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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation traces the life of a single text, the Sutra of the Gathered Intentions
(Skt. Samaja vidya sittra, Tib. Dgongs pa 'dus pa’i mdo), from its late ninth century
origin to the present day. The Sittra (as it will be referred to here) is the
fundamental “root tantra” (rtsa rgyud) of the anuyoga class of teachings belonging
to the Rnying-ma (“Ancient”) school of Tibetan Buddhism. The odyssey of this
text offers unique insights into the history of the Rnying-ma school, insights that
are often at odds with its standard presentations in traditional and western
literature. Indeed, the Sutra and its legacy reveal facets of the school that have
been consistently ignored by scholars of Tibetan religion.

The Sutra’s story is divided into seven chapters that proceed
chronologically. In an attempt to position the Sutra within a broader religio-
political environment, each chapter opens with an introduction to the pertinent
period, before proceeding to examine how those wider issues were reflected in
changing uses of the Sitra . Thus the dissertation shows how the Sitra was
manipulated in seven distinct ways for seven historically relevant purposes.
Such an approach leaves one with the picture of a system in constant negotiation

with the events of Tibetan history. Each chapter presents an encounter, and



often a confrontation, between the root text—in this case, the words of the Siutra
itself—and the latest commentary or ritual manual written for it. Each new
author undertakes his next text because he perceives an unsettling gap between
the Sutra and the tradition of his day. The relationship between certain enduring
structures of Tibetan religion and the changing conditions of history is therefore
a central theme in this study: Which parts of a given tradition do Tibetans
consider fixed and which parts are available for adaptation to present-day needs
and conditions? At certain points in its history, the very canonicity of the text is
thrown into question. As the Sutra moves into each new phase in its history,
does it remain the same text? Or has it in some way died out, become obsolete?
This question is raised in each chapter, as the Sitra is reborn again and again,
taking new form, generation after generation, amid the dominant paradigms of
the Tibetan Buddhism: as myth, as doctrine, as ritual, as lineage, as institution,

as festival.

I. Summary of contents

All Tibetan canonical works, whether sttras or tantras, are supposed to have
been translated from Sanskrit (or at least Prakrit) originals. The Sitra, however,
is a rare exception. It claims to have been translated into Tibetan from Bru-sha-
skad, the linguistically exotic language of Burushaski, spoken today only in one

remote valley in Kashmir. Given the internal evidence of the Sitra, there may be



some limited truth to this claim, but the bulk of the work appears to have been
composed directly in Tibetan.! This composition seems to have occurred around
the second half of the ninth century, in the midst of the so-called “dark period”
of Tibetan Buddhism.? In traditional Tibetan historical materials, this period of
100-150 years, which separated the early spread (snga dar) of Buddhism into Tibet
from the later spread (phyi dar), was a time of degeneration for Tibetan
Buddhism.

The original purpose of the Siitra seems to have been to provide Tibetans
with a comprehensive system for organizing all the Buddhist teachings that had
arrived in Tibet. It wove together the day’s most popular myths, doxographical
schemes, rituals, and doctrines into a single, elaborate structure. This system is
examined in Chapter One of the present work. The chapter opens with a brief
review of tantra’s development in India and in early Tibet, and then turns to
examine some of the strategies used by the Siitra in building its tantric system.
One of the most important of these strategies was the nine vehicles (theg pa dgu)
scheme that classified all Buddhist teachings within a doxographical hierarchy.
The Satra’s empowerment ceremony, whereby one was ritually inducted into the
system and its mandala, could then be used to grant initiation into any one of

these levels of the teachings, or all levels at once. The mandala palace had nine

! A more detailed presentation of the evidence on this point can be found in Appendix One.

2On dating the Stra, see again Appendix One.



stories, one for each vehicle, with places for all the deities from the other tantric
systems. The Siitra also developed new tantric doctrines that echoed those
already common in the Buddhist sttras and agamas. Chapter One places
particular emphasis on the Siutra’s use of tantric myths, for these came to be
especially influential in later Tibetan Buddhist traditions. In addition to the Sutra
itself, this first chapter bases its conclusions on the great commentary by Gnubs-
chen Sangs-rgyas Ye-shes (b. 844), entitled the Mun pa’i go cha, or “Armor Against
Darkness.”

In the eleventh century, this system came under attack from Tibetans who
claimed the Sutra was apocryphal, and therefore not a legitimate source of true
Buddhism. While many then renounced it, some tied their reputations to the
work, and in the twelfth century Dam-pa Bde-gshegs (1122-1192), the founder of
Kah-thog monastery, recast the Sitra as the basis for the curriculum at his new
monastic college. Chapter Two, “Codification,” centers on the Sitra-related
materials by Dam-pa Bde-gshegs, setting these works within the wider historical |
background of the eleventh through thirteenth centuries. This was a period of
intense competition between the various Buddhist communities emerging at that
time. Each group, in order to ensure its survival, sought to codify and gain
exclusive control over its own set of teachings; pressures such as these were

behind the very creation of the “Rnying-ma school.” The latter was a banner that




brought together all those who continued to tie their fortunes to the figures and
events of the early imperial period of Tibetan history.

One especially powerful group that fell under this banner was the Zur
clan of central Tibet, who staked their reputations on the Sutra. Over the next
two centuries, this family used the Sutra’s system as the basis for their spiritual
patrimony, which dated back to the early period of Tibetan Buddhism (pre-tenth
century). They codified the work as a core part of a larger set of teachings that
they termed the “ancient Spoken Teachings” (rnying ma bka’ ma). These Spoken
Teachings were juxtaposed to the new Gsar-ma teachings still arriving from
India, but also to another kind of purportedly older Rnying-ma teachings—the
gter-ma (“treasure”) revelations that were being received from the early masters
in visionary encounters or through physical excavation from hiding places in the
earth.

In the twelfth century, Dam-pa Bde-gshegs traveled from eastern Tibet to
study with the Zurs. With their blessing, he brought their Spoken Teachings
system, with the Siitra at its core, back to his home in Khams. There he founded
the monastery of Kah-thog, and he used the Siitra’s elaborate organizational
system as the basis for his new monastic curriculum. He paid particular
attention to the Sitra’s nine vehicles schema, and, building upon the work of the

earlier Zurs, to smoothing over certain discrepancies between the Sitra and the



other Spoken Teachings tantras. Over the next few centuries, the Kah-thog
tradition would remain closely associated with the Spoken Teachings.

Meanwhile, back in central Tibet, the Siztra’s influence began to wane.
Chapter Three, “Ritual,” traces this decline as it was represented in a series of
ritual manuals for the performance of the Sutra’s empowerment (Skt. abhiseka,
Tib. dbang) ceremony. The empowerment rite is common to almost all tantric
traditions. Itis performed by the tantric guru to initiate the disciple into the
mandala specific to a given teaching system, and by this means the system’s
lineage is sustained as an unbroken line, stretching from the original Buddha to
the present-day disciple. As mentioned above, the Sutra’s empowerment is a
particularly elaborate one that can grant initiation into all nine vehicles. Over the
four centuries following Dam-pa Bde-gshegs, three major empowerment ritual
manuals were composed, each reflecting the declining influence of the Sutra
within the Rnying-ma school.

After the twelfth century, the new revelatory gter-ma teachings continued
to gain in popularity, as the Sutra’s commentaries gradually slipped into
obscurity and its rituals ceased to be practical. Only the Sitra’s central role
within the Spoken Teachings kept it alive, and even then, only in the form of its
empowerment ritual, the minimum requirement for the continuation of the
lineage. By the early fourteenth century, the scattered notes on how to perform

this ritual were no longer enough to ensure the Sutra’s survival, and Glan Bsod-



nams Mgon-po, a close associate of the Zurs, was compelled to compile an
authoritative manual to provide guidance. Around this time, the Sitra began to
be referred to as simply the “Sutra empowerment” (mdo dbang). Over the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, two more manuals were composed, one in the
Zur family and another at Kah-thog. Each expanded the role of the other Spoken
Teachings systems, effectively reducing the Sittra’s own influence in its
empowerment ceremony.

The tumultuous political events of the seventeenth century brought a
resurgent interest to the work. In 1642, the fifth Dalai Lama gained control of
Tibet and began consolidating the modern Tibetan state (as it was until the
Chinese invasion of 1950). During this period, the Sittra became a kind of pawn
in the politics of the day. With the Dalai Lama’s support, large new Rnying-ma
monasteries began to spring up throughout central and eastern Tibet. The first of
these was Rdo-rje Brag, founded just outside Lhasa in 1632. The power of this
new Rnying-ma monastery grew swiftly, thanks to the combined efforts of the
fifth Dalai Lama, his regent successor, and the second head of Rdo-rje Brag,
Padma ‘Phrin-las (1641-1717). All three figures were politically astute, and they
all recognized the benefits of having the Siitra as a jewel in the crown of Rdo-rje
Brag. To place it there, however, a new third lineage had to be created in order

to wrest control of the Siztra away from Kah-thog and the current inheritors of



the Zur system in central Tibet, both long-time enemies of the Dalai Lama and
Padma "Phrin-las.

Chapter Four, “Lineage,” turns to the writings of Padma ‘Phrin-las, and in
particular his collection of lineage biographies (Mdo dbang gi bla ma’i rnam thar).
Through this work, Padma ‘Phrin-las sought to construct a new Sitra lineage
that would establish his new monastery as the major Rnying-ma institution in
Tibet. The chapter examines the motivations behind this work, exposing the
deep, and often violent, involvement of Rnying-ma-pa religious masters in the
politics of this formative period in Tibet’s history.

As the seventeenth century came to a close and the Dalai Lama’s new
government was stabilized, another, less divisive and far more significant shift
began within the Rnying-ma school. This one was centered at Smin-grol-gling,
located just across the river from Rdo-rje Brag. Smin-grol-gling’s founder, Gter-
bdag Gling-pa (1646-1714), together with his brother, Lo-chen Dharmasri (1654
1717), embarked on a mission to reunite the Rnying-ma school through rigorous
historical investigation and the creation of new, large-scale public festivals. Their
strategy closely mirrored the Dalai Lama’s own use of public festivals in his
construction of the nascent Tibetan state, and their efforts marked a turning point
in the identity of the Rnying-ma school. Late into their lives, they worked

assiduously to export their new vision, inviting lamas from all over Tibet to



grand festivals at their monastery in which they would transmit their new ritual
systems.

The brothers paid particular attention to the Spoken Teachings and the
Suitra, which they now recast as the ritual backbone of the school. Chapter Five,
“Reformation,” examines the Sitra’s role in this wider Smin-grol-gling project.
The chapter takes as its primary focus Lo-chen Dharmasri’s history of the Sutra
empowerment tradition (Mdo dbang gi spyi don). Through exhaustive historical
research, Dharmasri excavated the foundations of the Rnying-ma school that lay
hidden in the Sitra and its early ritual manuals, and on the basis of his findings
he built a new ritual system that negotiated a path between the warring factions
within the Rnying-ma School.

Over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the effects of the Smin-grol-
gling project continued to bear fruit, as the Rnying-ma school became
increasingly concentrated in its monastic institutions. In central Tibet, Rdo-rje
Brag and Smin-grol Gling became responsible for performing many rituals
necessary for the well-being of the state. In eastern Tibet, massive new
anthologies of the school’s key ritual systems were assembled, and the “mother
monasteries” that had been founded under the support of the new government
continued to grow in size and influence, as “branch” monasteries associated with
each mother proliferated throughout Tibet. While these developments

contributed to the preservation of the Rnying-ma teachings, they also led to an



unintended homogenization of the school, as certain traditions were left out of
the anthologies and normative practices were adopted at most Rnying-ma
monasteries.

Chapter Six, “Preservation,” examines this tension between conservation
and homogenization in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the mid-
nineteenth century, an elaborate new Spoken Teachings festival (bka’ ma’i sgrub
mchog) was created at Dpal-yul in eastern Tibet. Every ritual used to form the
festival was derived directly from the manuals developed at Smin-grol-gling.
Within a few years, all the mother monasteries in Khams had adopted the
festival, and today it is the one uniquely Rnying-ma-pa event to be observed on
an annual basis at almost all of the school’s major monasteries.

In this chapter the Siutra’s place within the Spoken Teachings festival is
analyzed, based on my attendance at two such festivals. There the Satra played
an incongruous role, for on the one hand, it defined the ritual space for the entire
festival, yet on the other hand, its own rituals were strangely absent. This
incongruity suggests the tensions inherent in canonization and preservation.

The chapter concludes with a description of the remarkable events of the
twentieth century, a series of adventures that included the magical rediscovery
of a long-lost text, a reenactment of the Sitra’s mythic origin atop a mountain in
eastern Tibet, and the fateful smuggling of a manuscript across the world’s

highest mountain range. Each of these is another story of preservation, another
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example of how Tibetans have struggled to maintain their religious traditions in
the face of possible extinction.

Today the Sitra and its commentaries are almost never read and its rituals
are rarely performed, yet its organizational strategies, especially its nine vehicles
schema and its myths, continue to be extremely influential in new ways. The
final Chapter Seven, simply entitled “Conclusions,” considers the Satra’s
contradictory position in today’s Rnying-ma school. Here, I suggest that the
Sutra’s demise was written into its own project, made inevitable by its very
success. Back in the ninth and tenth centuries, the Siitra sought to provide
Tibetans with an elaborate system for organizing all the doctrines and practices
flooding in from India. In this regard, the Sitra succeeded, but once its system
had been adopted by the Rnying-ma-pa, the Sittra itself began to fade away. It
became so ubiquitous as to disappear from sight. The Sitra continues to be
fundamental to the identity of today’s Rnying-ma school, but its structures are so
familiar to the Rnying-ma-pa that they are normally overlooked. Taken as a
whole, the dissertation seeks to identify and explore the genealogical continuities
and discontinuities of these fundamental structures, structures that are both

historically determined yet arbitrary in their origins.
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II. This work’s position in the field of Tibetan Studies

The Rnying-ma school is known among Tibetans, Rnying-ma-pa as well as
followers of the other schools, as one of wild-eyed, antinomian visionaries, lone
hermits meditating in caves, or at most, lay village lamas working as local priests
in small communities. Such images are juxtaposed to those of the other three
Gsar-ma (“New”) schools, which, according to this stereotype, are comprised of
strictly disciplined Buddhist monks ensconced in large, hierarchical institutions
where complex scholarship and large state rituals are the primary focus.

These characterizations have exercised a significant effect on Western
scholarship as well. As long ago as 1895, in his seminal work on Tibetan
religions, L. Austine Waddell referred to Tibetan Buddhism as “Lamaism,” a
tradition that had so corrupted true Buddhism with its “monster outgrowths” of
tantric “goddesses and fiendesses™ that it could not properly be called by the
same name. Within Lamaism, Waddell further described a spectrum of
impurity, with the Dge-lugs school at one end, being “the purest and most
powerful of all,”* and the Rnying-ma school at the other, exhibiting, “a greater
laxity in living than any other sect of Lamas.”® Sixty years later, in another major

survey of Tibetan Buddhism, a similarly dim view of the Rnying-ma school

3 Austine L. Waddell, Tibetan Buddhism, with Its Mystic Cults, Symbolism and Mythology (New York:
Dover Publications, 1972 [1895]), 14.

*Ibid., 58.

® Ibid., 73.
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persisted. Thus Helmut Hoffman described the school, which traces its roots
back to the arrival in Tibet of the Indian master, Padmasambhava, as a “Padmaist
religion” that deviated so far from Buddhism into tantric excess that it required
repeated purges by the followers of the other Gsar-ma (‘New’) schools.®

More recently, in 1993, Geoffrey Samuel refined this prejudice by
removing the negative judgments that accompanied it. Noting the damage
already done by such views throughout “popular texts on the history of
religion,”” Samuel placed “the Nyingmapa yogin in his or her mountain
hermitage” on an equal footing with “the Gelukpa scholar with his geshé
diploma.”® Despite this apparent rehabilitation of the Rnying-ma, however,
Samuel enshrines the characterization of the Rnying-ma school as “shamanic,” as
opposed to “clerical”: “The most ‘shamanic,”” he writes, “and least centralized
and hierarchical of these [Tibetan Buddhist] orders are the Nyingmapa.” Thus
to be a Rnying-ma-pa means, according to Samuel, to be tantric, non-monastic, to
act primarily through “analogy and metaphor,” and not to be engaged in

scholarship, textual analysis, and centralized monasticism."

¢ Helmut Hoffmann, Religions of Tibet, transl. E. Fitzgerald, (London: Allen & Unwin, 1961), 50-65
and 166-167.

7 Geoffrey Samuel, Civilized Shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan Societies (Washington: Smithsonian
Institution Press 1993), 12.

® Ibid., 10. My italics.

° Ibid., 273.
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This stereotype, like all stereotypes, is not without its truths. It has
persisted in the West in part because it mirrors our own familiar dichotomies of
the mystic vs. the scholar, the ecstatic vs. the rational, the profligate vs. the
celibate. But these categories are not confined to the West; Tibetans themselves
have long espoused similar views, commonly portraying the Rnying-ma-pa as
absorbed in meditation and the Dge-lugs-pa as obsessed with scholarship. The
Rnying-ma-pa themselves often see their role in these terms.

The problem is that the stereotype, like all stereotypes, also conceals
much. Indeed, many of the most significant aspects of the Rnying-ma school are
occluded by its standard portrayal. The present study is in many ways a history
of the Rnying-ma school as seen through the vicissitudes of a single text, and the
picture that emerges stands in stark opposition to the one presented in Western
scholarship. The Sitra is without doubt a thoroughly “tantric” work, yet every
time it is reworked in some new commentary or ritual manual, the purpose is
precisely to bring greater “centralization and hierarchization” to the Rnying-ma
school. In every instance, the writings on the Siitra are rigorous works of
scholarship and textual analysis. The Rnying-ma school revealed in these pages
is deeply involved in highly complex and carefully constructed hierarchies, its

practitioners often housed in large monastic institutions.

1 For Samuel’s definition of his terms, see Ibid., 9-10.
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The partial view of the Rnying-ma school has been exacerbated in the past
decade by a wealth of scholarship, scholarship that has focused almost
exclusively on the gter-ma revelation systems. These are revealed teachings that
were concealed at some point in the past, whether physically in the earth or
spiritually in the discoverer’s mind."! Considered by many scholars as the sine
qua non of the Rnying-ma school, the gter-ma revelations offer a rich medium for
exploring questions of legitimation, inspiration, and obfuscation. But the
Rnying-ma-pa traditionally divide their teachings into two: the gter-ma and bka’-
ma (‘Spoken Teachings’). The latter—the Spoken Teachings—are based on the
tantras that were translated during the early spread (snga dar) of Buddhism from
India into Tibet, between the seventh and tenth centuries. Perhaps because the
Spoken Teachings appear to be rather similar to the tantras familiar from India
(whence many of them derive), the vast majority of recent studies of the Rnying-
ma school have focused on the gter-ma teachings at the expense of the Spoken
Teachings, perhaps seeing the treasures unearthed from Tibetan soil as more

indigenous.

" For recent work on gter-ma, see Tulku Thondup, Hidden Teachings of Tibet (London: Wisdom
Publications, 1986); Janet Gyatso, “The Logic of Legitimation in the Tibetan Treasure Tradition,”
in History of Religions 33.2 (Chicago: University of Chigago, 1993), 97-134; Janet Gyatso,
Apparitions of the Self (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998); David Germano, “Re-
membering the Dismembered Body of Tibet: Contemporary Tibetan Visionary Movements in the
People’s Republic of China” in Buddhism in Contemporary Tibet, ed. M. C. Goldstein and M. T.
Kapstein (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 53-94.
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Once again, this partiality reflects the Tibetan tradition’s own tendencies.
After the eleventh century, the innovative new gter-ma ritual systems grew in
popularity, eventually eclipsing the far more elaborate and cumbersome systems
of the Spoken Teachings. Today almost all Rnying-ma-pa practice rituals derive
from gter-ma revelations, while the Spoken Teachings are rarely practiced or
taught. Following the modern Tibetan tradition, Western historians have left the
Spoken Teachings literature largely untouched. The Sutra stands at the heart of
the Spoken Teachings. The chapters that follow provide both a close analysis of
the Sutra and its history, as well as a preliminary study of this wider class of the
Spoken Teachings.

While nothing has been published on the Spoken Teachings class as a
whole, a few studies have appeared on single texts contained therein. For
example, the root tantra of the atiyoga (or rdzogs-chen) sub-category, entitled the
Kun "byed rgyal po, has received some attention,” a fact that can be attributed in
part to rdzogs-chen’s recent surge in popularity in the West. In the mahayoga

category, there is a study of an influential tantra dedicated to the Buddhist deity,

2 On, this tantra, see Longchenpa, You Are the Eyes of the World, translated by K. Lipman and M.
Peterson (Novato, California: Lotsawa, 1987); E. K. Neumaier-Dargyay, The Sovereign All-Creating
Mind, the Motherly Buddha (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992); Chogyal Namkhai
Norbu and Adriano Clement, The Supreme Source (Ithaca, New York: Snow Lion Publications,
1999). The first and the third of these three references were inspired by the work of Namkhai
Norbu, who is one of the few Tibetan scholars conducting research into the Spoken Teachings,
though for the most part, only those works categorized as atiyoga.
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Vajrakilaya.”® The one work to touch upon the Spoken Teachings as a class is the
unpublished dissertation by Gyurme Dorje, the bulk of which is a translation of
the mahayoga root tantra, the Guhyagarbha, together with its commentary.™ Still,
apart from this basic introduction to the class, little has been said about its
importance.

Regarding the Sitra itself, the root tantra of the anuyoga category of the
Spoken Teachings, there is only passing mention: in his article on vows in the
Rnying-ma school, Gyurme Dorje has presented the Sitra’s system of tantric
commitments (dam tshigs).”> R. A. Stein has referred to the work for its influential
myth of the buddhas’ subjugation of Rudra, the demon of primordial
ignorance.”® Matthew Kapstein has also remarked on this myth,” and in another
study, he has noted the influence of the Sitra’s nine vehicles (theg pa dgu) system
on the second Karma-pa, Karma Paksi (1204-1283)."® Finally, Samten Karmay has

mentioned the Sutra in his article on the mythical figure of King Dza.”

13 Robert Mayer, A Scripture of the Ancient Tantra Collection: The Phur-pa bcu-gnyis (Oxford:
Kiscadale Publications, 1996).

1 See Dorje 1987.

5 Dorje 1991.

16 Stein 1972, 1972b, 1973, 1974.

7 Matthew Kapstein, “Samantabhadra and Rudra: Innate Enlightenment and Radical Evil in
Tibetan Rnying-ma-pa-Buddhism” in Frank Reynolds and David Tracy, eds., Discourse and

Practice (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 51-82, republished in Kapstein 2001,
163-177.
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While each of these articles draws attention to a particular element of the
Sitra, none tries to analyze how that element has functioned as a part of the
larger whole, and none explores the Sitra’s profound historical influence within
the Rnying-ma school.” This may also be attributed to the sheer size of the Sitra
and its earliest commentary (without which much of the Sitra would be
incomprehensible), as well as the arcane terminology unique to the Satra’s
elaborate tantric system. Were this not enough, the ritual manuals for the
performance of the empowerment ceremony vary in length from one to three
large volumes (with around 800 folio sides in each); these are the essential
sources for any effort to make sense of the Sutra’s role in the later Rnying-ma

tradition.

III. Methodology
In his later writings, Michel Foucault outlined a “genealogical” method that he
juxtaposed to normative history and positioned as a supplement to the

“archaeological” method he developed earlier in his career. The latter was

18 Matthew Kapstein, “Religious Syncretism in 13" Century Tibet: The Limitless Ocean Cycle” in B.
N. Aziz and M. Kapstein, eds., Soundings in Tibetan Civilization (New Delhi: Manohar, 1985), 358-
371, reworked and republished in Kapstein 2001, 97-105.

¥ Karmay 1981.
® I his two articles cited above, Kapstein does venture some preliminary suggestions on how the
Rudra myth functions to organize the Sitra as a whole and how the work’s presentation of the

nine vehicles (theg pa dgu) may have affected how the Rnying-ma school was understood by
Karma Paksi, and therefore his teachers from the early Kah-thog tradition.
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essentially a structuralist approach to history that sought to explain concepts and
practices in terms of a relational system whose limits are defined by a given
historical stratum. Archaeology tried to distance itself from normative history,
which tends to locate power in the subject, by emphasizing the constructed
nature of the self, the extent to which historical agency is defined by larger
systems of knowledge and power. But after writing his Archaeology of Knowledge,
Foucault began to see that his archaeology still shared with history certain
contradictions and limitations. In particular, his earlier method could not
address the continuities of power and resistance that bridged supposedly
discontinuous historical periods—how, for example, a subject can actively bend
the structure within which s/he exists. Nor could archaeology attend to the
minutiae of historically, or structurally, “insignificant” details that make ﬁp a
single period. Archaeology, like normative history, tends to ignore these details
that do not appear to contribute to the teleological trends that are the focus of
that history.

Genealogy, on the other hand, suggests more complex views of historical
developments, ones that allow room for the constant shifts and creative “dead-
ends” that go ignored by history. Simultaneously, it calls attention to the
historian’s own involvement in the history. By intensifying multiplicity and
detail, it suggests alternatives to the historical assumptions held by the historian.

Like biological evolution, historical development is seen to be comprised of
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innumerable branches and sub-branches that are constantly growing together or
dying out.

The Sitra has, in many regards, died out as an active religious system.

For this reason, a genealogical approach to its history may be particularly
appropriate. The pages that follow will seek to delineate some of the less
expected developments in the Siitra’s history and its influences within the
Rnying-ma school. And in so doing, some fundamental characteristics of the
Rnying-ma school, as it is portrayed in both Tibetan and Western literatures, may
be called into question.

As seen in the above summary, the chapters proceed chronologically,
tracing the vicissitudes of the Sitra from its late ninth century origin to the
present day. The purpose for each chapter is to examine how the Sutra
functioned in a particular setting. The details that are revealed are often relevant
within that setting alone. Certain offshoots of Sittra interpretation are built upon
in later chapters, but many simply wither away and fall by the wayside. Despite
their apparent historical irrelevance, these details are important to explore, not
simply because they might resurface unexpectedly at some later date for some
new purpose, but because they represent possibly unexpected facets of the
earlier strata within which they surfaced.

Thus I have tried to emphasize both the continuities between chapters and

the discontinuities. It is important to recognize that Foucault’s turn to genealogy
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did not involve a complete repudiation of his earlier, more purely structuralist,
“archaeological” methods. Archaeology still plays a significant role within
genealogy, demonstrating the discontinuities beneath genealogy’s continuities.
It is only the peculiar combination of genealogy and archaeology that reminds us
of history’s arbitrariness.

In this way, a genealogical study of the Sitra allows for alternative
histories to surface. I have argued above that the Sittra’s structures continue to
play a crucial role in shaping today’s Rnying-ma school, but that the Sutra has
disappeared from view because of its ubiquity. In this sense, too, the present
work is a genealogy, for it is the genealogist’s aim to call attention to the truths
that are so closeby as to be normally overlooked. Thus Foucault studied the
body: “Effective history... shortens its vision to those things nearest to it—the
body, the nervous system, nutrition, digestion, and energies.”” By turning to the
Sutra, this dissertation does not look to the body, but to the basic structures of the
Rnying-ma school that so often go unnoticed.

Foucault’s development of his “genealogical” approach to history was
inspired by Nietzsche’s use of the same term. Nietzsche drew attention to the
pudenda origo (“lowly origins”) of history. For the genealogist, historical origins
are founded upon a series of accidents, lies, and petty vanities. Recent work in

the field of Buddhist Studies, on Buddhists’ involvement in money, sex, power

2 Foucault 1977, 155.
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and violence, has certainly reflected this aspect of Nietzschean thought, but it is
important to note the difference in tone between Nietzsche and Foucault on this
point. As Dreyfus and Rabinow point out, “Foucault the genealogist is no longer
outraged, as was Nietzsche, by the discovery that the claim of objectivity masks
subjective motivations. Foucault is interested in how both scientific objectivity
and subjective intentions emerge together in a space set up not by individuals
but by social practices.”? In this dissertation I have tried to follow Foucault in
my treatment of the “lowly origins” of Buddhist history. I am less interested, for
example, in whether the new lineage constructed by Padma 'Phrin-las in the
seventeenth century was objectively accurate, than in how it reflected his own
intentions and how, in turn, his intentions were affected by the social structures
of lineage. It is the constant interplay of subject and object, of social structures
and individual intentions, both within the Tibetan tradition and between myself
and my object of study, that provide the larger focus of this study.

Nietzsche and Foucault identified three “uses” that traditional history has
provided the modern genealogist, and all three are active within this
dissertation.? The first is “parody,” which opposes history’s recognition and
reminiscience. Below I provide a summary of my own research processes. As I

hope is clear from that description, I am truly unsure of my own role in relation

2 Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 108.

3 See Foucault 1977, 160-164.
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to the Sutra. Is the genealogy I have woven in these pages itself another chapter
in the Siitra’s story? I felt a certain camaraderie and affinity with the Tibetan
scholars I studied, as I read how each of them, from Dam-pa Bde-gshegs in the
twelfth century to Mkhan-po Nus-Idan in the early twentieth, had carefully
gathered all the texts they could find, studied for years, and then used their
discoveries to create their new Sutra tradition.

Before I could begin my research I was required to receive—indeed, [ was
the glad recipient of—the empowerment. Ignoring this command would have
resulted in the loss of valued assistance from both traditionally trained Tibetan
scholars as well as from some potentially dangerous protector spirits. Having sat
through the empowerment ritual, my position vis-a-vis the tradition was even
less clear: Was I within it or without? Donald Lopez has noted this
“ambivalence of looking Janus-faced toward two myths of the text, one Tibetan,
one western,” and how this ambiguity serves the West’s curatorship of
Buddhism.? And I have to admit that after this powerful ceremony, I felt a sense
of responsibility for and to the tra&jtion, that I was, in some small way, helping

to revive a dwindling ritual system. My repeated (threefold, as per the

# Lopez 1995, 18.
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hagiographies) requests resulted in the granting of the empowerment ceremony
for only the third time in fifty years.”

While the ambivalence of my parodic masks is disturbingly convenient for
the purposes of control, there is no way out of this predicament. Yet this insight
should not freeze us in horror (a reaction much exhibited in recent scholarship).
Rather, it can inspire us to leap into the masquerade. I both enjoyed the power
and the romance of the tradition’s ritual elements and found that my masquerade
repeatedly served to challenge my own academic assumptions and to sharpen
my insights into my subject of study. Foucault has described his genealogist as

someone who:

will know what to make of this masquerade. He will not be too serious to
enjoy it; on the contrary, he will push the masquerade to its limit and
prepare the great carnival of time where masks are constantly
reappearing. No longer the identification of our faint individuality with
the solid identities of the past, but our ‘unrealization’ through the
excessive choice of identities.?

My changing masks included not just myself as recipient of the empowerment
vs. myself as Western academic, but also the masks of the Sitra’s commentators,

Gnubs-chen Sangs-rgyas Ye-shes, Dam-pa Bde-gshegs, Padma ‘Phrin-las, Lo-

chen Dharmashri, and Mkhan-po Nus-ldan. As I read and translated their

3 And now the first performance of the empowerment in the Kah-thog tradition is being planned
for February 2003.

% Foucault 1977, 160-161.



words, I donned these various masks. Each change of persona was always
surprising and productive, as if the discontinuities opened up new insights.

I have tried to retain some sense of these exciting discontinuities by
organizing my seven chapters as I have, along two axes. They are arranged
chronologically to trace the diachronic nature of the Satra, while their one-word
titles are meant to call attention to the synchronic nature of the Sitra. Should
these chapters be understood alongside one another, or as a linear progression,
or in some partially overlapping, interwoven mix of these two models? These
are some questions I hope to raise.

The second use Foucault suggests is that of “dissociation,” which opposes
normative history’s identities and continuities. This is perhaps the most obvious
genealogical use at work in this dissertation. I have tried to dissipate the identity
of the Rnying-ma school as it is conceived by its modern-day followers and
Western scholars. I have also, more directly, tried to call into question the idea of
any Buddhist religious system as a singular whole with an unchanging identity
over time. Here we must ask ourselves whether the Siitra, as it moves from one
chapter of its history to the next, is the same work or a different one. Buddhist
thought has applied precisely this kind of question to the identity of the self over

time. Yet within the Tibetan Rnying-ma tradition, offence would certainly be

25



taken at the kind of historical interrogation contained herein, and in this sense I
am violating the religious system that is the object of my study.

This brings me to Foucault’s third use, that of “sacrifice,” which effectively
opposes truth, or history as knowledge. In Foucauldian genealogy, what is to be
sacrificed is the subject of knowledge. “Where religions once demanded the
sacrifice of bodies,” he writes, “knowledge now calls for experimentation on
ourselves, calls us to the sacrifice of the subject of knowledge.”” As this
quotation indicates, genealogical sacrifice is particularly relevant to the academic
study of religion, and it reveals my own awkward position as perpetrator of
violence against the Buddhist tradition. Sacrifice, “discovers the violence of a
position that sides against those who are happy in their ignorance, against the
effective illusions by which humanity protects itself.”” I would like to be able to
sacrifice myself to this study, and I have sought to do so by switching masks as
often as possible. But I remain suspicious of my own motivations here. From the
chaos of my research and writing, other stories could easily have been told. I
hope that by providing the discontinuities in the Sitra’s history, I have left room
for alternative readings, reserved a space for myself to be laid out on the

chopping block of history.

7 Ibid., 163.

2 Ibid., 162.
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IV. My story

Before deciding to undertake this project, I spent a year in Asia, conducting some
preliminary research into the topic prior to completing my coursework. In the
spring of 1997, while living at Rnam-grol-gling monastery in south India, I began
to work my way through the Siitra, with the help of Gnubs-chen Sangs-rgyas
Yes-shes’ late ninth century commentary, the Mun pa’i go cha. By the time I
returned to Michigan, I had read through the first twenty chapters, with little
help from anyone. I was confused, but I was also captivated by the vast and
mysterious unexplored territory I had glimpsed.

Over the next year and a half, as I finished my requirements for
candidacy, I assembled a small library of everything written on the Satra that I
could find. Finally, in October of 1998, I was ready to return to India to begin my
research proper. On the advice of Gene Smith, I decided to begin with Padma
‘Phrin-las’s collection of biographies of the lamas belonging to the Sittra’s
lineage. This work gave me a good preliminary sense of the tradition’s history
and introduced me to some of the basic terms by which the tradition has been
understood.

In the winter of 1998-9, while still occupied with reading through this
collection under the supervision of Khenpo Chowang at the Namgyal Institute of
Tibetology in Gangtok, Sikkim, I learned that the current head of the Rnying-ma

school, Penor Rinpoche, was in town at the behest of the Sikkimese royal family.
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This was fortunate because I was having an extremely hard time locating anyone
with experience in the Sitra with whom I could study, and I had heard that
Penor Rinpoche was the last holder of the complete lineage, having received the
empowerment, the reading transmission, and the explanations (dbang lung
khrid).?

On his last moming before leaving, Penor Rinpoche granted me an
audience in his hotel room, with many members of the local government present.
[ prostrated three times, and in my still halting Tibetan I explained my
predicament. I was quickly reprimanded that I should not be reading the text in
the first place without first receiving the empowerment. When I asked if Penor
Rinpoche would grant me that empowerment, he told me he would be in the
United States the following summer and that I should meet him there.

It so happened that I was back in the U.S. for a brief visit that summer.
One day, while staying with friends in upstate New York, I learned that Penor
Rinpoche had just opened a new center only a few hours away and that he was
staying there just at that time. On a hot afternoon, I found Penor Rinpoche
sitting alone in an upstairs room in an empty farmhouse that was scattered with
slumbering monks. After prostrating three times, I reminded Penor Rinpoche of
our meeting in Gangtok and that he had told me to come see him here, in the

US. Again I asked him for the empowerment. This time he responded kindly

B 1t later turned out that Thubzang Rinpoche of Dpal-yul monastery in eastern Tibet also holds
the lineage. .
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that the following October he would be at his monastery in south India, and that
I should come see him there. I thanked him and drove away.

Returning to India, I made sure to arrive at Rnam-grol-gling monastery,
located in the Tibetan settlement of Bylakuppe a few hours from Mysore, at the
proper time. The Dalai Lama had just left, having helped Penor Rinpoche with
the consecration of his grand new temple, and Penor Rinpoche was preparing to
leave for Singapore. Igained entrance to his room. After prostrating three times,
I reminded Rinpoche of our first meeting in Gangtok and how he had told me to
come see him in the U.S. the following summer. Then I reminded him of our
second meeting in the isolated farmhouse and that he had told me to come see
him here, in Bylakuppe, in October. Again, I asked him for the empowerment.
This time he responded with exasperation, telling me to go wait in the
monastery’s guesthouse until summoned.

I waited for four days. One morning I awoke to find the monastery
bustling with preparations for an empowerment that was to begin that day. I
went in to see Rinpoche and asked if this was anything to do with the request I
had made. It was indeed. He impressed upon me the seriousness of the event,
that he had postponed his trip to Singapore just for this, and that I should not
take this empowerment in order to become famous. Sufficiently cowed, I crept

out of the room.
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Somewhere between two and three thousand people attended the
ceremony. For three days, Penor Rinpoche granted the hundreds of
empowerments for all nine vehicles of the Rnying-ma school’s teachings. At the
end, as the blessings were distributed and Penor Rinpoche sat upon his throne in
meditation, a hard rain fell. At the end, as he raised himself up to leave, it
stopped as suddenly as it had begun, leaving the grounds of the monastery
cleansed.

Over the months that followed, in Bodhgaya and Kathmandu, I read
through the various writings by Kah-thog Dam-pa Bde-gshegs (1122-1192),
paying particular attention to his influential commentary on the Sitra’s nine
vehicles, the Theg pa spyi bcings. 1 also used this time to produce a complete
translation of his Bsdus don, a detailed outline of the entire Siztra that itself fills
about 146 folio sides.

Meanwhile, I still had not found anyone who knew the Sitra apart from
Penor Rinpoche, who obviously could not afford the time to read with the likes
of me. Finally, Khenpo Pema Sherab, the abbot of Penor Rinpoche’s Rnam-grol-
gling monastery, agreed to help me, even though he had never read the text
himself. For four months in the spring of 2000, we sat together for two hours
every day in his room at Shugs-gsebs nunnery in Dharamsala, picking our way
through the more important parts of the Sitra. I used my translation of Dam-

pa’s Bsdus don to choose which sections to read. To supplement his own vast
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knowledge, Khenpo used both of the extant word-by-word commentaries (¢shig
‘grel): Gnubs-chen Sangs-rgyas Ye-shes’s late ninth century commentary, the
Mun pa'i go cha, and Mkhan-po Nus-ldan’s massive early twentieth century sub-
commentary, the Dgongs ‘dus ‘grel pa.

It was from Khenpo Pema Sherab that I first learned of a Spoken
Teachings festival held annually at Rnam-grol-gling. I was amazed to hear that
the Sitra played a central role in these ten days of rituals, so much so that the
event is sometimes called the festival of the “Gathered Great Assembly” (Tshogs
chen ‘dus pa), this being the name of the Sutra’s main mandala. Immediately after
finishing my work with Khenpo in early June, I returned to south India to
observe the performance of this festival. As the activities reached their climax, I
experienced my first real insight into how to conceptualize a tradition I had been
studying now for almost two years. As I watched, the whole Rnying-ma
pantheon was symbolically returned to their collective origin in the Gathered
Great Assembly mandala. I saw this as a defining moment for the Rnying-ma
school. The grandeur of the event led me to expand my vision of what I had
been studying. Suddenly I recognized the extent of the Sutra’s influence upon
the history and the identity of the Rnying-ma school.

For the rest of that summer I continued reading on my own, working
through Lo-chen Dharmasri’s late seventeenth century history of the Siitra

empowerment. This is certainly the richest source for a study of the Sutra’s
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changing influence. It answered some crucial questions and bore out many of
my new theories. In particular, Dharmasri’s discussions of what he and his
brother, Gter-bdag Glingpa, sought to accomplish at Smin-grol-gling with their
reformulation of the Sitra’s rituals confirmed what I had seen in the festival in
June.

This text led me in turn to Dharmasri’s empowerment ritual manual, the
shortest of all such manuals, which I had already seen in action in the
empowerment I had received from Penor Rinpoche. As I plodded through its
ritual forms, I compared it to the much longer manual by Padma ‘Phrin-las, the
author of the lineage biographies I had read earlier.

In October I returned to the United States and established myself in
Cambridge, Massachussetts, where I had access to the incomparable library and
the generous advice of Gene Smith at his new Tibetan Buddhist Resource Center
(TBRC). During my time away, two different editions of a new and greatly
expanded Spoken Teachings collection had been published. One edition had just
arrived at TBRC and the other was now held by David Germano at the
University of Virginia. Both editions included many manuals for the
performance of the Sitra empowerment, texts that had been lost in the Chinese
invasion. The quantity of new materials was certainly a mixed blessing.

Suddenly I had much more work to do, yet it was a timely opportunity to fill a
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huge gap in my knowledge—all three manuals dated from between the twelfth
and the seventeenth centuries, a period about which I still knew next to nothing.

I spent that autumn cataloging the TBRC edition while reading through
the other four “root sutras” of anuyoga.* In late November, thanks to the
hospitality of David Germano, I traveled to Virginia to examine a couple of
relatively short works that were included in that edition of the Spoken Teachings
but missing in the TBRC edition.

The rest of the winter I spent skimming through the newly discovered
ritual manuals at TBRC. Finally, in March of 2001, I began writing, though with
an extended detour into the background materials necessary to place Padma
‘Phrin-las’s writings in their wider political context.

In May I traveled to eastern Tibet to observe the Spoken Teachings festival
as it was performed at Dpal-yul monastery, just south of Sde-dge on the Yangtze
river. While there, I met the exceptionally learned Thubzang Rinpoche; finally I
had found someone well-acquainted with the Siatra system. As [ explored the
monastery grounds, I saw that he had ordered murals from the Siitra’s central
myths to be painted on the walls of the main temples. In our series of meetings, I
confirmed my understanding of the Sitra and its legacy with him, while he

recounted its history during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

* For my discussion of these works, see Appendix Three.
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V. Conclusions and new directions

The chapters that follow depict a Rnying-ma school that differs markedly from
the traditional characterization of the school. The sophistication of the Sitra’s
original organizational system, the codification of Kah-thog’s monastic
curriculum, the intricate manipulations of the empowerment ceremony, Padma
‘Phrin-las’s careful reconstruction of the lineage, Smin-grol-gling’s consolidation
of the entire school through large-scale monastic ritual, and the collection of
authoritative anthologies—this is the Rnying-ma school that emerges through
the Sitra. The masters of the Sitra empowerment lineage were tied to large
monasteries, with close connections to the government. The rituals were
practiced by highly educated monks, often large numbers of them.

By shifting attention to the Spoken Teachings, a different Rnying-ma
school appears. Questions that seemed so fundamental as to be unanswerable
are suddenly answered. For example, this study identifies the source of such
basic structures as the nine vehicles, the three transmissions (brgyud gsum), and
the origin myths that begin every traditional presentation of the Rnying-ma
school’s history. Clearly, the Spoken Teachings deserve greater consideration
than they have received so far.

With the recent publication of the newly expanded Spoken Teachings
collections, hundreds of new texts have suddenly become available. These

works call out for attention from scholars of Tibetan religions, promising a
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wealth of alternative histories. Perhaps the most pressing need is for a history of
the so-called (in the tradition’s own historical literature) “dark period,” the
period of 100-150 years that separated the early phase of Buddhism’s arrival into
Tibet from the later. Our present historical understanding of this time is
insufficient to explain how Buddhism could have emerged so suddenly after the
dark period as an omnipresent force throughout Tibet. The dark period is often
depicted as a time of degeneration for Buddhism. Given the preliminary
findings (discussed here in the first and second chapters) of the extent of Gnubs-
chen’s influence upon the later tradition (via his commentary on the Sitra, aptly
named the Armor Against Darkness), the dark period begins to look somewhat
brighter. Many more works by Gnubs-chen have appeared in the new Spoken
Teachings collections, and the tantric literature from Dunhuang has yet to be
examined in a systematic fashion. Further research into these materials will shed

welcome light on the history of Buddhism'’s assimilation into Tibetan culture.
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CHAPTER ONE:
TANTRA

This chapter will examine how the Sitra of the Gathered Intentions was deployed
in late ninth century Tibet to synthesize the innumerable tantras that had arrived
from India into a single, comprehensive system. Leading this project was the
Tibetan exegete, Gnubs-chen Sangs-rgyas Ye-shes (b. 844 CE),' whose
commentary, the Mun pa'i go cha, provides our principal evidence for this project.
Before we can understand the Sitra’s role in early Tibet, however, a review of

tantra’s early development may be in order.

L. Introduction to Buddhist tantra

The Siitra was written around the end of the ninth century of the common era.?
Emerging at this time, it represented a major stepping stone in the development
of Buddhist tantra between the eighth and the eleventh centuries. Tantric
creativity was at its peak during this period, but its roots can be traced back

much earlier; just how much earlier depends on how the term “tantra” is

! On Gnubs-chen’s dates, see see Vitali 1996, 546-7 and Appendix One of this study.

20n the Satra’s dates, see Appendix One.
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defined, and this question has provoked considerable debate among traditional
Buddhist and modern scholars alike.

In Vedic Sanskrit, a tantra (literally, the “warp” in weaving) was a text
that primarily emphasized ritual. Such tantras were juxtaposed to sitras (the
“woof”), which were more concerned with “setting forth basic religious
principles.”* The historical trend that is commonly referred to as “tantra” gained
momentum around the seventh century. It is often said to be more concerned
with ritual than with issues of, for example, philosophy, but in actuality this was
only generally so. Traditional authors themselves rarely referred to this trend as
“tantra,” preferring to save that word for referring to a kind of text. > Rather,
they would use the terms mantranaya (‘the way of mantras’), vajrayana (‘diamond

vehicle’), or guhya-mantra (‘secret mantra’).

3 For some western scholarship on the definition of tantra, see Louis de la Vallée Poussin,
“Tantrism (Buddhist),” in James Hastings, ed., Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, vol. 12 (New
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1922), 193-197; Benoytosh Battacharyya, An Introduction to
Buddhist Esotericism (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1980); Jeffrey Hopkins, Tantra in Tibet (Ithaca:
Snow Lion, 1987), 105-138; Andre Padoux, “Tantrism”and “Hindu Tantrism,” in Mircea Eliade,
ed., The Encyclopedia of Religion, vol. 14 (New York: Macmillan, 1987), 272-280; David Snellgrove,
Indo-Tibetan Buddhism (Boston: Shambala, 1987), 117-303; Donald Lopez, Elaborations on Emptiness
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 83-104; David White, “Introduction ” in Tantra in
Practice (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 3-38.

4 Yamasaki 1988, 11. Given the traditional juxtaposition between tantras and sutras, it might
seem odd that the Satra is classified as a tantra. In fact, the work’s title marks it as a sutra, a
tantra, and an agama (Rdo rje bkod pa’i rgyud / Rnal "byor sgrub pa’i lung / Kun ‘dus rig pa’i mdo).

5 The first documented case of the term tantric being used to describe something other than a text

appears on a ninth century plaque found in the ruins of Nalanda monastery, on which reference
is made to a tantrikabodhisattva (Nadou 1980, 80).
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As with many historical trends, tantra represents a generally discernable
shift in Buddhist thought and practice, but upon closer analysis, its boundaries
begin to dissolve. Thus the beginnings of tantra can be seen in many earlier
aspects of Buddhism. In a 1978 article, Paul Harrison discusses some practices
for evoking the Buddha (buddhanusmrti) that appeared in the early Mahayana
text, the Pratyutpanna-samadhi sittra, as well as in the even earlier nikayas and
agamas.® Harrison notes the regret expressed by many Buddhist authors over not
being present among the Buddha'’s disciples. These feelings, Harrison suggests,
inspired Buddhists to worship and to pray for the Buddha'’s return, practices that
eventually resulted in the composition of new ritual manuals for evoking the
Buddha.” While such practices surely cannot be called “tantric,” they may well
have prepared the soil for Buddhist tantra to flourish. Similarly instrumental
were a number of innovations that accompanied the advent of the Mahayana,
precedents including the extension of the Buddha from historical person to
metaphysical concept, the mythological creation of buddha-fields,’ the
philosophical identification of samsara and nirvana, and, in particular, the

development of basic rituals for worshipping the Buddha.

% Harrison 1978, 36.

7 Ibid., 37. This point bears some relevance to the King Dza myth as it is set forth in the Sutra (on
which, see below).

® On these, see Gomez 1996, especially 8-11 and 33-36.
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Despite the possible influences of such precedents, the advent of tantric,

or proto-tantric, ritual may have met some initial resistance. There is some

evidence that certain early rituals provoked debate within Buddhist circles, as

attested by passages in such early works as the Dirghigama, where we read the

following criticisms:

Other Sramanas and Brahmins, while eating the food given in faith by
others, cultivate a practice which hinders the Path; they make their living
by illicit means. Some of them recite mantras for the curing of others’
illnesses, some recite mantras as a curse, some recite mantras as a blessing;
some attempt to cure illnesses through the practice of the medicinal arts,
through acupressure or moxabustion, or through pharmacy. Now the
Sramana Gautama does not do these things... Some recite mantras over
water and fire, some create demons through their mantras, some create
raksasas through their mantras, some recite mantras for birds, some recite
mantras over the joints of the body, some recite mantras as a protection
for homes, some burn fires which cause objects to dissolve as if they were
being eaten by mice, some receite texts which give the meaning of dreams,
some read the lines in the hand or in the face, some recite the books of
astronomy, some recite texts which contain all of the sounds... The
Sramana Gautama does none of this.’

Anyone familiar with Buddhist tantra will recognize all of these practices,

practices that were apparently condemned in at least some early Buddhist

communities. Of course, at that time, such practices were not regarded as tantra

per se. This has been noted by Snellgrove, who has argued that such early rituals

may have been retroactively labelled “tantra” by later tantric exegetes seeking to

® As cited in Toganoo 1982, 5-6.
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legitimate their own ritual systems.”” In particular, the “tantric” collections of
kriya-tantra and carya-tantra, Snellgrove claims, may have consisted almost
entirely of ritual works that were originally not classified as tantras. Most of
these works were not titled as tantras but as sutras, and, as Snellgrove points out,
they drew upon the same sets of deities found in the standard Mahayana sttras.

During the fourth and fifth centuries, still more elements that would
eventually be considered tantric continued to evolve. Many were drawn from
the Vedic ritual technologies that were already widespread in India. Thus one
can look to the Rgveda for descriptions of homa, the complex fire-offering rite that
became so important in Buddhist tantra; the Yajurveda deifies the syllables om
and svaha, which became primary elements of Buddhist mantras; the Brahamanas
can be seen as forerunners of the vidhi genre of tantric ritual manuals.

Distinctly un-Vedic, however, was the ritual identification of oneself with
the deity, an uniquely tantric development. Early Buddhist rituals largely had
stuck to the Vedic forms, with the devotee worshipping the deity positioned
before him or her, whereas in the later tantras, the deity would descend into, and
merge with, the practitioner. The earliest known example of this practice

appears in the Chinese apocryphal Consecration Sutra (Ch. Kuan ting ching, T.

10 Gee Snellgrove 1987, 233-234.



1331), composed around the mid-fifth century." In chapter seven, the meditator
is advised to imagine him/herself as the Buddha. The same work also includes
the earliest extant case of a Buddhist empowerment ritual (Skt. abhiseka, Tib.
dbang). The latter is common throughout tantra, being the 1;itual through which
the disciple is initiated into a given tantric system. The one described in the
Consecration Sitra was a relatively simple rite that employs imagery of royal
coronation ceremonies that would become typical of tantric empowerments,
some two or three centuries later."”

Though such earlier instances of particular ritual elements can be
identified, they did not appear together as a comprehensive system until after the
mid-seventh century. Reports from Chinese pilgrims travelling in India during
the late seventh and early eighth centuries indicate a discernable shift around
this time. The earliest mention appears in a letter sent back to China by Wu
Hsing, who died in northern India in 685 C.E.: “Nowadays, there is what seems
a novelty, the doctrine of mantra (or dharani), that is in great favor throughout the
entire country.”?

The Mahavairocana-abhisambodhi-tantra (henceforth MV), which dates from

around the mid-seventh century, and the Sarva-tathagata-tattva-samgraha (STTS),

U Dated by Strickmann 1990, 80. The presence of self-identification with the deity in this work is
unusual given that it remains unattested in any other extant materials dating from before the
seventh century.

2 bid., 85.
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from the end of the seventh century (though it continued to be expanded
through the eighth century), were two of the most influential works in the early
systematization of Buddhist tantra. The central development found in these
works (particularly in STTS) was the introduction of five buddha-families (Skt.
kula, Tib. rigs). These built upon an earlier three-family version—with the
families of buddha (headed by Sakyamuni or Mafijusri), padma (headed by
Amitabha or Avalotkitesvara), and vajra (Ratnaketu or Vajrapani)—to which
were added those of ratna and karma.

Snellgrove has suggested that the buddha-families may have been first
introduced to provide places for new non-Buddhist deities to be brought into the
Buddhist pantheon, an appropriation made necessary by the widening socio-
political influence of non-Buddhist groups in early medieval India—Saiva and
Vaisnava in particular, as well as tribal groups." According to Snellgrove, the
earlier three families were often ranked hierarchically, with the peaceful buddha
family at the top and the new deities, often monstrous in form, arranged safely at
the bottom in the vajra family, where Vajrapani kept them subdued beneath his
vajra-scepter.

The MS and the STTS both expanded the three families to five, a number

that could be more effectively represented in a mandala format, with one buddha

1 Li-kouang 1935, p.84n. (My translation from the French.)

" Sneligrove 1987, 191.

42



at the center, surrounded by the remaining four, one in each direction. Both
works described mandalas with the buddha buddha-family, represented by
Vairocana, positioned at the center to reign over the other four families. Yet
certain differences between the MS and the slightly later STTS suggest that the
vajra family and its new wrathful gods may have been on the rise.

In particular, an intensifying competition between Buddhist and non-
Buddhist groups seems to be indicated by the STTS in its central myth. In this
myth, the buddha Vajrapani violently subjugates Mahesvara, the Hindu god,
Siva.'® It is likely that this literary battle mirrored the wider social realities in
India at that time.'* That Siva could not be destroyed by the more peaceful
buddha-families (and only by Vajrapani, who was himself a representative of the
vajra family) would seem to indicate that even as Buddhists were resisting the
new influence of the non-Buddhist groups on the socio-political level, they were
acknowledging to the increasing necessity for violent rhetoric and practices by
incorporating many of their enemies’ strategies into their own literary repertoire.

Though many scholars have referred to the rivalries between Saiva and

Buddhist communities during the late medieval period, little has been written on

5 For summaries of this myth, see Snellgrove 1987, 136-140 and Davidson 1991, 200-202.

%Davidson concludes his discussion of this issue by stating that, “there can be little doubt that the
Indic story indicates the real tension between Buddhist and Saiva factions” (Davidson 1991, 214).

7 This deficiency is soon to be addressed by Davidson’s forthcoming work—again, I direct the
reader to Davidson 2002.
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the changing patterns of religious patronage during this time." It is well-known
that Buddhism continued to thrive through the Gupta dynasty (ca. 320-550), and
during these years, Buddhists received their principle support from the merchant
classes.”® After the fall of the Guptas, however, Indian control of the rich trade
routes that had nourished Buddhism began to collapse. Thus the rise of tantra
during the seventh and eighth centuries coincided with major changes in the
Indian socio-economic terrain, shifts that resulted in the erosion of Buddhism'’s
traditional basis of support.

The period of two hundred years that divides the Gupta from the Pala
dynasties was one of extreme political instability. In any case, by the time of
Gopala (r. 750-770), the founder of the Pala dynasty, tantric rituals had already
gained wide acceptance as legitimate components of monastic Buddhism, so that,
“Pala esoteric Buddhism seems to have been centered in institutions.”"
Regardless, tantric Buddhism had by no means been domesticated at this point
in its history. Rather, an uneasy exchange continued, between the institutional

tantric forms and those of the siddhas who frequented spaces on the margins of

Indian society, dwelling in charnel grounds and other isolated places.”

18 Yamasaki 1988, 9-10.
¥ Ibid., 13.

2 On the interactions between siddhas, tribal groups, and monastic institutions in the formation
of Indian tantra, see the forthcoming work, Davidson 2002.
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Beginning with the tantric materials of the eighth century, we see a
marked increase in the sex-and-violence imagery. This was true in both
Buddhist and non-Buddhist tantras. The Buddhist Candraguhyatilaka-
mahatantraraja built upon the Mahesvara-subjugation myth that had appeared in
the STTS by introducing intensely violent descriptions of the Buddha’s treatment
of Mahesévara. This trend was clearly successful, as it continued in the later
versions of the myth found in the Guhyagarbha-tantra and our Sitra of the Gathered
Intentions.”

In addition to the increased sex-and-violence, these new tantras
introduced a sixth buddha-family, a mahamudra-kula.” This concept soon merged
with that of the primordial adibuddha (first seen in the Mahayanasutralamkara),
usually represented by the buddhas, Vajradhara, Mahavairocana, Vajrasattva, or
Samantabhadra.? All the other five buddhas were emanations of this primordial
buddha, each revealing a different aspect.

The differences between these new extreme tantras and those that had
come before was apparently obvious enough to warrant a new category. Around
the mid-eighth century, the term, mahdyoga, or ‘greater yoga,’ began to be used to

distinguish the new tantras from the earlier works, which were classed as kriya,

2 As pointed out by Davidson 1991, 203.
2 pavidson 1981, 4.

B Snellgrove 1987, 220.
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carya, or yoga tantras.” All tantras were traditionally regarded by their devotees
as compositions by buddhas, who are by nature ultimately timeless and share a
single intention. For the devotees, this meant that the new classificatory terms
were similarly timeless, and they developed synchronic criteria for classifying
the various tantras. Thus any works recommending external ritual forms
involving purificatory bathing, offerings, confession and vows, or imagining the
deity in front of oneself were kriya or carya (also known as ubhaya), while those
having the five buddha-families, generation of oneself as the deity, and so forth,
were yoga tantras. Despite these criteria, the new labels do not in fact appear in
the pre-eighth century texts themselves and seem to have been applied only ex
post facto in order to define and to legitimate the radical new tantras that were
suddenly proliferating. In this sense, the various tantric classification schemes
that appeared after the seventh century generally mirrored the diachronic
developments in tantra, so that the kriyi and the carya tantras corresponded to
the earliest stratum of tantric materials, the yoga tant1;a5 corresponded to works
from the seventh century (like the STTS), and the mahayoga tantras to those from
the eighth century onwards.

The mahayoga tantras’ undeniable novelty stood in contradiction to their
simultaneous claims to be buddhavicana (‘the word of the Buddha’), and these

new classificatory schemes may have arisen partially in answer to this

4 Ibid., 462-3.



predicament. As new tantras with unprecedented myths and ritual technologies
continued to be created, still more categories for classifying them were advanced.
Shortly following the advent of the mahayoga, the yogini tantras began to appear.”
There was some overlap between the mahayoga and the yogini categories, but
generally speaking, tantras of the latter type were even more extreme in their
practices and rhetoric and were more explicit about the secret subtle body
technologies that were sweeping through late tantra.** The new developments in
the yogini tantras also prompted a number of mahayoga works to be
reinterpreted, or even rewritten, to bring them upto date.”

By the eleventh century, the still newer label of anuttarayoga began to be
applied to all the tantras higher than yoga, thus subsuming all those previously
classified as mahayoga, yogini, and so on.” This resulted in a four-part scheme
(kriya, carya, yoga, anuttarayoga) that is still used today by followers of the Gsar-
ma (‘New’) schools of Tibetan Buddhism, who trace their roots back to those
tantric traditions that arrived from India after the tenth century, in the phyi dar,

or ‘later spread,’ of Buddhism into Tibet.

5 Davidson 1981, 8n.

% These meditation practices for manipulating the body’s engergies are often associated with
anuyoga. For a discussion of their place in the Satra, see Appendix Five.

Z Perhaps the most famous example of this is the Guhyasamaja-tantra, to which a second half and
an eighteenth chapter were later added. See Matsunaga 1978, xx-xxxi.

3 Germano 1994, 213.
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The introduction of anuttarayoga (‘supreme yoga’) as an over-arching term
and the polemics that accompanied it served to obscure certain earlier
doxographical systems that were popular between the eighth and the eleventh
centuries. The most well-known of these older systems, the nine vehicles (theg pa
dgu), continues to be preserved today by the followers of the Rnying-ma
(‘Ancient’) school of Tibetan Buddhism, who trace their roots back to the snga
dar, or ‘early spread,” that entered Tibet during the eighth through tenth
centuries. The nine vehicles schema made no use of the terms, yogini and
anuttarayoga; instead it added to mahayoga the two other categories of anuyoga
and atiyoga. Later, when most of the tantras previously classed as mahayoga were
accepted under the banner of anuttarayoga, many of the anuyoga and atiyoga
tantras were rejected by the gsar-ma-pa as Tibetan apocrypha.” The tantra that is
the subject of our present study is one of these. Today the Siutra of the Gathered
Intentions is considered the root tantra (Skt. mulatantra, Tib. rtsa rgyud) for the

entire anuyoga class.

® Generally speaking, the trio of mahayoga, anuyoga, and atiyoga was adopted by the later Rnying-
ma school and rejected by the Gsar-ma schools. However, there is evidence of the terms even in
some Gsar-ma tantras for which the Sanskrit is extant. An example is found in the Krsna-yamari-
tantra, where four yogas are listed: yoga, anuyoga, atiyoga and mahayoga.” Krsna-yamari-tantra,
123. Bhavayed yogamanu'yogam dvitiyakam/ atiyogam trtiyam tu mahayogam caturthakamy//. (Thanks
go to lain Sinclair for bringing this passage to my attention.) Apparently there was a time when
these terms were relatively common parlance amongst Buddhist tantric communities both in
Tibet and in India.



II. The Sitra in early Tibet

It is difficult to discern precisely how tantra developed during the years between
the eighth century introduction of mahayoga and the eleventh century
codification of anuttarayoga. Much of the obscurity can be blamed on the “dark
period” of Tibetan history—over a century of economic and political turmoil
extending from the mid-ninth century to the mid-to-late tenth century. These
years saw the collapse of the Tibetan empire and the related closing of all
Buddhist monasteries in Tibet.® The lack of any centralized polity contributed to
the dearth of surviving historical documents; when official patronage returned to
Buddhism in the late tenth century, many of the Buddhist traditions that had
taken root in Tibet were discarded in favor of the prevailing forms arriving from
India. The traditional histories unanimously portray the dark period as a time
when the local forms of Buddhism, freed from the watchful eye of authoritative
Buddhist institutions, went astray. Though the new Gsar-ma schools’ response
was to re-import Buddhism from India, the Rnying-ma-pa claimed that their
Buddhism was a pure strand that had managed to survive intact since the glory

days of the Tibetan empire and Buddhism’s earlier spread. Even so, the general

% While traditional histories of the dark period depict the Tibetan king, Glan Dar-ma, as the evil
enemy of all Buddhism, this picture seems to be an over-simplification of events. Recent
scholarship has suggested that this king was not the enemy of the Buddhist religion as a whole,
but only of its large and expensive monastic institutions, “for by the time of Glang Dar-ma’s
reign, they already constituted a wealthy and powerful body totally independent of the state”
(Karmay 1988, 8). As the Tibetan empire began to contract and revenues were reduced, this
economic and political situation was no longer tenable, and the large monasteries were closed.
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idea of the dark period as one of total decay and corruption came to be accepted
by both the Rnying-ma and the Gsar-ma schools alike.

The present study of the Satra calls into question this idea that the dark
period was completely dark. In Tibet, the first major representative of the Sitra,
Gnubs-chen Sangs-rgyas Ye-shes, was prolific during precisely this time. Gnubs-
chen’s writings suggest that the dark period was also a time of creativity, when
the roots of Buddhism spread throughout the isolated valleys of Tibet. Even the
Tibetan tradition acknowledges that tantra continued being practiced under
Gnubs-chen’s protection. There was creative cross-fertilization between the
scattered Buddhist forms of Tibet and those in neighboring areas on a scale
unmatched since. A “dark period” thus envisioned puts the reemergence of
centralized Buddhism in the eleventh century in a different light; it was only
from the old root system that the new schools could flower.

Emerging when it did, the Sutra presents us with an important window
onto the rush of tantric innovations that ran from the eighth through eleventh
centuries. Tantra in eleventh century Tibet was different in many respects from
tantra before the dark period, and the Siitra offers a glimpse of these tantric
developments in the transition from the earlier yoga and mahayoga to the later

anuttarayoga tantras.™

3 Most of the evidence regarding the Sutra’s doctrinal place in the development of tantra is
presented in Appendix Five. The same evidence also helps to explain how the Satra sought to
build an entire tantric universe for late ninth century Tibetans to inhabit. For better or for worse,
it is not included in the present chapter in order not to disturb the narrative flow of the
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