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THE DHARMA WHEEL. THE QUEEN’S EARRINGS.


THE FUR-BEARING FISH. THE ENDLESS KNOT.


TIBETAN BUDDHISM IS FILLED WITH RICH, COLORFUL


SYMBOLS, BUT WHAT DO THEY ALL MEAN?


In this fascinating study, Dagyab Rinpoche not only explains the nine best-known groups of Tibetan Buddhist symbols, but also shows how they serve as bridges between our inner and outer worlds. As such, they can be used to point the way to ultimate reality and to transmit a reservoir of deep knowledge formed over thousands of years.


“Symbolism is the language of the human spirit, and this book is the most systematic study of its Tibetan idiom that has yet appeared.”


— Huston Smith, author of The Illustrated World’s Religions


“This timely book preserves something very valuable — symbols as the visible manifestation of the psyche. The author deserves our thanks. Highly recommended.” — Herbert Guenther, author of The Dawn of Tantra


“Fills a long-felt gap in the study of Tibetan art and symbols in English.”


— The Tibet Journal


“As Dagyab Rinpoche defines each symbol, he further illuminates the concepts inherent to Tibetan Buddhism which are, in their earthly manifestations, voluptuously visible.” — Booklist
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Born in Tibet, HIS EMINENCE LODEN SHERAP DAGYAB RINPOCHE immigrated in the 1960s to Germany, where he now lives and teaches Tibetan and Buddhist studies at the University of Bonn.









Foreword


I am honored and delighted to write a note about this wonderful and useful book on Buddhist symbols by my old friend, the Venerable, I have to say, Dagyab Rinpoche. Though I have known Rinpoche for thirty-one years, in this book I hear for the first time his strong authorial voice. I have kept up with his works, but due to my poor German, I could not hear him as well in that language; he is of course fully proficient in it. Now, thanks to this excellent English translation, I can hear him clear as a bell.


Though he purports to be about the modest business of elucidating common symbols in Tibetan culture — the Eight Symbols of Good Fortune and so on, he simply and powerfully puts forward a theory of reality, a vision of life and its real purpose, and then fits his task into this big picture and bold design. He accomplishes these noble tasks with lucidity and sincerity, and with a light touch of ironic humor that leaves the reader in a pleasant space of lightness and ease. I am impressed.


Rinpoche gives a clear picture of the Tibetan scientific description of reality as being empty of intrinsic existence, which means that each thing lacks isolatable essence, existing only as utterly interrelated with every other thing. He evokes for us how different that is from the real-time space and gravity of the Western materialist reality, where each ego and thing stands atomistically as a thing-in-itself. He shows us that acknowledgment of such a reality gives Tibetans, whether consciously or unconsciously, a sense of freedom in their way of being, in the sense that an empty, desubstantialized, thoroughly relativistic reality has room for the various conventional realities of different people. The Tibetan view is thus not nihilistic, but is a profound insight that underlies a rich creativity.


He then introduces an entirely new dimension by employing the Indo-Tibetan concept of chü (Tib. bcud), meaning literally “essence,” but used untranslated by Rinpoche to convey something like “quality,” “energy,” “orgone,” “zest,” “zing,” “heart,” or even “soul.” In all my years of working with Tibetan thought, I have not heard this term — chü — used so creatively by anyone else. It seems utterly appropriate! He perfectly captures the rich, colorful, invigorating flair of Tibetan life with his description of the presence of this “essence,” “quality,” “soul” which saturates it. And he gently reflects to us the utter lack of it in most corners of our drag, humdrum, industrial life-world. In this way he solves the dilemma of how to imagine old Tibet, the civilization that materialists and modernizers describe as backward, feudal, superstitious, religious to a fault, and spiritualists and romanticizers describe as a primitive paradise, Shangrila, spiritually sophisticated, and deeply devout. Old Tibet was a human society, and had its faults, no doubt, yet its people were mostly friendly, cheerful, in touch with the unseen and yet vitally alive and zestfully earthy. The point is, they could cope with hardship, imperfect infrastructure, imperfect people and institutions, and still love their way of life.


They have certainly shown they can cope with the most horrible kind of oppression modernity has frequently dished out — homicidal invasion, spiriticidal thought-reform, exocidal exploitation, ethnocidal colonization, and genocidal assimilation. They continue to suffer this kind of treatment to this very day yet they remain, for the most part, nonviolent, hopeful, cheerful, and constructive; “they” meaning from His Holiness the Dalai Lama or Dagyab Rinpoche in exile down to the simplest peasant woman, driver, nomad child, or beggar in Tibet. They seem to maintain some touch with “essence energy.” Mao’s worst efforts at thought-reform, civilizational lobotomy, failed to eradicate the Tibetan heart and soul.


So Tibetans must have something subtle which we generally lack, something good we are attracted to and which perhaps might even be vitally important for us to restore “soul-quality” to our postmodern lives of not so quiet desperation. Rinpoche suggests this more indirectly than I do here — many tribes that are letting the Tibetan holocaust continue in its latest modality. A purpose of our lives is, if not to attain the unlimited wisdom and satisfaction of full enlightenment, at least to recover the “essence” in life, convince ourselves that it really is worth living, and therefore that we should make the effort to stop the mechanical processes we have unleashed that will definitely soon make life unlivable on this planet for everyone, including other animals with the other humans.


Here fits the purpose of this book on Buddhist symbols. Something about the Tibetan way of imagining their lives is precious. In the ultimate voidness of free reality, Tibetans have long been steeped in the nonconventional tantras or spiritual technologies of creating more enjoyable realms of living. The key tool of this continuous reinvention of viable life-realms is the symbol. In Rinpoche’s lucid image, it is the catalyst in the holographic component that builds up the positive, the beautiful, the good. So Rinpoche gives us a catalog of these tools, the Eight Symbols, the Eight Bringers of Good Fortune, the Seven Jewels, the Secondary Jewels, and so forth, up to the — my favorite, a bit of Tibetan imaginative genetic engineering — the Three Symbols of Victory in the Fight against Disharmony (the eight-legged lion, the fur-bearing fish, and the sea-monster conch). He gives us a subtle set of keys to personal good fortune and a more livable society.


These symbols are found in Tibetan art, as studied by art historians, who will be grateful to this work, but also on teacups, belts, furniture, saddles, bridles, and all sorts of implements, clothing, and buildings. They are the subtle, creative slivers of the colorful hologram of the uniquely Buddhistic culture of Tibet. I am very grateful to my friend and colleague for bringing ouy this careful work on them, and sharing his profound and generous insight. Rinpoche is as Rinpoche does, as the old saying goes. This is a precious book.


Robert A. F. Thurman


Jey Tsong Khapa Professor of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies,


Columbia University; President, Tibet House New York.









Publisher’s Note


This book was originally published in German in 1992 as Buddhistische Glückssymbole im tibetischen Kulturraum: Eine Untersuchung der neun bekanntesten Symbolgruppen by Eugen Diederichs Verlag, München. In this new edition, we at Wisdom Publications have endeavored to present a clear and readable English translation while remaining faithful to the German original. In a few translated passages where the editors had access to the Tibetan source material, the wording has been cast into a form more natural to English; elsewhere, the wording of the German edition has been closely followed.


In the original edition, Dagyab Rinpoche often uses the past tense in referring to the employment of symbols in (Old) Tibet, particularly in reference to their use in monasteries. In this English edition, we have generally preferred the present tense; still, it is important to mention that much or most of the traditional religious culture in Chinese-occupied Tibet has been suppressed and, therefore, contemporary use of these symbols within a religious context applies mostly to Tibetan communities in exile.


Tibetan names and terms that appear in the body of the text have been rendered phonetically. In the notes, glossary, bibliography, and in parenthetical references; however, Tibetan words are romanized according to the system described by Turrell Wylie (“A Standard System of Tibetan Transcription,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, Vol. 22, 1959, p.261–7), except that capitalization is applied to the first pronounced letter, or to the root letter when there is no obvious phonetic initial. Sanskrit has been transliterated according to the standard, internationally recognized system.


Titles of frequently cited texts are translated into English, with the Tibetan and Sanskrit given at first occurrence. For the convenience of specialists, selected passages from the Tibetan primary sources can be found in the notes. A glossary lists English translation equivalents for the corresponding Tibetan and Sanskrit terms.


In conclusion, we at Wisdom Publications would like to heartily thank Ven. Dagyab Rinpoche for his unfailing support, availability, and assistance during the translation, editing, and production of this book; Ven. Regine Leisner, Rinpoche’s secretary, for her swift and helpful replies to our endless queries; Maurice Walshe, for his overwhelming generosity and skillful expertise in rendering this fascinating manuscript into English from the original German; and Robert Chilton, for his painstaking editorial and research work in polishing and refining this English edition of Dagyab Rinpoche’s exceptional work.









Preface


For more than a thousand years, Tibetan culture has been imbued with and characterized by a powerful spirituality in which Buddhist studies and profound philosophical insight, intensive meditation practice and simple superstition, have peacefully coexisted side by side. Religious practice extended to nearly all areas of private and public life, and it was by no means at home only in the monasteries, but also in the houses of farmers and traders and in the tents of nomads. A nearly indescribable unique atmosphere was prevalent in Tibet, a special spiritual climate, which was hardly perceived consciously by us Tibetans. Only after the monasteries had been destroyed, and many of us met again in exile, did we come to acknowledge how different is life in other countries, especially the countries of the West, from what we had known.


Tibetans are not inclined to sentimentality. It is not too difficult for most of them to find their feet in a new existence. Neither has it been necessary for them to look back continually and be nostalgic about past happiness. But we naturally have been making comparisons and considering the differences.


First of all, it struck us that people in Western countries obviously had certain preconceived notions about Tibet. Even today — in spite of tourism and abundant information provided through the media — there seems to exist an image of Tibet as the mysterious land of snows, endowed with magic and mysticism. We gain this impression, for example, when we observe the way in which elements of Tibetan culture are used in advertising, that is, in an area where psychology plays a great role.


So what can we say about this mythical image of Tibet? Although composed, in part, of dreamy, fanciful projections — does it contain a kernel of truth? If we concern ourselves with these questions, we encounter, among other things, the odd invention of a word — “Lamaism” — which, unfortunately, can still be found appearing in the literature here and there. There are some who attribute fabulous supernatural abilities to the lamas, while there are others who smile with pity at such notions, regarding them as products of the overactive imaginations of superstitious crackpots. For both, a blurry, vague conception of what the lama really is prevails; thus, there is hardly need to mention that their understanding of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism — apart from which Tibetan culture would be unimaginable — is likewise hazy and incomplete.


Now, if we were able to erase this deficit of information, what would happen? Would the fascination with Tibet come to an end, or would it be newly invigorated? In this question lies the challenge that I would like to take up in the present work: to provide some facts about the Tibetan symbolic world while also describing, at the same time, Tibetan thinking and sentiment. I shall try to make the origin and background of some of the best-known groups of symbols understandable to Western readers, drawing upon both my perspective as a Tibetan and a lama, and my experience of having lived in Germany for more than twenty years.


Therefore, in the first part of the introduction, I will deal in detail with the foundations of Tibetan culture and thought. As for the usage of symbols within that frame of reference, let me say from the outset only the following: we do, naturally, use symbols in order to express portions of our outer and inner reality in concentrated form and to remind ourselves of particular links of significance or meaning. But not only to express and remind — what we are dealing with here is an act of influencing future reality, neither more nor less. How we visualize this, and how it works, will be the subject of closer scrutiny in the second part of the introduction.


In referring to symbols, we use different terms in Tibetan according to the point of view. The best known are tak (rtags, meaning “omen, sign, or indication”), tsenma (mtshan-ma, meaning “distinguishing mark”), and, above all, the concept of tendrel (rten-’brel), which embraces such a profusion of possible meanings and associations that it cannot easily be rendered with a single word. It is made up of ten (rten), meaning “support,” plus drel (’brel), meaning “dependence, conditionality,” and thus indicates that all phenomena are linked with each other and dependent on each other. Therefore, nothing exists on its own, by its own power. This “emptiness of inherent existence” (stong-pa-nyid, Skt. śūnyatā) is an essential feature of the Buddhist teaching, and we shall have to deal with it in some detail.


Whoever has, according to the Buddhist view, realized emptiness and conditionality, grasps reality “as it is,” free from distorting concepts. With the extinction of all illusions and erroneous concepts, suffering also disappears. No wonder, then, that in the context of Tibetan Buddhist culture, a mere reminder of emptiness/conditionality is considered fortunate in the highest degree.


It will, therefore, come as no surprise that the expression tendrel is not only used as a technical term in philosophical discussions, but has also found its way into everyday speech. In the latter usage, it means a fortunate chain of circumstances, a sign of good fortune to come, a good omen, and so on. The expression is also used in reference to particular actions, objects, pictures, or forms of expression which are more likely than others to designate conditions related to desirable positive results, to make these conditions clear or to represent them.


Of course, at a fundamental level, all phenomena, meaning all colors, shapes, movements, and sounds, all qualities of smell, taste, and touch — in short, all elements of our reality, are tendrel. Ultimately, we can utilize absolutely anything to call to mind conditionality and emptiness, together with all their consequences. This becomes particularly evident with the Five Qualities of Enjoyment (see p. 99). All the same, it is assumed that certain objects are more “loaded” with significance than others. The nine groups of symbols chosen for this study consist of such objects, and we shall thoroughly investigate their origin, meaning, and usage. In Tibetan culture, they are often used as symbolic gifts on important occasions such as weddings, births, the beginning of a journey, or the New Year, with the object of producing a positive effect. In this sense, the simple act of sending a greeting card bearing these symbols can be tendrel. It was only in exile that the Tibetans acquired from other nations the habit of sending preprinted greetings cards. The subject matter is generally taken from traditional Tibetan art, especially religious art. A few such cards, from among those that I have collected during the last thirty years, are reproduced here as examples, with commentary. They provided the inspiration for the present study.


Thus tendrel can be both a symbol, in regard to a desired effect, and an omen, in regard to a cause or an accompanying circumstance which is now manifesting and which is to be brought into connection with a subsequent effect. In order to do justice to both these points of view, I have, according to context, rendered tendrel as “symbol” or “sign.” In describing the different groups, I shall also give examples of the use of such signs in rituals and the results achieved. Thereby, with the added support of the original Tibetan texts supplemented by commentary, I hope to convey at least a little of the fascination they have produced.


Owing to the mass of material, especially of original Tibetan texts dealing with tendrel, I have restricted myself to the best-known groups of symbols, omitting individual symbols not connected with one of the groups treated here. The texts relating to the symbolic interpretation are each translated or paraphrased — and commented upon — at the appropriate place, with selected quotations given in the notes. As far as possible, the Sanskrit equivalents have been given for the Tibetan terms, taken either from the Great Volume of Precise Understanding (Bye-brag-tu rtogs-par byed-pa chen-mo, Skt. Mahāvyutpatti)1 or, with reservations, from Tsepak Rigzin’s Tibetan-English Dictionary of Buddhist Terminology. The Sanskrit terms appearing in passages from the Tibetan texts, for instance in sacrificial mantras, are given unchanged in Tibetan spelling.


As regards my methodological approach, I would like to say that this study was originally conceived and, as far as the descriptive part is concerned, carried out as an investigation into symbology on Western academic lines. However, in the course of my work, various questions arose concerning the meaning and employment of symbols, which could not be satisfactorily answered within this framework. After careful consideration of the various factors, I decided finally to supplement the explanatory part with information derived from my own cultural background, the centuries-old Tibetan Buddhist tradition. In order to present this material in the same way I received it, I have intentionally and expressly refrained from adapting it to conform to Western scientific notions.


This study emerged from the Symbol-Projekts of the Central Asian Special Research Field of the University of Bonn. I would like to take the opportunity of thanking all those who had a share in its making. My special gratitude goes to Prof. Dr. Klaus Sagaster, who assisted its progress with numerous references.


Loden Sherap Dagyab Rinpoche


Bonn
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Introduction


ESSENTIALS OF TIBETAN THOUGHT


The teachings of Buddhism, the foundation of Tibetan culture, have been presented and commented on in so many publications, particularly over the past twenty years, that I can limit myself here to a few key points. Buddhism is a system of explanations and practical methods directed at the ending of suffering. The practitioner attains this goal by means of ethical behavior — refraining from causing harm to any living being, even the tiniest insect — and by meditative absorption and profound insight into the nature of reality.


If I now ask myself what, compared with Western thought, is particular to Tibetan Buddhist thought, I immediately come up against the different concept of reality. The Tibetans think differently about themselves and the world, both about the origin of the real and about the position of the individual within it.


Although Buddhism has always been counted among the world religions, it is still not settled whether we can properly call it a religion in the usual sense or not. It seems to me especially important to point this out here. Precisely when we are concerned with our concept of reality, we ought perhaps to refrain in the first instance from using the word “religion,” to ensure that we do not make the mistake of supposing that we are concerned with faith rather than knowing.


Conventional Reality


According to our view, a firmly established reality existing as a substantial unity in space and time does not exist. Every phenomenon, every object of whatever sort that greets our eyes, consists in its nature simply of the momentary, passing interplay of physical and nonphysical factors, summarized as “causes and conditions” (rgyu-dang rkyen). These are enumerated as: (1) the presence of separate components, down to the finest particles and sub-particles in their momentary arrangement, and (2) the processes of composition or formation, or else the subsequent disintegration of every single object; further, (3) the observer as perceiving subject, and (4) the perception-process of grasping, identifying, and naming. Accordingly, there is nothing, absolutely nothing, that we can put our finger on and say: “Here we have the real, inherent essence of an object, here is the ‘tableness’ of the table, the ‘treeness’ of the tree, the ‘Tomness’ of Tom.”


All phenomena are subject to this conditional arising, this manner of existing in dependence. As we briefly mentioned in the preface, the Tibetan term for this is tendrel. Interestingly, this word is made up of ten (rten), meaning “support, basis,” and drel (’brel), meaning “dependence, conditionality.” For anyone accustomed to thinking in Buddhist terms, ten conveys the understanding that everything that exists is based on something already existing, namely, causes and conditions, whereas drel shows that nothing, not even the supporting factors, exists independently in its own right. Thus, a mere two syllables suffice to express the fact that there is no question of the non-existence of phenomena; phenomena do exist, but not in the way we have always believed they exist. Rather, they exist conditionally, being empty of any existence of their own. And just this is the famous emptiness (stong-pa-nyid, Skt. śūnyatā) that is one of the main points of the Buddhist teaching. A simple description of this way of seeing things scarcely gives any idea of how revolutionary its consequences are in actual experience. Nevertheless, I shall try to indicate some of the implications.


The loose structure of physical and non-physical factors that makes up our reality — including, of course, ourselves — is continually changing in all its aspects. These processes of change, and thus the organization of reality itself, can be influenced by us through our perceptions. We may assume that our present capacity for perception is limited and superficial, so that there is still plenty to be discovered. Since it has no inherent existence, reality will offer no resistance to this. Expanded perception will probably reveal to us a wider view of reality. Considerations of this sort lead to curiosity and openness; as a result, our usual self-imposed limitation of consciousness is, perhaps for the first time, slightly shaken.


If we carry on, we learn with constant practice to have a direct perception of reality. If that is, indeed, a worthwhile goal to aim at, then the question must be asked — how do we perceive things at present? The answer, which anyone can easily confirm, is this: Everything that presents itself to us in the way of impressions and perceptive stimuli, is at once, and prior to any other treatment, sorted into one of three possible categories — pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. And the sole criterion for this allocation is the presumed effect the object may have on ourselves. Whatever confirms our ego is pleasant; whatever threatens it or causes discomfort is unpleasant. Everything else is neutral. It is astonishing how many stimuli are instantly evaluated as pleasant or unpleasant. But of course we have had decades of practice in sorting things out. We take ourselves and our well-being — the focal point of all that happens around us — so seriously that for that reason alone we feel a compulsion to evaluate our impressions with speed and certainty.
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