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INTRODUCTION

Whether with particles of heavenly fire,

The God of Nature did his soul inspire;

Or earth, but new divided from the sky,

And, pliant, still retain’d th’ethereal energy:

Which wise Prometheus temper’d into paste,

And, mix’t with living streams, the godlike image caste …

From such rude principals our form began;

And earth was metamorphosed into man.

—Ovid, Metamorphoses

FROM ONE LIFE TO MANY: A BIOGRAPHICAL CORPUS

THIS BOOK traces the literary transformations of a seminal Tibetan life story—that of Milarepa (1028/1040–1111/1123), Tibet’s eleventh-century Lord of Yogins—from its fragmentary origins to the standard version published nearly four centuries later. It is a life that has long served as a model for yogic virtuosi on the Himalayan plateau, a record for the birth of a religious tradition and the founding of its spiritual lineage, a tale of an individual’s life of solitude and realization. It is a story that has been told in numerous forms: inscribed by authors, adapted by dramatists, illuminated by artisans, and proclaimed by wandering bards. It is a narrative that has become ingrained within the Tibetan religious and cultural landscape, a key element of the entity known as Tibetan Buddhism.

The late fifteenth century brought a version of Milarepa’s life and collected songs that would form the authoritative record of the yogin’s deeds. Written by the iconoclastic tantric master Tsangnyön Heruka (1452–1507), the self-proclaimed “Madman of Western Tibet,” it has since served as the measure against which all other representations are judged. In Tibetan monasteries and American classrooms alike, the portrait of Milarepa’s spiritual career is founded almost exclusively upon this single narrative tradition. Indeed, few Tibetan literary works have attracted the attention, or the near universal acclaim, of this standard account of Milarepa’s life and songs, works that had a profound influence on the development of Buddhism in Tibet and later served as a primary source for the Western study of Tibet’s religions. Largely based upon this life story, itself hailed as a singular masterpiece of world literature, Milarepa became known as Tibet’s most famous saint.

At the same time, the Madman’s version of the yogin’s life has most often been viewed in isolation from its origins, trajectories, and wider influences, like a narrative orphan long separated from its literary parents. Milarepa’s life story was, however, founded upon the gradual production of an extensive biographical tradition, built up from a multitude of texts and narratives extending back some four hundred years. The present study is thus not simply of a life composed of events flowing from human birth to awakened parinirvāṇa; rather, it encompasses the confluences—and occasional collisions—of an entire body of biographical works predating the standard version, created over the course of many centuries. These works span the earliest fragmentary records written by direct disciples to the extensive biographical studies encompassing both life story and song collection and purportedly drawing upon hundreds of distinct sources. By emphasizing the interplay of these texts and the narrative representations they record, this book aims to illuminate the various forms in which the yogin’s life story has been reimagined and rewritten, together with the broader historical and religious conditions that allowed for such forms of literary production.

The various texts of Milarepa’s biographical tradition were never traditionally gathered together and were seldom, if ever, discussed as a unified whole, yet these works collectively form a literary corpus,1 an extensive and varied body of writings, closely related in the common task of recording the yogin’s life. But the corpus also signifies the means through which the life story’s constituent parts coalesced in their representation of the yogin and his life. We might understand the biographical tradition as a process of embodying the yogin in literature, the means through which the life became manifest within the life story.

Milarepa’s death brought with it a biographic birth, and soon the yogin’s followers repeated and rewrote the life, copying stories or drawing upon new accounts. As authors began joining together these narratives, an image of the yogin came into view, first fragmented and skeletal, later incorporating literary structures as muscles and sinews binding together the body’s inner frame. Comprehensive accounts later added layers of flesh, forming an increasingly lifelike representation. Finally, in the madman’s hands, like Pygmalion’s Galatea from the cold grain of ivory, the yogin’s portrait embodied in the biographical corpus was brought to life. And in this living form, the madman’s narrative was capable of both eclipsing four hundred years of literary development and reshaping Tibet’s religious landscape.

The transformations within Milarepa’s biographical tradition might be thought of as a gradual process of embodiment. This book undertakes an analogous process of biographical forensics, slicing through the outer layers of the standard work to expose and dissect the visceral structures within. Like a true anatomical dissection, the book aims not merely to carve the corpus into constituent pieces, but rather to identify its underlying structures and their systemic relationships through which the body coalesced. By mapping the anatomy of the literary corpus, it uncovers the reinvention of one of Tibet’s preeminent literary traditions. It illuminates the madman’s conflation of biographical subject and autobiographical voice to create the yogin’s narrative form anew, as an autohagiography, a complex life story that is at once false but understood as highest truth. It further exposes the literary context that allowed such a transformation to take place. In the process, this book seeks to broaden received notions of what constitutes Tibetan sacred biography, guided by a series of related questions: How are lives recorded and transmitted? What are their limits and forms? How does form affect the reading and understanding of content? How has the writing and reading of sacred life stories transformed over time? And perhaps most important, how might a literary production—a body ultimately cast in words and stories—be brought to life?

OVERVIEW OF MILAREPA’S LIFE AND LIFE STORY

Milarepa, the meditator and poet whose very name refers to the simple cotton robes (ras, pronounced ré) of his yogic attire, is esteemed throughout the Himalayan Buddhist world as an exemplary religious figure. The principal themes associated with his life story—purification of past misdeeds, faith and devotion to the guru, ardor in meditation, and the possibility of attaining liberation in a single lifetime—have had a profound impact on the development of Buddhism across the region. In its best-known version, the  describes how Milarepa was born in the early eleventh century to a prosperous family in the Mangyul region of southwest Tibet. At a young age, after the death of his father, he was forced to live with his mother and sister under the care of his paternal uncle. Although the father’s will stipulated that his estate would return to the boy upon his reaching majority, the uncle and his wife—portrayed as selfish and greedy—instead seized the wealth for themselves, forcing young Mila and his family into a life of abject poverty. At his mother’s insistence, the boy set out to train in black magic and hail-making in order to avenge his family’s treatment at the hands of their malicious relatives.
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