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Transliteration

There are numerous systems of transcribing Tibetan into Roman script and the system used
here is that of Turrell V. Wylie,' which has no diacritical marks. Internal capitalization of the
first composite syllable in titles and proper names is applied. Names of persons, deities and
places are given phonetically with transliteration in parentheses the first time the proper name
occurs in the introduction and in the translation. The phonetic rendering has been kept close

to Tibetan pronunciation, without deviating too much from the Tibetan spelling.

ka kha ga nga
ca cha ja nya
ta tha da na
pa pha  ba ma

tsa tsha dza wa

zha za ‘a ya
ra la sha ya
ha a

Technical terms are generally translated and given in transliteration in parentheses to enable
the specialists to recognize them; wherever possible, the Sanskrit equivalent is given. In the
translation (chapter two), the names and titles of religious teachings and texts, which have not
been translated, are found in their context in Romanized transliteration, with additional
information in the footnotes. Since relatively extensive footnotes are given in the translation
(chapter two), whenever these titles or technical terms occur in the introduction (chapter one),
I will refer the reader to chapter two so as to avoid repetition. I give the page number? of the
text itself (rJe btsun rnam thar), which is marked in the left corner on the top of each page,

and leave it to the reader to find the relevant footnote on the bottom of the given page. Titles

''Wylie 1959:261-267.
*1 give the Western page numbers as indicated in rJe btsun rnam thar and not the Tibetan folio numbers.
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of Tibetan works are rendered in full in the notes, since abbreviations make identification

difficult. In the notes, I generally only give the transliterated form of Tibetan terms.

The titles of persons are for the most part not translated and indexes of persons and
places that occur in the text are given in the back. In the indexes, the introduction (chapter
one) and the translation (chapter two) are treated as separate parts, page numbers in italics

refer to the introduction.

Page by page, the Tibetan text, in orthographic transliteration, is followed by the
English translation. This is done in order for the reader with knowledge of Tibetan to be able
to make cross-references. I have tried to keep the translation as close to the Tibetan original

as possible at the cost of occasional distortions of the English syntax.

Periodization

In an attempt to systematize and analyze her written self-account I have divided Jetsun
Lochen’s life into stages. This periodization is problematic in several ways as the phases are
delineated by the researcher and not according to how Lochen herself perceived the ‘flow of
thoughts and events’ of her life. It represents yet another ‘transformation’ of her life. The
first was her own ordering of her experiences through her retrospective oral account to her
disciples and to a scribe. The second was the fixing and editing of the oral account in writing
by several editors. And the final transformation or selection is the systematization performed
here. In due respect to Jetsun Lochen’s memory and her contemporaries who may conceive
of her life differently, this is but an attempt to delineate and focus some of the multiple stories
of the self-narrative. In this life-stage presentation I have integrated information given by key

individuals who had stayed at Shugseb or met Lochen Rinpoche.

In order to help the reader grasp the temporal unfolding of Lochen Rinpoche’s ‘life,” I
have attempted to date significant episodes. Lochen was not, and nor are ex-nuns from
Shugseb, particularly concerned with fixing events in time. The dating I give is therefore

very approximate and mainly based on the chronology of the autobiography.
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Introduction

1.1. The Study

Since the time of the Buddha, women have followed the Buddhist path as laywomen and
nuns. In spite of the vast literature produced in Buddhist societies, we know relatively little
about the life of Buddhist women. From the whole of traditional Buddhist civilization we
have only very few literary works produced by nuns, and even for the most famous of these
texts, the leerigét]1£,3 dating from the early Buddhist era, authorship is debated. Also in
Tibetan traditional religious literature, only a limited number of texts are authored by women.
As far as I know, there are only two autobiographies of female religious adepts. One of
these, the autobiography of Rigdzin Chonyi Sangmo (Rig ’dzin chos nyid bzang mo, 1865-

1951), is the focus of this work.*

Rigdzin Chonyi Sangmo was one of the very few famous female religious masters in
traditional Tibet.” Among her various religious roles were those of pilgrim, religious singer
(ma ni pa), healer (gcod pa),6 visitor to the realms of the dead ('das log),” yogini, nun,
lineage-holder, visionary, performer of miracles (siddha )¢ reincarnation,” revealer of sacred
texts (dgongs gter ma),'® head of a convent and religious teacher. In short, she had all the
signs, charisma and roles of a holy person. Together with Togden Semnyi Rinpoche (rTog

ldan Sems nyid Rin po che) and other religious companions, she established a nunnery for as

* Oldenberg and Pischel 1966 and Kloppenborg 1995.
4 According to Tashi Tsering (IATS Munich 1985, unpublished paper) there existed twenty-seven literary works
by sMin gling tJe btsun Mi ’gyur dpal sgron (1699-1769), but only two have survived. There were also works
by sMin gling rJe btsun *Gyur med phrin las chos sgron (early nineteenth century), bSam sding rDo rje phag mo
Chos dbyings bde chen mtsho mo (?-1853), rGya gar ri rDo rje phag mo bDe skyong ye shes dbang mo (f1.1886-
1909), mKha’ *gro bDe chen dbang mo (1868-?) of the Bon tradition, mKha’ spyod bde 1dan dbang mo (n.d.)
and Se ra mKha’ ’ gro kun bzang dbe skyong dbang mo (1892-7). These writings are mainly prayers, spiritual
invocations and ritual descriptions. There is also an autobiography by Se ra mKha’ *gro which is not available at
present.
> See Taring (1970) 1983, Havnevik 1989, Ricard 1994.
6 A non-sectarian religious practice established by Ma gcig lab sgron, 1055-1149. See e.g. Gyatso PIATS
Columbia 1985 and Kollmar-Paulenz 1993, 1998 and Edou 1996. Cf. rJe btsun rnam thar, 137, 138, 139.
7 rJe btsun rnam thar, 279, 285ff., 391, 435.
8 There are several references to Lo chen’s magical powers, e.g. she.made water come out from a cliff (ibid.:
280), she walked on water (ibid.: 280) etc.
° Of Ma geig lab sgron.
19 ,.7e btsun rnam thar, 144, 368. For the difference between sa gter, dgongs gter and dag snang, see Smith
1969:2n. 3 and Ricard 1994: 555.
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many as three hundred nuns at Shugseb (Shug gseb) in Central Tibet. She was popularly

known as Ani or Jetsun Lochen (A ne or rJe btsun Lo chen).

The existence in Tibet of biographies and autobiographies of female religious masters,
although few in number, is a welcome addition to a body of scarce literature. It gives us the
opportunity to fill out our picture of female religiosity in Buddhism in general and in Tibet in
particular.” The life stories of female religious masters, both the mytho-historical ones from
the early phase of Buddhism in Tibet, and later oral and written autobiographical accounts,
have been an enormous inspiration for Tibetan women past and present. The texts are
significant for the self-conception and identity of women as religious specialists and as

laywomen.

Through Jetsun Lochen’s autobiography, we learn about a remarkable woman who
lived for nearly a century. In addition to being a sacred text outlining the ideal life of a holy
person for the disciples to follow, the biography contains abundant information on Tibetan
culture from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, and thus gives a picture of
religious life in Tibet up to the great changes brought about by the Chinese occupation from
1950 onwards.

The fact that an extensive autobiography was written about Ani Lochen reflects her
importance. The autobiography was considered to be sufficiently valuable to be rescued
during the Cultural Revolution. It was hidden in Tibet and also taken into exile. The text
may be seen as part of the institutionalization of this female saint. It supports her cult and has
served to maintain her memory. As Reynolds and Capps (1976) maintain, biographies both
recount the process through which religious ideals are established and at the same time

participate in that process.12

It is extraordinary that the life of a woman like Jetsun Lochen was written down. This
happened only because she managed, in spite of extreme poverty, physical and psychological

abuse, ethnic, social and gender discrimination, to become a religious master in her own right.

T Articles on female religious specialists in Tibet only started to be published in the second half of the 1980s,
but since then academic interest has increased, and lately more encompassing works on Tibetan religious women
have been published by Pommaret 1989, Havnevik 1989, 1995, Kollmar-Paulenz 1993, Chayet 1993, Gross
1993, Shaw 1994, Klein 1995, and Campbell 1996.

12 Reynolds and Capps 1976:3.
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The study of Ani Lochen’s life is of particular interest, because it is told from the perspective
of a woman belonging to the poor and dispossessed social strata of the traditional society.
Thus this self-narrative gives a voice to uneducated and traditionally ‘silent’ individuals and

groups in Tibetan religious and social history.

From a marginalized position, born as an illegitimate child of a mixed ethnic liaison,
Jetsun Lochen came to achieve the most treasured status of Tibetan culture, that of the saint.
From being a regular ani or nun at the bottom of the religious hierarchy, she gradually came
to be revered as a Rinpoche (Rin po che), a title reserved only for higher lamas and only
exceptionally used to address female masters. As Ani Lochen’s tradition was abruptly broken
off by large-scale politics and the occupation of Tibet in 1950, it is an open question whether
her example would have had any long-term influence on the local or regional socio-economic

conditions of nuns or the overall evaluation of female religious specialists.

This work aims to make available, systematize, and analyze information provided by a
Tibetan female religious specialist herself. At present Lochen Rinpoche’s autobiography
exists only in Tibetan. The annotated translation into English, based on extensive use of
secondary sources as well as data from key contemporaries of Ani Lochen, helps to situate her
life in time and place. The songs, presumably inserted into the autobiography, have not been
translated or studied. They were almost certainly composed by a different author and the

thematic focus is general Mahayana concepts and not the life history of Ani Lochen.

I'am interested in the ‘process of sanctification’, i.e. how the sacred accumulated over
time in this remarkable woman and made her a saint in her own right. Along with focusing
on Jetsun Lochen’s life and how it was possible for her to reach eminence, it is equally
important to ask why she was the only woman in her group of fellow female devotees, and
maybe of her generation, to obtain such a prominent position. My aim is not to diminish
Jetsun Lochen’s importance, but to see her life in a wider socio-cultural context and possibly

to isolate factors that may explain her life.

In the text we find much information about normative expectations of female religious
specialists as reflected in Buddhist doctrines and interpreted by male lamas, lay people and

the nuns themselves. But we also learn how Jetsun Lochen and her companions relate to

14




these expectations, which alternative choices were open to them and how they actually

manoeuvered between the restrictions and possibilities set by the normative tradition.

Several recent books deal with the construction of gender in Indo-Tibetan religion
primarily through the study of religious texts.'® In some of these works, the positive
evaluation of women and the feminine in Tantric Buddhist ideology is emphasized, while the
social position of Tibetan nuns and other female religious specialists is largely i gnored."*
Only exceptionally is the interrelation between normative and social dimensions
investigated.15 At times, Tibetan Buddhism is presented as an elevated system of belief
‘contaminated’ by Tibetan patriarchal culture and society.'® We need to keep in mind that
Buddhism, too, is a cultural construction, whatever else it may be. As such it is continuously
reformulated by social actors and it is hardly possible to study Tibetan religion without

considering the socio-cultural processes with which it interacts.

For years, religion has been Tibet’s main attraction for Westerners. Since fieldwork
has been almost impossible, the academic field has been dominated by philological-historical
oriented research. Tibetan studies have suffered from absence of data and terminology
generated by sociologically oriented analyses. Geoffrey Samuel (1992) has justly criticized
Tibetan studies for being static and inward—looking‘17 There is thus an increasing awareness
that Tibetan Buddhism is not a static entity, not a sacred culture ‘set apart’, but a system of

constructed meaning closely interwoven with social praxis.

Analyses restricted to the normative system of symbols tend to conclude that gender
construction in Tantric Buddhism gives equal value to the female and the male. But it would
be a serious mistake to deduce from the normative/ideological level and apply the pattern to
the social and institutional. As Caroline Bynum (1986) and others have pointed out, gender

symbolism is multivalent and the interrelation between the ideological and the social is

' Gross 1993, Shaw 1994 , Klein 1995.

" Gross 1993, Shaw 1994.

15 Klein (1985) notes the incongruence between positive female symbols and social reality and attempts to relate
the symbolic and the actual situation of Tibetan women. See also Havnevik 1989.

16 Gross 1993. This was also frequently mentioned by the Western nuns in the Tibetan tradition interviewed by
Hersvik 1996. '

7 He suggests defining Tibet as part of Highland Southeast Asia in order to open Tibetan studies for
terminology and theoretical frameworks developed in this larger academic field, Samuel PIATS Fagernes 1992.
In his analysis of recent political movements in Tibet, Schwartz (1994) draws important parallels between an
emerging Tibetan nationalism and similar political processes elsewhere in Asia.
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extremely complex; gender symbols may refer to gender in ways that affirm or reverse it,

support or question it.'®

The search for prominent women in Tibetan religious history may easily make
research unbalanced. The same fabulous stories of female mythologized lives tend to be
repeated, while the cultural disparagement and the debased social and economic conditions of
thousands of female religious practitioners are ignored. For years stereotypes like ‘the high
status’ of Tibetan women, ‘the numerous realized Tibetan female lamas’ and ‘the equal
religious status’ of Tibetan men and women have uncritically been repeated in books on

Tibet.

Talking about the overall ‘status’of either gender is at best a simplification that
obscures more than it explains. Women and men may have high status in some domains,
while low in others. We need to look at both formal and informal aspects of women and
men’s status and role and to consider their relative control over significant resources.
Significant rescources in the Tibetan religious context are: access to prestigious positions
within the lay and ecclesiastic hierarchies, access to formal religious education, access to
esoteric religious instruction transferred orally from teacher to disciple, access to ritual
knowledge and control over material means that enable the religious specialist to maintain his

or her position. 19

Tibetan Buddhism has had great missionary success in the West and many Western
academic women have embraced Buddhism. There has been a certain amount of frustration
because Tibetan religious ideology with its prominent female symbolism and soteriological
inclusiveness give rise to expectations of gender equality. Western women have, however,
become painfully aware that in the traditional Tibetan context (i.e. pre-1950), female religious
specialists were relatively few in number, even fewer of them were famous, they were not
included in important religious institutions, they were not in demand by laypeople and they

were poor.”’

18 Bynum 1986:2.

' See Havnevik 1989:127.

20 A few Western academic women have been included in traditional Tibetan monastic educational institutions
and have been respectfully treated and taught by Tibetan masters.
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The encounter between East and West and the introspective trend in Western
scholarship have also brought focus on Western women’s experiences as adherents of Tibetan
Buddhism and how this form of Buddhism can meet the spiritual needs of Westerners.”' One
study has the feminist reconstruction of Buddhism as an explicit aim.** The wish to establish
gender equélity within institutions of Buddhism is a timely and valid feminist, political
project. The present study will not, however, take up this debate but rather focus on the
social and economic conditions under which Tibetan female religious specialists lived, how
they were evaluated by ecclesiastics as well as by the larger soéiety and how they perceived

their own lives.

In this study, gender will be used as a basic analytic category for understanding Tibetan
culture and society in general and Ani Lochen’s life and her socio-cultural context in
particular. Gender is important in the construction of both personal and group identity and
structures of power in every society. More specifically, we need to see all relationships as
‘gendered’, irrespective of the gender of the subjects.” Focus will be on how history, culture,

politics and economic factors are combined in the construction of gender.?*

Clifford Geertz (1973) defines culture, including religion, as a system of meaning and
symbols which functions as a model for and of social action. There has been a tendency,
however, to see culture as a public and integrated system of meaning and symbols. We need
to ask for whom the symbols are meaningful and in which ways. Some symbols are public
and shared, but many are not. It is ifnportant to focus on the degree to which ‘a cultural
system’ is shared, on how cultural knowledge is distributed and controlled. Questions of
gender, age, class and ethnicity are essential. Cultural symbols are differently constructed and

differently read by men and women, young and old, experts and non-experts.25

Tibetan culture covers vast geographical areas inhabited by various ethnic groups who

speak different dialects often incomprehensible to one another. Moreover, Tibet was socially

' Klein 1995, Hersvik 1996, Tsomo 1995, Campbell 1996.
*2 Gross 1993.
* Broch-Due and Rudie 1989:2.
u Morgen 1993:8. Ardener (1975) draws attention to the fact that Bakweri women at times use male models, at
other times define themselves differently from men. He notes that these gender models exist both side by side
and in opposition. Bynum (1986:13) contends that men and women create, understand and appropriate symbols
differently, women having a tendency towards integration, men towards opposition.
¥ Keesing 1987.
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and economically highly stratified. In Tibet, women have as a rule been excluded from
formal lay and ecclesiastic authority. Nonetheless, women have had and still have
considerable informal religious, political and economic power.26 One would expect the status
and roles of women to vary according to the geographical region, to the means of subsistence,
social level; income level and ethnic identity, but we still lack substantial information on

Tibetan women’s lives in gemeral.27

For some areas of traditional Tibet, e.g. Amdo and Kham, our knowledge is scarce
and Central Tibet is often seen as representing the entire Tibetan cultural area. Klein (1995)
gives a short overview of the socio-cultural position of women in Tibet based partly on
material from Kham and Amdo,”® but her sweeping generalizations are hardly useful for those
interested in comparative research. Makley (1997) calls for studies of Tibetan women’s lives
in local contexts and it is hoped that her fieldwork in Amdo and Kham will provide data for
comparative analyses. Among female scholars in Tibetan studies there is still a strong interest
in the lives of Tibetan nuns. The percentage of nuns is, however, very small and more
research is needed on local contexts of Tibetan laywomen in order to increase our
understanding not only of why women become nuns, but also of other religious and secular

aspects of Tibetan women’s lives.

% Rogers 1975.

27 Gutschow (1997 and forthcoming) has carried out extensive field-work among nuns in Zangskar. Gutschow
draws a grim picture of the social reality of nuns in Zangskar, not very different from that portrayed of the lives
of nuns in Ladakh by Grimshaw (1992). While these studies may only be representative for the situation of nuns
in the Western Himalayan areas, many of their conclusions correspond to my own results from historical
research on nuns in Tibet and from fieldwork in a Tibetan nunnery in exile (Havnevik 1989, 1995).

28 She does not, however, document her sources.
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1.1.1. The Autobiography and Other Sources

The main textual source for Jetsun Lochen Rinpoche’s life is her autobiography, Gangs shug
ma pi lo chen rig ‘dzin chos nid (sic) bzang mo’i rnam par thar pa rnam mkhyen bde ster.
The autobiographical reminiscences of the famed religious master and reinbodiment of
Klong chen pa Shug gseb Rje btsun Rig ’dzin chos nyid bzan (sic) mo, hereafter abbreviated
rJe btsun rnam thar. In the preface to the edition published by Sonam T. Kazi in Gangtok in
1975, it is stated that the biography was completed in 1949 and presumably ready for printing
in 1951. The Gangtok edition has been reproduced from a print of the Central Tibetan blocks

and is published in the Ngagyur Nyingmay Sungrab series.

Jestun Lochen was repeatedly requested by her disciples to tell her life-story. It was
only in the Fire-Ox Year (me glang, 1937), when she was requested by Drubchen Dawa Dorje
Rinpoche (Grub chen Zla ba rdo rje rin po che), whom she recognized as the reincarnation of
her root-lama Pema Gyatsho (Padma rgya mtsho, 1829-1889),” that she consented. Although
she started to tell her life-story in 1937, she abandoned the project and apparently did not take
it up again until about twelve years later, on the fifth day of the second month of the Earth-Ox
Year (sa glang, 1949), when she was requested again by Dawa Dorje and four named
diciples.*® Lochen told the story of her life up to the twenty-fifth day of the eleventh month of
the Earth-Ox Year (1949). The nun Gen Thinley Chodron (rGan ‘Phrin las chos sgron, b. late
1920s) wrote the draft and it was edited and completed by Dawa Dorje Rinpoche.

The Gangtok edition of Lochen’s rnam thar would appear to consist of 271 folios.
The Tibetan numbering of the folios is, however, mixed up so that the folio following folio
forty-two is numbered thirty-three; thus ten folios are counted twice, making a total of 281
folios.>! Making a large autobiography in traditional Tibet was an arduous and expensive
process. Ani Lochen names altogether twenty-three persons who were involved as donors,

copyists and carvers.”

% His dates are tentative.

30 yJe btsun rnam thar, 8 and 561.

3! When referring to pages in rJe btsun rnam thar, 1 refer to Western page nos. given in the Gangtok edition.
32 rJe btsun rnam thar, 561.
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Jetsun Lochen’s text is not divided into chapters, but sections of prose are followed by
visionary songs, advice, prayers and poems that constitute about one half of the text. The
ninety-four songs™ in the biography vary from a few lines in length up to fifteen pages.** In
Tibetan literary tradition, folk-inspired religious songs (mgur)® may be published in separate
volumes, bﬁt may also be included in (auto)biographies, as is the case here. This interchange
between narrative and poetical sections make Tibetan autobiographies resemble the Indian
gatha, the biographical songs of the Buddha’s early disciples®® and the caryagiti, the songs of
the siddhas of late Indian Buddhism.*’

The Shugseb lama, Jigme Dorje states that Dawa Dorje Rinpoche (b. 1929), an
important lama in the latter part of Jetsun Lochen’s life, inserted religious songs composed by
himself into her autobiography.*® It is also likely that Dawa Dorje collected stories about
Lochen Rinpoche’s life from her contemporaries and inserted these, in first person, in the
text. Thus the biography may be seen as a co-production between Ani Lochen, the most
prominent nun teacher at Shugseb, the scribe Gen Thinley, and a male lama. rJe btsun rnam
thar is therefore predominantly a self-narrative, i.e. an autobiography, while parts of it,

although written in the first person, are biographical.

The multiple authorship of Ani Lochen’s life-story becomes evident when reading the
text, because the language of the prose parts is oral, with a simple syntax and presumably
close to the colloquial language of Central Tibet, making frequent use of local terms and
idioms.* The songs are written in a poetic and often learned style; the language is stilted and
important Buddhist concepts are written in Sanskrit. In a few of the songs the verses are

ordered alphabetically (ka bshad /ka rtsom).*° The songs are interpolated after Lochen’s

* This is an approximate number, depending on how a song is defined.
34 Song no. 12, rJe btsun rnam thar, 68-83.
% For a discussion of Tibetan religious songs (mgur), see Sgrensen 1990:14-17.
% See Gyatso 1998:104.
%7 See Kvaerne (1977) 1986 and Sgrensen 1990:15.
¥ Lo chen composed poetical songs herself and I copied one such song from an ex-Shug gseb nun, g.Yu sgron
lags, in Kathmandu in 1995. Is possible that some of the songs in rJe btsun rnam thar are composed by herself,
but we do not know which ones.
% Lo chen’s mother was born in Yol mo, Nepal, and did not know Tibetan well (ibid.:28, 6.), and we assume
that Lo chen picked up local dialects on her extensive travels in the Himalayan border areas. Although rJe btsun
rnam thar was put into writing by a nun from Central Tibet, it was edited by a lama from Kham.
“° Ka bshad or kar mishom (or ka kha) poetic style where each line begins with a different letter in alphabetical
order. Gold-1:32. A poetic genre of Tibetan literature. Cf. rJe btsun rnam thar, 101, 438.
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strong emotional states such as compassion for living beings (often animals), the feeling of

joy, her own and others’ suffering, fear and grief at deaths.

Some of the songs in Ani Lochen’s autobiography are poetic repetitions of the prose,
some contain the repertoire of the ma ni pa and have a didactic purpose. Others are answers
to requests offered by lamas and disciples, while some verses describe Lochen’s thoughts,
visions and miracles. Long poetic repetitions of sections of the prose, for instance her birth
story,*! are almost word by word identical with the prose. In the poetic verses we are
introduced to general Mahayana and tantric Buddhist doctrines and standard descriptions of

Buddhist cosmology and iconography.

A new edition of Lochen Rinpoche’s autobiography (abbr. rJe btsun sku zhabs kyi
rnam thar) was published in 1997 by the Tibetan People’s Publishing House in Lhasa. Itis
said to have been written by Gen Thinley and others.** Thus Dawa Dorje’s important role in
editing the self-narrative is not acknowledged. Jigme Dorje Rinpoche informed me in 1996
that he is preparing a new edition of the rJe btsun rnam thar in cooperation with Lochen
Rinpoche’s contemporaries as well as her reincarnation, Dorje Rabden (rDo rje rab brtan, b.

1953).

In addition to the long autobiography, a biographical sketch is provided by Khetsun
Sangpo in Biographical Dictionary of Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism (LTWA 1973, vol. 4, pp.
528-530). A short biography has also been published by Sonam Pelbar Horkhang (bSod
nams dpal *bar Hor khang) in Bod ljongs zhib ’jug, no.1 1989:124-133. Horkhang does not
mention rJe btsun rnam thar as a source, but only states that his short biography is based on
material collected when Jetsun Lochen was alive.*’ By and large the main lines of
Horkhang’s short biography are in accordance with rJe btsun rnam thar, but as it is short, it
leaves out much information. It is interesting to note that Ani Lochen’s mother, who has a
prominent role in the autobiography, is only briefly mentioned by Horkhang, and he makes no
mention of an important lama in Lochen’s life, Semnyi Rinpoche. Horkhang concentrates on

the Central Tibetan scene and leaves out numerous religious teachers from Kham and Amdo.

41 vJe btsun rnam thar, 23-28.
42 1Je btsun sku zhabs rnam thar, 321.
> Hor khang 1989:133.
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Furthermore, he supplies dates that are not found in the text and includes information about

Jetsun Lochen’s death.

There is a three-page biographical summary of Jetsun Lochen’s life compiled by
Dondor (Don rdor) and Tendzin Chodrag (bsTan ’dzin chos grags) in Gangs ljongs lo rgyus
thog gi grags can mi sna (1993:949-52). In Jamyang Dorje Nyoshul Khenpo’s ("Jam
dbyangs rdo rje Nyo shul mkhan po) rDogs pa chen Ppo gsang ba snying thig gi chos *byung
rig 'dzin brgyud pa’i rnam thar ngo mtshar u dum wa ra’i phreng ba (1995:59-76) an

abbreviated eighteen-page (nine folio)* biographical account of Jetsun Lochen is included.

Two biographical accounts of Jetsun Lochen’s life have been published in English.
Kim Yeshi and Acharya Tashi Tsering give a summary of rJe btsun rnam thar in Cho Yang
1991. This abbreviated biography is unfortunately inaccurate when it comes to dates and
names of persons and places. In 1996, Tulku Thondup published an excellent biographical
summary of Jetsun Lochen, likewise based on rJe btsun rnam thar.*> There are also short
references to Lochen Rinpoche in the works of Rinchen Drolma Taring [(1970)1983],
Lobsang Lhalungpa (1978, 1983)," Janice Willis (1984), Hanna Havnevik (1989), Rita Gross
(1993), Matthieu Ricard (1994)*” and Jérome Edou (1996).*8

Oral Sources

Anthropological fieldwork has been virtually impossible in Tibet. It can be carried out at
present, but it is closely watched and controlled by the authorities. As nuns are among the
most anti-Chinese social groups and are politically active, both in Lhasa and in the
surrounding areas, research in nunneries is prohibited. In 1994, assisted by a ‘translator’ from
the Tibet Academy of Social Science, I was granted a two-hour stay in Jetsun Lochen’s
Shugseb Nunnery, south of Lhasa. I asked the authorities for permission to visit other
nunneries in and near Lhasa, but my request was ignored. I was told that the only way to do

research on Lochen Rinpoche’s tradition was by bringing nuns from Shugseb to Lhasa (half a

4 Western page nos. 59-76, Tib. folio nos. 30-38.
* Thondup 1996: 251-256.
% For references, see Willis 1984:22.
T Ricard 1994:574, 576n. 26, 578, 592.
8 There is also one page about Lo chen in Daily Pocket Calendar 1998, published by the Tibetan Nuns Project,
1997.
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day’s travel) and interview them there. Nuns with knowledge of Ani Lochen’s life are in their
seventies and eighties and cannot undertake such a strenuous journey. Additional information
about Lochen’s life have, instead, been obtained from interviews with ex-nuns and Lochen’s

contemporaries in exile during field-trips to India and Nepal (1983-84, 1995, 1996).

1.1.2. Dating

When it comes to dating Jetsun Lochen’s life, there is considerable confusion. The most
common assumption is that she lived to be approximately one hundred years old. This is
supported by Khetsun Sangpo (1973),* Horkhang (1989), Kim Yeshi and Acharya Tashi
Tsering (1991), and it is stated at least three times in the rnam thar.>® Lhalungpa writes that
she lived to be 113 or 115,%! while Rinchen Dolma Taring and the present lama at Shugseb,
Jigme Dorje Rinpoche, maintain that she was over 130 years old.>* Lochen herself seems to
have contributed greatly to the uncertainty about her age; when asked, she gave either elusive
or inconsistent replies. When the regent Reting (Rva sgreng rin po che sTag brag ngag dbang
gsung rab, 1912-47) visited her at Shugseb in the late 1930s> and inquired about her age she

merely said,

When I first came, my mouth was full of teeth and my head (i.e. hair) was also black.

Now there are no teeth in my mouth and my head has also become white.
rJe btsun rnam thar, 450-51

Jigme Dorje Rinpoche, who was taught by Jetsun Lochen for eighteen years, told me that

when she was asked about her age she could give answers that varied by thirty years,

# Khetsun Sangpo (pers. communication, Oct. 1995) stated that Tibetans think Lo chen lived to be more than
one hundred years, but that he personally believes that she died in her early eighties.
0 vJe btsun rnam thar, 21, 462, 557.
5! Lhalungpa 1983:178.
52> Jigs med rdo tje also stated that Lo chen lived until the age of 132, that she was born in the Year of the Pig
and that she died in the Iron Year 1951. This can hardly be correct. If she lived to be 132 years she must have
been born either in 1818 or 1819 (depending on whether the year of conception is counted), but neither of these
are pig years, but Earth-Tiger and Earth-Hare. If she was born in a pig year this gives us the following
possibilities: 1827 (me mo phag), 1839 (sa mo phag), 1851 (lcags mo'phag) and 1863 (chu mo phag). R.D.
Taring [(1970) 1983: facing p. 225 and 165], too, writes that Lo chen lived to be over 130 years old and that she
was born c. 1820.
53 In 1934 according to Hor khang (1989), but based on the chronology of rJe btsun rnam thar I would suggest
1938/1939. Yeshi and Tsering (1991:142) write 1938.
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sometimes saying she was fifty and sometimes eighty. Both traditional Tibetan as well as
Indian literature and historiography show little interest in accurate dating. It was common
that people in Tibet ignored or simply forgot their birth-dates. Apparently Jetsun Lochen did
not know the exact date of her birth. An ex-nun from Shugseb, N gawang Pemo (Ngag dbang
dpal mo, b. 'c. 1922) informed me that once when she sat with Jetsun Lochen, she was asked
to count the years her master had lived. The reckoning was based on Ani Lochen’s travels
and her periods of meditation. Ngawang Pemo counted on her rosary and when she came to

111 years there were no more beads.

Year of Birth

Concerning the dates of Lochen’s birth there are various suggestions. Khetsun Sangpo writes
that she was born in the fourteenth rab byung, on the fifteenth day of the fourth month of the
Iron-Ox Year (Icags mo glang), i.e. 1841.3* Of my sources, Khetsun Sangpo is the only one to
give the year of birth 1841.%° His rendering of the day and the month of her birth is, however,
consistent with that given in the autobiography. Kim Yeshi and Tashi Tsering write that Ani
Lochen was born in 1852, and here also, the day and the month of her birth is the same as that
of the autobiography.56 The text does not say that she was born in 1852, however, only that

she was conceived in the fourth month of that year.”’

When we turn to the autobiography, there are several passages referring to her birth,
and we are given two alternatives, either 1853 or 1865. In the text (rJe btsun rnam thar,
21,4) it says that she entered her mother’s womb on the fifth day in the fourth month of the
Water-Rat Year (chu byi), i.e. 1852. Thus she should have been born in the first month of the
Water-Ox Year (chu glang), i.e. 1853. An event occurring ten days before her birth is
mentioned, however (ibid.:22,3), and the date given is the fifth day of the first month of the

* Khetsun Sangpo 1973: 528 (vol. iv).
% Khetsun Sangpo suggests this year because he went to Shug gseb with his teacher dGe bshes bSod rgyal before
the Chinese had come to Shug gseb and he says that Lo chen had expired long before this (pers. communication
1995). According to ex-Shug gseb nuns, however, it took some years until the Chinese arrived at Shug gseb.
% Ricard (1994:576), too, gives the dates 1852-1953 for Lo chen.
7 Yeshi and Tsering (1991:131) seem to be confused by inconsistent information in rJe btsun rnam thar, and
write, «On the fifteenth day of the first month of the wood-ox year (1852) Pemba Dolma gave birth in mTsho
Padma to a female child». The Wood-Ox Year is, however, 1865.
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Wood-Ox Year (shing glang), i.e. 1865. On the same page (ibid.: 22,5-6) it is stated that

Lochen was born in the morning of the fifteenth day, implying the same month and year.

A few pages further on, (ibid.:26,4) in a song that repeats the prose (from pages 21-
22), it says that she entered her mother’s womb on the fifth day of the fourth month of the
Wood-Rat Year (shing byi), i.e.1864. Then several months passed (ibid.:26,5) and when the
time of giving birth approached, the same event as that related in the prose is repeated, and
the child is born on the fifteenth day (ibid.:27,3). 1852 as the year of conception is mentioned
only once in the prose, 1864 as the year of conception is mentioned once in a song (ibid.:26,4)
and 1865 as the year of birth is stated once in the prose (ibid.:22,3) and alluded to once ina
song (ibid.:27,3).

When we take a closer look at the text, where Lochen is said to have been conceived
in the Water-Rat Year (chu byi), i.e. 1852 (ibid.:21,4), it appears that it has undergone some
editing.”® The first syllable of the name of the year visibly appears to have been changed: chu
may have been inserted (making it chu byi) instead of shing byi, which is the year of con-
ception found twice (ibid.:22 and 26). In a dpe cha copy of Lochen’s rnam thar given to me
by Phuntsok Tsering in 1996, the year of conception given is chu byi (folio 12a, 3) and there
has been no editing. The year of the birth given (folio 121, 3) is shing glang, 1865. Thus the
same inconsistencies are found in both editions. In rJe btsun sku zhabs rnam thar (p. 9), the
date of conception given is the fifth day of the fourth month of the Wood-Rat Year (shing
byi), i.e. 1864, and the date of birth given is the fifteenth day of the first month in the Wood-
Ox Year (shing glang), i.e. 1865.% Thus in spite of inconcistencies and because the years of
conception and birth 1864/1865 are found several times in rJe btsun rnam thar as well as in
rJe btsun sku zhabs rmam thar we may settle for 1865 as the year of birth. I thus agree with

Tashi Tsering (LTWA) and Tulku Thondup who suggests, 1865 as Lochen’s year of birth.

Jigme Dorje Rinpoche also informed me that they usually counted Lochen’s age from
the fact that she was about fifty years old when the Imperial forces invaded Tibet. This must
refer to February 1910 when some two thousand Chinese troops arrived in Lhasa. If Lochen

was about fifty years old in 1910-12, she would have been born in the early 1860s. Hence it

58 Suggested by Tashi Tsering, IATS Munich 1985, unpublished paper.
% See rJe btsun sku zhabs rnam thar, 9.
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is not unlikely that the year 1865 given in the autobiography is correct. Horkhang writes,
however, that Lochen was fifty-one years old when the Younghusband forces invaded Tibet
in 1904 (in the Tree-Dragon Year, shing 'brug) and that she was sixty years when the Manchu
soldiers came in the Water-Rat Year (chu byi), 1912 .

I suspect that the year of conception has been changed in our text (ibid.: 21), because
Lochen, during her illness at the end of her life gained confidence that she was the
reincarnation of Machig Labdron (Ma cig lab sgron, c. 1055-1149), and she promised her
disciples that,

In the past I stayed as Machig for a hundred years, and therefore, disguised as her

reincarnation I must promise to stay for a hundred years.  rJe btsun rnam thar, 462.

At the end of her self-narrative, Jetsun Lochen’s intention to live to the age of hundred is

repeated. She says,

The short biography is about this (my life) up to the twenty-fifth day of the eleventh
month of the Earth-Ox Year (1949). Still the biography up to (my) hundredth year

can be continued. rJe btsun rnam thar, 557

When Lochen died in 1951 the editors may have made up for the inconsistency and therefore
changed the year of birth (ibid.:21). We are left, however, with the question why the year of
conception/birth 1864/1865 given a few pages further down was not changed. This may be
due to a multiple author- or editorship or else the incongruity may simply have been
overlooked. In the preface to the Gangtok edition of the text, the publishers state that Lochen
was born either in 1853 or in 1865, favoring neither year. Horkhang counts her age from
1853, so does Dondor 1993: 949, while the new edition rJe btsun sku zhabs rnam thar
(1997:9) settles for 1865.

Year of Death

As to the exact dating of Lochen’s death, we are left with no information from the Gangtok
edition of the autobiography, as it ends in 1949. Khetsun Sangpo writes that she died on the
thirteenth day of the third month of the Iron-Dragon Yea'r (lcags ’brug), which is 1940.
Horkhang contends that she died on the thirteenth day of the third month of the Iron-Hare
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Year (lcags yos), which is 1951. These two authors thus agree on the date and month, but
give different Iron years. Dondor (1993: 952) states that Lochen died on the thirteenth day of
the third month in the Iron-Ox Year (Icags stag), which is 1950. In rJe btsun sku zhab rnam
rnam thar (1997:310) the year of Lochen Rinpoche’s death is not explicitly stated, only that
she died in fhe evening on the thirteenth day of the third month, but from the context, the year
must be the Iron-Hare Year (Icags yos), i.e. 1951.% Jigme Dorje informed me (1996) that she
died in the Iron Year 1951. As Jigme Dorje stayed with Lochen Rinpoche at Shugseb and his
information coincides with that given by Horkhang, who had easy access to Lochen’s
contemporaries, we can be reasonably sure that this is correct. Tashi Tsering, too, agrees with
1951 as the year of death.®! Others also state that she died in the early 1950s. R. D. Taring
writes that she died in 1950,%% while K. Yeshi/Acharya T. Tsering and Tulku Thondup give
the year 1953.

Based on the available material I regard it as a reasonable assumption that Lochen was
born on the fifteenth day of the first month of 1865 and that she died on the thirteenth day of

the third month of 1951, at the age of eighty-six years (or eighty-seven by Tibetan reckoning).

1.2. TIBETAN BIOGRAPHIES AND AUTOBIOGRAPHIES

Biographies of famous yogins and lamas have been written in Tibet since the twelfth or
thirteenth centuries. Khetsun Sangpo maintains that the beginning of biographical writing in
Tibet goes as far back as the time of Thrisong Detsen (Khri Srong lde brtsan, d. c. 800), while
it is generally recognized that the genre dates back to Karma Pakshi (Karma Pak shi, 1204-
83). Janet Gyatso writes that Tibetans have been recollecting their lives in order to narrate
them since close to the eighth century and that there are several examples of early

autobiographical writing from the twelfth century.63

% An event occuring in the ninth month in the lcags stags year, i.e. 1950 is mentioned (rJe bisun sku zhab rnam
rnam thar, 303) and a little further on in the text it is stated that Lo chen died on the thirteenth day of the third
month.
81 JATS Munich 1985, unpublished paper.
€2 R.D. Taring (1970) 1983, p. facing p. 225.
83 Khetsun Sangpo in Biography 1992, 17,1:29-30 and Gyatso 1998:101.
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Holy biographies have played, and continue to play, a dynamic role in Tibetan culture.
They not only function as models for religious practice, but Tibetan identity and regional
loyalties are connected to such biographies. The life stories of great religious heroes such as
Milarepa (Mi la ras pa, 1040-1123 or 1052-1135) and Drugpa Kunleg ('Brug pa kun legs,
1455—1529). embody important values in the Tibetan worldview and ethos, and they are
known by every Tibetan.** Religious biographies are still the most popular religious literature

in Tibet.%

When a culture and way of life are threatened, as the case has been in Tibet for almost
fifty years, the past becomes a vital symbolic asset. Even though Tibetan society and culture
have radically changed since the Chinese invasion in 1950, the past and its construction and
evaluation are still very much part of daily life. Faced with political liberalization in the early
1980s, young Tibetan men and women started to use religious and monastic symbols actively
to gain political power. We witnessed a period of cultural revitalization, cultural invention
and emerging nationalism.®® Monastic values, such as compassion and non-violence, were re-
emphasized and politicized. Also nuns from Lochen Rinpoche’s nunnery have taken part in
this process.67 Religious autobiographies acquire considerable importance in this process and
the most prominent example is the three-volume ‘outer’®® autobiography of the Fifth Dalai
Lama (1617-82). He was one of the most powerful political and religious figures in the
history of Tibe:t,69 and there is considerable interest in making his ‘life’ relevant in the present

political situation in Tibet.

5 See Stein 1972, Dowman and Paljor 1980 and Kretschmar 1981. A number of male biographies have been
translated into Western languages, that of Mi la ras pa [Evans-Wentz 1951, Lhalungpa 1985, Bacot (1925)
1971], Mar pa (Bacot 1937), Bu ston (Ruegg 1966), Tsong kha pa (Kaschewsky 1971), *Brug pa kun legs (Stein
1972), those of four Dol po lamas (Snellgrove 1967), Padma gLing pa and the Sixth Dalai Lama (Aris 1988),
the Fifth Dalai Lama (Karmay 1988), Zhabs dkar (Ricard 1994) and 'Jigs med gLing pa (Gyatso 1998). For the
translations of biographies of women, see below.

% See Stutchbury (1994b) who maintains that biographical narratives play a vital part in maintaining not only
dKar sha pas’ways of thinking and behaving, but also the contituity of 'Brug pa bKa’ brgyud Buddhism.

% Schwartz 1994, Havnevik 1995.

" Schwartz, ibid., Havnevik, ibid. The Chinese reacted to the cultural revitalization and the demonstrations with
harsh supression.

% See below.

% The political and symbolic value of the present Dalai Lama is significant and the recent strife between the
atheist Chinese regime and the Tibetans over the selection of the second religious hierarch in Tibet, the Pan chen
lama, is a symbolic power struggle of great importance.
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The structural changes in Tibet brought about by the Chinese occupation, ideas sifting
back to Tibet from an exile population exposed to Western ideas, Western tourism, new
economic opportunities and the creation of a new political monasticism may lead to increased
female participation in religious institutions that will eventually bring about a reevaluation of
female religious specialists. In this process Jetsun Lochen’s example and autobiography will
perhaps acquire considerable significance. Her memory has been kept alive by her disciples
in labor camps and prisons. Today there is a growing interest in her life story, both in Tibet,™

among Tibetans in exile and among Westerners.

The writing of autobiographies was widespread in Tibet and Gyatso maintains that the
extent and popularity of this genre is unique to Tibet compared to other Asian countries. At
present about one hundred and fifty book-length Tibetan autobiographies have been
published, but she suggests that the number may be as high as three hundred.” As stated
above, among the large number of Tibetan written autobiographies, we only know of two that
come from the mouths of female religious masters, and only the autobiography of Jetsun

Lochen has been published.72

We do have some narratives from women that may be considered a sub-genre of the
autobiography, as in the case of the stories of the ‘das log, i.e. persons who visit the realms of
the dead and return with messages to the living. Many of the ‘das log were women and Ani
Lochen herself traveled to the abodes of the dead several times. Francoise Pommaret has
studied textual and oral biographies of such women and some of this material is autobio-
graphical.73 The main focus of these narratives is, however, the ’das log experience and not

the narration of ‘a life’ from birth to death.

Religious, sacred or holy biography as a genre encompasses both oral and written
literature and has its own structure and conventions. It is a genre which mixes secular
biography and myth. The protagonist of sacred biography is believed to have lived, but the
‘life’ is often heavily mythologized. Reynolds and Capps (1976:4) deal with two categories

of holy biographies: biographies of founders of a new faith, on the one hand, and biographies

" B.g. the publication in Lhasa in 1997 of rJe btsun sku zhabs rnam thar.
" Gyatso PIATS Narita 1989 and 1998:186.

72 Tashi Tsering JATS Munich 1985 (unpublished paper).

 pommaret 1989.
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of saints on the other. This latter category is termed hagiography and narrates how already
established religious ideals are realized. We need, however, to be critical of Reynolds’ and
Capps’ twofold division. Thus, holy persons credited in the West as founders of religions
may in the East be conceived as confirmers of traditions. From the Buddhist perspective, the
historical Bﬁddha is perceived as only one in a series of buddhas who preach an eternal
Doctrine. I will largely avoid the term hagiography because of its Christian connotations’
and use the more general terms religious, holy or sacred biography along with Tibetan terms,
i.e. rnam thar and rang gi rnam thar. For my purposes, there is no need to distinguish

between biographies of founders and of saints.

There are many similarities, but also important differences between Tibetan
biographies and autobiographies, and it is significant that the tradition itself distinguishes
between the two categories. The Tibetan term for holy biography is rnam (par) thar ( pa)
which means “full liberation (story)’, while rang (gi) rnam (thar) refers to ‘own full liberation
story’.” In general use, however, the term rnam thar is used for any life-story of important
religious specialists, whether or not they are believed to have reached the ultimate goal. The
text dealt with in this study refers to itself as rnam thar, but is basically a rang gi rnam thar, a
life told by the protagonist. Khetsun Sangpo gives the religious tradition’s own evaluation of

the two categories when he states,

Of these, the most reliable or trustworthy one is the saint’s own autobiography. The
ones written by the followers are written according to their own perception. They may
exaggerate or assert the existence of some special quality where none exists; and
where the saint may have inconceivable excellent qualities, the biographer can’t

comprehend something so inconceivable.  Biography 1992 17,1:22.

A sacred biography generally contains a substantial amount of biographical convention and
the master in question is usually elevated and mythologized; sometimes the biographic image
takes precedence over the biographical facts. The larger the distance in time between the life
of the subject and the composition, the more mythologized a biography seems to be.

Subsequent generations will add to the oral and written versions of a sacred life story, and

™ See also Willis 1985:307.
5 See Gyatso PIATS Narita 1989.
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possibly write their own version. Through retelling, meaning is constantly renewed and
created and this process of transformation occurs in dialogue with other texts, with oral and
local traditions and with iconography.76 As the result of this ‘biographical process’, some
‘lives’ become very stereotype containing little specific information about the person in

question. Giuseppe Tucci maintains the following about Tibetan rnam thar,

As a whole, we cannot say that the rnam t’ar communicate a lifelike impression of the
personality they deal with. In almost every case, personality recedes before a type, it

is overruled by some given pattern: the saint scholar or ascetic are seen in the abstract,
not as this or that saint, scholar or ascetic. It is a monastic and edifyng (sic) literature,

the light of human passion hardly ever shined upon it. ~ (1947)1980:152

We have a relatively small number of highly mythologized accounts of Tibetan women of the
past. Some of these biographical texts and narratives have been translated into Western
languages, e.g. by Tarthang Tulku, Mother of Knowledge: The Enlightenment of Ye shes
misho rgyal (1983), Keith Dowman, The Secret Life and Songs of the Lady Yeshe Tsogyel
(1984) and in Women of Wisdom (1984) Tsultrim Allione presents the biographies of six
female religious masters.”’ The historicity of several of these women is questionable and they
are portrayed more as deities than human beings. Machig Labdron and the religious tradition
originating with her, gcod, have been studied by Janet Gyatso (1985), Giacomella Orofino
(1987), Karénina Kollmar-Paulenz (1993, 1998), Erberto Lo Bue (1994) and by Jérome Edou
(1996). Both Yeshe Tshogyal (Ye shes mtsho rgyal, eighth century) and Machig Labdron are
considered the ‘fore-mothers’ of Jetsun Lochen. Machig Labdron, in particular, looms large
in Lochen’s self-narrative. All these life-stories functioned as powerful, idealized role

models for Tibetan women.

While a holy biography is written by the disciples of the master, in many cases long
after the master’s death, or even centuries later, an autobiography is either written by the
master or dictated by the protagonist to a scribe. These two categories of life-stories are

continuous and overlapping and differences between them are often blurred. Thus there are

76 See e.g. Naguib’s (1994) discussion of intertextuality and ‘dialogized text’ in the Coptic and Copto-Arabic
hagiographic tradition.
" One of the six biographies, i.e. that of A yu mkha’ *gro, is an oral autobiography. There are two other
translations of a short biography of the female discoverer Jo mo sman mo, see Dargyay 1977:119-123 and
DoKa:805-809.
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several cases of multiple authorship where disciples have a hand in editing and adding to the
autobiography. This may be done either in cooperation with the narrator or after his or her

death.”

Gyatso (1992, 1998) has dealt at length with Western definitions of autobiography and
compared the Western and Tibetan autobiographical genres. In the West, the individualism
and self-reflection constructed in self-narratives of modern times are considered the hallmarks
of autobiography by scholars of literature. Thus non-Western traditional autobiographies
have been excluded from the genre.” Gyatso concludes that Western literary scholars know
surprisingly little about Asian autobiography, and that Tibetan autobiographies have striking

structural similarities with Western autobiographies.

I will not undertake an analysis of Western and Asian autobiographical genres, as this
has been done brilliantly by Gyatso (1998), but only state that Jetsun Lochen’s life story
conforms in several respects to the main structural prerequisites of autobiography set forth by
literary scholars and discussed by Gyatso.80 It is told from the mouth of the subject and
written down by a scribe. Ani Lochen’s intention was to tell the truth about her life, an
important criterion defining autobiographies. It is retrospective and developmental; it tells a
‘life’ from birth to near death. In the introduction and at the end of the autobiography Jetsun
Lochen states that she has told whatever she remembered from her life up to the time of
recording, i.e. the twenty-fifth day of the eleventh month of the Earth-Ox Year (1949).81 Only
occasionally is the chronology broken by retrospective glances.82 Khetsun Sangpo Rinpoche

states the following about Tibetan traditional biography,

The predominant intention of the namtar is to show how the life of a great master
progresses, from training the mind at a young age, to everything he thought and did

throughout his lifetime, or generation. Biography 1992 17,1:27

" For a discussion of the blurring of genres, see Gyatso PIATS Narita 1989:465-479. Dunaway (1992:44) also
raises the question of the the influence of the audience on autobiographical narration.
" Maintained by Georges Gusdorf (1956) 1980 and discussed by Gyatso 1998:101-102. See also Gunn 1987:
100-11.
8 For criteria defining the autobiographical genre, see e.g. Gyatso 1998:106-109.
81 1 Je btsun rnam thar, 8, 557 and 561.
% Ibid.: 558.
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I agree with Gyatso in her criticism of literary scholars for their lack of interest in other
autobiographical traditions than the Western. It is, however, pertinent to point out that all
traditional sacred autobiographies, not only those written in Asia, have been exluded from the
Western autobiographical canon. Although Tibetan traditional autobiographies resemble
secular Western autobiographies in several ways, the differences are, as is also stressed by
Gyatso, numerous. The predominant focus of both holy biographies and autobiographies is
the sacred. As such, their content and function have much in common cross-culturally. In the
Christian tradition there are for example several examples of early female religious
autobiographies and these may reveal striking parallels with their Tibetan counterparts.®
Substantial research on these autobiographies and hagiographies has been carried out and a

useful survey, with an extensive bibliography, has been made by Kari E. Bgrresen (1993).

1.2.1. Gender and Oral Biographies

It is maintained by some feminist scholars that religious literature may be seen as joint
products of men and women, even though signed by men.** In her autobiography, Doris
Lessing (1994) maintains that creative and often ‘half-mad’ persons and women who initiate
historical events are easily forgotten or their influence minimized by ‘sensible people’ who
were inspired by them. Thus the decisive roles of innovators and women are often left out in
published works.® Tt may be the case that female zansrikas had significant influence on the
content of some tantric texts, but the majority of Tibetan religious literature was produced by
men in monastic settings where women were simply excluded.®® Generally, the lamas were
the lineage-holders who controlled the esoteric and oral religious traditions. Only people
belonging to the aristocracy and monastics, primarily men, were educated. Moreover, only
the literary production of famous male clerics was considered sufficiently prestigious to merit

the arduous process of traditional xylographic printing.*’

8 Gyatso (1998:6) also notes that Tibetan rnam thar resemble certain Catholic confessional writings as well as
seventeenth-century English spiritual biography. ’
% Shaw 1994:12 and Brenner and Van Dijk-Hemmes 1993.
8 Lessing 1994:20-26.
5 See also Klein 1995:50.
87 Tashi Tsering IATS Munich 1985, unpublished paper.
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There is a prevalent contention among Tibetans, Western Buddhists and some
Western scholars, that female saints were numerous in Tibet, albeit unacknowledged* We
do, however, lack historical evidence to support this claim, and my data suggests the
opposite.*” Lochen Rinpoche lived almost a century and among the around 160 religious
masters narﬁed in her autobiography, only about a handful are women. Jetsun Lochen even

questions the legitimacy of one of these ‘saintly’ women.”’

The Tibetan auto- and biographical tradition is thus, like that of the West,
androcentric. For the most part it was only the lives of great men that were considered
important enough to record. That women have internalized a picture of themselves that
precludes the kind of self-attention that would generate autobiography as recognized by the
canon seems to be a universal. In Tibet, women seldom conceived themselves, or were
perceived by others, as saints and either did not write their ‘lives’ or the self-narratives they
wrote were ignored. In the West, what has been seen as a meaningful life, and what has
determined the defining characteristics of the autobiographichal genre, has been the linear
progress and power of the ‘Great White Man’. The conception of the self, self-creation and
self-consciousness are intimately connected to worldview and may, however, be profoundly

different for women, minorities, and many non-western peoples.”’

Although it is important to search for traces of women in Tibetan male narratives, it is
easier to get access to female voices when we look at oral traditions. In Tibet, orality and
literacy functioned side by side, but the oral orientation was strong. Even though an
enormous corpus of religious texts was produced, there was a parallel tradition of
transferring, with or without the help of written texts, religious teachings orally from master
to disciple. Thus in addition to the biographies committed to paper, there was a living and
flourishing oral tradition narrating ‘the lives’ of sacred men and women. These stories may
have circulated as widely, or even more, than those that were written down.”? Khetsun

Sangpo states,

% Shaw 1994 and Gross 1993.
¥ Havnevik 1989, 1995, see also Klein 1995:50.
%71.e. the nun who ‘claims’ to be the reincarnation of Mi pham rin po che, see rJe btsun rnam thar, 333.
°! Several scholars contend that other forms of biography have been marginalized or excluded from the canon,
like working-class autobiographies and autobiographies from seemingly vocationless women; see Okely 1992:1-
28.
 See e.g. Stutchbury 1994:61-62.
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... there are many more who don’t have written biographies than who do. This

is because they are exclusively and truly yogis; such true yogis live in caves and
mountains and eat little ... And they don’t have disciples or servants or anything.
They really possess the signs of accomplishment and have all the qualities of full
realization, with total renunciation of worldly life, just living like deer in the
mountains, but there aren’t any biographies about them ... And if we count all the
inconceivable yogis ... who have sprung up in Tibet, there are also many nuns.

Biography 1992 17,1:23-24.

Research on oral biographies will help incorporate perspectives of non-literate groups, to
which the majority of Tibetans, and women in particular, belonged into the wider corpus of
life stories.”® There has been increasing awareness that oral stories of outstanding women
need to be collected. A few such oral autobiographies have in fact been written down, e.g.
that of Ayu Khandro (A yu mkha’ ’gro), a female master from Eastern Tibet whose life story
has been recorded by Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche and published by Tsultrim Allione (1984)
and the biography of Gomchen Yeshe Drolma (sGom chen Ye shes sgrol ma, b. 1908)
recorded by myself (Havnevik 1989).94

Gyatso (1998) discusses the misconception among scholars of literature, that when
autobiographies are produced in other cultures, this is because of Western influence.” It is
interesting to note that the self-narrative Gomchen Yeshe Drolma told me in 1984 closely
follows the Tibetan autobiographical genre. The content was not elicited by the recorder.
When I interviewed her, I expected a life-story according to the Western secular tradition and
in fact attempted to make her include more self-reflection and also tell about ‘secular’ aspects
of her life. This attempt was futile because Ani Gomchen knew the religious autobio-

graphical genre so well and automatically framed her life-story after it.

% See also Dunaway 1992:40.
% See also Chd Yang no. 6, 1994:83-87.
% See Gyatso 1998:102.
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Ani Gomchen Yesche Drdma, b, 1908,
Photo: H. Hawevik, Dharamsda 1999,







1.2.2. Reasons for Writing Biographies in Tibet

As the Tibetan emic term for biography indicates, the purpose of telling a ‘life’ is intimately

connected with Buddhist soteriology; it is a story of a person believed to have reached |
Awakening. The explicit purpose of telling a ‘realized life’ is pragmatic, to help others
understand the ultimate and non-dual nature of existence.”® Tibetan lamas are conceived as
bodhisattvas, who because of compassion choose to be reborn in human form to help sentient
beings towards nirvapna. Through autobiographical writing they manifest skillful means,
updya, the most highly cherished virtue in Mahayana Buddhism, for the benefit of sentient
beings. Sonam Logros (1456-1521), the abbot of Margom (dMar sgom) Monastery in

Dolpo, says the following in his autobiography,

For the sake of their converts buddhas and would-be buddhas take the forms of
tigers, lions, hares, boats, bridges, and are said to work thus on behalf of sentient
beings, but especially they take the form of lamas and teachers’’ and so do great

things for others. Snellgrove 1967:82.

The main purpose of a holy autobiography is thus didactic and it is written to edify the

readers. As such, the focus of Jetsun Lochen’s life-story is on the actions and thoughts that

highlight important Buddhist doctrines and ethical ideals. Ani Lochen’s autobiography

abounds in descriptions of virtuous behavior like visiting holy sites and lamas, prayers and \
meditations, religious teachings received and offered, visions and miracles, the building of

religious monuments, the printing of sacred texts. In short, it focuses on behavior connecting

the protagonist to sacred things and investing her with sacrality. The narrator’s intention is to

make her self-narrative serve as a model for the disciples and we expect the audience’s

expectations to influence autobiographical content and style. Tibetan autobiographies may in

% See e.g. Smith 1969:2. !

7 When Tibetans are asked why the bodhisattvas invariably incarnate as men, we are often told that they do so
because there are fewer obstacles for men in transmitting the Buddhist teaching. As they have higher social
status, they are more readily listened to, they can travel where they want and they are not burdened with the
impurities and sufferings of women, i.e. menstruation and childbirth. (Havnevik 1989).
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an extended sense be understood as joint productions of the lamas and their disciples.98 As

Lila Abu-Lughod states,

A story is always situated; it has both a teller and an audience. Its perspective is

partial (in both senses of the word) and its telling is motivated. 1993:15.

Janice Willis (1985) argues that Tibetan secret rnam thar have a specific function apart from
edifying and inspiring disciples; they also give, albeit in a highly symbolic language, detailed
descriptions of and instructions for religious practice. In Willis” opinion Tibetan secret rnarﬁ
thar may be read as tantric texts and as such they should be distinguished from general holy

biographies.”’

It may well be that some secret rnam thar were used as instructional manuals, but I
doubt that rJe btsun rnam thar was used in this way. We know that Ani Lochen associated
with Nyingmapa intinerant yogins and ‘crazy lamas’ who practiced the highest tantric
teachings, but although she hints at esoteric experiences several times, she or the editors leave

out explicit descriptions of such significant episodes from the text.'?

Furthermore, it is my
impression that nuns in general did not read or study Ani Lochen’s autobiography. Apart
from Shugseb nuns, none of my nun informants who had met Jetsun Lochen in Tibet knew
that a rnam thar existed.'®! This may partly be due to the abrupt change brought about by the
Chinese occupation, but is also due to the fact that although nuns were literate, they largely

relied on oral traditions.

Although there are important ideal reasons for writing an autobiography, there are
numerous mundane factors at play as well, such as sectarian competition, the ambition for
secular and religious power, control over land and other material resources. Gyatso (1998)

argues that the new cultural identity brought about when Buddhism was introduced to Tibet

% Gyatso PIATS Narita 1989 and 1998.

% Willis 1985:304-319. I have not studied the allusions to secret practices in rJe btsun rnam thar in detail, as
this would require cooperation with a tantric master.

100 Campbell (1996: 97-124), herself a secret consort for many years to a high lama in the bKa’ ’brgyud pa
tradition, has discussed how the lama outwardly presented himself as a monk, while secretly, he had
relationships with consorts. Secrecy was imposed on the women involved. The case is somewhat different in
the rNying ma tradition, as women’s role as partners in Vajrayana rituals is more openly acknowledged here.
101 1 1983-84 I interviewed several old and prominent nuns belonging both to the dGe lugs pa and the bKa’
brgyud pa traditions who had met Lo chen, but they had not read the rnam thar. Stutchbury (1994:60-62) writes
that people in dKar zha mainly rely on oral tradition about the life of rGod tshang pa mGon po rDo rje, 1189-
1258) and not his rnam thar.
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between the seventh and the eleventh centuries and the need to legitimize power were the
main reasons why the autobiographical genre came to have such importaﬁce in Tibet. In
Tibet, genealogy was, in addition to military power, the most important way of establishing
authority. Professional singers or religious bards invested kings, local chieftains and religious
masters with legitimacy through the recitation of genealogy, thus establishing their

connection with the mytho-historical past. As Tibet became literate, the genealogies were

fixed in writing and this is also one of the purposes of traditional (auto)biographies.'®

The question of authority and legitimization also becomes paramount when the
religious master is a woman. Female masters were atypical in Tibet and Lochen Rinpoche
was a self-made siddha with hardly any institutional backing. We know that Dawa Dorje
Rinpoche, who was responsible for the final editing of Lochen’s autobiography, interpolated
poetic verses dealing with general Buddhist doctrines. Dawa Dorje may have attempted to
make the text conform to the ‘model biography’, i.e. the male biography, in order to make this

relatively uneducated woman appear learned and thus invest her tradition with authority.'®

1.2.3. Jetsun Lochen’s Autobiography

Although Jetsun Lochen’s text is an autobiography and thus more individualistic and parti-
cularized than many other biographies written in Tibet, her life-story nevertheless contains a
common stock of fopoi which are elaborated in both Buddhist and Christian hagiography.'®
There were miraculous signs at Ani Lochen’s birth, she grew faster than ordinary children,'®
she was drawn towards religion at an exceptionally early age, she had supernatural abilities in

learning'® and she could communicate with wild animals and pacify them.'”’ Early events,

12 See Gyatso 1998:116-122.
199 The question of ‘male’ editing of female stories has also been raised by Berresen (1993:42-55) in her
discussion of Christian hagiography.
' See Weinstein and Bell 1982.
1 The topos of Tibetan holy children’s extraordinary growth is also mentioned in other biographies. In that of
Zhabs dkar (Ricard 1994:16) we read the following, «Causing my mother little pain, I was born in the year called
Pharwa, the Female Iron Ox. Just after birth, I opened my eyes and thereafter grew faster than most infants».
Likewise in the biography of sNang sa ’od "bum (Allione 1984:68), it is said, «Every month she grew as much as
a normal baby grows in a year».
1% 1 6 chen knew religious texts, Sanskrit and other languages without having studied them (rJe btsun rnam thar,
282).
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like the story of her birth, were episodes recounted to her and mythologized by others, e.g. her

parents.

Recollecting a life gives rise to a number of theoretical questions about memory, the
change of perspectives, autobiographical ‘truth’ and the perception of time. Some types of
information are more likely to be forgotten than others. Perspectives change with the level of
introspection and maturity, implying that the ‘interpretation of a life” will look very different
when the protagonist is forty from when she is in her mid-eighties, as is the case with Lochen -
Rinpoche. Justification may be at play and recollection is blended with the narrator’s

analysis. As David K. Dunaway points out,

narrating one’s life is a process of configuring actual events into a symbolic

representation of personal mythology, set in a text. 1992:43

The conception of time changes as one grows older. ‘Childhood time’ tends to last longer
than ‘adult time’ and the memory of childhood years is often more vivid than later
experiences. Particularly when Ani Lochen talks about her suffering due to her father’s
difficult nature, about her love for animals, her mother and her first root-lama, this
autobiography is unique. Memories and emotions due to physical abuse and psychological
harrassment tend to be ingrained in body and mind all through life. In Ani Lochen’s life-
story, frightening events and suffering in youth, as well as ‘experiences of the sacred’, made
strong imprints. Although the story of Jetsun Lochen’s early years contains ‘saintly’
conventions, we get closest to ‘real life’ in this part of the autobiography. We find surprising
details, due to selective memory of ‘high-points’ and to the fact that several events are seen

through the eyes of a child, even though related at the end of Jetsun Lochen’s life.

In mid-life, Jetsun Lochen lost several of the most significant persons in her life and
she openly talks about her grief and despair. We closely follow the process where she takes
some of the most important decisions in her life, e.g. which lamas to trust, where to live and
how to spend her adult life. Gradually Jetsun Lochen took upon her shoulders the
responsibility of the spiritual growth of about three hundred nuns and numerous disciples.

These active years in mid-life, when she, together with Semnyi Rinpoche, was in charge of

17 For this theme in the biography of a Theravadin saint, see Tambiah 1984:88.
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restoring Shugseb Nunnery and making it into a well-functioning religious institution, were

vividly remembered by Lochen.

In the last part of the autobiography, when Ani Lochen is established as a religious
master, the rnam thar contains more of biographical convention and conforms more to that of
other religious masters. This section of the text is to a large extent a summary of important
religious masters met and teachings received and given. Here the rnam thar closely
resembles another genre of Tibetan literature, namely the thob Yig or gsan yig, i.e. lists of

lineages, a record keeping or diary of the highlights of meditative teachings received.'%

1.2.4. Biographical Models

A mythical or actual “first’ autobiography often becomes a paradigmatic model also for later
autobiographies.'® Both Tibetan autobiographies and biographies have their models in the
past, thus the ‘outer’ autobiography of the Fifth Dalai Lama became the prototype for all
subsequent autobiographical writing in Tibet.''® We can in some cases identify these models
and the normative behavior they inspire.'"! Examples of such intertextuality or dialogue
abound in rJe btsun rnam thar. From an early age Ani Lochen learned to recite biographies,
some of them by heart, of holy men and women of the past, e.g. those of Nangsa Obum

''? Karma Wangdzin (Karma dBang *dzin),'"® Gelongma Palmo (dGe

(sNang sa ’od "bum),
slong ma dPal mo),'"* Khampa Adrung (Khams pa A khrung, d. 1508), Gyalpo Yulha Legpa
Dondrub (rGal po g.yu lha legs pa’i don grub) and others.''> Her main interest were stories of
religious singers, i.e. ma ni pas, and narratives of persons traveling to the realms of the dead
('das log). Ani Lochen became a professional reciter of biographies and internalized their

models by becoming herself a professional ma n7 pa and "das log.

1% See Gyatso 1997 and 1998:188.
19 See Naguib 1994.
19 Gyatso 1998:101-102.
"' See e.g. Bgrines 1988:25.
" rJe btsun rnam thar, 38. Lo chen here says she also learned other biographies.
13 A das log, see Khetsun Sangpo 1973:528-530, vol. iv. .
" 1t is not stated explicitly that Lo chen recited the biography of dGe slong ma dPal mo, but I assume that she
did. In mNga’ ris she was close friend with the daughter of a ma ns pa, and this girl sang the story of dGe slong
ma dPal mo, see rJe btsun rnam thar, 57.
' 1bid.:45.
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The narration, writing and printing of Tibetan rnam thar were considered important
also among nuns. In order to raise money for printing the biography of one of her root-lamas,

Dharma Senge (Dharma Seng ge),''®

Ani Lochen read the Prajiiaparamita in eight thousand
verses until she knew it by heart for the noble Lhalu (IHa klu) family in Lhasa. The full
bucket of grain she received as a daily fee was Ani Lochen’s contribution to cover the
printing expenses.'!” Other rnam thar that we explicitly know Ani Lochen read are those of
Shabkar Tshogdrug Rangdrol (Zhabs dkar Tshogs drug rang grol, 1781-1851), Gotshangpa
(rGod tshangs pa, 1189-1258) and Jatshon Nyingpo (Ja’ tshon snying po, 1585-1656)."'®

Lochen also says she read biographical narratives about the deity and protectress Dorje

Yudron’s (1Do tje g.yu sgron)119 way of entering the human body.

One of the autobiographies that came to have a decisive influence on Ani Lochen was
that of Shabkar, which may be considered the most immediate model for Jetsun Lochen’s
own biography. She never met this lama, who lived two generations before her, but she
received all his religious teachings from Shabkar’s immediate disciples as well as from his

reincarnation, Thegchog Tenpe Gyaltshen (Theg mchog bstan pa’i rgyal mtshan).

It is often assumed that a biographer or a self-narrator retrospectively structures
‘others’” or their own ‘life’ to fit a model, but it may as well be that the individual forms the
actual life after such models; this is what is called ‘enacted biography’ 120 Actors
communicate with significant others as well as with texts. Jetsun Lochen interpreted her own
life in the light of Shabkar’s autobiography. No matter how unorthodox, she dressed like
Shabkar in monastic robes, but kept her hair long. While on pilgrimage, she followed in his
footsteps. Ani Lochen read and recited Shabkar’s autobiography on several occasions and
even had it copied for printing.'?' This autobiography was popular; we know that there were
at least two editions, because Lochen tells us that she read the new edition (par gsar) for the

nobles of Kreshong (bKras gshong) in Nyemo (sNye mo). When dealing with a

"1 Ibid.:186.

"7 Ibid.:186. This biography has not come to light, Smith (pers. communication).

"8 Ibid.:442.

"1 An ancient Tibetan female deity belonging to a subdivision of the Tshe ring mched Inga, the five ‘Long Life
Sisters’, called bsTan ma goddesses or bsTan srung ma. See Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1956) 1975: 190, Chandra
1996:216-17 and Gyatso 1998:88. See also R. D. Taring (1970) 1983:124.

120 See e.g. Reynolds and Capps 1976:18-19 and Bgrtnes 1988:40

21 Je btsun rnam thar, 335, 427, 428.
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particularized self-narrative, as the case is with Lochen’s autobiography, we get close to this
textual dialogue and models of the past can be identified, both in ‘life as enacted’ and in the

retrospective structuring of it.

Dialogue with the biographical tradition of the past is, however, only one of the
factors at work in forming ‘a life’. A person cannot model an entire life on a model. As
noted by several scholars, there is considerable variation within the Tibetan autobiographical
genre and Gyatso writes,

...few Tibetan autobiographies have even been read by modern scholars...even when

Tibetan autobiographical literature has been catalogued and studied, generalizations

will prove elusive, for not only are there many kinds of autobiographical writing in

Tibet, but individual examples of each subgenre display significant differences. Such

differences reflect the autobiographer’s social class, level of education, sectarian

background, attitudes toward academic study, attitudes toward meditative practice,

artistry as a writer, and soon.  1997:203

I would add gender to Gyatso’s list of variables. Women generally did not write or narrate
their lives in traditional Tibet, but a comparative study of gender in Tibetan oral and written
autobiographical tradition would, I believe, show significant variations. Ani Lochen’s story
differs from male autobiographies mainly because her life-experiences as a woman were
different from those of men. As there were few immediate models to follow, Ani Lochen had
to create her own role as a female religious master. Furthermore, Ani Lochen’s self-narrative
is told from the mouth of a person outside the scholastic milieu. I believe that a rnam thar
written in a learned environment would be subjected to revision and to a higher degree of
standardization. Since this text gives the story of the life of a woman, it does not tell of
sanctity already achieved in former lives, an aspect typical of most Tibetan (i.e. male)
biographies according to Giuseppe Tucci (1949) 1980.”* Women in the Tibetan tradition
were hardly acknowledged as incarnations of highly ‘realized’ beings. Being born as a
woman has in Buddhism in general, and also in Tibet, been conceived as an ‘inferior birth’

(skyed dman). Because of her educational background and her extended contact with

122 Tucei (1949) 1980, vol. i:152.
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ordinary people of both genders, Jetsun Lochen’s autobiography has an oral and

straightforward style.

1.2.5. The Conception of Self

The writing of autobiography is intimately connected with the perception of the ‘person’ and
the ‘self’, and these conceptions vary from culture to culture.'” Secular Western
autobiography is seen as an expression of the individualism of modern civilization and is
characterized by a high degree of self-reflection. According to Geertz, the Western
understanding of ‘person’ is a bounded, unique, more or less integrated motivational and
cognitive universe, a dynamic center of awareness, emotion, judgment and action.'** This
definition has been criticized by feminists, who contend that the autonomous, bounded
Western ‘self’ is predominantly a male norm while women define themselves in relational

terms. 125

In traditional Tibet, ecology, material conditions, social organization and religion led
to constructions of the self that differed from the modern Western self in several ways.
People were closely interconnected with their social and physical environment. Hierarchy
came to be strongly marked both in ecclesiastic and social structures as well as reflected in
language. A person’s place in society was dictated by family, lineage, village and clan and
individual choice was restricted. Although both subsistence in high altitudes as well as
Tibetan Buddhism encourage independent life-styles, the expectations of ‘significant others’
like lamas, relatives and peers were seldom opposed. For the majority of children, marriages
were arranged, while some were sent off to monasteries. Options for girls who strongly
opposed marriage or were mistreated by their in-laws were to join itinerant pilgrims or enter

nunneries. 2

To present a story of the self is a paradox in Buddhist thinking, as Buddhist

metaphysics postulates the emptiness of all phenomena, including the person. Thus all

12 Geertz 1983:55-73.
"% Geertz 1983b:59. See also Hubbeling 1990 and Kuiper 1990.
125 Klein 1995.
126 Havnevik 1989.
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‘selves’ are ultimately empty of inherent existence and in this sense they are identical.'”’
Neither does Buddhism ascribe human creation to a divine being, but believes sentient beings
to be created through action, karma. In Mahayana methaphysics, existence is perceived as
having various degrees of subtlety.'*® Madhyamaka philosophy emphasizes two levels of
truth: the conventional (Skt. paramarthasatya) and the ultimate (Skt. samvytisatya). This view
is further systematized in the Yogacara doctrine of #7kgya. Human existence, nirmanakaya,
the paradisaic realms of deities and high level bodhisattvas, sambhogakaya, and the

‘Absolute’ termed dharmakaya. Humans, too, are classified in three motivational categories:
those who aim at a better rebirth, those who want rebirth in paradisaic realms and those

aiming at buddhahood.'?

Tibetan autobiographies thus emphasize different levels of discourse adapted to the
audience’s understanding and they operate on at least three levels; the outer (spyi), the inner
(nang) and the secret (gsang).">® The outer biography describes the mundane events of life,
‘the inner’, the religious teachings received and given and ‘the secret’ or esoteric is
exemplified by religious visions, dreams and revelations. About the Sealed and Secret

Biography (gSang ba’i rnam thar rgya can) of the Fifth Dalai Lama, Samten Karmay writes,

The Dalai Lama therefore did not write this work for the general reader, for it is

about paranormal, spiritual and visionary experiences, and orthodox Buddhists
generally do not approve of such claims. Consequently the volume of the rGya can is
never included among his collected works and is left out altogether even from
inventories of his writings... the rGya can has always remained in this manuscript

form and was read by a small and exclusive circle. 1988:13-14

127 Buddhist metaphysics concerning the person mainly become evident in normative and rhetoric sections of Lo
chen’s autobiography.

128 A grading of macro- and microcosmos is not the invention of Mahayana, but may go back as far as to the
Vedic cosmogonic hymns and the Upanisads. A three-fold division was developed in Samkhya with its view of
prakrti consisting of three gunas: sattva, rajas and tamas, see Brockington, 1981:83, 84, 101, 114.

' Klein 1995. .

130 The emic division into different discursive levels have been noted also by Western scholars, Willis 1985:312,
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