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The Library of Tibetan Classics is a special series being developed by the Institute of Tibetan Classics aimed at making key classical Tibetan texts part of the global literary and intellectual heritage. Eventually comprising thirty-two large volumes, the collection will contain over two hundred distinct texts by more than a hundred of the best-known authors. These texts have been selected in consultation with the preeminent lineage holders of all the schools and other senior Tibetan scholars to represent the Tibetan literary tradition as a whole. The works included in the series span more than a millennium and cover the vast expanse of classical Tibetan knowledge—from the core teachings of the specific schools to such diverse fields as ethics, philosophy, linguistics, medicine, astronomy and astrology, folklore, and historiography.

The Tradition of Everlasting Bön
Five Key Texts on Scripture, Tantra, and the Great Perfection

Bön is commonly recognized as the pre-Buddhist religion of Tibet. According to the most established tradition, Everlasting Bön, or Yungdrung Bön, evolved on the basis of the teachings of Shenrab Miwoché in the Kingdom of Zhangzhung, which some historians locate in the western region of Tibet. The exact date of Shenrab is still a matter of speculation and the dates suggested vary from sometime during the sixth century CE to as far back as the late Neolithic period (7000–5000 BCE). Since the arrival of Buddhism in Tibet, Bön has undergone great transformation in all aspects, including its philosophy, doctrinal teachings, and meditative practices. The present volume contains five central texts of the Everlasting Bön school, each representing an important aspect of the tradition. The first text is by Drogön Azha Lodrö Gyaltsen (1198–1263) and presents the grounds and paths of the Greater Vehicle of the Bön tradition. This text represents the philosophical ideology of Bön teachings based on the scriptures contained in the Bön canon. The second text is a short root tantra attributed to revealed teachings from Kuntu Zangpo, the personification of the unconditioned absolute. The third text is a commentary on this root tantra attributed to Drenpa Namkha (fl. eighth century), a Bönpo sage contemporary with Padmasambhava. This commentary is part of a larger body of texts collectively known as the canon of commentaries. The fourth text was written by Nyamé Sherab Gyaltsen (1356–1415) and presents a general exposition of the tantric system according to Yungdrung Bön. The final text is by Drutön Gyalwa Yungdrung (1242–90) and pertains to the oral instructions on the meditation practices of Bön, especially on the cycle of practices associated with experiencing the nature of the mind, generally known as the Great Perfection systems. All five texts have been selected for inclusion in The Library of Tibetan Classics by the late H. H. Menri Trizin Rinpoché, Lungtok Tenpai Nyima (1927–2017), who was the thirty-third abbot of Menri Monastery, the central institution of the Yungdrung Bön school. 
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“I am very happy to see the publication of this book. The five texts included in this volume, ably translated by J. F. Marc des Jardins, are perfectly chosen by His Holiness the Thirty-Third Menri Trizin Lungtok Tenpai Nyima Rinpoché to represent the diversity of the Bön canon. Yungdrung Bön is a complete path, and its Nine Ways contain deep wisdom for navigating the vicissitudes of this life, preparing for our future lives, and ultimately achieving liberation. The Tradition of Everlasting Bön gives an excellent taste of Sūtra, Tantra, and Dzogchen as revealed by Tönpa Shenrab. It should be of interest to both practitioners and to scholars.”

—GESHE TENZIN WANGYAL RINPOCHÉ

“The Tradition of Everlasting Bön is a game changer in the study of Tibetan religious thought and practice. Presenting lucid translations of five key texts spanning the principal teachings of Yungdrung Bön—from the esoteric path of the Greater Vehicle through the tantras and culminating in the visionary precepts of the Great Perfection—no other work that has yet appeared covers so much ground with comparable precision and clarity. For the breadth and depth of his scholarship, J. F. Marc des Jardins merits laurels. This is an unparalleled, essential contribution.”

—MATTHEW T. KAPSTEIN, professor emeritus, École Pratique des Hautes Études, Paris, and the University of Chicago

“This remarkable volume, a collection of five key works from the Everlasting (Yungdrung) Bön tradition, together with a lucid introduction, notes, and glossary by the translator, fills a major gap in the literature for those new to this tradition, providing an introduction that is both reliable, informed, and comprehensive. Marc des Jardins’s work on these important texts takes the Western encounter with Yungdrung Bön to a new level, challenging the reader to encounter it as a major spiritual tradition in its own right.” 

—GEOFFREY SAMUEL, professor emeritus, Cardiff University, author of Civilized Shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan Societies
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Message from the Dalai Lama

THE LAST TWO MILLENNIA witnessed a tremendous proliferation of cultural and literary development in Tibet, the Land of Snows. Moreover, owing to the inestimable contributions made by Tibet’s early spiritual kings, numerous Tibetan translators, and many great Indian paṇḍitas over a period of so many centuries, the teachings of the Buddha and the scholastic tradition of ancient India’s Nālandā monastic university became firmly rooted in Tibet. As evidenced from the historical writings, this flowering of Buddhist tradition in the country brought about the fulfillment of the deep spiritual aspirations of countless sentient beings. In particular, it contributed to the inner peace and tranquility of the peoples of Tibet, Outer Mongolia—a country historically suffused with Tibetan Buddhism and its culture—the Tuva and Kalmuk regions in present-day Russia, the outer regions of mainland China, and the entire trans-Himalayan areas on the southern side, including Bhutan, Sikkim, Ladakh, Kinnaur, and Spiti. Today this tradition of Buddhism has the potential to make significant contributions to the welfare of the entire human family. I have no doubt that, when combined with the methods and insights of modern science, the Tibetan Buddhist cultural heritage and knowledge will help foster a more enlightened and compassionate human society, a humanity that is at peace with itself, with fellow sentient beings, and with the natural world at large.

It is for this reason I am delighted that the Institute of Tibetan Classics in Montreal, Canada, is compiling a thirty-two-volume series containing the works of many great Tibetan teachers, philosophers, scholars, and practitioners representing all major Tibetan schools and traditions. These important writings will be critically edited and annotated and will then be published in modern book format in a reference collection called The Library of Tibetan Classics, with the translations into other major languages to follow later. While expressing my heartfelt commendation for this noble project, I pray and hope that The Library of Tibetan Classics will not only make these important Tibetan treatises accessible to scholars of Tibetan studies but will also create a new opportunity for younger Tibetans to study and take interest in their own rich and profound culture. It is my sincere hope that through the series’ translations into other languages, millions of fellow citizens of the wider human family will also be able to share in the joy of engaging with Tibet’s classical literary heritage, textual riches that have been such a great source of joy and inspiration to me personally for so long.
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The Dalai Lama
The Buddhist monk Tenzin Gyatso
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General Editor’s Preface

THE WORKS in this volume of The Library of Tibetan Classics, chosen by His Holiness the late Menri Trizin Rinpoché and now made available to English-speaking readers, bring to the world in a powerful way the depth and richness of the Bön tradition. The antiquity of the Tibetan people’s relationship with Bön can be detected in the Tibetan word Bö (spelled Bod), the very name Tibetans use to refer to Tibet. In one interpretation at least, the word Bö derives from the word Bön, suggesting that the land derived its name from its native religion. So, as a Tibetan and as the editor of this series, it is a source of both pride and satisfaction to include in the series a special volume featuring the profound Bön tradition.

Two primary objectives have driven the creation and development of The Library of Tibetan Classics. The first aim is to help revitalize the appreciation and the study of the Tibetan classical heritage within Tibetan-speaking communities worldwide. The younger generation in particular struggle with the tension between traditional Tibetan culture and the realities of modern consumerism. To this end, efforts have been made to develop a comprehensive yet manageable body of texts, one that features the works of Tibet’s best-known authors and covers the gamut of classical Tibetan knowledge. The second objective of The Library of Tibetan Classics is to help make these texts part of a global literary and intellectual heritage. In this regard, we have tried to make the English translation reader-friendly and, as much as possible, keep the body of the text free of unnecessary scholarly apparatus, which can intimidate general readers. For specialists who wish to compare the translation with the Tibetan original, page references of the critical edition of the Tibetan text are provided in brackets. 

The texts in this thirty-two-volume series span more than a millennium—from the development of the Tibetan script in the seventh century to the first part of the twentieth century, when Tibetan society and culture first encountered industrial modernity. The volumes are thematically organized and cover many of the categories of classical Tibetan knowledge—from the teachings specific to each Tibetan school to the classical works on philosophy, psychology, and phenomenology. The first category includes teachings of the Kadam, Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyü, Geluk, and Jonang schools, of miscellaneous Buddhist lineages, and of the Bön school. Texts in these volumes have been largely selected by senior lineage holders of the individual schools. Texts in the other categories have been selected primarily in recognition of the historical reality of the individual disciplines. For example, in the field of epistemology, works from the Sakya and Geluk schools have been selected, while the volume on buddha nature features the writings of Butön Rinchen Drup and various Kagyü masters. Where fields are of more common interest, such as the three codes or the bodhisattva ideal, efforts have been made to represent the perspectives of all four major Tibetan Buddhist schools. The Library of Tibetan Classics can function as a comprehensive library of the Tibetan literary heritage for libraries, educational and cultural institutions, and interested individuals.

It has been a profound honor for me to be part of this important translation project. I wish first of all to express my deep personal gratitude to His Holiness the Dalai Lama for always being such a profound source of inspiration and being an exemplary representative of the Tibetan tradition in the world. I would like to take this opportunity to also express my deep gratitude to His Holiness the late Menri Trizin Rinpoché for advising me on the selection of these important texts for the volume. I must also thank the translator of our volume, J. F. Marc des Jardins, a fellow Montrealer, for rendering these texts in English with such clarity and precision. Marc’s introductory essay is a gem illuminating the volume, helping the modern reader navigate the complex history of Bön, including its long and interwoven philosophical and doctrinal relationship with the Buddhism that came to be the dominant faith of the land. 

To the following individuals and organizations, I owe my sincere thanks: to Wisdom Publications, especially David Kittelstrom for his long-time stewardship of the series and Mary Petrusewicz for carefully editing the volume; to Phuntsok Nyima and Nyima Kunkhyab for their help with editing the original Tibetan volume on which this translation is based; to BDRC (Buddhist Digital Resource Center) for providing unrestricted access to its comprehensive digital Tibetan texts during the editing of the Tibetan texts; and to my wife Sophie Boyer Langri for taking on the numerous administrative chores that are part of a project such as this.


Finally, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to the Ing Foundation for its long-standing patronage of the Institute of Tibetan Classics. The entire cost of this translation project has been supported through the foundation’s generous grant to the Institute, and the foundation’s support also enables me to continue to devote the time and attention necessary for ensuring the success of the thirty-two-volume Library of Tibetan Classics project. 

Thupten Jinpa
Montreal, 2023
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Translator’s Introduction

The Everlasting Bön Tradition

The texts comprising this volume are key representatives of the Tibetan religious tradition known as Yungdrung Bön (g.yung drung bon), or Everlasting Bön. This school is presently the most prominent among the traditions in Tibet that portray themselves as heirs to the pre-Buddhist religious practices known under the generic title of Bön. Therefore, Everlasting Bön is an indigenous movement that can be traced at least to the beginning of the eleventh century when Shenchen Lüga (996–1035)1 discovered a cache of non-Buddhist texts in 1017 and began to transmit their practices to a host of disciples. The discovery in 913 of the collection of scriptures titled the Hundred Thousand Verses on the Water Spirits (Klu ’bum) supports earlier beginnings or, at least, definite traces of ancestry. This collection contains many elements that characterize Bön as we know it today as well as myths and their associated practices from the imperial period (seventh–ninth centuries).2

The word Bön was used initially as a generic name for disparate systems of cultic and religious practices and beliefs that were current through the introduction of Buddhism in Tibet in the reign of Songtsen Gampo (604–649/50). For Buddhist apologists, the term Bön became synonymous with all non-Buddhist competing religious practices. Identifying the latter referent with exactitude remains a difficult task. Early documents from Dunhuang indicate some purposes for which these rites were conducted. They mention royal funerary practices3 and other forms of funerals (shid, rman, mdad), healing liturgies, calling for good fortune (g.yang), divination (mo, phya), diagnosis of inauspicious occurrences (dpyad), ritual strategies for counteracting baleful influences, ransom rites4 (glud), and other miscellaneous rites (gto) involving different types of spirits and deities.5 Examples of treatises on these rites still form parts of the current available literature of the Bön canon.6

Sources from Dunhuang mention two main classes of indigenous Tibetan priests or ritual specialists, the Bön (also named Bönpo) and the Shen (gshen). Their respective functions are not clear but there are indications that these priests used a variety of ritual techniques and means for their trade. Initially they may have been specialists in different cultic practices or part of different family and religious lineages. In some texts, the Bönpos appear to be competing with the Shen; however, in other early documents, distinctions between them seem nominal, for both were occupied with similar activities for their patrons.7 The methods used to perform various rites were varied and involved a wide range of strategies and objectives. Indigenous priests used any appropriate ritual tool to make their trade more successful and competitive. Hence, for example, Bönpos and Shen used Buddhist spells and mantras to control the theu (the’u) rang and other spirits.

The composite nature of Bön is certain, particularly in Everlasting Bön, which shows the most prevalent Buddhist elements. The wide use of external methods is apparent in all available written material of this tradition from early on. After all, Bön sources themselves credit widely different geographical regions as the sources of their different practices. These regions include China, India, Gilgit (bru sha), Zhangzhung, Tazik (stag zig), and others.

Today, Bön is represented in the majority by members of the Everlasting Bön school, whereas other schools, such as New Bön (bon gsar ma), Sipé Bön (srid pa’i bon), Leu Bön (le’u bon), and others are now found mostly in the periphery areas of the Tibetan cultural world such as Nepal, Sikkim, North-Western Yunnan, Western Gansu, Inner Mongolia, the neighboring Karakoram range, Gilgit, and other connected areas. The lineages of these ritualists are disappearing due to the growing ban on blood sacrifices that many of them still perform, as well as changing cultural practices and geographical environments due to immigration, modernization, and climate change. Given these conditions, some have opted for adapting their practices to current realities. For example, the Yolmo (also Hyolmo) shamans, whose ritual activities stem directly from the type of Bön represented in some of the oldest scriptures of the Bön canon, recently joined forces with the Bön monastery of Triten Norbutsé in Kathmandu and adjusted to Everlasting Bön doctrines. These Yolmo shamans stopped performing blood sacrifices and began using ritual cakes (gtor ma) instead, while still maintaining their characteristic spirit-possession rites.8


The Foundation of Yungdrung Bön 

A key moment for this lineage is the foundation of Yeru Bensakha9 by Dru Namkha Yungdrung in 1072. For the following 314 years, this establishment became the main center of learning for Bönpo lamas. From the start, it was the nexus from which many key lineages spread. The meditation lineages of Atri (A khrid), the Zhangzhung Oral Transmission from Zhangzhung (zhang zhung snyan rgyud), and the Great Perfection (rdzogs chen) were all at some point transmitted from its eminent masters. This religious center orchestrated its activities in four colleges created for the study of philosophy (mtshan nyid), the tantras (gsang sngags), and monastic vows (sdom gtsang), the latter considered by contemporary historians to be a new trend among Bönpos of the twelfth century. Bönpo masters have established hereditary lineages from early on and there is ample evidence that celibacy was not a strict norm.10 Since many meditation lineage holders, including our three authors, spent some time there, Yeru Bensakha must have devoted part of its curriculum to meditation training and practice despite not having a college dedicated to this per se.

Yeru Bensakha was built on the northern bank of the Tsangpo River in Central Tibet. It is important to note that by 1240, when Mongol troops invaded Tibet and established control of the region, this Bön center in particular was surrounded by no less than nineteen Buddhist establishments. At least fourteen of these were representatives of the Kadam tradition, which was in full expansion at that time and specialized in the study of Buddhist logic and philosophy.11 This might help us to understand the presence of Buddhist elements in Everlasting Bön teachings and writings. This school of Bön entirely espouses Buddhist soteriological and ontological worldviews. It reinterpreted these in its own “indigenous” ways, adopting many cultural elements from surrounding Indian, Chinese, Mongolian, and possibly Central Asian cultures. Its scriptures, teachings, and practices are vast and complex and have not yet been fully investigated.12 Therefore, one should be very careful to not adopt a reductionist stance or a simplistic definition that moves toward generic typologies such as shamanism, Buddhist heterodoxy, or plagiarism.

Buddhist dogma and philosophy are most prevalent in Yungdrung Bön. It is not known exactly when Buddhist dogma and philosophy were first adopted. There are clear indications that this occurred early on, possibly as early as the time of Azha Lodrö in the thirteenth century. Bönpo lamas intent on philosophical studies often spent time in Buddhist centers of learning, where they studied logic, Madhyamaka, the Perfection of Wisdom literature, and other subjects. Upon graduation, they would go to Menri Monastery and later to Yungdrung Ling (f. 1834) or other satellite institutions to perfect their knowledge of Bön. Sherab Gyaltsen (1356–1415), the founder of Menri, is reported to have studied Buddhist philosophy with the famed Sakya master Rongtön Sheja Kunrik (1367–1449) before starting his teaching career at Yeru Bensakha in 1386.

By the time our first author, Azha Lodrö Gyaltsen, became the eighth abbot of Yeru Bensakha13 sometime in the mid-thirteenth century, Yungdrung Bön already had in its curriculum of studies well over a hundred scriptures, including several well-developed Tantric corpora. The standardization of indigenous cults rearranged into tantric pantheons with uniform ritual templates was well underway. This continued until the last century, when charismatic Bönpo lamas such as Kundröl Drakpa (b. 1700), Sangyé Lingpa (1705–35), Sangnak Lingpa (b. 1864), Tashi Gyaltsen (1859–1933/35), and others further developed the curriculum of practices. For instance, they added prayers, sections, and sometimes introduced new versions to older tantric cycles and other aspects of Bön in general.14 However, it is fair to mention here that Bönpos consider their traditions to consist in practices that preexisted even the Yarlung dynasty (c. 600–c. 842).

The emic view of Bön credits its manifestation on Earth to the enlightened being Tönpa Shenrab Miwoché (mi bo che, lit. “the great important man,” gshen rab, “the excellent priest” who is the “teacher,” ston pa). The earliest hagiographies of Shenrab, the Collected Discourse (Mdo ’dus) and the Eye of the Needle (Gzer mig), can be dated to the tenth–eleventh centuries, as they are mentioned in the writings of three Bönpo lamas of the eleventh–twelfth centuries.15 Both are cited extensively in the texts presented in this volume. The Collected Discourse16 is the first life story of Shenrab for the Yungdrung Bön movement. It is the most concise of the three extant hagiographies available. Critical studies of this scripture show how the account partly reappropriates themes from the life of the Buddha in its earliest Tibetan version, the Gyacher Rölpa,17 and from the Buddhist Jātaka tales. It also recontextualizes Chinese myths with uniquely Tibetan content.

With the middle-length Eye of the Needle, the narrative becomes more Tibetan despite using a variety of events from previous lives of Śākyamuni. Shenrab’s life begins in heaven, where he studied the teachings of Bön, after which he undertook reincarnations and manifestations on Earth and elsewhere and transmitted the teachings through various feats. Here Shenrab is no longer just a saint but also a mediator between non-humans and denizens of this plane of existence.18 This Bön scripture must have been important and widespread, since research indicates that it might have served as the basic template from which the life of Padmasambhava was constructed.19

However, it was not until the last and voluminous hagiography, the Stainless Splendor (Gzi brjid), delivered to Loden Nyingpo (b. 1360)20 sometime during the fourteenth century, that Shenrab becomes the initiator of the twelve rituals (cho ga bcu gnyis), now a universal feature of Bön rites.21 In the context of the Bön tantras devoted to tutelary deities and protectors, Shenrab became the single source of all transmissions and manifestations of Bön, a cosmic principle, emanating himself through avatars such as Sangwa Düpa, Takla Mebar, and other ancient masters.

Through the lens of Everlasting Bön, the teacher Shenrab is seen as the epitome of realization and is made a historical personage. Dates are forwarded (2021 celebrated his 18,039th birthday)22 and conflicting locations of fabled lands and fallen kingdoms, such as the Kingdom of Zhangzhung and its province of Tazik (stag zig, lit. “the land of tigers and leopards”), continue to puzzle scholars. However, many of these Bön traditions are solidly attested from the tenth century onward, and there are clear indications that various cultic systems having direct affinities, if not direct transmission links, were extant before and during the Yarlung dynasty. For instance, from this historical period, five early Bönpo clans, still enduring today, are traditionally linked to religious specializations in Bön. These are the Zhu, early specialists on funerary rites; the Mushen (dmu gshen),23 credited as direct descendants of Shenrab and holding the lineage of the Magyü Tantra; the Dru (bru), who came early to Tibet from Drusha24 (bru sha, i.e., Gilgit) and were early exponents of philosophy; the Pa (spa), who were masters of the tantric teachings; and the Me’u (rme’u), to whom are credited several scholarly studies. Bönpos over the centuries established new hereditary lineages with prestigious families. An example is the Khyung clan that is linked to the famous treasure-text discoverer from Nyakrong, Sangnak Lingpa (b. 1864), whose Walkhyung (dbal khyung) Monastery in the 1980s was the discovery site of the last complete set of the Bön canon. Other now prominent families are the Japhur (bya phur), the Böngya (bon brgya), and so on.25 Most are now using religious materials that were either produced or edited by hierarchs of the Everlasting Bön school, to which they add their own lineage particularities.


The Categories of Teachings

Over the centuries, Everlasting Bön organized its teachings, practices, and corpora of scriptures and commentaries. It has pursued a curriculum of training involving philosophical studies and debates that are largely congruent with what slowly became the norm in leading Buddhist schools in Tibet. The general categories of its corpora consist of scriptures (mdo), the tantras, and meditation practices.

THE SCRIPTURAL SYSTEM OF LEARNING

Scriptural studies that convey the teachings of Shenrab consist in philosophical studies rather than close readings of the scriptures. In fact, scriptures might be recited ritually but are seldom studied without available commentaries. The commentaries consist in expositions of the path and its stages (sa lam) that lead to ultimate enlightenment. All nine major commentaries that are studied are concerned with the path and its stages. One of the most important is certainly the Magical Key to the Precious Gradual Path and Grounds of the Greater Vehicle by Azha Lodrö Gyaltsen, the first text presented in this volume.26 These philosophical studies include logic and metaphysical categories very much of the Abhidharma genre of Buddhist literature. Its treatises, such as those of Azha Lodrö Gyaltsen, comment on Bön scriptures that are neither classified as tantric nor concerned with meditation practice techniques. Some of the treatises considered central to this part of the tradition are the Treasury of the World, the Eye of the Needle, the collection of the Minute Scriptures, the Scripture of the Eight Realms (Khams brgyad, the Bön version of the Perfection of Wisdom Scripture in One Hundred Thousand Lines, Śatasāhasrikāprajñāpāramitā), the Hundred Thousand Verses on the Summit of Awareness (Rig pa’i rtse mo’i ’bum, or Rtse ’bum), the Compendium on the Spreading, the middle-length version of the Great Realms Scripture, the Collection of the Rising of the Nine Suns, the White Hundred Thousand Water-Spirits, and so forth.

The scriptural curriculum constitutes the outer vehicle of the teachings of Everlasting Bön.

THE TANTRIC SYSTEMS 

The tantric teachings constitute the second part of the path of Bön. The general concept is to bring forth some transformation in oneself and the world around oneself through the agency of the tantric pantheon. For this reason, it is often referred to as the path of transformation (bsgyur lam). These are part of the inner/insider (nang) or esoteric teachings. The pantheon is quite varied and points to the many sources that influenced this Tibetan religion. Everlasting Bön tantric traditions harnessed local gods and demons (lha ’dre) and turned them into organized cultic systems using in part Indian tantric templates. For instance, the Bön deities that appear to specialize in subjugating indigenous demons (’dre), such as the the’u rang (the’u rang), the nyen (gnyan), the masang (gnyan, ma sang), the gyalsen (rgyal bsen), and others, are the gekhö (ge khod),27 a class of 360 gods based on Mount Tisé (aka Kailash). Their leader is the All-Piercing Gekhö, to whom a corpus of ritual manuals is devoted.28 His ritual compendium contains several fumigation (bsang) and lustration (khrus) rites to remedy various types of pollution. Gekhö is a local deity associated with a particular region, such as Zhangzhung and Mount Kailash. Through the agency of the pandits of Everlasting Bön, he has become the main character at the center of his own tantric universe. Hence Gekhö represents a complete cycle of practices for spiritual attainment. He stands in the middle of his court surrounded by 360 other gekhö and attending spirits. His abode on this plane of existence is the stony castle of Mount Kailash overlooking the former Zhangzhung kingdom that was, according to Bön history, annexed by the thirty-eighth king of the Yarlung dynasty, Trisong Detsen (r. 756– c. 797). In Everlasting Bön, Gekhö now represents the embodiment of the enlightened qualities of Shenrab, and his demonifuge activities are salvific. He brings down the transforming influences of the enlightened ones of the three times and purifies the negative karma of all sentient beings. His priests and adepts propitiate him in order to help attain sapience as well as to protect and assist their patrons in their mundane pursuits.

The tantric cycles are numerous in Bön, but most are now to be found in the canonical material of either the Bön scriptural collection (K) or the commentarial corpus (T). Some of the most important tantric cycles are mentioned in the commentary of Sherab Gyaltsen in the tantric section of this volume—part 4, the Magic Key That Disentangles the Secret Meaning. It suffices to say here that the following are the main texts representing the tantric tradition at the beginning of the fifteenth century:

The Secret Capable Sen-Demoness (Gsang ba bsen thub)

The Father Tantra That Is the Lore of the Cuckoo of Awareness (Pha rgyud rig pa khu byug)


The Three Tantras of the Enlightened Mother Tantra (Ma rgyud sangs rgyas rgyud gsum)

The Six Tantras of the Wrathful Ones (Khro bo rgyud drug) 

The cycles of the Tantras of Phur pa (Phur pa rgyud skor) 

The Blazing Fire of Tagla (lit. Tiger-God, Stag lha me ’bar) 

The Universal Heap That Is the Five Excellent Ones of the Citadel (Spyi spungs gsas mkhar mchog lnga), and so forth.

As the commentaries on tantric practices in this volume indicate, these systems of practice involve taking on pledges, the use of mandalas, symbolic hand-gestures (phyag rgya, mudrā), rites for offerings, fire offerings, and so on.

THE GREAT PERFECTION SYSTEMS

The secret level on the path to enlightenment in Bön consists in meditative practices and a corpus of pith instructions and advice. Four main systems29 are present in Bön, and they are known under the following generic names: The Revelatory Transmission from Zhangzhung (zhang zhung snyan rgyud), the Instructions on the A (Atri, A khrid),30 the Instructions That Clear Away the Ten Thousand Limits to the Primordial (ye khri mtha’ sel), and the Great Perfection. Each has its own particular practices and its own corpus of pith instructions, scriptures, and commentaries. However, all show common underlying principles. Their discourses follow the conceptual triple division of the base, the path, and the result, where spontaneity, non-fabrication, and the manipulation of awareness are favored over tantric forms. These four meditative systems are considered superior to all the other vehicles in Everlasting Bön. They primarily use meditation on lights, visions, dark retreat, and the cultivation of natural and non-conceptual states of awareness.

These meditative traditions are said to have been transmitted orally from one master to another. Therefore, their textual sources consist in transmitted poems, pith instructions, advice, secret instructions, and so on. These have acquired canonical status in Bön and are to be found in the fourth section of the canon, in the mind division (sems sde). Hence, the first of the eight volumes (K171–78) consecrated to these meditation teachings is designated as the Four Cycles of the Oral Diffusion of the Revelatory Transmission of the Great Perfection from Zhangzhung. As part of this tradition, the Practice Manual of the Oral Tradition of the Great Perfection from Zhangzhung by Dru Gyalwa Yungdrung that is translated last in this volume is its most emblematic text. The other main scriptures of the mind section are the Nine Arcana and its commentary, the Trilogy of the Proclamation of the Great Perfection, the White Heaven of the Great General Transmission, the Cycle That Clears Away the Ten Thousand Limits to the Primordial, and the Transmission of the Boundless Spreading of the Great Perfection.

There are a number of teachings written by treasure-text revealers and pandits that have been added to the Great Perfection systems in Bön. One thinks of the voluminous material written by Shardza Tashi Gyaltsen (1859–1934) in his Self-Arising of the Three Bodies31 and his other commentaries on the above-mentioned cycles.32

Classificatory Schemes in Everlasting Bön

Establishing an umbrella system to coordinate all the teachings and scriptures of the tradition was not only the preoccupation of the pandits of Everlasting Bön but an overarching concern for Buddhists in China and Tibet as well.33 By the thirteenth century the vast amount of material already extant was on its way to being organized into a classificatory scheme. The division of the Bön teachings in nine vehicles was previously mentioned in the Practice Manual by Dru Gyalwa Yungdrung. By the fourteenth century, when Loden Nyingpo compiled the Stainless Splendor hagiography, he fixed this division for posterity after he had Shenrab discourse on the scale of graded practices. These are so present in the tradition that David Snellgrove, in collaboration with Lopön Tenzin Namdak, considered them representative enough to translate excerpts under the title The Nine Ways of Bon.

To quote Sherab Gyaltsen from the Magic Key, the nine ways according to the nine views of each particular vehicle are the following:

The nine views of the vehicle of self-realization are related to the nine distinctive aspects of the senses. They are:

1.The vehicle of the Shen of prediction (phywa)

2.The Shen of the visual world

3.The Shen of illusion

4.The Shen of existence

These are the causal vehicles. The result vehicles are:

5.The virtuous adherers

6.The great ascetics


7.The White A

8.The primeval Shen

9.The Unsurpassed Moon (zla bla med)

Each is said to have its own view. These points can be expanded at length. The Greater Vehicle is connected to this and consists in acquiring the very result of finality.

The general distinguishing feature of the twofold division of these nine ways is that the first four are considered to deal with causal activities. The Shen of prediction consists in making prognostics on inauspicious events such as sickness, bad luck, and so forth in order to identify their spiritual sources. The next three classes, the Shen of the visual world, of illusion, and of existence, are the reservoirs of ritual strategies used to counter these unfortunate events. They deal with ransom rites, controlling spirits, exorcism, subjugation, funerals, astrology, and many other methods that seek to achieve concrete results in the mundane world. They are the four causal vehicles.

The remaining five of the nine ways are the five vehicles of results and are religious and mystical in outlook. They bring one to the ultimate fruition of enlightenment. They consist in the taking of lay and monastic vows (the virtuous adherers and the great ascetics), the tantric practices of the transformation of reality (the White A), more advanced tantric practices based on the Magyü Tantra of the Shen lineage (the Vehicle of Primeval Shen), and finally the meditative practices (the Unsurpassed Moon, more commonly called the Great Perfection) that bring one to full enlightenment.

Alternatively, Bönpo authors divide these practices into the four portals and the one treasury (sgo bzhi mdzod lnga). Different metaphors are applied to make sense of this classification. Hence, in this volume, the commentary on the root tantra the Precious Universal Gathering entitled the Net of Sunrays, attributed to the eighth-century sage Drenpa Namkha, uses this classification to encompass all Bön teachings when it says:

The circles of words consist in the four portals with the treasury that make five, the hierarchy of the nine vehicles, and the 84,000 portals of Bön.

Snellgrove mentions the four portals as consisting in the teachings of the masters (dpon gsas, i.e., the Great Perfection), the Black Waters/Dominion (chab nag, demonifuge rites), the White Waters/Dominion (chab dkar, tantric rites), and the portal to the country of Phan (’phan yul), the place from which some of the teachings of Shenrab originated. Shenrab dispensed these teachings in the realms of the gods (lha), among the underground water-spirits (klu), the nyen (gnyan) spirits, the deities controlling the world (sa bdag), the tö (gtod) spirits, and then to humans.34

The Eye of the Needle provides further details and describes these teachings as precepts and pith instructions from the masters. The second portal, Black Waters/Dominion, comprises rites dealing with ransom, exorcism, funerals, and so forth. The third portal, White Waters/Dominion, is that of the tantric practices of the generation and perfection stages. The fourth, the portal to the country of Phan, consists in the teachings from the scriptures and their recitations. The fifth portal to the treasury is called the Pure Summit (gtsang mtho thog) where individual streams of conditioned existence are cut off and where enlightenment is reaped.35

Texts in This Anthology

The texts presented in this anthology were selected in consultation with the late thirty-third abbot of Menri Monastery, Lungtok Tenpai Nyima (1929–2017), the head of the Everlasting Bön school. They are ordered according to the three categories mentioned above: scriptural/philosophical studies, tantric studies, and meditative practices.

AZHA LODRÖ GYALTSEN 

The first text, the Magical Key to the Precious Gradual Path and Grounds of the Greater Vehicle, is a study of the path and its stages (sa lam), interpreting the teachings of the scriptures. It was written by Azha Lodrö Gyaltsen, alias the Famous Azha (mtshan ldan a zha), also known as the Protector of Wandering Beings, Drogön (’gro dgon) Lodrö Gyaltsen. He was a member of the Azha clan also known as the Tuyuhun (吐谷渾), an ethnic group settled around Kokonor (Qinghai) Lake in present-day Qinghai, China. The kingdom of the Tuyuhun lasted from the middle of the third century CE until its annexation by the Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo in 634. During the Tibetan occupation, some of the Azha moved to eastern Chinese regions, while others remained under the dominion of Tibet. Lodrö Gyaltsen was born to a Bönpo family in Yorpo (g.yor po) in the southern province of Lhokha (Luoka 洛卡), the present-day Shanan prefectural city (山南市) in Central Tibet. This region is associated with the birth of the Tibetan Yarlung dynasty and is south of Lhasa, bordering Bhutan. By the time our author was born in 1198, the Kingdom of Gugé was at its height in the western region, controlling trade from the south, and Lhokha was being developed with irrigation projects and land cultivation.

The biography of Lodrö Gyaltsen mentions several early predispositions and signs that signaled his future religious career. In 1226 when he was twenty-eight years old he took religious vows from his uncle, Dutsi Gyaltsen (fl. twelfth century), his main root guru. The latter was then the abbot of Yeru Bensakha and a direct disciple of Yorpo Mepal (1134–69),36 the fifth lineage holder of the Atri system of meditation as well as the fifth abbot of Yeru Bensakha.37 The three lamas not only studied in this center of learning but also sat on its abbatial seat, succeeding one another.

From his early days and throughout his career, Lodrö Gyaltsen received a great number of teachings and empowerments from treasure-text revealers, lineage-holders, and masters. The various lineages that he was part of include the tantric practices of Phurba from Lopön Mé (fl. eleventh–twelfth centuries). He received the full transmission of the teachings from the two most prominent Bönpo treasure-text revealers of his time, Pönsé Khyungö Tsal (b. 1175) and Matön Sherab Sengé (twelfth–thirteenth centuries). He received through intermediaries, taught, and transmitted major teachings from Shenchen Lüga (996–1035), Nyenthing (eleventh century), Zhotön Ngodrup (twelfth century), Lungbön Lhanyen (twelfth century), Orgom Kundul (eleventh century), and many others. These included Great Perfection practices from the four lineages together with pith instructions. He received tantric teachings, such as the Six Tantras of the Wrathful Ones (Khro bo rgyud drug) and the Southern Treasure Text (Lho gter) on the Great Perfection from the lineage of Khutsa Dawo (b. 1024).38 He is credited with receiving teachings from masters of the past and directly from spirits in visions while following his uncle or alone during ascetic practices in the mountains of North Tibet and other places.39 His works demonstrate such a breath of knowledge that it would be fair to say that he possibly mastered all the Bön teachings of his generation and his institution.

There are many important titles under Lodrö Gyaltsen’s name.40 Some of his most influential works are:

1.Essence of Valid Cognition, a Compilation from All Sources on the Conceptual Mind and Suchness (Tshad ma snying po de kho na yid kun las btus pa).41 This is a textbook on logic and valid cognition. The use of Dharmakīrti’s process on reasoning and logic is quite transparent here. However, the author makes certain that this view is rendered within a Bön paradigm involving the base, the path, and the result.

2.A Commentary on the Innermost Treasury of the World, the Scripture and Its Defining Characteristics (Lung mtshan nyid srid pa’i mdzod phugs kyi ’grel ba).42 This is also a seminal work on one of the earliest datable scriptures explaining Bön cosmology and metaphysics. The discovery of the Innermost Treasury of the World is attributed to Shenchen Luga, and it was part of his 1017 find. It is also the most comprehensive source for the Zhangzhung language, since most of the text is bilingual.43 The nature of the discourse in the Innermost Treasury of the World mixes mythological narratives and Buddhist philosophical discussions. The commentary of Lodrö Gyaltsen focuses on the philosophical discussions that find echoes in his Magical Key, which takes ample quotations from the Innermost Treasury of the World. Lodrö Gyaltsen’s text is, to my knowledge, one of the few extant commentaries on this important scripture.44

3.The Ornament That Displays Wishes That Were Fulfilled, That Is the Precious Commentary on the Secret Capable Sen-Demoness, the Great Root Tantra (Rtsa rgyud chen po gsang ba bsen thub kyi ’grel bar rin po che yid bzhin rnam par bkod pa’i rgyan).45 This is probably one of the most important early commentaries on the three tantras constituting the Universal Heap cycle.46 It establishes a standard in the propitiation rites of tantric deities as well as the accompanying lore, such as pledges, the stages of practice, etc. This commentary tackles the many points summarily exposed later by Sherab Gyaltsen and contained in this anthology.

4.How to Differentiate between the Greater and the Lower Vehicle, the Above and the Below, the Key Points (Theg pa che chung gong ’ong rnam par ’byed pa’i gal mdo). This text deals with practices of the Great Perfection and comments on the scripture commonly known as the Key Points of Shari. Lodrö Gyaltsen cites this scripture in his Magical Key and emphasizes the difference between the Great Perfection style of meditation practice and others based on the scriptures.47

5.The Lamp That Dispels Obscurity and Clears Away Hindrances (Gegs sel mun sel sgron me) is composed of pith instructions (man ngag) and oral directives for the practice of the Great Perfection.48


6.The Magical Key to the Precious Gradual Path and the Grounds of the Greater Vehicle, the first book translated here, is certainly one of the most widely read works by Lodrö Gyaltsen. It is a comprehensive overview of the five paths and the ten stages leading to enlightenment according to the non-tantric scriptures of Bön.

This treatise is a condensed exposé of Buddhist (named “the others” in the text) and Bön philosophies extant in thirteenth-century Tibet. Possibly because of the large inventory of concepts and ideas it covers, its specialized vocabulary and discourse is difficult to render into intelligible English. Many passages remain quite opaque despite consultation with a number of Bönpo lamas. To my knowledge, there are no commentaries available on this text. Therefore, the reader’s indulgence is required and we strongly encourage the elucidation of unclear passages with the help of a competent Bönpo lama schooled in this system.

Despite these difficulties, Magical Key is invaluable in that it clearly depicts the path that leads to enlightenment as conceived and perpetuated in Everlasting Bön until today. Lodrö Gyaltsen discourses on the categories of the two truths. Two points of view, the conventional and the absolute, are used as skillful means to address the spiritual realizations one experiences along the five paths and the ten stages. Using Dharmakīrti’s49 principles on valid reasoning and Dignāga’s50 logical paradigm already popular in Tibet during his day, our author points to categories made by the mind when experiencing conditioned reality and how these change with the practices particular to the five paths of accumulation, application, seeing, meditation, and no-more-learning. He provides detailed analyses of the four (noble) truths that are identical to those of Buddhism and explains how, relying on them, one attains the correct and genuine realization of intrinsic unconditioned reality. To quote Lodrö Gyaltsen:

First, meditative states of the ten grounds consist only in the realization of emptiness in the sphere of reality through the four truths on subjects that exist without being distinct. The cause resides in engaging in the apprehension of the first insight, like seeing the light of a lamp. This is proven by the scripture when it says:


The sign is the opening of the door of the path of vision in order to see without perceiving.

Throughout his treatment of the path and its stages, and after explaining the various key points of the subject, Lodrö Gyaltsen explains how they relate to the experiential aspect of the Great Perfection. This system is the basis of all Everlasting Bön philosophical doctrinal principles and is carried on through all subsequent “vehicles,” such as the tantra and meditation practices. In this, views are to be trained using all possible means, whether philosophical, tantric, or meditative realization. It is the mechanism of the very apprehension of perception and its objects that need to be deconstructed. Experienced reality is composed of a collection of isolated objects in one’s mind. In order to directly perceive the dynamic nature of reality that is spontaneously ever producing, one must become aware of the underlying supporting basis of reality that goes unperceived, like the translucence of a lamp. Hence, Lodrö Gyaltsen explains, saying:

The difference in this is that in the continuum [of the path of meditation], there is application where there is no distinction in the realization of mere isolates. Engaging successfully in the continuum of vision is likened to the translucence of a lamp. In particular, subjects that are perceived as distinct are connected to all other subjects. There are distinctions in the realization of the sphere of reality that are connected to all subjects. Because realization on each ground generates no existing common particularities, it is like a lump of crystals covered with gauze. The Eye of the Needle (14.448.3) says:

Signs are systemic productions of pristine cognition that are generated and the gradual distinctions of the view.


This saying proves it. The strength of its comprehensive reasoning is thus proven.



And again, on realizations, he says:

. . . realizations on the ten grounds are subject based. Only the realization of the body of the absolute has no distinctiveness because of its application with the apprehension of insight imbued with the two purities.

The realization of the body of the absolute pertains to directly seeing the vast extent of manifestations that are unconditioned in their very roots. It is the beholding of the everlasting dynamic process of reality. The absolute is not static, it is forever emitting, while its basis remains untouched through involvements in the temporary manifestations of its dynamism.

Lodrö Gyaltsen’s dissertation is ambitious, for it attempts to explain everything that is included in Bön philosophy and tenets. Although it does not fail to achieve this, it seems to suffer from an overabundance of material and topics to discuss. He organizes his narrative with sections and sub-sections, but the reader easily gets lost in the increasing number of subdivisions. Thus, as the author frequently fails to name the topic to which a given section refers, one is often startled by numbers referring to an earlier subheading. The recurrent problem here is that although one can infer it within the context, the succinct manner in which the topic is addressed sometimes makes one wonder to which of the successive points numbered “three”—and there may be as many as four successive paragraphs starting with “thirdly”—the author refers. I have tried my best to provide subsection headings that do not appear in the original text. Not all these are certain, but I hope the reader will bear this in mind while going through my translation of this text.

THE TANTRAS IN BÖN

The next three texts in this volume pertain to the tantric path in Bön. A canonical tantric text is first presented in its entirety: The Lore of the Root Tantra, the Precious Universal Gathering is attributed to the manifestation of the absolute in its form of the teacher Kuntu Zangpo. His name signifies the “all-good,” and in Buddhist texts his Sanskritized name is rendered as Samantabhadra. This supreme enlightened one is the personification of the unconditioned in Bön, while in Buddhism he is considered a bodhisattva. The exception to this is found in the Nyingma school, where he is a supreme buddha, an ādibuddha.

The story of the discovery of this text with its two commentaries51 concerns the three ācāryas, or Buddhist monks, lost in Tibet while looking for gold. Instead, they found Bönpo treasure texts. They discovered three bags in a pillar of Samyé Monastery and took these with them. On their way back (the story does not say to where), they encountered Tibetans looking for Buddhist treasure texts. Passing off their discovery as Buddhist texts in order to get the Tibetans’ horse, the ācāryas handed over the bear-, tiger-, and leopard-skin bags containing several important Bönpo texts. In the bags, 340 texts were found, including seminal tantra texts, such as Phurpa, Gekhö, and the Precious Universal Gathering and its commentaries. The books eventually found their way to a certain Zegur (gze sgur) and were passed on to Shen Naljigur (fl. tenth century). The latter gave them to Zhang Longom Ringmo, who then transmitted them to Me’u Rok Walmo (fl. tenth–eleventh centuries), who passed them on to his son, Me’u Lhari Nyenpo (1024–91). If we follow the date of the discoveries of the ācāryas given by Gurung as 913,52 we have a period of about 125 years between the discovery and Me’u Lhari Nyenpo’s transmission. Therefore this tantra and possibly its commentary Net of Sunrays would date from the beginning of the tenth century at the earliest and the first quarter of the eleventh at the latest.

Our second text, the Precious Universal Gathering, is a short text of no more than four pages in the Tibetan original. Though concise, it contains all the elements that comprise the practice of the tantras that will be developed later. These consist in the threefold exposition of most tenets according to the principles of the base, the path, and its result. Without enumerating them, the text mentions the importance of tantric pledges, empowerments, mantra recitations, activities, views, and conduct. It further raises these in the context of the path of accumulation seen in the earlier writings, albeit with a tantric twist, and mentions the constituents of tantric rituals, such as ritual cakes, hand-seals, lineage and instruction, and the stages of generation and perfection culminating with the Great Perfection.

All these parts are further addressed in its commentary, Net of Sunrays, which may have been part of the original discovery described above. This commentary contains most of the original Precious Universal Gathering, and its writing is attributed to the eighth-century sage, Drenpa Namkha. This personage is particularly important in Bön in general for his impartial universalistic views that, according to Bönpos, demonstrate his spiritual achievements. His hagiography in eight volumes contains much material that attests to his importance in Bön as well as the growing cults that were built around his person.

During the persecution of Bön by King Trisong Detsen between 780 and 790, many Bönpos were faced with either exile or conversion. The Great Soul (bla chen) and the Priest of Mu (dmu gshen), Drenpa Namkha, realizing the futility of sectarianism between the Buddhists and the Bönpos, allegedly made the following comments:


Buddhist and Bönpos sitting here

believe in a religion that does not exist.

If you desire to make the kingdom white

and wish to attain enlightenment,

why do you differentiate between me and you?

Why do you make distinctions between Bön and Buddhism?

. . . 

Firstly, the king is mighty,

secondly, the Buddhists are jealous,

thirdly, I have (no feelings of) partiality for anything.

Therefore I shall be ordained.53

Drenpa Namkha then took up a razor and shaved his head to become a Buddhist monk. Despite this, the sage is credited with preparing for that persecution by proactively burying and hiding Bön scriptures and other material so that they could be rediscovered later during more auspicious times.

He is reported to have had two sons, Tsewang Rikzin and Pema Tongdröl. The first is credited with many mystical accomplishments that were described in three accounts of his peregrinations and feats. The two accounts still extant and containing several types of rituals and meditative practices are Tsewang in India (Tshe dbang rgya gar ma) and Tsewang in Tibet (Tshe dbang bod yul ma). The third, Tsewang in Zhangzhung, is lost.54

The second son, Pema Tongdröl (alias Yungdrung Tongdröl), is considered among Bönpos to be the same as the Buddhist Padmasambhava. This character is rather complex in Bön and the material goes beyond the introductory nature of this essay. However, suffice it to mention here that these three, the father and his sons (yab sras gsum), are the central figures of a contemporary movement that is relatively independent from Everlasting Bön and given the generic (if not misleading) title of “New Bön” (bon gsar). Proponents of this movement are quite numerous in the Tibetan cultural sphere within Chinese borders and their practices are based on treasure-text discoveries by charismatic lamas such as Kundröl Drakpa, Sangyé Lingpa, Dechen Lingpa, Sangnak Lingpa, and others.55

Our third text, the Net of Sunrays: A Commentary on the Root Tantra, the Precious Universal Gathering, is a word-by-word commentary on the Precious Universal Gathering. This exposé has been divided into thirteen sections dealing with the general theory of the tantric path. It provides more detail as to what the circles of deities, the recitations of the mantras, the principle of secrecy, the base, the path, and its result entail. The discussion is not technical but speculative and doctrinal, addressing how the practices are divided, their modalities, and some details on their main components. These include the families/clan of enlightened ones; the outer, inner, and secret paths of the tantras; the thirteen grounds; the four enlightened tantric activities; the tantric pledges and what they involve; key points on conduct, views, training, empowerments, formulas of concentration (i.e., mantras, recitations, and spells), seed-syllables, deities, parts of the rituals, and the paths of the knowledge-holders; and the main rationales of the different tantric systems.

The various points mentioned here are repeatedly reviewed and reexamined in this commentary and made to correspond to the general outline by Azha Lodrö Gyaltsen in his Magical Key. Although it is possible that this commentary antedates the Azha Lodrö Gyaltsen’s writings, dating this text is particularly difficult. Was it written before or after Azha Lodrö Gyaltsen? I cannot answer that question as of now. Net of Sunrays is a long commentary and the material that it summarizes is quite complex. As for what precisions are needed for practice, one will find them in the fourth text in this volume.

Our fourth text, the Magic Key That Disentangles the Secret Meaning, was authored by the Incomparable (mnyam med) Sherab Gyaltsen,56 the founder of Menri Monastery and heir to the traditions of Yeru Bensakha who systematized the school of Everlasting Bön. His contributions formed the ways of Everlasting Bön as we know it today.

Sherab Gyaltsen was born in 1356 in Tekchok (steg cog, steg skyog, and steg mchog) in Gyamorong (rgya mo rong), a large enclave of narrow valleys between Chinese lands to the east and the nomadic territories of Kham in the west. Chinese histories, such as the Historical Chronicles (Shiji 史记) of Sima Qian (司馬遷, 145–86 BCE), mention this region as being populated by an ethnic group called the Ranmang (冉駹). The region had been populated from early on, and by the time of Azha Lodrö Gyaltsen in the twelfth century, it was a bastion of Bön with the greatest number of datable temples and monasteries. It is difficult to ascertain how influential Yeru Bensakha was to the region. Sherab Gyaltsen took several religious vows (bsnyen gnas, dge bsnyen, and gtsang gtsug) at age nine in 1365 from Chala Yungdrung Gyaltsen and formally received the religious name that would define him, Sherab Gyaltsen. His biography mentions that he first studied with different masters from Nyakrong, Amdo, and Kham, all regions surrounding his native land. He later went to Central Tibet where he studied with different eminent Buddhist masters, including the famous Sakya master Rongtön Sheja Kunrik. Under him, he studied Buddhist systems such as the Perfection of Wisdom (pāramitā), epistemology (pramāṇa), monastic vows (vinaya), Buddhist philosophy (abhidharma), and the Middle Way (Madhyamaka). His knowledge of Buddhism was extensive and he became known as a great scholar (rab ’byams pa). It was at this time that a fated meeting with Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), the founder of the Geluk order, is said to have occurred. Scholars doubt this, however, since the meeting is recorded only in a late biography and not in the early ones.

At thirty-one he entered Yeru Bensakha and was eventually offered the abbatial seats of two monastic colleges, Utsé Karpo and Utsé Marpo, by two unnamed descendants of the Dru (bru) clan. He received many teachings and empowerments from renowned Bönpo masters during his early travels, and some more in Central Tibet and at Yeru Bensakha. Miraculous visions and events are reported to have happened to him during retreats and empowerment ceremonies. For instance, when he received the empowerment of Phurpa and his cortège of deities from Metön Kunzang Gyaltsen, he is reported to have seen his master, Metön, as the deity Takla Mebar. He saw Metön’s wife and children as the gods and goddesses of the mandala.

At some point he decided to go back to Gyarong to visit his mother. Once he reached Dartsedo (dar rtse mdo, today Kangding City in Sichuan), he learned that Yeru Bensakha had been destroyed by a flood. It is said that his distress was so severe that he contemplated suicide. Despite that, he eventually returned to the ruins of the monastery, collected some items that were left scattered here and there, and went to practice in solitary retreat. He eventually moved closer to Darding (dar lding), the ancestral village of the Shen clan, and founded Menri Monastery in 1405, instituting a tradition that endures to this day. Many extraordinary events and miraculous deeds are mentioned in his biography during the period of his wanderings and the creation of Menri Monastery. He passed away amid miraculous displays in 1415 at the age of fifty-nine.

Following the fall of the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1279–1368) that dominated Tibet, the fifteenth century was a period that saw the emergence of reformers such as Tsongkhapa (Lozang Drakpa, 1357–1419) and Ngorchen Kunga Zangpo (1382–1456). Tibetan traditions rose on their own merits and no longer relied on imported authorities. Sherab Gyaltsen was one of these great luminaries. The enormous loss of Yeru Bensakha’s heritage and culture must have been paramount in his mind. He therefore began to write in earnest, and his literary production eventually became central to the whole tradition of Everlasting Bön. He became a lineage-holder of much of what was considered Everlasting Bön during his own time. His writings are varied, numerous, and touch upon all important aspects of this tradition.57 They are usually quite concise, and his writing style is sometimes very terse. However, his writings provide detailed information that enables readers to find other sources to complete their knowledge. In that, Sherab Gyaltsen was a true scholar.

The Magic Key That Disentangles the Secret Meaning is such a work, blending extremely numerous details with relevant information on the practice of the tantras. The main challenge to the reader of this text rests in its first part, where the author points to what constitutes the tantric systems in Bön, their central texts, the names of their cycles, and their different classes. There, the reader—as did this translator—might have difficulty distinguishing titles of scriptures and commentaries from the names of tantric cycles mentioned in passim. I have tried to identify most items; however, tantric cycles are tag names to which are grafted different texts, ritual techniques, and other elements. Since the writing of Magic Key, Menri pandits and masters from all over Tibet have added their own material to these various systems, and many source texts have been lost. Identifying the various elements of Sherab Gyaltsen’s discourse with precision is thus quite difficult. Therefore, I beg the indulgence of readers in this matter.

I have divided Magic Key into two parts. Part 1 lists the sources for tantric study and practices in Bön at the time of the author. There are three main currents in this author’s arrangements of the sources: the tantras of the peaceful deities, of the wrathful ones, and those of Phurpa. The main source of many of the individual cycles is the Heap of Universality of the Precious Heavenly Citadel. From this central system, many branches and subgroups spring. Sherab Gyaltsen lists many important titles, commentaries, and known tantric cycles.

Part 2 focuses on practical instructions or guidelines regarding the methods of practice. The discourse consists in advice on what one needs to be mindful of, such as the qualities of a good master, the necessity for the empowerments, right views, the overall place of the tantra in the scheme of the nine ways, conduct, the divine citadel (i.e., the mandala of deities), the process and stages of practice, pledges, mind, and concepts. It is a short summary of the essential elements that one needs to know in order to practice the tantric path of Bön.


Sherab Gyaltsen had several important students who continued to expand tantric commentaries and practices and elaborated on his basic guidelines through succeeding generations.58 These scholars expanded the detailed outlines drafted in Sherab Gyaltsen’s exposition of the tantras. Therefore, this contribution is a cornerstone of the edifice of Everlasting Bön tantric systems.

DRU GYALWA YUNGDRUNG AND HIS PRACTICE MANUAL 

Gyalwa Yundrung59 (1242–90) was a member of the Dru clan that originated in Gilgit and is recorded as being the bearer of the philosophical tradition of the Treasury of the World in Bön.60 He was
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