UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

The Tibetan Treasure Literature -- a Study of the Revelations of the Visionary

Master Mchog gyur bde chen gling pa (1829 — 1870)

by

Andreas Doctor

A THESIS

SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES

IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE

DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

DEPARTMENT OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES

CALGARY, ALBERTA

OCTOBER, 2003

© Andreas Doctor 2003



g

National Library
of Canada

Acquisitions and
Bibliographic Services

395 Wellington Street
Ottawa ON K1A ON4

Canada Canada

The author has granted a non-
exclusive licence allowing the
National Library of Canada to
reproduce, loan, distribute or sell
copies of this thesis in microform,
paper or electronic formats.

The author retains ownership of the
copyright in this thesis. Neither the
thesis nor substantial extracts from it
may be printed or otherwise
reproduced without the author's
permission.

Bibliotheque nationale
du Canada

Acquisisitons et
services bibliographiques

395, rue Wellington
Ottawa ON K1A ON4

Your file Votre référence
ISBN: 0-612-93510-8
Our file  Notre référence
ISBN: 0-612-93510-8

L'auteur a accordé une licence non
exclusive permettant a la

Bibliothéque nationale du Canada de
reproduire, préter, distribuer ou
vendre des copies de cette thése sous
la forme de microfiche/film, de
reproduction sur papier ou sur format
électronique.

L'auteur conserve la propriété du
droit d'auteur qui protége cette thése.
Ni la thése ni des extraits substantiels
de celle-ci ne doivent étre imprimés
ou aturement reproduits sans son
autorisation.

In compliance with the Canadian
Privacy Act some supporting
forms may have been removed
from this dissertation.

While these forms may be included
in the document page count,

their removal does not represent
any loss of content from the
dissertation.

[ Dot ]

Canada

Conformément a la loi canadienne
sur la protection de la vie privée,
quelques formulaires secondaires
ont été enlevés de ce manuscrit.

Bien que ces formulaires
aient inclus dans la pagination,
il n'y aura aucun contenu manquant.



Abstract

This thesis examines the revelatory tradition of “Treasures” (gter ma) found in to

the Ancient School (Rnying ma) of Tibetan Buddhism. It consists of four parts.

Part I surveys the genre of Treasure literature discussing central historical
and literary elements within this tradition. Following an analysis of the historical
development of Treasure identification and taxonomy the contested issue of authenticity
is addressed. Here Tibetan and Western studies addressing the legitimacy of the
Treasures, often viewed as the whole raison d’étre of Treasure revelation, are addressed
and evaluated. In concluding, an alternative approach to validation of Treasure literature,
rooted in the dynamics of the spiritual community, is proposed. Within this proposition
the views of the Tibetan philosopher Mi pham rgya mtsho (1846-1912) on Treasure

revelation are discussed and presented in translation.

Part II focuses on the life and revelatory activity of the nineteenth century
Treasure revealer (gter ston) Mchog gyur bde chen gling pa (1829-1870). First, an
introduction to biographical sources for Mchog gyur gling pa is provided followed by a
detailed survey of the historical circumstances for his Treasure revelations as well as their

content.

To illustrate central genres of Treasure literature Part III presents three
translations of texts from the Treasure tradition of Mchog gyur gling pa; each of which
represents a distinct genre of Treasure literature: the fundamental tantra (rtsa rgyud)

spoken by a buddha; the meditation ritual (las byang) adapted from the zantra to suit the

iii



ordinary practitioner; and the instruction (khrid) by a representative of the tradition

outlining the practical application of the ritual.

Finally, part IV provides new editions of all Tibetan texts presented in translation.
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Part I: Discoveries from the Timeless Realm - The Tibetan Treasure

Tradition



Introduction

In the Ancient School (Rnying ma) of Tibetan Buddhism we find a transmission
of Buddhist teaching known as the “Treasure tradition” (gter lugs), a religious system

that only in recent years has come to the attention of the modern academy.! This tradition

! Although the Treasure tradition for long was of marginal interest to Western scholars the last two decades
has witnessed a significant increase in works on this tradition. The first major study in English was
Dargyay 1979 who researched the rise and development of the Ancient School based on late nineteenth and
twentieth century Tibetan historical surveys (‘Jam mgon 1976b; Bdud ‘joms 1996, transl. Dudjom 1991).
Gyatso has been the most prolific writer on the Treasure tradition and has published a series of books and
articles on a wide range of historical and hermeneutical topics related to the Treasures (1981; 1986; 1992;
1993; 1994; 1996; 1998; 1999; 2000; n.d.). Thondup has translated a recent survey of the Treasures by Rdo
grub chen bstan pa’i nyi ma (1865-1926) (1986), contributed his own findings regarding transmission and
authenticity (1990), and written on the spiritual tradition stemming from the master ‘Jigs med gling pa
(1729-1798) (1996). This tradition has also been studied by Goodman on several occasions (1983; 1992).
Other recent major contributions are Aris 1989 (a critical study of the Treasure revealer Padma gling pa
(1450-1521)); Schwieger 1990 (a study of the Rin chen gter mdzod Treasure collection); Mayer 1996: 70-
90 (describing the Indian philosophical background for the Tibetan Treasure system); Germano 1998 (an
anthropological study of contemporary Treasure revelation in Tibet); Kapstein 2000 (a discussion of
authenticity regarding the Treasures); and Martin 2001 (a study of bon Treasures with much relevance for
the Buddhist Treasure tradition). See also Doctor 2002 for a catalogue of the revelations of Mchog gyur
gling pa. In addition to these sources, several translations of Treasure literature have been published (e.g.
Douglas 1978; Schmidt 1989; Tsogyal 1999). For lists of major Tibetan surveys on the Treasure tradition
see Gyatso 1994: 284, no. 10; and 1996: 161, no. 2. It should be noted that the Tibetan bor religion
likewise contains a transmission of Treasure that in many ways is similar to the Treasure revelations of the
Ancient School. This study, however, focuses exclusively on this latter system. For an excellent survey of

the bon Treasure system see Martin 2001.



propagates the reverence of religious material known as “Treasure” (gter ma), blessed
words and objects, that, it is claimed, originate in the enlightened intent of buddhas and
bodhisattvas. On a broader map, the Treasures belong to a tripartite system of scriptural
and oral transmission defined by the Ancient School as the “three great transmissions”
(babs so chen po gsum) consisting of the “long lineage of Transmitted Precepts” (ring
brgyud bka’ ma), the “short lineage of Treasure” (nye brgyud gter ma), and the “profound
Pure Vision Teachings” (zab mo dag snang).’ According to the Ancient School, the
Treasures are most often spiritual instructions concealed by enlightened beings for the
purpose of discovery at a later predestined time when their message will invigorate the
Buddhist teaching and deepen spiritual understanding.® Central to this process is the
figure of the Treasure revealer (gfer ston) - the person who acts as a medium for the re-

emergence of this inspired material into the human world.* Beginning in the eleventh

2 The borders between these three systems are often fluid. For example, ‘Jam mgon kong sprul 1976: 650
explains that several of Mchog gyur gling pa’s (1829-1870) Treasures are better considered Transmitted
Precepts due to the nature of their content. See also Gyatso 1992: 98; Chokling 2001: 6, 9.

3 Although the Treasures predominantly consist of spiritual teachings a wide variety of other kinds of
Treasure exist, such as various ritual objects, precious stones, gold etc. This manifold nature of the
Treasures will be returned to below. See also Gyatso 1994; 1998: 161, no. 1.

4 The richest source for biographical information on the Treasure revealers is ‘Jam mgon kong sprul’s vast
hagiographical survey of the main actors in the Treasure tradition covering the majority of important
Treasure revealers from the tenth to the nineteenth century (‘Jam mgon 1976b). The most comprehensive
biographical study of Treasure revealers available in English is Dudjom 1991 listing biographical data of
several important Treasure revealers. Other studies in English discuss the following revealers: Thang stong
rgyal po (1361-1485) (Gyatso 1981); ‘Jigs med gling pa (Gyatso 1998); Padma gling pa (Harding 2003;

Aris 1989); and Mchog gyur gling pa (Tobgyal 1988).



century and continuing up to the present, the Ancient School identifies a large number of
Treasure revealers and grants authoritative status to their discoveries.” The idea that
religious truth lies concealed within the world of phenomena awaiting discovery by
spiritually gifted people is by no means a concept exclusive to the Ancient School nor
Tibetan Buddhism as a whole. Throughout Buddhist literature there are numerous
descriptions of teachings being inherently present in the phenomenal world ready to be
perceived by individuals in possession of inspired consciousness. Accordingly, spiritual
revelations have surfaced on numerous occasions throughout the course of Buddhist
history.6 Where the Ancient School is unique, at least in the Tibetan context, is therefore
not in its acceptance of revealed truth but rather in its institutionalization of such spiritual
discovery and its ability to maintain a continued revelatory output.” Considering the
fluidity of the Buddhist canons in India and the central role of scriptural production and
revelation in the religious life of medieval Indian Buddhism where the Mahayana and
Vajrayana traditions continuously accommodated, accepted, and authenticated inspired
revelation as the genuine voice of the buddha(s) (Davidson 1990; 2002a), it is
paradoxical that the Tibetans, in their attempt to adopt and preserve the Indian Buddhist

traditions, would abandon this approach to revelation and give rise to an essentially non-

5 Most traditional accounts date Sangs rgyas bla ma (considered the first revealer) to the eleventh century.
Prats 1979: 256 places him in the late tenth century but his dates remain uncertain (Schwieger 1990: XXIX,
no. 14).

¢ Commentaries on the Treasure tradition have often pointed to this fact in reply to criticism. See also
Gyatso 1994: 277; Mayer 1996: 75-82; and Kapstein 2000.

7 To this day the Treasure tradition continues to reveal religious matter. For accounts of such contemporary

Treasure revealers see Germano 1998 and Hanna 1994.



Mahayanic notion of a closed canon.® Still, based on this concept the Treasure tradition
has, since its early days, found itself at the center of disputes of authenticity, defending
the validity of its scriptures against the criticism of skeptics. We shall return to this
discussion below but first some basic philosophical and taxonomical designations of the
Treasure system and their implications on the hermeneutics of validation must be
addressed. The Treasure tradition is vast and intricate in terms of both historical and
literary development and many features still await a thorough study. The present work
seeks to address merely a few of these elements. First the complexity of clearly defining
the Treasures will be analyzed followed by a discussion of the major themes involved in
the polemical literature on Treasure revelation. Here it will be argued that important
aspects of Treasure hermeneutics previously have been ignored resulting in a
predominantly stagnant and unimaginative eristical dialogue. Finally, an alternative
means of Treasure validation, based on the religious intuition of a devotional community,
will be proposed. It will be argued that this approach can be found, albeit in somewhat
embryonic form, in a writing of the famed scholar of the Ancient School Mi pham rgya
mtsho (1846-1912). Finally, to highlight this important work, a complete translation of
Mi pham’s text will be presented. First, however, let us turn to the delicate task of

defining the Treasures.

8 For an insightful study of this development see Davidson 2002a who suggests that the Tibetan attempt to

establish a closed canon was a product of Chinese influence.



Defining Treasures

Although there are numerous systems of Treasure classification according to
content, nature, manner of concealment etc., the Tibetan Treasures all share the claim that
they were concealed during the golden ages of the G.yar lung dynasty (seventh to ninth
centuries C.E.) by enlightened Buddhist masters who considered the needs and
inclinations of future followers. During this period Buddhism entered Tibet and became
the state religion through the sponsorship of the so-called ‘religious kings’ (chos rgyal)
who embraced Buddhism and supported its spread.’ This was also a time when Tibet
enjoyed considerable prosperity and political fortune on the international scene. At the
height of its glory, during the reign of the king Srong btsan sgam po (re. 618-641; d.
649), the Tibetan empire had expanded greatly and traced its southern border along the
Ganges river in the Indian plains. To the ecast large parts of China had been conquered
and Tibet had emerged as one of the dominant powers of the region. It is therefore
understandable that a number of Tibetan historians later would look to this period as the

epitome of Tibetan greatness -- political as well as religious.'® As Tibet converted to

% In general this period of Tibetan history is obscure. Traditional Tibetan accounts of this period are in large
part founded on later Treasure scriptures (e.g. Nyang ral 1976; U rgyan gling pa 1996; transl. Tsogyal
1999; Douglas 1978). However, these accounts are religious epics rather than historical annals and their
value as historical testimony is limited. This has prompted modern historians to challenge some of the
claims made in these epics and the subsequent annals founded on this material in a number of areas such as
the role of the Indian master Padmasambhava (Wangdu 2000; Germano 2002), the influence of Chinese
Buddhism during this period (Dargyay 1979; Lai 1983; Kapstein 2000), and the reign of the Tibetan king
Glang dar ma (Martin 2001) to name a few.

19 For example dPa’ bo 1986 and Bdud ’joms 1967. For an earlier, alternative account see Wangdu 2000.



Buddhism, a considerable part of the wealth acquired from victory in warfare was
reinvested into the task of propagating Buddhist thought and culture. The later legends
that arose from the revealed Treasure literature focus on the Indian esoteric master
Padmasambhava (eighth/ninth century C.E.) and his role in the conversion process. In
these texts we are told that, having been invited to Tibet in order to pacify demonic
obstacles in the construction of Bsam yas, Tibet’s first monastery, Padmasambhava
stayed on and assumed the leading role in transmitting the tantric tradition to Tibet."
Although later Tibetan accounts attribute Padmasambhava with a central and all-
important role in the conversion of Tibet, little historical data exists to verify these
claims.'? At any rate, over time, the followers of the Ancient School reveal a vast amount

of Treasure texts centering on the role of Padmasambhava whereby his status and

" The two primary Treasure hagiographies of Padmasambhava are the Padma bka’ thang (U rgyan 1996,
transl. Douglas 1978) revealed by U rgyan gling pa (1323 -?) and the Guru'i rnam thar zangs gling ma
revealed by Nyang ral nyi ma ‘od zer (1124-1192) (Nyang ral 1976, transl. Tsogyal 1999). Tsogyal 1999
contains a bibliography of Padmasambhava hagiographies prepared by Erik Schmidt. See also Blondeau
1980. Treasure literature speaks of the concealment of large numbers of hagiographies on Padmasambhava,
such as ten thousand nine hundred mentioned in the Padma bka’ thang (Blondeau 1980: 45), or nineteen
hundred, mentioned by the fifteenth Karma pa Mkha’ khyab rdo rje (1871-1922) (Mkha’ khyab 1981b:
330).

12 The lack of historical data from this period makes it difficult to determine the actual impact of
Padmasambhava. As Dargyay 1979: 31-59 points out there are no historical sources that verify later
Tibetan accounts of the all-important role of Padmasambhava in the conversion of Tibet, particularly with
regard to his role in the transmission of the Great Perfection teachings (rdzogs chen). However, since the
discovery of a Dun Huang scripture mentioning Padmasambhava by name, his presence in Tibet is no

longer doubted (Bischoff 1971; Mayer 1994). See also Germano 2002; Wangdu 2000.



importance retro-actively becomes embedded in a narrative that obtains a significant role
within the devotional community of the Ancient School. In this literature
Padmasambhava is described as the main author and concealer of the Treasures." It is
recounted how he taught a small group of students at the court of the Tibetan king Khri
srong lde’u btsan (ca. 740-798), subsequently concealed a great number of these
teachings, and prophetically declared that they would be discovered in the future by
reincarnations of these very students. The future Treasure revealers would then propagate
Padmasambhava’s teachings to audiences whose karmic needs and propensities would
call for such instructions. In addition to this soteriological purpose, the nature of the
Treasures, on a more mundane level, also appeal to a basic human fondness for novelty
which undoubtedly contributed to their success and popularity with the followers of the
Ancient School. Still, while the Treasures appeal in their recency, they ironically also
possess a concomitant attraction to Tibetans by linking the present “dark age” to the

celebrated past where Buddhism was introduced and the empire was at its peak."

13 He is, however, not the only master attributed with concealment of Treasures. Gyatso 1993: 98 (citing
Dpa’ bo gtsug lag ‘phreng ba 1986) presents the following list: Ye shes tsho rgyal, Khri srong lde btsan,
Mu tig btsan po, Snubs nam mkha’ snying po, Snyags jiianakumara, Vairocana, Sna nam Bdud ‘joms, and
Snubs sangs rgyas ye shes. Ratna gling pa 1977: 54 presents a list that additionally includes: Vimalamitra,
Sangs rgyas ye shes, rGyal ba mchog dbyangs, ‘Brog mi dpal gyi ye shes, Glang dpal seng, and Nyang ting
‘dzin bzang po. In addition, ‘Jam mgon kong sprul describes the Bka’ brgyud master Sgam po pa bsod
nams rin chen (1079-1153) and his student Skyes bu ye shes rdo rje (twelfth century) concealing Treasures
that later were revealed by Dung mtsho ras pa the elder (twelfth/thirteenth century) (‘Jam mgon 1976, vol.
1: 515.6).

' For a discussion of this point see Gyatso 1986; 1993.



As Treasure revelation in Tibet dates back approximately one thousand years it is
not surprising to observe significant changes to the tradition over this period. Recently, a
series of influential western studies have focused on the works of late Tibetan exegetics,
such as ‘Jam mgon kong sprul (1976b), Rdo grub chen bstan pa’i nyi ma (1975), and
Bdud ’joms ye shes rdo rje (1996), who view the tradition through the syncretic lenses of
posterity where historical developments on occasion are left out in consideration of

> Due to the prominent position in contemporary Tibetan

clarity and eclecticism.
religious circles occupied by these late exemplars of Treasure ideology they have at times
become portrayed as normative for the Treasure tradition at large or, when discrepancies
are found, as authoritative.'® Although the validity of this methodological choice can be
argued in reference to the influence of these works on contemporary Tibetan religion

there are a number of historical details to be discovered only outside of these later

sources.”

The transmission of the Treasures is traditionally described in terms of six events,
or stages, whereby the teaching moves from its original formulator in a dharmakaya
realm to the devotee in the present. Among these six stages, the three primary events are
the well-known transmissions of tantric material according to the teachings of the

Ancient School, namely, 1) “the realization lineage of the conqueror” (rgyal ba'i dgongs

15 Studies drawing on these sources are Dargyay 1979; Gyatso 1986; 1993; Thondup 1986.
16 E.g. Gyatso 1992: 97; 1996: 148.
'7 The decisions to include and omit material in the recent works do of course also reflect the particular

positions and religious affiliations of their authors. Thus, to name just one example, we find the well-






