Monastic dance at the Bonpo
monastery, Dolanji, Himachal
Pradesh, India.

(Far left) The protective deity Drakpa
Sengé (see Chapter Three).

(Left) ‘Inner sacred dance’,
nangcham (nang ‘cham), associated
with a ritual of evocation of the great
tutelary deities, performed by monks
without masks inside the temple.

tradition, it assumes the character of a ‘hidden’, semi-paradisiacal land which
latter-day humans can only reach in visions or by supernatural means after being
spiritually purified. Tazik, also known as Wélmo Lungring ('Olmo lung ring), may
thus be regarded as a counterpart to the Buddhist holy land of Shambhala.2

For the Bonpos, Tazik is the holy land of religion, bein g theland in which Ténpa
Shenrap (sTon pa gShen rab, ‘the Teacher Shenrap’) was born in the royal family
and in due course became enthroned as king. Tonpa Shenrap is believed to be a
fully enlightened being, the true Buddha (the word ‘Buddha’ simply means ‘the
Enlightened One’) of our world age. The Bonpos possess a voluminous
hagiographical literature in which his exploits are extolled.!? Without entering into
details or discussing the many problems connected with the historical and literary
genesis of this extraordinary figure, one may at least note that his biography isnot,
contrary to what has sometimes been claimed by Western scholars, closely related
to that of éakyamum. Thus, during the greater part of his career, Ténpa Shenrap
was the ruler of Tazik or Wolmo Lungring and hence a layman, and it was as such
that he incessantly journeyed from his capital in all directions to propagate Bon. It
is worth noting that this propagation also included the performance of innumer-
able rituals. These rituals, which are performed by Bonpos today, thus find their
justification and legitimation in the exemplary exploits of Tonpa Shenrap. Con-
trary to Buddhism, where rituals generally have no direct canonical basis, in Bon,
as pointed out by Philip Denwood, “we have whole developed rituals and their
liturgies specified in the minutest detail in the basic canon”.4 The propagation of
Bon by Ténpa Shenrap also included the construction of temples and stupas, but
not the foundation of monasteries, which are not mentioned at all in his biography.
Travelling far and wide and surrounded by his entourage he engaged in the
conversion of notorious sinners. His numerous wives, sons, daughters and disci-
ples also played significant roles in this soteriological activity, in a way for which
there is no Buddhist parallel. It was only late in life that he was ordained, after
which he retired to a forest hermitage, and it was only at this point in his career that
he finally succeeded in converting his mighty opponent, the Prince of Demons.!

Certain parts of the biography of Ténpa Shenrap are clearly related to figures
such as Padmasambhava, the eighth-century Indian yogin and magician who,
according to the Buddhists, was invited to Tibet by the king and, subjugating the
local gods and demons, founded Samyé (bSam yas), the first Buddhist monastery
(c. 779). He may also be compared to Gesar, the hero of the great Tibetan epic who,
like Tonpa Shenrap, conducts triumphant campaigns in all cardinal directions
against the forces of evil. The historical and literary relationship between these
various figures remains to be clarified, but it is at least certain that the entire cycle
of biographical material relating to Ténpa Shenrap—whatever its relationship to
historical fact—cannot be dismissed as simple plagiarization of Buddhist texts.

By the late eleventh century, the Bonpos had begun to establish monasteries
organized along the same lines as those of the Buddhists, and several of these
monasteries eventually developed into large institutions with hundreds of monks
and novices. The most prestigious Bonpo monastery, founded in 1405, is Menri
(sMan ri) in the Central Tibetan province of Tsang, north of the Brahmaputra
(Tsangpo) river, but there are numerous other monasteries, especially in eastern
and northeastern Tibet (Kham and Amdo). Monks are bound by strict rules of
discipline, including celibacy. Fully ordained monks are called drangsong (drang
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Monks playing shawms, gyaling
(rgya gling), outside a Bonpo

monastery in eastern Tibet.

Ruins of the monastery of Yungdrung
Lhading (g.Yung drung lha sding)
in one of the deep valleys of Gyarong
in eastern Tibet. This monastery, one
of the greatest of Bon in the eighteenth
century, was destroyed by Chinese
troops following the conquest of the
principalities of Gyarong in 1775. It
was rebuilt as a Buddhist (Gelugpa)
establishment, but was once more
destroyed during the Cultural
Revolution. Reconstruction was
begun in the late 1980s, the site having
been given back to the Bonpos.

srong), a term that in Tibetan usually translates Sanskrit rs/, the semi-divine ‘seers’
of the Vedas.!® Over the centuries the monastic life of Bon has increasingly come
under the influence of the tradition of academic learning and scholastic debate that
characterizes the dominant Buddhist Gelugpa school, but the tradition of tantric
yogins and hermits, living in organized communities or in solitude, has neverbeen
abandoned.

The Bonpos have a vast literature which Western scholars are only just begin-
ning to explore. Formerly it was taken for granted in the West that this literature
was nothing but an uninspired and shameless plagiarism of Buddhist texts. The
last twenty-five years have, however, seen a radical change in the view of the Bon
religion. This reassessment was initiated by David L. Snellgrove, whoin 1967 made
the just observation regarding Bonpo literature that “by far the greater part would
seem to have been absorbed through learning and then retold, and this is not just
plagiarism”.1”

Subsequently, other scholars have been able to show conclusively that in the
case of several Bonpo texts which have obvious, even word-by-word Buddhist
parallels, it is not, as was formerly taken for granted, the Bonpo text which
reproduces a Buddhist original, butin fact the other way round: the Bonpo text has
been copied by Buddhist authors.'® This does not mean that Bon was never atsome
stage powerfully influenced by Buddhism; but once the two religions, Bon and
Buddhism, were established as rival traditions in Tibet, their relationship, itisnow
realized, was a complicated one of mutual influence.

The nature of the sacred texts of Bon can only be understood in the context of
the Bonpo view of history. Bon tradition holds that the early kings of Tibet were
adherents of Bon, and that consequently not only the royal dynasty but the entire
realm prospered. This happy state of affairs came to a temporary halt during the
reign of the eighth king, Drigum Tsenpo (Gri gum btsan po). This king persecuted
Bon with the result that a large number of Bon texts were hidden away so that they
might be preserved for future generations. For Bonpos, this was the beginning of
the textual tradition consisting of ‘treasures’, terma (gter ma), i.e. concealed texts
that have been rediscovered at an appropriate time by gifted individuals called
‘treasure-revealers’, ferton (gter ston).?

Although Bon was reinstated by Drigum Tsenpo’s successor and flourished
during the reigns of subsequent kings as it had done before, it was once more
persecuted by king Trisong Detsen in the eighth century. This king is portrayed in
mainstream Tibetan tradition as a devout Buddhist, thanks to whose patronage the
first Tibetan monks were ordained. Bonpo sources maintain, however, that his
motives for supporting Buddhism were, on the one hand, the selfish belief that he
could thereby prolong his life, and, on the other hand, the argument put forward
by certain evil individuals at his court that the Bonpo priests, already equal to the
king in power, would certainly take over the whole government after his death.?

Whatever the truth—and leaving aside the question of whether “later histori-
ans have made two persecutions out of what was in fact only one”?—both
Buddhist and Bonpos agree that during the reign of Trisong Detsen, the Bonpo
priests were either banished from Tibet or compelled to conform to Buddhism.
Once again Bon texts were concealed, to be rediscovered when the time was ripe

for propagating Bon anew.






The Bonpo monastery of Nangshig
(sNang zhig) in Ngapa (rNga pa),
northeastern Tibet, rebuilt in the
1980s after its complete destruction
in the 1960s during the Cultural
Revolution.

Interior of the main temple in the
course of reconstruction, Nangshig
Monastery.

The greater part of this vast body of literature which the Bonpos regard as
forming their canon of sacred scriptures belongs to the class of ‘treasures’, believed
to have been hidden away during the successive persecutions of Bon and subse-
quently revealed by ‘treasure-discoverers’. Bonpos also claim that many of their
sacred scriptures were transformed by the Buddhists into Buddhist texts, thus
reversing the accusation of plagiarism.

According to Bonpo historical texts, the final rediscovery of their sacred
scriptures began early in the tenth century. The first discoveries are said to have
been made by chance. Wandering beggars stealing a box from the monastery of
Samyé in the belief that it contained gold and later exchanging the contents—which
to their disappointment turned out to be only Bonpo books—for food, has an
authentic ring; the same is true of an account of Buddhists looking for Buddhist
texts, who, finding only Bonpo texts, simply gave them away.2 Gradually, how-
ever, the textual discoveries came to be surrounded by supernatural signs and
circumstances. Discoveries of texts were frequently preceded by initiatory prepa-
rations, often lasting several years and culminating in visions in which supernatu-
ral beings revealed the place where the ‘treasure’ was hidden. Often the ‘treasure’
is not a concrete book at all, but an inspired text arising spontaneously in the mind
of the ‘treasure-discoverer’; such a textis a ‘mental treasure’, gongter (dgongs gter).?

Those texts which were considered by the Bonpos to be derived, ultimately,
from Toénpa Shenrap himself, were collected to form a canon. This vast collection
of texts (the only edition available today consists of approximately 190 volumes)
constitutes the Bonpo Kanjur (bKa’ ‘gyur), forming an obvious parallel to the
Tibetan Buddhist canon, likewise called ‘Kanjur’. While no precise date for the
formation of the Bonpo Kanjur can be ascertained at present, it should be noted that
it does not seem to contain texts which have come to light later than 1386. A
reasonable surmise would be that the Bonpo Kanjur was assembled by 1450. The
Bonpo Kanjﬁr, which in turn only constitutes a fraction of the total literary output
of the Bonpos, covers the full range of Tibetan religious culture; as far as Western
scholarship is concerned, it still remains practically unexplored.?*

A common division of the Bonpo Kanjur is the fourfold one into Sitras (mDo),
Prajfiaparamita ('Bum), Tantras (rGyud) and texts dealing with the higher forms of
meditation (mDzod, “Treasure-house’). For the sake of convenience the Indian
(Buddhist) terms are used here and elsewhere, but it must be kept in mind that
although the Bonpos employ the same Tibetan terms as the Buddhists, they donot
accepttheir Indian origin, since they trace their religious terminology to Zhangzhung.

Like the Buddhists, the Bonpos also have a vast collection of commentarial,
philosophical and ritual texts known as the Tenjur (brTen ‘gyur). The contents are
divided into three basic categories: ‘External’, including commentaries on canoni-
cal texts dealing with monastic discipline, morality, metaphysics and the biogra-
phies of Tonpa Shenrap; ‘Internal’, comprising the commentaries on the Tantras
including rituals focusing on the tantric deities and the cult of dakinis, goddesses
whose task itis to protect the Doctrine, and worldly rituals of magic and divination;
and finally “Secret’, a section that deals with meditational practices.”” For the
present study of the iconography of Bon, textual material has been extracted from
the Sutra and Tantra sections of the Kanjur, and from the ‘External” and 'Internal’

sections of the Tenjur.



A significant genre within Bonpo literature is that of historiogr.aphical ‘texts.
The importance of this genre lies in the particular perspective on Tibetan h1sto‘ry
that it presents, a perspective which is radically different from Tibetan Buddhist
texts. Thus, in Buddhist texts, the introduction of Buddhism in the seventh and
eighth centuries under the patronage of succ?ssive Tibetan kings is regarded fiS a
great blessing, pre-ordained by the Buddha Sakyamuni and carried out by saints
and scholars from the holy land of India. Thanks to Buddhism, so the Buddhists
maintain, Tibetans acquired a higher ethical code, the art of writing, the subtleties
of philosophy and the possibility of reaching spiritual enlightenment—in other
words, they became a civilized nation.

The picture is altogether different when we turn to Bonpo historical literature.
The introduction of Buddhism into Tibet is described as a catastrophe. Writing in
1842, a Bonpo scholar, an abbot of Menri monastery, Nyima Tenzin, described the
introduction of Buddhism as ultimately due to “the perverse prayer of a demon”
and put into effect when the moment was ripe by “he who acted like a monk but
retained the Five Poisons”, i.e. the Buddhist saint Santaraksita. The suppression of
Bon is referred to as “the setting of the sun of the Doctrine”, followed by the
dissolution of the Tibetan state and the spread of moral and social anarchy.?® On
the other hand, conciliatory efforts have notbeen lacking; thus one source suggests
that Tonpa Shenrap and the Buddha Sakyamuni were in reality cousins, and their
doctrines, consequently, essentially identical %

It is difficult to assess the number of Bonpos in Tibet. Certainly they are a
significant minority. Particularly in eastern Tibet, as for example in the Sharkhog
area north of Sungpan in Sichuan, whole districts are populated by Bonpos.
Another important centre is the region of Gyarong where several petty kingdoms,
fully independent of the Tibetan government in Lhasa as well as of the Chinese
Emperor, provided generous patronage for local Bonpo monasteries until the
greater part of the region was conquered in a series of devastating campaigns
conducted by the imperial Chinese army in the eighteenth century.2® Scattered
communities of Bonpos are also to be found in central and western Tibet; of the
ancient Zhangzhungkingdom, however, no trace remains, althoughMountKailash
is an important place of pilgrimage for Bonpos as well as Buddhists. Another
much-frequented place of pilgrimage, exclusively—as opposed to Mount Kailash
—visited by Bonpos, is Mount Bénri (Bon ri), 'Mountain of Bor, in the southeast-
ern district of Kongpo®. In the north of Nepal there are Bonpo villages, especially
in the district of Dolpo. At a point in history which remains to be determined, Bon
apparently exerted a strong influence on the Nakhi peoplein Yunnan Province in
southwestern China;3® with this exception, the Bonpos do not seem to have
engaged in missionary enterprises. In India, Bonpos belonging to the Tibetan exile
community have established (since 1968) a large and well-organized monastery in

which traditional scholarship, rituals and sacred dances of Bon have been pre-
served and are carried out with great vigour.3!
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For a survey of the early history of Buddhism in Tibet, cf.
Snellgrove and Richardson 1968: 66-143 and Snellgrove 1987:
381-526.

For an overview of Bon, cf. Kvaerne 1987b. There is no consen-
sus as to the etymology of the word bon; the discussion is
summed up in Snellgrove 1967: 2.

Bon has been described as an unorthodox form of Buddhism
by Snellgrove 1967, Kvarme 1972 and again by Sneligrove
1987.

I have emphasized this perspective in Kveerne 1987b and
Kveerne 1990c.

Stein 1972: 191 ff.

This understanding of Bon has been consistently maintained
by Helmut Hoffmann, cf. Hoffmann 1961.

Hoffmann 1961:98. Fifteen years later, he still maintained this
view in spite of a radical improvement in the availability of
relevant sources, cf. Hoffmann 197s.

Especially Snellgrove 1967: 1-21 (“Introduction”). For a de-
tailed study of a whole range of Buddhist polemical writings
directed against Bon, cf. Martin 1991.

The relevant section of the historical work Legs bshad mdzod,
written in 1929 but quoting a large number of older sources,
has been translated by Karmay 1972.

On the question of Zhangzhung, cf. Karmay 1972: xxx and
Tucci 1956: 71-75.

Cf. Haarh 1968 and Stein 1971a.

On Tazik and Wélmo Lungring, cf. Karmay 1972: xxviii and
Coleman 1993: 13-16. On Shambhala, cf. Bernbaum 198o0.
For an overview of this literature, cf. Kvaerne 1974. Cf. also
Kvaerne 1986.

Denwood 1983: 13.

Kvarne 1986: 73-74.

Snellgrove 1967: 10

Ibid: 12.

Blondeau 1971, especially pp. 45-47 and Karmay 1988: 216~
223.

Karmay 1972.

Cf. the Bonpo historical work known as Grags pa gling grags,
hitherto unpublished and known to exist in the form of two
manuscripts only. [ am preparing an edition and translation
of this text for publication.

Karmay 1972: xxxiii.

Karmay 1972: 152.

For an overview of the traditions of Bonpo ‘treasures’, cf.
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Kveerne 1974: 27-37.

Cf. Kvaerne 1974.

The Bonpo Tenjur is analysed in Kvaerne 1974: 114-144. Note
thatin the context of Bon, the spelling of Tenjur is brten 'gyur,
‘that which is firm (brten)’, hence implying the firmness of
the doctrine.

Kveerne 1971: 227.

Kveerne 1989: 38.

On the Bonpo communities in Gyarong, see Mansier 1990,
Karmay 1990 and Greatrex 1994.

Karmay 1992.

Jackson 1979. The Nakhi have a complex pantheon which at
least to some extent is influenced by Bon and in some cases
includes deities also found in Bon, cf. Rock 1952.

Kveerne 1990¢ and Coleman 1993: 208-210.
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