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Kurtis R. Schaeffer

Abstract
Tales of the Great Brahmin: Creative Traditions of the Buddhist Poet-Saint Saraha

Adpvisor: Leonard W. J. van der Kuijp

Tales of the Great Brahmin is a study of the many types of Tibetan religious
literature dedicated or attributed to the Indian Buddhist poet-saint, Saraha—
known also as the Great Brahmin. The central argument of the thesis is that
members of the Buddhist traditions who were heir to Saraha’s legacy in India,
Nepal, and primarily Tibet transformed and adapted works by and about him in
the process of transmission, and thus were instrumental in the formation of both
his enduring saintly image and the religious works associated with his name. The
thesis thus shows how images, tales, and teachings of the Great Brahmin were
transmitted, transformed, and created by the members of diverse Buddhist
traditions in Tibet from the 11th to the 19th centuries.

The thesis consists of an introduction and ten chapters, and is divided into
two parts. Part One discusses the hagiographic literature dedicated to Saraha.
Chapters One and Two provide a comprehensive survey of the different
hagiographic traditions dedicated to Saraha as they developed in Tibet from the
11th to the 19th centuries. Chapter Three looks at liturgical and iconographic
guides, hymns of praise, and accounts of meeting Saraha in mystic visions.
Chapter Four details the polemical uses to which the figure of Saraha was put in
Tibet.

Part Two deals with the songs attributed to Saraha, and in particular his
famous Treasury of Doha Verses. Chapter Five provides a historical survey of the
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seventeen occasions on which the Treasury of Dohd Verses was transmitted from
India or Nepal to Tibet. Chapter Six presents the Tibetan debates regarding the
authenticity of Saraha’s works. Chapter Seven introduces the genre in which the
majority of Saraha’s teachings are preserved, surveys Tibetan views on the
creation of Saraha’s works, and discusses an important corpus of Tibetan
anthologies of Buddhist tantric songs in which Saraha’s works figure. Chapter
Eight shows how redactors of Saraha’s Treasury of Doha Verses transformed the
work. Chapters Nine and Ten present translations and editions of the Treasury of
Doha Verses and a 13th century Tibetan commentary on the work.
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Lighting-quick, in a single moment:
South to Sri Parvata Mountain I dream-traveled.
In the sweet shade of fig trees,
On a seat, a tira’s corpse,
Lord, Great Brahmin Saraha!
Face brilliant, unlike any seen before,
Two noble women with him,
Body bedecked with charnel ground faire,
Joyous face smiling—
“Son, welcome,” Said he.
Unable to bear the joy of seeing the Lord,
My body’s hair rippled. Tears I wept.
—Marpa the Translator
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Introduction
Stories and Songs of the Great Brahmin Saraha

The Imagination nourishes man and causes him to
act. It is a collective, social, and historical
phenomenon. A history without the imagination is a
mutilated, disembodied history.

—Jacques Le Goff

L. Buddhist Songs at the Beginning of the World
Let us begin with a tale:

Now, in the hundredth year of the world, Glorious Samantabhadra
appeared as the enlightened body of Vajradhira and turned the wheel of
religion—the Diamond Path of Arcane Speech. This very one also
appeared to ordinary disciples as the enlightened body of Sakyamuni and
turned the wheel of religion as philosophy. Then he came to rest in the
quiescent realm. After this came innumerable emanations of the
Buddha-—gurus, spiritual friends, scholars, and the Eighty Adepts who
had attained realization on the banks of the River Ganga in India They
sang innumerable diamond songs for the sake of disciples. It was
especially the great Saraha who sang these diamond songs, the dohas. !

1 Rang dang skal ldan gdul bya la m dams pa’i bang mdzod nas glu gs dga’
stong gmams,vgl bya ﬁ?&%w Imggltshelobrgyagpat sudgal
bzhengste/g

kun tu rdo ng sngags rdo rje theg pa’i chos
‘khorloggr ng/denyzdthunmonggzgfsa bygulaxsh%skyath?abpaegt%a



Thus does the great Tibetan poet-saint of Nineteenth century, Zhabs dkar
Sna tshogs rang grol (1781-1851), begin own collection of over one thousand
spiritual songs with a call to hear them in the context of a tradition reaching back
to the beginning of time. The songs he sings writes are no mere amusement, but
an emulation of the voices of his spiritual masters. It is fitting that he begins this
work on Buddhist songs and stories by showing us the depth and breadth of the
poetic lineage to which he considered himself heir. In the primordial past, when
this world was one hundred years old, the teachings of the Buddha were given
to disciples. The teachings were varied according to the spiritual status of the
disciples, and likewise the teachers that followed the primal incarnation of the
Buddha Vajradhara were of many kinds: from learned scholars to yogic adepts.
All of these masters were needed, and all were present in these founding
moments of Buddhist history. But for Zhabs dkar, who here prepares the reader
to enter the world of his thousand diamond songs, the preeminent saints of the
past are the Eighty Adepts, those masters of yogic realization who gave voice to
their experiences not in learned treatises of philosophy, but in songs. It is these
songs, sung on the banks of the River Ganga, that Zhabs dkar evokes to place
the reader in the right frame of mind to read his own songs.2 And among all of
these adepts—eighty, eighty-four, and countless more—it is the Great Brahmin,
Saraha, who reigns as the poet-saint supreme. It is the tale of this powerful figure
in the religious imaginations of Tibetan writers, and the story of his most

te /rgyu mishan n chos ‘khorlobskornaszhzbazdbym su mnyam
pa"tg!;]uessusangsyldky' kyllbablamad e ba'i bshes yen‘gnskhasshyz:g
ubpa pargyagarc bogang a'a phan chad du grub tho brgyad cu la sogs
kyis gdul tdondurdor]e’z mgdtumedpa
shm / gar lsamhachel:gsdohardor]ezg padang/See
Rncar (1 for bibliographic information on this collection of songs.
2 See Ricard (1994), p. 331 for a song by Zhabs dkar dedicated to Saraha.



important work of spiritual philosophy—the Treasury of Dohd Verses—that I will
tell in this thesis.

I1. Stories of Saraha

The study of Saraha has for the most part consisted of an attempt to fix his
dates and decide upon which of the narrative traditions contains the correct
details of his biography, all based upon a scant number of Tibetan hagiographies
dating hundreds of years beyond even the latest dates assigned to him. Such a
project has been rightly deemed impossible,? and yet scholars have nevertheless
in the last decade proceeded to grant sole creative license and ingenuity to an
otherwise unknowable historical figure named Saraha, totally ignoring the
creative potential of the Tibetan commentators upon which their research is
based. This approach is similarly displayed in the notion recently expressed to
the effect that if the Saraha of Tibetan stories did not write the Dohakosa, then
some other individual to whom we can only give the name “Saraha” did write
it!s

In the following thesis I attempt a shift away from a concern for
discovering the true identity of the author of the Dohdkosa—or Treasury of Doha
Verses as I will generaly refer to it—toward the study of Indo-Tibetan
hagiographic narratives of Saraha's life as constituting interesting literary

3 See Guenther (1993).
4 Again, see Guenther (1993).
5 Robinson (1995).



traditions in their own right, and as documents that can tell us about the people,
Tibetans mostly, who created and engaged them.

Previous attempts at editing and explicating the Treasury of Doha Verses, as
well as attempts at identifying Saraha have been aimed at eliminating what are
seen to be errors and inconsistencies wrought by tradition, and uncovering the
original form of the work, as well as the “historical” Saraha. These attempts have
been misguided by a methodological imperative which makes a strict division
between, on the one hand, the author as the sole creative force and owner of the
original, and therefore correct, literary work, and on the other hand, the
subsequent fradition of scribes, orators, teachers, and interpreters whose
activities amount only to a degeneration of the original purity of the author’s
intended work. It is the goal of the present thesis to settle questions neither
about the form of the work’s ur-text, nor the biographical details or intentions of
its purported author, but rather to shift current scholarly attention to the literary
life and history of the work as it was taught, transmitted and transformed by
members of Buddhist traditions in India, Nepal and Tibet, as well as to the
development of the saintly figure of Saraha in Indo-Tibetan narrative traditions.
If one looks closely one sees not one work, one author, but a variegated corpus
of shifting works called the Treasury of Doha Verses, and a hagiographic
embodiment of exemplary Buddhist living and spiritual growth, both of which
were used and adapted by participants of the tradition. The variety of the textual
remains of the Treasury of Doha Verses, as well as the richness of the Indian and
Tibetan traditions involved with it makes the “search for origins” that
characterizes what previous scholarship there is on the work a problematic

endeavor.$

6 See McGann (1992) for the discussion of textual scholarship at the end of the
20th century that informs the orientation of this essay.



The thesis herein presented, then, is that the study of Saraha’s tales should
focus on the creative traditions which gave life to him in the Tibetan religious
imagination, that the literary study of the Treasury of Doha Verses should
explicitly focus on the vicissitudes of the work'’s textual corpus and the figure of
Saraha utilizing equal parts of historical, philological and interpretive means, and
that through this focus the lives of the poem as they were continually reincarnated
through members of Buddhist traditions can be described in a manner that at once
elucidates both the specific elements of the poem itself, and the process of
religious literary transmission in general.

III. Dohas—The Songs of Saraha

From as early as the 7th century CE later North Indian Buddhism saw the
emergence of a poetic form of religious expression, songs in the late Middle
Indo-Aryan dialect of Apabhramsa, of various lengths and consisting primarily
of rhymed couplets, extolling the beauty and simplicity of tantric spiritual
experience and social practice. In time this genre came to be designtated doha the
name of the meter most frequently employed. From the 7th to the 12th centuries
these songs were performed, commented upon, and transmitted both orally and
through manuscripts. As a genre, these expressions of Buddhist persuasion share
affinities with Jain Apabhrarhsa works and Medieval Hindi songs of devotion.
Though several have come down to us in Apabhrarh$a, including works
attributed to Tilopa, Krsnicarya and Saraha, the largest collection of these
Buddhist songs is preserved in Tibetan translation,

The Dohakosa, or Treasury of Doha Verses, is one of a handful of these late
Indian Buddhist poetic works initially composed in the Apabhrarhsa dialect



between the 7th and the 11th centuries. Saraha, held to be the poem's creator, is
heralded by the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition as the paramount Indian
‘spiritual adept’ or siddha, and stands at the heart of a rich hagiographic corpus of
writings in which the stories told of him are as varied as the works attributed to
him. The origins of the work and the historical place of its author have been the
focus of scholarly study, debate and not a little uncertainty since 1907, at the time
of the first discovery of a Nepalese manuscript containing the poem itself and a
Sanskrit commentary thereon by the 11th century Indian scholar Advayavajra.
Since then several manuscripts of the work have been discovered in Nepal and
Tibet and edited, but research into the religious traditions which gave life to the
Dohakosa and its commentaries was sporadic for the remainder of the 20th
century, and to date no full-length study has been devoted to the rich body of
Apabhrarnsa, Sanskrit and Tibetan literature which constitutes our record of the
Dohakosa’s life and times.

Such works may be described as rhapsodies, or emotionally charged
expressions of spiritual experience whose formation is often piecemeal, owing
more to the tides of tradition than any single author. The Treasury of Doha Verses
is a gripping, often iconoclastic poetic song, and is intriguing not only by virtue
of its beautiful expression of a Buddhist vision of the relation between human
existence and ultimate reality, but also because it has come down to us in a state
of fantastic variegation, and has meant many things in many forms to those who
have been involved with it. From version to version lines are re-ordered,
omitted or expanded, vocabulary is changed, forming a constellation of variant
works with a shifting core. A number of works attributed to Saraha are either
called Dohakosa or have “Dohikosa” as part of the title. In the Tibetan tradition the
longest of these became known as the Dohakosa, and it is to this work in its
several versions that we will generally refer throughout. The Treasury of Doha






