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Preface

Thang-stong rGyal-po was a Buddhist yogin and visionary of
14th to 15th century Tibet. The systems of thought and practice
attributed to him were preserved by his followers, the 1lCag-zam ('Iron
Bridge') lineage, and are presently transmitted by a number of the
Tibetan Buddhist sects. Thang-stong is also a celebrated culturc
hero known especially as the builder of iron chain suspension bridges.
His image has become the symbol of long life and good luck, and he is
also held as the patron saint of the Tibetan drama tradition.

The Buddhist traditions of Thang~stong, said to have originated
in his yogic and revelatory experiences, are representative of a
visionary movement in Tibet distinct from the mainstream exegetical
traditions that held canonical Indian Buddhism as the primary referent.
Whereas the exegetes were concerned with explicating the meaning of
the classical scriptures, the visionaries actively drew on meditative
and revelatory realizations to produce new materials, new canonical
texts, and new doctrines. The visionary movement gathered impetus in
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the 12th century s traditional source of canonical material,
Indian Buddhism, was quickly disappearing. Revelation provided a mode

of creative input into what was becoming a static and institutionalized
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religion. The visionary systems, most closely related to the Buddhist
tantras, assimilated the themes, iconographical figures, and settings
of the canonical texts, but presented new versions of these elements,
accompanied sometimes by unique doctrinal or philosophical overtones.
When accepted as authoritative, the visionary texts themselves became
cancnized cores for commentarial and ritual cycles.

The introduction of new scriptural material had been occurring
within Buddhism almost since its beginning. Concomitant to such in-
novation was the need to offer theoretical justifications to establish
the material's authenticity within the Buddhist context. The Tibetan
visionary movement is of particular interest in that it developed
explicit systematizations and doctrinal structures to accomodate this
phenomena, and in many ways represented a flowering of a trend which
had begun centuries earlier in India. Though often expressed in meta-
phorical or mythic language, the Tibetan understanding and analysis of
the vision offers new insights into the nature of transic experience,

inspiration, and the communication of thought in Buddhism.

The present study consists of an analysis of the traditions
of Thang-stong in relation to the themes of Tibetan visionary Buddhism.
Qur primary questions concern the patterns of transmission of the
revelatory material in literary form, the ways in which the legitimacy
of these traditions was established, and the sources within Tibetan
Buddhism from which the icons and doctrines of Thang-stong's visions
were drawn. We have divided the study into two parts: an examination
of the religious, historical and cultural contexts in which Thang-

stong's Buddhist career occurred; and a survey of the visionary
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systems that are attributed to him.

The extant traditions of Thang-stong have not previously been
ccmpiled, in either Western or Tibetan works. In the Introduction
the materials for the study of Thang-~stong and his visionary systems
are reviewed, and the format in which the primary sources will be
described throughout this paper is established. A full list of these
sources is also compiled in the first of the bibliographies, which
serves as a reference for the abbreviations that we have adopted for
each of the primary texts.

Part One starts with a brief survey of Thang-stong's histcorical
period, in which we attempt to place him in political and social per-
spective. In Chapter 2 a summary of the biographical accounts is pre-
sented, following the chronology of the most detailed biography, B-1.
Chapter 3 provides the basis for the interpretation of the biographical
accounts, and simultaneously establishes the framework for the critical
investigation of the visionary systems in Part Two. We discuss the
visionary movement's origins in India and Tibet, its major theoretical
premises, the various types of revelation defined by the tradition,
the literary genres in which the revelatory material was presented,
and the relations and affiliations of the visionary systems to other
Buddhist sources.

Part Two begins with Chapter 4, where each of the extant
visionary traditions of Thang-~stong are considered in detail. The

'Gro don mkha' khyab ma system of Avalokitedvara meditation, his most

accessible and commentated tradition, is examined in depth with regard
to the history of the Avalockiteévara cult as a whole, and the specific

innovations of Thang-stong's work. The other systems are treated to
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a somewhat briefer degree, with emphasis on the exigent issues related
to the central vision and the codification of the literary tradition.

In Chapter 5 we review the recently formulated Grub thob thugs tig,

a complex doctrinal and meditative system that claims to be based on
the visionary inspiration of Thang~stong rGyal-po. This group of
texts affords a look at the revival of the Tibetan visionary movement
in the 19th century, when the cryptic materials of previous periods
were elaborated and developed into a voluminous literary tradition.
Of the two main classes of Tibetan visionary Buddhism, the
systems of Thang-stong discussed in Chapter 4 consist almost exclu-
sively of the Pure Vision type. Though texts of the Discovered
Treasure class are attributed to Thang-stong in his biographies and
elsewhere, none seem to be extant. We have, however, listed the

references to the Discovered Treasures of Thang-stong in an appendix.

This project was undertaken with the intention of contributing
to tiie study of an important area of Tibetan Buddhist thought that
has received little attention in Western scholarship. In general,
knowledge of the development of Buddhism in Tibet can be said to
lag behind that concerning most other parts of Buddhist Asia. Al-
though the literature constituting the Tibetan canon which directly
translates Indic Buddhism has been utilized and catalogued by
scholars of this century, a major gap remains in the area of in-
digenous Tibetan Buddhist literature. As may be evidenced by the
numerous volumes currently appearing in United States libraries under
the Library of Congress PL 480 program, there is a substantial quan-

tity of native Tibetan literature both in the form of single works
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and large encyclopedic collectioils, touching on all areas of Buddhist
thought. However, only a few of these sources have been studied, al-
though a recent generation of scholars here and abroad have begun to
rectify the situation to some degree. One of the major difficulties
is the dearth of subject catalogues and adequate overall surveys of
Tibetan Buddhism. This gap may in turn be attributed partly to the
fact that so much of the material deals with tantric subjects that
remain largely unexplored in Buddhology as a whole. Thus an initial
delineation of the relevant doctrines, issues, and course of develop-
ment of the major schools seems presently to be essential for the
generation of useful cataloguing systems that would lead to a general
survey of the literature and to detailed research. It is with this
situation in mind that a study of visionary Buddhism has been attempted,
in the hopes that the description and analysis of a particular traditicn
might provide a window on the crucial issues for the understanding of

other similar traditions.

The choice of the traditions of Thang-stong as the representa-
tive example of Tibetan visionary Buddhism is a result of a fortuitous
meeting in India in 1974 with Ri-ked Grub-thob Rinpoche, the current
lineage holder of the lCag-zam sect. His informed presentation of the
significance cf Thang-stong's work must be cited as the primary inspi-
ration for this study. I am also indebted to the thoughtful guidance
of Professor Lewis Lancaster of the Group in Buddhist Studies at the
University of California at Berkeley, who through his emphasis on the
development of Buddhist thought as a whole consistently directed my

attention to the brcad issues implicit in this material.
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Introduction: Sources

Despite Thang-stong rGyal-po's considerable fame in the Tibetan
Buddhist world, there have been few references to him or his 1lCags-zam
sect in Western studies. Most of the notices have been concerned with
his cultural importance and have given little indication of the literary
gsources for the study of this figure. Recently, data for an historical
placement of Thang-stong has been introduced by several scholars, but
the preseﬁt study is the first to deal with his visionary systems and
their position in Tibetan Buddhism.

Thang-stong as bridge builder was known in the West at least by
1783 from the travels of Samuel Turner in Bhutan.1 The narrative of
the Bogle and Manning mission to Tibet by Clements Markham reported
on the bridge at Chuka.2 Brief references can also be found in the
works of L. Austine Waddell.3 Sarat Chandra Das mentioned the main
monasteries of Thang-stong's followers which he visited at the turn of
this centurv, these remarks being an early reference to such estak!ish-
ments in modexrn times.

In his extensive survey of Tibetan literature, Guiseppi Tucci
described the long biography of Thang-stong in some detail.5 Tucci
seems to have been the first Western scholar to have made a study of
Thang-stong using primary sources, although we find that his failure
to address the premises of the Tibetan visionary movement hampered
his interpretation of this material.6

The translation of the dBus gtsang gi gnas tren rags rim gyi




mtshan byang introduced a useful review of monasteries, monuments,
and the practice of Buddhism in Central Til:et, including information
on the building activities of Thang—stong./ in additien, the trans-

lation of parts of the 'Dzam gling rgyas bshad, which opened up the

study of Tibetan religious geography, notes Thang-stong's major
monasteries and other structures.8 Thang-stong is also mentioned

in several of the works of R. A. Stein, who recounts his legacy as
bridge builder, "tamer of aborigines," founder of sDe-dge Monastery,
and patron of the Tibetan theater (a-che lha—mo).9 Stein summarizes
the legend connecting Thang-stong to the theater, but neglects to
mention his sources. This omission is unfortunate as literaiy coi—
roboration of Thang-stong's role in the dramatic tr;ditions seems

to be nonexistent. A briefer discussion of Thang-stong as culture
hero also occurs in Snellgrove and Richardson's survey of Tibetan
cultural history.lo Gene Smith refers to Thang~stong as "the master
of Siddha,"11 or "the Mahdgiddha who needs little introduction to

. . - . i2 . .
those interested in Mah3ydna Buddhism." This use of the tantric

Buddhist terms Siddha and Mah#siddha (grub-thob chen~po, lit. 'Great

Accomplished One') reflects their traditional usage as epithets of
Thang-stong in his biography and elsewhere. Smith was one of the
first to report on the varying claims for Thang-stong's dates, al-

though different conclusions have been reached recently.13

In the voluminous Science and Civilization in China, Thang-stong
is given due credit for his bridges, one of which is analyzed in terms
. 14 " . .
of vhysical structure. Neednam points out that although many iron
bridges have been reported in Tibet and Bliutan, a systematic study

has yet to be attempted. Also to be mentioned in this context is a



3
a study on bridges which details the history and structure of several
of Thang-stong's works in Bhutan, based on photographs and informa-
. . . 15
tion supplied by Monica von Schulthess.
More recently, a religio-historical account of the Treasure

discoverers has been presernted in The Rise of Esoteric Buddhism in

Ej£§§316'ruﬂudﬁng a translation of a short biography of Thang-stong
from bDud-'joms Rinpoche’s history of the rNying—ma—pasl7 which is
in turn based on an earlier biographical sketch edited by Kong—sprul.18
Although Dargyay's survey of visionary Buddhism is wanting in a number
of respects,19 this study addresses some of the issues concerning the
0l1ld Tantras, in addition to introducing Thang-stong's role in the
rNying-ma sect.

A noteworthy but unpublished study by John Ardussi deals with
several of the Tibetan myths concerning Thang-stong, and contributes
insights on the debate over the Siddha's dates.20 Michael Aris's
excellent historical survey of Bhutan inclues a chapter on Thang-stong
and describes a generally unknown biography of him which may be the
prototype for the long biography used in the present study.21 Finally
to be mentioned is a Master's thesis by Cyrus Stearns on Thang-stong
rGyal—po22 which deals with the dating problem in some depth, and
presents translations of the poems and songs from Thang-stong's

biographies.

Turning to native Tibetan surveys of history and religion,
we find that Thang-stong's role as a spiritual figure i stressed
more than his cultural contributions. However, conceptions of his

position within Tibetan Buddhism vary widely. This is to be



attributed to Thang-stong's eclecticism, and the fact that his
different religious systems pertain to different sects. The remarks
of a particular Tibetan writer reflect his own background and predi-
lectiuns. For example, the dGe-lugs—-pas were the least comfortable
with the visionary Buddhism Thang-stong propagated, and the least
apt to know of its history in detail. Thus the dGe-lugs—~pa scholar
Sum-pa mKhan-po, who presents a chronological list of the major
events in Tibetan religious history, identifies Thang-stong as a
doctor (sman—pa).23 Sum~pa's student Thu'u-bkwan Blo-bzang Chos-nyi
mentions Thang-~stong's Shangs-pa affiliation, stating that he spread
the Shangs teachings among the lCags-—zam lineage.24 At the other
end of the spectrum, a major history of the ¥rNying-ma school notes

only Thang-stong's role as Treasure discoverer of the 'Chi med dpal

ster cycle.25

It might be relevant to note here a few of the reasons why
general information on Thang-stong is fragmentary. The first is the
overriding esoteric nature of his brand of Buddhism. The "secret
teachings” of Tibetan Buddhism are largely transmitted orally, and
literary documentation of such teachings that does exist tends to be
practical in nature. The meditation manual for the initiated prac-
titioner is generally not written with academic posterity in mind;
rather it is a genre of literature that consistently leaves aside
historical detail and objective analysis, thus contributing to the
mystical aura surrounding its origins. The visionary nature of
Thang-stong's work and career make for special interpretative problems
which will be addressed throughout this dissertation and especially

in Chapter 3 below. These issues apply not only to a study of the
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traditicn of Thang-stong, but also to that of many other visionaries
and yogis, especially of the rNying-ma school. Thang-stong's legacy
is however a salient example of the esoteric trend in that his cur-
rently known corpus of literature is without even a single work on
general Mah8ydna philosophy or practice.

Another factor is that Thang-ston¢'s followers never developed
a sect with political or temporal power. Although several monasteries
are known to have been established by Thang-stong, it is still ques-
tionable whether the lCags—-zam lineage can be considered a sect in its
own right. In such cases of Tibetan Buddhism where formal establish-
ment is absent, the preservation and advancement of its teachings is
left to the abilities of the "lineage holder" and initiated practitioner.
Thus, when the lineage weakens at any point, the tradition may be lost,
since institutional structures to ensure the transmission are lacking.
This evidently was the case for several of Thang-stong's traditions,

although some of the lines were revitalized in the eclectic movement

of the 19th century.

The literature originating directly in Thang-stong's own
lCags—zam lineages is the most detailed and extensive source of infor-
mation on this figure. 1In the course of our discussions of the back-
ground and content of his religious thought in the following chapters,
we have listed all of the currently available materials, with the

exception of the individual titles in the gSandg spyod snyan brgyud.

Notwithstanding a promised collection of his works (gsung-'bum) which
2 . . . .
is yet to be completed, 6 this dissertation presents the first exhaus-

tive compilation of this literature. Thang-stong's various visionary



systems are for the most part completely independent of each other
and have been preserved by separate schools. However, many of his
major traditions are to be found in the relatively recent collections
of Tibetan literature. Where possible we have also identified the
titles of those systems which can be shown to have existed at some
point in the past.

The format we have adopted for the description of the primary
bibliographical materials lists each text's title, author, most recent
edition, and a brief summary of contents with page references for
major topics. The publication information for the collections cited
and for the individual manuscripts is to be found in the bibliographies
at the end of this work. A letter and number abbreviation has been
assigned to each text and sub-text, to be used in the discussions fol-
lowing. A title in parenthesis indicates that it is not found on the
front page but is included in either an introductory statement or the
colophon to the text. A part of a name in parenthesis shows that it
is a descriptive title or epithet. We have reproduced the lineage
lists of the text's transmission, in order to facilitate further
historical study. Information from the colophon has been summarized

or translated in full whan relevant to the discussion.

The literature directly concerned with the tradition of Thang-
stong may be divided into two groups: . that describing his religious
traditions, which will be the subject of Part Two of this disserta-
tion; and the biographies of Thang-stong, which will be listed
briefly below. The content of the biographical accounts is summar-

ized in Chapter 2.






