Narrativel Lifeworlds] my | li dosp

Social Function

as its case study thq y |1 his article investigates the

m through their il in creating

explored

of signifcandg

 signifcanceljio

d as revelations from
revelation, and narr
iolis literature. In acade

present,
most endu
most discuf
the authorif
they are ng
narratives g
world, and|new social or cult

ng features of
sed for their abili
of Indian texts.

velation,
rd these
m provide a framework for ufiderstanding themsglves, the
I‘rﬂ developments. In this way, m function as centers for

~

230




through making real its
situating their practice an
ston and audience simult
Through utilizing
geography, and religious
the Gesar epic. Like a ¢
they often bring about t
then produce a new, but [
is historically set centurig
a timeless, culturally-bo
ma, the world is rendere
relationship to the epic.
the Gesargepic traditions
to be redpvered when n
Fghting dgmonic forces i
remarkalje similarities.
Desfyte these similarities, onl
ma: the Wny [ i do sp
Gesar's dgscent into hell — populfarly called the Bmy [ i — the most well-known a
widely digtributed was published g
century, upder the sponsorship of g
In this te}t, the epic's hero, King
Rdzogs clfen practice to the people
Yama ovey the fate of his mother's

llrespond to the ¢
d revelation to

will experience
al action in ways

speaks to and comment
ful for listeners, readers, and participants
R Tibetan Buddhist institutional perspecti
one representing unique knowledge hid

Wa ra monastery in the late nineteenth or early twentieth
local meditativejpractitioner Dam chos bstan pa (d.1944).
esar, receives ipitiations from Padmasambhava to teagh
s of Gling. Most famously, he then descends to hell to fght
ebirth, learning irf the process that she sufers for his karmic

1 Geertz Y973: 5.

2 In contgmporary American and European scholarship, the fategory of "religion™ and its associated adjective
"religiods™ has come under question as an analytical category fhat transcends specifc cultural environments. While
the author acknowledges the validity of such arguments, the kerm "religion" has attained cross-cultural adoption,
allowing its analytical use here.

3 By "core" Gesar text, | mean considered as central to the Gesar narrative arc by the majority of participants in the
Gesar tradition. As will be discussed below, the author is aware of at least one other text calling itself a gter ma —
Ayan 'dul ba'i rtogs brjod — but it has had only one known publication (2005) and seems to be considered minor,
inauthentic, or unknown by most Gesar tradition participants.
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Intrdglucing the Dmyal gling

The Bmy | i do sp po is the culminating episode of Tibet's Gesar epic—
somet]mes claimed to be the wiorld's longest living epic tradition.” Prevalent across the
Himalpyan plateau, but especially in the eastern reaches of the Tibetan cultural region and
Mongglia, the Gesar epic is a livijng epic tradition performed by bards for centuries. Based on

4 Gelfe 2020.

5 Tergone 2014.
6 Dorfey 2016.
7 Raije 2014.
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available publishing evidence, the Bmy [ i do sp po is a later epigpde of the epic,
likely dating to the late nineteenth and early twentieth cenfury. Unlike most|gesar episodes,
which are generally authorless or the product of revelatoryj/storytelling, the Bmy [ i  has
an author — the 'Dan bla ma Chos kyi dbang phyug. Appeafiing as a character jn the narrative
itself, Chos kyi dbang phyug leads g funerary procession from Gling to Hor aftdr the murder of
the local regent. His title may indicqte that he is from the 'Dan region of Glingftshang, located
north of Sde dge, or that he persopally serves the family |of 'Dan ma, Gesafs most trusted
warrior. After Gesar dies and the narative enters its fnal chapter, 'Dan ma endpavors to fnish
the great work of Gling by chargingpveryone to remember Gling's fnal days:

Tomorrow, before the sun [rikes], I, 'Dan
mandala of emanations of [ling is complete..|
my true words of aspiratioffi
it become the Dharmgof t[ilingdom! May it ard in the deathly land of hell!®

, will go to India. The tijne of th
ay the rnam thar of King|Gesar an
e lands of the southern world! Ma

From an intratextual persggctivi efore, Chos ki g phyug's composition of the Rmy [
li is a critical part of ji}an bal, ensuring fliture generations know of King Gesaf and
his important work.
As noted above, the | ‘ do sp po is perhaps the only core Gesar tgxt to
explicitly identify itself o m . After being hjdden in Red Water Lake of NorthernjMgo
log (Byang mgo log na d u rdzing bu), it wag|recovered by Gling tshang gter ston Drag
rtsal rdo rje at the Hermity the Upper Northern| Pool (chan stod ghab kyi rdzing bu'ijdben
gnas).’ Little to nothing ig Drag rtsal rflo rje, though twdlither texgs are popdlarly
identifed as being auffiols by him: (1) a manual of R s cheigikeachingy that
survives only ina b y Lung rtags rgyal mtshan 11)" Q)R little-
known Gesar episode ing of ajdemon called A Des is jiloular

8 Chos kyi dbang phyug l984 B54-356. s yi yim'is
du
di;lo'd m i yull|l ulfllp y b
s o . Toarrive at the st’wjeliablet t, | th\:e compared thre

\ol [ ; d (pmll v plo st ' i
4 d W m'ibdl tsisfmo [ m
"yu p s s idmy I Tyull||t osp
ons of the I i dpsp po: (1)
inal Wa ra ngnastery blom: print, afid (3) the

spulp 'idyil' o d s dos; .. |ls y I po'i

sofl, vl ms

the 1984 Bhutanese edition,|(2) a phgtographic recreation of
1986 Chengdu edition. ughout [the article, if any signifdant diference wag found betwe
will note it in the quote |jtself.

9  While all published editions of the Wmy [ |li do sp po identify theI—( rmitage of the Upper|Northern
Pool as the text's hiding location, orjly the 1984 Thimpu edifjon notes that Drgg rtsal rdo rje| recoveregl the text
from the Red Water Lake of Golok. I§ the original Wa ra mongstery blockprint, the name is obscured from where it
was revealed is obscured, though "ch§" can be clearly seen. W

the thrge texts, |

10 Lung rtogs rgyal mtshan, unknown.
11 Si khron zhing chen ge sar zhib 'jug ahd Gser rta rdzong ge sar|zhib 'jug gzhung §005.
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12 Gruschke 2004: 59-62.
13 Smith 2001: 29.
14 Nourse 2014: 43.
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admonished by his aunt Ma ne ne to travel to the Copper-Colored Mountain and receive
Rdzogs chen initiations from Guru Rinpoche himself. Gesar subsequently returns to Gling and
calls together all the peoples of his lands to provide instruction in the foundations of karmic
practice, closely the Klong chen snying thig practice cycle particularly popular among ris med
circles in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Eventually, Gesar goes on meditation
retreat in India, during which his mother '‘Gogs mo passes away and falls to hell, from which
Gesar vows to save her.

Chapter 4 subsequently details Gesar's confrontation with King Yama and his journey
through hell, during which he discovers it is his own karmic sins of violence that have sent his
mother to hell. This revelation represents a signifcant break with other episodes in the epic,
which highlight Gesar's work as a tantric buddha defending Buddhist practice through violent
means.” Chastened, Gesar witnesses the horrors of hell as he searches for his mother,
surrounded by all the men he has ever killed in battle: to free her, he must free them.
ritual of 'pho ba transference, Gesar transports his mother and the men he previously Killg

are well-protected, 'Dan ma journeys to India, signifying the enq of Gling.

It is important to note that since the publication of the Wmy [ i do sp po,
bards tell numerous renditions of Gesar's descent to hell. Evgn more so than other ep % odes
Gesar epic, these are rgmarkably diverse — many do npt feature the early chaptrs on

even portray him savirl§ i i female compgnion other than his mot
sible to tell if these \ e publicatiogy of the \Wa ra monastery
if they refect a sec t. Regard|gss, thesglare all simultanfg
[ li and not the
y [ li  and publishe s that d
[ [li are sometimes d gnder the spec
variants do not identify m in colophbns. As tHis article endeavgrs to
Ifght the unique social woy m , thgse texts will nof feature hpre.

19 | Sqe further, Mikles 2016.
11 AR particularly popular example of the [ li variantis Wmy [ li §ymu p s 1,1992.
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Narrative Lifeworlds Theoretical Tool

While relating this public nd textual history of the
us to situate the work in gflarger literary framework, it pr e perspective gn the lived
experience of the text. THs lived perspective is critical, fully understginding any
literary work — Gesar, || m , or otherwise. Texts are as nudh social phenomenorj|as literary
phenomenon and not takjng them seriously as such limi
sense of Tibetan Buddhisf| history and experience. Indeed

do sp po helps

by Edmund Husserl (d.1838)"and contemporary formulgtiofs in lived religion scholarship
emphasize religious tradjtions as fundamentally and ina}ienably embedded within a larger
framework of daily life, while acknowledging their use as [nteractive tools of meaning making
beyond and above mere collections of doctrinal realities.”®

In my formulation of a "narrative lifeworld," | focus attention on the interactive
relationship between stories and individuals' understandings of themselves. Narrative literature
is a powerful tool for both shaping society and constructing meaning because it relates in the
immediate present something that came before. In that process, narrative imagines and fashions
an alternative world — be that world fve minutes ago, fve months ago, or fve hundred years
ago. It is the necessarily subjective nature of this alternative narrative world that ultimately
gives narrative its power because events, symbols, and people can be reconstructed to suit the
perspectives of the storyteller. By relating a given version of the past, narratives construct a
specific vision of a social world and practitioners are able to construct identities that locate
themselves within that narrative world as a variety of identities — particiggnts, inheritors,
rivals, and so forth. Crucially, once narratives enter a given community's sfiliotic lexicon,
they can be re-told and re-imagined, allowing the process to begin again. In thisvay, narrative
can develop layers of significance that are largefy unmoored from a sing
interpretation. It is this simultaneous quality of (1}lxpansive repetitive potf
infnite semiotic depth that allows narratives to be p ful engines in the conf ) of both
individual meaning and social signifcance.

As a story set centuries in the past, the Gesar
this process of using narratives of the past to read
fu tio similarly, despite presenting themselves as
frame themselves as accounts of an immediate pres
version of a narrative — and for the person of the ¢

rhaps most recogn
esent; however,
diferent type of text.
t found at a later time esent-tense
m inthe

17 Husserl 1970: 108-109.
18 See further Jackson 1996: 1-50; Orsi 2010: xxxii; Knibbe and
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moment of revel his. For the community that develops around the ¢
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It should be noted that the division between the experience of f| sto and the experience of the community is
similarly found in the Gesar tradjtion, where {tme bard has a frst{nand experience of the text while the audience

surrounding him generally experig
Gyatso, 1998.
Mayer, 2019.
21 Gayley, 2007.

nces the narrative as an experierjte entering their lives today.
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the extensive performance traditions that have been a focal point of academic scholarship.?
The center of these performances is the bard (s u ) who relates the story in a quick
recitation of prose sections, followed by longer, expansive songs that provide insight to the
characters' motivations and moods. While some bards may study the epic to recite it, the most
famous bards experience a form of revelation that "opens" the epic in their minds (> bs u )
and which is repeated in miniature with each performance during which the story "descends
upon them” (s u 'b b). Besides b b s , other forms of revelatory storytelling are

m

u

commory including bards who bodily experience the epic in dreams and bards who "read" the
epic frofp blank pages.

Reflecting this revelatory impulse, the performance space i a dynamic arena in which
bards arf§ audience have the potential to re-engage with past impdffect of the epic and use it to
build sighifcance in their contemporary lives. This flct is particufprly evident in performances
of the Wmy [ [i , which are often far differe[ft than the ggrformance of other Gesar
episodes] As discovered on a recent research trip tf] Qinghai preyince, popular belief among

contempprary Tibetans is that a revelatory bard who| Jeceives the

one to two years left to liye. Performances of the

y | li  torecite has only

y | li  ake, therefore, understandably

emotiongl affairs and Tibftans may travel significaht distances §p personally wjtness a bard
perform khat specific epigode. Much like popular Jolktales or sp-called "urbaif legends" in
Americaf society, my Tibgan conversation partners flemonstratedfthe truth of thig belief to me
by recitiffg second- and thifd-hand stories about bardp in nearby tojvns who had dipd soon after
a public performance the Wmny [ /i

Mafjy of my Tibetar] conversation partners glirectly linkqd the bard's Wmy [ i -
related death to their profound responsibility to regite the narrgtive. Several bprds | spoke
with explained that their vjork was a special calling]instituted by King Gesar hirpself — thus
their understanding of thefnselves is informed by their connectiof to a past and fo characters

that they understand throfigh narrative. In the wors of contemporary bard 'G
rten, "during the time of the|ppic, all the animals could recite the storigs of Gefar, even the
earth worms, but then Gesgr shid that people must know of his deeds in the futurg so he made
humans the spegial bards Jo [l the tale."”® This responsibility was refcted in Jhe words of
Dkar ma Iha md}, local schdlaffat the Yul shul Ofce of Cultural Preservatjpn; wherj asked about
the relationshipjoetween t y | [li  and the death of the bard, she ghswered]"The epic is
Tnished, so no is their life.""| For these and other eastern Tibetans, the ®my [ il is a living
text threaded tihfough with tarible social consequences to which lived rgality itself is tied. In
contemporary Wmy [ i  pefformance, bards are the conduit by which tJ1e narrative lifeworld

yur med rab

n2

25 Yang Enhong 1
26 'Gyur med rab
27 Dkar ma Lha mp, Personal Interv

93; Geod pa Don
en, Personal Inte

'grub 1989.
iew, July 18, 2015.
ew, July 18, 2015.
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is made real.

The published text of the Wa ra monastery
individuals' social identities through relation to the
throughout the text is a call to traditional Buddhist ethig
of karmic realities. Throughout the text, we see King
teacher instructing /i p s in ethical action. This
third of the text, where Gesar is explicitly charged by
teachings to the peoples of his land. After receiving i
directions, Padmasambhava charges Gesar to "return t
Dharma wheel of the three vehicles for the common pdople of his kingdom."”® He does indeed
return, and gathers together all the peoples of Gling agd the surrounding lands. His frst song
is directed towards all present and highlights traditiongl, karmically-oriented Buddhist values.
Further detail is provided by the author in other publications,” but the song cen
on the brevity and preciousness of a human rebirth, for all "sentient beings are
tip of a blade of grass."® In light of this impermanence, Gesar preaches the cen
noting that "Virtue will cpme by the power of one's own good and bad cause a ct. In this
way, various fruit will affise from the good and bad seeds."*" This initial song
individual initiations forjfeach collected community, and each is accompanied rief song
emphasizing once more the centrality of karma.

[ [i is also a means to build
m 's narrative lifeworld. Threaded
practices founded on a contemplation
sar taking on the role of a Buddhist
tivity is most prominent in the first
dmasambhava to bring Rdzogs chen
iations from the buddhas of the fve
he pretty land of Gling [and] turn the

rs its attention

While these exhoffations to pay attention to karma are found exten
Buddhist literature, the Wmy [ [i 's narrative frame and identifcation as a ¢
a narrative-historical spage in which the reader is invited to situate themselves
in King Gesar's Buddhis] world. This is accomplished via two interconnected
prosimetric literary style Jnterspersing song and prose that situates the reader as
the narrative and (2) the pelief in Gesar as a dynamic and operative personage
to guide the future and wgllbeing of Tibet into the present-day. Turning frst to
second-person grammatidal structures, the prosimetric or chantefable literary s
the text and bardic perfqrmanfies invites individuals to develop an immedia
relationship with King @esar.
directly to a given individu
commands — the respon‘; of

vely in other

m produces
S a participant
eans: (1) the
participant in
ho continues
), by utilizing

28 Chos kyi dbang phyug 1984: 61. d|
os yi' o lobs o .
29 Mikles 2019.
30 Chos kyi dbang phyug 1984: 96.
31 Chos kyi dbang phyug 1984: 98-99,
s bo b b i ;'b sbuy|s

ms spyi ; t
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song and through that develop a relationshig with Gesar. The use of frst-person and second-
person grammar contributes to the past impeffect form of the narrative lifeworld, refecting the
spcial understanding that this narrative contjpues to be operative in the contemporary world,

spite its depiction of a historic past.
The emotive effects of this particular
votees of Gesar and others who read the

y [ [i "l justcry and cry and cry to he
later explained that reading about the d
hjm to be a better Buddhist, for if buddhas t
upique ability to shape Buddhist identities w

ifstitutions, including the head tegcher at Ljha sgang monastery, whals
s essential for lay people and yfjung monHis to read as a means to
Monastery's monastic co

re required to read the
academivc\lztudies.34 Indeed, | heard

ddhist ethics.*® The head of thg]Ka thog
vjews, explaining that all enteringljovices

apd community leaders that the Bmy [ i

li 's narrative lifeworld, therefo
a karmically-sensitive Buddhist pr
Gesar himself.

Turning next to (2) — the ling reality of King G
ing Gesar as an acti
historic past of the Gesar epic naffative capped by the

Tibetans | spoke with understood

present.* Reminders of King Gesar'
mountains, valleys, and other sites

iterary style are apparent
y 1 li
a Thub btsan, a local elder in Rong bu village in Qinghai, he explained t
ar about so many great me
ath of King Gesar in the
emselves can die, so will
s repeated by many leaddfsjof Tibefgn Buddhist

onks should read, because all otfjers make them too aggressive and

mark on the land of Ti
that Tibetan believe be

regularly. In a ¢
e reads the
he earth."*
inspired

lid the
derstand
e exprdg
[ i
frpm seveyhl mdpastic

liftracted{rhe Wmy |/
, encourages individugls to take Ol specifffidentfty as
ctitioner through build|ng an emotipnal relatignshipjwith

ar — the vgst majority of egstern
presence ir} Tibet, collapsinp the
y |l nd the contempprary
et are prevalent in the innumerable
Ir his mark. While the intersdction

of the epic tradition and sacred langscape remains to be fully studied, in creating and m

these spaces as sacred, living Tibetans simultaneously afFx t
to the contemporary world and embed themselves within it

king
he historic past of the epic naralative
A particularly illustrative example

is Zhidu county Sichuan; Tibetans living there have used white rocks to mark a mountain with

32 Pad ma Thub bstan, Personal Intgrview, July 28, 2015.
33 Lha sgang bsha grwa, Khenpo,
34
35 My conversation with local Zhi

admitting that he had read the Wmny [ i

rsonal Interview. August 14, 2015.
Ka tog bsha grwa, Khenpo, Perggnal Interview. August 19, 2015.

county resident Bden grub was a notable exception to this generalization. While
as a child and stayed up all night in terror, he was adamant that King

Gesar was a myth or legend baged on a historical king that had been heavily embellished. This conversation was
virtually the only time | heard fhis claim while traveling in rural areas outside of major cities, though several

scholars at the Southwest Unive

Bity for Nationalities made similar claims.
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Buddhism as they Fght of the demonic forces and restore the sanctity of Tibet.
The latter third of the text sees Gesar afrming that he will return in the future to defend
Gling and the practice of Buddhism. As Gesar's death approaches, he declares his intention to

return with Padmasambhava:

After | go to the Pure land, [you] must not worry for White

Ling! I, the [divine] son

Gesar, will be in the intermediate space between samsara and nirvana. Because | and
the great Padmasambhava are inseparable, remember [me] residing on his crown
ornament. | will not let those living in this life and the next be free from the blessed
iron hook of compassion.... [My] cousins, all young princes of Ling, heroes of
Ling, and fnally medicine women, [I will be] inseparable to you all in this life and

beyond.*®

Gesar's song ends with a declaration that he will return to bring]"great comfort to the black-

haired Tibetans."*® He then dissolves into a display of light,
meditative posture before leaving Gling entirely.

This belief of Gesar's prophetic return frst expressed in the
today among my Tibetan conversation partners. King Gesar w
buddha whose violence was an expression of his commitment t
and whg continued to watch over the land of Tibet with compassi

ove, many individuals experienced sa
; these emotigns extend to ravesite of

ains of Kin

y [ 1i

pearing one final time in a
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defend Buddhism in Tibet,
n and love. Several repeated
efense of Buddhist teachings

e deaths of his warriors. As
When reading the final third
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in white stlpas high atgp the mount nks make

day to lehve oferings given by loghl villagers {n fhig hopes of build
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40 Aba 'jam zong (Village Elder). Persongl Interview. July 28}ji2015.
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participation in the narrative lifeworld it creates, however, is through e
disintegration between the actual words of the text and individuals' interpret
revealed in the song battle between Gesar and King Yama, the Wa ra monastery
exceedingly clear that King Gesar's mother sufers in hell for the violent behaviqr and sins of
her son. The majority of Tibetan informants | spoke with, however, provided diffrent reasons
for Gesar's mother's internment that removed the blame from King Gesar entirgy. Local Yul
shul guide Tsheb khrims stated that Gesar's mother sufered because she took joy |n his victory
over local natigns and desired great land and wealth for her own family.® Anotter individual
stated that it w§s a clerical error that sent Gesar's mother to hell and that Gesar wgs duty-bound
to correct it.** §imilar arguments wer§ oFered when | inquireq about Gesar's violpnt activities.
Gesar's essentifjl need to defend Buddjlism through violent corfiliest of the surrourjding demon-

mining the
ion of it. As
y [ i s

kings threaten|fg its practice was re(ijiedly invoked. When {ilecifcally referqrced the Wa
ra monastery Wmy [ i and push k against these arg ts, one womalylspecifcally
told me that Gesar "has the kind h a buddha, not t | bdy sword of g king. You
misunderstand fhe text."* These ex provide a final ngjd narrative lifeyyorlds: they
are growing, tr all, dynamic. By alloing participants to [gonstruct an
identity within fhem, they ]so invite fpushback and change. Ali ln the case of the Rmy [ i

this often does m , but rather the | ililk itself becomeg the ferti
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enlightenment. When examining the signifcan
portant aspect qf Tibetan culture, Wwestern scholars' early studi
ual tools develojfed to study and ungerstand Christianity and othgr
s of Euro-American culture.*® Whild theorists like Sigmund Freud, Max Weber, ar
made claims to a singular human efperience, post-modern developments have sin

ht assertions of such a universal hurpan experience into question. However, throug
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43 Tsheb khrims. Personal Interview. July 24, 2015.

44 Alba 'jam zong (Village Elder). Personal Interview. July 28, 2015.
45 Dkar ma Lha mo, Personal Interview, July 18, 2015.

46 Pomplun 2009.
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