
6 Places of Enlightenment:

The SacredGeography of Yolmo
and Maratika

The Buddhism of Tibet was formed in a landscape of intense beauty

and splendor. It is no wonder, then, that the physical environment

became a support for internal spiritual development. This is most

evident in the tradition of Dzogchen, where gazing into the sky has

long been used to facilitate experiencing the vast and luminous na-

ture of mind and meditation retreat in remote mountainous areas is

emphasized.

More than one thousand years ago, Guru Padmasambhava recog-fJ

nized that certain areas in the Himalayan region were highly condu-

cive to realization. He practiced extensively at some of these places,

such as the Maratika cave in eastern Nepal, where he attained immor-

tality by accomplishing the realization of Amitayus - the buddha

of infinite life. He discovered others while traveling to Tibet, and
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wrote about them in his hidden terma texts to encourage future

devotees to practice at these powerful places, such as Yolmo in north-

ern Nepal.

,The Yolmo Valley has many different aspects that are beneficial to

practitioners. Ian Baker writes:

.. .Chatral Rinpoche said that specific [places] in Yolmo are

conducive to particular kinds of practice. Places with water-

falls inspire reflection on impermanence. Places with steep

cliffs where the rocks are dark and jagged are good for medi-

tating on wrathful deities. Places with rolling hills and flow-

ering meadows support meditation on peaceful deities....

Chatral Rinpoche clarified that the beyul [hidden lands] that

Padmasambhava established in Tibet are not literal arcadias,

but paradises for Buddhist practice, with multiple dimensions

corresponding to increasingly subtle levels of perception. Be-

yond Yolmo'svisible terrain of mountains, streams, and forests,

he said, lies an inner level, corresponding to the flow of intan-

gible energies in the physical body. Deeper still, the subtle

elements animating the environment merge with the elements

present within the practitioner - the secret level. Finally, at
0

the beyul'sinnermost level- yangsang- liesa paradisiacal,

or unitary dimension revealed through an auspicious conjunc-

tion of person, place, and time. . . Chatral Rinpoche contend-

ed that yangsang is not merely a metaphor for the enlightened

state, but an ever-present, if hidden, reality.86
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Chatral Rinpoche has been guiding disciples in Yolmo for sev-

eral decades, many whom engage in the traditional three-year, three-

month retreat. Rinpoche wrote the following poem about Yolmo:

The mountains rise like spiked weapons towards the sun.

The mountains that lie in shadow spread like flames.

In this snow-encircled, broad sandy plain,

Padmasambhava and an assembly of realized beings,

Thinking of those in later generations,

Hid innumerable profound Dharma treasures.

All around and in every place, fragrances fill the air,

Plantains and other edible plants

Bloom in abundance without being sown,

Amiable birds, waterfowl, and wood pigeons

Empty the mind of its weariness.

Inner understanding and virtues naturally increase,

Benefiting the activity of path, view, and meditation.

For the practitioner of rushen87and chad

There is no better place than this!

This strife-free hidden-land ofPadmasambhava

Is no different than the eight great charnel grounds of India.

Surrounded by moats of water and walls of earth and rock,

Graced perpetually by clouds, mist, and rain,

[The valley] is naturally sealed [from the outer world].
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