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Preface

The Second International Conference on Vajrayana
Buddhism was held from 28-30 March 2018 at Thimphu,
Bhutan. The conference was organized jointly by the
Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH (CBS) and the Central
Monastic Body. More than 200 participants from about 30
countries took part in the conference besides the local
participants.

Vajrayana Conference is a part of the several national
events organised to celebrate the 50t anniversary of peace-
ful diplomatic relation between the Royal Government of
Bhutan and the Government of India. India and Bhutan
share many common values and a rich history. Buddhism
is one of the most exemplary aspects of this shared
heritage. India gave rise to one of the greatest civilizations
of humankind, and Buddhism is certainly one of India’s
greatest gifts to the world.

The papers included in this publication cover a wide
range of themes, including Vajrayana Buddhism’s role in
the modern world, the application of Vajrayana Buddhism
in health and education, its interface with modern science,
women in Vajrayana, and Vajrayana’s evolution and
development in various countries.

The organisers would like to thank the authors for
their invaluable contributions.
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Keynote address by His Excellency,
Lyonchhen Dasho Tshering Tobgay, Hon'ble
Prime Minister of Bhutan

Your Eminences, Venerable Lams, Rinpoches, Excellencies,
distinguished participants, ladies and gentlemen.

I am pleased to welcome all of you to the opening of the
International Conference on Vajrayana Buddhism organiz-
ed by the Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH and the Central
Monastic Body. On behalf of the government, I feel very
heartened by the presence of so many dignitaries this
evening to welcome the distinguished participants from
abroad. Over the last few days, more than 250 participants
from 33 countries have arrived in our country for the
conference. The Vajrayana conference was announced in
September 2017. Within five months, these many partici-
pants from thirty-three countries were confirmed for this
conference.

You have converged on Thimphu, coming here all the
way from Austria, Australia, Bangladesh, Cameroon,
Canada, China, Czec Republic, Finland, France, Germany,
Hong Kong, Hungary, India, Italy, Japan, Malaysia,
Myanmar, the Netherlands, Nepal, Norway, Philippines,
Portugal, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Slovenia, South Korea,
Sweden, Taiwan, Thailand, UK, USA and Vietnam. I would
like to express my deep appreciation for the time and effort
you have made to be with us in Bhutan for this important
celebratory, academic and spiritual gathering.

1 The address was delivered at the Dinner Reception of the Vajrayana
Conference held at Royal University of Bhutan, Thimphu, Bhutan
on 28 March 2018
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In many ways, the series of conference on Vajrayana is
very special, if not unique, in the world, bringing academics
and practioners together to share their experiences and
findings. Discussions and debates in the conference and
publications of the proceedings thereafter have contributed
to an outstanding formation of a bridge between individuals
in the academia and spirituality. I am particularly pleased to
note that the esteemed Central Monastic Body and the
Centre of Bhutan Studies and GNH have been cooperating
very closely in this endeavour. They have worked together
this time as well as in the last conference. This year too, the
commitment of the Central Monastic Body is amply
demonstrated in their positive roles in every aspect of the
organization of this conference. Blessed by His Holiness the
Je Khenpo, the supreme abbot of Bhutan, their eminences
the masters of the Central Monastic Body have played a vital
role in guiding the structure of the conference.

The broader aim behind this series of conference is to
explore social, economic, spiritual and cultural configure-
tions of societies that favour the realization of the Vajrayana
view of human potentials. The fact that Vajrayana ideas
prevailed in Bhutan since the eight century in an uninter-
rupted way means that certain type of ideas became more
dominant than others in Bhutan over the millenium. There
are now many other competing views of ideals of human
existence and potentials which drive the activities of the
people and states. But the Vajrayana view of human
potentials and the methods to realize them was what Guru
Rinpoche brought to us in the Himalayas and Tibet from
India in the eight century. Part of view and method of
wisdom he brought was an approach to structuring the
mind towards non-duality and the cultivation of a different
kind of consciousness.

The Vajrayana teachings on the ideals of human
existence and potentials were further consolidated by the
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revered founder of Bhutan, Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyel.
Our country was forged out of smaller valley kingdoms by
uniting them into a nation by the revered Zhabdrung
Rinpoche in 1626. As a Vajrayana monk statesmen himself,
the ultimate and ideal purpose of founding a Buddhist
nation state out of smaller kingdoms was to not only
promote mindfulness but non-dual mindfullness among the
citizens as a part of realization of human potentials.

Vajrayana, with its root in esoteric Indian Buddhist
traditions, was introduced in Bhutan by the great Indian
saint Guru Padmasambhava. Guru came at a moment in
history of Bhutan, the 8th century, when tantric practices
dominated Buddhism in India. The word, Vajrayana, itself
had appeared in the tantric texts only in the late seventh
century, although tantric texts appeared first in the 3rd
century. Guru Rinpoche’s coming to Bhutan repeatedly, and
to Tibet was tremendous socio-economic and political
consequences, beyond his introduction of the sutra and
mantra.

Because of the spread of Buddhism by Guru Rinpoche
and his disciples and their disciples during both the first and
second transmissions, a particular world view took hold
that influenced polity and culture. The stress on cultivation
of peace within people led broadly to peace in communities.
Guru Rinpoche’s coming to the Himalayas also led to the
spread of enlightenment education through translations of
Indian texts into classical Tibetan which are read increasing
widely today among scholars. Guru himself was a colossal
engine of translation and transmission of works from Indian
civilization to the Himalayas. Among the sutras, some of the
classic authors studied today like Vasubandhu, Nagarjuna,
Santarakshita, Kamalasila, Asvagosha, Chandrakirti, Dina-
ga, Asanga, Shantideva, Dharmakirti, and Arya Deva were
translated at that time in Samye, under Guru Rinpoche with
the patronage of the then Tibetan Emperer. Through the
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transmission of learning based on these classic texts, the
same ideas about cosmology and causation, that prevailed
in Indian civilization, framed the views of most Bhutanese,
until Western schooling started in the 1960s. Guru Padma-
sambhava thus changed the spiritual landscape of Bhutan
and the Himalayas, for which he is known as the second
Buddha in this part of the world.

Guru Rinpoche and his disciples started a profound
spiritual reorientation of the Himalayas over the last
thousand years. Of a shorter time scale but of great signifi-
cance has also been the establishment of diplomatic relations
between Bhutan and India. It was an event that spark
profound changes in the social and economic spheres in
Bhutan. In 1968, Bhutan ended its many centuries of self
imposed isolation and established diplomatic relations with
India to pave the way for development, in all spheres of
modernization. The initiative was launched by the His
Majesty Jigme Dorji Wangchuck, the visionary Third King
of Bhutan. Our Successive Kings have nurtured this impor-
tant strategic relationship.

Our country and people have been fortunate to have
great kings without whom we would be at much loss. A
much-respected 13th Prime Minister of India, Shri I. K
Gujral compared His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck to a
man who has attributes of Plato’s philosopher King. The
long and cherished reign of the 4t King, infused with
charismatic leadership, set the bar very high for any leader.
Yet His Majesty the present King, who came to the Throne
in 2006 also began a new era in an equally visionary way.
He introduced parliamentary democracy in 2008 and
became the first constitutional monarch of our country. And
the people and the government, having always benefited
from his wisdom, look up to His Majesty the King for his
overall leadership and guidance on nation-building.
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Among the priorities for His Majesty the King as the
manifestation of the hope and unity of the people,
deepening Indo-Bhutan friendship is a central one. Because
of the importance of the good relationship with India, His
Majesty the King, as Crown Prince, studied at National
Defence College, India’s highest international strategic
institute for military and security affairs. Over the past 50
years, the bilateral relations have matured and sustained
with regular exchange of high level visits between the two
countries.

His Majesty the King has therefore desired that the 50t
anniversary of the signing of the diplomatic relationship
between India and Bhutan be commemorated through a
series of celebratory events in 2018. This Vajrayana
Buddhism conference is a part of many events to celebrate
the 50th anniversary of the exemplary, Indo-Bhutan
relationship. In this context, we are honoured to have with
us His Excellency Ambassador Jaideep Sarker, Ambassador
of India to Bhutan, whose term in Bhutan has witnessed
continued excellent relationship between Bhutan and India.
We are honoured to have him address this august gathering
this evening,.

As I have already mentioned, Buddhism is a major
element in the shared heritage between India and Bhutan, as
well as Bhutan and other countries. Buddhism remains a
uniting factor stretching back thousands of years. Conferen-
ces of this nature will only contribute to strengthening a
broader base in the relationship between and among the
people of all nations.

Present among us in the hall today, more than 18
percent of the conference participants are Indian citizens of
various backgrounds: academics, lamas, art conservators,
medical doctors, nurses, business managers, researchers
and so forth. I am pleased to acknowledge the presence of
Kyabgon Drikung Chetsang Rinpoche, author, educationist,
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lama and founder of Drikung Kagyu Institute. It is also a
pleasure to acknowledge the presence of Lama Lobzang,
who is the President of International Buddhist Confedera-
tion and the President of Asoka Mission in New Delhi. The
conference is enriched by the presence of many other
spiritual masters and abbots from Cambodia, China, India,
Mongolia, Sri Lanka, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam. I
apologize for not being able to acknowledge your
distinguished presence individually due to contraints of
time.

As I went over the detailed program of the conference,
I find that it builds significantly on the past conference. The
presentations that are scheduled will provide rich insight
into Vajrayana Buddhism’s history, practice, and contempo-
rary relevance. I am confident that, over the next three days,
the exchanges among you about Vajrayana’s historical
evolution, experiences and ideas will prove to helpful in
many applications in the diverse aspects of modern life.
Panel topics are relevant to certain important roles of
Vajrayana in modern society. Topics you will discuss
include Health and Healing, Yoga, Neuroscience of Visuali-
zation, Enlightened Feminity, Ethics of Vajrayana, Mantras,
and Rituals. There is also a very refreshing panel on
contemporary practice of Vajrayana Buddhism in Malaysia,
Finland, Burma, India, Japan, Korea, and Mongolia. These
will give us a perspective on its adaptations to other cultures
and societies. I feel these panels contains potentials that
compel applications to a rapidly transforming world.

To conclude, distinguished participants, ladies and
gentlemen, the opening panel tomorrow morning by
ceremonies and dances, leading to a panel of Integrative
View of Vajrayana, will frame the subject matter of the
conference. The closing panel will round up on the various
kinds of knowledges and intelligences, from a Vajrayana
viewpoint, that we must strengthen to be optimal being with
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optimal balance.Your program shows that the extraordinary
line up of academic panels over the course of the next three
days will be followed by a full day’s excursion on March 31
to Punakha, the winter seat of Bhutan’s Central Monastic
Body. There, His Eminence the Dorji Lopen or Vajra Archar-
ya will receive you in audience. We are also grateful to His
Eminence the Leytshog Lopen for introducing you all to the
nine meditational methods for bringing the mind to a state
of lucid calm in the Punakha dzong itself.

They came, they saw, they left. But leaving is not good
enough. So I want to make a humble proposition that during
the conference you consider establishing international
Vajrayana Centre. As a last surviving Vajrayana kingdom, I
would humbly offer to host such a centre in Bhutan. But you
must bless it, and you must work together with us to
develop the centre for ourselves and for the future
generation for the world.

I hope you will enjoy this conference. I hope you will
enjoy your stay in our country. I thank you for your kind
attention, and wish you tashi delek!



Address by His Excellency Shri Jaideep
Sarkar, Ambassador of India to Bhutan

Dasho Tshering Tobgay, Prime Minister of Bhutan,
Dasho Karma Ura,
Distinguished Ladies & Gentlemen,

I thank the organizers for inviting me to this important
conference. But I am not very sure why I have been invited
to address this august gathering.

Maybe it is because the Conference commemorates the
Golden Jubilee of India-Bhutan friendship. May be it is
because Buddhism originated many centuries ago in the
ancient Indian kingdom of Magadh. May be it is because
there is a revival of Buddhism in India and according to our
last census almost 90% of the growing number of believers
have converted to Buddhism.

But I like to think that maybe it is because India’s long
history of co-existence among all faiths holds lessons for
gatherings such as this one: that while the context of a faith
is local, it flourishes in conjunction with others.

I grew up in India learning and believing that all
religions are equal. The great teacher Swami Vivekananda
said in his famous speech in 1893 at the World Parliament of
Religions in Chicago:

We believe not only in universal toleration, but we

accept all religions as true.

Swami Vivekananda quoted an ancient Sanskrit prayer
to explain the religious ethos in India:

As different streams having their sources in different
places all mingle their water in the sea

O Lord, the different paths which people take through
different tendencies, various though they appear,
crooked or straight, all lead to Thee.



Keynote Address 9

Many of these streams have originated in India. India
has given birth to four of the world’s great religions. It is a
land that has given shelter to all faiths and to all sects
including others who face persecution elsewhere. The Jews,
the Zoroastrians and the Ahmediyas have lived and
flourished in India on equal terms with people from other
faiths.

The co-existence has not always been peaceful, but it
has been continuing. India’s social and religious fabric has
been woven over thousands of years and is strong.

The different streams have followed different paths. But
they have often mingled and shared common waters.

Hinduism and early Buddhism evolved in the same soil
so it is natural that the two religions would have common
concepts such as karma, the cycle of birth and death,
renunciation and meditation. Vajrayana Buddhism itself has
drawn from the Hindu Tantrik tradition. Buddhism grew
out of its womb and spread extensively. Ancient India was
enriched by the consequent cultural and civilizational links
to South East and East Asia.

Buddhist art and architecture has a very important
place in Indian history and not only because of its artistic
excellence. In their attempt to prove the superiority of
western culture, British colonists tried to belittle India’s
ancient past. But fortunately, it was the same British
archaeologists who in the 19% century excavated the
treasures of the Buddhist period in Indian history. It was
only 200 years ago that we saw the mighty Stupas at Sarnath
and Sanchi and the ancient universities of Takshshila and
Nalanda. Buddhist records played an important role in
reconstructing Indian history in the pre-Islamic period and
testifying to the tremendous efflorescence of Indian art,
architecture and culture that the British had tried to belittle.

In the realm of statecraft, Buddhist teachings and
principles have a long history. All Indian children learn of



10 Vajrayana Conference

the great Buddhist king Ashoka’s own moment of
enlightenment after the war of Kalinga. He was deeply
affected by the devastation he had caused and gave up the
idea of conquest by war.

Regarding the purpose of the 13th rock edict Ashoka
writes that

..and this record relating to the dhamma has been
written on stone for the following purpose, viz. that my
sons and great grand-sons should not think of a fresh
conquest by arms as worth achieving, that they should
adopt the policy of forbearance and light punishment
towards the vanquished even if they conquer a people
by arms, and that they should regard conquest through
the dhamma as the true conquest. Such a conquest
brings happiness to all concerned both in this world and
in the next.

Many people reading this will immediately make the
connection with the Treaty of Versailles that ended World
War I on terms that were highly unfavourable to the van-
quished.

But returning to India, we can see echoes of these wise
ideas in our own freedom struggle. I dare say that many of
the ideas that inspired our freedom struggle and leaders,
Mahatma Gandhi in particular, such as truth, renunciation,
non-violence find their origins in the teachings of the
Buddha and the Noble Eight Fold Path. The Indian freedom
struggle challenged the notion of liberation movements led
by militant and heroic revolutionaries using war as the
instrument of victory and unity.

Modern India has also been influenced by Buddhist
teachings. The most visible manifestation is in our State
symbols. The magnificent State Emblem of the Republic of
India is based on the Lion Capital at Sarnath and India’s flag
has the Ashoka Chakra. But modern Indian statecraft has
also been influenced by the Shakyamuni’s teaching empha-
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sizing the Middle Way that rejects extremes and reconciles
opposing viewpoints.

We have always described our economy as a mixed
economy with due roles for both the state and private
enterprises. India is one of the few countries in the world
which has good relations with both Russia and the United
States, with North Korea and South Korea and with Saudi
Arabia and Iran.

The religious sentiments of the people of India and
Bhutan are closely intertwined. Our people share faith in
common religions but also people in both countries are
deeply religious. In this 50t anniversary year of the formal
establishment of diplomatic relations, we should honour
and celebrate not only the success of collaboration between
our economies, governments and institutions but also the
spiritual bond we share and hold dear. So I hope that we will
use this occasion to research and document the history that
joins us. And explore together how we can enrich the
attachment of Mind and Spirit that is the basis of our strong
and unique relationship.

With these words, I wish the Conference all success.

Tashi Delek



Vajrayana Buddhism in the Western World:
A Brief History

Ian Baker

Vajrayana, the ‘adamantine” form of Buddhism based
on tantric texts and teachings that emerged in India between
the sixth and thirteenth centuries, was established in Bhutan
in 747 A.D. by the great tantric adept Padmasambhava, who
came to the region at the request of king Sindhu Raja, who
reigned from an ‘iron castle” in what is now the Bumthang
district of Central Bhutan. Only afterwards did Padmasam-
bhava, also known as Guru Rinpoche, the “precious teacher’,
bring the teachings of Tantric Buddhism to Tibet. Upon his
return from Tibet, Padmasambhava oversaw the construc-
tion of Buddhist temples in the fertile valleys of Paro and
Bumthang, thus establishing material foundations for
Bhutan’s emergence as a modern-day Himalayan Buddhist
Kingdom dedicated to the integral welfare and prosperity of
humanity and nature.

Bhutan’s Royal Family and its governmental institu-
tions includingthe Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH and
the Central Monastic Body who are hosting this Vajrayana
Summit- have remained dedicated to implementing Budd-
hist principles of wisdom and compassion within all aspects
of Bhutanese society. Through these concerted efforts, the
Kingdom of Bhutan has become a world leader in placing
the welfare of its people and environment-its gross national
happiness (GNH)- over its gross national product (GNP).
The clear lack of such guiding principles within govern-
ments and corporations devoted to maximizing short-term
economic revenue makes Bhutan’s example increasingly
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essential for ensuring the sustainable health and future of
the earth and its inhabitants.

Vajrayana Buddhism’s tradition of “skillful means” has
been instrumental for adapting ancient philosophical and
religious principles into effective government policies and
institutions in Bhutan. Likewise, the Royal Government of
Bhutan’s decision to establish a Vajrayana Research Institute
that encompasses developments in contemplative neuro-
science is further evidence of Vajrayana’s importance within
the four pillars and nine domains of GNH, with their
collective goal of empowering an altruistic, globally
responsive society that honors the past while forging a
visionary future.

It's in the spirit of Vajrayana Buddhism’s proven
relevance to current global circumstances that this paper
briefly outlines the largely untold story of Vajrayana
Buddhism’s historical reception within Western society and
religion. Unlike the conditions that prevailed in Bhutan and
other parts of Asia, Vajrayana came to the West in absence
of royal patronage and often with profound misunderstand-
ing of its iconography, texts, and doctrines. Nonetheless, as
I hope this paper demonstrates, the essence of Vajrayana
Buddhism, as espoused by Padmasambhava and other
tantric adepts, resonates profoundly with ancient and
modernist philosophical currents within Western civiliza-
tion. Vajrayana can be seen from this perspective as a deeply
adaptable, globally significant religious tradition that can be
advanced not only by greater understanding of its core
principles and historical expressions across diverse Asian
civilizations, but also through the integral insights of
contemporary neuroscience, cognitive psychology, and the
anthropology and philosophy of mind.
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Vajrayana’s Syncretic Origins

The Vajrayana form of Buddhism promoted by the
tantric mahasiddhas emerged in India as an alternative to
the excessively clerical forms of Mahayana Buddhism that
had come to dominate Buddhist practice (See Davidson,
2002). As attested in the writings and life stories of the male
and female tantric mahasiddhas, Vajrayana expanded the
range and relevance of Buddhist teachings beyond monastic
environments and promoted the expression of insight,
wisdom, and compassion within all fields of human activity.
In establishing Vajrayana throughout the Himalayan region,
Padmasambhava-perhaps the most influential and wide
ranging of all of the mahasiddhas-is credited with eight
distinct manifestations through which he demonstrated
Vajrayana’s supremacy over less nuanced Buddhist views
and practices. These eight progressive emanations culmina-
ted in Dorje Drolo, in which Padmasambhava wields a
purba, or magical dagger, and figuratively rides an unruly
tigress, symbolizing his mastery of even the most dangerous
and enthralling of existential circumstances. Such spirited
representations of the transcendence of ill-conceived
dichotomies between Samsara and Nirvana, or “worldly and
spiritual’ life, recall early Greek depictions of the sky-clad,
leopard-riding deity Dionysus who, like Dorje Drolo,
signifies humankind’s inborn capacity for self-transcen-
dence and the ecstatic embodiment of counter-intuitive
forms of wisdom and compassion.

Padmasambhava is said to have originated in the
mountainous kingdom of Uddiyana in the Swat valley of
ancient Gandhara where diverse yogic and religious
traditions had interacted for millennia. The Macedonian
king and self-avowed emanation of Dionysus, Alexander
the Great, sojourned in Swat in 327 B.C,, a thousand years
before the legendary birth of Padmasambhava, and
discovered evidence of Dionysian rites in the vine-rich
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principality of Nysa. Nysa was subsequently viewed as the
mythological birthplace of Dionysus who, according to
Hellenic accounts, had come to Greece from the east.2 As
recent scholarship has shown, Gandhara was a major site for
the dissemination of the Mahayana teachings on the
Perfection of Wisdom (Prajiiaparamita) while Uddiyana, in
the high valleys of Swat, is traditionally held to be the
primary source of the Buddhist Tantras and the teachings of
Vajrayana.

As the legendary birthplace of Padmasambhava, as well
as of the Greek god Dionysus?, the verdant and wine-rich
valleys of Uddiyana fostered richly syncretic forms of
esoteric Buddhism long before Padmasambhava dissemina-
ted the Vajrayana teachings in the Himalayan regions of
Nepal, Bhutan, and Tibet. Yet it is Padmasambhava’s endur-
ing imprint on the Himalayan landscape and human psyche

? Theories regarding the birthplace of Dionysus proliferated even
before the time of Homer (c.700 - 800 B.C.), who wrote in the Iliad of
Dionysius’s legendary origins in the ‘sacred mountains of Nysa’.
Ancient accounts placed Nysa anywhere from Thrace to Ethiopia to
the Caucasus Mountains. Following Alexander the Great's cam-
paign in Swat in the fourth century B.C., and his encounters with
followers of Dionysus at the hill town of Nysa, the Swat valley was
thereafter believed by many, including Pliny the Elder (23-79 A.D.),
as Dionysus’s native land. Although as the Greek historian Arrian
of Nicomedia (87-145 A.D.) cautioned; ‘One should not inquire too
closely where ancient legends about the gods are concerned; many
things which reason rejects acquire some color of probability once
you bring a god into the story” (Anabasis 5.1.2).

? Dionysus (literally ‘god of Nysa’) was a symbol of the transfor-

mation and perfectibility of human nature in the mystery schools of
ancient Greece, and only later associated more directly with sexual
power, ecstasy, and divine intoxication. He was also attributed, like
Padmasambhava, with multiple manifestations (Cicero, De Natura
Deorum I11.23).
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that is the impelling force behind the annual Vajrayana
Summits in Bhutan and the increasing international interest
in exploring the legacy and contemporary relevance of the
enigmatic and alluring world of tantric Buddhism.
Vajrayana Buddhism’s commitment to the transforma-
tion of everyday life, rather than its abnegation, aligns
Vajrayana with the priorities and orientations of the modern
world and pre-Christian Western religion. It is also direct
evidence of Vajrayana’s adaptability within different
cultural and historical contexts, and ensures Vajrayana’s
resilience against reductive definitions. As Shashibhushan
Dasgupta observed in his book An Introduction to Tantric
Buddhism, ‘In fact, Vajrayana cannot be defined; for it
incorporated so many heterogeneous elements that any
attempt at strict definition would be futile’ (Dasgupta, 1950).

Missionaries and Orientalists

One of the clear hallmarks of Vajrayana’s history in
Asia is its patronage by royal dynasties. Vajrayana flourish-
ed in Uddiyana through the initiatives of King Indrabhuti,
in Bengal through successive rulers of India’s Pala Dynasty,
and in Nepal through the patronage of the Malla Maharajas.
Vajrayana further prospered in China during the Tang
Dynasty, and was established in Tibet by Padmasambhava
at the invitation of the Yarlung Dynasty monarch Trisong-
detsen. Vajrayana Buddhism travelled through South East
Asia with the support of ancient Khmer and Srivijaya kings,
and Vajrayana remains deeply supported in Bhutan by the
current Wangchuck Dynasty that has made this conference
on Vajrayana Buddhism possible.

The socio-cultural context under which Vajrayana was
introduced in Europe and North America over the past three
centuries thus differs entirely from the ways in which
Vajrayana Buddhism historically prospered in Asia. This
paper thus presents an overview of Vajrayana’s initially
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fraught reception as well as its ultimate emergence as a
practice lineage in Europe and the United States under
transformed social and political circumstances. Beginning
with accounts of eighteenth century Catholic missionaries in
Tibet, the paper charts Vajrayana’s transformation over a
three hundred year period from hostile characterizations as
‘lust, mummery and black magic’ (Hodgson, 1874), to late
colonial-era idealizations, to a fully assimilated practice that
continues to productively challenge and extend the range of
Western aesthetics, psychology, neuroscience, philosophy,
and religion. Rather than a tradition advanced by rulers and
kings, Vajrayana’s introduction in the West is thus more a
tale involving missionaries, misguided academics, museum
curators, functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI),
and a return to the roots of pre-Christian, Western spiritua-
lity.

Jesuit and Capuchin missionaries who travelled to
Lhasa in the early 1700s were the first to bring knowledge of
Vajrayana Buddhism to Europe. But with their failure to
convert either the Tibetan people or the country’s rulers to
the Catholic faith, their accounts were for the most part
unsympathetic. Nevertheless, an 820-page work written in
Latin in 1762 by Antonio Agostino Giorgio as a guide for
future missionaries attempted to interpret Tibetan culture,
language and religion from a Western perspective and
influenced the subsequent course of European academic
research. Although Alphabetum Tibetanum characterizes
Tibet’s Vajrayana form of the Buddhism as a Manichaean
heresy-the belief that the ‘holy spirit’ can be released
through ascetic practices-the massive tome was read by
European philosophers including Immanuel Kant (1724 -
1804) who, while critical of Vajrayana for its “irrationality’,
nonetheless proposed that the Himalayan region was a
repository of wisdom that the West had lost. Such reflections
empowered favorable perceptions of Vajrayana Buddhism
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by the French sinologist Jean-Pierre Abel-Rémusat (1788 -
1832), who envisioned the ‘Adi Buddha’ as a universal icon,
but also less sympathetic views by pioneering scholars such
as Brian Houghton Hodgson (1801-1894), a British civil
servant in Nepal, whose assessment of the Buddhist Tantras
was that they were “in general disgraced by obscenity and
all sorts of magic and demonology’ (Hodgson, 1874). In his
1874 Essays on the Languages, Literature, and Religion of Nepal
and Tibet, Hodgson noted, however, that the texts of Vajra-
yana were ‘also frequently redeemed by unusually explicit
assertions of a supreme Godhead.’

Hodgson’s culturally biased analyses were furthered by
the French Orientalist Eugene Burnouf (1801 - 1852) whose
1844 Introduction to the History of Indian Buddhism includes a
chapter on tantric Buddhism. In Burnouf’s view, Vajrayana
consisted largely of ‘tedious systems of magic for utilitarian
ends” devoted to a cult of ‘bizarre and terrible gods and
goddesses’ as well as “sets of instructions for the guidance of
devotees in the construction of circles and other magical
figures (mandala)” (Burnouf, 1844).

Apart from Abel-Rémusat, the first European scholar to
write favorably about Vajrayana was Sir John George
Woodroffe (1865 - 1936), who served as chief justice in the
Calcutta High Court and published under the pseudonym
Arthur Avalon. A missionary author named Ernest Payne
wrote sympathetically regarding Woodroffe’s publications
on tantra, stating that previous scholars “have been content
to follow one another in expressions of disgust rather than
embark on the difficult task of explaining it" (Payne, 1933).
Woodroffe himself attributed the negative bias in tantric
studies to “a sense of racial superiority allied to ignorance
and prejudice” (Taylor, 2001, p.119).
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Imperial Projections

The nineteenth century European encounter with
Vajrayana Buddhism occurred largely in absence of any
direct contact with Bhutan, Nepal, or Tibet, where the
practices and ritual traditions of Vajrayana Buddhism had
been preserved since the time of Padmasambhava. The
Himalayan regions were largely inaccessible to Europeans
during the nineteenth century, but thriving Tibetan
Buddhist communities in the Kalimpong and Darjeeling
districts of northern India captured the attention and
interest of several notable colonial-era British civil servants.
It was largely through their investigations and subsequent
publications that knowledge of Vajrayana entered Western
imagination as a form of Buddhism emphasizing the
transformation of worldly existence rather than its
renunciation.

In 1895, Lieutenant Colonel Laurence Austine Waddell
(1854 - 1938), a British army surgeon stationed in Darjeeling,
published a book with the cumbersome title The Buddhism of
Tibet, or Lamaism: with its mystic cults, symbolism and
mythology, and in its relation to Indian Buddhism. A review in
The Times newspaper on February 22, 1895 stated that, “This
is a book which considerably extends the domain of human
knowledge. Every page contains new materials; many of
[Waddell’s] chapters are entirely new, and the whole forms
an enduring memorial of laborious original research. He is
the first European who, equipped with the resources of
modern scholarship, has penetrated the esoteric Buddhism
of Tibet.”

Today, Amazon.com describes Waddell’s book as ‘one
of the most complete works ever written on this topic, from
metaphysics to practical magic. Full explanation of Tibetan
pantheon, with hundreds of charms and mantras, detailed
coverage of doctrine of incarnation and reincarnation. Also,
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saints, divinity of Dalai Lama, monastic practices, sorcery
and astrology, much more.”

At the time of its first publication, Waddell’s richly
illustrated book was a landmark publication on Tibet and
Vajrayana Buddhism, but despite its detailed descriptions of
shrines, costumes, and ritual practices, Waddell’s accounts
were deeply colored by the pervading Judeo-Christian
paradigm of his day. Bodhisattvas and mahasiddhas are
referred to as ‘saints’, oracles as “sorcerers’, the Dalai Lamas
as ‘god-kings’, Chod practitioners as ‘necromancers’, while
many important tantric deities are referred to as “devils” and
‘demons’. Waddell’s views of Vajrayana were also deeply
ethnocentric. As he wrote, “The mythology, being largely of
Buddhist authorship, is full of the awkward forms of Hindu
fancy and lacks much of the point, force and pictures-
queness of the myths of Europe” (Waddell, 1895).

Waddell’s unapologetically colonial gaze is revealed in
a critical essay published in 2000 in Contributions to Nepalese
Studies entitled ‘An Emic Critique of Austine Waddell's
Buddhism and Lamaism of Tibet: A Gross Misrepresentation of
the Vajrayana of Tibet’. As the Nepalese scholar-practitioner
writes, ‘Buddhism and Lamaism of Tibet by Austine Waddell
cannot and should not be taken as an authoritative book of
“Tibetan Buddhism” but which the author calls Vajrayana
of Tibet. There are literally thousands of mistakes, wrong
information, misinterpretations and perhaps even delibera-
te distortions in this book” (Rana, 2000).

A contemporary of Lieutenant Colonel Waddell, Sir
Charles Bell (1870-1945) was posted to Darjeeling in 1900 as
the imperial political officer for Sikkim, Bhutan and Tibet,
and he traveled to Lhasa in 1920 at the invitation of the
Thirteenth Dalai Lama. The Tibetan people and their culture
fascinated Bell, but his writings on Tibet and Bhutan
primarily emphasized history and politics. Even his 1931
book The Religions of Tibet focuses less on the principles and
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practices of Vajrayana than on the hierarchical structure of
Tibet’s monastic culture and the customs and folk beliefs of
the Tibetan populace.

Sir Charles Bell’s black and white photographs, like the
earlier images published by Waddell, nonetheless ignited
popular interest in the exotic Buddhist practices current on
the ‘roof of the world’. Tibet’s geo-political isolation com-
bined with alluring documentary photography led to
Vajrayana Buddhism being conflated in popular Western
imagination with ‘Tibetan Buddhism’, a limiting stereotype
that largely continues to this day.

Museums

Prior to the early photography and writings on Tibet by
Lieutenant Colonel L.A. Waddell, the public in Britain
learned of religious practices in the Himalayas through
ethnographic displays at galleries and museums. In 1854,
the first public exhibition of Tibetan artifacts, at London’s
Crystal Palace, led to increasing interest and awareness of
Tibetan art and culture among imperial collectors, philolo-
gists, and scholars of Asian religions.

In 1904, numerous Tibetan artifacts entered the United
Kingdom as spoils of the Francis Younghusband expedition
to Tibet. Many of the dubiously acquired objects were
featured in London’s 1911 Festival of Empire exhibition and
in showcases of Tibetan art at the British Museum. Tibet
became increasingly known as a ‘glamorously remote
location’, and curators and collectors intensified efforts to
acquire Tibetan Buddhist art, including paintings, sculp-
tures, and ritual objects used in Vajrayana practice.

In the United States, the first museum exhibition
dedicated entirely to Tibetan art took place in 1911 at the
Newark Museum of Art. The exhibition contextualized 150
objects that had been collected by the medical missionaries
Dr. and Mrs. Albert L. Shelton and which they had sold to
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the museum for $2,000. Today, the Newark Museum’s
collection of Tibetan decorative and religious art numbers
over 5,500 objects. As the largest and most important
repository for Tibetan art in the Americas, the museum has
structured its displays around a central altar consecrated by
the Dalai Lama and in monastically inspired galleries
named ‘Chapel of the Masters’, “Chapel of Fierce Protectors’,
and ‘Pure Lands and Paradises’. A designated ‘Tibet Infor-
mation Zone’ provides an interactive, educational resource
for museum visitors interested in learning more about
Tibetan life, culture, and religion.

Only in more recent years through exhibitions such as
those at the Rubin Museum of Art in New York City has
attention been given to Vajrayana Buddhism’s larger history
outside Tibet and greater efforts made to contextualize its
fundamental principles and practices. Museums have also
made increasing efforts to convey Vajrayana’s experiential
dimensions through immersive, interactive installations.
Notable examples include the 2015-2016 ‘Tibet’s Secret
Temple: Body, Mind, and Meditation in Tantric Buddhism’
exhibition at London’s Wellcome Collection and a forth-
coming exhibition at London’s Victoria and Albert Museum
on science, art, and yoga in Tantric Buddhism.

Mandalas

Red-robed Tibetan monks creating intricate mandalas
from fine colored sand has become a standard feature of
Tibetan art exhibitions since the time of the historic “Wisdom
and Compassion: The Sacred Art of Tibet” exhibition in San
Francisco and New York City in 1991 and 1992. But decades
earlier, through the work of Swiss psychologist Carl Gustav
Jung, mandala art was already understood as a means of
accessing the transpersonal depths of the human subcon-
scious. Just as mandalas serve an interactive, initiatory
function within traditional Vajrayana contexts, mandala
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symbolism became the primary means by which Westerners
became aware of Vajrayana Buddhism’s transformational
aesthetics. Jung described the deities depicted in mandalas
as potent symbols of a collective human consciousness. As
he wrote in 1921, ‘The gods and the demons have not
disappeared at all: they have merely got new names” (Jung,
1977).

Jung used mandalas in psychotherapeutic settings as a
means of revealing the subconscious contents of his
patients” psyches, and he used them in his own inner work,
as seen in his alchemically-inspired Red Book that features
mandalas of his own creation (Jung, 2009). Jung’s intro-
duction to the first English-language translations of Tibetan
works on Vajrayana Buddhism-including the Bardo
Thodel-led to increasing acceptance of Vajrayana Buddhist
concepts among educated Europeans and North Americans,
and to the incorporation of words such as Nirvana, Karma,
and Tantra into Western languages. This normalization of
Sanskrit and Tibetan terms is evidenced by George
Sanders’s award-winning 2017 American novel Lincoln in
the Bardo: A Story of Love After Death, which the New York
Times hailed as ‘a luminous feat of generosity and
humanism’.

Mysticism

Carl Jung's writings on mandala symbolism in
connection to what he referred to as the ‘individuation
process’ arose in tandem with accounts of Tibetan Budd-
hism by explorers and sympathetic observers such as
Alexandra David-Neel, a French-Belgian adventuress who
studied Tummo (Skt. candali) and other esoteric tantric
practices with Vajrayana masters in Sikkim and Tibet in the
1910s and 1920s and published more than thirty popular
books, including Magic and Mystery in Tibet in 1929 and
Secret Oral Teachings in Tibetan Buddhist Sects in 1951 (with a
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foreword by Alan Watts). As she memorably wrote, she
once asked her teacher “Why are these teachings secret?
Does it mean I cannot write and tell about them?” Her
teacher reportedly replied, “These teachings are not called
“secret” because it is forbidden to talk about them. They are
“secret” because so few who hear them understand” (David-
Neél, 1951).

Following the success of Alexandra David-Neél's
spiritual travel narratives, the American anthropologist
Walter Evans-Wentz authored four seminal works on
Vajrayana Buddhism for Oxford University Press, including
a 1927 translation of the Bardo Thodel entitled The Tibetan
Book of the Dead and a translation of Tibetan treatises on the
Six Yogas of Naropa in 1935 entitled Tibetan Yoga and Secret
Doctrines. These works furthered both popular and acade-
mic interest in Himalayan culture and Vajrayana Buddhism
on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean.

The work of transmitting Tibet's innermost tantric
teachings to the West was continued by the American Theos
Bernard, who travelled to Tibet in 1936 where he introduced
himself as a ‘white lama’. Bernard’s subsequent books
describing his experiences in Tibet, as well as techniques of
hatha yoga, were highly influential, leading to his establish-
ing in 1939 the American Institute of Yoga through which he
hoped to propagate Tibetan Buddhist teachings in the West.
Bernard’s 1939 book The Penthouse of the Gods: A Pilgrimage
into the Heart of Tibet and the Sacred City of Lhasa recounts his
encounter with a hermit in Drak Yerpa in Tibet who
reputedly presented him with an illustrated text describing
Trulkhor, or what is now often called Yantra Yoga, with its
characteristic sequenced movements performed while
retaining and controlling the breath. Bernard’s writings and
radio interviews in the United States established a firm link
between the physical culture of Indian hatha yoga and the
spiritual mysticism associated in the minds of many with
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the ritual practices of Tibetan Buddhism. (The historical
links between hatha yoga and Vajrayana Buddhism have
been more firmly established through recent research by Dr.
James Mallinson on the Amrtasiddhi Tantra. See Mallinson,
2017).

Following Theos Bernard’s untimely death in 1947, the
task of establishing Vajrayana in the Western world was
continued by the German-born Lama Anagarika Govinda
(1898 - 1985). Govinda had been invited in 1930 to an
international Buddhist conference in Darjeeling, where he
began studying Tibetan language and Vajrayana. Over
subsequent decades, he became the foremost Western
authority on Tibetan Buddhism and was described as the
‘tirst Western lama’. Lama Govinda introduced Vajrayana
Buddhism to the world’s foremost religion scholar Huston
Smith, who had, through lack of knowledge, omitted
Vajrayana from his groundbreaking 1959 publication The
Religions of Man. Govinda also advanced awareness of
Vajrayana Buddhism through his own extensive writings on
tantric Buddhist art, iconography, and contemplative
practices, thus establishing Vajrayana as a living tradition in
the modern world. Govinda’s landmark publication in 1959
of Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism dispelled misunderstand-
ings about Vajrayana Buddhism and set a new standard for
modern Buddhist scholar-practitioners who had formerly
had to rely on less informed accounts and interpretations.

In 1967, Lama Govinda founded Arya Maitreya
Mandala (AMM), which he claimed to be the first inter-
national Vajrayana order. The emblem was a double vajra,
symbolizing universality as well as realization of what
Govinda called the ‘fourth dimension’, the indestructible
Vajrakaya. Govinda described AMM as ‘an organized unity
of individuals grouped around and directed towards a
common center represented by the ideal and active path of
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the Vajrayana, as the integration and culmination of all
previous schools of Buddhism.’

Western interest and awareness of Buddhism and Asian
religions had escalated over the preceding decade as a result
of the 1959 Tibetan Diaspora that followed the Chinese
invasion and occupation of ‘the roof of the world’. These
developments included highly influential publications by
writers such as Jack Kerouac, Alan Watts, Ram Das, Gary
Snyder, and Alan Ginsburg, as well as the 1964 book The
Psychedelic Experience: A Manual Based on The Tibetan Book of
the Dead, coauthored by the former Harvard professors
Timothy Leary, Ralph Metzner, and Richard Alpert. Further
interest in Asian religion derived from lyrics in popular
music following the British rock band the Beatles’ journey to
Rishikesh, India, in 1968 to learn meditation at the ashram
of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.

Beyond its repercussions in popular Western culture,
the 1959 Tibetan Diaspora also led to concerted efforts to
preserve Tibetan culture. One of the most effective initia-
tives in this regard was undertaken by Freda Bedi, the first
Western woman to be ordained as a Tibetan Buddhist nun.
Better known as Sister Palmo, Freda Bedi received her vows
in 1966 from the Sixteenth Gyalwa Karmapa. Six years
earlier, she had helped establish the Young Lamas Home
School in Dalhousie, India, where important figures in
Tibetan Buddhism’s transmission to the West, such as
Tarthang Tulku and Choégyam Trungpa, learned English,
thus empowering their subsequent activities in the West.
These activities included highly influential books including
Trungpa’s 1973 Cutting through Spiritual Materialism and
1976 The Myth of Freedom and the Way of Meditation.
Trungpa’s highly innovative re-contextualization of Vajra-
yana Buddhism in the West during the 1970s and 1980s was
both controversial and inspiring. The impact of his life and
teachings continues at educational institutions that he
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founded such as Naropa University in Boulder, Colorado,
which has offered academic and experience-based study
programs in Vajrayana Buddhism since 1974.

Medicalization

Increased academic interest in Vajrayana Buddhism led
to medical and scientific interest in the effects of long-term
meditation. One of the first initiatives in this regard was Dr.
Herbert Benson’s 1982 study of Tibetan practitioners of
Tummo, or Inner Fire (Skt. candali), the foundational prac-
tice in Vajrayana’s Completion Phase (sampannakrama, Tib.
dzogrim). As discussed at this conference, Dr. Maria
Kozhevnikov has conducted more recent studies on Tummo
among female practitioners at Gebchek Nunnery in eastern
Tibet. Dr. Kozhevnikov characterizes Tummo’s combination
of visualization and breath control as an integrated
activation of the sympathetic nervous system, potentially
leading to enhanced mindbody synchronization and
cognitive abilities (Kozhevnikov et al., 2013).

As additional scientific research has suggested, visuali-
zation techniques central to Vajrayana practice can have
profound effects on brain plasticity and cognition, and are
thus leading to new models for enhancing human well
being, resilience, and collective flourishing. Although some
of this research involves investigations of Vajrayana
practices that have long been considered ‘secret’, the Dalai
Lama, for one, has repeatedly stated that secrecy has no
place in the scientific worldview, and that all aspects of
Buddhist doctrine should be rigorously investigated to
determine their actual benefits (H.H. the Fourteenth Dalai
Lama, 2018).

Most scientific researchers recognize, however, that the
neurobiological correlates of inner meditative and yogic
experience do not necessarily provide keys to enhanced
forms of practice, or ‘bio-hacking” as it's known in contem-
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porary projects such as Flow Genome that seek to actualize
currently available research in fields as diverse as elite sport
protocols, contemporary studies on psychedelics, cryothera-
peutic cold exposure, and intensive respiratory training. As
the neuroscientist and prolific author Oliver Sacks has
pointed out, science’s progress in regard to human
enhancement is more faltering than a ‘majestic unfolding’
(Sacks, 2017).

Conclusion

Albert Einstein famously remarked in 1941 that, in
regard to science, ‘a perfection of means and confusion of
goals seems to characterize our age’ (Einstein, 1941). In
Vajrayana, the end goal of collective enlightenment and
freedom from needless suffering has always been clearly
defined. The methods for realizing that goal in Vajrayana
are, in essence, limitless providing that they are performed
with efficacy and benevolent intention on behalf of all
beings. I would thus like to end this overview of Vajrayana’s
journey to the West with a few remarks on where Vajrayana
might be going, based on conversations with Dzongsar
Khyentse Rinpoche in London in March 2018, following his
series of talks at Vajrayana Buddhist centers in Europe and
the United Kingdom. Throughout his teachings, Dzongsar
Khyentse Rinpoche emphasized Vajrayana’s relevance in
the modern world through its commitment to critically
questioning the nature of experience and distinguishing
between apparent phenomena and the groundless lumino-
sity from which appearances arise. In this regard, even what
science assumes to be empirical ‘facts” should be recognized
as provisional paradigms that, like all other mental
phenomena, are subject to change.

Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche also sought on his 2018
teaching tour to disabuse Western Vajrayana students of
what he referred to as ‘outmoded and archaic” aspects of
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Tibetan culture that contemporary students in the West
have sometimes mistaken for inherent principles of
Vajrayana. He emphasized the importance of distinguishing
between provisional and ultimate meaning in the Vajrayana
teachings, and of returning to root texts such as the
Vajracheddika and Hevajra Tantra to determine whether or
not one actually feels suited for the Vajrayana path, as ‘other
forms of Buddhist practice may be less physically,
emotionally, and intellectually demanding.’

In regard to Samaya (Tib. damsig), the existential vows
connected with tantric Buddhist initiation, and with which
Western disciples often struggle, Khyentse Rinpoche said
that the Mahasiddha Tilopa (988-1069 A.D.), from whom
the entire Kagyu lineage of whispered precepts derives,
stated it very clearly in his seminal ‘Song of Mahamudra’:

The real vow of Samaya is broken by thinking in terms
of precepts, and it is maintained with the cessation of
fixed ideas. Let thoughts rise and subside like ocean
waves. If you neither dwell, perceive, nor stray from the
Ultimate, the Tantric precepts are automatically upheld,
like a lamp which illuminates darkness.

Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche also clearly indicated
that, whereas monastic forms of Vajrayana will continue to
flourish in the Himalayan region, the West is more
existentially suited to the original teachings of the maha-
siddhas. As Khyentse Rinpoche pointed out, many of the
mahasiddhas initially trained and taught in monastic
settings, but they ultimately espoused a path of boundless
engagement whereby the flow of empty, lucid awareness
could be integrated within all human experience. That state
of Mahamudra, or existential coherence of Samsara and
Nirvana, is Vajrayana’s distinguishing characteristic and, as
Khyentse Rinpoche made clear, it is not necessarily a path
for everyone. In 1985, when Vajrayana was taking firm root
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in North America, Chogyam Trungpa offered the same
advisory to his Western students:

This warning has been given hundreds of times: Don’t
get into Tantra just like that ... It's dangerous ... Every
Tantric text ... begins with that warning: Be careful, think
twice ... don’t take this carelessly. But interestingly, the
more you put students off, the more interested they
become. (Trungpa, 2003)

As Vajrayana continues to develop both in Asia and the
West as a means of actualizing one’s highest capacities for
wise and compassionate action, students and teachers alike
will be increasingly challenged to distinguish between
Vajrayana’s essential teachings on enlightened embodiment
and potentially extraneous cultural elements that have
accrued to Vajrayana during its thirteen hundred year long
journey across Asia to the West. There is, of course, no better
context to explore, and document, this dynamic polarity of
tradition and innovation than at the annual Vajrayana
Summits in Bhutan.

As we collectively celebrate and re-imagine what
Vajrayana has been and what new forms it might assume in
its evolving global context, it is worth reflecting on the fact
that both Padmasamhava and Dionysus-a central deity in
Western tradition-originate in the same geographical and
cultural frontiers of the Hindu Kush mountains in ancient
Swat. Both figures remind us that the infinite possibilities of
human life arise through the dynamic union of productive
polarities. As Hugh B. Urban wrote in his book Tantra: Sex,
Secrecy, Politics, and Power in the Study of Religion, “The
meaning of Tantra [or Vajrayana Buddhism] is never fixed
or singular, but it is the complex result of the encounter
between indigenous traditions and the scholarly imagina-
tion - an encounter that has from the beginning been closely
tied to specific historical, intellectual, and political interests’
(Urban, 2003).
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Urban’s reflections are central to the core objectives of
the annual Vajrayana Summits in Bhutan which seek, above
all odds, to determine an ‘adamantine way’ commensurate
with the challenges and opportunities of the modern world.
The shared origins, ethos, and iconography of Dorje Drolo
and Dionysus-emblematic deities of East and West and
dispellers of obstacles-establish an inspiring common
ground for transforming our sense of what is possible.
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A Report on Some Physical Evidences and
Oral Transmission about Tsangpa Gyare
(1161-1211) Collected at the Ralung
Monastery and the Druk Monastery in Tibet

Seiji Kumagai

Introduction

The Drukpa Kagyu (‘Brug pa bka” brgyud) school, one of
the eight sub-schools of the Kagyu (bKa’ brgyud) school, has
played an important role in Central Tibet and Bhutan.
Especially in Bhutan, the school became the state religion
after the establishment of the Buddhist country called Druk
Yul (‘Brug yul) by Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyal (Zhabs
drung Ngag dbang rnam rgyal, 1594-1651).

The school produced many eminent practitioners and
monk scholars such as Drukpa Kunley (‘Brug pa Kun legs,
1455-1529), Pema Karpo (Kun mkhyan Padma dKar po, 1527-
1592) and Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyal. Their activities
and achievements have been well-known and described in
detail in both Tibet and Bhutan. On the other hand, the very
founder Tsangpa Gyare (¢Tsang pa rgya ras Ye shes rdo tje,
1161-1211) has not been well-known or fully studied
because of lack of textual information. In fact, the collected
works of Tsangpa Gyare were not accessible until recently,
and so many aspects of his life and character have been
unknown in detail.

It is thus necessary to conduct an extensive study of
Tsangpa Gyare drawing directly from his biographies and
his collected works. I have had the chance to study primary
sources, such as multiple biographies of Tsangpa Gyare
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composed by different masters, chronicles referring to him
and also his collected works, thus examining his life and
characteristics through philological methodology .4

However, such philological research has an inherent
problem. The information described in biographies and
annals are limited and insufficient to comprehensively
grasp the reality. In order to further prove the validity of
such written information, it is necessary to examine oral
transmission and physical evidences collected in the field.
That is to say, we need to integrate both written information
(in biographies and collected works) and unwritten
information (i.e. physical evidences and oral transmission
collected during the fieldwork).

This paper thus aims to introduce and examine oral
transmissions and physical evidences collected in my
fieldwork in/near the Ralung Monastery and Druk
Monastery (unwritten information) in comparison to the
information written in his biographies and chronicles
(written information).

Birth of Tsangpa Gyare

Biographies insist that Tsangpa Gyare was born in 1161
into the Gya (rGya) clan in the village of Saral (Sa ral) in
Khule region (Khu le) which is at the bottom of the Hawo
Kangzang mountain (Ha ‘o gangs bzang) in upper Nyang
region (Myang stod) of the Eastern Tsang (gTsang) in central
Tibet.5 According to such written information, Saral is a

4 In another paper (Kumagai, 2018), I examined seven biographies of
Tsangpa Gyare, three dharma annals and one doxography. Regard-
ing their bibliography, see the bibliography of this paper. Regarding
his collected works, see Kumagai et al. (2012).

5 Regarding the information about Tsangpa Gyare's birth, see
Kumagai (2018, p. 22).
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village inside the Khule region. On the other hand,
according to the present local tradition, Saral and Khule are
regarded to be different villages: Saral is the place of his
mother’s family; Khule is the place of the current Ralung
Monastery near Tsangpa Gyare’s birthplace. Thus, the inter-
pretation of these two toponyms seems to have changed
over time.

B
|

Plate 1: Tsangpa Gyare’

Tsangpa Gyare’s mothers

According to local tradition, his mother Marza Tarki
(Mar za dar skyid) was from Saral which is a village next to
Khule, while his father Gyazurpo Tsape (rGya zur po tshab
pe) came from another place (i.e., China).”

6 Regarding the information about Tsangpa Gyare’s mother, see
Kumagai (2018, p. 23).

7 There is no description about the relationship between his father’s
lineage and China in Tsangpa Gyare’s biographies. Only the dharma
annal IHo ‘brug chos ‘byung (98, p. 8-11) refers to the relationship
corresponding to the information of the oral transmission: gang las
‘khrungs pa’i gdung ni jo bo Sha’kya mu ne gdan ‘dren pa’i rgya nag
po’i gyad stobs po che lha dga’i gdung rabs las/yab Zas gtsang lta
bu’i rGya zur po tshab pe dang /.
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There are currently no inhabitants but only a ruin in
Saral. According to the local tradition, past inhabitants of
Saral seem to have moved to the current Chudu (Chu ‘dus)
village near Saral.

In the ruin of his mother’s house, we can find a “square
rock” (rdo leb gru bzhi pa) or a “rock like a dice” (pha bong cho
long ‘dra ba) on which Tsangpa Gyare is said to have sat and
given a teaching to children from the village as referred to
in several biographies.s

His mother seems to have been a very important figure
to form his identity and character because many biographies
introduce various episodes of his mother.®

Plate 2: Ruin of Marza Tarki’s house

8 Biography composed by Pema Karpo (D11, p. 5-6): skabs shig tu /
rgyal grong zhes bya ba'i grong khyer dang nye ba’i rdo leb gru bzhi
pa zhig la rtsed mo byed pa’i tshe / de’i nye logs kyi rdo gcigla /
zhabs zung gi pad mo rnam par bkod de / lha dang mi rmams gyi
mchod pa’i rten du bzhag go/.

9 See Kumagai (2018, p. 23).
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Plate 3: Square rock on which Tsagpa Guyare sat and gave a
teaching to neighborhood children

Spiritual Education

As I wrote in another paper, Tsangpa Gyare became a
novice monk at around age 12 (1172) when his teacher
Tathangpa (rTa thang pa) cut his hair and gave him the
dharma name Sherab Dutsi Korlo (Shes rab bdud rtsi ‘khor
lo).10

After his renunciation, Tsangpa Gyare studied both
sutras and tantras under the direction of many scholars and
masters. He studied Vajrayana Buddhism such as tantras,
meditation practices and rituals while he studied Satrayana
Buddhism such as Pramana, Madhyamaka and Paramita.
Plenty of his work on Satrayana and Vajrayana Buddhism
in his collected works also prove this fact.1

He seems to have started his studies under the direction
of his root master Ling Repa at his age 21, 22 or 23 (1181,

10 Regarding his renunciation, see Kumagai (2018, p. 24).

11 Regarding the contents of his collected works, see Kumagai et al.
(2012, p. 50).
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1182 or 1183). He seriously studied with Ling Repa until the
age of 28 (1188) when his root master passed away.12

According to most of his biographies and annals,
Tsangpa Gyare finally received full ordination at the age of
33 (1193) from masters such as Zhang (Zhang g-Yu brag pa
brTson ‘gru brags pa, 1122-1193) and Zepa (bZad pa).13

Longdol Monastery

According to his biographies and annals, Tsangpa
Gyare established the Longdol Monastery (Klong rdol dgon
pa), following the master Zhang's prophecy at his age of 29,
33 or 34 (1189, 1193 or 1194).14

According to local information obtained at the Ralung
Monastery, the Longdol Monastery is situated near the
current Dolma Lhakhang in Nyethang. There used to be a
small temple, but only a meditation cave remains today.

Ralung Monastery

The Ralung Monastery (Ra lung dgon pa), one of two
head monasteries of the Drukpa Kagyu school, was
established in upper Nyang region in 1196, fulfilling the
prophecy of a deity (yi dam), according to biographies and
annals.’> A document of history of Ralung Monastery kept
in the current Ralung Monastery gives the year 1193 (at the
age of 33) for its establishment.1s

12 Regarding his study, see Kumagai (2018, p. 25-26).
13 Regarding his full ordination, see Kumagai (2018, p. 27).

14 Regarding the establishment of the Longdol Monastery, see
Kumagai (2018, p. 27-28).

15 Regarding the establishment of the Ralung Monastery, see Kumagai
(2018, p. 28).

16 The document of history of Ralung Monastery preserved at the
Ralung Monastery says: dgon de ni ‘brug pa dkar brgyud pa’i bstan
pa’i mnga’ bdag chos rje ‘gro ba’i mgon po gTsang pa rgya ras pas
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Plate 4: Current Ralung Monastery

Unlike the Druk Monastery, which is another head
monastery near Lhasa, the Ralung Monastery is located near
his home land in the Tsang region, where many of his family
and relatives lived.

There seem to have been much larger monastery
buildings, monk dormitories and also a larger stupa, but
they were destroyed during the Cultural Revolution. Their
ruins still remain next to the current Ralung Monastery.
Recently, new monastery buildings are slowly being
constructed.

Bod rab byung gsum pa chu glang lo sphyi lo 1193 lor phyag btab
pa’i brug pa dkar brgyud pa’i gdan sa de yin.



Material Evidence Related to Tsangpa Gyare (1161-1211) 41

Plate 5: Ruin of previous monastery and monk dormitories

Plate 6: Wall painting of previous Ralung Monastery and stupa
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Plate7: Document of History of Ralung Monastery preserved at
the Ralung Monastery

Plate 8: New building of Ralung Monastery
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Plate 9: New stupa of Ralung Monastery

Local tradition says that previously around five
thousand monks used to live in the monastery while
currently there are only less than twenty monks left. The 12th
Drukchen Jikme Pema Wangchen (‘Jigs med Padma dbang
chen, 1963-), belonging to the spiritual lineage of Paksam
Wangpo (dPag bsam dbang po, 1593-1641), is regarded to be
the current abbot of the Ralung Monastery while he lives in
Ladakh. Interestingly, they also put a photo of Shabdrung
Ngawang Namgyal, the Paksam Wangpo's rival, in their
main temple with great respect. Current Ralung monks
think that Shabdrung did not go on exile to Bhutan because
of his political defeat. They rather believe that he has volun-
tarily moved to avoid unnecessary conflict foreseen in a
prophecy.

Druk Monastery

The Druk Monastery (‘Brug gi dgon pa or 'Brug Se ba

byang chub chos gling), the source of the name of Drukpa

Kagyu school, was established in the southwest of Lhasa,
fulfilling Ling Repa’s prophecy. Most biographies and
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annals mention that the monastery was established in the
year 1205 (age 45).17

The Druk monastery is the place where Tsangpa Gyare
died in 1211, so there are many relics of Tsangpa Gyare such
as his monk robe, shoes and so on.

&

Plate 10: Current building of Druk Monastery

The monastery was taken by Paksam Wangpo after
Shabdrung moved to Bhutan. As mentioned earlier, the
current abbot is the 12t Drukchen Jikme Pema Wangchen.
The current building of the Druk Monastery was rebuilt
after its destruction during the Cultural Revolution.

Conclusion

This paper introduces and examines the oral sources
and physical evidences collected in my recent fieldwork
in/near the Ralung Monastery and Druk Monastery in

17 Regarding the establishment of the Druk Monastery, see Kumagai
(2018, p. 29).
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comparison to the information written in his biographies
and chronicles (written information).

While we first need to refer to old biographies and
annals to obtain precise information, we also need to focus
on unwritten information obtained in local places. As seen
in this paper, many of oral transmissions and physical
evidences, collected in my recent fieldwork at the Ralung
Monastery and the Druk Monastery, prove the validity of
the information of Tsangpa Gyare’s biographies and annals
related to him. It is necessary to further advance both
philological and field research to re-examine his life and
character multidirectionally.
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Remaining Legacy of Green Tara in
Myanmar (Burmese) Traditional Believes

Khin Zaw

Abstract

The concept of Tara (Jetsun Doélma) as a female
Bodhisattva, a female Buddha, or a meditational deity is
deeply instilled throughout the Himalayan region and
spread among other Buddhist communities. Adoration of
Tara was well established by the onset of the Pala Empire in
Eastern India during the 8th century and spread southwards
to Sri Lanka and east to Myanmar (Burma), Thailand,
Cambodia, Java, and the Philippines. In Myanmar, Tara was
widely worshipped among the Pyu people until the 9th
century. There is also a continuous record of Buddhism
flourishing in the Arakan and Mon kingdoms which both
had strong traditions of Theravada that co-existed with
Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism as well as Hinduism.
Even after the rise of the Bagan Era (9th to 13th Century), the
Tara tradition continued, most likely as a result of Ari the
Tantric monks, as evidenced by stone statues, terracotta
votive tablets, and mural paintings. However, 1056 C.E was
a turning point, when Great Emperor King Anawratha, who
reigned from 1044 until 1077, implemented a series of
religious reforms in an attempt to dimish the influence of the
Ari monks and to promote the Southern Mon tradition of
Theravada Buddhism. Yet Southern Pali Buddhism took
many centuries to gain momentum, and the Aris maintained
their lineages as forest dwelling monks and retain their
power into the Ava period in the 16th century. Even today
Burmese Buddhism contains many animist, Vajrayana,
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Mahayana and Hindu elements. Apart from the mainstream
religious body of Myanmar monks, is a parallel tradition of
Waizza (Vidaya) followed by some monks and many of
laymen. Their practices include contemplative meditation
for inner awakening, alchemy, astronomy, mandalas and
yantras, mantras, and imaginative identification with
esoteric deities, including Tara. Mother goddesses such as
Mya Nan Nwe (Descent of the Emerald Palace), Mya Sein
Shin (Lord of the Green Emerald), Ma Mya Sein (Green
Emerald Lady), etc. can be found throughout Myanmar,
especially in the vicinity Theravada Buddhist stupas and
monasteries, but sometimes at separate abodes. Occult
devotees deeply subscribe to the tradition and perform
rituals accordingly. The female Buddhist deity Tara, espe-
cially in her green manifestation, inspired the Myanmar
people through her association with the natural world,
protection, and loving-kindness, as well and with conser-
vation of the ecological environment.

Introduction

Concept of Tara (Jetsun Dolma) as a female
Bodhisattva, a female Buddha or a deity, instilled deeply
throughout the Himalayan range including Tibet, Mongolia,
and spread among the other Buddhist communities. Tara
inspired feminism in Buddhism prove a very rare example
among those who attained Buddhahood as women. Her
adoration being well established by the onset of the Pala
empire in eastern India (8th century CE), spread south to Sri-
Lanka and east to Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, Cambodia,
Java, and Philippines.

Early embrace

Mother goddess concept was evidently present since
prehistoric time in Myanmar. So-called Bu-Lu-Goan Mae-
Taw stone figurine found in Bu-Lu-Goan village, central



Green Tara in MyanmarBuddhist Tradition 51

Myanmar, possibly was the earliest Neolithic mother
goddess of Myanmar. Pre-Buddhist bronze culture of
Samon and Chindwin valleys show the presence of headless
symbolic bronze mother goddess figures, in single, double
and triple patterns. As Buddhism reached Myanmar,
according to the myths and old chronicles at the time of Lord
Gautama Buddha or more accurately as reinforced by
missionaries of the great emperor Ashoka in the third
century B.C, worshipping mother figure probably continu-
ed for a long time. Sinhalese chronicle, the Mahavamsa,
attributes the mission of Sona and Uttara who came to
Thaton (Suvannabhumi), in the 3rd century B.C. Buddhism
has been flourishing during the time of Pyu Millennium
(from 2nd century B.C. to 9th century C. E.). As the Budd-
hism of Pyu civilization was syncretistic, an admixture of
Theravada, Mahayana, Tantrayana, Hindu Vaishnavism,
and a vast range of animist beliefs and rituals emerged and
the worship of mother goddess seemed to have thrived all
along. Around the second century BC the first-known city-
states emerged mainly in central dry zone of Myanmar by
the Tibeto-Burman-speaking Pyu who were the first
civilized people of Myanmar. The devotion to Tara among
them had been very strong.

Pyu and Tara

Evidences of Pyu people worshipping Tara are clear
from the stone curving, terracotta votives, metal pendants,
etc. found at Sriksetra, the largest ancient Pyu city.

An extraordinary sample is a stone relief carving of
Tara, sized 2.05 x 1.06 x 0.35 m, found near Shwedaga
(Golden Gate) of ancient Sri Ksetra, which is now displayed
proudly at Sri Ksetra museum. The central figure is kneeling
on haunches, with knees facing PL, and torso facing
forward. A tiered crown is worn, with flared extensions to
headdress, earrings, and jewellery - necklace, bracelets on
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PL arm, and PR wrist. PR’s hand rests on a lotus seated on a
pedestal covered with patterned cloth. The face is round
and, has a downward gaze, pursed, and lips turned up in
smile, eyes arching upwards at corners, with arched defined
eyebrows. She has full rounded breasts, slim waist, with
outline of belt low across the abdomen. Below each single
figure is a pair of crowned attendants kneeling, holding
bowls, and facing forward. Each attendant is also seated on
a patterned cloth over a pedestal. In the predella below there
are six figures arranged symmetrically with a central
urn/vase possibly with lotus flowers emerging. The figures
are kneeling, and facing forward. The inner figure on each
side holds a short sword close to the chest, pointing
downwards, the outer figures on each side hold up clubs in
their outer hands (swords or lotus buds), with the outermost
figure having a ring-shaped object on the top of the
sword/club (7-9 century C. E). Other samples include votive
tablets of Tara Devi contrapuntal pose, standing on lotus,
and some fragment of votive tablet with multiple images of
the Buddha in bhumisparsa mudra. On PR near knee of
central Buddha is an image of a deva, likely Tara - identified
by lotus flower, has hair high on head or crowned
headdress, has PL hand to chest, 8th century Pyu period.

Influences

Besides Tara statue, the archaeological findings also
indicate a widespread presence of Tantric Buddhism, such
as Avalokitesvara (Lokanatha called Lawkanat in Burmese;
Manjusri, Hayagriva, etc. who were all very much part of
Pyu (and later the Bagan) iconography scene. Possibly, the
most valued and respected has been the female goddess
evidenced by the greater prominence of nuns and female
students in that eras. It may point to the notion of certain
female freedom in the background of Pyu socio-cultural life.
Records of Pyu civilizations show that Buddhism has
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flourished uninterruptedly in the nearby Arakan and Mon
kingdoms, where both had strong Theravada co-existing
with Vajrayana Buddhism, Mahayana and Hinduism. That
equilibrium was dismayed when the Pyu came under
repeated assaults from Nanzhao, and the final take over in
832 C. E.

The Rise of Bagan

Bagan was founded in 849-850 AD. It was one of several
competing city-states until the late 10th century when it
grew in authority and grandeur. Even after the rising power
of Bagan Era (9th to 13th Century C.E), Tara tradition
continued, probably through Ari the Tantric monks,
manifested by stone statues, terracotta votive tablets and
mural paintings. However, 1056 C.E was a turning point,
when Great Emperor King Anawratha (reign 1044 - 1077)
had tried to implement a series of religious reforms by
breaking the influence of the Ari monks, and encouraged
Southern tradition of Theravada Buddhism. The fundamen-
tal incident in the history of Bagan is not so much the
founding of the empire, but Bagan's acceptance of Thera-
vada Buddhism at the time of King Anawratha. Yet his
restructuring could not get its’ grip instantly and the
expanse of Southern Pali Buddhism took many centuries to
get its” momentum. Nor the Aris disappeared straightway.
Their lineages, recognized as forest dwelling monks,
persisted as a powerful force for long time down to the Ava
period in the 16th century.

Kyanzitta’s tolerence

Kyanzitta (1084-1113), who had been Anawratha's
commander-in-chief and had succeeded Anawratha's son to
the throne, consolidated Theravada Buddhism's predomi-
nance in Pagan. However, Mahayana, Vajrayana and other
practices were tolerated in his reign. His chief queen
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Abeyadana was a tantric Buddhist, donating a famous
temple with Buddhist frescos, featuring Tantric and some
Brahmanic elements, including various forms of Tara.
Another example was Kyanzitta's son Rajakumara’s
Myinkaba Gubyaukgyi temple, which also show some
influences of Vajrayana concepts.

Parallel existence of Vidhaya sect

Present time mainstream Theravada Buddhism of
Myanmar is admixed with some animism, Vajrayana,
Mahayana and Hindu elements. Apart from conventional
religion body of Myanmar monks, there are the parallel
existence of Waizza (Vidhaya) ways followed by some
monks and many of the layman. This path is an esoteric
system of occult exerts such as recitation of spells, contem-
plative meditation for inner awakening (samatha), using
astronomy, mandalas and yantra, mantra procedure,
alchemy, reflective identification with deities, etc. believed
to lead to a life of a semi-immortal and supernatural being
who awaits the appearance of the future Buddha Maitreya.
Evidently millions of Myanmar followers rely on them for
their daily living.

Heritage of Green Tara

According to the Myanmar Waizza (Vidhaya) belief,
there are a long and complicated list of supernatural beings,
named as Theik Nan Shin, who are protecting precious
treasures to paying homage to the future Buddha Maitreya.
There are some mother goddesses, and indications of Tara
can be found among them, especially for green Tara. So-
called Mya Nan Nwe (descent of the Emerald palace), Mya
Sein Shin (Lord of the Green Emerald), Ma Mya Sein (Green
Emerald Lady), etc. can be found throughout Myanmar,
usually in the campus of the Theravada Buddhist stupas and
monasteries, but sometimes have separate abode. One of the
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famous examples include Shan Princess Saw-Mon-Hla,
believed as emanation of Tara, former queen of Emperor
Anawratha, who had been expelled from Bagan Palace for
her tantric practices and power. On her way back home,
Saw-Mon-Hla built the Shwe-Sar-Yan Pagoda, near
Mandalay, and started a festival which is being conducted
every year since then. Other examples are seven green
sisters headed by Mya Sein Shin, and Ma Mya Sein waiting
for the time of future Buddha Matrieya, from Shwe-Bone-
Thar monastery on the bank of river Ayarwaddy at the other
side of Prome, and Mya Nan Nwe at Bo-ta-htaung pagoda
of Yangon. Some also believe that Mon Queen Shin Saw Pu
as the embodiment of the great green mother lineage.
Although their background myths and legends differ with
regional variances, occult devotees deeply believe in that
tradition and conduct rituals accordingly.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Vajrayana institution in Myanmar which
was obliterated but not totally extinct, since the Bagan era,
still going on as Waizza (Vidhaya) ways among many
believers. Tara, especially the green, somehow seems to be
inspired Myanmar people through the perception of Mother
Nature with the hope of protection, devotion, along the
current needs of tolerance, compassionate love and also the
drive to conserve the ecological environment. By some
means it'd loss the mainstream connection but waiting for
the revival.
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Plate 1. Stone relief carving of Tara, size 2.05 x 1.06 x 0.35 m,
found near Shwedaga (Golden Gate) of ancient Sri Ksetra

Plate 2. Votive tablets of Tara Devi contrapuntal pose, standing
on lotus. 8th century C. E.
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Plate 3. Fragment of votive tablet with multiple images of the
Buddha including Tara. 8% century C. E.

Plate 4. Bagan murals of Myingaba Gupyaukgyi

Fig 5. Bagan Murals of Tara
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Plate 6. Shan Princess Saw-Mon-Hla, believed as emanation of
Tara, former queen of Emperor Anawratta, who’d been expelled from
Bagan Palace for her tantric practices and power.

Plate 7. Seven green sisters headed by Mya Sine Shin at Taunggyi
Mya Sein Taung Monastery
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AN
Plate 8. Ma Mya Sein, waiting for the time of future Buddha
Matrieya, from Shwe-Bone-Thar monastery on the bank of river

Ayarwaddy at the other side of Prome.

«BF

Plate 10. Mya Nan Nwe as a Buddhist Nun at Botahtaung
Pagoda.



Unveiling Feminine Presence and Expression
in Vajrayana Buddhist Symbolism:
Empowerment and Inspiration to Bhutanese
Nuns

Sonam Wangmo & Karma Tashi Choedron

Abstract

Symbols have always been an integral part of Vajrayana
Buddhism and serve as powerful catalysts to train the mind
towards enlightenment. As such, feminine symbolism,
either in the form of dakinis, female meditational deities,
legendary, historical or living female masters have and
continue to serve as potent objects of inspiration to
Vajrayana Buddhist practitioners, Bhutanese nuns included.
This paper discusses the relevance of feminine symbolism in
the context of two nunneries in Bhutan. This study
employed ethnography as the main research methodology
in two nunneriesJachung Karmo in Punakha District,
Western Bhutan and Jashar Lhundrup Choling in Pema
Gatshel District, Eastern Bhutan-investigates tantric
Buddhist symbolism and its corresponding psychological
impact on the Bhutanese nuns. This entailed an analysis of
the traditions, practices, scriptures, and symbolism of
Vajrayana Buddhism that support women’s empowerment
in religious practice in Bhutan, e.g. female meditational
deities, either in the form of dakinis such as Vajrayogini or
as buddhas such as Arya Tara. This study unveils how
divine female personalities which are personifications of
wisdom, the secret dakini or Mother Prajfidparamita and
historical personalities such as Yeshe Tsogyal, Machig
Lhabdron and Gelongma Palmo provide inspiration and
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hope to the nuns of their innate potential for achieving full
enlightenment. One of the most significant findings of this
study is the positive impact of contemporary female masters
on their living disciples, i.e. Anim Lopenma Paldon, the late
abbess of Jachung Karmo Nunnery and the contemporary
Anim Trulku Chozang Lhamo, reincarnation of Anim
Woesel Choden, the founder of Jashar Goenpa. It demons-
trates that Bhutanese women have achieved high realiza-
tions by following the tantric path, and in both cases, far
surpassing that of male practitioners.

Introduction

Vajrayana Buddhism has a vast pantheon of buddhas,
bodhisattvas, 18 tutelary deities (Tib: yidam), heroes and
heroines (Tib: pawo and pamo), dakas and dakinis (Tib: khandro
and khandroma), dharma protectors, nagas® and many other
supramundane beings. The concept of deity in Vajrayana
Buddhism is different from other systems of belief as the
deities are the personification of one’s own primordial
mind, i.e. Buddha nature. There are several deities depicted
in female aspect in the Vajrayana Buddhist pantheon but

18 buddhahood aspirants

Ynagd, m. (prob. neither fr. na-ga, nor fr. nagna,) a snake, (esp.) *a
Naga or serpent-demon (the race of Kadru or Su-rasa inhabiting the
waters or the city Bhoga-vati under the earth ¢ they are supposed to
have a human face with serpent-like lower extremities  their kings
are Sesha, Vasuki, and Takshaka * mf(a, or i, )n. formed of snakes,
relating to serpents or serpents-demons, snaky, serpentine, serpent-
like.

20 Examples include kriya tantra deities such as Usnisavijaya, Usnisa
Sitatapatra, White Tara, Sarasvati, Marici and Vasudhara; carya tantra
deities such as Tara, Bhrkuti, Yasovati, Dorje Tsemo, Blue Achala and
Achala; yoga tantra deities such as Prajnaparamita, the mother of wisdom
realizing emptiness; and anuttara (highest) yoga tantra (HYT) deities such
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deities in the male aspect are more common (Crins, 2008).
The same is true for female masters whereby very few rose
to prominence as they were overshadowed by male masters.
Nonetheless, it is extremely fascinating that women are
portrayed at all in Vajrayana Buddhist symbolism.

A dakini, in Vajrayana Buddhism is commonly under-
stood as a female manifestation of an enlightened being and
is a powerful and profound symbol of the true nature of
mind. The dakini is a creative and powerful metaphor of
transformation of the tantric practitioner’s gross conceptual
mind into wisdom realizing emptiness (Simmer-Brown,
2002). Defining the dakini has always been a challenge for
scholars due to its numerous connotations. Generally, there
are two types of dakinithe worldly and wisdom dakinis.

The wisdom dakini is the essence of Vajrayana Buddhist
practice and synonymous with the feminine principle,
symbolising innate wisdom; i.e. the primordial wisdom
mind. The wisdom dakini may be a yidam, a meditational
deity or she may be a protector; with special power and
responsibility to protect the integrity of oral transmissions.

In the biographies of Vajrayana Buddhist masters, she
has played various roles, including that of external
instructor of the secret Vajrayana teachings, one who
empowers the practitioner in meditation and protector of
the tantric lineages to ensure that only those with the purest
motivation are able to penetrate their essence. On a deeper
level, she is none other than a personification of the tantric
practitioners” own body and innate wisdom mind. There-
fore, the dakini carries the connotation of both external
objectified deity (inner and outer-outer) as well as the inner

as Vajrayogini and Mahamaya. Another famous female deity in Bhutan is
Machik Labdron of which the Chod practicing lineage originates from.
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experience of the tantric practitioner’s body (outer) and
mind (secret) (Simmer-Brown, 2002).

Gross (1996) argues that female deities or real life
personalities are important as they serve to empower
women, either consciously or subconsciously. Claiming that
worship of male deities entrench “women in a state of
psychological dependence on men and male authority while
at the same time creating the impression that female power
is not legitimate” (Gross, 1996, p. 225), female imagery
brings hope to women that religion is not only about males
and that females can progress just as well in their religion.

This paper is an exploration of feminine symbolism-
female deities and real life historical and contemporary
female personalities as practiced and supplicated in Bhutan
and their corresponding impact on the lives and practice of
the Bhutanese nuns in the two study areas featured in this
research.

Methodology and Research Setting

This study utilised ethnography to understand the
impact of feminine symbolism on the nuns in two
nunneries?!; in Eastern and Western Bhutan respectively.
The duration?? of each nunnery studied was two months,
totalling four months of continuous field research.

The nunnery in the west, Jachung Karmo Nunnery, a
government-run nunnery is situated in Punakha district
while the nunnery in the east is called Jashar Lhundrup
Choling Nunnery or in short, Jashar Goenpa, located in

21 According to Wangmo (2013), there are twenty-one nunneries in
Bhutan, with an estimated population of slightly over one thousand
nuns.

22 The fieldwork in Jachung Karmo Nunnery was from mid-August to
mid October 2012 and Jashar Goenpa from late October to late
December 2012.
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Pema Gatshel district. It is a private-run nunnery by
Gyaltshen Trulku. The rationale for site selection is that
these two regions have the largest concentration of monastic
institutions, including nunneries. Moreover, the western
and eastern parts of Bhutan are distinctly different, with
diverse languages and ethnic groups and religious tradition,
thereby, providing a strong basis for comparison between
the nunneries.

The main methodology employed in this ethnographic
research is participant observation. The research employed
an array of additional data collection methodologies such as
interviews and focus group discussions of the nuns in the
two nunneries to facilitate understanding of the worldview
of the various actors of this study, namely, nuns, monks,
laymen and laywomen.

Feminine Symbolism-Personifications of Wisdom

The secret dakini, or the “‘mother principle’ is referred to
as the Great Mother (Tib: yum chenmo) or the Dharmakaya
Great Mother (Skt: prajiaparamita; Tib: choku yum chenmo).
These different names for the secret dakini refer to the
emptiness of self and phenomena and the wisdom that sees
things as they really are. The Perfection of Wisdom (Skt:
prajiiaparamita; Tib: she rab kyi pha rol tu chin pa) sutras
revolve around the Great Mother Prajiiaparamita, a symbol
of emptiness and the wisdom that realizes emptiness.

Mother Prajriaparamita is the mother of all buddhas and
bodhisattvas for two reasons, firstly, because she is the
ground of all realization, i.e. emptiness itself. Secondly, she
is the wisdom? that realizes emptiness (Skt: prajria, Tib:
sherab) of self and phenomena. She is synonymous with the
buddha nature (Skt: tathagatagarbha), i.e. the womb of all

% Also referred to as ‘penetrating insight” by Simmer-Brown (2002)
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buddhas precisely because it is the ground from which all
buddhas arise. For the tantric practitioner, Mother
Prajriaparamita, the secret dakini is both the true nature of
one’s mind, ie. the buddha nature itself and also the
practitioners” own realization of the non-dual and
essentially empty nature of one’s primordial mind. Since
phenomena are not created, therefore, Mother Prajiiapara-
mita should not be taken literally as a being who gives birth
to a progeny. Rather, she is the symbolic ‘mother’, i.e.
without whom; there would be no buddhas and bodhi-
sattvas because without wisdom realizing emptiness, it is
not possible to achieve buddhahood. It is Mother
Prajiaparamita who nurtures her offspring in developing
penetrating insight into the true nature of self and
phenomena and without this insight, buddhahood is not
attained. Therefore, the origin of buddhas and bodhisattvas
is the Mother Prajriaparamita. Due to its maternal connote-
tion, in later perfection of wisdom sutras, the Mother
Prajriaparamita is depicted as a female deity and venerated
in Mahayana Buddhism.

In the Nyingma school, the source of all enlightenment
is Samantabhadri (Tib: kuntuzangmo), the consort and
counterpart of the primordial buddha of the Nyingma
tradition, i.e. Samantabhadra (Tib: kuntuzangpo). Samanta-
bhadri represents the “formless space of wisdom, the
dharmakaya dimension of buddhahood in whom delusion
and conceptual thought have never arisen” and is the
primary symbol of the awareness-wisdom aspect of mind
(Changchub & Nyingpo, 2002, p. 97). Both Mother Prajria-
paramita and Samantabhadri are none other than the most
subtle aspect of the dakini, i.e. secret dakini. Thus, all
practices in Vajrayana Buddhism, including the various
dakini manifestations have only one aim, to uncover the
secret dakini which is one’s ultimate nature of mind.
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Thus, whether it is Mother Prajiiaparamita or Samanta-
bhadri, the reference to the limitless space, emptiness,
natural state of mind, i.e. the ultimate truth in the feminine
aspect is extremely liberating for women as at the relative
level, women need role models to encourage them that
enlightenment is possible for women. Contrary to the
traditional norms which view dakinis only as reincarnations
of female masters or as human consorts to male gurus,
which is also the case in Bhutan, the dakini is not a gendered
symbol and is not confined to the feminine. Though the
dakini expresses the feminine gender at the relative level, at
the ultimate level, the dakini is a symbol of egolessness, i.e.
beyond gender. Simmer-Brown (2002, p. 105) quotes Nagar-
juna thus:

Because the expanse of reality is not "I,"

It is not a "woman," not a "man."

It is completely freed from all grasping.
How could it be designated as an "I'?

In all phenomena without attachment
Neither woman, nor man [are] conceived.
To tame those who are blinded by desire
A "woman" and a "man" are taught.

To view a feminine deity “as an external saviour figure
is to misinterpret her and to diminish her significance for the
Vajrayana practitioner.” (Simmer-Brown, 2002, p. 177).
Once the practitioner fully penetrates the true nature of
mind, one understands that the enlightened mind
transcends gender and this is what makes it possible for all
practitioners, male and female to attain enlightenment.
Because of the non-dual nature of Mother Prajiiaparamita,
the secret dakini, many women who followed the Vajrayana
path have realized their true nature of mind and attained
enlightenment.
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Tara

Tara (Tib: drolma) is a popular patron female Buddha
widely supplicated by men and women in the Himalayan
region. The Praises to the Twenty-One Taras (Tib: dolchoe) is
the core congregational prayers that nuns in both Jachung
Karmo and Jashar Goenpa practice. Several of the nuns
interviewed in this study were also doing the Tara sadhana
as their personal practice.

Though practiced by both male and female practi-
tioners, Tara is especially invoked by female practitioners.
Tara is in essence, Prajiiaparamita, the origin or "Mother" of
all the buddhas. Tara is also the activity of all the buddhas
and bodhisattvas (Bokar Rinpoche, 1999, p. 95).

Legend? has it that Tara was a very devout princess
named Yeshe Dawa (Wisdom Moon) who lived during the
dispensation of Drum Sound Buddha?s, in a world called
“Multicolored Light” some world cycles ago. She had
immense faith in this Buddha and used to make extensive
offerings to this Buddha and his entourage of monks. One
day, she wanted to take the bodhisattva vow from this
Buddha in order to become enlightened for the benefit of
sentient beings. The monks rejoiced in her aspiration which
would generate great merit for her and advised her to
dedicate these merits to be reborn in a male body in the next
life in order to be fully enlightened. Princess Yeshe Dawa,
disturbed by their narrow-mindedness gave a fitting reply
to the monks, in accordance with ultimate reality (Bokar
Rinpoche, 1999, p. 20):

Here, no man, no woman, no I, no individual, no
categories.

2 Retold to us by Téranatha, a 16th century Tibetan lama and historian

» Some sources say that it was Buddha Amogasiddhi



Feminine Presence and Expression in Vajrayana 69

"Man" or "woman" are only denominations created by
confusion of perverse minds in this world.

She reasoned that since many attained enlightenment in
a male body and few in the female form, she vowed to attain
enlightenment in a female body (Bokar Rinpoche, 1999, p.
20):

"As for myself," she said, "as long as samsira is not
emptied, I will benefit beings appearing in a female
body."

When Yeshe Dawa attained enlightenment some world
cycles later, she became known as Tara. Arya Tara
symbolises enlightenment in the female form and is thus,
especially supplicated by female Vajrayana Buddhist
practitioners. The more popular forms of Tara are Green,
White Tara or twenty-one Tarasz. Although forms vary, the
essence of all feminine deities is the same; they are all
Prajriaparamita, the Perfection of Wisdom (Bokar Rinpoche,
1999).

Tara practice is one of the most common daily prayers
recited in almost every monastery and nunnery in the
Tibetan cultural area and a source of constant inspiration for
Vajrayana Buddhist practitioners. Many hagiographies and
biographies of great masters, both male and female in
Bhutan and elsewhere in the Himalayas contain references
to Tara as a source of inspiration. The most notable example
of how Tara had an impact on female practitioners would be
Machig Lhabdron. Arya Tara was very much involved in the
life of Machig Lhabdron. Arya Tara personally came and

26 Other manifestations of Tara are Bhrikuti (Tib: Thronyerchen),
Kurukulla (Tib: Kurukulle), Sitatapattra (Tib: Dukkar), Ushnisha-
vijaya (Tib: Namgyal-ma), Vishvamata (Tib: Natsok Yum, Kala-
chakra's consort), Naraitma (Tib: Damema), etc.
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bestowed the hundred empowerments?” to Machig Lhab-
dron. Arya Tara made the following prophecy about Machig
(Harding, 2003, p. 70):

“You will accomplish the welfare of beings in 108
haunted places and lakes. Your doctrine will shine like
the sun, and you will reach the level of a nonreturner.”
Then she faded away like a rainbow and vanished.

There are conflicting versions in the life story of Machig
Lhabdron. She is portrayed both as an emanation of Tara,
Mother Prajriaparamita and the great dakini Yeshe Tsogyal
and also an ordinary woman. She is both “The girl from Lap
country who excelled at her studies and became Lapdron,
literally “the Light of Lap” (Tib: lab kyi sgron ma), and the
female embodiment of the ultimate feminine principle,
Machig, the “One Mother” (Tib: ma gcig)” (Harding, 2003, p.
22). When she was forty-one years old, Arya Tara,
surrounded by her retinue of dakinis appeared to her and
showered her empowerments. Machig asked Arya Tara
whether an ordinary woman like herself could be of benefit
to sentient beings in any meaningful way. Arya Tara replied
(Simmer-Brown, 2002, p. 101):

Yogini, do not feel discouraged! In the course of previous
lives you have studied and mastered the meaning of the
scriptures of sutra and tantra ...You are a mind ema-
nation of the Great Mother Yum Chenmo: we are
inseparable. You are the wisdom dikini, the sovereign of
the great expanse [vajradhatu] and the source of
liberation of all phenomena. Don't lose heart. Keep your
determination.

27 From the Tantra of the Heart’s Essence That Clears Away the
Darkness of Ignorance
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Machig protested, wondering how she could be an
emanation of Mother Prajriaparamita (Simmer-Brown, 2002,
p. 101):

How could I possibly be an emanation of the Great
Mother, inseparable from you? And in what way am I
the source of the liberation of all phenomena? And
where is the residence of the Great Mother?

Tara explained and cleared her doubts (Simmer-Brown,
2002, p. 107):

Yogini, although in your innermost heart there is a clear
knowledge about the past, listen carefully and I'll
explain it to you. The one known as the primordial
Mother Yum Chenmo is the ultimate nature of all
phenomena, emptiness, the essence of reality [dharmata]
free from the two veils. She is the pure expanse of
emptiness, the knowledge of the non-self. She is the
matrix which gives birth to all the buddhas of the three
times. However, so as to enable all sentient beings to
accumulate merit, the Great Mother appears as an object
of veneration through my aspirations and prayers for
the sake of all beings.

Transcending literal interpretations of Arya Tara's
message, it is clear that Arya Tara, when referring to Machig
Lhabdron as Mother Prajiiaparamita was using skillful
means to facilitate Machig’s understanding that her
(Machig’s) essential nature is that of emptiness, which
corresponds to Mother Prajriaparamitd. In the same way, all
sentient beings are essentially Mother Prajiiaparamita in
nature but due to ignorance, are unable to penetrate into
their own true nature of mind. However, some biographies
of Machig Lhabdron assert that she was already
enlightened, i.e. she was Mother Prajiiaparamita herself who
took birth to manifest enlightenment. Some scholars and
practitioners find this assertion problematic and construe it
as a grossly deliberate attempt to downplay the achieve-
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ments of human women as androcentric biographers often
have a problem in accepting that women can be enlightened
masters in a female body. This type of interpretation that
highly realized females must be a manifestation of dakini of
sorts disempowers women, implying that enlightenment is
beyond the reach of ordinary women. Even the first
enlightened Tibetan woman, Yeshe Tsogyal is portrayed in
the same light.

Scholars like Herrmann-Pfandt (1990) and Campbell
(1996) argue that the dakini concept exploited women
because dakinis were almost always associated with living
women who are consorts of male practitioners. They further
argued that tantric texts do not depict women as
“autonomous beings who could use the dakini imagery in
service of their own liberation” (Simmer-Brown, 2002, p. 18).
These scholars opine that the dakini is a patriarchal symbol
that guards male privilege and that the human dakini’s role
is merely to facilitate the male journey to enlightenment.
They assert that women are reduced to playing a marginal
role in tantric practice as the dakini symbol was completely
appropriated by the patriarchal system of Vajrayana
Buddhism to suit the needs of male practitioners. Campbell
(1996) contends that the dakini symbol and practices are
particularly damaging for women because it not only erodes
women'’s subjectivity, but diminishes women'’s ability to be
practitioners or teachers in their own right and is therefore
counter-productive for women.

However we choose to interpret Arya Tara’s message to
Machig Lhabdron, the most important is to understand that
Arya Tara made Machig Lhabdron realize her inner
potential which subsequently gave rise to her self-
confidence in pursuing enlightenment in a female body,
which Machig Lhabdron achieved.

Arya Tara also had a profound impact on Gelongma
Palmo, the founder of the Nyungne practice that the Jachung
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Karmo nuns are so adept at. After having a vision of Arya
Tara when she was twenty-seven years old, Gelongma
attained the first bodhisattva bhumi. Arya Tara also
prophesied that Gelongma Palmo would perform activities
of the buddhas of the three times, which gave Gelongma the
confidence to continue her practice of Thousand-Armed
Chenrezig until she attained enlightenment. Because of their
great devotion to Arya Tara, both Machig Lhabdron and
Gelongma Palmo could see Arya Tara and receive teachings,
empowerments and prophecies directly from her which
greatly encouraged them to persevere on the path to
enlightenment and benefit countless sentient beings. These
stories are available to the nuns largely through oral stories
because at the time of this study, there is no library at
Jachung Karmo and the library at Jashar Goenpa was more
like a storeroom for prayer material.

Historical Female Masters-Symbols of Courage and
Determination

Religious masters in Vajrayana Buddhism are often
depicted as manifestations of the enlightened principle
which are aimed at inspiring people. However, this has little
value for ordinary practitioners who need to identify with
real-life role models who were ordinary people who
transcended ordinariness and became enlightened. Accor-
ding to Harding (2003, p. 22), “The desire to hear the human
side of the story is perhaps even more pertinent for the
modern reader, who is often doubtful and even scornful of
the miraculous depictions typically found in Buddhist
hagiography”. Whichever way these masters are interpret-
ed, either as divine manifestations or ordinary women who
later became extraordinary by pursuing the Vajrayana path,
what is important is that these great historical masters left
an indelible impact on the lives of generations of
practitioners, both male and female.
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Yeshe Tsogyal

Yeshe Tsogyal, the great Tibetan yogini holds a special
place for women in Vajrayana Buddhism, especially those
from the Nyingma tradition. Hence, the nuns at Jashar
Goenpa are more familiar with her since Yeshe Tsogyal is a
national icon because she was the enlightened ‘consort” of
Guru Padmasambhava, the patron saint of Bhutan. Yeshe
Tsogyal is not only remembered as a human female master,
but also as a tantric Buddhist meditational deity. Yeshe
Tsogyal has numerous manifestations as a meditational
deity, such as Sarasvati?® (Tib: Yangchenma), White Tara (Tib:
Drolma Karmo), Vajrayogini or Vajravarahi, who are two
aspects of the most important dakini in the Tibetan tantric
system (Simmer-Brown, 2002). Yeshe Tsogyal is deeply
revered and supplicated in tantric rituals. An example of
supplication in her ritual from the Longchen Nyingthik
tradition (Simmer-Brown, 2002, p. 89):

In the center of that palace,

Upon the pistil of a blooming lotus

On a sun-seat is the chief of the dikinis,

[Who is] Samantabhadri in the vast expanse of
dharmakaya,

Vajravarahi in the field of sambhogakaya and
Yeshe Tsogyal in the form of nirmanakaya

Yeshe Tsogyal'’s life story is a poignant example of a
young woman struggling desperately against the social
pressures of her time. Her father, who knew very well of his
daughter’s spiritual inclinations and maturity insisted on
her marriage. In her bid to escape marriage, she was

* the great female bodhisattva of learning, culture, and music, the
peaceful consort of Manjusri. It is said that Yeshe Tsogyal was
Sarasvati in her previous life.
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subjected to severe brutality. She was brutally raped by her
first suitor and fought off the second. When she fled from
the latter, she was taken and placed in King Trisong
Deutsen’s harem who later offered her as a consort to Guru
Padmasambhava. The verse below is Yeshe Tsogyal's
account to Guru Padmasambhava of the trials and
tribulations she had to face as a female who deeply aspired
to pursue the spiritual path (Changchub & Nyingpo, 2002):

I am a timid woman and of scant ability; of lowly
condition, the butt of everyone. If I go for alms, I am set
upon by dogs; if food and riches come my way, I am the
prey of thieves; since I am beautiful, I am the quarry of
every lecherous knave; if I am busy with much to do, the
country folk accuse me; if I don't do what they think I
should, the people criticize; if I put a foot wrong,
everyone detests me. [ have to worry about everything I
do. That is what it is like to be a woman! How can a
woman possibly gain accomplishment in Dharma? Just
managing to survive is already hard enough.

Many women, even today, can deeply identify with the
suffering that Yeshe Tsogyal endured. However, Yeshe
Tsogyal’s story is not one of resignation and despair. On the
contrary, she proved that women in dire situations can turn
their lives around and not only transcend their unfortunate
circumstances but attain high spiritual realizations on the
spiritual path. In a contrasting song of victory by Yeshe
Tsogyal after attaining enlightenment, she replaced her
bitter recriminations about the taunts she faced in the past
with mild humour (Changchub & Nyingpo, 2002):

Your "Lady," wild and fit for any deed,

To whom so many things befell, is now no more!
The wench who could not even keep her man

Is now the queen of Dharmakaya Kuntuzangpo!
That sluttish creature, brazen with conceit,
Pretension takes her now away to the southwest!
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That whining vixen, fit for any intrigue,

Has tricked her way to dissolution in the Dharmadhatu!
That dejected widow no Tibetan wanted

Inherits now the endless sovereignty of Buddhahood!

Due to her amazing attainments, she became guru to
scores of disciples in the Himalayan region, both men and
women, lay and monastic. Among her notable female
disciples were Trashi Chidren, Kalasiddhi, Shelkar Dorje
Tso, Lodro Kyi and the innumerable nuns of the monasteries
that Tsogyal founded and supported (Simmer-Brown, 2002).

An example of the impact Yeshe Tsogyal had on her
female disciples is from a verse by Trashi Chidren, from
Mon?%, who pleaded with Yeshe Tsogyal not to pass into
parinirvana (Changchub & Nyingpo, 2002, p. 170):

Mother, Lady, full of grace and love,

Alone the mother of all beings in the triple world,

If you no longer guard your children,

Only those who know to feed themselves will manage
to survive.

How shall pink-mouthed, toothless babes not perish?
You, the great, the golden ornament of heaven,

If you no longer drive away the gloom of beings' minds,
Only those who have the wisdom eye will find their
way,

While those with normal sight will fall into the depths.

One thousand three hundred years later, the teachings
of Yeshe Tsogyal continue to have positive impact on practi-
tioners in Bhutan as her stories are retold to younger
generations in the form of oral stories. However, the
accuracy of the oral stories compared with the actual
biography is severely compromised and tainted with more
androcentric biasness. Moreover, many of these oral stories

» The region now known as Bhutan
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are no longer being transmitted to the younger generation,
as is clearly the case from the nuns interviewed in this study
who only know bits and pieces of Yeshe Tsogyal's life story.

Machig Lhabdron

Machig Lhabron, the great female adept who founded
the Chod practice is also popular among women
practitioners in the two study areas and throughout Bhutan.
Machig Lhabdron is best remembered for founding the
lineage of Chod practice in Tibet.30 Chod is a powerful
practice which involves "cutting through the ego." This
practice remains popular throughout Tibet, Mongolia and
the Indian Himalayas up to the present day (Karma
Drubgyu Thargay Ling, 2012).

Machig Lhabdron was inspired primarily by the
Prajriaparamita, the Great Mother Perfection of Wisdom, the
secret dakini. She was different than other great female
adepts of Tibet because “she was not a lama’s consort, a nun,
or a hermit, but a mother who nurtured the spiritual life of
her children, and a self-styled beggar woman” (Harding,
2003, p. 22). She was also a master of Prajriaparamita Sutras.
She is the only Tibetan to have directly founded a
transmission lineage which would be transmitted back to
India, a cause for great national pride in Tibet (Harding,
2003).

Like Yeshe Tsogyal, apart from her human dimension,
Machig Lhabdron is revered as tantric Buddhist medita-
tional deity and is synonymous with Mother Prajiiaparamita.
According to Harding (2003, p. 33), “In the various rites of
Chod in every tradition into which it was assimilated,
Machig is envisioned, or revisioned, surrounded by the

3 One of the eight transmission lineages of Tibet.
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Great Mother, Vajrayogini, and a retinue of dakinis and
buddhas:

Her body is white as a conch shell,

With one face and two hands,

Her right hand plays a golden drum in the sky.

The left supports a silver bell at her hip.

Her three eyes gaze into space.

Her hair is bound atop her head,

The rest flowing free down her back,

Her naked body adorned with bones and jewels,
With right leg flexed and the left straight-she dances.”

Machig Lhabdron, like Yeshe Tsogyal was indeed a
woman who rose above social norms that constrict women’s
spiritual progress and relegate them to a lower status in
society. Machig transcended all these man-made social
limitations and manifested her realization of Mother
Prajriaparamita in a manner which not only challenged
women’s traditional norms, but also established women in
new roles as teachers and lineage founders of their own
right.

Machig’s birth story parallels that of Arya Tara who
purposely took birth in a female form in order to be
enlightened. Indeed, Machig, in her former life was an
Indian master named Arthasiddha (Tib: Dondrup Zangpo)
who took birth in a female body considered inferior by both
Indians and Tibetans. Moreover, taking birth in Tibet,
known as the land of red-faced demons was an added
challenge.

Like many female masters, Machig Lhabdron is thought
to be a divine manifestation, a dakini who ‘manifested’
enlightenment in order to tame sentient beings. As
discussed earlier, if a woman were to display remarkable
intellect and great realizations, she was almost always
portrayed as a dakini, as it would seem beyond the reach of
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an ordinary woman, one of ‘low-birth’3! to be spiritually
accomplished. An example is cited as follows (Harding,
2003, p. 78):

Machik departed early in the morning and by midday
had arrived at Sheldrong. A teacher there named Sherab
Bum, a great scholar of the canon, was in the process of
explicating the paramitas to about three hundred
monastics when Machik arrived. The geshes all said,
“Jomo, aren’t you the famous Lapdron, Dawa Gyaltsen's
daughter with three eyes? Are you the one?” “I am,” she
replied. “Well, then, you are well known for being a
dakini and a master of the paramitas. Let's have a
dharma debate!” “Very well,” said Machik, and debated
with the seven most famous geshes. But the geshes
found no opportunity to defeat her, and all of the monks
said that it must indeed be true that she was an actual
wisdom dakini, an emanation of the Great Mother.

These types of hagiographies are usually written
posthumously by male masters with the aim of elevating her
status to that of a goddess but is counter-productive to the
ordinary woman who yearns to identify with an ordinary
human. Women who revere Machig Lhabdron appreciate
both her human and divine attributes and draw inspiration
from her and have tremendously benefited from her Chod
practice.

In her biography, when Machig was fifty-six years old,
she called for a large gathering for a ganacakra feast. This
feast was attended by “113 women and nuns, including the
four daughters named Gyaltsen Ne, Sonam Gyaltsen,
Palden Gyen, and Bumtso Rinchen Gyen. In addition, there
were 150 monks, principally Shamar, and 150 laymen.”
(Harding, 2003, p. 103). This demonstrates that one third of

3! Referring to the Tibetan term ‘kye men” which means ‘woman’.
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her disciples were women and that even monks and laymen
took teachings from her.

In another section of her biography, it is mentioned that
she had a large number of disciples from various walks of
life and from various part in Tibet and Bhutan and her fame
spread even to India. Among these disciples were women,
including nuns, thus affirming that Machig did indeed have
impact on women practitioners (Harding, 2003,, p. 92):

Machig had a vast number of disciples. They came from
Amdo, Central Tibet, and Kham: everyone from
important lamas with parasols, to geshes and monks, to
the popular kings, ministers, chiefs, queens, and even
Mongols, to nuns and lay men and women, even down
to lepers and beggars. [Her place] became the meeting
ground of all manner of fortune and the resting place of
all kinds of disaster. Machig was always surrounded by
about five thousand people of good or ill fortune. Many
people even came from Nepal to meet her. The
reputation of her merit and teachings became known
even in India.

The more contemporary A-yu Khandro was inspired by
the teachings of Machig Lhabdron and lived the life of a
Chodpa for many years (Simmer-Brown, 2002). A-yu
Khandro passed away in 1953 at a ripe-old age of one
hundred and fourteen years in her hermitage in East Tibet
and attained the Rainbow Body. After her death, it is said
she remained in meditation for two weeks and by the end of
the two weeks her body had shrunk to a fraction of its
original size, a sign of her accomplishment of Dzogchen
practice. Therefore, the life stories of great female masters
continue to inspire generations of female practitioners well
into the twentieth-century, bringing out the best in them and
in the case of A-yu Khandro, attainment of realizations as
promised by Machig Lhabdron for all those who practice the
path shown by her. However, as is the case with the nuns in
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both nunneries studied, they have no access to Machig
Lhabdron’s biography due to the absence of a decent library
and their poor literacy in Tibetan, Dzongkha and English
hinders their ability to access these materials. Whatever little
that the nuns know is from oral stories, often told by lamas
in a fragmentary manner.

Bhiksuni Lakhsmi (Gelongma Palmo)

Bhiksuni Laksmi (Tib. Gelongma Palmo) is by far one of
the most important and highly esteemed female masters in
the Tibetan cultural area. The Nyungne practice originated
from Bhiksuni Laksmi, a princess from Uddiyana?®2, who is
believed to have lived during the tenth or eleventh century.
She was very beautiful but refused to marry and instead
became a bhiksuni, i.e. a fully-ordained Buddhist nun. Due
to bad residual karma she was afflicted with leprosy caused
by naga spirits. Her body’s condition was so foul with blood
and pus all over that she was expelled from the kingdom;
forced to live alone in a wooden hut in the forest. Her hands
also fell off and she was reduced to eating like an animal.
Plagued with enormous suffering, she practiced Nyungne-
fasting while supplicating Avalokitésvara. Practicing with
fervent faith and devotion day and night, her leprosy was
completely cured. She merged with Avalokitésvara, attain-
ing the tenth level bodhisattva realization (Wangchen,
2009).

Gelongma Palmo is an icon of liberation from suffering
for women and is especially revered by nuns. Gelongma
Palmo is the sole woman depicted in hagiographies

2 Present day-Swat Valley, Pakistan, the same region as the founding
father of Buddhism in Tibet and Bhutan, Guru Padmasambhava.
Some sources such as Wanghen (2009) say that she was an Afghani
princess during the great Buddhist Afghanistan.
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dedicated to the transmission lineages of the Nyungne
fasting practices. Gutschow (2004, p. 64) asserts that “in
terms of the textual tradition, at least, it was men who
claimed authority of transmission.”

The Nyungne fasting practice associated with the
Thousand-Armed Chenrezig were important women’s
practices in seventeenth century Tibet. Gutschow (2004, p.
65) cites a survey of Gandenpa monasteries compiled at the
end of the seventeenth century by Sangye Gyatso mentions
that Nyungne was regularly practiced in several nunneries.
Gutshow (2004, p. 107) cites further examples of Nyungne
practice in various other places:

This fasting ritual appears to have been as important in
late-seventeenth century Dolpo [referring to the nun
Orgyan Chokyi] as it is today throughout the Himalaya.
From the Everest region of Nepal, where Sherpas
routinely engage in fasting rites, to the high mountains
of Ladakh and Zanskar in northern India, where fasting
is an important feature of nuns’ ritual practice, the
tradition of fasting tracing back to Gelongma Palmo is
ubiquitous.

Despite the great popularity of Gelongma Palmo’s
Nyungne ritual, there is almost no biographical information
on its founder, Gelongma Palmo in religious texts
(Gutschow, 2004). Nevertheless, the story of Gelongma
Palmo has been “retold throughout the Tibetan regions of
the Nepal Himalayas by such women manipas, or
storytellers, as Jetstin Lochen Rinpoche” (Schaeffer, 2004, p.
62). Gelongma Palmo’s story of being cured of leprosy
through the Nyungne practice continues to be a selling point
in attracting new practitioners. Gelongma Palmo’s legacy,
the great purification power of the Nyungne fasting practice
continues to be a favourite practice amongst Himalayan
Buddhist nuns.
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Unlike other great female masters who attained
enlightenment through the consort practice, Gelongma
attained buddhahood on her own, while keeping her
monastic vows intact. This is an immense inspiration to
Buddhist nuns on the path to enlightenment who practice
vows of celibacy and need role models who have actualized
enlightenment through without transgressing their
precepts. Sahle Aui of Nyanang, Tibet, Milarepa’s student
also demonstrated that she could become enlightened
without needing a consort (Stevens, 1990). Moreover,
Gelongma Palmo was a fully-ordained nun, a privilege
which Himalayan Buddhist nuns do not have as full-
ordination is still not available to Vajrayanan Buddhist
nuns.

Gelongma Palmo also demonstrated the hardships that
women face on the spiritual path. Like Princess Mandarava,
she refused to be forced into marriage. She renounced her
royal position and left her family to be ordained as a
Buddhist nun. Once, Gelongma, whose knowledge in
Buddhism and skill in debate was unparalleled, defeated
three Buddhist experts, “a scholar (Tib: dge bshes), a Tan-
tricist (Tib: sngags pa), and a meditator (Tib: sgom pa).”
(Gutschow, 2004, p. 96). Traditional narratives cited by
Gutschow (2004, p. 97) describe:

Most of the monks who were present there were
astonished and prostrated in recognition of Gelongma
Palmo's accomplishments, those that did not, went
straight to hell: Chattering fools ... who disparage
women out of hostility, Will by that evil action remain
constantly tortured. For three eons in the fathomless
Raudra hell, Wailing as their bodies burn in many fires.

Gelongma Palmo's story above is a traditional reminder
to tantric practitioners to not disparage women. The monks
judged Gelongma’s worth not by her intellect, but based on
her female body deemed “impure and vulnerable”.
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Gelongma eventually silenced all critics at a Buddhist
festival who doubted her enlightened status just because she
was female. This story is an inspiration to generations of
Himalayan Buddhist women that the female body is no
barrier to enlightenment (Gutschow, 2004, p. 97).

In the context of the Bhutanese nuns, it was observed
during our fieldwork that powerful female imagery like
Gelongma Palmo and Tara have had a profound
psychological impact on these nuns as these feminine
figures inspire nuns to practice dharma sincerely against
tremendous hardships. From humble beginnings and
lacking self-confidence, the nuns at Jachung Karmo have
become well-known as authentic practitioners of Nyungne in
Western Bhutan. These nuns have become relevant to the
lives of the people whom they are closely connected with.
The Nyungne practice based on an inspiring female
personality has empowered these nuns and given them a
distinct identity and importance in Punakha.

Jachung Karmo Nunnery: The White Mythical Eagle

Jachung Karmo also known as Thuje Drak3 was found-
ed by a monk called Sewla Choje Lama Ngawang Pekar. He
was the brother of the first Jamgon Trulku Ngawang
Gyaltshen3* who founded the Dorjiden monastery of Sewla
in Punakha. Both brothers were the main students of His
Holiness the 2nd Je Khenpo3®> Sonam Yozer (1623-1698). The
nunnery has been in existence for almost 300 years. Lama
Ngawang Pekar appointed his sister Rinchen Zangmo, a
nun, as the first Lopenma or the abbess of the nunnery.
During her time, the nunnery flourished and is believed to

% The cliff of 1000 Armed Avalokitésvara
3 Grandnephew of the 15t Desi Tenzin Drukgyal (Phuntsho, 2013)

* Supreme Head of Religion in Bhutan
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have had over a hundred nuns. Their main practice was the
Nyungne fasting practice. Amazingly, these medieval nuns
had the opportunity to engage in very advanced spiritual
practices such as Mahamudra, the Six Yogas of Naropa (Tib:
Naro Choedrug), Choepa ro-nyom, Drebu Tendrel Rabdun, etc.
which is unfortunately not available to present-day nuns at
the nunnery. Nun Rinchen Zangmo was a highly realized
practitioner and is said to have achieved a special siddhi3®
which enabled her to fly. During her last breath, she was
believed to have used her spiritual powers and flew to Sha
Phuntsho Pelri in Wangdi Phodrang district, never to be
seen again, an indication of realization of the spiritual path.
Such was the spiritual ability of past women practitioners at
Jachung Karmo.

In 1951, when Anim Lopen Paldon was 25 years old, she
was appointed as Lopenma of the nunnery by Tsham Naku
commonly known as Nyungne Lama and his friend Lopen
Tshultrim Rinchen after consulting the 63rd Je Khenpo,
Thinley Lhendrup of Norbu Gang Village in Punakha. Since
then, Anim Lopen Paldon headed the nunnery and lived
there till the late 1960s. In between, Lopenma Paldon went
to Hongtso Tashigang in Thimphu to practice under Lama
Sonam Zangpo and during that period she passed the
responsibility of the nunnery to another nun3” who is the
sister of Ex-Drapai Lopen Dolo from Talo. Unfortunately,
the nunnery did not survive long under her. After that, there
was no one to take care of the nunnery for about sixteen
years. Then, in 1986, His Majesty the fourth King Jigme
Singye Wangchuk, re-established the nunnery and he sent

¢ Skt: siddhi, refers to accomplishment, performance, fulfilment,
complete attainment (of any object), success or attainment of
supernormal powers

7 This nun is still alive, living in Talo.
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the official procession with Sedra’$of Anim Lopen Paldon
and 30 young nuns from Punakha to the nunnery.

Jashar Goenpa-the Rising Rainbow

Jashar Lhundrup Choling Nunnery is situated in a
village called Jashar Woong in Zobel gewog, Pema Gatshel
district. This nunnery is associated with Anim Trulku, a
female incarnate master who was a highly realized yogini in
her past life. This nunnery was founded by the previous
incarnation of Anim Trulku-Anim Woesel Choden in the
late 1950s and taken over by Gyaltshen Trulku Rinpoche
upon request by the local community and students of the
former due to its dilapidated state (after the demise of its
female founder).

The late Anim Woesel Choden was from Goenpa
Singma village, about three kilometres from the nunnery.
She later moved above Yongla Goenpa on a hilltop to live in
solitary retreat, away from people who would come and
disturb her practice. However, at Yongla Goenpa, there
were only monks and gomchen. Since she could not live with
them as per the Vinaya rules, she lived above the monastery
on her own in a small hut. The protector deity of Yongla
Goenpa, Tseringma did not allow Anim Woesel Choden to
live peacefully and created many obstacles for her practice-
disturbing her either in dreams or during meditation. So,
she decided to move to a new place. One morning, as she
was looking out of her window, she saw a rainbow at a
particular spot below. This phenomenon recurred for a few
consecutive days at the same spot each time she looked
down. She then named the place Jashar Woong meaning the
‘Ground of the Rising Rainbow’. Later, in 1958, Anim

3 Official procession accompanied with musical instruments usually
done for kings and royal families only.
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Woesel Choden built a temple at this spot which she named
Jashar Goenpa® or the “Temple of the Rising Rainbow’. She
lived in this temple with about thirty disciples, comprising
nuns, monks, laymen and laywomen. She later renamed the
temple as Jashar Lhundrub Choling.

Anim Woesel Choden was a student of the famous
master Togden Shakya Shri, an incarnation of Drubchen
Saraha*. He had many disciples and out of them, nine were
considered very learned. The most learned of these nine
disciples was Anim Woesel Choden, a woman. She dedicate-
ed her life to meditation and remained in retreat until her
death in 1982. The nuns in this nunnery practice Nyingma
tradition although they have recently introduced the
Drukpa Kagyu tradition, a blend of both in what is termed
as ‘Ka-Nying’. The nuns here emphasize more on the
intensive retreats of three, six and nine years.

Invisible Female Rinpoches: "Yes ... they truly exist"

One of the pertinent observations from this study is that
there is a profound lack of recognition of female masters in
the Bhutanese religious landscape. In the Bhutanese context,
hagiographies or even simple biographies of women are
rare. Compared with the illustrious male personalities, not
a single female master has been mentioned in the religious
history of Bhutan (Phuntsho, 2013). Simmer-Brown, (2002,
p. 222) put forth her thesis on why great female adepts have
been omitted from history:

Generally it may be observed that Tibet has many highly
accomplished yoginis in its history, some of whom have
had a few students. But few of them have achieved the

¥ also known as Jashar Woong Drubdey

4 One of the Mahasiddhas considered as one of the founders of
Vajrayana Buddhism, particularly the Mahamudra tradition.
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rank of tantric gurus of renown. This accounts for the
dearth of yogini lineage stories in the Tibetan tradition,
for it is the students of great teachers who compile their
gurus' biographies. But when great yoginis have been
discouraged from taking students or giving empower-
ments, their stories become mere rumors. Scholars such
as Hanna Havnevik have noted it is difficult to begin
collecting the stories of great yoginis because very few
are remembered by Tibetan monastic or lay people, and
few Western scholars have given this task priority.

To the best of our knowledge, there are hardly any
biographies or hagiographies (Tib: rnam-thar) of highly
realized Bhutanese female personalities, giving the skewed
impression that Bhutanese women are devoid of any
spiritual maturity and are incapable of attaining high
realizations on the Vajrayana Buddhist path. Nothing could
be further from the truth.

Yet another facet of patriarchy in the Vajrayana
tradition, be it in Bhutan or Tibet is the trulku system.
Simmer-Brown (2002, p. 141) asserts that the reason why the
trulku tradition is patriarchal is because “women trulkus and
lineage holders are rare”. She added that Vajrayana is in
actual fact less patriarchal than mainstream Mahayana
which contains certain teachings that emphasise the
necessity of a male body as the only valid vessel for attaining
enlightenment. The Vajrayana teachings acknowledge that
“trulkus would sometimes choose the female body for
rebirth and continue their compassionate activity as
women” (Simmer-Brown, 2002, p. 141).

As such, female realized masters, including trulkus, do
exist in Bhutan. During our fieldwork, we chanced upon at
least two highly realized female masters41. One is Anim
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Lopenma Paldon, the late abbess of the Jachung Karmo
Nunnery and the other, Anim Trulku, the reincarnation of
the founder of Jashar Goenpa. The life stories of Anim
Lopenma Paldon and Anim Woesel Choden are still not
available in any religious literature in Bhutan<.

Lopenma Paldon-Longest Serving Abbess

Jamyang Choden (1926-1999)% was the longest serving
abbess of the Jachung Karmo nunnery from 1951-1976 and
then again from 1986-1999. The only daughter to an
aristocratic family, her mother was the Ashi (Queen) Deki of
Kurtoe in Lhuntse, Eastern Bhutan and her father, an
attendant to His Majesty the King Jigme Wangchuk, the
second monarch of Bhutan. He was from Paro, Western
Bhutan. She did not attend formal schooling as girls of her
era still had no access to secular or monastic education.
Nonetheless, she was extremely fortunate to have received
private tutorship at home to study all the fundamental
scriptures and grammar in Tibetan-Dzongkha.

It is not known when and where Anim Paldon became
a nun. The earliest known religious milestone in her life is at
age thirteen when she did her preliminary practice retreat.
By her mid-twenties, she had completed the three-year or
losum chusum retreat not once, but twice, under the guidance
of Lopen Tsam Metok Pelzang at Nalanda, near Talo,
Punakha. According to Wangmo (2013), towards the end of
her six-year retreat, the torma (ritual cake) offered at Anim

41 Note: There are several more female masters in Bhutan, e.g. Dorje
Phagmo etc.

42 With the exception of a brief publication by Anim Tsultrim
Wangmo (2013) titled, Nunneries of Bhutan (A Brief Guide).

43 Better known as Anim Lopenma Paldon or simply, Anim Lopen.
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Lopen’s altar in her retreat house turned new. This is
generally a sign of a practitioner’s attainment of high
realizations.

Upon completion of her six years retreat, she took
instructions on the Six Yogas of Naropa (Tib: naro choedrug)
under her master Lama Sonam Zangpo in Hongtso
Tashigang, Thimphu district and also under her master
Drupthob Tsam Kelzang. Lama Sonam Zangpo, commonly
known as Meme Lama, was requested to confer the naro
choedrug to a group of monks and nuns. There were eight
nuns in the same batch as Anim Lopenma. According to
Lopen Dawa Gyaltshen#, Anim Lopenma was by far, the
most outstanding student in the practice of the Six Yogas of
Naropa, far surpassing the rest of her peers, even the monks.
He narrated a real incident which to him happened during
their practice decades ago:

One day, one of the monks requested for further
instructions from their master, Lama Sonam Zangpo.
The lama told us monks to perfect our practice of Naro
Choedrug first; even if we are incapable of perfecting the
practice, to at least be at par with the person whose tooth
relic lama held in his hand. When the monks asked
whose tooth relic it was, the master said it is a tooth relic
of Anim Lopenma Paldon as she was an accomplished
master of the Six Yogas of Naropa. This proves that she
had achieved high realizations way before she was
reappointed Abbess of Jachung Karmo Nunnery in 1986.

Due to her extensive learning, she was appointed the
abbess or Lopenma of Jachung Karmo Nunnery at the
young age of twenty-five. There, she started the Nyungne
fasting practice of Gelongma Palmo and she trained her

44 An ex-Lopen Tse of the Zhung Dratshang, who was in the same
batch as Anim Lopenma
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nuns to concentrate only on the Nyungne. Anim Lopenma
completed 2000 sets of Nyungne in her entire lifetime.

One day, upon completion of one thousand sets of
Nyungne practice, she was invited to the Nalanda
Monastery+ to lead a Nyungne prayer. When presiding over
the prayers, many people witnessed the holy water vase on
the shrine overflowing. The altar attendant monk emptied
the vase to half and put it back on the shrine but the process
continued several times. Wondering why this incidence
occurred, the monks and laypeople approached the Head
Lama of the monastery. The Lama responded that it signifies
her remarkable achievement from the Nyungne practice,
manifested in the form of a miracle for the benefit of the
people.

Anim Lopenma was also skilled at writing poetry
(Wangmo, 2013). She was so adept at it that she used to
compose poems seeking answers to her lingering doubts
about her spiritual practice from great masters of her time
such as the previous Dilgo Khentse Rinpoche who would
reciprocate through poems and idioms. Some of the learned
government monks heard about her uniqueness in poetry
and tested her with exchange of letters but had their doubts
cast aside by her poetic prowess. This clearly indicates that
Anim Lopenma was a highly realized woman. For example,
throughout the history of Vajrayana Buddhism, great
masters are known to be adepts in poetry as their high
spiritual realizations have given them the ability of
spontaneous expression. This was seen in female enlighten-
ed masters such as Gelongma Palmo, Yeshe Tsogyal and
Machig Lhabdron who composed their texts in poetic form
(Changchub & Nyingpo, 2002; Harding, 2003; Wangchen,
2009).

45 On the way to Talo, Punakha, Bhutan.
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Despite the fact that Anim Lopenma lived in the
twentieth century, precious little is known of her life. No one
took the initiative to pen down her life history when she was
alive, although many other life stories of male religious
personalities of her era and before are well-recorded. She
was not an obscure personality. In fact, she was well-known
in Western Bhutan to the general public, the monastic body
and even the royal family. The only biographical informa-
tion available of her is piecemeal, compiled by her main
disciples, particularly Lopen Ugyen Dema. Most of her life
history is lost due to androcentric tendencies in recording
the history of religious personalities in Bhutan which have
consistently neglected female masters over the centuries. A
concise life story of Anim Lopen was published in 2013 by
Bhiksuni Tsultrim Wangmo whilst a more detailed one will
be available in our upcoming publication.

Anim Woesel Choden -Founder of Jashar Goenpa

The biography of Anim Woesel Choden is a first-hand
account from her living disciples. It is a story of inspiration
for thousands of Bhutanese women who have been
culturally conditioned to view trulkus as male. Here, in the
remote corner of Bhutan is her highly accomplished
reincarnation, Anim Trulku Choézang Lhamo - awaiting
recognition as a “precious one” or Rinpoche. Her ability to
recollect her past lives surpasses that of many modern-day
male trulkus.

Anim Woesel Choden (1921-1982) was born in Zobel
Gewog, Pema Gatshel. Anim Woesel Chéden was of mixed
parentage, her mother a Bhutanese and father, from Eastern
Tibet-Khampa Drukpa. She was a highly realized dharma
practitioner and founder of Jashar Goenpa. She founded the
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temple in 1958 and named the temple Jashar Woong#. Anim
Woesel Choden lived almost her entire life in a tse tsam
(lifelong retreat) with a retinue of disciples; comprising
monks, nuns, laymen and laywomen.

She learnt several meditation techniques from many
great masters of her time; the most significant of them was
Togden Shakya Shri, the reincarnation of Drubchen Saraha,
who is also Trulku Gyaltshen’s previous incarnation.
Togden Shakya Shri had many disciples and among his
numerous students, nine were considered to be very
learned. According to a Jashar nun Pema Yangden, when
Anim Woesel Choden initially practiced the Six Yogas of
Naropa, she faced much hostility from her male batchmates
saying that “you are a woman and a Tibetan and you cannot do
as we can”. Anim Woesel Choden turned out to be among
the nine best students of Togden Shakya Shri in all practices
and she especially excelled in the Six Yogas of Naropa,
silencing all her critics.

Anim Woesel Choden was a renowned tshampa, i.e. a
person who lived almost her whole life in retreat. After she
established Jashar Anim Goenpa, she went into a lifelong
retreat. For this reason she was known as Anim tse tshampa#.
She was a much sought-after teacher that even when she
was in lifelong retreat where face-to-face communication
with people is prohibited, she still gave religious
instructions to her disciples through a small opening of her
retreat hut window. Her disciples could only hear her voice,
but could never see her face.

Anim Woesel Choden is said to have possessed
supernormal powers. Many of her students claim that they
have seen her in different forms like birds, fruits, etc. Once,

* meaning the Ground of Rising Rainbow

47 Nun of lifelong retreat
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she went out in the form of a bird to observe her students
going for alms round. Some of her disciples even claimed
that light rays used to emit from her body while meditating
in complete darkness.

When Anim Woesel Choden passed away, a shower of
snowflakes fell out of the sky-interpreted by the local people
as a very auspicious sign. The people of the village and her
followers cremated her body and did not wait for Gyaltshen
Trulku Rinpoche to arrive. When Anim Woesel Choden was
passing away she told her followers that she was not coming
back. Later Rinpoche and all her students requested her to
come back for the benefit of all sentient beings. It is believed
that she was reborn as a son to one of her disciples, an ex-
nun, but was short-lived, passing away within a week of his
birth.

The search for Anim Woesel Choden’s reincarnation
was initiated by her nun attendant after hearing that a two-
year old girl child from Samdrup Jongkhar was able to
recollect her past birth as the realized female master. The
child immediately recognized the nun, addressed her by her
name, sat on the nun’s lap, then told the nun that she too
had a set of monastic robes at Jashar and a rosary, teasing
the nun, saying, “Your robes are old, mine are new. Look, I
have a mala too!” The little girl then asked the nun to sit on
the floor and the child sat on a higher platform and began to
wave a banana leaf in imitation of a lama bestowing long-life
initiation (using the five-coloured tsedar). Later, the child
insisted on following the nun, saying, “I want to go with you
to Jashar (referring to her previous incarnation’s nunnery)”
and cried when the nun left the house. A year later, when
she was slightly more than three-years old, she insisted that
her mother take her to her previous incarnation’s retreat hut
and nunnery where she led the search party to her former
hut and recognised many of her past ritual implements. This
little girl child, born in 1983 is none other than Anim Trulku
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Chozang Lhamo, recognized as the reincarnation of Anim
Woesel Choden at the age of five by Gyaltshen Trulku
Rinpoche. Her mother, Dorji Dema is from Ngang-ma-lam
near Goenpa Singma while her father is from Samdrup
Jongkhar.

As has been the tradition in Vajrayana Buddhism for
centuries, disciples of great masters go in search of their
teachers’ reincarnation. Yet, it is extremely rare that
disciples of female masters would search for their
incarnation and even rarer for a female to be recognised as
a reincarnated master or trulku. We cite the case of the
reincarnation of the Great Khandro of Tsurphu in Tibet and
events leading to the recognition and subsequent enthrone-
ment of her reincarnation, Jetstin Khandro Rinpoche.
Khandro Rinpoche is a famous contemporary female trulku
but there was no will or initiative to enthrone her as a
Rinpoche, because she is female. This prompted her
predecessor’s disciples to champion for her enthronement,
as Simmer-Brown (2002, p. 185) recounts in her following
narrative:

Mindroling Rinpoche was a close friend of the Karmapa
and thought nothing of the special visit he paid to his
newborn daughter, conferring on her the name Karma
Ugyen Tsomo. But after consulting with Dilgo Khyentse
Rinpoche, the Karmapa confirmed with her father that the
child was an enlightened emanation of the yogini [Khandro
Ugyen Tsomo of Tsurphu]. When the girl was ten months
old, an official announcement of the yogini's rebirth was
quietly made public, and several monks from Rumtek came
to pay their respects. The Karmapa himself came yearly to
give her empowerments and teachings. Eventually, as the
baby grew into girlhood, the nuns who were Karma Ugyen
Tsomo's former students went to His Holiness to ask about
her. We have heard she has been found, they asserted. Yes,
she had. Had she been recognized? Yes, and her recognition
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had been confirmed by other great and realized teachers. So,
insisted the nuns, enthrone her! This was an unusual
request. A number of lineages of realized women in Tibet
had emanated again and again in successive lifetimes of
practice and teaching. But they were usually not officially
recognized and empowered as trulkus, as male emanations
were; instead, they were considered incarnate dakinis. These
women were called Jetsiinma, an honorific title signifying
great realization and exemplary teaching. They were raised
in a "brocaded life" of honor, dedicated meditation, and
training in Buddhist traditions, but they were not given a
monastic education or expected to carry out official duties
as their male counterparts were. The nuns' insistence that
she be enthroned and empowered as a rinpoche was
unexpected. But eventually His Holiness could not refuse
them. The young girl was first enthroned as Khandro
Rinpoche in 1976 in Kalimpong when she was nine years
old.

In the case of Anim Lopenma Paldon of Jachung Karmo,
no such effort has been made by her disciples to locate her
reincarnation though she too was a highly realized
practitioner. Two decades after her demise, there is still no
news of any reincarnation of Anim Lopenma, which could
put a permanent full-stop to Anim Lopenma’s spiritual
legacy.

Bhutanese Nuns, Cultural Conditioning and Feminine
Symbolism

Gross (1996) reveals that the impact of female deity/
personality symbolism has almost never been elicited in any
systematic study. In fact, female deities play an important
role in Bhutan, not only for women, but also men (Crins,
2008).

This study found that the Bhutanese nuns from both
nunneries opine that a female body is disadvantageous.
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According to a teenaged nun, Namgay Wangmo#, “I do not
feel good to be in a female body because we cannot do many
things like monks and even if we try to do things, we face
lots of problems.” In fact, all the nuns interviewed in both
nunneries wished to be reborn as male in their next lives.
Sangay Lhamo, 25, asserts thus, “I wish to be reborn as a
male and that too as a monk because if we are born female,
we will suffer a lot. In addition, women cannot stand on
their own without the support of men.”

Cultural conditioning still heavily influences percep-
tions on women’s status in Bhutan. For example, Pema
Drolkar and several other nuns still subscribe to the
traditional Bhutanese idea that women are of lower status
than men: “I don’t think nuns should hold equal position as
monks because monks are nine times greater and higher
than women. Plus women have to take 500 times rebirth to
be born as a man”. Women still feel trapped in a female body
and do not see its intrinsic worth.

Although most nuns expressed unhappiness to be in a
female form, they deeply understand that Buddhahood
transcends gender. The nuns interviewed in this study
unanimously agreed that women can achieve enlighten-
ment in their female form, drawing their inspiration from
feminine symbolism. For example, Thinley Choden, 16,
spontaneously remarked, “If there is no female Buddha then
there will be a big difference because we will not know of
women’s Buddhahood”. Kunzang Dekyi agrees, “If there
were no female Buddha or images, I will think that only men
can become enlightened and not women.” She further
added that “Female images like Tara encourage and show

48 A pseudonym, not her real name (the same with other respondents
in this study).
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by example that we females also can achieve Buddhahood
[as men are able to].” A Lopenma at Jachung Karmo
Nunnery explained, “If there is no female Buddha we might
not practice dharma thinking that it is only for men to
practice and gain enlightenment.” Namgay Wangmo also
shared the same sentiments, “If there is no female Buddha
then it will be difficult for us to practice thinking that only
men get realizations.” These nuns also find female deities
much easier to visualise as they identify more with these
deities, as shared by Phurpa Zangmo, 16, “Female images
are helpful because when we see and recite their names in
the prayers it is easy to visualize.”

The presence of real-life examples of accomplished
female masters is another very important source of
inspiration to the nuns. According to Namgay Wangmo “As
long as we practice well and sincerely, women can get
enlightened. For example, the sister of Lama Ngawang
Pekar, founder of this nunnery called Rinchen Zangmo
became realized and attained a rainbow body and
disappeared.” Another nun explained that Khandro Sonam
Peldren# received teachings from Phajo Drukgom Zhigposo
and she attained high realisations and developed special
siddhis like flying at the last stage of her life.” Khandro
Sonam Peldren was the wife of Phajo Drukgom Zhigpo who
was herself a highly accomplished female master who had
contributed much to the religious history of Bhutan.

49She was the consort of Phajo Drukgom Zhigpo

50 In Bhutanese religious history, he is deeply revered as the pioneer
and dynamic Drukpa leader. His life and deeds mentioned are
intimately linked with the initial spread of Drukpa Kagyu lineage in
Bhutan.
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Jigme who is 17 further adds, “Females can become
enlightened, e.g. Gelongma Palmost is a female and she is
enlightened.” According to Pema Drolkar, “There is no
difference in being a Buddha in male or female form as
dharma is the same for both genders.” Some young nuns
like Pema Yangchen firmly state, “I prefer to be Buddha in
female form as enlightenment does not depend on whether
one is male or female”, deeply echoing Arya Tara’s resolve
to attain enlightenment in a female form. Through their
answers, it is evident that this deep understanding of the
irrelevance of gender in achieving Buddhahood or high
spiritual attainments stems mainly from the prevalence of
highly realised real-life female masters.

Elevated Self-Confidence and Relevance to Local
Communities

Nuns at Jachung Karmo are largely known as good
Nyungne fasting practitioners while nuns at the Jashar
Goenpa are beginning to be known as accomplished
meditators because of the opportunities to enter into solitary
retreat for three, six, nine years, etc.

This study revealed that the nuns at Jachung Karmo
have become well-known as authentic% practitioners of
Nyungne in the Punakha District. The training and
confidence instilled by their esteemed late abbess, Anim
Lopen coupled with inspiration from Gelongma Palmo have

51 Referring to the founder of the Nyungne practice, Bhiksuni
Lakshmi.

52 This was true during the time of the fieldwork. The nunnery has
since undergone many changes after its merger with the Wolakha
Nunnery (Sangchen Dorji Lhundrup) in 2012 whereby most of the
senior nuns have left the nunnery.
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moulded these nuns as compassionate agents of refuge to
their local communities. The local people have immense
faith in the Nyungne practice and rely heavily on the nuns to
do the practice on their behalf. According to Lopen Ugyen
Dema, chanting master of the nunnery, “People invite us to
read and recite sutras and prayers like Tara, Nyungne, etc.”
As a result, the self-confidence of the nuns is increasing as
they believe that they are truly capable of practicing
dharma, teaching and performing rituals. This fact is also
attested by Lopen Dawa Gyaltshen, ex-lopen Tse of Dzong
(monk), “Nuns are really capable and are doing enough to
help the people as they perform Nyungne very well, can
recite Tara praise, longlife prayer and so on. Moreover, nuns
are giving the Mahayana vows during the Nyungne retreat.”

The local community also acknowledged the potential
of the nuns at Jachung Karmo. The nuns have helped the
society not only through prayers, but have induced positive
changes in the lives of some members of the community. For
example, Tashi Wangchuk, a layman from Phulusu said,
“The older nuns perform Nyungne and the people are very
proud. It helps local people also when the nuns advise them
about dos and don’ts [in daily life]. I stopped smoking and
eating tobacco and my wife also stopped after five of them
[relatives] went to Jachung Karmo for the practice. No one
takes tobacco in my house.”

The community also has very high regard for the nuns.
Tashi Wangchuk praised the Jachung Karmo nuns: “In the
villages monks do not do like the nuns. Nuns are capable
and giving so much help to the local people by reading the
sutras, reciting prayers and performing rituals as it is very
difficult to get monks from the Dzong. We have more faith
and devotion to nuns than having a layperson to do these
prayers for the deceased. When it comes to Nyungne the
nuns are far better than the monks!” Dorji Gyalsthen, ex-
monk of Dzong, 49, from Tsendegang in Guma Gewog,
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Punakha said, “Nuns to me are those who stay in the
mountains or above the villages to help sentient beings and
we hope they will practice and help. They are our devotional
and respectable field of merit that clear the obstacles of the
people. From my side, I see nuns and all sangha as the real
Buddha.”

The local communities have also expressed their desire
to see nuns do even more for society, especially in teaching
dharma to the laypeople and performing more rituals for the
communities. For example, according to Dorji Gyalsthen, “I
suggest that when the people come to the nunnery or when
the nuns go out to peoples” houses to perform rituals, nuns
should teach the basic dos and don’ts in daily life and simple
visualizations during the Nyungne retreats. Village people
do not know anything, so it will help a lot.” He added,
“Nuns should know how to perform Nyungne, read text and
recite prayers during deaths. If possible they need to know
how to perform Kangshass, Choku%¢, Dechen Shingdrup®> as
most people are interested in it with explanation.” Being a
layman and an ex-monk, it shows that attitudes towards
women'’s ability to perform ritual practices are changing in
Bhutan. These changing attitudes are also linked to the dire
situation of the local communities, especially the poor who
are turning to the nuns because they are unable to get sangha
for pujas. Dorji Gyalsthen lamented, “We cannot get dharma
as we are simple and poor people because the sanghas
nowadays expect very high offering and donations. So, the
poor do not perform any prayers but go to temples on full

5 Complete prayers for the deceased (especially the 21st and 49th
day)

* Annual family puja, which is extremely important and followed
very strictly in Bhutan

* It is also a prayer for the deceased to Buddha Amitabha.
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moon and new moon days to at least keep their ties with
dharma. Many convert to Christianity because of this
reason.”

The nuns at Jashar Goenpa in Pema Gatshel are also
valued for their compassionate service to their local
communities. From participant observation, it is evident
that the local communities hold the nuns at Jashar Goenpa
in high esteem because of their intensive training in
meditation. The tradition of female retreaters, initiated by
their late highly realised mentor, Anim Woesel Choden, the
nunnery’s founder is a legacy both the nuns and local
communities cherish. The local communities believe that
nuns who have completed retreat have higher efficacy and
seek their prayer services for all aspects of life, including
annual pujas and death ceremonies. The nuns at Jashar
Goenpa continue to be inspired by the reincarnation of their
late master, Anim Trulku Chézang Lhamo who herself has
completed nine years in retreat. At the age of twenty-one,
Anim Trulku was appointed the Dorji Lopen, the Vajra
Master of Jashar Gonpa, by Gyaltshen Trulku Rinpoche.
This was the first time that such a title had been bestowed
on a nun in Bhutan in this century, thereby continuing to
inspire the Jashar nuns as well as women throughout the
countryss.

5 Anim Trulku is now out of retreat and supervising the day-to-day
affairs of the nunnery and has begun to give public teachings. Anim
Trulku has also appeared in interviews on national television in
Bhutan in recent years.
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Conclusion

This research has attempted to demonstrate that
feminine symbolism either in the aspect of female deities or
real-life female masters have great significance in the lives
of the Bhutanese nuns studied. Despite the prevalence of
local traditions and beliefs which serve to disempower
women, such as the notion that women are inferior to men;
that women are innately impure; that women cannot attain
Buddhahood in a female body, etc., the nuns in this study
are able to transcend their cultural conditioning and
develop confidence in their spiritual ability.

This study has shown that powerful female imagery
like Gelongma Palmo and Tara have profound psycholo-
gical impact on the nuns in elevating their confidence levels
in spiritual practice despite tremendous hardships. These
nuns have become relevant to the lives of the people whom
they are closely connected with. Feminine imagery,
especially the prevalence of real-life realized female
practitioners have inspired these nuns to become leaders
and masters in their desired spiritual practice. The Nyungne
practice based on an inspiring female personality,
Gelongma Palmo and Anim Lopenma has empowered these
nuns and given them a distinct identity and importance in
the region in which they live whilst the yogini nuns at Jashar
Goenpa are deconstructing traditional notions of female
limitation in spiritual practice and conducting prayers
which have been the traditional domain of monks and
gomchen.

We end our exposition on feminine symbolism with a
reaffirmation of Rita Gross’ assertion that “feminism is
about cherishing a precious birth in a female body” as these
nuns are making their precious human life extremely
beneficial as per their bodhicitta aspiration. This study has
shown that Bhutanese nuns can and are transcending gender
barriers and centuries of cultural conditioning which does
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not recognise their inherent potential to practice dharma,
gain realisations and benefit sentient beings through the
dharma. Once a recognition of the nuns potential is deeply
rooted in the psyche of Bhutanese society, future
generations of Bhutanese women do not need to aspire to be
reborn as males to attain spiritual realisations in order to
liberate sentient beings from samsara.
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One Hundred Peaceful and Wrathful Deities:
Observations on an Annual Ceremony by the
Ngakpas of Rebkong

Georgios T. Halkias

Introduction

Professional practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism are
commonly divided into the ‘red sangha’ (dge ‘dun mar po),
celibate monks and nuns dressed in maroon robes, and the
‘white sangha’ (dge ‘dun dkar po), male and female lay
tantrists or ngakpas and ngakmas (m. sngags pa/t. sngags ma)
who wear the white cloth and have uncut clotted hair (gos
dkar lcang lo can).5” Arguably, the Rebkong ngakpas in the
north-eastern part of the Tibetan Plateau comprise the
largest community of lay tantric householders skilled in the
use of mantra (Skt. mantrin).ss In this study, I will briefly
recapitulate some important features of the Reb kong snangs
mangs9, a community of predominantly male non-celibate

57 For a detailed discussion of a treatise for the defence of the ngakpa’s
dreadlocks as an authentic Buddhist symbol based on iconography,
scripture, and reasoning, see Bogin’s (2008) examination of Tendzin
Norbu's Ral pa’i rnam bshad.

58 Bstan ‘dzin Norbu explains the distinctive markers of the ngakpas:
“these accoutrements-the dread-locks and the white undyed
clothes-display a natural and uncontrived state. These are the
accoutrements of the ‘accomplished ones” (grub thob, siddha) and
the ‘holders of the mantra[’s power]” (Bogin, 2008, p. 96).

5 For a thorough introduction to the history of this community see
Dhondup cited in this work. According to one estimate the Reb kong
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tantrists affiliated with the Nyingma School of Tibetan
Buddhism, and share some general observations from my
participation in the Shitro ceremony that took place from
June 21st to the 24, 2017, at the village of Shakarlung (Zha
dkar lung) in the district of Rebkong.e0

Background

The earliest Tibetan movement of lay tantric practi-
tioners goes back to Padmasambhava, a semi-legendary
tantric master from Oddiyana. It is traditionally assumed
that he contributed to the establishment of Tibet’s first
Buddhist monastery Samye (Bsam yas), subjugated forces
hostile to the propagation of Buddhism, and concealed texts
and relics, so-called ‘treasures,” for later discovery. At the
Red Rock Cave at Samye Chimpu he initiated the first order
of ngakpas associated with the Dudul Ngakpa Ling ('Dud
dul sngags pa gling), a Samye chapel dedicated to tantric
divinities (Karmay, 1986, p. 14). His foremost female
disciple and consort, the Princess Kharchen, better known
as Yeshe Tsogyal (Ye shes mtsho rgyal), is the first Tibetan
ngakma said to have attained enlightenment following his
teachings. Tales of Padmasambhava’s visits and enlighten-
ing activities abound across the culturally Tibetan world,
i.e.,, from Ladakh to Mongolia and from Samye to Eastern
Tibet, Nepal and Bhutan. It is recounted that he also visited
Amdo where he bounded indigenous spirits under oath and

sngags mang comprises anywhere between 4000 members
(Stoddard 2013, p. 109) and 2000 (Sihlé, 2013, p. 168).

60 Rebkong is both the capital of Malo prefecture (Rma lho) and the
name of Tongren county in Qinghai province. Having been
historically an area of contact between different ethnic groups and
cultures, Amdo has a long history of racial diversity including
Tibetans, Mongols, Monguors, Salar, Han and Hui (Samuel, 2013).
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hid treasures in the area (Dhondup, 2011, p. 5). The trans-
Himalayan popularity of the cult of Padmasambhava
suggests that we are dealing with a legendary narrative
where history becomes entangled with myth and mytholo-
gical elements acquire historicity. In the case of Padma-
sambhava there is no pressing need to try to distinguish
between history and myth, not only because we don’t have
any historical evidence for his activities dating to this period
or across such a vast geographical area, but because what
we understand as myth and history often function as a
meaningful unity in Tibetan religious sentiments and
cultural memory.

Another figure cited in connection with the earliest lay
tantric movement is the Tibetan Emperor Tri Tsugdetsen
(Khri tsug lde btsan, c. 802-836), better known as Ralpacen.
He is remembered as the third ‘Dharma King’ (chos rgyal) of
Tibet for sponsoring the construction of Buddhist temples,
the translation of Buddhist texts including the compilation
of the Mahavyutpatti (Sanskrit-Tibetan lexicon), and the
allocation of seven families to each monk living in religious
communities. Early post-imperial sources mention the name
Ralpacen, which literally means ‘the one with long clotted
hair’ (ral pa can), and report that he invited Buddhist monks
to sit on his long matted hair spread out to the floor, a clear
indication of his ngakpa leanings (Wangdu & Diemberger,
2000, p. 24).

There is one more person associated with the early
origins of Rebkong’s lay tantric community and with the
turbulent history of the Tibetan empire. By some accounts,
the last royal supporter of Buddhism, Ralpacen, met a tragic
end at the hands of his brother Langdarma (Glang dar ma,
or ‘U dum btsan, 838-842) who usurped the imperial throne
and supressed Buddhism during his reign. According to
traditional Tibetan accounts, in order to protect the
Buddhist dharma the hermit-monk Lhalung Pelgyi Dorje
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(Lha lung dpal gyi rdo rje) assassinated the tyrant-emperor
Langdarma, or in tantric terms ‘liberated him” (sgrol ba) from
his evil existence.s! Soon after, the assassin escaped to
Khams and then Amdo where it said that he became a
teacher to some of the eight founding members of the lay
tantric community of Rebkong.e2

Most important for the preservation of monastic
Buddhism is the story of the contribution of three erudite
Tibetan monks (mkhas pa mi gsum), Marben Shakya Senge,
Yo Gechung, and Tsang Rabsel (Dmar ban shakya seng ge,
G.yo dge chung, Gtsang rab gsal) who are credited for
preserving the Eastern Vinaya lineage of Tibetan Buddhism.
Distraught by Langdarma’s actions against the monastic
order, they fled Pel Chuwori meditation compound (Dpal
chub bo ri sgom grwa) in Central Tibet and went to Ngari
loaded with Vinaya and Abhidharma scriptures. Unable to
remain in western Tibet, the three monks settled at
Sogulung (Sro gu lung) in Amdo where they ordained a
young Bonpo man by the name Lachen Gongpa Rabsel (Bla
chen dgongs pa rab gsal) with the assistance of two Chinese
monks identified as Heshang Kawa and Heshang Genbak
(Davidson, 2005, p. 8).

Lachen Gongpa took residence in the monastery of
Dentik (Dan tig) where in turn he ordained young men from

¢1 Even though there is sparse evidence to prove or disprove the
historicity of this event, some modern scholars have questioned the
persecution of Buddhism during the reign of Langdarma and his
assassination by a Buddhist monk; Yamaguchi (1996) has been the
most vociferous proponent of this view. For a detailed discussion on
the origins and development of ritual killing in tantric contexts, see
Dalton (2011).

62 For narratives related to the eight Nyingma hermitages (grub thob
gnas brgyad) where the adepts (grub bsnyes) said to have practiced,
see Stoddard (2013, p. 110-112) and Dhondup (2011, p. 5, n.7).
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Central Tibet before spending the last two decades of his life
at Martsang Drak (Plate I), a hermitage cave called after the
name of his preceptors. > Nowadays, there are several
families from Amdo that trace their ancestry to Central
Tibet. Some of them claim to have been descendants of
soldiers dispatched from U-tsang to fight early wars with
China but were never ordered back, the khamalog (bka’” ma
log), meaning ‘not to return without orders” (Shakabpa,
1984, p. 42-43).

Notable Masters Among the Rebkong Tantrists

Lay Nyingma tantrists are documented in the 14th
century in the village of "Ja’ that lies in the periphery of
Rebkong, while the so-called formation of a hundred
tantrists from Zho-ong (zho ‘ong sngags brgya) goes back to
the early 12th century when Rigzin Dorje (Rig 'dzin rdo rje)
from Lhasa arrived to the village of Zho-ong and 100 ngakpas
became his disciples. Even though these accounts point to
the antiquity of lay tantric formations in the region
(Dhondup, 2011, p. 7-9), the Reb kong snangs mang does not
appear to have been organized and structured as a
community prior to the 17th century. This was largely due to
the efforts of Rigzin Palden Tashi (Rig "dzin dpal ldan bkra
shis, 1688-1742) who has instigated communal rules and
practices, such as the tenth-day ritual dedicated to Padma
sambhava (tshe bcu’i dus mchod), and provided the Rebkong
members of the tantric community with a distinct identity.e+

63 For a short biography of Lhachen Gongpa Rabsel by Samten
Chosphel, see The Treasury of Lives
[https:/ /treasuryoflives.org/biographies/view /Gongpa-Rabsal-
/P1523; accessed on February 3rd, 2018].

64 A slightly earlier figure is mentioned by the name Adron Khetsun
Gyatso (A mgron mkhas btsun rgya mtsho, 1604-1679) who founded
one of the very first tantric houses (sngags tshang) in Rebkong known
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Plate I. Dmar tsang brag, the heitage of Bla chen dgongs pa rab
gsal. Photo by Georgios T. Halkias.

Two studies on the life of Rigzin Palden Tashi have
been published in English to date and there is no reason to
repeat the information here (Dhondup, 2011; Stoddard,
2013). It suffices to say, that even though Palden Tashi was
born into a Nyingma ngakpa family he received monastic
ordination from the Gelug School and studied Buddhist
philosophy and logic at several Gelugpa institutions
including the monastery of Drepung near the city of Lhasa.
He upheld non-partisan views (ris med) and embraced
Buddhist teachers from the Gelug, Nyingma and Kagyu
establishments. This non-sectarian orientation, shared by

as Adron Nangchen. For the lives of notable Rebkong masters, see
Nida Chenagtsang (2013) and Research on the Community of Ngakpas
[Sngags mang zhib 'jug, Zi ling: zi ling mi rgis par "debs bzo grwa,
2002, p. 64-74].
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many of his tantric followers in Rebkong and surrounding
regions, contributed to the ““universalist,” “impartial,” ‘non-
sectarian” movement that developed in Khams ... in the 19th
century” (Stoddard, 2013, p. 109).

Another important tantrist that stands out in the history
of the Rebkong sngags mang is Chogyal Ngawang Dargye
(Chos rgyal ngag dbang dar rgyas, 1736-1807). A Mongolian
prince from Sogpo,® Ngawang Dargye was an accomplish-
ed Buddhist master versed in Tibetan, Mongolian, Chinese
and Sanskrit languages, but unlike his predecessors who
supported the Gelug School, he embraced the Nyingma
tradition (Dhondup, 2011, p. 23). He served as the root
teacher of many ngakpas, including the celebrated yogi-cum-
poet Shabkar Tsogdruk Rangdrol (Zhabs dkar tshogs drug
rang grol, 1781-1851) from Zho-ong to whom he imparted
the first and foremost spiritual empowerment of the mind-
treasure of Kunsang Dechen Gyalpo (Kun bzang bde chen
rgyal po).¢ The life of Shabkar has been documented
(Ricard, 2001). Along with the first abbot of Rongwo (Rong
bo) monastery, Kalden Gyatso (Skal 1dan rgya mtsho, 1606-

6 Sog po is a Mongolian enclave surrounded by Tibetan communities
in present-day Henan Monglian Autonomous County in Qinghai
(Diemberger, 2007, p. 110).

66 This is a Dzogchen practice focusing on the deities Hayagriva and
Vajravarahi titled Wish-fulfilling Gem, Hayagriva and Varahi (Rta phag
yid bzhin nor bu). On the life of Chogyal Ngawang Dargye, see The
Great Perfection Dispelling the Darkness of Ignorance [Rdzogs chen ma rig
mun sel, Pecin: mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2002, p. 1-16], Ricard (2001,
p- 565-567), and Lce Nag Tshang Hum Chen (2007, p. 239-255). For
his instructional manual on the mind-terma (dgongs gter) by
Kunzang Dechen Gyalpo, see The Lamp of Wisdom that Dispels the
Darkness of Ignorance: A Manual of Instructions of a New Dzogchen
Terma [Gter gsar rdzogs chen gyi khri yig ma rig mun sel ye shes sgron
me, Paro: Ngodrup Lama and Sherab Demy, 1979].
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1677), he inspired many generations of Buddhist practi-
tioners with his instructive spiritual songs (mgyur) that are
read till this day.s”

Changlung Palchen Namkai Jigme (Spyang lung dpal
chen nam mkhai’i ‘jigs med, 1757-1821) initiated regulations
for the performance of religious rituals, but unlike Shabkar
and Rigzin Palden Tashi neither did he take vows of celibacy
nor did he train in monastic institutions. As far as we know,
Namkai Jigme did not author any works but instead
meditated in remote caves. It is reported that he had visions
of Buddhist deities, performed miracles, and revealed
hidden sacred objects (Dhondup, 2013, p. 119). His name is
associated with Rebkong's ‘one thousand-nine-hundred
ritual dagger holders’ (phur thogs stong dang dgu brgya), a title
still in use to refer to the ngakpas of Rebkong. The story goes
back to 1810, during a series of Vajrayana empowerments
(dbang) and teachings on the rare treasures (gter ma) of
Ngadag Nyangral Nyima Ozer (Mnga" bdag nyang ral nyi
ma 'od zer, 1124-1192), the Eight Instructions: The Assembly of
Buddhas (Bka’ brgyad bde gshegs ‘dus pa). At that time, Namkai
Jigme, the head lama of Kyungon (Khyung mgon)
monastery who presided over the rituals that lasted for 15
days, d