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The Mythic Journey and Its Symbolism:
A Study of the Development of Buddhist Guidebooks to Sambhala
in Relation to Their Antecedents in Hindu Mythology

Edwin Marshall Bernbaum
Abstract

The theme of the mythic journey has provided a powerful vehicle for symbolism
expressing the deepest concerns of many different religious and cultural traditions. This
dissertation examines the treatment and development of this theme in guidebocks to
Sambhala, an earthly paradise of Indian and Tibetan mythology that is said to hold the
highest of Buddhist teachings for a time in the future when Buddhism will be lost in the
world outside. After presenting a survey of indigenous literature and translations of key
Tibetan texts, the dissertation analyzes the myth of Sambhala into its three basic themes of
the messianic history and prophecy, the earthly paradise, and the mythic journey. It traces
the development of these themes in Tibet and examines the ways in which they have
appropriated and transformed material from a variety of sources in Hindu mythology,
including the prophecy of the Kalki avatar of Visnu and itineraries to the northern paradise
of Uttarakuru in the R&mayana and Mahabharata. This section includes translations from
Sanskrit of pertinent passages from thé two epics. Drawing on tension and interaction
theories of metaphor, the dissertation goes on to formulate and apply the concept of
metaphoric juxtaposition as a means of elucidating the underlying process goveming the
development of the mythic journey to Sambhala and the syncretism found in it. Starting
from a comparison with the conquest and search of the four quarters in the Mahabharata

and Rﬁmiyana, this part of the study shows how the two main guidebooks to Sambhala,



the Sambhalz'j lam vig and Kalapavatara, reflect the influence of juxtaposition with various
conceptions of sadhana and marga - ritual practice and the path to enlightenment in
Buddhism. The concluding chapter extends the concept of metaphoric juxtaposition to the
other two themes of the myth, showing how they have have been shaped by additional
root metaphors of kingship and conquest. The conclusion points out the general nature of
the approach developed in the dissertation and suggests a number of promising areas for

its application in the analysis of doctrine, ritual, pilgrimage, and other religious and

cultural phenomena. z

[C8)



For Diane, David, and Jonathan

who were with me on the way



ii

Acknowledgements

This dissertation was written with funding provided by a Charlotte W. Newcombe
Doctoral Dissertation Fellowship. I wouid like to thank the Charlotte W. Newcombe
Foundation and the Woodrow Wilson Naticnai Fellowship Foundation for their assistance
in enabling me to complete this work. I would also like to acknowledge the support for
earlier study and research provided by various Foreign Language and Area Studies
Fellowships.

First and foremost, however, I would like to express my deepest appreciation and
thanks to the members of my committee for their invaluable assistance and extraordinary
patience in seeing me through this project. Professors Lewis Lancaster, Raimundo
Panikkar, and Barend van Nooten gave generously of their time and knowledge to provide
much-needed advice, guidance, criticism, and that essential prerequisite for completing a
dissertation - encouragement. The members of my extended committee - Professors James
Bosson and Michel Strickmann - contributed much-appreciated interest and expertise,
¢ ng with many helpful suggestions.

A number of other people aided me in various ways in the research and writing of
this dissertation. Sonam Gyatso (Ngor Thartse Khen Rinpoche) and Lama Kunga (Ngor
Thartse Sheptung Rinpoche) helped me in locating and working with Tibetan texts in the
United States. Many lamas and other Tibetans gave generously of their time and expertise
when I was doing work in Nepal and India - their names, as well as those of others are
given in the acknowledgements of my earlier bock, The Way to Shambhala. I would like
to thank Roy Nierenberg for generously offering the use of his computer and for gently

twisting my arm into using it. I would also like to express my appreciation to Professor



iii

George Hart for designing extremely useful diacritical fonts and for making his printer
available to me.

Finally, I want to offer thanks where thanks can never be adequate - to my wife,
Diane, and my sons, David and Jonathan, who put up with me in times of trial and gave
me their unqualified love and support through the joys and miseries of writing tiiis

dissertation.



Table of Contents

Acknowledgements i
Chapter 1: Introduction: 1
1. Survey of Western Scholarship on the Myth of Sambhaja 3
2. Approach and Methodology. 11
Chapter 2: Texts and Translations 26
1. Survey of Literature on Sambhala 26
2. Guidebooks to Sambhala: 37
Chapter 3: Analysis of the Myth. 101
1. Messianic History and Prophecy 102
2. Earthly Paradise 109
3. Mythic Journey 119
4. Structural Parallels of Space and Time 135
Chapter 4: Antecedents in Hindu Mythology 155
1. Messianic History and Prophecy 155
2. Earthly Paradise 162
3. Mythic Journey 175
Chapter 5: Metaphoric Juxtaposition in the Development 210
of the Mythic Journey to Sambhala
1. The Journey to Uttarakuru in the Mahabharata 211
2. The Journey to Uttarakuru in the Ramayana 217
3. The Journey to Sambhala 225
4. Symbolism and Syncretism in the Journey to Sambhala 243

iv



Chapter 6: Conclusion:

1. Metaphoric Juxtaposition in the Overall Development- 267

of the Myth of Sambhala
2. Generalizations and Conclusions 280
Bibliography 294
Primary Sources 294
Seéondary Sources and Translations 298



Chapter 1

Introduction

The theme of the mythic journey has provided a powerful vehicle for symbolism
pertaining to the deepest concerns of widely differing cultures and traditions. Dante's The
Divine Comedy, Bunyan's The Pilgrim's Progress, Attar's The Conference of the Bird
and the Chinese novel The Journey to the West come immediately to mind as examples of
major works making use of this kind of symbolism.1 The authors of all these works, with
the possible exception of the last, have consciously used the theme of the journey to
express various ideas connecied with their respective traditions, especially those having to
do with spiritual transformation and development. A letter atiributed to Dante explicitly
states that he intended The Divine Comedy to have four levels of meaning, which he called
the narrative, allegorical, moral, and anagogical.2 The terminology and stated intentions
of Bunyan and Attar show that the;, composed their works as allegeries for the Christian
quest for salvation on the one hand and the Sufi path to mystical union or annihilation on
the other. Even in the case of The Journey to the West, Anthony Yu has shown how the
novel can be read on at least three different levels, "as a tale of physical travel and
adventure, as a story of Buddhist karma and redemption, and as an allegory of
philosophical and alchemical self-cultivation.”3

None of the jovrneys in these works are fully mythic in the sense of both expressing
deeper views of reality and being regarded as completely factual 4 Although they make
use of cosmologies, figures, and events that are accepted as actual, each is viewed at some
level as the imaginative or fictional creation of its author. The journeys in all four works

are literary and allegorical, their main import - and reality - lying at deeper levels than that



of literal description. Through their symbolism they point to fundamental truths, to views
of the universe and man's place in it, that underlie the traditions in which they are found.
A great deal of scholarship has been done on such literary journeys of an allegorical
nature, that of Dante in particular, but not so much has been done on mythic journeys inat
combine both dimensions of reality - the literal and the symbolic.

This dissertation will examine a journey in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition that,
although not as well-known, is fully mythic in the above sense of the word - a journey that
both expresses a deeper reality and is taken as factual on all leveis. This journey is found
in guidebooks or lam yig describing the way to Sambhala, 2 mythical kingdom hidden
behind snow mountains somewhere nérth of India and Tibet. Sambhala is an earthly
paradise that preserves the highest Buddhist teachings, the Kalacakra Tantra in particular,
for a time in the future when Buddhism will be destroyed in the world outside. The
journey itself consists of natural and supernatural obstacles that can only be overcome
through yogic practices and powers. As guides for yogins secking the teachings in
Sambhala in order to attain enlightenment for the sake of all beings, the guidebooks are
replete with symbolism pertaining to the Buddhist marga or path to Nirvana.

Many of the features that form the basis of this symbolism appear in older myths of
Hindu mythology. Sambhala, the goal of the journey itself, is found in the Mahabharata
and the Puranas as the name of the birthplace of Kalki, the future avate;f of Visnu who will
put an end to the degenerate kali yuga and initiate the golden age of the krta yuga. The
idea of an earthly paradise hidden far to the novth appears elsewhere in the epic in the form
of the northern land of Uttarakuru - possibly the prototype for later paradises and Pure
Lands of Buddhist and Hindu mythoiogy. Descriptions of the journey to Uttarakuru in the
Ramayana, as well as the Mahabharata, have a number of geographic and mythic features
in common with the later Tibetan guidebooks to Sambhala. However, in the Buddhist
myth these features have been elaborated and transformed in such a way that their

symbolism has come to play a much more important role.



Like The Divine Comedy and The Conference of the Birds, the guidebooks to

Sambhala use the theme of the mythic journey as a vehicle for expressing the most central
conceme of their tradition. But they differ from those works in that Tibetans also regard
them as factual descriptions of actual journeys. The value in studying the guidebooks to
Sambhala lies in the light they can throw on religious and other phenomena that are not
regarded as fictional and that are, therefore, more pervasive and widespread in their
influence than are literary allegories. The study in this dissertation will focus, in
particular, on the way in which such a mythic journey develops and how it relates to the

views of reality that lie at the heart of a given culture or tradition.

1. Survey of Western Scholarship on the Myth of Sambhala

The first Western reference to Sambhala appears in lettess by two Jesuit missionaries,
Jodo Cabral and Estevao Cacella. During a visit to Bhutan in 1627 they learned of the
existence of "a country, very famous here, which is called Xembala [Sambhala] and which
borders on another called Sopo {Sog po or Mongolial." Thinking it was Cathay or China
and seeking a route there, Cacella continued to Shigatse, where he was disabused of his
miscenception concerning the identity of Sambhala 5

The first Western scholar actually to do reseach on and write about Sambhaia was the
founder of the field of Tibetology, Alexander Csoma de Kords. Based on a reading of
Tibetan texts, he concluded thiat Sambhala was "a fabulous country or city in the north
beyond the Jaxartes."6 In brief writings giving an overview of the myth, he makes
reference to the teaching of the Kalacakra Tanuwa to the first king of Sambhala, its
preservation in the kingdom, and the prophecy of the destruction of the forces of evil and
the golden age to come.” According to Csoma, Tibetans have translated Sambhala as Bde

'byung, signifying 'origin or source of happiness'.8



The French missionary, M. Huc, in a book on his travels in Tibet in the eighteenth
century, refers to what must be a garbled version of the prophecy of Sambhala. According
to his account, the followers of the Panchen Lama form a society known as the 'Kelans',
who believe that he will someday reincarnate in a country north of Tibet, from which he
will summon them to help him to come forth to defeat the Chinese and establish a golden
age of Buddhism throughout the world.9 This account apparently refers to the standard
Tibetan belief that the Panchen Lama will be reborn in the future as Raudra Cakrin or Drag
po khor lo can, the king of Sambhala who will emerge from the kingdom at the head of a
supernatural army to defeat the mlecchas and establish a golden age of Buddhist teachings.

The Indian scholar and secret agent Sarat Chandra Das travelled in Tibet in the late
nineteenth century and reported efforts by the Chinese to use the prophecy of Sambhala for
political purposes. According to his report, they had convinced the Tibetan government to
remain aloof from Great Britain and Russia by spreading the belief that the the British and
Russians were the mlecchas prophecied in the myth to take over the world and destroy
Buddhism.10 Back in India Das wrote an article on the lives of the Panchen Lamas in
which he discussed an early incarnation as Yasas, the first rigs Idan king of Sambhala.11
In his dictionary he speculates that Sambhala may have been the capital of the eastern
Greeks in Bactria and reports that Tibetans have tried to identify it with the capital of
Spain. He also refers to and makes use of the Sambhala'i lam vig, a guidebook to the
ldﬁgdom by the sixth Panchen Lama Blo bzang dpal ldan ye shes.12.

Around the beginning of the twentieth century, the Japanese Buddhist priest Ekai
Kawaguchi visited Lhasa and reported another political use of Sambhala, this time by the
Russians. According to his account, Dorjieff, 2 Russian agent and lama from Buryatia,
had written and circulated a pamphlet identifying Russia with Sambhala since both lay to
the north. It went on to argue that the Tsar was, therefore, a Buddhist king with whom
Tibet should form an alliance. Kawaguchi added that the pamphlet existed in Tibetan,

Mongolian, and Russian and that it located Sambhala three thousand miles northwest of



Bodhgaya - i.e. in the vicinity of Moscow and St. Petersburg.13 Reports of Dorjieff’s
success in making the Dalai Lama favorably disposed toward the Russians and hostile
toward the British prompted Lord Curzon to dispatch the well-known Younghusband
Expedition to Lhasa in 1903.14

In 1907 Berthold Laufer stimmulated Western scholarly interest in Sambhala by
publishing the first work that included more than a brief reference to the myth - a German
translation of part of a Tibetan guidebook to the kingdom. In his article he also
recommended that scholars investigate ihe extensive Xalacakra texts and commentaries as a
key to understanding many of the problems in the study of Central Asia.15

Not long thereafter, in 1914, Albert Griinwedel published a complete translation, in
German, of the best-known and most popular guidebook to Sambhala in Tibet, the so-
called Sambhala'i lam yig by the sixth Panchen Lama Blo bzang dpal Idan ye shes.16
Since the next chapter of the dissertation discusses this text in detail, we will only note
here Griinwedel's reference in his introduction to a Russian book in St. Petersburg written
by a lama attempting to trace the geneaiogy of the Romanov Dynasty back to Sucandra, the
first important king of Sambhala.17 He does not specify the name of the author, but it was
probably Dorjieff or someone working with him in using the myth of Sambhala to bolster
an alliance between the Tsar and the Dalai Lama. Griinwedel's translation of the
Sambhigla'i lam yig has been very influential: P. H. Pott in his book on yoga and tantra in
Indian archeology makes extensive use of it, while Robert Bleichsteiner's summary of the
Sambhala myth in his study of the Dge lugs pa sect and Siegbert Hummel's remarks on the
apocalypse in Tibetan Buddhism rely exclusively on it.18 Anne-Marie Large-Blondeau's
references to Sambhaia and the guidebook to it in her articie on Tibetan piigrirnage are also
based on Griinwedel's edition and translation of the Sambhala'i lam vig, 19 Johannes
Schubert supplemented Griinwedel's work by publishing an edition and translation of
another text by Blo bzang dpal 1dan ye shes, a prayer expressing a wish for rebirth as a
disciple of the future king of Sambhala.20



The noted French Orientalist Paul Pelliot also took an interest in Sambhala and wrote
an article on apparent references to its name in Chinese texts. His attempts to trace the
word to various Chinese transcriptions were not, however, very convincing and led to no
further research by other scholars in this area. He himself remarked that "it would be
clearly premature to claim that the name of the mythical country of Sambhala is directly
connected to these forms."21

Sir Charles Eliot devoted a couple of pages of his book on Hinduism and Buddhism
to Sambhala and the Kalacakra Tantra.22 He noted, in particular, the relation of the
prophecy of Raudra Cakrin to that of Kalki, the future avatar of Visnu, who will be born
in Sambhalagrama in Hindu mythoiogy. He also drew attention to other possible
Vaisnavite influences on the Buddhist myth of Sambhala.

More substantial work on Sambhala and the Kilacakra Tantra was done by the
Tibetologist George Roerich. Together with his father, Nicholas, a noted painter, poet,
and mystic, he went on an expedition to Central Asia, Tibet, and Mongolia, where he
collected oral material, texts, and paintings dealing with the myth.23 His article on the
Kalacakra, published in 1931, provided the first overview of Tibetan literature on the
tantra asd Sambhala and is still a useful reference work.24 His later translation of the Blue
Annals includes a chapter on the history of the Kalacakra teachings that provides additional
material on the myth itself.25

Although he did not devote any research exclusively to it, Giuseppe Tucci does refer
to Sambhala in his monumental work, Tibetan Painted Scrolls, which includes the
reproduction of a Tibetan thang k3 of the kingdom and a translation of a passage from Bu
ston on the history of its kings.28 He gives an overview of the myth and mentions a
guidebook for a journey to Sambhala that begins from Mchod rten dkar po on the frontier
between Tibet and China #nd proceeds eastward through Chinese territory.27 In both the
translation of Bu ston and his own comments on the subject, he takes the prophecy of

Sambhala in the past tense as an event that has already occurred.28 In Travels of Tibetan






