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Thesis Abstract

This thesis offers an exploration of how one brings a Tibetan sacred text to being — and to
voice — in the unfamiliar, and perhaps unlikely, landscape of Northern California. Through
16 months’ fieldwork with a Nyingma Buddhist community based in Berkeley, California I
ask how the production of the sacred is undertaken here by American volunteers who are
largely neophytes to Tibetan Buddhism. Against a backdrop of the history of Tibetan textual
production — largely populated by masters, monastics, and artisans — I explore what kind of
work (both physical and imaginative) American volunteers must undertake in order to render
themselves effective creators of the sacred in this American industrial setting. Drawing on
current research that explores the adaptive capacities of Tibetan Buddhist traditional
practices, I will offer a new facet to this flexibility through an investigation of the ways these
texts and their surrounding practices are creatively deployed to meet the needs of their

American makers.

In this work I follow the sacred objects through their entangled physical and social creation in
the various branches of this California community, from the construction of spaces ripe for
sacred work, through fundraising, printing, and finally to the distribution of texts to the
Tibetan monastic community in Bodh Gaya, India. In the conclusion I return to the question
of how an American volunteer becomes an effective creator of a Tibetan Buddhist sacred text
in Berkeley California, contributing a unique and rich case to the study of diasporic Tibetan
text production. Ultimately, I will demonstrate that the very practice of creating and
deploying Tibetan sacred texts offers a frame through which volunteers come to re-interpret
and re-shape their spatial and temporal landscape. This dissertation seeks to bridge often
disparate fields of study, allowing encounters between (and contributions to) such bodies of
work as: the anthropological study of making, craft, and innovation; media and religious
practice; the affective temporality of sacred relics; and the cross-culturally unique, agentive

qualities of books.
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Preface

I am very grateful to the Cambridge Trust and the Canadian Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council for their financial support of my doctoral degree. The fieldwork upon
which this thesis is based would not have been possible without contributions from the Jesus
College Cambridge Graduate Research Fund and the Cambridge University Fieldwork Fund.
This work was also supported by the Smuts Memorial Fund, managed by the University of
Cambridge in memory of Jan Christiaan Smuts.

This dissertation is the result of my own work and includes nothing which is the outcome of
work done in collaboration. It is not substantially the same as any that I have submitted, or, is
being concurrently submitted for a degree or diploma or other qualification at the University
of Cambridge or any other University or similar institution. I further state that no substantial
part of my dissertation has already been submitted, or, is being concurrently submitted for
any such degree, diploma or other qualification at the University of Cambridge or any other
University or similar institution. This dissertation does not exceed the prescribed word limit
stipulated by the Department of Social Anthropology.

To Will, your patience, care, and warmth are limitless and without them this thesis — along
with many other things — would lie unaccomplished. My colleagues and friends at
Cambridge eased the rough edges of this process not only with their invaluable challenges
and suggestions but also with well-timed pints, and I am very grateful on both scores.

A Note on Tibetan Terms

There are several Tibetan terms and names used throughout this dissertation — I will
principally render these in their more ubiquitous Roman form, where applicable (both in
order to mirror the practice of my interlocutors and also for the sake of readability). I have,
however, included a transliteration of the Tibetan according to the Wylie (1959) system upon
the first mention of each term or name. In rare instances my interlocutors may principally
employ the Sanskrit title for a text or phenomenon. I have indicated these instances in the
body of the text below, and have also included a transliteration of the equivalent Tibetan term.



Chapter One: Introduction

Whenever you start a project, laying the foundation is essential. In Western ways of thinking, laying the
foundation often has to do with careful planning—setting up the right structures and obtaining the necessary
resources. But in Buddhist terms, the foundation for success is built within the mind, in your motivation for
action. If your intention is strong and clear, the path to goodness and success lies open before you.

- Tarthang Tulku, Path of Action

1.1 Of Books and Binderies

In the coastal hills of Sonoma County, California, a stone’s throw from wine country, there

is a cavernous warehouse of corrugated metal, incongruous among the sweeping rural
properties that are its neighbors. Inside it, American volunteers are busily at work producing
Tibetan Buddhist sacred artefacts, principally texts. They are unpaid and in most cases have
no prior expertise wrangling the behemoth machinery they tend to. Most of them cannot read
the sacred script they labor to create. The machinery itself has been cobbled together and
customized over the course of decades. Appropriated from more typical industrial-scale
settings, it has been tinkered-with until capable of yielding thousands of texts a year, both

Tibetan-style pecha (dpe cha) and Western codex format.

The warehouse, called simply “the bindery” by those it houses, is surrounded by a
constellation of white tent-like structures whose faces read “Sacred Text Treasury, Building
One” and so on. Over the course of the year these tents swell with growing piles of boxes
whose sober, matter-of-fact labels declare their contents to be a significant portion of the
textual lineages of Tibetan Buddhism. Every winter the tents are relieved of their precious
contents as hundreds of boxes make the journey — over land and sea — to Bodh Gaya, India.
There they are distributed among the representatives of the Tibetan monastic (and lay)
community-in-exile who converge on this site of the Buddha’s enlightenment to receive the

gifts.

Far from an isolated operation, this warehouse is one part of an organisation whose
extensive root system supports colonies in Berkeley, Brazil, the Netherlands, and India.
Nearly every node in this system is bent towards the texts that accumulate in the warehouse.

Between them they address myriad facets of the process of producing Tibetan sacred objects,



from patronage and fundraising, to recruiting and advertising, and their creation and
dissemination. This multifaceted endeavor is made manifest by design of Tarthang Tulku, a
Tibetan reincarnate Lama from the Nyingma school who fled Tibet in 1958 and made for
California in the late 1960s. It is the community he founded and, through it, his bid for the
preservation and fortification of Tibet’s Buddhist textual heritage that makes up the focus of

my thesis.

In this work I will track the creation and distribution — both physical and social — of these
texts and other sacred objects. In doing so I will unpack how Tarthang Tulku and his
volunteer followers deploy various strategies for preservation and promotion of these
precious objects. In this they marshall all the resources made available to them by the history
of the texts and the landscape that bore them, as well as the full measure of considerable
creativity text-production has evinced through this history. Making, for the objects in this
community, happens as much outside the aforementioned bindery as inside. I will show how
even their most contemporary-seeming practices reach for tools proffered by the texts
themselves and their long history — for example, the way their strategic appeals to

aid-engaged publics recall many centuries of carefully curated patronage networks.

In moving across these various spheres the texts become my focal point, in the sense that
they are the methodological and theoretical thread that renders commensurate the otherwise
seemingly disparate facets of this community’s life and work. Critical though they may be,
however, these guiding sacred objects will not be allowed to eclipse their human
counterparts. To the contrary, the kinds of work — both physical and imaginative — that
volunteers must undertake in order to render themselves creators and handlers of the sacred
will be a central focus in the ensuing chapters. Drawing on and contributing to
anthropological work on the agentive capacities of things and responding to disciplinary calls
for an earnest focus on processes rather than products of making, I will endeavor to show
how texts and their handlers amplify one another’s agentive capacities. Through sacred
objects these makers render their spatial and temporal surroundings actionable. In doing so I
will also broach an investigation of the affective dimensions of working with the Tibetan
Buddhist sacred, specifically the bodily and imagined experience of prophetic temporalities

whose study has to date been principally scriptural.



1.2 Books as Agents: On Theoretical Signposts

The royal fortress of Yumbu Lagang (yum bu bla sgang) in the Southern regions of Tibet is
said to be the scene where the first Tibetan scriptures made their grand entrance to the world.
Here they descended from heaven to land at the feet of (a presumably startled) King
Lhathothori Nyantsen (Diemberger 2012; 16-17, Schaeffer 2009; 5). Sources disagree on
their exact content, but given that the king could not actually read them, whether they
happened to contain sutra or mantra made less of an impression on the illiterate king than
their form and obvious gravity. Lhathothori Nyantsen seems to have recognised their
preciousness immediately, and set about making them offerings of barley. In return for this
gesture the 80-year-old monarch “became like a youth of 16” (Diemberger 2012 translated
from the Dba’ bzhed; 16). In spite of this extraordinary effect, the books’ blessings on the
king were limited, due to his inability to access their content. It would be his successor,
Songsten Gampo (srong btsan sgam po) who would unlock this content and, subsequently,

the full magnitude of its blessings through script, translation, and recitation (Ibid.)

This mythic origin story for Tibetan Buddhist scripture is rich. It foreshadows many of the
features of the text that will be thematic in this work, among them the texts’ influence over
even those incapable of reading their contents, and the physical quality of their impact. Here,
though, it is the texts’ own agentive role in the story that I wish to focus on. These first
forward scouts of the Tibetan textual tradition were not dropped from heaven, but rather came
down (babs) of their own accord (Diemberger 2012). This striking personification is not a
unique feature of this particular story. Sacred texts and objects are recurrently invited here
and there, dressed, and addressed as persons (Ibid.). These examples are not confined to

scriptural descriptions, but are manifest in the practices surrounding the texts.

There is a wealth of scriptural, historical, and pragmatic precedent for the attribution of
pronounced agency to the figure of Tibetan books and other sacred objects. My
methodological approach and writing process are guided by a recognition of sacred texts’
ability to convene networks of support and production (Barrett 2008, Clemente and
Diemberger 2013, Diemberger 2014a, 2014b, Ruegg 2014, Schaeffer 2009) not as simple
rhetorical flourish, but with real deference to the agentive power of texts. This overt

recognition of the agency of Tibetan sacred texts dovetails with, or perhaps precedes, the



anthropological revelation that objects are potent convenors of personhood, relationships, and

networks.

There are times when the study of Tibetan Buddhist books effects a very constructive
partnership with object-focused anthropology. They seem to bear out, with delightful
accuracy, assertion of the agentive capacities of art (Gell 1998, Sansi 2014), the puissant
social biographies of things (Appadurai 1988) and the capacity of powerful objects not only
to “trap” other agents in their orbit (Gell 1998), but to exert a hierarchical influence over
those agents (Strathern 1988, Sansi and Strathern 2016). All of these authors and their
arguments, along with a few others, offer valuable tools for illuminating the way books —
and especially books as gifts — exercise the ability to create individuals, relationships, and
mediate transformation and imagination. I will make use of these theoretical and
methodological tools, which allow me the fluidity needed to track these mobile objects across
various fields and elucidate how their polyphonic and creative abilities manifest in different

contexts.

A further outgrowth of this field of anthropological inquiry comes at the behest of those
who call for greater attention to the process of creation (Ingold 2013) and the materials and
methods involved (Miller 2009), in order to counterbalance the wealth of product-focused
anthropological work on objects and shed light on improvisation in making (Hallam & Ingold
2007). This methodological directive has proved a tool naturally-suited to the project I have
taken up. Indeed, it is this idea that ties together all of the various branch organisations and
activities in the community, that each can be said to contribute to the process of creating
sacred objects. To approach the community members’ work in this way draws productive

attention to the range of ways sacred objects are referred to and deployed in various settings.

In the ensuing chapters I will draw on the work of Peter Redfield in order to explore how
temporal imagination and anxieties may be constructed into the very material and design of
an object. Though Redfield (2016, 2017) develops this argument through the “gadgetry” of
contemporary aid-work, which may seem a far cry from the world of ancient sacred texts, his
insights are poignantly relevant when levelled at sacred texts as gifts. As Schaeffer writes

about such texts and their materiality: “The book as a ‘thing’ is not an inert container which



adds nothing to its contents, rather it is ‘full' of data about — and a principal source for — the
cultures in which it was involved. The container, so to speak, had become the content; the
material had become the cultural” (Schaeffer 2009; xi). Through these objects and the
material flows that generate them, I will argue, their makers and givers mediate their
imaginings of the recipient populations and the threats they suffer, but also into these
gift-objects they invest their understandings of the physical and temporal landscape and their

agentive efforts to transform these fields.

But this seemingly happy partnership between the study of Tibetan sacred texts and the
tools offered by object- and making-focused anthropology is not always so blissful. At times
Tibetan texts have the distinct ability to trouble anthropological understanding of the power
of objects. They do so, rather callously, with regard to some of anthropology’s most treasured
“things”: Gifts. In chapter four (and to some extent in chapter seven) I will outline the ways
in which the treatment and behaviour engendered by sacred texts as gifts — especially in the
hands of their American makers — exerts a curious distorting effect on traditional logics of
the gift and commodity, setting on their heads the expected relationships between gifts,
givers, and receivers. This project, then, is uniquely positioned to diversify disciplinary

discussion of the Buddhist gift, and explore how sanctity and commodification might interact.

Further, while the recent approaches to materiality, creativity, and making in anthropology
mentioned above have indeed provided useful tools for my analysis, many of these
approaches appear to exclude the volunteers of this community and their work from the very
attribution of creativity, craft, or artistry. This reticence appears to follow from a disciplinary
uncertainty about the creative or craft-like quality of industrial-scale work and the partnership
between human and machine (Ingold 2013). Taking up these threads in more detail in chapter
four, [ will show how the Sonoma bindery facility — characterised by the cooperative flow of
human and machine — is richly invested with creativity and flexibility; its machinery is
enchanted by the sacred purpose it serves. The description of a factory space thus enchanted
is, I believe, a timely contribution to mounting anthropological interest in craft and making,

uniquely coupled with the sanctifying influence of the objects that are my focus.



I should at this point address my use — perhaps seemingly piecemeal thus far — of the
terms “book”, “text”, and “objects” when it comes to the sacred things that guide the
narrative of this thesis. In part this obfuscation is due to the fact that the categories denoted
by these terms do have here a distinct tendency to lean into one another. It will become
abundantly clear in the ensuing pages that sacred text and other sacred objects are deeply
entangled in the Tibetan context, with the Tibetan script, sacred in itself, often imparting
sanctity to other objects through its incorporation in their form. I will indeed treat such
objects (among them flags, banners, and statues) with particular attention in chapter five.
Sacred texts (or books) and objects share in more than Tibetan script, though, and are here
often subject to similar treatment levied towards the same pursuit of preservation and
protection. I will describe the cooperative creation and deployment of an array of sacred texts
and objects and therefore, I hope, justify the places where I refer to them together and avoid

precipitating an undue glossing of the myriad embodiments of the Tibetan Buddhist sacred.

In an endeavor to bring some clarity to these projects of making, whose tendency to become
tangled in one another is something of an analytical challenge, I will draw on the structuring
capacities a ubiquitous schema within Tibetan Buddhist philosophy: the tripartite categories
of sku gsungs thugs rten. This trinity is composed of body (sku), speech (gsung), and mind
(thugs), and its divisions recur across many facets of Tibetan Buddhist philosophy,
scholarship, and descriptions of Buddha-nature (Dudjom Rinpoche 2002; Dzogchen Ponlop
Rinpoche 2003; Namgyal Rinpoche 2004; Diemberger et al. 2014). Most significantly here,
this schema categorises sacred material based on objects’ ability to act as a receptacle for
Buddha body, speech, or mind and the resultant characteristics they possess. While this
schema is certainly a useful one, its divisions are far from stable. The particular ways in
which they bend to accommodate the work undertaken by this California community — and
in particular how this schema becomes entangled with vernacular categories drawn from art
and labor — allows a focused investigation of the innovative capacities of such categories,

and by extension the sacred objects it organises.

While I will address an array of projects of creation that give rise to several kinds of sacred
Tibetan Buddhist objects, books of perhaps a more predictable sort are of special importance.

They take up the central position in Tarthang Tulku’s projects of preservation and renewal

10



and consequently, of my thesis. This is significant because books, generally speaking, seem to
be predisposed to both personhood and agentive import in a way that outstrips most other
“things”. Even texts that are not keepers of sacred content seem to have the mysterious power
to resist commodification (Anderson 1983, Miller 2006) and act as ever-ready containers for
‘culture’ and subjects of its defense (Diemberger and Hugh Jones 2015, Miller 2006).
Through connecting the study of Tibetan texts to these works I aim to unsettle, if only gently,
the often taken-for-granted emphasis on Tibet’s “cult of the book™ as singular explanation for

the puissance of these objects.

In taking these sacred books as my guiding point of focus — and in treating them as
powerful agents in their own right — I am supported by twin robust pillars of Tibetan
Buddhist precedent and practice, as well as a hefty complement of anthropological theory and
ethnographic example. But then, how does one practically execute such an approach both in
terms of methodology and in writing? How can such an object act as a productive focal
device without, as it were, doing all the analytical work at the expense of my interlocutors of

more immediate human form?

My aim here is, as Barber suggests, is not to treat texts as a “window” through which to
observe other phenomena, but as terrain to be studied in themselves (Barber 2007; 9). The
terrain of text, in this context, is deeply saturated with a drive for preservation and protection.
Surveying this topography is the very strategy that will shape my engagement with the
community’s various branch organisations. In fact, I believe it is the only strategy that
effectively ties their many projects together. In each sphere I will explore how texts (and
other sacred objects) are understood and deployed towards various ends. Through this mobile
inquiry [ will elucidate an image of flexible, polyvocal texts that act not simply as tools, but
as partners, teachers, mediators, victims, and receptacles for personhood, as well as
imagination. In each field they exert a different facet of their influence, structuring the

personhood and relationships of those that handle, create, or support them.

What books do here is enable their makers and handlers not only to understand their spatial
and temporal surroundings, but to render those surroundings tangible and actionable. I draw

on Bentor, who demonstrates how sacred relics make the body of the Buddha present and
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accessible (Bentor 1996), and extend her argument to show how the body of the Buddha is
not only made accessible by this community, but purpose built and strategically deployed to
effect desired changes. In doing so, not only the body of the Buddha is rendered capable of
immediate interaction, but this quality is extended to the landscape and temporal space they
inhabit. Books, then, are not only makers and transformers in themselves — I do not attribute
to them a monopoly on agency — but rather they facilitate, amplify, and shape the agentive
capacities of those who create and handle them, even if, as we shall see, they do so

selectively and unevenly.

1.3 Work as Practice, Work as Method: Notes on Methodology and Tarthang Tulku’s Community

Tarthang Tulku’s web of organisations is referred to as the “Nyingma Mandala” on its various
websites and publications. But colloquially “the community” or “the orgs” are more common
referents, a practice that I mimic in my writing.! “The orgs™ is something of a blithe
understatement, as the “mandala” is made up of at least 25 organisations. Members often
joked with me that every time an intention arises in Tarthang Tulku, a new organisation

manifests.

I became aware of this group of practitioners upon discovering a website describing their
annual practice of distributing sacred texts among refugee monastics in Bodh Gaya. When |
contacted the community, reaching the leadership at Mangalam Research Center first, I had
little understanding of how far-reaching and many-faceted this network truly was. Luckily the
leadership — after some discussion — was very open to the prospect of hosting an
Anthropology PhD student so I long as I was also willing to undertake the volunteer program

and thereby make myself useful.

Most of my 16 months in Tarthang Tulku’s network (from January 2016 to April 2017) was
spent in Berkeley, California where the community was spawned and where much of its work
is still concentrated. On arrival I moved into the volunteer housing at a branch called the

Nyingma Institute where I lived for six months before moving to live at the Mangalam

' T am aware that “community” is a term with a considerable amount of anthropological baggage (see
MacFarlane 1977, for example). Here I rely on it principally as an emic term, but also as a comfortable referent
for a rather heterogeneous group that is nonetheless fairly clearly circumscribed by active and willing
participation and membership to the various branch organisations.
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Research Center. I lived always with other volunteers for roommates, though these were an
eclectic mix: a Texan mother who had left her job to join the residential volunteer program; a
recently graduated California-native with a penchant for longboarding and the local kava bar;

a Brazilian nutritionist and personal trainer.

Fig. 1 and 2: The Nyingma Institute. Photos taken by the author.

In Berkeley I spent time volunteering at the Mangalam Research Center, the Tibetan Aid
Project, and Nyingma Institute, while also taking classes at both Nyingma Institute and
Dharma College. The particular place and responsibilities held by each of these organisations
will unfold across the forthcoming chapters as I describe my work for each one (see
Appendix 1 for brief summaries). I was also permitted to spend a month working in the
Sonoma bindery facility where the sacred texts are printed (and sometimes bound).
Volunteers here are generally expected to make longer commitments, but, the community’s
gracious understanding of my drive to take part in this particular facet of their work, coupled
with the demand for extra bindery staff around the annual shipment deadline, eased my

passage into this space.

My final three months of fieldwork were spent at the Sarnath branch — Sarnath

International Nyingma Institute (SINI) — an organisation whose primary undertaking is to
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train Nyingma monks in “English for Dharma purposes”, an endeavor I will explore in
chapter seven. Equally importantly, my time in India included a trip to Bodh Gaya to assist in
the annual distribution ceremony for the sacred texts in February 2017. The inclusion of both
SINI and the distribution ceremony, while they may seem far flung from the other
California-based organisations, was crucial in order to encompass the point of interaction
between this community’s volunteers and the Tibetan monastic population who — as
beneficiaries of the community’s sacred-making projects — amount to a persistent, though
largely imagined, presence that oversees the work the volunteers conduct. Over the course of
these 16 months I conducted over 30 interviews with volunteers across the various
organisations. But, given the committed focus on work and the resulting long hours, the
richest sources of insight were often those informal interactions within work spaces; while

printing flags, packing boxes of texts, designing promotional campaigns and so on.

It would have been quite possible to design an entire thesis project around the inner
workings of the Sonoma bindery alone, or indeed any one of the individual organisations that
make up this network. My aim, however, has been in part to evidence the flexibility, agency,
and mobility sacred objects exercise in order to act in various contexts — and the way their
makers must subsequently emulate this flexibility. Such an inquiry required the construction
of a field site that encompassed the divisions between different organisations in order to
observe the movement of people and objects across these borders. This tracking of texts
across this collection of organisations, therefore, required a fair amount of methodological
mobility. Here I will outline this mobile methodology and endeavor to explain and justify it
both in terms of the community’s own approach to work and practice (this section) and the
kind of anthropological approaches and potential contributions that have guided my work

(next section).

During my months as a volunteer I performed myriad duties: [ helped to screenprint sacred
flags and banners, sewed chevrons to affix to them, reviewed grant applications, designed
promotional material, liaised with donors, helped to print, assemble, bind, pack, and
distribute sacred texts; I cleaned, I cooked, sorted library books, weeded gardens, and many
other tasks besides. While this may sound like an unwieldy amount of ground to cover,

geographically and theoretically, the fact is that my experience differed very little from that of

14



the average volunteer in the Berkeley centers. My movement across the different
organisations was perhaps more pronounced than most, but the fact that this network is made
up of predominantly non-profit branches and staffed entirely by volunteers demands a high
degree of flexibility from its workers. Volunteers must wear many hats, and grow accustomed
both to periods where days stretch into one another with little differentiation (making
thousands upon thousands of tsha-tshas, for example) and to other times when today’s work
has little bearing on tomorrow’s. This necessary resilience is actively and openly promoted by
the leadership through their training of new volunteers. It is in fact overtly rendered a part of

what the community considers its practice.

Conventional retelling recounts that Tarthang Tulku, in the early days of his American
teaching, was troubled by his students’ persistent complaints that they “had no time to
practice” given their work schedules, hobbies, or other commitments. This bracketing off of
“practice time” distilled most often into a sitting meditation practice became the model
Tarthang Tulku and his students are determined to avoid — a model they often attribute to
other Bay Area Buddhist centres — investing instead their very practice within their daily
work for the community. Their approach is deeply pragmatic and cultivates a belief that, as
one of my interlocutors put it, “if you need a cushion, music, and incense to meditate, you’re
not meditating”. This pronounced pragmatism also serves as a strategic mechanism for
distancing Tarthang Tulku and his group from other Tibetan Buddhist groups and leaders that
they believe to be fatally enmeshed in the small-mind of politics and activism. Though they
rarely say so overtly, it is possible to interpret this as a subtle but purposeful step away from
the Dalai Lama’s current approach, a distancing that is pragmatically reflected in the alliances
Tarthang Tulku’s community draws through its patronage networks and the ways in which its

projects are described to a public audience (to be discussed in chapter six).

The entanglement of devotion and work (especially physical labor) is a strategy that has
parallels in religious communities elsewhere. Perhaps the most pronounced of these is the
Benedictine principle of ora et labora (pray and work) (Fry trans. 1982), which has been
central to the Benedictine monastic order and its offshoots. No doubt the more proximate
influence of the Puritans, whose emphasis on hard work as devotion dubbed the “protestant

work ethic” by Weber (2011 [1905]) have had a distinct formative influence on the American
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religious landscape, forms a part of the context in which Tarthang Tulku’s “work as practice”
has matured. Buddhist — or specifically Tibetan Buddhist — precedents are somewhat less
evident, but community leadership occasionally refer to the figure of Thangtong Gyalpo
(thang stong rgyal po), the bridge-builder credited with raising dozens of iron suspension
bridges across Tibet and Bhutan (Stein 2013). He is doubly significant to Tarthang Tulku and
his students, representing both a commitment to facilitating the spread and travel of

Buddhism, but also the manifestation of this effort in physical work.”

These features suggest that there is a convergence of influences acting upon this community
that serves to situate its commitment to labor as a form of religious practice. This project,
therefore, is positioned to contribute to a budding attention directed toward the place of labor
in Buddhist practice. [ would add, however, one more strand to this contextual tapestry that is
less evidently tied to work, but which forms critical backdrop nonetheless. I contend that the
way creating sacred objects renders the Buddha immediate and available for interaction
(Bentor 1996) for these volunteers bears important similarity to Tanya Luhrmann’s
assessment of contemporary American Evangelical practice. In drawing scholarly attention to
the importance of the availability of doubt to contemporary American evangelical
Christianity, Luhrmann explains that the distinctive strategy of modern evangelical practice is
the cultivation of an immediate and intimate relationship with Jesus. While Jesus may be
rendered close through “playful prayer” for Luhrmann’s evangelicals (such as imagined “date
nights” with Jesus) (Luhrmann 2012a, 2012b), Tarthang Tulku’s students attain a similar
result through work. Tarthang Tulku and his volunteers observance of work as practice — and
my project — are therefore drawn into a wider trend underscoring the everyday proximity of
spiritual practice in the contemporary American religious landscape, a trend that is garnering

increasing scholarly attention.

2 Less acknowledged by this community is the turn toward practical labor in contemporary Chan Buddhism. The
rendering of monks as “good citizens” under the Chinese Communist Party (Welch 1965) accelerated an
interpretation of the Mahayana Bodhisattva doctrine as “working for the masses” manifest in practical labor
(Tymick 2014). Persistence of this shift in Chan Buddhist are still evident in the operation of the Buddhist
Association of China, which is tasked with ensuring and “ideal modern Buddhism that contributes to the
formation of a modern society and state” (Ashiwa 2009; 65).
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Given that what distinguishes this community’s approach to Buddhist practice is a
relentless, tireless focus on work, anyone, myself included, who wishes to spend any lengthy
amount of time with the community must be prepared to contribute. In practical terms, this
means that all of the volunteers in the community work a minimum of six days a week,
usually nine or ten hours a day. For those truly committed to the community and its projects,
to work from early morning to dinner time (or later) seven days a week is not at all
uncommon. Much of this work, especially that which deals in the creation of sacred objects
— the printing and binding of books, the creation of prayer flags, and so on — is physical
and strenuous in nature. This is to say that the community leadership was quite happy to
allow me to move between their various branches, but my passage was paid for through hard

work and a cultivation of my own capacities for flexibility.

This arrangement, though, did not guarantee access to all parts of this network — indeed,
concealment versus openness will become thematic to my own navigating of this community,
but also in the way them aim to do their preservation work. I am very conscious of the fact
that my passably strong physical condition and ability to keep up with demanding work
schedules, allowed me access to (male-dominated) spaces such as the bindery, which has
been indispensable to the project I have carried out. That said, as a woman and as a temporary
fixture, I was still restricted from one or two more closely guarded projects and spaces, such
as the Tulku’s residence at Odiyan, and the creation of more potent and potentially dangerous

sacred objects.

In a way, the community’s own focus on labor and my subsequent research strategy mirror
what some have termed a “media turn” in the study of religion (Engelke 2010, Hirschkind
2011, Meyer and Moors 2006) in the sense that the materiality of religion (and how indeed
such “stuff” becomes religious) is of central concern. Such a move allows a stepping back
from fraught questions of “belief”” — which have a tendency to dog the study of religion —
toward a focus on practice and its trappings (Engelke 2010; 374, Keane 2009). My work here
will, I hope, add another narrative to this field. In addition, the community’s own preference
for pragmatics and work comes with its own distancing from overt questions about belief. By
this I mean that volunteers, especially those on temporary programs, were not expected to

explicitly affiliate as Buddhist and therefore my own atheism was not terribly disruptive or
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novel. That said, nearly all of the community leadership and senior and long-term
membership is explicitly Buddhist and several would remind me often that one not “on the
path” would struggle to understand their work fully and unlock its potential benefits. My
position, then, while not entirely unusual by the community’s own standards was nevertheless

mildly uncomfortable at times.

Tarthang Tulku’s organisations are populated entirely by volunteers; across the Berkeley
centers the majority of these are full-time residential workers whose room and board is
covered by the community® in exchange for their participation in the various projects that
create (or support the creation of) sacred texts and other objects. Many of these —
particularly those involved in the more protected projects — are long-term members of
Tarthang Tulku’s following, and the heads of most of the branch organisations have been
chosen from among his early students. There is also, however, a rotating complement of
volunteers who commit to live and work for the community on six-month to one-year
renewing basis. Given this integral practice of six-month to one-year commitments, my
proposition to come and study with the community demanded little in the way of an

adjustment to their daily life.

Demographically, the students are largely though not exclusively white and range from
middle to upper middle class. The population fluctuates in terms of its overall gender balance,
there is perhaps a slight female majority most of the time (especially among the younger
volunteers) and, at the time I joined, a very small minority of non-binary individuals. Most
are college-educated, with a handful also holding graduate degrees. The total number of
volunteers in the community fluctuates quite markedly from year to year, but during my time
in Berkeley I estimate that the combined downtown branches contained a total of 35-40 full
time volunteers. The Sonoma properties — Odiyan and Ratna Ling — had perhaps another

40 between them. The five Berkeley branches — Nyingma Institute, Padma Ling, Mangalam

* The community keeps scrupulous financial records that detail how it goes about its upkeep and sponsors its
projects. Regrettably, I have limited space here to delve into these particulars. I will, however, address in detail
how revenue from the sale of sacred objects may and may not be used, as well as fundraising campaigns and
practices that surround the community’s text-production. In terms of the acquisition of its property and the
maintenance of its members, suffice it to say here that the community relies on a combination of markedly
affluent and generous donors, and the revenue from some of its money-making operations. Some of its more
academically-oriented projects are also supported by various granting agencies.
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Research Center, Tibetan Aid Project, and Dharma College — are all clustered around the
center of downtown Berkeley, while Odiyan and Ratna Ling are a two or three hour drive up

the coast.*

While the bulk of a volunteer’s spiritual training happens “on the job”, as it were, given the
commitment to work as practice, new volunteers are also expected to attend classes. These
classes are held (primarily for the public) at the Nyingma Institute, generally considered the
site of “outpouring” of the Nyingma Mandala. That is to say, this is where the teachings and
practices designed for an American audience outside the community are dispensed. It is
housed in what was once a UC Berkeley fraternity house, perched on a quiet hill above the
campus. This property was one of the organisations’ early acquisitions. Tarthang Tulku had
marshalled a group of academics and other teachers with a view to offering courses in
Buddhist studies. True to the pragmatic, work-focused bent of his operation, when the
teachers turned up to the old fraternity house they were handed sledgehammers, drills, and
paintbrushes and instructed to set about building their classrooms. Then, as now, not all took
so readily to the multifaceted demands of a life within Tarthang Tulku’s fold. Thanks to those
that did, however, the Nyingma Institute is now a plush hideaway in this urban landscape. It
is entirely painted in colours very familiar to the Tibetan Buddhist palette — deep reds, blues,
and golden yellows — which, together with the thick carpets, make the space feel warm and
close. It houses many of the community volunteers (women on the first floor, men on the
second), most sharing rooms in pairs, sparsely-appointed with a single bed, a wardrobe, and
desk for each occupant. Classes are held in the basement in a series of low-ceilinged,
darkened rooms. Motorised prayer wheels spin perpetually along the walls, flanking a central

altar at the front of the largest room.

Volunteers may choose which of the classes for the public they want to attend, picking from
among courses in guided meditation, Tibetan chanting, Mahayana philosophy, Tibetan

language, or Kum Nye Yoga.’ This will be the only place where volunteers practice the

* For maps locating the various properties and a brief description of each organisation refer to Appendices 2 and
1, respectively.

> This is a practice Tarthang Tulku developed specifically for his students, allegedly because he felt they could
not focus and sit still long enough for more traditional seated meditation. It is perhaps best described as a
combination of yoga, meditation, and tai chi, merging breathing and reflection exercises with repetitive motions
that range from relaxed to energetic. See Appendix 3 for example videos.
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elements many of them assume to be more typical of Buddhism — especially seated
meditation — and even so these courses are designed not with them in mind, but the general
public with a hobbyist interest in Buddhism. Given the lengthy work days and weeks, for
some new volunteers the prospect of adding evening classes to this timetable is daunting.
Those who “withdraw”, though, that is to say those who do only the minimum (though
substantial) workload and do not engage the community further, may be gently chivvied

towards participation or, failing that, the door.

Fig. 3 The Nyingma Institute Entrance. Photo taken by the author.

I enrolled in several classes, but there was one in particular that affected my time in
Berkeley more deeply: the study of the classical Tibetan language. I had begun a study of the
language during my pre-field year at Cambridge in one-on-one sessions with an instructor,
knowing that I would be able to continue this study upon reaching Berkeley. Nyingma
Institute runs beginner and intermediate modules every year but, from what I gather, they are

thinly attended and often cancelled all together. While the more senior members of the
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community no doubt see the value in making a study of the script that is the focus of so many
of their projects, it is the practice of only a handful to do so. Newer volunteers are welcome
to study the language if they are especially interested or ambitious, but it is not expected of
them. When I joined the beginner module we were five, several weeks later I was the lone
holdout. The fact that I find classical Tibetan to be unrelentingly tricksome was made
worthwhile by the fact that my teacher, Joseph®, was a long-time student of Tarthang Tulku’s
whose wealth of knowledge extended beyond scriptural Tibetan and into every corner of the
organisations’ history and operations. My dogged, if clumsy, pursuit of translating sutras with
him two evenings a week won me a certain amount of grudging respect and patient answers

to my questions.

This teacher will re-appear plenty in the ensuing pages, and his input proved as illuminating
as that of the language he valiantly fought to teach me. His presence was also critically
important in light of the fact that a certain amount of textual engagement was
methodologically indispensable for this project. There proved to be a great deal of analytical
value in engaging the types and content of texts selected for various art projects and in
understanding the textual heritage of the various figures whose names populate the
community’s buildings, stories, and projects. Joseph’s guidance was enormously significant
in this methodological undertaking, both in terms of supplementing my nascent knowledge of
the language, but also in terms of offering an emic view of the particular value and import of

the texts we translated together (and the many other texts [ asked him about).

At this point I must retract my steps somewhat, to examine more closely some of the terms
I have been using to describe my interlocutors and the network they inhabit. I will use a
handful of terms in reference to these individuals, most often “members”, “volunteers”, or
occasionally “students”. None of these terms is entirely satisfactory, but while the term
“student” accurately denotes the central position of Tarthang Tulku in this network of
organisations, it is somewhat contested and worth a further note. Tarthang Tulku, I am told,

often claims that he has no students, even while many in his community would call him their

teacher. This is in part, it is said, to encourage these would-be students to take initiative in

® This and all following names are pseudonyms, with the exception of Tarthang Tulku and his daughters whose
public and distinctive profiles make anonymising them (within or outside the community) virtually impossible.
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their own teaching — to question and explore of their own accord rather than looking to the
guru for a roadmap — and in recognition of the fact that many Americans may hesitate over
the servitude implicit in taking Tarthang Tulku as their teacher. (This balking at ritual
commitment was frequently diagnosed to be an American weakness by leaders in the
community.) However, it also reflects the fact that Tarthang Tulku has been quite clear in his
decision not to claim direct lineage transmission to his American pupils. This decision,
imbricated as it is with themes of concealment and secrecy, will be discussed in more detail in

chapters four and seven.

Appropriate terms for this group of practitioners as a whole are similarly frustrating and
slippery. “Community” and “network” each carry their own baggage but will have to take
turns carrying the nominative load of this unwieldy collection of organisations. Given that the
many branches in this network fulfill quite different functions practically, legally, and
financially, there lacks even a centralising technical or “on paper” term for this web of people
and projects. The closest approximation, which I will use periodically, is the Tibetan
Nyingma Meditation Center (TNMC). This is a commonly-used short form relating to the
California non-profit corporation sole “Head Lama of Tibetan Nyingmapa Meditation
Center”. Legally, this is the church that Tarthang Tulku has founded, and it is surrounded by
the constellation of his other organisations, most of which are incorporated as 501(c)(3)
non-profits. Functionally, TNMC is the vehicle through which Tarthang Tulku exerts his

leadership over the other branches.

I hope that through this description of the more practical aspects of life in this community, I
have made a case for “work” as methodology, and indeed the only way to access the “work as
practice” model so central to the community’s conception of its own place in the Tibetan
Buddhist cosmology. While the range of tasks and positions I took on through my time in the
various organisations may seem a broad swath of practice to attempt to account for, I
maintain that both the guiding influence of the ever-present texts, as well as this community
methodology (for it is truly more a methodology than a philosophy) of “work as practice” ties
together these various roles. Further, the fluid ability to “wear many hats” is a central part of
getting along in this group of organisations, and one that methodology demanded I emulate as

best I could. Therefore, work became the way both to track the labour performed by texts in
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various contexts, and the corresponding work volunteers undertake to complement and

support their preservation.

1.4 Taxonomy, Ethnography, and the “Elephant”: Notes on the Field Site

I have established how the mobile methodological approach I have adopted sits comfortably
alongside TNMC’s own commitments to work as practice, and detailed the analytical
advantages yielded by such a symmetry. I turn now to the delineating of my field site and
analytical aims under the auspices of relevant fields of anthropological inquiry and religious
studies — specifically, the study of Buddhism in America and recent developments to the
concept of “un-sited” ethnography. The parable of the blind men and the elephant (as told in
the Pali Udana 6.4) is one that has proved a ripe explanatory device for scholars of
Buddhism. In this story the Buddha calls for all the blind men in his kingdom to give a
description of an elephant, each having been exposed to only a small part of the enormous
animal. The Buddha employs their resultant discord to convey — to a bunch of bickering
Brahmins — the futility of reaching conclusions about reality based on a partial view of the
unsighted (or unenlightened) (Masefield trans. 1994). There are two particular ways this
parable has been used as a metaphor relating to the study of Buddhism, which I will explore
here in order to set out and justify my methodological approach, as well as outline the kind of

contribution I hope such an approach will yield.

The first elephant to be dispatched is subject of longstanding efforts bent towards
“describing the elephant” of Buddhism in America, as surveyed by Gregory (2001). That my
chosen field is located principally in the United States and populated by Americans
necessarily implicates my work in this daunting field of study. Through an exploration of
ethnography and taxonomy in the study of so-called “American Buddhism” to date, I will
describe how my work here has the potential to amount to a contribution to such a field,
broad and nebulous as it may be. However, such a contribution is not the guiding aim of this
project for reasons I will detail below. The second elephant is both more general and more
overtly methodologically embedded. That is, the illusory elephant employed by Cook,
Laidlaw, and Mair (2009) in their proposition of the “un-sited” field. Their argument both
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offers a parallel for the stance I take up in relation to the field of American Buddhist studies,

and is also very useful in outlining my methodological approach to the “field”.

I turn first to the elephant of American Buddhism, treading carefully to avoid being drawn
into some of this field’s more defining debates, which have a persistent habit of swallowing
surrounding works, especially ethnographic ones. Not least among these debates is the
long-running disciplinary conversation over the taxonomies and terminologies appropriate to
“American Buddhism”, if indeed this is even the right term. Hundreds of pages have been
filled since the late 1970s in pursuit of a taxonomic system that will adequately account for
all the personalities of Buddhism in America, from the precocious firstborns to the eccentric
cousins. Are there two “Buddhisms” (Numrich 1996, 2006; Prebish 1978, Gregory 2001), or
three (Prebish 1993, Nattier 1995, Seager 1999)? Can practitioners be sorted, perhaps, into
“church-like”, “meditational”, and “evangelical” (Layman 1976) or as “ethnic” versus
“convert” (Numrich 2006), or based on their style of practice ranked based on
“traditionalism” or “modernity” (Baumann 2002) or sorted by their mode of transmission to

the US (Nattier 1995)?

Scholars have proffered and debated an ever-growing bouquet of classificatory terms for
various kinds of American Buddhists, among them: cradle Buddhists, sympathizers,
night-stand Buddhists, Dharma hoppers, inquirers, and shoppers. In the face of this staggering
variation “Buddhism in America” has been proposed as an alternative to “American
Buddhism” in order to better capture the heterogeneity and sidestep the affirmation of a
“unique” American Buddhism (Seager 1999).” Hundreds of further pages have been devoted
to the critique, dismantling, or revision of each schema proposed, and those I have mentioned

represent only a more prominent fraction of the writing that makes up this field.

This pursuit of taxonomy, I believe, is connected to the proliferation of survey-style texts on
Buddhism in America, which arose around the turn of the 21st century and have continued to

be edited, revised, expanded, and reprinted since. The turn of the 20th century was marked by

7 This is how Seager employs the difference between these two terms, in contrast to the contentious proposition
by Helen Tworkov that “American Buddhism” is the province of white, middle-class converts, while “Buddhism
in America” belongs to “Asian communities” (Tworkov 1991).
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a Euro-American fascination with romantic and often fetishistic accounts of Buddhism,
which characterised, for example, the work of the theosophists of the late 1800s (Tweed
1999). A century’s passing finds a field no less fascinated by Buddhism, but longing to bring

taxonomic order to its unruly sprawl.?

In spite of the wealth of such dissertation projects, books, and published articles on the
subject, long-term ethnographic study is meager among them. Much of the fieldwork
conducted is survey-like in nature (Preston 2002) and scholars are persistently captivated by
the project of “describing the elephant” of American Buddhism (Gregory 2001) in pursuit of
a coherent and lasting portrait of the whole.” Religion in America has long been the province
of religion specialists mounting primarily text-based studies, with ethnography becoming a
more ubiquitous tool only in the 1990s (Tweed 2002). This late addition of ethnography to
the toolkit of ethnographers of American religion led to a certain amount of methodological
confusion (Capper 2003). The resultant conversations on positionality and representation at

times threaten to outweigh the ethnography itself.

In order to illustrate the pitfalls of the survey approach, we need look no farther than the
treatment of Tarthang Tulku and his community in such volumes. In his article “Describing
the Elephant: Buddhism in America”, Peter Gregory (2001) gives a brief account of four
exemplars of the survey-style texts I describe: The Faces of Buddhism in America (Prebish
and Tanaka eds. 1988), American Buddhism: Methods and Findings in Recent Scholarship
(Williams and Queen Eds. 1999), Luminous Passage: The Practice and Study of Buddhism in
America (Prebish 1999), and finally Buddhism in America (Seager 1999). All four of these
texts reference Tarthang Tulku specifically and give overviews of his work that vary in
brevity from one line to several. While Seager’s summary (in his revised 2012 volume) is

markedly better than the others (and links Tarthang Tulku’s work to a trend in preservation

8 This is evidenced not least by the exponential growth in the number of dissertation topics surrounding
Buddhism in America in recent decades. Duncan Ryiiken Williams has compiled a list of North American
dissertation projects (undergraduate and graduate) relating to Buddhism in the United States since the 1970s
(Williams 1999a), as well as North American Dissertation projects relating to Buddhism more generally
(Williams 1999b).

? There are a handful of ethnographic projects of the scale and depth more familiar to anthropologists — among
these are Capper’s published dissertation on Guru devotion (2002) and Numrich’s study of two Theravada
temples (1996). However, there persists a general uneven distribution of writing that characterises the scholarly
field of American Buddhism. Much has been written, for example, on America’s earliest Buddhist adoptee, Zen,
and its trend-defying offshoot Soka Gakkai, but far less on its Tibetan Buddhism (Seager 1999).
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work concerning texts among Tibetan schools) all are fleeting and offer only a static snapshot
of this dynamic group of practitioners. No doubt brief engagement with specific topics is the
price paid for works of considerable scope, but what it lost is not mere descriptive depth and
colour. Rather, pieces of this community’s practice, excised from its history and calcified, are
— when they offer more than simply a succession of key dates — employed to prop up
broader conclusions about the “goals” or “characteristics” of Buddhism in America. For
example, Fields’ (1992) appraisal of American Buddhism as a “do-it-yourself” religion with
little concern for support of the monastic population. Or else Lavine’s (1998) characterisation
of the Nyingmapa as distinctly focused on sitting mediation, in contrast to their more bookish
counterparts in the other Tibetan Buddhist schools. Neither of these characteristics are

sufficient or indeed accurate with regard to Tarthang Tulku and his students.

Suffice it to say here, that this work is not about “American Buddhism” the phenomenon,
though its material and conclusions might conceivably be of use to such a field. Focused
ethnographic and long-term studies of American Buddhist practitioners are wanted for among
this wealth of survey-focused scholarship. This is a contribution my project is well-suited to
make, while unsettling the broad conclusions of such survey works. However, my contention
here is not that the addition of ethnographic work will serve to refine and clarify a fuzzy
description of American Buddhism’s elephant. Rather, it is a contribution in fulfillment of the

argument that there is no elephant at all (Cook et al. 2009).

This brings me to the “elephant” as discussed — or perhaps dismantled — by Cook,
Laidlaw, and Mair (2009). In their chapter, Cook et al. reveal how the promise of multi-sited
research — to chase up and re-assemble the cultural formations that increasingly flooded the
boundaries around discrete “fields” — conceals and relies upon an implicit holism. In such
multi-sited research the “field” is assembled through the sum of connected, local spaces
whose links are uncovered and chased up by the ethnographer until the entire picture has been
revealed. In this way, the homogeneity and boundedness multi-sited researchers identified
and critiqued in the ethnography of “traditional” or “village” field sites is revealed to

similarly undergird the multi-sited field (Cook et al. 2009).
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There are clear parallels here, I believe, to the pursuit of the survey-style works described
above, whose endeavor to relay an impression of the heterogeneity of Buddhism in America
often conceals an implicit assumption of their connectedness. The endeavor to both identify
and subsequently re-assemble the various localities that make up this whole has proved an
endeavor that wilts in the face of longevity. For example, Hickey (2010, after Cadge 2001,
2005) has pointed to the ways in which the ethnic/convert divide in scholarship on American
Buddhism degrades in the face of a more diachronic view. I believe, though, that this critique
is readily applied more broadly, perhaps even to the construction of taxonomic schemas as a

teleological approach.

I describe this critique of the multi-sited approach for the simple reason that my project, on
its surface, may appear to fall squarely into such a category. It is composed, after all, of a
patchwork of various organisations spanning the boundaries of various spaces, which I move
through over the course of my fieldwork. In drawing this field site, though, I hope to design
not a multi-sited project, but rather an “un-sited” one (Cook et al. 2009). The distinction,
here, is that the un-sited project claims neither to give a “full” representation either of a
bounded place or coherent cultural form, but rather embraces the arbitrariness of the
delineated field site, which maintains the important acknowledgement of the seamless
connectedness of the world (Candea 2007). That is to say, in pursuing a mobile methodology
that has allowed me to move through the various branches of this network of organisations, I
do not claim to have drawn a coherent boundary around this community in order to offer a
complete portrait of what lies inside. Rather, my aim has been to “productively encompass
borders” (Cook et al. 2009; 64). Exploring the boundaries between the various organisations
— when they are permeable or not, how they are asserted and maintained — and moving
across them has proved a methodology well-suited to exploring the flexibility, creativity, and

malleability of sacred objects and the processes of their creation.

There are other boundaries implicit in this study that might also be productively
encompassed by an un-sited methodology. That is, the boundaries residents in this
community assert between themselves and the imagined populations who oversee or benefit
from their work. The fact is that my interlocutors position themselves — repeatedly and often

— in contrast to “the Tibetans”. That is, against the diasporic, ethnically Tibetan Buddhism in
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India, Nepal, and Tibet that they aim to support through their work. (Tibetan refugees in
North America have a marked tendency to fade from their designation of “the Tibetans™.)
Very often this positioning entails the Berkeley volunteers taking up a place of subordination,
deference, and a distinct undermining of their own ability to act as ritual or spiritual inheritors
of this tradition, which rightly belongs to “the Tibetans”. The volunteers in Tarthang Tulku’s
community also frequently contrast their community against other groups of American

Buddhist practitioners, though without the deference afforded to the monastics in exile.

Here the taxonomies so common to the scholarship of American Buddhism, previously
dispensed, threaten to creep back in. In response my approach has been to treat these
practices of division, and their surrounding rhetoric and behaviour, as ethnographic objects in
themselves. 1 do so without intending to reify their emic divisions and thereby rely on their
implicit over-arching explanatory devices to do the analytical lifting. Rather, the way my
interlocutors position themselves in the cosmology of Tibetan Buddhism (and Nyingma
specifically) has necessarily shaped my inquiry. It is central in the endeavor to understand
how they make their work legible to varied audiences, how they construct their own practice,
and indeed their very relationship to Tarthang Tulku. In this way I endeavor to follow
Latour’s injunction to first render “flat” the field of study such that we might see how depth is

asserted and maintained, and how imaginative work generates scale (Latour 2005).

In sum, there are a few practical results of the above-discussion of un-sited research,
taxonomies, and methodology. In spite of the “un-sited” qualities of this project, the fact that
I spent much of my months of fieldwork among American practitioners of Buddhism has
meant that this projects takes place, to a certain degree, under the auspices of the
wide-ranging field of study of “American Buddhism”. A brief overview of this area of
scholarship reveals a dearth of long-term ethnographic work, which my work may be
positioned to counteract. This is not, however, my central aim with this project as [ wish to
avoid the subsuming of this ethnography into either taxonomic debates or survey-style
approaches, which I believe share the unintentional homogeneity that afflicts multi-sited

research.
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Rather, the heterogeneity and flexibility so central to the sacred texts that guide this project
is also reflected in the methodology I employ to investigate them and their makers. |
introduced this strategy with regard to work and its necessary place as both a practice and a
methodology, which allowed me to move through the various organisations that make up this
network. Here, I have endeavored to further justify this mobile methodology in describing
how an “un-sited” field might be drawn in order to productively — though not
comprehensively — encompass a variety of terrain and the boundaries between them. Such
an approach has facilitated a focused and comparative investigation of the ways in which one
might become a successful creator of a sacred object, and how in turn sacred objects speak,

act, and circulate among varied audiences.

1.5 The Tension and Temporality of Texts

Tracking sacred books across the many organisations that make up this network — and
parsing the different ways texts speak and behave in such spaces — dovetails with the other
principal undertaking of this work. That is, to elucidate how Tarthang Tulku and his
community navigate when to protect the sacred through secrecy and concealment, and when
to fortify it through broad distribution. Both strategies are apparent in the long history of
Tibetan Buddhist sacred texts, employed by turn as mechanisms for the protection and
preservation of knowledge traditions, and both are markedly in evidence here. On the surface
Tarthang Tulku’s array of organisations, whose leadership often declaim their prolific
accomplishments in terms of the distribution of sacred objects, appear to be archetypal
representatives of the strategic dissemination of sacred material as a means for its protection.
I will show, however, that such strategies for proliferation are consistently shaped alongside
commitments to secrecy as a means for protection, and an anxiety that dogs the decision of
what sacred things to share, and with whom. Further, an investigation of the way both of
these strategies are played out across the various projects in this network lends itself to a
unique exploration of the affective dimensions of creating the sacred. This is a dimension that
often fades from scholarly work as those who labour to create sacred books are eclipsed by
the commanding personalities of the texts themselves. I offer an introduction here to the way
I endeavor to use an investigation of the strategies of proliferation and secrecy as a way to

draw forward the rich experiential dimensions of bringing a sacred object to life.
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In a sense, secrecy and spread in pursuit of preservation are two sides to the same coin
when it comes to the sacred Tibetan Buddhist objects considered here, though their
coexistence is not always easy. The occasional tension between them is one that finds echoes
through Tibetan Buddhist history, echoes that seem to reverberate especially around Tarthang
Tulku’s Nyingma school. In part, this ethnographic work is a treatise on how Tarthang Tulku
and his students navigate what parts of the Tibetan Buddhist sacred must be shared (and how
to do so), and what must be kept secret. Historical precedent and traditional injunctions must
be constantly reimagined in this new American context and among new handlers and makers.
In the coming chapters I will explore the moments of both tension and cooperation between
the strategies of secrecy and spread, how and when each is deployed, and how the interplay
between them is managed by volunteers. Their strategies are not necessarily consistent or
always successful, but illuminating this community’s work requires a consideration of how its
every project is saturated with this dialectic between concealment and proliferation, secrecy

and spread.

The colophon of the Perfection of Wisdom (Prajiiaparamita) is a very useful text upon
which to pin this discussion. This is because it instructs its readers on how it ought to be

treated, and what is at stake for those who heed the instructions:

“... when, through the Tathagata’s sustaining power, it has been well written,
in very distinct letters, in a great book, one should honour, revere, adore and
worship it, with flowers, incense, scents, wreaths, unguents, aromatic powders,
strips of cloth, parasols, banners, bells, flags and with rows of lamps all round,
and with manifold kinds of worship...One should know that those beings are
living in the presence of the Tathagata who will hear this perfection of
wisdom, take it up, study, spread, repeat and write it, and who will honour,
revere, adore and worship it” (Diemberger 2014, quoting Conze 1973,
299-300).

If we understand the colophon to be the voice of the text itself, even a kind of “mission
statement” (Diemberger 2014) the Prajiiaparamita communicates its own power and value
quite plainly. Specifically, it impresses upon the reader the critical importance that it be
widely spread. This is a poignant distillation of the indispensable position held by texts to the

Tibetan Buddhist religion. Sakyamuni Buddha himself instructed his followers — via Ananda

— that they should take up the collected corpus of the Buddha’s teachings to guide them after
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his death.'” Moreover, these works were to be considered a part of the teacher himself (Smith

2001).

Aside from shoring up the well-recognised centrality of the text to Tibetan Buddhism, the
colophon of the Prajriaparamita evidences proliferation and distribution as a strategy for the
preservation of sacred texts. This sentiment represent a significant guiding polestar to
Tarthang Tulku and his projects. Indeed, the Prajiiaparamita itself will be a recurring feature
throughout this thesis, appearing carved into walls, printed on banners, and widely printed
and distributed, always in fulfillment of this ideal of distribution and spread. The practice of
preservation through wide dissemination also seems to affix itself more readily to the
Perfection of Wisdom in this context partly because of the text’s anti-sectarian gravity.
Projects to print this particular text can be cast as a bid not just for the fortification of the
Nyingma school, but of Tibetan Buddhism more broadly. It will be a prime ambassador for
the call to replicate and distribute sacred texts as a strategy for their preservation, in balance

against the more guarded texts that are particularly precious to the Nyingma school.

However, the potential dangers implicit to the project of recording sacred texts with paper
and ink have long been evident to the luminaries of Tibetan Buddhist history. Abundant
availability of physical texts, many feared, would undermine the authority and centrality of
the master-disciple relationship in the transmission of Buddhist teachings, and allow
charlatans the tools to claim false authority (Schaeffer 2009). As such, many teachers
carefully controlled the dispensing of sacred texts, insisting that they be taken up only by

those under the guidance of a qualified teacher:

“If orality was a part of the rhetoric of authenticity and efficacy, it was also a
powerful defense of intellectual property, against which books were
potentially a serious threat. At stake was the propriety of two different
technologies for the perpetuation of tradition, and the relative authority of
those who promoted one over the other” (Ibid; 3).

It is precisely this matter of the technologies of perpetuation and their appropriate and

timely use that is at issue here. While Schaeffer outlines very clearly how this discomfort

' This is explicitly set forth in the Mahaparibibbannasutta, which describes the Buddha’s death and his
injunction to Ananda that his students should take up the collection of the Buddha’s teachings as guidance after

his passing (Warren 1985 [1896]: 107).
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surrounding the written word and its proliferation informs the Tibetan Buddhist textual
tradition as a whole, these themes take on a different and perhaps more pronounced timbre
when it comes to the Tibetan Nyingma School. This school, whose name translates to
“adherents of the old”, claim for themselves a particularly notable stake in the endeavor to
preserve endangered textual lineages and their surrounding traditions. It is also centrally
reliant on the individual lineages of teacher-student relationships — which Schaeffer points
out are threatened in text production — arguably more so than the other Tibetan Buddhist
schools, who invest much of their teaching in large-scale academies and training centers. In
the next chapter (chapter two) I will track the evolution of this feature of the Nyingma school

to its contemporary manifestation in Tarthang Tulku and his students.

The proclivity for secrecy and the carefully controlled distribution of texts also takes on a
particularly rich form in the Terma (gter ma) or Treasure tradition of Nyingma Buddhism,
whereby sacred texts are concealed across the Tibetan landscape, to be revealed at the precise
time they are needed and to the person who will dispense them best. Building on a
complement of scholarship that has already noted the simultaneous enshrining of traditional
authority with an immensely flexible pragmatic deployment of this tradition, I will explore
(in chapter five) how Tarthang Tulku’s Nyingma community draw on the strategies of
concealment and fortification of the Terma tradition in the way they create and distribute
sacred material. The manner in which they do so, while clearly continuous with this adaptable
tradition, represents a distinctly creative development as these treasures are cached in new

landscapes and arrayed against newly conceived threats.

What arises from this ethnographic inquiry into the experiential dimensions of creating
sacred texts, are the remarkable ability these objects and the process of their creation have in
terms of impressing themes of danger, precarity, urgency, and power upon those who handle
them. The California volunteers’ understanding of Tibet and Tibetans — past and present —
is developed more clearly and profoundly through their work with sacred text than through
any classes, lectures, readings, or meditation. This purposeful strategy on the part of their
teacher, Tarthang Tulku, reveals his relentless focus on “work” to be more than a construct
designed to extract their considerable labour, but in fact the most effective way to bodily

convey the dire urgency of this present moment in Tibetan Buddhist history, and the potential
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threats that face its future. Much of this urgency is bound up in prophetic temporalities of
inevitable decline that pervade a Tibetan Buddhist reckoning of time — in the face of our
current era of degeneration the reproduction, distribution, and protection of sacred texts and
other objects is one of the most readily available strategies to fortify Tibetan Buddhist

teaching lineages against this deepening degeneration (Nattier 1991, Empson 2006).

While much has been written about these prophetic Buddhist temporalities and their
Tibetan expressions — work that [ will discuss in more detail in the coming chapters — much
of this scholarship is scrupulously textually embedded. Collectively it offers a robust and
thorough overview of the development and deployment of such temporal understandings;
how the periods of decline between peaks are measured in various sutras, how lifetimes,
kalpas, and suffering are quantified, and detailed investigations of the disagreements between
sources. A very detailed scriptural portrait of cyclic time is well in evidence. What is
correspondingly less evident is the affective experience of such a temporal landscape and the
way that texts allow for a direct interaction with and imagination of pasts and futures. I will
attempt to offer such an exploration, arguing that the creation and interaction with sacred
objects in fact plays a central role in the infusion of this temporal sense and urgency in the
bodies of makers. It is this missing affective experience of Tibetan Buddhist prophetic
temporality that is so readily available in Tarthang Tulku’s bindery and other community
spaces. I will describe how sacred objects become saturated with such imaginaries of decline
and fortification in a way that suffuses their makers’ bodies and imaginations in turn. Sacred
artefacts act both as tellers of these temporal threats, and as the potential remedy against

them.

In pursuing this thread I take up, in part, Schaeffer’s endeavor to render more concrete the
sense of the process of printing texts, for [ believe it is a critical addition to the understanding
of what has been called either a “culture” or a “cult” of the book and yet often gives more
sense of the books and their contents than the affective cradle of their production. However,
while Schaeffer attempts to give such an account by way of historical sources, offering
perhaps something of a biography of book production through Tibet’s history, my account of
text-making is a firmly ethnographically rooted one. Through such an inquiry it becomes

possible to assess how the broad themes and tensions Schaeffer invokes impress themselves
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upon and are reproduced by the individuals that facilitate and preserve this “cult(ure) of the

book™.

One of the results of taking as focus these kinds of tensions and their resolution, is to
slacken ties between this community and the aforementioned family tree of “Buddhism in
America” and facilitate a rapprochement, through the pragmatics of their work, between
communities that practice text-production both within contemporary Tibet and across the
monastic centres in exile. These communities too grapple with questions of how modern
technology may or may not be used in the creation of the sacred (Diemberger 2014a), how
one should advertise or fundraise on behalf of sacred objects, how to strategically project
ideas of “Tibetanness” especially in contrast to those about “Americanness” (Lopez Jr. 1999),
and, of course, what kinds of preservative strategies to mobilise and when, whether

concealment or proliferation.

Indeed, David Germano has pointed to the institutional revival and flourishing of the
Nyingma in Eastern Tibet in recent decades, entangled with a revival of the Terma tradition
(Germano 1998). He also points out, however, that the rejuvenation of the Terma tradition
and its subsequent enlivening of Nyingma centers of practice has not translated outside of
Tibet nearly so effectively, a fact he attributes to the importance of the body of Tibet herself
to this tradition (Ibid). While Tarthang Tulku’s community is perhaps a dubious direct heir to
this tradition, I contend that some of the practices they exercise draw heavily on the history of
the Terma tradition. They offer, perhaps, insight into what the Terma traditions’ strategies of
concealment, fortification against threat, and timely appearance might look like when
invested in a different landscape by lay American practitioners. Through tracing how the
tension between concealment and distribution is managed across different spaces, then, the
challenges that face Tibetan text-production across geographic fields will be rendered

commensurate and the rich affective experiences of their producers drawn forward.

1.6 Conclusion

I have given an overview of the themes and theoretical pole-stars that have guided my

fieldwork and subsequent writing. Moving forward the distinct sub-headed boundaries
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between them that I have set out above will fight to dissolve as themes of temporality, agency,
creativity, preservation, concealment, and distribution will be folded into one another. I shall
do my best to make apparent their meetings and meldings as they are drawn into the orbit of
the potent sacred objects that have been my psychopomp. I intend psychopomp here in the
Jungian sense of the mediator between conscious and unconscious. In this way the texts have
the fluid ability to operate in both tangible and intangible registers — dealing both in the
stark physicality of paper, ink, glue, and money, but also in the ephemeral currencies of
imagination, preservation, creativity, and tradition. The ever-ready capacity of the Tibetan
Buddhist textual tradition to “speak” with the transcendent voice of the Buddha is poignantly
condensed across the many facets of this California community. The volunteers who populate
it, also, must learn to emulate this fluid adaptability of the textual lineage they reproduce,
learning how to enact these polyphonic capacities of sacred text in innovative ways in the

California landscape only newly familiar to this text tradition.

In chapter one, I will strike right to the heart of the community’s history by way of its
founder, Tarthang Tulku. In retracing the major developments of his life, critical illuminating
context for his community’s work and methods begin to take shape. I will demonstrate how
the different strategies of concealment and proliferation at work in their various projects carry
forward a long history of interplay between these approaches, channeled through the figure of
the Tulku. In chapter two we will explore — from afar — the community space that most
accurately distills the strategy of concealment and secrecy: the Tulku’s own residence called
Odiyan, the Copper Mountain Mandala. [ will show how the process of its building,
undertaken through an incredible marshalling of volunteer energy, has remained a narrative
touchstone for the community’s understanding of work as practice and has exerted a potent
transformative influence, rendering this new landscape ripe for the production of sacred

artefacts.

In chapter three I turn to the production of these artefacts as we plunge into the industrial
cacophony of the bindery space where the sacred texts are printed and assembled. Here I will
show how the community maintains two textual lineages at once — the Tibetan texts for their
monastic beneficiaries, and Tarthang Tulku’s own English texts directed at his own students

— and in so doing cast light on the way these two textual lineages have a curious ability to
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distort classical understandings of how gifts and commodities ought to behave, tying this to
their respective secrecy and openness. In chapter four I take up an investigation of the other
sacred objects produced across community spaces, such as flags, banners, tsha-tshas, and
prayer wheels. These projects represent a ubiquitously accessible route for volunteers’
process of coming to know the sacred. It is through this work that volunteers come to access
the prophetic temporalities that saturate these objects, and in return exercise their ability to
fortify the landscape and the lineage against a precarious present and a threatening future. In
chapter five I turn to the fundraising and outreach branches of Tarthang Tulku’s community. I
will argue that what appears to be one of its more mundane spaces, entangled with pecuniary
concern and wrangling aid-work publics, is in fact one of its more innovative projects as they
strategically convene the right kinds of patronage networks. Finally, in chapter six we will
reach the frenetic apex of the trajectory of the Tibetan texts created in the bindery through
their distribution at the World Peace Ceremony in Bodh Gaya. Here, the volunteers’
imaginative accounts of their monastic beneficiaries resolves into a face-to-face encounter,
and their work to position themselves in the contemporary landscape of Tibetan Buddhism
becomes starkly evident. We rejoin the bindery texts here, too, in order to observe the
different kinds of giving and how they are distributed across different books and different

recipients.

Above I have outlined a methodological approach that is mobile and flexible, one that has
been specifically designed in order to capture and reflect the parallel fluidity in the focal
sacred objects, the processes of their making, and the experiences of their makers. I have
demonstrated how this methodology complements Tarthang Tulku’s organisations’
approaches to work as practice, but also how it draws upon recent anthropological insights to
the “field site” in order to shape the kind of contributions I hope to make to the anthropology
of religion, of Buddhism, and to the study of Buddhism in America. This mobility is not only
a characteristic of my methodology, however, but is also at work in my analytical approach
through the unique capacity of this project to bridge fields of inquiry rarely brought together.
This research provides a unique encounter between, for example, the noted agentive
capacities and histories of Tibetan sacred objects and an increasingly robust anthropological
literature on making, craft, and tools. Together they result in an in depth and affective

exploration of making Tibetan Buddhist sacred objects that is, as yet, largely un-attended.
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Other such encounters — between sanctity and commodification, between Tibetan Buddhist
patronage networks and American donor publics, between traditional injunctions surrounding
the handling of sacred texts and the design of promotional material — will repeatedly, over
the course of the ensuing chapters, shore up the capacity of this project to bridge largely

discrete fields and thereby offer unique contributions to each.

Through and alongside the sacred artefacts that make up the focal point of Tarthang Tulku’s
considerable energy, volunteers’ labor leads them to a reconceptualisation of the landscape
they inhabit. As they are trained to recognise the potent capacities of the objects they handle,
the Berkeley city-scape and its surrounding hills become enlivened and enchanted, invested
with the sanctity of text. This enchantment too, through practices of caching and other
strategic deployments of the sacred, draws this field in to a familiar cyclic temporality of
Tibetan Buddhism. Memories of collapse and precarious futures, also remembered within the
bodies of these objects, are invested in the California landscape and the bodies of their
makers bringing them into the cosmology and history of their Nyingma school. More than
just facilitators of this re-conceptualisation of their temporal and spatial surroundings, sacred
texts and objects also offer their makers an avenue to render these surroundings tangible and
actionable. The volunteers not only bring the Buddha to body and to voice across their many
organisations, but they purpose-build this body and shape this voice strategically and

creatively in pursuit of their goals to preserve, fortify, and proliferate.
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Chapter Two
The Tulku from Tarthang

If you spend too much time planning, trying to take into account hundreds of variables, you may never

get started. But if you stay alert, you can improve and sharpen your behavior as you go along. Instead of
relying on models and theories, connect to the work and to your own responses. That way you will not
be paralyzed when the evolving reality comes into conflict with your detailed plan of action.

Tarthang Tulku, Path of Action
2.1 Introduction
For some unaccountable reason I had decided to wear a sweater for this July excursion to the
Sonoma countryside, and I was paying the price in acute discomfort. Conscious that to strip
down to the tank-top underneath my offending layer would be anathema at that particular
moment, I settled for fanning myself desperately and cursing my early morning
decision-making. It was near lunchtime on July 4th, and I had assembled — along with a
large contingent of the Tibetan Nyingma Meditation Center’s (TNMC) California members
— in the driveway of the sprawling Sonoma retreat center owned by the community, called
Ratna Ling. Lining the drive, we awaited what is often the only annual appearance Tarthang
Tulku makes to the assembled students who populate the community he founded decades ago.
By this time I had been living and working in the TNMC community for six months and had
never met nor seen this man who features in so many of its stories and teachings. Clutching a

rapidly-wilting flower between my palms I sweated, and I waited.

At long last the subject of our collective apprehension made his appearance. Tarthang
Tulku, wrapped in his maroon robe and topped with a maroon knit hat, was perched in the
backseat of a golf cart. This golf cart had been thoroughly dressed to suit the occasion,
festooned with sparkling streamers and pinwheels in red, white, and blue, and dotted with
miniature American flags to match the large one draped over the retreat center’s main gate.
The jovial 80-year-old waved a cried “Hi hi hi! Thank you!” in a thin voice as he was
trundled past the assembled volunteers and bundled into the retreat center’s main lodge
surrounded by his children and grandchildren. The whole series of events passed in an

anticlimactic 90 seconds.
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Given the rather extensive calendar of Tibetan Buddhist occasions that the Tibetan
Nyingma Meditation Center (TNMC) community observes, it may be surprising that this
most American of holidays — the Fourth of July — is the one Tarthang Tulku chooses for his
rare and anticipated appearance. It is also one of the very few days “off” across the
community’s various organisations. (Most festival days are marked, if anything, by a rather
sharp uptick in the amount of work volunteers undertake; temples must be scrubbed, altars
serviced, chanting schedules drawn up and executed.) [ was told repeatedly that Tarthang
Tulku sees himself as a truly exemplary beneficiary of American immigration, entailing as it
does the freedom to practice and preserve his tradition, while also offering a platform from
which he may support the Tibetan diasporic monastic population. As such, no detail is too
small on this day when it comes to recognising TNMC’s host country and all it offers — a
speech penned by Tarthang Tulku and read by one of his students celebrated the “star
spangled victory banner” that is the American flag, and we revelled in its religious freedom
as we ate American flag-printed sheet-cake off paper plates featuring George Washington’s

stern profile.

Fig. 4 The golf cart that carried Tarthang Tulku to the 4th of July festivities at Ratna Ling.
Photo taken by the author.
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Biographies of Tarthang Tulku’s life are relatively thin. Autobiographical accounts by the
Tulku are presented with a pronounced modesty, and he will often only describe his
accomplishments at the urging of his students. This is perfectly continuous with the writing
produced about teachers in the various Tibetan schools, which generally falls to the students
to spare the teacher from having to self-aggrandise. Autobiographical accounts tend to exude
a “studied diffidence, whereas the life written by someone else typically exhibits an equally

studied reverence” (Gyatso 1998; 105).

Still, from what is available from a variety of sources, both human and textual, it is possible
to discern the guiding trajectories of the Lama’s life and of his work."" Along these narratives
lie gateways to many of the contextual fields that will be necessary background to the
forthcoming chapters. Through an overview of Tarthang Tulku’s life and the development of
his work, then, I will sketch the necessary backdrop that led to the arising of his California
community and the particular kinds of work and practice they undertake. In doing so, some of
the particular innovations undertaken by TNMC when it comes to the creation and
distribution of sacred material will be necessarily contextualised, and the debts they owe to
Nyingma history and Tarthang Tulku’s history will be paid. This distant outpost of the

Nyingma lineage will therefore be drawn a little closer to its forebears and its history by way

of the figure that knit them together (and occasionally held them apart).
=

Fig. 5 Tarthang Tulku — Photo from Kum Nye Tibetan Yoga website
(hutps:/kumnvetibetanvoga. wordpress.com/2015/11/06/kum-nve-tibetan-voga-by-tarthang-tulku-rinpoche/)

' Pieces of the story of Tarthang Tulku’s life are scattered across the community’s various websites and
publications as well as my field notes, and I have gathered them here into a timeline. The different sources are in
agreement on the major details, for the most part, though some external sources suggest minor differences in
dates.
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2.2 A Tulku is Identified: Leadership and Teaching in the Nyingma School

The name Tarthang Tulku, which I have used thus far to denote the community’s founder, is
indeed the one most commonly ascribed to him. It is, though, more a title than a name. In
childhood he had another, given to him by a Nyingma master in his native home of Golok
(‘go log) in Eastern Tibet: Kunga Gelek (kun dga’ bde legs). But this name is now largely
overshadowed by the title “Tarthang Tulku” or “Rinpoche” as his students call him.
“Tarthang” is the name of a branch of the larger Palyul (dpal yul) Monastery — one of the six
principal Nyingma monasteries located at the Eastern edge of Tibet (now Sichuan Province)
in a town called Dege (sde dge)."” Any international recognition the small branch might have
laid claim to has now been eclipsed by the bearer of its name, which effectively means “the
Tulku from Tarthang”. With one part of the title explained, we are left with the word “Tulku”

(sprul sku), and herein lies our first port of call for context.

The Tibetan term spru/ sku translates a sanskrit one, nirmanakaya “pure physical body”.
That is, the pure physical body of Shakyamuni Buddha, which, though physically manifest, is
beyond stain and defilement (Ray 1986, 2001, Tulku Thondup 2011). A Tulku is one of a few
sorts of manifestation of such a physical body. In practical (and oversimplified) terms, a
Tulku is one who has been recognised, often very young, as a reincarnation of a previous
teacher or lineage-holder. Such identifications (and the deaths that precede them) are
generally accompanied by various auspicious signs that point to the child’s true identity
(Zivkovic 2010). Tarthang Tulku was taken at three years old by his father, himself a lineage
holder, to see a local learned master and recognised Tulku — an incarnation of Naropa — to
receive blessings. The master identified Tarthang Tulku as a fellow reincarnate lineage holder
(though I never did find out of what specific figure) and instructed the toddler’s parents to

care for him well.

Typically, young Tibetan Tulkus thus identified were promptly whisked off to a nearby
monastery to receive notoriously strict and wide-ranging training that yields young Lamas
with a disposition of striking gravity and ritual decorum (Ray 1986, 2001). Tarthang Tulku’s

father, however, as a physician and lineage-holder in his own right took his son’s training

12 See appendix 2 for maps.
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upon himself for several years following his identification, delaying his eventual move to

Tarthang monastery at nine years old.

Throughout Tibetan history the role of the Tulku has been one of both civic and religious
duty, encompassing a wide range of possible responsibilities from abbatial roles to the uptake
of administrative positions within the Tibetan government — indeed, much of the Dalai
Lama’s government in exile is composed of such identified reincarnate Lamas (Ray 1986,
Logan 2004). The “Tulku system”, as it is often called, came to full fruition in its
conventional state during the period of consolidation of Tibetan Buddhist monasteries. While
elements of this practice are identifiable earlier, Ray pinpoints its formal, recognisable
beginning to the Karmapa sect’s identification of Rangjung Dotje (rang byung rdo rje)
(1284-1339) as a reincarnation of the Karmapa, Karma Pakshi (Ray 1986; 46-47). Over the
course of the ensuing centuries, this succession practice made its way through the other
schools and by the 16th century the Gelukpa had adopted it to determine succession of the
Dalai Lamas (Ibid; 47). Its practice allowed the monasteries to extract themselves — at least
partially — from the sometimes-heavy handed patronage of prominent families that had
previously sustained (and therefore guided) their leadership (Ray 1986, 2001, Michael 1982)
and take control over their own succession practices (Lopez 2001). However, elements of the
Tulku tradition, deeply rooted in the Mahayana Bodhisattva ideal, were already evident in the

much earlier traditions of the Siddha and the Nyingma Terton (Ray 1986, 2001).

As Ray has already pointed out (1986), the political aspect of the religio-political role of the
Tulku has been well-elucidated, potentially at the expense of its ritual gravity.'> While Ray
has offered a skilfull antidote to this shortcoming through his careful descriptions of the
themes and features of the Tulku’s life, there is one particular and rather fleeting point he
makes about the role of Tulkus, which [ wish to draw to the fore here. Specifically, this is the
idea that the Tulkus, through their extensive and thorough training, might act as repositories
for the wisdom and “culture” of Tibet, and embody the subsequent ability to promulgate these
qualities:

"Thus the rise of the tiilkus as a centerpiece in Tibetan Buddhism fulfilled the
need, in a relatively decentralized culture, for spiritual leaders spread

13 For a rich collection of interviews with contemporary Tulkus in exile see Birlocher’s impressive volume
(1982).
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throughout the country who were more of less equivalent in function,
embodying in one person and one place the various dimensions of Buddhism"
(Ray 2001; 368-9).

Through their careful training, Tulkus ensure the continuity of a lineage and act as
emissaries for its spread, their continued identification and training is therefore integral to the
continuity of the teaching lineages (Fields 1992). In fulfilling this function the Tulku may act
rather like other manifestations of the Nirmanakaya, such as stupas, statues, and relics. The
empowerment of these objects (often accomplished via the incorporation of textual material)
and their proliferation exerts a powerful capacity to effect transformation that will be
thematic in this thesis. That Tulkus may share this capacity, invested as they are with
carefully curated and instilled wisdom of their traditions and lineages, will be an illuminating
idea if we turn it toward the life and work of Tarthang Tulku. It serves also to position the
Tulku as a personified distillation of the dialectic between concealment versus spread as
strategies for the protection of sacred objects and knowledge. The Tulkus are ready tools for
dissemination, proliferating the teachings as they move through the world. And yet, their very
existence depends both upon a highly restrictive (and often secretive) pedagogical system, as

well as the rare quality of being a reincarnate lineage holder.

It is notable, too, that Ray’s quote above references “decentralized culture” as a particular
factor that necessitates the spreading of the Tulkus and their wisdom — we might draw
parallels to the diasporic state of contemporary Tibetan Buddhism, a state that could draw
again on the bridging capacities of the Tulkus. Of course, there has been much skepticism
about the state and function of the Tulku system abroad in recent years, which has led both
Tibetan and Euro-American scholars to wonder whether the exponential proliferation of
Tulkus in exile might not have an exploitative facet (Tsering Wangchuk 2017, Dzongsar
Jamyang Khyentse Rinpoche 2016) or indeed contain distinct attempts at political
manipulation, as with the controversy surrounding the recognition of the Panchen Lama in

the 1990s (Moran 2004).

For the less exalted and therefore more populous Tulkus in contemporary times, though,
Pamela Logan has noted that since the early 1990s there has been a recognisable trend of

Tulkus in exile turning to charity-work in order to marshall resources for their constituents.
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Their Bodhisattva activities include, for example, opening schools or hospitals, and founding
charities (Logan 2004). Logan also notes that to engage in such work often necessitates the
dissociation from the Dalai Lama’s government in exile. To express support for the latter

would be to jeopardise one’s own access and efficacy in exercising and encouraging charity.

While offering this kind of support may represent a new but continuous facet of the Tulku’s
enjoinder to serve as compassionate bodhisattvas in the flesh, it perhaps changes the formula
for what was once considered a comfortable and non-contradicting unity of religion and civic
leadership in the figure of the Tulku. Still, this development of a humanitarian facet to the
role of the Tulku offers a crucial space for action contingent on a refusal of political
affiliation or posturing. It is a space that Tarthang Tulku and his community will make good
use of, while continuing to carefully curate their relationships and public image to ensure its
maintenance. Such an alternative arena for action is — as Peter Redfield points out — not at
all unfamiliar to humanitarianism as a pursuit, whose organisations often construct
themselves as operating within a space and under a mandate beyond the moral and agentive

borders of the nation state (Redfield 2010).

These two particular features of the Tulku — 1) his'* now troubled embodiment of a uniting
of political and religious office, dovetailing in an entanglement with humanitarian rhetoric
and projects and 2) his capacity to embody and proliferate the collected wisdom of the
lineage or tradition — changed though they have been throughout Tibet’s history — will
become thematic to the personage of Tarthang Tulku and the balances and tensions that

pervade his work.

2.3 To Protect and to Preserve: Gathering Buddha’s Speech

After his move to Tarthang Monastery (still in his native Golok) at the age of nine, Tarthang
Tulku spent the next several years there studying the Nyingma bka’ ma and gter ma under
various teachers, receiving the comprehensive and thorough education so central to the Tulku
tradition. At around sixteen the young man was reportedly granted permission to leave the

monastery and travel through Khams for several years. During this time he enthusiastically

14T employ the male pronoun here not as a default, but because the overwhelming majority of Tulkus through
Tibetan history have been male.
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sought out a wide range of teachers to further his training, eventually finding his root guru,
Jamyang Khyentse Chokyi Lodro ( jam dbyangs mkhyen brtse chos kyi blo gros). While his
education during these years was still principally Nyingma, he also began to engage in study
of the other schools’ traditions and practices. Indeed, this may well have been fostered by the
noted anti-sectarian tendencies of his root guru. Jamyang Khyentse Chokyi Lodro is generally
recognised as one of the foremost Nyingma luminaries of this century. He also, however, has
deep roots in the anti-sectarian Rime (ris med'’) movement and has received and transmitted
teachings from multiple traditions (Aris 1977, Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche 2017, Gardner
2009). In 1958 Tarthang Tulku followed Chokyi Lodro, leaving Eastern Tibet for Lhasa.

Later that same year he matched his teacher’s steps again, leaving Lhasa behind for Sikkim.

The accounts of these two displacements in quick succession are offered, in community
accounts and documents, with very little context. They suggest only the enthusiastic rovings
of a committed student visiting various pilgrimage sites. Their timing, however, is significant
when considered in the context of Tibet’s — and especially Eastern Tibet’s — political
climate at the time. By the mid 1950s Central Tibet (and the Tibetan Government in Lhasa)
had forged a manageable coexistence — if an uneasy and fleeting one — with the Communist
Party under the aegis of the 17-point agreement (Shakya 1999; 126). While this agreement
promised, among other things, deferred socialist reform for Central Tibet and the
maintenance of Lhasa’s existing elite, the Eastern regions of Kham and Amdo were
considered legally under Chinese jurisdiction. These areas were therefore not shielded from
the socialist reforms ushered in by what Mao dubbed the “High Tide of Collectivisation”,
bent on bringing socialist reform to “national minorities” (Ibid; 139). These reforms met with
sporadic but escalating resistance in the Eastern regions of Kham, and refugees began to
congregate around Lhasa in the months of 1956, bringing stories of cadre violence, bombed
monasteries, and murdered civilians (Ibid; 141). In spite of the Eastern regions’ early
capitulation to the CCP following the fall of the Guomindang, the resistance ignited there in

the mid 1950s was arguably the spark that grew to a conflagration in the form of the 1959

1% Translating literally to “without bias”, ris med was a movement among the Nyingma, Kagyu, and Sakya
schools against both the fraught sectarian history of Tibetan Buddhism, and the dominance of the Geluk school
with regards to the establishment of the Kanjur and Tanjur. It aims to demonstrate the fundamental sameness of
understanding that unites Tibet’s Buddhist teachings, in spite of their distinctions (Ringu Tulku 2007). Though
others prefer to speak of a more general “cultural revival” in the 19th century, decrying misuse of the term Rime
(Van Schaik 2011; 283).
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Lhasa uprising (and the Dalai Lama’s subsequent flight to India) (Ibid; 139). The landscape
through which Tarthang Tulku was moving at the time, then, would have been one of

incredible precarity and tension belied by the strikingly muted accounts in TNMC sources.

The dissociation from politics is a quality that many of Tarthang Tulku’s students would
insist is notably Nyingma. It is the gsar ma, the other three schools of Tibetan Buddhism,
they told me, who were consistently entangled with the socio-political hierarchy and
governance of Tibet, while the Nyingma kept out of the fray and focused on practice and
study. They are not alone in their assessment of Nyingma practitioners. Tulku Thondup
Rinpoche writes of his school that the Nyingmapa are “the least interested in organizational
structures, hierarchical formalities and theoretical dialectics” and are instead “more interested

in devoting their lives to being simple and natural” (Tulku Thondup Rinpoche 1986; 41).

Tulku Thondup’s assessment perhaps lists toward an idealised crafting of Nyingma history
and character. However, within it is a seed of truth relating to the pedagogy and persistence of
the Nyingmapas through Tibetan history. Specifically, as practitioners devoted to the early
transmission texts, their lineage of teaching had to be maintained through what is sometimes
called the “dark period” (842-978 CE) between the two broad waves of textual transmission.
This era was characterised by a collapse of the centralised political authority that had driven
the highly standardised translation efforts of the previous century (Germano 1994). Their
teaching lineages persisted, the Nyingma claim, through reliance on lay lineage holders who
carefully protected the practices and ensured their transmission (Germano 1994, 2002b;
Tulku Thondup Rinpoche 1986; Fields 1992). Tarthang Tulku is such a non-monastic lineage
holder — sometimes described as a “householder Lama” — he has married, had children, and
joins this long-lived and highly respected category of practitioner credited with the

sustenance of the Nyingma tradition through periods of acute endangerment.

This system of relatively autonomous lineage transmission with the teacher-student
relationship at its core was better suited to persistence in a decentralised context than the
highly formal monastic institutions that would arise later and characterise the gsar ma
training. Such an approach — based on flexibly and mobile lineages — arguably also entails

less in the way of rigid governing hierarchies like those that make up the leadership of the
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other schools. Thus, while it cannot be said that Nyingma history is one of conscientious and
complete abstention from political participation, historical features of the Nyingma approach
to transmission and leadership do entail a certain amount of flexibility well-suited to
decentralised or diasporic contexts lacking in concentrated structures of state (or clerical)

authority.

Fig. 6 Tarthang Tulku teaches at the Nyingma Institute — Photo from: http://grace.ernestlowe.com/?p=373

However, what is perhaps more interesting than whether or not the Nyingmapa can be
christened “apolitical” or otherwise based on their history, is the very fact that my
interlocutors are driven to make this claim regularly and overtly. Further, such a claim is born
out in their work — especially in the careful curation of networks of patronage (which I will
discuss in chapter six). This fact calls forward the newly emerging facet of the Tulku’s
contemporary role in its marked similarity to humanitarianism. Redfield (2010) describes this
positioning as a kind of negative form of politics: “a strategic refusal with moral inflections,

actively problematic and generative” (Redfield 2010; 53). Both for the secular humanitarian
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organisations Redfield describes, and the Tulku’s in Logan’s (2004) appraisal, this position
necessitates the construction of an alternative space outside or apart from political

machinations.

While this assessment offers much in terms of understanding the approach undertaken by
TNMC’s members, in describing them I would perhaps employ the adjective “pragmatic” just
as readily as “strategic”. This may seem a pedantic quibble over terms, but I intend it in part
to reflect their pervasive commitment to work. Further, I do not wish to allow their assertion
of apoliticality to analytically collapse back into a political move in itself, for this belies their
commitment to this characterisation. In doing so I would fall into the trap Candea (2011)
illuminates, having “trumped and discarded” their interpretations of their own actions,
rendering such interpretations untenable and absolving myself of the need to treat this
“political” as ethnographic category. I take quite seriously, then, this claim to apoliticality and
its fulfillment — it is indeed an ethnographic object of many facets, with ritual, historical,
and pragmatic justifications, all of which are held in balance by those who make such a

claim.

While the concurrent bloodshed and book-burning may not appear explicitly in accounts of
Tarthang Tulku’s movements to Sikkim, Bhutan, and then later India and the United States, it
is at this point in the stories when the Tulku’s work takes on a distinct valence of urgency and
concern for preservation of the textual tradition. This urgency was recognised outside of the
Tibetan religious authority structures too. In fact, Indian scholars of Sanskrit were reportedly
deeply impressed by the consistency of Tibetan translations and their ability to reliably
reconstruct missing Sanskrit texts from their Tibetan translations. This valuable feature of the
now endangered texts was what interested Sanskritists perhaps most about the monastic
community now in exile. In 1962 the Indian government asked the Tibetan authorities for one
representative from each school to be appointed to teach at the Sanskrit University in
Varanasi (Fields 1992). Dudjom Jikdral Yeshe Dorje (bdud 'joms jigs bral ye shes rdo rje),
the leader of the Nyingma school in exile at the time, more commonly known as Dudjom
Rinpoche, charged Tarthang Tulku with the task of acting as Nyingma representative. Rick
Fields’ staggeringly broad survey of American Buddhism spares a few lines on this topic in

specific description of Tarthang Tulku (though not the other schools’ representatives):
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“One of the most active and energetic of these teachers [appointed to Sanskrit
University] was the representative of the Nyingmapas. Tarthang Tulku was a
tall, rangy man from the East Tibetan province of Kham, home of the Khampa
horsemen and nomads, and it was easy to picture him riding over the broad
Tibetan plains. His father had been a Nyingma lama, doctor, and astrologer,
and Tarthang had been recognized as an important incarnation from Tarthang
monastery. For thirteen years he had traveled widely through the wildest sort
of country, studying with twenty-five different gurus of all four schools, but
concentrating on the Nyingma teachings” (Fields 1992; 288)

This rather dashing and romantic portrait of the Nyingma Tulku does indeed capture the
impactful energy characteristic of Tarthang Tulku from an early age. In his post at the
Sanskrit University, he first began to channel his considerable energy into the project of
urgent preservation of sacred texts. Tarthang Tulku began to pour his teacher’s wages into the
purchase of a small press and published any texts he could get his hands on. He dubbed his
small operation Dharma Mudranalaya (Dharma Press). Thus, this campus saw the relatively

modest genesis of what was to become an international industrial-scale production project

based in California.

The impetus to sustain and proliferate the wisdom of Tibetan Buddhism, necessarily a
driving concern for the large-scale printing project undertaken by Tarthang Tulku and his
students, also takes on a valence of urgent need for protection against a looming extinction.
The need not only to proliferate texts, but to preserve them lies on a foundation of the
antecedent history of Tarthang Tulku’s Nyingma school. While the large-scale destruction of
textual material under the auspices of the Cultural Revolution is certainly reason enough for
the rhetoric of protection and salvation that has arisen around these works, it is in fact a
stance familiar to luminaries of the Nyingma school, deeply entangled with the compilation

of the Nyingma Gytibum (rgyud 'bum) and the sectarian strife that surrounded its assembly.

The famous text tradition in Tibet came about as a result, broadly, of two waves of
translation activity, which rendered (mostly) Indic Buddhist texts into the Tibetan script
specifically designed to receive them. The first of these waves took place in the 8th and 9th
centuries, and the second from the 10th to the 14th, respectively known as the “earlier
transmission” and the “later transmission” (Germano 2002a) or else the “earlier spread”

(bstan pa snga dar) and the “later spread” (bstan pa phyi dar) (Diemberger 2012). The
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Nyingma school is affiliated principally with those texts hailing from the early wave of
translation in the Royal Dynastic period, as is evidenced by the very name rnying ma, which
translates to some approximation of “adherents of the old”, in contrast to Tibetan Buddhism’s
other three principal schools known collectively as “adherents of the new” (gsar ma) (Smith

2001).

The distinction between categories of textual adherents became principally relevant from
the 10th century, when the aforementioned consolidation of monastic power entailed a
consolidation, too, of what was to be the orthodoxic Tibetan Buddhist canon. Thus, debates
over the alleged authenticity and provenance of texts kindled fiery polemic that was often
directed at the material of the early transmission so dear to the Nyingma school (Kapstein
1989, Germano 2002b). In spite of persistent efforts on the part of Nyingma scholars, the
majority of the early transmission texts were rejected from the (Geluk-led) formulation of the
Kanjur (bka’ ‘gyur) — the orthodoxic Tibetan Buddhist canon — on the basis that their Indic
originals were no longer extant and could not be verified (Smith 1970), leading some gsar ma

adherents to label these texts Tibetan “forgeries” (Kapstein 1989).

Rather than allow the rejected manuscripts to fall into obscurity Nyingma luminaries of the
15th century, principally Ratna Lingpa (rat na gling pa) (1403-1478), gathered threatened
manuscripts wherever they could be found and compiled what would become the first
iteration of the Nyingma Gyiibum (rgyud ‘bum) - The Collected Tantras of the Ancients
(Smith 1970). Thus, from centuries of sectarian debate over authenticity and a threat to the
persistence of early transmission texts due to the orthodoxic dominance of the gsar ma
schools, Nyingma masters positioned their textual tradition to act as a repository for such
threatened material. Preventing its extinction and ensuring proliferation, the Nyingma stance
as preservers of endangered sacred material therefore far predates Tarthang Tulku and his
mission, offering a historically continuous role for this Tulku to step into even while the

threats, texts, and trainees may be markedly different.

In addition to the temporal gulf between their transmission and translation, many of the
texts from the earlier transmission were and are considered qualitatively different in terms of

their content. Hailing, as they do, from the final period of Indian Buddhism these texts are
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“marked by elaborate ritual and yogic systems that were highly visual in orientation, strongly
antinomian rhetoric, and an emphasis on the human body” (Germano 2002a). Such texts
largely undergird the Great Perfection practice or Dzogchen (rdzogs chen) of Nyingma
Buddhism. Deeply suspect among the other schools, this practice, composed of highly
esoteric texts, professes to be the most expedient yet precipitous path to total awareness
(Smith 2001). Initiates are carefully guided and pursue this path at their peril — such
practices if undertaken incorrectly or too quickly threaten catastrophic consequences for both
student and teacher (Fields 1992; 305). This particularly precipitous route, then, requires

careful guarding and the strictest control over the initiation and progression of its adherents.

Herein lies a tension that suffuses Nyingma Buddhism, which I alluded to in the
introduction to this thesis, and will surface repeatedly in the ensuing pages: that is, the
simultaneous valuing of proliferation and dissemination of sacred texts, compounded by the
Nyingma history of safeguarding endangered texts on the one hand, and the persistent anxiety
over monitored and guided access to potentially dangerous sacred material on the other.
These two commitments, though not always in direct opposition, guide Nyingma engagement
with and deployment of their textual resources. To be clear here, the Nyingmapa also treasure
the texts contained within the orthodoxic Kanjur, meaning its adherents have always juggled
multiple canons of quite different nature and history. Such concerns will be not only
especially acute, but expressed in new ways in this California setting, as Tarthang Tulku and

his students grapple with the various kinds of text they create and their neophyte creators.

2.4 The Terma Tradition: Creativity, Spread, and Secrecy

In their endeavor to navigate an array of strategies for the preservation of sacred material
Tarthang Tulku and his students are not striking alone into new territory, but have the
cumulative history of the Nyingma school to draw from. Nyingma history is indeed one of
innovation and creativity, especially as it pertains to their texts. This creativity is perhaps
nowhere better evidenced than in the Terma (gter ma) tradition so central to Nyingma
practice. There exists a great amount of scholarly work on this rich tradition, in face of which
I will be able to offer only the briefest of introductions. I do so, however, with particular

goals: [ aim to evidence not only the opportunity the Terma tradition affords for creative

51



reformulation of Nyingma scripture and practice — an opportunity embraced by this
community — but also how this tradition offers strategies for managing the aforementioned

tension between dissemination and protection.

Through a brief discussion of the Terma tradition I will further my suggestion from the
introduction that the timely revelation of sacred secrets — that is, concealment and spread in
turn, mediated by a careful consideration for timing and the figure of the teacher — is an
approach that contributes to the management of anxieties that surround the spread and
protection of the sacred. Further, there are elements and strategies central to the Terma
tradition that it is necessary to outline here, in order to contextualise TNMC projects that will
be discussed in the ensuing chapters. For example, their practice of caching sacred objects in
particular locations, and strategically burying others can only be fully understood against
(even this brief) backdrop of the Nyingma Terma tradition. Finally, I will also underscore the
centrality of the Tulku as teacher to the Terma tradition in an endeavor to convey a clearer

sense of the responsibility and position Tarthang Tulku takes up in regard to his students.

Texts, for Nyingma scholars, are divided into two broad categories based on the manner of
their transmission; Kama (bka’ ma) are texts that claim uninterrupted transmission from
student to teacher since their translation into Tibetan, whereas Terma (gter ma) are texts that,
according to Nyingma scholars, have been “hidden” following their transmission to Tibet,
before being re-discovered by practitioner who, in doing so, earns the title Terton (gter ston)
or “treasure revealer” (Germano 2002a). It was the later category that became especially
contentious during the compiling of the Kajur, given its emphasis on continuity and clarity of

origin (Smith 1970).

The Terma are not simply lost, but rather consciously and strategically concealed by
Padmasambhava, perhaps the Nyingma’s most beloved figure and recognised by its adherents
as a second Buddha. For the Nyingmapa it is Padmasambhava, in his transcendent wisdom
and future-looking capacities, who intuits when and where a particular texts will be required,

and ensures that they are discovered by the right individual at the opportune moment.'® In

16 This image of Padmasambhava is not uniform across all the Tibetan Buddhist schools, his legacy is complex
and he cuts quite a different figure across sources — see footnote 21.

52



fact, many especially prolific Tertdns are retroactively recognised to be reincarnations of
Padmasambhava’s students (Tulku Thondup Rinpoche 1986). In part, this relies on a
recognised capacity of practitioners who have progressed to the higher reaches of attainment
to be able to control the circumstances of their rebirth — a quality that is also expressed in
the figure of the most accomplished Tulkus (Lopez 2001, Moran 2004). What’s more, Termas
may be revealed in the form of a physical text concealed in rocks, lakes, or caves, but the
inscrutable Padmasambhava is also in the habit of concealing Termas in the very minds of his
followers. These may be revealed to the bearers upon, for example, the discovery of a scroll
with a few key words on it that in turn unlock a dormant Terma (Tulku Thondup Rinpoche
1986, 2011). Through the lens of the Terma tradition proffered by Nyingma masters, the very
landscape of Tibet is transformed and enchanted, its valleys, lakes, and mountains are filled

with these treasured awaiting their timely uncovery (Smith 1970).

One of the consequences of this method of transmission is that the lineage involved may be
drastically shortened. Rather than being passed from generation to generation of students and
teachers, a text may strike out in a direct line from its initial Tibetan discovery to its
re-appearance in a contemporary source (Tulku Thondup Rinpoche 1986, Smith 1970). This
capacity of the Terma tradition to produce texts that are “new”, at least in the sense that they
are newly rediscovered, and yet claimed as missives directly from Padmasambhava has been
a key feature in the production of new textual material and practices for the Nyingma school
(Germano 2002c). Complex and subtle though the actual process of Terma transmission may
certainly be, it has facilitated, paradoxically, a deeply pragmatic flexibility in the Nyingma

approach to its own canon and practice:

"What is important to remember... is that Tibetan Buddhism, and especially
the form followed by the Rnin-ma-pa, is intended first and foremost to be
pragmatic, and putting into practice of the insights realized by all the Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas of the past. the explanation for the multiplicity of metaphors
and tutelaries lies in the fact that there must be at some time and at some place
some form or some practice suited to every sentient creature" (Smith 1970;
13).

Pragmatism and flexibility — here are the two qualities often ascribed to the Terma

tradition and to the Nyingma school by extension. This allowed for the recording, and

53



therefore fortifying, of the teachings, yet while offering a way to circumvent the implicit
tension in the fact that recording teachings in this fashion makes it considerably more difficult
to control their transmission (Schaeffer 2009). Germano describes how Dzogchen in
particular has offered a space for the innovative rendering of tantric material: “the entire
process constituted nothing less than a stunningly original and distinctively Tibetan
reinvention of Buddhist tantra in a large body of canonical and commentarial Tibetan
language texts, many of which are philosophical and literary masterpieces” (Germano 1994;
205). Through the various features that distinguish it the Nyingmapa arguably maintain a

position at the periphery that allows the space for reinvention

The history of this school, then, is one that compiles and keeps an alternative (or additional)
textual lineage, whose collection of texts claims at once the weight of “ancientness” and yet
retains the capacity for chameleonic renewal, and that walks a line between preservation and

dissemination on the one hand, and secrecy and protection on the other.

Related to this creative capacity of the Terma tradition, is its focus on the timely appearance
of sacred texts as a possible avenue of resolution for the tension between dissemination and
secrecy or controlled access. This emphasis on the timely access to specific teachings, which
is a feature also of the Nyingma student-teacher relationship, values both the proliferation and
dissemination of certain teachings and also the protection and selective dispensing of others.
One result of this understanding of transmission, is the laying of great responsibility at the
feet of the teacher. In the context of the broader Terma tradition, it falls to the eminently
capable Padmasambhava to discern when, where, and to whom texts ought to be revealed. In
the teacher-student relationship, however, the burden passes to the much more worldly figure
of the Tulku. To evaluate a student’s readiness is no small feat even when embedded in
monastic or Tibetan scholastic settings with pupils raised under the auspices of Tibetan
Buddhism. When a teacher takes on American students, though, neophytes to the tradition,
texts, practices, and even the language the tension is exacerbated. In the coming chapters I
will describe how Tarthang Tulku grapples with the different components to his position,
between placings texts — even carefully protected ones — in the hands of those who can

best use them to perpetuate the tradition, and his responsibility both to protect and foster his
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American students who must create these texts, many of which they have no business

studying.

2.5 A New Valley: Nyingma in America

When Tarthang Tulku arrived in California in 1969 he would have been confronted with a
population already quite taken with Buddhism — Zen teachers in particular had carved out a
sizeable foothold for themselves in San Francisco and the surrounding areas (Fields 1992).
Meditation centers, temples, and Buddhist centres were flowering across America with a
sizeable concentration of blooms in the West coast state. The charismatic and energetic Tulku
set about collecting followers to him, by all accounts a magnetic teacher in spite of his
relatively limited English. Tarthang Tulku, though, had plans beyond leading meditation
classes, and the urgency that had kindled his printing project in Varanasi had only grown. It
would not be long before Dharma Mudranalaya, the printing operation, sprang back to life
with renewed vigor. The Tulku’s work in California though, as I will show, is a multifaceted
project that draws together the aforementioned themes of proliferation, protection, and
creativity. Through his careful ministrations, and with the help of his students, the California

landscape is transformed into one made ripe for the production of sacred texts, but also a site
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worthy of continuity with the Nyingma tradition of caches of sacred material, fortified against

threat and endangerment.

As I suggested in my introductory chapter, Tarthang Tulku’s name appears in several
survey-style texts about American Buddhism where he is generally credited with the
introduction of Nyingma Buddhism to America. Little else is said, except perhaps to mention
the names of one or two of his organisations and the book-printing work, perhaps even his
determined introduction of the Vajra Guru Mantra'’ to America. Rick Fields’ brief
description of the budding community, while recognisably Nyingma, is markedly different
than the community with which I spent a year and a half. Fields describes a community, and a
leader, with an unwavering focus on the centrality of meditation — specifically seated
meditation — undertaken in four-hour long classes led by the Tulku. Critical also were the
practices of prostrations and chanting, the former in particular being a notable preliminary act
in Nyingma practice before embarking on the Vajrayana way; typically 100,000 prostrations
were expected before such an initiation (Fields 1992). Also notable are the claims that his
students all made a study of Tibetan language — and some even began to work on
translations with their teacher (Ibid; 38). As we shall see, the community’s approach to
Tibetan language training and Tarthang Tulku’s own approach to translation have changed

markedly since this description.

Amy Lavine’s chapter too, in “The Faces of Buddhism in America” places this, the first
American Vajrayana community, in a position of complementary opposition to the rather
bookish Gelugpa and Sakyapa, characterised again by their focus on meditation. She too
references the preliminary practice of prostrations that Tarthang Tulku’s students set about as
a prelude to tantric training. Generally, Tarthang Tulku’s Nyingma contribution to American
Buddhism, in Lavine’s estimation, lay in the fact that “Kagyu and Nyingma Lamas focus
more of their teaching on meditation instruction and tantric initiations so as to introduce a

new generation of students into the complex rituals of their heritage” (Lavine 1998; 114).

'7 The mantra — om ah hiim vajra guru padma siddhi hiim — is a particular fixture of ritual life in this
community, chanted daily in many of its branches. This mantra is particularly affiliated with the beloved
Nyingma guru Padmasambhava, and is meant to invoke Guru Rinpoche’s blessing (Sogyal Rinpoche 1990).
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These accounts nestled into survey works of American Buddhism and largely focused on
the community’s early days, give an impression perfectly consonant with the authors’ more
general conclusions about Nyingma Buddhism, and American Buddhism more broadly. First,
that Nyingma simply is meditation focused and must be so in order to be Nyingma. Second,
that American Buddhists primarily view Buddhism as a “do-it-yourself” religion. Americans
want to practice themselves, Fields argues, and spare little thought for the accumulation of
merit or the support of the monastic community in perhaps a more traditional lay-Buddhist
role (Fields 1992). While I do not contest the appearance of these features of Nyingma
practice in Tarthang Tulku’s early years of teaching Americans, a more in-depth and
diachronic exploration of Nyingma practice in this community troubles this assessment quite

profoundly.

The image of Tarthang Tulku’s community painted by both Lavine’s and Fields’ accounts is
one of a group of American students poised on the verge of tantric practice, making
preparations to submerge themselves fully in this practice-based, meditation-focused tradition
under the careful guidance of their “rangy” and “energetic” teacher. The future promised by
this image, one of a Californian community of Dzogchen practitioners expert in prostrating
and meditating, is certainly not the one realised by the present-day community. Rather, I was
told repeatedly, laughingly, that Tarthang Tulku didn’t believe Americans could properly do
sitting meditation, nor did he seem to think it was particularly beneficial for them to attempt
it. This attitude towards seated meditation is one fully accepted and reflected by the older
students in Berkeley. I have mentioned already that there are meditation classes designed for
the public that are made available to the volunteers, but there is no corresponding guided
practice that is designed for or expected of volunteers, at least not in the sense of the

now-ubiquitous sitting meditation.

There were a small handful of younger volunteers, myself included, who did feel inclined to
instigate a daily practice of sitting meditation. We begged the use of a neglected storage room
in one of the center’s properties and enthusiastically set about gathering, magpie-like, the
trinkets to furnish our space. Cushions and blankets pilfered from classrooms lined the floor,
a dusty table from the attic of another building became our altar, lined with scraps of brocade

fabric off-cuts from the prayer-flag sewing projects. Our proudest acquisition was the Buddha
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statue, rather brazenly pinched from the lobby of the Tibetan Aid Project building by the
boldest of our little cohort. Our respective directors at the different centers — all long-time
students — observed this process with skeptical resignation. They did not outright refuse us,
but made it quite clear they found this experiment to be of limited value. “But what does it
actually do?”” my director at the time asked me, “is it helpful for anything?” I prattled
something about it being an effective way to prepare and focus the mind for the work day
ahead. He simply shrugged and smiled indulgently. Our experiment fizzled within a few

weeks.

Clearly, then, the taken-for-granted focus on meditation characterised as Nyingma here has
not followed through — at least not with regard to the hours of sitting meditation that
populate descriptions of Tarthang Tulku’s early community. What has persisted, however, is
the practice-based and pragmatic flexibility in evidence already through this chapter. Further,
I am not suggesting that the enthusiastic prostrating and meditating have gone and left a
practice-vacuum in their place. Rather, Tarthang Tulku has changed his strategy, it seems. In
place of these “traditional” practices has arisen an approach that is uniquely designed for this
community, one that embodies all of the potential for creativity and pragmatism repeatedly
associated with the Nyingma school, as well as the inexhaustible energy of their founder. This

approach is most often summed up in the phrase “work as practice”.

Generally speaking work as practice is a philosophy (or perhaps more accurately a
methodology) that invests practice completely and fully in the fulfillment of work. This arose,
students tell me, largely as a result of Tarthang Tulku’s bemusement at being told over and
over by Americans that they had no time to practice because they worked too much. These
divisions, between “work time”, “practice time”, and “my time” seemed to Tarthang Tulku so
artificial and unproductive that he set about excising them. Eventually, this project subsumed
the Tulku’s approach to teaching his American students. If they could do away with these
divisions, “work time”” might also be “practice time” and “my time” — then how could one
ever want for time to practice? Sitting meditation, with its careful bounded spaces, positions,

and instructions did not prove the best tool for Tarthang Tulku’s American students, already

prone to bracketing off their practice.
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Tarthang Tulku’s attitude towards translation, too, seems to have changed significantly by
the time I arrived in Berkeley. Very few members of the community studied Tibetan
language, and those that did were far more likely to have been a part of the community for
many years. New volunteers rarely took up the practice, nor was this seen as an
insurmountable barrier to participating in the creation of sacred texts and objects. The
sponsorship of scholarly translations of Dzogchen texts in particular seemed to inspire
conflict in TNMC'’s founder. During my time at Mangalam Research Center, perhaps the
most scholarly-engaged community branch, a known scholar of translation who specialised in
Dzogchen texts moved in to live at the center, ostensibly to act as a kind of academic in
residence and pursue his translation work with ties to the center. His residence was, however,
abruptly cut short within a few days of his arrival when he was asked to leave. It took several
months of asking around before it was finally explained to me that Rinpoche had changed his
mind (as he is wont to do). He did not feel, apparently, that the timing or the circumstances or
both were right for the rendering of these precious, guarded texts into English. The exact
reasoning is unclear, as it was not openly discussed especially with junior volunteers. What is
evident, however, is that the practice of translation, especially as is pertains to these specific

texts, is a source of anxiety and indecision.

This careful concealment of some work, however, is balanced by the effusive production of
textual material that shapes, and indeed constitutes, the community’s own approach to
Nyingma practice. Work as practice, as we will see, comes to suffuse every facet of the
making projects undertaken by this community, from printing to fundraising to distribution. It
is a unique expression of long-established trends in Nyingma history, designed for this
population by their Rinpoche. All of the tools and strategies he has developed for them —
from his English books to Kum Nye Yoga — are predicated on the understanding that these
students need different tools. Quite apart from being well-suited to their training needs,
however, work as practice simultaneously, pragmatically, gives productive form to the air of
urgency that surrounds Tarthang Tulku’s approach to text-production. Their practice-infused
work, which overflows the boundaries of “work time”, becomes a powerful tool in fortifying

the tradition against uncertain futures informed by destructive pasts.
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Through work as practice, then, another familiar feature of the Tibetan Buddhist approach
to holy books is facilitated — that is, the drawing of the past into the present in a
manifestation of cyclic time that shapes temporal experience. The ongoing revitalisation of
Buddhist culture since the Cultural Revolution is sometimes characterised as the “era of the
further spread of the doctrine” (bstan pa yang dar), as opposed to the earlier spread (bstan pa
snga dar) that saw the influx of the texts that would become the Nyingma canon, and the later
spread (bstan pa phyi dar) after the 10th century, which constituted the basis for the
orthodoxic Tibetan Buddhist texts (Diemberger 2012). This framing implicitly ties together
the persecution of the Cultural Revolution with the oppression of Tibetan Buddhism through
the “dark ages” under the rule of the much-maligned Lagdarma (glang dar ma) in the 9th
century (Ibid).

Not only does this establishing of parallel narratives of threat recall past eras of destruction,
it also implicitly calls upon the Nyingma strategies employed to successfully maintain the
lineages through this period. The aforementioned treasure tradition, with its capacity for
flexibility so crucial to the Nyingma resurgence and differentiation from the gsar ma schools,
is a key part of this recall. The texts in this capacity take on a particular agentive role both as

rescued and rescuers:

"The rescued books not only were endowed with the power traditionally
attributed to them as sacred objects and vessels of sacred teachings, they
became empowered by the epics of concealment, survival and rediscovery.
These echoed narratives about Buddhist teachings that were hidden during the
imperial period to escape anti-Buddhist persecution and were revealed
centuries later by treasure-revealers (gter ston)” (Diemberger 2012; 23).

It stands to reason, then, that there has been a renaissance of the treasure tradition in Tibet,
particularly among the Nyingmapas, since the late 1970s (Germano 1998). The specifics of
the Terma tradition, as Germano rightly points out, are critically embedded not just in the
bodies of practitioners, but in the body of Tibet herself, the tradition has not seen the same
revitalisation outside Tibet among diasporic communities (Ibid). Tarthang Tulku is not a

Terton, he has not pulled concealed texts from river beds and rocks. And yet, I will

demonstrate over the course of the ensuing chapters, that many of the strategies, memories,
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and hopes that undergird this tradition and its contemporary resurgence also inform the

projects Tarthang Tulku and his students undertake in California.

While Tarthang Tulku has not drawn Tibetan texts from valleys, he does perhaps endeavor
to put them there. In continuity with the Nyingma history of caching sacred material
(especially in valleys) to fortify against threat and decline, Tarthang Tulku has invoked the
full potential of the creative capacity of the Nyingma approach to his lineage. Alongside the
work of proliferation and distribution, he has, in fact, discovered, shaped, and sanctified a
new valley far from the reach of the PLA. In California, he and his students have spent
decades now filling this carefully prepared space with sacred texts and forms; their caching
activity will be one of the central foci of the next chapter. As the era of the further spread
folds the temporal plane in on itself, it brings close not only past oppression both recent and
distant, but invokes also imaginings of the Kali Yuga, the precipitous decline that must be
fortified against. In the resultant, precarious present the Nyingma history of sustaining the
lineage becomes acutely urgent, an effect that is invested in all facets of this community’s

work as practice.

2.6 Conclusion

What will be evident from this chapter, I hope, is the myriad ways in which the contemporary
context of Tibetan Buddhism — and Nyingma Buddhism specifically — has creased and
folded the temporal and spatial landscape around this community. Historical narratives of
oppression fold themselves into a precarious present and uncertain future, calling to the fore
the various tools in the Nyingma arsenal: the Tulkus with their capacity to store, spread, and
bridge the lineage, and various practices of concealment alongside those of proliferation and

spread.

In the face of a continued threat, often cast in the community as a potential extinction,
Tarthang Tulku and his students must find a way to shape these tools and deploy them anew,
confronted as they are with this landscape so far from the body of Tibet. In doing so they
work to selectively choose, and sometimes struggle between, strategies of concealment and

protection, and those of proliferation and spread.
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I have also used this chapter in order to introduce not only the themes of Tarthang Tulku’s
life, but how these resonate with features of the history of his school, its pedagogy and its
methods for preserving holy books. What results is the realisation that Tarthang Tulku —
both as a teacher and as a Tulku — cuts a crucially important figure when it comes to
safeguarding the knowledge traditions within which he has been educated. TNMC sources
frequently describe Tarthang Tulku as one of the last Lamas to have received a
comprehensive Tulku’s education within Tibet. This characterisation lends gravity to their
teacher, but also a yearning nostalgia and an undercurrent of warning that underscores their
preservative efforts. The Tulku, in a very similar way to the sacred texts whose creation he
sponsors, appears as both the threatened victim of extinction, as well as the potent tool for
counteracting such threats, endowed as he is with the ability to proliferate his school’s store

of knowledge.

The very brief history of the Nyingmapa I have offered here — selective and incomplete in
many ways though it may be — has been intended to sketch the outline of a continuous
historical role played by Nyingma scholars, which Tarthang Tulku and his students have
readily stepped into. That is, as figures who often occupy the fringes when it comes to
sectarian debate and orthodox canon, and position themselves and their own textual tradition
as ready repositories and defenders for maligned, discarded, and threatened sacred material.
Certainly the community’s frequent invocation, through their nomenclature for example, of
figures such as Ratna Lingpa shores up my suggestion that they see themselves as heirs to a
longstanding tradition of text-protection within the Nyingma school. It is not only this
position that they draw forward from the history of their school, however, but also the range
of strategies and methods credited to the Nyingma in pursuit of the persistence of their
knowledge traditions — from the mobility and flexibility of their pedagogy, to the capacity

for renewal that saturates the Terma tradition.

In taking up these methods and putting them to use in vastly different spaces, this network
of organisations and those who populate it must navigate when such strategies, from secretive
caching to rampant proliferation, ought to be deployed. Tarthang Tulku’s own life offers
context for these negotiations, and the tension or symphony between spread versus secrecy is

refracted through this figure, emerging in the varied character of his organisations, students,
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and training methods. It is to these organisations, students, and training methods that we now
turn, and as we track the ways sacred texts and objects are treated and understood in the
various community spaces, we add shading and colour to the work books and their makers
must do to resolve tension between the strategies meant to preserve and promote them. We
will begin, in the next chapter, with what is perhaps the most closed and secret space in this
community: the Tulku’s own residence often called the “spiritual heart” of the community. It

is a place called Odiyan, the Copper Mountain Mandala.
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Chapter Three
Secrecy and Enchantment: The Copper Mountain Mandala of Odiyan

Consider Odiyan: thirty years ago, in terms of the mandala, there was nothing here but empty space.
Now the shapes and forms of temples and stupas, richly crafted, have come into being. We have found
ways to express the perfection of our being, exercising our creativity while drawing on a profound
heritage of art and history.

- Tarthang Tulku, Path of Action

3.1 Introduction

In a cartographic sense, Odiyan Retreat Center unfolds over roughly 1,000 acres in the
Cazadero community of Sonoma County, California. Its street address places Odiyan on the
almost comically ubiquitous “Tin Barn Road”. The name does little justice to this particular
part of the Californian coast, where famous beaches give way to ominous cliffs of black rock
and swelling thickly-wooded hills. The appendage “retreat center” fixed to Odiyan’s name is
somewhat misleading as the property is not open to retreatants, nor even most members of the
Nyingma community who have helped to build and support it. It is almost always just called
“Odiyan”, but “retreat” perhaps denotes that this is the home of the community’s founder and
leader, Tarthang Tulku, who has seldom left the property in the last decade. Odiyan, though,
is far more than a palatial residence for the Tulku. It is a physical manifestation of the
community’s dearest aspirations; for preservation of Tibetan sacred forms and nurturing the
Dharma in America. Odiyan is a complicated and powerful part of the Tibetan Nyingma
Meditation Center’s (TNMC) legacy, and a rich meeting place of the community’s successes
and frictions, the development of its methods, and its deployment of secrecy as a strategy for

preservation of the sacred.

The process of Odiyan’s construction and consecration was a powerful and formative part
of TNMC history and remains a rather enigmatic feature of its present landscape. In spite of
its centrality, for most members of the TNMC community Odiyan will remain physically
inaccessible and remote while being rhetorically brought close through the stories of Odiyan
that are told so often within the community. Both the building of this site and the retelling of
its stories are a part of a critical process of transforming the landscape this community
inhabits, rendering it sacred (or perhaps revealing its sanctity) and, as such, generating an

appropriate place for sacred work and practice.
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The focus on landscape and its transformation acquires distinct significance when
considered through the lens of the centrality of topography to secretive and preservative
Nyingma practices, as well as its contemporary revitalisation that is equally invested in
landscape. While such practices have enjoyed a recent revival, especially in the Eastern
regions of Chinese Tibet (the cradle of the Nyingmapas) they earn less traction outside the
region, severed as they are from the body of Tibet within which its secrets are protectively
invested (Germano 1998). However, an investigation of Odiyan will evidence how, even in
this distant Californian terrain, secrecy as a tactic for preservation of the sacred is not only
still available, but still deeply imbricated with landscape. Such unfamiliar topography,
though, must first be prepared in order to function both as an acceptable container for the
caching of sacred materials, as well a fitting place for their creation. Central to this endeavor
is a set of strategies that rely upon the invocation of the body and history of Tibet in all her
puissance and spiritual legitimacy. Odiyan bears significant weight in this project and through
its impression upon the terrain, via such time-honoured tools as the mandala, the enchanted

potential of this landscape is revealed and harnessed.

Likewise, this process of recasting California’s topography entails a change in the way
volunteers understand their surrounding terrain, as through their work they come to recognise
its enchanted and enchanting capacities. As the natural elements in their surroundings are
reconstituted, so too are the perspectives of the volunteers. Such an approach to space and
landscape necessarily owes debts to anthropological developments that have seen a shift in
understanding from space as an abstract container in which agents act to space as a medium
that is entangled in action and meaning-making processes (Tilley 1994). It will become
rapidly clear that the cartographic orientation I offered in opening this chapter is woefully
insufficient. Understanding Odiyan and its position requires a flexible, relational
understanding of space that treat it as origami-like (Doel 1999) where — through the
interactions between people, places, and things — space is creased, folded, manipulated, and
massaged, unsettling cartographic understandings of near and far, of center and periphery
(Massey 2005). Nor are topography and landscape used interchangeably here. Topography,
the patchwork composition of rocks, mountains, rivers, trees, valleys and so on, offers the
canvas on to which landscape is projected (Ramble 2017). Thus, in large part, this chapter

recounts the process of impressing a landscape over topography.
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Odiyan’s role as both enchanted and enchanting is bound up in its operation on various
levels of space and place. In the ensuing sections I will endeavor to draw these layers apart to
facilitate a closer look at the spatial and transformative dimensions of this central place that is
Odiyan. I will begin with the most immediate and perhaps flattest dimension of Odiyan’s
spatiality, that is, its physical raising through the labour of its volunteers. It is through this
labour that the enchantment of the landscape begins to be revealed to its makers. Then,
through the potent use of Tibetan Buddhist tools — most centrally the mandala — this spatial
plane is creased, folded, and re-conceptualised, bridging the gap between the body of Tibet
and this Sonoma terrain and enchanting the very layout of this community’s organisations.
Finally, into the fissures of this creased and folded plane, the sacred forms of Tibetan
Buddhism are invested with a view to their preservation and protection, calling on the
strategies of secrecy familiar to Nyingmapa history and bringing them to bear on this new

landscape.

3.2 Raising Odiyan: Work as Practice and its Fruits

The property on which Odiyan now stands was purchased in 1975 by the Head Lama of
Tibetan Nyingmapa Meditation Center — the non-profit corporation sole and church at the
center of this group of practitioners. It was bought'® from one of the original Sonoma
European settler families. In the early years before construction had finished, the property
enjoyed visits from H.H. Dudjom Rinpoche (bdud joms jigs bral ye shes rdo rje) and H.H.
Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche (dil mgo mkhyen brtse), two prominent emissaries of the Nyingma
school and an important gesture of recognition of Odiyan as an outpost of the lineage. While
the initial process of consecrating the land is somewhat shrouded — as one student told me
“Lamas don’t usually advertise this [process]” — it almost certainly involved at least the
burying of sacred substances and the erection of sacred flags, according to one of my
directors in Berkeley. However, as we shall see the process of sanctifying Odiyan’s space has
certainly not been limited to those early activities, but persists in ways that bear an important

shaping effect on this community and its surroundings.

18 Likely (based on hearsay, as I have not been able to secure a precise accounting) the necessary funds came
from particularly affluent individual student donors, perhaps supplemented by some funds more broadly raised
by the community’s fundraising projects.
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In the course of my year and a half with TNMC the closest I would ever bodily get to
Odiyan was a vantage point behind another of TNMC’s properties. If you stand on the ridge
behind Ratna Ling’s bindery on a clear day and look out across the treescape, you might catch
the glancing of sunlight off bright metal from the opposing ridge. This is the golden roof of
Odiyan’s Cintamani temple, just visible across the valley. But before I ever spied Cintamani’s
shape in the sun I had a good sense of Odiyan’s layout and architecture. That is because the
other branches of the community around California are nearly wallpapered with its photos —
huge aerial shots of the property, images of its buildings, the grounds, close-up shots of the
flowers and trees. The component of Odiyan life conspicuously missing from these photos is
people. Not a single one that I saw betrayed the presence of human inhabitants at Odiyan. I
suspect this was a conscious choice to display only nature and architecture and was meant to

offer an unobscured picture of the sacred forms carefully built into Odiyan’s every shape.

Fig. 8 The view of Odiyan from Ratna Ling — the silhouette of Cintamani temple is just visible at the horizon on the far
right. Photo taken by the author.

It is not only the photos that spoke so commandingly of Odiyan’s presence. The retreat
center featured too, with undeniable regularity, in the stories told by volunteers with any kind
of longevity in the organisations. Thus, my ethnography here is densely populated even while

the photos of Odiyan are not. Many of their stories are entangled, not just with the
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preservative, curative, and transformative power of Odiyan — all of which will be treated in
due course — but with the very physical process of raising Odiyan. While there are many
aspects of Odiyan that are highly guarded, the /abour that brought it into being offers access

to even these neophyte volunteers in a way that will a recurrent theme in other chapters.

Yi-Fu Tuan draws a distinction between space and place in the context of religious
geography, conceptualising their difference as entangled with a hierarchical gulf between the
elite and ordinary observers. The elite, Tuan claims, are concerned with space in all its
implied cosmic order, while ordinary folk are preoccupied with the more immediate and
capricious place that must be placated (Tuan 2010). Odiyan readily embodies both space and
place in Tuan’s conceptualisation, but in this section I begin with its more place-like
dimensions. By this I mean the immediate and physical realities of its construction against an
unpredictable Sonoma backdrop. Tuan’s identification of this plane with the ordinary, as
opposed to the elite, will be born out too, though only in a limited sense. For although Odiyan
represents one of the most secret and guarded spaces of the community, those typically
excluded from it gain access through the very labour and materials that make it up. However,
through the very construction and recognition of Odiyan as a place, volunteers are gradually
coaxed to recognise Odiyan and its surroundings in the more cosmic sense Tuan associated
with space. The implied equivalence, therefore, between Tuan’s elite versus ordinary and
TNMC'’s leadership versus average volunteers is only a partial fit. Tuan’s distinction, though,
is still useful, as the volunteers’ exclusion from Odiyan’s more secret space-like dimensions
is both justified by and juxtaposed against their involvement with Odiyan as a place,

specifically by way of their labour.

Tarthang Tulku’s Odiyan is named for the semi-mythic land of Uddiyana (Orgyen, U rgyan,
in Tibetan) all but unanimously understood as the originating realm for the Nyingmapas’
most cherished Guru Rinpoche, Padmasambhava (Huber 2008) as well as much of their
“esoteric canon” (Davidson 2002). Earthly and otherworldly geography lean into one another
in the sources surrounding Uddiyana. Some accounts place it firmly in the physical world;
there is much debate over precisely where it is located, but nominations include Orissa,
Bengal, South India, or perhaps the most popular suggestion, the Swat Valley (Davidson

2002, Sanderson 2007). Other sources, especially Nyingma ones, emphasise its mythic facet
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as the residence of Padmasambhava and his retinue (Davidson 2002), including hosts of

dakinis for example (Bogin 2014).

Fig. 9 Aerial shot of the property at Odiyan. Uploaded to Google Maps by Stephen Rodas.

Both of these features of Odiyan’s nomenclature — its invocation of Padmasambhava and
his associated secret tantras and its position outside Tibet — are centrally important to the
roles Odiyan fulfils in the community’s work. It is best to start, however, as the structure
itself started, rising brick by brick out of the rolling Sonoma hills. Odiyan’s construction
began in the mid-seventies and has continued at a steady march since then. Its main temple
and surrounding structure (usually referred to as the “rim structure”) were completed around
the mid-eighties, but further bouts of construction saw the appearance of gardens, lakes,
stupas, and other temples. Even now, I am told, it is rare for Odiyan’s residents to be without
a construction project. The magnitude of this work has changed somewhat, and the
production of huge Bodhisattva statues and the raising of temples has given over to the

creation of smaller figures and more modest stupas.

In the short decades since the building of the rim structure, the process has been elevated to
something approaching mythic status. Building Odiyan represented one of the early rallying
points in the TNMC timeline, and the resultant push to bring in new volunteers to contribute

labour meant that Odiyan was the entry point for many volunteers still with the community
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today. During the stretch of my fieldwork in India I spent a great deal of time talking to
Harvey, a salt-and-pepper goateed veteran of the book distribution who, in deference to his
troublesome knees, carried a foldable stool around Bodh Gaya upon which he would teeter
rather precariously as we chatted. We spoke often about Odiyan and in once such
conversation Harvey recounted the process of building the property’s largest stupa. At
Tarthang Tulku’s direction, the community leadership reached out to old students or potential
new volunteers, seeking their help in raising the enormous structure. They answered the call
by the dozens, Harvey among them. Harvey estimated around 150 made their way to
Odiyan’s campus and were somehow fed and housed by its modest kitchens and
accommodations (a feat not to be understated). The stupa, he told me, was raised “in the blink
of an eye”. It is called the Enlightenment Stupa: it stands 113 feet high and was built in 1980

in the space of three months.

My intrepid Tibetan teacher was also one of those who worked at Odiyan, though he was
already a consistent feature of the Berkeley branch Nyingma Institute before he was
shepherded in to the workforce at Odiyan. In our interview he told me about the moment he

was invited to go work at the Sonoma property:

“As is very much part of Tarthang Rinpoche's tradition there is a lot of work
activity and one day I was putting in some of these creosote beams that you
see here in the back garden and he [Tarthang Tulku] comes strolling out and
says, ‘I would like you to come to Odiyan’. And that moment was again a
very special moment just like that first moment of meeting him. But it had a
much more sort of luminous and blissful quality, it was just like, oh, wow,
this is really wonderful. And so I said sure!” (Interview 25/8/2016)

Note in particular from this account not only the reverence with which Tarthang Tulku and
Odiyan are spoken about, but that the very experience and retelling of this interaction are
couched in work. This is typical of Odiyan and the stories that surround it — rarely are they
recounted without being anchored to a particular kind of labor or construction project. Stories
about Odiyan are temporally marked by phases of construction (“This was around the time
the rim structure was completed...” “Just before Cintamani was empowered....”) or else
personally marked by the particular job an individual was charged with (“At that time I was

working in the foundry....” “I remember we were sewing a new set of prayer flags...”).
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The stories from those who poured their effort into Odiyan’s building offer a touchstone for
the monumental possibilities available through commitment to work as practice. The tangible,
visible results of such labour are gradually mythologised in a corpus of stories very similar to
those above, which are often used to cajole, inspire, rebuke, or teach volunteers across the
other organisations. In addition to this, however, it also evidences the exceptions to secrecy
and restriction that are structured through labour. In spite of its restricted access, when the
need to build the stupa arose, for example, even those peripheral contacts were called upon

and traipsed to its sacred grounds.

Herein lies the juxtaposition that gives rise both to Odiyan’s accomplishments and the
tension that can accrue at its borders. Stories of the gruelling work and triumphant success in
the building of Odiyan often invoke a kind of Durkheimian collective effervescence
(Durkheim 1912) that sees the unification of their group through the successful raising of
Odiyan. Indeed, Odiyan as well as many of the community’s other triumphs, rely upon the
assembly of such collectives and their freely given and considerable labour. Smyer Yii
identifies such expressions of collective effervescence as both routine in Tibetan
consciousness, and also centered on the persons of charismatic Lamas, especially Tulkus
(Smyer Yii 2012). Such collective expressions are perhaps not yet equally routinised with
regard to Tulkus and their American students, and therefore tension can result when this
effervescent, collective energy that raised Odiyan abruptly gives over to carefully guarded
hierarchical access. The confrontation between the strategies of secrecy and protection, which
suffuse some parts of the community, and the collective and communal verve that is relied
upon to bring such spaces into existence is an encounter volunteers must attempt to manage

with varying degrees of success.

My friend Felix was deeply involved in the construction of Cintamani temple and spent
long months pouring concrete, casting bronze, or engaged in other construction work. His
access to the site, however, ended abruptly when the temple was empowered by Tarthang
Tulku. Felix was not among the handful of Odiyan residents permitted to enter the temple
following this ceremony. I asked him whether he had felt put out by this sudden restriction,
which would, I thought, have been understandable given his role in raising the very bones of

the structure. His reply was the gentlest of rebukes and an acute sense of understanding about
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his own deficiencies. I will indulge, here, in a lengthy excerpt from that reply, which I find

strikingly illustrative:

“Um... it's hard to say [if | was upset]. When I first got there I was very naive. I
was typical of my social strata coming from a liberal place, an educated
background — there's an arrogance there. So when I first got there you
couldn't go to certain places on the land, you couldn't go to the stupa, there
weren't too many rules but there were some. And I remember, you know, you
had to be introduced to the stupa and it was like two months before you could
go over there and you could only go over there initially with somebody to
show you. And at first [ was really like, well that's not cool, what do you
mean? This is America, I can go wherever I want!

...If you come to something like that with your own ideas and you don't have
any background... I literally knew nothing about it. So I was going to walk up
to the stupa on my own and make of it whatever I could dream up, or bounce it
off whatever reflections in my past that could resemble anything like that. But
it's really an alien thing to the culture, it doesn't exist. So what was I going to
do with that except mess it up? In terms of like, what it's supposed to
symbolise and the symbolic significance of it, it's been passed down for
thousands of years now. So I was going to mess that up!

So it was really good that I was introduced to it and I kind of learned a little bit
there. It was like, okay, there is a reason to keep things in a sense secret or
hidden until the right time until it's appropriate and done well and it's
respectful too, for both people. Because you know it could be dangerous in
some circumstances for you to take something in that you might misconstrue.
We're actually extremely sensitive beings, interior wise, so that could be
particularly harmful”. (Interview 17/9/2016)

Starkly evident in this passage from Felix is an acute sense of his own shortcomings and
even the possible threat #e might pose to these sacred objects, not to mention the harm they
might cause him. This is a narrative often communicated to new volunteers to explain their
exclusion from various practices and spaces on an everyday level, but also on a grander scale
to contextualise the community’s general deferment of its own spiritual training in favor of
fortifying the Tibetan lineage holders. This theme of secrecy and protection not only as a bid

for preservation but also to protect these vulnerable neophytes is one I will pick up again in

the next chapter regarding sacred text production.

The capriciousness and changeability surrounding Odiyan are a feature of more than its

layers of accessibility. The very structure, its materials, and design are all saturated with its
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driving concerns for preservation and fortification. This is most poignantly manifest in a
staggering feature of Odiyan’s architecture: in deference to a region known for its
earthquake-related precarity, Odiyan’s core structure has been built upon rubber pads. These
function as base isolators, which would allow the massive ornate structures of steel, bronze,
and concrete to weather an earthquake of significant magnitude: “the whole thing could shake
and come back to within like a quarter inch of where it was” one worker told me. This
impressive feat of design and engineering fulfills Tarthang Tulku’s adamant instruction that
Odiyan should be able to survive for 1,000 years. Calling to mind again the fact that much of
this work was and is done by volunteers with little to no previous experience in construction
and one begins to see how such a feat would inspire long-lived commitment to this teacher

and his methods in the hearts of those who were a part of this project.

The imagination of precarity and destruction that saturates the core structures at Odiyan
bears out Tuan’s characterisation of place (as opposed to space) as unpredictable, needing
subjugation or placation. More than this though, the physical construction of this earthquake
ready palatial cache of sacred forms — and the stories told about it — establish a connection
between work (as practice) and preservation or fortification against threat. Further, the
process of manual creation, through which this connection is impressed upon volunteers,
allows for an acute, affective sense of the precarious position of Tibetan Buddhism’s material
and intellectual contents, which this community endeavors to impress upon its workers. In the
coming chapters I will outline in greater detail how these threats rendered tangible draw
volunteers into temporalities of prophetic destruction that tie their work to a larger narrative
of Tibetan Buddhist history. The very characterisation of Odiyan’s surrounding terrain as
pregnant with threatening forces establishes a narrative connection to Tibet’s own landscape
— understood as riddled with demons to be subjugated in order to make way for the
establishment of its first monastery (Dalton 2011) — which I will explore presently. For the
moment though, [ want to emphasise how, through Odiyan we find an example of the way an
uncertain, threatening future is rendered tangible and immediate, impressed bodily upon
volunteers through work while at the same time rendered actionable via the fortifying tools

offered by sacred Tibetan Buddhist forms as well as through their labour.
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While the darker side of unpredictability may be capriciousness, its lighter facet is the
spontaneous, almost miraculous, experiences that many who have worked at Odiyan report.
In my interview with my Tibetan teacher, Joseph explained this magical facet of working at

Odiyan thus:

“There's a lot of mysticism or mystical experience that Odiyan evokes that is

utterly inexplicable rationally or in anything. I mean it is a very magical realm,

extraordinarily magical. Just by its architecture and presence and the spiritual

empowerments that have been placed there, prayer wheels and prayer flags,

empowered objects, and of course Rinpoche's continued presence and

influence, it creates a field for the spontaneous emergence of spiritual

experience without any particular effort on the part of the student or the

practitioner. Things just happen in an off moment”. (Interview 25/8/2016)

Descriptions like this one, as well as the stories of monumental labour projects that met

with miraculous and seemingly impossible success, evidence the role Odiyan plays in

revealing the enchantment of their surroundings to TNMC volunteers.

The construction of Odiyan is a crucial focal point in the history and story arc of TNMC. In
that crucible the relationships between those who participated — to each other and to their
Lama — were forged, resulting in a model that is continually invoked through stories across
the organisations. They worked harder and faster than they ever knew to be possible and they
watched the fruits of that labor rise up in front of them in the form of Odiyan, the Copper
Mountain Mandala. In terms of the TNMC timeline this would have been one of the first real,
profound, and tangible illustrations of the viability of work as practice. What is also clear in
these retellings of Odiyan’s founding, together with contemporary stories, is that for Tarthang
Tulku’s students labor has long been their principal route of access to even the more secret
and protected spaces and objects of their own community and their avenue for discovering its
spatial and temporal terrain. Still, access granted through the ubiquitous work as practice is
never permitted to render mundane either the process or products of this labor, as we shall
see, nor does it lend itself to complete access but finds the volunteers regularly encountering
secret and protected places from which they are guarded. The collective effervescence that is
recounted, encouraged, and relied upon, is harnessed in order to construct highly protected
and sometimes secretive spaces in an encounter that is both Odiyan’s strength and its most

potentially tenuous aspect.
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3.3 Odiyan as Mandala: Transformed and Transformative

In raising these sacred structures and populating them with potent forms, volunteers have
accumulated a corpus of stories that inform their guiding methodology of work as practice. In
this way the experience of constructing Odiyan is stretched beyond those who physically
attended to it, reaching even those who will never set foot on its property. So too does this
laborious engagement with Odiyan offer insight to, as well as justification for, the more
secretive parts of their founder’s operation. The qualities are indeed relied upon in order to
cultivate the flexible and fluid ideal of work as practice that the leadership hopes to engender,
toward which stories of Odiyan are consistently levied. Through this work, however, the
enchanting and enchanted qualities of Odiyan are revealed to volunteers and its space-like
dimensions become apparent as this property is drawn into a wider cosmology. It is to this
orientation — in relation to Tibet and to the rest of Tarthang Tulku’s organisations — that I
now turn in order to elucidate the folding influence Odiyan exerts over the spatial and
temporal landscape. Through specific features of its construction and nomenclature, for
example, distant eras, figures, and sites are invoked in order to lend their potent and
transformative influence to Odiyan’s and Tarthang Tulku’s endeavor to foster both a
protective cache for the Tibetan Buddhist sacred and a trellis against which an American

Tibetan sangha might grow.

Given the secrecy evident in Odiyan’s construction and functioning, it may come as no
surprise that the frequent designation of “monastic” attributed to Odiyan sits strangely for
many, just as strangely as its titular designation as a “retreat center”. Indeed, in spite of the
recognisable strategies from Tibetan Nyingma Buddhism’s past and present that are deployed
through Odiyan, the (even partial) restriction of such a large space is unusual. While Odiyan
is not entirely closed, to become a resident does require an application process and a
six-month minimum work commitment. Extremely high work standards and relative isolation
of Odiyan’s community contribute to a small and self-selecting group of individuals that
reside there. Casual or recreational visits for the public or even other community members are
prohibited, though Odiyan has held an “open day” roughly once every ten years since its
initial completion (the novelty of which inspired a New York Times article in the mid-nineties

(Steinfels 1996)).
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It is possible, and indeed seems likely, that this unprecedented level of protection is due to

the same anxieties Felix relayed about the ill-preparedness of the volunteers and the potential
repercussions for both the manifestations of the sacred and the volunteers themselves.
However, while Odiyan may not sit comfortably within a pervasive impression of the warmth
and hospitality of the Tibetan monastic tradition, there is another critical role played by
monasteries upon which score Odiyan excels in its duties. That is, the role of the monastery
as a primary locus for the preservation and perpetuation of Tibetan Buddhist culture, both
material and intellectual (Lopez 1988). Not only as centers for the ordination and training of
monastics, but also as large-scale producers and collectors of sacred art, relics, and other
objects, monasteries act as a lynchpin in the maintenance of the store of Tibetan Buddhist
knowledge and practice. By this metric, Odiyan has earned its characterisation as monastic
several times over. The creation of Tibetan Buddhist art, statues, buildings, and texts offered a
powerful and enduring way to preserve these forms', and one that Tarthang Tulku’s
organisations have embraced fully. Much of this work is undertaken at Odiyan, and sacred
objects created elsewhere in Tarthang Tulku’s network are often designed specifically to
reside at the sweeping Sonoma retreat. Such work renders Odiyan a veritable cache of

Tibetan Buddhist forms, tucked away in the Northern California mountains and valleys.

! Wen-Shing Chou has also demonstrated how the commissioning and design of art objects (images in
particular) served as an effective tool for the 13th Dalai Lama to exercise spiritual and temporal authority amid
shifting geopolitical terrain (Chou 2014). In other words, Buddhist art offers an avenue through which the
Buddhist universe may be re-imagined or re-constituted in an act that is at once preservative and innovative.
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But Odiyan is not simply a passive repository for Buddhist relics. Rather, the very
accumulation of such objects within this carefully designed space renders Odiyan a powerful
agent that exerts its influence over the people and land that surround it. From its early days
the work of Tarthang Tulku and his students in America contained a significant component of
transforming space, bound up in the necessity of preparing the correct conditions to foster
such a community and the difficulties inherent in doing so away from the Tibetan landscape
that nurtured Nyingma teachings through periods of threat and destruction. Sacred forms,
elements, and art are critical tools in this process of “preparing the ground” and Odiyan is a
particularly large-scale instance of the way this community engages in a

mutually-transformative process with the spaces they inhabit.

The sorts of objects in ready supply at Odiyan have long been used in missionary pursuit by
those who would propagate Tibetan Buddhism (Huber 2008). Stupas, for example, which are
in abundant evidence at Odiyan, do more than passively mark pilgrimage routes but rather
bear a part of the load in terms of sanctifying the landscape itself (Bentor 1996, Farkas and
Farkas 2009, Germano 1998, Huber 2008, Tucci 1932). I will treat such objects and the
innovative functions they fulfil here in more detail in chapter five, but what is salient for the
moment is the clear and deep entanglement of the sanctification and transformation of

landscape with the spread of Tibetan Buddhism.

It is difficult to overstate the cultural salience of landscape, and mountains in particular, in
Tibet (Huber 1999). In a landscape whose many peaks, valleys and lakes are pregnant with an
array of spiritual or demonic presences, both traveling though and exercising agency over
landscape become critically charged capacities. Indeed, the ability to marshall such presences
to the service and defense of Buddhism has been a central element of its spread through Tibet
and surrounding areas (Huber 1999, Smyer Yii 2012). In particular I wish to emphasise,
following the influence of Toni Huber, the shifting quality of sacred Buddhist terrain; a
diachronic investigation of pilgrimage sites and practices, for example, reveals that even sites
with considerable longevity are a part of the ebb and flow of this (often strategic) shifting of
sacred landmarks (Huber 2008). I take up Huber’s consequent recommendation to investigate
more deeply the figures and mechanisms that do the heavy lifting when it comes to this

flexible terrain (Ibid; 16-17). It is this kind of ready shifting already latent in the Tibetan
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Buddhist landscape, which Tarthang Tulku makes good use of in his formulation of Odiyan,
utilising its full elasticity to bring the cradle of Nyingma history and practice closer to this

cartographically remote valley.

There is a dimension of this topophilia (Tuan 1974), however, with particular ramifications
for Tarthang Tulku as a Nyingma Tulku. Dan Smyer Yii has written convincingly on the
centrality of charismatic Nyingma Lamas — especially Tulkus — to Nyingma revival in
recent decades and their specific, indispensable relationship to landscape. This
aforementioned richly populated Tibetan landscape has led Smyer Yii to term Tibet’s
topography as possessing a “territorial charisma” reliant on its humanised and animated
aspects and that, when channeled by capable human agents, reinforces the charisma of the
Lama or Tulku. Nyingma Tulkus and their charisma, Smyer Yii argues, are often deeply
connected to and draw support from the landscapes upon which their communities are

situated (Smyer Yii 2012).

While Smyer Yii also identifies the globalising aspects of recent Nyingma revival, he
deploys this largely in reference to the spread of Tibetan Buddhism to adjacent territories, the
centrality of landscape therein, and the pervasiveness of pilgrimage to these Nyingma Tulkus
embedded in their animated Tibetan landscapes. What I suggest here is that many of these
themes are identifiable in the colonisation of terrain Tarthang Tulku has perpetrated via
Odiyan, stretched as they are across far greater distances than Smyer Yii has addressed. And
yet, Tarthang Tulku has been confronted with a landscape whose charisma and animacy were
not a given before his arrival, which therefore required a revealing of its puissance before it
could be subdued and subjected to the Tulku’s aims (for example, via the persistent re-casting
of the threat of earthquakes). Even so, the anxious secrecy that pervades the raising of such a
space in California means that Odiyan has not become the kind of pilgrimage site Smyer Yii
identifies as the charisma-enhancing seat of the contemporary Nyingma Tulku. Thus, while
the potency of landscape does not appear to travel from Tibet to California wholly and intact
in service of the Tulku, there remains enough of this symbiosis between Tulku and
topography to sufficiently enchant Tarthang Tulku’s American network, shoring up its sacred

work and drawing it into a wider Tibetan Buddhist cosmology.
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In order to do so, this community must avail itself of one of the most potent tools bent
towards the enchantment and subjugation of landscape through Buddhist history; the
mandala. The mandala, might here be sufficiently summed up in Huber’s description of it as a
“hierarchical and spatial organising principle” (Huber 1999; 26). The mandala’s Tibetan
name dkyil ‘khor contains the two key elements that make it up: concentric circles ( ‘khor) and
squares (dkyil) (Brauen 2009). The resultant design might be made up of a range of different
materials from coloured powder to geographic elements, and might be levied toward the
organisation of a staggering range of things from city archetypes, palace floorplans, resource
networks, policy design or, more commonly, the human body and the cosmos and their

interpenetration via the mandala (Huber 1999, Tucci 1961, Brauen 2009).

For my purposes there are two aspects of the mandala of central concern: first, the mandala
as a key player in the spread of Tibetan Buddhism (Macdonald 1997) via what is sometimes
referred to as the “mandalization” of a landscape (Huber 1999), and second the mandala as a
poignant distillation of the tension between secrecy and spread with regard to sacred forms
and teachings. The importance of the mandala in the subjugation of the Tibetan landscape is
perhaps most memorably demonstrated in the narrative of the Pillar Testament (bka' chems
ka khol ma), which describes the body of Tibet itself as a supine demoness who must be
subdued through the imposition of a series of temples and stupas arranged in a mandala over
her terrain (Dalton 2011). The location of key Tibetan monasteries more generally are often
chosen according to mandala-like characteristics in the landscape — for example, the
particular location of mountains, lakes, or rivers (Xu 2010) — allowing for its physical and
corporeal impression over the topography.?” This move has been a central one in drawing the
already animate and powerful Tibetan landscape under Buddhist dominion, putting its
previous occupants to work as defenders of either Buddhism more broadly, or of the

particular gter ma secreted away in their abodes (Smyer Yii 2012, Huber 1999).

With regard to the second point, the mandala and its use offer an illustrative instance of the

anxiety that still suffuses the distribution of sacred secrets. While there are myriad types of

2 The critical placement of sacred forms and temples in the pursuit of “converting” a landscape is also reflected
in the Mani Kabum (mani bka’ ‘bum) the legendary account that details King Songsten Gampo’s (srong btsan
sgam po) exploits, in particular his founding of the Buddhadharma in Tibet (Kapstein 2013).
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mandala of varying degrees of secrecy, often the creation of mandalas (whether physical or
through visualisation practices) is a highly guarded practice opened only to students deemed
prepared by their teachers (Brauen 2009, Tucci 1961). And yet the stunning visuals of many
forms of mandala practice have captivated observers for decades and has prompted the
proliferation of much misunderstanding. H.H, the Dalai Lama has written a foreword to
Martin Brauen’s visually striking volume on the mandala — in it he explains that while most
mandalas are intended to be kept secret he has judged that the availability of misleading
information on this practice is presently more dangerous than a partial lifting of the veil of
secrecy, and he has therefore sanctioned further writing on the topic (H.H. the XIV Dalai
Lama 2009). This is an acute contemporary iteration of the tension between secrecy and
spread that I have been addressing. But the intended or idealised secrecy of the mandala also
helps, perhaps, to further understand Odiyan’s restrictiveness — for it is, as we shall see, a

mandala in more ways than one.

Odiyan’s embodiment of the type of mandala I have described comes most immediately
from its very layout. The property, its natural and man-made features, have been selected and
structured using the storied Samye (bsam yas) monastery as guiding model. Samye, raised in
779 CE, was Tibet’s first Buddhist monastery and its construction went hand in hand with the
other landmark moment for Tibetan Buddhism; the ordination of its first monks (Lopez 1988,
Farkas and Farkas 2009). These two events, pillars for the arising of Tibet’s Buddhism, were
both presided over by Padmasambhava, the Indian tantric master by now familiar to readers
and especially beloved of the Nyingmapas. The invocation of Tibet’s first monastery in the
construction of Odiyan is bluntly poignant — it establishes a symmetry that casts American
soil as the new realm to be subdued and prepared for the introduction of Buddhism. Accounts
of the building of Samye detail how the local deities, abhorring the introduction of this new
religious system, dismantled each night the work that had been accomplished during the day.
Padmasambhava is credited with a leading role in the process of placating the disruptive local
spirits, relegating them to peripheral roles in the Buddhist mandala and there are many sites

across Tibet recognised as places where he performed such subjugations (Dalton 2011).*!

2l Dalton’s characterisation of Padmasambhava as Tibet’s “demon tamer par excellence” (Dalton 2011; 66) and
central figure in the narrative of Tibet’s conversion to Buddhism is based on several textual sources, including
but not limited to ‘Copper Island’ the biography of Padmasambhava by Nyangrel Nyima Ozer (1124-1192) and
the Dunhuang manuscript Pelliot Tibétain 307 (Dalton 2011; 68). This image of Padmasambhava is contested
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Through the invocation of Samye, Padmasambhava take