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THUS I HEARD it said at one time. The teaching of the Buddha began as an aural lineage. It is unclear from the archaeological record whether writing existed in India at the time of the Buddha, and there are conflicting opinions. It is commonly agreed that the first texts containing the Buddha’s teachings were committed to writing during the first century before the common era, and this appears to be true for both what are commonly referred to as the “mainstream” traditions, such as Sthaviravāda, and so on, and the burgeoning Mahāyāna movement. In almost every case, these written texts, called sūtras, purporting to contain the actual words of the Buddha, begin with the phrase “Thus I heard it said at one time.” All later Buddhist sūtras as well as the tantras present themselves as the Buddha’s speech (Skt. vacana, Tib. bka’), either directly, by permission, or through blessings. Thus, the path of a practitioner who wishes to engage in the trio of wisdoms—hearing, reflection, and contemplation—begins with hearing a Buddhist teacher. Hearing, rather than reading, is how a journey begins into the heart of the wisdom taught by the Buddha.

We can understand that all Buddhist teachings are based on aural lineages, whether we consider the transmission of the early Buddhist sūtras or formal study in monastic universities in India, China, Tibet, Japan, and so on. Tibet, in particular, traditionally confers important texts through the reading transmission, considered indispensable and without which one does not possess the complete transmission of a text, the body of knowledge it represents, or its blessings.

While the textual lineage (dpe brgyud) of the Great Perfection tradition is widely known, little attention has been paid to its aural lineages (nyan brgyud, rna brgyud). Yoga of the Natural State is a presentation, for the first time in English, of the most important aural lineage associated with the Great Perfection. It includes a series of texts first written in the mid-fourteenth century by Longchenpa (1308–64). The introduction below locates this aural lineage within the larger spectrum of aural lineages associated with the Great Perfection tradition and identifies specific features distinguishing this aural lineage from the others.

The Historical Context of the Great Perfection

The Indian antecedents for what has become known in Tibet as rdzogs pa chen po, the Great Perfection, grew out of a trenchant skepticism toward the liberative effectiveness of the ritualized Buddhist practice we now call Vajrayāna, as well as skepticism toward the grand vision of liberation over three incalculable eons that we find in mainstream Indian Mahāyāna. This skepticism has been carried forward by Tibetan adherents of the Great Perfection tradition to the present day, even while many of them are also fully engaged in Vajrayāna ritualism.

The fundamental argument of the Great Perfection in all its expressions is that awakening is not the result of cause and effect and cannot be achieved through effort. The Great Perfection takes quite literally the Buddha’s description of awakening found in the Lalitavistara Sūtra that buddhahood is peaceful, uncompounded, pure, free from all proliferation, and blissful. Accordingly, awakening is something to be discovered in the direct perception of dharmatā rather than generated through causes.

Between the introduction of the Great Perfection to Tibet in the last quarter of the eighth century and the second influx of Buddhism from India during the latter part of the tenth century and the eleventh century, the communities in which the Great Perfection teachings spread were very active, given the evidence of the large number of texts on the Great Perfection that can be dated before 1200 CE. Following this, during the period of Buddhist institutional reconsolidation, which began during the eleventh century, Tibetans would choose whether they continued with the indigenous expressions of the Dharma that grew out of the early diffusion of Buddhism in the eighth and ninth centuries (Nyingma and Bön) or abandon these for newer forms of Vajrayāna imported to Tibet, such as those flourishing in the Indian monastic universities of Vikramaśilā, Nālandā, Somapura, and elsewhere, such as the Buddhist communities in the Kathmandu Valley and Kashmir. A prime example of this is Khön Könchok Gyalpo’s (1034–1102) tentative abandonment of the Khön clan’s hereditary teachings in favor of the Hevajra and Cakrasaṃvara teachings newly imported to Tibet. The eleventh century also witnessed the rise of the Bön tradition as a viable tradition, even if politically and socially isolated, whose principal Great Perfection teaching is the Aural Lineage of Zhang Zhung.

The evidence suggests that Tibetan Great Perfection adherents did not passively wait out the chaos brought about by the collapse of the Tang dynasty and unrest in Central Asia due to Arab military adventures in the region. This is quite clear, given that Great Perfection texts, tantric rituals, and Chan literature were found side by side on the outskirts of the Tibetan empire in the Dunhuang caves, which were closed in the early eleventh century. In various places in Tibet and Kham, tantric lineages such as Vajrakilāya were actively practiced, and Tibetan adepts such as Vairocana, Yudra Nyingpo, Nubchen Sangyé Yeshé, Aro Yeshé Jungné, and so on, were active in promulgating the teachings of the Great Perfection as a tradition divorced from and superior to the ritualized forms of tantric Buddhism brought to Tibet with royal support during the imperial period. The Great Perfection literature we have received clearly reflects the indigenous interests and needs of a community of Tibetan scholars and practitioners whose time is obscure to us and to Tibetan historians due to internal and external military, political, and social upheaval in and around Tibet between 840 CE and 970 CE.

The Great Perfection’s own narratives across all genres consistently report that the Great Perfection teachings were regarded with trepidation and fear by Tibetan religious and secular elites. The background for this anxiety is the famed Samyé debate between the Indian paṇḍita Kamalaśīla and the Chinese bhikṣu Hashang Mahāyāna, which led to the Tibetan elite’s adoption of the gradualist position of Indian Buddhism as the state-sanctioned form of Buddhism in toto. Consequently, the Great Perfection was promulgated within a limited circle of practitioners who were not afraid to explore the buddhahood that was free from a cause and who had the religious maturity not to use it as an excuse for blatant antinomian conduct.

To contextualize the Great Perfection with the Nyingma school, the latter defines six grades of tantras: a class of three outer tantras—kriyā, ubhaya, and yoga—which lacks a completion stage and mainly focuses on ritual, and a class of three inner tantras—mahāyoga, anuyoga, and atiyoga—which mainly focuses on samādhi. The Nyingma school places tantras such as the Guhyasamāja, Guhyagarbha, and so on, within the category of mahāyoga, which places great emphasis on a gradual process of creation, the imagined construction of a celestial mansion and its deities.

In particular, the Guhyagarbha is considered the basic tantra of the Nyingma school because its thirteenth chapter describes the state of the Great Perfection. Based on this fact and other sources, some Western historians conclude that the Great Perfection did not originally exist as an independent tradition and attempt to locate its origin in this source text, framing the Great Perfection principally as a development of the early reception of the mahāyoga class of tantras. However, they will readily admit this assessment does not find support within the earliest extant commentaries of the tradition of the Great Perfection itself. This view, common among Western historians, is in stark contrast with the traditional Nyingma view, which characterizes the Great Perfection as an independent tradition from the start, with its own texts, lineages, and traditions.

Some of this confusion stems from the fact that the Great Perfection tradition can and does utilize the appearance of Vajrayāna ritualism in conferring empowerments. However, unlike the traditions of mahāyoga and anuyoga, the Great Perfection does not depend on such rituals for its transmission. Instead, the Great Perfection depends on an indispensable transmission of a type of empowerment called “the potentiality of vidyā empowerment” (rig pa’i rtsal dbang), during which the student is introduced to the state of the great perfection through words, symbols, and ultimately through joining the teacher in the same state of knowledge (vidyā). This knowledge is not an ordinary kind of knowledge; rather, it is knowledge of the pristine consciousness that forms the basis for one’s continuum.

Another difference between the Great Perfection and other systems generally classified under the rubric of Vajrayāna is that its underlying theory connected with the basis of purification, purifier, and the result of purification is completely different from that found in the standardized system of four empowerments derived from the later Indian tradition. In general, the basis of purification in mahāyoga is the impure five aggregates, twelve sense bases, and eighteen sense elements. The purifier of the basis of purification is the sequence of visualizations of the maṇḍala that the practitioner runs through systematically. The result of purification is the actualization of the transformation of the impure basis, the sentient being, into a fully awakened buddha. Since the view of the Great Perfection is that all phenomena of the aggregates, sense bases, and sense elements are intrinsically pure from the beginning, the basis of purification is the ignorance (Skt. avidyā, Tib. ma rig pa) that does not recognize this fact. The purifier is direct introduction into this knowledge (Skt. vidyā, Tib. rig pa) by a qualified guru and practicing that knowledge as the path. The result of purification is recognizing one’s innate state of buddhahood.

Lastly, there is a difference regarding deity practices. While Great Perfection cycles do have Vajrayāna deity practices connected with them, those typically exist as ancillary practices for longevity, removing obstacles, and other secondary considerations supportive of the practice of the Great Perfection itself. Thus, the Great Perfection cannot be reduced to merely a branch of Vajrayāna ritualism, especially because of the trenchant critiques the core texts of the Great Perfection make of Vajrayāna methods and goals.

Nor can we reduce the Great Perfection to merely being the culmination of the process of the creation stage and the completion stage. The creation stage amounts to generating and identifying with a complex maṇḍala or even a simple form of a deity such as Avalokiteśvara. The completion stage focuses on dissolving that maṇḍala or deity into the empty mind essence to eliminate self-grasping and includes practices like so-called “inner heat yoga,” various kinds of prāṇāyāma, and even erotic practices. Jamgön Kongtrul, the nineteenth-century doyen of the nonsectarian movement, noted that the Great Perfection cannot be considered a mere add-on to the process of these two stages:


Here, the basis of the stage (rim) of the meditation of atiyoga, the pinnacle of the nine yānas, is not the culmination of creation (bskyed), completion (rdzogs), and great completion (rdzogs pa chen po). When inferred from the term, mahāsandhi [rdzogs pa chen po] should be translated as mahāsamādhi or mahādhyāna, meaning that all phenomena of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa are unsurpassed, self-arisen pristine consciousness within the dimension of the sole reality, which transcends the intellectual siddhāntas of the eight lower yānas.1



Thus, the insistence of some in asserting that the Great Perfection must be grounded in the mahāyoga tantras translated during the earlier diffusion of Buddhism into Tibet serves only to erase the indigenous voice of this tradition as a whole. When Great Perfection exponents identify the Great Perfection as an independent tradition apart from the ritual traditions of the yoga and mahāyoga tantras, it should be taken seriously.

Moreover, Western academic interest has focused primarily on divining the philosophical underpinnings of the Great Perfection tradition, without acknowledging that the Great Perfection tradition itself eschews the kind of intellectual analysis Western attention is focused upon. Over and over again, practitioners and authors of the Great Perfection tradition tell us that the Great Perfection is not a philosophy and that the meaning of the Great Perfection cannot be reached through exercises in intellectual analysis. The eleventh-century master Rongzom Chökyi Zangpo tells us in his Introduction to Mahāyāna Systems that while the Great Perfection cannot be proven through syllogistic reasoning, neither can it be negated through that same reasoning, summoning the arguments raised against epistemological argumentation by Nāgārjuna. However, the Great Perfection tradition is not anti-intellectual, and its primary and secondary literature devotes some attention to pointing out the deficits of other traditions, non-Buddhist and Buddhist. The purpose of these critiques is to eliminate unwarranted conceptual proliferation, following the tradition of Buddhist siddhānta literature in general.

The primary distinction that the Great Perfection draws between itself and the Buddhism of the yānas is based on the difference between inference and direct perception. The Great Perfection tradition holds that the approach of the Buddhism of the yānas is inferential and analytical, and thus intellectual and conceptual. Since the Great Perfection itself is based on direct perception, it is nonanalytical—thus beyond the intellect—and therefore nonconceptual.

The Great Perfection tradition does not oppose sūtra or Vajrayāna practices. It shares the same existential goal as all Buddhist traditions: ending rebirth caused by affliction and karma. Rather, it opposes the idea that the meaning of the Buddha’s awakening can be reached by relying upon effort and perceiving awakening as a result born of a cause. Nevertheless, in the Cultivation of Bodhicitta composed by Mañjuśrīmitra, one of the five Great Perfection texts brought to Tibet by Vairocana during the late eighth century, there is a reference to an indirect approach for discovering the meaning of the Great Perfection. Great Perfection adepts understood that not everyone can directly enter the knowledge of the state of great perfection beyond cause and result and thus some need a more gradual approach.

The interest in resorting to apotropaic and erotic rites found in cycles connected with Vajrakilāya, Guhyagarbha, and so on, does not contradict a lack of confidence in the effectiveness of the cause-and-result approach to Buddhist liberation. As Rongzom notes in the Introduction to Mahāyāna Systems:


The path sought with methods involving effort should be taught to those who are unable to abide in the approach of the Great Perfection just as they are. However, that path should also be connected with the view of the Great Perfection. Why? Because the great bliss of bodhicitta is the root of the Dharma able to expel all illness of bondage.2



Although a nod is given here to people of lower caliber based upon their inability to readily discern the state of the Great Perfection, the cause-and-result approach of the eight or nine yānas is regarded as merely palliative and ultimately must be seen to be false and abandoned. The subitist rhetoric of the Great Perfection, widely regarded as subversive, panicked Tibetan elites both during the imperial period, leading to the exile of Vairocana, and later at the beginning of the second influx of Indian Buddhism into Tibet. It remains a cause of institutional anxiety to the present day, with the widespread exportation of Vajrayāna to the West.

It should be observed that skepticism about the necessity of practicing the two stages was also quite evident in India as well as Tibet, even in the eighth and ninth centuries. A group of such skeptics—Śrī Siṃha,3 Padmasambhava’s guru Bhikṣuṇī Nandi, and the Blue-Skirted Paṇḍita,4 a favorite villain of Tibetan historians—is singled out in a text by the mid-tenth-century Indian scholar Mañjuśrīkīrti5 as an Indian movement that considered the creation stage unnecessary at best. This skepticism is also evident throughout the dohās of mahāsiddhas such as Saraha, Tilopa, and Virūpa and in the circle of Maitrīpa and his students.6

In addition to the charge of subitist heresy, we can much better understand the polemical reaction to the Great Perfection during the imperial period and from the eleventh century onward if we begin with Lha Lama Yeshé Wo’s decree, Refutation of False Mantra (Sngags log sun byin). These later polemics systematically targeted the Great Perfection as an indigenous movement lacking satisfactory sources in Indian Buddhist traditions, criticizing it alongside the deviations attributed to the Blue-Skirted Paṇḍita, Ācārya Marpo, and other villains of Tibetan history.

The influential eleventh-century translator Gö Khugpa Lhetse claims in his Refutation of False Mantra that Vairocana forged the five early mind series texts, stating that when the forgery was discovered, Vairocana was exiled by the king and ministers to the kingdom of Gyalrong in east Tibet. Gö accuses Nub Sangyé Yeshé7 of composing many false teachings and similarly targets Aro Yeshé Jungné. The thirteenth-century translator Chag Lotsawa echoes these complaints, claiming that Vairocana composed the five early mind series texts motivated by pride, asserting in general that these early adepts were conflating non-Buddhist and Bönpo tenets with Buddhist tenets, thereby creating false doctrines. Chag Lotsawa also targets the Chö of Machik Labdrön,8 illustrating that from the eleventh through the thirteenth centuries, elite Buddhist scholars also held newer indigenous forms of tantric Buddhism, as well as the Great Perfection, in extremely low regard. These polemics stifled the open dissemination of the Great Perfection movement, especially from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries, and forced its adherents underground, who then pretended to observe the norms promulgated by Tibetan exponents of newfangled Indian Vajrayāna.

As the mainstream Buddhist institutions in Tibet forged ahead receiving and formulating the Buddhism of the day as it was found by them in the monasteries and universities of India that flourished during the Pāla dynasty, some tenth-, eleventh-, and twelfth-century Great Perfection adherents responded with their own polemics. These rebuttals were largely ignored, and the works of these authors barely survived, quickly subsiding into obscurity. Religious movements generally only rise to prominence with the support of the elite, the Great Perfection being no exception to this rule. The Great Perfection only began to regain respectability during the fourteenth century due to the patronage of important and wealthy religious figures such as the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé, Tai Situ Changchub Gyaltsen, and others.

An unfortunate side effect of the derogation of the Great Perfection tradition from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries was the loss of so much of its early literature. However, despite the general institutional hostility observable in the Kadampa, Sakya, and even Kagyü traditions toward the Great Perfection in the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries, the Great Perfection tradition was preserved through the promulgation of several subaltern strands of aural lineage traditions isolated from and largely invisible to the main centers of institutional Buddhism. Despite the efforts of the so-called “nonsectarian movement” in modern times, hostility, indifference, and skepticism toward the Great Perfection has hardly abated among the larger Tibetan Buddhist institutions, apart from the Nyingma and Bön traditions, and its own narratives have met with skepticism.

Overview of the Great Perfection Aural Lineages

Before we begin to examine the aural lineage preserved by Longchenpa, it is important to provide an overview of the range of Great Perfection aural lineages. Since the twelfth century, Great Perfection lineages and literature have been divided into three main categories: the mind series (sems sde), the space series (klong sde), and the intimate instruction series (man ngag sde). This scheme is found in the commentarial literature of the so-called cittatilaka (snying thig) or “core potential” class of Great Perfection teachings, beginning with the Great Chronicle composed by Tashi Dorjé. These three series include all the Great Perfection teachings introduced to Tibet by the students of Śṛi Siṃha (ca. eighth century CE), the Indian scholar Vimalamitra (?–810 CE), and the Tibetan translator Vairocana (ca. 750–850 CE).

These three Great Perfection lineages can be subdivided into two: the aural lineages and the textual or explanatory lineages (dpe/bshad brgyud). Generally, an aural lineage is a lineage passed down from a realized teacher to a student, one-to-one. The Treasury of Siddhānta9 states:


The essence of the aural lineage is the close connection of an actual one-to-one lineage. The nature of the aural lineage is being uninterrupted, because it is related to those of sharp faculties. The characteristic of the aural lineage is trustworthiness, because it is free from error. When divided, the written and unwritten aural lineages occur as intimate instructions of words and meanings.

The essence of the explanatory lineage is the absence of returning to the three realms, because there is no cause to do so in the dharmatā devoid of effort, self-originated pristine consciousness. The nature of the explanatory lineage is the recognition of the five pristine consciousnesses, because luminosity is stainless. The characteristic of the explanatory lineage is the transcendent state of the three kāyas and the five pristine consciousnesses abiding permanently, because that transcendent state transcends intellectual analysis.10



While some treasure revelations (gter ma) are referred to as aural lineages—for example, the core texts of the Dgongs pa zang thal revelations of Rigzin Godem—here the discussion will be confined to the so-called bka’ ma or “spoken” teachings. The textual lineage is the support for the aural lineage, and the aural lineage supports the textual lineage. Thus, while the main Western academic focus has been on Great Perfection explanatory lineages, the core of the Great Perfection is in fact to be found in the extant records we have of the Great Perfection aural lineages. The indigenous perspective on the relative importance of textual versus aural transmission is shown by the great reverence held for the Great Perfection aural lineages set down by Khenpo Ngawang Palzang in the Command Sealed (bka’ rgya ma) volume of his collected works. These texts represent the experiential teachings of masters associated with the renowned treasure cycle, the Longchen Nyingtik. These transmissions are significantly more important than the less restricted Dzogchen material belonging to the same cycle and much more difficult to receive, even though their content is doctrinally not substantially different from Jigmé Lingpa’s manual, Unsurpassed Pristine Consciousness (Ye shes bla ma).

The Aural Lineages of the Mind Series

The mind series comprises a group of twenty-one core texts that generally have the term bodhicitta (byang chub sems) or “pure, perfect mind” in their title. The most well-known is the All-Creating King (Kun byed rgyal po). These twenty-one texts are foundational for the Great Perfection tradition as a whole, and many commentaries on these texts have been recovered from obscurity thanks to the publication efforts of the late Khenpo Munsel (1916–94).

The aural lineage texts of the mind series, as distinct from the mind series texts themselves, are included in three texts and one collection: Dorjé Pal’s Empowerment Rite of the Mind Series, which presents in empowerment format the eighteen vajra songs of the masters of the mind series lineage coming through Vairocana’s disciple, Yudra Nyingpo (ninth century), and found in Vairocana’s biography;11 Namkha Dorjé’s Detailed Manual of the Mind Series, which details the Kham tradition; and Khachö Wangpo’s Easy Manual of the Center of the Sky, which summarizes the Aro tradition. Finally, the expanded Nyingma Kama12 has a large collection of instructions from the Aro tradition.

As mentioned above, the empowerment of the potential of vidyā (rig pa’i rtsal dbang) is the primary means of transmitting the Great Perfection teachings. The Precious Lamp, the commentary for the Realms and Transformations of Sound Tantra, specifies that it is important to receive the eighteen empowerments of the potential of vidyā connected to the mind series as a prerequisite for receiving the empowerments for the cittatilaka teachings, setting out the mind series as the fundamental basis for all Great Perfection teachings. These eighteen empowerments, found in Dorjé Pal’s Empowerment Rite of the Mind Series, are based on the vajra songs of eighteen of the so-called twenty-one “learned ones” (mkhas pa),13 beginning with King Dahenatalo. These vajra songs concern the essential meaning of each of the eighteen mind series lungs,14 which are further summarized in eighteen aural lineages, single-line statements summarizing the essence of the lung with which they are connected. While part of the Nyang tradition, this transmission is considered the universal system for giving empowerment into the mind series system itself. The practice instructions for the Nyang system are found in Lödro Gyaltsen’s Manual of the Great Perfection Mind Series.

Next is Namkha Dorjé’s Detailed Manual of the Mind Series, which details the Kham tradition. This practice manual emphasizes a gradual approach to Dzogchen teachings through the practice of the four samādhis: the state of calm (gnas pa), the state of imperturbability (mi g.yo ba), the state of uniformity (mnyam nyid), and the state of effortlessness (lhun grub). In reality, the four samādhis are not the result of one-pointed concentration; rather, they are stages in the gradual process of discovering one’s own primordial basis (ye gzhi).

Khachö Wangpo’s Easy Manual of the Center of the Sky summarizes the preliminaries of the Aro tradition. A second text called the Detailed Manual of the Essence of Bodhicitta: The Precious Aural Lineage is included as an appendix and precisely details the view, meditation, conduct, and result of Dzogchen. In addition, a collection of the thirty-eight instructions of the Aro aural lineage was edited from a manuscript said to belong to Jowo Yeshé, a disciple of the twelfth-century adept Zhikpo Dütsi.15 Both the Kham lineage and the Aro lineage pass through Zhikpo Dütsi.

The Aural Lineages of the Space Series

Next, we turn our attention to the aural lineages of the space series, the Vajra Bridge Aural Lineage.16 This cycle is based on a short root text composed by Vairocana and forms the foundation for the practice of the space series. This is supplemented by three commentaries composed by the twelfth-century author Kunzang Dorjé: the long, middle-length, and short explanations. In addition, there are accompanying empowerments, sādhanas, and various ancillary texts found in the main section of the Kama. A related set of space series texts was also edited by Yeshé Jungden (dates unknown), which probably date to the eleventh century.17 This series of twenty-one texts is attributed to various authors such as Garab Dorjé, Bhikṣuṇī Nandi, Kukuripa, and so on, concluding with a commentary by Yeshé Jungden.

There is no evidence of any of the twelfth-century Vajra Bridge texts displaying knowledge of the intimate instruction series literature. Although the term “three series” is used, its use is completely different than the familiar mind, space, and intimate instruction series:


The position of general dharma is the dharma taught by three teachers. In that regard, the dharmas taught by the dharmakāya teacher Śrī Samantabhadra are three: the restorative series (’chos sde), the tantra series (rgyud sde), and the space series (klong sde). For whom are those intended? [Those are intended] for the continuums of all sentient beings. Since they abide in the delusion of misunderstanding because of ignorance, the mahāyoga creation stage is taught as the restorative series for people of the average of the highest caliber to restore them into nondelusion. The āgamas (lung) of anuyoga are taught as the tantra series to people of the medium of the highest caliber to show that the meaning of nondelusion is “uninterrupted.” Great Perfection atiyoga is taught as the space series to people of the highest of the highest caliber to show that the meaning of uninterrupted is “inexhaustible” and “unchanging.”18



The text goes on to explain that the saṃbhogakāya teacher is Vairocana, who teaches the three lower tantras to those of middling caliber, and the nirmāṇakāya teacher is Śākyamuni, who teaches the three causal vehicles to those of average caliber. Here, kriya, upa, and yoga are defined as the outer three series (phyi pa sde gsum) of secret mantra. Also, vinaya, abhidharma, and sūtra are the three series taught by Śākyamuni.

In Kunzang Dorjé’s works, the term vajra bridge is defined in this way: “Since the transcendent state of the buddhas is the uninterrupted stream of the vajra of ultimate dharmatā, it is called the vajra bridge.” We should understand that the term vajra bridge is widespread. For example, in the Unwritten Aural Lineage of Cutting Saṃsāra from the Root, Śrī Siṃha states:

This aural lineage of the vajra bridge

descending from the teacher of the three kāyas

is the domain of those of highest caliber.

How sad it is for misfortunate, confused ones!

However, a later interpretation by Chökyi Drakpa holds the term vajra bridge to mean that the space series is a bridge that serves to connect the mind series with the intimate instruction series:


In the trio of the mind series, space series, and intimate instruction series, mahāmudrā, pacification, severance, and so on, are equivalent with the mind series. The aural lineage of the Vajra Bridge is the space series, which also is defined in three series. As for vajra bridge, vajra is a special word of mantra. An ācārya is a vajra ācārya, a disciple is a vajra disciple, a Dharma is called a vajra word, and so on. Bridge means that the mind series and the intimate instruction series are connected by the space series; thus it is a bridge. As it connects two bodies—able to transform the body of this life into a rainbow body—[the space series] can also be called a bridge.19



Thus, the Vajra Bridge tradition is also an important aural lineage in the Great Perfection tradition. It too has garnered little attention from Western historians, and in modern times only my teacher, the late Chögyal Namkhai Norbu (1938–2018), has revived this as a living practice tradition.

The Aural Lineage of the Intimate Instruction Series

This aural lineage is preserved in the curricular writings of the fourteenth-century author commonly known as Longchenpa. Specifically, this aural lineage is preserved in his Lama Yangtik (Bla ma yang tig) and Zabmo Yangtik (Zab mo yang tig) collections.

There are four reasons why these texts are worthy of our attention. First, the overall structure of Longchenpa’s aural lineage writings is defined by the system of the six bardos and the six lamps. These two schemes are widely used in later Great Perfection literature but do not seem to have been in common use before the fourteenth century. Second, while many of Longchenpa’s writings are difficult to understand, with daunting terminology, by contrast his aural lineage writings are easy to understand, straightforward, written in relatively simple language rich with similes and metaphors, and easy to practice. Third, as this system of instruction has been until now overlooked in the West, it is important to present these teachings in English to those people who are interested in the practice of the Great Perfection. Fourth, these teachings have been passed down mouth-to-ear from the time of Garab Dorjé until the present day and are crucial for preserving the Great Perfection for the benefit of sentient beings in the future, for reasons we will understand later.

All evidence suggests that the Lama Yangtik was written first, shortly after Longchenpa completed a long retreat after leaving his guru Kumarāja, and that the Zabmo Yangtik was written sometime later. The chronological difficulty with Longchenpa’s writings is that
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