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FOREWORD

While I had originally conceived of the present work as a translation and comprehensive
commentary on the entire eleven chapters of Longchenpa's The Treasury of Precious Words
and Meanings (Tshig Don Rin Po Che'i mDzod) along with a series of related essays on the
Great Perfection (rDzogs Chen), I eventually realized that pragmaﬁé considerations made this
rather inappropriate in the context of a Ph.D. thesis. For these reasons, though I have
completed my original plan in preliminary form, I have decided to only include my work
concerning the first five chapters herein. Ialso eventually decided to structure the present text
as a commentary appended to the translation in the form of "annotations", since this seemed
most well suited to empowering the reader to actually participate in Longchenpa's thought itself,
though a free standing study would certainly have been more easily appropriated by the typical
reader. Despite this, temporal contingencies forced me to bring even this partial study to a too
hasty conclusion, and thus I am well aware that much of my commentary remains marred by
over simplification, lack of clarity, and the all too prevalent reductionism that teads to pervade
one's thought and writing in dealing with traditions culturally and linguistically far removed
from one's own origins. Certainly even these opening parts of the overall work will be
substantially rewritten prior to their eventual publication. I have alsc left a few scattered
untranslated citations from Tibetan works in my commentary when I thought they might prove
of particular interest to uiher scholars in the field, though for varying reasons I was unable to
provide a competent translation at this time.

The title of the section "mini-encyclopedia” reflects my original intention more than its
present state, since I had originally conceived of it as a series of interlocking essays
exhaustively analyzing the major "code words" found in these classical texts on the Great
Perfection. However, this proved overly ambitious as well, and thus I chose to remove much

of the material in general as well as eliminating reference to most of the terms found only in
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. Chapters Six to Eleven, leaving merely a glorified glossary. Some of these essays I plan to
eventually publish as articles, while I may circulate future expansions of this section privately
to interested people if a publishing venue for it remains elusive. A final caveat is that the
current text was composed in the main while traveling, and thus I was unable to consult a wide
range of secondary literature on the various pertinent issues, which inevitably left its mark on
the present state of the commentary. The above comments are principally intended for those
familiar with the initial and ongoing scope of- my overall project, as well as others possibly
interested in the future of the present text. Thelenfire work with an exhaustive commentary
amounts to some five thousand pages still in the process of being rewritten, and hence its future

form largely depends on publishing opportunities that may or may not exist.



ABSTRACT
POETIC THOUGHT, THE INTELLIGENT UNIVERSE, AND THE MYSTERY OF
SELF: THE TANTRIC SYNTHESIS OF RDZOGS CHEN IN FOURTEENTH
CENTURY TIBET
David Francis Germano

Under the supervision of Professor Geshe Sopa

The rDzogs Chen tradition is an extremely innovative philosophical and contemplative
system originating out of Buddhist Tantric mysticism within the 8th-10th centuries, and in
many ways is quite unusual in the context of normative Indo-Tibetan Buddhism. While its
origins remain controversial, we currently possess only a large body of canonical and
exegetical literature in what claim to be Tibetan translations, as well as an extensive secondary
literature that developed in Tibet from the 10th-20th centuries. The tradition is especially
siriking in its implicit development of a model of rigorous philosophical thought that refuses to
be reduced to syllogistic reasoning (though utilizing it as a secondary hermeneutical tool) or
dismissed as mere "aesthetics” as it treats Buddhist Tantraas a serious philosophical innovation
that must be utilized to reinterpret previous traditional scholasticism, in stark contrast to the
trend to extend traditional scholastic methodologies into Tantra, and deny the revolution of
"poetic thought" they may embody. In addition, its complex evolutionary emphasis and
description of a non-reified intelligence operative at every level of the Universe is strikingly
similar to recent developments in modern scientific research. Finally, it would seem that the
Great Perfection represents the most sophisticated interpretation of the so-called "Buddha
nature” tradition within the context of Indo-Tibetan thought, and as such, is of extreme
importance for research into classical exoteric philosophic systems such as Madhyamaka and

Yogicara, while also providing fertile grounds for future explorations of the interconnections
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between Indo-Tibetan and East Asian forms of Buddhism, as well as between Indo-Tibetan
Buddhism and contemporary Indian developments such as the tenth century non-dual Shaivism

of Abhinavagupta.

Though this tradition is by no means homogenous, one can readily distinguish out a classical

system encapsulated by "eleven adamantine topics” (rDo rJe'i gNas bCu gCig), which together
constitute a wide ranging journey spanning the early history of the Universe to the climaxing
heights of a Buddha's full enlightenment. This system is most brilliantly articulated by the
fourteenth century Tibetan scholar kLong Chen Rab ‘Byams Pa (1308-1363) in his The Seven
Treasuries (mDzod bDun) and The Seminal Heart-Essence in Four Parts (sNying Thig Ya
bZhi), which contain some of the world's most profound poetic and philosophic masterpieces.
This dissertation thus bases itself on Longchenpa's corpus, and his own textual sources,
namely The Seventeen Tantras, The Seminal Heart-Essence of the Sky Dancer (mKha' ‘Gro
sNying Thig) by Padmasambhava, and The Seminal Heart-Essence of Vimalamitra (Bi Ma
sNying Thig) by Vimalamitra and other early non-Tibetan figures in the tradition. In particular,
it focuses on kLong Chen Rab 'Byams Pa's The Treasury of Words and Meanings (Tshig Don
mDzod) which is directly structured on the aforementioned eleven topics, and is his most
succirict yet extensive exposition of the tradition of the Great Perfection in its entirety. Part1is
an overview of these eleven topics in general, as well as in the context of The Treasury of
Words and Meanings’ corresponding eleven chapters; Part II consists of a translation of the
first five chapters from The Treasury of Words and Meanings (centering on the primordial
nature of the Universe, the early history of its exteriorization into space and time, the
origination of alienation, evolution, and a subtle analysis of the energetics of human existence);
and Part I1I provides a very lengthy commentary on those five chapters in the form of running
annotations (the bulk of the thesis thus occurs in Part III). In Part III, the above texts are

systematically analyzed in relation to Longchenpa's discussions of a given issue, and many



X

lengthy passages extracted from them are translated therein, along with extensive interpretative
comments.

Although some scholars have attempted to marginalize the tradition in relation to Indo-
Tibetan Buddhism, in fact the Great‘Perfection can be understood as its culmination, since in its
seamless blend of the exoteric and e'soteric it overcomes many of the limitations inherent in the
"normative" traditions' sterile division between "philosophy” and the esoteric practices/theory
of Tantra. This dissertation clarifies the essential structure, orientation, and content of the
tradition, as well as providing a very detailed explication of the first five of the eleven topics
encapsulating its overall range. The larger work from which it is drawn contains a systematic

treatment of all eleven topics, along with a comprehensive translation (and independent

commentary on) The Treasury of Words and Meanings.



DEDICATION

May "Vast Space" Longchenpa, the savior-master of phenomenon's primeval exhaustion
And the grea: vehicle conveying the sevenfold vast treasury,

The quintessential nucleus of the precious ultra-profound’s key points,

Be victorious with his thousands of "stainless light rays"!

Written by Ngakwang Lodro (Khanpo Jikphun), the master poet of peerless wisdom, on behalf
of the American translator Sherad Gyurme (David Germano).
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