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PREFACE

This dissertation explores the Tibetan Mahayana Buddhist meditation
tradition known as gCod (pronounced "Cho") or ’Cutting’, developed by the
eleventh century Tibetan woman yogini and philosopher, Machig Labdron.

This great scholar and yogini taught the special meditation and
philosophic system, gCod, in Tibet, where it was received at that time with

great enthusiasm on the part of lay and monastic Tibetans and even Indians.

Even today the gCod is among the greaiest treasures-which theTibetanrefugees
brought with them when fleeing Tibet after the Chinese invasion in 1959, and
is among the most popularly received Tibetan Buddhist teachings being taught
today.

Just as Machig Labdron’s name and fame spread throughout Tibet and
to all the different schools of Tibetan Buddhism, so too are her teachings and
stories of her outstanding lifestyle and deeds enjoying great popularity among
western and Tibetan scholars and contemporary students of Tibetan Buddhism.

A seemingly countless number of texts on the gCod practice have been
written and continue to be written by Tibetan scholars and followers of gCod,

and European scholars have shown great interest and curiosity about the gCod
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since the early days of Tibetology, if at first in a somewhat superficial and
faniastic way.

-~ Western scholars, especiaily in the past ten years, have shown a deeper
understanding of and interest in the gCod as a subject which deserves thorough
investigation. What is presented in this dissertation is only a small, but we
believe a relevanf and beneficial portion of primary resource material toward a
deeper understanding of the gCod tradition.

It has been our intention to gather information about the texts available

-on the gCod practice, in an attempt to explain the ritual itself and the meaning
it has for Tibetan scholars and practitioners, so that western scholars may have
a look at the ritual from the inside out, instead of from only the other way
around.

The gCod system is a union of both Sitra and Tantra, and as such a
multivalent approach to the subject has been necessary, for, as scholars such as
Edward Conze' have noted, tantric traditions have regularly been
misrepresented by Western scholars, whose purely philological approach to the

texts has proven unsatisfactory due to the highly symbolic and enigmatic style

'Edward Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, London, Allen and Unwin,
1962, p. 270. -
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of the material.

Therefore my research methods have been largely phenomenological, and
have involved both textual work and active fieldwork, including reading and
translating the Tibetan texts together with Tibetan scholars of the gCod
tradition; observing and recording gCod rituals performed in various contexts
and for various purposes, and consulting Tibetan scholars of gCod about both
thé oral tradition and the textual tradition regarding the gCod meditation system,
written by great Tibetan .;cholars.

Our purpose in undertaking this dissertation has been to find out what the
gCod system was meant to be when it was developed by Machig Labdron in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, and to determine if and how it has changed and
developed to the present time. As the subject is so vast and complex, and there
are literally hundreds of gCod texts available for study, we have focussed
primarily on a discussion of the gCod meditation ritual.

The ritual itself is imbued with rich symbolism, utilizes powerful imagery
and makes challenging demands on the meditator’s capacity for compassionate
love and wisdom. The meditator in a sense guides her/himself through the entire
meditation with singing, accompanying herself with the rhythmic patterns of the

damaru (a kind of drum similar to the Indian drum chang-te’u). All the



elements of the ritual performance have a particular significance -- the vo.iclzemis
said to be the expression of the yogini’s gift of the body, speech and mind.
The damaru makes the sound of the wisdom of the union of compassion and
emptiness, and the thighbone trumpet serves to remind the yogini of
impermarence and dependent arising. The meditation involves visualizing that
one’s own body is transformed into food and all desired objects for other beings
to enjoy. At the beginning of the ritual, the yogini sings a verse recalling the
Buddha’s previous lives as Bodhisattva, during which times he repeatedly gave
his life and services for the sake of pthe;sf __Th__e gCod yogiqi tries to follpw in 7
the example of the Buddha through the practice of the meditative ritual.

In an effort to come to a deeper understanding of this complex and
engaging ritual and of the gCod system as a whole, in Part Two we have
translated Machig’s text entitled The Eight Extrabrdinary Chapters, which was
selected for translation because it elucidates all the basic features and
requirements of the gCod practice. The Introduction preceding the translation
also gives a list of texts attributed to Machig that we have constructed based on
references found in several different Tibetan sources.

Part Two also contains a translation of Chapter Five of the famous text

referred to as the Namsha Chenmo, its full title being Phungpo gzan skyur gyi



rmam bshad gCod kyi don gsal which gives detailed commentary on the gCod
meditation, ascribed to Machig Labdron.

It has also been the aim of this dissertation to survey how the gCod has
developed through the centuries to contempofary times, and therefore in Part
Three translations of several more recent texts are presented in the
chronological order in which they were written.

1. the Commentary on the gCod by Tsongkhapa,

2. the manual for practice of the Ensapa Whispered Lineage by Panchen

Lobsang Chokyi Gyalstan

3. a concise recitation text by Thu’kwan Lobsang Chokyi Nyima

4. a one-page gCod text by Dharmabhadra

5. gCod offering (tshogs) text by Zong Rinpoche

In Part Three the translations themselves are prefaced by a section on the
lineages of the gCod tradition.

In the Introduction we have provided a brief overview of the system of
gCod, including:

1. Description of the gCod system in terms of iis name, historical
background and founder

2. The gCod philosophy and meditation system
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3. The prophesies about and birth of Machig Labdron

4. Her teachers, students, and family

5. The ritual itself, including the ritual objects, the place for the ritual,
the type of person to practice the ritual, and various results of the practice.

At this place, I would like to express my gratitude to the Venerable
Geshe Champa Lodro Rinpoche, originally of Sera Je Monastery and Gyumed
Tantra College, who resides in Switzerland and teaches the Sitra and Tantra
widely throughout Europe. He has generously shared his great knowledge of
the Sutras and Tantras, and of gCod, as well as his extensive collection of gCod
texts during my fieldwork in Switzerland, and allowed me to récord many
different gCod rituals.

I would like to thank my advisor the Venerable Professor Geshe Lhundup
Sopa Rinpoche for his constant encouragement and erudite scholarly advice, and
for enabling me to make an extended and timely visit to Los Angeles in 1983
where I was able to pursue indepth studies with the Venerable Zong Rinpoche.

I would also like to acknowledge my great debt of gratitude to the late
Venerable Zong Rinpoche of Ganden Shartse Monastery, a great Tibetan scholar
and master of gCod. Under his guidance and inspiration, I received my first

real glimpse into the gCod practice in 1980, in Zong Labrang of Ganden Shartse
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Monastery, in the Tibetan refugee settement in Mundgod, Karnataka State,
India. He recounted to me the basic fundamentals of gCod, told me m‘z.my lively
and colorful stories about gCod practitioners, allowed me to attend a
performance of a gCod ritual, gave me a copy of the famous recitation manual
sGyu Lus tshogs su ngo ba (Dedicating the Illusory Body as Offerings)' and
loaned me several other texts from his private collection. Again in 1983 during
his visit to USA I was able to record the various melodies and ways to play the
ritual instruments used in the gCod practice.

My thanks alsc to Lodro Tulku of the Tibet Insitute, Rikon, Switzerland,
who has been most helpful throughout the research period, offering valuable
assistance with historical issues and translation problems.

I am grateful to Venerable Geshe Tsultrim Gyaltsen and Thubten
Dhargye Ling in Los Angeles for graciously allowing me to spend time
interviewing and recording the Venerable master Zong Rinpoche during his stay
in California.

I would also like to thank the Fulbright Fellowship Committee and Title
VI, who supported my fieldwork during 1984-1985, the Tibet Institut, Rikon

Switzerland and Ms. Rosemarie Kung, for facilitating my opportunities for

'Phabongkha bde chen snying po, sgyu lus tshogs su sngo ba.
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research in Switzerland.

I am grateful to Dr. Martin Kalff, Zollikon, Switzerland, for his most
helpful comments and insights, and to all those friends and family who have
helped me in Switzerland and in the USA through private grants and support
needed to complete this work. I would like to especially thank my sister,
Susan, for her editing, proofreading, help with preparing the manuscript, and
above all her constant encouragement.

Finally, I would like to thank Dr. Peter Lindegger of Tibet Institut,
Rikon, Switzerland; Mrs. C. Gelpke, Mrs. V. Hackel, Mr. M. Kasper, Mrs.
D. Rich, Yvonne Rand, Mr. William Sterling and The Callipeplon Society for

their generous support of and interest in this work.
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1. Description of the gCod Tradition in terms of its Name,
Classification and Historical Background

1.1. The Definition of the name ’gCod’

The Mahayana Buddhist philosophic and meditation tradition known as
gCod, (pronounced cﬁé) or Cutting, (or gCod-yul, that which is to be cut) is
also wideiy referred to as the Zabmo bdud gyi gCod yul or the Profound (Path)
of Cutting the Demons, which refers to cutting off the demons of self-grasping,
i.e. one’s grasping to the erroneous conception of an inherently existent "I"
(bdag-'dzin) and one’s self-cherishing (rang gces ’dzin).

The gCod system is also referred to as spyod', meaning practice (also
pronounced chd) or spyod yul (that which is to be practiced), referring to the
practices of the Method and Wisdom in which a follower of the gCod tradiﬁon

engages to develop the two Bodhicittas (Conventional and Ultimate).’

'George Roerich, transl, The Blue Annals, by ’gos Lo tsa ba, New Delhi,
Motilal Banarsidas, rpt. 1971, p. 980.

*According to the Venerable Geshe Champa Lodro Rinpoche (public
discourse on the gCod Practice, Switzerland, 1990), the practice of gCod is the
means of increasing the two Bodhicittas.

Conventional Bodhicitta is the mind having has the aspiration to attain
Buddhahood for the purpose of all living beings, and for that purpose, engaging
in Giving and the other Perfections. At the time of the gCod, one trains in the
Conventional Bodhicitta by first generating the strong aspiration to attain
enlightenment for the sake of all living beings, and then, practices giving, by
means of giving one’s own body.



2
We find the practice referred to as spyod again under the name the Lam

Zab mo thabs shes kyi spyod yul, The Profound Path the Object of Practice
(spyod) of Method and Wisdom'.

Machig Labdron also refers to these two terms: gCod, (cutting) and
spyod, (practice) in The Uncommon Eight Chapters, when she states:

gang byung gi snang wa thad kar gCod ching

spyod pa chi thod thod du spyaddgos pas

"So whatever appearances arise, one should cut (gCod) them off directly
(giving up anything which is an obstacle to the Six Perfections) and should
practice the activities (spyodpa) which are meritorious (i.e. the Six
Perfections.)"?

The tradition is also known as the pha rol tu phyin pa’i bdud kyi gCod

The Ultimate Bodhicitta is the mind which meditates on the wisdom of
Emptiness of all phenomena and one’s conventional mind of Bodhicitta as
inseparable.

'See Geshe Lobsang Donden’s text Lam zab mo thabs shes kyi spyod yul
stan thog gcog tu len tshul ’khrid chog dgra las rmam par rGyal mtshan in
gCod tshogs, The Collected gCod Teachings of the dge-lugs-pa Tradition,
Dharmasala, Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 1976, pp. 191-251.

The Eight Extraordinary Chapters in gDams Ngag mDzod, ed. by Kon-
sprul blo-gros mtha’yas and newly ed. by Dingo Chhentse Rinpoche, 18
volumes, Paro:Bhutan, Lama Ngodrup and Sherap Drimey, vol. 14, p. 153.






