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To the mother of all the Victors of the three times,

The inconceivable and sublime Prajhaparamita,

[ bow down in full prostration.

She, the very essence of space devoid of all origin and cessation,
The selfborn sphere of primordial wisdom.

Prajiiaparamita or Yum Chenmo, the primordial mother of wisdom, from a rare Newari
manuscript. Photo courtesy ofR. A. Kluenter,
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Preface

Look into the mirror of your mind,
Mahamudra,

The mysterious home of the dakini.
— Mahasiddha Tilopa

It began at a farmhouse in the lower Alps where I was staying with a
Tibetan lama recently arrived from India. That evening I heard re-
sounding from his room the slow rhythm of a haunting melody which
he intoned in his rich bass voice, accompanying himself with drum
and bell, occasionally blowing the thighbone horn. Throughout the
night I was held spellbound by this moving song, so different from
any other ritual chant I had ever heard before. I suddenly found my-
self immersed in the strange and bewildering universe of Chod, an
ageless world of such antiquity as to have survived only in some for-
gotten isolated pockets of the Tibetan highlands.

Ever since that evening more than fifteen years ago, I haven't been
able to let go of Machig Labdron, the eleventh-century Tibetan lady
who was the primary source of inspiration for the Chod tradition. I
looked for her in the Himalayan foothills and in the monasteries of
Ladakh and Dolpo. I traced her footprint at Tiger's Den (Taktsang) in
Bhutan and sensed her presence at her former retreat place of Copper
Mountain (Zangri), among the nuns of Shuksep, as well as at Dampa
Sangye's hermitage at the foot of Mt. Everest. I read echoes of her
passing and of her lasting influence in texts, on walls and along pil-
grimage routes. On the banks of Lake Namtso, for instance, during
the coldest month of the Tibetan winter, I found a group of nomads
practicing I he C 'hod ol Machig in .1 cave ol Tashido, the Rock ol (lood
blortune
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Several lamas in the authentic transmission lineage of Chod have
advised me throughout this lengthy project, enabling me today to
present this translation of the most famous biography of Machig
Labdron (1055-1153) together with an outline of her tradition, the Chod
of Mahamudra. This translation and most of the commentaries come
from two main texts, the first of which is known as An Exposition of
Transforming the Aggregates into an Offering of Food, llluminating the Mean-
ing of Chod (henceforth Transforming the Aggregates), the first two chap-
ters of which comprise The Marvelous Life, generally considered to be
an autobiography of Machig. This short version of Machig's life seems
to come from a more extensive version which I have used as a refer-
ence, entitled The Concise Life Story of Machig Labdron, Derived from An
Exposition of Transforming the Aggregates into an Offering of Food (hence-
forth The Concise Life Story?).

Finally, while travelling in Dolpo just a few months before printing
this book, I found at Lang Gonpa near Phyger a third version of
Machig's hagiography called simply A Biography of Machig, an anony-
mous and unpublished manuscript,’ quite different from the other two
versions, which I have used as a reference.

The need to take up this research before the disappearance of the
last witnesses of the living tradition of Tibet has lent a sense of ur-
gency to the enterprise. The corpus of texts by now assembled has
become quite overwhelming and the subject in itself'is vast, even tak-
ing into account the loss of numerous sources of information in the
twentieth-century cyclone of cultural devastation unleashed over Ti-
bet. Within the limits of this study certain choices seemed imperative.
Some aspects were expanded, others eliminated altogether. At the core
remain a number of extracts from the available Tibetan literature, pre-
sented in the light of authentic commentaries from the oral tradition.

Having had the opportunity to live and study in close proximity to
Tibetan lamas, yogins and erudite scholars, I have been able to ad-
dress them with my numerous questions. Some replied, others merely
smiled. From the Venerable Tenga Rinpoche I received the transmis-
sion of the rite. From the Venerable Gendtin Rinpoche and Kalu
Rinpoche I obtained the initiation of Machig (the latter, during a pri-
vate interview, showed me a relic of Machig's son which he constantly
carried on him in his personal gau). I received the explanations and
commentaries on the practice, as well as the meditation transmission,
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from the Venerable Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso, accomplished yogin
and incomparable scholar, who encouraged me to undertake the
present work, and its completion is definitely thanks to his inspira-
tion. In spite of remaining errors and imperfections for which I am
solely responsible, I sincerely hope that

Just like the dawn sun rising in the night sky,

This authentic teaching aimed at cutting through demons
Might cause the light to burst forth in all directions of space.

PHAT!

JE.
Bauddha, Kathmandu
June 1995



Statue of Machig Labdron, Shukseb Nunnery near Lhasa. Photo: |. Edou.



Introduction

All the Dharmas originated in India

And later spread in Tibet.

Only Machig's teaching, bom in Tibet,

Was later introduced in India and practiced there.

— The Marvelous Life of Machig Labdron

1 The Second Propagation of Buddhism in Tibet

After the Samye debate of 792-794 sealed the victory of Indian Bud-
dhism in Tibet, the apostasy of Langdarma, last king of the Tibetan
dynasty, left institutional Buddhism in shambles, with its monasteries
destroyed or abandoned and its monks dispersed or forced to marry.
Following the death of Langdarma towards the end of the ninth cen-
tury, the kingdom broke up into a multitude of principalities that wore
themselves out in unceasing confrontations, while the Bonpo priests
regained the power that had seemingly slipped from their hands.'

About a century later, the conflicts had come to an end and Tibet
naturally turned towards India as a source from which to draw cul-
tural and religious elements for its own renewal. The warlords, who
had failed to impose any definite victory through military means, now
tried to base their temporal power on an association with the reemerg-
ing power of religious authorities, while also actively supporting the
arts, medicine and the translation of texts.

This cultural and religious renaissance, often referred to as the sec-
ond propagation of Buddhism in Tibet, constitutes one of the most
fertile periods in its history. Strangely enough, this renaissance lirsl
made its appearance in the outlying kingdoms of (mgeand Purang in
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the west. The rulers of these far-away kingdoms, all fervent Buddhists,
invited to their courts Indian masters from the great monastic univer-
sities of India. Atisa, the most famous of them all, arrived in Tibet in
1042, and having traveled and taught extensively, passed away there
in 1054, just a year prior to the birth of Machig.’

In a parallel development, numerous Tibetans also crossed the
Himalayas in their search for rare teachings and texts at these same
Indian universities and at the feet of the mahasiddhas.” In this way
there appeared a new generation of great Tibetan translators, includ-
ing Rinchen Zangpo (958-1055), who had been sent to Kashmir by the
kings of Guge; Drogmi (992-1072), the great translator and master of
the tradition of "the Path and its Fruit" (lam 'bras); and Marpa the
Translator (1012-1096) who laid the base for the Kagyii school.

These exceptional beings did not hesitate to undertake the long jour-
ney to the low-lying plains of India, braving dangers, disease and dif-
ficulties in order to bring back tantric texts and previously unknown
teachings which they translated from Sanskrit and transmitted spar-
ingly to chosen disciples. This corpus of translations known as "the
new translations" [gsar ma) eventually brought about the emergence
of new schools alongside the school based on the "ancient transla-
tions" {rnying ma) of the royal era.

At the time of Machig's birth in 1055 Milarepa was fifteen years
old. The sacred biographies covering that period, for instance those of
Marpa, Milarepa and Machig, create the impression that Buddhism
was already firmly reestablished in Tibet, though black and white
Bonpo priests, sorcerers, exorcists and other shamans remained pow-
erful in the daily life of Tibetans.’

In the absence of any central political or religious power, informal
communities developed around these Tibetan masters, often with the
support of wealthy families. Some of these communities gradually
turned into monastic institutions, for example Ratreng, founded in
1056, and the College of Sakya, established in 1073. Others retained
their informal character, eventually producing the Tibetan tradition
of "mad saints," in direct descent from the Indian mahasiddha tradi-
tion. These wandering yogis, who remained outside any institutional
framework, represent the Tibetan Buddhist ideal of renunciation and
realization up to the present day. Such was the lifestyle of Milarepa
and his disciples, and also of the small community that assembled
around Machig Labdron at Zangri, the Copper Mountain.
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2 Machig Labdron

Most western scholars seem to have confused Machig Labdron, first
revealer of the Chod tradition (whose biography is presented in this
volume), with her near contemporary Machig Zhama (1062-1153), who
was a disciple of Ma Lotsawa. This error goes back to George Roerich,
who, in his translation of The Blue Annals,> identifies Machig Zhama
as Machig Labdron, though the Tibetan version clearly draws a dis-
tinction between the two women: their lives, teachings received, and
the spiritual paths they followed are entirely different. Apart from their
similar names, they hold little in common other than that both met
the Indian pandita Dampa Sangye. In the translation of Machig's life
presented here, it is he who once and for all clears up this error when
he differentiates Machig Zhama, associated with the Path and its Fruit
teachings, from Machig Labdron, a native of E'i Lab, who disciplined
beings on the basis of the system known as the Chod of Mahamudra.

Beginning with her previous life as an Indian pandita and continu-
ing through her meeting with Dampa Sangye—himself part of the
Indian mahasiddha tradition—Machig Labdron appears at the very
heart of the second propagation of the teachings from India to Tibet.
But she also was a Tibetan woman, a contemporary of the founders of
Buddhist lineages in Tibet, whom she eventually joined to become,
like them, the founder of a new tradition, the Chod, and the source of
many transmission lineages.

Despite her important role, her biography is far from being a his-
torical work in the modern sense. Like most Tibetan sacred biogra-
phies, Machig's life introduces us to a magico-spiritual universe where
the marvelous occupies center stage and the historical facts often re-
cede into the background. From the biographical evidence available,
Machig appears as a controversial figure. Several sources (though not
the main biography translated here) relate that she broke her nun's
vows in order to marry an Indian yogin,’ and as a result was rejected
by the people of U and Tsang and forced to flee from Central Tibet.
Next, in order for her teaching system to be recognized as authentic,
she had to justify it in front of three Indian acaryas who represented
the authority of the panditas of Bodhgaya. During the period when
the Buddhism of India was being transmitted to Tibet, these panditas
of the great monastic universities of India (Nalanda, Vikramasila and
Bodhgaya) were the undisputed guardians of Buddhist orthodoxy. It
is easy to see how this woman, a native of a barbarian country, who



Jetsun Rigdzin Chonyi Zangmo (1852-1953), former abbess of Shukseb Nunnery and
recognized incarnation of Machig Labdrin, ca. 1950. Photo courtesy of the author.
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subjugated demons, performed miraculous cures and created her own
doctrine, was bound to disturb them. They must have felt it their duty
to duly test her claims.

While numerous female yoginis, such as Yeshe Tsogyal, Jomo
Menmo, Jetsun Mingyur Paldron and Shukseb Jetsun Rigdzin Chonyi
Zangmo' have left their mark on Tibetan religious history, it would
seem that Tibetan society, not to mention religious authority, was not
quite ready for the idea of a woman becoming a Vajrayana teacher, let
alone one who lived outside the range of any religious hierarchy and
who single-handedly founded a new system. Had Machig failed to
justify the authenticity of her teaching in front of the Indian panditas,
there is every likelihood that she would have been considered a witch
or, as the biography tells us in the words of the Indians, "an emana-
tion of Mara or of some other evil spirit."

This attitude towards women is no doubt the reason why very few
women were officially recognized as incarnate lamas in Tibet, an atti-
tude that prevails to the present day. Even the great Jetsun Rigdzin
Chonyi Zangmo (1852-1953), abbess of Shukseb Nunnery and a rec-
ognized incarnation of Machig Labdron, like many Buddhist nuns (and
Tibetan women in general) made the wish to be reborn in a male body.
Her present incarnation is a man (born in 1953), who renounced reli-
gious life to study in Beijing. While understandable in the strong pa-
triarchal context of Tibet, it is suprising to note how widespread this
attitude has become. After all, the venerable Arya Tara—in more than
one way the feminine Buddhist ideal—vowed to reach enlightenment
in the guise of a woman:

There are many who wish to gain enlightenment in a man's form,
and there are but few who wish to work for the welfare of sentient

beings in a female form. Therefore may I, in a female body, work
for the welfare of beings right until Samsara has been emptied.’

Few have joined in this aspiration, and Machig is one of the rare ex-
amples of a man choosing rebirth as a woman in order to continue a
spiritual career, despite Arya Tara's insistence:
In this life there is no such distinction as "male" and "female,"
neither of "self identity," a "person’" nor any perception (of such),
and therefore, attachment to ideas of "male" and "female" is quite
worthless. Weak-minded worldlings are always deluded by this."

Machig's outstanding performance at the Red Fortress of the Cop-
per Mountain (Zangs ri mkhar dmar, today known as Zangs i khang
dinar) silenced once and lor all I he opponents who had been dispar-
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aging her. Despite whatever controversy had surrounded her up to
that point, she engaged from then onward, until her death at the age
of ninety-nine, in vast activities to propagate Chod.

So it is as a woman that Machig enters the very closed circle of
founders of authentic and recognized lineages—a rare occurrence in
the history of religions. She is woman and mother, but she is also dakini
and deity, legitimized as such by being an emanation of the "Great
Mother of Wisdom," Yum Chenmo, as well as of Arya Tara, who trans-
mitted to her teachings and initiations." In this way she becomes an
equal of the greatest Tibetan masters of her time. She furthermore per-
sonifies in the popular religious imagination the feminine ideal of ul-
timate realization and primordial wisdom.

3 The Chod Tradition

Although Chod has often been branded as shamanistic in origin, it is
an established fact today that the Chod tradition goes back to Indian
Buddhist sources. The Grand Poem by Aryadeva the Brahmin,"” for ex-
ample, shows that by the tenth century Chod existed as a complete
system that combined the philosophical point of view of the Prajna-
paramita with specific meditation methods and practical instructions
regarding their application in one's activities."

This Chod tradition, according to the view of the Sutras, was brought
to Tibet by the Indian Dampa, also known as Pa Dampa Sangye, who
transmitted it to Kyoton Sonam Lama. He in turn passed it on to
Machig Labdron, together with the specific system of Dampa known
as "The Pacification of Suffering" (zhi byed). Machig integrated these
teachings and precepts with her meditation experience born from the
Prajhaparamita and with the Vajrayana instructions directly revealed
to her by Arya Tara. Skillfully combining these three streams, she uni-
fied them into a single technique, named by her "The Chod of
Mahamudra,"" also known as the teaching "With the Object of Cut-
ting Down Demons"" and further as "the Tibetan Chod" (bodgcod). In
response to the specific needs of her disciples, Machig Labdron granted
them different meditation methods that eventually generated sepa-
rate lineages. Thus, one distinguishes the Sutra lineages, the Tantra
lineages, the lineages of the Combined Sutra and Tantra, and the lin-
eages of Recovered Treasure (gter ma) texts.”

No one can deny Chod's status as an independent tradition; that
much is clear, both in terms of historical development and in its doc-
trinal content. However, the existence of numerous transmission lin-
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eages suggests that Chod was never a unique, monolithic tradition.
One should really speak of Chod traditions and lineages since Chod
has never constituted a school. Matthew Kapstein draws a distinction
between schools (sects) and lineages: "By sect, I mean a religious or-
der that is distinguished from others by virtue of its institutional in-
dependence; that is, its unique character is embodied outwardly in
the form of an independent hierarchy and administration.... """ Instead,
the spiritual heritage of Machig and of Dampa was preserved through
a teaching transmission of master-disciple channelled through differ-
ent lineages, each of which in the course of time became increasingly
independent, though not in matters of doctrinal content.

Two points should be considered regarding the historical develop-
ment of Chod: (1) the coexistence of different interpretations, accord-
ing to Sutra, Tantra or Recovered Treasure, all addressed to different
kinds of disciples without reference to any unique corpus that could
be called "the Chod," which were transmitted in uninterrupted lin-
eages up to the present day; and (2) the example of the early revealers,
Dampa Sangye and Machig, who preferred the (often outrageous) lay
lifestyle of wandering yogis to that of the monastic community Hav-
ing received from a qualified master the meditational instructions, the
Chodpa retreated from the world to practice in solitude, moving from
one cemetery to the next, taking up residence in haunted houses or
wildemess, often inspired by random encounters or circumstances,
but always outside any institutional framework. This is how Patrul
Rinpoche explains "The Accumulations of the Kusali" in one Chod
version derived from the Recovered Treasure tradition:

The word "kusali" means beggar. To accumulate merit and wis-
dom, yogis who have renounced ordinary life—hermits who live
in the mountains, for instance—use visualizations to make offer-
ings of their own bodies, having no other possessions to offer.”

This nonconventional attitude of living on the fringe of society kept
the Chodpas aloof from the wealthy monastic institutions and print-
ing houses. As a result, the original Chod texts and commentaries,
often copied by hand, never enjoyed any wide circulation, and many
have been lost forever.

This consideration allows us to evaluate the role of the monasteries
in the codification and preservation of the teachings. The tradition of
Dampa Sangye known as "The Pacification of Suffering" has prob-
ably become extinct as a separate system because it remained outside
the institutions. A similar late was no doubt in store for the teachings
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of Milarepa, had not Gampopa—himself a monk—established the in-
stitutional foundations of the Kagyiipa school in order to preserve the
distinct transmission of the famous yogin. Even if some Chod lineages
have managed to survive well apart from any institution—I person-
ally encountered certain family transmissions in Tibet going back sev-
eral generations—the majority of Machig's teachings have depended
on a gradual integration into the other schools for their preservation.

4  Chod as Viewed by the West

Strangely enough, amid the profusion of scholarly works on Tibetan
Buddhism, not a single in-depth study devoted to the Chod tradition
has been published, with the exception of an excellent article by Janet
Gyatso.” The majority of Western researchers have contented them-
selves with approximate accounts, often reducing the entire system to
the offering of one's body to the demons, the most spectacular aspect
of the rite. Consider, for instance, the following description by
Bleichsteiner in 1937:

To the sound of the drum made of human skulls and of the thigh-
bone trumpet, the dance is begun and the spirits are invited to
come and feast. The power of meditation evokes a goddess bran-
dishing a naked sword; she springs at the head of the sacrificer,
decapitates him, and hacks him to pieces; then the demons and
wild beasts rush on the still-quivering fragments, eat the flesh and
drink the blood....But despite this Buddhist coloring...[the rite is
but] a sinister mystery going back to the most primitive times.”

Presented in such a way, it is easy to understand why Chod could
not be taken seriously by the first Western witnesses, still totally im-
mersed in nineteenth-century rationalism. To them, this rite suggested
cannibalistic practices which, together with the symbolic universe of
tantric Buddhism and its use of sexual symbolism, could only be re-
jected in the name of the normative morals of the times. This attitude
presented the added advantage of reconfirming the West in its own
feelings of superiority and of reinforcing its self-justification of univer-
sal civilizer for a world immersed in obscurantism and superstition.

Alexandra David-Neel, who encountered Chod adepts in the course
of her peregrinations in Tibet, lingers over the morbid aspect of what
she labels a "gruesome mystery," though parts of her description are
closer to the real thing:
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Though [rites such as Chod] may sometimes appear ridiculous or
even repugnant, according to our ideas, their purpose is useful or
lofty, such as liberating from fear, awakening feelings of bound-
less practical compassion leading to complete detachment and,
finally, to spiritual illumination.”

Taking into account her pioneering work and acknowledging her genu-
ine fascination for Tibetan Buddhism "in the field," it still remains
difficult to differentiate in Mme. David-Neel's accounts the Parisienne
in hot pursuit of "mystics and magicians" and the impartial witness
relying on authentic source materials.

Evans-Wentz was the first Westemn researcher to publish, in his well-
known Tibetan Yoga and Secret Doctrines, the complete translation of a
Chod ritual, "The Laughter of the Dakinis" from the Revealed Trea-
sure tradition,” a text apparently also studied by Alexandra David-
Neel during her stay in Tibet. However, due to the confusing com-
mentary that tends to equate Chod with an exorcism rite, this work,
considered authoritative for so many years, seems to have encour-
aged the most fanciful interpretations, including the idea of Chod's
origin in Bonpo and shamanistic rites. This interpretation was also
taken over by Mircea Eliade, who mentions Chod in his celebrated
study on shamanism but unfortunately derives his data from
Bleichsteiner.” According to Eliade, this rite, from a structural point
of view, is to be defined as a "mystic revaluation of the basic stages in
a shamanistic initiation," despite the fact that, according to him, the
specific element of shamanism consists of "the ecstasy created by the
shaman's elevation to heaven and his descent into the under-world."
It should be noted that in the Chod tradition there is no trace of either
trance or ecstasy, nor of what in shamanistic terminology is referred
to as the "initiatory journey." On the other hand, if the question is
indeed one of "revaluation," this can only consist in a contribution
qua meaning which, in the context of Chod, would have to refer to the
Prajnaparamita doctrine. As we will see, the Prajnaparamita is the
conceptual source from which the Chod system developed, and not
the other way around. As for the specific methods of Chod such as the
offering of one's body, these seem directly derived from the Bodhisattva
tradition, as described for example in the Jataka stories.”

This shamanizing interpretation has been taken up of late by C.
Van Tuyl in his article "Mi-la-ras-pa and the gCod Ritual," which tries
to discover how the visualization of oneself as a skeleton "probably
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reflects a Tibetan memory of the original shamanistic ritual." Unfor-
tunately, the author has no access to the Tibetan texts and relies on
dubious source materials to back up a point of view that in itself is not
very clear:

Then [Milarepa] goes on in prose to enumerate each item of the
body which he gives the demons to eat. This enumeration of the
parts of the body is a characteristic of the shamanistic initiation
ritual of the Eskimo peoples and its appearance in the Milarepa
account suggests that the mgur-'bum [The Hundred Thousand Songs
of Milarepa] preserves a very old version of the ch'6.”

The reasoning is sufficiently confusing for one to wonder whether Van
Tuyl is trying to demonstrate that Chod's origins are to be traced back

to the shamanistic rites, or would like us to believe that the "very old
version of Chod" conceals the shamanistic rites of dismemberment.
Furthermore, as discussed below in the chapter on offering the body,
one should differentiate the generic term "chod" that refers to cutting
through the ego and its emotional entanglements (and in this sense
would seem as ancient as Buddhism itself), and the Chod doctrine of
"cutting through demonic objects" (bdud kyi gcod yul), for which Machig
was the source and inspiration. The Concise Life Story insists:

Although numerous Buddhas and mahasiddhas did appear in this
country [Tibet], [prior to Machig] no tradition existed about how
to transform the aggregates into a food offering and thereby to
satisfy [the gods and demons] with flesh and blood.”

Whatever the interpretation proposed, historical research cannot
accept this kind of reductionist interpretation, nor feel satisfied with
structural comparisons that, willfully or otherwise, ignore the actual
meaning. Even if certain elements of Chod present lexicographical simi-
larities with certain shamanistic rites, the latter are considered "erro-
neous forms of Chod" {gcod log), simple superstitions (in the etymo-
logical sense of the word) which Patrul Rinpoche describes as follows:

What today's so-called Cho practitioners mean by Cho is a grisly
process of destroying malignant spirits by slashing, chopping, chas-
ing and killing them. Their idea of Cho involves being constantly
full of anger. Their bravodo is nothing more than hatred and pride.
They imagine that they have to behave like the henchmen of the
Lord of Death. For example, when they practise Cho for a sick
person, they work themselves into a furious display of rage, star-
ing with hate-filled eyes as large as saucers, clenching their fists,
biting their lower lips, lashing out with blows and grabbing the
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invalid so hard that they tear the clothes off his back. They call
this subduing spirits, but to practise Dharma like that is totally
mistaken.”

The history of religions teaches that each new religion tends to in-
corporate within its system the beliefs already established, "because
it takes root in everything the past has left of imagery, symbols and
particular modes of sensibility"” During the second propagation
of Buddhism in Tibet, throughout the tenth and eleventh centuries,
the indigenous religion was, in the words of Giuseppe Tucci, "a true
'folk religion'. The beliefs, myths and customs of this folk religion are
widely known and followed among the ordinary people."” In this
sense, it seems more than likely that Chod, while already constituting
a coherent religious system in India (defined there as the practical
methods of the Perfection of Wisdom), incorporated elements from
the popular tradition and Tibetan imagination—such as a pantheon
of autochthonous gods and demons—in order to integrate itself into
the cultural and religious environment of the tenth century. Beyond
this, it contributed a new meaning to that environment, based on the
teaching of emptiness.






PART ONE:
THE CHOD TRADITION

This authentic tradition,

The Chod of Mahamudra,

Is similar to the well-known Prajnaparamita
And its practice is the secret Vajrayana.

— Machig Labdron
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I The Grand Poem on the Perfection
of Wisdom

by Aryadeva the Brahmin

In Sanskrit: Arya-prajnaparamita-upadesa
In Tibetan: ' Phags pa shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa'i man ngag
The Instructions on the Perfection of Wisdom'

To all the Buddhas and bodhisattvas I offer salutation with full
prostration.

By the sun and moon of your realization, you vanquish the
misconceptions born from ignorance,

While the moisture of your compassion brings living beings to
spiritual maturity.

To Mahjusri, Lion of Speech, who perfectly accomplishes both aims,’

I bow down in pure devotion with body, speech and mind.

Here I will explain to the best of my abilities and for others' benefit

[The ultimate nature of the mind], the actual meaning of the nondual
Perfection of Wisdom,

The heart essence of what is to be practiced, devoid of any support

And free from conceptually conceived extremes such as eternalist and
nihilist views.’

Through [spontaneous] awareness free of artifice and corruption
Recognize your mind as the root of both samsara and nirvana.
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It is not produced by causes or conditions,
Unborn, naturally serene, its nature is emptiness.

To realize [this nature] is like cutting down a tree trunk at the root:
No more branches of thoughts will ever grow forth from there.
Whatever appears in your mind, real or imaginary,

Give as vast offerings to the Lama [and the Triple] Gem.

Offer salutation with full prostration, present homage and offerings,

Then, with devotion, go for refuge and generate the altruistic mind
set on enlightenment.’

Once you have obtained the oral instructions, guard them like your
eyes.

Even at the cost of your life never abandon the instructions on the
bodhisattva's [way of life],

And show perseverance in sticking to the training.

Abandon the ten negative acts such as killing and the rest,

And encourage others to do likewise.

Follow meticulously these instructions to renounce killing and other
such acts.

Live your life that way.

However, by merely abandoning the ten negative acts
You will not find the supreme path.

You should put into practice the six perfections

And encourage others to do likewise.

Follow meticulously these six perfections.

Live your life that way.’

As you get [increasingly] involved in the practice of positive activity
Such as the six perfections and more,
Exaltation should be rejected as soon as it arises.

As long as you fail to realize the profound meaning of the Perfection
of Wisdom

As utterly nondual and devoid of every extreme

Such as virtue and fault, acceptance and rejection, hope and fear,

Even though each inclination [of the mind] is transformed into virtue,

In this very life you will not attain liberation.
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So, with regard to all phenomena,

Composite and noncomposite [material and imaginary],

Whether the karmic impact is positive or negative,

Don't turn anything into a fixed reference or support, not even so much
as an atom.

Without, however, relying on skillful means as well,’
Perfection of Wisdom will not manifest itself,

Just as without preparing the field

No harvest will ever appear.

And without first having gained certainty about the [definitive] mean-
ing of Prajnaparamita,

Even if you practice [the other perfections of] generosity, discipline
and patience, perseverance and meditative concentration,

[It will be like] a blind man who has lost his stick:

How could he possibly figure out the path?

The meaning of the Prajnaparamita

Is not to be looked for elsewhere: it exists within yourself.
Neither real nor endowed with characteristics,

The nature [of the mind] is the great clear light.’

Separate from any kind of mental fabrication
And naturally purified of conceptual recollection
Is the Buddha, whom one keeps in mind while practicing meditation.

Neither outer nor inner, neither god nor demon,

Not existence in samsara's cycles nor nirvana's beyond,

Neither manifest nor empty:

[Mind is] fiee from any such dual appearances.

This is the Buddha's true intention, his flawless uncontrived view.
Iflooking for a simile, one could say it is like space.

The supreme method here [to realize the nature of mind]

Is to unite space and awareness.’

When thus mixing space and awareness,

You spontaneously purify fixed notions

Such as reality and characteristics, negating and establishing,
And you abide in the truth of suchness, dharmata,

Free from dualistic subject-object cognition.
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With body and mind thus [in their natural state],

Without further intervention, a fresh awareness arises,

Extending just as far as the reach of empty space,

In this vast expanse remain absorbed without constraints or limits.

At that time you will experience a state of consciousness

Free from any support, from any sort of foundation,

An awareness abiding nowhere,

Not absorbed in either the five aggregates or any outer object.

In desolate rocky mountains or among snowy peaks,
In charnel fields and cremation grounds, in wilderness,
In villages and in towns, in caves and lonely grottos,
Wherever you may be, meditate on nonduality.

Put into practice during all four activities of life [—walking, sleeping,
sitting down and eating—|
The meaning of the unborn [nature of mind] as the guru has taught.

In the course of your practice,

Through the blessing of the paramitas

And the realization of phenomena as empty,
Obstacles will not occur.

Within emptiness,

How could [obstacles] arise from emptiness?

Once the essence of reality is realized as empty

And beyond any signs and characteristics,

Resting in this emptiness you will purify to the utmost

All the objects of the five gates [of the senses]:

Forms and sounds, odors, tastes and that which can be touched.

Though coarse emotional afflictions

Will still arise within and subtle ego-grasping too,

In nonduality they'll become self-liberated, and of no more
importance.

Having gained such realization, abide in suchness and become
liberated;

This is like reaching the Golden Islands’

[Where there are no impurities, no earth or stones].
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When someone is killed, his life cut off at the root,

There is no further need [for the murderer] to also block the gates
Of'the [victim's] sense organs, eyes and the rest.

Likewise, when mind itself'is cut off at the root,

You will realize all phenomena as empty.

Thus to cut off mind itself at the root,

To cut through the five poisons of mental afflictions,

To cut through extreme views and mental formations during
meditation,

As well as anxiety, hope and fear in actions

And to cut through arrogance [which is grasping at a self']—

Since all this is a matter of cutting through ["chod pa"],

This is the real meaning of Chod.

Now as for the tangible demons" of strong longing for manifest
reality,

Of passionate attraction, of hatred or aversion,

How does one cut through these?

Depending on whether your experience is excellent, medium, or
ordinary,

Remain in spontaneous absorption free of thought, similar to a dense
forest;

Meditate with your concentration aimed at these [demons], as if you
were endowed with supernatural powers;

Or, like [using] a sharp axe, firmly establish [their non-existence] by
analysis and reasoning.”

What are known as the intangible demons”

Consist of magical manifestations of gods and demons, and of
arrogance.

If overcome with fear, remain absorbed in this fear,

Just like directing the burning needle of moxibustion with sharp
precision onto the flesh.”

With the Three Jewels for your sole shelter and refuge,

Remain as one who lives below the constellations of the starry sky.

Any dealings, close or distant, with gods or demons should be
abandoned.

Once and for all sever [all lies with] close fiiends and relatives.
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The definitive sign [of realization] in Chod is to be fiee from fear.

The level of final accomplishment in the practice

Is the spontaneous pacification of magical interferences [of gods and
demons]."

But if your practice is not right you will run away in panic
[Chased by such magical interferences].

Don't flee but remain unwavering, solid like a doorframe,
Even if terror or panic arise.

Immutable, like a wooden stake, eradicate all negativity,
Force down and subdue [any demonic interference].

Such are the authentic oral instructions [on Chod].

When you are thus meditating on nondual Prajnaparamita,

The local gods and demons can't stand it,

And in despair cause magical interferences of all kinds,

Real, imaginary or in dreams.

In dealing with these,

Those of most excellent [meditational capacity] should remain
absorbed in the meaning of the nondual [nature of mind];

Those of medium capacity should concentrate on those very wonders;

Those of average capacity should transform their aggregates into an
offering of food.

Next, generate an awareness that experiences mind fiee of any
reference points [or mental fabrications].

Having moved to desolate spots,

When magical displays of gods or demons arise,

Separate awareness from the material body [through transference
of consciousness].”

The physical body is like a stone—nothing can harm it—

And mind has no real existence, being similar to space.

So who or what could possibly be harmed?

Pondering this, remain in suchness, with no anxiety, no fear.

Even when it feels as if gods and demons are carrying away
your body,

That inanimate corpse,

Don't move an inch from the seat you have taken,

Nor feel scared or think of danger.
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‘Whatever wandering thoughts arise are demons that arise from
your own mind.

And mind has not even an atom of existence: no place where it
comes from,

No place where it abides, no place for it to go to, either.

Once liberated, it is not where Buddhahood comes from;

Still confused, it could not possibly be drifting through samsara

[For this natural state is beyond both liberation and confusion)].

All virtuous and negative deeds are totally pure,

Primordially pure, primordially liberated, primordially Buddhahood.
Still, not to shun faults and negative acts, that's a mistake!

Attachment to a philosophical tenet is obscuration.
Nondual, selfdiberated is the ultimate nature [of the mind].
Take refuge in the essence of reality

And generate the mind set on enlightenment.

‘When encountering inner obstructions,

Maeditate on nonduality in the wilds.

If you wish to benefit someone [through the practice of Chod],

Generate compassion as a preliminary,

Then realize how yourself, the sick person, the demon and the illness

Are all empty [devoid of inherent existence].

Then cleanse by means of mudra and meditate upon emptiness.

The patient should then lie down facing you.

If thereby the disease is not pacified

Take the patient to a desolate spot, take refuge and generate the mind
set on enlightenment.

Three times step over the sick person and follow this by meditation
[on emptiness]

Free from extremes [and reference points].

Next [in the patient's name] present a mandala offering

Together with the small sticks and pebbles over which you have
invoked the blessing.

The gods of the upper regions should be viewed as sacred
And the nagas of the lower regions should be subdued.
Any task you request from them, the nagas will accomplish.
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Thus befriend through rites the gods from wherever you reside

And force all nagas into submission, making them act as your
servants.

Towards guru, yidam-deities, dakinis and protectors, you should
feel like their only child.

Once the tangible demons are cut off,

The visual world will no longer appear as an enemy.

Once the intangible demons are cut off;

Male and female harm-bestowing yaksas will be bound by oath.

These and other excellent qualities by means of which to benefit
[others]
Will eventually become immeasurable.

Advice given by the Brahmin Aryadeva, The Grand Poem Explaining
the Perfection of Wisdom, [is hereby completed].

[Colophon]
Following direct oral translation made by the Precious Master Dampa
Rinpoche, the pandita from India, in Dingri at the Fern Forest Retreat,
Zhama Lotsawa revised [the Tibetan text] and established the defini-
tive version.

[Prayer for Auspiciousness]

OMSVASTV.

In the vast cloud of the profound and secret [teachings] by "the
descendant of Tksvaku" [Sakyamuni],

If the drum of summer [thunder] of the feats in the equally profound
Chod practice

Resounds even just a little thanks to this composition,

The joy in the play of the peacocks [beings to be tamed] is bound to
increase.
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On the meaning of the wisdom, the Conqueror's middle turning of
the wheel,

Space of the Vajra Queen, space of the Triple Gate to liberation,

This very explanation by the supreme authority Aryadeva himself

Has been reprinted, motivated by the three kinds of devotion.

By the moon's crystal orb of merit thereby accumulated,

May the dense darkness of karma and delusory obscurations be lit;

And by the festive banquet of the utterly white light, highest of all,

May the kunda flower of mind blossom throughout the triple world.



Prajiiaparamita or Yum Chenmo. Drawing by Dolpopa Tenzin Norbu.



I The Prajnaparamita

The meaning of the Prajnaparamita

Is not to be looked for elsewhere: it exists within yourself.
Neither real nor endowed with characteristics,

The nature [of the mind] is the great clear light.

— Aryadeva the Brahmin

1 The Heart Sutra

By the late tenth century the Theravada tradition was still the pre-
dominant force within Indian Buddhism, but beginning in the sev-
enth century two trends had developed at Nalanda, Vikramasila and
Odantapuri, the great monastic universities of northern India: (1) the
Prajnaparamita, or Perfection of Wisdom, the philosophical founda-
tion of the Mahayana, which emphasized the emptiness of all phe-
nomena as systematized by Nagarjuna (ca. second century); and (2)
the Vajrayana, based on the tantras, which borrowed from the Maha-
yana the conceptual point of view of emptiness, but applied specific
techniques for spiritual realization. While accepted and recognized
by the monastic institutions and taught at some of them from the thir-
teenth century onwards, it had already reached its full blossoming in
the tradition of the mahasiddhas.

The Prajnaparamita became particularly widespread starting from
the thirteenth century, mainly due to the extensive commentaries by
Santideva and Santaraksita, first in India, later in Tibet itself, where
the teachings of Santaraksita and of his disciple Kamalasila formed
the conceptual foundation of Tibetan Buddhism.

The Prajnaparamita was first taught by the Buddha at Vulture Peak
near Rajgir in the course of what came to be known as the Second
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Turning of the Wheel. After giving the teachings related to suffering,
its causes, cessation and the path of liberation, the Buddha taught the
ultimate meaning of the Dharma, the emptiness of inherent existence
of all phenomena. This teaching finds its most concise expression in
the famous Heart Sutra.:

This sutra takes the form of a dialogue between Avalokitesvara and
Sariputra at the feet of the Buddha. Avalokitesvara applies reasoning
by negation to show Sariputra ultimate truth. The form of this reason-
ing presents certain features analogous to the scholastic tradition of
negative theology of Eastern Christianity. It is by definition impos-
sible to express the ineffable, what is beyond expression, and the same
holds true for absolute truth, which is beyond words and concepts.
At the very most one may express what it is not, by exclusion:
"Thus, Sariputra, in emptiness there is no form, no feeling,...no
suffering,...no cessation [of suffering],..no attainment, and also no
non-attainment.'”

The term emptiness’ does not carry here any connotation of void or
of absolute nothingness. It should be understood as the naturally open
and serene state of the mind. Thus, to affirm the emptiness of phe-
nomena does not in any way mean that they do not exist in the way
that the horn of a hare or skyflowers do not exist. Instead, emptiness
refers to the insight that, at the ultimate level, both interior phenom-
ena—sensations, perceptions and the "I"—and exterior phenomena—
all the appearances of the phenomenal world—have no real existence,
although they do appear in different forms. The Heart Sutra summa-
rizes this as follows:

Form is emptiness, emptiness is form,
Emptiness is not other than form,
Form is not other than emptiness.

"Form is emptiness" is the insight (Skt. prajha) that challenges mate-
rialism and the realistic conception of the universe by establishing that
phenomena—from the tiniest particle to the Buddhas' omniscience—
ultimately do not possess any existence on their own. "Emptiness is
form" is the affirmation of relative truth and the rejection of nihilistic
conceptions. Emptiness manifests as form in all things, material as
well as imaginary, and cannot be found outside these phenomena. In
this way, bodhisattvas cannot cut themselves off from the world, nor
find individual delight in emptiness, but they must make use of skill-
ful means (Tib. thabs) such as loving-kindness and compassion in or-
der to realize the ultimate truth. With this aim, Ihey imisl develop the
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qualities of generosity, discipline, patience, perseverance and medita-
tion, the five relative perfections that are the means to realize the sixth
perfection, wisdom or insight (prajha). "Emptiness is not other than
form, form is not other than emptiness" expresses the interrelated-
ness of these six perfections, how it is impossible to separate empti-
ness and appearances, the necessary union of relative truth and abso-
lute truth according to the principles of exclusion and mutual contra-
diction. Emptiness does not deny or refute form, and likewise form
does not deny or refute emptiness.

In order to illustrate the emptiness of inherent existence of phenom-
ena, the commentators often use the example of the dream. Indeed,
dream images are devoid of any material reality on their own, since
they are not composed of atoms or particles. Likewise, neither the eye
sense nor the eye consciousness that are at the basis of vision of these
images has any real existence. The fire one perceives in a dream does
not really exist; it simply appears as a play of mind and, having never
existed, cannot perish either. Hence the level of existence of dream
images is nothing but a convention, a term applied to define mental
experience. One cannot affirm that dreams don't exist, for in the con-
sciousness of the dreamer they produce emotions, suffering or joy,
tears or laughter. Neither can one affirm that they really do exist, for
they are devoid of any intrinsic reality of their own, outside the con-
sciousness that created them in the first place. In the same way, ac-
cording to Mahayana, phenomena seem to exist, but in reality their
essence is emptiness. They are like a mirage or an illusion created by a
magician.

The school of thought that articulates this view is called the Middle
Way (Madhyamaka), because it establishes that phenomena are nei-
ther existing (""form is empty"), nor non-existing ("'emptiness is form"),
nor any other combination of these two extremes. It therefore situates
itself in the middle, between the eternalist and nihilist points of view,
insisting on the impossibility of separating the two truths (relative
and ultimate), of separating samsara and nirvana. Therefore the na-
ture of all phenomena cannot be reduced to concepts, however pro-
found. It is beyond all conceptualization (Tib. spros bral).: This Madhya-
maka doctrine was systematized by Nagarjuna in his Fundamental Trea-
tise on the Middle Way, Called VWisdom, later commented upon by
Candrakirti (sixth century) in his Entering the Middle Way: A Commen-
tary to (Nagarjuna's) " Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way". To the
present day these remain the foundational Madhyamaka treatises used
by the four Buddhist schools of Tibet.
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2 The Mother of the Buddhas

Among the wide variety of analytical and meditational techniques of
both Mahayana and Vajrayana, only the realization of emptiness al-
lows one to cut through the erroneous belief in a self and reach Bud-
dhahood. In the Chod terminology, this notion of the reality of a selfis
the most powerful demon of all which must be cut down by the real-
ization of emptiness—the meaning of the Prajnaparamita. Hence the
Prajnaparamita is called "the Mother" (Tib. yum), because she is the
matrix that gives birth to the realization of all the Buddhas. In the
words of H. H. the Dalai Lama:

The difference in vehicles must be determined through either wis-
dom or method. Because the wisdom cognising emptiness is the
mother common to all four sons—Hearer, Solitary Realizer,
Bodhisattva, and Buddha Superiors—Hinayana and Mahayana are
differentiated by way of method, not by way of wisdom. For the
same reason, the Perfection and Mantra Vehicles are differenti-
ated by method, not wisdom.’

In the biography of Machig, Prajnaparamita is called Yum Chenmo,
the Great Mother, spontaneous Dharmakaya fiee of origination, exist-
ence and cessation. She appears as a four-armed deity, seated in medi-
tation posture, adomed with many attributes, but her real nature is
explained to Machig by Arya Tara:

The Primordial Mother, Yum Chenmo, is the ultimate nature of
all phenomena, emptiness, suchness [Skt. dharmata], free from
the two veils. She is the pure essence of the sphere of emptiness,
the insight of the non-self. She is the matrix who gives birth to all
the Buddhas of the three times. However, to give beings the op-
portunity to accumulate spiritual merits, she manifests herself as
an object of veneration.’

Just as emptiness is referred to as the Mother of the Buddhas, so the
three fundamental texts of the Prajnaparamita are traditionally known
as the three "mother" texts (Tib. yum gsum): The Prajnaparamita Sutra
in One Hundred Thousand Lines, The Prajnaparamita Sutrain Twenty-
Five Thousand Lines, and The Prajnaparamita Sutrain Eight Thousand
Lines. By further analogy, seventeen texts are called the "sons" of Prajna-
paramita; they include the Heart Sutra and the Diamond-Cutter Sutra.

These three versions of the Prajnaparamita are constantly cited in
the biography of Machig as the principal source of her inspiration.
Machig herself is considered a wisdom dakini and an emanation of
Yum Chenmo, as Tara states in her biography: "Yum Chenmo finally
took birth in Tibet and is no one but you, Machig labdron"" From her
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earliest youth, Machig showed a particular attraction for the Perfec-
tion of Wisdom, of which she recited several volumes every day. Hav-
ing mastered this doctrine—so the text informs us—"at the chapter of
the Prajnaparamita that deals with the topic of demons, an exceptional
realization was born in her."

In fact, the very idea of "cutting through" (Tib. gcod) attachment
appears at a very early stage in Buddhist literature, in a context closely
related to the Prajnaparamita doctrine. For example, in the well-known
Diamond-Cutter Sutra, the Perfection of Wisdom is said to resemble an
indestructible diamond (Skt. vajra) that cuts through all attachment to
the reality of phenomena and establishes their non-existence. Like-
wise, as Janet Gyatso has pointed out, this metaphor is already in use
in the Pali canon, where Buddhaghosa defines the technique of "aban-
doning by cutting off" (samuccheda) as the "supramundane path that
leads to the destruction (of defilement)." One should of course re-
frain from identifying the generic term "cutting off)" as it occurs in
Buddhist literature in general, with the specific system of Machig.
Nonetheless, it seems certain at present that Machig's tradition, gen-
erally cons