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Inspired by her contributions to Buddhist life writing, women and gender studies, Tibetan medicine, and more, senior scholars and former students celebrate the life and work of Janet Gyatso 
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“Janet Gyatso truly is a living treasure. She is an inspiration for scholarly excellence in the fascinating dimensions represented in this book—studies in Tibetan literature, the Nyingma tradition, gender and sexuality in Buddhism, early modernity, the more-than- human world, and so much more. But beyond this, she is an example of how to live a life dedicated to intellectual precision, far-ranging curiosity, and wholehearted mentorship.”


—SARAH H. JACOBY, author of Love and Liberation: Autobiographical Writings of the Tibetan Buddhist Visionary Sera Khandro


“When wonder adorns wonder, Tibetan nomads sing: ‘Were I to heighten a high thing with something high,/ With clouds I would heighten the collar of the blue sky.’ Here is a heaped cloud offering of essays by distinguished scholars in honor of Janet Gyatso. Plumbing the extraordinary depths of Tibetan language, she has been revealing the riches and wisdom of Tibetan civilization in all its myriad complexities over a lifetime.”


—LAMA JABB, author of Oral and Literary Continuities in Modern Tibetan Literature: The Inescapable Nation


“Through the works she has written, the courses she has taught, and the scholars she has mentored, Janet Gyatso has transformed the field of Tibetan Buddhist studies, as the essays in this volume so eloquently attest.”


—DONALD S. LOPEZ JR., Arthur E. Link Distinguished University Professor of Buddhist and Tibetan Studies, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor
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At the International Association of Tibetan Studies Conference, Oxford University, 1979. From left to right: Namgyal Gonpo Ronge, Veronica Ronge, Ngawang Thondup Narkyid, Heather Stoddard, Samten Karmay, Jampa Losang Panglung Rinpoché, Lama Chime Rata Rinpoché, Sangye Tenzin Jongdong Rinpoché, David Snellgrove, Janet Gyatso. (Photographer unknown.)
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Preface


WE ARE HONORED and delighted to present this Festschrift, or celebratory volume, in honor of Janet Gyatso, the Hershey Professor of Buddhist Studies at Harvard University. Janet’s prolific scholarship and influential career have had a wide-ranging impact on the fields of Tibetan and Buddhist studies. This volume is organized around several of the key themes of her research and enduring influence with essays by her close colleagues and former students.


Janet has served as teacher, advisor, mentor, and friend to each of us. Andy first studied with Janet as an undergraduate when she taught at Amherst College in the late 1980s, and later as a graduate student when she served on his doctoral dissertation committee. Holly arrived at Harvard the same year as Janet in 2001 and was fortunate to become Janet’s first graduate student from the beginning to the end of the doctoral process. Indelibly influenced, we both benefited enormously from her perspicacity and nuanced reading of Tibetan texts, as well as the ways Janet both challenges her students and encourages their insights. Since those early days, we have both had the good fortune to continue to learn from and collaborate with her in a variety of settings. These have included an extended workshop on Tibetan literature that began in 2010 as a five-year seminar at the American Academy of Religion and continued through a series of meetings on five different university campuses. We have also maintained an ongoing dialogue with Janet about the literary features of Tibetan texts and their translation into English in forums such as the Tsadra Foundations’ Translation and Transmission Conferences (starting in 2014) and the Lotsawa Translation Workshops (starting in 2018).


Living Treasure signals two of the subfields that Janet has opened for inquiry and led the way for the next generation to explore. As a title, it gestures to the visionary impulse of a distinctively Tibetan mode of revelation, referred to as “treasures,” or terma (gter ma). This is very much a living tradition up to the present, and the great literary output of its visionaries includes an explicit concern with narrating lives, their own and those of founding figures in the lore of Buddhism’s advent in Tibet. Janet made foundational contributions to understanding the treasure tradition and pioneered the study of Tibetan auto/biography. Both areas of scholarship continue to thrive as burgeoning subfields and extend from historically significant and early figures to the continued impact of treasure revelation and life writing in Tibetan and Himalayan contexts. 


Janet is also of course herself a living treasure within the fields of Tibetan and Buddhist studies, where she has been a vital and consistent presence since the early 1980s. She has served in positions of leadership in the preeminent forums for the academic study of Tibet, Buddhism, and religion more broadly. These include the International Association of Tibetan Studies (where she served as president for 2000–2006), the International Association of Buddhist Studies (where she formerly served as the general secretary for the Americas), and the American Academy of Religion (where she served as co-chair of the Buddhism Section for 2005–2010). She has taught innumerable undergraduates, trained several generations of graduate students, and remains a compelling voice in pivotal conversations and conferences, encouraging the fields of Tibetan and Buddhist studies forward in persistent and generative ways.


We would like to thank Alexander Gardner and David Kittelstrom for their incisive editorial assistance. We offer special thanks to Daniel Aitken and Wisdom Publications for supporting this project from its inception and for sponsoring a memorable reception at the Prague IATS conference in celebration of Janet’s illustrious career.


Holly Gayley and Andrew Quintman











Introduction


SINCE HER EARLIEST publications in the 1980s, Janet Gyatso has contributed to the fields of Tibetan and Buddhist studies as one of the most creative and influential thinkers of her generation. Her academic writing covers a wide range of Tibetan and Buddhist thought and practice, including doctrinal and literary history, medicine and modernity, poetics and the arts—as well as theoretical issues in the study of religion writ large. Her initial doctoral research on the traditions of Thangtong Gyalpo (circa 1361–1485) and writings on treasure literature (gter ma) and the practice of Severance (gcod) were followed by groundbreaking monographs on Tibetan autobiography and, more recently, systems of Tibetan medical knowledge. She is currently a leading voice in theorizing the literary dimensions of Buddhist writing as she engages in collaborative conversations around the influence of kāvya in Tibet and the practices and processes of translation. Her work exemplifies the marriage of philological deftness, analytical acuity, and intellectual rigor that has established novel lines of inquiry and inspired generations of scholars. In moving beyond traditional silos of academic exposition, Janet has not only opened up new intellectual terrain for exploration in the study of Buddhism and Tibet, she has also made them available to broad communities of readers. 


Indeed, Janet has pushed the next generation to communicate beyond our areas of specialization and to engage more theoretically in substantive directions that matter widely across the humanities. As always, she led the way: bringing treasure revelation into conversation with semiotics, contesting Eurocentric notions of autobiography, exploring Buddhist monastic and Tibetan medical notions of the third sex, arguing for the rise of an early modern episteme in seventeenth-century Lhasa, and, most recently, tending to animal ethics within and beyond Buddhism. Across the decades, Janet has modeled an interdisciplinary approach to Tibetan studies that engages broader theoretical concerns in relationship to Buddhist discourses and practices, but not in the extractive sense of using Tibetan raw materials to distill into universalizing academic theories. To the contrary, the movement more often went the other direction, challenging the universality of Eurocentric claims and championing the sophisticated theories and rhetorical strategies of the Tibetan visionaries and cleric-scholars like Thangtong Gyalpo, Jigmé Lingpa, and Desi Sangyé Gyatso, whom she has admired and read so closely. Crucially, within the male-dominated textual tradition, Janet has always sought out women’s perspectives and the destabilizing presence of the feminine and non-normative genders.


The task we gave to the contributors to this volume echoes the call Janet has made throughout her career: to write in more theoretically sophisticated and broadly relevant ways. We thus encouraged authors to write in a creative, impactful manner that highlights a specific issue or problematic, to break new theoretical ground, or offer new research data, while remaining accessible to a broad audience—in particular scholars and students outside of Tibetan and Buddhist studies.


Biographical Sketch


Growing up in a Jewish family in Philadelphia during the early 1950s, Janet Frank was “existentially obsessed,” deeply immersed in questions of human suffering and death.1 Her father attended adult classes on world religions and once declared that, if he could choose, he would be a Buddhist since it seemed the most rational of all traditions. Her father’s initial encounter with Buddhism sparked a curiosity. “I can remember holding up my skinny-girl arm,” she recalls, “and asking my mother, ‘Where am I?’” This question, posed early in her childhood, marked a beginning, and set a course for the intellectual arc of Janet’s career.


She started at Boston University with an interest in astronomy. It was around this time that she heard about the Tibetan Book of the Dead, with its promise that “all you had to do is recognize you are dead, and you’ll be liberated.” In the middle of her junior year in college, Janet moved to the Buddhist center in Freewood Acres, NJ, established by the Kalmyk teacher Geshe Wangyal in the late 1950s. It was there she encountered basic Buddhist ideas, such as the four noble truths, for the first time. “It was,” she reflects, “such a relief to hear a recognition of human suffering.” Other prominent Tibetan teachers visited and spent time in residence, including the then Ganden Tri Rinpoche, head of the Geluk sect of Tibetan Buddhism. It was while listening to a talk by the Ganden Tripa in 1969 through an American translator that she resolved she would learn to speak to such teachers directly. These encounters made clear that her astronomy major was no longer suitable. “Instead of exploring the outer universe,” she determined, “I would study the inner universe.”


In the 1970s, Janet went to live at Evam Choden, a Dharma center started by Kunga Thartse Rinpoche north of Berkeley. There she met some of the earliest Tibetan lamas who came to North America, including Dezhung Rinpoche, Kalu Rinpoche, and Chögyam Trungpa, who all visited and taught there. Janet returned to the academic classroom at the University of California, Berkeley determined to study math, but met Lewis Lancaster who—fatefully—convinced her to major in religious studies instead. At Berkeley, she went on to earn an MA in Sanskrit (1974) and PhD in Buddhist studies (1981), studying Abhidharma with Padmanabh Jaini and Buddhism with Lancaster. 
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Graduating with PhD in Buddhist studies. University of California, Berkeley, 1981. (Photographer unknown.)





She met some of her long-standing close colleagues at Berkeley, including Matthew Kapstein and Carl Bielefeldt. Of those parallel experiences, in the Dharma center and in academia, Janet avers, “I felt that education in the Dharma center was better than what I got in graduate school. Lamas know far more than scholars.”


In 1973 the entire graduate program embarked on a trip to Nepal, where she met Michael Aris, Aung San Suu Kyi, and Alexander Macdonald. Janet took a leave of absence from the MA program to remain in South Asia and, while staying near the Sakya Center in Dehradun, India, she had the good fortune to meet Sakya Trizin, leader of the Sakya sect of Tibetan Buddhism, as well as Drupthob Rinpoche, a lineage holder of Thangtong Gyalpo’s tradition. 
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At Sakya Monastery, Rajpur, India, 1973. Front standing row left to right: Janet Gyatso, Sakya Drungyig, Gyalsé Tulku, 2nd Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoché, 41st Sakya Trizin Ngawang Kunga, Khenpo Abé, Mme. Krull, Lama Wangchuk. (Photographer unknown.)





That encounter led to her decision to pursue doctoral research on the famed Nyingma visionary and iron-bridge builder, Thangtong Gyalpo. In Dehradun, she also met Losang Gyatso, a son of the Lukhang family. In 1974 they were married in India, whereupon she returned to Berkeley to finish her MA and PhD. (She and Gyatso separated in 1985.) 


After completing her doctoral exams, Janet moved to New York City, where she developed close connections with the Tibetan exile community, including prominent Tibetan aristocrats. Between 1978 and 1981, she wrote her dissertation while working for the Institute for Advanced Studies of World Religions in Stony Brook, NY, founded by philanthropist C.T. Shen.
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Janet at Rajpur, India, 1974. (Photographer unknown.)





Janet took her first academic job in the religious studies program at the State University of New York at Stony Brook in 1983–1988. She also had a brief stint teaching at Wesleyan University (1986–87, plus spring 1988) and then spent more than a decade at Amherst College (fall 1987, 1988–2001), with visiting positions at Harvard University and the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. In 2001 she was appointed as the Hershey Professor of Buddhist Studies at Harvard University, where she continues to teach. She married fellow Buddhologist Charles Hallisey in 2004. In 2014 Janet became associate dean of academic affairs at Harvard Divinity School, where she has championed shifting the curriculum to a more pluralistic, diversified, and multireligious perspective. In 2017 she was elected as a fellow of the prestigious American Academy of Arts and Sciences.


Intellectual History


Early in her graduate career, Janet recalls being rebuked for emphasizing an emic Tibetan view of Buddhism. As she remembers, “all those years being married to a Tibetan and living with Tibetans had a big impact on me.” Yet rather than producing a reverential tone in her work, quite the opposite occurred: she undercuts at every turn romanticized versions of Tibet to find moments that complicate and enrich understandings of the lives and writings of exalted Buddhist masters. As an intellectual impulse, Janet searched for and found voices in the Tibetan archive that mirrored her own critical perspectives, thereby breaking down a supposed divide between Western skepticism and rationality and Tibetan religiosity and devotion, the etic and the emic. Her interest in self-reflexivity and early modern impulses in Tibet literature in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, whether in autobiographical writings or medical treatises, exemplify this approach. 


A thread running throughout Janet’s work has been the human and humanizing moments in the lives of eminent Tibetan masters: whether analyzing autobiographical strategies of Jigmé Lingpa that balance the humilific dictates of first-person speech with claims to prophetic authority, seeking the historical Yeshe Tsogyal within mythologized accounts of her life, or noting the remarkable candor and critiques that Desi Sangyé Gyatso made of his teachers and peers in his medical writings. For Janet, religious masters do not hover above saṃsāra, untouched and unmoved, but are deeply enmeshed in everyday concerns and the debates of their day. They exhibit subjectivity and individuality, even within the Buddhist understanding of the self as illusory, and embody contradictory impulses of skepticism alongside deep religious commitments. 


In her contribution to the fields of Tibetan and Buddhist studies, Janet’s work is deeply synthetic and characterized by its ability to transect traditional modes of inquiry and suggest new analytical frames. Still, her reading practices exhibit a fine attunement to rhetorical strategies and representations in Tibetan literature, foregrounding striking claims as well as new intellectual and artistic impulses, while also reading against the grain for complexities and contradictions. Across the many fields of her scholarship, she has kept a sustained interest in diverse categories and literary features of Buddhist texts. A number of her publications highlight genres previously overlooked (or not taken seriously) in Tibetology, such as her discussion of diary-keeping practices among Tibetans in “Counting Crows Teeth” or the prophetic address (byang bu) in revelatory literature in “The Relic Text as Prophecy,” as well as her groundbreaking work in auto/biography (rang rnam, rnam thar).


In her presentation of the inaugural Aris Lecture convened at Oxford (2015) titled “Beyond Representation and Identity: Opening Ways for Tibetan Studies,” Janet noted that the field of Tibetan studies was at an important crossroads as it began to recognize important shifts taking place in scholarship more broadly. Foremost among them was the growing international prominence of Tibetan scholars working within the People’s Republic of China. In addition, she noted that even as “we are still in the process of assessing the scope of Tibetan literature and how much of it is extant,” the field was becoming increasingly interested in literary materials that lie beyond the institutionalized canons; she no doubt had in mind the medical texts that would form the basis for her subsequent monograph, among other types of literature.2


The synopsis of Janet’s contributions to the study of Buddhist and Tibetan traditions below is organized into five major themes of her oeuvre, highlighting several of her influential publications in each area and showcasing her intellectual development over time. These are (1) women, gender, and sexuality; (2) biography and autobiography; (3) the Nyingma imaginaire; (4) literature, art, and poetry; and (5) early modernity: human and nonhuman worlds. These topics might appear at first glance to be discrete interventions, but upon close reading a clear trajectory appears, beginning with, and running through, her questions about the nature of human existence and experience—that is, the interrogation of what it means to be human. Through that central concern emerges her engagement with issues of gender and sexuality, Buddhist life writing and other genres of Tibetan literature, revelation and religious authority, artistic and poetic traditions, epistemic concerns in Tibetan medicine, and the Buddhist posthuman. The sketches that follow also introduce the twenty-nine contributions to the volume, which expand on each of these themes, directly or indirectly.


I. Women, Gender, and Sexuality


An iconic image from Janet’s early publications is the “supine demoness,” pinned beneath the thirteen demon-taming temples across the Tibetan plateau. It may be difficult to imagine reading feminine power into a myth of subjugation, but this is precisely what Janet does in “Down with the Demoness: Reflections on a Feminine Ground in Tibet,” her earliest contribution to the study of gender in Tibetan Buddhism. In this myth of Tibet’s imperial period (seventh to ninth centuries), found in later sources such as the Maṇi Kabum, the demoness (srin mo) is imagined as a chthonic force coextensive with the Tibetan plateau and its borderlands, which needs to be tamed in order for Buddhism and its civilizing effects to be established in Tibet. Only by constructing temples at her heart center (the Jokhang Temple) and three concentric squares on her shoulders and hips, elbows and knees, hands and feet, could Buddhism flourish on the plateau, or so the myth goes. Yet as Janet deftly shows, the demoness remains alive through the very narrative of her domination, and her formidable power is substantiated by the great lengths to which the masculine religio-political structures go to keep her under control. As she concludes the essay, “the architectural erections ensure her perdurance below; she provides no less than the organic unity of the land, the totality of the context in which civilization could thrive” even as she “threatens to break loose” at any moment.3 


José Cabezón’s contribution to this volume, “The Revenge of the Demoness,” takes up a parallel myth with a “demoness crucifixion motif” from the village of Kargah west of Gilgit, located in present-day Pakistan. In this case, it is a flesh-eating yacheni (likely a variant of the Sanskrit yakṣinī) nailed to and frozen in stone by a shaman, even though the associated image is clearly a standing Buddha carved in stone with his right hand at the heart in the “fear not” gesture and his left holding onto his robe. Cabezón traces the religious history of the region to argue for the myth as a local tale representing the indigenous reclamation of a Buddhist site with an attendant irony. Note the last words of his essay: “Gazing up once more at the image, with its slight smile, I wondered to myself whether it was actually the demoness who had had the last laugh, for what sweeter revenge could a demoness take on an invading Buddha than to eclipse all memory of him with a tale that’s all about her?”


Women in Tibet (2005), which Janet edited with Hanna Havnevik, was in many ways a sequel to Janice Willis’ Feminine Ground: Essays on Women and Tibet (1989), in which “Down with the Demoness” appeared. In their introduction, Gyatso and Havnevik lay out several foundational questions and lines of inquiry for the study of women and gender in Tibetan Buddhism, and their anthology helped to reignite a concern with these issues that has continued up to the present.4 How do Tibetans define the category of “woman” in medical, religious, and linguistic terms? To what degree do Buddhist androcentric and misogynist stereotypes prevail in different types of discourses? Are their feminist or protofeminist inklings to be found in Tibetan writings? How does gender operate in tandem with class in Tibet and other markers of difference and marginality? Given the paucity of sources on the lives of Tibetan women, and the dominance of the male authorial voice in Tibetan literature, can a distinctive female voice, perspective, or literary style be identified? In addition to these questions, their introduction queries the simplistic notion that “models of female divinity in Indo-Tibetan religions have had a liberating effect on women’s social status.”5 Instead of such ahistorical generalizations, Gyatso and Havnevik call for the spadework necessary to excavate historical and ethnographic specificities of women’s lives, experiences, and perspectives, grounded in socio-economic conditions and/or found in literary responses to enduring stereotypes in discourse. 


Several of these lines of inquiry are taken up by contributors to this volume. In “The In/Visibility of Nuns and Yoginīs in Dudjom Lingpa’s Songs of Advice,” Holly Gayley searches for clues about the lives of nuns and yoginīs in nomadic Golok at the margins of writings by the visionary Dudjom Lingpa (1835–1904). Examining selections from his collected songs (mgur ’bum) addressed to women, she finds evidence for advanced female renunciants practicing in long-term retreat, specifics about their life circumstances and challenges, the non-gendered nature of his advice on meditation practice, and idiosyncratic moments when gendered tropes and stereotypes come to the fore. In “Tibetan Nuns Writing on Equality and Education,” Padma ’tsho directly addresses the question of feminist writings in contemporary Tibet. She identifies a “new education-based vision of gender equality in Buddhist terms” in essays by Tibetan nuns on women’s equality (bud med kyi ’dra mnyam) in the journal Gangkar Lhamo, based at Larung Gar and founded by the female cleric-scholar Khenmo Kusum Chödrön. In addition, she provides lucid translations of several short essays so that readers can access their distinct voices and vision. In “Samtha/ the Borderlands of Tibetan Translation,” Nicole Willock explores the poetry of exile Tibetan writer Nyima Tso, who convened Mayum, a group of Tibetan women writers based in India, and has served as editor of a literary magazine of the same name since 2010. Willock translates an early poem by Nyima Tso, “Life in Samtha/Borderlands” (Sa mtha’i tsho ba) first published in 2006, and reflects on issues of translation, hybridity, and exile through the theoretical lenses of Lawrence Venuti and Gloria Anzaldúa.


Janet’s turn towards the construction of gender and sexuality in Buddhist monastic literature resulted in two groundbreaking articles on the topic, which are built upon by contributors to this volume. “Sex,” the title of her chapter in Critical Terms for the Study of Buddhism (2005), traces the monastic preoccupation with and totalizing approach to cataloging the minutiae of sexual misconduct, from lewd innuendos and the penetration of different types of orifices to necrophilia and bestiality. In pondering the varieties of sexual transgressions and their legal consequences in the vinaya, Janet delves into the nitty gritty of what constitutes a sex act according to monastic jurisprudence as well as the possible reasons for such “obsessive analysis” in regulating celibacy well beyond pragmatic considerations of reputation and reproduction.6 What Janet notes about the vinaya’s “active sexual imagination” for the amusement and edification of “prudent or prurient” monks,7 Donald S. Lopez Jr. suggests in his essay here, “Sex, Part Two,” can be seen as a kind of pornography. Not only are the stories of sex acts that accompany vinaya rules often fantastical, but in them repression and titillation seemingly go hand in hand, such that sex features in stories about rules quite unrelated to the topic, which Lopez likens to “hearing the punchline and then having to concoct the joke, with the requirement that the joke be about sex.” 


“One Plus One Makes Three: Buddhist Gender, Monasticism, and the Law of the Excluded Middle” (2003) was one of the first academic treatments on the third sex in Buddhism. Janet hones in on the category of the paṇḍaka, a catch-all category for people with non-conforming genders, who were excluded from monastic ordination among other forms of participation in Buddhist communal life. Yet, as she notes, the category sometimes also subsumes women who are deemed deficient in their reproductive organs and functions, leaving open the question of whether its criterion is deviance from gender binaries or normative maleness. Janet does not leave the matter there, going on to investigate how the paṇḍaka (Tib. ma ning) is valorized in Tibetan medical and tantric literature, thereby contrasting medical pragmatism and tantric inclusivity with the monastic legalistic impulse to define and regulate, excluding what is undefinable and potentially mercurial. In her inimitable and intrepid way, Janet concludes with a bold hypothesis: that the paṇḍaka functioned as a “scapegoat for the threat that woman was believed to pose to the monastic order,” which may well have facilitated women’s entry into its ranks, while simultaneously acting to “subvert the very ‘order’ that it created, writing slippage itself eternally into the system.”8 


Julie Regan gives Janet’s investigation of the third sex contemporary relevance in her contribution, “The Possibilities of Emptiness and the Realities of (Trans) Gender,” by suggesting the importance of her work to Buddhist LGBTQ+ communities today. She does this by revisiting the case of Michael Dillon, the first person to complete a modern medical gender transition, who then proceeded to become a novice monk in the Theravāda and later Tibetan traditions. In doing so, Regan reminds the reader of the ultimate fluidity and empty nature of the self and gender in classic Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna sources.




II. Biography and Autobiography


“What is the nature of selfhood in Tibetan autobiography?”9 This question sparked Janet’s initial foray into Tibetan auto/biographical studies, in a paper presented at the International Association of Tibetan Studies (IATS) in Narita in 1989. She had a “near miss” with namthar studies early in her graduate career, during which she focused on Thangtong Gyalpo’s doctrinal corpus but left the master’s autobiography for another member of her graduate school cohort.10 The IATS essay, published in 1992, noted that “autobiographical writing in Tibet is . . . unique among Asian literatures,” for its “sheer quantity and relative frequency of occurrence,” and differs widely in content and form from its counterparts in other Buddhist traditions.11 The essay also raised important questions about the practice of writing one’s own life story within a tradition that understands the self as “the principal villain.”12 And at its heart, her approach placed Tibetan forms of life writing in conversation with western theories of the self, self-reflection, and autowriting.


This inquiry culminated in Janet’s first book Apparitions of the Self, published in 1998, which indelibly changed the landscape of Tibetan literary studies. It was among the first extended engagements with indigenous forms of Tibetan life writing with the aim of “draw[ing] them into the perilous domain of cross-cultural reflection” through a sustained conversation with western theories of cultural and literary criticism.13 The book presents translations, close readings, and analyses of two secret autobiographies (gsang ba’i rang rnam) of the acclaimed visionary Jigmé Lingpa (1730–98). The focus was not on the form of hagiography per se, but rather the ways in which Tibetan literary self-representations express unique and individuated selves. Jigmé Lingpa’s honesty and openness about his own faults and uncertainties served as an ideal platform for such reflections.


Apparitions of the Self is a work of stunning innovation. It stands among the first studies to consider Tibetan writing beyond traditional emic categories that valorize doctrinal and soteriological concerns, on the one hand, and the familiar Western approaches attending primarily to issues of history and philology on the other. It also pushed back on Eurocentric scholarly presumptions about the lack of autobiographical writing beyond the West. Instead, Janet suggests that Tibetan life writing might be read, first and foremost, as literature, with works such as Jigmé Lingpa’s secret autobiographies appreciated for their unique writerly qualities. These contributions have given birth to a new subfield of Tibetan auto/biographical studies—a phenomenon Janet herself identified as a “modest explosion, in Tibetan Studies, of scholarship on autobiographical writing”—demonstrated by the numerous Ph.D. dissertations and book publications over the two and a half decades since it first appeared.14 Such work follows the trajectory of Apparitions with scholarship that continues to shift away from “the more traditional habits in Tibetology to read literature normatively—to establish a critical edition, or to cull and describe Buddhist doctrine, or to cull historical facts,” and instead “endeavors to appreciate the idiosyncratic textures of everyday human life and values.”15 
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Book signing for Apparitions of the Self, Amherst, MA, 1988. (Photographer unknown.)





Janet has likewise pursued an interest in the biographic literature of famous women from the past, most prominently the two female masters associated with the eighth-century Indian tantric master Padmasambhava. Her introduction to an English translation of the life of Mandāravā (1998) asserts Mandāravā’s status as a “female heroine in her own right,” whose “connection with the famous Padmasambhava serves to enhance her image, rather than vice versa.”16 She reads Mandāravā’s biography, revealed as treasure by Sangyé Lingpa (1340–1396), for its “messages about the path of female practitioners of Buddhism, its conceptions of female glory and power, its feminine and in some cases feminist sentiments, and its portrayal of the particular problems that females face in the world of Buddhism.”17 In her study on the various accounts of Yeshé Tsogyal’s life story published nearly a decade later (2006), she addresses historical and philological questions about the biographical corpus of this foundational female religious figure in a search for the broader significance of her story for the Tibetan reading community. In doing so, she is admittedly reticent to read the story as evidence for a “proto-feminism,” noting that the work these accounts do to create a female role model does not eradicate their evident misogyny.18


Matthew Kapstein’s essay “How I Fell into Tulkuship: A Childhood Memoir from Northeastern Tibet,” echoes Janet’s work on Jigmé Lingpa. He translates a passage from the autobiography of Düjom Dorjé Rölpatsel, a late-eighteenth-century Buddhist teacher from the Rebkong region of eastern Tibet who expresses doubts about his status as a tulku (sprul sku), or recognized reincarnation of an earlier master. The author presents a critical view of the “less savory” aspects of Tibetan religion, punctuated by abandoning his position as a Geluk monk and adopting the renunciate lifestyle of a Nyingma ascetic. Elizabeth Angowski’s essay “Auto/Biography for the End of the World: A Treasure Theory of Reading Revealed Life Stories” turns to the figure of Yeshé Tsogyal to offer a new theoretical framework for reading and interpreting auto/biographical literature considered to be terma, or treasures. Through a close examination of Yeshé Tsogyal’s life story as appended to the Testimonial Record of Padmasambhava (Padma bka’ thang), Angowski suggests that terma—and Buddhist scripture more broadly—implicate the reader in unique forms of world building. Samten G. Karmay highlights the biography of master painter and ritual expert Zur Chöying Rangdrol composed by none other than the Fifth Dalai Lama Lobzang Gyatso (1617–82). The essay foregrounds the Great Fifth’s support of Nyingma ritual cycles even in the face of widespread Geluk sectarianism. Kurtis Schaeffer’s contribution, “The Eleven Acts of Padmasambhava,” turns to a work attributed to the acclaimed treasure revealer Guru Chöwang (1212–70), whose thirteenth-century survey of the terma tradition (Gter ’byung chen mo) was the focus of Janet’s IATS presentation at Fagernes in 1992.19 Guru Chöwang’s narrative of Padmasambhava’s life presents a rare example of this master’s biographical corpus that uses the framing device of discrete “acts” (more commonly found in Tibetan presentations of the Buddha and Milarepa), and Schaeffer suggests this might prompt a broader comparative literary history of Tibetan narratives.


III. The Nyingma Imaginaire


Janet’s forays into the secret autobiographies of Jigmé Lingpa and the historicity of Yeshé Tsogyal came as the capstone of two decades of scholarship on the treasure tradition. This is yet another subfield in Tibetan studies that she pioneered, first in her Ph.D. dissertation and later in a series of impactful articles. A number of her publications from the 1980s and ’90s treat this distinctively Tibetan mode of revelation. While historians had dismissed revelatory literature as apocrypha and saw no further interest in the matter, Janet put aside the veracity of historical claims and set her sights on understanding emic theories regarding the revelation process. She inquired into the semiotics of treasure revelation, the logic of legitimation, self-representations of visionaries in claiming the mantle of tertön (gter ston), or “treasure revealer,” and their voluminous literary production.


Many aspects of the treasure tradition, now presumed as common knowledge for scholars in the field, were first illuminated in Janet’s foundational work. In “Signs, Memory, and History: A Tantric Buddhist Theory of Scriptural Transmission” (1986) she traced the transmission process from standard Nyingma paradigms to the further stages specific to treasure revelations, including the “visionary quest” itself.20 Her primary concern was the semiotic aspects of transmission: the decoding of signs, only to encrypt and conceal them again, the prophetic clues leading up to revelation, the deciphering and translating of symbolic script (brda yig), and the treasure as a mnemonic device. Why the overdetermined layers of signification? Janet postulated that all this calls attention to the visionary talents of the tertön as the interpreter of signs, mediating through prophecy and memory between the authoritative past and degenerate present. As such, it is tied to issues of religious authority and legitimation.




Janet explores this last point in more detail in “The Logic of Legitimation in the Tibetan Treasure Tradition” (1993). Here she focused on the genre of history (lo rgyus) and its distinctive function in a revelatory context: as a mechanism to trace the tertön’s literary productions back to Nyingma progenitors and, further, to propagate the lore of the imperial period itself. This genre was a crucial accompaniment to esoteric materials (tantric liturgies, yogic techniques, and advanced meditative instructions) that required legitimation in the face of sustained criticism and debates over their authenticity. Janet suggested that legitimating strategies “cannot be reduced to the matter of historical veracity, since their authenticity is also intimately tied to the authority of the Treasures’ formulators, as well as their contents’ soteriological virtues.”21 These strategies include prophecies and visions that alert the tertön to their calling and the location of treasures, whereby “the present individual is portrayed as fulfilling a destiny established in his [or her] own past life.”22 Moreover, various aspects of the treasure’s core text (gzhung rtsa) signal its sanctity, including verbal formula, the inclusion of symbolic script attributed to ḍākinīs (tantric female deities), and the use of a special orthographical feature, the tertsek (gter tsheg). Historical accounts bolster these numinous aspects with an origin account of how the teaching was first transmitted and hidden during the imperial period by Padmasambhava or comparable figures and a revelation account, which is autobiographical on the part of the tertön, about the discovery process with all its contingencies (struggles, doubts, missed opportunities) and auspicious coincidences (success often with the aid of transempirical beings). Anticipating her study of Jigmé Lingpa’s writings in Apparitions of the Self, Janet explores—with characteristic attention to rhetoric and shifting registers—the tensions between self-assertion and humility by tertöns: the confident tone regarding the authoritative origins of treasures and the acknowledgment of human fallibility in living up to their prophetic destiny, even while assuming the role of tertön stakes a claim to special yogic capacities and a high degree of spiritual realization.


Janet treats a host of related issues in other formative articles, too many to cover in detail here. These include questions of revelatory authorship in “Genre, Authorship, and Transmission in Visionary Buddhism: The Literary Traditions of Thang-stong Rgyal-po” (1992), tantric understandings of memory in “Letter Magic: A Pericean Perspective on the Semiotics of Rdo Grub-chen’s Dhāraṇī Memory” (1992), defenses of the treasure tradition in “Guru Chos-dbang’s gTer ’byung chen mo: An Early Survey of the Treasure Tradition and its Strategies in Discussing Bon Treasure” (1994), compilations of treasures from the cycles of individual tertön up to grand anthologies such as the Rinchen Terdzö (Rin chen gter mdzod) in “Drawn from the Tibetan Treasury: The gTer ma Literature” (1996), and the nature of religious experience itself in “Healing Burns with Fire: The Facilitations of Experience in Tibetan Buddhism” (1999).


While the essays in this section, for the most part, do not explicitly treat topics related to treasure revelation, they illuminate issues in the broader Nyingma imaginaire in which revelation is embedded, including cosmological formulations, schemas of transmission, ritual practice and liturgies, as well as the literary legacy of tertöns. Two contributors echo Janet’s research interest in the visionary Jigmé Lingpa. In “‘Karma and Aspirations Converge’: On Tendrel, Tsok, and Two Portraits of Jigmé Linga,” Benjamin Bogin reflects on the famed “Feast Song” (tshogs glu) by Jigmé Lingpa used in Nyingma ritual with its emphasis on tendrel (rten ’brel), the coming together of causes and conditions in an auspicious manner. He suggests a fresh approach to understanding tendrel in ritual contexts as evoked by the haunting melodies of devotional songs like this one, as potentially transformative for the community thereby transported to a sublime state, and as conveying concise esoteric instructions encoded in its imagery. In “Jigmé Lingpa’s Theology of Absence,” Willa Baker explores collective memory in a recently surfaced “testament of realization” (rtogs brjod). She focuses on affect in memory, encapsulated in the Tibetan term dranpa (dran pa) and signifying here a “nostalgia, memory tinged with longing for an idealized past”—memory, that is, which contains not only the “shadow of absence,” but also the potential for connection and realization, especially while on pilgrimage to sacred sites traversed by the great masters of yore. 


The other contributions in this section deal with ritual and cosmology in the Nyingma tradition. In “Introductions in Order and Matter Out of Place: Entangled Epiphanies Between Mind and Matter,” James Gentry explores how signs mediate between mind and matter in Nyingma ritual contexts, specifically the introduction to the nature of mind, which he defines as an “epiphany of nondual cognition.” In “Divine Creation and Pure Lands in Renaissance Tibet,” David Germano examines cosmological features in the Seminal Heart (snying thig) literature among the Nyingma, in particular a divine ontology deriving from gnosis, which he asserts was “born in the fertile soil of the Tibetan language and imagination.” In “Evoking the Divine Human: An Appearance of Suchness: Ornament of the Sacred,” Jacob Dalton translates and studies several versions of a versified Mahāyoga meditation manual (sādhana) that dates, perhaps, to the second half of the eighth century. This work draws heavily from the Guhyagarbha Tantra, a foundational Nyingma scripture, and thus points to materials at the heart of the Nyingma imaginaire.




IV. Literature, Art, and Poetry


Much of Janet’s Tibetological scholarship has addressed literary, artistic, and poetic traditions as practices that illuminate the human qualities of life on the high plateau. These might reflect opportunities for transformation and awakening, engagements with material or visionary worlds, encounters with the wondrous or the perplexing, or even crises of identity and moments of self-doubt. Janet’s interest in Tibetan art early in her career led to a fruitful collaboration with Valrae Reynolds, former curator of the Tibet collections at the Newark Museum of Art, and art historian Amy Heller (whose contribution on the sculpture portraits of the Fifth Dalai Lama appears in this volume) to produce an initial catalog of the museum’s holdings.23 Her introductory essay in that catalog, “Image as Presence: The Place of Art in Tibetan Religious Thinking,” was an initial effort to articulate the social resonance of Tibetan images, not merely as symbolic representations but as living embodiments of their subject imbued with a “powerfully numinous presence.”24


Janet’s attentiveness to expressions of the human has likewise guided her career-long engagement with Tibetan and Buddhist literature. Over the past several decades she has led the field to reevaluate how Tibetan writing is assessed, interpreted, translated, and analyzed. This work has progressed along several different lines of inquiry. She has offered fresh perspectives on some of the best-known Tibetan types of literature, such as auto/biography and treasure literature, each discussed elsewhere in this introduction.25 She has also shed light on literary forms that have remained undervalued if not altogether overlooked, as was the case with diary writing and other kinds of personal notation. Collectively, this work raises several prominent questions that have intrigued scholars of Tibet for more than a century: What constitutes the parameters of Tibetan literature? What kinds of writing are worthy of scrutiny? How might the boundaries of genre categories, and their porousness, be demarcated and understood? Yet much of Janet’s work points to the more complex issue of the literary dimensions in Tibetan writing—moments of “self-conscious and even self-referential signification” that authors may use to push beyond mere reference, representation, or denotation. In her informal introductory remarks at the spring 2013 meeting of the Tibetan Literature seminar, Janet noted that great writing is often self-conscious of its own literary qualities, which it then uses to advantageous effect. Such works, she continued, might be approached through a variety of analytical and interpretive frames including sound, semantics, discursive forms, subjective positions, and reader reception and response.26 These frameworks are indeed apparent in the publications surveyed here.


Several early essays in the leadup to Apparitions explicitly attend to the literary dimensions of Tibetan writing. Her 1992 “Genre, Authorship, and Transmission in Visionary Buddhism” (noted above) returned to the figure Thangtong Gyalpo and his literary oeuvre for a consideration of authorship and genre in the formation of treasure literature. This was, in part, an early exploration of the terma tradition more broadly, by emphasizing the literary qualities of such works. In it, she suggests identifying a corpus of texts constituting the “visionary core” of Thangtong Gyalpo’s works that present “a rich array of theoretical paradigms and literary genres.”27


Diaries and personal notation in her 1997 work “Counting Crow’s Teeth: Tibetans and Their Diary-Writing Practices” serve as points of comparison to the autobiographical processes at the center of Apparitions. It also illustrates Janet’s ethnographic research attending to contemporary literary practices (both religious and secular) as a lens for better framing historical formations. The topic, she notes, was the cause for some anxiety among her informants and elicited “a complex and sometimes conflicting set of attitudes toward diary writing,” especially from her main informant Dodrupchen Rinpoché.28 On the one hand, educated Tibetans may describe diary writing as a meaningless, even useless activity, likened to “counting the teeth on a crow (bya rog so brtags).” Yet the process of personal diary writing and Tibetan attitudes toward it are complex and multidimensional, from which Janet draws multiple layers of meaning. She suggests that reading personal diaries in conjunction with public autobiographies might shed light on how Tibetan authors negotiate the apparent “disparity between private preference and cultural norms.”29


Janet’s recent work has turned once again to poetry. In this case, the focus is not visionary verse forms like those in Jigmé Lingpa’s secret autobiography, but rather the traditions of Tibetan belles-lettres known as nyenngak (snyan ngag), derived from Indian kāvya. In collaboration with Tibetan scholar and author Pema Bhum, “Condensed Tibetan Allusions” (2017) explores a technical aspect of Tibetan kāvya composition known as “condensed speech” (Tib. bsdus brjod, Skt. samākosti), one of many rhetorical devices and forms of literary ornamentation (Tib. rgyan, Skt. alaṃkāra) discussed in Daṇḍin’s Mirror of Poetics (Kāvyādarśa).30 This work was deeply influential in Tibet through translations of the main text extending back to the thirteenth century, as well as a large body of commentarial literature. Her collaborative 2017 essay focuses on a specific genre of kāvya commentary known as the “exercise book” (dper brjod), which serve as practical guides to poetic composition through illustrations of the various literary devices. Like personal diaries, exercise books had previously received little scholarly attention, and this collaboration fruitfully surveys a subfield that bears further scrutiny. But this work also highlights the social and political agendas such texts supported and the programmatic functions they served, both in early modern Tibet and post-Cultural Revolution China. This ongoing collaboration has led to a more expansive study of the Kāvyādarśa in “Mirror on Fire: An Ardent Reception in Tibet and Mongolia” for a forthcoming volume Daṇḍin in the World.31 This essay surveys the Mirror’s long, and occasionally fraught, history in Tibet and Mongolia through the premodern, early modern, and post-Mao periods, and further suggests the influence it continues to hold on the composition of poetry for contemporary Tibetan writers.


In this collection, Sonam Kachru takes Apparitions of the Self, described by Janet as “philosophical literature,” as a starting point to consider wide-ranging relationships between literature and philosophy and, in particular, between literary aesthetics and liberative practice. “Can the ascetic,” he asks, “learn anything from one who takes up an aesthetic approach to life?” Through a careful reading of Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra, he suggests that literary representations of bodhisattvas on the path to awakening and erotic lovers in the thrall of desire exhibit “isomorphic structures” and “similar orientations for success.” Dominique Townsend continues with themes of literary affect and aesthetic resonance in “On Gutsiness: The Courageous Eloquence of Pöpa Chenpo,” in which she reads an abecedarian poem (ka rtsom) by Terdak Lingpa (1646–1714) as an example of “courageous eloquence” through a careful consideration of the Tibetan term pöpa chenpo (spobs pa chen po).


Pema Bhum’s “The First Tibetan Orthographical Dictionary: Dag yig nyer mkho bsdus pa (Précis of Essential Orthography)” surveys an important work by the acclaimed eleventh-century Tibetan translator Ngok Loden Sherab (1059–1109), addressing the need for uniform grammar and standardized spelling. Such texts were especially pertinent in the time before the advent of woodblock print technology in Tibet, and Bhum demonstrates that the Précis exerted wide-ranging influence on Tibetan writing, especially the composition of nyenngak, the topic of his collaborative efforts with Janet. Nancy G. Lin likewise addresses nyenngak in her essay “What Language We Dare Learn and Speak: Decolonizing the Study of Tibetan Poetry.” There, she is concerned not with the formal properties of Tibetan poetics but rather a reception history of nyenngak in European and American scholarship and the “romantic, modern, and mysticist notions” that have frequently colored such work. Attending more carefully to indigenous Tibetan notions of aesthetics and taste, she suggests, might decolonize our assumptions about Tibetan belletristic composition and bring into view new modalities of Tibetan religiosity.


Turning to examples of contemporary poetry, Lama Jabb introduces and translates three poems by the award-winning poet Chimay in “The Immortal Ring of Love, Karma, and Poetry.” His analysis draws attention to the lyricism and emotional intensity of her poems, the sounds and rhythm “devised by the poet to appeal to the ear and the heart alike,” and the role of love, memory, and loss at play in her poetry “like an old, open wound that refuses to heal.” Andrew Quintman also takes up themes of poetry, emotion, and affect in “A Sad Song of Jonang,” which translates a short verse inscribed in the margins of a Communist reeducation pamphlet. He surveys expressions of sadness in a range of poetic forms that reflect not only religious sorrow (at the suffering of others or the absence of one’s guru) but also “critiques of human experience in the face of social, cultural, religious, and political forces.”
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Engaging with the Dynamics of Devotion panel at the first Lotsawa Translation Workshop, Boulder, CO, 2018. Photograph courtesy of the Tsadra Foundation.







In “Two Sculpture-Portraits of the Fifth Dalai Lama, His Dedications, and the People to Whom He Bestowed Them,” Amy Heller examines a pair of remarkable images commissioned by two individuals in the Great Fifth’s entourage. Her careful analysis suggests that such works might be understood as an extension of the autobiographical process that Janet addresses in Apparitions. Leonard W. J. van der Kuijp reflects Janet’s engagement with Buddhist literature in his essay “Some Observations on the Buddhāvataṃsakasūtra in Tibet.” This careful study of the Buddhāvataṃsaka Sūtra addresses the work’s translation, reception, and transmission history in Tibet, suggesting that texts such as this made significant impacts on the religious culture of the high plateau, even as Tibetan exegetes tended to favor commentarial works.


V. Early Modernity: Human and Nonhuman Worlds


Nowhere is Janet’s interest in and scholarly pursuit of the human more pronounced than her second monograph, Being Human in a Buddhist World: An Intellectual History of Medicine in Early Modern Tibet (2015). This is a masterful work, beautifully rendered with medical illustrations based on the original seventy-nine plates that the religio-political figure Desi Sangyé Gyatso (1653–1705) himself commissioned and oversaw. The illustrations are a jumping-off point to her analysis on medical empiricism, given their detailed attention to the practicalities and idiosyncrasies of quotidian life, their concern with botanical accuracy, their representation of the observable facets of human and animal behavior, and their displacement of religious figures and artifacts from centrality in so much Tibetan artistic and textual production. As Janet suggests, in rendering medical knowledge pedagogically visible and by championing observation and realism, the Desi positioned Tibetan medicine as a comprehensive system of knowledge on par with Buddhism and paralleling its aim to mitigate suffering. This had everything to do with state formation of the Ganden Podrang under the rule of Dalai Lamas, exercising “the power and position to know and control,” projecting outwardly “medicine’s responsibility for the welfare of the people,” and linking medical learning to the “stability and health of the state and its ruler.”32 


In her analysis of the “medical mentality” in seventeenth-century Tibet, Janet argues for the rise of an early modern empiricism that coalesced and reinforced the state-making endeavors of the Great Fifth Dalai Lama and his regent Desi Sangyé Gyatso. With this, she undercut the long-standing habit in both popular and academic writing of referring to Tibet prior to the 1950s as “premodern,” a discourse that inadvertently reinforces Orientalist depictions of Tibet as an isolated feudal society thrust into modernity by the arrival of the People’s Liberation Army, a discourse perniciously deployed by Chinese Communist propaganda. Instead, the reader encounters the cosmopolitan world of seventeenth-century Lhasa in the process of systematizing forms of knowledge as part of the state apparatus, even as it turned back toward the glory of the Tibetan empire to anchor and confer prestige on the medical tradition. Even so, Janet argues that empiricism opened a space for critique: candidness and criticalness were “the products of—and models for—professional medical ethics” as well as signs of early modernity.33


When Janet makes the case for early modernity in Tibet, she is focused mainly on that category in epistemic terms, or more specifically the “attitudes and values associated with modernity” such as questioning religious truths and authority based on empirical evidence.34 In “The Authority of Empiricism and the Empiricism of Authority: Tibetan Medicine and Religion on the Eve of Modernity” (2004), for example, she discusses two types of experience within medical empiricism: “the special kind of knowledge acquired only in practice, guided by a teacher” and “the particular type of knowledge that comes from direct perception.”35 As elsewhere, Janet is attuned to specific genres that illuminate a particular theme or problematic, in this case “writing from experience” (nyams yig), the detailed notes from medical observation and diagnosis that came to supersede in pragmatic importance canonical formulations of medical knowledge. Unlike the Buddhist ambivalence about experience, as discussed in her article “Healing Burns with Fire: The Facilitations of Experience in Tibetan Buddhism” (1999), the medical tradition valorized the powers of observation without equivocation. Medical writers nonetheless had to carefully balance forms of authority between scriptural precedent and empirical evidence, for example with respect to the yogic channels in the subtle body of Buddhist tantra. Her focus on cultural and epistemic shifts is likewise central to her introductory essay to the anthology Mapping the Modern in Tibet, “Discerning Tibetan Modernities: Moments, Methods, Assumptions” (2011), in arguing that modernity did not come to Tibet all of a sudden as if “alien to its own trajectory.”36


Emblematic of the interdisciplinary impulse behind her investigations of the human and nonhuman, and her attunement to the details in literary and artistic forms, Janet manages to attend to philological issues in her studies on Tibetan medicine, such as the slippage between the homophones “woman” (bud med) and “without sons” (bu med), both pronounced “bumé,” in medical literature on fertility in “Spelling Mistakes, Philology, and Feminist Criticism: Women and Boys in Tibetan Medicine” (2008), while at the same time considering the artistic qualities and sensibilities of the medical paintings commissioned by Desi Sangyé Gyatso in her contribution to Bodies in Balance: The Art of Tibetan Medicine (2014).


Janet is currently exploring a new area of inquiry as she ventures into animal studies. Her emergent work is inspired by a Buddhist compassion for all sentient beings, especially during this period of ever-worsening brutality toward animals in the Anthropocene. She is then extending that concern into questions around new kinds of subjectivity and their relation to ethical commitment, aiming to contribute to the development of better ways of seeing, appreciating, and living with animals—and maintaining the best quality of life on our planet for all creatures. This connects to Janet’s growing interest in opening new epistemologies based in bodily, aesthetic, ritual, prophetic, and other nondiscursive forms of knowledge. As with her other projects, she is contributing to contemporary intellectual and artistic conversations, using resources coming out of the Buddhist, and especially, Tibetan Buddhist world—although for the first time she will explicitly bring in her own life experience as well.


Contributors to this final section reflect on the human and nonhuman in Tibetan language, aesthetics, philosophy, and literature. In “Tendrel: Being Human in a More-than-Human World,” Sarah Jacoby takes up the Tibetan term tendrel and its wide semantic range (from the philosophical understanding of “dependent origination” to colloquial usage as “good omens”) that points to human agency intertwined with the more than human. Finding inspiration in the posthumanist and materialist turns, she explores tendrel within “Tibetan practices of geopiety” and “as a valid knowledge system that can serve as a reminder in this time of multiple crises that human flourishing is dependent on relations with others, including other animals, plants, air, water, soil, and rocks.” In “The Poetry of Being Human: Toward a Tibetan Wisdom Literature,” Christina Kilby finds connections between the Hebrew writing known as wisdom (hokma) literature and the “human dharma” (mi chos) discussed in Janet’s Being Human in a Buddhist World. In particular, she suggests reading certain forms of writing (such as Mipham Dawa’s instructions on human discourse and Jigmé Lingpa’s letter to a young renunciate) as uniquely Tibetan expressions of wisdom literature.


In “The Buddhist Aesthetic of Replication,” Jonathan Gold focuses on the ubiquitous presence of formulaic repetition in Buddhist sūtra literature. What, he asks, were the reciters and redactors of these works trying to express with “all this duplication”? Repetition, Gold suggests, lies at the center of Buddhist expression and self-representation—beginning with the Three Jewels but also including the workings of karma, experience of the self, buddha nature, emptiness, and the path to liberation—and therein, he concludes, lies the beginning of virtue. Jay Garfield extends Janet’s work on Tibetan modernity into the domain of epistemology in his essay, “Knowing Knowledge: Geluk and Sellarsian Epistemology and the Emergence of Tibetan Modernity.” He explores the work of the American philosopher Wilfred Sellars in conjunction with the Geluk founder Tsongkhapa in exploring the relationship between epistemology and normativity, asserting in the process that “any account of our lives that denies the reality of the norms that governs them therefore denies our very humanity.”


In “My Life as a Parakeet: A Bönpo Version of the Conference of the Birds,” Charles Ramble introduces and translates sections from a delightful fourteenth-century Bönpo parable in which a gathering of birds addresses the very human concerns of law, statecraft, and the maintenance of a fair and well-regulated society. Heather Stoddard addresses a puzzling detail from the life of Gendun Chöpel, often described as Tibet’s “first modernist,” in her essay “From the Blue Lake to the Emerald Isle via the Kingdom of Sikkim: An Offering to Janet Gyatso, a Dear Friend in Mindful Travels Around the Land of Snows.” During his years of travel in India, Gendun Chöpel came into contact with a number of Theravāda monks in the Sri Lankan tradition. Most famous among them was the polyglot scholar and activist Rahul Sankrityayan, but Stoddard identifies another figure, Mahinda Thero, younger brother to the acclaimed Sikkimese scholar and translator Kazi Dawa Samdup, and recounts the circumstances through which he encountered Gendun Chöpel.


This panoramic survey of Janet’s scholarly oeuvre offers a bird’s-eye view of her intellectual engagements. Although the preceding pages reference some of her most important writings, they necessarily elide others that are no less consequential: these include her critique of Thomas Altizer’s appeal to Buddhism in his own theological writing (famously suggesting “God is dead”), published in “Compassion at the Millenium: A Buddhist Salvo for the Ethics of the Apocalypse” (2004); her exploration of Buddhist approaches to personal transformation, making special note of transformation narratives of biography and autobiography, in “The Ins and Outs of Self-Transformation: Personal and Social Sides of Visionary Practice in Tibetan Buddhism” (2002); her analysis of the ethical import of imaginatively inhabiting the perspective of another, per the practice of “exchanging self and other” from Śāntideva’s classic Bodhicaryāvatāra, in “Seeing from All Sides” (2019); and a review of recent efforts to restore the status of full ordination (bhikṣunī) for nuns in the Tibetan tradition drawn from her witnessing of, and behind-the-scenes participation in, a convocation held in Bodhgaya, India, in “Recently, Under the Bodhi Tree: The New Bhiksuni Trajectory in Tibetan Buddhism” (2017). The contributions to this volume likewise demonstrate reverberations of Janet’s thinking across many dimensions of Tibetan and Buddhist studies today, but they also present just a partial picture. We call the reader’s attention to the list of Janet’s publications in the appendix to this volume.
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The Revenge of the Demoness


José I. Cabezón


AMONG JANET GYATSO’S many important contributions to the field of Tibetan studies, her early article on the myth of the taming of the sinmo (srin mo) demoness is one of my personal favorites.1 It is one of the first mature pieces of scholarship to show how the analysis of gender can illuminate Tibetan religions. Widely cited, it has influenced several generations of scholars. Thirty years after its publication, it is still discussed in the Tibetan blogosphere.2 Gyatso’s “Down with the Demoness” has certainly influenced this essay, which examines the case of a demoness who hails from Gilgit.


According to the Tibetan sinmo demoness myth—or at least one version of it—Kongjo, the Chinese queen of Songtsen Gampo (seventh century), discerned that the land of Tibet was actually a supine demoness who was impeding the introduction of Buddhism (see figure 1). The solution, she divined, was to build temples at specific sites throughout Tibet to pin the demoness down and render her powerless. A fourteenth-century Tibetan historian tells us that the temples acted as twelve nails (gzer) to render the demoness immobile.3 Although supposedly subduing the demoness for eternity, her subjugation had to be ritually renewed on a regular basis. For example, before 1959 the Tibetan cabinet convened annual prayer assemblies, offered juniper incense, and hung prayer flags on mountains associated with the twelve sites.4 


Rakṣa/rākṣasī (srin po/mo) demons of the type found in the Tibetan myth are only one of a number of different types of spirits found in the Indo-Tibetan pantheon, which also includes nāgas, piśācas, bhūtas, yakṣas, and others. Yakṣiṇīs (gnod sbyin mo) and their male counterparts, yakṣas (gnod sbyin), the kind of demon that most interests us in this essay, have a long history in Buddhism. They are usually malevolent, but the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinayavastu contains various tales of the Buddha “taming” (’dul) these creatures.5 For example, on the Buddha’s visit to the city of Kuntī, he learns that the local yakṣiṇī and her hordes are abducting and eating newborn human children.6 The Buddha addresses her and asks whether she will mend her ways. She agrees provided that the locals build her a temple. The Buddha encourages the city dwellers to do so, and she is thus “tamed.”7 These stories may be the Vinaya’s way of incorporating local Indian spirit cults into Buddhism by having the Buddha sanction their propitiation and giving him a role in the founding of their temples. As in the Tibetan demoness myth, the building of temples is very much a part of the Vinayavastu’s yakṣiṇī-taming narratives, but rather than forcing a yakṣiṇī into submission, as in in the Tibetan sinmo myth, the Vinaya instead pacifies her by giving her a home, figuratively bringing her from the wilds of nature into the sedentary life of a home-bound spirit. In any case, the Vinaya does not advocate the kind of violent subjugation of spirits that we find in the Tibetan demoness myth. 
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Figure 1. A painting of the supine demoness in a mural at the Khyichu Hotel, Lhasa. Photo: J. Cabezón.





Violence is, however, one of the ways that the tantras deal with malevolent spirits. One of the best examples is the myth of the taming of Rudra in the Sūtra that Gathers the Intentions (Mdo dgongs ’dus), purportedly translated from Burushaski (Tib. Bru sha skad), one of the languages of northern Pakistan.8 The violent suppression of demons is also found in other tantric works like the Mahāmāyūrī Vidyārājñī, a dhāraṇi text in which the Buddha teaches his audience mantras and prayers to protect them from malevolent spirits, thieves, witchcraft, diseases, and other calamities. The sūtra begins on a pacific note but later takes a more violent turn, threatening the evil spirits that their heads will burst “into seven pieces like bunches of breadfruit” if they do not obey.9 Three copies of the Mahāmāyūrī dating to around the seventh or eighth century have been found among the Gilgit manuscripts. That same text also contains a long list of the names of various yakṣas who protect different cities or regions of India, including the yakṣa Mandāra, who belongs to Darada—in its broadest sense, northern Pakistan—which may help to explain the popularity of the text in this region.


Dardistan and Gilgit


Gilgit belongs to the area of the upper Indus River in what is today northern Pakistan (figure 2). It is a part of a larger area inhabited from ancient times by a people known as Dardae (Greek), Darada/Daran (Sanskrit), or Dards, the anglicized form used since the time of the British.10 The boundaries of greater Dardistan are vague,11 but in this essay it refers to northern Pakistan and far western Ladakh.12


In Chinese and Arabic documents of the eighth century, the eastern half of Dardistan is called Bolor.13 The word Palola or Paṭola found on rock inscriptions near Gilgit refers to this same area. Chinese sources divide Bolor into two parts. “Little Bolor” refers to greater Gilgit, from Chilas up to and including Hunza in the north, and perhaps even Yasin. The language of ancient Bolor was Burushaski until the arrival of Shina-speaking people, perhaps in the tenth century.14 Today, Gilgit is mostly Shina-speaking, while Hunza is mostly Burushaski-speaking. “Greater Bolor” is Baltistan, where Balti (Tib. Sbal ti), a form of Tibetan, is spoken. There are, however, alternative theories about the precise boundaries of ancient Bolor and its Little and Greater divisions.15 
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Figure 2: Map of northern Pakistan and surrounding areas. Modified from an original color map, “Afghanistan and Pakistan Atlas Wall Map,” https://www.maps.com/products/afghanistan-and-pakistan-atlas-wall-map-910xhu.





The kingdom of Darada is mentioned in a few Sanskrit works translated into Tibetan.16 But Tibetan sources mostly speak of the kingdom of Drusha (Bru zha or Bru sha), which corresponds to Little Bolor.17 The History of Domé identifies Drusha as part of Ngari (Mnga’ ris), making Drusha a part of Tibet (Bod yul), which of course it was for periods of time during the heyday of the Tibetan empire.18 


The Karakorum Highway, which passes through Hunza Baltit, Nagar, Gilgit, and Chilas, was an important trade and pilgrimage route since ancient times, and inscriptions in Kharoṣṭhī and Brāhmī dating to before the Common Era—not to mention tens of thousands of petroglyphs—are found at various sites. Because it connected China, Tibet, Sogdiana, and the other kingdoms of the Silk Road to Gandhāra, Swat, and Kashmir, it was also strategically important and the site of many battles.19 Tibetans sporadically controlled portions of Dardistan up to Kabul from the mid-seventh century,20 and Tibetan inscriptions are found at several sites. The Paṭola (or Palola) Ṣāhi kings, a Buddhist dynasty responsible for some of the Gilgit manuscripts as well as many religious images, ruled greater Gilgit from the sixth century, or perhaps earlier, though often as vassals of other more powerful states, including Tibet. The Old Tibetan Annals tells us that the Tibetan army conquered Gilgit in 737,21 that the Tibetan princess Trimalö (Khri ma lod) was given in marriage to the king of Drusha in 740,22 and that in the same year Drusha was lost to Chinese forces.23 The Tang Chinese army withdrew from the region in 755 to deal with the An Lushan Rebellion, and the Tibetans likely held all of Gilgit and Baltistan from that time until the Tibetan empire collapsed in the mid-ninth century. After that, it seems that local Buddhist kings ruled Gilgit until it again came under the control of the Gugé (Gu ge) court of Western Tibet in the eleventh century.24 


The history of Gilgit after the twelfth century is uncertain, and there are contradictory accounts.25 One tradition, which is only preserved orally, mentions a local dynasty of Buddhist rulers called the Shahrais, whose last king, Shri Badat, was deposed, perhaps in the fourteenth century, by a Persian Zoroastrian prince, ushering in Gilgit’s Trakhané (or Tarakhané) dynasty.26 There are divergent accounts of when Islam entered the area, but by the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries, the cities of Gilgit, Nagar, and Hunza were under the control of various Muslim rulers. They held power for about two centuries, often feuding with one another, until the area came under the control of Sikh forces in the first half of the nineteenth century.27 After the defeat of the Sikh empire at the hands of the British, Gilgit came nominally under the control of the Maharaja of Jammu and Kashmir, but from 1889 was administered by the British, who exerted increasing control over the region. After partition, it became a part of Pakistan. 




The Religious Landscape of Gilgit


It hardly needs saying that eastern Afghanistan and northern Pakistan—in ancient times the regions of Bactria, Gandhāra, and Swat—were important Buddhist centers from before the Common Era. Though often overshadowed by Gandhāra, Dardistan too was an important hub of Buddhism. A prince of Dardistan, the son of King Sindhugiri (“Indus Mountain”) is even mentioned in the Questions of Śrīvasu, a Mahāyāna sūtra.28 The Prophecy of the Arhat Saṃghavardhana portrays Drusha as a gathering place for monks facing persecution in other kingdoms,29 and the Khotanese Prophecy identifies it as one of four kingdoms where there were many scholars learned in subjects besides Buddhism.30 The Avadāna Kalpalatā of Kṣemendra (eleventh century) mentions that the Buddha “tamed two guhyakas [that is, yakṣas] who were Dards,” suggesting that Dardistan was also known as a land of malevolent spirits.31


The form of Buddhism practiced in Dardistan was mostly of the exoteric variety, but the dhāraṇīs and vidyās of various deities (Hayagrīva, the Pancarakṣa, etc.) have also been found among the Gilgit manuscripts.32 We have already mentioned the Mahāmāyūrī, and as we have seen, the Sūtra that Gathers the Intentions claims to be a translation from Burushaski. All of this suggests the presence of Vajrayāna in Gilgit from the seventh century. Despite claims that Hinduism became widespread after the decline of Buddhism, I have not found the evidence for this very convincing.


Islam entered Baltistan in the fourteenth century, carried there by Sufi preachers from Persia and Central Asia, like the famous Sayed Ali Hamdani (1314–84), who is credited with converting the Buddhists of Khaplu and Shigar, two small Balti towns. Residents of Khaplu preserve a legend of Hamdani entering into a magical contest with a “Balti lama” and converting the local people. It is possible that Islam spread from Baltistan to the Gilgit region starting in the fourteenth century, but most scholars believe that Gilgit and Hunza were not Islamized until the sixteenth century. Whatever the case, today, Twelver Shias, Nurbakshis, Ismailis, and Sunnis are all found in the region.33 




The peoples of Dardistan undoubtedly had their own indigenous religious traditions before Buddhism arrived. Tibetan sources suggest that Drusha was one of the cradles of Tibet’s pre-Buddhist Bön tradition. In his Song of the Queen of Spring, a history of Tibet, the Fifth Dalai Lama states that the “funerary Bön tradition of the Shen priests of Drusha arose [in Tibet]” at the time of the legendary Tibetan king Drigum Tsenpo (Gri gum btsan po).34 Nor is this the only Tibetan text to mention Gilgit as a source of Bön. One Bön history states that when the god Brilliant Light (’Od zer mdangs ldan) was ready to manifest in the world, he surveyed Uḍḍiyāna, Drusha, and Tokharistan and then manifested as Drusha Namsé Chidöl (Bru sha Gnam gsas spyi rdol).35 And as Dan Martin has shown, many Bön texts locate the Bön homeland of Ölmo Lungring (’Ol mo lung ring) in or near Dardistan.36 Some petroglyphs found in Dardistan depict what seem to be Bön symbols.37 Most of what we know about the beliefs and practices of early Tibetan Bönpos are from later sources, which tell us that Bön priests were called were called shen (gshen) and aya/asha, that they propitiated spirits, mediated between the human and spirit world, made clay effigies and thread crosses, performed animal sacrifices, played flat drums and bells, and rode on clay deer and on drums through the air.38 


Many of these practices are also found in northern Pakistan and the Himalayas. Nowadays, the Dardic pantheon is divided into mostly malevolent male giants (diyu) and mostly benevolent fairies (pari), but a much more extensive and older pantheon in Gilgit and its surrounding villages has been document by Karl Jettmar and others.39 It includes classes of spirits like the devakos, who are believed to have built the first irrigation channels and planted the first corn; female racchis, who guide hunters; male yamālos, mountain demons who hunt and kill human beings with arrows; and yachōlos, who are household protectors.40 Sanskrit equivalents for many of these terms—deva, rākṣasī, yama, yakṣa—suggest a relationship between the Dardic folk pantheon and that of Sanskritic traditions like Buddhism.


There are still practicing shamans throughout Dardistan, although the tradition is quickly vanishing.41 The ones in Gilgit and Hunza, called daiyal or danyal, inhale burnt juniper to induce trance. Possessed by the fairies, they dance to beating drums and receive the fairies’ messages through the drums’ sound. They also travel to the spirit world.42 Daiyals communicate with fairies, engage in divination, identify spells that have been cast on clients, use binding “mantras” (Shina: gano) to bring about desired goals, and heal the sick. Practices like those just described, which are ubiquitous throughout Dardistan and the western Himalayas, almost certainly predate the introduction of Buddhism and then coexisted alongside Buddhism (and later Islam), just as they did in Tibet. 


To sum up, three distinct religious strands come together in greater Gilgit: (1) indigenous traditions that resemble the earliest forms of Bön, (2) Buddhism, especially in its Mahāyāna and early tantric forms, and (3) Islam in various sectarian forms. All of these traditions influenced one another throughout history. 


The Kargah Buddha and the Yakṣinī


In 2018 I had the good fortune to travel through various part of northern Pakistan, including Gilgit.43 Being interested in Buddhist sites, I went to see a large image of Śākyamuni carved into the side of a mountain located some six kilometers west of Gilgit between the villages of Kargah and Naupur44 (figure 3). The standing Buddha figure, about ten feet tall, holds his right hand in the gesture of fearlessness at his heart, and clasps his lower robe with his left hand. Some art historians have dated the work to the eighth century. The Kargah Buddha is an impressive work of religious art, sculpted high on the face of a cliff with holes around it, indicating that it was housed in a protective wooden grotto at some point. 
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Figure 3. The Kargah Buddha. Photo left: J. Cabezón. Photo right: Furqan LW, CC by SA 4.0, original in color





While visiting the site, my guides and I struck up a conversation with a local man who proceeded to tell us a most interesting tale about the image. According to local legend, it is not a Buddha at all but a “yacheni.”45 The yacheni is said to be the sister of Shri Badat, the legendary king of Gilgit—purportedly its last Buddhist king—who had a predilection for eating children.46 As others have observed, the Shri Badat legend has many elements in common with the Mahāsutasoma Jātaka,47 in which Brahmadatta, king of Vārāṇasī, unwittingly becomes addicted to human flesh due to his past-life karmic seeds as a flesh-eating yakṣa. The story also has striking similarities to a story of one of the past lives of Aṅgulimāla as narrated in chapter 36 of the Sūtra of the Wise and the Foolish, a text with strong ties to Central Asia.48 Finally, the Shri Badat tale is similar to an episode in the Gilgit version of the Gesar epic.49 In Gilgit and Hunza, the legend serves as the charter myth for the winter Taleni festival that centers on building bonfires to prevent the return of the cannibal king. 


Shri Badat’s sister, the yacheni, lived on the rock where the Buddha image is now found. Like her brother, she had a fondness for human flesh, capturing and eating men walking by her rock on their way to the high pastures. But she would only eat half the number of men, leaving the rest alone, a wise move if you hope for more human meals in years to come. A daiyal shaman named Soglio decided that he had to put an end to this and devised a way to kill the yacheni. He took some companions to the foot of the rock where the yacheni lived, went into trance by inhaling smoke from burning juniper, and started to sing and dance. When the yacheni appeared, Soglio informed her that her father had just died. Grief-stricken, she struck her chest in pain. One of the daiyal’s companions immediately sprang up and stabbed her raised hand with an iron spike, striking so hard that it went through her heart and pinned her to the rock. Soglio then sang another song to inform her that her brother had just died, and when she struck her thigh in grief, Soglio struck it with another nail, binding her body to the cliff and making her immobile. He then muttered a spell and turned her into stone. The story does not end there. The shaman informed the local people that in order to keep the yacheni permanently fixed on the mountain for eternity, he should be buried at the foot of the cliff upon his death. The townsfolk decided that it was too risky to wait for him to die, for who knew where he would be living then, so they decided to kill him right away and bury him there. Penpa Dorjee has informed me that a similar story is narrated by local people about a Maitreya statue carved on a rock near Gandhola Monastery, in Lahaul, Himachal Pradesh, India.50 


Conclusion


The story of the Kargah yacheni contains both pan-Indic, Sanskritic, as well as local, shamanistic elements. Yacheni is almost certainly a form of Sanskrit yakṣinī. Given the prevalence of yakṣas in the Buddhist texts and oral lore of greater Gilgit, it is not surprising that the Kargah spirit should be identified as a yakṣiṇī, especially because she is also a consumer of human flesh and a blood relative of the cannibal king Shri Badat. 


It is worth noting that in these yakṣa tales—and the Kargah yacheni’s is no exception—whatever the sex of the yakṣa, it is almost always men or children who are consumed, and not women, which points to a gendered element to these stories. Why don’t yakṣas eat women? Throughout Dardistan, the high mountain pastures are considered pure because they are the abode of spirits. Menstruation is considered impure, and so women are forbidden from going there. It is men’s responsibility to tend to the family’s tribe of goats, and it is therefore men who overwhelmingly come into contact with spirits. Of course, the lore that associates spirits with mountains and purity (and women with impurity) is also a way to enforce women’s homebound status. 


Why is the Kargah image considered feminine—why is it a yacheni instead of a yach? Janet Gyatso rightly notes that nature and the earth are often portrayed as female in different religions. But as we will soon see, the Gilgit area also has tales of male yach being nailed to rocks. Might there be something in the appearance of the image that suggests its female gender? A mustache or beard is a ubiquitous marker of adult maleness throughout much of this region from ancient times, and Buddha images that lack facial hair may suggest femaleness to a local audience. There is one other feature of the image that may imply its femaleness to the local people, the uṣṇīṣa. Witches (ruis), who like yachenis eat humans, also possess, according to some Dardic traditions, a protuberance on the top of their heads, the piercing of which is said to be one of the most effective ways of killing them, and perhaps this too led local storytellers to consider the Kargah spirit (the Buddha) female. 


The narrative of how the spirit came to be on the mountain is ingenious. Why is the spirit made of stone? Because the shaman recited a spell to calcify her. Why does it have one hand at its heart and the other next to its thigh? Because this is where she struck her body when she heard the calamitous news of her male relatives’ demise. These details point to the fact that this is not a generic story that could be told about any mountain carving but a specific tale crafted to explain this particular image. The same is true of the Lahauli story mentioned earlier (see figure 4). As in Kargah, the Lahauli image near Gandhola Monastery is not identified as Buddhist—as a carving of the Buddha Maitreya—but as a spirit, specifically a divinity (devatā) or ghost (bhoot), and as in Gilgit, it is considered female. The Gandhola spirit is also believed to bring bad luck to the village. The carving has smaller images around it, and there is another small image below the village. For this reason, locals claim that it is a mother spirit who came down from the mountaintop to fetch water with her brood. As they were returning, one of her children lagged behind, so when they were all re-absorbed into the rocks from which they came, the mother and part of her brood merged into the upper rock, and the child who lagged behind entered the rock at the base of village.51 The Gandhola story, like the Kargah one, explains a specific set of carvings and is not meant as a generic theory of how spirits end up on rocks. 
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Figure 4: The Gandhola Maitreya/Devatā. Photos: Penpa Dorjee.





Though quite different, the tales of the Tibetan sinmo and the Kargah yacheni also share some similarities. Whatever the date of the sinmo myth—and our earliest sources are indeed relatively late—it is projected back to the time of the Tibetan empire. Robert Miller reads the sinmo myth as an allegory about the expanding Yarlung empire, with a stable center at Lhasa (the sinmo’s heart) and a periphery (her limbs) that, marked by revolts, needed to be constantly controlled.52 If Miller is right, then the sinmo myth, like the yacheni myth, is a story that tries to makes sense of things (the earliest Buddhist temples) for which the original justification (the need for stability in an expanding Tibetan empire) is no longer known. But while both myths may be concerned with explaining something physical whose origin has been lost to time, the concerns of the yacheni story are entirely local, explaining a specific remnant of Gilgit’s Buddhist past by incorporating it into the local cosmology. The Tibetan sinmo tale valorizes a trans-local religion, Buddhism, as a way of controlling Tibetan barbarity, symbolized by the demoness. The yacheni myth does just the opposite. It legitimizes the very institution—the local priestly control over indigenous deities—that the sinmo myth seeks to displace. History is always written by the winners, and in Gilgit, it is the indigenous religion that won. 


Despite such differences, the two myths share a concern with controlling a troublesome spirit. The methods of subjugating the two demonesses are, on the surface at least, different. The sinmo is controlled by building Buddhist temples, whereas the yacheni is subjugated through a shaman’s shrewdness and magical might. But the actual method of defeating the two spirits is strikingly similar: the demonesses’ “crucifixion” with actual or metaphoric nails. Interestingly, another crucifixion tale is found just north of Gilgit. In Hunza cosmology, evil spirits, called shiatus or bilas, are shape-shifting malevolent beings who live on or in rocks, lying in wait to attack passersby. Shiatus are the archenemies of shamans, called biṭan in Burushaski, whom they constantly abuse and try to injure. M. H. Sidky reports that a legendary shaman, Shun Gakur, was renowned for trapping “a number of these demonic beings by driving iron spikes into the boulders in which they were hiding.”53 Clearly, the idea of nailing demons to the landscape is not uncommon in greater Gilgit. What are we to make of the similarities between the demon-taming myths of Gilgit-Hunza and Tibet? 


John Mock has suggested that when it comes to folk tales, all that we can do is note the structural similarities between different narratives. He believes that it is both futile and inappropriate to entertain historical questions—for example, whether the tales are based on historical events or whether two geographically distant tales might have influenced one another.54 But given the relative rarity of the demoness crucifixion motif, and the fact that it is found in two cultures (Gilgit and Tibet) that had close historical and religious ties at various points in their history, it is hard not to wonder whether the stories of the sinmo and the yacheni are historically related: whether tales of controlling spirits with nails were brought to Tibet by Gilgit shamans, to Gilgit by Tibetan monks, or whether both tales emerged out of a common matrix that drew on Buddhist tantric and pre-Buddhist ideas. The present state of scholarship makes it impossible to say, and Mock may be right: it may be impossible to ever answer such questions. 


Let me conclude with one final observation. The heroes of the sinmo and yacheni tales are immortalized in physical objects. Songtsen Gampo and his heirs left behind temples, and Soglio, the image of the frozen yacheni. The great irony, of course, is that for Tibetans, the being on the Kargah mountainside is not a cannibal demoness, not a symbol of barbarity and chaos, but just the opposite. It is the Buddha, the embodiment of order and of the triumph of civilization over Tibetan backwardness. As Buddhism, and then Islam, entered Gilgit and began to interact with its indigenous religion, how did the practitioners of the local religion react? Did they just continue to practice their rites oblivious to the presence of the new religion? Or did they employ narrative and theological strategies to respond polemically to the foreign religion? Is the yacheni myth the remnant of one such strategy? After I heard the story of the yacheni in 2018, I found myself reflecting that while time had wiped out any memory of Buddhism in Kargah, a local spirit with Buddhist pedigree, the yacheni, had managed to live on in the mountains and minds of the people of Gilgit. And gazing up once more at the image, with its slight smile, I wondered to myself whether it was actually the demoness who had had the last laugh, for what sweeter revenge could a demoness take on an invading Buddha than to eclipse all memory of him with a tale that’s all about her?
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The In/Visibility of Nuns and Yoginīs in Dudjom Lingpa’s Songs of Advice 


Holly Gayley


IN READING Buddhist texts, Janet Gyatso poignantly noted to her graduate students at Harvard that the idiosyncrasies in Tibetan sources—the small details beyond the usual gendered tropes—can serve as clues to the lived experiences of historical women. From her, I learned to be attuned to the deployment of gendered ideals and stereotypes, whether reinforced or contravened, across different genres and historical contexts.1 In the wake of her groundbreaking work on Tibetan autobiography, Apparitions of the Self (1998), there have been a cluster of book-length studies on the auto/biographical writings of eminent female masters in Tibet,2 and more sources have come to light in recent years.3 Yet there is still a relative dearth of information regarding the lives of Tibetan nuns and yoginīs who were part of dedicated religious communities but did not reach the threshold of renown required to enter into the literary record as the subject of their own life story.4 


Can we recover the presence of women in Tibetan religious circles by looking for them at the margins of writings by and about male Buddhist masters? In this essay, I am interested in how Tibetan women are rendered both visible and invisible as interlocutors to renowned male religious figures in dialogic literary works.5 I examine a dozen songs of advice by the visionary Dudjom Lingpa addressed to women—nuns, yoginīs, and even a royal lady—to ask what we can discern about their religious lives through the scant information provided and certain idiosyncratic gendered moments. This recovery project is especially poignant given the lack of information in Dudjom Lingpa’s autobiographical writings about the women closest to him, despite the array of female deities who appear in visions to counsel him.6


Dudjom Lingpa (1835–1904) became a towering figure within the Nyingma tradition in the nomadic region of Golok, revealing a sizeable corpus of esoteric teachings and spawning a family lineage that supplied the region with notable luminaries, including the Third Dodrupchen Jigmé Tenpai Nyima (1865–1926) and the visionary Drimé Özer (1881–1924). Although he grew up as an ordinary nomad tending his family’s herds, Dudjom Lingpa’s inner world was filled with visions of tantric deities who blessed and instructed him. As such, he had few human teachers and little by way of formal training. Nonetheless, already by his twenties, revelations in the form of “mind treasures” (dgongs gter) began to emerge, and he set down cycles of esoteric teachings and ritual throughout his life with the aid of a scribe. While his male companions, patrons, disciples, and scribes are mentioned by name, the women in his life are not, except obliquely in a short prophecy about his future consorts. 


Adding to the challenge of identifying significant women in his religious community or learning about their lives, in a recently published family genealogy, Wondrous Golden Ears of Grain,7 his three main consorts are remembered only in relation to the children they bore, while his four daughters are lost to the historical record—not even named alongside the biographies of his eight sons, despite being identified as ḍākinīs (mkha’ ’gro ma).8 The famous consort of Drimé Özer, namely Sera Khandro, is the only consort of any of his eight sons mentioned as such by name, and her auto/biographical writings are a key source for early twentieth-century religious life in Golok and its gendered challenges as analyzed by Sarah Jacoby.9 Otherwise, this genealogy by the local historian Pema Ösal Thayé is concerned with family succession in patrilineal terms and focuses on short biographies for the male descendants of Dudjom Lingpa, providing data on parentage, dates of birth and death, incarnation status, teachers and disciples, major accomplishments and literary compositions. However, his female descendants are relegated to the footnotes of history, a few lines at the end of each generation; none are accorded actual biographies. This is despite the fact that, as Gyatso and Havnevik suggest in the introduction to Women in Tibet, yogic communities surrounding visionary Nyingma masters generally offered more opportunities for female practitioners.10


Dudjom Lingpa’s Songs of Advice


Dudjom Lingpa’s advice on meditation in the form of songs (mgur) can be found in volume 18 of his treasure corpus (gter chos) in approximately five hundred pages.11 Within this, a dozen songs explicitly address women, which take up forty pages (less than ten percent) and are interspersed throughout the volume as a whole.12 The gender and status of the addressee (usually a single person but sometimes a group) are evident in the names and titles of supplicants appearing in colophons. For example, one reads: “By Dudjom in response to the request of Getsunma Namdak Drolma,” whereby getsunma (dge btsun ma) is one of several referents to nun found in the collection, in addition to jomo (jo mo) and gema (dge ma).13 Another states: “Since the yoginī (rnal ’byor ma) Petso made insistent entreaties, the old man Dudjom Dorjé uttered these crazy things.”14 In some cases, a single-line prelude to the song announces its intended recipient(s), for example, “This is advice to devoted nuns.”15 Still others do not specify a recipient. Throughout, Dudjom Lingpa refers to himself and his advice with humility and humor as “heart advice from me, the foolish beggar” or “these crazy words and ramblings of an old man,” even as he displays his virtuosity in giving nuanced advice on advanced meditation practices.16 The volume also includes several songs attributed to female deities as their “symbolic speech” (brda yig). 


Below is a chart of Dudjom Lingpa’s songs explicitly addressing women with page numbers drawn from volume 18 of the Thimphu edition of his treasure corpus and the penultimate volume of the 53-volume collection of writings by, about, and for Buddhist women, titled the Ḍākinīs’ Great Dharma Treasury (Mkha’ ’gro’i chos mdzod chen mo),17 published at Larung Buddhist Academy, better known as Larung Gar.








	

Addressee in Colophon or First Line of Song




	

Vol. 1818




	

Vol. 5219









	

Dechen Tso (Bde chen mtsho)




	

43–46




	

264–66









	

Devoted Nuns (Dad ldan dge ma)




	

51–53




	

266–68









	

Getsunma Namdak Drölma (Dge btsun ma Rnam dag sgrol ma)




	

67–68




	

268–69









	

Gema Chötso (Dge ma Chos mtsho)




	

75–76




	

269–70









	

Jomo Lödrön (Jo mo Blos sgron)




	

161–62




	

270–71









	

Jomo Khandro Kyi (Jo mo Mkha’ ’gro skyid) 




	

201–4




	

272–74









	

Three Devoted Nuns (Dad ldan btsun ma gsum)




	

283–85




	

274–76









	

Yoginī Petso (Rnal ’byor ma Pad mtsho)




	

335–36




	

282–83









	

Jomo Sangyé Drönma (Jo mo Sangs rgyas sgron ma)




	

327–30




	

283–85









	

Gema Sangyé Drönma (Dge ma Sangs rgyas sgron ma)




	

331–33




	

285–87









	

Jomo Changtso (Jo mo Byang mtsho)




	

361–63




	

288–89









	

Sakyong Miyi Jemo Khachö Wangmo (Sa skyong mi’i rje mo Mkha’ spyod dbang mo)




	

317–24




	

277–82
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