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Abstract

The following monograph centers on the performance of the Sadak Nyelam Dé Zhi
(sa bdag nye lam sde bzhi) ritual at the Bonpo Triten Norbutsé monastery in
Kathmandu, Nepal. The study includes an evaluation of the ritual’s textual bases as
well as detailed ethnographic observations and interviews from in-person
attendance at the performances in 2009 and 2010, and from living among the
performers and other extended community members in the months before and
after. This ritual, also known by monks and others as the “summer ritual,” is
undertaken every year in the 4t month of the Tibetan calendar, from the 12t to the
16, corresponding roughly to the end of May and beginning of June of the
international calendar. It is one of many annual events at the monastery, but it is
unique among others for the scale of its prominent dé (mdos) mound, adorned with
greenery and flowers and so on from the woods around the monastery, in lieu of a
more traditional altar, as well as for its emphasis on worldly deities.

Due to this emphasis on worldly deities and thus on primarily lay concerns,
the ritual is unique also in its disconnection from the priorities of an academic-
focused monastery (bshad grwa) in exile, with very little laity in the immediate
vicinity. This tension, combined with many others that will be explored in the pages
that follow, produces a ritual performance with a conspicuous lack of concern for
traditional outcomes, as defined in the texts and in conversation, and which thus
begs the question of why and how this ritual and its performance persist as relevant

in other ways.
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The central argument of this paper answers these questions, first by showing
the various pressures that disengage the community from the ritual’s ostensible
goals - or their own varied understandings of the ritual’s goals - and from fidelity to
performance as prescribed by texts and other community standards. Second, it
reveals the ways that these pressures and other phenomena create space in and
through the performance for actors and the community as a whole to impute new
meanings to or otherwise address diverse community imperatives. Third and last, it
describes those alternative meanings and appropriations of the ritual, many of
which relate to the community's exiled context, thereby illuminating a rich process

of cultural creation for a new community in a new environment.
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Technical Matters

Linguistics

With regards to translation and transliteration I have followed a few different
guidelines in order to create the most effortless experience for both casual readers
and Tibetologists wanting to pursue more detailed investigations. Throughout the
discussion all Tibetan words are translated into English, with Wylie transliteration
in parentheses for at least the first usage of the word, unless the word or phrase
satisfies one or more of these conditions:

1) The word is the name of a person, place, or other proper noun, or so well-known
either as is or in its Sanskritic form that translation is more misleading than helpful.
An example of the latter is "mandala.”

2) The word or phrase is difficult to translate or the translation is not helpful. An
example of this is the t6 (gtod) classification of deities. An English translation for
this particular use of this word is unknown, though some discussion will be given
below.

When a word is not translated in the discussion for the reasons above it is
phoneticized according to the THL Simplified Phonetic Transcription scheme. When
words or phrases are not translated in footnotes or appendices, and are not
phoneticized elsewhere, they are left in Wylie.

Primary Informants Reference

This is by no means an exhaustive list, but for reference here are some of the
contacts at Menri and Triten Norbutsé monasteries who gave me the most citable
assistance. Note that [ have chosen to refer to them by their shorter names in the
pages that follow to facilitate the presentation of information.

* Geshé Tenzin Tsultrim, aka Drupdra Khenpo, abbot of the school of practice
at Triten Norbutsé.

* Sherap Lhundrup, aka Geshé A Trom, from Khyungpo (Hopa)

* Nyima Ozer, aka Geshé Choekhortsang, from Dolpo

* Geshé Monlam Wangyel, the disciplinarian at Triten Norbutsé

* Geshé Q: A geshé who helped me a great deal but did not want to be named

* Geshé Tenzin Yangton from Dolpo
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Geshé Yungdrung Monlam from Dergé

Lopon Tenzin Namdak, aka Yongdzin Rinpoché, founder and head teacher at
Triten Norbutsé

Sangyé Tenzin, aka Menri Trizin Lungtok Tenpé Nyima Rinpoché, abbot of
Menri monastery
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Introduction

There is a strong temptation to look upon ritual as if it were one of the tidiest forms
of human behavior. With an often textually prescribed set of actions, ritual actors
reproduce an established program with the highest fidelity, ensuring there is no
deviation from the syntax, grammar, or at the very least the commitment, that bring
about the ritual's promised, or implicit, transformation. Or so ritual literature and
accounts would have us believe. The performance of the Sadak Nyelam Dé Zhi (sa
bdag nye lam sde bzhi, referred to henceforth by the common shortened form
Nyelam Dé Zhi) d6 (mdos) ritual at Triten Norbutsé monastery in Kathmandu, Nepal,
and the texts that inform it, reveal a distinct lack of tidiness that is almost certainly
common among rituals of similar scale - those involving a great many actors with
sometimes very different skills and sensibilities, drawing from a diverse body of
literature that has been aggregated over the course of many centuries - but which is
further complicated by a great number of factors that include an exiled context,
divergent priorities and concerns, and profound competing tensions within and
around the community.

The primary goal of this project is not to establish a definitive account of the
Nyelam Dé Zhi as it exists in the texts and minds and performances of the Bon
tradition as a whole, nor is it to propose a theory of ritual that could be generalized
to other performances beyond the Nyelam Dé Zhi, even to other rituals at Triten

Norbutsé, and much less to other rituals of other monasteries or of other Tibetan



traditions. It is also not about describing all of the minutiae that comprise Tibetan
ritual - what tormas are, why performers play a conch horn, and so forth, as those
kinds of pan-Tibetan details have been described at great length elsewhere (though
some details will be given about implements as necessary, especially in Chapter
Two, describing what performers are doing, as well as their understanding of what
they are doing).! What follows is the presentation and analysis of one ritual
performed by one community, including relevant background from other texts and
communities when appropriate, but focusing very much on the context provided by,
on the one hand, the voluminous collection of texts associated with the Nyelam Dé
Zhi, and, on the other, the community's own understandings and explanations of the
ritual, of ritual generally, and of the deities and other entities, traditions, and ideas
that the Nyelam Dé Zhi addresses.

Through this ritual lens, a number of other key communal dynamics,
traditions, and history will come to light. One is the marginally larger issue of
modern Bonpo monasticism in exile. While it is impossible to make generalizations
across all such monasteries, Triten Norbutsé in Kathmandu and Menri monastery in
Dolanji, Himachal Pradesh, India - the other principle monastery in exile and the
global seat of the Bonpo tradition - have a great deal in common. Taken together,
their commonalities illuminate the personalities, programs, and tensions of the
institutions that see themselves as the primary educators, caretakers, and defenders
of Bon on an increasingly global stage. The places of divergence between these

monasteries, due to demographics, resources, and leadership style, among others,

1See Beyer (1978), Tucci (1980), Kohn (2001), and many others for this kind of information.



are illuminating as well, revealing in some cases the ways that idiosyncrasies of
place and person influence institutional priorities and ritual strategies, and in other
cases the ways that monasteries with otherwise similar functions and cultures set
themselves apart from each other to occupy unique and redemptive niches in their
shared cultural landscape.

The ritual lens will provide insight also into literary trends and tensions in
Bonpo institutional contexts, both modern and historical. With regards to
specifically ritual literature, the multi-volume text that is the basis of the Nyelam Dé
Zhi, presented monolithically as the product of a single treasure revelation, proves
to be in actuality a complex accretion of volumes, subject matter, sensibilities, and
authorship over time, culminating in - or possibly beginning with, in terms of
compilation - the writing of the Manuscript of the Nyelam Dé Zhi (nye lam sde bzhi’i
zin thu)? in the 19t century, which synthesizes the otherwise disparate volumes or
groups of volumes into a performable whole. There can be no doubt that the textual
bases of comparable large-scale institutional rituals reflect a similarly diverse
history, as well as a similar genius for performative synthesis.

To an extent, the collection of subjects, writing styles, historical layers and so
on that marks the texts of the Nyelam Dé Zhi is a microcosm of the Bonpo canon
itself, of which the Nyelam Dé Zhi collection is in fact a member. While there are a
number of known Bénpo canons scattered across the Tibetan cultural region, the
primary canonical texts, in the form of a Kangyur, Tengyur, and “Katen” - a

collection that appears to include any text that could be found at the time of

2 See Appendix 1, Volume 1.



compilation - are housed, and have now been digitized, and are used every day, at
Menri and Triten Norbutsé. Given that the Nyelam Dé Zhi collection is a part of this
canon, and the Manuscript instructs further use of other canonical texts, a study of
this ritual necessarily illuminates aspects of scriptural composition and especially
compilation, as ritual texts, all the way to abbreviated ritual manuals, have been
deemed worthy of the canon.

In the particular case of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, the strategies of textual
compilation and synthesis, together with a subject matter consisting primarily of
worldly concerns that is otherwise performed in a monastic environment that is
designed to prevent engagement with such concerns, provides also a rare
opportunity to glimpse into the process of the institutionalization of ritual. This
extends from the tensions between text and performance, to the connection
between performance context and purpose or meaning, all the way to the
portability, elasticity, and capacity of ritual to bridge dramatically different time
periods, communities, and tensions.

A study of the deities that are the primary focus of the Nyelam Dé Zhi - from
the worldly deities like the lu and sadak that lend the ritual its name, to the buddha-
like Ones Gone to Bliss (bde bar gshegs pa) that are at the center of the mandala, and
of virtually every mandala - reveals that identity and agency are by no means fixed
in the context of a community’s day-to-day and ritual-to-ritual experience. Even in
the context of one ritual, there can be substantial disagreement around identity,
though such disagreement is often not socially or even ontologically problematic

within the community. Bringing this apparently paradoxical field into dialogue with



the bounded nature of ritual, which depends heavily on a model of “guests,” will
yield a deeper understanding of how different cultural and historical layers within a
community cohere in the lived experience of its members.

All of these dimensions — monasticism, literature, agents and identity, the
institutionalization process, text and performance, ritual as a strategy to meet
various imperatives, and the many others that will be discussed below - are
themselves contextualized in this community, and thus in this study, by the modern
Tibetan diaspora in which Triten Norbutsé is embedded. The urbanity of
Kathmandu and the high degree of access it provides to global communication and
travel all influence monastic resources, sensibilities, and careers, while the exile
status of the community compels different interpretations and motivations for ritual
and other activities that were otherwise phenomonologically similar, and possibly
the same, in pre-exile contexts. For the Bonpos at Triten Norbutsé, these forces can
produce an uncertain, high-pressure environment, inhabited by diverse, sometimes
unfamiliar people both inside and outside the immediate community, with
boundaries between the two that are not intuitively as clear as they may once have
been. The people that cross into the community are often from places, and of a
character or cultural orientation, that the community had little exposure to
previously, and there are opportunities for community members to go to outside
places and interact with outside people that were not possible, or much more
difficult, in the past. Modern exile also compels different priorities and attitudes,

even as community members try to stabilize around constants. Activity inside this



community thus cannot help but address, or try to address, this new situation and
these new parameters, regardless of that activity’s original design.

At a deeper level, this project is thus about the creative tension that exists
between contradiction and coherence, and between tradition and innovation. It is
about the movement between these poles, as a force that both undermines and
empowers, that both limits and expands. In the case of the Nyelam Dé Zhi
performance, even the canonical texts ostensibly at its root reveal themselves to be
in motion between these poles, providing a very shaky, and very flexible, foundation
upon which to construct and re-construct an annual event that has evolved an ever-
increasing capacity to address a great variety of shifting communal imperatives. As
such, the modern performance is a crucible for cultural creation, if one of many, with
actors bringing older ritual and monastic forms and their embedded histories -
which are themselves complex adaptations to a variety of pressures over time - into
dialogue with new tensions, to produce a strand of Tibetan Bonpo culture uniquely
suited to the modern exiled context of Triten Norbutsé.

In the pages that follow, then, there is to be found a ritual study, but also a
historical, cultural, and textual study, that together endeavor to present a portrait of
a community engaged in a particular activity at a particular time, the modern
performance of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, that pulls them back towards home as it pushes
them forward into a different future. It is an activity that situates them in particular
relationships with the principle agents that populate their worldview, and that
reflects the changes in those relationships compelled by changes elsewhere. In the

end, it proves to be an extraordinarily rich and complex picture, as can only be the



case for a diverse community in a new environment that is engaged in the
performance of a text-based ritual that has a pedigree stretching back many

centuries.

Sources and Methods

Given the current state of scholarship, there is a tendency, or at least a temptation,
with any project centering on Bon, to examine the relationship between the
project's focus within Bon and any comparable subjects in Buddhism. While there is
great value in such comparative projects, the present project aims for a different
kind of value. Many of the components of this ritual have Buddhist analogues, but
this project, except where strictly relevant or especially interesting, does not assess
pedigrees, borrowings, so-called plagiarisms, or even basic differences and
similarities between Buddhism and Bon. Neither does it attempt, beyond
speculative conclusions, to speak to Bon as a larger tradition past, present, or future,
as if it could somehow be reduced to what is happening in this one community
around this one ritual. Rather, the goal of the present project is to illuminate what is
happening on the ground right now in an exiled monastic community, and to
illuminate the texts that inform or at least animate this ritual and related activity on
the ground, hoping, as a byproduct of the process, to provide valuable data for other
comparative or tradition-scale projects.

As an example of this focused approach, the local deities that the Nyelam Dé
Zhi addresses, most of which are quite clearly present in Buddhist traditions and

rituals as well, will not be explained from the perspective of patently Buddhist



sources, or even, with a few exceptions, on the basis of pan-Tibetan secondary
scholarly sources. There is an abundance of published and translated works on the
subject of lu and their kind, some that are specific to certain sects, and others that
have no particular affiliation. As the sources section below will help illustrate, this
project considers perspectives on these deities as given by community members in
interviews or other formats, sources they point to as definitive for the subject
matter, and details from the texts of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, as well as the sources they
invoke.3

There can be no doubt that this is not the whole picture. People often have
trouble identifying the precise provenance of their ideas and beliefs, and it is
profusely possible and likely that other sources - oral or textual - have informed the
beliefs and behavior of community members around particular subjects. Again,
however, it is beyond the scope of this project, and possibly futile for any project, to
trace the genealogy of ideas and beliefs as they exist within and among a particular
people of a particular place and time, when those people, some exiled and some
indigenous, hail from a great diversity of locations across south and east Asia, and a
few from elsewhere, even when they share a common acknowledged cultural
identity. The Nyelam Dé Zhi, its subjects, and its performance at Triten Norbutsé
speak immediately to the concerns and dynamics of this particular community at

this particular place and time.

3 Note that one of the blind spots of this project is that I did not attempt to translate the gtsang ma klu
‘bum that exists outside the collection of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, and which certainly provides some
authoritative perspectives on these deities. I did read through much of it, however, and reference it
accordingly below, though again I try to focus on the contents of the Nyelam Dé Zhi collection and
informants’ personal perspectives.



The immediacy that this project endeavors to represent and achieve,
however, does not and should not require total ignorance of historical context. Thus,
the texts of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, the hagiography (rnam thar) of the treasure revealer,
Ponsé Khyunggotsel (dpon gsas khyung rgod rtsal), who allegedly discovered the
collection in the 12th or 13th century, the particular textual or oral sources - some
recent, some ancient - that community members and the texts of the collection
point to as the bedrocks of their knowledge and beliefs, as well as other
authoritative texts beckoned by subjects at play in the Nyelam Dé Zhi, all bear
scrutiny as background and context for what is happening in this community right
now. This is true even and perhaps especially if the verifiable contents of that source
do not or cannot speak to the knowledge that a community member claims from it,
in which case the exaltation of its name alone, or its misremembered but otherwise
confidently asserted contents, speaks to something important in the contemporary
context that begs the same scrutiny as above.

Working with Bonpo texts can be quite a challenge, however. To quote
Tenzin Tsultrim, a great scholar and my primary informant at Triten Norbutsé, "the
[Bonpo] Kangyur and Tengyur are a mess."4 It is beyond the scope of this project to
discuss in any detail particular issues with canonical texts unrelated to the Nyelam
Dé Zhi and its supplementary sources, but it is important at least to highlight
general difficulties in case any of them have contributed to errors in any of the
analysis that follows. First, in terms of access, it has proven impossible to review the

Kangyur and Tengyur put together by Nyima Tenzin (nyi ma bstan 'dzin), published

4 Interview with Tenzin Tsultrim at Triten Norbutsé on 5/16/2010.



in 1965 in New Delhi (Satapitaka Series 37, Part II),5 as repeated attempts to
procure a copy all failed. While a consultation of this publication could ultimately be
a fruitless endeavor for the study of the Nyelam Dé Zhi and related subjects, it
appears that a different edition of the Nyelam Dé Zhi volumes may exist therein,
which would be of enormous value in ascertaining anything resembling a normative
textual representation of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, and of its performance requirements,
instructions, and so on. This is especially true given the current state of the Nyelam
Dé Zhi volumes and supplementary texts, all of which are canonical, and many of
which are often out of order, inexplicably but presumably accidentally duplicated in
places, riddled with spelling or transcription errors or alternative spellings, missing
chunks of text, inconsistently titled, and missing colophons, among other challenges
(discussed in detail in Chapter Four). With Bonpos claiming the Nyelam Dé Zhi
collection was discovered all together, and no information, or disorganized
information, in the other available resources and collections, canonical or otherwise,
including Buddhist sources, literary investigations of the collection necessarily
become either a book-level project of their own, or, as with the present project, a
matter of comparing volumes to each other and to Bonpo notions and experiences of
their origins and utility.

There is also a dearth of known, detailed Bonpo histories of the caliber and
clarity, for example, of G6 Lotsawa's Blue Annals. Much of our information about

Khyunggotsel and related subjects comes from Khyunggotsel's hagiography, which

5 bka' ‘gyur bren 'gyur gyi sde chan sgrigs chul bstan pa'i me ro spar ba'i rlung g.yab bon gyi pad mo
rgyas byed nyi 'od.
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is one of the collected texts in Sources for a History of Bén,® which itself has many
valuable historical texts awaiting translation, publication, and/or distribution,” and
the work of Shardza Tashi Gyeltsen (shar rdza bkra shis rgyal mtshan), especially his
Treasury of Good Sayings, translated and annotated by Samten Karmay (1972). In
the pages that follow, this text is referred to simply as the Treasury. Other sources,
such as those that help to situate Khyunggotsel in a particular time period, will be
referenced directly.

Perhaps the biggest blind spot to acknowledge in terms of sources, however,
is the absence of pre-exile documentation, as it would seem important to know what
has developed in the process of transition or re-settlement, and what has simply
been imported wholesale into a new context. Unfortunately, this will prove to be a
challenging subject to address, as this community did not formerly exist in Tibet in
its current configuration. The original Triten Norbutsé was a monastery established
in the 14th century, destroyed in the Cultural Revolution. When Tenzin Namdak
established the present Triten Norbutsé in Kathmandu in 1987, he simply attached
the name of the original monastery to the new one, fostering continuity and
traditionalism with the name but otherwise establishing new traditions for a new
community instead of re-establishing those of the original.®

The Nyelam Dé Zhi, for example, may or may not have been performed at the

original Triten Norbutsé. Nobody interviewed, and no sources consulted, could say

6 Namdak 1972. Note that the table of contents lists Khyunggotsel's hagiography as an
autobiography, which could be true in the sense that he dictated it to someone else, but is likely a
biography.

7 Especially the g.yung drung bon gyi rgyud 'bum (1-46), sgrags pa gling grags (48-71), and bstan pa'i
rnam bshad dar rgyas gsal ba'i sgron ma (498-769).

8 Note that Tenzin Namdak claims that some of the traditions are the same, but he did not elaborate
(Interview at Triten Norbutsé on 5/26/2009).
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for sure. Tenzin Namdak acknowledges that the Nyelam Dé Zhi was and is
performed in many places in Tibet, both in households and monasteries, but he
could or would not name any places in particular.? Other Bénpos who are old
enough to remember clearly pre-Cultural Revolution Tibet, such as Samten Karmay,
also describe witnessing performances of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, though typically more
in household contexts, but none of them can point to modern performances or to
any specific evidence of historical performances.

All of this is to say that the part of this project that considers the issue of exile
works with a very limited historical context. There are, of course, many published
sources about Tibetan life and history prior to exile, and some of these can be
helpful foils, for example, for the ways monastic life and the overall operation of a
monastery differ in exile, and can help speak to how landscape deities are
negotiated in new terrain, but such sources have little to no relevance to the Nyelam
Dé Zhi itself, and thus only interviews and oral histories, as sparse as they are, can
provide a backdrop of pre-exile dimensions, at least until more monastic or general
Bonpo histories are unearthed.

As a result, this project cannot be one of comparison. It is not about how the
ritual is different in this environment compared to former environments, but about
how it is functioning now, and how it has functioned since its implementation in the

late 1980’s, because and in spite of its exiled context.

9 Interview with Tenzin Namdak at Triten Norbutsé on 5/26/2009. When I asked him to give specific
examples of other places where the Nyelam Dé Zhi is performed, he smiled and waved his hand and
said I should not worry about that. "Focus on this one and do it seriously," he said.
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Fieldwork

I conducted fieldwork from September 2008 to August of 2009, in Dolanji, Himachal
Pradesh, India, at Menri (sman ri) monastery, the surrounding village, and other
nearby areas, and in Kathmandu, Nepal at Triten Norbutsé monastery, its
surroundings, and other parts of the city. In order to answer lingering questions,
collect additional data, and observe differences in the performance of the Nyelam Dé
Zhi from year to year, I returned to Triten Norbutsé for May and June of 2010. I also
drew from experiences living in Lhasa for the summer of 2006 and spending time
with Tibetans in Charlottesville and elsewhere, including many Bonpos, courtesy of
Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoché and his local Ligmincha Center.

At Menri, His Holiness Lungtok Tenpé Nyima, also known as Sangyé Tenzin
and the abbot of the monastery, was gracious enough to permit me to stay as long as
[ desired. On occasion, I lodged in the monastery guesthouse at the edge of the
monastery, for which I paid the typical guest rate of 175 rupees ($3.50) per night for
room and board. More often, the monks shuffled me from room to room in the two
buildings closest to the library. The building immediately next to the library was one
of the nicest in Dolanji, reserved for visiting scholars and other non-tourist guests,
though a poet monk from Amdo named Tri Yungdrung Marnangtsang, who had
broken his arm after falling off a monastery wall, convalesced there for a month or
two. The other was a multi-use building with dialectics school offices on the top
floor, a few empty concrete bedrooms on the second floor - where I and the

occasional non-tourist guest stayed, and also a middle-aged monk named Tenzin
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Yeshé,1% who lived there permanently - and woodworking and crafts spaces on the
ground floor, where a few lay carpenters, both Tibetan and Indian, toiled day after
day to produce or fix monastery furniture, ritual implements, and more. When I
stayed in these buildings I still paid 75 rupees per night in order to eat three meals a
day at the guesthouse. Dondrup the guesthouse master, as well as a geshé here and
there, ate at the guesthouse alongside any guests.11 On occasion, I ate with the
monks outside their main kitchen, and during community celebrations we all ate
together, but Sangyé Tenzin's policy of every monk having a turn in the kitchen
meant that some meals in the monastery kitchen were barely edible, and it was
otherwise appropriate for me to be with guests rather than monks for most meals.
Regardless of my accommodations I gave occasional donations, especially around
larger rituals, as an expression of gratitude for their hospitality, and in support of

their broader endeavors.

10 Tenzin Yeshé, who went by the nickname Shu and who had unusual skin tags on his eyelids that he
said just started showing up ten years ago, was an interesting example of a very bright monk who, in
marked contrast to the vast majority of other monks at Menri, had no interest in being a geshé. When
[ asked why, he said that so many monks only care about the geshé label, and he wants to define
himself and earn individual titles from the people he helps. On more than one occasion he told me
the Great Perfection was boring, and then covered his mouth and laughed. He had traveled around a
great deal and was staying at Menri for three years before moving on. He was intensely interested in
world affairs, listening to the radio all the time. One day, during the McCain-Palin campaign of 2008,
he knocked on my door and very loudly from the hall said, "The vice presidential candidate's
daughter is seventeen and pregnant!" [ heard him laughing heartily as he ran back down the hall to
his room and his radio. On a pocket-sized pad of paper he kept a list of difficult English words that he
had heard on the radio or read somewhere, and every now and then he would come into my room
and ask me to explain them in Tibetan: progenitor, nucleotide, mutiny. He was very chatty and his A
mdo skad was often difficult to understand, and when I once told him I was too tired to keep talking,
he looked away and said, "Yes, [ understand. I'm not a geshé and you have more important work to
do." He was a complex and intelligent and colorful character that provided me with a lot of my basic
information about Menri and its monastic conventions and daily activities, as well as providing
important perspective on monk life outside the academic program.

11 Qver the course of a year, there were perhaps only a handful of nights with no guests at the
guesthouse. It was not uncommon for all ten rooms to be booked, with tourist groups doing the
Tibetan spiritual tour of India, Bon adherents, scholars, healers, lost souls and seekers of all
orientations and cultures, but especially from eastern Europe.
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Language was a challenge, mostly because of the difficulty of bringing my
particular training in Tibetan into the much more fluid environment of the
monastery. | had undertaken many years of Tibetan language study, both literary
and colloquial, including an intensive three-month “bootcamp” at UVa, but classes in
the spoken language had been centered on the dialect of Lhasa, which is generally
considered more standardized than the others, in large part because it is the official
language of the Tibetan government-in-exile. Speaking with Tibetans in Lhasa and
the United States often involved primarily this dialect as well. On the ground at
these Bonpo monasteries in India and Nepal, however, the Lhasa dialect was
anything but standard. Some monks could speak it - though almost none were
actually from U-tsang (dbu tsang) - but the vast majority spoke the dialects of their
homelands, principally the Kham dialect (khams skad) or the Amdo dialect (A mdo
skad). Within these dialects, however, were a variety of regional accents and sub-
dialects that were a further challenge to the field worker trained in the Lhasa
dialect. There was in fact such a cacophony of sounds and slang at both monasteries
that some monks called this unique linguistic medley “monastery speak” (dgon pa
skad). 1 did my best to navigate this hybrid dialect and those of my individual friends
and informants, having them write down words I did not understand and then
entering them into a flashcard system to test myself in the evenings, but I did not
develop the overall fluency I had hoped for by the time I left.

After a few weeks of observation, language fortification, and background
research at Menri, | asked Sangyé Tenzin if he would approve of my working with

one or more geshés to translate texts relevant to Khyunggotsel and the Nyelam Dé
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Zhi and otherwise answer questions or tell me anything else they know about the
subjects of my project. He graciously offered that Geshé A Trom (dge bshes A khrom)
from Khyungpo,!? one of Menri's chief astrologists, would work with me in exchange
for instruction in English, of which he knew nothing. His accent proved to be very
thick and difficult to understand at first, and I'm quite sure he felt the same about
my stilted classroom Lhasa dialect. I sensed that he was reticent to work with me,
but he dutifully showed up nearly every evening for our lessons, which started with
him helping me with the most challenging abbreviations and variations of the
headless (dbu med) script to be found in Bénpo texts, and continued across a variety
of subjects for a few months, though mostly focused on the translation of
Khyunggotsel's hagiography, until his mother died and he had to begin bardo (bar
do) practices.

Without specific direction from Sangyé Tenzin, I also worked with a number
of others at Menri. These were Menri Ponlop Trinley Nyima Rinpoché from Délpo,
Geshé Yungdrung Ménlam from Dergé, Geshé Chokhortsang (aka Nyima Ozer) from
Doélpo, Geshé Tenzin Yangton from Dolpo,!3 and the Acharya Drukzé who worked in
the settlement office. Some of my greatest help, however, came from a geshé that I
will anonymize and refer to henceforth as Geshé Q, at his request.

As relevant context for this request, during my time at Menri, the monks

procured a Tibetan language version of Samten Karmay's The Arrow and the

12 Geshé A Trom's monk name is actually Shenrap Lhundrup (gshen rab lhun grub) but the other
monks gave him the name A Trom and this is now the name by which everyone knows him.

13 Unlike the other geshés, who all wanted to learn or practice English in exchange for help, my
currency with Tenzin Yangton was my laptop and knowledge of using video editing software, which
we used to edit down a dozen hours of footage from his recent trip to Délpo into an hour long movie
that he could show to colleagues, friends, and students to raise awareness about Délpo and its
infrastructure needs.
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Spindle. The backlash against Karmay, an ex-Bonpo geshé who was now viewing his
tradition through the hermeneutically suspicious prism of western scholarship, was
enormous and instantaneous. Karmay came to Menri at the invitation of Sangyé
Tenzin, to answer monks' questions and to try to explain himself and his work. It
was an extremely intense encounter that [ partially captured on film. Afterwards, a
number of monks who were previously helping me became suspicious of my
intentions, not only refusing to help with my work, but refusing to speak to me or
otherwise have anything to do with me. Geshé Q was chief among them, and was
clearly the most devastated by what he considered to be a profound betrayal by
Karmay and, by extension, all scholars of the western traditions. Thus, after many
months working together — with him helping me translate and learn about
Khyunggotsel and Nyelam Dé Zhi, and me helping him translate his teachings into
English so that he could teach westerners more effectively - he avoided me, even at
the level of eye contact, for the rest of my stay. There is no question that my

fieldwork at Menri suffered as a result of his and other monks' changes of heart.
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Figure 1: Menri monks confronting Samten Karmay about his book The Arrow and the
Spindle.

At Triten Norbutsé, | worked with Tenzin Tsultrim, the abbot of the school of
practice, far more than I did with anyone else, though Tenzin Namdak helped as his
health permitted, providing invaluable information about the establishment of
Triten Norbutsé and of the Nyelam Dé Zhi as an institutional tradition there, and
about a variety of other subjects. Had he been well enough to see me more often, |
certainly would have worked with him more closely.

At both monasteries and in surrounding areas, [ conducted many dozens of
formal interviews, with the informants above, other monks and laypeople in the
communities, visiting Bonpos and scholars and guests from around the world, and
others. I used a digital video camera to film the interviews whenever possible, and
always used a portable audio recorder or my computer microphone to capture the

audio. I also took profuse notes. When a formal interview was impossible or
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inappropriate, I did my best to take notes during or immediately after
conversations, using a pad of paper I always kept in my pocket or a mobile version
of the Evernote application on my iPhone.

Given the paramount importance of capturing all aspects of the Nyelam Dé
Zhi ritual at Triten Norbutsé, I asked the disciplinarian (dge skos), Geshé Monlam
Wangyel, for the assistance of a monk who could help me film, ask questions, and
inform me of upcoming events, changes, and so on that I might otherwise not know
about. This would ensure that we were recording as much of the event as possible,
but I also knew that he would have better access and be less of a distraction than I
would. This turned out to be true to extents I did not imagine possible, with monks
talking naturally on camera about controversial subjects and talking about me as if I
would never see the footage. Tsultrim Gyatso, my assistant, even told some monks,
erroneously, that I thought the thread crosses (nam mkha') they had made for the
Nyelam Dé Zhi did not look good.* The candor of his recordings were thus helpful in
unexpected ways, showing not only how they might act differently without me
there, but what they thought of me, how they interpreted the work I was doing, and
So on.

In all cases, I did my best to make sure that all in the community, especially
my friends and informants, got a regular break from me and my questions and
recording devices. Even when the momentum was in my favor and things were
going well, I forced myself to step away from the monastery grounds at least once a

week to translate on my own, walk down to the nunnery across the valley from

14 As will be discussed later, it was actually Tenzin Tsultrim who said this.
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Menri, take the bus from Triten Norbutsé to Boudha for momos, or otherwise go out
to experience the sights and tastes of the surrounding areas.

Given that this project relies on modern ethnographic data as much or more
than on textual data, I have depended on and have cited interviews and
conversation as primary. There is no doubt that reliability is always a question, even
with the most knowledgeable and well-intentioned members in the community,
because of the kinds of contextual influences described above and others -
interviewee distractedness, fatigue, and so on - and also because of my own
reliability issues - perception, memory, recording devices, and so forth. To an
extent, | combatted these issues by asking multiple people the same question, and
even the same people the same question at different times, but ultimately I came to
the conclusion that inconsistency and unreliability, when corrected as much as
possible for the observer effect, were themselves critical to understanding how the
community operates, what its priorities are and how individual priorities relate to
those of the larger community, how the community orients to ritual generally, and
to the Nyelam Dé Zhi in particular. Much more will be said about this below, but
suffice to say here that I make use of interview citations and casual references to
what these monks and other community members think or say not only with full
knowledge of the limitations of conversations as sources but fully embracing those
limitations as critical to a proper understanding of what is happening on the ground
at any given moment.

There are some cases, however, where I cite interview data as evidence for

something that would be better supported by a textual citation. The availability and
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accessibility of Bonpo texts is improving, due in large part to the digitization efforts
currently underway at Menri, but there are still many basic questions that can only
be answered in dialogue with Bénpo scholars, both Tibetan and non-Tibetan. There
is a great diversity of emic and etic sensibilities among these scholars, and until
answers have been given the appropriate larger-scale scrutiny they cannot be
considered definitive, but they are all we have to go on in the meantime and thus

will be treated cautiously, and with caveat, as authoritative.

Tibetology and Ritual Studies

While there are far too many influences in this study to name, the analysis that
follows draws upon or takes as its point of departure a few key works in the fields of
Tibetology and ritual theory. In terms of the former, foremost among all secondary
publications on the subject of Bon is the immense wealth of material authored,
edited, and/or translated by Samten Karmay. Karmay, an ex-Bonpo geshé and the
most prolific ethnically Tibetan scholar of our time to participate explicitly in non-
Tibetan intellectual scholarship, shows a predictable shift over the course of his
career from being principally concerned with cataloguing and translation to
unpacking the former with exposition and analysis. Some caution is required when
using especially the earlier works, as Karmay's unique perspective often placed him
in limbo between different cultural perspectives - for example, claiming a date for
the Buddhic Tonpa Shenrap that is too late for orthodox Bonpos to accept and
perhaps too early for international scholars. In all cases, however, the data from
catalogues and translations, the insights from his various analyses, and the breadth

of his cultural experiences and observations of Bon and Tibet, are crucial to this
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study and arguably to any study of Bon. In almost all cases below, they are cited as
authoritative, with an occasional note of caution or divergence as appropriate.

Though not cited heavily, Georges Dreyfus's seminal The Sound of Two Hands
Clapping (2003) provides the implicit baseline foundation of Tibetan monasticism
from which all of this study's observations and analyses of monks and monasteries
spring. While it is difficult to establish anything resembling a normative Tibetan
monasticism across Buddhism and Bon, inside and outside of Tibet, Dreyfus's work,
combined with other observations of monasteries and monks in the field, as well as
other secondary sources on specifically Bonpo monasticism,!> provided enough
context and contrast to suggest that what was happening at and between Triten
Norbutsé and Menri monasteries was unique and compelling.

There is much secondary Tibetological scholarship that engages at some
level in the evaluation of Tibetan ritual, but not many studies that have undertaken
a comprehensive and systematic analysis of a particular ritual, and even fewer that
have done so with a substantive ethnographic orientation. Stephan Beyer's The Cult
of Tara (1978) and Richard Kohn's The Lord of the Dance (2001) stand as perhaps
the two most significant secondary scholarly assessments of Tibetan ritual,16 with
the former describing a host of rituals centered around the deity Tara, and the latter
focusing on the Mani Rimdu festival. Both are towering achievements, with
spectacular detail, exposition, and synthesis across Buddhist doctrinal and cultural

modes of thinking and acting, and both derive a great deal of authority and impact

15 See for example Cech (1987), Dagkar (1994), Karmay and Nagano (2003), Skorupski (1981), and
Yamaguchi (2005), among others.

16 There are many other valuable studies, such as those done by Bentor (1996, 2000), which cannot
and should not be discounted. Beyer and Kohn were simply the most relevant.
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from their origins in field observation and research. Despite or because of this latter
dimension, however, the dominant scholarly agendas of both works appear to be
translation, emic exposition and synthesis, and amplification. Unlike Beyer, Kohn
does engage in cultural analysis in the last few pages of his book, and includes
ethnographic discussion throughout, but it is clear this was not the goal of either
work. With the solid foundations of Tibetan ritual phenomena and agency that they
and others!” have now laid, the present study can afford to focus less on what the
texts say, but on how they say it; less on what ritual actors say and do, but on how
we might make cultural sense of what they are saying and doing; and in all cases
how it all fits into a context of Bonpo monasticism in exile.

There is, of course, a spectacular abundance of scholarship in the loosely
defined discipline of ritual studies. While a great many of these works would be
relevant in one way or another to this study,® there are a few theorists and works
that speak most specifically to the dynamics on the ground at and around Triten
Norbutsé's performance of the Nyelam Dé Zhi. To illuminate ritual motivation and
action at a fundamental level, it has proven useful to draw on the work of Caroline
Humphrey and James Laidlaw as represented by The Archetypal Actions of Ritual

(1994). Therein the authors present a theory of ritual drawn from research into a

17 See Bentor (1996, 2000), Blondeau (1990, 1998, 2005, and the many others listed), Cabezon
(2009), Cantwell (2005), Denwood (1983), Gardner (2006), Garrett et al. (2013), Ishii (2005),
Ramble (2005), and a great many others.

18 There is no doubt that aspects of the work of Mircea Eliade and Clifford Geertz, to take two of many
possible examples, would have some relevance to ritual discussions herein. The choice to exclude
them was not made lightly, but it was made nonetheless, with the intention of making use of a couple
of more modern theories that were more immediately relevant in more dimensions than the others.
Again, this is by no means to discount Eliade or Geertz or anyone else, and in fact it could certainly be
argued that Humphrey and Laidlaw and Tweed (discussed below) are building off a tradition that
was itself built by these former scholars of ritual and religion.
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Jain puja, the touchstone of which is the idea that the primary mechanism of ritual
action is the actor's adoption of a “ritual commitment,” which requires only that the
agent “get things right” in order to create a space for meaning and interpretation
that is otherwise highly plastic and flexible. This commitment is an attitude
characterized by the irrelevance of the agent’s intentions or thoughts, with all focus
directed towards performing stipulated ritual acts that are elemental/archetypal
and apprehensible. There was a time when such rites had a clear and dominant
meaning, but they were "practices” at that time. Ritualization is the process of
objectifying such practices and ascribing different and new meanings to them (pp.
151-155). In fact, custom or practice does not become ritual until people disagree
about the meaning (p. 12). One of the concluding assertions of this study is that the
evolution of the Nyelam Dé Zhi and its performance at Triten Norbutsé can be
explained, in part, in precisely these terms.

Jonathan Z. Smith's works, especially Map is not Territory (1993) and To Take
Place (1992), have educated the aspects of this analysis that deal with issues of
inhabiting new spaces and relating the peripheral to the central (borrowing here
also from Victor Turner's seminal "Betwixt and Between" [1986]), uprooting
traditions from endemic environments and installing them in foreign ones, and so
on. There are, however, some points of departure from his theories that have limited
their overall applicability to this study. Primary among these is his occasional
emphasis on fidelity to text or tradition in ritual performance. While there can be no
doubt that some degree of fidelity is diagnostic of ritual as a category of behavior,

observations of the performance of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, like many such rituals, will
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reveal that rigorous adherence to detailed prescriptions for thought and action is by
no means necessary for success, at least not in the ways that success is being
redefined for an evolving modern community.

Perhaps the most influential theoretical work for this study, however, is that
of Crossings and Dwellings: A Theory of Religion, by Thomas Tweed (2006). His
theories will be unpacked in greater detail in Chapter Six, where they can provide
more immediate context for the interpretations of the Nyelam Dé Zhi performance
that follow, but it bears summarizing here the particulars of their applicability. As
will be shown, many of the dynamics operative in the performance of the Nyelam Dé
Zhi can be understood best in the context of a community that has been persistently
engaged in a process of orientation to new landscapes, new cultures, and new
political situations. Tweed's work explicitly frames religion as a force for
orientation, situating one in relationship to one's body, home, homeland, and the
cosmos. While he describes religion in general terms, relegating ritual to one of
many devices in the employ of the religious to advance the process of orientation,
the present study promotes ritual and its actors to the primary orienting agents,
thereby co-opting the strength of his theories for slightly different ends. Tweed also
couches his theories in more modern and, sometimes, exiled, communities, such that
his perspectives cannot help but be more applicable to Triten Norbutsé than older
and often more textual perspectives on traditions that have in many cases been
more deeply situated in their environments over longer periods of time.

In terms of the pressures of and adaptations to modernity from the

Tibetological side, this study travels to the threshold of, and otherwise points to, the
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observations and analysis presented by David McMahan in The Making of Buddhist
Modernism (2008) and in the many works by Donald Lopez, Jr. (1994, 1998, 2002).
While it was beyond the scope of this project to describe in any detail the kinds of
larger-scale dialogue and adaptations developing between Tibet and Tibetan
Buddhism and the rest of the modern and western world - which McMahan and
Lopez address with great success — the modern pressures that inform and compel
attitudes toward and instances of performance, interpretation of the same, and
broader community decisions and priorities at Triten Norbutsé are of much the
same ilk. As will be shown, relatively wealthy visitors to the monastery from
elsewhere in the world are generally seeking a particular version of Bon that
emphasizes practices and experiences that are anything but common among the
vast majority of Bonpos over time, while scholar monks strive for sophistication and
prestige that elevate them above polemical rhetoric and misunderstandings that are
many hundreds of centuries old, but all the more relevant and immediate on the
broadening world stage. Thus, a speculative seventh chapter in the present study
would do well to go into much greater detail about how these pressures are arriving
at the foot of Triten Norbutsé's hill in Kathmandu and where they came from, but for
now the analysis will content itself to leave the more sweeping versions of those
perspectives to the likes of Lopez and McMahan.

For the more theoretical, less Tibetological perspectives on modernity and
globalization, especially those that involve diasporic or exiled communities, this
study draws to a great extent on Tweed's work described above, and to a limited

extent on the work of Manuel Vasquez, whose Globalizing the Sacred: Religion Across
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the Americas (2003) provides a number of relevant perspectives. While Vasquez is
admittedly focusing on different cultural contexts, he addresses in a more general
way the growing enmeshment of the local and the global given the availability of
information and the intermingling of previously far-flung cultures, as well as the
deterritorialization and reterritorialization of discourses and practices in diasporic
communities now inhabiting more modern environments, which engenders and
compels new interpretations of old forms. This discussion points further to the
inevitable complexity and contradiction resulting from these dialectics of
homogenization and heterogenization, which help to explain inconsistencies in the
field, and to illuminate processes of cultural formation and reformation in modern

contexts generally.

Chapter Summaries

Aside from the introduction and conclusion, there are six primary sections that
examine different aspects of the Nyelam Dé Zhi ritual and its background: 1) Brief
portraits of Triten Norbutsé and Menri monasteries; 2) The performance of the
ritual at Triten Norbutsé; 3) The deities that the ritual principally addresses; 4) The
texts that provide the foundation and organizing structure for the performance; 5)
Divergences between text and performance; and 6) Interpretations of how the
Nyelam Dé Zhi functions in the community as a whole.

Chapter One seeks to provide a thumbnail sketch of the two modern Bonpo
monasteries in exile - Menri monastery in the village of Dolanji in northern India,

and Triten Norbutsé in Kathmandu, Nepal. This is not meant to be an exhaustive

27



representation of either - there are a number of such studies already published
(referenced below) - but rather an overview of how these institutions and their
communities converge and diverge in exile in ways that help to explain the salience
of the Nyelam Dé Zhi ritual performance beyond the achievement of its ostensive
goals.

Chapter Two is a thick description of the performances of the Nyelam Dé Zhi
as observed at Triten Norbutsé in 2009 and 2010. It starts with the various
preparations that must be done in advance of the recitation and then describes, step
by step, the four days that comprise the main liturgy. Much of the activity across the
four days is redundant, so it is not a complete accounting of events, and nor were
the preparations and recitation different enough from year to year to treat them
separately, and thus the narrative reads like an accounting of a single event. At
various places, monks provide perspectives and explanations about what they are
doing and why. It becomes clear over the course of the observation and interviews
that there is not much rigor or fidelity or enthusiasm in the performance of the
ritual, and thus the chapter ends by asking the question that is the key driver of this
investigation: Why do this ritual when it does not appear, at first glance, to be
relevant or interesting or useful to this community?

Chapter Three goes into detail about many of the various deities that are
addressed by or otherwise have agency in the Nyelam Dé Zhi ritual. The diverse
beings that "attend" rituals in their various capacities are known consistently as one
or more of “the four guests” (mgron bzhi), and thus this scheme is examined in detail

and applied to the Nyelam Dé Zhi. Doing so, and also attempting a taxonomy and a
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highlighting of worldly deities, which are the primary addressees of the ritual,
reveals a slipperiness of identity that is in fact characteristic of many of the agents
involved in the Nyelam Dé Zhi. In addition to exploring one of what will be many
zones of inconsistency in the composition of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, I suggest briefly that
one of ritual’s functions is to help create coherence in the field out of these shifting
identities that are based on interpenetrating layers of culture, geography, history,
and idiosyncrasy.

Chapter Four is an evaluation of the various volumes comprising the Nyelam
Dé Zhi collection, as well as the supplementary texts that inform the ritual
performance. Not much is known about the history of the collection or individual
volumes, but background is provided in the form of a portrait of the purported
revealer of the collection, Ponsé Khyunggotsel (dpon gsas khyung rgod rtsal). In
addition to placing the volumes within generic designations, one of the main goals of
this chapter is to show the profound inconsistency in style and content and function
across the collection, which can only point to multiple authorship over large time
periods - despite Bonpo claims to the contrary and the lack of corroborating
information elsewhere in literature — as well as the utility and probable origins of
the collection as a series of independent or loosely grouped, thematically similar
remedial manuals for addressing immediate community problems like sickness or
drought. This inconsistency also explains, in part, inconsistency or lack of concern
regarding preparations and performance. At the end of the chapter I highlight three
of the most important texts to the performance, especially the Manuscript (volume

1 of the collection), a recently added instructional and liturgical organizational
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manual that makes the institutional performance of the ritual possible, while
connecting the specifics of the liturgy to the traditions of the Dru (‘bru) clan.

Chapter Five looks at the various ways that the performance of the Nyelam
Dé Zhi diverges from the textual instructions. It does this by first examining how
monks relate to the collection of texts and ritual as a whole and examining the
problem (and opportunity) of preparations and performance based on generally
incomprehensible texts. It follows this up with an examination of divergences from
text from both an aesthetic perspective — doing things differently - and a
signification perspective - understanding things differently. This particular part of
the analysis includes issues of performance - like chant melodies - that are difficult
to describe in texts and thus point to a host of assumed skills and knowledge that
the text authors, especially the author of the Manuscript, expected performers to
have. All of this leads naturally into a discussion of the ways these divergences, and
others, clear the way for substantive imputation of other communal and personal
meanings and values into the voids or gray spaces left in their wake.

Chapter Six then attempts to fill those voids with the various ways that the
community and individuals at Triten Norbutsé have re-appropriated the Nyelam Dé
Zhi performance to other ends. To do this, it starts by both using and critiquing
Jonathan Z. Smith’s work to recapitulate and expand on the various ways and
reasons this ritual and its performers are not concerned with ritual fidelity in the
way that many rituals and performers apparently are. It also reintroduces the
importance of exile, and to a lesser extent globalization, to a proper understanding

of the ways the Nyelam Dé Zhi has been re-appropriated. To provide an
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organizational framework for this critical part of the analysis, and to leverage the
insight and cachet of a recent theory of religion, it makes use of Thomas A. Tweed’s
notion of “crossings and dwellings” (2006), and his four chronotopes of body, home,
homeland, cosmos. Taking the controversial liberty of substituting “ritual” for
“religion” in his theories shows the variety of domains in which the Nyelam Dé Zhi
operates for individuals and a community, and reveals the important ways that they
are all essentially forces of orientation, which makes an otherwise seemingly
irrelevant ritual persistently useful, especially in an exiled context. The chapter
closes with a brief exploration of the ways in which globalization and the world
stage, as opposed to the narrower issue of exile, play into dynamics around the
Nyelam Dé Zhi and among community members more broadly.

Finally, in the conclusion, I pull back the scope to see both how the Nyelam
Dé Zhi fits into a broader theory of ritual - the one espoused by Caroline Humphrey
and James Laidlaw (1994) - and to revisit the primary issue of the creative power
afforded by inconsistency, and the ways it relates to the Triten Norbutsé community

and to all of us.
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Chapter One: Bonpo Monasteries in Exile

Menri monastery in Dolanji, Himachal Pradesh, India, and Triten Norbutsé in
Kathmandu, Nepal, are the principle caretakers of the Bon tradition in exile.
Together they serve also as the monastic seat of Bonpo scholarship, engaged in a
variety of research projects, the publication of journals and texts, the digitization of
canonical texts, the housing of any known texts from and about the Bon tradition,
and, most conspicuously, the education of monks. At the core of both institutions are
academic schools (bshad grwa) where Bonpo monks are trained to become geshés
and teachers and leaders. Observations of the daily activities of the monastery and
conversations with the monks themselves leave little doubt that this education is
the primary focus and mission of these monasteries, and that the coveted title of
geshé confers considerable prestige upon its bearer. Despite these similarities and
the others to be described below, however, there are a number of key differences as
well, as must be expected for monasteries of different sizes, in different countries,
under different leadership. These domains of overlap and divergence prove to be
critical context for an understanding of ritual function and performance dynamics in
the context of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, and thus a few of the most salient among them

bear scrutiny prior to examining the ritual itself.1°

19 Note that what follows is hardly a complete portrait of these vibrant institutions. It includes only
the details perceived as relevant to this particular analysis of the Nyelam Dé Zhi. For more detail
about internal monastic operations at Menri, see in particular Cech, 1987 and Karmay and Nagano,
2003, pp. 736-38; at Triten Norbutsé, see in particular Yamaguchi, 2005, and Karmay and Nagano,
2003, pp. 731-35.
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The communities at both Menri and Triten Norbutsé include monks from all
over the Tibetan cultural region,?® with a few members from elsewhere, many of
whom will visit one monastery from the other, sometimes briefly for an event,
sometimes for years to pursue a particular course of study, contribute particular
skills in need at the other monastery, or for practical reasons such as being closer to
family or sources of financing.2! Both monasteries also have very small lay
communities supporting them compared to what they might have enjoyed in pre-
exile Tibet - though Menri may never have had a large local lay community.22 This is
also one of many ways that the two communities diverge, however. Menri has a
much larger built-in lay community in its settlement village,2? and as a result lay
engagement is more frequent and prolonged. Triten Norbutsé only has a handful of
lay individuals in its immediate vicinity, but its location, in Kathmandu, a thriving
international hub that is also very close to ethnically Tibetan regions of Nepal, some
of which are heavily populated by Bonpos, means that laypeople and monks from

other monasteries are often visiting or passing through.

20 Exact numbers of resident monks are difficult to ascertain because the population is often in flux.
No one, including the institutional administrators could give confident numbers, though the the
ballparks were 200 for Menri and 100 for Triten Norbutsé.

21 Indian and Nepalese monks, or any others that have passports have the option of flying between
Delhi and Kathmandu if they are in a financial position to do so, while monks with a Tibetan refugee
status and without the proper papers will take the bus, a sometimes long and arduous journey that,
while generally successful, has occasionally resulted in being denied entry at the border, turning
around to make the journey back.

22 This is from Cech, 1987, of which more will said below.

23 The population fluctuates from 50-400 according to Cech, 1987, p. 168, though Sangyé Tenzin told
me in an interview at Menri monastery on 4/16/2009 that there were currently somewhere between
50-75.
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Figure 1.1: Menri monastery

Figure 1.2: Triten Norbutsé monastery

34



The political situation - in terms of relations between local government and
exiled Tibetan populations - is also less delicate in Kathmandu. The Menri
community, both lay and monastic, is constantly under the Indian government's
magnifying glass, doing their best to follow the rules of the refugee arrangement, to
be on their best behavior, and so on. Though the political situation in Nepal was
quite unstable in the times that [ was there, their orientation towards the Bénpos
was much less strict and less formal. Combined with the monastery's proximity to
metropolitan amenities, this laxity entails that monks and other community
members are much freer to come and go and otherwise carry on in their lives as

they normally would.

Leadership at Menri

The difference in rigidity between the two environments of the monasteries is
reflected in, and perhaps influenced or reinforced by, the difference in leadership
styles and personalities at each. Lungtok Tenpé Nyima Rinpoché is the abbot of
Menri and is now in his early eighties. Though his health is deteriorating a bit,24 he is
still very much involved with and in charge of the day-to-day operation of the
monastery. When he is not traveling, teaching, or looking after monastery affairs
from his office, assisted from the next room by his personal secretary, an

exceedingly polite and affable monk from France named Dominique (monastic name

24 For most of my stay at Menri he was sharp and mobile, but about a third of the way into my time
there he had an episode that he later said was brought on by "sugar sickness" (ci ni na tsha),
presumably a local term for diabetes (ci ni is a transliteration of the Hindi word for sugar). During
this episode, which lasted a couple of days, he seemed confused, had trouble remembering who [ was
and why I was there, and so on.
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Yungdrung Tenzin [g.yung drung bstan 'dzin]), he is strolling around monastery
grounds, checking on the progress of various construction or craft projects, listening
in on debates,?5 making sure monks with specific jobs are at their stations and
engaged with their work, scolding younger monks for climbing on walls or
otherwise horsing around - "They are like goats!" - taking a moment to lean on his
cane in the shade and smile at a fresh litter of stray puppies rolling around in the
sun by the monastery kitchen, answering questions for and entertaining visiting
Indian officials, fielding drama from the lay settlement, school, or nunnery, and a
multitude of other quotidian management tasks to ensure everything is running
smoothly.

Word of Sangyé Tenzin’s impending arrival spreads at the speed of sound,
startling monks into tight-lipped action. On more than a half-dozen occasions, my
casual conversation with a monk would screech to a halt when his eyes narrowed
towards the horizon and the words, "Is that Rinpoché? It is!" fell from his mouth. He
would then leave in a mad dash. Indeed, many monks and western students or
followers of Bon describe Sangyé Tenzin's personality and teaching style as
"wrathful" or "rigid" or "strict." Many western visitors to the monastery arrive
expecting to meet a man with the almost child-like glee of the Dalai Lama - and
Sangyé Tenzin does have those moments - but his style, in emic terms, is much
more one of "radical compassion.”" He will not hesitate to raise his voice and use
strong language if he thinks it is the best or only way to help. In etic terms, he is a

no-nonsense, take-charge personality with no time for tomfoolery, and under

25 For many years, Sangyé Tenzin would join in on the occasional debate, but he has long since
declared himself too old for this now.

36



significant pressure from the Indian government, the Tibetan government, and the
larger world, to show that Bonpos are or can be serious and worldly scholars,
respectful of all cultures and schools of thought, disciplined in all their pursuits and
behaviors. He is very clear about his role, beyond teacher and administrator and
spiritual leader, as the principle caretaker of the Bon tradition, and about Menri as
the principle residence and showcase of the same, embodying also a tradition of
rigorous discipline that stretches back some 600 years.26

In addition to being a driving force in the expansively inclusive approach to
the canonization of Bon, Sangyé Tenzin has helped to design the geshé program so
that every monk in the academic program undertakes segments dealing in ritual,
practice, craftsmanship and other ostensibly less scholastic content so that they are
each inculcated, to the degree possible, with the entire breadth of Bon. Every monk
must also rotate in and out of positions around the monastery in order to have
experience cooking,?’ cleaning, looking after records, and so on.28 He is eager to
show appreciative visitors his residence (bla brang), which is furnished with
meticulously crafted statues, paintings, implements, and more, most of which,
especially in the small shrine therein, represent or are thematically aggregated
around Purba (phur ba), the principle tutelary deity (yi dam) of Sangyé Tenzin's

lineage.

26 0ld and new Menri alike placed a heavy emphasis on discipline - Karmay, 2005, pp. 160-162, but
also confirmed in fieldwork and interviews.

27 Monks often expressed dissatisfaction with this arrangement, given that if the monk whose turn it
is to cook does not make the rice well, leaving it too raw, the whole meal is ruined and everyone must
go hungry or find other food to eat. But perhaps this is just part of the education.

28 Note that there are a number of exceptions to this - jobs that you have to earn the privilege to do,
including the chant master (dbu mdzad), disciplinarian (dge skos), and so on.
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When he talks about the importance and primacy of B6n among Tibetan
traditions, however, he most often points to ritual. Every substantial ritual of the
annual calendar commands elaborate craftwork, which may be actualized by lay
Tibetan and Indian carpenters,?? but more often by the monks themselves, most of
whom have learned how to do the work via a ritual crafts segment of the academic
curriculum.

During my stay in 2008-2009, Sangyé Tenzin decided to do a massive
Medicine Consummation (sman sgrub) ritual around his birthday, a ritual of a scale
that will only happen once or twice in an abbot's lifetime. He commanded another
one many years ago - the "mind" version, while the recent one is the "activity"
version - but will not have the opportunity to command another. For parts of the
ceremonies, geshés wore rare, pristine sky blue robes and large white hats with blue
stripes, and wielded finely crafted implements. All activity orbited around a massive
mound of powdered medicine that, allegedly for the first time in history, had been
concocted from materials that Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Zhang Zhung sources variously
identified as the most powerful substances in the world. The total cost of collecting
and processing these ingredients in such volume was 200,000 rupees, or roughly
$4,083. On this and other occasions - including a walk around the massive, highly
impressive do (mdos) of the summer Sky Expanse (mkha' klong) ritual - Sangyé
Tenzin said to me variations of, "This is the legacy of Bon. This is what Bon has

brought to the world."

29 These employees of the monastery are usually most involved with the construction of structural
elements — wood or steel frames that monks then adorn with the more delicately crafted implements.
Highly complicated or time-consuming craft projects are delegated to specialty shops in Kathmandu.
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Meanwhile, Sangyé Tenzin has worked hard to elevate the level of scholastic
rigor at Menri, to better match what is expected of Buddhist geshés. There are
certainly monks at Menri who are not in the academic program, but the vast
majority are, or want to be. The abbot and others explain that there is a practical
school (sgom grwa)3° at Menri, but it is mostly just for laypeople or others who want
to do some focused practice. "Most important,” he says, "is dialectics (mtshan nyid).
You have to learn dialectics first, through debate - it must be through debate, it's the

only way to really learn it - and then you can do practice."3!

Leadership at Triten Norbutsé

This emphasis on dialectics and scholasticism is evident also at Triten Norbutsé, and
is one of the most compelling similarities to suggest common dimensions across
Bonpo monastic communities in exile, but otherwise there is a different culture at
Triten Norbutsé, for reasons given above, but also because of the configuration and
personalities of ranking resident lamas. Lop6n Tenzin Namdak, also known to
followers as Yongdzin Rinpoché, is the founder of and ranking lama at Triten
Norbutsé. He is nearly equal in stature to Sangyé Tenzin among Bénpos, and
perhaps even greater in stature in scholarly circles given his prolific publication
history and scholastic engagement. Like Sangyé Tenzin, he is the principle teacher of
his community,32 and they do share common values that emphasize scholarship and

tradition, but otherwise his personality and role at the monastery are quite

30 Monks often used sgom grwa and sgrub grwa interchangeably.

31 Interview with Sangyé Tenzin at Menri monastery on 5/21/2009.

32 This is not to be confused with the official position and title of head teacher, given to the highly
learned Ponlop Trinley Nyima Rinpoché.
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different. He is a couple of years older than Sangyé Tenzin, into his eighties, and is in
worse health. He is often confined to his residence to recover from an illness, and
when he walks through the monastery grounds he generally has to be assisted by
one or two younger monks.33

Even when outside and visible, Tenzin Namdak’s role vis-a-vis the monks is
very different from Sangyé Tenzin at Menri. He is their teacher and not their
administrator, and this dynamic means that, combined with his arresting blue eyes,
infectious boyish smile, and great sense of humor, the monks that he encounters
around grounds are always at ease around him, smiling and laughing at his jokes or
at the playful way he interacts with them.

The substantially younger abbot of the monastery, since 2001, is Tenpa
Yungdrung Rinpoché. Also highly affable, the abbot splits his time between Triten
Norbutsé and the French Bénpo monastery of Shenten Dargyé Ling, founded in
2005, and also spends a good deal of time traveling around the world to teach.
Though he obviously handles the monastery's affairs competently, his absence
creates a very different, more relaxed dynamic for monks than at Menri.

This leaves Geshé Tsultrim Tenzin from Amdo - the abbot of the practical
school (sgrub grwa'i mkhan po, henceforth Tenzin Tsultrim) - as the most present,
in some ways most visible, ranking lama. Though his appointment to the practice
school might suggest a particular affinity or capacity for practical pursuits above all

others, the truth is that he is an extremely competent and engaged scholar, a teacher

33 Part of the reason for this, compared to Menri, is the much more challenging terrain. Triten
Norbutsé is situated on the side of a very steep hill, and going from one building to the next can
require considerable leg and lung power. Menri is also on a hill, but is laid out more gradually and
laterally.
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of a variety of subjects, ranging from monastic discipline ('dul ba) to the tradition of
the Great Perfection (rdzogs chen), and the primary ritual administrator. He is a
recognized authority figure in the community, well-known at Menri also, but it is not
his job to get involved in larger monastery affairs or academic careers. Much like the
lamas above him, Tenzin Tsultrim has a very generous and agreeable persona, with
an expansive sense of humor and a relatively carefree attitude. Add to this picture
Geshé Monlam Wangyal, the disciplinarian at Triten Norbutsé, who is far more
gregarious and less stern than those3* at Menri, and it becomes clear that, compared
to Menri, the culture of Triten Norbutsé is for better or worse much more
permissive and relaxed.

The effect of all of this on the monks' dispositions and careers is palpable. At
the risk of over-generalizing, reduced oversight and more relaxed leadership at
Triten Norbutsé means more gregarious and less industrious monks, at least when it
comes to ritual crafts, which are further reinforced by Sangyé Tenzin as critical at
Menri, and somewhat neglected at Triten Norbutsé, where Tenzin Tsultrim, as will
be discussed in more detail below, explains that there are not enough monks to do
everything they would ideally do, and where the ritual administrator himself does
not engage much in teaching or disciplining the construction of ritual crafts, and

where ritual activity is given an especially low priority compared to other pursuits.

34 Since Menri is larger, there are two disciplinarians, compared to Triten Norbutsé's one, which also
engenders different dynamics in the community. At Menri, the disciplinarians often look to each
other (especially the younger to the older) for guidance and hold each other accountable. Even so, the
higher tensions and idiosyncratic interpersonal dynamics at Menri led, on one occasion during my
stay, to a fist fight between the older disciplinarian and one of the geshés. They were sitting outside
of Sangyé Tenzin's office to discuss mounting conflicts when one threw an orange with great force at
the other. The other monks present quickly broke up the fight, but tensions remained indefinitely.
When I asked some of the monks and Sangyé Tenzin what all the conflict was about, they brushed it
off, saying that some people just have more trouble getting along than others.
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Monastery Sizes and Resources

This issue of size is also an important difference between the two communities. The
larger population of monks at Menri requires greater oversight, and beckons the
kind of authoritarianism that Sangyé Tenzin embodies, but it also allows for monks
and other community members to get involved in more specialized work, and to
devote as many resources as necessary to a given task. Triten Norbutsé has a
smaller population that is easier to manage, but which also limits the breadth and
depth of the activities in which monks engage. For example, monks at both
monasteries agree that the Expansive Sky ritual done at Menri is essentially a
superior version of the same kind of summer do ritual as the Nyelam Dé Zhi. This is
an issue that will be discussed in greater detail later, but for now it is relevant
merely to point out that virtually all monks interviewed at both monasteries agree
with this sentiment. When I asked Tenzin Tsultrim why, given this widely
acknowledged inferiority of the Nyelam Dé Zhi, they did not do the Sky Expanse
ritual at Triten Norbutsé instead, his response was that there are not enough monks
or other resources at Triten Norbutsé for the construction of the Sky Expanse
ritual's much larger d6 and the other more intensive requirements. Menri is
substantially larger, with many more monks. This was a common answer, from him
and others, to questions that addressed deficits between the two otherwise similar

communities.
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Non-monastic Community Members and Visitors

This issue of size and resources relates also to the relative lay and guest populations
surrounding both monasteries, and the support that they provide to monastic
activities. Menri is situated above an official, politically sanctioned settlement of
Bonpos, with a large orphanage, a school for kids of all ages, shops, offices, and
residences of all sorts. Sangyé Tenzin and his administrators manage the money that
comes from the central government-in-exile in Dharamsala, the distribution of this
money to settlement officers for the purposes of settlement livelihood and
maintenance, and oversight of the funds from there. Some of this money returns to
the monastery in the form of ritual patronage or other donations, but mostly the
monastery relies on different sources of funding, from income-earning lay Bénpos in
the settlement, from guests to the monastery, some of whom are relatively wealthy
western practitioners of Bon, and others. The stature of Sangyé Tenzin and Menri, as
well as the capacious and comfortable accommodations in the Menri guesthouse,
and the great natural beauty of the monastery and its surroundings, attract a
constant stream of visitors from around the world - tourists, practitioners,
filmmakers, volunteers, and NGOs among them. The income from these guests alone

can be substantial.35

35 Many thousands of dollars arrived at Menri over the course of my stay there, but one telling story
Sangyé Tenzin told me was about a wealthy Russian Bonpo adherent who had recently visited the
monastery, offering to donate an extremely large sum of money. Sangyé Tenzin turned him down
because it had become clear to him that this practitioner was expecting to have, in return, some
influence over the direction of the monastery. As much as the monastery administrators complain
about the tightness of funds, financial affairs must be relatively well in order to reject such an offer
outright.
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At Triten Norbutsé, there is virtually no lay population in the immediate
vicinity of the monastery, aside from a few shopkeepers, but there is a relatively
steady stream of visitors from elsewhere in Kathmandu and elsewhere in the world.
Tenzin Tsultrim explains that it is exceedingly rare that rituals earn enough
patronage to pay even for themselves, but the monastery's income would be
dramatically reduced without these visitors. In the pages that follow, the relative
lack of laity is assumed to be a limiting factor that may not have been the case in
pre-exile contexts, but the truth is that the pre- and post-exile delta is unknowable.
There are fewer laypeople nearby, and greater distances from "headquarters," but
foreign visitors are almost certainly wealthier than pre-exile local Bonpos. Though it
is unintuitive and unlikely, it may very well be that Triten Norbutsé is better off with
its current patrons than it ever could have been in Tibet. There are some formidable
obstacles in the way of this assessment that, along with other difficulties in
comparing Triten Norbutsé to anything similar in Tibet, will be discussed in more
detail in the final chapter.

One crucial difference in exile that is better known, given the lack of an ever-
present local laity, is the relative lack of opportunity for engagement with the lay
people. Requests occasionally come in from afar to do rituals for the deceased or to
improve agricultural conditions or yields, but the pre-exile practice many older
monks describe, of walking down into the village to do any number of rituals on any

given week, barely exists for Triten Norbutsé in exile.3¢6 Monks spend the majority of

36 Though, as will be described later, this practice is a bit more persistent at Menri, where the
monastery stands immediately over the official Bonpo settlement of Dolanji, but even so it is much
more often reactive, rarely as proactive and entrepreneurial as it once might have been.
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their time on the monastery grounds, studying or engaging in administrative
responsibilities, and on the streets and shops just below when they have some free
time. This means that there is a deeper disconnection than in pre-exile
environments between monastic careers - especially in their pre-geshé years - and
lay benefit. The spiritual economy is certainly still in effect, but the academic monks
at these great institutions are for the most part focused on attainment of the

academic degree and what follows.3”

Monastic Careers

The day-to-day lives of the monks at Triten Norbutsé do vary, however,
based on their trajectory of their careers.3® While Menri is home to a sizable
orphanage that supplies the monastery with a substantial influx of very young
monks who attend school during the day and dress in robes and partake in basic
monastic community life much of the rest of the time, Triten Norbutsé has few to
none of these adolescent monks, with the youngest typically being teenaged.3° Of the
100+ monks that are in residence at Triten Norbutsé at any given time, 90% are or

were in the academic program.#? Most of the remaining 10% are in the practical

37 Note that, to an extent, this is a characteristic of academic monks everywhere. It is a rigorous
pursuit and requires focus and dedication. But the lack of lay engagement and opportunity only
enhances the isolation.

38 For an hourly outline of typical monk activities, as well as details about the academic program, see
Yamaguchi 2005, especially pages 556-559, though it is important to recognize that aspects of their
lives and the program have changed since - the total duration of the geshé program, for example,
discussed elsewhere.

39 say "few to none" and "typically” because I did occasionally see very young monks around the
monastery, but all of the ones I asked about were visiting from other parts of Nepal with other monks
or family members.

40 Interview with Tenzin Tsultrim at Triten Norbutsé on 5/25/2009.
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school, with a handful of others in neither.*! Monks in both programs follow the
basic structure of life in the monastery, eating with the other monks, participating in
the community-scale rituals and other events, and helping out with a variety of jobs
around grounds - as caretakers (gnyer ba), treasurers, assistants to older lamas,
photographers, and so on. While most monks are engaged in their curricular
activities in the academic program or in their practice in the practical school, these
other monks are free to do as they please, as long as they are following the basic
monastic rules.*2 They read, take walks, practice, go into town for tea or to run
errands, and so on. One such monk at Menri, described in more detail later, would
often say, "The monk life is great. I have three jobs: eat, sleep, and shit." While this is
an underrepresentation of the many activities in which such monks would engage
on a given day, there is no doubt that the choice not to participate in the academic or
practical programs often stemmed from a desired lifestyle. Monks who were not
interested in studying or practicing most of the day every day for many years,*? or
who wanted spend more time traveling,** or were otherwise interested in different

subjects or methods of learning, had the option of simply participating in the

41 Menri had more monks in this "neither" category, if only because it is larger, but also because the
Menri practical program is less developed and/or pursued than the one at Triten Norbutsé, and thus
non-scholastically inclined monks generally just opt for their own regiment.

42 I never saw a monastic code (bca'yig) or any other official document outlining such rules, but
Tenzin Tsultrim taught the vinaya ('dul ba) to all monks, and it was otherwise clear that at least the
vast majority of rules - no singing or dancing, for example - were the same as other monasteries.

43 It is important to note that this lack of interest sometimes related to the capacity (or lack thereof)
to succeed in these programs, but sometimes these monks were very bright indeed and certainly
could have been successful in the academic program, at least from an intellectual perspective, if not
from the perspective of dedication and commitment.

44 One of the defining differences among monk subpopulations at both Triten Norbutsé and Menri
was whether they originally haled from the TAR, in the sense that the Indian and Nepalese monks, for
example, had little difficulty getting passports, permits, and whatever else they needed to travel from
place to place. Monks from the TAR had a harder time, though traveling by bus allowed must of them
to travel between Nepal and India without too much difficulty (though the difference between flying
in and out of Kathmandu and going by bus is, of course, substantial).
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community at a reduced level of engagement. As the statistics show, however, this
third category was far from common at Triten Norbutsé and Menri, because of
intense focus on and prestige associated with the academic program and its promise
of a geshé degree.

To move upwards through the academic curriculum in pursuit of this
prestigious degree, academic monks are engaged in near constant study. When they
are not in class, debating in the courtyard or assembly hall, attending a ritual, or
otherwise tending to quotidian tasks like eating and cleaning and washing their
clothes, they are strolling around the monastery grounds with their dialectics school
texts, reading and reciting and memorizing key points and whole texts over and
over again so as to have them instantaneously at their disposal during debates and
exams. These recitations are done at such high speeds, and are so monotonous, that
in my early days staying at Menri, I mistook a few such academic monks reciting on
the roof of the building where I was staying for large winged insects buzzing around
the ceiling.

After anywhere from twelve to fifteen years of study, geshés are eligible to
graduate, to much fanfare. The geshé graduation ceremony (dge bshes mdzad sgo)
lasts anywhere from nine to fourteen days. Each day, one of the geshé candidates
recites an entire philosophy text from memory in the morning, followed by an
auspicious throwing of grain (bkra shis) and another recitation from memory in the
afternoon. Before he starts, the rest of the monks do a recitation for the deity
Chamma (byams ma) to dedicate all subsequent activity for the benefit of all sentient

beings, and, after he finishes, they recite a prayer from Tonpa Shenrap’s teachings.
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When all geshé candidates have completed their recitations from memory, they
participate in a final exam (dam bca’), followed by three days of debate. Assuming all
has gone well - and Tenzin Tsultrim says it always does (“They have passed all
exams for the previous thirteen years, so they will not fail now.”4%) - they receive
their geshé certificates and the title of "karampa" (bka’ rams pa), which is essentially
equivalent to a doctorate of divinity. There is tremendous excitement around all of
these proceedings that alternate year to year between Menri and Triten Norbutsé,
unparalleled by any other activity or event throughout the year.

The practical school monks, on the other hand, spend most of their time
engaged in the study and practice of the Great Perfection, which principally involves
meditation. Tenzin Tsultrim is their primary instructor and administrator, and he
spends much of the day engaged in teaching them these and related subjects, and
teaching all monks about monastic discipline. Monks in the practical school tend to
be older on average than monks in the academic program and gener