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The apparent images


of existence and peace


in this dream drama


are apparitions of one’s


mind alone—nothing else.


The essence of mind itself


is beyond what is to be realized


and the act of realization.


The hair of the tortoise


covered the lotus of the sky.


The sound of the echo


called to the moon in water.


The horns of the rabbit


killed the son of the barren woman.


I tricked myself before


with pointless confusion.


Mind that can’t be gazed upon—


I’ve gazed upon now.


The truth that can’t be seen—


I’ve seen.


How to express what


can’t be expressed in words?


Kye Ho!


Now practice is over.


Kye!


—Tsarchen Losal Gyatso




PREFACE


EVEN A SHORT BOOK can take a long time to write. Dezhung Rinpoché and Chogyé Trichen Rinpoché planted the seeds for this one in the form of stories they told me in the 1970s and 1980s about Tsarchen Losal Gyatso, a peerless tantric master of the Sakya tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. Several of the tales I first heard are translated in this book, including Tsarchen’s dramatic encounter with the goddess Vajrayoginī in the form of a haunting, sick young woman.


Dezhung Rinpoché was the most gifted storyteller I have ever met. For about six years I knew of Tsarchen’s life and teachings only from him. Then in 1979 I was able to borrow an old blockprint edition of the Fifth Dalai Lama’s biography of Tsarchen that E. Gene Smith had obtained and loaned to David Jackson. Finally able to read the full story of Tsarchen’s life, I became fascinated with his own account of a journey made in 1539. The Dalai Lama had inserted many passages from Tsarchen’s travel journal into the biography, but it was not clear to me whether the entire journal or only certain parts had been included. In 1980 Dezhung Rinpoché said he had never seen the journal in his homeland, the eastern Tibetan region of Kham. And when he later visited Sakya Monastery in Tsang (west-central Tibet) and searched through the library of the Drölma Podrang, he did not find it there. It seemed to have survived only as a series of fragments in the biography.


In 1981 I moved to Bodhnath, Nepal, to continue learning from Dezhung Rinpoché and Chogyé Trichen Rinpoché. There I extracted all the journal quotations in the biography and wrote them in a small notebook. They seemed to fit back together in complete form (as the Fifth Dalai Lama did indicate), but I remained uncertain because of the abrupt end of the journal and the lack of a colophon. I continued to ask every Sakya master I met if they had seen the journal except as quoted in the biography. H. H. Sakya Trizin, Chogyé Trichen Rinpoché, and Khenpo Appey Rinpoché had also never seen the text as a separate work.


During the same year, I would often go and spend time with Chogyé Trichen Rinpoché (the head of Tsarchen’s tradition) in his tiny dirt-floored room beside the huge stūpa of Bodhnath. Tsarchen’s patron and disciple, Darpa Rinchen Palsang, had written a versified biographical supplication that the Fifth Dalai Lama had also inserted into his biography of Tsarchen, breaking up the verses and using them as a narrative thread around which he wove the broader fabric of the story. I wrote these verses out in sequence and put them back together to form the original text, which also did not exist independently. For several months Chogyé Rinpoché explained this work to me, sometimes consulting my photocopy of the biography, but most often just speaking his mind. I made a translation of the text and was also able to ask more questions about Tsarchen’s travel journal and hear many stories about him. As these sessions continued, Rinpoché taught me a beautiful versified guruyoga focusing on Tsarchen, which Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo is said to have written when inspired by the incredible clay portrait of Tsarchen at Tupten Gepel Monastery.


For the next twenty-five years I would sometimes pull out my old notebook and read through Tsarchen’s memoir. I tried to translate the sections I had written out, but the difficulty of the language and the nagging uncertainty of whether the text was complete discouraged me. But in 2006 I decided that I should just prepare a translation of what I had. Within a month of that decision, I received a message from Matthew Akester in Nepal saying my old friend Guru Lama (who has published countless rare Sakya texts) had obtained a copy of an old manuscript of some of Tsarchen’s writings that included the journal. Almost as if circumstances had flushed it out of hiding, a crucial manuscript had emerged at just the right moment.


Guru provided a photocopy of the original cursive manuscript and the new version he was preparing for publication. When I compared the complete manuscript to the individual sections I had copied in my notebook, they matched, with the exception of a few words and spelling differences. The Fifth Dalai Lama had indeed spliced Tsarchen’s full journal into the biography. This also means the reading transmission for Tsarchen’s work has remained unbroken to the present day.


Tsadra Foundation’s president, Eric Colombel, and vice-president, Drupgyu Anthony Chapman, accepted my proposal for translating the travel journal, and it was added to my list of projects that Tsadra Foundation generously supports. This book would never have seen the light of day if not for Eric’s profound commitment to the publication of significant works from all the Buddhist traditions of Tibet.


I am very grateful to Khenpo Gyatso, the principal and abbot of Sakya College in Dehradun, India, who answered my endless questions about the journal with great insight and patience, and to his secretary, Tsering Dhondup, who skillfully handled all our email communication. Without their help I could never have completed this translation with any hope of accuracy. Lama Tenpa Gyaltsen later clarified a few points that remained obscure, and David Jackson’s helpful suggestions at the last minute were indispensable. H. H. Sakya Trizin graciously allowed his extraordinary painting of Tsarchen by Chökyi Dorjé to be reproduced on the cover of this book. Patricia Donohue kindly made arrangements for me to receive a photograph of the painting. I also thank Andrew Quintman and Michael Sheehy for their photographs. Matthew Akester took an early interest in this project, sending me copies of Tibetan manuscripts and many photographs, and searched tirelessly for an artist to craft a special map. As a result, Pimpim de Azevedo’s wonderful drawing of the Tibetan landscape greatly enhances the story of Tsarchen’s travels. David Kittelstrom’s superb editing immensely improved my original text, and Gopa & Ted2’s impeccable design created magic throughout the book.


Chogyé Rinpoché had sometimes urged me to translate Tsarchen’s biography. I have not accomplished that task, but at least I have now translated Tsarchen’s travel journal, which is the heart of the biography. Needless to say, any mistakes that linger are due to my own lack of understanding.


Tsarchen’s journal is sometimes strikingly similar to the famous Narrow Road to the Interior (Oku no Hosomichi) of the Japanese haiku master Matsuo Bashō (1644–94), which records a journey taken in 1689, exactly 150 years after Tsarchen’s trip. As with Bashō’s classic, Tsarchen’s text is written in a mixture of luminous prose and verse, with an immense amount of hidden meaning. Extensive notes to the translation are essential. I think of them as the result of a literary archaeological exploration to reveal the layers of meaning beneath Tsarchen’s words, placing them in the context of the spiritual topography of the land he travels, the centuries of history and legend permeating the places he visits, his experience of the trip. In such a poetic work, however, multiple endnote numbers throughout the translation would be an unfortunate intrusion. The notes at the end of this book are arranged in the sequence that names, places, and other topics occur in the translation and are identified by page number.


After the introduction, I urge you to first read the entire journal in a single sitting without looking at the notes. This will allow Tsarchen to cast his spell, and you will gain an immediate, fresh impression of his memoir. Part of the power of such a work is its brevity. This allows us to experience the force of its totality, which would be frustrated or negated by turning to endnotes, taking a break to check email, or speaking with a friend. Set aside an hour or two and see into Tsarchen’s life through his own words.
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INTRODUCTION


  As I hear the life stories


  of the root and lineal masters,


  may the hairs on my body


  vibrate with faith and delight,


  like a peacock hearing thunder


  from the clouds, and may


  the blessing enter my heart.


  —Tsarchen Losal Gyatso1


UNBEARABLE PAIN first drove the young man to his future teacher. Tsarchen Losal Gyatso (1502–66) was about seventeen years old when he arrived at the feet of the great hermit Kunpang Doringpa,2 seeking a cure for the inflammatory disease torturing his leg. Weird and wonderful dreams followed, in which emanations of the Dharma protectors indicated the disease would continue for a number of years and then vanish without a trace. Tsarchen returned to Tashi Lhunpo Monastery, where he had been studying. One morning, at the large well in the monastery courtyard, he met a woman with shimmering eyebrows and facial hair. “Lord Doringpa says come to Khau quickly,” she said. “This is his gift.” Passing to him a small manuscript wrapped in cloth, she vanished. The book was the esoteric instructions of the three forms of Khecarī, or Vajrayoginī.


Tsarchen soon received a sealed letter from Lord Doringpa: “It would be good for you to receive the ripening and liberating oral instructions of the Vajrayāna. Come here.” Overcome with joy and devotion, he set off for the isolated hermitage of Khau Drakzong, not far from Sakya Monastery. When he told Doringpa what had happened at Tashi Lhunpo and showed him the manuscript, the master just laughed, exclaiming, “Oh, my! Khecarī went to fetch you. This book is her Dharma cycle. Take it to the bookstacks for now.” Tsarchen went there and saw in the middle of the pile of books a gaping hole from which the manuscript had been removed. He slipped it into place and it fit perfectly. He was filled with inexpressible faith and wonder.3
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For the next six years Tsarchen stayed with Lord Doringpa at his cliffside retreat, receiving all the esoteric transmissions of the Sakya tradition and also the complete Shangpa Kagyü teachings (Doringpa had been a disciple of the great Shangpa adept Tangtong Gyalpo, 1361?–1485). Doringpa passed to him the entire Lamdré, or Path with the Result, the Thirteen Golden Dharmas of Sakya, the secret transmissions of the Dharma protectors, and other profound teachings. Much of the key instruction took place in private, when they went for walks or had tea together. In this way, Tsarchen became Doringpa’s supreme Dharma heir and the master of what came to be known as the Lobshé, or Explication for Disciples. He writes in his travel journal: “After meeting the great venerable lord Doringpa and receiving this Precious Teaching, I’ve had a deeply rooted certainty, with no yearning or hunger for any other master and oral instruction for achieving enlightenment.”
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Not long after the death of Lord Doringpa in 1524, Tsarchen traveled to the region of Ü for the first time, serving as an attendant to the master of the Khön family of Sakya, Dakchen Ngagi Wangchuk (d. 1544). He stayed for about eight years and later visited again for roughly six months. During these and later years Tsarchen studied with more than sixty masters of all traditions. He practiced their teachings in long retreats in both Ü and Tsang, once remarking, “Basically, there are no mantras of the new and old traditions of secret mantra that I have not recited according to the specifics of propitiation. Of them, this śāsana mantra of the protector has the greatest power. As I repeat this, fire is actually blazing around my string of beads.”4 In 1534 he ascended the teaching throne of Tupten Gepel Monastery in upper Mangkar, the valley of his birth. There he taught, meditated in retreat, and composed some important works, including the biography of Lord Doringpa, after many ḍākinīs urged him to do so in a series of amazing dreams.


Then, in the late spring of 1539, Tsarchen set out with a small band of mendicant yogins on a third journey east into Ü. This time he would stay for nearly two years. In Celebration of the Cuckoo he writes, “And if I resorted to the nectar of being homeless myself, a great change would most likely occur in the essence of mind within.”5 This vivid travelogue or “song of the road” describes the first month or two of the trip, beginning from his hermitage of Tupten Gepel in Tsang and ending at Kyetsal Monastery on the southern border of Ü.6 The Fifth Dalai Lama (1617–82) says Tsarchen’s work is composed of “superb words and meaning, blazing with the light of majestic blessing,” and asks, “Styled in finely alternating verse and prose, were Sarasvatī to have appeared in his throat and spoken, what more could she have said than that?”7


Tsarchen’s journal covers only a brief period of his life, but the text and the trip are both of crucial importance. The small work is his largest autobiographical statement. Along with his collected songs or poems, it is the primary source for glimpsing who he really was, what he perceived and thought of the world around him, how he expressed his deepest feelings.8 Tsarchen describes outer episodes, inner impressions, and secret visions. Since he wrote it himself, it is definitive. He did choose what to include and omit in the memoir, but there is little danger of fabrication or elaboration, unlike what can occur when another person writes a biography at a later time. This is why the journal and the experiences described in it are given such prominence in the earliest biographical supplication to Tsarchen, which his patron and disciple Darpa Rinchen Palsang composed in the sixteenth century, the extensive biography the Fifth Dalai Lama wrote in 1676, and the verse biography that Khyenrab Jampa Ngawang Lhundrup (1633–1703) composed.9
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We do not know how or when Tsarchen composed his travel journal. Perhaps he based it on an informal diary kept during the trip. Perhaps he wrote only the beautiful text that has survived. But a year or so before he departed for Ü, Tsarchen spent time in retreat meditating on Sarasvatī, the goddess of the fine arts. During the retreat a rain of white flowers fell, he heard the sweet sound of Sarasvatī’s lute, and finally saw her face and received her prophetic words. This caused an incredible gift of eloquence to blossom, and whatever he wrote naturally came forth as poetry.10 Tsarchen’s entire journal can be read as a mixture of prose poetry and verse poetry, impossible to fully convey in translation. As the celebrated poet W. S. Merwin has written, “I have tried to translate poetry (in full awareness of the limitations, the utter impossibility of the enterprise).”11


Celebration of the Cuckoo is not simply a travel journal. The richness of the language, imagery, and visionary experiences set it apart from other works of the same genre in Tibet.12 Tsarchen’s memoir is a treasure trove for people who are able to read carefully, recognize the allusive depth of the work, feel the resonance of the people and their stories, the places and their histories. The full range of his character is on display. He is not afraid of straight talk or revealing his feelings. Humor, love, and compassion coexist with caustic wit, irritation, and harsh criticism.


Tsarchen and his companions slowly pass through the countryside, crossing high passes and rivers, descending into deep valleys, visiting hermitages, estates, temples, villages. He rides on horseback because of his bad leg. His students walk on foot. Each person carries a small white tent to live in during the trip. Only thirty-eight years old at the time, Tsarchen is already a superb master of the tantric systems transmitted in the Sakya tradition and also of Nyingma, Shangpa, and Kagyü practices. During the trip he gives various Sakya and Nyingma initiations and transmissions. And his wish to meet other masters and receive teachings never ceases. Of the Sakya and Nyingma masters he visits, two are already his teachers; a few he has never met before. He writes brief yet memorable vignettes.


Traveling north from his home in the Mangkar region, one of Tsarchen’s first stops is the great hermitage of Jonang, where his group pitches their little tents near the huge stūpa that Dölpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (1292–1361) had completed in 1333. Tsarchen is filled with awe when he witnesses the strict meditation practice of the men and women, and vows to lead a similar life. At the nearby monastery of Chumolung, he visits his teacher Ratnabhadra, an eccentric master whose specialty is the Nyingma transmission of the Northern Treasures, specifically a certain form of the wrathful deity Hayagrīva that is already one of Tsarchen’s favored practices. Ratnabhadra’s odd behavior deeply impresses Tsarchen’s monks.
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Turning east, the group arrives at Bodong, where Tsarchen’s old teacher Gorumpa Kunga Lekpa (1477–1544) has been invited to the palace of the ruler. Gorumpa is a fascinating figure. He had been the head of the Jonang tradition for twelve years, retiring from the throne in 1527, but he is an accomplished master of the Lamdré and other esoteric transmissions of the Sakya tradition. Tsarchen praises him as the greatest Sakya master of the time and emphasizes that Gorumpa has been his most important teacher in the years since the passing of Lord Doringpa. Visiting Ngakchang Kunga Rinchen (1517–84) at Geding, Tsarchen sheds tears of joy at the impressive abilities of the young throne holder of Sakya.
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That same evening the group arrives at the temple and stūpa of Tropu. Here the tale shifts into another dimension when Tsarchen encounters a strange young woman crouched on the circumambulation path. His description of what happens next is the narrative heart of the journal. This episode and the one at Tashi Lhunpo (related at the beginning of the present introduction) are the two most famous events involving Vajrayoginī in the one-thousand-year history of the Sakya tradition.


In a humorous incident when camping beside an enchanting spirit-lake of the goddess Maksorma, Tsarchen is mistaken for the former ruler Silnönpa (now a monk) of the powerful Rinpung dynasty, a major political force in Tibet during this period. Crossing a high mountain pass the party arrives at the ancient temples of Chumik Ringmo, filled with special images. But Tsarchen is saddened to see the dilapidated condition of the place. At Ngor Monastery (an important center of the Sakya tradition) they pitch their tents in a pasture, and Tsarchen gives an initiation for the Dharma protector Mahākāla on a temple rooftop. Back on the road, he stops to camp on the estate grounds of his paternal relatives (descendents of famous grand governors of Tibet) and unsuccessfully tries to remain unnoticed.
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When the group reaches the monastery of Shalu, another mysterious woman appears and vanishes near Tsarchen. He visits special places there, gives and receives several initiations, and is offered some tea crucial for the trip, which brings him great joy. Sixteen years later he would become abbot of Shalu Monastery. Still farther to the east, when Tsarchen’s monks go begging for alms at the Panam fortress of Lhundrup Tsé, the chieftain rudely snubs them. Using a cryptic traditional aphorism, Tsarchen expresses what he thinks of such worthless rulers.


At the next few stops along the way, Tsarchen receives teachings, a niece deceives him, and he offers initiations to a ruler. In the upper region of the Nyang Valley, his group visits Gyantsé, with its great stūpa and monasteries. They pitch their tents behind the fortress, but his companions end up sleeping in the mud when a rainstorm flattens them. Tsarchen wants to continue east from Gyantsé to Ralung Monastery and visit one of his teachers, Drukpa Ngawang Chögyal (1465–1540), the head of the Drukpa Kagyü tradition. But his hopes are dashed. The monks are in a rush, and his horse (which he describes as the substitute for his bad leg) is wearing out. They change their route and turn north, cross a soaring mountain pass, and come to Shambhar Monastery in Rong.


Rong is one of the ancient centers for the Nyingma practices of Takshön, the Dharma protector Mahākāla mounted on a tiger, who is the special guardian of Tsarchen’s hereditary line. The master at Shambhar has actually beheld Takshön’s terrible form. Before Tsarchen leaves, he too has been graced with chilling visions of the protector, omens that he will accomplish certain future deeds by means of this practice.


Crossing the Tsangpo River into the domain of the Rinpung dynasty in Ü, Tsarchen immediately appreciates the benefits (as a poor traveler) of the strict laws of the local regime. This is highly ironic, because it is these very rules that will annoy him later. When he arrives at the large Sakya monastery of Kyetsal, his companions set up the tents in a nearby field; Tsarchen goes to the monastery, enjoys conversation with the master Dragkar Rabjampa (d. 1541?), and gives many tantric transmissions to the Kyetsal monks. He learns that the Rinpung ruler Ngawang Namgyal has extended an invitation to Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé, head of the Karma Kagyü tradition. The ruler has levied a mandatory tax on all his subjects to provide a lavish welcome for the Karmapa’s visit. Everyone is excited but also in despair at the cost. The teachers and monks of Kyetsal Monastery have no choice in the matter because the Rinpung ruler is also their patron. Tsarchen finds the situation disturbing. He will not pay such a tax.
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The uproar surrounding the state-sponsored spectacle of the Karmapa’s famous encampment (composed of perhaps hundreds of large tents) does not impress Tsarchen, who is traveling with a band of itinerant yogins living in small tents. He does not meet the Karmapa but writes some harsh words about the scene and about Mikyö Dorjé, mostly critical of his involvement in political intrigues but also dismissive of his scholarship. Such comments are not unusual in Tibetan literature, where criticism between different masters and traditions (and sometimes even within the same tradition) is quite common. Tsarchen carefully emphasizes that he is critical only of certain activities of Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé. He stresses his sincere faith in the Karmapa and the Kagyü teachings, which he previously received from Karma Trinlepa (1456–1539), one of the Karmapa’s main teachers. Though not mentioned, the Karmapa’s vacillating hostility toward the Nyingma tradition may also have prompted Tsarchen’s criticism.13 The events at Kyetsal are the final episode in the travel journal.


After an absence of almost two years, Tsarchen returned to Tsang in early 1541. For at least the last part of his route, he retraced his steps, again meeting his teachers Gorumpa and Ratnabhadra at Bodong and Mount Lalung, and then continuing to the nearby hermitage of Jonang. Another of Lord Doringpa’s main disciples, Jetsun Kunga Drölchok, was now the Jonang throne holder. Tsarchen did not send word that he was coming to visit, yet Kunga Drölchok knew without being told and had everyone go outside and line the main road in welcome. Other than the usual route, there was also a steep rock cliff that could only be climbed on foot. But Tsarchen rode a mule up the rocks. When people saw him approaching from the unexpected direction, they rushed over to offer greetings. It seems that the two masters were playing with each other—Kunga Drölchok preparing a welcome without being told of Tsarchen’s visit and Tsarchen appearing from a different and seemingly impossible approach.14 Tsarchen soon arrived back at his monastery of Tupten Gepel in the upper Mangkar Valley.


The last twenty-five years of Tsarchen’s life were filled with dreams and visions of his teachers, past masters, and various deities. He spent time in retreat, visited other teachers, and transmitted again and again the most essential tantric systems of the Sakya tradition (and of the Nyingma and Shangpa) to the young masters who would become his principal Dharma heirs, especially Jamyang Khyentsé Wangchuk (1524–68) and Mangtö Ludrup Gyatso (1523–96). These two major disciples placed in writing for the first time the special instructions that Tsarchen had received from Doringpa and other masters, thereby preserving the previously oral tradition of the Explication for Disciples.
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