ju mi pham rnam rgyal, 1846-1912), and the treasure-
revealer Sogyel, a.k.a. Lerab Lingpa (gter ston bsod rgyal las rab gling pa, 1856-1920).

Appropriately for one raised in the ecumenical spirit of his day, the breadth of his studies
were vast from Discipline and logic to the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras and the Middle Way
School, finally culminating in the Tantras. Because his teachers were some of the great Non-
Sectarian (7is med) masters of the day, he received teachings on both the Old and the New
School tantras. Some time in his twenties, Jikmé Tenpé Nyima was crippled by an illness
and thereafter remained in strict seclusion in a hermitage near the Dodrupchen Monastery.
He maintained a strict retreat, and only a select few were granted audiences, these mainly
being his attendants and a few famous lamas and treasure-revealers. He was often asked for
and made prognostications through his dreams, and he had extensive knowledge of revealed
treasures.””' Every year Jikmé Tenpé Nyima would give teachings and empowerments on the
Essential Drop of the Great Expanse to eight monks who had been chosen to do a year long
retreat.

Jikmé Tenpé Nyima composed five volumes of commentaries on a wide variety of topics
that are contained in his Collected Works.”> Some of his more well-known works include

Memory of a Bodhisattva, Explanation of Treasures, Bringing Happiness and Suffering into the

22! He wrote a work entitled Explanation of Treasure [Texts] (gter gyi rnam bshad) and helped the treasure-
revealer S6-gyel Rinpoché decipher some of his revealed texts (Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles,
243, 248).

222 ’Jigs-med-bstan-pa’i-fii-ma, Rdo Grub-chen 111, 1865-19262, The Collected Works (gsun "bum) of Rdo Grub-
chen Jigs-med-bstna-pai-ni-ma (Gangtok: Dodrup Chen Rimpoche, 1974; I(Sik)-Tib-260; I(Sik)-Tib 74-
901179), 5 vols. Hereafter, Collected Works.
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Path, and The Key to the Treasury.” Memory of a Bodbisattva concerns the use of mnemonic
devices called dharani in the Great Vehicle practice.”™ It was highly renowned among
Tibetan scholars and even won the praise of the Geluk scholar, Amdo Geshé, or Jampel
Rolpé Lodrs (jam dpal rol pa’i blo gros).”” Explanation of Treasures is a general discussion of
revealed “treasure” texts that draws on his experience of deciphering texts revealed by Sogyel
Rinpoché.”*® Bringing Happiness and Suffering into the Path belongs to the genre of Tibetan
literature known as “mind training” (blo sbyong).”” It contains a short but eloquent
discussion on how one can use the adventitious events in one’s life—both pleasurable and
painful—to further one’s progress toward enlightenment.

The last text, The Key to the Treasury, is the focus of this dissertation.””® As mentioned
above, it is a general commentary on the Secrer Essence Tantra, the root text for the
Mahayoga Vehicle. Written in 1916 when Jikmé Tenpé Nyima was 51, it represents the
thought of his later years and is still popular among Old and New School scholars. However,
The Key to the Treasury was not Jikmé Tenpé Nyima’s only work on the subject of the Secrer
Essence. His very first work written in 1885, at the young age of 21, was also a general
commentary on the same tantra. Entitled Feast of Good Explanations (legs bshad dga’ ston), it

is said to be influenced by the views of the New Schools. Initially, Dodrupchen IIT did not

*%3 These are respectively byang chub sems dpa’i gzungs, gter gyi rnam bshad, skyid sdug lam mkhyer, and mdzod
kyi lde’u mig. For full titles and references to these works, see below.

24 byang chub sems dpa’i gzungs kyi rgyan rnam par bshad pa rgyal yum lus bzang mdzes byed legs bshad phreng ba
in Collected Works, vol. 2 (kha). For an excellent discussion of this work from the perspective of modern
semiotics, see Janet Gyatso, “Letter Magic: A Peircean Perspective on the Semiotics of Rdo Grub-chen’s
Dharani Memory” in In the Mirror of Memory: Reflections on Mindfilness and Remembrance in Indian and
Tibetan Buddhism, ed. by Janet Gyatso (Albany: SUNY, 1992), 173-213.

e Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 248-249.

226 s phro gter brgyud kyi rnam bshad nyung gsal ngo mishar rgya misho in Collected Works, vol. 4 (ca). This
work is one of the many sources used in Tulku Thondup, Hidden Teachings of Tibet: An Explanation of the
Terma Tradition of the Nyingma School of Buddhism, ed. by Harold Talbott (London: Wisdom Publications,
1986), 213 (WO).

227 skyid sdug lam “khyer in Collected Works, vol. 2 (kha).

8 dpal gsang ba’i snying po’i rgyud kyi spyi don nyung ngu’i ngag gis rnam par “byed pa rin chen mdzod kyi lde mig
in Collected Works, vol. 3, 1-237.
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realize this, but through the influence of Mipam Rinpoché and the Gathering the Sugatas of

229 ¢

the Eight Preceprs,”™ “a new understanding of Nyingma views and a strong confidence in

them awakened in him.”**

It was based on this insight that he later wrote the Key to the
Treasury. Thus, the Key to the Treasury—not the Feast of Good Explanations—has become the
text used in Nyingma monastic curricula today and is popular even among scholars of the
New Schools.

Though it is known for its “uniquely Nyingma views”, the Key to the Treasury is cited by
the present Dalai Lama Dendzin Gyatso in his talk on the “Union of the Old and New

» 231

Translations Schools”.”' In this article, the Dalai Lama uses the Key to the Treasurys

22 and the presentations of the ultimate

presentation of the “seven treasures of the ultimate
in the Secret Assembly and the Wheel of Time—tantras that are seminal for the New
Schools—to demonstrate the underlying unity in the Old and New Schools’ depiction of the
fundamental mind of clear light. In his discussion of the continuum of the ground (gzhi
rgyud), Dodrupchen gives as its synonym “indifferentiable truth” (bden pa dbyer med), that is,
the inseparability of the special conventional truth and the special ultimate truth. The special
ultimate truth can be divided into the sphere free from elaboration (the natural ultimate), the
self-luminosity of the mind (the primordial-wisdom ultimate), and the ability to produce the

five qualities of the effect state—enlightened body, speech, mind, qualities, and activities.

Dodrupchen summarizes these in the following way:

In brief, those are nothing more than individual differentiations [of one

thing] by way of 1) clear light’s factor of non-conceptuality, 2) its factor of

2 bka’ brgyad bde gshegs ‘dus chen. This is the treasure cycle of Nyang-rel Nyi-me-6-zer.

> Thondup, Masters of Meditation and Miracles, 241.

»' Tenzin Gyatso, Kindness, Clarity, and Insight, tr. and ed. by Jeffrey Hopkins, co-ed. by Elizabeth Napper,
(Ithaca: Snow Lion Publications, 1985), 200-224.

22 don dam dkor bdun (Key to the Treasury, 51.2).
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clarity, and 3) the factor of that [clear light] serving as the basis for the

fruitional features.”*

According to the Dalai Lama, this description resonates with the Secrer Assembly's description
of the illusory body (sgyu lus), the third of the five stages, and the Wheel of Time's doctrine of
empty form (stong gzugs). By his own account, he first noticed the similarities between the
Old and New Schools presentation of the fundamental clear-light when reading
Tsongkhapa’s commentary on the introductory verse to the Secret Assembly, in which
Tsongkhapa “establishes that all environments and beings are the sport of mere wind and
mind”.?* With this as his inspiration, he began to compare the doctrines of the Secret
Assembly, the Wheel of Time, and the Great Completeness doctrine of the Old Schools in
search of a basic similarity. Later, “Reading Dodrupchen was as if he were stroking my head
in confirmation, giving me the confidence that my insight was not unfounded.”” The
similarity, he concludes, is that “The substance of all these paths comes down to the
fundamental innate mind of clear light.”** Though the Key to the Treasury is a presentation
of the Old Schools” unique views, these views are not antithetical to the New Schools, as the
Dalai Lama demonstrates. A comparison of the Key ro the Treasury with Dodrupchen’s earlier
work on the Secret Essence, the Feast of Good Explanations, would be an informative study,
since the latter work is said to be influenced by New School doctrines.

Jikmé Tenpé Nyima lived out the rest of his life in his hermitage near Dodrupchen
monastery, though once he considered moving the monastery when his patronage base was
forced to migrate due to tribal warfare. He never strayed from his religious upbringing with

Non-Sectarian scholars; in his monastery the sutras were taught using Geluk commentaries,

23 sndor na od gsal gyi mi rtog pa’i cha dang / gsal ba’i cha dang / des "bras chos kyi rten byed pa’i cha las so sor phye
bar zad do/ (Key ro the Treasury, 51.2-51.3).

24 Tenzin Gyatso, “Union of the Old and New Schools”, 220.

3 Ibid., 220-221.

3 bid., 224.
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while the tantras were taught using Nyingma commentaries.”” He maintained a simple and
modest lifestyle for both himself and his monastery, strictly adhering to the monastic
discipline. It is said that he refused to allow Sogyel Rinpoché’s consort into his hut, as a
woman had never crossed his threshold before. Instead, he gave her teachings from his
doorway. The treasure-revealer Sogyel was one of his close friends, and he visited
Dodrupchen on a number of occasions. Other important lamas who visited him include
Rikdzin Chenmo (rig dzin chen mo), the head of the Dorjedrak Monastery; Katok Situ
Chokyi Gyatso (kah thog si tu chos kyi rgya misho, 1880-1925), and Khyentsé Chékyi Lodré
from Dzongsar (mkhyen brise chos kyi blo gros, 1893-1959). Jikmé Tenpé Nyima died in the
Fire Tiger year (1926) at the age of sixty-two. His reincarnation, Thubden Trinlé Pelzang

(thub bstan phrin las dpal bzang, b. 1927), is the present Dodrupchen IV.

SCHOLARS NOT LISTED IN THE LINEAGE

This completes the list of scholars and adepts given in the lineage section of the Key ro the
Treasury. However, several key persons who will figure prominently in the follow discussion
are not mentioned by the third Dodrupchen. These include such personages as Rongzom
Chokyi Zangpo, Longchenpa, and Mipam Rinpoché, all of whom wrote their own
commentaries on the Secret Essence. Jikmé Lingpa, the treasure-revealer of the Essential Drop
of the Great Expanse, and the first two Dodrupchen’s, who are considered the keepers of that
cycle of teachings, are also not mentioned. Their absence in his text is explained by the fact
that these figures were not in the lineage of transmission through which the teachings on the
Secret Essence came to Jikmé Tenpé Nyima. The Key to the Treasury represents the Zur

Tradition’s interpretation of the Secrer Essence from the perspective of Mahayoga.”® The

*7 Thundop, Master of Meditation and Miracles, 244.

28 rayud ma hi yo ga’i tantra gsang ba’i snying po de kho na nyid rmam nges pa la zur lugs ltar gyi dgongs ‘grel spyi
don rin chen mdzod kyi lde’u mig zhes bya ba dang / (Thub-bstan-phrin-las bzan-po, Rdo grub chen Jigs med
phrin las ‘od zer gyi kbhrungs rabs rnam thar, 35.2-35.3).
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works and revelations of these other scholars focus primarily on the highest Old School
vehicle, Atiyoga. The commentaries on the Secret Essence penned by Rongzom, Longchenpa,
and Mipam in particular represent another interpretation of the Secrer Essence from the
perspective of Atiyoga that is at odds with the tradition represented in the Key o the
Treasury.

As has been shown, the Key to the Treasurys interpretive stance on the Secret Essence is
derived from the school founded by the three patriarchs of the Zur family. This
interpretation is known as the “Zur System” (zur lugs). The other tradition of interpretation
concerning the Secret Essence bases itself on the works of two famous Tibetan scholars—
Rongzom Chékyi Zangpo (11" century C.E.) and Longchen Rabjam (1308-1363). This
latter tradition, known as the “System of Rong and Long” (rong klong lugs), is founded
primarily on two Indian sources. The first source is a well-known commentary on the Secrer
Essence composed by an Indian master Suryaprabhasimha (nyi ‘od seng ge). Apart from his
influential text, the Vast Commentary on the Secret Essence (gsang snying rgya cher grel pa),”
little biographical information is given concerning this person. His name could conceivably
be shortened to Shri Simha, which is the name of the great Atiyoga patriarch,” and as it is
claimed that the Sanskrit of his commentary was translated into Tibetan by Vairocana in
Kham,”' the text could be connected with eastern Tibet and possibly China. The text is
quoted by most commentators on the Secrer Essence. However, when classified, it is
considered to be an Atiyoga interpretation of the Mahayoga tantra. The other major source
for the System of Rong and Long is the Garland of Views, traditionally attributed to

Padmasambhava. As there will be some discussion on the differences between these

3 Stiryasimhaprabha, Dpal Gsas ba sitin po’i rgya che ‘grel pa: The Sri-guhyagarbha-vipulatika-nama translated
into Tibetan (Gangtok: Dodrup Sangyay Lama, 1976; I-Tib-1565; I-Tib 76-902441).

20 The term, Shri, means “Glorious” and is often used as a honorific title, while his full name,
Stryaprabhasimha, could be abbreviated to its last member, simha. At present, however, this is mere
speculation.

2 The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 688.
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hermeneutic stances in what follows, we will now look at the biography’s of figures from the
System of Rong and Long and other figures associated with the Third Dodrupchen but

absent from his lineage in the Key to the Treasury.

RONGZOM CHOKYI ZANGPO (11™ CENTURY)

One of the most famous proponents of an Atiyoga-interpretation for the Secret Essence is
the eleventh century figure, Rongzom Chokyi Zangpo (rong zom chos kyi bzang po).”” The
Chronological Whos Who of Tibetan Scholar-Adepts states that he was a contemporary of
Marpa Dowa Chékyi Wangchuk (mar pa do bo chos kyi dbang phyug, 1042-1136).°
However, it is also related in Rongzom’s biographies that he left a favorable impression on
Atisha, who said, “This master is, in fact, the deceased master Krishnacarin of India. How
could I be able to discuss the doctrine with him?”** If this story is not dismissed as sectarian
braggadocio, Rongzom either would have been a child when he met Atisha, or he was
slightly older than Marpa Dowa Chokyi Wangchuk, since Atisha arrived in Tibet in 1042
and died in 1054.

Rongzom was born in lower Tsang in the Narlungrong district of Rulak to the religious
Rongben family.* It is claimed he is the incarnation of the Indian Pandita Smritijhdanakirti.
As a youth he studied first with his father, Rongben Tsiiltrim Rinpoché, and then with
Garton Tsiiltrim Zangpo. Another of his teachers was Yazi Bonton from whom he received
the lineages of the great translator Vairocana as well as other lineages from India and China.

He appears to have received the Mahayoga teachings from one Dotdn Senggé. For, it is

under this teacher that following story reportedly occurred:*

2 Most of the information for this biography comes from