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According to modern lineage holders of this tradition, reading and studying such material is perfectly fine, but applying it in practice requires formal transmission and authorization from a qualified master.
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“Jean-Luc Achard is undoubtedly one of the most experienced and knowledgeable Western scholars on the various Great Perfection systems of Tibet. This volume is an important contribution to Tibetan studies in general as well as to the serious specialists and students of this meditative system.”


— MARC DES JARDINS, Concordia University


The Instructions on the Six Lamps is a profound and important work from the Bön Dzogchen tradition and is one of the root texts of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü (Oral Transmission of Zhangzhung) series of orally transmitted teachings. Considered to be the central work of the inner cycle of these teachings, it expertly details the principles of the natural state and its visionary marvels. The root text describes highly secret precepts of Dzogchen (Great Perfection) practice — the teachings of Trekchö and Thögel — as revealed by Tapihritsa to Gyerpung Nangzher Löpo. The teachings in this text represent oral instructions transmitted by a single master to a single disciple in the mode known as “single transmission.” It is through such a practice that one can see the clear light of one’s own mind before achieving complete buddhahood. In this respect, the text contains a complete teaching of Dzogchen, from beginning to end.


“This book is a must read for all those interested in the doctrines of the Great Perfection of the Bönpo and Nyingma traditions.”


— DONATELLA ROSSI, author of The Philosophical View of the Great Perfection in the Tibetan Bon Religion
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Introduction


The Instructions on the Six Lamps (sGron ma drug gi gdams pa) is one of the four major works belonging to the collection known as the Oral Transmission of the Great Perfection in Zhangzhung (rDzogs pa chen po zhang zhung snyan rgyud), the main Dzogchen cycle studied and practiced in the Bönpo school:1


[image: Image]The first work is the Twelve Son-Tantras (rGyud bu chung bcu gnyis) from the first division of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü.2


[image: Image]The second corresponds to the present text of the Six Lamps, the main work of the second division of the cycle.3


[image: Image]The third is the Precepts in Eight Chapters,4 the one and only text of the third division of the cycle.5


[image: Image]The fourth is the Twenty-One Seals, the central text of the fourth division of the cycle.6


As one will see below, the main themes of the Instructions on the Six Lamps are centered around the teachings dealing with the experience of the natural state (gnas lugs), its visionary displays, the manner in which one reaches the Fruit of Buddhahood if one is able to perfect the Path, and the way in which one errs into conditioned existence if one fails to recognize one’s real nature in both its abiding and visionary modes. Other themes dealt with in detail are cosmological issues, as well as a general introduction to the bardo states and the death process.


1. THE HISTORICAL SETTING


According to traditional accounts, these teachings were first revealed by Tapihritsa to Gyerpung Nangzher Löpo in the eighth century.7 In the history of the lineage, Tapihritsa is said to have been a disciple of Tsepung Dawa Gyeltsen,8 the twenty-fourth lineage holder of a line of transmission in which all masters reached Buddhahood in a single lifetime and manifested the Rainbow Body (’ja’ lus) at the end of their life. Having received the complete transmission from his master, Tapihritsa decided to practice the secret instructions of Dawa Gyeltsen during solitary retreats in the mountains. After nine years of total immersion in the principles of the teachings, Tapihritsa reached Buddhahood and manifested the “Body of the Great Transfer” (’pho ba chen po’i sku), a special modality of the Rainbow Body in which the individual does not manifest death in any way whatsoever but gains power over his entire existence and can manifest as he wants, when he wants, and in the form he wants to choose.9 Reaching the Rainbow Body would appear as rather “common” compared to this realization of the Great Transfer, since very few individuals are said to have achieved it. Among them are Drenpa Namkha and Tsewang Rigdzin.10


Apparently, even if he had already given the full transmission of the teachings of the Great Perfection to Tapihritsa, Tsepung Dawa Gyeltsen revealed them again to a later disciple of his, Gyerpung Nangzher Löpo, in violation of the tradition of transmitting the teaching to a single individual (gcig brgyud). One may legitimately wonder if the scheme of the single transmission (gcig brgyud) was maintained in these two cases since, most evidently, Dawa Gyeltsen gave the complete transmission to two individuals. Or one might presume that he gave one part to Tapihritsa and another part to Nangzher. However, with the exception of several texts from the first section of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü, the texts of the Kagyü Korzhi forming the core of the whole cycle are presented as the works of Tapihritsa and Gyerpung, and it is precisely to these and related works that the notion of “single transmission” applies.11 In fact, one can only presume that the teachings Dawa Gyeltsen gave Tapihritsa were more or less similar to those contained in the last three sections of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü, but given the traditional protohistorical context, it is clearly not the actual contents of these texts that were transmitted then. Lopön Tenzin Namdak is of the opinion that the first part of the Kagyü Korzhi existed most probably in a written form before Tapihritsa and that the latter received this section from Dawa Gyeltsen, as well as complementary oral teachings. These oral teachings were then later revealed by Tapihritsa to Nangzher Löpo, forming the three remaining sections of the Kagyü Korzhi.


According to the traditional accounts found in the Zhangzhung Nyengyü itself, Gyerpung Chenpo handed over the transmission he had received from Tapihritsa to Gyelzik Sechung, when the latter was aged seventy-three. He had previously found out that the best vessel for his transmission was a three-year-old boy named Mu Tsoge (dMu Tsog ge). However, since the child was too young, Gyerpung gave the transmission to Gyelzik Sechung, who was relatively well educated in terms of knowledge and ritual practice. At the time of the transmission, Gyerpung did a retreat lasting five years during which he transmitted the teachings to Gyelzik in a very peculiar way. He had a hole pierced in the wall of his retreat cell and would insert a small straw stalk inside the hole so that the other extremity of the stalk could enter one of Gyelzik’s ears. In this way, nobody could possibly hear any word of the transmission. It is reported by the later tradition (exemplified by Patön Tengyel Zangpo, but obviously based on previous works) that Gyelzik reached complete realization when he received the transmission and that he attained full Buddhahood within a year.


After a succession of five more masters, the teachings were transmitted to Pönchen Tsenpo, from whom the lineage divided into two branches. After some time, these two branches were brought back together by Yangtön Sherab Gyeltsen, who played a crucial role in collating the oral teachings of the Experiential Transmission (Nyams rgyud) and in the authoring of several complementary works.


The lineage of transmission has remained unbroken down to the present day, with several distinct lines of masters, both in the Eternal Bön (g.yung drung bon) and in the New Bön (bon gsar) traditions.12


2. THE TEACHINGS OF THE GREAT PERFECTION


2-1. The Zhangzhung Nyengyü


The Oral Transmission of Zhangzhung is a very peculiar set of Dzogchen teachings. In the perspective of the practice of the Path, it may well be regarded as entirely sufficient in itself, provided oral instructions (and transmissions) are received from a qualified lineage holder.13 As a collection said to trace its origins into the country of Zhangzhung, it does not make use of traditional doxographic schemes such as Mind Series (Sems sde), Space Series (Klong sde), or Precepts Series (Man ngag sde), nor does it use such typical expressions as Trekchö (khregs chod) and Thögel (thod rgal), despite the presence of the related practices described in some of its texts.14


The collection is organized in a set of teachings clearly divided into two complementary corpuses of works:


[image: Image]the cycle of Secret Formulas (gsang sngags skor) and


[image: Image]the cycle of Dzogchen (rdzogs chen skor).15


The Secret Formulas or tantric instructions associated with the Zhangzhung Nyengyü practice are themselves divided into three main cycles: (1) Secret Formulas (gsang sngags), (2) Knowledge Formulas (rigs sngags), and (3) what is known as This-ngak (this sngags), a particular cycle of tantric instructions.16 What should be remembered is that both Knowledge Formulas and This Formulas actually belong to the “precepts” (man ngag) of the Secret Formulas. In other words, Secret Formulas have Tantras (rgyud), special instructions (lung), and precepts (man ngag), the last division being composed of the second and third category of tantric Formulas listed above. None of these cycles of instructions has been studied in depth or even basically described yet. The reason might be that it seems very difficult to equate the complex subdivisions of these tantric teachings (as given, for instance, in Yangtön Pelzang’s Extended List) with actual texts.17


The Dzogchen section of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü is itself divided into two sets of works:


[image: Image]the Four Cycles of the Oral Transmission (bKa’ rgyud skor bzhi), which was transmitted by the Upper lineage (stod lugs), and


[image: Image]the Experiential Transmission (Nyams rgyud), which was transmitted by the Lower lineage (smad lugs).18


The four root-texts forming the core of the Four Cycles of the Oral Transmission have been listed above in the first part of this introduction. These and other complementary texts are dispatched according to the outer, inner, secret, and innermost secret cycles or main divisions of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü. It is impossible to state with any temporal certainty when the repartition of these works was undertaken, but upon studying some of the doxographical works included in the Experiential Transmission, it seems clear that there was not any universal consensus as to which text should be included in which cycle. It seems that the tradition mostly exemplified by the Dru lineage has eventually become the classical reference and that its understanding of the proper way of classifying the texts has become predominant.


However, as one will see in part two of this book, some masters of the Yangtön lineage disagree and propose a different way of classifying these texts. This was recently criticized by Shardza Rinpoche in his Treasury of Space and Awareness (dByings rig mdzod), in which he established the list as he thinks it should be. He uses convincing arguments based on the following allegorical explanation:19


The outer cycle (phyi skor) is similar to the palace of a king, whereas the three other cycles are compared to its treasure house (mdzod khang). If one does not enter inside the palace of the king, one will not be able to see its treasure house. In the same way, if one does not perfect the actual meaning of the outer cycle (with the Precepts in Twelve Chapters and related works), one will not be able to contemplate the mansion of Wisdom (which is compared to the treasure house of the king). The Twelve Son-Tantras and its three ancillary works20 can then be used to develop a deeper familiarization with the View (lta ba).


In order to enter the treasure house, one needs a key to open its entrance door and this very key is symbolized by the text of the Six Lamps and its ancillary works. Once this door has been opened, one can contemplate the treasures hidden within. In a similar way, owing to the instructions of the inner cycle (nang skor) contained in the Six Lamps, the visions of Clear-Light can be concretely seen by the practitioner.


At that time, the yogi clearly sees Awareness in its nakedness (rig pa gcer mthong), which is the purpose of the Precepts in Eight Chapters. The study of this text — the only one included in the secret cycle (gsang skor) — is compared to a child seeing the marvels contained in the treasure house but who is still unsure about their overall value. This example indicates that the practitioner might at this stage still be uncertain about the original nature of these visions.21


This certainty can be obtained by practicing the principles of the innermost secret cycle (yang gsang skor) as contained in the Twenty-One Seals and its ancillary works. Its practice leads to the exhaustion of the intellect and phenomena (blo zad bon zad) and results in the total realization of the Primordial Purity (ka dag) of the natural state.


This way of classifying the texts was followed by Yongdzin Sangye Tendzin Rinpoche when he compiled one of the most recent (and probably the most widely used) versions of the collection.22


The second collection of the Dzogchen section of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü, known as the Experiential Transmission (Nyams rgyud), is a generic designation that applies to three (and to only three) sets of works:


[image: Image]the extensive version of the Experiential Transmission (Nyams rgyud rgyas pa),


[image: Image]the intermediate version of this Transmission (Nyams rgyud ’bring po), and


[image: Image]the condensed version containing miscellaneous works (Nyams rgyud bsdus pa thor bu).23


The first one is further divided into two subcycles, known as the Brown Version (sMug gu) and the Grey Version (sKya ru). They show very similar contents, although the order of the subtexts is not the same in both versions.


The intermediate version contains a set of eight works that should actually be counted as a first, introductory work followed by seven texts with allegorical titles (using similes of the body and its clothes).24


The condensed version is certainly the most interesting of the entire Experiential Transmission in terms of actual yogic instructions for practice. It contains explicit precepts dealing with Thögel meditation (although the term Thögel is not used) and extensive instructions on dark retreats (mun mtshams). What is clear is that this condensed version is not a kind of summary of the two preceding cycles (as its title might suggest), but rather a collection containing extra material that was not included in the extensive and intermediate versions. For instance, it contains a long series of “single transmission” (gcig rgyud) texts that are not to be found elsewhere in the cycles of the Experiential Transmission or the collection of the Four Cycles. These texts are of great relevance for the practice of the Six Lamps.


2-2. The nature of the Base, Awareness, and Mind


In the first chapter of the Instructions on the Six Lamps, one will read a very clear and simple explanation of what are known as the Universal Base (kun gzhi), Awareness (rig pa), and mind (sems or blo).25 The Base is designated as such because it is the very ground that can become the Base of Saṃsāra or the Base of Nirvāṇa, depending upon the realization or nonrealization of the nature of its manifestations (gzhi snang).


This Base is the true essence of one’s mind, abiding as the union of Emptiness and Clarity (stong gsal). The knowledge of this Base is called Rigpa (rig pa), a totally discerning Awareness that is independent from discursive thoughts (but also not impeded by the arising of thoughts), which “knows” its true nature as being the Absolute Body (bon sku).26


The nature of one’s Awareness is such that it abides in its essence (ngo bo) as a totally clear and unimpeded transparency, naked and luminous. In its Primordial Purity, it thus abides as a discerning knowledge that has no object except itself. Being free from and not obstructed by the movements characterizing discursiveness, it simply arises primordially in a nongrasping mode.


As to mind (sems), it is simply the discursive process of dualistic grasping based on ignorance (ma rig pa). Its functions are mainly dualistic and analytical. Reifying this mind as the sole abiding mode of one’s real nature is the perpetuation of delusion and ignorance. In fact, one can define mind as functioning according to a mode of ignorance (ma rig pa’i tshul), while the nature of the Mind (sems nyid) abides in the mode of one’s discerning Awareness (rig pa’i tshul). When one abides in the mode of ignorance, one remains in conditioned existence and the Base abides as a base of delusion (’khrul gzhi). On the contrary, when one abides in the mode of Awareness, one remains in the recognition of one’s natural state and the Base abides as a Base of Liberation (grol gzhi).


Therefore, since time immemorial, one has failed to recognize one’s own nature. For this reason, the manifestations of the Base have been apprehended as objects manifesting from a source other than oneself (gzhan snang), causing one to enter the path of delusion. To regain knowledge of one’s natural state and avoid the wandering into the pits of saṃsāric existence, one should engage in the special practice of Dzogchen, starting with the correct understanding and experience of one’s own Awareness through Trekchö practice. The corresponding teachings in the Six Lamps are described in the first two Lamps as well as in chapters III and IV of Dru Gyelwa’s Chaktri and the first chapters of the Twenty-One Seals.


Basically, the practice consists in remaining in the fivefold position, facing a deep blue sky, and breathing normally without blockage. Concentrating without tension on the outer sky, after a few days, one will experience the “separation of the pure from the impure” (dwangs snyigs dbye ba) in which Awareness dawns spontaneously without being conditioned by anything. When one reaches a sufficient stabilization of the experience of Awareness through this practice, one should then cultivate it without artifice and integrate it to the key points (gnad) of Thögel practice described in the following section.


2-3. Instructions on visionary practice


The main practice of Dzogchen is concerned with stabilizing the experience of the natural state and contemplating its dynamic manifestations in ever increasing visions. These two aspects of the practice are generally known as Trekchö (khregs chod, Cutting through Rigidity) and Thögel (thod rgal, Passing over the Crest). These two words are not used in the Zhangzhung Nyengyü corpus, except for Thögel but not with the meaning intended here.27 However, their actual practice is of course explained in the practice manuals of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü, such as the Chaktri (Phyag khrid) of Dru Gyelwa Yungdrung (1242–90).28 In this context the literal understanding of the two expressions appears clearly meaningful as it delineates the correct approach to the practice; it is thus generally said: “If the rigidity has not been cut, then the crest will not be passed over” (khregs ma chod na/ thod mi rgal ba/). This means that if the rigidity of the conditioned mind is not eradicated, then the actual core of the visionary practice of Dzogchen will not be enabled. But it also means more: it means that Thögel practice must be performed within the actual experience of Trekchö. This entails that after an initial familiarization with Trekchö alone (in order to stabilize the experience of the natural state), Thögel should be practiced within the actual experience of the natural state (through Trekchö).29


The instructions about Thögel practice are not ordinary ones and should not be taught to an unworthy or unqualified vessel. In the last chapter of his Chaktri, Dru Gyelwa says that a proper vessel should be:


… A person endowed with good karma and (spiritual) fortune, mainly concerned with the next life,30 (possessing) diligence and great generosity; his faith and devotion should be associated with (a natural) compassion; he should gather assiduity and determination, practice austerity and endurance, be flexible in terms of thoughts and actions,31 be endowed with mindfulness and vigilance, be of proper (health in terms of his) elements, and be in the prime of life.32


Therefore, to such a rare chalice, the qualified master should teach the principles of Thögel without hiding anything or holding back any instructions. The most extensive explanations about the practice of Thögel in Bön texts are included in three chapters of Shardza Rinpoche’s Treasury of Space and Awareness (chaps. 15–17). The first describes generalities about Thögel, the second deals with the actual practice itself, and the third is entirely dedicated to dark retreats (mun mtshams).


Thus in chapter 15 of the Treasury of Space and Awareness, one is first introduced to the ten superiorities of Thögel over Trekchö.33 These cover subjects such as superiorities in terms of purification of dualistic grasping, purification of consciousness, visions of Clear-Light, stages and paths, etc. Then the author describes in a general way some of the key points of Thögel practice, including the four Channels of Light (’od rtsa bzhi) and the Four Visions (snang ba bzhi), and gives a lengthy explanation of the Four Lamps (sgron ma bzhi), as well as several other peculiar elements belonging to Thögel practice such as the visionary manifestations of the Three Bodies along the Path, the eternal chains of Awareness (rig pa g.yung drung lu gu rgyud), etc.


In the next chapter, the author starts with a detailed description of the key points of body, speech, and mind. The body should be placed in one of the five main postures that are described in the manuals of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü, namely the positions of the Lion (seng ge), the Elephant (glang chen), the Sage (dge sbyor), the Swan (ngang mo), and the Antelope (gna’ pho). Using these postures is decisive insofar as Wisdom abides within the body. Thus, if the body is not controlled through the use of these postures, then the natural radiance of Awareness will not be seen during Contemplation. As to speech, the voice should remain silent and breathing should be performed through the mouth. As to the mind, it should be focused on the eyes and these fixed on visionary Space (dbyings).


Following this (and still in the same chapter), the author describes at length the next four key points (gnad bzhi), namely those of (1) doorways, (2) objects, (3) breath, and (4) Awareness. The key point of doorways concerns the orientation of the gazes used during the practice and corresponding to the posture one is using. The objects are the supports (rten) of practice such as the sky, the rays of the sun, the moon, butter lamps, and the darkness of a special cell (mun khang). As to the key point of breath, the air should go through the mouth, with equal inhalations and exhalations. A slight holding of the breath with empty lungs should also be performed. Shardza Rinpoche says that without this key point, anyone training in Thögel will not see the visions of the natural state. As to the key point of Awareness, there are up to six elements to take into account: View (lta ba), Meditation (sgom pa), Conduct (spyod pa), the three natural radiances (rang bzhin gyi gdangs gsum),34 the four clarities (gsal ba bzhi),35 and an explanation of how visions arise from the natural state itself.


This latter theme is the perfect link for the next section of this chapter, which is concerned with the detailed explanation of the Four Visions (snang ba bzhi), the scheme in Five Visions (snang ba lnga) peculiar to the Zhangzhung Nyengyü being discussed in the context of dark retreats (mun mtshams).


In conclusion to this chapter, Shardza Rinpoche describes the four final precepts, which contain, among other things, explanations about the signs occurring during the practice, etc. These signs are of tremendous importance in order to clearly identify the stage one has reached in the course of the practice itself.


Dark retreats are one of the main practices performed in Dzogchen teachings.36 They exist in different forms or supports and are practiced either before daylight Thögel or after, depending on the cycle one practices. For instance, in the Zhangzhung Nyengyü, these retreats are performed before daylight Thögel, whereas in cycles such as the Refined Gold of the Great Perfection (rDzogs chen gser zhun), they are performed afterward.


Generally speaking, these retreats are given in “Black Guidance” (nag khrid) kind of instructions, but there also exists (in New Bön and the Nyingma tradition) a special kind of dark retreat called “Variegated Guidance” (khra khrid), which demands a special cell with openings on the four walls.37 In a certain sense, retreats based on this Variegated Guidance are the core of Dzogchen teachings, combining daylight Thögel and dark retreats proper. With the exception of this Variegated Guidance, dark retreats, which are performed for the duration of at least seven weeks, can be of the following kinds:


[image: Image]dark retreats using mostly Tsalung (rtsa rlung) kind of techniques like in the Seven Cycles of Clear-Light (’Od gsal bdun skor) of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü;


[image: Image]dark retreats using mostly Peaceful and Wrathful Deities (zhi khro) like those found in the Yangtse Longchen or in the Kusum Rangshar; and


[image: Image]dark retreats based on two specific yogic instructions known as “Pressing the Ocean” (rgya mtsho ar la gtad pa) and “Entering the Glow of the Ocean” (rgya mtsho dwangs su zhugs pa).


In the system of the Zhangzhung Nyengyü, by indulging in the practice of dark retreats again and again, the yogi will gradually experience five successive visionary stages forming the Five Visions (snang ba lnga) mentioned previously and listed as:


[image: Image]the Increasing of Visions (snang ba ’phel ba),


[image: Image]the Spreading of Visions (snang ba mched pa),


[image: Image]the Intensification of Visions (snang ba rgyas pa),


[image: Image]the Perfection of Visions (snang ba rdzogs pa), and


[image: Image]the Ultimate Stage of Visions (snang ba mthar thug).


If the practitioner is able to perfect all five visionary stages, then he is certain to reach Buddhahood in his lifetime and to manifest the Rainbow Body (’ja’ lus) at the end of his life. If he fails to perfect all those stages and does not reach enlightenment before death, he will be confronted with the intermediate states (bardos) arising after his demise.


2-4. The arising of intermediate states


The Lamp of the Moment of the Bardo (bar do dus kyi sgron ma) mentions explicitly only two kinds of bardos but obviously refers to a third one, given the contents of this Lamp. The two bardos that are mentioned by name are (1) the Bardo of the Clear-Light of Reality (bon nyid ’od gsal gyi bar do) and (2) the Bardo of Becoming (srid pa’i bar do). It however clearly refers to the Bardo of the Time of Death (’chi ka’i bar do), since it extensively describes the moment when body and mind separate. In the Chaktri, Dru Gyelwa describes three bardo states in the chapter on Conduct (spyod pa). He mentions the Bardo of the Abiding Base (gnas pa gzhi bar do), as well as the Bardo of the Clear-Light of Reality and the Empty Bardo of Becoming (stong pa srid pa’i bar do). From its description, the Bardo of the Abiding Base appears as identical to the Bardo of the Primordially Pure Absolute Body (ka dag bon sku’i bar do), which is rarely discussed in the sources at our disposal. Most Tibetan schools consider it as a blank or dark state without consciousness. It is on the contrary described in Dzogchen teachings as the state in which one is directly in the experience of the Absolute Body (bon sku). However, it is also said to last as long as one is able to remain undistracted in the experience of the natural state. This means that ordinary beings and nonadvanced practitioners have no actual possibility to recognize it.
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