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Abstract

This dissertation records and analyses the Tibetan cultural discourses and social practices
relating to the Himalayan peak called Dag-pa Shel-ri, or 'Pure Crystal Mountain'. The
mountain and its environs constitute the borderland district of Tsa-ri in South-eastern
Tibet. The area has long been of ritual importance to Tibetan-speaking peoples as a site
of local mountain deity worship, Tantric practice and popular pilgrimages. This work
gives the first comprehensive Westem account of pre-1959 Tibetan life at Tsa-ri using an
ethnohistorical method which makes extensive use of Tibetan oral and written sources.

Chapter one discusses theoretical and methodological issues concerning this research in
particular, and the study of Tibetan pilgrimage rituals in general. It concludes that closer
attention needs to be paid to emic categories of place, person and substance in research
on certain types of Tibetan practices and beliefs.

Chapter two surveys the main Tibetan representational systems which contextualize Pure
Crystal Mountain cosmologically and geographically, and which are used in the definition
and ordering of space and place at the site.

Chapter three contains translations of oral and written 'narrative map' texts. These are
discussed in terms of how Tibetans construct their historical consciousness of the area

and interpret and navigate its landscape.

Chapter four introduces the mountain as an historically important site for Tibetan Tantra
and gives an account of Tantric Buddhist ritual life there in the 1950s.

Chapter five describes three popular annual pilgrimages which took place on the upper
slopes of the mountain during the 1950s.

Chapter six gives a detailed account of the large, twelve-yearly Tsa-ri rong-skor procession
and the associated klo-rdzong ceremony based on Tibetan reports of the last two stagings
of these events in 1944 and 1956.

Chapter éeven analyses the historical origins and cultural and social significance of the
Tsa-ri rong-skor procession and klo-rdzong ceremony in pre-1959 Tibet.

Chapter eight describes the local ecology and economy of the inhabitants of Tsa-ri
district in the 1950s. It shows how representations of person and place at Tsa-ri were

linked to the practice of a unique form of pre-1959 Tibetan life there.

An appendix contains Tibetan oral texts used in this study.
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Preface

Many Tibetans, both past and present, have regarded a South-eastern Himalayan peak called
Pure Crystal Mountain as one of the greatest natural power places in their environment. Over
the centuries this mountain has continued to attract large numbers of visitors from all parts of
the Tibetan-speaking world. Its renown was such that it became the focus for the largest
known Buddhist ritual processions in the Grand Himalayan chain. Owing to the beliefs
about it a unique form of Tibetan domestic life-style was practised by those who dwelt in its
environs. However, apart from some short descriptions by earlier explorers and travellers,
and a few very brief studies by scholars of Tibet, this place and the life-stories of those who
visited it and lived there have remained virtually unknown in the West. My research aims to
give a comprehensive account of Pure Crystal Mountain and the various ways Tibetan
people have conceived of the place and formed a relationship with its environment. But, in so
doing, my work offers more than just an ethnological description. It both elaborates, and
provides an example of, a new analytical framework for the study of important aspects of
Tibetan cultural life, in particular the ritual relationship between persons and places and also
the common practice of pilgrimage.

As [ review my endeavours and write these final words just before submitting my dissertation
for examination, a line from a song by Leonard Cohen comes to mind, "I came so far for
beauty, I left so much behind." I have not found beauty in my work yet, and perhaps never
will, but the view it now affords me is much richer than when I started. I have left behind
many earlier ideas about Tibetan life, and also ways of working to try and understand it,
which now seem outmoded to me. As a scholar I welcome these changes, and in many
respects I had predicted they would occur before getting deeply involved in this research. But
my personal life has also been altered by this project in ways that I never anticipated, and
which continue to challenge me. None of my transformations has yet reached a significant
conclusion, and at this point I comfort myself (thanks to Luzia) with the maxim that process
is just as important as product.

Although I have enjoyed excellent support from my institution, and from all my colleagues,
family and friends while working on this dissertation, due to lack of on-going funding, and
to personal pressures, I am obliged to present it here as an incomplete work in progress. I
particularly regret not being able to include in it a collection of hand-drawn Tibetan maps,
various oral texts, and photographic material relating to the topic. More field work needs to
be undertaken to confirm and expand on aspects of both my own thinking and the Tibetan
ethnohistorical materials found in the present work. I remain determined to continue this
research. In the German tongue it is said "Kleine Ursachen, grosse Wirkung", and bearing
this in mind I hope that what you read here will be expanded and refined for publication
before too many more years pass by.

My research ‘performance’ benefitted from the inspiration, collaboration and assistance
generously offered to me by many people around the world. They range from my intimate
companions at home through to anonymous pilgrims I met on the back of Chinese army
trucks as I hitch-hiked in rural Tibet. While I wish to thank them all, the entire cast is far too
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large to mention. There are a few I cannot fail to acknowledge here, as I would not have gone
very far without them. To Chikchar Umdze Sherab Gyatso of Darjeeling I extend my deep
gratitude and admiration. Not only is Umdze-la one of the finest people I have ever met, but
also his knowledge of Tsa-ri is second to none. He openly transmitted it to me without
prejudice. As a researcher who is just as interested in the beliefs and views of ordinary lay
Tibetans as those of lamas and clerics, I was concemed at the beginning that he was giving
me the view 'from the top down'. My other work with lay informants in India, Nepal, Bhutan
and Tibet showed me that in almost all cases of thinking this I was wrong. Working together
with him I leamt as much about myself as a researcher as I did about my topic.

It was surely good karma that brought Paul Harrison and me together some years ago. As a
supervisor he has been like a true guru. He understood my needs perfectly, always giving me
complete freedom to explore, while also showing by his good example how to proceed with
care and determination. Throughout my often difficult research he worked to place the
supports of the institution at my disposal when I needed them most. But of even greater
value to me is the personal support and encouragement he has always given freely as a friend
and colleague. I have also been very fortunate to have had Bo Sax arrive at Canterbury
during the course of my work. Although our respective research areas of Buddhist Tsa-ri
and Hindu Garhwal lie on opposites sides, and at opposite ends, of the Himalaya, it is
remarkable that we are both dealing with a similar set of general issues in the context of two
apparently different cultural milieux. My own insights have benefitted greatly from Bo's
comprehensive knowledge of issues relating to both field work and theory, as has my work
in general though his encouragement always given in the spirit of friendship.

I also wish to thank the following people for their inspiration, information and assistance at
important points during this research: Konchog Gyaltsen, Ngawang Tenzin, Chosdrup-la,
Chimed Yudron, Sonam Palgye, Tsering Dolkar, Sonam Paldron, Tenzin Wangchuk, Khenpo
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In a time of specialization, all work in the field of cultural sciences
will regard the treatment of its material as an end in itself, once the
- material has been defined by a specific problematic and some
methodological principles have been set up. One then no longer
constantly and deliberately measures the cognitive value of discrete
facts and findings against ultimate value assumptions: indeed, one
altogether ceases to be conscious that these facts are anchored in
value assumptions. And it is a good thing that this is so. But at a
certain point a different perspective enters: the meaningfulness of
unreflectively applied perspectives becomes uncertain, and the way is
lost in the dusk. The light of the great cultural problems moves on.
Then science too prepares to change its standpoint and its conceptual
apparatus and to look down from the heights of thought towards the
stream of events.

(Max Weber on "Objectivity" in Social Science, 1904)
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Chapter One

Proposition: Geographical Space is
Never Socially Neutral

It was the centre of the sky, the middle of the earth and the heart of the country.
An enclosure of glaciers; the head of all rivers. High mountain, pure earth, an
excellent country. A place where wise men are born heroes, where custom is
perfected, where horses grow swift. (Tibetan account of the mountain site of the
descent of the first divine king, Tun-huang text circa ninth-century)

About This Research

What is amountain? This seemingly facile question has no obvious or simple answer. I say
this not out of philosophical pedantry, but because I intend the question here as the basis for

- a substantial type of ethnological inquiry. The present work represents what I found out by
asking this question. All styles of questioning and answering, and the questions and answers
they yield, are practices generated out of particular social and historical contexts. This
introductory chapter deals mainly with the processes of inquiry and interpretation as they
relate to my subject matter. As for the question "'What is a mountain?’, I asked it specifically
of Tibetan-speaking peoples who lived in Tibet and adjacent Himalayan regions during the
middle part of this century. They are all persons who resided at, visited or have knowledge
of a specific mountain area referred to as Tsa-ri (see maps 1 & 2), a remote borderland
district of South-eastern Tibet whose central and highest summit they call Dag-pa Shel-ri or
'Pure Crystal Mountain'.

This peak and its environs, about 140 kilometres from Lhasa, constitute one of Tibet's most
famous and venerated mountain pilgrimage sites. In contrast to other important mountain
power places in Tibet the area maintained a sizable settled population. This was comprised of
both Tibetans and Tibetanized tribal peoples from the Subansiri river basin of highland
Arunachal Pradesh immediately to the south. But prior to 1959, life at Tsa-ri was not like in
other parts of Tibet. Although an apparently fertile area with good rainfall and excellent game
habitat, all cultivation and all hunting was banned around the mountain. Apart from the
practice of very small-scale pastoralism, there existed virtually no other food production and
the inhabitants, the Tsa-ri-bas, lived in a local economy combining harvesting, craft work,
begging, trading, slave-keeping and in particular some specialised forms of service labour
relating to the popular pilgrimages performed there. The various ritual circuits around the
mountain were very well patronized by a broad spectrum of Tibetans up until 1959, with
some events drawing as many as twenty thousand pilgrims at one time. In addition, the

' Bacot, Thomas & Toussaint, Documents de Touen-houang relatifs a I'histoire du Tibet, p.81
quoted in Stein (1972:42).
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mountain's environment has long been regarded and used by Buddhist yogins as a site par
excellence for Tantric practice and realisation.

I asked my question about this Tibetan mountain. Although virtually unknown in other
neighbouring Asian societies and in the West,? this place has been renowned among
Tibetan and certain Himalayan peoples for many centuries now. Knowing this much myselif,
I wanted to find out why, from among the myriad peaks of the Grand Himalaya, Pure
Crystal Mountain was so special, why it held such great significance in the lives and recent
cultural history of these peoples.

Although my informants and the sources they supplied me with provided a set of possible
answers, the ways in which I asked this question, and then presented what they told me
herein, are products of my own set of predispositions, concerns and strategies. These are too
numerous to mention, but include specific aspects of my own personal history and the way
in which it has articulated with contemporary processes for seeking 'educational capital'.’ In
the present context I will focus only upon the theoretical and methodological issues which
motivate and give substance to my basic inquiry. One of my long-standing research interests
concemns the set of conceptions of the physical world or environment held by Tibetans and
Tibetan-speaking Himalayan peoples. I am interested in how they express and live out
relationships with their physical world (zhing-khams or gzugs-khams in modemn colloquial
Tibetan) or cognized environment while both assuming and sometimes representing this set
of views about it. This is a potentially vast topic, and to date I have directed my research to
the study of specific portions of the physical world which Tibetans classify using the term
gnas (pronounced ney) and its related compounds, particularly gnas-chen, gnas-mchog and
gnas-ri. The area of Pure Crystal Mountain at Tsa-ri is one place so designated. Thoughtful
Westerners writing about this general Tibetan category of place and/or space have translated
or glossed those terms variously as 'holy place', 'sacred place or space', 'Pilgerplitzen’,
‘Wallfahrtsort', 'lieux-saints', 'power places', 'sacred geography', and so on. A full account of
gnas and its interpretation follows below. However, I will briefly prefigure the points of my
longer discussion here.

The Western equivalents of gnas listed above attempt to capture the Tibetan conception of
these sites or zones as being extraordinary because they are ‘consecrated’ or 'empowered', and
that they involve specific relationships between them and persons (and also between persons)

<D
ol

o ? Although brief references occur in various Western language sources the best accounts of the area
are found in Bailey (1957), Bailey & Moreshead (1914), Burrard (1915), Fletcher (1975), Ludlow (1938),
Ward (1941) and Yutok (1990). Useful scholarly notes and minor studies relating to Tsa-ri are those of

Huber (1991 & 1992), Martin (1988), Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1956), Sgreson (1990) and Stein (1988).

ot

* See Bourdieu (1987).



Map 1: General Location of Tsa-ri
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by way of practices such as pilgrimage. It is precisely because of their extraordinary nature in
the estimations of Tibetans that certain types of gnas and the human activities at them are
worthy of research. Some gnas of central importance, such as Tsa-ri, attracted and brought
together in both space and time very large numbers of different people who can be described
as sharing a common world-view. A few years ago I wrote that "...these places are more
than just putative centres of other-worldly or supramundane powef. Holy places are also a
focus for human power in its various manifestations; they are centres where people are
required to confront and invest in prescribed ideas and beliefs..."* I would now add that
because of their definitions and the ways in which people are either motivated or required to
relate to them, such sites and their use have a great potential to provoke more explicit
statements and representations of the Tibetan world-view and its dynamics.

However, this potential and the explanatory power that it can offer for an analysis of Tibetan
society has not been fully recognised in the majority of Western studies of gnas and the ritual
life associated with them. Bbth Tibetan clerics and Western scholars tend to explain ritual
behaviour that relates persons and gnas together (e.g. pilgrimage) exclusively in terms of a
system of Indic Buddhist metaphysical imperatives involving karma, merit, rebirth and
ultimately nirvana. Privileging Indic doctrinal explanations for what Tibetans do and say has
drawn the analytical focus away from a closer investigation of the assumed emic categories,
such as 'place’, 'person’ and 'substance’, and the qualities assigned to them, which Tibetans
work with and even make explicit in a whole range of ritual scenarios. When these presentations
of deeply held assumptions do surface in the oral, written and performative traces of certain
discursive moments, they alert us to the fact that while Tibetans share a culture constituted by
many categories and systems, meanings are also contested and challenged in a way which
relates more directly to the changing and asymmetrical contexts of their lived social experience.

I believe that the potential for significant insights into Tibetan culture and society exists in the
study of gnas and their representation and use. In a few sections of this work I have tried to
present some instances of this as they are revealed in materials relating to Tsa-ri and Pure
Crystal Mountain. But perhaps, in a theoretical and methodological sense, we should first
learn to walk before we can run. There are considerations about ways of conceiving of, and
actually undertaking research on Tibet which dictate certain strategies, and signal the need for
cautious reflection upon what has already been done. The remainder of this chapter will
discuss my own research, and some of that done by others, with an aim to reviewing the
difficulties and reformulating the ways in which such studies might proceed with critical

vigor.

Systematic enquiries into Tibetan conceptions, attitudes and practices relating to the physical
world advance slowly, and all contemporary research must be undertaken in circumstances

* See Huber (1993 forthcoming).
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of increasing complexity. On the one hand this is due to problems of conducting field work
among a population which has recently undergone such massive geopolitical and social
upheavals. Since 1959 it has remained virtually impossible to gain permission for unrestricted
research access to the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) and many adjacent areas. As a
consequence there are only a few lengthy ethnographies of Tibetan life based on actual
ethnological field work in Tibet proper,’ and even some of these were heavily supplemented
by later information from Tibetan exiles. Other anthropologists and Tibetologists who have
provided systematic ethnographic data® have had to practice forms of what A.W. Macdonald
has called 'd'étude anthropologique & distance’. That is, reconstructing pre-1959 Tibetan life
from the oral accounts of refugees in exile communities, and then relating this to the existing
literature. Many of the recent Tibetan studies generated ‘at a distance' employ both diachronic
and synchronic perspectives. Some scholars have used observations and inquiries made
while visiting Tibet ostensibly as tourists. This latter 'unofficial' method of field work is not
only fraught with difficulties and sometimes risks, but also in certain places, such as the Pure
Crystal Mountain area itself, access by foreigners is simply not possible due to military

activities and strategic sensitivity.

When I chose Tsa-ri as an area of study I too faced these restrictions and coped with them in
the same ways as others have. Much of my work involves a type of ethnohistorical method
reconstructing pre-1959 Tibetan life at a specific place. My main chronological focus is from
the mid-1940s up to 1959, although time frames extending both before and after this
contextualise the period. I collected material largely through interviews with members of the
exile community resident in India, Nepal and Bhutan, with some Tibetans resident in the
TAR, and with Bhutanese Buddhists resident in Bhutan. I also utilised the available indigenous
and European written sources, and a wide variety of cultural artifacts. This material was
supplemented ethnographically by visiting other related Tibetan sites, and observing and
participating in the general class of ritual practices, usually grouped under the heading of
'pilgrimage’ in the literature, that were predominant at Tsa-ri before 1959 and which have
recently been re-established there. I also translated earlier Tibetan literary sources on the area
which my informants utilized in various ways to give their understanding of how life was
lived there in the past.

Thus, my present text is of necessity a pastiche of methods and materials, and also, I must
stress, still preliminary and in process. There are both potential advantages and difficulties

5 See for example Clarke (1992), Ekvall (1968) and Goldstein & Beall (1990), all of which
exclusively describe pastoral nomadism.

§ See for example Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1956), Carrasco (1959), Cassinelli & Ekvall (1969), Aziz
(1978), Dargyay (1982). The situation is very different regarding socially and culturally related Tibetan-speaking
populations that fall outside of the pre-1959 and, for the most part, post-1959 political borders of Tibet.
There now exist a large number of field-based studies concerning these groups, especially those living along
the Southern and Western Tibetan borderland zones.
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with such a research 'mixture’. In some respects it can provide evidence of the continuity and
development of certain representational themes and styles throughout time and space. These
constitute or are associated with both the more durable and the gradually changing aspects of
Tibetan world-view. But at the same time an in-depth account of a specific site over time
leads us away from the tendency I find in much Buddhologically and Indologically focused
scholarship on Tibet to isolate and apply universals in a blanket fashion. It draws attention to
changing local logics and circumstances in which the general pool of ideas and categories
constituting a culture can be accepted, rejected and modified in order to facilitate and make
sense of life there.

In other respects, due in part to the still preliminary nature of studies of Tibetan categories of
place such as gnas, I think that the priority of in-depth research into specific local-historical
contexts should be directed by the principle that 'big is beautiful' (to corrupt a popular maxim
of Buddhist economics). I say this because my earlier work on certain Tibetan notions of
place revealed a tendency to replicate, miniaturize and transfer the main systems of representation
and ritual of the 'big' sites, like Tsa-ri or Kailash, into smaller local environments.” This is
one major reason that dictated my choice of Tsa-ri as an area of study in spite of the

problems involved.

The difficulties associated with my method of working have perhaps always existed. They
have 'become’ issues because of the current critical mood of social theory due to the effects of
a major self-reflexive movement broadly referred to as post-modemism or post-structuralism.
There has been much recent debate on the centrality of writing/text-making in the practice of
ethnography, its 'fictional' character, and the many theoretical and methodological issues this
raises. The ethnography of Tibet as 'anthropology at a distance' faces these issues acutely as
in most cases it depends upon and generates a complex ‘reconstruction of a reconstruction’ or
a 'representation of a representation’. This is also a feature of Western ethnography practised
among other populations who, like Tibetans, have been dislocated and often live as refugees
due to twentieth-century political and military power struggles. These facts, and their
implications for research are seldom made explicit or discussed in Western studies of Tibetan
lives. For example, one marked, but generally unacknowledged, tendency of Tibetological
studies to date is that they are generated by researchers almost entirely in collaboration with
educated and literate (often in English, French or German) lamas, or various ritual specialists
and elite clerical and lay members of Tibetan society, past and present. Rarely have the
subaltern voices of the peasant farmer, nomad woman, or landless labourer—the types of
people who have and still do constitute the bulk of Tibetan society—made it into our texts, let
alone been placed alongside those of the lama or aristocrat.®

7 Huber (1992 in press).

® Things have begun to change, and for a range of examples see Aziz (1989 & 1990), Chophel
(1983), Goldstein & Beall (1990), Richardson & Skorupski (1986) and Rossi (1992).
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In my work on this project to date I have tried to confront and address many issues of
text-making and selection, subject positions and their power dynamics, and the distinction
and interplay between interpretivé models and indigenous systematizations. Like many of my
contemporaries I am caught in the 'tension' that, as Marcus recently suggested "...resides in
the desire to [empirically] know about the world, its processes, etc., but in a different
way...that allows for reflexivity and critical explorations of the ethical implications of the
very use of descriptive analytical language."® Although I have attempted to work with this
tension, I know my text will not pass through the mesh of certain critical sieves. Yet, in
many important respects, all current reflexivity and its critiques are provisional and even
'suspect’ because the context of social practices in which they themselves were produced
remains largely unacknowledged and hidden. A movement towards the thorough ethnographic
description of the micropractices of academia is to be strongly encouréged. 1° Fundamental
rites de passage, such as the doctoral dissertation, are perhaps good places to start.

There may seem little of comfort to established scholars in some post-modermn critical turns,
yet the broad critiques generated by the movement are often valuable in assessing research
materials. In the study of Tibetan conceptions of place and the associated rituals and practices
it is well to be alerted to the humanistic metanarratives that fuelled some earlier research in
the social sciences. One thinks here of the search for universals such as the axis mundi,'’
the division of 'sacred' and 'profane' and Turnerian communitas.'>* To my mind the
acknowledgment of these tendencies further emphasizes the need for more detailed, site-specific
studies before any comparative exercises are undertaken. But what of the specific metanarratives
that have been influential in the study of Tibet, that is, in the discipline some call "Tibetology",
which has recently and consciously represented itself to the world as "Tibetan Studies"?'?
As those who study Tibet well know, but perhaps too often take for granted, some of the
most deeply rooted influences come through classical Indology and Buddhology or Buddhist
Studies. Some of the assumptions and historical foundations of both of these two disciplines
have recently become the subject of post-modem style critical scrutiny.!** Here I would also
include the literary genre of Western travel writing about High Asia, Tibet and the Himalaya,

® Marcus (1992:493).
" See for example Marcus (1992), Rabinow (1984) and Bourdieu (1987).

' Eliade's general comments on the 'sacred mountain' and the axis mundi (1959:38) seem to fit
well with certain Tibetan conceptions of mountains as a category of place/space, and perhaps they should not
be rejected too hastily in some contexts.

 Turner (1973 & 1978).

B See the preface and introductory comments in Aris & Aung San Suu Kyi (1980), Aziz &
Kapstein (1985), Uebach & Panglung (1988) and Thara & Yamaguchi (1992). One can only wonder about the
sustained unity of this representation of a discipline comprised of relatively few practitioners with such a
diversity of interests and styles of scholarship.

" See for example Almond (1988), Inden (1990) and Schopen (1991).
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since it has been widely consumed by scholars of Tibet, and so many of their studies have
depended heavily on it for material. The styles of this genre too have recently become the
subject of critical reflection.!” What comes through in all these studies are the processes of
the Westemn representation of 'India’, '‘Buddhism' and 'Tibet' which have often reflected the
influences of colonial cultural assumptions and political structures, and a partiality towards
classical and elite textual (especially Sanskritic) sources and interpretations.

While I would emphasize that a sound knowledge of Indic Buddhist materials is an essential
tool for the study of Tibetan culture, I also think it is clear that relying on it too heavily can
create unproductive distortions. When reviewing Tibetan conceptions of gnas and practices
related to them such as 'pilgrimage' (gnas-skor) below, I will try to indicate some of the
limitations these disciplinary influences have had on the study of place and ritual in Tibet.

Representations and "Real Life"

While the general framework offered by post-modern critiques is useful, it has the potential
to be just as distorting or limiting as the 'universals' they often criticize if they are applied
without due caution. In terms of their emphasis on the Western construction of difference
between 'us' and the 'other', they can perhaps be misleading. In discussions of the processes
of 'Orientalism' the central role of geography and the production of a place in the imaginary
landscapes of Westerners has been noted.'® The poetics of Westem colonial representations
are often cited in the construction of the 'Orient' and its native 'other'. But compare the
following two statements describing the landscape at Tsa-ri, the place to be studied in this

work:
Multicoloured flowers blanket the whole place. Blossoms and fruit bedeck the-
trees. Its meadows are like golden trays, carrying their lakes like mandala of-
turquoise. Its rivers unfold like white silken scarfs.'’

And,

...acres of alpine flowers bloomed between scattered shrubs...Tapering tongues of
forest licked their way up the sheltered gullies to meet the white tongues of
glaciers which crept down out of the mist from invisible snow fields."®

The first was written by a Tibetan on pilgrimage to the area in 1812, and the second by a
British naturalist who walked the same trails down the Tsa-ri valley in the 1930s. While the

¥ Bishop (1989).
'® For instance as the general concern of Said (1979) and the specific concern of Bishop (1989). -
" Zhabs-dkar-ba (1985:488).

" Ward (1941:82).
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Tibetan described the landscape as being like a "heavenly field" (zhing-khams) and a "miraculous
scene” (ngo-mtshar-ba'i ltad-mo), just over one hundred years later the Englishman referred
to it as a "paradise” and "a scene of almost unbelievable beauty".!’ Exactly the same
landscape evoked quite similar styles of poetic representation from two persons whose
social, historical and cultural milieux were extremely different. Yet the Westemer's narrative
and phrases can be classed with what is often described as the colonial romantic or fantasy
imagery of the landscape of the 'Orient'.

This is but a single example. One might also compare the impressions early Western explorers
had of Arunachal tribal peoples with those of Tibetans discussed in the last three chapters of
this work. Also, many Tibetan accounts of long and difficult ritual journeys around Pure

- Crystal Mountain I have heard could have been lifted from the pages of Western colonial
travel and adventure literature describing journeys in the Himalaya and Tibet. The similar
celebration of the remote, the wild, the heroic and the exotic (e.g. other places and peoples) in
both types of narratives is once again striking.?° I agree that acknowledgment of the vastly
different contexts in which such accounts were produced and consumed is important. And
while I am persuaded by the general thesis of Orientalism and the colonial invention of 'other’
as object of study, curiosity and oppression, perhaps an excess of attention paid to ourselves
and the construction of differences is at the expense of noting similarities between what are
apparently very different worlds. My point here is that paying attention to the politics and
poetics of representation is a valuable exercise, but it is seldom straightforward.

In the chapters that follow I provide a catalogue of representations, past and present, shared
by a certain group of people of the landscape of a remote mountain in Tibet. To outsiders
many of these notions may seem highly exotic or unbelievable (just as many Western notions
about the world do to people in other cultures). We might legitimately ask if Tibetans believe
any of this, and what does it have to do with real life?

Nowadays the majority of Tibetan peoples live under a Communist political ;:ulture, with a
minority in exile in India and the West, and it is certain that some of these persons have
developed world-views which reject part or even all of what I will present here. Indeed, I
would be most surprised if that were not the case. The situation was very different before
1959. Many of my informants are people over 50 years of age, devout Buddhists who grew
up in a Tibet where, judging from the available ethnohistorical evidence, a most people
T subscnbed to most of these ideas most of the time. Among my informants, and many other

q
Q:&
& 1® Zhabs-dkar-ba (1985:481, 488); Ward (1941: 82).
® They are not always even superficially similar. For a nicely understated article which gives
competing Tibetan and Western representations of place in the Everest area in the 1920s, and the ‘play’ of
interpretation between them, see Macdonald (1973).
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Tibetans in general, this appears still to be the case.?! For many centuries prior to 1959, and
even again more recently, countless thousands of people have made difficult ritual journeys
to, or have gone and lived around, Pure Crystal Mountain. They have quite literally 'lived and
died’ on the strength of their acceptance of these representations of the place.

Nowadays the tenm representation’ appears very frequently in the language of the humanities.
It has, however, acquired much heavy 'baggage' since Durkheim's (représentations collectives)
day. It is partly because of this, and also because I think it a useful term to use in the present
context, that it needs to be discussed briefly. Representations have real referents in the
‘concrete’ physical world we live in and are a part of. But a given representation can rarely, if
ever, claim to be the sole, authentic one: others are always possible, and any particular
representation can usually be shown to be the result of an interested social location.
Representations are socially produced in particular historical and political circumstances; they
have a history, or 'genealogy’, to use Foucault's term; they are generated and used to negotiate
human existence; they do not have a life of their own, but they are part of life in society. In
these senses representations are 'real’, and that is how they can be thought of as 'social

facts'.2?

This is primarily how I intend the use of the word ‘representation’ in this study. But I should
point out that it could also be used to translate the Tibetan word rfen. The conception of rten.
is fundamental to the Tibetan understanding of most types of 'sites’ which fall into the general
category of gnas, but the status of rten as 'representations' needs to be carefully clarified
vis-a-vis Western definitions of that word. For rten Jaschke's Tibetan-English Dictionary,
p.213, has 'visible representation, symbol' (as images of Buddha and divine objects or
beings), 'receptacle’ (as shrines and stfipa), 'seat, abode, residence, of a deity, sanctuary'; and
for the verb rten-pa 'that which holds, keeps up, supports'. I would add to this that rten are
not just physical edifices, but can also be mental constructions that are 'visible' in certain
contexts. In all these senses Pure Crystal Mountain and the various Tibetan representational
systems which are applied to it, and which I will describe in the following chapters, are rten.
Just as 'representations’ as social facts are not mere empty symbols, neither are Tibetan rten.
It is very significant that many Tibetans, and perhaps other Buddhists in general, believe that
in certain respects rten are 'alive' and relate to them accordingly.?” Various classes of
objects, places and spaces that most Westerners would categorically represent as being

! Being a 'suspicious’ Western ethnographer I searched for contradictions and disbelief. However,
not once during my field work did I ever encounter any doubt or cynicisrn about the subject from my
informants.

2 Rabinow (1986).

? This is an extrernely important but oft neglected point in the study of Buddhist and Tibetan
ritual and belief: see for instance Schopen (1987) on Buddhist relics and stipa; Tambiah (1984) on Thailand;
and the commeants on Tibetan religious art in Reynolds, et al. (1986:30-5,56-9).
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lifeless or inanimate are represented by Tibetans as having a highly positive ontological
value, often equal to or even surpassing the value applied by many Tibetans to certain human
beings. This most often, but not always, relates to the belief that rfen have deities or non-human
beings in residence. Perhaps the difference between 'representations' in social theory and
Tibetan rten can best be expressed by saying that while the former primarily stand for the
referent, the latter also support the referent.?* I will discuss below the implications that this
Tibetan notion of representation has for the study of conceptions of gnas and their associated
rituals.

If the 'reality’ of being of the representations of landscape at Tsa-ri that I will describe is an
emic fact in the world of my informants, then I would also describe it as a social fact. There
is not necessarily a contradiction between these two modes of interpretation. If representations
are to be treated as social products then we must ask under what conditions they were
generated and reproduced, who has access to them, how that access is mediated, and how
this articulates with human social relations and behaviour. In the chapters that follow I will
begin developing answers to these questions. But first the analytical frameworks for doing
research on Tibetan representations of place and the practices associated with them need to be

reviewed.

Rethinking Place And Pilgrimage in Tibet

The following discussion is intended both as a context for interpreting much of the
ethnohistorical material presented in this work, and also as a critical re-orientation to studies

of Tibetan pilgrimages and the sites on which they focus.
i. Towards an Understanding of Gnas

In Western sources the Tibetan word gnas is translated most often as 'place’ (lieu', Platz'),
and less often as 'locality' and 'site’. In one very general sense that is what it means for
Tibetans when they speak and write it. But in many instances where it occurs in compounds
and as a verb, sometimes written gnas-pa (what Goldstein terms an 'involuntary verb' in
modern Tibetan), it has a much more active usage carrying the meaning 'to exist', 'to be',
'reside’ or 'abide’, 'to stay' or remain’, and even 'condition [of existence]'. Although the
English 'place’ can carry some of these meanings, in general it is used as a spacial referent or
marker, whereas the Tibetan usages carry a much stronger sense of existence, being and
ontological value or status. Besides, there are many Tibetan words that could be translated as
'place’ or provide a spacial referent in various contexts, such as khag, go, grong, cha, yul, sa
and its various compounds, and so on, which do not carry the strong sense of 'an abiding',

existence or presence of being associated with gnas.

%1 am grateful to Bo Sax for pointing out this distinction.
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It is a well known feature of Tibetan culture, both pre-modern and contemporary, that the
physical environment in both its animate and inanimate dimensions is believed to be occupied
by a host of deities and spirit forces. They range from minor autochthons to supreme Tantric
deities and Buddhas, and can exist in the world-space as a totality, by pervading all things in
various ways, or reside at specific locations, being both mobile and fixed. Humans can be
involved in a great variety of intentional interactions with all these beings, actions that are
ritually mediated by the practices of both the 'folk religion' (mi-chos) and various forms of
Tibetan Tantra. Unintentional interactions, most often considered negative, are also a possibility
in every aspect of life. The term gnas and its compounds most often designates the abodes of
all of these deities and spirits and their associated states of being, variously conceived. They
may be in existence at, or dwell in, locations (gnas) in space (nam-mkha’), substance or
matter (rgyu), bodily forms (gzugs-can), or in some cases pervade or appear in all of these
simultaneously.

ii. Relations Between Person and Place

In daily life human beings can also be said to have a gnas, usually their natal or home place,
but they themselves can be a gnas for other classes of beings at the same time. The division
between human beings and these other forces living in the world has never been sharp in
Tibetan thinking. This has important implications for the types of relationships Tibetans
usually recognise between persons and aspects of the physical world, such as places and
objects, that are apparently external to, and discrete from them. There are various features of
the earlier pre-Buddhist Tibetan religion, and of the later folk religion, which indicate this.

In beliefs about the king in the pre-Buddhist Tibetan royal cult we find identities established
between place, person and deity. According to some central myths the early kings descended
from the heavens, arriving upon the earth on mountain summits. The first six kings also
ascended back to heaven from the mountain sumrmnits, and hence left no corpses behind. The
seventh king was killed and his body was buried in an earth mound tomb, such as those still
extant at Phyongs-rgyas and other places in Tibet. The person of the king was assimilated to
the mountain through his sku-bla, the ruler's personal guardian deity, which was identified
with the mountain itself. The sku-bla, as deity and mountain, was conceived of as the support
of the ruler's vital principle. The king and his sku-bla were reunited after death when his
body was buried in the earth mound tomb, which itself was assimilated to both the king and
mountain. The tombs were called 'mountain’, and the names they were given related closely
to those of the kings.?* These ancient identifications resonate with other Tibetan ways of
thinking, such as the popular notion of bla.

 For details of some of these aspects see A. Macdonald (1971: esp. 298-309); and Stein (1972:
202-3).
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The bla, the 'vitality' or 'life-power" principle (often translated as 'soul’ or 'dme'), is an
indigenous notion which relates to the conceptions both of person and of place. Although
belief in the bla principle has many aspects,?® what is of interest here is that the bla does not
just reside (bla-gnas) within the human body or outside of it in other living organisms, such
as animals (bla-sems-can) and trees (bla-shing) or objects like stones (bla-rdo, bla-g.yu).
The bla of individual persons, or of family and clan units, religious sects or even the whole
of society can be strongly connected with places as they reside in landscape features like
lakes (bla-mtsho) and mountains (bla-ri). The bla-gnas concept holds that persons and
places are involved in some degree of mutually determinate relationship. For example, if a
family line dies out the bla-mtsho with which it is associated will dry up as a result; or if the
earth were to be dug up at the bla-ri of a particular person, they would be taken ill as a

consequence.?’

Stein has proposed that bla and Iha, the 'gods’, were once compounded in Tibetan thinking.
And, as in the case of bla, the ‘go-ba'i Iha or personal protective gods (dgra-lha, pho-lha
and mo-lha/phug-lha) and yul-lha or the 'gods of the country' not only dwell in the human
body but are also found as much in the natural environment and in places of habitation, such
as the house or tent.?®

Samuel has summarised much of what I have just described, and proposed that a shift in
conception of these relationships between place, deity and person did occur with the growth
of centralized political power and literacy:

It would make sense to assume that the bla/Tha concept originated in a set of
shamanic modal states. Originally, the spirit-essence or life-force within the
individual would have been constituted by this set of forces active both within the
individual and in the external world, where they were associated in a typically
shamanic manner with specific places, primarily the local mountains and lakes...As
centralization took place, particular families and their mountain gods would have
come to enjoy especially high status. The shamanic modal states gradually
transformed into gods as they came to be seen as outside the individual rather
than both within and outside.?

At some levels of earlier Tibetan society a separation appears to have taken place. Yet, while

% For discussions of bla see Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1956:481-3); Stein (1972:226-9); Karmay
(1987).

7 Stein (1972:227). Karmay (1987:101) notes how the ninth-century persecution of Buddhism in
Tibet was linked to the erosion of a hill on the Sino-Tibetan border which was considered a Bod-kyi bla-ri
('vitality-mountain of Tibet'); Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1956:482) describes rituals to stop the movement of
important blg-ri in Tibet.

* Stein (1972:227-8); Tucci (1980:187-89).

» Samuel (1985:389).
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noting that certain 'shamanic' practices are still current in Tibetan cultural life, Samuel further
points out the 'shamanic' character of later Indian Buddhist Tantra adopted by Tibetans, in the
logic of which "...the deities of the mandala are not simply divine powers external to the
individual. They can be evoked within as well as outside the individual."*® Such observations
are important as a basis for interpreting what happened when Indian Buddhist ideas entered
into and developed in a Tibetan cultural milieu.

Recent studies treat Tibetan notions and representations of place as 'sites’ where meanings
were contested during the transfer of Indian Buddhism into a Tibetan environment.®' In
relation to certain ‘ideological dramas' of this transfer process as it involved Tantra, such as
the Rudra/Mahe§vara-Cakrasamvara scenario, other studies *? have drawn attention to several
points relevant to the present discussion. While I discuss the Rudra/Mahe§vara-Cakrasamvara
scenario in Tibet at length in chapter two, here I will make some summary comments in
advance. First, in the Tibetan narratives the outcome of such dramas is not represented as
being clearcut. In their initial stages, at least, they result more in a state of equilibrium which
is established provisionally between the pre-existing powers and Buddhism, rather than the
complete replacement and total victory of the latter over the former. Second, the analysis of
this process by Tibetan Buddhists is made in relation to particular geographical sites—the
dramas are tied into actual landscapes in terms of these being the residence places (gnas) of
the spirit-powers involved. Third, these dramas can ultimately result not just in the redistribution
of spirit-powers in landscapes or places but also in bodies.

The pattern for this can also be seen in indigenous Tibetan beliefs about places, bodies and
deities or vital principles mentioned above. Stein has proposed that in Tibetan thinking "...the
representation of the universe, like that of the human body, was modelled on the dwelling
house...the human body, the house and the local environment are so many microcosms...of
equal validity."** As Samuel's comments above have already indicated, there are strong
parallels here with Tantric Buddhist systems of thought, such as the vajra-kaya doctrine
found in the Rudra/Mahe$vara-Cakrasamvara scenario, and of this one could use Stein's

* Samuel (1985:390). Note also the earlier comments of Tucci (1980:163). Contemporary examples
of the type of Tibetan shamanic and Tantric relationships to place that Samuel is discussing here are those of
dpa-bo with Mount Targo and Lake Dangra in Berglie (1980) and yogins with Pure Crystal Mountain in
chapter four of the present work.

*' Gyatso (1989) and Huber (1992 in press).

% See Macdonald (1990) who brings together important work by Stein and Iyanaga; and Huber
(1993 forthcoming).

* Stein (1972:204). Tibetan ideal conceptions of space as they apply to, and relate together notions
of the cosmos/environment, the dwelling house and the body need to be considered here; see Stein (1972:41,
204, 210-11) and Meyer (1987:110); Corlin (1980) describes the ritual and social mandala reflected in the
cosmic symbolism of the house; see also Aziz (1985), Karmay & Sagant (1987) and Stein (1957). For
related Himalayan materials see Allen (1984) and Macdonald (1980).
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words to state 'the representation of the universe, like that of the human body, was modelled
on the dwelling house [of the archetype deity (yi-dam), i.e. the mandala palace].' In both
Tibetan and Indian Buddhist Tantric representational systems the cosmos/world-system, the
body and the dwelling have ontological arrangements with analogical correspondences at
their various levels.

In her analysis of the myth of the 'Supine Demoness' Gyatso draws attention to the Tibetan
proclivity to read features of the landscape as animated. She states "The image ranges from
one of a being who inhabits a certain place...to the place itself as constituting the spirit of a
deity of some sort...to the perception of the actual contours of the land as being anthropomorphic
or animal-like, by virtue of which that place is thought actually to be the being so outlined."**
In the present context her observations about this aspect of Tibetan notions of place are most’
pertinent, as she states, "Once conceived [of in this way]...Be the spirit propitiated or suppressed,
the point is that the analogical, animated, projective perception remains. It is a basic feature of
what R.A. Stein calls the 'nameless Tibetan religion.' But it fully pervades organised Buddhism
and Bon as well."**

So for Tibetans other classes of beings do not just inhabit (gnas) the environment, they
actually contribute to the determination of its physical appearance. The same is also true of
the 'dwellings’ they are thought to occupy. Just as the language of the folk religion denotes
the stone caim of the god of a mountain pass as a 'castle’ (mkhar) or describes a mountain
summit in detail as the 'grand tent' (gur-mchog) of the local protector goddess, so too do
Tibetan Buddhists apply a great deal of architectural language to the lakes, mountains and
other features which are landscape 'palaces' (pho-brang) of Tantric deities. Just as Tibetans
negotiate human-built edifices and orient themselves in relation to them, so too must they
take account of those ‘edifices' imaged in the physical environment.

All the points I have just discussed are fundamental to Tibetan conceptions of gnas. Implicit
in the understanding of gnas is that persons and other parts of the environment and their
constituent substances and spaces can be conceived of in a variety of ways, and involved in a
range of relationships and/or correspondences and identifications. While this is generally true
of many cultures, is has sometimes been forgotten in the case of Tibet when Westerners
study Tibetan rituals, such as pilgrimage. These ideas are supported by both long-standing
aspects of the pre-Buddhist world-view and later Tibetan Buddhist Tantra. In all these
aspects we find expressed forms of an active continuity of existence and identity between
persons, places and their physical substances, and the vital powers and divine beings that are
believed to inhabit the environment. The actual processes by which this unfolds will be

discussed below.

¥ Gyatso (1989:49).

* Gyatso (1989:50).
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Before proceeding it may be well to recall here that gnas are not only aspects of the natural
world, such as landscape features. Many of the conceptions Tibetans might apply to mountains
and lakes, for instance, can also be applied to certain architectural edifices (e.g. stiipa),
human-made objects (e.g. religious icons), and particular persons (e.g. Dalai Lamas, or
Tantric yogins in particular meditative states) because they are considered to be, or to have,
deities permanently or temporarily in bodily 'residence’. In many senses gnas are like rten, or
are in fact treated as a sub-cafegory of rten. Structures and objects become rten by having a
deity projected onto them or invited to take up residence (gnas) in the consecration ceremony

termed rab-gnas.
iii. Putting the Gnas Back into Gnas-skor

The preceding discussion may be a somewhat tiresome recapitulation for scholars of Tibet.
Most of these ideas have been circulated, discussed or published, and there is much historical
and ethnographic material to support them. What is more, there are certain parallels to them
described and discussed in the large body of literature on neighbouring South and East Asian
societies. What does all this have to do with pilgrimage? I would venture to say that pilgrimage
in its various manifestations is one of the most widespread ritual ensembles practised in the
Tibetan cultural world. Its universality as a major form through which persons and places or
sites are ritually related is beyond doubt. Yet, the growing body of studies and reviews of
Tibetan pilgrimage practice appears not to have taken careful and systematic account of all
these conceptions about gnas.

Tibetan pilgrimage is certainly a complex phenomenon, being motivated by various goals,
employing multiple dimensions of ritual activity and directed towards a huge range of gnas
and rten. There are fundamental Tibetan conceptions of what a 'pilgrimage’ is which do not
correspond well with the meaning of that word in English and other European languages:
generally, 'a journey to a holy place'. Nor do they correspond entirely with the Sanskrit terms
pradaksina (lit. 'moving clockwise’) or yatra (‘journey’). A careful etymology is vital here.
For 'pilgrimage’ Tibetans commonly use the terms gnas-skor (lit. 'going around a gnas'), and
gnas-mjal (lit. 'to encounter/meet a gnas'). These two compounds are interchangable, and
both the verbs bskor-ba and mjal-ba (an honorific form) are frequently used in oral and
written descriptions of pilgrimage practice.

A Tibetan pilgrimage then is generally a circular journey around a gnas which constitutes
and/or involves encounter(s) of some kind. As a circular journey it differs from the English
‘pilgrimage’. Although the term pradaksina implies a 'centre’ or 'place’ which one must go
around, explicit notions of gnas and mjal are missing from that term, and Tibetan gnas-skor
can be performed in both directions. The cliché is 'clockwise for Buddhists, counterclockwise
for Bon-po', yet in practice, at sites that are important and popular, this is not necessarily the
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case. For instance, at Kong-po Bon-ri Buddhists circumambulate counterclockwise,’® while
at Tsa-ri Bon-po circumambulate clockwise, and all women do half a circuit in each direction.
There are other exceptions.

I see no problem with translating the term gnas as 'place’ in the context of pilgrimage as long
as Tibetan understandings and assumptions about gnas are taken fully into account. The
most important Tibetan pilgrimage 'places’ are termed gnas-chen (sometimes gnas-bzang or
gnas-rtsa chen-po in colloquial speech) and gnas-mchog, which could be translated as 'great
placefabode’ or ‘principal placefabode"; and gnas-ri as 'mountain abode', most often of a
regional deity (yul-lha.). Such terms can be applied to natural landscapes, urban sites (e.g.
Lhasa), religious structures and icons, or the place of residence or 'seat' (gdan-sa) of high
lamas and incarnations. According to Tibetan etymologies I have collected gnas in the term
gnas-skor always carries the double meaning of the actual physical place, and of the residence
or existence of deities, entities or beings believed to be powerful or significant in some way
by the pilgrims who go there for an encounter (mjal-ba). There is much ritual evidence to
suggest that the physical place and the vital principle or being that resides there are always so
closely associated that they are considered and treated as identical.

That is my brief review of the fundamental emic conceptions of Tibetan pilgrimage. The
reader will have noticed that I have hardly referred to Buddhism, nor mentioned merit,
karma, rebirth, let alone 'liberation'. It seems to me that any research on Tibetan pilgrimage
rituals and sites must acknowledge the continuity in, and persistence of, certain aspects of the
Tibetan world-view conceming places and persons and their relationship. Perhaps we could
even say that when we talk of Tibetan Buddhist pilgrimage' what is most "Tibetan' about it is
a certain orientation to place, while what is most 'Buddhist’ about it is a system of Indic
metaphysical imperatives (samsara, karma, nirvana) which are fitted together with this
orientation to place.?’ But the question of what Buddhism itself is stands in need of thorough
debate, and the often monolithic interpretations of Westerners need to be compared with
various emic classifications and with local ethnographic and historical data. Such propositions
as mine need to be carefully assessed in terms of the type of distinctions that Samuel has
recently proposed for Tibet as a Buddhist society, those of 'shamanic Buddhism' and 'clerical
Buddhism'.?® I pose this here as an issue for further critical reflection.

Other types of distinction appear to have been made already. There are now about eight
published Western discussions or general overviews of "Tibetan pilgrimage' and "Tibetan

* Karmay (1992:531).

* Whether one could venture the same about systematized Bon in Tibet I cannot say as I have
never observed or studied any Bon-po pilgrimages in detail.

% Samuel (1985). As of the time of this writing I have not yet read his book-length study of this
distinction (Civilized Shamans. Buddhism in Tibetan Societies, 1993 in press).
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Buddhist pilgrimage' which vary greatly in length and detail.*® They all provide interesting
materials, and some are cited as standard references on the subject. The three longest of these
pieces never mention the terms gnas-skor and gnas-mjal or their etymologies. Many of them
emphasize the ritual primacy of pradaksipa, using that term to describe what Tibetans do,
and state that Tibetan pilgrimage derives from India or Indian Buddhism.*® Perhaps not
surprisingly, the pieces written by anthropologists pay closer attention to the actual practices
and language used in specific contexts. Some of the reviews begin their discussions of the
important Tibetan sites of pilgrimage with those significant to Indian Buddhism before
relating details of the so-called 'natural’ or 'indigenous' sites in Tibet, while others orient their
accounts towards local and regional Tibetan sites. Many of them mention that the motivations
and rewards of pilgrimage are both Buddhist doctrinal ones, and less doctrinal 'worldly'

ones.

Overall in these accounts emphasis is given to the role of Indian and Buddhist influences, yet
at the same time attention is always paid to the so-called 'local’, 'indigenous' and ‘natural'
aspects of Tibetan pilgrimage. In dealing with such a diverse and complex phenomenon most
scholars seem to divide the material up into that which fits with a certain view of doctrinal
Indian Buddhism on the one hand, and local Tibetan data that does not fit with it on the
other.*! This tendency to 'split' may partly be a result of what could be called the 'encyclopedia
syndrome', of having to fit a complex subject into a small publishing space. But I think it also
has to do with according explanatory priority to particular Western representations of Indic
Buddhism rather than looking long and hard at what actually happens or happened on the
ground in Tibet. Whatever the case, I think this analytical split in the treatment of Tibetan
pilgrimage will not lead to any advances in our understanding, or in the quality of our
representations. None of the accounts discussed have attempted any substantial analysis of
the fundamental categories of place and person that Tibetans assume and work with as
pilgrims. I propose that attention paid to these topics will be of benefit in future studies.

A New Approach To Research?

i. Problems of Distinctions and Interpretation

In line with what I have said so far, I am also proposing a review of the ways we consider
the various classes of activities and practices that are commonly attendant on Tibetan pilgrimage,

e enoATA ¥ b baum (1987), Blondeau (1960), Dowman (1988), Ekvall (1964), Jest (1975 and also 1985),

Macdonald (1985), Ngawang Dak-pa (1987), Stablein (1978). There may well be others I have not yet seen.
Waddell (1895) made an early 'review’ of Tibetan pilgrimage practice, but I would not include it here as it is

or

only contemporary scholarship that concerns me.
“ This also occurs in secondary sources; see for example Aziz (1987:251).

“! Compare the related comments made by Martin (1992:191).
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and indeed often constitute in their totality what the ‘pilgrimage’ actually is for Tibetans
themselves. I base my comments mainly on observations and participation in over a dozen
different Tibetan pilgrimages in the TAR, North India, Nepal and Bhutan during the last
decade. I say this here because I think it is essential to perform Tibetan pilgrimages in order
to begin to interpret them, as will become clear from my comments to follow.

The whole notion of ritual, particularly as it is applied to the acts of persons from other
cultures, is continually being reviewed and debated in Western social theory. I am not about
to enter that process on a theoretical level, but I would like to point out certain tendencies in
the way Westerners have analyzed the practices of Tibetan pilgrims, and the implications of a
possible change in emphasis. In a recent overview of 'Himalayan rituals', including Tibet,
" Macdonald has indicated the great variety of types of Tibetan ritual practice, made even more
complex by the fact that they can also include a significant meditational component.*> This
statement reflects the situation of Tibetan pilgrimage practice generally: difficult to define,

with many aspects, and a meditational dimension as well.
-\v‘-
‘é:,.
g,& There is no emic category that corresponds well to 'ritual', and no detailed classification

either. Tucci has pointed out the Buddhist distinction between cho-ga (vidhi), which can only
be performed by initiated persons, such as monks, and different types of mchod-pa, which
can also be performed by lay persons.*’ But this division does not get us very far with
pilgrimage practice as the 'rituals' he includes in both these categories, and many others
besides that do not fit into them, are involved. To perhaps show howthese terms and
distinctions may be used by Tibetan-speaking peoples we should note here a proverb that
Jest recorded some years ago, "Le pelerinage est l'offrande religieuse du laic", which reads in
Tibetan, gnas-skor 'jig-rten gyi cho-ga yin.** Also, the practices related in guides and
manuals for pilgrims are only superficially helpful. They mention either the most common
Buddhist type, the standard textual formula always being 'prostration, offering and
circumambulation' (phyag mchod dang skor-ba byed-pa), or acts that are very particular to a
certain site being described. My rule of thumb in the field has been to note the frequency of
various practices and acts on pilgrimages, and in written accounts, and group them primarily
on the basis of my informants' explanations, which might vary in any particular instance.
This is perhaps no less crude than imposing an etic scheme, although I have found that a
pattern has emerged that is different in important respects from the analysis of many Westerners.
Briefly, this is that while Tibetans (including lay persons, and at times clerics and lamas) may
often explain things in terms of physicality and substance, Westerners look for, and see,
mainly 'symbolic', 'mental' and metaphysical aspects.

“2 Macdonald 'Avant propos’ (1987).
“ Tucci (1980: chapt. 5 & 6).

“ Jest (1975:353).
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The same trend is confirmed by surveying the materials in published sources. For instance,
one practicefor which Tibetan pilgrimages are well known is circumambulation (skor) of a
gnas performed by measuring out full-length body prostrations (phyag-"tshal). Concerning
the ritual purpose of the two common components of this ‘combination act', there is a clichéd

Tibetan formulation which states: 5t
€ oo, .
Defilements (sgrib) of the body will be cleansed through prostration and
circumambulation, defilements of speech will be cleansed through taking refuge
and praying, and defilements of mind will be cleansed through praying with
one-pointed devotion.**

His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama recently made this observation about the practice of
prostration circumambulation at Mount Kailash (the italics are mine):

When you walk a circular pilgrimage route, such as this one around Mount
Kailash, your feet touch the earth with big spaces between them, but when you
prostrate, your whole body connects with the sacred ground to close the circle. *°

These Tibetan explanations focus on lus-kyi-sgrib, a form of pollution associated with
substances and the physical body, and also the importance of maximum ritual contact with
the empowered substance of a gnas-chen. The following Westem interpretation of the same
act is found in a recently published encyclopedia of religion, under the standard reference for
‘Tibetan Pilgrimage":

...the more difficult the pilgrimage, the more merit the pilgrim acquires. Tibetans
often increase the difficulty of their pilgrimages by measuring their joumeys with
full-body prostrations. Ascetic practices of this sort are also meant to burn away
mental defilements and purify the mind for further progress along the path to
enlightenment.*’

The differences here speak for themselves, and this is by no means an isolated case. But
Tibetans too, particularly Buddhist clerics, are often ready with ‘pukkah’ doctrinal explanations
to justify their ritual behaviour, and a standard formula of 'chapter and verse' can sometimes
be offered ('In sitra X the Buddha said..., therefore we do this here."). However, these
accounts often do not tally at all with, or include much of what they actually do on pilgrimages,
or how their fellow pilgrims explain things. But if they make a connection in all sincerity
who amn I to question the validity of it? It is certain that to the majority of Tibetans, pilgrimages,

% Lus kyi sgrib pa sbyong phyir phyag 'tshal dang skor ba / ngag gi sgrib pa sbyong phyir skyabs
‘gro dang gsol 'debs / yid kyi sgrib pa sbyong phyir rtse gcig gus pas gsol 'debs; c.f. also Dowman
(1988:6).

“ The Fourteenth Dalai Lama, My Tibet (1990:132).

*“ Bernbaum (1987:351). Here he is invoking the Indic model found in Hindu pilgrimage concerning
the generation of ascetic 'heat’ (fapas) by way of austerities and difficulties of perforrnance.
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whatever else they may be about, are often related to concems about merit, rebirth, and so on.
I would not deny them their interpretations, but merely point out that when it comes to certain
practices the classical Indic explanations offered by 'quick draw' Buddhists are only a minority
voice, and they do not fit well with the other evidence.

All this highlights a general problem of interpretation which relates back to my discussions
of gnas, place and person, and pilgrimage above. What is ‘obvious' or completely taken for
granted in a culture often lacks any form of systematic expression, as Sax recently stated:

It is important to distinguish explicit formulations, which may be anything from
simple statements to complex metaphysical systems, from the implicit categories
and habitual practices—the world view—in terms of which they are
expressed...formal statements about the world and humanity's place in it are based
upon certain "commonsense” assumptions and categories that, like the categories
of grammar and syntax, are neither criticized, nor reflected upon, nor explicitly
formulated (at least not very often). Because people rarely feel the need to formalize
such categories, they generally remain implicit and must therefore be inferred
from the languages in which they are encoded, the institutions in which they are
embedded, and the thoughts and actions that they have influenced.*?

We lack an abundance of explicit, formal Tibetan theories about the relationships between
persons and place, yet a great deal can be inferred about them through careful study and
observation, or brought to articulation by the inquiries of outsiders to whom these things are
not obvious. And I believe that many Western scholars and some Tibetans would all too
readily fill this lacuna with the explicit and sophisticated formulations, such as Buddhism,
that they already know well, in order to account for certain aspects of life whose Iogic is

implicit.
il. An Alternative View: Place, Space, Bodies and Substances

In what follows I would like to draw attention to Tibetan practices and ideas that are
commonly found in relation to pilgrimages, but which, although they are mentioned in some
accounts, rarely, if ever, figure in the overall explanatory strategies employed by Westerners.
In doing so I will be building on all that I have mentioned above about gnas and gnas-skor,
and suggesting an alternative framework for interpretation.

Tibetan pilgrimage has primarily to do with persons forming certain relationships with a
gnas, which often has a rfen (object, building, human body, etc.) as its basis, is physically
located on the earth's surface, and is assigned a particular ontological value. It is about the
inherent power of certain places in relation to a given ontology, and how people can become
involved with and capitalise on that. Mental and physical acts structure this relationship at

8 Sax (1991:10).



25

various levels, which can involve types of representational synthesis and identification (by
visualization/meditation), and a host of actual physical contacts, both those that are tangible
and others that are believed to be sublime. Most commonly it is about a direct (and observable)
physical, sensory relationship of person and place through seeing (in both the sense of direct
encounter (mjal) and 'reading' and interpreting landscape, etc.), touching (by contacting the
place), positioning (body in relation to place), consuming/tasting (by ingesting place substance),
collecting (substances of the place), exchanging (place substance with personal
substances/possessions), vocalizing (prayers addressed to the place or specific formulas),
and even in some cases listening (for sounds produced by the place).

Perhaps more could be added here, but these are all classes of practices I have catalogued
during Tibetan pilgrimages, and which are further attested in Tibetan and Western written
sources. Some of these relational forms have a conscious 'mental’ dimension. And although
yogins as pilgrims may practise the most exclusively mental of relational forms, such as
visualizations, they attend to the physical ones as much as other practitioners, and in certain
instances even more so. The ritual imperative is that contacts and identifications must be
made, and I am suggesting that any performance done during a Tibetan pilgrimage can be

read in this way.

When observing pilgrimages certain of these physical relational forms may be easily
misinterpreted, or even missed altogether. A pilgrim who appears to be just staring at a rock
may be in the process of a sophisticated landscape interpretation exercise. The picking up of
stones, pinches of soil or dust, the drinking of water, and other collections and consumptions
of the physical environment of a gnas are all common relational forms. Unless they are
highly routinized at a particular spot, or consistent inquiries are made about them to pilgrims,
or one has prior knowledge that they will occur there, much of this level of pilgrimage, and
its frequency, can go unnoticed by the ‘outside' observer. However, there are numerous
individual references to them in accounts of Tibet,*® and instances are documented in the
present work. All the same comments apply to the concern for relational exchanges, that is,
the deposit of personal substances and items at a gnas, as opposed to regular offerings, such
as butter, prayer flags, and so on. A whole range of mental relational forms are of course
only revealed through testimonies, yet Tibetans will also give testimony of how a Tantric
practitioner's deity yoga was so perfectly developed at a certain place that the deity of the

“® For arange of examples see Buffetrille (1993 in press:56), Dowman (1988:102, 212), Johnson &
Moran (1989:42, 45-6), Mumford (1989:97), Pranavananda (1983:12, 50, 127 a., 132), Waddell (1894:309-10,
320). One might also note here that the value of collected gnas substances is such that they are bought, sold
and traded among Tibetans. 1 should make it clear that such substances are not classified as relics by
Tibetans, although a relic itself may be the rfen on which a gnas is based. Martin has discussed classification
of Tibetan relics, and makes the distinction that "...in Tibet, the emphasis of the relic cuit was less on the
wonder working power of relics and more on the miraculous nature of the relics in and of themselves."
(1992:183). The opposite is true of gnas substances, which are mundane materials with 'enhanced’ properties.
They are believed to have the power to heal, protect and so on, hence their exchange value.
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gnas being visunalized appeared as an objective reality to others. Whatever one may think of
such accounts, they reveal that the dividing line between the 'physical' and 'mental’ that
Westerners generally use is not always sharp for Tibetans. Again, what is perhaps more
important to them is contacts and identifications rather than distinctions of this type.

I do not know of, nor have I had eXplained to me, a comprehensive Tibetan formulation of
substance categories and properties that could be applied to persons, places, objects, and their
relationship, such as the way one might find Hindus using the guna system and Indian
particle theories. Yet Tibetans do make some explicit formulations about substance and body
categories and properties specifically in relation to gnas and their visits to them. These
formulations constitute an emic explanatory basis for most pilgrimage practice which is
assumed prior to many Buddhist doctrinal explanations. They implicate and explicate both
non-Buddhist Tibetan as well as Indian Buddhist precedents, and they can be invoked to
explain and satisfy both Buddhist religious motivations and goals as well as ones that are
entirely mundane.

Works discussing so-called Tibetan 'folk' culture catalogue a great variety of beliefs and
practices concerning illness and cures, purification, agriculture, building, childbirth, magical
practices (for love, revenge, etc.), weather-making, fertility, good and bad fortune, and so on.
They are sometimes referred to as ‘superstitions' but they should be taken seriously, at least
for the fact that they assume a set of relations between persons, substances, and gnas and
their non-human residents.*® The consistently explicit mechanism for many of these relations
is the concept of sgrib (sometimes grib), literally a 'shadow' or 'stain’. It is generally conceived
as a form of pollution (or in some cases a class of noxious deities) which is strongly related
to substances and various actions, and to deities inhabiting both the body and the external
world. The conception of sgrib is often discussed in ethnographies of Tibetan-speaking
peoples, and shown to have various implications for social relations.”* What strikes me is
that concems about sgrib become socially manifest in the spacial ordering between persons,
and between persons and gnas, and the ranking of persons and substances by degree of
presence/absence of 'impurity' (mi-gtsang-pa).

In Tibetan Buddhism the term sgrib is also used in a more complex way to describe both
gross and fine physical, verbal and mental 'defilements' associated with the three levels of the
psycho-physical person, as we saw in the Tibetan quote concerning the cleansing of sgrib
through ritual practice above. It is important to recognise that in some sophisticated Tibetan
interpretations the term is used in translating concepts like the Sanskrit dvydvarana (sgrib-
gnyis), or 'twin veils/defilements’, yet to many other Tibetan Buddhists it simply denotes

% See for example Chophel (1983), Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1956), Stein (1972), Tucci (1980).

3! See for example Mumford (1989), Ortner (1978), Schicklgruber (1992); also Chophel (1983:3,
passim), Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1956: 307, 388-9), Tucci (1980:173, 201).
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physical or social pollution as outlined above. The picture is complicated by the introduction
of Buddhist ethical concemns, and the contamination caused by 'moral transgression’ (sdig).
The foundational process of Tibetan Tantric practice involves the removal of sgrib from the
psycho-physical person in four progressive stages. Here sgrib is related to a form of interior
ranking of the person's abilities as a practitioner, yet this can also have extemal implications
in the way he or she may be accorded social status and relate to place and space in certain

instances.

The overall picture of the role of sgrib in Tibetan thinking is much more complex than this. I
only briefly introduce the concept here because in my research sgrib frequently occurred as
an emic explanatory strategy for pilgrimage practice and person-substance-place relationships
from lay persons, clerics and Tantra practitioners alike. They also, even more frequently,
invoke the concept of byin in this context. This concept, its translation, and its meaning for

Tibetans in relation to gnas also require discussion.

In the majority of Westemn sources byin is translated as 'blessings’, as it commonly occurs in
compounds such as byin-can (‘blessed') or byin-gyis-brlabs (‘blessing'). In the context of
gnas and pilgrimage in the way I have described them here I prefer to use 'empowerment'
(byin-gyis-brlabs), conceived of as a process that affects the environment, much like the
fields in modem physics, and which produces the ‘empowered' (byin-can). 1 will explain
how this fits better with most Tibetan conceptions of the term.

We know that in the language of the pre-Buddhist royal cult the central figure, the btsan-po
or divine king, was held to possess byin as a personal property or quality of his physical
body. As an essential, powerful characteristic in this context byin is translated as ‘splendour’
or 'glory'.*? During the early translation of Indic Buddhist concepts into Tibetan, we find in
the Maha-vyutpatti (early ninth century) that Tibetans used byin-gyi-briabs/byin-brlabs-pa
for the translation of adhisthdna.’® The Sanskrit can be glossed by 'authority’, ‘power’,
‘residence’, ‘abode’, 'seat’, taken from adhistha (¥ stha) 'to stand upon', 'to inhabit', 'to abide’',
'to stand over', 'to govern', etc. (see Monier-Williams, 4 Sanskrit-English Dictionary, p.22).
This is not only close to the early Tibetan conception of byin as an aspect of divine royal
power, but also to how gnas are later understood. I am not suggesting that Tibetan conceptions
of gnas derive from India, but that notions of power (or 'status'?) and place, and perhaps
even height, are all found in the concept that Tibetans represented with byin-gyis-brlabs.

In Tibetan Tantra byin-gyis-brlabs can denote a specific relationship between a deity and
practitioner. For example, in a discussion of the 'generation stage' (bskyed-rim) in which a
deity is mentally constructed through visualization Stein states, "[The generation stage] underlies

32 See A. Macdonald (1971), Richardson (1985).

% See Mahd-vyutpatti:1580-1584; 4264, 4305, 5591, 6364, 7591, 9054.
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every ritual practice; for to have any effect a rite requires the presence of the appropriate
deity, who thereby bestows a 'blessing' (byin-rlabs, Sanskrit adhisthana)—the power of
action—on the officiant."** But in general Tibetans understand it in a much broader context
as a 'field of power' in place and space, and one can translate byin-gyis-brlabs literally as
'flooded by power', or 'suffused with power', hence 'empowerment'.’” In line with what I
have explained here, and also some social dimensions that I will discuss below, I justify the
translation of terms like gnas-chen with ‘power place'. At the risk of being identified as a part
of the 'New Age' movement, I opt for this term as I think it best describes overall Tibetan
assumptions about such sites. Here are three short statements to illustrate how contemporary
Tibetan clerics and lamas represent ‘'empowerment' in relation to place with three slightly
different points of view. Firstly, His Holiness the Dalai Lama states:

Many pilgrims visit places where highly devout spiritual masters spent time in the
past. The presence of that person makes the place seem somehow blessed or
charged, as if there is some kind of electricity around it. Pilgrims come to feel
these mysterious vibrations and to try to see some of the same visions the devout

master saw.>$

A senior dGe-lugs-pa teacher told me:

All objects at power places (gnas-chen) have the empowerment ( byin-gyis-brlabs)
of the deities and great practitioners associated with that place. It is like [the
effects of] water soaking into things, so it includes rocks, dirt, water, plants,
trees; this is also called 'empowerment of gnas (i.e. as residence)' (gnas-kyi
byin-brlab), for example a Heruka place (gnas) has Heruka's empowerment, and
a Guru Rinpoche place his empowerment. So this empowerment can be collected
in the form of rocks, dirt, plant parts, and so on, and due to the Tibetans' great
faith in the power of these things they do collect them.*’

Lastly, a Tibetan rNying-ma-pa lama from village Nepal gives an interesting statement
concerning empowerment relating it to Buddhist cosmology. One should note the atemporal

conception of the quality of empowerment here:

During the good age the whole earth was Chinlab. Now during the bad age
[bskal-pa btsog-pa] there is a deterioration [nyams-pa] of the nutritious value of
the earth. Thus the fortune of humans also deteriorates. But the Buddha has

* Stein (1972:181).
%3 Compare Snellgrove (1987:634) "empowerment (adhisthana)...byin-gyis-brlabs-pa = pervaded by

grace".,
% The Fourteenth Dalai Lama, My Tibet (1990:140).

" Geshe N gawang Dargyey, interview, Dunedin 1987. Throughout this work I will refer to my
informants in a number of ways: either by their actual names; or by using their initials after the first
occurrence if they are frequently cited; or by using pseudonyms in cases where either they or I wish to have
their identities masked for particular reasons.
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established sites [ gnas] where deterioration from the good age does not occur. In
Muktinath the original fire burns in water in harmony, and there the rocks and
soil are as they were at the beginning of time. We collect these and bring them
back so we can insert them in our Chortens [stupas] and in the soil of the fields to
delay deterioration, restoring to some extent the qualities of the good age.’®

These are fairly sophisticated formulations by educated Tibetans who employ various Buddhist
teachings for their purpose, even though their interpretations are non-canonical.’® The physical
and substantial nature of empowerment is even more developed in most lay accounts, and
they are also more ‘impersonal’. Usually the deities and 'great masters' are not even mentioned,
just the fact that certain substances are empowered and if collected can be used in a variety of
ways for protection, healing, purification, restoring vitality, the fertih'ty and health of farm
animals, and so on. In general they counter the effects of sgrib.

For all Tibetans sgrib and byin-gyis-brlabs are fundamental aspects of a Tibetan formulation
of relationships between persons, and between persons and places, especially during pilgrimage,
but in other contexts as well. Generally, the two notions work together as opposites in the
context of pilgrimage practice. In my account of Tsa-ri, for instance, we will see how sgrib
as physical pollution for the lay practitioner or as complex psycho-physical defilement for the
Tantrist are both cleansed by practising in the environment of a highly empowered gnas.
Both levels of transformation can be related, albeit not exclusively, to Buddhist metaphysical
goals, such as advanced rebirths, the attainment of paranormal powers (siddhi) and even
enlightenment. But such transformations always require rituals of contact and identification
to effect them.

For all types of interpreters the field of byin has a focus at the centre at which the rten or
deity of a gnas resides. The closer one is to this ideal centre the stronger the empowerment
potential. This has consequences for the ordering of space, and in all cases centrality and
relative height are given priority over periphery and relative lowness. That persons have
various conditions of presence or absence of sgrib, and that gnas and other parts of the
environment possess various levels of byin imply a gradient of ontological status of personhood
and place. Social ranking and the relational ordering of persons in space are both related to
this gradient in the ascribed quality, or perhaps better, 'value’, of being. In the remainder of
my text I will give details of how this ordering and ranking was performed and lived out
around a 'natural’' gnas, a mountain landscape conceived of in the context of a Buddhist

% Mumford (1989:97). Karma Samten, a Tibetan bKa'-brgyud-pa cleric living in New Zealand,
toured the country on his arrival and collected substances from all the local gnas here. These were combined
with gnas materials from Tibetan and Buddhist pilgrimage places and used to empower a stijpa built in the
North Island, which he described as uniting the powers of the New Zealand and Tibetan environments.

* For accounts showing that similar types of ideas and related practices also existed in other Asian
Buddhist contexts see Schopen (1987) and Tambiah (1984).
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representational system in Tibet. The same implied ordering and ranking is found in many
other instances in pre-modern Tibet. As a comparison to my account of an 'encounter with
place' (gnas-mjal-ba) at Tsa-ri in the 1950s, here is a brief Western description of an
‘encounter with person’' (zhal-mjal-ba) in the form of a pilgrimage to the Pan-chen Lama (as
gnas/rten embodying the Buddha Amitabha) at bKra-shis |Hun-po in the late eighteenth

century:

A vast crowd of people came to pay their respects, and to be blessed by the
Lama. He was seated under a canopy in the court of the palace. They were all
ranged in a circle. First came the lay folks. Everyone according to his circumstances
brought some offering...All these offerings were received by the [.ama's servants,
who put a bit of silk with a knot upon it tied, or supposed to be tied, with the
Lama's own hands, about the necks of the votaries. After this they advanced up to
the Lama, who sat cross-legged upon a throne formed with seven cushions, and
he touched their head with his hands, or with a tassel hung from a stick, according
to their rank and character. The ceremonial is this: upon the gylong [i.e. monks
with highest vows] or laymen of very high rank he lays his palm, the nuns and
inferior laymen have a cloth interposed between his hand and their heads; and the
lower class of people are touched as they pass by with the tassel which he holds
in his hand...Such as had children on their backs were particularly solicitous that
the child's head should be touched with the tassel...After the Lama retired, many
people stayed behind that they might kiss the cushions upon which he had sat.*°

Similar dynaﬁﬁcs of ordering and ranking, although often now modified and less strictly
observed, still operate in the large public initiation ceremonies and pilgrim's audiences involving
the Dalai Lama and other lamas which I have attended in the TAR and India. Such an
account again attests to the ritual priority given to physical contacts and contiguity, which
assumes much of what I have stated above. Ranking and status of person and place is not
just assumed in the ordering of space in these situations, it is both implicit and explicit in
various other ways as it relates to presence/absence of pollution or defilement and potential

for radiation of empowerment.

The Tibetan language, like many others, has various levels of common and honorific speech,
plus other markers that indicate rank and status. I will briefly discuss those I know of applied
in written and spoken text to person and place specifically in the context of pilgrimage. In
general there are two interrelated representations applied to persons: levels of purity/absence
of pollution, and levels of facility of cognition. Most persons who visit gnas as pilgrims are
described as falling into two main classes, that is, 'ordinary persons' (so-skye-bo) and ‘excellent
persons' or 'saints' (skyes-bu dam-pa). They can be ranked as to whether they are 'pure’
(dag-pa) or 'impure beings/defiled persons' (ma-dag-'gro/mi-gtsang-pa) referring to the
status of their sgrib and sdig. Their abilities in perception and understanding are ranked
according to their level of purity (which also relates to karmic status) with the ‘highest'

% Waddell (1895:321).
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(mchog-rab, lit.'most superior') described as those with 'pure vision' (snang-ba dag-pa),
followed by the ‘'middling’ (‘bring-po) and the ‘lowest' (mtha’-ma). Places too are ranked.;
just as the term gnas applied to a place denotes its ontological value as potentially greater
than other locations, as explained above. The compounds of gnas, such as gnas-chen, etc.,
indicate places of very high ontological value. Those with the highest deities in residence,
that is having the status of Buddhas and archetype deities (yi-dam), are called 'pure places' or
‘pure abodes' (gnas dag-pa), or 'fields of purity' (dag-zhing), the latter term being a common
synonym for the 'field' or 'world-system' of a Buddha (sangs-rgyas kyi zhing-khams). Such
places possess the highest ontological value and purity, and radiate the maximum empowerment
within their field.

At advanced levels in Tibetan Tantra these distinctions between place and person run together
in a socially very significant way. The main foundational practice for archetype deity yoga
involves a four-stage purification process in which all three levels of defilement (sgrib) of
body, speech and mind, both coarse and subtle, and a fourth level of defilements collectively,
are successively purified through a system of consecrations. This prepares the practitioner
through empowerment to work with, and realize identification with, the deity involved in the
practice. During these stages of elimination of sgrib the language applied to the practitioner
changes from common to honorific as his or her ascribed ontological status changes. Thus
for 'body' lus becomes sku, for speech ngag becomes gsung, and for mind yid becomes

thugs.®!

Not only does the person's status rise internally due to purity, it does so externally in various
senses. When the practitioner has become fully identified with the deity in yoga then they
have attained the same ontological status as that deity. In this way practitioners become the
basis for a gnas themselves, they radiate empowerment to others and into the surrounding
environment (c.f. the Dalai Lama's quote above). If the successful ability to contact and/or
identify with archetype deities, Buddhas, and so on, is generally ascribed to a person in
Tibetan society then they can be accorded exceptionally high rank and status. The other way
this might happen is if they are recognised as an incarnation directly, as in the case of the
Pan-chen Lama above. The social implications of this are far-reaching in the Tibetan cultural
world. In at least one dimension, it is clear that proximity to high Tantric and incamnate lamas
in a political system in which they acted as heads of state and occupied other positions of
power implied a high social rank or status. Writers such as Petech and Goldstein have
described a Tibetan government system of several centuries' standing with a ranked bureaucracy
in which there was both clerical and aristocratic competition to get closer to, and gain access
to, the centre, i.e., the Dalai Lama and his inner circle.®? I would venture to suggest that
being associated with the most highly regarded pilgrimage places in Tibet could also be used

%! Tucci (1980) gives details of the process.

% Goldstein (1989), Petech (1973).
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in various ways to generate the symbolic capital®* required to maintain and increase social
position. I will explore how this might be so in the body of my work.

There is a further dimension to all this involving morality, and although I have not discussed
this with my informants in detail I think it worthy of a preliminary statement here. In Tibetan,
'purity’ as dag-pa carries with it the senses of 'authenticity', 'rightness’, ‘correctness’, and its
compounds. denote legal correctness. The Buddhas and other top-ranking deities are the
highést expression of moral being, and so by extension are those persons who are recognised
as incarnations or fully accomplished Tantrists; they all have high dag-pa. Those ordinary,
impure beings who are contaminated with degrees of sgrib are of a low moral standing
relative to this. The Buddhist notion of sdig(papa) as 'moral transgressions' is often compounded
with sgrib, especially in clerical discourse, to explain the gradient of moral status. But I
cannot say whether it is frequently envisaged as an embodied quality by many Tibetans. If
dag and sgrib are relative moral indicators, and if they are embodied properties of persons,
what about the moral status of the substances of those persons, and of places described as
being highly dag-pa, and the logic of transactions between them?

Those who are familiar with ethnosociological accounts of Indian South Asia will notice that
I am exploring the possibility for Tibet of an analogous model of the type of "Transactional
culture" Marriot and others have proposed for Hindu India.’* For example, they point out:

...a South Asian's moral qualities are thought to be altered by the changes in his
[sic.] body resulting from eating certain foods, engaging in certain kinds of
sexual intercourse, taking part in certain ceremonies, or falling under certain other
kinds of influence. Bodily substance and code for conduct are thus thought to be
not fixed but malleable, and to be not separated but mutually immanent features:
the coded substance moves and changes as one thing throughout the life of each
person and group. Actions enjoined by these embodied codes are thought of as
transforming the substances in which they are embodied.®’

This is related through Indian formulations to social ranking and interrelations. I think what
is stated here is appfoximated in various ways by all the material I have presented above.
Yet, it seems Tibetans do not have the same types of formal theories as Hindu South Asians
do to explain why, for instance, contiguity is so important to them in many contexts. The
situation seems to be the opposite. In general, what can be inferred from many Tibetan
practices, ways of using language, and so on, which might lead us in the direction of such a
model, is denied by Indic Buddhist doctrinal interpretations at various levels. Ironically it is

 See Bourdieu (1977:171-183), whose discussion of the concept entails the convertibility of
forms of symbolic capital, such as prestige and renown, back into economic capital.

* Marriot (1976), Marriot & Inden (1977). See also Daniel (1984), Inden & Nicholas (1977), Sax
(1990).

% Marriot & Inden (1977:228).
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Buddhism that has brought morality in an explicit manner into play in relations between
persons and place. The ideological 'victory' of Tibetan Buddhist 'conversion dramas', located
in relation to specific landscapes/abodes (gnas), and which are in a sense ongoing, is also
represented as a moral one over the forces of perversion. I think there are some important
issues to be addressed here, but I am hesitant to continue this discussion without first doing
further research.

69"4 TA
Summary Comments

I have reviewed Tibetan conceptions concerning gnas as I have come to understand them
through my own studies and observations and the explanations of my informants. I think this
clearly shows how Tibetan notions of the activities we usually call 'pilgrimage’ are intimately
related to the assumption of certain categories and qualities of place and person. This fundamental
emic relationship has been either understated or overlooked in much previous work on
Tibetan pilgrimage practice. By reconsidering ideas about place and the relationship between
persons and places expressed in the rituals which constitute pilgrim's practice I suggest that
in certain important contexts at least, the ontological value of place and its space and substance
is intimately related to the status of personhood. Forms of social organisation in geographical
space are related to Tibetan assumptions about this relationship. The materials on Tsa-ri
presented in this study give many examples of how conceptions of place, person and status
are related and lived out in a particular Tibetan instance.

I have intentionally screened out much that is explicitly Buddhist in this presentation. I have
been trying to expose and relate together a collection of long-standing Tibetan assumptions
and ideas which I think are all too often glossed over or denied by non-Tantric Buddhist
interpretations. In contrast to this I have specifically addressed Tibetan Tantra a number of
times. There are certain important continuities between the emic assumptions and formulations
I am interested in and aspects of Tantra as it was, and in some respects still is, practised and
socially expressed in Tibetan society. In the following chapters presenting life at Tsa-ri I
have not suppressed any of the Buddhist explanatory strategies of my informants. Thus, the
set of ideas about places, persons and substances and their interrelationships that I have
explored can be appreciated in a context which is seen as fully Buddhist from the Tibetans'

own point of view.

This particular Buddhist context found at Pure Crystal Mountain reveals clearly the extension
and incorporation of enduring Tibetan ideas about the world with Tantric logics and practices.
Such mountains have continued to be the focus for intense contacts and identifications with
the non-human order of beings. At them, and in them, the btsan-po and his sku-bla and the
shamanic ladder-climbing dpa'-bo and their /ha, came to be joined by the Tantric yogin and
yi-dam. This latest divine-human ensemble arranged the space of the mountain as a mandala,
a gigantic psycho-cosmogram, in order to act out the sublime performance of their union.
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The representation of their specialised landscape stage there as mandala came to have far-
reaching consequences for social landscapes in the Tibetan world. Before I begin a detailed
account in chapter two of how this happened at Pure Crystal Mountain in Tibet, it is germane
to end here with Tambiah's observation on the prevalence of mandala as a form of 'cosmological
topography' in South and East Asia:

It is possible to see Indian and Chinese precedents, Hindu and Buddhist sources,

for these ideas, but one thing is clear: They could have taken root in Southeast

Asia only because indigenous conditions and social practices favored their

incorporation or because they represented a "literate" culture's formalization of
Qg_p'SF images already experienced and emergent in local conditions.®®

&°

% Tambiah (1976:103); also Grapard (1982), Lansing (1991), Mus (1935) and Tucci (1970) give
examples of the range of different contexts in which the mandala was applied in South and East Asia. In a
general discussion of Tibetan of notions place Stein (1972:41-4) had earlier alluded to what Tambiah is
suggesting here.



Chapter Two

A Cosmo-drama
Comes Down To Earth

Space, Landscape and Representation

Introduction

Wheel of great bliss and perfect cognition

Called glorious Tsa-ri, shining upon everything,

Mandala of gods and goddesses of the three bodies, b
Shrine of the triple world-space, I bow down to you!*

I open with this short prayer which itself forms the opening lines of an early nineteenth
century Tibetan pilgrim's guide-book to Tsa-ri. To Westerners it may appear as simply
another devotional verse. Yet, these four lines contain the essence of an entire complex
representational system. It is a system which Tibetans have applied for centuries to a topos, a
mountain, that we describe in essence as the 5735 metre peak of Takpa Shiri, 1at.28°37,
1on.93°15' using our own representational system.> Anyone who reads or hears this little
verse is given the cues, line by line, that the place encompasses sublime human knowledge
and happiness, that it is all-pervasive in its effects, and that it has two architectonic fbrms, the
mandala palace and the stiipa or shrine (mchod-sdong), which constitute at once an abode of
many classes of beings and a hierarchized ordering of space and the physical environment.

In this chapter I will present detailed Tibetan representations of this set of essential notions
used to define the categories of place and space at Tsa-ri. As indicated in the introductory
chapter certain Tibetan ideas permit a high degree of ontological continuity across these
divisions of physical reality. Thus, such a task also entails presenting an understanding of the
category of 'substance' at the site, as it occurs in what we in the West would classify as
sentient and non-sentient 'organic life’, and 'inanimate materials'. At this point I will only
make brief references to this ontology, and will reveal it in greater detail in other contexts

later in the work.

None of the Tibetan representations I will present is exclusive to any one social group, such
as highly literate Buddhist practitioners, although it is with these persons that we often find
the fullest and most systematic expression of the ideas. Various 'traces' of the representational
system I will describe are also found in discourses by persons from all social locations when
giving accounts of their cultural understandings of social organisation and practice in the

! Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1985, vol.2:170).

? See U.S. Army Map Service (1954), Series U502, map NH 46-15 Kyimdong Dzong. Scale:
1:250,000.
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area. In this chapter I will rely mostly upon the explanations produced by yogins and clerics.
The extended accounts they give constitute the 'big picture' of which smaller vignettes appear
in the accounts of other Tibetans, often according to their own particular social positions and
interests. The rest of this entire study is dedicated to describing such a system of ideas and
how they have been used by Tibetans to explain or justify, to accept or reject, and to
reproduce or modify aspects of their lives around the slopes of Pure Crystal Mountain. The
materials for such a study are extensive and wide-ranging in nature, and include Indian
Tantric Buddhist literature, indigenous Tibetan textual genres, ethnographic accounts of rituals,
oral song and prayer texts, paintings, hand-drawn maps, jokes and casual conversations.

For Tibetans this system of representations, or at least the precedents from which it is fully
developed, has an origin and a history. And, as is the case in any developed indigenous
account, it is with them that we must begin our presentation. The narratives concemning this
origin are where the story proper of Tsa-ri and its Pure Crystal Mountain are located in
cosmic time. They also serve to classify and contextualise the site into various orders of
spacial reference. We can identify these as the Buddhist cosmic space of the world-system,
the Tibetan geographic space of the trans-Himalayan zone, and the Tibetan topographic space
of the regional landscape. I will now give examples of these origin narratives and detail the

set of referents they help determine.
Once Upon a Yuga, Down in Jambudvipa...

1. Preamble

A series of talented scholars, among them anthropologists, philologists and Tibetologists
such as Tucci, Stein, Iyanaga, Macdonald, and Davidson have demonstrated the importance
and great popularity of the narratives on the subjugation of Rudra/Mahe$vara by Vajrapani/
Heruka in Northern Buddhist traditions.> Working from Sanskrit, Tibetan and Chinese
textual sources they have produced a group of historical, doctrinal, text-critical/historical and
sociological analyses which consider the development, ‘travels' and possible significance of
these influential stories.

Ever since reading Tucci's pioneer works as an undergraduate, I too have been drawn into
the study of the constellation of materials relating to these narratives. My own understanding
has benefitted immensely from the erudition and labours of those mentioned above. However,
after reading and re-reading their texts, with perhaps one partial exception (Macdonald
1990), I have found myself returning to the same question: if this narrative or 'mythic’
scheme was, and perhaps still is, so influential and popular in Northern Buddhism, how has

3 Tucci (1932, 1989), Stein (1972, 1973, 1974), Iyanaga (1985), Macdonald (1990), Davidson
(1991) and one might also include Allen (1984).
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it affected the real social lives of Buddhists? What actually did 'fall down to earth' as this
lofty cosmo-drama unfolded, multiplied and travelled through Asian time and space? As a
student of Tibetan civilization much of my own research® has been attempting to ask this
question about aspects of life in a Buddhist region where indigenous versions of the story of
the subjugation of Rudra/Mahe$vara have probably enjoyed at least an eight or nine hundred
year residence. My whole treatment of the subject here will be strictly limited to the specific
application of the narrative to the site of Tsa-ri, and its representational implications.

ii. The Story of Mahe§vara's Subjugation at Tsa-ri

For Tibetans the story of the Tsa-ri area and Pure Crystal Mountain begins with important
events in the history of our world-system. The spacial setting for the story is the universe
itself, but more specifically our cosmic southem continent of Jambudvipa, as it is conceived
‘in Tantric Buddhist cosmologies which have long been known in Tibet. The events unfold in
the context of cosmic time, over the countless millions of years of the four world-ages
(yuga). It was at the beginning of the present age, the kali-yuga, that a cosmo-drama unfolded
in which two sets of divine forces competed for hegemonic power, and the control of the
world changed hands.

At that time our universe came to be dominated by the powers of an obnoxious divine
couple, Bhairava (Rudra) and Kali, also known as Mahe$vara (i.e. Siva) and Uma (Parvati)
in some versions. On one level these characters represent the influences of the Indian system
of Saivism, and on another they can be read as the negative predispositions which need to be
overcome by the Tantric yogin. This divine couple and their representatives were then
subjugated by a pair (yab-yum) of Buddhist archetype deities (yi-dam), namely Heruka or
Cakrasamvara, his consort Vajravarahi and their own retinue. They not only represent the
system of Buddhism, but also the yogin's own overcoming of tendencies towards defilement.
The action takes place at twenty-four main sites and eight secondary sites. These places are
frequently mentioned in Tantric literature as being the abodes of dakini and meditation places
for advanced practitioners who have entered into the caryd or 'action' phase (spyod-pa la
gshegs-pa) of yoga in the Cakrasamvara system. Many of these sites are identifiable in the
ancient religious geography of the Indian sub-continent. In the logic of the Cakrasamvara
system, where macrocosm and microcosm are integrated, these twenty-four 'action’ sites are
not only represented in the geography of the external world, but also arrayed around the
internal psychic body of the yogin. This point is important in certain contexts and I shall
return to it later on.

What is very significant in Tibetan sources is the long-standing identification of certain of
these twenty-four (or thirty-two) essentially Indic sites with a series of places in the actnal

¢ Huber (1989,1992, & 1993 forthcoming).
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landscape of Tibet and the high Himalaya. Tsa-ri, along with other locations like Ti-se (Mt.
Kailash) and La-phyi, is one such place. For Tibetans the process of subjugation in this
cosmo-drama established the fundamental identity and nature of these sites as great Buddhist
power places or empowered landscapes.

All the Tibetan writter: and oral sources I know of which locate Tsa-ri in this cosmo-drama
scheme do so by employing greatly abbreviated versions of the whole subjugation narrative.
Here are two written examples, the first from the late sixteenth century, and the second from
the early nineteenth century. Portions of both narratives are found repeated, sometimes
verbatim, in contemporary oral accounts. The version by the famous '‘Brug-pa polymath
Padma dKar-po first sets cosmic and geographical space in order, then unfolds the main

story:

According to the Kalacakramiila-tantra, " As for the continents [of this world-
system)], there are [Piirva]videha to the east, and Jambudvipa to the south, and
Avaragodaniya to the west, and Uttarakuru to the north. As for the sub-continents
in separate directions, they are located on the basis of the earth which is adjacent.
Similarly, all the ksetra, and other [localities], are on the mandala of the oceans.”

It states that therefore there are pitha and upapitha, ksetra and upaksetra, chandoha
and upachandoha, melapaka and upamelapaka, pilava and upapilava, Smasana
and upasmasana. And these twelve [classes of sites] exist on the earth and
extend to the limits of the outermost perimeters of the world, and the great
cemeteries are in the heavenly realm. In the Vimalaprabha it states, "Consequently,
in the mandala of the heavens, on the far side, there exist cemeteries. And
through their purity the world-system also is five hundred thousand yojanas [in
extent]."

It states in the Maha-Cakrasamvara[-tantra], and also in the mila-tantra itself,
that those pitha, and so on, in this very Jambudvipa, such as the famous Kamariipa
and Jala[ndhara], are said to be forty-eight. In the Hevajra[-tantra] the places
explained as Jilandhara, and so on, are thirty-seven. In the Samvaral[-tantra]
those [twenty-four places] known as,

"Kuliita and dGon-pa, and Sindhu'i-yul and Grong-khyer, gSer-gyi-gling and
Saurastra, De-bzhin Khyim-gyi-lha and Yi~wags-grong and Kha-ba'i-gnas, Karici,
Lampaka-yi-yul, Kalinka, Kosala, Tri§akuni, Oti and Kamariipa, Malava, |Ha-
mo-mkhar and Ra-me-dbang, Godavari, Arbuta, U-rgyan, Jalandhara and
Pulliramala, and so on" '

are [the same as] Kuluta and Maru, Sindhu, Nagara, Lampaka, Saurastra, Kha-
ba-can, Karici, Malava, Grhadeva, Kalinka, Kosala, Pretapuri, TriSakuni, Pullirama,
Jalandhara, Oti, Kamariipa, Devikota, Rame$vara, Godavari, Arbuta, gSer-gling
and U-rgyan. This is because they are called by various alternative names in the
explanatory tantra [i.e. Samvarodaya-tantra.

This [place, Tsa-ri] is said to be the great cemetery to the south of them, according
to the explanation brought forth by the Buddha in those [sources]. In the past,
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shortly after the time this world-system came into existence, these places were
seized by eight couples of powerful male and female deva and asura, yaksa and
raksasa, and naga and kinnara. As a result they were called the sites of action
(carya) in the [three world-space realms of] Khecara (mkha'-spyod), Bhiicara
(sa-spyod) and Underworld (sa-'og, i.e. Nagaloka), and were famous as the eight
great cemeteries. And at that time, as the couple of ferocious Bhairava and Kali,
also known as the god Mahe$vara and the great goddess Uma who have their
palace on snowy Ti-se, were regarded as the rulers of the world, those [denizens]
made offerings to these two. As they were addicted to sexual intercourse, that
couple could not go to these sites when invited by those [denizens]. Therefore,
they bestowed on those twenty-four or thirty-two [sites] stone linga representing
[Mahe$vara's] head, and so forth. Those [denizens] made offerings to them also.

As a consequence the world fell into a period of establishment in the paths of
evil, and conversion to unbounded suffering. So, seeing that the time had come to
subjugate them, from the Akanistha heaven that Heruka whose substance is
perfected experience, established there a Heruka which was a resultant emanation-
body, having a blue-coloured body, four faces, twelve amms, together with a
Vajravarahi which he had himself emanated, performing a clockwise dance. As a
result they appeared on the summit of Mount Meru, and the Jinas of the five
lineages, after emanating a palace and a troupe of offering goddesses, presented
them, thus completing the great mandala of the assembled lineages there. After
the subjugation of ferocious Bhairava and his retinue by means of the absorption
of their wealth and power, at the time that the great Samvaramiila-tantra, the
‘Ocean of Knowledge', was uttered, that one of the eight great cemeteries to the
south of the mandala was this place.’

And the version by 'Brug-chen Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba reads:

Conceming this place Tsa-ri-tra (Skt.=Caritra), famous as the 'wheel of perfect
cognition’: In the past, a long time after the creation of this world-system Possessing
the Banner of Good Qualities', all the places, countries and cemeteries were
seized by ndga and asura from the underworld, yaksa and raksasa from the
surtace of the earth, deva and gandharva from the sky, and kinnara and witches
(phra-men-ma) or matrkd, and so forth. Afterwards, they made offerings to
Bhairava and his consort Kali and entered into evil paths, leading others into
them, and as a result the world was thrown into ruin. The Blessed One Vajradhara,
the great Heruka, [came] from the Akanistha heaven with the intention of subduing
them, and manifested a great mandala on the summit of Mount Meru, and with
that conquered ferocious Bhairava and his retinue by means of the absorption of
their wealth and power. At the time that the great Samvaramiila-tantra, the
'‘Ocean of Knowledge', was preached, that one of the eight great cemeteries to the
south of the mandala was this place, thus it is known as Ts3-ri-tra. And in
accordance with that, all sites of action in the Khecara, Bhiicara, and Underworld
which had been seized by ferocious [Bhairava] and his retinue were re-empowered
in their very essence as the sphere of action of vira and yogini, and were
conquered.®

* Padma dKar-po (1973, vol.4:2b-4a).

¢ Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1985, vol.4:2a-b).
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iii. Spacial Representations Developed From the Narratives

By equating Tsa-ri with the Indian Tantric cemetery of Caritra (or with Devikota in some
sources) the Tibetan accounts link it into a complex cosmic and terrestrial network of
sites.” Detailed Tibetan versions of the subjugation story divide the space of the great
world-system mandala into a three-tiered organisation around which the main sites are
arrayed,’ and which is referred to briefly in our accounts. The tribhuvana (sa-gsum) or
'three levels' systemn is an earlier Indian cosmological scheme found in the Sanskrit sources
from which the Tibetans derived their narratives, and which appears to be analogous to
indigenous Tibetan tripartite ordering of the phenomenal world.® Regardless of its origins,
such a three-level organisation of space is completely pervasive in Tibetan thinking about
the world, whether in a vast and more abstract cosmological sense or in terms of the
perceivable physical environment on any scale. Its implications for the representation of

Tsa-ri are multiple.

In cosmic space Tsa-ri can be visualised as lying on the southern edge of the great
world-system mandala, whose centre is Mount Meru somewhere to the north. This accords
with the location of the eight great Tantric cemeteries depicted around the perimeter of the
Cakrasamvara mandala (see plate 1).!° The twenty-four main action sites and the cemeteries
in the scheme are divided into three sets of eight, each set being located on one of the three
levels of the tribhuvana world-system. Tibetan sources describe these as the ‘eight abodes
of Khecara' (mkha' spyod kyi gnas brgyad), 'the eight abodes of Bhiicara' (sa spyod kyi
gnas brgyad), and 'the eight abodes of the Underworld/Nagaloka' (sa ‘og spyod kyi gnas
brgyad). Each set is further characterised in terms of the three aspects of the enlightened
being of Heruka/Cakrasamvara, as represented by the vanquishing emanations he manifested
in those places. This entails a hierarchy from the gross material to the sublime, with the
upper level Khecara abodes associated with 'mind' (citta/thugs), the middle Bhiicara with

? For a detailed analysis of these and other such Tibetan identifications see Huber (1992).

® See for example bsTan-'dzin Chos-kyi Blo-gros (1983:7a-10b); and the Sa-skya-pa texts in
Davidson (1991:205-7).

® Davidson (1991:230, n.16) has noted its origin in the Tattvasamgraha, Kvaeme (1987:499, 502)
calls such a scheme pre-Buddhist; Stein (1972) describes it as a 'Buddhist symbol’ (p.41), but also implies
that it may be indigenous (p.202-4); the entry sa-gsum in Bod rgya Tshig mdzod Chen mo, vol.3:2911
reads: “The three [regions] above the earth (sa-bla), on the surface of the earth (sa-steng), and beneath the
earth (sa-'og)."; see also a Tibetan explanation in Nalanda Translation Committee (1987:230). Herein I will
use the Sanskrit terms and English equivalents for these three zones, as their provenance in relation to the
Samvara mandala at Tsa-ri is certainly Indic.

'° Examples of icons of the mandala with cemeteries are found in Pal (1984:pls. 11, 31, 34); c.f.
icons of Vajravarahi also surrounded by the cemeteries (pls.15, 16); iconographical details are given in Tucci
(1989:chapt. 1), Chandra (1987:7-34) and Tsuda (1978:215-28).
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C AT .

Plate 1. Sixty-two deity Cakrasamvara mandala.
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'speech’ (vac/gsung), and the lower Nagaloka or Underworld with 'body’ (kaya/sku).!' In
these terms, the identifications of Tsa-ri as either the cemetery of Caritra or the site of
Devikota in the Tantras have Tibetans include it in the Khecara set of abodes, as a place of
Heruka's mind. This is why it is commonly spoken of by Tibetans, and referred to in their
texts as 'the place of Cakrasamvara's mind' (khor lo sdom pa'i thugs kyi gnas).

There are geographical implications arising from these notions. When asked to describe
Tsa-ri as a part of Tibet, my informants invoked a well known, and perhaps antiquated, '
three-fold scheme which related the site with two others in Tibetan geography. When

Tsa-ri is described as the 'place of Cakrasamvara's mind', La-phyi is called 'the place of
- 13

Cakrasamvara's speech’, and Ti-se or Mount Kailash 'the place of Cakrasamvara's body'".
Tibetans not only 'think' these places in a geographical network, they practise according to
it as well. Many pilgrims I have met had visited at least two of these sites, and it was their
aim, often constructed in terms of a vow (dam bca'i tshig), to visit all three during this
lifetime. Serious Tantric practitioners often did this as a matter of course.!* A modern
Tibetan ritual text (circa 1990) divides up the Tibetan world space and its peoples on this
very basis:

There is a proverb which states: In the three districts of mNga'-ris up the west
(stod), [the people] are guided by their own place (gnas). In the four homs of
dBus and gTsang in the centre (bar), they are guided by their Dharma. In the six
ranges of [A-Jmdo and Khams down in the east (smad), they are guided by their
lamas", and in accord with that they perform circumambulations and prostrations
every time in connection with the power places (gnas-chen) of Sri-Cakrasamvara
from among the many important mountains abodes (gnas-ri) that exist within
Tibet: In the west (stod) the very famous 'King of White Snows' Ti-se, place of
the body of the white lion-faced [dakini], in the centre (bar) the excellent La-phyi,
place of the speech of the striped tiger-faced [dakini], and in the east (smad) the

" Discussions of how this arrangement applies to the mandala in iconographic and meditational
terms are found in Tsuda (1978) and Chandra's preface to Kazi Dawa Samdup (1987). My interest here is
purely in terms of describing Tibetan conceptions of cosmic and geographic space.

" If an early 20th century 'Bri-gung-pa text is to be believed, the scheme was designed by the
'Bri-gung sKyob-pa 'Tig-rten mGon-po in the 12th century after intensive study of the Tantras, bsTan-'dzin
Chos-kyi Blo-gros, La phyi gnas yig (1983:17b).

'3 This scheme contradicts the full version of the fribhuvana arrangement for the subjugation
narrative found in bsTan-'dzin Chos-kyi Blo-gros, Ti se'i gnas bshad (1983:8a-10b), as Ti-se is reckoned a
sa-spyod site, and La-phyi a mkha’-spyod site. A prayer to La-phyi invokes it as: // gnas mchog dag pa
mkha' spyod la phyi gangs //, see bsTan-'dzin Chos-kyi Blo-gros, La phyi gnas yig (1983:73a). Is it perhaps
rather a product of Jig-rten mGon-po’s meditative experience of dakini from the three sites, than a derivation
of tribhuvana?

" See for example chapts. 10, 11 and 13 of Zhabs-dkar-ba (1985); or the biography of gTsang-smyon
He-ru-ka by rGod-tshang Ras-pa sNa-tshogs Rang-grol (1969:chapts. 6-12).
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peerless Tsa-ri. place of the mind of the black sow-faced [dakini].'®

Being a cemetery, Tsa-ri is located in the upper level of the triple world-space, in the
celestial ‘action' (carya) zone of Khecara, or mKha'-spyod (lit.='sky going'/active in space')
in Tibetan (see plate 2). The triple division of the world-system implies a strong vertical
ontological gradient from gross at the bottom to more refined or pure above. This applies
equally to the quality of existence of the physical environment, and the beings and other
forms of life that inhabit it. While the Underworld is populated mainly by serpent deities
(klu/naga), we humans, the animals and a collection of earth-bound spirits live in the
Bhiicara zone. Sites in the celestial, or 'sky zone' of the world-system are described as
Pure Abodes' (gnas dag-pa) in the Tibetan sources. And their inhabitants are purified
beings, principally dakini and other grades of enlightened sentient existence. These residents
of Khecara are 'sky-goers' (mkha'-spyod-pa/-ma, c.f. mkha'-'gro/-ma). Thus we find that
Cakrasamvara's conscrt Vajravarahi, main resident dakini at Tsa-ri, is given the epithet
mKha'-spyod dBang-mo (‘Chieftainess of Khecara') by Tibetans.'®

While the Khecara zone may be the abode of dakini, Tibetans believe that at Tsa-ri, under
the right circumstances, humans may perceive it or enter it as well. The yogin Zhabs-dkar-ba
once characterised the site as "Tsa-ri-tra the glorious power place, a great Buddhafield
(zhing-khams)...which is equal to the actual Pure Khecara when seen by those endowed
with good fortune, purified perception and karma."'” Tsa-ri-bas tell a story, found in
various textual versions also, of a Tantric siddha named La-va-pa, who meditated near the
summit of the mountain at Tsa-ri and is said to have "passed into Khecara after going on to
the peak.” What is important to the story-tellers is that La-va-pa entered the Khecara zone
while still in a human body. A song about those who worship at Tsa-ri states: " At the time
of death they will be lead to the field of Pure Khecara by vira and dakini."'®

Here we must be careful not to build the Khecara zone at Tsa-ri into a kind of Luftschloss,

' 'Bri-gung sKyabs-mgon Che-tshang Rin-po-che (1990:3a-3b). This is a very sophisticated
statement invoking old notions of Tibetan geographical space sloping down from the high (stod) west to the
low (smad) east. It cleverly describes the nature of each of the three pilgrimages in terms of parochial notions
of regional character. Thal is, in the twelve-yearly events mostly locals went to Ti-se, Central Tibetans had
to make a very long journcy to La-phyi (due to their faith in the Dharma), and all pilgrims, including many
Easterners, had to be lead around Tsa-ri of necessity. And it details the basic Cakrasamvara geography of
Tibet as well.

'® Mathieu Ricard, Bodhnith (personal communication, April 1992) describes Khecara specifically
as the Dhiimatala Buddhafield of Vajrayogini (with whom Vajravarahi is interchangeable as jiigna-dakini).
Dhiimatala seems to mean 'vaporous state’' or 'smoky state’, c.f. Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English
Dictionary, p.518.

"7 Zhabs-dkar-ba (1985:488).

'8 Zhabs-dkar-ba (1985:489).
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spyod).
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Plate 2. Khecara Pure Abode (gnas dag-pa mkha






47

merely afloat in space. While the designation 'Khecara Pure Abode' (gnas dag-pa mkha'-
spyod) which is so frequently applied to Tsa-ri'® involves the space around and above the
mountain, it also applies to the actual landscape of its uppermost slopes. Elements of this
designation are coded into the different place names for the mountain's high altitude
topography, such as the main summit of Pure Crystal Mountain (Dag-pa Shel-ri), the
eastern peak of mKha'-spyod-ri (Khecara Mountain'), the four high peaks collectively
called Dag-pa mKha'-spyod-ri-bzhi (‘the Four Pure Khecara Mountains')*® and the former
high point of the old rong-skor pilgrirnage route Dag-pa Tsa-ri'i Thugs-kha ('Heart/Mind
of Pure Tsa-ri'). In later chapters we will see how the intense purity of this upper landscape
and the space around the mountain is taken account of in the structure of rituals, and in
general Tibetan life-style at the site. We will also see that the pure beings, like the dakini
and others, who abide in the Khecara zone do not just fly around remotely in space, but as
far as Tibetans are concerned are active on the ground of the mountain as well.

iv. Inner/Outer Space, Shrinking Space, and Schematic Repetition

There are further considerations of space at Tsa-ri which relate to its status as a site in the
narratives of the subjugation of Mahe$vara. These features are less well known to most
people, being more of interest to Tantric practitioners, although I note them here because
enough yogins and ordinary folk do rnention them for it to be significant. I have stated
above that the Cakrasamvara system posits the correspondence of macrocosmic and
microcosmic space. This is usually represented in terms of the arrangement of all the
external ‘sites of action’ being present in miniature in the yogin's body. If a yogin reports,
"When I was practising at place X, all the twenty-four sites were present there", this is
often interpreted by Western commentators as symbolic or intentional language to describe
an inner psychic experience of space.”! This may be so, but it is only one possible élite
interpretation.

For many Tibetans, both lamas and laypersons, the whole set of action sites are considered
to be physically, not merely symbolically, contained in the local environment of any one of
the external locations, such as Tsa-ri. Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche has said that "within any
single valley one can identify the entire set of the twenty-four sacred places."*? During my
own field work at La-phyi and Pha-bong-kha, two places in Tibet considered to be among
the twenty-four Tantric action sites, I was shown other 'versions' of the twenty-four places

® For example the most common prayer to the mountain opens with the line: "Glorious Tsa-ri-tra,
Khecara Pure Abode” (gnas dag pa mkha’ spyod dpal gyi tsa ri tra). See appendix 4.1.

™ See the list in Kah-thog Si-tu's lar yig of his 1919 visit (1972:365, 1. 1-2).
2! See for example Willis (1985:315-18), Tsuda (1978:215-21).

Z Ricard (1992:chapt. 13, n.1).
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in the local geography by practitioners. A Tibetan guide-book to Tsa-ri states that the
twenty-four are present there also, and lists sources which classify them.?? One informant
"""" from Cig-car at Tsa-ri stated that they were present in that area, but have probably all but
disappeared now due to the violation of the site by the occupying Chinese army since
1960.** On this phenomenon Dudjom Rinpoche maintains that existing power places such
as Odiyana, one of the twenty-four sites, can shrink in surface and even disappear from

““one area, when the conditions are no longer conducive to spiritual practice.?

At Tsa-ri we find the same large-scale representational themes that are established through
the Mahe§vara subjugation narrative being applied to the vertical and horizontal organisation
of space at all levels. For example, written and oral accounts of the site image the regional
geography as a gigantic ritual sceptre or vajra laid on its side. The westem tip of this vajra
is formed by Pure Crystal Mountain, the so-called 'ancient Tsa-ri', its spiral centre is the
adjacent lake of Tsa-ri mTsho-dkar or "White Lake’, and the easternmost tip is formed by
the related site of Tsa-ri gSar-ma bKra-shis-ljongs, or 'New Tsa-ri Auspicious Valley’,
some 70 kilometres distant along the Himalayan divide to the east (see map 2). All three
are recognised as sites of the archetype deities Cakrasamvara and Vajravarahi and have a
three fold ranking applied to them with Pure Crystal mountain being the place of speech,
White Lake the place of mind and New Tsa-ri the place of body.?¢

In another example, concerning the site of Cig-car (see plate 4), location of Tsa-ri's most
important temple and meditation retreat centre, we find the tribhuvana scheme repeated in
small-scale. When the Vajravarahi temple was founded there between 1567 and 1574 by
Padma dKar-po, he began construction upon receiving the prophecy of a local dakini:
"You should labour zealously because the time has arrived for the self-manifestation of a
pig-faced one under the ground (sa-‘og), the appearance of a Varahi active in the sky
(mkha'-la spyod-pa) above and a Varahi active on the earth (sa-spyod) in between these!"*’
Correspondingly, contemporary Tibetan accounts of the site describe its appearance precisely
in terms of these three divisions of the world-space.?® One could even say that this three
fold organisation of space is repeated again in miniature within the body of the Tantric

B Pa_dhua dKar-po (1973, vol.4:18a).

* Sherab Gyatso (SG), interview.

¥ Ricard (1992: Chapt.13, n.1).

% For a textual citation see for example Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1985, vol.4:5b).

7 Padma dKar-po (1973, vol.4:26a); and on the temple-founding Padma dKar-po (1973, vol.3:fol578
ff., 590).

* With a stone image of the goddess in the earth under the temple foundations, a bronze image of
her inside on the surface, and a sublime rainbow-body image in the sky above, Sonam Palgye (SP) and SG,
interviews; and c.f. the comments of Stein's informant in 1954, Stein (1988:40, n. 84).
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yogin who meditates at the site according to practices of the Cakrasamvara system.*

Such examples are taken from many threefold divisions of space that Tibetans use at
Tsa-ri. This pattem is strongly reinforced by the repetition there of another representational
theme from the subjugation narratives, the architectonic form of the divine mansion of the

archetype deities, the mandala palace. Sep .
AT4

Reading the Architecture of Landscape
i. 'Mandalization'

In the core narratives of the subjugation drama given above the world-system becomes
constituted as a great mandala palace of Cakrasamvara and his consort, radiating out from
the summit of the cosmic mountain, Meru, with sites such as CaritrafTsa-ri distributed
around its perimeter. The Tibetan commentators extended this idea, perhaps following
implicit Tantric themes of equating the organisation of macrocosm and microcosm, and
went on to represent each of the three 'activity sites' assimilated to Tibet, the mountains of
Tsa-ri, Ti-se and La-phyi, as complete mandala palaces of Cakrasamvara and Vajravarahi
in their own right. While Tibetans applied this representational form to these three mountains,
and also to various other sites in Tibet during the course of many centuries,?® it was at
Tsa-ri that this 'practice of "mandalizing" geographical areas' (to borrow Grappard's phrase
from Japan)®' was most systematically applied to landscape and socially actualised in
ritual and domestic behaviour.

Most Westerners who have seen Tibetan Buddhist mandala will relate to them as flat,
two-dimensional images such as those represented in painted scrolls (see plate 1), woodblock
prints, drawings and arrangements of coloured sand. Yet for Tibetans these are just the
diagrams or ground plans for what is always conceived of as a three-dimensional structure,
in which the vertical orientation is the most dominant (see plate 2). The true three-dimensional
form of mandala is reproduced constantly in Tibetan cultural life. This takes place in
multiple ephemeral constructions, such as ritual hand gestures, the positioning of persons
in certain ceremonial and performative events, the heaped arrangement of grains and other
offering substances in regular rituals or the sustained and highly detailed mental productions
generated in advanced forms of Tantric meditation. More permanent constructions are

, ® Here 1 am thinking of the three level array of the twenty-four internal nddf and pitha in the
meditator's psychic body; Stein (1988:40) has already suggested a similar correspondence with the three
cakra (heart, neck and top of the head) in the body.

® See for example Blondeau (1960:226, 236-7) on Kha-ba dKar-po and Buffetrille (1993 forthcoming)
on A-myes rMa-chen.

*! Grapard (1982:209).



50

instantiated in architectural forms ranging from entire temple complexes, e.g. bSam-yas, to
stipas and shrines of all sizes and ritual structures fashioned from metal, clay, thread,
wood or dough, and nowadays even generated with computer-assisted drafting programs
and stored as electronic media. In some of these forms, particularly the architecturally
elaborate buildings and visualised mental constructions, one can appreciate that in three
dimensions a mandala as a built-up palace or mansion is more than just an ornate and
impressive facade. They have an even more complex interior of halls, chambers, galleries,
archways, thrones, and so on, populated by a highly ordered group of divine residents.
Thus, both the entire structure itself and its inhabitants constitute a specific pantheon, in the
fullest sense of the word.

In order for non-Tibetans to begin to appreciate the process of the mandalization of
landscape at a place such as Tsa-ri we must start by imagining both a sophisticated,
three-dimensional exterior and interior. If such a vision of the landscape, or at least its
possibility, is not borne constantly in mind we will miss the fuller significance that such
representations have for Tibetans when they encounter Pure Crystal Mountain. We run the
risk of reducing this particular way of thinking about place to the mode of two-dimensional
diagrams, or the mere facade or surface of three-dimensional forms only. I have made
these points here as a small caution to both analysts and readers of the Tibetan conceptions
of the architecture of landscape I am about to present. However, I will return to them
below as they are also invoked and debated in emic ideologies which determine who gains
access to the various dimensions of reality that are admitted by the Tibetan world-view.

ii. Mandala Palace Geography and Topography

The standard guide-books for Tsa-ri state that, “Pure Crystal mountain...has an arrangement
of peaks, lakes and regions with the innate nature of a mandala",** that it is "...a great,
naturally produced mandala of Vajra Secret Mantra",** and that when circumambulating
up on the mountain one is said to "...have entered into the mandala of the Great Secret
[Mantra]."* Some Tibetans describe Pure Crystal Mountain and its environs in great
detail as a mandala palace of the archetype deities Cakrasamvara and Vajravarahi. The lists
of deities, their qualities and their locations given in such accounts are describing the
interior structure of this mandala palace as it lies behind the covering of the mountain's
exterior landscape features. Tibetan Buddhists recognise the level of reality of this interior
structure as the form realm of sambhoga-kaya, the 'enjoyment body' of enlightened

Buddhahood. This form realm is only accessible or conceivable for those persons practising

2 Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1984, vol.4:0a).
* Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1976:18a).

* Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1976:26b).
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at advanced levels of Tantric meditation, with a refinement of consciousness equivalent to
the upper stages of the bodhisattva path.

When heard or read these esoteric accounts of landscape may seem fantastic to the uninitiated,
however they are not entirely unique as they conform to the mandala liturgies found in
texts, and the painted and sculpted representations based upon them. What is unique,
however, are the Tibetan interpretations of geographical space and topographical form
based on the conception of the actual mandala palace being within the mountain itself. It is
mainly these interpretations which I will detail here.

The mandala palace manifest as Pure Crystal Mountain is identical to the three-tiered
cosmic mandala palace already outlined in relation to the subjugation drama above, although
it is much reduced in extent. Thus the same triple division and hierarchy applied to space,
being and environment are found once again, but discussed here mainly with reference to
architectural forms. The foundations (rmang-gzhi) of the structure, what we would term
the geological root of the mountain, are laid in the Nagaloka or Underworld deep within
the ground. The palace (pho-brang) sits upon a gigantic lotus flower base (pad-gdan)
rising out of the centre of an underground lake.>® The structure occupies the triple world-space
at all three levels:

Glorious Caritra, the great palace which houses the divine hosts [of Cakrasamvara]
whose manifestations are self-produced, has innumerable Khecara mansions with
spontaneous, natural purity in all directions above them. In between [this and] the
abode of beings in the sway of passion (bag-lugs), the natural palace which is the
great tamer of the Underworld below, there exists a layout which is like the form
of a crossed, five-pointed vajra of jewels and gold, or resembles a clockwise
tuming svastika.*$

And as for the section which exists above the level of the ground, the mountain itself:

It is a mandala which is made in the form of a mountain.
This Crystal Mountain which is a superior symbol
. Is made from precious crystal substance,
With the shape of a great stipa.
At its apex dwell the gurus and the archetype deities,
At its middle dwell the Buddhas of the three times,
And at its base dwell the dharmapala and protectors.
Round about it dwell vira and dakinr,
Its environs comprise a heavenly palace.’”

* Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1976:15a).
% Padma dKar-po (1973, vol.4:7b-8a).

¥ Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1976:15b).
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Deferring for later discussion the stijpa shape and crystal substance mentioned here, we find
in these statements both vertical and horizontal referents for imaging the mountain's topography
as a mandala palace. Summarising from many oral and written sources we can briefly
outline the architecture of the mandala palace in the landscape.

Beginning at the central summit of Pure Crystal Mountain: this is the highest chamber of the
palace in which Cakrasamvara and Vajravarahi, and one's guru (who is equal to the archetype
deities) dwell. It is equivalent to the pericarp of the lotus at the very centre of the mandala
(see platel). It is here inside the topmost mountain peak/palace that the raison d'étre of this
sublime architecture, the cosmic subjugation drama, continues: its archetype deity inhabitants
are described as "...dancing on the corpse of ferocious Bhairava and the breast of Kali"*® in
there.

The area of high altitude terrain below the summit, circumscribed by the series of high passes
which lie around the mountain, has its landscape features divided horizontally into sets of
four. This is based on its layout being like a svastika or the cross of a five-pointed ritual
sceptre (vgjra) in which the fifth point projects vertically from the centre to form the main
peak. The intermediate levels of the mandala palace, between the central pericarp chamber
above and the four doors below on the four outer walls, are divided into four quadrats of
different colours (see plate 1). Here the various chambers housing divine occupants, the
ritual decorations, such as vases and white conch shells, and the outer petals of the pericarp
are all divided into sets of four along both the cardinal axes and the intermediate points of the
horizontal plane. Thus, correspondingly, we find this landscape zone contains the summits of
four peaks around the centre, then further out four passes, four ravines with four rivers
which flow down from the summit of Pure Crystal Mountain in the four directions and
carrying water of four different colours, four caves and four stone thrones on the mountain

side, and four important lakes.*°

The four doors (sgo) on the outer walls of the palace are listed by Tibetans as: north door in
the Cig-car area; east door in Parpa ravine; south door at the Jo-bo Them-pa pass of Bya-yul;
west door near Dom-tshang ravine. These were the sites where humans first entered the
palace landscape, when Tantric yogins 'opened the doors to the place' (gnas-sgo phye-ba) in
times past. In this lowest zone the point of entry to the great mandala, where one must
initially encounter the guardian and protector deities, is said to be at Bod rDo-mTshan-can in
the main valley of the Tsa-ri river due north of the central peak. Certain of the cemeteries
which are found arranged around the palace, outside the doors, are also identified as sites in
the outer environs of the mountain. The whole mandala is enclosed by a circular girdle of

% Padma dKar-po (1973, vol.4:9b).

* For example, some sets of four are listed in Padma dKar-po (1973, vol.4:16a-17a).
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vajras (rdo-rje ra-ba) laid end to end, which forms the divine threshold of the arrangement.
There are places on the ground which the great girdle of vajras is thought to traverse,
marking the boundary of the mandala.

In addition, there are many other references to the mandala structure and its divine occupants
in Tibetan descriptions of Tsa-ri. In fact, the detail in such accounts of the place will make
little sense to the hearer or reader who is not versed in the mandala liturgy, or who is unused
to imaging landscape according to such representations. All these important features of the
mandala palace precinct are found catalogued and described in Tibetan oral and written
accounts. I will not reproduce all this material here, but will have occasion to refer to certain
features selectively in later chapters as their interpretation dictates the pattern of much ritual

and domestic life in the region.
iii. Sublime Aquatic Architecture

We have seen above that the mandala and tribhuvana systems have very closely related
ordering of space. The mandala, in addition, develops a horizontal pattern of order at the site.
Just as the tribhuvana system is repeated at various levels to interpret the phenomenal world,
so too is the process of ‘'mandalization’. Tsa-ri is located on the cosmic mandala, and the
mountain is a mandala, but also on the mountain itself a group of the most important
individual sites are described as mandala. These are the alpine lakes which are found around
the high summit of Pure Crystal Mountain. In the indigenous, pre-Buddhist Tibetan world-view
lakes, along with mountain peaks, are the most significant type of landscape feature. They are
a dwelling place of both the collective and personal 'vitality' or 'life force' (bla) principle, and
their waters produce and provide both visionary and physical access to other dimensions of
space and time. In line with these themes the Buddhist mandala lakes on the slopes of Pure
Crystal Mountain are 'permeable’ zones, like windows or portals in the hard rock and earth
'walls' of the great palace, through which one can see or enter into the chambers of the divine

residence.

Although the main summit is the most powerful place in the great landscape mandala it is
physically (although not meditatively) unreachable. The various mandala lakes are all accessible,
and they can be circumambulated at close quarters and ritually entered through bathing or
meditation. The Tibetan guide-books catalogue these mandala lakes, the specific deity abodes
they contain and the powers they can offer the practitioner. Their depth provides the vertical
dimension of the palace architecture, but their surface tension is also said to be like mirrors
which reflect this divine reality. And like the rest of the high altitude environment on the
mountain, they are close to, or within, the Khecara purity zone, and thus the water and other
substances they contain have a high ritual status.
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The most important mandala lake is Great Palace Turquoise Lake (Pho-brang Chen-po
g£-Yu-mtsho) located to the south of the main summit. The term pho-brang (‘palace’) in its
name refers to the mandala palace it contains. This lake itself is described as, "Chief of all
the lakes, origin place for all paranormal powers (siddhi), and the complete mandala palace
of $ri-Cakrasamvara."*® When famous yogins visit the spot they are said to "see this lake
itself as the mandala of Sri-Cakrasamvara, and enter within it" (mtsho ‘di nyid dpal 'khor lo
sdom pa'i dkyil 'khor du gzigs te nang du byon). Such mandala lakes at Tsa-ri are the
initiatory sites par excellence in the local landscape.

Besides the lakes, mandalization is repeated on an even smaller scale at Tsa-ri. The smallest
and most intimate level of its application is within the human body of the practitioner. Once
again pattemns for conceiving space and place are reproduced and reinforced. There is yet one
more major aspect of the representational system applied to Tsa-ri to be outlined. It further
amplifies all that has been detailed so far. This is the conception that the mountain has the
architectural form of a stiipa (mchod-rten) or shrine (mchod-sdong).

iv. Nature's Enommous Crystal Reliquary

The conceptions of the mountain as mandala palace and Khecara zone were developed out of
the subjugation narratives relating to the anuttarayoga-tantra traditions in Tibet. By designating
Tsa-ri/Caritra as a cemetery they also pave the way for its landscape to be imaged as a
Buddhist reliquary shrine or stizpa. In the liturgies and icons the Tantric cemeteries that
surround the Cakrasamvara mandala are portrayed as each containing a white stiZpa. Each
cemetery also has a mountain and a tree associated with it. Tibetan commentators use all
these features to argue for the identity of sites like Tsa-ri with those described in Tantric
sources. Later Tibetan works recycle this Indian imagery in detail in accounts of the great
cemeteries. They often mention stitpa which are 'self-arisen’ or ‘naturally produced’ and made
out of crystal as the central feature of such sites. The twelfth chapter of the fourteenth-century
Padma bka' thang,'* for instance, gives a detailed account of one such stizpa which forms
the central palace of the land of Odiyana. It is said to be a great abode of Heruka or
Cakrasamvara, which reflects the status of the site of Odiyana as it is mentioned in the
subjugation narratives. All the same images turn up in later ‘revealed' (gter-ma) guides to
Pure Crystal Mountain of Tsa-ri, as we will see below. Once again we are dealing with a
developed Indian representational scheme, reworked by Tibetans and applied in detail to their
own local landscape.

Tibetan sources represent Pure Crystal Mountain as a stizpa or shrine in a number of ways,
emphasizing different aspects of its form and meaning. It can be seen as an enormous natural

* Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1976:23a).

! See O-rgyan Gling-pa (1985).
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monument to the victory of Buddhist teachings, referred to in terms of the dharma-kaya
aspect. But at the same time this monument is both identified with, and contains within itself,
the sambhoga-kaya aspect of the archetype deities. They embody the victory of Buddhism
over both cosmic negativities (the subjugation of Bhairava) and personal negativities (the
cleansing of 'defilements' or dvyavarana/sgrib-gnyis). For example:

The vira Heruka, whose soles are coated

By the red blood which pours from the slain Bhairava,

Together with the dakini [Vajravarahi] who purifies the twin
defilements,

Constitutes the evil-conquering Crystal Mountain, a shrine of
the dharma-kaya.**

Other descriptions detail its form as manifest on three relatively different levels of reality.
These are the outward (phyi), inward (nang) and esoteric (gsang) aspects which Tibetan
Buddhists admit. For example:

Esoterically (gsang) [this] Snow Mountain of Pure Crystal arose naturally in the
shape of a ritual vase (bum-pa). Thus, it has been said to be an empowered stiipa
which is naturally produced and self-manifested.*

The ritual vase (Skt: kalasa) referred to here has the esoteric meaning of repreéenting a
mandala. In mandala rituals practised by Tibetans one or several vases contain the deities
and form the 'palace’. The vases themselves become the central initiatory structure in processes
such as the kalasabhiseka. In Tibetan the same term, bum-pa, is used for the dome or
vase-like receptacle of the Tibetan-style stiipa, which houses the deities or their representations

in the same arrangement as a mandala palace.

Although its architectural details differ, the ubiquitous Buddhist reliquary shrine or stifpa is
equal to a mandala palace. For Tibetans the two are functionally similar as ritual structures,
as they both contain either Buddhas, or the substantial and symbolic equivalents of Buddhas
in the form of relics, texts or images. By virtue of this both possess a similar ambiance of
empowerment (byin-gyis-brlabs). In actual structures built in Tibet the architectural forms of
both are conspicuously combined to the point where the distinction between them collapses.
In sculptural representations the summit or crown of the cosmic Mount Meru world-system
mandala palace is a stiipa,'* and the top of any Cakrasamvara mandala is itself equivalent
to a Mount Meru. The unity of the two representations becomes even more apparent as we
are given further details of the 'outward' and 'inward' reality of the mountain:

2 padma dKar-po (1973, vol.4:7b).
® pPadma dKar-po (1973, vol.4:7b).

“ See for example Rhie & Thurman (1991:382), and Snellgrove (1987, vol.2: pl. 37).
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Pure Crystal Mountain is a great dharma-kaya shrine, and this itself resembles a
heart-shaped snow mountain outwardly (phyi), [and] inwardly (nang) contains a
great celestial palace of pure, divine hosts in the naturally produced and self-
manifested form of an auspicious many-doored stiipa.*’

And also,

It is the great edifice of an auspicious [many-doored] stiipa, which if seen from
the outside (phyi) exists in the form of a three-peaked snow mountain, and if seen
from the inside (nang) is a luminous, auspicious [many-doored] stiipa made out
of a crystal jewel material. Its summit is established as the abode of the gods.*®

The architecture of this type of stiipa, which Tibetans refer to as 'auspicious many-doored'
(bkra-shis sgo-mang), is more like a mandala palace than any other stiipa style used in the

- Tibetan world.*” A ‘'revealed' account of the mountain credited to the Indian yogin

Padmasambhava details the architecture of its stiipa landscape, and shows how it supports a
divine residence within the three-fold ordering of vertical and horizontal space. This description
from an eighteenth century gter-ma guide states:

According to the Guru, the size of that self-produced stiipa made out of crystal is
thirteen yojana. Its lotus base (pad-gdan) and lion's throne (seng-khri) have one
thousand steps (bang-rim), and below the dome (bum-pa), capital (bre) and
Dharma wheel (chos-'khor-lo), it is decorated with archways and embellished
with many crests. As for the parasol (gdugs) and omamental spire (gan-ji-ra)
which adorn the pinnacle (fog), they are a beautiful pitched tent of five types of
rainbow-light cognition. In the region of the lower edifice of the self-produced
stiipa there eXists the eighty knowledge-holding siddhas' rainbow tent. At the
outer levels matrka and dakini gather like clouds. On the intermediate galleries
the bKa'-brgyud lamas gather like light rays. On the top there are complete
mandala of the four classes of Tantra. The sun-moon [symbol] of Secret Mantra
is stacked like a /hog-khrom [?]. On the omamental spire there are one thousand
Vajradhara Buddhas. On the parasol the ten assemblies of the visible world shine
like rainbows. The Dharma wheel is an inwardly clear mandala of beneficent and
wrathful [deities]. The archways are full of complete mandala of the Sugata. At
the visible limits of the dome exists the field of Mahasukha. All the ksetrapala-dakini
live on the capital. The upper steps are the shining palace of dakini. The lower
steps are the home of the seventy glorious protector deities. On the lion's throne
live all the gods of wealth. On the four walls are the faces of the dakini protecting
the oral teachings. In the four cardinal directions dwell the door guardians, the
four great kings. At the four intermediate points their [divine] workers and envoys
flash like lightning. At the four corners seven [eight?] decaying human corpses

* Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1976:15a).
* gNam-Icags rTsa-gsum Gling-pa (1986:3a).

“ For Tibetan paintings of this and the other seven types of stipa see Rig-'dzin rDo-rje, et al.
(1984:pls. 107-14). On the iconography of bkra-shis sgo-mang shrines representing the mountain palace
paradise of Zangs-mdog dPal-ri see Montmollin (1992).
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dwell in cemeteries. On the lotus petals the naga and Lords of the Soil offer ritual
cakes,*®

The interior complexity of this style is elaborated upon in the traditions of other schools
interested in the mountain, such as the bKa'-brgyud-pa. While visiting the Great Palace
Turquoise Lake at Tsa-ri the founder of the 'Bri-gung-pa lineage, 'JTig-rten mGon-po (1143-
1217), perceived the mountain as a many-doored stfipa housing two thousand eight hundred
deities. bKa'-brgyud-pa written and oral guides to the mountain have continued to represent it
according to this elaborate architectural scheme:

As for this great dharma-kaya shrine which is Pure Crystal Mountain, it is the
heart of hearts of the place of Tsa-ri. It arose in the centre of that place, and
previously the Siddhas perceived it directly as a great auspicious many-doored
[stiipa], which they perceived as containing: the four great kings and the other
seventy-two glorious protectors at the seventy-two doors to the lion's throne of
the stiipa; in the centre of that the glorious four-armed protector and other Dharma
protectors and guardians; on the four steps possessing great faces eight hundred
shrines on [each?] great face; in each and every one of the two thousand six
hundred doors on the steps the divine assemblies of the four classes of Tantras;
in the dome the divine assembly of the mandala of the Bhagavat Heruka Vajrasattva
alias Cakrasamvara in yab-yum; on the capital and parasol Vajradhara encircled
‘by the bKa'-brgyud gurus. In terms of its true state, it is said to be a great palace
which is essentially a vast ocean of mandala. But, even in terms of its external
appearance, this towering and beautifully shaped snow peak clearly resembles the
~ form of a many-doored stiipa.*’

According to historical sources this particular stipa architecture of Pure Crystal Mountain
has long existed in Tibet in the form of smaller human-made 'visible representations’ (rten).
Durmg 'Jig-rten mGon-po's lifetime multiple replicas of the Pure Crystal Mountain many-
doored stiipa were built at 'Bri-gung-mthil monastery in Central Tibet to conform with his
vision.’® They are still being rebuilt during the present day.’' Shown here (see plate 3) is
another form of portable rten of Pure Crystal Mountain, as a painted-scroll image (thang-kha)
with the architecture of an auspicious many-doored stiipa housing the archetype deities in its
central dome.

These materials are very important. We know the representational system I am describing

o gNam-Icags rTsa-gsum Gling-pa (1986:4a-b); c.f. here also the arrangement of deities given in
the account of the setting up of the palace of Dag-pa mKha'-spyod at Tsa-ri in the Gesar epic, Mon gling
gyul 'gyed (1982:499).

* Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1985, vol.2:186).

* See the accounts in Roerich (1979:601), Kdnchog Gyalisen (1988:21), and also Padma dKar-po
(1973, vol.4:9a-b, 27b).

5t Konchog Gyaltsen (1988:36).



58

here has had a long 'public' life in the form of oral and written guide-book, eulogy and prayer
texts. But it has also long been available for visual consumption m Tibet in material forms,
some of which are portable (e.g. plate 3). Although the differences between mandala palaces
and bkra-shis sgo-mang (and for that matter representations of Buddhafields) are often only
subtle, the fact that these public forms are of the stigpa and not explicitly of the mandala is
significant. There may well be esoteric restrictions on the public display or reproduction of
the Cakrasamvara mandala, but be that as it may, there are other more 'down to earth’
explanations possible here. An elderly southern Tibetan once described Pure Crystal Mountain
to me as a huge crystal stipa, and when I asked if he understood it as a maq:;dala, he replied:

Of course we [lay people] know about mandala, but the lamas know everything
[about them]. Well, if you go to Tsa-ri and see the mountain in front of you, it
just looks like it's a big stiipa of white crystal (shel dkar chen)!**

Such a statement is not isolated, nor does it merely reflect contemporary sentiment about how
Tibetans regard mountains. A Tibetan layman who visited the mountain in 1794 recorded in
his biography, “From the summit of the sGrol-ma pass I met with (m/jal) the snow mountain
of Dag-pa-shri, palace of Sﬁ-Cakrasa;_rwara, that resembles (/fa bu) a mountain (sa 'dzin) of
crystal."** General references to the geography of Tibet found in earlier Tibetan literature
use descriptive phrases like "mountains which resemble stﬁpds of spotless crystal."’* Talking
and thinking of mountains as stfipas has had a certain currency in the Tibetan world. In
general it could be said that stiipas, like mountains, are everywhere in the traditional Tibetan
world-space. They are the most common and accessible religious edifices in the Tibetan

environment (or used to be in political Tibet before the Cultural Revolution): they are literally |
'on every street comer' and most journeys in public space involve circumambulating one

sooner or later. Journeys to mountains represented as stiipa, as we shall see, also involve the

same fundamental ritual performances. And, in the case of Tsa-ri, this can also be said of the
rituals performed at a mountain represented as a mandala.

Several scholars have noted long-standing Tibetan beliefs about the powerful geomantic and

physical effects that the location of rten, such as images, temples and stiipa, can have on the ,

environment.”’* Their placement for the purpose of subjugation of non-Buddhist spirit forces,
and their auspicious and empowering effects on the substance of the landscape are common

33 . .
2 ND, interview.

% bsTan-'dzin dPal-'byor (1986:1042-3). .

i

* 'Dzam gling -rgyas bshad (early 19th cent.) in Wylie (1962:2) dri ma med pa shel gyi mchod rten ‘

Ita bu'i gangs ri; c.f. also the Mani bka' ‘bum (12th cent.) as quoted in Gyatso (1989:38); the Mi la'i mgur |

‘bum (late 15th cent.) in Ru-pa'i rGyan-can (1989:416) gangs dkar ti se skad pa de...gangs shel gyi mchod.
rten 'dra'o skad, also Ti-se (Mt. Kailash) is said to be "a snow mountain outwardly resembling a stipa of
crystal” when seen by heretics (mu-stegs-byed) in bsTan-'dzin Chos-kyi Blo-gros (1983:70b).

% Gyatso (1989), and her essay in Reynolds, et al. (1986:32-3); Aris (1979).
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themes in Tibetan narrative and ritual discourse. The mandalization of landscape at Tsa-ri in
the Tibetan accounts of the subjugation of Mahe§vara, and the mountain's representation as a
stiipa are these same themes being played out again. This time no actual physical construction
has taken place, yet the resultant mentally constructed 'edifice’ is many thousands of times
larger than anything humans could possibly build. The remainder of this study will show that
although these ‘'monuments’ are not physically built at the site by people, they are continually
being socially, and in some cases, meditatively reconstructed or reconstituted at Tsa-ri through
the performance of a wide range of rituals.

v. Recapitulation

To summarise briefly, and at the risk of labouring the point, I must reiterate a point that we as
Westerners, habituated in dualistic forms of 'thinking' the world, might easily miss, or
misconceive. The organisation of space at Tsa-mi in its representations as a Khecara field, a
mandala and a gigantic stiipa is based on notions of continuity for Tibetans. The fixed and
dualistic dichotomy of 'sacred and profane' space found in so much Western thinking and
writing is an inappropriate model in this context. In the literature one often reads that
pilgrimage sites or 'sacred' places are a 'bridge to the other side’, a link between heaven and
earth, between humans and divinity, the two separate dimensions of reality, the sacred and
profane. While all these notions may at least be partially true of Tsa-ri (e.g. there are certain
‘thresholds"), they lead us away from the basic Tibetan understanding that ‘the other side' is
actually present right here, that ‘heaven and earth' interpenetrate on the mountain, and that
divine and other non-human beings live with, and even within, us. There is a continuity of
being between the environmental qualities and inhabitants of the Khecara, Bhiicara and
Underworld. This grading together can be, and does become, a phenomenal reality. Experience,
and the quality of the environment, change for Tibetans as they ascend or descend through it.

In this chapter we have seen how Tibetans cosmologically and geographically locate Pure
Crystal Mountain as a mandala palace in various forms by way of an interrelated system of
representations. But, what happens when human beings actually visit the place? Chapter
three will now deal with the Tibetan history of the initial human encounters with this special
landscape, and the ways in which later Tibetans who visited the mountain set about navigating
and interpreting it.






Chapter Three

History and Prayer As Map

Opening the Doors to
Pure Crystal Mountain Palace

Introduction

If they abandon the oral guide to Tsa-ri,

The pilgrims are liable to tum into sightseers.

Without the eulogies of the Tsa-ri pilgrimage circuit,
They just gossip about the theft of the monastery's yak.'

As this local proverb reminds us, it is important for pilgrims to have certain forms of
explanation and glorification of a site in order for them to meaningfully interpret it, and
remain focused upon its virtues during their ritual journeys. In fact, the notion of pilgrimage
in the Tibetan understanding would be meaningless without such forms. In my own research
I have always considered materials such as guides and eulogies to be just as important for an
understanding of Tibetan attitudes and rituals concerning places and landscapes as the
ethnographic observations and participation of field work. I think this not only because
Tibetan culture is highly literate in both oral and written modes, but also because my experiences
while in the field continue to show that oral and written texts of all sorts are constantly in
play when it comes to relating to place and landscape. Elsewhere I have analyzed the
relationship between certain texts and landscapes and shown that both the style and the
politics of representation need to be considered in the Tibetan context.> These analytical

concems continue to direct my work.

In this chapter I will present two pieces of material: one, from a guide-book, is written and
old, but continually being recycled; the other, a prayer or eulogy, is oral and of unknown age,
although it remains in use today. They are excellent representatives of two important forms
which are constantly invoked in Tibetan ritual relationships between persons and places.
Although short, both texts contain a large amount of specific 'local’ information about Tsa-ri.
For these reasons alone they are worthy of inclusion in translation here. However, my main
purpose for including them at this point is to discuss their style of presentation of the site and
some of the implications that has for the interpretation of landscape and the ritual relationship
with place at Tsa-ri. Following on from the previous chapter, these materials show how the
conception of landscape and organisation of space in the form of divine residence, as mandala
or stiipa, are more than just 'cosmically' determined. For Tibetans they are also historically

' Bod kyi gtam dpe phyogs bsgrigs (1990:264); also entry under tsa-ri in Bod-rgya Tshig-mdzod
Chen-mo, vo0l.2:2183. This proverb is also revealing as it shows that distinctions such as those between
'pilgrims’ and 'tourists’ at a site are not just an analytical concern of anthropologists but an emic one as well.

* Huber (1989,1991,1992 in press, 1993 forthcoming).
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constituted and reproduced by the activities of particular human beings at the site. As a
prelude to understanding all ritual and domestic life around the mountain these materials
begin to show the extent to which the representations of landscape at Tsa-ri are recognised
‘on the ground' by Tibetans.

History and Prayer as Map
i. Rethinking Maps

In the last few decades a large Westem literature has developed on the concept of ‘map'. Our
notion of map has been extended from the paper maps of classical Westemn cartography,
which represent the earth's surface, to include cognitive and social maps, the complex electronic
maps of computer systems, and mathematical maps for navigating the multiple dimensions of
hyperspace. Like many other cultures, including our own, Tibetans have used a variety of
mapping systems for navigating their ‘world-space' (zhing-khams).

There have long been graphic painted maps in Tibet, closer to what we usually think of as
maps. These can be called zhing-bkod/zhing-gi bkod-pa, (‘map’, or lit. 'arrangement of a
region/field'), and they most often represent Buddhafields, mandala and other cosmograms,
and the paradisiacal landscapes of alternative realities, such as the 'hidden land' of Shambhala
or Padmasambhava's Glorious Copper Coloured Mountain. Actual Tibetan landscapes came
to be represented in this style of 'map' when the Buddhafields which Tibetans recognised on
earth, such as the Potala palace and its environs or great mountain power places, were
portrayed. The places important in the lives of great saints also appeared as the background
landscapes of their portraits. This style of representing landscape only became fully developed
quite recently (post-eighteenth century) in the history of Tibetan art and owes much to the
influences of Chinese landscape painting. But in virtually all cases these works are not maps
which Tibetans could use to negotiate their own countryside, although their representation
inspired a certain way of relating to the landscape as Buddhafield, mandala, power place, etc.
Also, as objects they did not have a mundane status, but were considered as r¢en, representations
of the Buddha and his reality to be used as supports for meditation, considered as mthong-grol
(being able to 'liberate by sight' of them) and worshipped and treated with respect for the
empowerment with which they were charged.®

We have a few more recent (nineteenth-twentieth century) examples of maps usually called
sa-khra (‘'map), or lit.='variegated countryside'), with khra here signifying a blending together
of many colours of various landscape features; it can also mean 'register, index' or ‘a framed

* For example, following the standard prayer to Tsa-ri forming the inscription on the rear of the
thang-kha in my plate 3 it states, "If this [image] is seen or [prayer] heard by any sentient beings they will
become liberated from misfortunes [and] bad rebirths (durgati)l”; see appendix 4.3 for the full text.
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window' in other compounds. As this etymology suggests these 'maps' resemble the style of
Westem cartography a little more and do not appear to have a particular ritual status, although
they retain a unique Tibetan system of projection and spacial reference.* Even more recently
we find Tibetan maps heavily influenced by exposure to Western-style cartography and

world-view.’

While the history of Tibetan cartography is interesting, my point here is that maps in the way
we think of them, as portable graphic representations, have not had a long history in Tibet,
were often accorded special status, and were rare. Instead most Tibetans have relied heavily
on oral and written textual 'maps' or 'guides' to navigate and interpret particular physical
landscapes. These forms are much more intensive and immediate ways of relating to landscapes
and places, as they can simultaneously invoke history, myth, cosmology, theories of substance,
place and person, social relations, and much more, besides just geography and topography.
They are carriers of multiple systems of representation.

Textual maps come in many forms, and it is undesirable to define a genre for which there is
no emic equivalent. My task is somewhat easier here as I am only interested in those forms
which describe landscapes of the greatest significance for Tibetans themselves, such as
power places like Tsa-ri. Power places, whether as human-made complexes or natural landscape
features, have several types of text devoted to them. There are 'guides’ of widely differing
lengths and styles (dkar-chag, gnas-yig, gnas-bshad, lam-yig), 'eulogies' (gnas-bstod,
bsngags-brjod) and 'prayers' or 'petitions' (gsol-'debs). The limited Western notion of 'text'
as written or printed book must be greatly expanded, or even abandoned, when working in
this context. All these forms are interchangeably oral and written in whole or part, and many
are versified specifically for oral mnemonic purposes. In pre-1959 Tibet many people, such
as lay persons with no written literacy, could hear, memorize and recite these types of texts
accurately without ever having contact with a written or printed version. With few exceptions
they are non-exclusive, public forms. When considering them as 'maps’, as I am about to do,
we could call these fluid forms 'marrative maps' or 'oral/textual maps' with a translation of
what Tibetans call gnas-kyi lo-rgyus (‘narratives of place’) and gnas-bshad (oral explanations
of place') in mind. A

ii. Good Stories Travel Far

I am about to offer a sixteenth-century text which many Westerners will no doubt read and

* Huber (1992), Aziz (1978).

* Stoddard (1988:469) ventures that dGe-'dun Chos-'phel was probably the first Tibetan to produce
a modern map of the globe in 1937. Editions of his well-known pilgrimage guide-book to Buddhist sites in
India come with an interesting Tibetan map representing the Indian road and rail system linking these places,
for which see the reproduction and comments in Stablein (1978:10-12).
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use as a 'medieval’ history of Tsa-ri and the religious institutions that gathered around it. 1
want to show that for Tibetans it is far more than that: certain narratives we might call
‘history' are also sophisticated textual maps which can enjoy long periods of currency in a
variety of written, oral or even performative expressions.

This first text can be classed as a 'narrative of place' (gnas-kyi lo-rgyus), and forms the fourth
and longest chapter of a written guide to Tsa-ri. Its author, Padma dKar-po (1527-92),5 has
been renowned in the Tibetan world since his own day, eamning the title of 'polymath’
(kun-mkhyen) for his vast and often inspired scholarship.

Although there are earlier surviving guides, more detailed guides, and still shorter guides to
Tsa-ri, Padma dKar-po's text, particularly the chapter translated here, became and remained
the seminal work on the mountain. Portions of it are used in many different contexts relating
to Tsa-ri. For example, parts of the text can be found as the performance narrative for a
‘cham still danced in Bhutan,” quoted in biography,’ employed extensively to construct
other later oral and written guides,® recycled in prayers and eulogies,'® and slipped into
contemporary speech when people talk of Tsa-ri.'' Why? Surely in part because of Padma
dKar-po's great prestige in certain circles, but mainly because his text 'works'- the polymath
was a good storyteller, and good stories travel far. To construct it he wove together a whole
series of short pieces, at times inspiring, dramatic and entertaining (there is little sex, but lots
of magic and violence), yet also always informative; quite simply the work is consumable
and memorable. But for the Tibetan hearers/readers who might or do go to Tsa-ri we have
here more than just a good story.

% Despite an often peculiar and colloquial style, Padma dKar-po was a gifted author. His little
guide to Tsa-ri, written around 1570, is a classic example of the later 'synthetic’ style of longer guide-books.
It is a pastiche of prayer, polemic, cosmology, esoteric ritual instruction, Tantric Buddhist geography,
anecdote, narrative history, and more, some from his own hand but much of it ‘cut and pasted' from earlier
sources. For mnemonic and stylistic reasons he has also woven two texts together to form the work: the
longer Legs-bshad or 'Elegant Sayings' has his short, condensed verse Gnas-bstod or Place Eulogy'
interspersed throughout, creating an irregular 'skeleton’.

7 See ff.23b-24a in my translation for his narrative of gTsang-pa rGya-ras's victory over the evil
frog of Tsa-ri, the subject of a cham called chos-gzhas performed in Bhutanese annual festivals. See
Nag-'phel, ‘Brug gzhung ‘cham yig, under heading: chos gzhas zhes pa'i ‘cham gyis ‘byung khungs ..., mChod
gzhas kyi gdangs dbyangs tshig dang 'brel ba (n.d.); and the brief notes by Aris (1980:46).

* See for example bsTan-"dzin dPal-byor (1986:1037-40).

® See for instance Kun-gzigs Chos-kyi sNang-ba (1985,vol.4:15-73; 1985,v0l.2:169-194); for an
oral example, Slob-dpon bSod-nams bZang-po (c.1982).

1% See for example Gnas chen tsa ri tra'i gsol 'debs (c.1975).

"' When doing field work on Tsa-ri in 1991 and 1992 I already knew the Tibetan text well from
translating it, some of it I remembered by heart. I was able to recognise, initially to my surprise, that my
informants often lapsed into quotes from the text when telling stories and giving explanations.
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iii. Instructions For Reading a Tibetan Narrative Map

Reading the narrative carefully we see that it functions on many related levels at once for the
pilgrim. I will discuss but a few here. It is general knowledge that the mountain is a special
type of place, one that is 'self-produced' (rang-'byung) and 'spontaneous' (lhun-gyi-grub),
and thus possessing an innate, natural power or 'empowerment' (byin-gyis-brlabs) from
which it gains its high status. The central theme of the narrative is about this power of place,
the power of certain human and non-human beings and the different exchanges that occur
between them. We read how the great, natural mandala palace is ritually accessed, its
landscape doors 'opened’, and its powers obtained in the form of various types of siddhi,
realizations and prophecies, and cleansing of defilement by a line-up of some of Tibet's most
important yogins and lamas. But even for many of these Tantric superheroes the task is
extremely challenging as the place itself is so powerful: any disrespect or doubt (e.g. sGam-
po-pa, La-va-pa's disciple and Tsong-kha-pa) creates instant problems, ritual impropriety
(e.g. gNyos, 'Gar and Chos) leads to failures, human jealousy (e.g. 'Brug-pa and Tshal-pa
yogins) results in natural disasters, and so on. The message to humans is clear: this place is
supercharged with power, handle it with care!

We find that the place is not an anonymous powerhouse: it is inhabited by all manner of
non-human beings whose individual powers humans must either subdue and convert or pay
great respect to, depending upon their ranking in the mandala palace hierarchy. We learn that
nothing about the mountain's environment can be taken for granted, such as the local weather,
lakes, animal life, even minerals, herbs or water. Although it is inherently powerful, the
mountain also continues to accumulate even more status by having such a prestigious cast of
saintly persons associated with it.'> Power in various forms is exchanged. For Tibetans this
is not just a symbolic exchange but a substantial one, as empowerment is transferred from
enlightened bodies to spots in the physical environment. This subtle transformation is not the
only change in the landscape registered in the narrative. Tmprinting' of one kind or other is
occurring constantly as the events become physically incorporated as landscape features, or
existing features are stamped with marks or shaped, and a whole collection of significant
toponyms are generated. These first human actions also establish the ritual dimensions of the
whole empowered landscape. Everything that happens in the narrative becomes ritually
significant for later human visitors to the mountain, often by way of imitation, as we will see

in the following chapters.

All of this 'reading’ creates a sophisticated map of the very landscape that Tibetan visitors and
residents at the mountain travel over and directly encounter. It is a map which offers dimensions

'2 At the same time of course Padma dKar-po is continually transferring status to members of his
own ‘Brug-pa lineage at the expense of the figures from the dGe-lugs-pa, 'Bri-gung-pa, Tshal-pa, Shug-gseb-pa
and others, who make mistakes, fail, precipitate calamities and can be downright nasty by comparison.
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of both space and time, of both gross visible and sublime unseen substances, powers and life
forms, and all this is related to actual named sites and routes around the mountain at the same
time. It is a rich map indeed, and becomes even more so when we understand that all it
contains is further elaborated upon by other written, oral and performative narratives. The
pilgrim who visits the mountain with this map can potentially live out all that it presents: she
will face the same powers, walk the same routes, perform the same rituals and perhaps have
the same meditational and initiatory experiences.

If this narrative is a ‘'history', it is one of powerful places and powerful beings and the
interrelationship of their powers over time. If it is a 'map’, it is a complex spacio-temporal
coordinate system indicating all dimensions of that power, and how and where one can

ritually interface with it in a positive manner.

iv. Padma dKar-po's Narrative Map of Tsa-ri*?

The Miraculous Appearance of the Power Place
Caritra, the so-called
'Elegant Sayings of Pad[ma] dKar[-po]’

Chapter Four:
How the Doors to the Place were Opened

[18a...] At the time of the early diffusion of the [Buddha's] Doctrine to the land of
Tibet the ritual formula-holder (mantradhara) and accomplished one (siddha)
Padma[sambhava] came through the southern door, the Jo-bo Them-pa pass of
Byar.'* He performed meditation for an interval of seven years, seven months
and seven days in the Zil-chen gSang-ba'i-phug (Cave of Secret Great Brilliance).
He systematised a whole vision of this powerful place [in his meditation]. [18b]
He concealed innumerable, profound Dharma treasures there, and shortly after
that Vimalamitra arrived there by way of his magical powers. After dwelling in

I have used two versions in my translation: ff.18a-29a of Gnas chen tsa ri tra'i ngo mitshar
snang pad dkar legs bshad, published in Collected Works (gSun-"bum) of Kun-mkhyen Padma-dkar-po,
vol.4. Darjeeling, Kargyud Sungrab Nyamso Khang, 1973, ff.207-74; and pp.42-77 of a booklet edition
entitled Gnas chen tsa ri tra'i ngo mtshar snang pad dkar legs bshad, The Guide Book of Holi (sic.) Place
Charitra. Darjeeling, Lama Sherab Gyatso, 1982. Other versions exist in Bhutan, but I have been unable to
consult them. Where possible I have translated techaical terms, the relevant Tibetan and Sanskrit equivalents
being given in brackets after the first occurrence only. To reveal the descriptive toponymy of important local
place names I have given an English gloss in brackets after the first occurrence. I have not applied this
translation policy to other Tibetan extracts given in this work, and it is done here specifically to make a long
text easier to read, particularly for those unfamiliar with Tibetan and Buddhist literature. Folio numbers are
given for the 1973 edition.

" This is the district of Byar-po or Bya-yul to the west of Tsa-ri, an important region for the
'‘Brug-pa school since the time of Padma dKar-po. According to SG the pass is to the south of gSang-sngags
Chos-gling, and is the abode of the Bya yul-Iha deity Pho-lha mGon-po Dar-rgyas.
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the palace [of Cakrasamvara] he taught the Dharma to the non-humans (mi-ma-yin).
Then, there was one known as meditation master (dc@rya) La-va-pa,'* and from
among the many so-called this La-va-pa was the one from the east [of India],
who was a teacher (guru) of the Lord Ati§a. And because his disciple named
Bhu-su-ku'® told him he wanted to go to the actual abode of Samvara in Odiyana,
he said, "There is a place that has greater power than Odiyana, in the barbarous
border-country to the north [of Bengal], go there!" He went but he did not see it.
He came back and [La-va-pa] said, "I will help you", and they set out from the
eastern door and came through the Parpa ravine. At first they went to Cig-car
(Sudden [Realization]), and then to the Ma-chen La-va-phug (La-va[-pa's] Cook
Cave).!” Then, when they stayed in the rDo-rje-phug (Diamond Cave) on the
side of mKha'-spyod-ri (Khecara Mountain) [La-va-pa said to Bhu-su-ku], "You
go down below, there are dancing virgins, so bring me the one in the middle!"
After seizing an incense bowl, he recited the ritual formula (mantra) of The Pure
Nature of Reality, and went. Thus, he met with the twenty-one virgins living
there. After leading off the one in the middle, he left. A minute passed, and then
his concentration lapsed for an instant, the virgin was gone, and he found a radish
in his hand. Thinking that the virgin had turned into the radish he questioned the
meditation master, who said, "Wash the radish", [19a] and, "Having washed it,
split it and cook it [into a broth]". As [Bhu-su-ku] said, "It is cooked", he told
him, "Bring a full bowl to me too. You yourself drink it as well!" He handed the
meditation master a full bowl. But, thinking it was human flesh, he himself was
unable to drink it. He swilled it around and threw it out to a dog that was there,
and it followed after them. As a result, later the meditation master and the dog
both went to the summit of mKha'-spyod mountain where they departed to the
mKha'-spyod [Pure Abode]. [Bhu-su-ku] was left behind and so, uttering
lamentations, he pleaded with the meditation master. Because of this the meditation
master came back, and peeling aside the skin from his body, he bestowed on him
a [vision of] a self-manifested sixty-two deity Samvara [mandala] assembly.
Thus, he retumed to India, and his impediments ceased. It was prophesied that he
would obtain the mundane paranormal powers (siddhi). The meditation master
himself disappeared into a rainbow light. The meditation master was offered the
paranormal powers by a sky-goer (mkha'-'gro-ma) called La-ghi. So, accordingly,
it is not right to have doubts about anything in this place. Also, when the great
Tsong-kha-pa went on pilgrimage [here], having thought it improper for a cleric
to drink beer he did not partake, and as a result a pain like bamboo-splinters in his
feet nearly killed him. Nothing others could do for him was to any avail. Thinking
it was like a retribution for his having discursive thoughts with regard to beer in
that power place, he consumed some consecrated substances and because of that
he recovered. This is as it appears in his own biography.'® After that.[19b] his
disciple [Bhu-su-ku] returned, and as a result, later obtained the mundane paranormal
powers. His name was [Prajfid]raksita. He was one of the one hundred and eight

¥ C.f. Tib. Lwa-wa-pa, La-ba-pa, and Skt. Kambala, Kambalapa, see Templeman (1983:33-6,
n.126); Dowman (1985:179-85).

' See Dowman (1985:222-28); but c.f. ‘Kusulu', Nalanda Translation Committee (1982:xxix, 202,
230).

7 C.f. the 'Ca-ri-ma-chen’ in Kaschewsky (1971:1 Teil, 131).

% On this incident see Kaschewsky (1971:1 Teil, 131).
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teachers of the Master Lotsava Mar-pa,'® and some of the precepts of his school
are found in the lineage from Phag[-mo] Gru[-pa].?° After a prayer to [La-va-pa]
by the gNyos-ston, the great Bra-'or-pa Chos-'bar Grags-pa,>' who was a personal
pupil of the Master Ras-chung-pa, that skin of his body was brought to gNyal by
the Master [La-va-pa's] magical powers, to the village of sNang-khrar.?? At
present it is said to be found in the heart of the stizpa of Bra-'or. And when AtiSa
travelled to Tibet, because he made a request to the meditation master La-va-pa to
show him the mandala, [La-va-pa] explained the directions to him saying, "Go to
that spot in the barbarous border-country to the north [of Bengal] where there
exists a meditation place." Although the Lord [Ati§a] did not go there in person,
from the summit of the pass of gSang-phu,?* after seeing the Sri-Cakrasamvara
mandala of Lihipa®* in this place, he composed a eulogy.

The Dharma King (dharmaraja) Zla-'od gZhon-nu, who was extolled as the
eradicator of the disease of moral and cognitive obscurations, and also known as
Dwags-po 1Ha-rje in the three worlds, was prophesied by the Blessed One
himself to be like a Jina himself in the Jina's teaching as, "The bhiksu-doctor in
the later diffusion [of Buddhism to Tibet]".?* After many days on the Dharma-
throne of Zangs-lung, [20a] the mountain which symbolises the power place
sGam-po,’ that [great teacher gave the following discourse],

& In this place yonder where the sun is refracted into the rosy clouds,
K« mists and rainbows of the south-east there is directly manifest the
divine assembly of Sri-Cakrasar_nvara, the great palace which is
spontaneously arisen, the one called Tsa-ri 'Tswa-gong Parbata (Tsa-ri
Superior Herb Mountain).?” It is a place for making offerings of
meat and beer to Vajravarahi, where all the paranormal powers are
realised as desired by those with the [appropriate] karma and fortune,

' See Nalanda Translation Comrmittee (1982:202).

% The 'lineage’ here refers to the eight sub-schools of the bKa'-brgyud-pa that originated from
Phag-mo Gru-pa rDo-tje rGyal-po (1110-1170) and his disciples.

! The gNyos-ston of gNyal (a region of 1Ho-kha just to the west of Bya-yul) is listed as one of
Ras-chung-pa's disciples in Roerich (1979:273); his name (Bra>Gra) suggests he came from Gra-'or, the site
of one of the gNyal sde-drug of later fame, see Petech (1973:41-2, n.13).

2 This js N gang-skyal, also one of the gNyal sde-drug, see Petech (1973:41-2, n.13).
# On Atia and gSang-phu see Wylie (1962:148, n.305).

* Or Liipa/Lu-yi-pa, see Templeman (1983:8ff) and Dowman (1985:33-8), whose liturgy for
realising the Samvara mandala, which became popular in Tibet, is being referred to here.

% On this prophecy see Lhalungpa (1986:119-20).

% This is Dwags-la sGaxﬂ-po, the district just north of Tsa-ri, see Ferrari (1958:121, n.204); Wylie
(1962:94).

? The 'superior herb' here is probably Klu-bdud rDo-rje, on which I will have more to say in the
following chapter. The parbata here gives a transliteration of Sanskrit parvata, 'mountain’. In 1973 edition
we find parpa-ta, which is a species of poisoinous insect. The same orthography is found elsewhere in the
text (f.16b) in a local place name, parpa-rong. Also par-pa-fa is a species of medicinal herb, which may be
significant here given the rest of the name.
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and where those without fortune are destroyed by the worldly sky-goers

who rejoice in flesh and blood. The entry path of the noxious demons

is frequented by such things as tigers and leopards, savage bears,

wildmen (mi-rgod), trailataka [horse-flies] and tryambuka [flies].?®

The ground in all directions is covered by inconceivable varieties of

flowers. There is an incessant stream of fragrant incense. It has a
. Place which continuously emits hatmonious music.

Because the time had arrived to open the door of that place, [Dwags-po 1Ha-rje]
pointed his finger at it and asked [his disciples], "Which of you is able to do it?"
And because it was a fierce place seven boils erupted on his finger. Then the
following day he stuck it out straight, and even though he asked for three [more]
days no one came forth who was able to do it. A day later when he looked
directly at sKye-bo Ye-shes rDo-rje,*” that great ascetic sKye[-bo] thought,
"What? Is my precious teacher talking to me?" [20b], and then asked, "Can I have
permission to go [and open it]?" Consequently, [Dwags-po 1Ha-rje] was very
willing, and as a result the eleven, sKye-bo Ye-shes rDo-rje the master and his
[ten] disciples, first went up through the Gru-ma valley.?® When they did so the
path was obstructed by the protective deity Gri-gug-can.?! That is, after midday
mist and cloud closed in and they lost their way. Sometimes [the protector] rolled
around like a langur monkey, at others he rang out like a bell, and sometimes
poked just like a ritual sceptre (vajra) and leaped into the air. They presented a
ritual cake (gfor-ma) to him. Because they implored him, "Don't come here! Go
elsewhere", that protector disappeared into a rock. Even now, on that rock's
surface there is a distinct body [imprint].

They arrived in La-bar-rgyal. After seeking lodgings with a nun there they rested.
They asked her, "Is there a spot where people can get through farther on from
this valley? What is the valley like? Have you been there?" So the woman replied,
"I have never been there. I have no knowledge of the valley which you mention.
However, I have a daughter who has gone to give a cir