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has not met so far with the same appreciation as that
received Ly its Indian and Persian counterparts. In a w q this is not surprising, as collections of Oriental art are rich of too m a y modern Tibetan
paintings o f little merit, in which the same subjects appear over and over
again, For this reason h has been dt@cult to overcome /be impression that Tibetan
painters have little orjginalip and are so subservient to the rules of iconograp& that t h y
are hardly able to give individual forms to their own fany. Thy follow a certain
number o f fixed patterns) but are hardly able to displq a y creative power. All this
is true to a certain extent, but it cannot be denied, as Grousset just4 remarks, that
Tibetan painting is imbued with a spirit of serene simplicip and a devout and naive
grace which not inj+equentb suygest a natural a@nio with the Italian primitives. In
fact, the visions unfolding before the artists' wondering eyes are the same, and we are
alwqs confronted with the same choirs of saints and the same meditative ecstay. O f
course, it is true that the loftiness and grace of Italians is not equalled, on the whole,
Ly Tibetan painters and m a y schoolsfollow the hieratic models o f Indian miniatures so
closel3, that t h y degenerate into a sort of expressionless and lifeless Byzantine manner.
I am also rea4 to admit that, even with the best artist, the weight of iconographic tradition is dominant to such an extent that the figures occupying the centre o f a picture are as
flat and motionless as i f t h y were copied from a bloodless model. It is, however, the
manner in which Tibetans treat colour that should engage our attention, and the value o f
their work lies in the skill and wisdom with which t h y grade their shades and place
them near one another, conferring to the whole the iridescent llfe of a rainbow. The merit of this painting is entirely in its artlessness and in the mastev of colour; nor should
we overlook the simplicip of its religious inspiration which bestows on evey Picture tbt
character of a divine evocation. Tibetan painting reproduces the Tibetan soul like a
mirror in which we can discern what this people have learntfrom India, China or Central Asia and what t h y have created on their own initiative. When we look at one after
another of these specimens we can see reflected in the images t h y present the culture and
the spiritual histo9 of a people who lived for ages and is still living under the domination of religion. Thus, this painting is an unfolding panoramic vision of Tibetan soul, its
reljgious lge and i t s history. For this reason the meaning o f these images cannot be
grasped fully unless we visuali~etXem in their own environment, l
.must, therefore, be
familar with at least an outline ofthe spiritual background oftheir development. T h t
ir w b my detailed explanation of the various tankas, as these paintings are called in
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Tibetan, is preceded by a summay o f Tibet's histoy and culture in general. I have
given, often relying on new, hitherto unused sources, an outline o f Tibetan events from
the 12th centuy down to the establishment of Chinese supremay, followed by a sketch
picture of Tibetan literature. This picture is restricted, of course, to religious works,
because technical subjects like medicine or astrology would require a special treatment.
This is followed by a chapter on the histoy of historiography, which gives concise and
essential data concerning the works I possess or am acquainted with. This part can
easily be developped in the near future as other works become known to us, but for the
present it has been sufficient to make a beginning in order to state clear& what we have
been able to ascertain concerning Tibetan culture with the means at our disposal. N e x t
comes a brief sketch covering the most important monuments o f Central Tibet, used as a
chronological reference to fix the date of m a y tankas and to ident* m a y schools. I
was able to s t u 4 these monuments in the course of my travels in 1939 when I visited
Sasba, ~ u l u ,
Tashilhurtpo and Lhartse, aN places that held a great religious
and political importance during the centuries I am dealing with. There I had the
good fortune to find important documents which induced me to undertake once more,
this time in the light of new and fuller information, the s t u 4 of events and alternating
ups and downs that took place in Tibetan histoy from the rise of Saskya pa power to the
triumph of the Yellow Sect which came as a consequence of Mongol armed intervention
under Guiri bsta~zadsin.
I have confined myself chief4 to the gTsah region, one of the provinces into which T i bet is divided, because this region is well known to me. I crossed it twice, using different
itineraries, and thus visited m a y of the places I mention. A s , however, the history of
gTsan cannot be separated from the history of dBus, consideration is given to the events
of the whole o f Central Tibet, even if the part concerned with gTsan is dealt with more
thoroughl3, and ingreatet- detail. A s I said before, however, Tibetan culture is religious,
in the same way as Tibetan art is exclusive& religious; it expresses, through gmbols,
the complex intuitions which Tibet has large& inherited from India, often enriching
them with its own experiences. Hence, it was necessary to give the reader an idea o f
Vajrqii?za, i, e. of that particular aspect of late Buddhism which, having ear& become
extinguished in India, was transplanted into the Country of Snows and, taking a firm
root, prospered there.
Having tbm given a broad ou& ofthe main aspects of the spiritual world in which
Tibetan painting originated, I was able to approach my subject and to discuss the origin
and characteristics of d i s painting, its relations with tbat of neig6douring countries and
the influence of iconometric rules. Next, after having described the liturgies of consecration which impart l f e to these tankas and make them wortby of worship, I attempted

or,

to class^ them intogroups and schools. After that I proceded with the iflustration of
the single tankas. This work covers in all 172 ofthem. T h y were most& collected one
by one during L seven journty I made in various provinces o f Tibet, or purchased in
Nepal or from antique dealers in India, where I resided uninterrupted& for six years.
Some ofthem belong to private collections to which I was given access.
Thefourth part of my work is devoted to sources. The foremost among them is the
portion of the Chronicles of the
Dalai Lama containing the genealogies of/hmilies
who 63, then had risen on the horixon of history: princes and vassals rapid& ascending
and as rapidly vanishing. Next comes the pedigree of the princes of Gyantse,followed
by that of 2 a h . It would be desirable to find the genealogical tree of aPhg mo gra
pa, i f o n 4 to obtainfurther detail of the vicissitudes of Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an, undoubted& one of thegreatestfigures in Tibetan history. However, this loss (which may not be
final) is compensated by the fact that the fifth Dalai Lama must have used these family
documents very extensively.
I next give some diplomas and edicts of the age of the Mongol emperors or of their
Tibetan vicegerents, which I discovered in the 2alu monastery. W e may add to these
the definite& authentic edicts preserved 63, histoyy, like, for instance, the one o f C'os
rgyal of Gyantse, or other documents which for good reasons can be considered authentic, or, at least, reproduced with a remarkable degree ofaccz~raa~j~,
even if we find them
in literary works.
The translations of chronicles and pedigrees are reduced to essentials, i. e. to the passages having a true historical value. T h y do not take into account legends, visions and
rhetorical embellishments which were particular4 abundant in the fifth Dalai Lama's
florid prose and which would form a useless encumbrance to the present work. A s a
tribute to the memory of agreat orientalist, this collection of sources and documents opens
with Paul Pelliot's translation of an imperial decree of Qaisan, which I discovered in
~ a l u . A s to the appendices, the second is an investigation into Bon po survivals infami& pedigrees, and an attempt to throw some light upon this intricate problem with the
help o f new material.
A word concerning the method oftranscription I have used here will not come amiss.
For Tibetan I have kept to the one adopted in Indo-Tibetica; in the index the words
should be looked for like in dictionaries; for instance, Klu and Blon-po, but gYui
and rTse. A s to Chinese, I have followed Wade-Giles. hlongol names are reproduced as fhg appear in Tibetan texts, but the names of Emperors and geographical
names are given according to Hambis's transcription, except, of course, certain speIli.sr WU,
like Genghi~Khan for dingis qan, though not strict4 scientifc, have been
consecrated 63, usage.
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This book was original4 written in Italian, and thanks are due to Dr. Virginia
Vacca to whose painstaking and scholar4 labour this English version owes its present
form. The second Appendix was written & myself direct4 in English. If I had here
to give public thanks to those Kalyanamitra who in various ways cooperated in the completion o f my book, I shotlld not know with whom to begin. In the first place I must
thank the Briri.rh Authorities who alwqs took an interest in my travels and strove to
facilitate them, my Indian friends who encouraged them, my Tibetan collaborators who
gave me their illtlminating advice and the disciples who willing4 assisted in research work
and proof-reading. I ?nust also thank Prof: Prassitele Piccinini, that worthy continuator of the hzrnzanistic tradition o f Italian pbsicians, who took a great interest in
my researches and made their completion possible b_y his generozrs munifcence.
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which in dt~czilttimes has printed this work in a form
worthy o f Itab's noblest publishing traditions.
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THE HISTORICAL C U L f U R A L
A N D R€LK;IOUS BACKGROUND

A SHORT HISTORY OF CENTRAL TIBET FROM
THE XIIIth TO X V I I I t h CENTURY WITH SPECIAL
REGARD TO THE PROVINCE OF GTSAN
I. C E N T R A L T I B E T F R O M THE
FALL O F T H E D Y N A S T Y TO
THE M O N G O L I N V A S I O N

T

he royal dynasty had been found.
ed by Sron btsan sgam po in the
VIIth century; when king Clari
dar ma was murdered in 842, his
dynasty fell, never to rise again. The tribes,
not always on !good terms with one another,
had bcen welded into temporary unity by the
authority of Sron btsan sgam po (t 650). K'ri
sron lde btsan and Ral pa can: this union
now broke down. Under some of its kings,
Tibet had fought China for Central Asian
territory, it had victoriously held out against
the T'ang dynasty and had tried to interfere
with Northern Indian affairs, forcing the P d a
kings of Bengal to pay K'ri sron lde btsan
a tribute; I ) this military power now vanished.
The royal family, however, was not wiped
out with the cnd of the dynasty, indeed Glai's
descendants succeeded in founding new king.
doms in the farthest regions of Tibet.
From the descendants of &i ma mgon,
the grandson of 'Od srun (Clari dar ma's son)
who had sought refuge in mNa' ris, sprung
three branches: Man yul's, Guge's and P u
hrans's, all of which had oAshoots spreading
into the neighbouring counaies, like Ladakh
and Zanskar. The descendants of Y u m
brtan, Clan dar ma's other son, spread
over rLuti Sod, $''an
yul and mDo K'ams.
The sons of bKra Sis rtsegs, Clan dar ma's
other grandson, settled in gTsari. gYas ru
and fiai stod.')

Thus runs tradition, which may be found.
ed on fact, even if the many legends bound
up with it have only one object: to flatter
the ambitions of the local nobility, which
was anxious to connect its origin with the
glorious fanuly of the first kings.
Tibet, as the power which had kept it
united broke down, reverted to its former
conditions: it split up into a number of seE
governing states, ') nearly always at logger.
heads. It is perhaps too ambitious to call
them states: they were simply wealthy families,
owning much land and pastures, which
with t'heir offshoots, kinsfolk, clients and
retainers, exercised sovereignty over a whole
region. These families formed a local aristo.
cracy, whose power was based on the resour.
ces of the territory under their control; they
claimed a divine origin, tracing their ances.
try to ancient heroes, and could count upon
armed forces which were the true foundation
of their power.
W e 20 not say that those same families
which had risen with the dynasty were still
on the horizon of history afier its collapse;
many ofthem had already disappeared, or had
faded into the background afier some attempt
on their part to oppose one of the lungs or to
resist their policy of strengthening authority
at the centre. Indeed, if one considers the
vicissitudes of the Tibetan dynasty, one can.
not avoid seeing that the main cause of its
decay is to be found precisely in the never.
ceasing struggle between one family posses.
scd of supreme power, and the surrounding
aristocracy, which refused to submit to its

paramountcy and strove to escape its control.
The dynasty attempted to subdue such a
natural conflict by choosing its ministers
fiom the most powerful families by turns,
thus binding them to the fortunes of the state.
but this remedy did not always work; for in,
stance the clashes between the house of mCar
and the reigning family show that the kings'
policy was incapable of smoothing out friction
and jealousy; they became, perhaps, all the
more dangerous as strife and intrigue were
brought into the court itself. Between the
royal- dynasty and the Prime Minister's fa,
milies a pledge of mutual respect had been
taken; in the M a ni bkaJ !bum we find the
promise, given by mCar pa to Sron btsan
sgarn po, and Bacot:) who was the first to call
aientibn to it, rightly finds it extremely s i g n i ~
ficant: " W e will not seek a more powerful
lord, we will not promise our faith to another ,,.
W h e n Buddhism began to spread in Tibet,
a difficult situation arose, the same which
developed, almost at the same time, in Japan.
The new religion. having found favour with
a section of the aristocracy and being opposed
by another section faithful to ancient customs
and ancestral tradition, had roused the Soga's
rancour against the Nakatomi, hurling Ja,
pan into the turmoil of war. These two clans
had not taken up arms one against the other
solely because of their zeal for Buddhism or
of their attachment to the old religion; reli,
gion was rather a pretext to justify ideally a
clash of interests. I n the same way, in Tibet,
two religions conGonted each other; on one
hand Buddhism, favoured by the Court, was
slowly gaining g o u n d and spreading over
the Land of Snows, with Siikyamuni's words.
an echo of Indian culture; on the other hand
Bon, the indigenous Shamanism, was deter,
mined to resist at any cost the new doctrines
which it rightly considered a menace to natio,
nal customs and to a type of society evolved
through the experience of centuries.
T h c conflict was long and ended with
the triumph of the Indian religion, continually

renewed by exchanges of apostles and mis,
sionaries between Tibet and India. Actor,
ding to Tibetan tradition, the violent struggle
between the two currents, conservatives on one
side and converts to Buddhism on the other,
broke out in Glan dar ma's times. Although
many tales are told concerning K'ri sroli Ide
btsan's piety, it is obvious that, even in his
lifetime, the Bon po's power and prestige were
by no means over. Bon po tradition, preserved
in the Bon po rgyal rubs and echoed in Padma,
sambhava's literary cycle as well as in the
chronicles, records the strife, both open and
covert, which troubled men's minds under
that king, wavering between the two schools
and disposed to tolerate both religions on
equal terms.
I n the Lhasa inscriptions no explicit trace
of Buddhism has so far been found; this
means that the dynasty had not yet made an
official declaration as later tradition would
have us believe.^)
Centuries went by and the old aristocracy,
little by little, disappeared; the lists of the
most prominent families given by the bKaJ
tJati sde h a , compared with the information
of the Myati cJuti or with works of the M o w
period, show another aristocracy on the
historical horizon: the K'yun, the aDre, the
a c o s no longer have any political power;
instead of the eminent ministers of former
times, they produce teachers and aanslators
of sacred texts (lotsava). A t the dawn of
the Mongol epoch we see Tibetan history
once more reduced, as in ancient times, to
strife between families, which indeed has now
become more acute, in the absence ofan autho,
rity capable of checking the jealousy of rival
factions. But as Bon, by this time, was
declining, and Tibetan Buddhism had split
up into several different currents, those fami,
lies now took sides on behalf of religious
schools; the political struggle drew its vigour
fiom rivalries between sects. Thus a dange,
rous alliance had been concluded between reli,
gion and laymen: it was to bring the aristocracy

to its final eclipse and the monasteries will
be the gainers: waxing powerful and aggres.
sive, they soon became the arbiters of Tibet's
destinies.
Monasteries, those huge buildings, bar.
bouring a multitude of monks, partly addicted
to worship and ceremonies, ~ a r t l yconcerned
with the management ofecclesiastical property,
partly idle, sometimes ready to take up arms,
are the result of an evolution developing
through several centuries.
In the oldest times, religious life had
been led not in these sacred citadels, but in
small shrines and hermitages where ascetics,
lotsava and teachers sought refuge from life's
turmoil. U p to K'ri sron lde btsan's reign
(second half of the V I I I t h century) no
Tibetan had taken monastic vows; the first
to enter the order had been the seven sad mi,6)
and the event was considered so important,
that chroniclers have recorded it as the rrue
beginning of the introduction of Buddhism
into the Country of Snows.
The troubled years which followed were
certainly not favourable either to the spread of
the doctrine or to the development of monastic
life; almost two centuries had still to elapse,
before a new apostolic zeal, in the eleventh
century, impelled Rin c'en bzari po, Mar
pa, and with them many other lotsava, to go
to India, almost simultaneously. Translating
the principal texts of Buddhist doctrine, they
transplanted into Tibet a religious tradition
which the ups and downs of history were slowly
extinguishing in India. But even then it was
not an easy work; the Bon po religion still
held out, the masses turned to the Buddhist
masters seeking exorcisms and protection
against fiends, moved hardly at all by an
intimate conviction and a true acquaintance
with abstruse Buddhist mysticism. Buddhism
thus spread, even at the dawn of this period,
thanks to solitary ascetics and theologians,
not by virtue of a monastic organization; the
latter, as we shall see, was formed but slowly
and did not reach its full development before

the XIth and XIIth centuries, when the first
S a skya monasteries, aBri gun and sTag lun
were founded: great for those times, but surely
of moderate proportions, as compared with
those built at a later period.
From the fall of the royal dynasty up to the
Mongol epoch, rivalries between sects were
therefore alien to Tibet; the sects had not yet
developed any welLdefined individuality. If
we knew the course of events in their details,
we should still find only wars offarmlies against
families, caused by raids, disputes about pasture.
land and mutual jealousy. Thus struggling,
many families were weakened to the point ofdis.
appearing from history or becoming absorbed
by other more powerful clans. But already
in the XIIth century, religion had taken hold
of men's souls to such an extent, that the
aristocracy sought for new prestige under
monastics robes, giving origin to dynasties of
abbots, who claimed temporal and spiritual
power together, transforming their convents
in fortresses and royal palaces and uniting
into their own person political and religious
authority. For this reason, when the Mongol
peril began to be felt on Tibet's frontiers,
only a few clans were predominant, and these
had identified themselves with the foremost
monastic institutions, in the meantime raised
to power. Little by little the causes of strifc
also changed: it was no longer a question of
raids, passing animosities and sudden conflicts.
such as used to arise in the troubled period
of anarchy which followed the dynasty's
downfall. Such disturbances, breaking out
suddenly, quickly passed away following the
interplay of passions: no plan was carried
out, there was no aim in view. N o w things
had changed, the snuggle had taken on a
political meaning and had wellldefined pur.
poses in view, it was a fight for hegemony
and for paramountcy. The old unitarian ideal,
which, in the days of the kings, had induced
Tibet to recognize a single chief, was revived.
Hard pressed by China, each clan, then each
prominent monastery tried to seize power by

obtaining official recognition fiom the Y u a n
and later on from the Ming, who on the
other hand, using the pretenders' ambitions
for their own ends, fostered rivalries between
one family and another, nipping in the
bud any chance of unification. Unity was
also endangered by rivalries between the sects,
unheard of in former times. The sects, having
acquired by this time great authority, had
become a new power side by side with the
aristonacy, and were gradually replacing it;
the convents monopolized privileges, land
and riches, and commanded respect not only
through armed bands, warrior monks and
the resources of their earthly power, but
also by invisible and far more awe,inspiring
weapons: if not their alleged sanctity, then
surely their spiritual intimacy with occult
divine forces.
Anyone who examines the traditions and
pedigrees ofthe families now appearing on the
horizon of Tibetan history, will certainly find
that, notwithstanding an'admixture of fables
and legends, this aristocracy mostly boasts of
descent from North or North~Easternfion,
tiers: to quote a few instances, the princes
of Gyantse considered themselves related to
the clan of the Ge sar king of K'rom;
the aPyon rgyas pa to the Bhata Hor; the
N a m rin pa to the M i Gag (Tangut); the
lords of gNas par,') a small principate in
the R a n c'u valley between Gyantse and
Shigatse, claimed descent from the 'A La.
This spread of racial groups fiom East
to West naturally brought in its wake the ab,
sorption and the disappearence, at least from a
linguistic point of view. of other peoples who
had preceded them in those regions. Tibe,
tan tradition indiscriminately calls M o n the
populations which Tibetans met with on
their way, as they expanded southward and
westward. M o n is, of course, a general term,
applied to populations of various languages
and descent; it is therefore difficult to inve,
stigate what ethnical groups may be hidden
under this name. Even when the Tibetans

specify, as they sometimes do: skal mon, ka

la nron, etc.. such further determinations do
not help us to identify any particular people.8)

If we wish to specify, somehow, the ethnical
group predominating under this general name
of Mon as regards Western Tibet we cannot
but think of the austro/asiatic stock to which
the Mundz, Khol, S a n d and Oraon belong:
these not only spread South of the Himalaya,
but crossed it and expanded northwards,
especially in the provinces of Western Tibet,
where the presence of an important ethnical
group, pre~existentto Tibetan penetration, is
proved not only by tradition and by place,
names, but also by the wel1,defined memory
of a particular language known as Zan l u n
from the place where it was spoken. It
is impossi61e to say how far thE language
of Zari i u n extended, but it is not unlikely
that it reached much further eastward than
the present Guge district, up to the frontiers
of Central Tibet; it is, for instance, worthv of
notice that the most famous Sa skya temple,
the same founded by ~ K ' o ndKon c'og rgyal
po, should have been called sGo rum:) i. e.
by a name the Tibetans considered to be of
the Zari i u n language.
The population of Tibet is thus far from
homogenous. Confining my statements to
Western and Central Tibet, which I know
directly, although at the present day religion
and language are the same and customs identi,
cal, the more we proceed westward and south,
ward the greater variety we find of bodily traits
so conspicuous as to strike the most superficial
observer; and this, notwithstanding centu,
ries of admixtures and common life, which
have amalgamated stocks of different origin.")
Besides the Mon, recognized by the Tibetans
themselves as alien groups, though finally
inserted, in course of time, into their commu,
nity, other tribes coexist which differ from the
mass of the Tibetan people on account of their
way of life: to the Bod pa, forming the settled
population, tradition has opposed the +Brag
pa, i. e. the nomads. It is true that the

term " sealed population ,, is rather vague:
in many places the people live in villages or
caves dug into the rock only in the winter
months, while in the milder season they look
afier their live.stock, whose needs influence
their lives to a much greater extent than does
agriculture, always poor. This is the rythm
of life prevailing over many parts of ~ibet.")
Nomads, on the other hand, have no fixed
abode at any time of the year; they normally
live in tents, which they shifc fiom one place
to another according to the seasons' course.
They speak a peculiar dialect, undoubtedly
akin to those of K'ams or of the Northern
highlands (Byan t'an), a district from which
some of their groups seem to be prevalently
derived. In the old censuses which will
be mentioned later, Bod and aBrog pa are
regularly kept distinct, almost considered
opposites.12)
This composite population of Tibet, into
which different groups have been blended and
whose speech is an all but uniform " k o h l ,,
was ruled by an aristocracy mostly drawn from
the North or from the extreme Eastern pro.
vinces; its vicissitudes, rivalries and ambitions
were, for many centuries, the centre of Tibetan
history. The documents of such a scanty
history have been handed down by this same
ruling class in the form of a varied and luxu.
riant crop of legends, which furnish themes
and subject~matterto the later monastic chro.
niclers. These chroniclers related the develop
ment of families and sects fancifully and with
partiality, nevertheless their compilations throw
some light on political events and allow us to
reconstruct, at least in its main lines, Tibet's
political horizon on the eve of the Mongol
conquest.
This history can therefore be reduced to the
vicissitudes of families and monasteries, it is
never the history of a people. The people
suffers it, but takes no part, it submits to
history. Events are guided by a few perso,
nalities, representing the interests of aristocratic
currents or of some particular sects.

2.

T

TIlE S A S K Y A PA

he first attempt at unification, h e r the
dynasty's downfall and the disturban.
ces which followed, is represented by
the rise of Sa skya theocracy. It is no longer
the case of a family whose strength lies entirely
in its temporal power: we have a clan in
whose hands earthly authority and the prestige
of religious sanctity are united. Buddhism
had progressed greatly since Clan dar mays
times, vanquishing Bon. Perceiving that it
was not possible completely to erase fiom the
people's minds all traces of those ancient
beliefs, it had linked them with its dogmatic
schemes, and the Bon po deities had been dis,
p i s e d as acolytes of the Buddhist pantheon
and called upon to defend and guard its temples.
Smothering the primitive religion with its
metaphysical and dialectic exuberance, Bud.
dhism forced Bon po to accept its own logical
structure, to change its raiment and thus to
become half Buddhist. The Bon po, it is true.
still held out stubbornly in the frontier prov,
inces, and had at least succeeded in so per.
meating with their practices some sects, as that
of the r R i n ma pa, that it was difficult to
distinguish popular Buddhism fiom the abori,
ginal religion of Tibet, as lamented by Lha
bla ma Byari c'ub 'od:
" Since exorcism spread, sheep and goats
have no more rest; since yoga practices spread,
unlawfulness and immorality mingle; since
the use of medical ingredients for magic
purposes spread, living dogs and boars arc
killed; since necromancy spread, cemeteries
receive no cult; since offerings are made to the
~ r i npo and to the fa zu, diseases of men and
cattle develop; since smoke is spread without
the proper incantations (?),gods and Klu of
the country are indigent. C a n this kind of
behaviour be called the "Great Vehicle ? ,,.
This behaviour of yours, the exorcists of the
villages, if it is heard of in other counmies
may cause astonishment to others, but h s
behaviour that you state to be Buddhistic

is less mercihl than that of the Las kyi
srin pos.
"If one worships gods, who are pure, with
ordure, urine, semen and blood, one is to be
pitied, since he will be reborn in the mud
produced by the corruption of corpses. If one
blames the Law contained in three sets of
scriptures, one is to be pitied since he will be
reborn in the hell Avici. By the ripening of
the sin consisting in the killing of living animals
on account of exorcisms, one will be reborn
among the Las srin po. This is stated in the
Great Vehicle. By the ripening of the sin
consisting in a behaviour infected by lust
on account of yoga practices, one will be
reborn as mnal srin po. '3)
"This is stated in the Great Vehicle. If one
presents to the three jewels offerings of flesh,
blood and urine, one is to pitied since he will
be reborn among the impure srin po ... If by
such a behaviour you can attain Buddhahood,
all hunters, fishermen and butchers could
obtain illumination. You, exorcists of the
villages, do not say that you are followers
of the Great Vehicle. Forsaking this wrong
view, practice the law expounded in the three
sets of sacred scriptures which is absolutely
pure ,,.
But in dBus and gTsari the Bon po had
lost ground: here the new religion had pre/
vailed, profiting by its proximity to India
and by a constant exchange of apostles and
pilgrims between those districts and the land
of ~ikyamuni.
It is not out of place to recall that, at this
time, monasteries were no longer simple comd
munities gathered round some chapel, as they
had been in the past; this can be seen for the
three most important convents which, at the
dawn of the period we are studying, vie for
the Mongol emperors' favour and equally
aspire to supremacy: Sa skya pa, aBri gun pa
and Ts'al pa.
The Sa skya pa and the aBri gun pa are
the two monastic orders holding out, up to our
times, against the ups and downs of history:

the first, as we shall see, boasts of being the
depository of an esoteric tradition revealed to
its forerunners by the ascetic Virijpa; the
others are a branch of the bKa' brgyud pa, i. e.
of a school introduced into Tibet by Mar pa.
The Ts'al pa, born as an order where civil
and religious authority was handed down
fiom uncle to nephew, passed under the
control of myriarchs descended fiom mGar,
Sron btsan sgam po's celebrated minister; for
this reason civil and military power prevailed
over religious authority.
Even before the Sa skya pa had succeeded
in gaining the first place, through the Man,
gols' favour, we possess information concern,
ing a chief of Ts'al, who must have been
considered the supreme authority of Tibet,
since Gengis Khan received fiom him and
fiom another chief the submission of the
Country of Snows, while he was about to in,
vade it. I allude to the plan for a military
P. 24
expedition in 1207 (nre yos HUTH,
wrongly 1206), not to the expeditions of 1194
and 1227, aimed against the king of the Mi
iiag, i. e. of the Tangut, rDo rje dpal or T'o
c'e, called by the Mongols Sidurhu.
The latter had made his submission for the
first time in 1194, but having broken his
pledges and not having taken part with his
troops in the conquest of Khwirazm, Gengis
Khan, in 1227, sent a punitive expedition
against him and deprived him of his territory
and of his life at the same time. His end is
related, in great detail, by Sayang SaEan (op.
cit., p. 99 E ) and in the Secret history of the
p. I 38 E).
Mongols (transl. by HAENISCH,
But in this case we are on the edge of Tibet,
far fiom the region of dBus and gTsan, the
particular object of our research, against which
Gengis Khan was planning to move in 1206
(tne stag, SP, p. 258). A s soon as they were
informed of his military preparations, the ~ i b e .
tan chiefs called a meeting to decide what they
should do in this emergency. A consultation
or parliament like the Mongol quriltai was
held, '4) and all the responsible chiefs of Tibet
/

agreed upon the course they would follow.
=Jigs med rig pai rdo rje's narrative is important;
it proves that Tibet had lost its unity and had
been divided between an uncertain number of
chiefi,religious and laymen, who ruled by right
of succession or of election over different terri.
tories, but, in case of need and when the in.
terests of the entire territory were threatened.
decided matters ofpeace and war on the base of
a common agreement. Naturally this parlia.
ment recognized some supreme authority,
capable of reconciling conflicting opinions
and of inducing the members to accept this
or that proposal for a solution; in the present
case such an authority was represented by the
sDe srid Jo dga8,'s) of the Yar klun family,
and the Ts'al pa K u n dga' rdo rje, on whom
had been conferred, perhaps by election, the
task of caring for the public weal; with how
much effective power over the local nobility,
we do not know.
This parliament, assembled in the face of
an invasion, decided to send ambassadors to
offer Gengis Khan an unconditional surren.
der: m ~ a ris,
' the four districts of dBus and
gTsan, the Southern provinces and K'ams,
i. e. the whole of Tibet, were thus ceded to
the Qagban of the Mongols, with the im.
plicit pledge (even though our sources say
nothing about it) of paying a regular tribute.
It would therefore seem that in Gengis
Khan's times the Ts'al pa were the most
powerful of all the clans. But when Go,
dan's troops made their first raid, the Mon.
gols found that, besides the Ts'al pa, also
aBri gun and the Sa skya prevailed; indeed
the latter enjoyed such a prestige that one
of their abbots was invited to the Mongol
prince's camp.
In 1239 (sa p'ag) Codan (Kodtjn), Ogo,
dai's second son, sent some of his troops,
under rDo rta nag, to attack Tibet; the Hor
then pushed as far as Rva bsgren (Raring,
to the North~Eastof Lhasa) and rCyal Iha
k'an, causing great havoc.16) The Tibetans
were dismayed, but the following year, either

Sans rgyas skyabs, of P'ag mo gru's family.
succeeded in convincing the Mongol general
to abandon his plans (as related by chroni.
clers) or the Mongols themselves, having
acquired loot, preferred not to be involved in
a serious campaign: anyhow it is certain that
rDo rta nag retired. His retreat did not mean
he renounced the conquest of Tibet, but in the
meantime his expedition had served to con.
vince the Tibetans that they were not capa.
ble of resisting the Mongols. Negotiations
began, about which we know very little. The
Tibetans. in this perilous moment. turned to
the Sa skya abbot, the Sa pan, who seem.
ed ~ossessed of the greatest authority and
influence in the whole country. and em.
powered him to deal with Godan. On
the other hand, Godan on the advice of the
two Mongol generals rDo rta nag and rGyal
sman, invited the Sa skya master to his camp.
The meeting took place in 1247, but already,
two years before, two nephews of the Sa skya
abbots, aP'ags pa and P'yag na, had preceded
him, '7) either obliged to answer Godan's
summons, or led away as hostages.
Tibetan historians record this event and
the first contact of the still barbarous Mongol
hordes with the light of Buddhism which the
great master, in a self.sacri6cing spirit, brought
into their midst. They also speak of pro.
digious cures which lengthened Codan's
life and induced him to look favourably on
Buddhism. Actually his favour was a con,
sequence of the awe he felt for those myste.
rious powers which he feared would emanate
from the rites and incomprehensible formulas
of the new religion the Tibetan abbot had
revealed to him for the first time.
Nevertheless the Sa skya pandita's journey
was not apostolic: it took place, as I have
said, on a command from Codan, to avoid
the worst, and was concluded in fact with a
second delivery of Tibet, through a Tibetan
delegate, into the Mongol prince's hands.
The Land of Snows confirmed its submission
to the Mongols, already accomplished in

Cengis Khan's times, and recognized their
paramountcy.
On his way back the abbot sent a letter
to the civil and religious authorities of
Tibet; owing to its importance, we translate
it in full: ")
" Sa Pan's Letter to the Tibetans.
0111 svnsti siddhi.
Homage to the master and to the m c o n
po aJam pai dbyans.
Communicationlg) of the glorious Sa skya
pandita to the spiritual preceptors in dBus,
gTsan and m ~ a ris,
' to the chaplains with
their patrons (yon nic'ok).
Having in mind the Buddha's teachings in
general and (the good of) all created beings, and
p a r t i c ~ l a r l ~ what
' ~ ) may be to the advantage
of the Tibetan~speakingpopulations, I have
gone to the Hor. The great patron was much
pleased with me, whom he had invited. ") I
had thought that aP'ags pa who had taken
with him his so small brother and his retinue
would have been enough. But he said to
me : 'Among my subjects, ") I consider
you as the head, the others as the feet. You
have been called by me, the others will come
through fear. D o I not know it I
Before coming here, ~P'agsand his bro4
ther were acquainted with the law of Tibet,
and even now aP'ags pa studies the law of
Tibet and PYyagna rdo rje studies the Hor
scriptures and language. I, protecting (the
pro4
world) with the law of men,z3)
tecting it with the law of the gods,'j) will
the Buddha's teachings not spread over all the
world, as far as the ocean which is the earth's
external boundary ? '.
This king is a bodhisattva, who has the
greatest faith in the Buddhist teachings gene/
rally, and in the three gems in parti~ular.'~)
H e protects the universe by good laws, and
particularly he has a great attachment for
me, far above the others. H e said (to me):
'Preach religion with a tranquil mind, I
will give you what you wish. I know that
you do good, heaven knows if I do so also'.

Above all he has a great attachment for
aP'ags pa and his brother. Knowing how
to govern freely, he has the good intention of
being useful to all peoples.
'In a special manner, teach the Law to
your men, the Tibetans; I know how to lead
you to happiness '. So he says. The king
and the members of the royal family asked to
apply themselves diligently to the observance
of the rites concerning prayers for a long life.
By the way, the armies of this Hor king are
numberless. I think that all the aDsam bu
gliri has submitted to him. Those who agree
with him take part in his adversity and prospe,
rity. If one does not listen sincerely to what
the king says, he cannot be called his vassal.
A n d in the end the king will cause his down,
fall. Until the kingdom of the Y u gur was
overthrown, he took2') men's riches and him,
self appointed (literally: made) chancellors, 2s)
administrators and bu
The Chinese,
the Mi iiag, the Sog po and other peoples,
although they had been forced to pay a tribute
before being vanquished, because they did not
listen to what he said, were defeated and hence,
no longer having anywhere to go, became his
vassals. Having finally listened to his words,
now the bu &aJ, the administrators, the gene/
rals, chancellors, etc. all of these (the most
important officials) are appointed by him.
Having come into conflict with our wicked
population, he withdrew in various manners,
but without going very far; then, engaging
them in a battle, he defeated them: thus by
artifice, stratagem and deception he destroyed
them. His various vassals are many; owing
to the war against the Tibetans, (who had
been) bad to him, serfs and dependants excep.
ted, nobody is to be seen, besides a hundred
(persons), on whom the dignity of a dPon had
been conferred. Although Tibetan vassals are
many, nevertheless, as tributes 30) are scanty,
the dignitaries, in their hearts, are not satis.
fied. In the past, for some years, no (Hor) SOL
diers came to upper Tibet. (This happened
because I) having taken (with me) bi ri,")

-

did homage as a vassal. As this vassalage
' dBus
was successful, the upper m ~ a ris,
and gTsan did homage as vassals. Various
bi ri too having become vassals, up to this
day no soldiers have come (to our country);
hence great advantages resulted.
There are some men in upper (Tibet) who
have not recognized all this. In this circum.
stance, he declared war on those who, though
they had done homage as vassals, did not pay
the tributes and were not faithful; he destroyed
the people's riches; you have heard all this.
Those who fought, princes, heroes, soldiers,
able archers with solid armours, he defeated
and overthrew them all. Men think that
the compulsory services and war tributes
which the Hor (enforce) are smaller, and the
compulsory services and war tributes of others
larger, but the compulsory services and the war
tributes that the Hor (enforce) are greater than
those of others. Compared with these, those
of others are small. N o w hear what he says:
' (In) your country, (in the) lay communities
of your districts, whoever the various officers
may be upon whom (office) has been con.
ferred, let him (continue as before to) occupy
it. I have called the Sa skya pa, who have
the golden letters and the silver letters, and I
have conferred the ofice of da ra K'a c'e upon
them; this is just.
O n the base of this recognition (rio p'rod)
many useful messengers who come and go
have been established: therefore let three (cod
pies of the) list of the census officials' names,
of the number of laymen, and of the tributes
be made; let one be brought to me, one taken
to the Sa skya and another kept by the various
officials, and let it be clearly distinguished:
this one is a vassal, this one is not a vassal.
If this distinction were not made, there
would be danger of defeating vassals together
with those who are not such. H e who is in
possession of the Sa skya pa golden letter, let
him consult the officers of each country, and
let him do what is good for all created beings,
without any thought of increasing his own

authority: and also the officers of the (various)
countries, let them never act on their own ini.
tiative, without consulting him who is in pos.
session of the Sa skya pa golden letter. If one
acts on his own initiative, without talung
counsel, he is lawless. Ifone has committed a
fault, he will be pardoned with difficulty. O n
this we are all agreeed. If you follow the
Hor laws, good will result; go to meet those
who are in possession of golden letters and
serve them. Those in possession of the golden
letters, before asking anything else of those who
come to them,must ask, above all, if (the above
mentioned) are runaways or have
if they have properly served the possessors of
golden letters, if they have performed the per.
sonal services, if the vassals remain firm (in
their allegiance). If those in possession of the
golden letters are not satisfied, it is certain that
there will be a chance of meeting with damage.
if they are satisfied advantages will accrue. It
is difficult to see anyone able to accomplish
anything without listening to those possessing
the golden letters.
Hence noblemenj2) and those who bring
tributes (as vassals) will find themselves well.
With the purpose of doing each a good
deed, let my officials to levy the governement
tributes collaborate with the Sa skya pa men.
They advise: this is the tribute which must
be paid. I also have advised them concer.
ning this. Hence, when they come to the
country (assigned) to them, it will be to every
one's advantage.
I n a general manner, when I sent you (my)
men last year, I made a show of advising you
that by acting thus it would be well with
you. But it is just that you too should not
do (as you have done heretofore).
Afier having been defeated, either you
will listen to what (the Emperor) says, or
else you have not understood what he says.
Generally speaking, do not say: 'it does
not profit me that the Sa skya have entered the
Mongol confederation
I have entered the
Mongol confederation with thoughts of love

'.

towards o~hers,for the advantage ofthose who
speak TiEetan. If you listen to what I say,
it will be to your advantage. When one does
not see how this may happen, it is very diffi,
cult to trust those who know. Therefore it
seems to me that now this is profitable: we
have long enjoyed (earthly) happiness, (now)
suddenly gloom and oppression have set in,
as when one is trampled upon. It is neces/
sary that the people of dBus and gTsan should
enter the Mongol confederation. I, whatever
happens, good or evil, will not repent. It is
possible that (all) may go well, through the
blessings and the grace of the Masters and of
the Three Gems: let all of you pray to the
Three Gems. The king is bound to me as he
is to no one else. For this reason, great men,
spiritual preceptors of China, Tibet, Y u gur,
M i hag or of other countries, listen to the Law
with great wonder and feel great devotion.
I need not trouble concerning what the
Hor will d o to those who will come here; I
wish all to feel confidence. A s far as I a m
concerned, let all be tranquil. Concerning
the tributes: gold, silver, ivory, large pearls,
carmine and ruddle, ru ta (= ru rta, kurtha),
bezoars, tiger, leopard, wild cat, otter skins,
Tibetan wool, fine dBus wool, here these
things are right. Generally speaking, concer,
ning the property (to be paid as a tribute)
when one's riches (nor rtsis) be scanty. one is
allowed to pay with those articles that are the
best in one's country. If there is gold, think
that there may be as much as you wish of it.
Let the Buddha's teachings be diffused over
all the Mongol regions. May all receive good ,,.
I n this letter the Sa pan speaks like " one
of Godan's subjects ,,. O n e can see that he
had negotiated the counny's submission, and
indeed the Mongol troops, while submission
was expected, had not penetrated into his
country ( " for some years, no (Hor) sol,
diers came to Tibet ,,). But the warning is
clear: Godan is too ~owerful,the Uigur and
the Chinese have had to bow before him.
Nothing can be done, it is necessary to submit

and to pay the tributes he may enforce. In
exchange the Sa skya abbot had obtained
for himself the " golden patent ,,, and had
thus become one of Codan's officials; Tibet
had been handed over to the Mongols, but the
Sa skya pa acted as their viceregents in Tibet.
It is enough to read the last part of the letter
to perceive that the Sa skya abbot could not have
acted otherwise ; he endeavours to persuade
the recipients of his letters that in the future
they will have occasion to praise his wise
decision of entering into the Mongol state.
N o t all Tibetan chiefs, however, accept,
ed this surrender: some obstinately stuck
to their independence, refusing- to pay the
tributes agreed upon, and as soon as the Sa
skya pandita died, they shook off the yoke.
Consequently in 1251 a fresh army entered
Tibet and did much damage.
Thus, at Godan's hands, the Mongols
effectively took possession of Tibet for the first
time. Qubilai followed u p and completed
Godan's policy most ably, also relying above
all on the Sa skya. Above all, but not exclu.
sively, for besides showing favour to aPsags
pa, he was greatly devoted to another promi.
nent lama and master of esoteric doctrines,
namely C'os adsin Kar ma bak~i. The latter
belonged to the bKa' brgyud pa sect, and had
come to the Mongol court in Mongkiss times;
he had thus receded aP'ags pa; actually
Qubilai, who had him at his court, was
long undecided as to which lama he should
choose for his master.
But the Emperor, whatever his increasing
interest in Lamaism, continued to follow his
predecessors' policy and claimed Tibet's com,
plete subjection. His conduct towards the
Country of Snows clearlyshows that he consi,
&red it one of his provinces and an essential
part of his dominions. First of all, he had a
census of Tibet taken on various occasions,
to ascertain the numbers of its population and
to fix its tributes.
~ h first
c mission sent to Tibet with this
purpose was led by T a men, who made a

general survey of the country and applied a first
division in ajata,n; from the Chinese frontier to
Sa skya, they were 27 in all, of different sizes,
according to their various resources and to
the produce of the soil.
The source used by S. CH.DAS,JRASB.
1904, extra number, p. 97, says that these fjarn,
each depending fiom a ajanant +on or " head of
a district ,,, were divided as follows:
mDosmad 7
mDo stod 9
7 Saskya, Sog, Tsi mar(?),
gTsai
Shag @ag?), Sha po
(z Za), Kon, Con gsar
(dCon gsar)
dBus
4 Tog (T'og 2 )
Tshong dui (Tsson adus)
Darlung (Dar lun)
T'om daran (Kr'om ...)
is not a Tibetan word, it is Mongol and
means " post, station ,,;") it shows that this
division had nothing to do with the division
into myriarchies and cJol k'a, which we shall
mention later: it follows the enforced stations
lying along the caravan roads which, from the
extreme frontiers between China and Tibet,
branched off throughout the country. This
of course implied a firm administrative orgal
nization, because the districts through which
the highroads passed were obliged to fur,
nish personal services, contributions, means of
transport, which the Mongols claimed from
vassal or subject territories.
O n the other hand it is clear, if there
were any need of dwelling on the diAerent
character of the division into d a m and of the
division into myriarchies, that the two systems
do not correspond in any manner, neither do
they cover the same territory.
In fact, while the division into 4at11corn,
prises also the most Western provinces, the
I3 myriarchies (k'ri skor) as I have shown in
a preceding work,34) include only dBus and
gTsati, and not even the whole of their ter.
ritory. The effective division into 1 3 k'ri
aJan1

skor was made at a second stage, when aP'ags
pa was honoured by Qubilai as his spiritual
preceptor; a confirmation has been found in
Tibetan tradition, which recognizes a tempo.
ral succession in the solcalled donations made
to the Sa skya pa abbot, and recalls that each
represented a particular offering of the Empe.
ror's to his teacher, on the occasion of the
three religious initiations he had received.
In the meantime between T a men's mission
which defined Tibet's administrative divi.
sion for purposes of taxation, and the vaunted
handing over of the 1 3 myriarchies to ?P'ags
pa, the Yiian had not neglected Tibet: they
had sent Ijilig there, conquered the region of
Kiikiilnor and Amdo, annexing it to China.
Later, when mDo K'ams was assigned to
Tibet, Ijilig was appointed as the Mongol
government's representative in Tibet.
But the territorial division into aiatn must
not have been considered final, since in the year
earthldragon 1.268 we hear of a new mission
sent by the Mongol court with the object of
carrying out another accurate census. The
census was an old custom of the Mongols'
and marked the definite taking possession of
a territory and its inclusion in the Mongol
state. The practice was imitated later by the
Tibetans themselves, who considered the cen.
sus a sign of conquest, hence the expression
rtsis lens " to carry out a census ,,, passed
into literary use to express submission. This
census of 1268 was performed by two corn,
missioners, A Kon and M i !gliri, to whom was
added the dPon c'en Sa kya bzan po as Tibe.
tan representative; on this occasioil he received
the title of Zonr gr14gui nrin dben hw; 15) they all
had jurisdiction fiom m ~ acis' to Za lu, while
in the other provinces Su t'u A skyid was
charged with the same functions 36) (S. CH.
DAS, Se tu a K'yi get).
The first temporary census was followed,
twenty years later, by another one, carried out
by D o Su A nu gan and A r mgon (Hosha
and Oonukhan in S. CH.DAS, ibid., p. 101,
year nre y'q, 1287): in this circumstance they

ten of these a region. From Se c'en, king
had recourse to the division into $atrt, already
of the Mongols, depended eleven fields,+o)and
adopted for the preceding census; the territories
although the three pJyogs k'a did not suffice
were nevertheless divided, according to the
to form a field, as they represented the seat
density of the population, into large and small
of the bla ma and at the same time that of
$am ($am cJen+jan cJuri). m ~ a ris
' and gTsan
the holy teaching, he gave them as a gift to
comprised four major ajaw each, under a
~ P ' a g s pa, counting them as if they were
mGo or chief, and other lesser ones, among
which a d M q ujatn, probably designed to
a field ... A s a last offering for the baptism,
according to the Lama's prescriptions, he gave
provide soldiers and war contributions.37)
him Mi yrlr c'en
I n what manner the census was taken, is
in China ,,.
Thus the census was taken on the base of
told by the Sa skya chronicles, which use the
same documents as the author of the rGya bod
a unit called dud or hor dud. The two words
are equivalent, and we are not to suppose (as
kyi yig tiari. A s the passage is interesting for
I said by mistake in Indo/Ebetica, IV, part I,
anyone wishing to gain an idea of the adminis.
p. 89) that the diversity of names implies a
trative division adopted by the Mongols, it will
be well to give a translation (Chronicle, p. 65):
difference in the populations comprised in the
" A s an offer for his initiation, the king
census: hor dud is the same as hor du, which
said that the thirteen myriarchies (k'ri bskor)
is the Mongol ordu; dud is its abbreviation,
should be given to him (~P'agspa); each of them
formed on the analogy of dud, which means
numbered four thousand religious (Iha sde) and
smoke, to signify a family unit, because smoke
six thousand lay communities (mi sde). A s a
distinguishes a tent, and each tent houses one
second ofking, he said that the three districts
family; the three expressions, then, are equi,
(p'yogs Pa) should be counted to him as one
valent and are indiffirently used for the unit
on which the census is based.
field, giving u p to him at the same time the lay
communities and the religious communities
But it is now time to treat of the sojcalled
(bandhe = lha sde) of the three districts of Tibet,
donation of the thirteen k'ri skor and of the
three cJol ka, which Qubilai conferred upon
with the sacred white shell rgyan grqs at their
head. Concerning this, to begin from m ~ a ' the great abbot aP'ags pa. This was not a
ris skor gsum up to Sog la skya'o, is the
real donation, as Tibetan sources would have
district of the Law; from Sog la skya'o as far
us believe; it was rather a nominal vicere.
gency, over Tibetan territory. on the Mongol
as rMa c'u k'ug pa is the district of men;
fiom rMa c'u k'ug pa to rCya mc'od rten '1
Emperors' account; the abbots, in a word,
dkar po is the district of horses called Gyad
were not sovereigns and lords, but officials,
glin. The word: field (Sin) commonly means
elected and confirmed every time by a seal and
a decree ofthe Court. Anyhow, as T i shih,
a house having six pillars, i. e. husband and
imperial masters, they enjoyed great honours:
wife, two; son and daughter, two; man ser.
vant and maid servant, two, six all counted.
they sat, as the Yuan shih tells us, at the Em.
peror's side, and they designed the chief of
A n d besides two animals, a horse and an
the Hsiian cheng yuan, which, under the orb
ass, cows, sheep, goats and enough land for
12 mongo1 k'al of seed. They call it a small
ginal name of Tsung chih yuan, was founded in
bor dud (hor dud cJuri); twenty0five of these
1288 and was assigned to the direction of a
make a large hor dud (dud cJen); two of these are
Buddhist monk. The latter, on assuming this
office, received the rank ofvice/minister, and
called a horse's head (rta ngo), two of these
controlled all business connected with Tibet
arc called a hundred (brgya bskor); ten of these
and Tibetan religion. What the Tibetans
a chiliarchy (ston bskor), ten of these a myriar.
consider a donation is thus only the conferring
chy (k'ri bskor); ten of these a serpent klu; ' 9 )

of an office which, out of respect for the Sa
skya, was confirmed for several years to aP'ags
pa's descendants; they were thus obliged, as
T i shih, to go to the Chinese court very often
in order to take possession of their office; the
Emperor received them with flattering honours,
and gifts were liberally bestowed upon them.
The Yuan shib, chap. 202, has preserved the
list of the lamas who succeeded one another
on T i shih's seat, up to N a m mksas bkra fis;
by his help we can thus reconstruct it.4')
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B.: WANC,CH'U.ERH.CHIEN.TS'ANC
6 it: # t $& (Pan,chuderh.chien.ts'ang W RI
I@)Ia'
who died in the second year Taiding
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(1325) and was succeeded by:
B.: KUNC,KO,LIEH~SSU~PA~CH'UNC.
NA,SSUOCHIEN~TS'ANG~PANC.
P U & % A I A W h 9 , k B k t R N % b(Kun4
k'o~i~shih~pa~t'ung~la~shih~chia/lolrs'an~pwlo
ts'ang~pu ?& % B' %f E @M
i
X6 O tde E
8i ;ICi)Sg1who died in the same year 1325
and was succeeded in the second year T'icn
li (1330). by:
B.: NIEN,CHEN#CH'IH,LA,SHIH#SSU
@ @t
Di; jpll E
! E. (Nientcha~k'oss'ela,shih
+L

k 4R
THE

TI~SHIH,, OF THE YUAN
SHIH'S L I S T
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The orders issued by these T i shih were
in the name of the supreme imperial authority,
C (P'a#k'o~ssu.pa $b
I. B.: PA,SSU P A A
fiom which they received their power, and
+'L 'L Jlh)'?'
returned to Tibet in the eleventh
ear of Chih*ycan (1274) and was succeeded
precisely for this reason, according to the rules
his brother:
of Mongol protocol, the letters I have found
2. B.: I I L I E N X H E N s .eft F
X (Liwch'in i
1.2.) "'
in Za lu all begin with the usual ceremonial
who died in the ninettenth year of Chihdyiian
formula, " By order of the Emperor ,,. From
(1282) and was succeeded by:
the same documents we see that not all the Ti
3. B.: TA0ERH-MAA'A,LAXH'I.LIEH K R
Hri, (Ti shih), were abbots of the Sa skya sect
E #n (Ta,erhmaqa~la,shih~liB W R
e 'la a) who died in the twenty~thirdyear and that there was an interruption in their series,
Chih.yuan (1286) and was succeeded by:
when the bDag iiid csen po was led to China
in exile and the office of T i Sri was occupied
4. B.: I,SHESSU#LIEN*CHEN ;R. i8 E. & &
(I,t'e*cha~shih*lin~ch'in@' H +L 'Bt i
ti.)4" who
by T i ~ r Grags
i
pa 'od zer, his chaplain, who
died in the thirtydfirst year Chih,yiian (1295) and
did
not
belong
to
the Sa skya family.
was succeeded by:
The control exercised for some time by the
5. B.: CH'IILA-SSU.PA*WAXHIEH#ERH
Sa skya abbots over Tibet should not then
li ipll 1%A $3I 5% (Ts'e~la~shih~pa~o~erh~chia,
lo Z 91 % E 3 Wt 8 @I)471 who died in the
be considered an effective possession or domid
seventh year Tade (1303) and was succeeded by:
nion. This of course does not mean that
6. B.: NIEN/CHEN#CHIEN,TS'ANC L 4iC
the Sa skya pa had not their own particud
(Nien~cha,k'o~chia,lo,ts'an XF +L # 8 a @)en'
lar property and &d not receive special
who died in the following year (1304) and was
grants fiom the Court, according to a custom
succeeded by:
extended to all particularly favoured lamas or
7. B.: TU.CHIA,PAN .811 2% #E (To,erl~,chi,~a,
to the most loyal and devoted officials.
lo % E E a)49' who died in the second
year Huangdch'ing (131 3) and was succeed,
These lands, the Sa skya family's estate,
ed by:
their private property, enjoyed exemptions
8. B.: HSIANCIERH~CHIA~SSU
~l.o a nn a
and privileges according to usage, but over
(Sang,chia~i/cha/shih % 8 +L
who died
the k'ri skor or cbl k'a they ruled as high
in the first year Yen#yu (13 14) and was succeeded
in the following year by:
dignitaries of the Mongol court, elected or
9. B.: KUNC*KO~LO*KU~LO~SSU.CHIEN. confirmed fiom time to time, alternating,
TS'ANG,PAN*TS'ANC#PU G 3%@ #j8II I
when the Court thought it proper, with
$! P %E f& I- ( K u n ~ k ' o ~ n o ~ e r h ~ p u ~ l a ~ s l ~ i h ~ c h i a ~
lamas
of other families and other sects.
~ o ~ s ' a n ~ p a ~ l o d s ' a n$g W
~Euit- ls 8 @! t X 1
Qubilai, in short, did not renounce those
,@ E 3 lfi)sZ1w o d ~ e d in the third year
Chih~chih(1323) and was succeeded by:
rights over Tibct which his grandfather had

iy

4''

claimed; he naturally remained the overlord of
the Country of Snows, entrusting his delegates
with government in an absolutely vicarious
manner. Indeed, as can be seen from the
Za lu letters and from references we meet
with in the chronicles of this period, all the
measures taken by the Sa skya and their sue.
cessors were always warranted by an imperial
order (luri), on which their authority was
founded. T h e Court acted directly also
when feuds and privileges were established,
altering the territorial divisions, above all
when it came to appointing officials of the
highest rank and in the very first place the
dPon c'en, i. e. the commanders.in/chief
(elected in addition to the Sa skya) whose
functions were mainly military and penal.
They are called by the Tibetans Du d6en in, i. e.
Tu yuan shuai. depending fiom the Hsi~anwei
shih, military office of the department for Ti/
betan affairs, and they controlled the thirteen
myriarchies, concentrating temporal power
into their own hands, and leaving spiritual
power to the abbots.
Let us, then, lay aside the monastic exagj
gerations of our orthodox sources, compiled
with zeal and piety in the quiet of convents:
reality was different. The Sa skya abbots
certainly enjoyed great prestige with the cre.
dulous Court, thanks to the belief that they
held absolute sway over the world of occult
forces by their magic liturgies or their mysti.
cal doctrines; but, as a matter of fact, their
authority was rather apparent than real.
The Mongols soon began to distrust the
Tibetan monks who aimed at overruling polid
tical authority through their enchantments:
speculating on the Emperors' simple credu,
lity, they monopolized dangerous privileges
and fortgetting the austerities of renunciation
and the vanity of all earthly things, wich
the Snkya saint had preached, they amassed
riches and carried on intrigues, impatient of
all rules and discipline. The arrogance of
some lamas was so harmful and dangerous
that the Yuan shih has denounced them

with execration to history. This explains
why the Mongols tried in every manner to
limit the religious chiefi' authority, either by
putting military power and administration
in the dPon c'en's hands, or by distributing
favour and privileges to the abbots of other
monasteries, with the object of increasing
rivalries and strife between the various schools,
so that men's minds might be divided and no
sect should prevail on the others.
O n the other hand the Yuan Emperors
were not so blindly devoted to Tibet's reli/
gious chiefs as to abstain fiom military mea/
sures, every time there was an occasion for
them. Mongol armies invaded the Country
of Snows more than once and destroyed for0
tresses and monasteries. I n 1267 the Hers
killed the Prince of ?Dam ma ri, in 1277 the
Prince of Zalis c'en, in 1281 the dPon c'en
K u n dga' bzai po in Bya rog rdsori, f0l8
lowing the Sa skya nari so's accusations. In
1290 a Hor army aided Ag len in the attack
and destruction of aBri gun. This time the
Hor army was led by an imperial prince,
Tamur buqa and the battle fought at dPal
mo t'an caused great bloodshed.
?Bri gun pa's army consisted entirely of
levies from the myriarchies, but they had called
in to assist them troops of the upper Hor
(Hor stod), which were defeated in that bat.
tle; what few troops survived were destroyed
by a snowstorm, which religious tradition
alleges to have been produced by Zur Sa kya
sen ge's magical arts; hence both the chief of
the Hor stod. the hierarch Rin c'en of ?Bri
gun and the sCom c'en ?Bri gun pa, were
taken prisoners. 5s)
Thus the Sa skya abbots did not succeed
in forcing their rule either on all the great
monasteries or, as we shall soon see, on the
greater myiarchies. There was no lack of
disaffection and attempts to shake off their
yoke; they were speedily put down with
reprisals as long as the Mongols were able to
look after Tibet. as in this case of ?Bri gun's
rebellion. Anyhow subsequent events show the

peace to have been purely fictitious; men's
minds were not in harmony, the Mongol
court's supreme delegate did not enjoy general
recognition. 011the contrary, dissent was
fostered by the fact that temporal power had
centered, even tho but formally, in the hands
of a sect: no political strife is ever so deep and
violent as when stimulated and fed by theo.
logical hatred. Rivalry between the schools
made the rift between temporal interests more
and more difficult to bridge: aBri gun revolted
against Sa skya and gave in only before the
force of arms. 5')
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s the chronicles themselves admit,
the Sa skya's power was shortlived: it
lasted less than a century, to be exact
75 years, during which twenty dPon c'en alter.
nated with the abbots. Finally it broke down
when a rival of great military strength appeared
in dBus and first became independent of the
Sa skya pa, then reduced them to subjection.
Sa skya theocracy was feudally dependant
on the Mongols: since Sa skya pandita's first
meeting with Codan, and later since aP'ags
pa had inspired Qubilai with awe for his
miraclejworking powers,receiving favours and
honours fiom that Emperor, the Sa skya had
been increasi~~gly
bound to the Mongol court.
Many of them had been elected T i shih and
Kuo shih, they had ruled over the thirteen
myriarchies as vicejregents. By reason of their
office and conforming to a custom which had
acquired the force of tradition, they ohen went
to China, and through these constant relations
with the court,. acquired foreign habits and
spread them at home. Tibet was gradually
led to renounce some of its old usages and to
follow Mongol laws. Furthermore the Sa skya
pa, as we have remarked, were the heads of a
sect, and this was not to their advantage: other
schools were linked to equally respected mas,
ters, and boasted revelations received through

celebrated divine epiphanies. Thus the Sa
skya's political supremacy, inseparable from
their character as religious chiefs, stimulated
jealousy and enmity in the other schools,
which were not disposed to bow their heads
only because the Sa skya had an investiture
fiom the Mongol court. Nor was the old
nobility as yet eclipsed; it saw, with inereas.
ing suspicion, the rise of the monasteries'
prestige; they acquired worldly property, they
sought privileges and exemptions, they grew
stronger, in fine, for the sake of mundane
interests. The monks were no longer wrapped
up in glosses, liturgies and contemplation;
they leh the cares of the spirit and the depths
of mystical wisdom to the chosen few, and
became desirous of those possessions which
Buddhist doctrine despised and considered
vain and transitory. The monasteries were
no longer simple hermitages, born as self.
contained communities round solitary mas.
ters, but huge buildings with towers, harbour.
ing an unruly crowd of monks, always ready
to leave their sacred office and take up arms.
Side by side with the abbots, more or less
surrounded with divine prestige, the admi.
nistrators of convents were only bent on
keeping their riches by any means and on
increasing their power.
The nobility, which in many places had
already been obliged to serve the great monas,
teries and to become its secular arm, feared
that the time was drawing near when its
own privileges would be over and it should
be reduced to nothing more than the clerics'
handmaid. It finally took action.
From the castles of Lhasa and Yar kluns,
the glories of the ancient kings were still
eloquent; as times grew harder and those
glories remoter, so much the more did legends
cast their light upon them and lend colour
to the ghosts of the past. Nearly all the noble
families boasted of their descent from ministers,
generals and counsellors of the old lungs; their
pedigrees sung of wars fought on their side,
recalled Tibet's greatness, when the armies of

the Country of Snows had laid low the power
of China, now ruling over them through
its soldiers and officials. The heart of Tibet
was in dBus either in the Yar klun valley or
near the hills of Lhasa; there the glories of the
race were centered, thence the royal ancestors
had moved, to weld the scattered and warlike
tribes into unity and lead them to power.
The capital was in dBus; gTsan, in those an,
cient times, was a province of the great kingdom
founded by Sron btsan sgam po, which his
successors had enlarged and strengthened by
the arts of war and their wisdom as lawgivers.
It was necessary to resuscitate the old kingdom,
a new C'os rgyal was needed, whose strong
right hand should firmly and justly remould
Tibet, torn and shaken as it had been by
invasions and internal strife. dBus, the heart
of the Land of Snows, must once again unite
under its authority the provinces now ruled
by the Sa skya through their dPon c'en, as
representatives of the Mongol court.
These ideas were not openly expressed,
but their active presence cdn b; infirred in
the events we are about to relate, and they
brought to maturity the policy of one ofthc
most remarkable figures in Tibetan history,
as Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an certainly was.
I n the course of a few years he put an end
to Sa skya hegemony and brought under his
rule most of the thirteen myriarchies. The
times were favourable: the Mongol empire
had grown feeble and, going into a rapid
decline, it lacked both the strength and the
means to interfere with Tibet's stormy fortunes.
Tibet was at that time a prey to anarchy
and trouble. Some princes conferred upon
themselves the offices of myriarchs, without
waiting for the Emperor's appointment or
approval, others rebelled against the dPon
c'en; the whole nobility, taking advantage
of such disorder, ofien took up arms to claim
rights or avenge injuries. O n this stormy
background, the P'ag mo gru pa came to the
fore. They took their name from the district
of P'ag mo gru, in the Lokha region; from

this place had originated the surname of
r D o rje rgyal, one of the greatest figuresof
Tibetan esoterism, of the aBri gun pa, a
subsect of bKa' brgyud school. O f course
the abbot's descendants must not be confused
with the family who for several decades was
the centre of temporal power; the latter had
belonged to the rLans clan, for a long time
having settled in that place, while rDo rje
rgyal po had come from K'ams (see Deb tJev,
Ea, p. 66a, and bKa'gdams c'os !byuri, p. I~).
But relations between the ?Bri guri pa and the
P7ag mo gru pa remained extremely intimate
for a long time, because the latter recognized
the former's religious authority, belonged to
the same s e a and hence shared their dogmatic
positions.
The Pyag mo gru pas too had reached
power through a few generations of abbots,
the founders of a monastery round which the
family's authority had been built up. The
ups and downs of the P'ag mo gru myriarchy
are extremely complex and it is not easy to
unterstand them u p to the time when one
of the rLans assumed the title of K'ri dpon
and thus attained political authority.
The P'ag mo gru's power grew but slowly,
through the increased prestige of some noble
ascetics and masters, and was founded not so
much on ~oliticsas on their religious glories;
temporal power was born at a later time, when
spiritual power had already given the abbots
fame and riches. Their favour opened heaven's
gates and their wise advice guided or ~acified
men's ardour; little by little they too felt the
attraction of earthly allurements, watched over
the vast territory of the myriarchies, appointed
or dismissed myriarchs and finally took pas/
session of political power; not for themselves,
for they presumed to remain aloof from any
contact with earthly affairs, but for their familyThe same process was repeated which had
brought the abbots of other sects to power:
thus the Sa skya had aspired to supremacy.
the ?Bri gun pa and the Ts'al pa to eGfective
dominion over their own myriarchy. If monastic

rules hindered interference with earthly affairs,
nevertheless the family did not renounce rts
ambitions. In this family one of the sons was
consecrated to a religious life, in order not to
extinguish the light of a spiritual tradition
embodied in the clan through ancient gene/
rations of masters, but another son had the
duty of continuing the family, divided between
this double office; hence on one side a spiritual
succession was established between uncle and,
nephew (k'u dbon); this was also the case for
some time in aBri gun.
The rlans' prestige began with the son
of sCom c'en rCyal skyabs, named Grags
pa ?byun gnas. H e was a disciple (n'e gnas;
D T , Ea, p. 75) of the C'os rje of aBri gun,
in whose see he discharged delicate functions,
like the office of secret personal attendant
(ibid.); for this reason he was known by the
epithet of spyan sria " he who stands before
another's eyes ,,; it continued to be applied
to his descendants, invested with religious
authority. The famous rDo rje rgyal po, who
had come fiom K'ams to dBus and then to
gTsan, had retired to a hermitage; from this
hermitage he took the name under which
he is known in history, P'ag mo gru pa, or
?Cro mgon, " Protector of the World ,,.
In the last years of his life he had been the
master of the C'os rje of ?Bri gun (DT,
Ea, p. 85 6).
O n his death, his disciples built over his
relics a small temple which gradually be,
came larger; indeed in the space of 64 years
between the death of the aP'ag mo gru pa
(1170) (DT, Ea, p. 70a) and the appointment
of Grags pa abyun gnas as abbot (1234) that
temple had become such a well known and
important monastery, that a violent quarrel
broke out for its possession between the C'os
rje of aBri gun and the C'os rje of sTag
lun. Finally aBri gun pa obtained it for
himself and sent Grags pa +byun gnas to reside
there as vice~regentofthe C'os rje of ?Bri gun.
In the year sa brug, 1208 57) (DT, Ea, p. 74a)
Sans rgyas consecrated the old connection

with the abbot of aBri gun, kecping for
himself the title of spyan sna,rs) transmitted,
as I have said, to P'ag mo g u ' s successive
dignitaries, even after they had taken
of the P'ag mo gru monastery.
During his regency of the P'ag mo gru
monastery, the Mongol armies twice invaded
Tibet making a great havoc.
The raids had begun in the year sa k'yi,
1238; they were renewed in the following year
sa pJq, 1239, by D o rta nag, the Mongol
general who had been ordered by Godan (DT,
k'a, p. 13 a; Ea, p. 77 a; 1381
D. Lama's Chr..
p. 53b) to attack Tibet and was, as we have
said, much more violent. The abbot never,
theless interceded with the Mongol generals.
that the country might be spared, and saved
the life of his sGom c'en; this was then the
name of the administrator of the aBri gun
convent's property; he had not yet attained
the dignity and power he was to possess a
few years later. It seems, indeed, that in
the beginning the country's government was
entrusted to a sPyi dpon, but as he ruled
badly, rCyal ba rin c'en, who in the year
iiri lug, 1235, had taken possession of P'ag
mo gru (replacing his uncle Crags pa abyun
gnas, then trasfirred to aBri gun), substituted
his own person for the imperial authority,
by himself appointing a new myriarch: this
was the dPon rDor rje dpal, a K'ams pa
man. The event is very important: it was
an attempt to detach the P'ag mo gru fiom
the Sa skya pa system, implicity from the
Mongols, and at the same times gives us
to understand that the rLans family had
attained great prestige. The measure was
not merely temporary: for a certain time the
myriarchs continued to be elected by the
P'ag mo gru pa.
I shall not repeat here the series of the
myriarchs 'which succeeded one another in
the P'ag mo gru myriarchy, refirring the
reader to the appendix where the subject
will be treated.59) But I cannot help recalling
that these dignitaries, largely related to one

another, did not prove good and were deposed;
there was even a sort of regency council
established. Did I not fear to say what is
not explicitly stated in our sources, but can
be easily pessed fiom facts and corresponds
to the conditions of Tibet in those times, I
would add that the Sa skya probably had
a hand in such manaeuvres and dealings;
the rise of the P'ag mo gru pa had aroused
their suspicion, and it is natural that they
should try to limit and hamper their dange,
rous ambitions.
W e must not forget that the most strai~
ned relations ever obierved between Sa skya
and aBri gun belong to this period, and that
the P9ag mo gru pa could hardly keep out
of it, for an old tradition bound them to the
second monastery, particularly now that the
whole of Tibet was induced by its own i n t e ~
rests to side with either of these convents. A
short time after aBri gun's destruction at the
hands of the Sa skya pa general Ag len, a
compromise was reached: Crags pa rin c'en,
appointed T i Sri by Tamur (1295 I 307),
joined in his own person ecclesiastical dignity
to civil authority and was elected 61a dpon,
i. e. lama invested with temporal power. I
will no longer dwell on the details of this
succession to the myriarch's office, or on the
accession of new dignitaries, rCyal mts'an
dpal bzan po and rCyal mts'an skyabs, to
the coveted post, but will pass on to the first
enterprise undertaken by Byan c'ub rgyal
mts'an, under whom the P'ag mo gru reach,
ed the height of their power. It will also
be well to recall this constant succession of
myriarchs, who never obtained, as in other
myriarchies, a confirmation of the ofice ta,
citly handed down from father to son. This
aroused the Sa skya's fears, and hence they
maneuvered to avoid that this myriarchy
should ever become the privilege of a single
family and to see that it should pass fiom
hand to hand. They succeeded in this until
Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an made it a safe and
lasting possession for himself and his family.
1

'

Byah c'ub rgyal mts'an had been born in
the year water tiger (I 302),had taken monastic
vows at the age of nine and began his career
at the Sa skya court; although already declinH
ing, the Sa skyas still represented the highest
authority in Tibet, drawing its dignity from
the Mongol court's favour. ?PYags pa's
saw storm~cloudsgather on their
horizon, but their court still attracted the
flower of Tibetan aristocracy: by frequenting
it, being employed there and attracting notice,
they hoped that the abbots and the dPo11e'en
would bring them to the Mongols' attention,
that they might obtain honours and ofice.
Thus Byan c'ub rgyal too, scarcely out of
his teens, was sent to Sa skya on his appren,
ticeship. But his stay there was short.
The abbot's relations with the ambitious
youth were friendly, but he was soon implied
in rivalries with the court officials and came
into conflict with the dPon c'en.
W e have at our disposal only meagre
lists of facts, hardly helpful for a reconstruc,
tion of the atmosphere, not enough to reveal
the friction of men's tempers and the inter,
play of their interests; nevertheless we are con)
vinced that P'ag gru, fiom his very first years,
stood out as one of the strongest personalities
in Tibetan history.
Impatient of the Sa skya court, we find him
afier a certain time back in his territory, in
the environs of dBus, having succeeded, as
myriarch, to rCyal mts'an skyabs, who had
been dismissed for misusing his authority by
K u n dgaYblo gros, the Sa skya abbot, just
back from China with jurisdictional powers.
Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an, as soon as he
assumed office in 1338, began to put the
administration in order and to improve the
conditions of his myriarchy. But he was
beginning to loom as a menace on the trow
bled horizon of Tibetan history. The other
myriarchs took precautions, thinking it a
matter of prudence to extinguish this
gerous personality, fiom whose ascent they
anticipated nothing but harm.

Naturally the Uth Dalai Lama, whose pre,
ference for the P'ag mo gru pa is well known,
considers the events occurring in rapid SUCH
cession as a result of intrigues and manaeuvres
on the part of the two myriarchs of gYa'
bzan and Ts'al pa. This is only one side
ofthe situation; what Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an's
conduct may have been and what act of his
caused strife to break out, is not explained.
But there must have been a motive, if the
dPon c'en, secular arm of the Sa skya abbots
who had conferred office on the myriarch,
brought him to judgement and pronounced
him guilty.
Recourse to arms was unsuccessful, Ti.
bet's greatest temporal authority pronounced
judgement against him; but Byan c'ub rgyal
did not submit and challenged the dPon
c'en rCyal bzan. Having lost his authority
as a myriarch, he was arrested but escaped.
A truce between 'Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an
and the myriarch of gYa' bzan did not
last long: again they took up arms and this
time P'ag gru was the victor. It seems that
the Sa skya abbot's intrigues had some0
thing to do with his success; the fifth Dalai
Lama, as usual, is not clear, but fiom his
words it would seem that there was an un,
derstanding between Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an
and the abbot, and this is not improbable
when we think of the rivalry between the
abbots and the dPon c'en's spiritual power
and temporal authority, often openly dis,
played. But Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an, victor
though he was in battle, was again worsted:
the unforgiving dPon c'en imprisoned him
and treated him as a criminal. This time
too he emerged scatheless fiom his grievous
trials and returned to dBus, but enmity be,
tween the two powers was by now so vio,
lent, that it could not help running to
extremes: the dPon c'en dBan brtson who
in the meantime had succeded rCyal bzan,
lost no time in attacking the rebel; afier
several engagements, in which Byan c'ub
was stoutly aided by his faithful general $on

nu bzan po, the P'ag mo gru pas were victo~
rious: not only did they defeat the dPon
c'en's army, but they enlarged their territory,
pushing out towards the South and later,
as no agreement with the dPon c'en was pow
sible, invading even the Sa skya territory and
taking the castle of C o n dkar.
These events, which Byan c'ub rgyal
mts'an had either set in motion or been forced
to cope with, troubled the peace of Tibet
which had not been very steady before; they
had shaken the Sa skya dPon c'en's already
declining authority, by pitting an underling,
as myriarchs were, against the supreme tern,
poral authority. Byan c'ub, whatever his
motives, had taken up arms against the dPon
c'en as a rebel, and had twice ignored a
sentence passed upon him. A s regards the
imperial authority, his revolt was all the more
serious inasmuch as his myriarch's office had
been conferred upon him by the Emperor,
in whose name the Sa skya abbots distributed
offices. For this reason Byari c'ub, as soon
as he was safe in his dominions, having finally
defeated his enemies, sent envoys to the Man.
go1 court to justify the action he had taken
and ask for an official confirmation of the
investiture which the dPon c'en had so obsti,
natcly tried to deny him. The confirmation
duly came, with its diplomas and silver
seals. Thus his claims were granted and
his conduct, whatever may have been its
motives, was immediately justified. But the
struggle was not yet over; the ?Bri gun,
weakened by their defeat at the hands of the
Sa skya pa general A g len, but not entirely
exhausted, attacked P'ag mo gru, conclud,
ing an alliance with gYa' bzari. The event
deserves notice: in the face of temporal arnbi,
tion, the spiritual h k s existing since their
beginnings between ?Bri gun pa and P'ag
mo gru, gave way. The sect's unity broke
down in the presence of the two mFiarchies'
contrasting intrigues.
Having a common rival, Byan c'ub rgyal
mts'an and the Sa skya pa, as was to be

c'en, but the latter was killed in Lha rtse
expected, came to an agreement, even if temj
porary; the Sa skya's enmity for the aBri gun
by the rival party and Sa skya was racked by
the most serious agitation.
pa was not yet extinguished.
This event furnished the Si tu with a pre8
Thus it came to pass that, when r N a m
text to put down the disturbances which for
grags of aBri gun attacked Sans, Byan c'ub,
several decades had broken out in the shadow
who in the meantime had become master of
of that powerful monastery, echoing through8
gP;Jal and forced gYa' bzan to surrender, sent
his troops to the dPon c'en's aid against aBri
out Tibet. Sa skya, by now, was breathing
its last: the Si tu in his triumph withdrew the
gun pa, and the latter were defeated. The
Sa skya pa's diplomas and lettersdpatent and
chronicle does not furnish explicit informa0
submitted them all to a close scrutiny, punish0
tion, but it would seem that this time there
ing those who had usurped authority over
was an agreement between the dPon c'en and
and
above what was authorized by official
Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an, against the Sa skya
abbots. Otherwise it would not be possible
documents. This was a timely measure, since
to explain why the latter had the dPon c'en
prevarication probably was not rare; in the
letters of investiture I have found in Za lu
arrested; he was freed by P'ag mo gru's
troops sent to his aid.
the holders of official diplomas are ofien re8
commended to avoid any abuse of power and
I n the midst of so much warfare and such
a crafiy web of intrigues, Byan c'ub rgyal
not to overstep the boundaries laid down in
their investiture.
mts'an's power increased; once his territory
had been enlarged, comprising the greatest
Thus Sa skya not only lost its paramountcy,
but also its independence; its abbots, although
part of dBus, he took up arms against gTsari,
the Sa skya pa's stronghold. Although the two
they continued to be respected as masters of
regions had the same language and religious
esoteric doctrines and depositaries of mystical
traditions, and had been united for centuries
experiences, came in reality under the control
by political events, a bitter rivalry survived
of Tibet's new lord.
between them, and was now slowly increasing,
The L h a k'an c'en po, the great temple
still to be seen with all its towers on the lefe
so that hegemony was shifiing from gTsan,
where the Sa skya pa had ruled, to dBus
of the Grum c'u river, in the Sa skya plain,
where the P'ag mo gru pa were rising.
was held by Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an as a gage
and garrisoned by his troops. I n fact a short
The greatest part of gTsan then passed under
time afier the strict revision of the Sa skya
the new chief.
The Mongol emperors, also on the d e ~ pa diplomas, the prince of Lha rtse of Byan
cline, were satisfied to ratify Byan c'ub's
declared war on Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an, and
claims. They were by this time too weak to
dPon c'en of Sa skya dBan brtson attacked
interfere with Tibetan affairs, and no course
the L h a c'en; his troops were routed and he
was taken prisoner. ~etributionwas swifi
was lefi them but to favour the strongest;
and harsh. The force of arms, intrigue and
thus they conferred upon him the titles of D a
) of T'ai si tu. But the rivals
ra ka c ' e 6 ~and
revolt had not availed; on the contrary they
did not desist: G r i gun pa made a second
had contributed to increase the Si tu's power
and authority; he now ruled unchallenged
attempt and failed again and in Sa skya an
over the whole of Central Tibet, uniting
internal rebellion, in which K u n spans was
under his sceptre dBus and gTsan.
killed, caused serious disturbances through0
His rivals, defeated, humbled, deprived
out the country. Hence the Si tu, as we shall
of a large part of their territory, could then
now call him by his new title, started for
do nothing but appeal for justice to the
gTsan as a peace~makerand sent for the dPon

Mongols, who still claimed paramountcy over
Tibet. Accordingly K u n dga' rgyal mts'an,
the myriarch of gYa' bzari, the myriarch of
Ts'al pa and others sent a protest and an
accusation to the Court. But the Mongolsp
downfall was at hand; they had more pressing
questions at stake, and they confirmed the T'ai
Si tu's rights, making them hereditary and
transmissible. The rLans family's power was
thus founded on a firm base, and the territory
under its rule was garrisoned and fortified in
its most important strategical points, with
castles committed to military commanders
(rdsori d'on) chosen fiom the Si tu's most
faithful supporters and the most devoted in,
stluments of his rapid ascent. Many of these
castles were not simple fortresses, successively
commanded by military officers, but feuds
assigned by inheritance to certain families,
which thus formed a powerful class of clients
round the rLaris; fiom this class they drew
their generals and their ministers. Another
aristocracy was thus being created, which in
a large measure replaced the old one; but out
of it, as had always been the case in Tibet,
would result conditions apt to bringing P'ag
mo gru's hegemony to a swifi decay.
A s we have said before, the chronicles
give us only the outlines of fact, and a great
deal concerning complex spiritual movements,
interests and rivalries, out of whose friction
Tibetan history was born, escapes us. Never,
theless, lack of information cannot hide the
Si tu's greatness: he is undoubtedly one of
the most remarkable men Tibet ever pro,
duced. Ruthless or yielding, pitiless or
generous, according to circumstance, able in
the choice of his collaborators and treating
them liberally, he achieved his dream ofgreat,
ness with unflagging firmness and Constance.
It was his aim to give Tibet a political
consciousness, to pacify the internal struggles
which had torn it asunder so long, to free it
from subjection to China. H e aspired to
restore the ancient kings' monarchic ideal, to
revive national laws and customs, and he

enacted a code by which up to our days justice
is administered in Tibet.
The office and the name of dPon c'cn,
belonging to the Mongol empire's adminis)
trative structure, then disappeared; he renoun.
ced the title and assumed another, sde srid.
'.regent ,,, i. e. for the ancient lungs, whose
ghosts he felt moving about him and whose
glory he proposed to revive.
This conscious rebirth of ancient t r a d i ~
tions, this humiliation for present misery.
appearing all the greater as compared with
past glories now evoked, was attended not
only by a renewal of historical studies and
a vast ~roductionof chronicles, but also by
research for documents, real or presumed.
which might revive, as a reminder, the age
of the kings. In this period the gTer ma,
as we shall see, flourished anew, and 0 rgyan
glii pa especially boasted he had found and
put into circulation the Pad ma t'an yig and
the bKa' t'ari sde Iria. In this case, particularly
as far as the second book is concerned, it was
not only a question of serving the interests
of any one particular school. True, a master
was glorified who now for the first time was
considered the greatest apostle of Lamaism.
an implacable foe of the enemies of religion.
the lung's wise counsellor, i. e. Padmasam,
bhava, but through his glorification Tibet's
golden age was recalled, when the Land of
Snows sent its armies into all surrounding
countries and fought China victoriously.
In those times Tibet had not been rent
by strife between one family and another, one
monastery and another, it had not been wea.
kened by internal struggles, which tempted
invaders to violate its territory; the country
was united round its king, governed by capa,
ble ministers, guarded by the great master's
blessing, and it had defeated China, whose
vassal state it had now become. This is the
dominant note in these prophecies: the Her
menace, their havoc, the people's humiliation
before foreign customs, national glories and
traditions forgotten. They condemned the

present times, they cried out against the
corruption of men's souls, and there was no
lack of allusions to the Sa skya pa, who had
handed over Tibet as a vassal to the Hor. 6 ' )
It was not an antiquarian's curiosity which
inspired research for these gter nra, true or
presumed discoveries of ancient documents,
which might prove the kings' wisdom and
their conquests, or reveal the admonishing
genius of the great abbot Sintiraksita or of
the invincible miracle / worker Padmasam/
bhava. It was an awakening of national
consciousness, from which the P'ag mo gru
pas' ambition had sprung; their ambition was
supported and justified, prophecies recognized
it as an unavoidable event, fixed in the course
of time by the fatal maturing of destiny. Thus
literature, either by truly discovering and pu/
blishing forgotten documents, or by attribut)
ing to old masters texts compiled in this
spirit, prepared and accompanied the new
movement of Tibetan history. If we lost
sight of this, we would not understand the
true meaning and value of the gter trra, whose
in those circulated in
essential character amears
1L
this period, not in the endless imitations p r o d u ~
ced later with a doctrinal or sectarian purpose.

4. BYAN C ' U B RGYAL M T S ' A N ' S
S U C C E S S O R S AND THE S T R U G G L E
B E T W E E N THE P'AG MO G R U P A S
AND T H E I R M I N I S T E R S

B

ut the prestige of the r l a n s , thus found/
ed by Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an, did not
long survive the Si tu. Their power gra.
dually crumbled for the same reasons which
had prevented the birth of a strong central
government in Tibet: the nobility he had
himself created became detached from its chiefs,
who no longer possessed the Si tu's moral and
political superiority; the sects continued in their
ruthless struggle, striving afier earthly power;
frequent raids and internal dissessions which

loosened the family's ties, brought on, by
degrees, the dowdall of the P'ag mo gru.
Let us briefly sum up the details of their
progressive decline and extinction; they will
necessarily be meagre notes on the last days
of a slowly but fatally impoverished family.
Byan c'ub rgyal was succeeded by his
grandson aJam dbyans gu h i , also known by
his religious name $2 kya rgyal mts3an; he
resided in the sNeu gdon palace, received
from the Mongol emperor, together with many
titles, like that of K u o shih, an investiture
over three c'ol k'a and saw his prestige much
increased ( I 372). His investiture spelt h a 1 de/
cay for the Sa skya pa, now completely ousted.
The Yuan dynasty had also passed away.
Their successors, the Ming, represented Chi)
na's political and spiritual renaissance aher
subjection to the Mongols; they naturally
leant on the Confucian tradition, and with
the exception of a few Emperors, did not feel
the same preference for Buddhism that the
Mongols had shown. But this did not
induce them to renounce their pretensions
over Tibet, on the contrary they continued to
claim the same rights as the Mongols. But
acts of paramountcy and actual interference
with Tibet's internal affairs had become more
and more feeble, occasional and ineffective
under the last Mongol Emperors, and now
they were not resumed with the same show
of undisputed authority.
The heads of monasteries and the re/
presentatives of the families enjoying the
greatest political influence continued to go to
Court, to offer tributes and to ask for the con)
firmation of privileges, but the links which
had bound Tibet to the Mongols in the
times of Qubilai and his successors were
very much weakened.
Chinese sovereignty was then limited to
the de iure recognition of privileges and au/
thority already existing de facto: the Ming
naturally wished to revise the diplomas given
by the Yuan; they confirmed almost all of
them, and gave their sovereign recognition

to the succession of the dignitaries; only in
some cases, for reasons that are not stated,
they hesitated or altogether refused to accept
the designation of those who legitimately
held some office. But these were exceptions;
normally confirmations met with no special
difficulty.
Convalidation of office was nearly always
accompanied by the renewal of more or less
high,sounding titles, which varied of course
from one person to another, in the sense that
those conferred upon a princely clan or a
series of abbots, were not allowed to others;
hence in Ming history Tibetan dignitaries are
usually designed and distinguished according
to the official title that they had received
from the Chinese authorities; this is nearly
always a religious title, in most cases conferred
upon abbots, because lay families continued
to decay, while the power of monasteries
was growing and consolidating, and the
hegemony of the Yellow Sect was being
prepared.
The Ming shih mentions some families or
heads of sects and monasteries, and gives
each of them a title, which appears to have
been transmittable, for instance:
I. Shan chiao wang, " Prince of the
doctrine of meditation ,, for aBri guti pa
abbots;
2. Shan hua wang, "Prince who in,
structs through meditation ,,, for the P'ag
mo gru pas;
3 . T a ch'eng fa wang "King of the Law
of the Great Vehicle ,,, for K u n dga' bkra
Sis rgyal mts'an the Sa skya pa;
4. H u chiao wang, " Prince defender of
the doctrine ,., for the monks of sTag ts'an;
5. Fo pao kuo shih, "the precious Master
of the kingdom, the Buddha ,,, for the T o
kan (mDo K'ams) princes.
Besides these titles, conferred on the heads
of the nobility or on abbots of convents, the
Ming shih records other titles given to lamas
held in particular veneration by the masses,
as for instance T a pao fa wang, "the prince

of the Law, greatly precious ,., given to Kar
ma De bfin ggegs, on the pattern of the title
conferred upon aP'ags pa by the Yiian, 2nd
T a tz'd fa wang, " the King of the Law, the
great compassionate ,, given to Sa skya ye Ses
better known by the name of Byams sems
rdo rje. ')
These particular titles were usually con.
ferred by imperial decree to chiefi or lamas
when they were invested with traditional
authority, temporal or ecclesiastical; they had
nothing to do with the most common and
frequent titles of T i shih, K u o shih, Kuan
ting, Si tu and T'ai si tu, occasionally but
abundantly distributed to monks or noble.
men. Ming China's interference in Tibe.
tan affairs was thus confined to these things:
conferring investitures and titles, receiving
tributes every three years. The Chinese court
was satisfied with this formal recognition of
its authority; when too frequent missions
of Tibetan monks and dignitaries, talung
advantage of the favour shown by some
Emperors to Buddhism, repeatedly appeared
in China and went to Court, ostensibly to
bring tributes and receive letters~patent, but
also aspiring to imperial gihs and trading to
enrich themselves, the Chinese government
was obliged to take severe measures. A limit
was then put both to the number ofthe Tibe,
tans allowed to enter Chinese territory and to
the periods in which missions were allowed
to pass the Chinese frontier and tributes could
be presented to the Court: not more than once
every three years. Their itinerary was also laid
down for them, so that a strict control might
be exercised on the frontier^.^')
The only Tibetan province in which the
Ming continued to take a direct interest was
T o kan 2 I$,
i. e. mDo K'ams, the most
Eastern region of Tibet, at the very gates of
China: they were obliged by motives of pro,
pinquity and safety to keep an eye on it. But
my researches do not extend to this region.
When the Ming occupied the Chinese
throne, they showed particular favour to the

P'ag mo gru, the most powerful family of the
Tibetan aristocracy, and confirmed the titles
they had received from the Mongols. This
took place following a successful mission under.
taken by bSod nams bzan po, +Jam d b y i s '
father; as a recognition of his good offices
between China and m D o K'ams in 1 3 7 ~64)
'
he was appointcd chief of the myriarchy
and of Tibet. But the Ming, although they
confirmed and renewed those titles, showing
themselves well disposed towards some P'ag
mo gru princes, never recognized them as
kings of Tibet. When we read the chapter
ofthe Ming shih on the P'ag mo gru, we find
nothing which leads us to suppose that China
encouraged or supported their pretensions to
become sovereigns in the Country of Snows.
Nevertheless the P'ag mo gru pa were
convinced of their own power, and moved
by the same dream which had prompted
Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an, they assumed the
title of Lha btsun, the same worn f. i. by
the ancient kings of Cuge. 6 5 )
N o t even ?Jam d b y ~ s ' sgovernment could
avoid rumours of war: the snuggle went on
with those very clans who had been his
uncle's rivals, and above all with K u n dga'
bkra $is of Sa skya, of the L h a k'an branch
(1349/1425).
There was no doubt concerning the issue
of the struggle which had sprung up again
between the Sa skya pa, w l ~ owere breathing
their last, and the P'ag mo gru, at the height
of their power; the dBus troops met with
little resistance and Sa skya was vanquished
once more.
O n the death of this Lha btsun, power
passed to C'os bii pa Crags pa byai c'ub.
who keeping his religious vows all his life
and refusing to marry, occupied the throne
of sNeu gdon, the civil capital, while gDan
sa t'el continued to be the religious capital.
T h e C'os b2i pa assumed power and
preserved his ecclesiastical dignity: he was a
King.lama and could assume the title of bla
dpon: " chief lama ,,. The chronicles have

nothing to say about him as a statesman,
but they speak at length of his religious
merits. H e is also mentioned by the dCe
lugs pa and bKa' gdams pa, as one of ~ ~
k'a pa's masters; 6 6 ) the latter had learnt from
him Na ro pa's five laws.
Crags pa byan c'ub was succeeded as
fourth Lha btsun by bSod nams grags pa,
his brother on the father's side. The Chi/
nese Emperor in 1388 conferred the title of
Kuan ting upon him; in 1388 he abdicated
in favour of Crags pa rgyal mts'an. A s can
be seen from the pedigree I have compiled,
power then reverted to the main branch, de/
scended from bSod nams bzan po, namely to
Sa kya rin c'en's first son, called Grags pa
rgyal mts'an dpal bzan po (born 1374).
This prince seems to have mainly followed
peaceful and religious pursuits; the Tibe/
tans have given him the name of C'os rgyal
and recall the copies of the bKa' agyur, in
golden letters, which he caused to be deposited
in the 1 3 main fortresses of his kingdom.
O n the other hand the Chinese annals speak
well of his relations with the Court and of the
latter's sympathies for him and record his
efficient contribution to the task of repairing
Chinese and Tibetan highroads and making
them safe for traffic. During his reign corn/
munications between the Chinese provinces
and the Tibetan capital were as speedy and
safe as in the Mongol period.
Chinese influence appears also in the
strict distribution of offices and emoluments
and in the accurate choice of
uniforms and emblems for the officials of
various ranks, so that each official had a
particular type of dress and emblems. In
his relations with the local aristocracy, he
confirmed the feuds and ~rivilegesganted by
Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an to faithful generals
. ..
and mlnlsters.
So, afier Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an's troubled
and restless period, Crags pa rgyal mts'an
seems to have devoted his energies to works
of peace and to the country's prosperity.

articular

~

Like the C'os bii pa, although he was a
lama, he resided in the capital sNeu gdon,
while his younger brothers remained in the
rTse t'an or T'el monasteries.
During this prince's reign no remarkable
events seem to have takeh lace, except a
revolt headed by Rab brtan kun bzan +p'ags
pa of Gyantse, a dignitary of the P'ag mo
gru pa court.
The cause of the revolt is not recorded,
neither is it mentioned in Gyantse memoirs.
Nevertheless we should not forget that these
Cyantse princes were bound by an ancient
tradition to the Sa skya pa, now forced to
submit to the new lords of Tibet. The Sa
skya's glories were still too fresh and living a
thing: their abbots could not adapt themselj
ves to such a condition of servitude, almost of
destitution, all the more humiliating because of
the garrison which P'ag mo gru had forced
upon the sect's greatest temple. Even in
Crags pa rgyal mts'an's times the temple had
remained under the command of N a m mk'a'
rgyal mts'an, rdson dpon of Rin spuns.
Revolts and attempts to seize power were
probably frequent, favoured by the nobility
which had remained loyal to the Sa skya pa
and fearful lest a new hegemony, menacing
their political independence, should be found,
ed. Rancours were so deep and the Sa skya
pa's yearnings for independence so obstinate
that we shall see them break out afresh even
in the following century, in K u n dga' rin
c'en's times, when sNeu gdon was also on
the decline and effective power was passing
to Rin spuns. The whole of gTsan, impa,
tient of its sudden subjection and allxious
to get rid of dBus hegemony, then gathered
round the Sa skya or under their flag.
In this period the causes of the P'ag mo
gru pa's decline began to mature, and the
process we have noticed more than once in
these pages was again repeated: Byati c'ub
rgyal mts'an had reached power, as we have
seen, with the aid of many families who had
fought on his side to free themselves with

him from subjection to the Sa skya and
the dPon, or to obtain new prestige in the
turmoil of wars which translocmed Tibet's
political horizon, or to attain greater power.
The winner had rewarded them, either by
confirming them in their dominions or by
allotting new feuds, or enlarging their terri,
tory, or conferring on the most faithful of
them a prime minister's office. The most
important of these families are the same whosc
history is recorded by the fifth Dalai Lama;
to mention the most important, the Rin
spuns family and another one tracing its dcs,
cent to Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an's lieutenant,
namely $on nu bzan po of aP1yon rgyas.
The office of a rdson dpon, at least for thc
principal rdsori, was not hereditary; perhaps
in the beginning it had been conferred for life,
but did not pass from father to son. W c
have an instance of this in the case of the rdsori
of bSam
rtse, which later became the
capital of the future kings of gTsan. W e
actually know at least three rdson dpon of
different families in this important stronghold
commanding the roads to dBus and gTsan
and the issues towards the gTsan po. First
of all Hor dPal abyor bzan po of aPyon
rgyas (Chronicles ol'fifi Dalai Lama, p. 643).
then Don grub rdo rje of Rin spuns (ibid.,
p. 641) and finally dPal ldan c'os skyon of
sNel (ibid., p. 64s).
The officeof rdsori dpon therefore had noth,
ing in common, at least in the beginning,
with the allotment of feuds @is ka) given
as a temporary or permanent apanage to
families who had deserved well of the sDc
srid, or to monasteries to whose masters thc
latter might be particularly attached.
Of course, as the P'ag mo gru pa family
became weaker, some vassals who had con,
tracted marriage ties with it and thus increased
their authority, tried by intrigue or arms to get
a permanent hold on feuds conferred upon
them temporarily by reason of their office.
Such was the fate of bSam
rtse which
the princes of Rin spuns never handed back.

Some of these families, in the first place
that of Rin spuns, growing in power and
having forgotten their ancient ties with the
P'ag mo gru, tried to overcome them and
were the cause of their decline. Another
cause of the P'ag mo gru's weakness was the
rih which broke out within the family, be,
tween the Lha btsun invested with effective
temporal authority and succeeding one another
in sNeu gdon, and the true abbots who
succeeded one another in T'el and rTse t'an
on the abbatial throne. While the former, aher
Crags pa rgyal mts'an, assumed the pompous
title of C o n ma, belonging by an old tradi,
tion to the Emperors of China, the abbots
were surrounded with great religious prestige
and continued to be called sPyan sna, like
their ancestor, the Crand Lama of aBri gun.
Serious disagreements broke out bn Crags
pa rgyal mts'an's death, exposing the rihs
which had weakened the P'ag mo gru's
power. The grave danger of wars due to
sNeu gdon's succession was actually of im,
portance to all the feudal clients who could
not, without damaRe, remain mere spectators
of an unstable polSical situation. But it is
difficult to throw light
- on these complex
events and to unravel their meaning and
their import, because our sources do not
give sufficient information concerning them;
sometimes the chroniclers were themselves
unable to reconstruct the true meaning of
certain events, sometimes the facts so lived
in all men's memory that there was no need
of dwelling upon them.
The information contained in Ming his,
tory has a certain weight, because it is taken
fiom official documents; on the other hand
the uncertainties of Tibetan sources reveal a
doubtful tradition. The pedigrees of Klon
rdol (la, p. 14) compared with that of the
fifih Dalai Lama and with the brief notices of
the Deb t'er snon po prove that in this period
a split broke out between the three branches
of the family: the one exercising political
authority and residing in sNeu gdon, then

the spyan sna or spiritual masters of the abbot's
see in T'el and rTse t'ari, and finally those
who are called by Klon rdol the gdui rgyud
adsin pa, i. e. the preservers of the family,
those who perpetuate the rLais stock. ~h~
spyan sna had a prevailingly religious rather
than a ~oliticalcharacter, at least ill appear,
ance, while the militari chiefs, called Lha
btsun, C o n ma and, aher Crags pa +byuh
gnas's times, dBan, were at the same time
invested with power over the thirteen myiar,
chies. The same process which had led the
Sa skya pa to break up into four Bla brah
or palaces, was now being repeated by the
rlans: the myriarchs had greater military
and political power, but the spyan srias relied
on their own religious prestige and on the
authority they enjoyed as the heirs of an
ancient sacerdotal tradition. It was not im,
possible to occupy both offices; this we have
seen in the case of the C'OSbti pa Crags
pa byan c'ub, called precisely bla dpon, and
it was repeated in the case of ~a~ gi d b a i
The gduri vgyud adsin pa were neither
myriarchs nor spyan sha, save a few cases like
that of ~ a gig dban who was at the same
time religious chief, myriarch and head of the
family; they had to watch over the fortunes
of their clan and to ensure its continuance.
This system had worked quite well up to
the C o n ma Crags pa rgyal mts'an, but on
his death the harmony heretofore prevailing
broke down under severe shocks.
Let us now continue to relate the course
of events. O n Crags pa rgyal mts'an's death
the spyan sna bSod nams rgyal mts'an pro,
posed that the system used for family succes,
sions should be followed, handing on power
from uncle to nephew, and he designed crags
pa + b y u i gnas, the son of Crags pa rgyal
mts'an's younger brother. The spyan ~fia's
authority and prestige were such that in his
lifetime no w e dared object.
But things took a different turn when the
spyan SM
away: his brother gdun g~*d
adsin pa Saris rgyas rgyal mts'an impeached

the validity of this succession. The motives
are not mentioned: probably because no
provision had been made to design also those
who should have been the heads of the
family's monasteries, in T'el and rTse t'an.
Indeed the fifth Dalai Lama says that Crags
pa +byun gnas exercised his religious activity
in the palace of sNeu gdon, although he
continued to consider T'el and rTse t'an as
sacred places of his clan. Hence he held con.
junctly both religious and political power,
against the family's custom, thus furnishing a
pretext to the hostility of his father and of the
country's notables, and to Yar klun's revolt.
This centering of civil and religious power
in the same person destroyed the dyarchy
which up to that time had guided the family's
fortunes. The abbatial chair of the spyan
$ria, surrounded with the prestige of their
sanctity and learning, gave way before the
throne of sNeu gdon; although Crags pa
abyun gnas kept up his pretensions to an
abbot's dignity, in point of fact political
power prevailed in his person over religious
authority; the family's monasteries, especially
T'el which had been the family's cradle, were
left in the condition of vacant sees.
O n Crags pa abyun gnas' death, Sans rgyas
rgyal mts'an, his father, assumed authority and
was succeeded by his younger son K u n dga'
legs. The latter restored their independence
to T'el and rTse in agreement with his father,
and put on the abbot's throne Nag gi dban
po, who was barely sixteen (1454). In the
meantime the family's internal situation was
becoming difficult; 67) the abbot's authority
having been restored, it seems that there was
nobody to succeed to the myriarchy; hence,
following a family council, it was decided
that temporal office and abbatial dignity should
once more be joined. This time it was the
spyan sria who became gori rira, so that the clan
should run no danger of becoming extinct;
thus the spyan sria was freed from his monastic
vows and obliged to marry. O n his decease,
his son being under age, the regency was

given to the spyan s i a C'os kyi grags pa,
who thus assumed at the same time the two
dignities of spyan sria and sde srid.
Internally divided, the P'ag mo g u s could
not trust their ministers, particularly Rin
spuris, who plotted against them; they were
on the verge of their decline. C'os kyi grags
pa's regency was one of the most troubled
and serious periods the tottering dynasty
had ever faced; the same may be said of
~a~ dban bkra $is grags pa's reign6') The
P'ag mo gru saw their power crumbling
and already passing into the hands of the
lords of Rin spuns, who since K u n dga'
legs's times had tried to take advantage of
the internal discord which weakened the P'ag
mo gru pa. While in this period the
P'ag mo g u pa families seem to suffer a
dearth of great men and worthy successors
of the T'ai si tu, the Rin spuns' desti~
nies were in the hands of ambitious and
unscrupulous men like Don yod rdo rje and
mTs'o skyes rdo rje; this since K u n dga'
legs's time, when a violent quarrel broke out
between that chief and h s wife, who was a Rin
spuns princess. His vassals had then sided
with either of them, and mTs'o skyes rdo rje
had taken possession of mK'ar t'og in Yar
k l u n ~ ; ~ gDon
) yod rdo rje had then invaded
the sNeu feud in dBus.
This war is related in the Reri 1vig for the
year 1481 (p. 68). exactly during Nag gi
dban po's reign, as a military enterprise un,
dertaken by Zva dmar against dBus. The
event is important for several reasons: first of
all because we see for the first time the Zva
dmar, i. e. the "red ,, sect of the Kar ma
pa, allied to the Rin spuns; then because
gTsan's attempts to get even with dBus, which
were to become more and more decided and
violent, can already be anticipated. Finally,
as the power of the Rin spuns pa and
later of their ministers (who were to proclaim
themselves kings of gTsari) grew apace,
so the Red Caps, adverse to the Yellow
Caps, prevailed. Already since I436 many

lands ill gTsah had detached themselves
from sNeu gdon and had gathered under
the Rin spuns princes, who transferred their
capital to- b ~ a k+grub ase (now Shigatse),
in that same year conquered by Don grub
rdo rje. H e had wrested it fiom the +?yon
rgyas (SP. transl., p. 653) to whom the
fort had been confided under Hor dPal
abyor bzan po, by the C'os bii gsar ma.
It was now clear that Rin spuns was trying
to supplant the P'ag mo gru in the govern/
merit of Tibet.
It actually began by giving
back its independence to gTsan; when N a g
gi dbari died,ieaving a son, bKra Sis grags
in his childhood and the regency was taken
by the spyan sna C'os kyi grags pa, mTs'o
skyes rdo rje, between 1481 and 1495, tried
to seize power by getting himself appointed
as the regent's viceregent.
This mTs'o skyes rdo rje wished to leave
a nominal regency to C'os kyi grags pa, put/
ting into his hands only the religious authority
and keeping for himself effective government
over Tibet. His attempt was only half sue/
cessful, and things became appareiltly normal
following the assumption of power by N a g
dban bkra Sis, although D o n yod rdo rie of
u
Rin spuris tried to invade s ~ e gdoliwand
a1~1~ r o a c h easd far as sKvid
god.
I
I n this period Tibet was again a prey to
anarchy and disturbances. The rLans had
to fight their rebellious ministers, who refused
to recognize their authority and took u p arms
to occupy new territory; vassals, descended
from the T'ai si tu's old counsellors, gathered
some round sNeu gdon and others round
Rin spuns. Among those who kept faith with
the rLans, is remembered the prince of d C a '
Idan, who protected by the exorcisms of
sMon dpal lam (K'ri t'og of d C a ' Idan.
!in rta, 14 14 lcngs p'ag, 149 I; V a i aiir ya dkar
po, p. 64, SP, p. 290) beat back D o n yod
rdo rje attacking sKyid god in 1481.
Tibet was full ofwars and militaq move/
Jealousy between sects and con.
ments.
trasting religious currents, more and more
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hostile, began to centre round the noble
families' rivalries and to foster their quarrels;
on one side the Kar ma pa, who had become
chaplains of the Rin spuns princes, put their
prestige and their exorcisms at the service
of their patrons, hoping that in the hour of
need they would prove their secular arm, the
defenders of the sect's interests; on the other
hand the rising church of the d C e lugs pa,
founded by Tson k'a pa, gathered aroulld
itself the dBus aristocracy, threatened by the
Rin spuns's expansion and the religious
sects who did not side with the Kar ma paBs
corrupt formalism.
From this moment Tibetan history can.
not be written without taking into account
the contrast between the Red and Yellow
sects, between tradition and reform; it be,
comes more and more acute and the nobility,
little by little and almost without being aware
of it, no longer fights for its own interests
defending its own ambitions; it becomes
rather an instrument of religious schools. The
latter prevail, move the passions of men's
souls, sway their minds through the awful
secrets of their liturgies or their masters'
wisdom; Tibetan history is moulded by them.
I n this struggle the nobility is weakened and
exhausted, it rules itself out, and the monks
of all sects profit by its ruin; they gadually
occupy the deserted castles; the strongholds,
once loud with the noise of arms and the
turmoil of passions, now turned into her.
mitages and chapels, echoing with the priests'
psalmodies.
By adhering to the Zva dmar, the Rin
spuns princes cut themselves off fiom the P'ag
mo gru also from a religious point of view;
the latter, in fact were the chiefi of a current
akin to the bKa' brgyud pa's school. with
precise derivations from the mystical and thew
logical currents hailing back to AtiSa, which
go by the name of bKa' gdams pa. w h e n
the new Yellow Sect began to prosper and
gradually to dominate over the other sects, the
P'ag mo gru sided with orthodoxy and with

the reformers' zeal and raised to prominence
those masters which its own religious tradition
had in common with the rising school.
Little by little the feudal lords of Rin spuns
were also disappearing fiom the horizon of
Tibetan history, but fiom the new court of
bSam
rtse, in the heart of gTsan, which
they had conquered since 1435,some of their
ministers issued with a brave self.confidence,
to take up, with greater daring. the dream of
their masters. They intended to lead gTsan
in a victorious offensive against dBus, now
represented not by the sNeu gdon chiefs.
reduced to a feeble appearance of power, but
by the great monasteries of the Yellow Sect.
Having thus outlined the political situa.
tion in Tibet, we need no longer consider
historical events under the angle of the P'ag
mo gru pa's vicissitudes; this family had kept
only its glorious name, but its power had
vanished and its prestige come to nothing;
there would be no reason to follow the details
of its history.

5. T I B E T A N A D M I N I S T R A T I O N
DURING THE S A SKYA P A A N D
T H E P'AG M O C R U P A PERIODS

I

t is not easy to reconstruct how the
administration functioned in Tibet durt
ing the years we have been surveying.
First of all it is necessary to make a distinction
between the Yuan period, and particularly
Qubilai's epoch, and the successive period,
when the Ming succeeded the Mongols. I n
the first period interference with Tibetan affairs
was greater and sharper. O n the other hand
the reader must remember that, in my attempt
to reconstruct the main lines of Tibetan
history, I have limited my field to the region
of gTsari and occasionally of dBus, whose
boundaries I will not overstep.
In Mongol times there was in the Chinese
capital an office for Tibetan affairs, exercising
supreme management and control over the

country's political administration. It was a
welltordered office, whose duty was to oversee
and provide for Tibet's military and civil
organization, to supervise its relations with
the Court; and it disposed of a large number
of officials. A n outline has been preserved
in various passages of the Yiian shih, and it will
be useful to translate it, to make the relations
clearer between the central administration and
the provincial administration, as regards Tibet
(chap. 202, A, p. 3; B , pp. 4.6).
" The Yuan dynasty had its beginnings
in the North, and already followed the Bud,
dhist religion. Later it conquered the count
tries West of China, and Qubilai Qa'an
owing to the vastity, distance and difficulties
of that region, inhabited by a wild and wart
like population, decided to rule it in actor/
dance with (local) usage, so as to subdue the
people. H e accordingly divided up Tibet
into various districts, and established various
dignities, under the Imperial Master, T i shih;
next he founded the " Hsiian cheng yiian ,,
where the office of Vice Minister was always
resewed to a Buddhist monk chosen by the
Imperial Master; the Hsiran cheng yiran was
the central office for (Tibetan) affairs. In Tibet
Buddhist monks had the same rights as the
laymen to be appointed State officials, both
military and civil (excepting the Ygan shuai and
the Tu yuan shuai)'. Hence the orders of the
T i shih, Imperial Master, and of the Emperor,
were equally valid in Tibet. For a hundred
years (namely during the Y u a n dynasty)
the Emperors showed the greatest respect
and confidence for the Imperial Master.
The Empresses and all the princes took the
vows and used to salute the Imperial Master,
kneeling to receive his blessing. I n the Court
gatherings, when the different officials took the
place allotted according to their rank, the
Imperial Master sat next to the Emperor.
Each Emperor, on ascending the throne,
publicly addressed a message of praise and
protection to the Imperial Master, and was
bound to order the office of the Imperial

treasury to present him at the same time with
pearls arranged to form a design as of words.
In such a fashion he showed his respect for
the Imperial Master.
"When the Imperial Master was about to
arrive (in the capital of China) the Emperor
ordered the Prime Minister and other officials
to go forth to meet him with hundreds of
persons on horseback. I n the places through
which the Imperial Master passed (on his
journey to China) the local government of
each region received him with great festivities
on his arrival, offering him a generous hosj
pitality, and besides (provided for) the ex/
penses of his journey and honoured him on
his departure. When he reached the capital,
the Emperor ordered the governor to prepare
half of the guard of honour pertaining to the
Emperor to accompany him, and ordered the
officials of the various Ministries and public
administrations to offer him ermine robes, to
do him honour.
Every year, on the eighth day of the
second month, the Emperor received the (lama
as a) Buddha and sent people to meet him with
the greatest honours. H e then ordered the
Minister of Rites and the underjsecretaries to
make special arrangements for this ceremony.
When the Imperial Master died and his relics
were carried to Tibet, the Emperor ordered
the various officials to follow the funeral
procession even outside the city and to offer
sacrifices for him. I n the ninth year Talc2
(1305 A. D.) when the T i shih's relics were
carried to Tibet, the Emperor sent Tamur
T'ieh M u Erh & 32, Vice Prime Minister,
as a special envoy to escort and protect them,
and further he offered 500 ounces of gold,
1000 ounces of silver, 3000 notes worth tell
ounces of silver and 1500 bolts of silk, for
the funeral expenses.
" I n the second year Huangjch'ing (I 3 I 3)
he increased his offering for the T i shih's
funeral expenses to 5000 ounces of gold,
15.ooo ounces of silver, and 17.000 bolts of
silk of various kinds. When the T i shih's
6'
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relatives travelled in China, the local govern,
ments through whose territory the Tibetan
guests passed, paid for travelling expenses and
had to see that they lacked nothing. During
the T'aijting era ( I 32401327) when KunP
ko~i/ssijjchien 2 3 i
h 4EE , the Imperial
Master's younger b r ~ t h e r , ~ "was
)
about to
arrive in the capital, the Emperor ordered
the Prime Minister to go forth and meet
him outside the city and to prepare a ball,
quet. The Imperial Master's elder brother,
Soman/ts'ang.pu rfi Bj P b (bSod nams
bzan po) 7') married the Imperial Princess
and was appointed Prince of Peijlan; he
received the golden seal and the special
badge; then his disciples, one after the
other, were appointed Sse 0 kung, Ssejtu,
Kuojkung etc. and all of them received
seals of gold or jade ,,.
In another passage of the same work
(chap. 87, A, p. 5; B, p. 8), the administration
concerned with Tibet is explained in even
greater detail. 7')
" The Hsuan deng yuan
i!!
belongs
to the first class of the second rank; he
controls affairs pertaining to the Buddhist
religion and to the Buddhists. The admi)
nisiation of Tibetan territory also depends
on this office. When emergencies arise in
Tibet, a separate Court is formed, which
goes to Tibet and puts things right; it posses/
ses a seal of its own. I n case vast military
operations are needed, this Court takes counc
f l concerning the
sel with the shu fu
measures required and selects the persons to
be employed; those it chooses have civil and
military powers: monks and laymen may
be equally employed. In the beginning of
the ChihHyuan period (1264) a Tsung chib
yiran &
! fbl] 1% was founded, at whose head
a K u o shih was put.
In the 25th year
(1288) as, due to what had been established
in the T1ang's times, Tibetans were received
at the court of the Hsuan &eng ~alace,
the name of this office was changed into that
of Hsuan cheng yuan.

"There were then established two yiran
~ h i h1% I&, two t'ung chih IEI 5~1,two 1;, shih
ZII w, two chin2 li @ B,two tian i @ 3,
four tu shih
3, one kuan kou
CJ, one
chao nro @$. In the 26th year (1289) four
tuan shih kuan
were established.
In the 28th year (1291) the ch'ien yiian Q 1%
and t'ung ch'ien
were increased by one
post; in the first Yuan~chengyear (1295) the
posts ofyiian p'an IVi PI] were increased by one;
in the fourth T a t2 year ( I 300) the post of tuan
shih kuan was suppressed. In the beginning of
the Chih ta period (1308) one of the yiran shih
posts was suppressed; in the third Chih chih
year (1323) there were six yiran shih in office.
In the second T'ien li year (1329) the kung
te shih ssli g~ f$jfg ;ii7 was suppressed and
his functions were conferred on the Hsiian
theng yiian, whose administration was thus
established : ten yuan shih of the first classes
of the second rank, two t'rrng chih of the
second class of the first rank, two
shih
of the second class of the second rank, two
ch'ien yiian of the third class of the first rank,
three t'ung ch'ien of the first class of the first
rank; three yuan p'an of the fourth class of the
first rank; two ts'an i of the fifth class of
the first rank; two ching li of the fourth class
of the first rank; three trr shih of the seventh
class of the second rank; one chao tlro and
one kuan kou, both of the eighth class of
the first rank; 15 yiran shih $8 9 redactors;
8;
two Mongol redactors pi she ch'ih
two Moslem redactors; four Mongol trans,
lators; two inspectors of the seal 4;-n ED;
fifteen messengers and the office,boys,,. "In
Tibet and in other places there was the post
of chao t'ao shih K: 3+ .f.$of the third class of
the second rank; it comprised two chao t'ao
shih, one chih shih 9;-u z]i and one chen fu
$8 #with
I their dependants ,,. Over Tibet
and the other districts there was the office of
!it @ to whom was
the Hsiian wri sbih
also assigned the military function of T14 yian
shirai fu till ;R ER$ Tf;f. It comprised four Hsiian
wei shih, two t'ung chih, one $1 shih, two

rn

fu

chinJ li and two t'u shih, three pu tao kuan
rfi(i
and two chen fu
M,,(chap. 87;
A, p. 7 b, B, p. I I a).
The Ming shih is much briefer concerning
Central Tibet, but dwells at great length
on the districts of Eastern Tibet and parti,
cularly on mDo K'ams (To kan) and the
frontier zones, placed under the control of
Chinese officers and of local princes more or
less subject to the same domination.
Thus from the central office of the Hsrian
[heng yrian, established by the Mongols.
depended the officials who looked afier the
affairs of Tibet and of the Buddhist religion,
and with them the officials whom the M o w
gals sent to Tibet, or the same ones they had
elected among the Tibetan notables, with
titles and privileges corresponding to the rank
conferred upon them. W e have seen that
these posts were civil and military, like those
of Hsiian wei sbib and of T u yrian shuai,
sometimes also held by Tibetans. W e read
indeed that a dPon c'en Sa skya pa rCyal ba
bzari po was elected Hsrian ruei shih,") while
there is a great abundance of Tibetan digni/
taries appointed T u yrian shuai, a title which
the Tibetan documents and chronicles cons,
rantly transcribe du dben ?a. If we needed
a confirmation, we might say that a Za lu
document furnishes a proof that the dPon
c'en are in fact Hsiian wei shih, because Ag
len, the famous dPon c'en Sa skya pa receives
that title in the document.
Naturally we cannot say that effective
power always went with these titles : they
often had only an honorific character and
were conferred by the Chinese court to par,
titularly deserving persons, without implying
a regular exercise of the corresponding func,
tion. O u r sources therefore not inGequently
state, when they mention personages who had
received such honours, that they were granted
at the same time the honour and the office
(min dun las ka); this means that often it was
a case of mere honours, capable of satisfying
the vanity of their recipients, but without

any real and wellcdefined content. Moreover
some titles, like those of Si tu and T'ai si tu,
were only honorific, with no corresponding
and precise office.
It would be out of place to repeat what we
have already said concerning the T i shih:
they lived at Court, wearing a halo of great
dignity, they issued orders and conferred
diplomas and privileges in the Emperor's
name, they represented a channel between
the Court and Tibet. Real power was in
the hands of the Hsiian cheng yiian depart,
ment, and, in the Tibetan provinces, of the
Tu yrian shuai, chosen among laymen, not
among monks; two of them resides in m N a '
ris skor sum and another two at the head
of the Mongol troops stationed in dBus and
gTsah; next came the HsUan wei shih. The
dPon c'en Sa skya and perhaps also the sGom
c'en of aBri gun had the title and rank of
Hsiian wei shih.
The dPon c'en, at least as long as the Sa
skya's power lasted, exercised control over the
myiarchies; the myriarchs were obliged to
report their activities to them, while the dPon
c'en (as may be seen fiom Byai c'ub rgyal
mts'an's adventures) could call the myriarchs
to judgement, and if their acts warranted it,
they could not only depose them and deprive
them of their papers of appointment, but also
jail them and punish them according to the law.
These dPon c'en, to judge from the let/
ters I have discovered in Zva lu, received
office through a proclamation on the part
of the T i shih, who in the Emperor' name
announced their appointment to dependant
officials, from the Hsiian wei shih downwards.
In fact the office of the dPon c'en disap.
peared when Byah c'ub rgyal mts'an extended
his power over the greater part of Central
Tibet, and the P'ag mo gru pas conferred
upon themselves the title of regents, sde srid,
to which our sources sometimes substitute
another more pretentious title: " Kings of
Tibet ,,; theirs was in fact a national claim
and a statement of independence.

The letters of investiture, called by a word
taken fiom the Chinese bra' b ~ 7 4 ) (Chinese
cha
with which the Mongol sovereigns
confirmed privileges or allotted office to the
individual abbots or to the Tibetan nobility,
were nearly always ratified by the gifi of a seal,
which the Tibetans called dam k'a, a word
taken from the Turkish through the Mongol.
These seals were of gold for the T i shih
and of jade for the officials holding office in
Tibet, Lke the one given by Qubilai to #'ags
pa on conferring upon him the title of Kuan
ting kuo shih. The seal accompanied the con/
ferring of office; those possessing the seal of
the highest class were thus invested with
supreme authority, hence it could not be given
to two dignitaries at the same time. So that
when bSod nams rgyal mts'an dpal bzari
po asked for a jade seal as a descendant of
~ P ' a g spa, the Ming Emperor did not con/
sent, with the excuse that it had already been
given to N a m mk'a' dpal bzui ~ 0 . ~ 5 )
For inferior offices the seals were of rock
crystal, like those given to N a m mk'a' brtan
pa of aBri gun, both as gui guri I(kuo kung)
and as T a dben gu iri (fa yiien kuo shih)
(Chronicles, pp. 44/45) or to bSod nams
of dGa' ldan as Minister of Justice (ibid.,
p. 149) or to R a b brtan kun bzari of Cyantse
when he was appointed T'ai si tu (Gyantse
genealogies, p. I 3).
Byai c'ub rgyal mts'an also, when he
was made a myriarch, received a silver seal,
the symbol of that dignity. Other insignia
are mentioned together with the seal, namely
the "gem of the third degree, with a tiger's
head,,. The Blo bzati rgya mts'o chronicles
@. 632) allude to it once; another allusion
is in the Gyantse chronicles; in the first case
the gem was conferred upon N a m mk'a'
brtan pa of Byah, in the second case upon
Rab brtan kun bzai. This gem of the
thlrd degree was one of those tablets which
during the Mongol period were conferred as
an emblem and as a sign of authority to
the highest officials. In Chinese they arc

fu),

witnessed to the validity of his lord's investiture
and privileges.
State authority was absolute; subjects had
to obey their lords blindly. They were also
obliged to furnish personal services (mk'ar
/as, or by its Turkish name (14 lug), namely to
work under compulsion, either on civil or
military constructions, or to complete religious
buildings planned by those same families.
For instance the entire community of the
principality of Gyantse helped to build the
SKU+bum, certainly not of its own free will;
the temples and monasteries of P'un ts'ogs
glin were enlarged or restored or built by
Taranatha with the cooperation of the princes
rin, who to
of bSam +grub rtse and of
this end enforced compulsory work for periods
of varying length.
There was, besides, an intricate system
of taxation; the taxes had various names
according to the different headings. and
were permanent or temporary; the first were
regularly inscribed in the books of normal
state revenue, the others were occasional and
enforced every time funds were running short
or it was necessary to money for warfare or
building activities.
Taxes could be paid in money or in kind,
as tithes on crops, on wool or butter (see Za
lu documents). This power the state had,
of increasing the contrib-utions of its subjects
as it pleased, easily gave occasion to resent/
ment, and probably it was not rare that, due
to fiscal oppression, people emigrated else/
where, hoping to find a less harassing system.
When discontent was rife, governments cut
down their exactions, they proclaimed a par/
tial and temporary reduction of some taxes,
explaining their generosity with motives of
mercy. Thus, for instance, the Cyantse
edict was proclaimed. Naturally the greatest
suffaers from this system were laymen and
village communities, collectively responsible
on behalf of their chief for the enforcement
of state exactions, which were much heavier
in places along the highroads of busiest traffic

am

or caravan routes, like those to or from China.
In some cases the amount of contributiolls
in the shape of horses, forage or labourers
were strictly defined, and they seriously
damaged agriculture and catt1e,bneding;
moreover officials bearing letrersHpatent and
government briefs very ofien overstepped
the prescribed bounds and oppressed the
populations, exacting much more
they
were bound to supply. All these practices
were a cause of revolt.
Thus Tibet too was acquainted with a
complex system of extortions and, as the coun,
try was poor, it felt its weight more than
other lands.
The fiscal machinery from which the state
and its officialdom drew their means of sup,
port and their riches was extremely complex:
its agents were numerous officers who ruthles,
sly presided over the collection of taxes; they
went from the gZer ya or " intendants ,,, of
the first and second class, residing respectively
in the larger and lesser centres, to the actual
tax/collectors, gaphically called go iial,
" those who
sleep on the threshold ,, , an
allusion to their peevish stubborness.
Monasteries naturally were in a different
position; they had gadually succeeded in
taking the upper hand, and guiding the politi~
cal life of Tibet. The nobility was influent,
ed by the monasteries and by the chiefi of
sects. Tibet, little by little, had extended,
malung it almost universal, that system of
immunities which in Mongol times had been
in China to religious communities;
they had slowly monopolized a privileged
condition, not only by claiming exemptions,
but also by frequently soliciting from the lay
authorities the cession of land, with the pre,
text of using their revenue for the celebration
of religious ceremonies, according to faun,
dationHcharts compiled in each case. It is
probable that in this manner land confiscated
or seized when someone died without leg'.
timate or recognized heirs passed into the
hands of monasteries.

The administration of justice was stria,
although it was possible to compound
bodily punishment by adequate bail in mo.
ney or kind. Justice was administered accord.
ing to usage, more or less arbitrarily traced
back to Sron btsan sgam po's laws, up
to Mongol times; probably at that time the
Mongol penal code was introduced into Tibet,
either the Yasa of Cengis Khan or more pro.
bably its successive elaborations and adapt/
ments, incorporated into the Yuan laws.
These laws were harsh and strict, they had
no great consideration for human life and
applied the death penalty to the pettiest trans.
gressions. They were introduced into Tibet
by the Yuan and found the Sa skya pa ready
to accept and enforce them. With the decay
of their authority and the renaissance of a
national spirit embodied in Byan c'ub rgyal
mts'an, there was a return to ancient laws and
traditional usage: Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an
boasted that he had restored Sron btsan sgam
po's code, which was indeed a penal code,
but was also, first and foremost, a collection
of moral principles. In this field too he
delivered Tibet from foreign subjection; tak.
ing advantage of the Yuan's decline and of
their constantly deaeasing interference with
Tibetan affairs, he returned to national cus,
toms. His code is not the only one compiled
in those times. Another one was written
in Ts'al, perhaps the work of his rival Kun
dga' rdo rje; a third was compiled by Kar
ma bstan skyon:77) but the P'ag mo gru's
code prevailed and, after being revised by
the fifth Dalai Lama and the sde srid Sans rgyas
rgya mts'o, is still used in Tibet.
W e do not know how and through what
organs justice was administered. W e can
only say that culprits were brought before a
court and that there were high dignitaries at
the head of the judicial sytem, called K'rbrs
dpon, or by a more honorific title K'rims kyi
k'a lo sgyur bai blon, K'rinrs sgyur bai blon po.
It seems that in the lesser states the Nan c'en
supervised the administration of justice.

Throughout the long~lastingwarfare which
for several centuries covered Tibet with blood.
as monasteries and nobles never tired of
taking up arms, the military organization
was mostly modelled on the Mongol army.
The latter was organized according to a
ten~unit system which, beginning with the
elementary unit of the decuria, culminated
in the tri~iriin, an ' army of IO.OOO men.
By reason of its scanty population, Tibet
could not assemble such large armies; docu.
ments mention the bcu dpon and the brgya
dpon (decurions and centurions) and also
the ston dpon and the k'ri dpon, (cornman.
ders of roo0 and ro.ooo men), but while
the first two are real military ranks, the last
two should rather be referred to the exercise
of political authority: the military equivalent
of a force implicit in the wording of those
titles was purely theoretical. Indeed the m i l i ~
tary engagements mentioned in the chro~licles
are nearly always encounters between a few
hundred men; only the onslaught of Tartar
invasion sometimes caused more numerous
troops to assemble; they were collected by the
different myriarchies, under the menace of
imminent havoc.
The armed forces of the single states,
mounted (rto pa) or on foot, were commanded
by generals (dmag dpon) who, as may be seen
from Gyantse's example, occupied a high
rank in the Court hierarchy.
The state territory was split up into a series
of divisions: sde, under a sde pa or governor,
whose functions were political; the sde was
divided into rdson, under a rdsoi dpon or
prefect. The rdsori was a fortified city having
strategical importance, hence the rdson dpon
united in his own person civil and military
functions, while the administrative part was
always in the gier pa's hands.
The heads of myriarchies and any other
holders of temporal power, were entitled to
invest their dependants and vassals with
particular offices, confirming their privileges
with seals and letters/patent. The rdsoi dpon

or prefects and the commanders of fiontier
fortresses were selected with particular care.
because these offices, when they were exercis~
ed in rich or strategically important districts,
not only represented a much/desired privilege,
but carried with them an actual increase of
power, which might seriously threaten the
state and foster aspirations to independence
and power. For this reason the office of
rdsori dpon was alternatively conferred by P'ag
mo gru pas to dignitaries of different fami.
lies, so that none of them should gain a
firm footing and become powerful in the
district under his jurisdiction, using the post
he occupied to extend his own dominions.
These temporary dignities must be kept
distinct from the permanent concessions of
territories or feuds either to private families
or to religious communities, to the former
in recognitions of particular merits and to
the latter, according to a custom mentioned
above, as an act of homage to chaplains
or masters, or as an endowment in order
that regular ceremonies should be performed
according to the donor's wishes, for the
repose of his soul or that of his relatives.
I n both cases the feuds became an inalien.
able property of the family or convent they
had been given to, and in general enjoyed
exemption from taxes. Instances of both
cases-are not lacking: as for religious dona.
tions I recall those mentioned in the Gyantse
chronicles; for the others I will quo& that
made by the Sa skya, perhaps by aP'ags
pa himself, to the d C e b ~ e sRin c'en brtson
agrus, as a reward for his brave defence of
Sa skya pa interests at the Mongol court;
he was given Drug p'ya mai +dab sgo,
Ts'on adus k'a leb. Gran k'an ga ra.7')
P'ul gyod.
The myriarchies and in general every
other territory over which some family exer.
cised authority and jurisdiction, were in a
certain fashion closed territory, because, as a
passage of the fib Dalai Lama's chronicles
seems to imply, it was not possible to pass

fiom one state into another without a regular
passport, lam yig, issued by the myriarch
or by the sde pa.
Those who travelled on service, as bearers
of the Chinese or Mongol EmperorBsorders,
or on behalf of their viceregents or of other
officials, enjoyed special privileges and prompt
and fiee assistance of all sorts. This was a
cause of abuses and exactions, which an
attentive reader will find hinted at both in
the Za lu letters and in Rab baan kun b z h
ap'ags pays edict.
Governments do not seem to have taken
a great interest in public works, not even in
the upkeep of roads. The bridges built by
T'ari ston rgyal po were all due to his per,
sonal enthusiasm, though his biography does
not forget to mention the intelligent coope,
ration of some princes who, moved by his
insistence, enforced compulsory work to
complete the ascetic's plans.
There is hardly ever any mention of road,
control of the Mongol type, to make com,
munications between the provinces safer; a
single exception is recorded in the times of
Grags pa rgyal mts'an, who, as the Chinese
sources also state, took measures once
again to improve and protect communica~
tions between Tibet and the Chinese frontier,
by establishing, along the caravan roads, an
appropriate stage service, with well~defined
obligations resting on the village communities.
' s to find
W e must reach T ~ r a n ~ t h a times
records of new measures to make communi.
cations easier on the gTsari po river, by build.
ing landings for the boats. Up to that mo/
ment navigation on this river, particularly
on the Lhartse/Shigatse tract, took place by
means of rafis, made out of bamboo and
yak skins, which are used to this day.79)
But it is natural that these public works
should hardly ever be mentioned in the bio.
because they were considered unim.
portant 2nd lefi to the initiative of single
villages, obliged to attend to them when the
needs of travel and traffic required it.

A s in the Mongol state, also in Tibet the
nobility prevailed over the rest of the popula.
tion; by nobility I mean those families which
through an ancestral tradition occupied pu/
blic offices and enjoyed recognized privileges.
The literature of these times has a special
word for them: they are called drug 2an, a
collective name designing the greater and
the lesser; sometimes we find in its place
drug btsan,B") which means " the powerful ,,.
The drug r a n are the free men, those enjoying
civil rights; they are distinguished from the
n ~ isde, the village people subject to duties
and enforced labour ('u/lug), also called mi
dnraris, " helots ,,.
Thus our different sources show that Tibed
tan society had for a long time an aristocratic
organization; the old noble families, succeed/
ing one another, preserved and defended
their privileges, keeping themselves aloof fiom
the mass of shepherds and husbandmen oblid
ged to serve them, on whom the weight of
exactions and services rested.
Noblemen, whatever their office in the
social organization, whether they exercised an
actual jurisdiction or whether they served
more powerful lords and were their represen.
tatives, in point of fact divided up state
posts among themselves, certainly not on the
base of the abilities they had shown, but
by reason of acquired privileges, of marriage
alliances or of common interest.
This monopoly of the most important
and welldpaid posts enabled them to obtain,
and to preserve by the same means, economic
prosperity; they were entitled to collect tolls
on the roads, and they enjoyed privileges of
traffic. But gradually, as their political prestige
declined, their fortunes became exhausted;
riches and trade passed into the hands of
more enterprising persons, possessing in a
high degree that talent for speculation which is
inborn in Tibetans. Little by little a merchant
class developed, which gathered the country's
riches into its hands and became open to new
recruits, often drawn fiom the monasteries

since, as it 1s often the case even now,
many a monk tired of convent life, ~ielding
to his mercantile instincts, left his monastery
and became a merchant. O n the other hand
the growing development of convents, and
above all the spread of the Yellow S e a faun,
ded on new principles, caused feudal society
to crumble afier having ruled so long. T h e
equality between all the monks within the
great monastic family, influenced the social
order: in the eyes of abbots and incarnated.
no difference existed between men of the
people and noblemen. Their spiritual prestige
levelled everything and demanded the same
homage and reverence fiom everyone.
With the advent of the great monastic
organizations, the aristocracy vanished, and
on its ruins the religious chiefs' prestige grew
up unhampered.

6. "REDS

S

,, A G A I N S T " Y E L L O W S ,,

ince the XVth century Tibetan events
cenme round the fortunes of a new
power, prodigiously ascending and destid
ned to change, by degrees, the political horizon:
I allude to the d C e lugs pa. In a few years'
space they had extended all over dBus, where
dCa' ldan was built in 1409, ?Bras spuns in
1416,Se ra in 1419. They penemated as
far as gTsan, founding Tashilunpo in 1447.
and they flung vast outposts as far as K'ams,
where on its extreme frontier they founded
the Chamdo monastery in 1437.
Thus, from the first years of the X V t h
century, Tibetan history no longer gravitates
round the struggles of rival families, now
worn out and reduced in number; it has its
centre in the rivalry between the "Reds.. Kar
ma pa, supported by the lords of gTsai, and
the "Yellows,, dGe lugs pa who, ably plot/
ting, form coalitions between noblemen and
enter into alliances. From now on Tibetan
events are bound up with the greatest figures
of the Yellow Sect and precisely with the

first five so~calledDalai Lamas, because they
are men who do really tower on the dark
horizon of Tibetan history; our sources are
therefore full of information concernillg them.
Nevertheless, though these records place the
Dalai Lamas in full light, so that other persons
seem obscure and unimportant by comparison,
they cannot blind us to the noble character
of some of their rivals, who were not resigned
to defeat and fought to the very last for their
beliefs and their independence.
The Yellow Sect's expansion and its rapid
spiritual conquests aroused the rival sects'
suspicions; thus it happened that, as Sum
pa mk'an po relates, the Kar ma pa built
near Se ra and ?Bras spufs two monasteries,
the Yellows' strongholds, one for the Black
Caps and one for the Red Caps, as a threat
and a counterpart to their rivals' power.
Later the King of gTsan built a temple/
fortress at the back of Tashilunpo. When
war broke out, many monasteries far from
the Yellow Sect's main strongholds were
obliged to change their faith and to go
over to the Red Sect.
A still more serious measure was taken:
in Lhasa (which had not reached the s p l e n ~
dour it was destined to attain a little later,
but was nevertheless hallowed by the memories
of its first Kings, the earthly incarnation of
Tibet's supreme protectors), in Lhasa, the Se ra
and ?Bras spuns monks could not take part
in the great new/year ceremonies from 1498
to 1518. Lhasa was closed to the d C e Lugs
pa; sNeu gdon had no authority over it
now, it had become a dependance of the
gTsan princes, the Red Caps' declared
patrons, who from their palace in bSam +grub
rtse watched the rival sect's expansion with
suspicion.
In the time of d C e ?dun rgya mts'o
(1475/1542), considered the second Dalai
Lama by orthodox tradition, rivalry between
Reds and Yellows came out into the open:
d C a ' ldan, Se ra and ?Bras spulis had grown
to the point of representing a menace for

the Kar ma pa; strife broke out on the
occasion of the new year festival, sMon jam,
founded by Tson k'a pa, which was cele,
brated every year in Lhasa. It had been a
custom, ever since this ceremony was institu,
ted, that the abbot of ?Bras sputis should
celebrate it, but ever since, in 1498, ~i~
spuns had taken possession of sKyid tod, 8 1 )
it passed into the hands of the gSa" p*u
monastery and of the Kar ma pa, who conti,
nued to celebrated it up to 1517 (me
W h a t had happened in 15 173 Evidently Rin
spuns was for the moment in a decline
~ Sis grags paps
a C o n ma ~ a gig d b bkra
victorious campaign, which had restored the
Pyag mo gru pa's prestige against ~a~ dba"
rnam rgyal's intrigues. Even the meagre in/
formation given by the Reu mig confirms this
hypothesis; it simply says that, to begin from
the year iron/mouses") (1507)~the Rin spuns's
power had begun to go down and the dCc
lugs pa sect, or more precisely the abbot of
?Bras spuns monastery, had acquired prestige.
The feast then returned to the sect who had
founded it, with the authorization of the Con
ma c'en po, who had conferred new splenj
dour upon his family, and claimed for him)
self the right to regulate Tibet's political life.
Thus the Yellows returned once more to
Lhasa and the sMon lam being once more
entrusted to them, they could celebrate their
renewed glory with visible pomp.
The sects tried to snatch the celebration
of this feast one from the other, not only on
account of its religious meaning, but because
of the prestige accruing to those whose ~ f i c e
it was to organize it; and the Yellows could
never have quitely given it up, because it was
one of the most certain proofs of their master's
fortune and of his preaching. Thus the re/
instatement of the sMon lam coincides with a
new political situation and shows once again
that while the Rin spuns's fortunes followed
those of the Kar ma pa, the Yellows had
found their supporters in the P'ag mo gru
pa, who although declining, still represented

supreme power in Tibet.'') and could resist,
by armed force, any attempt to overrule them.
The sMon lam's restoration took place in
1517, with the participation of 1500 aBras
spuis monks and 300 Se ra monks; this also
shows that the situation in ?Bras spuns and
in dBus generally had become much more
peaceful. That during all the ~ e r i o d in
which the feast was taken fiom the dCe lugs
pa, times were not easy for the sect, is proved
by the fact that dCe adun rgya mts'o was
never in his monastery in those years. H e left
it as soon as the disturbances broke out in
sKyid god in 1498, and returned in 1517,
following an invitation from the Zal sno of
Lha ri and from the sPyi so of ?Bras spuns.
In 1498, when the horizon began to
darken, he had taken refuge in '01k'a, whose
princes had adhered to the new sect ever
since the times of its founder; actually Tson
k'a pa had accepted '01k'a's repeated invita.
tions, and stopping in rDsin p'yi (or: ji) he
had restored both Jo bo's effigy, built by Car
mi yon tan gyun drun, which was venerated
in that temple, and the paintings; indeed, as
the paintings had been obliterated by time, he
had them done over according to the aspect
under which the gods they represented used
to appear to him during ecstasy.'+)
dCe +dun rgya mts'o had already visited
several places, both in dBus and in gTsan:
rDsin p'yi (in '01 k'a), Cya' ri rdson, Yer
pa, Rva grens, K'a p'u, K'am lun, Po to,
sNeu zur, C'u mig gsar pa, Lha rgya ri,
+Pyon rgyas, Clan p'u, E, Ri bo dga' ldan,
Bya yul, Dvags po, rCyal me t'og t 'ai. H e
pushed as far as gTsan, whence he went to
bKra fis lhun po, Po don e, sNar t'an, gNas
Gin, Za lu, dPal ak'or c'os sde (Gyantse),
aBron rtse, K'ro p'u. Except for a single
brief stop, he had never returned to aBras
spuns. This absence fiom his see, beginning
with the disturbances followed by the exclu.
sion of the Yellows from the celebration ofthe
sMon lam, and ending with the resumption
of the same ceremony by the ?Bras spuns

monasteries, was not due only to motives of
popaganda. Its coincidence with those events
and its long duration, on the contrary, do not
leave us any doubt that the cause must be
sought in some more serious reason, namely
the political hegemony still exercised in dBus
by bSam ?grub rtse's regents, and conse.
quently the favour they showed the Reds in
Lhasa itself.
d C e adun rgya mts'o, who later was
honoured as the second Dalai Lama, was at
that time nothing more than the spiritual head
of the reformed sect and the chief abbot of
their monasteries. Unlike the Reds, who were
sure of the favour of a powerful family and of
most ofthe gTsari aristocracy, he had to obtain,
slowly and laboriously, adequate clients; fail.
ing this he needs must take the place of the
temporal power which was absent during the
P'ag mo gru pa's decline, induce the sect to
take the initiative of a new orientation which
should restore its prestige to dBus and at the
same time ensure a predominant position for
the school.
Through this action the school was neces.
sarily led to supplant an aristocracy which
had become incapable of loolung aher its own
destinies. The task was long and difficult
and the third Dalai Lama's times were to
come before the Yellow Sect's fortunes began
their ascent unhampered.
The third Dalai Lama bSod nams rgya
mts'o dpal bzan po bstan pai iii ma p'yogs
t'ams cad las rnam par rgyal was born in 1543
(c'u yos) ' 5 ) in the territory ofsKyid Sod in dBus
ru, and precisely in rTse k'a K'an gsar gon,
under sTod lun (Biogr., p. IOU),from a family
which boasted its descent from rMa Rin c'en
mc'og, one of the seven Sad mi, and which
dur~ngTibet's division into 1 3 myriarchies,
in the Yiian's times, had been included
in the rCya ma myriarchy; his ancestors had
been great dignitaries in the Sa skya times,
and remained such under the P'ag mo gru
pa; later they were appointed rdson dpon of
rCyal c'en rtse (p. 10 a).

His father was the sDe pa r N a m rgyal
grags pa and his mother dPal +jam bu k'rid
was a daughter of the dKon giier of P'ag
mo gru, the exorcist dBan p'yug rin po c'e
K u n b z f i rtse.
W e do not know by which vicissitudes and
intrigues the child was recognized as d C e
adun rgya mts'o's incarnation: his biography
written by the fifth Dalai Lama says that it
was due to a reincarnated lama (p. 15 a) and
that the recognition happened in 1544,but he
was confirmed later, by Qutuqtu bSod nams
grags pa's intervention. The latter watched
over his early years and was responsible for
the Yellow Sect's fortunes; bSod nams rgya
mts'o was then considered as the incarnation
of the C'os rje of aBras spuns (p. 17 c). In
other words, during these early developments
the d C e lugs pa were identified with their
greatest convent.
bSod nams rgya mts'o's life does not intel
rest us as to its personal elements: entrance
into aBras spuns, tonsure, ordination, the
discipline of his studies, visions and miracles;
we gladly leave all the religious events and
experiences, related with a wealth of detail by
his credulous biographers, to those investigat~
ing Tibetan hagiography.
But I believe
that even such scholars would not be amply
rewarded for their pains, because they would
always find the same schemes and legends
repeated, which form the unfailing foundal
tion of all the r N a m t'ar (biographies). If
anyone, out of curiosity, wished to have an
idea of this, he would find a brief summary
in Schulernann's work, and even more in
the original sources: both in Sayang Satan
history of the Eastern Mongols and in aJigs
med rig pai rdo rje work, which we have
ohen ¶uoted.
Let us rather try to reconstruct, through
the ecclesiastical biographer's meagre hints, the
events which were in the meantime maturing
in Tibet, the friction between schools, the iml
pact of new currents on the old ones, internal
factions, and on this troubled background,

the Yellow Sect's movements, what progess
it made, how it gained ground and was more
and more impelled to contract an
with the Mongols. W e must not wonder that
the unreformed schools, Kar ma pa, & Skya
pa, bKa' brgyud pa were first suspicious,
then hostile: they could not remain indiffe,
rent before this extremely rapid progress of
Tsori k'a pa's followers, who in a few
years' time had spread everywhere and found
enthusiastic adherents among the people.
The reasons of this rapid fortune are not
far to seek. A s always in the first beginnings
of new ideas or fresh institutions, the dCe lugs
pa showed an activity and an apostolic zeal
which had become extinguished in the other
schools. The latter securely relied on their
clients, they enjoyed the favour of devoted
patrons, they leant on pious and powerful
families, supported by a century/old tradition.
Conservative and suspicious of any novelty,
they basked in a selbsatisfied indolence.
O n the other hand the dGe lugs pa, sti/
mulated by the preaching of Tson k'a pa and
of his first disciples, who had thrown them.
selves into the ;ask of purification with an
equal ardour, not depressed but excited by the
other schools' hostility, attracted the masses.
I n every clime the people are fascinated by new
ideas; the Tibetans saw with joy that the stolid
formalism ofthe sects and the corrupt monkish
life, were being shaken by a surge of new Me,
a healthy spirit; in their hopeful credulity they
therefore listened to the miracles of the Ye Ses
mgon po, the yi dun1 ofthe d C e lugs pa, who
protected the sect and Tibet together.
It is natural that in the presence of such
good fortune the old schools should not hidc
their illlwill; they would have done better to
revise their position, now too much bound to
earthly property, and to shake off the impu.
rities that too geedy contacts with the world
had let into their spirit, overruling the ancient
masters' sincere intentions.
Monastic rules had slowly ceased to be
applied, most of the monks married and led

a sluggish life, poverty and abstinence had be.
come nothing but vague words. Moreover, in
the principal seas, the monasteries had fallen
into the hands of real dynasties, so that eccle.
siastical dignity was not transmitted to the
worthiest, but handed on to sons or nephews
as a birthright. Tson k'a pa had reinstated the
disciplinary rules in all their austere value:
the principle of reincarnation, which he and
his disciples had dogmatically rehabilitated,
made it easier to choose well8born persons, and
paranteed a severe and scrupulous education.
Progress was rapid; even in the heart of
gTsan, when bSod nams rgya mts'o visited
Gyantse, he found the dGe lugs pa already
prospering in the place which had been one of
the Sa skya pa citadels. Owing to the ups and
downs of the times, wars, the decay attending
every human institution, the old sects declined,
their patrons' power waned, the temples,
ofien burnt or destroyed during wars and
raids, were deserted. The dCe lugs pa
were ready to take up the succession and to
occupy the place lefi vacant by others, to
restore the temples in ruins, to celebrate their
ceremonies in those shrines which monks of
other schools had abandoned. The second
and third Dalai Lamas were inspired in their
missionary work by these motives. While
he was still a boy, bSod nams rgya mts'o
was taken fiom one place to the other in
the gTsan region; grown in years and having
finished his studies, he not only took long
journeys to Lho (the regions South of dBus,
which we shall mention later), but travelled
in all directions throughout dBus, visiting
convents, receiving homage, consecrating tem,
ples and images, preaching and conferring
blessings. His biography, written by Blo
bzan rgya mts'o on authentic documents
which follow the main events year by year,
records the stages of his jo~rneys.~7)Although
the fifth Dalai Lama, exclusively concerned
with the religious biography of his predeces.
sor, neglects political events, or only alludes
to them if they serve to throw light on his

sanctity and his moral figure, nevertheless the
brief relation of these travels, during which
bSod nams rgya mts'o was invited, enter.
tained and received as a guest, show us a
country divided into many dominions, accord
ding to temporary and shifting relations of
fiiendship, vassallage or ties of blood. It
may be said that each district had its chief,
enjoying complete autonomy and contriving
to preserve it, seeLng support with one or the
other of his more ~owerful neighbours or
with the monasteries aspiring to p i d e the
fortunes of Tibet. These chieb had various
titles, they were called now yyal po, now sde
pa, or sa skyon, nari so, sku fati, sometimes
simply Zabs druri. ")
Some o f these princes seemed to gather
round the Yellow Sect's rising fortunes,
upholding its aims and becoming in a cer,
tain sense its patrons; these are the lords of
rTse t'an, Con dkar, rCya ri, side branches
of the P'ag mo gru pa, to whom Altan
Khan will send gifis on the occasion of his
meeting with bSod nams rgya mts'o, and also
the princes of '01 k'a, who in the course of
this biography appear as devoted followers
of the new school.
The P'ag mo gru pa were still the over.
lords of these nobles, but only a shadow
of their ancient power was left them and
already on the horizon the lucky stars of
the new Kings of gTsan were rising afier
the decline of the Rin spuns family; sNeu
gdon still kept up its pretentions as capital
of Tibet; 89) empty claims to be exact, for events
had taken quite a different course. The real
capital had been transferred by ~a~ d b a i
grags pa to Con ri dkar po; he had taken up
his residence there and entered into a sincere
fiiendship with bSod nams rgya mts'o and
with the d C e lugs pa continuing, as it were,
an old tradition of his family.
The dGa' ldan c'os abyuri says in fact that
P'ag mo gru and Tson k'a pa had been
bsTan pagn'is, " two doctrines ,,, but they had:
srag gcig " the same spirit ,,; and we know

of common interests. N o r had dGaDldanes
that Tson k'a pa himself had been a disciple
sincere friendship for the P'ag mo gru
of the C'os 6.2; pn.
ever failed; it had proved extremely
The power of the rulers of gTsan founded
ble on several occasions, ever since,
by Zin btag Ts'e brtan rdo rje was gradually
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increasing at the expense of sNeu gdon; they
Don yod rdo rje of Rin spuns had been beaten
were strengthened by the support of the Red
back by N a m mk'a' rgyal yo. The good
Caps to whom they were bound by a common
offices of bSod nams rgyal po had also been
recognized by the G o 6 ma c'en mo or N~~
policy, about to become a real alliance. Hence
it is perfectly reasonable that sNeu gdon
d b a i bkra Sis g a g s pa, who had conferred
should in selGdefence seek the new school's
upon him the office of rdson dpon of sNeu
gdon and Minister of Justice in that same place.
help and repair under the wings of its rapid/
ly growing prosperity. When, soon aher,
But precisely in bSod nams rgya mts'o*s
times there had been a parenthesis, when the
a serious disagreement broke out, and an
attempt followed to overthrow the d C e lugs
N a n so D o n grub rgyal po had invaded
sKyor mo lun, already assigned by the same
pa by the force of arms, the Zva dmar and
C o n ma c'en mo ~a~ dban bkra sit to the
their patrons were not alone: they had found
prince of Yar rgyab; great resentment was
allies in a sect which we have seen at the
already brewing and broke out on this occa,
height of its power at the beginning of the
sion: in 1553 open war began and lasted over
historical period we have been reconstruct/
ing, and had then been pushed into o b ~ a year, so violent that it was not even pas)
sible to perform the usual yearly ceremonies
scurity by more fortunate rivals, namely the
in Lhasa.
~ B r grun
i
pa; belonging to the same esote/
According to his biographer, dSod nams
rical school as the Zva dmar, they drew
rgya
mts'o's attitude, whatever intrigues the
inspiration from the same mystical revelation
monks surrounding him may have contrived,
and recognized the same masters, both In/
seems to have been prompted by a desire for
dian and Tibetan. I n 1537, t a h n g advan/
peace. A s a consequence of his high eccle)
tage of d C e +dun rgya mts'o's absence, they
siatical dignity, he was ohen asked by con)
had pushed as far as K o n with an army,
tending parties to interpose his good offices,
but when they got to '01 k'a, still loyal to
to pacify and reconcile rivals; this had been
the Yellows, they had been forced by D o n
the case in 1547, when disturbances broke
yod to retreat on Gru mda' and turn back
out in Yar kluns and, as b ~ o dnarns rgya
without reaching their intent, the destruction
mts'o was still young, the regency intervened,
of d c a ' ldan. Nevertheless they had wrested
on the +P7yon rgyas chiefs' in~tigation.~')
eighteen convents from the d C e lugs pa
But these changes in the political horizon,
compelhg them to change their fait.ha9')
the breakdown of the old order, the rise of
A n echo of war and discord does then
new interests and of new political and reli,
sometimes penetrate the edifying narratives
gious groups, boded no good to those who
of the fihh Dalai Lama. A n d not without
hoped for a lasting peace.
reason: Tibet in those years was extremely
In 1563 ( B i ~ r .p.'28)
,
Tibet again took U P
restless and troubled; war was raging at the
arms
again,
this
time
because
of internal dis,
very doors of one of the new sect's main
sent among the P'ag mo gru pa: 011 one side
strongholds, d C a ' ldan. Its princes had
reigned the C o n ma c'en PO, N a g dban bkra
favoured the new school since its beginnings,
gis g a g s pa, on the other his grandson Nag
and little by little they had become its
g a g s pa rgyal mts'an strove with him for
patrons, probably owing to the monastery's
power.
The latter had established his capita1
proximity to their castle and to the pressure

in d C o i ri dkar po and opposed his obstinate
gandfather. O n this occasion the prince of
dCa' ldan, Don grub rgyal po, sided with the
grandson, whose sympathies for bSod nams
rgya mts'o and for the dCe lugs pa generally
induced the fifih Dalai Lama to place him in
a favorable light, although it would seem,
from the very facts he relates, that he was
actually a rebel. Anyhow, whatever the reason,
these disagreements met with so many reacj
tions that the country was involved in a war.
Out of this war the old branch of P'ag mo gru
emerged in a state of greater weakness, while
the power of dCa' ldan pa was increased.
Meanwhile the latter conquered sTod lun.
In this circumstance the abbot of dCa'
ldan, the dCa' ldan k'ri pa and dCe legs
bzan po, together with the dignitaries of aBri
gun, sTag lun, P'ag mo gru pa, '01 k'a,
sTod lun and bDe c'en (p. 72 b) tried to
interpose their good ofices and to reach
an agreement, but to no avail. Their aim
was attained later when the prince of d c a '
ldan had succeeded in enlarging his territory,
as bSod nams rgya mts'o's biographer relates.
The third Dalai Lama's intervention for
peace was sought once more in 1564, on the
death of the King of Tibet, as the fifth Dalai
Lama calls him by an evident exaggeration,
namely old Con ma c'en po, Nag dban bkra
fis grags pa; then new disturbances broke
out and Tibet's horizon darkened once more,
the succession being disputed between the
Con ma c'en po's son, who continued the
dynasty in sNeu gdon, and the Zabs drun
Nag dban grags pa of Con ri dkar po.
The P'ag mo gru had now definitely split
into two branches: on one side that of sNeu
gdori, which preserved the pompous title
of Con ma; on the other that of Con ri
dkar po. Representatives of both branches are
mentioned indiscriminately in the fifth Dalai
Lama's biography. The family's power had
now dwindled to little more than a memory,
but Blo bzan rgya mts'o persisted in calling
the prince of Con ri dkar po King of Tibet.

This kingly title was now vain and only
persisted through the stubborn inertia aristoj
cracies show in holding fast to their old
honours, when nothing else is left to them.
But as we saw, a new family laid claim to the
title of King of Tibet and still more to real
power over gTsan and dBus; the chiefsofgTsati
still resided in Rin spuns, in the same lace
wkre the successors of Byah c'ub rgyal mts'an's
ministers had broken faith with their old
pledges and rebelled against the P'ag mo
gru pa. But the family was no longer the
same: it was crestfillen and d e c h n g , afier
the victorious resistance ~a~ dban bkra Jis
grags pa had put up against his rebellious
minister .and vassal. Nag dbah rnam rgyal's
son, a scholar and a literary man, was deprived
of power by one of his counsellors, belonging
to the gfiags clan, namely Zin b ~ a gKar ma
Ts'e brtan. The chronicles of Blo bzan rgya
mts'o are very reticent concerning the history
and vicissitudes of this bold and brave dynasty,
which sapped the P'ag mo gru pa's power
at the roots, threatened the Yellow Sect's
nascent fortunes and became the secular arm of
the Red Caps, obstinately and warily guiding
gTsan's rescue against the prevailing dBus.
In the year I565 Kar ma ts'e brtan, waging
war with his son Pad ma dkar po as his asso,
ciate, conquered bSam +grub rtse, a feud o
sNeu gdon, once assigned to aP'yon rgyas,
and later to the princes of Rin spuns, who
held it by force. bSam +grub rtse, corresponj
ding to presentjday Shigatse, was a very
important place, lying in a fertile valley and
commanding the highroads which met there
between Northern gTsan and dBus and the
regions North and South of the gTsan po
(Brahmaputra); thus not only it had a great
strategkal value, but it was enriched by a
prosperous market.
The possession of bSam +grub rtse meant
not only that the P'ag mo gru had been final,
ly excluded from gTsan, but also that dBus
was more than ever exposed to invasion by
the lords of gTsah. In 1575 they actually

attacked gTsan ron, camped in sCal and
then having occupied sCal, Byan and sMon,
marched on sKyid sod, where they were stop.
ped, the fifth Dalai Lama says, by the magic
formulas of the SKUfan of K u n bzan rtse
of rTse t'an @. 89 a). I n that same year 1575
we find bSod nams rgya mts'o as a peace.
maker between the Zva dmar and Yar kluns.
A s we have seen, no event is recorded
which does not show, against the background
of military events echoed in the biography and
in pious narratives, the watchful and suspid
cious action of the two sects, now pitted one
against the other in the fight for supremacy: the
Yellow and the Reds.

7. CTSAN A G A I N S T DBUS

I

f the Yellow Sect's prestige grew in

Tibet from year to year, their fortune, as
we have seen, awakened new suspicion
on the Reds' part; they watched the course of
events and were fatally led to strenghten their
ties with the greatest military and political
force then existing in the Land of Snows, the
successors of the chiefs of Rin spuns, now
settled in bSam +grub rtse.
O n the other hand the d C e lugs pa, play/
ing for safety, relied on the Mongols, thus
encouraging their desire for expansion; at
the same time, they flattered their vanity by
naming them paladins of the faith and pa.
trons of a culture much superior to their own,
for which they felt a recent convert's bound/
less devotion. The d C e lugs pa at the same
time claimed to be the apostles ofthe Buddha's
word and believed they were renewing with
Mongolia the daring of those Indian mis/
sionaries who, several centuries earlier, had
brought the Buddha's word into Tibet's desert
highlands.
Indeed Mongols and Tibetans have cele.
brated bSod nams rgya mts'o as an apostle;
historians speak of him as a brave propagator
of the faith, who introduced a spirit of love

and charity into hardened Mongol heartsand
by his preaching inspired those restless
with mildness.
There is no doubt that his work was a
result of evangelizing zeal; the golden times
of Tibetan Buddhism were still a living exam,
ple in men's memories and a monk educated
on those glories would naturally be proud
to vie with them, but the third Dalai Lama's
mission was also inspired by considerations
of a more worldly character. We must
remember the conditions of Tibet at the
time, torn by strife between sects and paaies,
broken up into a large number of princi,
palities mutually jealous and always ready to
take up arms.
Hence dSod nams rgya mts'o's journey to
Mongolia could not be simply an apostolic
tour, but must be explained mainly by the
Tibetan situation and the interests of the
d C e lugs pa who had resolved to obtain help
from the new converts, as soon as the threat
against them should be about to break out
violently.
W h e n the Mongol prince Altan Khan
and bSod nams rgya mts'o met, they believed
they were living over again Qubilai's and
?P7ags pa's experiences. Both the Mongol
chief and the abbot of ?Bras spuns were
flattered by this return of the past: the former
believed himself predestined to his ancestor's
glory, while the latter anticipated he would
obtain, in that troubled period, the support
of a new power appearing on Tibet's fion.
tiers. In whatever direction internal events
and their relation with the Reds and with
gTsan might develop, it was meanwhile to
the Yellows' advantage to secure in Mongolia
faithful devotees, who should descend upon
Tibetan monasteries no longer as invaders but
as pilgrims, not to prey but to offer gifis.
Thus bSod nams rgya mts'o's apostolic task
was not an exclusiveIy religious mission: it
determined Tibet's future political and histor'
ical destinies and we must therefore briefly
tollow its events, which we already know In

their main lines; the subject is amply treated
both by the Mongol historian Sayang Satan
and by ?Jigs med rig pai rdo rje. The former
was a great,grandson of one of the most eminent
cooperators in the spread of the dCe lugs pa
among the Mongols, namely Satan Hung taiji.
The third Dalai Lama's biographer relates
the same events sometimes alluding to details
the other historians ignore; hence, by compar.
ing the different versions, it will be possible
to appraise more accurately bSod nams rgya
mts'o's religious and political action. Owing
to him and to his counsellors, the Yellow
Sect finally gained the Mongols' support for
its cause. W e do not mean to say that the
Mongols had not already come in contact with
Lamaism, which on the contrary had reached
several tribes and made converts among them;
but conversions were sparse and wavering,
divided between the Red Sect, which had a
larger number of followers, and the Yellow
Sect, which had appeared later and had not
been so fortunate in its spread. A case,
then, of limited infiltrations, incapable of
influencing the Mongol way of life and of
overcoming Shamanism, which reigned su.
preme: at the best, Buddhist islands, which
would not prosper, abandoned to themselves
in alien and often hostile surroundings, until
they should be protected and fostered by the
power of the strongest.
The first contact between Tibet and the
Ordos had not been peaceful: already in 1573
Altan Khan had led an expedition against
North~Eastern Tibet; this conflict however
had led to spiritual contacts, for Altan Khan
had brought back to his country some Lamas,
who had planted the first seeds of faith in the
Mongol chief's heart. Even earlier, in 1566,
Qutuqtai Sitan Hung taiji of the Ordos had
led another expedition, or rather a raid, against
Tibet; according to Sayang Safan @. 212) its
spiritual fiuit was that some Lamas were taken
by him to his camp. These are the meagre
facts chroniclers tell us: we can only guess
what exchanges may then have come about

between Tibet and the Ordos, what network
of interests may have been established. what
prospects of future gains, not merely spiritual
but political, were opened up before both
Mongols and Tibetans. It is certain any.
how that the Qutuqtai Safan Hung taiji
was influenced by Lamaism to the extent
of convincing Altan Khan himself that its
doctrines deserved to be received with greater
favour. W e know only the bare facts, but it
is beyond doubt that at a moment when a new
situation was being established in Mongolia
strong ~olitical reasons must have backed
the religious conversion. In 1573 the first
mission to aBras spuns took place; beside the
monks already mentioned, +Dso ge A sen bla
ma had arrived in 1571 (lcqs 1%) in Altan
Khan's headquarters (p. 88 a) and had spo.
ken to him of the Yellow Sect's newly
incarnated chief. Acting on this monk's
advice, Altan Khan now sent a mission with
gifts and letters containing a formal invitation.
bSod nams rgya mts'o, afier seriously taking
counsel, answered by sending to the Mongol
chief's court the master of monastic rules
brTson agrus bzan po.
In 1577 new envoys arrived from Altan
rgyal po (p. 90)~') and announced that the
King, who was then in mTs'o k'a (Koko,
nor) was again insisting that bSod nams
rgya mts'o should come to him and preach
the Buddha's word; thus repeatedly invited,
bSod nams rgya mts'o set out. 93)
His meeting with the King took place on
the 15th day ofthe 5th month ofthe year earth
tiger (1578). O n this occasion Altan rgyal
po was prodigal in his gifts to the lama: a
mandala made of $00 ounces (srari) of silver;
a golden bowl full of precious stones; white,
ell ow, red, green and blue silk, twenty bolts
of each kind; a hundred horses, ten of which
were white, their saddles ornamented with
precious stones.
O n this occasion the famous proclamation
was made of the ethical laws laid down for
the Mongols, modifying their cruel customs,

forbidding the worship of "otgon ,, or images
of the deceased and bloody sacrifices, parti0
cularly of horses and camels buried with the
corpses of chiefs. Then, in the same spot
where the King and the Lama had met, a
temple was built, which took the name of T'eg
c'en c'os ak'or glib: the C'os rje of sTon
ak'or Y o n tan rgya mts'o was regularly
ordained on this occasion.94)
Next an exchange of titles took place:
bSod nams rgya mts'o received fiom the
King the title of D a lai bla ma vajradhara,
and the King fiom the Lama that of C'os
kyi rgyal p o lhai ts'ans pa.95)
The Dalai Lama had been covered with
gifis, but Altan K h a n did not forget the
temples of Tibet and the great dignitaries
faithful to the new school: he sent A sen bla
ma at the head of a mission charged with the
distribution ofgifts to the Jo bo k'an in Lhasa,
to the monasteries of Se ra, ?Bras spuns and
d C a ' ldan, and finally to the princes who had
become the Yellow Sect's greatest patrons,
namely to those of rTse t'an, C o n dkar, rCya
ri, dCa' ldan (p. 9 7 a ) , while invitations and
honours were multiplied.
Then A sen bla ma returned fiom Tibet,
bringing letters from lamas and dignitaries,
insisting that bSod nams rgyal mts'o should
come home. The Dalai Lama did not con0
sent, he wished to carry out his mission to the
end. Altan rgyal p o went back to the Sog
po country and bSod nams rgya mts'o went
on as far as L i t'an with the object of
founding a monastery there, and named as
his representative in the Mongols' country
the sTcn ak'or c'os rje, Y o n tan rgya mts'o.
I n the eighth month of that same year
embassies came from the Emperor W a n li,96)
bringing him a diploma duly sealed: he
conferred upon bSod nams rgya mts'o the
title of protector of all lands, and invited
him to his Court.
This is the Tibetan version of the event;
the Chinese version is less detailed: as a pre0
ceding attempt to get in touch with the Dalai

Lama's predecessor had miserably failed, [he
Court became careful and waited, according
to the dynastic histories, until bsod nams
rgya mts'o induced by Altan Khan, should
himself seek the Emperor's favour and send
him the prescribed gihs. But the prime
Minister was cautious and hesitated to accept
them before the Emperor's consent had reach,
ed him. The memory was still fresh of
Liu Yiin's adventurous expedition: he had
left Tibet to do homage to the other " living
Buddha ,, d C e +dun rgya mts'o, and in
consequence of the Tibetans' suspicions his
mission came to grief: many officials of his
retinue were killed, the survivors fled. Per,
mission was now given to receive gifis, but
nothing is said of titles conferred upon b ~ o d
nams rgya mts'o, although it is recognized
that the effective power of the Dalai Lama's
office began with him and that the authority
of other Tibetan chiefs, lay or ecclesiastical,
declined and vanished before the Dalai
Lama's p r e ~ t i ~ e . ~ 7 )
Truly this is the very beginning, almost the
premise, of the Yellow Sect's future power.
Once having established the principle of in)
carnation, on which the theological domina0
tion exalting the chief of the new sect was
founded, bSod nams rgya mts'o remained
nevertheless the abbot of aBras spuns; his
prestige as a lama was far superior to his poli/
tical authority, still scanty and cjuestioned.
Rivalry between sects had not been pacified
nor the turbulent nobility's restlessness silen/
ced. The function of Dalai Lama pracO
tically began only with Blo bzati rgya mts'o
when, in a certain sense, G u Sri Khan renewed
in his favour the endowment conferred by
Qubilai on the Sa skya. Tibetan traditioll
is therefore mistaken when it carries the insti.
tution of the Dalai Lamas back to dCe ?dun
grub's times, even before the title itself had
been officially conferred, as we have seen, on
bSod nams rgya mts'o.
Let US go back to the latter and to his
journeys. W e see him now continuing to

towards the Mar c'u and arriving in K6ko
travel to L i t'an (Litang), s c a r c'en in
hoto (mK'ar snon), inhabited by Tibetans and
rnDo K'ams' country, honoured on the way
Brog pa together, he consecrated the imagcs
by A s dpal no yon, and then install the
that Altan rgyal po had built, putting the
C'os rje brTson agrus b z i po as slob dpon
sacred formulas (dharani, gzuris) into them.
of the P'un ts'ogs rnam rgyal glin monastery.
The biography then tells how N a mo t'ai
Passing through Bya nag t'an (p. IOO a)
Hun t'ai ji of C ' a dkar (Cahar) came to
he consecrated the temple of L i t'ari, which
meet
how he then continued towards
had been built by the King of +Jam Sa t'am
the right wing (gyas ru) of the Tumat (mt'u
c'e?') on whom he conferred the name of
med) where he consecrated many temples.
T'ub bstan byams sems p'yogs t'ams cad las
Having accomplished the funeral ceremonies
rnam par rgyal ba. The same King, in the
year 1580, sent two envoys, Kva pak ~ iand~ ~ in )honour of Dugurang who had died that
by rDo rje
year, he was loaded with
Bya kva, to invite him to his country. Then
rgyal po of the Halha1"4) (K'ar k'a) and
he went to dMar k'ams (Markam) where he
received envoys from Jo +kBorno yon of the
converted some Bon po; next to C'am mdo
Urat and the chief of the K'ar c'en (QaraSin)
Byams &ri, ]Dan c'os ak'or glin and to the
for whom he consecrated a temple.
temple of Glon t'an sgron me (p. 102 b)
In 1588 messengers from the Emperor
where he was in 1582.
of
China finally arrived inviting him to his
In the meantime, according to the last
court
and conferring upon him titles and the
desire of the King, who had died a short time
patent
of Kuan ting t'ai gu s'ri. H e was
before, Mongol messengers came to the Dalai
ready
to
accept the invitation, when in that
Lama to take him to mTs'o k'a; bSod nams
same year death struck him down far from
rgya mts'o set out again for the North. Pas,
his country.
sing through Kumbum (sku !bum) where
Thus the task dSod nams rgya mts'o had
he founded a school for the explanation of
undertaken with such enthusiasm abruptly
sacred texts, Bya k'yun brag, Ri bo dan tig,
came to an end. H e had established per.
(p. 102 c), ~ D S mo
O mk'ar where Byams
sonal relations with many chiefs, consecrated
c'en c'os rje had dwelt, in 1584 he arrived
in m e a l dgon pa; he then crossed +P'ags 'gin
statues and temples, spread the Buddha's word.
In the course of a few years the princes of the
kun,loO)where he concluded a peace between
most important Mongol tribes had officially
warring Chinese and Hor, and Bag ras, and
got to mTs'o k'a. There he was met by
embraced Buddhism. A t the moment of
a delegation of about a thousand horsemen,
taking leave of Altan Khan, he had named a
representative in the person of the Qutuqtu
headed by Dayan noyan. Having travelled
on the territory ruled by the dPon of the
of sTon ak'or, considered as an incarnation
Ordos Satan Hungtai~i,'~')
in the year 1585 he
of MaiijuSri; the King of Tumat's example
led Dayan noyan to a deeper understanding
had been followed by the ~ a h a rchiefi and
of the Law.
then by the Halha, with whom he installed
The lord of C u r dkar " the white tents ,,
the " Maidari ,, Qutuqtu. Thus the Yellow
of the 40 great clans of the Sog po, invited
Sect had spread among the Mongols with
him into his domains together with Jo k'or no
a speed which shows how easily permeable
yon;'") on this occasion, beside preaching the
they were to new ideas and how slight was
Law he conferred baptism upon these neo,
the opposition of Shamanism, which partly
phytes. In 1586 he received messengers from
crumbled and partly became associated with
Altan Khan's son Du rin (Dugurang) anxious
the demonology and the exorcisms of Lamaism.
to meet him; he took up his journey again
But however great bSod nams rgya mtsso's

success may have been, it cannot be said
that his task was completed. The f o u n d a ~
tions had been laid, but they had to be made
fast, lest the fruits of his apostolic labours
should be lost.
A t that moment recourse was made to the
theory of incarnation, so that the supreme
ruler of the d C e lugs pa might carry out his
task. N o sooner had he died than he was
said to have been born again in 1589 as the
great grandson of Altan Khan.1~5) W e are
certainly not in a condition to reconstruct the
intrigues, which led to this birth of the
Yellow Sect's supreme authority in the heart
of the Mongol tribes, but the persons gua/
ranteeing the incarnation to be authentic,
the presence of the Tibetan court which had
accompanied the deceased bSod nams rgya
mts'o to that same country during his jour.
ney, the official recognition by the envoys
of the K'ri rin po c'e of d C a ' ldan and
by other dignitaries of Tibet proper, are facts
fiom which we may desume that the d C e
lugs pa sect had come up with welblaid plan.
The task begun by the third Dalai Lama
had not yet yielded its fruits. The abbot
of +Bras spuns's rebirth in a princely family of
Mongolia served above all to weld still more
firmly together the relations between the Y e l ~
low Sect and its patrons and to lead towards
new developments the alliance between the
young but already triumphant school and the
power of Mongol arms. It was certainly not
an unimportant event that the head of Tibe/
tan Lamaism should now for the first time see
the light in a Mongol tribe; thus the barriers
existing between the Country of Snows and the
new converts' homeland were broken down at
one blow; neophytes became the equals oftheir
masters in the identity of religion; differences
of race, language and tradition were annulled
and the numerous disasters which the Mongol
hordes had repeatedly inflicted on Tibet with
their sudden raids were forgotten. The Yellow
Church received into its oikoumene even those
frontier tribes which Tibet, u p to that time,
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had feared or despised, and the tribes prided in
the official recognition of their religious matu,
rity, on which the Dalai Lama's incarnation
placed an unchallengeable seal. The new ~ ~
Lama's kinship guaranteed to the d c e lugs
pa a powerful support in case of need: the
Mongols had by now enthu~iastioll~
accept,
ed the Buddhist preachinp, reaching them
through a double channel: the Reds and the
Yellows. The prestige conferred upon Altan
Khan's descendants by the birth in their
midst of the supreme pontiff of a powerful
and constantly ascending sect guaranteed the
support of their arms, in case that Church
were attacked, to which they were now bound
by a link more direct than simple devotion.
The newly incarnated Dalai Lama's edu,
cation was entirely Tibetan, as his guardians
were Tibetans; but that the Mongols were
flattered by the fact that one of the greatest
Lamaist prelates should be of their race, is
shown by the honour they did him; first of
all, in 1591, the King ofthe Tiimat.'~~)
I n the eighth month of that same year the
sku iari rin po c'e of K u n bzai~rtse, many
Tibetan bhande and Sog po headed by Maiiju
C'os rje (p. 14a), kings, queens and Hung
taiji arrived, each of them to invite him to
his own country; finally messengers came fiom
the king of Cahar, and later, when the child
had reached mC'od rten dkar po @. 14 ha),
d K o n mc'og t'ai ji. I n his first years, his
principal tutor was the Rin po c'e Kun
bzan rtse pa, who in his turn was a fast
friend of the PYyagmdsod GU Sri dPal ldan
rgya mts'o (p. I 6 a), namely the P'yag
mdsod of the third Dalai Lama, to whom
the King of China, in 1579, when bSod
nams rgya mts'o had received his various
titles, had given a G u hi's diploma (see L$'
ofthe third Dalai Lanra, p. 99 b).
TO bear out the miraculous rebirth, actor'
ding to the prescribed rites, a conclave of
the Yellow Sect, on the advice of K'ri rin
po ce of d C a ' ldan, i. e. dPal ?byor rgYa
mts'o of rGyal k'an rtse (p. 16 a) sent this Samc
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P'yag mdsod as the most qualified person to
verify if the child were really an incarnation
of the deceased Lama, with whom he had
lived in a continued familiarity, as no one
else had. The P'yag mdsod then leh dBus,
with many delegates of the main dCe lugs
pa monasteries and of the nobility, now sup,
porters of the new sect. Among others there
were envoys of the prince of sNeu gdon, Con
ma Mii dban p'yug M i p'am dban agyur rgyal
PO Nag dban bSod nams grags pa rgyal
mts'an dpal bzan po of the clan of Con ri
dkar PO, lord of all Tibet (guns can rnatns kyi
mgon gck) and of the 2abs drun of Sun, the
sa skyon of rCya ri, the sa skyon of dCa'
ldan etc. and many other sde dpon, who all
arrived in mK'ar snon (Koko~hota,p. 16 b)
to meet the incarnated Lama and officially
ratify his identity. This took place in the
year lcags glan, 1601. It is obvious that, once
the recognition had taken place, the child must
be taken to Tibet; not only to receive there
an education suited to his dignity, but also
because he was the abbot of +Bras spuns and
as such it was incumbent upon him to take
possession of his monastery. There he would
lose all traces of his Mongol origin in the
impersonal discipline of monastic life; but
the Church would always be ready to use his
kinship, if political circumstances required it.
The Mongol alliance was now concluded
and Tibet's future was marked.
The young Lama, following the road
which runs outside the Great Wall ofChina,
arrived in mTs'o k'a (Koko,nor) where he
stayed for three months as a guest of the King
K'o lo c'e; next, although our sources do not
give his itinerary, he was in Rva sgrens (p. 21 a)
and sTag lun. A s he got nearer and nearer to
his see, acts of homage became more frequent:
the sa skyori of dCa' ldan gYul rgyal nor
bu came to meet him, with his son, then the
dPon giier SKUmdun rin po c'e C'os bzan
ap'rin las pa of d c a ' ldan palace (p. 22 b),
the Zal sna nas dCe ?dun rgyal mts'an.
When he arrived in dCa' ldan rnam rgyal

gliri and R a sa ap'rul snan gi gtsug lag k'an.
the sa skyori bKra Sis rab brtan invited him
in the feud of dCa' ldan k'an gsar, while
the prince of sNeu gdon ~a~ dban bSod
nams gags pa and rCyal bzan pa did him
great honour (pp. 23/24).
Having taken possession of the dCa' ldan
throne in the temple called P'yogs t'ams cad
las nam par rgyal bai g l h , with a great con,
course of monks fiom Se ra, +Bras spuns, dCa'
Idan, sKyor mo lun, he then went to Lhasa
where he was solemnly initiated before Jo
bo's image by dCa' ldan k'ri rin po c'e Zur
pa Zal sia nas Sans rgyas rin c'en, who acted
as abbot (mk'an po), by the K'ri rin po c'e
of dCa' ldan as master (slob dpon) and as
officiating priest (las t'og pa) the Zal sna nas
dCe adun rgyal mts'an (p. 27 a). H e then
took the name of Yon tan rgya mts'o.
The fifth Dalai Lama and the biographers
fiom whom he draws his narrative relate only
the young Lama's triumphs and solemn recep,
tions; but it is not certain that every one
applauded this incarnation of the d C e lugs
pas'supreme chiefamong the Mongols, which
had suddenly called a foreigner to occupy
the abbatial throne of the sea's greatest
monastery. It is, perhaps, not improbable
that the K'ri rin po c'e of dCa' Idan, when
he used his great age as an excuse to avoid
travelling to Mongolia with the object of con,
firming the new Dalai Lama's incarnation,
did not entirely approve of what had been
prepared. Probably it was for this reason
that he sent the P'yag mdsod gu Sri in
his stead. But as soon as the Dalai Lama
came to Tibet, even if such doubts were felt,
nothing transpired.
It is natural that the Red Caps and the
rulers of gTsan should be surprised and
uneasy when they saw how the Yellow S e a
was spreading among the Mongols, how the
most powerful Mongol chiefs went over to
them and what favour the new school enjoyed
among them. The situation had completely
changed; while the Mongol supporters of

the Reds were steadily decreasing and the
of rivalling the Zva dmar in rhetoric, hence,
sect's former penetration among them had
nfrn long debates, rTse k'a pa sde pa r ~ y d
given no fruit, we see in the course of a
c'en pa and the bZu k'ati rab abysms pa d c e
few years, since Altan Khan's invitation,
legs lhun grub were called upon to compose
an answer (ibid., p. 3 I ) .
Tiimit, Cahar and Ordos under the d C e
lugs pa's influence. Their religious depen.
Meanwhile Y o n tan rgya mtsb, according
dence implied the possibility of political deve.
to the example of his predecessors and acce,,
ting invitations from princes and monaste,
lopments whose consequences could not but
preoccupy gTsan. Up to what point could
ries, began to travel throughout the whole of
the Yellows turn their converts' devotion to
Tibet. lo') The object of these journeys was
their own advantage, to get rid of their rivals
propaganda: to establish direct relations and
surround the head of the Yellow Sect with
once for all ? It was no longer a case of
friction between internal forces, which might
sympathies and support, which might be
counted upon when the crisis, which was felt
have balanced each other; new possibilities
by all to be impending, should break out.
were coming to the fore. Might not the
That the above~mentionedfamilies had in/
Mongols invade Tibet on their new patrons'
vited him, does not mean they all definitely
invitation, and become their temporal arm ?
sided with the d C e lugs pa; in Tibet the
This being the case, gTsan went warily, for by
heads of monasteries, reincarnated personages
this time it could only count on Tibetan forces
and famous lamas enjoy such prestige, and
and on noble families and convents hostile to
their miraculous powers excite such awe, that
the d C e lugs pa. The object was to gain time.
any clan able to d o so is anxious to receive
N o wonder then that the supreme represew
them as guests and to load them with gifts,
tatives of the Red Sect did not abstain from
no matter to which s e a they belong. No
congratulating the new Dalai Lama. The
wonder, then, that the young Dalai Lama
fifih Dalai Lama relates that the s c a r c'en nas
should also tour in gTsan, which was ruled
Zva dmar s c a r dban C'os kyi dban p'yug1°7)
as a feud by its chiefs, now completely
wrote him a letter of congratulations (legs byai
independent from dBus, which had become
i r r iog; Y o n tan rgya mts'o biogr., p. 2 9 b )
increasingly powerful and menacing. The
which, as we shall see, gave occasion to the
invitation naturally came both from the eccle~
conflict which violently broke out a little
siastical authorities of bKra Sis lhun po and
later between the two sects. The letter was
from
the lay authorities living under the new
written according to the subtlest rules of
monastery's
influence. The latter sent as its
rhetoric, in which the
dmar was past
official
envoy
dCra +dul of Sar rtse. Yon
master, but it contained certain passages c o ~
tan rgya mts'o naturally had many good
vertly urging the Dalai Lama to study
reasons not to ignore this invitation: bKra 51s
deeply; these aroused the Yellow Sect's re/
lhun po was the Yellow Sect's outpost in
sentment. The Dalai Lama, they said, will
gTsati, the symbol and the bulwark OF the
take complete vows at the age of twenty,
muchHopposed school, in a country where the
and he will certainly study under the masters
old convents were gaining new vigour, SUP'
chosen to instruct him, but as an incarilation
ported by the prudent generosity of the new
of his predecessor, his knowledge is complete
kings ruling from bSam +grub rise; bKra Jis
and needs no offers of guidance. Thus the
lhun
fortunes would naturally have a great
letter, whether it had been written with a
interest
for
the chiefi of the d C e lugs pa; this
disparaging intention or not, hurt the d C e
journey furnished them with a pretext 2nd an
lugs pa's feelings; although well versed in
occasion to watch closely the sde srid of gTsan'~
logic and religion, they had no one capable

ventures, to get an idea of his intentions, to
see if it was possible to reach an agreement
or whether open war was unavoidable. log)
Let us omit the religious events, ceremo.
nies and sermons recorded on this occasion:
the fihh Dalai Lama dwells on them at length
and +Jigs med rig pai rdo rje accurately sum.
marizes them. But it is worth recalling that
during this visit Yon tan rgya mts'o is said
to have converted to his doctrine the wife of
the sde srid of gTsari, P'un ts'ogs rnam rgyal;
she belonged to the Yar rgyab family (p. 38 b).
From these times on, bKra fis lhun po's
position in the general plan of the Yellow
Sect appears clearly: the Pan c'en rin po
c'e, as its abbots were called later on, held
aloof from any effective political activity,
which he let? to the monasteries of dBus,
particularly to the one in +Bras spuns,
which up to the foundation of the Potala
by the fihh Dalai Lama, remained the d C e
lugs pa's active capital. The Pan c'en
claimed for himself supreme spiritual authol
rity, he became the Dalai Lama's guide
and master, but he leh the management of
political affairs to the latter and to his mol
nasteries in dBus. This policy, which later
became traditional for the abbots of Tashi.
lunpo, is certainly due, in part, to the fact
that it was in a territory far removed from the
school's centre, in the country most hostile to
the Yellows, a short distance from bSam1Io)
+grub rtse, the capital of gTsan.
When Yon tan rgya mts'o got back to
+Bras spuns, he met there the K'ri rin po c'e
dKon mc'og c'os +p7el,I I I ) who was to have
such a share in future events, as the fifih
Dalai Lama's assistant, while from Kokiilnor
new visitors arrived, like Lha btsun c'e ba,
the son of K'o lo c'e, and Se tsen tai ji.
Meanwhile friction with the Kar ma pa
became more acute; as it is always the case
when suspicion and illlwill stand between
opposite parties and groups, on both sides
every pretext was taken to excite men's spi,
rits. Since 16oj (Tin sbrul) the P'ag mo

gru pa, together with the Zo dkar nag and
others, had raided the camp of the sde pa of
sKyid god. The latter then had recourse to
arms, making the situation more tense, and
furnishing new motives for spite between the
adverse parties, who took this occasion to
vent their accumulated ill.will. W e have
already seen how, when Yon tan rgya mts'o
had come to Tibet from Mongolia, the Zva
dmar had written him a gratulatory letter in
verse which, rightly or wrongly, had been
taken in bad part by bZu k'ai rab abyams
pa d C e legs lhun grub; the Zva dmar and
his secretary (drun yig) +Jam dbyais reta.
liated, when they got to Lhasa, by writing
on silken scrolls hung in front of the Jo bo's
statue some obscure hints, in an enigmatic
form, which were interpreted, when the news
was brought to +Bras spuns, as an insult to
the Yellow Sea. "')
Everyone understood that any chance of
an agreement had vanished, for the rivals
'were far too embittered; an open conflict
might break out at any moment, any pretext
would have sufficed. So the ¶uarrel was
renewed concerning certain land in sNeu,
which Don yod rdo rje, many years before,
had annexed at the instigation of the Zva
dmar C'os grags rgya mts'o, founding upon
it the dgon pa of Sa nag mar. Hence the
d C e lugs pa had suffered great anxiety: they
considered that gTsan garrison, in the very
heart of their country, a serious menace against
their stronghold (see SP, p. 653). Strife was
again breaking out on account of that mona.
stery: the prince of dCa' ldan gYul rgyal nor
bu tried to get back the land and to take pos,
session of the convent; peace was broken: the
fifth Dalai Lama lays the initiative at the door
of the sde srid of Yar gTsari, but it is natural
that, ruling over those lands, the latter should
take up arms when confronted by an attempt
to wrest them from him. Indeed elsewhere
Blo bzan rgya mts'o openly says that in the
year C'U byi (1612)" j ) an armed coalition was
formed by sNeu gdon rtse against the ruler

of gTsan, P'un ts'ogs rnam rgyal; Lha rgya
ri, Bya, Yar rgyab and aP'yon rgyas took
part in it. But sources belonging to a d i f ~
ferent faction, like that of the Sa skya pa.
protected and favoured by the chief of gTsari.
say that in 1607 this had recourse to arms in
order to beat back an army of Sog po who had
been invited to invade Tibet by sKyid sod,
and that, although he conquered in 161243
a large part of Tibet, from Byah and Rari
stod to La stod and dBus, he could not lay
down his arms because his rivals continually
broke the peace; this was to be secured only
in 1622/23. "4)
The P'ag mo gru pa had the worst; they
lost their old capital sNeu gdon and were
obliged to give u p their feud of Sa c'a rdson.
But the appearence of the Mongols on the
frontier put an end to the military operations
which the old nobility was carrying on with
the idea of supporting its own interests,
while it was actually playing into the hands
of the great religious sects.
Meanwhile, as these events were developing
in rapid succession, Y o n tan rgya mts'o had
gone back to Se ra (p. 42 a) and then in
I611 (Icags p'ag) to +Bras spuns, where he per/
formed, together with other lamas particularly
versed in the rites of exorcism, great magical
ceremonies to ward off incumbent perils.
I n Tibet the frontiers between th; real and
the imaginary are so vague, that an admixture
ensues: the invisible forces of prayer and
magic ritual are considered more powerful
and efficient than material weapons. I n
moments of extreme danger, men invoke
the protection of the Lamaistic pantheon's
supreme deities, particularly the terrific deities
which obey the manifestations of aJigs byed
represented in a warlike aspect ar defender
of Tibet's menaced faith. Hence we must
not wonder that the Yellow Sect, in such
a moment of extreme peril, when the ruler
of gTsan seemed extremely powerful, had
recourse to magic in order to obtain the
help of the secret forces regulating the world's

destinies. A n d the incumbent danger was
truly serious. I n 161I the chief of g ~ s a h ,
P'un ts'ogs rnam rgyal, attacked and defeated
the prince of Yar rgyab (p. $5 a) and came to
Lhasa, threatening many monasteries,
were barely saved by dKon mcYogc'or 3pBel*s
intervention. " 5 ) H e came to Lhasa not as a
conqueror but rather as a visitor to his own
domains; the city had passed under g ~ s a "
rule a long time before and did not definitely
come into the Yellows' hands until the fifih
Dalai Lama's times. It must not be forgot,
ten that the Red Caps excluded the dCe lugs
pa from the celebration of the new year jmon
lam; this sentence must have been confirmedby
some measure on the part of temporal autho,
rity, which can have been no other than the
kings of gTsari, zealous patrons of the Kar
ma pa. Should we stand in need of funher
proofs, they are to be found in another passage
by the same fifth Dalai Lama who says that
(perhaps with the intention of improving
relations between the Kar ma pa and the dCc
lugs pa) gTsah, in I612 (C)U byi) 116) gave
Lhasa to the dCa' ldan P'o bran. He had
the power to do so, because Lhasa was his
territory, ruled by one of his giier pa; one of
them was Rab +byams pa c'os dpal.
Having thus come to Lhasa, the sde srid
of gTsan wished to be initiated into the 108
rules of Ts'e dpag med. By thus pro,
pitiating the heads of the Yellow Sect, he
wished to consign to oblivion the ill/will
that war was arousing, and to obtain the
graces of the d C e lugs pa, who were already
preparing to bind an alarming alliance with
the Mongols. The ruler of gTsari's request
caused a great sensation among the dCe lugs'
followers, who had gathered in Lhasa on
this occasion; Y o n tan rgya mts'o's court
was wavering, but finally decided to refuses
because the R a b abyams bSod nams gags Pa
stated that the sde srid's request could not
be granted, since he was an enemy ofthe dCe
lugs pa doctrines. Though the biography
does not say it so plainly, the consequence

was that Yon tan rgya mts'o had to seek a
safer abode; we accordingly find him in bSam
yas, seeking refuge in the reliable protection of
his tutelary deities, the bsTan srun and dPe
kar (p. 43 a). Confronted by an armed foe,
the lamas had no allies except the almighty
divinities on whom, since Padmasambha.
va's times, the defence of the Law had been
conferred, according to legend.
Meanwhile dKon mc'og c'os ap'el lost
no time in gathering round the dCe lugs
pa other monasteries having a noble history
in Tibet's religious tradition. Due to this
~olicy,in 1614, the sDe pa of dCa7 ldan
invited and got in touch with the Zabs
drun of sTag lun, N a g dbari rnam rgyal. 1'7)
sTag lun was one of Tibet's most ancient
convents, it had a glorious history and unlike
other Tibetan holy places had remained un,
touched by the invasions which at various
times had laid the country waste. What is
more, it was a bKa' brgyud pa convent, which
had kept faith with old traditions, but with.
out going to exmemes and still preserving many
contacts with the bKa7 gdams pa; this made
an understanding with the dCe lugs pa easier,
and their relations had become very close ever
since the times of bSod nams rgya mts'o.
While these events were taking place,
some great religious dignitaries fiom Mongolia,
on the Chinese frontier ( y y a sox), mDo stod
and mDo smad, arrived in Lhasa (p. 45 6).
Among them was rCyal ba rgya mts'o, labs
drun of sTon &o'r,
?P'ags pa c'os kyi rgyal
po, aP'ags pa Lhun mc'og, the incarnated
of Ba so and others.
Their visit was a matter of politeness and
homage; they brought gifis and asked for
religious initiations, but the bare lists of
visitors preserved by chronicles hide more
important events; we can easily imagine,
even if information is so scanty, how many
relations were thus established, how many mes,
sages were exchanged through visitors and
how many agreements were entered upon,
while the ruler of gTsai and his troops

penetrated the dBus region, an impending
menace for the Yellow S e a and an obstacle
to the fulfillment of its ambitions.
Meanwhile Yon tan rgya mts'o had grown
in years, but kept aloof from these rapidly
occurring events: studious and addicted to
a life of devotion he seems to have lefi all
negotiations and intrigues in the hands of the
court dignitaries, who acted on his behalf and
perhaps apart fiom him.
In 1614 (jiri stag) he received the supreme
ordination and finished his religious education
under the Pan c'en rin po c'e, the K'ri rin
po c'e Sans rgyas rin c'en, the K'ri rin po
c'e d C e ?dun rgyal mts'an, the Zal sna nas
C'os giier grags pa, the gZims k'an gon
sprul sku and many other famous scholars
and masters (p. 46 b). A little later the
sTon ak'or sprul sku !Jam dbyans rgya mts'o
(p. 48 b) arrived with many pilgrims. But
internal strife showed no sign of subsiding;
in those years bDe c'en brag dkar and other
places were incorporated by the sDe srid of
gTsan, who was then at the height of his
power. The menace of its rivals was closing
round the Yellow Sect; a large part of the
dBus nobility, fearing for its own fortunes,
hesitated (p. 48 a).
In 1616 (me abrug) according to the bio.
grapher, an embassy arrived, headed by
bSod nams blo gros, whom the Emperor of
China " 9 ) is said to have sent to Yon tan rgya
mts'o to confer upon him the title of K'yab
bdag rdo rji saris rgyas with its diploma. The
envoys, who naturally brought precious gifis,
were received in the assembly~hallof +Bras
spuns @. 59 a). W e find these things in
the Tibetan chronicles, but the Ming shih has
no record of the embassy.
Tibet's internal situation was growing
worse: the sDe srid of gTsan was carrying
out his hegemonic plans with tireless energy;
the Yellow Sect saw many of its patrons
conquered and trampled on by the armed
forces of gTsai. In 1616 the whole territory
of sKyid god had been brought into subjection

and sNeu gdon had submitted, so that a
large part of dBus and most of g T s a i were
under the sde srid's unchallenged sway.
The Yellows were in a difficult position:
it was due to their insistence that a Mongol
army commanded by two of K'o lo c'e's
sons entered Tibet and induced the sde srid
of gTsan to behave less aggressively; it does
not seem that any fighting occurred.
During these happenings, while many m i s ~
givings and fears were abroad, Y o n t'an rgya
mts'o died, still young in the twelfih month
of 1616, during a very dangerous crisis for
the Yellow Sea's career.
The events we have related all centre round
the vicissitudes of a few eminent hmilies or of
the greater convents, but we must not let
them delude us into a belief that the small
states whose names do not appear in these
pages lived peacefully. Even if they did not
side with one or the other warring sect or
faction, these lesser states were moved to take
up arms by lonpstanding enmities. W e can
learn many things of this kind from the bio0
graphy of K u n dga' rin c'en, the Sa skya pa
lama, who is remembered in history as the
reconstructor of the Sa skya pa temples and
monasteries damaged by warfare or crumbling
with age. Reading the story of his Me we can
see that gTsan, in the middle of the X V I t h
century, was torn by continual guerrillas.
T h e Sa skya pa, remembering their former
greatness, had claims to support; among their
obstinate rivals we see the sde pa of Lha k'ai
c'en mo and the sde pa of L h a sa rdson.
The former was the governor of the Great
Monastery which had been turned into a
to the South of the C r u m
fortress, in the
c'u, which crosses the city of Sa skya. W a s
this governor an official of the P'ag mo gru,
as in the times of Byan c'ub rgyal mtsan and
of his immediate successors W e have no
reason to deny it, but no way of ascertaining
it. Neither can we reach any certainty regard0
ing L h a sa rdson, unless we are to identify
this place with Lha rtse on the gTsan po,

lain

not far from Sa skya, to the West of hi,
gatse. But whoever these enemies of saskya
may have been, we see them so much more
powerful, that they could force the sa skya
pa abbot K u n dga' rin c'en to Bee from
his see and repair in dBus, accepting the
abbatial see of another monastery in Nalen,
dra;"') we also find the ancient sympathies
for the Sa skya stubbornly surviving the
vicissitudes of those times, and the princes of
Byan and Cyantse levying troops and rushing
to defend the head of the sect, vanquish
his enemies, overthrow Lha sa rdsoh, restore
his former possessions to K u n dga' Tin e'en
and then P a snam, N o r bui k'yuri rise,
and aBron rtse join in the fight. We then
see that fiiendship waning on the death of
the princes of Byan and Gyantse, the latter
passing for a short time to other alliances, and
while the might of Cyantse was crumbling,
become the patron ofthe Sa skya pa lamas Ziri
b~ags[Ts'e brtan] rdo rje, lord of bSarn $grub
rtse, the ancestor of the future gTsan dynasty.
I n these pages we also find interesting idorma.
tion concerning other wars in which a large
part of the Rai region was implied, for the
')
succession to the throne of Pa s n a m ; ~ ~several
princes tried to seize it by armed force, while
dKon mc'og lhun grub
the abbot of
protected it. W e also find in these records
proof of the progressive disappearance of the
smaller states absorbed by the larger ones.
I n the restricted horizon within which these
historians and hagiographers moved, every
petty incident disturbing their lives acquired a
particular relief, and they inclined to consider
it a great event, but in reality these wars were
simple encounters between a few armed bands,
and the occasion of these warlike exploits
was very often quite insignificant: quarrels
over gazing rights or limits between different
estates, usurpations of pasture grounds (!br"l).
In the biographies such small episodes trou'
bling the life of feuds and petty states, reflect
the illusion that some aftermath of their ancient
greatness was still lefi to them, and thus arouse

or

a certain interest. Anyhow, whatever way
one looks, in dBus and gTsan, peace is no,
where to be found. Nor were internal strug,
gles lacking, like those which had shaken the
P'ag mo gru pa and substantially contributed
to their rapid decay. Even in lesser states,
like Byan, north of the Brahmaputra, at the
end of the XVIth century internal strife broke
out, through the enmity oftwo factions: mDar
and gDon, related by marriage to the dPon
of Byah's family; they ended with the defeat
of the mDar who, having been vanquished
in battle, had the city and their estates sacked
by the gDon; the latter, according to the pious
biographer who is my source for these events,
were protected by the magic arts and defensive
ceremonies of the Sa skya pa lama, bSod
nams dban po.
N o t even Cyantse, now
reduced to a small principate in the shadow
of its great monastery, was spared internal
quarrels, like that recorded by Taranatha in
his autobiography (p. 46). which furnished
the powerful lords of bSam +grub rtse a
pretext to set things right by a military
expedition; as they had already done with
Nor bui kYyun rtse, a citadel ruled by
descendants of the celebrated C'os rgyal of
Gyantse, whose possession had strategical
value (ibid., p. 27).
Thus on one side we see dBus more and
more attached to the Yellow church, the old
local nobility, weakened and without a chief.
gathered round the sect, and the latter spread,
ing among the Mongols and finding there
new patrons and defenders. O n the other
hand gTsan was cutting loose from the P'ag
mo gru pa, becoming independent, associat,
ing with the Reds and taking up its position
against the Yellows, lending a religious colour
to conflicting interests and political rivalries.
A t the same time the aristocracy did not
disarm or give in, indeed it clung almost
stubbornly to its old enmities so that, when
the moment came to unite for the defence
of its very existence against invasion, it was
found to be weakened, exhausted and failing.

8. THE T R I U M P H O F THE

YELLOWS

T

he choice of the fifth Dalai Lama
was perhaps an attempt to bring to.
gether the Yellows and those families
which belonged by tradition to another school.
It was decided to choose the incarnation of
the new sect's supreme authority from a clan
closely bound to the P'ag mo gru pa. A n d
in reality Blo bzah rgya mts'o, the future fifth
Dalai Lama, born in 1617 (me sbrul) from
Hor bDud adul rab brtanl21) and K u n dga'
lha mdsas, &longed to aP'yoli rgyas' family.
which, as we have seen, had furnished
ministers to the P'ag mo gru pa for several
generations. I+s mother was a descendant
of the s N a dkar rtse clan, which had given
birth to the famous dPon c'en Sa skya pa
A g len. But the circle into which Blo bzah
rgya mts'o was born remained under the
influence of the Reds, whether Kar ma pa or
+Brug pa; the principal officials of that small
court and the commander of its troops, were
professed followers of the Reds.
Even before he had been recognized as an
incarnation of the Yellow Sect's supreme
ruler, the Kar ma pa had tried to monopolize
him, stating that he was an avatsra of the
rCyal ts'ab Kar ma pa, or of the bLa ma
aBrug pa of Lha rtse (p. 25 6). But this is not
all: aP'yon rgyas's family boasted its descent
from Z a hor in India, but in an indirect
manner, because Dharmapala, whose late
progeny it claimed to be, was said to have
transferred himself to the hermitage of Bhata
Hor, in the Hor country, presided over by
King Pe dkar. By accepting this legend the
+P'yon rgyas princes recognized and proved
their relations with the C'os skyon of bSam
yas, namely with Tibet's official defender,
whose abode was in the temple inaugurated
by Padmasambhava; the temple had remain,
ed, before it was handed over to the Sa skya
pa and then controlled by the dCe lugs pa,
the glorious centre of r R i i ma pa tradition.

Indeed the bulky works of Blo bzai rgya
mts'o show his culture and his writings to
have been deeply influenced by the religious
education of rNin ma pa inspiration he had
received in his early years. These writings
reveal a deep knowledge of r R i n ma pa and
Kar ma pa doctrines, and this is a unique case
in the literature of the Yellows, which in
course of time had become more and more
uncompromising and exclusive.
Nevertheless the family had shown at an
early date its sympathies with Tson k'a pa's
reform. Since the times of Hor dPal abyor
bzan po, who had been master of ceremonies
(gsol dpon) and then general (dmag dpon) of the
spyan sna bSod nams g a g s pa (1359/1408)
and who was appointed rdsori dpon of bSam
+grub rtse in R a h smad (today Shigatse),
good relations begin between the reformed
bKa' gdams pa and the ~ P ' y o nrgyas' family.
That prince, according to the biography
@. 16 a), was a pupil of d C e +dun grub and
so completely conquered by the new doctrine,
that he began to protect it to the point of
becoming one of the main contributors to the
construction of bKra Sis lhun po. The same
relations of liking and friendship continued
in d C e +dun rgya mts'o's times.
The +P'yon rgyas pa's sympathies for
the reformed school thus seem undeniable,
and are easily explained when we remember
what has been said above concerning con/
tacts and relations between bKa' brgyud pa
and bKa' gdams pa. But on the other hand it
cannot be denied that Blo bzan rgya mts'o,
writing when the triumph of the Yellows,
recognized as bKa' gdams pa's successors, was
a certainty, may have stressed this ancient
orthodoxy of his own family.
T h e future fihh Dalai Lama, whose corn.
plete name was K u n dga' mi +gyur stobs
rgyal dban gi rgyal po (Biography, p. 23 a) was
recognized as an incarnation by the Pan c'en
rin po c'e and by the Zabs drun o f g L i n
smad d K o n mc'og c'os el, with whom
were associated the Ts'a ba bKa' bcu pa of

d C a ' ldan p'o bran Sahs rgyas k s rab, and
some officials (tni ma) of Lha btsun and Hun
tai ji (p. 27)"')
The position taken up by
these dignitaries and by the Mongol chiefs
they represented towards the new incarna,
tion is extremely significant; it shows that
the relations established in bSod nams rgya
mts'o's times, and made still closer by yon
tan rgya mts'o, had by now closely linked
the fortunes of the d C e lugs pa with the
armed support of the Mongol tribes. on
the contrary it seems that the sDe srid of
gTsan, Kar ma bstan skyon (p. 27 b) was
absent from the first initiation. Or rather,
since he was still very young (sixteen in the
year 1621, when these events took place),
his government, in the hands of the ~i
blon m C o n giier Bon gon pa and of the
p'yi blon s c a n jug pa lba, was adverse to
sending representatives to the newly incarna,
ted Dalai Lama, being suspicious of the
good relations the Yellow Sect kept up
with the Mongols. Relations between the
Yellows and gTsan were already extremely
strained, when in gTsan the rumor spread of
a fresh Mongol invasion supported by the
Yellow Sect. I n fact, in 1621 the Mongol
troops commanded by Lha btsun and Hun
t'ai ji descended in dBus but were opposed by
the King of bTsan, who was defeated in the
battle fought in brCyad t'an sgari. He then
withdrew and took refuge in the lCags po ri
of Lhasa which he fortified; the aggressors
besieged him there.1~5) The Tibetan troops
amounted to about ten thousand men, but
they were overcome and soon defeated; being
worn out, they were about to surrender.
Then the d C e lugs pa intervened: the Pan
c'en of Tashilunpo and the dKon mc'og
c'os ap'el offered themselves as peacemakers,
and saved the gTsan army and its chiefs
from certain massacre. But a craQ plan
should not be mistaken for generosity; first
of all they traded upon their task as go'
betweens and they got back most of th,e
feuds the lung of gTsari had annexed to h's

dominions and the monasteries that had
been obliged to change their sect by the advice
of his Zva dmar chaplains. Next they did
not wish that the only armed forces Tibet
pssessed and on which it could count
should be annihilated. The chiefi of the
Yellow Sect were in excellent relations with
the Mongols and their policy was to increase
the Mongols' devotion and obedience; but
they knew that the sympathies of the Sog
PO chiefi might change.
Therefore they
thought it would be well~advised to save,
for the time being, gTsan's armed forces,
as a precaution and a defence against all
possible danger of invasion.
In the meantime young Blo bzai rgya
mts'o was growing up, under the Mongols'
watchful protection.
In I622 the child,
accompanied by the Pan c'en and other
personages from Tibet and Mongolia. arrived
in +Bras spuns, and was received by the monks
of Se ra and +Bras spuns, headed by the Zal
no bSod nams rab brtan (concerning whom
see Biogr., pp. 26 b, 29 b. 3 0 b, etc., 3 I a etc.; cfr.
KLONRDOL BLA MA, 'a, p. 15 b, which instead
of Zal no calls him: p'yag mdsod).
The most authoritative Mongols, who
supported the youthful lama and the Yellow
Sect, were as we have seen, Lha btsun Blo
bstan adsin rgya mts'o (who on p. 3 0 a, is
stated to be a descendant of Gengis Khan
C'tn gis gun gyi gduri) and Hun t'ai ~ i . " ~ ) In
I625 T'ab pa t'ai ji (Toba Taiji) the son
of Ji non rgyal po, prince (bdq po) of the
white tents ("gur dkar ,,) "7) and he also a
descendant of Cengis Khan, arrived in +Bras
spuns (p. 39 b). He was at the head of 40.000
soldiers of Tiimat (of mK'ar sfion, Kijkij
Hota) (p. 40a) and was attended by a large
retinue, comprising great dignitaries and
authoritative monks @. 50 b).
The relations, more and more close, be,
tween the Yellow Sect and the Mongols, the
uninterrupted arrival of Mongol notables and
pilgrims, and the rich gifts offered to the new
church, proving the barbarians' favour and

respect for Tson k'a pa's school, increased
the gTsan prince's jealousy and suspicion.
He too sought help outside Tibet, but above
all he contracted a system of alliances which
should have isolated the Yellow Sect and
pitted against it a strong coalition of lay and
religious communities. W e must not forget
this confidence the prince of gTsai felt for
the Tibetan forces. H e found himself in
the position of a rival of the last P'ag mo gru
pa, by now carried away by the course of
events; nevertheless, in a certain sense, he took
up again and continued that same task of
upholding Tibet's national cause, which had
inspired the great Byai c'ub rgyal mts'an.
A s the latter had shaken off the Yuan's yoke
and had broken loose from the foreign in,
fluence accepted or submitted to by the Sa skya
pa, so the king of gTsai, seeing the dangers
resulting from an alliance with the Mongols,
gathered around himself the old nobility. fear.
ful of new events, and the old religious corn,
munities who looked with suspicion on thc
Yellow Sect's expansion. In I631 Kar ma
bstan skyon, acting before danger developed
or hoping to avoid it, began to plot against
the dCe lugs pa, apparently with success,
since the Dalai Lama and the Zal no sought
refuge in sNeu gdon with Byai c'ub rgyd
mts'an's now feeble descendants.
Nevertheless the arrival in +Bras spuns of
several Mongol dignitaries made him more
cautious. A thousand Halha then arrived
(p. 66 c), headed by A k'ai dai c'ii, 300
Oirat led by Ma rgan N o yon, 300 Tumat
officers of Lha btsun c'un ba and H u n tai
ji mentioned above, escorting some pilgrims
of Kijko.nor, headed by Dar k'an C'os rje
of C o ne and the Em c'i of Brag ti c'u
skor and rDo rje sen ge, an officer of the
Ba ran k'ar (right wing). O n the occa.
sion of their arrival a great celebration
was made, during which the Mongols
themselves showed their ability as swordsmen
in feigned battles. Suddenly the sde srid
mobilized @. 68 b) much to thc surprise

of the dGe lugs pa, who repeatedly took
counsel, to prevent the situation fiom coming
rapidly to a head.
Their fears were justified: the d G e lugs
pa were not sure of being the winners if the
battle was fought in Tibet exclusively with
local troops; the sect had not yet reached such
power as to fight the military nobility and the
rival convents who defended not only the
prestige of their own doctrines, but also their
ancient privileges. A l l these reasons induced
the d G e lugs pa to gain time, all the more so
as the hasty return of the Mongols to their
country cleared u p the horizon, at least for
the time being.
A short time later the Mongols' afflux
began again: in 1633 (cJu bya) Tumat and
Ordos pilgrims appeared, aslung to be initiated
into the mysteries of Lamaism. But from
Mongolia others were coming with less pious
intentions. I n I632 raids of Lower Hor (Hor
srrrad) robbers are ,recorded, and some Halha
chiefs got as far as +Bri gun, but retired
immediately.n8) Patrons of the sect also ar)
rived, like that dPon of the Y u n ii yi bung)
(p. 69 b) (called Y u n Si yi bu kar ma yil
da, p. 74) a follower of the bKa' brgyud
pa, who had now come to Tibet as a con.
sequence of the ruin of his reign at the hands
of the King of Cal;lar. Legs ldan khan.
H e visited Lhasa, +Bras spuns and mTs'ur
p'u, and the Yellow Sect tried to convert
him to its doctrines.
Meanwhile a more serious menace was
gathering over Tibet, and precisely, at least
in its initial period, against the Yellow Sect.
I n Mongolia several events had matured
which made the tribes' constant warfare
more acute and created new coalitions, thus
causing the hordes to be always on the move.
Hence many beaten and ~ersecuted clans
found their way to Tibet. A s the fifth Dalai
Lama says (Biography, p. 77a) for the year
1634 " Heretofore the six clans of the Sog
po had made but one body, and outside
the damage derived from continual warfare.

there was no iniquity in them, but Legs Idan
of C'ar k'ar and C'og t'u gave the example
of many iniquities ,,.
hi; timi the menace came from the
po of C'og t'u of the Halha, whose son
A r sa Ian ( ~ r s l i n )in
, the autumn o f 1 6 ~in,
~,
vaded Tibet. H e had descended upon Tibet
to loot it; his first victims were the Kar ma pa.
Imminent peril and the approach of the Monj
hordes induced the two rival factions,
Yellows and Reds, to bid for the invaderss
good graces and to draw him to their side.
The Reds were the first to approach him;
they were sent or encouraged by the king of
gTsari, with whom Arsliin, as soon as he
got to Lhasa, allied himself, following the
advice and sollicitations of the Rab +byam$
pa Zva dmar.llO)
S o Arsliin proclaimed himself an enemy
of the dGe lugs pa, but remained indifferent
to the lesser schools, like the Sa skya pa.
Acting thus he conformed to the instrucj
tions of his father, a Reds' patron, who had
succeeded in drawing to his side also Legs
ldan khan of the C&ar,'") formerly a sup)
porter of the Yellows. Legs ldan had motives
of his own to change his religious ~olicy;
he saw the Oirat G u Sri khan's power grow
more and more menacing; the latter's sym)
for the Yellows were well known, ~ h i l e
the MonRol tribes, having- become impatient
of his tyranny, more and more frequently
deserted Legs Idan.
The alliances upon which the Tibetans
could found their hopes were then very uncer/
tain, and faith was easily changed according
to political circumstances; not all the tribes
among which the dGe lugs pa had made con)
verts could be safely trusted: intrigues of
opposite sects and changing circumstances,
reasons of opportunity, might suddenly alter
the balance of political understandings and
support. The d C e lugs pa did not give up.
and, ably manoeuvering, they succeeded in
getting round Arslin, so that he gradually
changed his attitude and finally reversed it.
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Towards the end of 1635 the Mongol right
wing, led by Er ke ~ asai
i arrived in +Bri gun,
whence it marched southward, talung with
it prisoners which they sent on towards #'an
yul; a detachment of about zoo men got as far
as Lhasa and then to +Bras spuns, setting
fire to the village. The Zur pa, whose life
has been written by Blo bzai rgya mts'o,
did not loose courage, and bravely marched
against the invaders, obtaining that d C e
ldan should be spared; he succeeded in
converting Er ke Jai san to the dCe lugs'
doctrine. While the right wing of the Mon,
gals changed its allegiance and passed from
the Red to the Yellow school, A r s l ~ nwas
doing the same. H e was then in Yar +brag,
but he had already changed his mind. This
should not seem surprising: Arsliin had no
religious zeal: indifkrent to any spiritual call,
he was only keen on ~lunderingthe country.
He accordingly sent his leh wing against the
king of gTsan, took
(dkar) rtse and
Gyantse, spreading terror everywhere, but when
he got to the s c a m pa la, Hun t'ai ji fell
upon the scanty troops which were lulled
or dispersed, while the survivors were cut
down by small~pox,which spread all over
Tibet. This time also an invasion, laying
waste a large part of the country, had passed
over it, while the two rival churches, Yellows
and Reds, did not personally take part in
the strife. The only victim was Arslan,
whom the Rab +byams pa Zva dmar denoun,
ced to his own father as a traitor; he was
murdered by the latter's order, together with
three of his officers (1636).
A short time &er these events C'a k'ar
C'og tu's power in Mongolia was over: G u
Sri khan of the Oirat, having become allied
with Pa t'ur Hun t'ai ji (p. 84 a), had
dealt them a deadly blow when he destroyed,
in 1637, their army of 3000 men.
Having vanquished his rivals, the C u Sri
dPon po arrived in Lhasa in the guise of a
pilgrim; he was followed by the C'os rje
of C o ne and by the Sa skyon of the T'og

rgod (Tijrgiit) rNam rgyal (p. 84 b), a thou,
sand persons all counted. O n this o c c a ~
sion Blo bzai rgyal mts'o conferred on
C u Sri the title of bsTan adsin c'os kyi rgyal po,
and the latter in his turn gave various titles
to the dignitaries of the fifih Dalai Lama's
court @. 85 b): to the Zal no he gavc the
title of D a lai p'yag mdsod, to the Gron smad
nas that of Jai san sde pa, to Byai nos nas
bKra Sis p'un tslogs the title of U1 cin sde pa,
to Mer gen $on pa that of 0 t'o c'i, to sTar
sdon nas that of Jo rig t'u dar k'an. Having
gone back to Mongolia, C u Sri Khan, in
1638 sent new envoys to invite the fifth Dalai
Lama; among them were Mer gen dka' pa
Ses rab rgya mts'o, Jai sai Me dei c'i and
Jai san gu iri (p. 89 a). But the invitation
was not accepted, on the advice of the Zal
no, and the Dalai Lama's departure was
put OK Meanwhile events rapidly succeeded
one another; in 1640 (kcags !brug) the Sog po
had reached central K'ams on an expedition
against the Prince of Bi ri, '3') who held out
against the C u Sri and protected the Bon po.
persecuting Lamaism in all its schools and
sects; the King of gTsan, still powerful, was
always a serious menace for the new sect.
I call these Princes of bSam +grub rtse
Kings, because they claimed supreme power
in the environs of gTsai, and also rights
over dBus. A n d in reality both Sayang
Satan and the Chinese sources call him
Qa'an, but orthodox Tibetan historians give
him the more unassuming name of sde
srid, i. e. regent or simply gTsai pa "the
man from gTsan ,,. Thus they did not
recognize him as a king. The C'os rgyal,
the lung ruling according to the Law and
enforcing respect for the Law, still continued
to be for them, as we have said, the P'ag
mo gru pa prince. The rulers of gTsai,
successors of the princes of Rin spuns,
are his treacherous ministers. Their claim
to hegemony was not recognized by the
Yellow Sect, which had remained faithful to
the P'ag mo gru pa, its protectors in carly

times. The sde srid, going beyond their
duties and misusing their authority, were
considered usurpers of royal power, who had
rebelled against their liege lords. But they
did not concern themselves much with this
opposition; in dBus too they had their sup.
porters, and it must not be forgotten that Lhasa
had been governed by their officials.
The rulers of gTsari placed their chaplains
(rrrc10dgnas)'33) in many d C e lugs pa tern.
ples (p. 96 b); their spiritual guides and their
favourite lamas belonged to the ancient
schools, more or less hostile to the d C e lugs
pa: Sa skya pa, Kar ma pa and Jo nari pa
@. 96 b) representing a painful thorn in the
flesh of the Yellows.
The rulers of gTsari's aversion for the
Yellows does not mean that the former were
impious and irreligious: histories belonging
to the prevailing sect show K a rma bstan
skyoh dban po under a bad light, but it is
clear that their better judgement was obscured
by dogmatic hatred and by ill/will born of
political rivalry. That prince protected the
old tradition, he continued it and defended
it; the country's conservative forces gathered
round him, and he, though events forced
him not to refuse his eventual help to Sog po
converts to Red Lamaism, nevertheless was
at the head of the party which opposed
any outside interference in Tibetan affairs,
and very nearly represented i n his person
national currents and orthodox tradition.
His hostility for the Yellow Sect, which
became more and more strong and threaten.
ing in dBus, induced him to give all his
support to gTsan's declining monasteries,
over which the hurricane ofwar had passed, or
which were sinking into squalour and poverty
in the general decline of once flourishing
sects. So we see him reconstructing P'un
ts'ogs glin in the environs of Jo nan, restor.
ing sNar t'ari, bSam sdins in Pa rnam and
Tsar pa. "4)
Meanwhile gTsari (Yar gTsari or gTsari
stod) not only had to resist the Yellow

Sect's threatening spread, it also had to
fight a new enemy in the West, namely
Sen ge rnam rgyal, king of Lad&
~ h ,
events of this war are briefly summed up in
the Ladakh chronicles, from which we gatha
that this military expedition turned out badly
for Sen ge rnam rgyal; nevertheless things
remained as before. The king of gTsah had
more serious worries in the environs of d~~~
and could not give much attention to
parched Western lands: Sen ge rnam rgyal,
who had been defeated in Shi ri kar mo
(Chronicles of Ladakh, p. 40) obtained that the
old frontiers should be preserved, that his
dominions, increased by recent conquests,
should reach as far as the doors of gTsa",
namely up to
rins on the Charta~lj)
river. The causes of this useless war arc
not known: perhaps it broke out because of
frontier differences, or perhaps because the
king of gTsah was called on for help by the
surviving princes of Cuge, whose relative
he had become, if we are to believe that the
king of Cuge sued for the hand of the
gTsah ruler's daughter for his heir. 'I6)
This king of gTsari, who fought so
tenaciously to uphold his hegemony on the
eve of his fatal and final downfall, became
known even in Europe. His name is closely
bound up with the brief but glorious vicissil
tudes of the Catholic mission in Central
Tibet, which Cacella and Cabral tried to
found between 1626 and 1632.
The various fortunes of this apostolic
attempt in the centre of Tibet have been
told with ample details by Father Wessels, "')
and it is useless to repeat what is already
known. W e shall only remind the reader
that from the narratives of missionaries. both
de Andrade in Cuge and Cabral in Shigatse,
it appears that this prince was hospitable
towards these priests who, by their arrival*
showed him the unsuspected vastity of the
earth and suggested new revelations of Cod.
he portrait traced by Cabral of this
p u n g pdnce, whom he met in 16261 when
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22,

is extremely flattering.
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tribes him as handsome, pious and generous
to the poor. He lived in his palace in Shi.
gatse on the top of a mountain, where the
Chinese fortress now stands; the palace was
built like Portuguese fortresses. There he
lived with his court and his p a r d s in great
luxury; his rooms were gilded and painted,
the king's apartments were worth seing, par.
titularly that part in which he collected curios
which, being rich, he gathered on all sides.
There are curtains both of Chinese damask
and of other qualities, which may vie with
the Portuguese silks (WESSELS,
pp. 3 and 4);
but he adds that the king did not greatly
esteem the monks of Tsaparang, who lived
in a monastery not far from Shigatse, that
is in the mNa' ris grva ts'an in Tashilunpo.
But let us resume the course of events.
The King of gTsari's decided attitude could
only induce the Yellow Sect to side more and
more with the Mongols, now converted to
its ideas, and on the other hand to favour, in
every possible manner, the ambitions of the
new and very powerful chief whose redoutable
hordes were so near its frontiers, and whose
piety and devotions enjoyed a more or less
exaggerated prestige. N o t only did messen,
gers come and go between the Yellow Sect's
supreme authorities and C u Sri Khan, but
the dCe lugs pa monks were ofien mobilized
to perform religious services to propitiate
divine favour for the Mongol monarch's arms.
The war against Bi ri delayed the invasion
of Tibet, and in full agreement with the Yel,
low Sect, whose chiefs advised the King to
defeat Bi ri first of all, and to get rid of the
danger hanging over the sect in Eastern Tibet.
The dCe lugs pa were probably induced to
do so by the fear that Bi ri would come to
an understanding with gTsan, so that +Bras
sputis, Se ra and dCa' ldan, attacked on two
sides, would be in danger. Such, accord.
ing to Blo bzai rgya mts'o, was the Bon
po king's intention (p. 98 b). O n the other
hand C u Sri Khan too had every intention

of ruling out any possible surprise against
his rearpard; hence the precedence of the
expedition against Bi ri was according to thc
plans both of the Mongols and of the Yellow
Sea. G u Sri Khan's expedition into Tibet
and his wars with the sde srid of g T s i
were thus the conclusion of the Yellow
Sect's policy, which had begun ever since
bSod nams rgya mts'o's times; the religious
~ r o p a ~ a n dwhich
a
the d C e lugs pa had
carried out among the Mongols, supplanting
the Reds' propaganda, served to find there
some support in order to affirm their sove.
reignity over Tibet. Even afier some time,
foreign informers well acquainted with Ti.
betan affairs could assure that C u Sri Khan's
intervention was requested by the Dalai Lama
and by his court, who did not hesitate to call
upon foreign aid in order to get rid once for
all of a combative rival.
" Le grand Lama, justement
irritt con.
tre le Roi, dont il commen~ait?I h e mtprisC,
appela 1 son secours les Tartares de Kokonor
ses voisins ... Le Prince Couchi kan, avec
le secours de Hong tai ki et des autres Prin.
ces de sa famille, entra aussitat avec une grosse
armte dans le Thibet, attaqua le Roi Tsampa
et apres quelques combats le dtfit dans une
bataille ginhale et l'ayant fait prisonnier il
le fit mourir peu apres. C'est ?I ce Prince
que le Grand Lama fiit redevable de la
souverainett du Thibet ,,.'3')
In the year 1641 (lugs sbrrd) C u Sri Khan
finally brought under subjection the six s C i
(sCai drug) in K'ams; their head was pre,
cisely the prince of Bi ri who, defeated in
battle, tried in vain to save himself by flight.
Buddhism triumphed once again in the pro.
vinces lately governed by that obstinate defen.
der of Tibet's native religion; many Buddhist
monks he had kept in prison were freed, and
it is possible that the Bon po in their turn,
were victims of the victors' revenge, instigated
by Lamas under the Mongol King's pro.
tection. Once K'ams had been pacified,
C u Sri Khan could deal with Tibet proper.

By a stratagem, in order not to arouse
the gTsan's suspicions, he called back in
dBus the Pan c'en residing in Tashilunpo
who might have fallen into the king's hands;
then, in agreement with the chiefs of the Yeld
low Sect, he had it noised abroad that he was
leaving for mTs'o k'a, Kokomor. A t the
same time the kal no joined the Mongol army.
C u Sri Khan lefi forgTsan, while his two wives
were entrusted to the care of Se ra and +Bras
spuns. The sDe srid then sent one of his
officials, Ron pa rTa mgrin pa, to procure
information on forthcoming events and above
all to find out the moves and intentions of the
Zal no, who, as we have said, seems to be
the principal actor in all this episode, as he
certainly was gTsati's most implacable enemy.
But the mission was fruitless, while the Y e l ~
low Sect's intelligence service was better or/
ganized in the gTsati region. Meanwhile
the Mongol armies began to approach: Bo
don gu yen with his troops, passing through
sTag lun, cut offthe highways. The signal
of war had been given, the various princes
secretly siding with one or the other faction
were obliged to come out into the open; the
Zal no displayed a great activity; to draw
those of L h a rgya ri and other Southern
populations on the Yellow's side, he sent
influential envoys, persuaded and organized.
Events were coming to a head in rapid sucl
cession; all Central Tibet was implied in this
war, which by now appeared to be decisive
for the fortunes of Tibet and of the rival sects.
The fifth Dalai Lama hardly mentions the
battles fought by the Mongols, he only dwells
on the conduct of the nobility and on the Zal
no's deeds. Afier the gTsati pa had been
defeated in Brag dkar and then in M e t'og
t'an by the Mongols, the war nevertheless
continued for another seven months, as Klon
rdol relates (p. 1 5 6).
Finally, in 1642,the end of the war ap.
proached: afier an obstinate resistance bSam
rtse, the capital of the rulers of gTsan,
standing where the castle of Shigatse was built

Inter, was taken, and Kar ma bsTan skyofiwas
taken prisoner and killed. This event, which
opened a new period in Tibetan history, be,
came known in Europe: Father Cerbillon
who arrived in China in 1687,writing
Y
ycars aher these events, speaks of Kar ma bstan
skyon as of the greatest temporal authoriq in
Tibet, and briefly sums up the events which
caused his death:
" ... il n'y a pas plus de 60 ans que le
Thibet, qu'on appelle indiffirernment TOU,
bet, Thibet et Tangout, etait gouverni par
un Roy nature1 du pays nornmi Tsanpa
han, que les Chinois appellent dans leurs
histoires Tsan pou.
" C e prince itait autrefois trb puissant ...;
bien que le g a n d Lama qu'on nornme ici
Dalai Lama demeurh dts lors dans Pow
tala, que nos voyageurs ont appeli indiffij
remment Botala, Lassa et Barantola, il n'itait
pourtant pas souverain temporel du pays; c'i,
tait Tsan pa qui regnait alors, et qui per& la
couronne de la manitre que je vais raconter.
"Les Mongols, qui rtvtrent le Dalai Lama
comme une diviniti sur terre, jugtrent que
Tsan pa ne le traitait pas assez honorable,
ment et que c'ttait i eux h venger sa dignit6
des mtpris qu'on en faisait; le Roy de cette
troisitme esptce dYEleuthsdont nous parlons,
joignit i ses gens ceux que Patourou hum
Taiki lui amena; il attaqua ensuite le Roy de
Thibet, le dtfit en bataille rangte, le fit pri)
sonnier, et l'ayant fait mourir, il donna le
Royaume de Thibet au Crand Lama ,,.'j9)
Cerbillon wrote in China, where these
events were followed with great attention.
Before the conclusive war broke out, the
contending parties had in fact explained the
situation and stated their claims to the Manchu
Emperor Ch'ung/te^.
In the tenth month of 1642)'41 a large
Tibetan delegation !guided by Ilayuqsan Saran
C'os rje arrived in Mukden, bringing letters
from the Dalai Lama, the Tsan pa ban, 1. c.
the King of gTsati, and the Kar ma Pa*
the Red Caps, whose patron the latter had

become. The occasion seemed favourable for
maly reasons. The Ming dynasty was collap.
sing, and was being succeeded by the Man.
chu dynasty ofthe Ts'ing. Tibet, laid waste
and torn asunder by internal warfare, now
garrisoned by the Mongols, understood the
dangers of a policy which had opened up
the country to foreign invasion.
The rulers of gTsah, hoping to find
help or compensations from the new power
which had already taken possession of the
largest part of China, and the Ddai Lama
hoping to counterbalance Gu Sri Khan's inter.
ference, had recourse to that ancient patronage
which China claimed over Tibet. Incapable
of reaching an agreement, the rival parties
thought of appealing to the Manchu Emperor's
supreme judgement. Since 1639 the Emperor
had sent envoys, bearing non/committal let.
ters, to the Dalai Lama and to the ruler of
Tibet. The letter does not contain the king's
name, and asks for monks able to preach the
Law; a second letter was sent to the Dalai
Lama. '4') Probably Ch7ung/tg, being aware
of Tibet's uncertain and critical situation,
had purposely been vague, in order to be.
come informed of the course of events from
his ambassadors' spoken word.
The Tibetan delegates of 1642 were
received with great honours by the Court and
remained in Mukden eight months. Finally
they departed bearing various letters, whose
tone was different according to the persons
they were addressed to. T o the mission
had been added other persons named by the
Emperor (nearly all monks ko lung, dge slori).
In these letters precedence is naturally given
to the Dalai Lama, who as a consequence
of the latest happenings had become the
supreme authority in Tibet. But the Ern,
peror did not wish to take sides: the informa.
tion he had received from the delegation or
obtained through other channels, showed
him that Tibet was divided into factions in
bitter strife, which gave a religious colour
to irreducible clashes of interests; it wavered

irresolute between two powerful sects, both
supported by lay forces. Therefore he did
not commit himself, but sent generous gifis to
the Dalai Lama, and in his letters to him he
employed more outspoken terms than he had
used with the others; he complacently prais.
ed his good intentions for the diffusion of the
Buddhist religion. T o the Kar ma Zva dmar
(KO eul ma, the red.cap lama) he promised
to respect the Buddhist monks according to
the traditional toleration ofthe Buddhist laws.
But the
he sent them were inferior to
those he had sent the Dalai Lama. '4')
With the Tsan pa kan, i. e. Kar ma
bstan skyon, he was very evasive; the news of
his death had not yet reached China, but his
reverses were known; therefore foreseeing his
ruin but still doubtful of the course of events,
the Emperor asked for a report on the facts
and urged him to do his duty.
When writing to the C u Jri Khan, his
tone is even more vague. He was keeping an
eye on his movements. Meanwhile he held
aloof from ¶uarrels between the sects and
when he asks for lamas to be sent to him to
preach the Buddhist religion, he recommends
that no preference be shown to Red or Yell
lows and that only persons of merit be sent.
In none of these letters, as we have seen,
is there any allusion to diplomas or titles:
no investiture was given either to the Dalai
Lama or to C u Sri Khan. The Emperor
confines himself to answering the letters he
had received and returning the gifts fixed
by ceremonial, without talung sides. Also the
chiefs of other sects received letters from
him: the Sa skya pa, the aBrug pa, the sTag
lun pa. H e was careful to be impartial;
China does not interfere with quarrels be.
tween schools, indeed from the Chinese court
issued wise and serene words of peace.
W e are now in a position to establish the
precise chronology of events: Schulemann
(p. 138) was inclined to accept I640 as the
year of the King of gTsari's defeat; Ksppen
(pp. I 52.1 56) preferred 1643 ; Rockhill (Thc

Dalai Lanras of Lhasa, T'oung Pao, 1910,
p. 8, n. 2) fixes the date between 1641 and
1643. S. Chandra Das, in his Journey and
Csoma de K6r6s. Granrttrar, p. 190, gave
1642, which is the right date, because the
indication of cyclic years in Blo b z i rgya
mts'o and in Sum pa mk'an po leaves not
the shadow of a doubt that Kar ma bstan
skyon was defeated in 1642 and that in this
year, together with his life, ended the kingdom
he had defended to the last with the force of
arms. His rival having disappeared fiom the
world's scene and Tibet having been pacified
for the time being, the Dalai Lama received
fiom the G u Sri Khan many gihs and the
investiture over the 1 3 K'ri skor @. 106 6).
The d C e lugs pa sect thus emerged vic,
torious out of these events, and the winner,
posing as a patron and defender of the faith,
returned to them, at least nominally, their
temporal power. The Yellow Sect was trium,
phantly installed in Lhasa, which once more
became the capital of the Country of Snows,
and young Blo bzan rgya mts'o, now wearing
a halo of inviolable prestige, occupied the
throne of the Potala, a gift of foreign military
power and of his court's diplomatic abilities.
The outstanding figure of the events we
have been relating is not the fihh Dalai Lama;
he was still too young in years to enforce his
own will or to cope with such complex
situations. In this stormy and decisive period
the d C e lugs pa happened to be ruled by
crafty and experienced persons, like the Zal
no bSod nams rab brtan, whom we have often
mentioned, and the P'yag mdsod dKon
mc'og c'os +p'el, who maneuvered with
great slclll and steered the sect's fortunes and
its future to safety over the stormy seas of
the period.
Ambitions were many, but the sect's
actual strength was still small; its enemies
were strong and they were not inclined to
come to terms; the only way open to the d C e
lugs pa, if they were to found their power on
a safe base and overcome their enemies, was

the use of political plots and of foreign aid.
The latter was surely the speediest and
most certain, but, as it is usually the case when
recourse is made to external arms, would
finally have deprived Tibet of its independ
dence, under the appearence of an a~ficial
unity, protected first by Mongol, then by
Chinese armies.
~ h u peace,
s
while silencing internal st+,
brought to Tibet the invasion of its temitoq
and loss of independence; the Dalai Lamas
themselves, no longer sure of their authori~
and of their lives, bowed before the will of
foreign generals and officials.

9.

THE L O S S OF INDEPENDENCE

w

ith the donation of the thincen
K'ri skor, made by G u iri Khan
to B ~ o bzan rgya mts'o, the
situation was renewed which had arisen in
the XIIIth century, when +P'ags pa, a p
pointed Ti shih by Qubilai, received the
nominal investiture over Tibet. The exam,
ple of the great Emperor and of his cha,
plain was thus repeated; that alleged do,
nation at the same time inspired the Yellow
Sect's policy and flattered the Mongol chief,
anxious to emulate his great ancestor. But
circumstances were changed and the agree,
ment made between G u Sri Khan and the
Dalai Lama took no account of China,
which could not renounce hcr claims over
Tibet. It is true that Chinese control was
reduced to exacting a few tributes and con/
firming the nobility's ~rivileges, but these
were rights acquired since Yuan times, and
China would not have given them UP for
any reason whatever. The Ming dynasty
was then drawing its last breath and the
Tibetan chiefs, as we have seen, were already
in touch with the Manchus: as soon as the
latter had become firmly established, how
could they ruff' another power to intrkre
with Tibetan affairs? Did not the Dalai

Lamate's policy mean that Tibet was about
to suffa calamities much worse than those war
and small,pox, long prevailing, had spread
over the country? It is clear that the Yellow
Sect, only intent on strengthening its own
power at the Reds' expense, was not far0
sighted: it encouraged dissension and merely
taking thought of the present, did not measure
the consequences of a temporary triumph.
This time too, triumph was simply nomi.
nal. It is true that C u Sri Khan's power was
not to be compared with that of Qubilai,
so that the Dalai Lama might easily obtain
a fair measure of selfigovernment for Tibetan
administration.
Nevertheless, as Qubilai
had appointed, side by side with the T i shih,
the dPon c'en who united civil and military
power in their hands, the Dalai Lama had
now at his side a sde srid, sometimes also called
sa skyoh, practically with the same functions.
This sde srid was chosen by the Mongol
chief and represented him; the same lung
elected and confirmed the local chiefs (for in/
stance c'os rgyal bKra iis stobs invested of Byan
in gYas ru, Biography, c'a, p. 141). A new
struggle was thus brewing between the Dalai
Lamate and political paramountcy, and if
the former had the upper hand, this was
due above all to G u Sri Khan's unfortunate
succession. But in the meanwhile the Tibe.
tan nobility could not see with favour its
own independence thus implicitly abolished,
while the Reds and all the sects which had
sided with the rulers of gTsan could not
help new grievances against the Yellow's
policy: to take possession of the vanquish,
cd party's feuds and convents, substituting
themselves to it.
The King of gTsan's death had not en,
tirely extinguished the struggle, and this
proves that though he had personal ends in
view, he represented much broader interests
and had bound them up with his policy.
These interests did not subside, indeed they
lasted, with some ups and downs, until
Tibet fell under Chinese control. I n that

same year 1642, the s c a r pa once again took
up the struggle. The Pan c'en risked being
taken prisoner; the n a i so Nor bu, the repre.
sentative of the Dalai Lama in gTsati, was
obliged to abandon Cyantse and saved himself
by flight; the rebel troops commanded by Zo
k'a pa besieged rDsin p'yi (rDsin ji), but
C u Sri Khan's ready intervention restored the
situation. Afier this, Mongols and Yellows,
starting from ' 0 1 k'a, which had thus been
freed, fell on the enemy's army in K'ori po,
about eight thousand men strong. and destroy0
ed it. Then the Mongol troops advanced
from K'on po to break up any hostile reaction:
indeed the C u Sri khan and the Dalai Lama
were more than ever resolved to place the Kar
ma pa and their supporters in such a condi.
tion, that they would be unable to take the
offensive, since an order of the s c a r pa, found
in an amulet (gau) ofan officer who had been
taken prisoner, had informed them as to
their rivals' plans. The s c a r pa had actually
ordered the king to be killed, and the Dalai
Lama and Tashilama taken prisoners; the
d C e lugs pa monasteries were to be destroyed,
~P'yon rgyas, Ri sgo and '01 k'a, who had
been true to the Yellows, were to be given
to the rTse, Zur and Zo k'a families, dCoh
dkar to the P'yag mdsod of the s c a r pa,
and the property of those who had sided with
the Yellows were to be seized in favour of
those families who had not betrayed the Kar
ma pa faction.
The leader of the Reds' resistance against
the Yellows and G u Sri Khan had been the
s c a r pa. s c a r pa is a family name derived
from a placemame (in K'ams): to it below
ged the famous Don yod rdo rje, the son
of K u n bzan, sde p a of Rin spuns, who
attacked dBus in 1481, called s c a r pa by
Sum pa mk'an po. The s c a r pa is again
mentioned by the same author when the
Mongols stole his horses to retaliate against
the offensive epigram the Zva dmar had
written against the Yellows. Later we know
that the s c a r father and son had been

invited by Ziri bsag's Ts'e brtan. They were
powerhl lamas of the Kar ma pa sect. When
the royal family became extinguished through
K a rma bstan skyon's death, we must suppose
those chaplains to have taken command of
the gTsan nobility and of the schools which
were against the Yellows.
Anyhow, through foreign intervention, the
internal struggle which had tormented Tibet
for years was once more placated. But the
peace was not lasting. I n 1644 the s c a r
pa was active once more in L h o brag,
where the C u Sri Khan pressed on him. The
s c a r pa succeeded in escaping him and
reached K'ams. H e had evidently taken
refuge in Southern Tibet, because there he
could rely on help fiom Bhutan; there the
bKa' brgyud pa sect ruled the country through
its priest.hngs; fiom the accounts of European
missionaries it appears as already intimately
connected with gTsari. Bhutan could not
keep aloof fiom a struggle whose outcome,
whatever it was, might influence its destinies.
This is proved by the expedition sent by
dBus in 1648 against Bhutan, which reached
its capital sPu nag k'a @. 140). Through
the sde pa N o r bu's inefficiency, this ex.
pedition was beaten and took refuge in P'ag
ri. O n the other hand men's minds were
not at rest; the nobility which had sided with
the victorious sect, wished to be rewarded,
and sometimes its claims were anything but
reasonable; for instance the lord of sKyid
Sod pressed his rights over Shigatse (p. 121 b)
and took possession of it; but he was later
obliged to give it back by the King's order.
The war, in a word, had done away with
a rival, but had given the country neither rest
Foreign troops remained
nor well/being.
in the country and as they lived on its scanty
resources, lands already laid waste by long
struggles and disease became poorer and poorer.
The Manchus, meanwhile, had consoli.
dated their power, T'ai tsung had died in
1643 and the throne had passed on his death
to his son Shun chi. The mission the Dalai

Lama had sent in 164.2 had been a dutiful
act of homage to those already appearing
as Tibet's new lords, but then, a we have
seen, the Manchu Emperor's intentions
regards the new Tibetan situation, had not
been made plain, neither did the Manchu
court see clearly what course Tibetan wents
would follow. NOWthings were changed:
the Emperor, enjoying internal securiq,
could resume a foreign policy of prestige
and penetration, China's secular tradition.
Thus in 1646 (me k'yi) the Dalai Lama, as
soon as he was informed of Shun chiss
(tib. : Sun tsi) accession, sent a leaa of
congratulation by the Mongol 0 pa si K'i
ya t'ai ji (Biography, .p. 133). In 1651 (lca~r
yes) the Manchu court sent an official invi,
tation to Blo bzan rgya mts'o and to the
Pan c'en; the latter, taking his advanced age
as an excuse, declined, but Blo bzari rgya
mts'o, on the 29th of the eighth month, that
is little more than a month h e r the invi,
tation, started for China with a retinue of
about two hundred persons, among whom
many Mongol chiefs.
~t this point the biography contains an
itinerary, describes the meeting with the Em,
peror, the visit to the palace in Peking 2nd
received.- The
gives a list of the
interviews were naturally concerned with the
situation (gnus tsJul) in dBus and gTsan.
Having come into the Emperor's presence
on the 16th day of the 12th month, Blo bzan
rgya mts'o began his homeward journey on
the 20th of the second month of 1653 (Lu
sbrul), having received the title of Nub kyi lba

gnus c'es dge ba bde par gnus pai saris rgyas bka'
lurignam [og g i skye agro tJams cad bstan pa gt2
tu gyur pa agyur med rdo rje $an rgya nrts'oi
bla ma, written on a golden seal in Chinese,
Mongol and Tibetan letters (p. 209).
H e then returned to Tibet, received with
festivities and honours at every stage; during
his journey he stopped in many places to
consecrate new temples or to have those that
had been destroyed reconrructed, as was the

case with those built by AItan Khan and
bsod nams rgya mts'o and demolished by
the ~ i n ~ ' the
o f~ a h a r .
A s soon as he got back to Tibet. Blo bzan
rgya mts'o lost no time in disciplining the
vast monastic population he had now !gather,
ed under him; the dCe lugs pa school's
prestige and power, also enriched by the
Mongol chiefs' continual donations, were
pining a foothold, while the other seas,
impoverished by warfare, no longer supported
by the local nobility, now on the decline or
altogether vanished, were obliged to abandon
their monasteries.
From this point of view it is very interest,
ing to glance at the catalogue of the dCe lugs
pa convents, contained in the Vai a~ rya xr
po; it shows a slow but uninterrupted pas,
sage of celebrated seats of ancient Lamaism
to the new sect. But Blo bzan rgya mts'o
was not satisfied with this: he established firm
ties between these monasteries and the central
government, he appointed tnk'an po and
abbots he could trust; by this time nothing
happens without the Dalai Lama's sanction
and consent; he deposes at his pleasure the
abbots who arouse his suspicions, as was the
case with the abbot of Sel dkar @. 248).
Sometimes, to make the ties between the
two peoples still firmer, and to prove the
Mongol's complete spiritual maturity, we
see Mongols appointed as mk'an po of
monasteries, as in Cyantse, for instance
the Erteni Ye Ses rgya mts'o, an Urat, i. e.
of the same clan as C u iri Khan.
Moreover he neglects 110 opportunity of
keeping this great monastic population attach,
ed to himself; in 1655 he restored the usage
of reciting sacred texts and with this pretext
he caused the monks of the great monasteries
to come to Lhasa by turns. Later, on the
occasion of the sde pa bSod nams c'os +p'el's
death, he called a solemn assembly in the
capital: ~zo.ooomonks attended it (p. 273).
Evidently religion and ceremonies were
a pretext: the assemblies bearing the character

of military reviews meant to keep in touch
with the choice part of Tibetan population,
because control of the convents meant domi.
nation over the whole of Tibet; thus even
monks of other sects were amacted and in.
duced by such a display of power to accept
the triumph of the new school as a fait
accompli and to bow before its will.
O n the other hand the war and the auto,
nomy of many monasteries which derived
from it, had brought a great laxity of conduct
in its wake: monks ofien gave bad examples
and not only sinned against discipline, but
against morals as well; this induced the Dalai
Lama to carry out an inquiry, which resulted
in a census (1663) of the various convents
and of the monastic population in general;
it was classed on the base of its purity, ac.
cording as the monks led an honest (gtsari)
life or not (fan), as their conduct was good
or bad, as they applied themselves with
more or less zeal to study. In the first place
came the monks proficient in the hidden
meaning of the Tantra, without exceeding in
the practice of exorcisms, then the monks who
simply respected disciplinary rules, finally the
ser k'yim or married monks.
In the first class of pure monasteries,
largely d C e lugs pa, were included 750
convents with a population of about 50.900
monks; in the second, of mixed customs,
400 convents; in the third, of the married
monks (btsan btrun) and ascetics of either
sex, 650 convents with 20.000 monks and
nuns. W e have a total of 1800 convents
and 1oo.000 monks @. 3 3 3 ) .
This census of the monasteries was ac.
companied by a new fiscal organization of
the country: each convent is endowed with
its particular income, to be used tor the
maintenance of its monks and also to furmsh
means for the normal celebration of religious
ceremonies (mari ja). These provisions were
made by allotting to each monastery a giis
ka, a feud, called nrc'od giis when its income
is particularly used for cult.

A census is taken of tax/payers, calculated
on the basis of t'eb, thresholds, and hence cald
led t'eb adsin (but sometimes, as in the Vai dii rya
ser po, the old expression dud appears; see
above p. 14). Each feud is obliged to furnish a
contribution in kind, called lag yon, lag !hub, of
a certain number of measures (k'al) of barley.
Sometimes other products are substituted
for barley, according to the resources of the
country: butter, salt, barley flour (t'ug t'al).
The contributions in kind were often
accompanied by contributions of work, or
alternated with them.
Putting together the information furnished
by the Biography and by the Vai dii rya ser
po, we have a complete enough picture of
the fiscal system imagined by Blo bzan
rgya mts'o, which represents the country's
economical subjection to theocracy. Thus
instituted, it is the economical consequence
of the change which had come about in the
political field, when a sect not only had re0
placed the others, but had h a l l v done away
rid of it
kith the old nobility, either
or reducing it to servitude.
With the same purpose of overseeing and
disciplining the monks Blo bzan rgya mts'o
made fiequent journeys, followed by his court
and by the faithful Mongol chiefs, to all parts
of Tibet. The journey he made in 1654, with
the G u Sri Khan, is remarkable in many ways:
he entered the stronghold of his former rivals'
resistance, he saw the country which had taken
u p arms against him and whose centres of
revolt were far from extinpished. Thus many
things were put to rights, many contacts establi.
shed, even many minds might be placated. But
the journey came to a hurried end, because
G u Sri Khan fell ill. H e went back to +Bras
spuns and died there on the 17th day of the
~ > t hmonth @. 235).
With G u Sri Khan's death and the advent
of his sons and grandsons, greatly inferior
to him in political wisdom and personal
prestige, suspicious of one another and inter0
ested, over and beyond Tibet, in the events

-

which were beginning to take shape in M ~ ~ ,
golia, the Dalai Lamate enters upon a still
more prosperous period, and is now at the
height of its power. In the interior of [he
country the Reds seemed to have abandoned
their opposition; Mongol sovereignty, for the
reasons stated, languished more and more;
it is true the sde pa was left, but he was an
insignificant figure, ably guided by the mh
Dalai Lama and his court. He was then
bsod nams C'OS ap'el but the fact that he is
briefly mentioned in Blo bzari rgya mtsso*s
Biography, and the praise he received on
his death, leave no doubt that he let other
govern rather than govern himself.
This title of sde pa was however used in
a rather broad sense. It was not reserved to
the Mongol King's sde p a ; indeed the same
name was given to all the heads of the local
nobility, as a recognition of the fact that
they no longer ruled in their own name,
but by virtue of a paramount power, invest,
ing them with authority and confirming their
privileges.
A m o n g all these sde pa, that of Shigatse,
the nari so N o r bu, had acquired a privileged
position; he seems also to have assumed the
title of sde srid. The Biography of the filth
Dalai Lama says that he was the sde ~ a ' s
younger brother, probably a brother of Kar ma
bstan skyon, and had passed in good time
on the Yellows' side, so as to keep at least
a shadow of power, without renouncing
his family's ambitions. His behaviour
ing the war with Bhutan was ambiguous:
he let himself be defeated and retired. If my
idea that he belonged to the family of the
rulers of gTsari is right, his conduct may be
explained; it becomes clearer if it is connecj
ted with the new revolt he was preparing.'")
Meanwhile, as the work of adaptment
and reorganization begun by Blo b a n rgYa
mts'o continued, there was no lack of clouds
on the horizon; in 1656 a war with Nepal
was rumoured, and this induced the Jde Pa
to order that the miraculous statue ofsKyld

sgroi, Jo bo +p'ags pa V a ti '44) should be
taken to a safe place in the heart of Tibet;
the sde pa Nor bu then took it to +Bras spuns
whence it was placed with great solemnity
in the Potala.
Furthermore in Lhasa they wished to
obliterate all memory of the scarcely glorious
enterprise against Bhutan, and to suppress a
centre of resistance against the Yellows, which
openly sided with the Reds and was hence
a constant danger to internal safety. Great
preparations were made, not only military,
but religious as well. A l l the divine forces,
C'os skyon and Y i dam, were called upon
to assist; the soothsayer of gNas c'un was
consulted, and the greatest exorcists in Tibet
were gathered to perform propitiatory cere,
monies. A s soon as the answers of these
oracles seemed favourable, in the seventh
month of 1646, the army left for Bhutan.
But military operations were carried on
very slowly, without talung advantage of
the enemy's retreat; the army, after having
lingered for a long time in Bum t'an, was
cut down by pestilence, and could not help
falling back on P'ag ri (p. 251 E). Thus
Bhutan once more escaped unhurt. Not.
withstanding these military disasters, the Dalai
Lama's prestige increased; in 1656 we find
records of an Indian king's embassy. The
chronicles pompously say that he was the
younger son of a monarch ruling over almost
all of India, and himself lord of Bengal;
his father's name was Sakyaradsa (S~kyaraja),
which looks like a corruption of Shahjahan
and his son's Sa ha su ja viz. Shah Shuja'
who had been appointed by his father governor
of Bengal.
W e have said above that the King's death
and the weak personality of the sde pa he had
appointed had allowed the Dalai Lama a
growing autonomy. C u Sri Khan had leh
two sons, bKra Sis Ba'adur and Dayan
Khan, who in the beginning seem to have
ruled together: the Dalai Lama's Biogra,
phy mentions for many years: rgyal po sku

mcJedgnis, the two brother Kings. But they
came into Tibet only many years after their
father's death, in 1659 aher the sde pd's
death, on the 28th of the Uth month, to
weep over the deceased chief aher the Mongol
custom, and of course also to see how things
were in Tibet; then only did they abandon
mTs'o k'ar (Ktiktimor), their headquarters,
being surely more worried with the events
then maturing in Mongolia than with Tibc.
tan affairs. Their visit to the Country of
Snows was brief. They leh at once, evidently
thinking it dangerous to remain absent for
a longer period from their usual residence.
Thus, the sde pd being dead and the
King absent, the Dalai Lama, in the habit
of receiving almost every day tribal chiefs and
abbots of monasteries from the various regions
of Mongolia, saw his own prestige increase
and enjoyed real independence: the military
commanders at the head ofthe scanty Mongol
garrisons stationed in Tibet took their orders
from him. But precisely when he thought
himself safest, gTsari once more attempted
to regain what it had lost, this time at the
hands of the sde pa Nor bu himself, who
prepared and led the revolt fiom Shigatse.
The Dalai Lama and his court considered
the situation with dread: the h n g s did not
seem to be much concerned with Tibetan
affairs; when they become pressing. their
intervention has to be solicited twice. Nor
bu was again supported by the nobility of
gTsan and he did not lack spiritual encou.
ragement fiom the Sa skya pa hierarch and
fiom aBrug pa Pad ma dkar po. Hence the
moment was well chosen; the Mongol Kings
being absent and absorbed by other cares, the
sde pa, their temporal representative, dead, the
Dalai Lama's egoist policy caused much
resentment, while memories of the war for
independence fought by gTsari in the year c'u
rta (1642) were still fiesh.
Nor bu is described by the fifth Dalai
Lama as a man designed by nature for
command (ran biin lhun gyis grub pai dpon

po). Although religion had modified his
external aspect, his commanding spirit clearly
appeared (p. 276). Once more Lhasa had
recourse to exorcisms, besides arms: expia.
tory and propitiatory ceremonies were order0
ed, and at the same time the troops which
were to invade gTsan were being equipped.
The centre of revolt was once more S h i ~
gatse and its rdsori. From bKra lis lhun
po, the Pan c'en wrote trying to reach an
agreement. War was waged with great hesita~
tion; on one hand Nor bu could no longer
count on the troops Kar ma bstan skyon had
collected in 1642, while the s c a r pa was
a fugitive in K'ams and could no; come
back; on the other hand the Yellows were
in anxiety because the kings did not make
up their mind to come. A t last the two kings
arrived on the 25th of the twelfih month of
1659. O n their arrival the situation quickly
came to a head; Nor bu and his men tried
to flee through P'ag ri to join their allies of
Bhutan, but on the 29th of the same month
he fell into his enemies' hands (p. 298).
The new revolt being thus put down, the
fifih Dalai Lama began, with increased energy,
to make his rule firmer. But events in gTsari
had proved that a sde pa's presence was
necessary to avoid a renewal of old ambitions
and a recrudescence of ancient hatred among
the local nobility. For this reason, on more
than one side, Blo bzan rgya mts'o was urged
to ordain a new sdepa; evidently this appoint.
ment belonged to the lung, hence the Dalai
Lama, though he accepted his counsellors'
proposal, had to stand by the king's decision:
the lung, not the kings, because the c h r o ~
nicles, fiom this moment, mention only one
of them as Tibet's temporal patron, namely
Dayan khan, although, for religious motives,
both brothers occasionally descended toge.
ther into Tibet. Therefore the fifth Dalai
Lama's messengers went to Dayan Khan, and
when he had given his assent, on the I 3th day
of the seventh month of 1660, Jai san was
invested most solemnly with the dignity and

office of sde pa; on this occasion the name of
P'rin las rgya mts'o was conferred upon him,
while on that same day the L n g received
the title of bsTan pdsin like his father, being
called henceforth bsTan pdsin Da yan rgyal
po (p. 297). The latter came to Tibet at
the end of 1660 from +Dam where his resi,
dence then was, the other brother being at
K6k60nor, and met the Dahi Lama (p. 302).
N o events of any importance took place next;
on the 12th day of the second month of 1662
@. 314) the Pan c'en of Tashilunpo, Blo
bzan C'OS kyi rgyal mts'an, died, and the
Dalai Lama at once performed the ceremony
for his prompt incarnation. We must now
dwell on this point.
Due to a series of circumstances
we have partly pointed out, the dCe lugs
pa had spread particularly in dBus, where
their chief monasteries were; and from these
their ascent had started. In the gTsah region
there was only one large monastery / of
course I am not dealing with lesser places
whose foundation was due to one of Tsori k'a
pa's greatest disciples; I mean Tashilunpo,
which had been built by dCe ?dun !grub
pa. In the first centuries Tashilunpo's lifi
was unassuming, and its chiefs were obliged
to follow a crafty and flexible policy, being
an outpost of the Yellows in the heart of
gTsan, while friction between those regions
and dBus was breaking out most violently,
and the rift between Reds and dCe lugs pa
was irreconcilable. The heads of Tashilunpo
were for a long time simple abbots, SUC/
ceeding one another according to the list
of the Vai &ryd
i ser po (p. 194 K), ~ u m ~
marized by SP (p. 325): Pan c'en bzan
po bkra Sis (born lcags stag, 1410) who occu/
pied the abbatial throne at the age of six^
six and held it until his death at sixtynine
(1478); the Pan c'en Lun rig rgya mts'o*
pan c'en y e ~ e srtse mo, dCe +dun *gya
mts'o, m$Ja' ris pa Lha btsun Blo
bstan pai iii ma rgyal mts'an, Pan e'en Si
nti pa blo gms rgyal mts'an, Pan e'en Don
/

Yod rgya mts'o, gNas riiin c'os rje C'os
kyi rgyal mts'an. Sans ston C'os dpal rgya
rnts'o, P'yug gPun pa bSod nams dpal bzan,
Rali ston (SP: Myan) Dam c'os yar ap'el,
Nan ston Lha bzan blo gros, Pan c'en Blo
bzan c'os kyi rgyal mts'an born in the year
me yos (in the text wrongly c'u yos, 1567).
The latter, who had overseen the fourth
Dalai Lama's education, and had efficiently
helped Blo b z rgya
~ mts'o for a large part of
his life, giving him the support of his learning
and experience, was solemnly placed on the
Tashilunpo throne by the fifih Dalai Lama.
The series of the Pan c'en of Tashilunpo be,
gins with him; his predecessors had been oilly
abbots, succeeding one another as they were
designed by them and elected by the reco,
+zed chief of the Yellow Sect, who was
the abbot of +Bras spuris. But now the Pan
c'en, designed by complacently discovered
gTer ma, as an embodiment of Ts'e dpag
med, and hence a reflection of the Law upon
earth, is no longer a mortal being; the theory
of incarnation is thus applied to him too, and
indeed the Vai dfi rya ser po places no inter,
mediate stage between him and his incarna,
tion Blo bzan ye Ses, but simply says that he
assumed the name (nrts'an) of Blo bzan ye
Ses and came to dBus to preach the Law and
to confer baptism upon the sixth Dalai Lama.
In the same manner S P immediately afier
having quoted the name of Blo bzan c'os
kyi rgyal mts'an, goes on to say what he
had never said before concerning the other
abbots; " (then) his sprul sku Pan c'en Blo
bzan ye Ses and (continuing up to his time)
now his new sprul sku Pan c'en Blo bzai
dpal ldan ye Ses ,,.
This is also confirmed, in a certain sense,
by the list of Klon rdol bla ma (Mirigigrans),
who for the first time assigns to Blo bzan
c'os kyi rgyal mts'an the title of Pan c'en.
W e must conclude from all this that the
latter must be considered precisely as the first
Pan c'en, as Waddell (p. 236) and Das
(Dill., p. 780) write. Pander (n. 47) and

Schulemann @. 277) are mistaken when they
consider him the third and the fourth Pan
c'en respectively.
The Biography from now on does not
register military events, the only exceptions
being a menace of revolt in K'on po quickly
put down by the intervention of the king
himself, without recourse to arms, in I663
(vol. ca, pp. 330 and 332); Curkha raids,
in the direction of sKyid sgron, beaten back
by the lord of Lhun grub sgan, who was
rewarded @. 338) in the same year. Raids
from Bhutan in 1669 (vol. c'a, p. 71) and in
1671 (ibid., p. 268) were beaten back and the
situation was soon restored without drawing
the country into a serious war. Particularly in
the second case, they were only local raids,
quickly put down by the frontier garrisons.
The fifth Dalai Lama's activity is by now
entirely directed towards peace; the army does
not seem to have received particular care.
Only the frontier garrisons are strengthened.
particularly in the localities more exposed
to the danger of raids, that is towards Nepal
and Bhutan. The Mongol garrisons, men,
tioned (as in the war against gTsan) for their
participation in warfare, were in themselves
a guarantee, in case of serious need.
W e are only informed that in Lhasa, in
1667, a go nrdsod or military depot, was form,
ed in rDo rje glin gsar, in which arms
and insignia were deposited, together with a
book containing lists of the Indian, Chinese,
and Mongol arms of K'ams and of the Brog
pa (vol. c'a, p. 36).
The Biography therefore centres entirely
round the administrative and cultural work
accomplished by the Dalai Lama, the ad,
mirable impulse he gave to the construction
of monasteries and temples, his authority
growing from day to day, amid the devoted
homage of Mongol and Tibetan dignita,
ries. Every other figure pales before him;
awareness of his growing prestige more and
more puts other personalities in a subordi,
nate place: the new sde pa P'rin las rgya

mts'o (who was to die in 1669) briefly
appears to dedicate temples and as a patron
of pious works, but his political interference
is nil. The same may be said of his s u c ~
cessor Blo bz* mt'u stobs, who passed away
in 1676, after having been six years in office,
followed by Blo bzan sbyin pa, elected to.
wards the end of the same year. The latter
did not keep his office long; in 1679, in the
fifih month, with the excuse that his health
was poor, he was replaced by the a bar Sans
rgyas rgya mts'o (vol. Ja, p. 125). There is
no doubt that this took place according to a
plan previously arranged by Blo bzari rgya
mts'o's crafty son. '45) Fearing that his father's
death was drawing near, he wished to become
the actual master of the State, emerge fiom
the shadow and assume an office which up to
that time may have implied scanty authority,
but in his hands, due to his particular
position and his relationship with the Dalai
Lama, it might transform the Tibetan State
into a really absolute government. The kings
who occasionally visited Lhasa, coming down
fiom mTs'o k'a to be present at religious
celebrations, distributing large gifts among
the communities, do not seem to have been
stronger personalities. There is never a trace
of real political intervention; the Dalai Lama
evidently was anxious to affirm more and more
the prestige of religious over temporal power,
dominating and enslaving the latter. Dayan
Khan having died at the beginning of 1668,
his son bsTan adsin Dalai rgyal po had
succeeded him; he was crowned in Lhasa
amid great celebrations, in the third month
of 1671, 1cags k)yi.
With the assumption of Sans rgyas rgya
mts'o to the office of sde srid, the Dalai Lama,
probably worn out by his extremely intense
life, practically retired from government, and
power was handed over to the sde srid who
wisely acted in the Dalai Lama's name.
Although no longer actively occupied with
political matters, Blo bzan rgya mts'o was n e ~
vertheless still present, with the great prestige

attaching to his person. and surely
his
advice. Death claimed him a the age ofsixty
six (not sixtyone as in SP, p. 104). H~~
Biography is suddenly interrupted on the sixth
day of the ninth month of 1681 (lCqJ byl).
Tibet during his rule was visited and
travelled through, by people coming hrn
different places: we have already mentioned
some embassies from India. Others are said
to have been sent by the prince of
Ian, Mon pDsum
who repeatedly sent
missions, one in 1667 (vol. c'a, p. 34) led by
Je tu Bhandari, one in 1670 guided by pa
p'ran (?) ra dsa and the interpreter Lhun
grub (vol. c'a, p. I I ~ ) another
,
in 1671 under
Dsala bhandari. In I671 an embassy anived
from Nepal, sent by Sa Ian t'u Siddhi Ku
mii la dsa hu, bridegroom (rrrag pa) of thc
King of Y e ran's eldest daughter.147) In
1671 ambassadors arrived from the King
of Yam bu in Nepal (vol. c'a, p. 127);
in 1670 King Narahari, through Nepal
and India, sent as ambassadors Riimacandra
and Yasomantagiri (vol. ja, p. 161). Presents
were despatched to King Narasimha of
aDsum lan in 1679 (vol. ja, p. 150). '4')
Side by side with the political missions,
there was no lack of Indian scholars, whom
the Dalai Lama favoured, aware ofthe prestige
to be derived from them; we find in Lhasa
the pandita Gokula, who dwelt for several
years in the Tibetan capital, acquiring disci/
ples (p. 341) and assisting the lotsava of aDar
in his translation of Sanskrit grammars; be/
side him the chronicles mention other pandits
of Benares, for instance Krsnodaya the tran/
slator of ~dninidhdtus~tra
(vol. ['a, p. 159 and
vol. ja, p. 43), and then Haridiisa 2nd Jays'
dssa (ibid., p. 250). Ksemagiri, a sanny2s1,
of Mathurii and Nilakanrha in 1677 (vol.jaB
the m y a Dsamakini (~01.ja*
p.
p. 45), Dsivanti of Benares and Caneiatepar1~
Sodisamudra (vol. ja, p. 48). Senasis Coku'
lagriva (;bid., p. 53). In 1681 Pandita
vindanitha is mentioned (~01-]a, P. ~ 4 4 ) ;
others in 1680 (vol. ja, p- 175).

AS foreigners flocked to Lhasa for political
or cultural motives, it is natural that others
should come there for reasons of traffic. The
end of the war, greater internal tranquillity
and the increased safety of the roads, together
with a greater well.being and the large
number of public works executed in every part
of the country, favoured trade with foreign
countries; Indians, Chinese, Mongols, Mos.
lems from Kashmir, met in the Lhasa bazar
and exchanged their wares. The Pandita
Gokula (vol. ca, p. 341) sent a letter from
India to a Chinese merchant. The same, in
1661, sent Lilamitra as his commercial agent
Economic prosperity had also grown; the
fifth Dalai Lama's Biography records, nearly
every day, gifis that devotees brought him
from all parts; they were Tibetan noble.
men or merchants, the abbots of convents,
but above all Mongol chiefs and pilgrims
who uninterruptedly came to pay homage
and brought gold, silver, cloth, money; even
from China gifis began to flow, but in a
smaller measure. All these riches went into
the coAers of the State, that is they were at
the disposal of the Dalai Lama and his court.
But they certainly benefited the country: great
public works were undertaken, old convents
were repaired, many new ones were founded.
The old system of compulsory labour was
still applied to them; in this sense nothing
had changed, the people was subject to the
same limitations and impositions as before, but
well.being spread all over the country through
this afflux of riches, peace, the pilgrimsg
largess; trade was resumed once war was over
and law and order prevailed. The roads had
improved, bridges had been built, often by
generous Mongol benefactors, who thought
they would thus acquire spiritual merit.
Relations with Nepal, even if temporarily
interrupted by frontier slurmishes, mostly at
sKyid sgron, became more frequent; from
Nepal artists and craftsmell came to decorate
temples and convents and to make the abbots'
and noblemen's life. more comfortable. The

same happened with China. This material
prosperity was attended by a renewal of art
and culture. The generosity of converts, by
stimulating the construction of sacred build.
ings, or their decoration. caused local artistic
tradition, not yet extinguished, to prosper,
indeed to compete with Nepalese, Mongol
and Chinese artists.
There was a will to renew the ancient
lotsrvas' glories; the study of Sanskrit was
taken up once again, and while Taranatha
had just had the Sarasvativyakarana retrans.
lated, the fifth Dalai Lama caused the funda.
mental book of Indian grammatical science.
P ~ n i n i ,to be studied and put into Tibetan.
The Dalai Lama spurred others ,on with his
respect for scholars and his boundless learn.
ing: he wrote, as we saw, on every branch
of Buddhist culture, and his activity is all
the more surprising when one remembers that
he did not live in retirement, but directed the
destinies of Tibet, never sparing his labours.
There is no doubt that Blo bzan rgya mts'o
when he reformed monasteries, had in mind
a general revival of study; his son Saris rgyas
rgya mts'o, certainly one of the greatest
scholars of his time, proves his vigilant care
for the intellectual life of those who surrounded
him. This is the positive side of Blo bzan
rgya mts'o's task; Tibetans justly call him
" the Great ,,. The Yellow sect owes him
its triumph, which put an end to that
internal strife whose chief vicissitudes we have
followed in the course of these pages. The
secular enmity between dBus and gTsan was
placatrd, the nobility finally conquered and
rendered incapable of renewing its old ambi.
tions.
That process of unification and
pacification towards which Tibet had been
tending for centuries, and which neither Sa
skya pa nor P'ag mo gru pa had been able
to further, was thus accomplished. Natu.
rally rancour still breathed under an apparent
calm, but everything pointed to the hope
that time would bring forgetfulness and that
Tibet might look forward to a safe future.

But all this was dearly paid for and the fifih
Dalai Lama, while he sought his country's
greatness, had at the same time prepared its
downfall.
The consequence of the alliance Blo bzan
rgya mts'o had made with a foreign power
were indeed about to mature; once Tibet had
recognized the right of some Mongol tribes
to act as patrons over its lands, it could not
help being affected by the vicissitudes of pre,
carious political formations succeeding one
another o n its frontiers, fleeting empires born
of their chiefs' crafi or courage. The devo,
tion of the Mongols' homage to the Dalai
Lama seemed on a constant increase, but
in a short time it would become clear how
powerless it was to curb the predatory instincts
of those nomads which Buddhism had not
yet succeeded in pacifying.
With Emperor K'ang hsi's assumption to
the Chinese throne, Tibet's situation natu,
rally became more critical. K'ang hsi could
not renounce China's now secular patronage
over Tibet, while events in Mongolia and
the dangerous ambitions appearing on the
troubled horizon of its steppes, drew his
attention more than ever to his Western from
tiers. Thus Tibet was in a delicate position:
China and the Mongols did not renounce
their aims, Tibet on the other hand, no longer
had the strength and the possibility of f o l ~
lowing an independent policy. Hence the
Dalai Lamate was driven to endeless devices,
trying to take advantage of Mongol events
and of the rift between China and the new
Dsungarian empire, organized under d C a Y
ldan's strenuous guidance.
The reins of Tibetan ~oliticswere now
in the hands of the sde rid Sans rgyas rgya
mts'o, the fifih Dalai Lama's natural son.
H e continued Blo bzan rgya mts'o's policy,
still strengthening the Yellows' power and
prestige. For some years the situation did not
change and no events of ally importance were
recorded, besides the war against Ladakh,
prevalently due to the attitude of bDe ldan

rnam rgyal. the son of Sen ge rnam rgyal,
towards the d C e lugs pa. when he declared
himself in favour of the ? ~ r pa
n ~
hi
h rya Jer Po, p. 366). The vicissitudes
war are too well known to be resumed; it is
enough to say that at the end of the exPC,
dition (which pratically ended advantageoudy
for Lhasa, even though its troops were beaten
in Ladakh by the Moghuls' intervention)
Sans rgyas rgya mts'o began to strengthen the
monasteries of his sect in the m ~ aris' region,
Thus the number of monks in mTVoglitiwas
increased in 1687, and in I686 (me $tag),
the monastery of bKra Sis sgan was founded
on the new frontiers with Ladakh.
Blo bzan rgya mts'o's death made the
situation still more complex. Times were
extremely difficult; the theory of incarnation
was in fact subservient to deep interests; when
a D d a i Lama passed away, the ambitions
of families and parties yearning to see him
reborn into their midst, for their own political
advantage, were suddenly aroused. We have
already seen how bSod nams rgya mts'o had
been made to incarnate himselfwith the Mon,
gals, to conclude the third Dalai Lama's task
and serve t heinterests of the Church in that
particular moment. Sans rgyas rgya mts'o,
aware of all these things and seeing that the
political situation in Mongolia was far from
clear, kept his father's death hidden from
1682 to 1697. But in the meantime he had
made sure of his incarnation, which had
reappeared in 1683 as Ts'ans dbyans rgya
mts'o, getting him baptized by the Pan e'en
of Tashilunpo Blo bzan ye Ses dpal bzan Po
(Vai dii rya ser po, p. 196).
The reason why he kept secret the death
of his father was that Sans rgyas rgya mtslo
had his eyes on Mongolia, where dCa' Idan*
educated in Lhasa as a boy, had succeeded
in forming the Dsungarian empire. Now
that Tibet, placing itself under the
patronage, had emerged from its isolation*
its fortunes were bound up with the phases Of
rivalry between dCa' ldan and the Chinese

nothing was left to Sans rgyas
rgya rnts'o, except to gamble on one or the
alliance. Those events which led dCa'
Idan from triumph to the defeat K'ang hsi
inflicted upon him on June 12th I696 are too
well known to be even summarily reviewed
in these pages, whose purpose is above all
to relate briefly the development of Tibetan
history, using Tibetan sources still unknown
or insufficiently studied.
Sans rgyas mts'o made a mistake when
he judged of dCa' Idan's power fiom his
first success and thought that by leaning upon
him he might cut loose from the Koshots
and the Chinese. The error was fatal. A10
most contemporarily with dCa' ldan's defeat,
Dalai Khan, also called Ratna, GuSri khan's
gandson, died, and power passed on to the
eldest of his two sons, bsTan adsin dban
p'yug. But the latter's younger brother Lha
bzari, thirsting for power, found no better
means of seizing the Khoshot throne than to
kill dBan p'yug. These things all happened
when the Dsungarian empire had not yet reviv.
ed from the Chinese armies' blows, hence at
a moment when the threatening clouds, once
thick over Mongolia, had been dispelled.
Lha b z i , taking advantage of this situation,
wished to recover the supremacy over Tibet
which his ancestor had acquired for his
family; in this aim he was favoured by China,
who had reason to distrust Sans rgyas rgya
mts'o and had not forgotten his sympathies
for the Dsungarians and the intrigues to keep
the fifth Dalai Lama's death hidden. The
failure of the Dalai Lama's new incarnation
concurred to make Satis rgya rgyas mts'o's
situation still more intricate. Legend has
perhaps taken liberties with Ts'ans dbyahs
rgya mts'o, too many passions have raged
round his person, so that his character can,
not be reconstructed with any accuracy, but
as even the missionaries who got to Lhasa a
few years after his>death relate, there seems to
be no doubt that he preferred a gay life to the
austerities of the cloister. O n the other hand.

he did not entirely spurn religious studies; a
few small liturgical works are attributed to
him, but love affairs and frivolous pleasures kept
him away from severe ecclesiastical studies.
Opinion was far from unanimous round
Sans rgyas rgya mts'o; spiritual unity was
more apparent than real, it was rather en.
forced by a triumphant party than freely
matured in men's souls. The enemies of the
Yellows, the followers of the other party,
inclining to friendship with China, stressed
the strange conduct of the Tibetan Church's
supreme head. A college oflamas, instigated
by these political currents, declared that the
divine spirit had abandoned the young Dalai
Lama. Being thus deprived of his inner
divine reality, of his religious personality, he
was losing all his prestige. The moment
had come for Lha bzan and for the Chinese
to act: the Dalai Lama's spiritual authenticity
being questioned, the masses' unanimous
belief in his sacred nature broke down: it was
no longer a god, the patron of Tibet, which
was discussed, but an usurper of divine
dignity, even if an involuntary one. O n
the other hand the Dsungarians had not re.
covered from their defeat and had so far no
intention of opposing China. Reflecting on
this, Lha bzaf~,with China's full consent,
and with a few hundred soldiers, entered
Lhasa, occupied it almost without bloodshed
(I~os),lulled Sahs rgyas rgya mts'o and
carried off fiom the Potala young Ts'a~is
d b y i s rgya mts'o. But the Yellow Sect
was not going to be deprived of its chief so
easily, all the more as the gNas c'un oracle
had declared him to be the real incarnate.
When the Mongol troops with their prisoner
passed near +Bras spuns, the monks raided
them by surprise and succeeded in freeing
the sixth Dalai Lama, but Lha bzari's sol.
diers again got the upper hand, broke into the
monastery and recaptured their prisoner; near
Nag c'u Tsans dbyans rgya mts'o lost his lik.
Concerning these events and those that
followed, native and Chinese sources are

supplemented by the writings of missionaries,
particularly by Father Ippolito Desideri's narra,
tive of Tibet's intricate vicissitudes while he was
in Tibet and immediately before his coming.
But the protectio~lLha bzai khan extended
to him and his intimate relations with people
devoted to him, possibly impair, to a certain
extent, the impartiality of his impressions
and of his judgement on the former's con,
Tibet, ed. by DE FILIPPI,
duct (see Account
p. 163). Desideri received his information
on Sans rgyas rgya mts'o from the latter's
enemies and to his victor's advantage; hence
his moral portrait of the sDe srid deteriora,
ted, to the extent that the Mongol prince's
figure improved. According to Desideri, the
Mongol prince twice risked being poisoned
by the Sans rgyas rgya mts'o, and this is not
quite improbable, as a rifi must have taken
place early between the cr+ sDe srid, aiming
at absolute sovereignity, and G u Sri khan's
descendant. But Desideri himself cannot
conceal the treachery that, Lhasa once taken,
put Sans rgyas rgya mts'o into his rival's
hands. Nevertheless he drew a flattering
portrait of the Mongol prince, pp. 148,149.
These events are also illustrated by the
seventh Dalai Lama's biography, which foil
lows Ts'ans dbyatis rgya mts'o's painful vicis)
situdes, beginning on the 17th of the fourth
month of the year me k'yi, 1706; he is described
as ready to sacrifice himself and to follow
the Mongols aher his deliverance, which took
place in +Bras spuns, to avoid further con,
flicts, which the monks of Rva sgrens and the
bKa' bcu pa ~a~ d b a i dpal mgon seemed
ready to sustain. His death is said to have
been due to a sudden illness on his journey

mts'o had been a victim, not an actor, his
end, the revelation from the gNas c'u,ioracle,
had caused his failings to be forgoaen or
forgivell. NOWpopular fieling was veering
back to him and his strange conduct was
explained by the obscure ways of the gods,
who always adapt their behaviour to the
karmic preparation of individuals.
Lha bzai wishing to draw the last consel
quences from his deed, named as the seventh
Dalai Lama a monk of the convent ol
medicine, on the authority of some lamas
devoted to him, who had proved that the
transfer of the Dalai Lama's spirit had taken
place there, his candidate Nag dbah ye ies
rgya mts'o received scanty support, notwith,
standing the Chinese government's approval
(cfr. DESIDERI,
p. 151).
This anti/Pope, a feeble and inactive
type, was made even less acceptable, and Lha
bzai's policy even less popular, because the
C'os skyon of gNas c'un proclaimed that
the Dalai Lama had become incarnated near
Li t'an, near the Chinese frontier (on the 19th
of the seventh month of the year sa byi, 1708).
There was evidcntl~a reason for picking out a
country so near the Celestial Empire: of all
the powers gavitating on Tibet, China was
not only the strongest, she was the one which,
throughout a tradition of centuries, had never
brought an eccessive pressure to bear on Tibe)
tan
The descent of this incarnation
on L i t'an seems to be the attempt of a strong
Tibetan party resolved to resume the old
relations of bland vassallage to China. Mo'
reover, men's minds were still SO upset in
Tibet, that the incarnate's return to Lhasa
would have stimulated violent passions and
might have led to painful occurrences. whose
@. I 0 K).
memory was still so lively. The Chinese*
Thus L h a bzan had succeeded in his in,
well aware of all this, together with the new
tent; he had regained control over Tibet and
chiefs of K6kij,nor, watched the new incar'
was master of the situation; evidently his
narc with the greatest attention so that he might
attitude towards the sixth Dalai Lama was
not such as to gain him the ~ e l l o w s 's y m ~ become a powe;ful tool in their hands and
further their ambitions. All attempts of
pathies, or those of most ~ i b e t a n s . The
bzan Khan to take hold of the boys when he
events in which young Ts'ans dbyans rgya

of

when

saw that his refusal to recognize him as an
incarnation had had 110 success, failed (Biogrw
of the seventh Dalai Lama, pp. 18, 20
and K). But the Dsungarian empire was
again aroused: Ts'e dban rab brtan, dCa'
Idan's nephew, who in the beginning had
rebelled against his uncle, thus inspiring
KBang hsi with confidence. afier having
defeated the Qazaq Kirghizes, reverted to
dCa' ldan's antiXhinese policy, and turned
his attention above all to Tibetan events.
Circles hostile to Lha bzan and to China
egged him on (DESIDERI,p. 151). The
Mongols1 celebrated conversion to Buddhism
did not allow their chiefs to remain indifferent
to the crisis of the Tibetan church; the La/
maism which had spread among the Mongols
was prevailingly d C e lugs pa, hence a spiril
tual unity bound those nomads to the coun,
try whence the light which had converted
them had come. The convents soon built
in Mongolia had sprung up as offshoots of
Tibet's great monastic institutions; their chiefs
had been educated in Tibet, Tibetan was
the liturgical language, the names assumed by
monks or laymen were very ofien Tibetan;
thus also a cultural unity had slowly become
established, and it had the effect of interest,
ing the Mongols in all the events maturing
in Tibet, which they could not look upon
as alien. A n d now political intrigue and
friction were grafied on to these religious
motives: Ts'e dban rab brtan's plans aimed
at eliminating from Tibet the hegemony of
the Khoshot and of their Chinese protectors'.
Hence, in 1717, he ordered his brother Ts'e
rin don grub to march on Lhasa.
He counted on the support ofthe Lamas of
the great monasteries, particularly those of
Se ra, Shigatse, and ?Bras spuns (DESIDERI,
p. 143). all in a flutter because the Dalai
Lama was not yet allowed to set foot in Tibe,
tan territory, and unwilling to recognize any
divine authority except his. These monks re,
presented a great spiritual and political force,
also increased by the surviving nobility's

efficient contribution; hence Ts'e dban brtan
could count on a very strong Tibetan party.
while Lha bzan had become more and more
unpopular; rebellion against him was brew,
ing even in the circles nearest his person,
among the Ministers and court officials. Even
if the plot was discovered, this simply put
off disaster, but did not prevent it.
Lha b z ~ taken
,
by surprise near N a g
c'u, vainly tried to resist; he was obliged to
fall back on Lhasa and shut himself up in
the city to put up his last resistance. Betrayal
opened the doors of the besieged city on
December 1st 1717. O n December 3rd the
Potala was attacked, Lha bzan fled. but was
caught and killed; Lhasa was sacked for
three days, neither fiiends nor foes were spar,
ed, the invaders desecrated temples, carrying
off the treasures that pious Mongols had
accumulated there; not even the fifth Dalai
Lama's tomb was respected.
This tale by the Pistoia Jesuit is confirm/
ed by the narrative contained in the bio,
graphy of one of the most authoritative witnes,
ses of those unfortunate events; I allude to
the Blo bzali ye Ses dpal bzan po. From
his rnam t'ar, p. 277, we learn that the first
intimation Dsungar (rDson gar) troops were
assembling was received on the tenth of the
seventh month, and that the first encounters
with the invading forces, led by Ts'e rin
don grub, took place on the first of the eighth
month, finally that serious attempts were made
both by the K'ri rin po c'e of dCa' ldan and
by other great lamas, to reach an agreement;
but their interferences did not produce any
practical results; the chiefs on both sides spoke
in violent terms. Afier the eight of the tenth
month, IClng Lha bzan came to Lhasa, fiom
+Dam, and shut himself up in the Potala,
where the Pan c'en also was. The biogra,
phy then states that on the seventeenth the
Dsungars attacked Lhasa, which fell on the
29th. The city's defenders fled and Lha
bzan, on the first of the eleventh month, was
lulled following an attempt to get out of the

Potala. (Sn kya dge sloti 610 bzai ye ies kyi spyod
ts'ulgsal bar byed (od dkar cangyip'reti ba, p. 277 b).
Thus Tibet, plundered by those who
should have been its defenders, became the
battlefield of powers now openly contending
for supremacy over it.
Among the prisoners made in the Potala
were not only Lha bzan's wife and son, but
also the old Pan c'en of Tashilunpo: Ts'e rin
don grub dared not kill the venerable abbot,
whose disciple he had been in the Tashilunpo
convent; he confined him in a corner of the
royal palace (DESIDERI,p. 161) but L h a
bmi's followers were tortured and lulled;
only the viceroy Tar gum bkra Sis was able to
save himself, after many vicissitudes related
by Desideri, and to help the Chinese to
reconquer Tibet.
Ts'e rin don grub's invasion caused a
prompt reaction on the part of K'ang hsi.
whose troops redentered Lhasa in 1720. A
little later, at the age of fifieen, the seventh
Dalai Lama sKal bzan blo b z rgya
~ mts'o
was placed on the throne of the Potala, then
being reconstructed. The Chinese went back
to their old custom of appointing by the side
of the Dalai Lama a sde nid, in charge of civil
affairs; bSod nams rgyal po, once Lha bzan's
Minister, was chosen. But as a matter of
fact Chinese interference in all sorts of affairs
was now direct; almost as a sign that freedom
was lost, the walls of Lhasa were pulled down.

Tibet's destiny was marked; the old nohi,
lity twice tried to reinstate the old order, but
all in vain: the first time in 1727 when, with
the Dalai Lama's tacit sanction, the $de
bSod nams rgyal po was lulled a d a plot
made to restore full Tibetan sovereignty.
But a representative of that same nobility, a
prince of gTsah, bSod nams stobs rgyas of
P'o lha, a cooperator of the murdered ofi,
cer and already invested with honoun by
the Chinese court, avenged the slain vice,
regent and suppressed the plotters, with the
help of Chinese forces lately arrived. ~h~
attempt at revolt was a miserable failure, the
Dalai Lama himself was deported, a substi,
tute was elected head of the Tibetan Church
and P'o Iha was elected viceroy and was
raised to the rank of Prince of the second
class EK E.
The Dalai Lama being taken back to
Tibet, bSod nams stob rgyas (who had died
in the year ine yos of the 13th cycle, i. e., in
1747, not 1748 or 1746 as SP and Rockhill
say) was succeeded by his son Dalai B%tur or
Cyur med rnam rgyal. Then the nationalist
party made a new attempt at restoration un,
der his leadership, but the Chinese amban
had him killed, and, although some of the
hardships enforced afier the revolt of 1727
were lightened, the political and fiscal system
which put Tibet under Chinese subjection
was definitely organized.

THE SECTS

I

n the first section of this part much has
been said concerning the sects, although,
as it was mainly concerned with political
developments, I showed their temporal
rather than their religious individua~
lity. It will now be well to consider them again
briefly,not with the object of reconstructing the
ups and downs of their history, much less to
follow up the long pedigrees of those Lamas
who governed their destinies. Such a matter
could not be exhausted in a few pages and we
should have to repeat what is written on the
subject in some Tibetan books, from the DT
to SP, from the C'os !byuri by Pad ma dkar
po to the bKalgdatns riiingsar c'os !byuri. In the
following pages I will treat briefly of the fun/
damental characters of these schools, of their
particular position as regards Buddhist thought
in general and Lamaism in particular, to
clear up definitely those points which may
help the reader better to understand the tankas
to be studied later. I n fact these tankas,
particularly those representing masters and
scholars, are nearly always marked by some
sign of the school they proceed from, either
because they place in the first plane one deity
rather than another, or because certain per,
sonages occupy the foreground, or because
the Y i dams, watching over the sacral purity
of the tankas, nearly always reveal to which
sect they should be assigned.
Sect is not, perhaps, the right word; these
schools are designed in Tibetan by the term
lugs, which means " method ,,; for instance:
Sn Irrgs, the Sa skyas, dCe lugs, the Yellows.
The organizations we call sects represent, in
fact, particular ways of interpreting, either
theologically or mystically, the same fund of
doctrines; they are parallel currents issuing
fiom the same source: the experience of the
Mahiyina and particularly of the Vajraysna.

Their diversity consists in the fact that
they stress some revelations, rather than some
others; they claim a descent from different
human or divine masters whom they consider
as the source of a spiritual tradition on which
rests their understanding ofthe secret doctrines.
W e should npt forget that this diversity is
based not so much on dialectical considera0
tions insufficient, by themselves, to create a
school, as rather on particular mystical atti.
tudes, on those liturgical complications or on
those esoterisms woven into the Vajrayxna,
which are the very essence of Lamaism.
The schools are side branches of one
same family, whose features consist in acknow.
ledging this or that master as their ancestor.
This master is nearly always an Indian and
one of the most celebrated interpreters of
the Vajrayana tradition; as a matter of fact
the Tibetan schools, even the reformed one
of Tsori k'a pa, are careful to strike their
roots directly into the Indian experience, re/
cording the pedigree of such a succession
most painstalungly. Hence they boast of
being faithful interpreters and keepers of
Indian thought and esoterism. I n fact in
early times, when contrasting interests had not
yet produced misunderstandings between d i f ~
krent currents and the urge for political supre,
macy had not yet cont~ibuted to enhance
their features to the point of moulding them
into real sects, we only observe the branching
off of schools, in the true sense of this word:
a master from whom his spiritual children
(gas) shoot off, being designed by his name
in the plural, to signify their spiritual descent,
or by the name of the place where he resided.
A catalogue has reached us of the temples
built in dBus and gTsari during the period
between Clan dar ma and the Buddhist
revival in the times of Y e Ses <od (end

.

Xth beginning XIth century), lung of Cuge;
it is a list compiled especially with the aid of
oral traditions, therefore it must be used with
the caution documents of this sort require.
It has come down to us to my knowledge
in four principal versions : the oldest, goes
back to the Sa skya pandita (Sa skya gmti
abui~i,c'a), the other to Buston (OB., p. 202);
;he third to DT, k'a, p. I E;the fourth to
the fifth Dalai Lama, not to speak of later
compilations as that of S P ; in many pas.
sages these lists disagree with one another
particularly as to placednames. This is partly
due to the handwritten tradition, w h c h easily
led to an alteration in the spelling of the less
important placeinames or of those farthest fiom
the convents where the catalogues were copied.
But in their broad lines Sa skya pandita,
Buston, $on nu dpal, Blo b m i rgya mts'o
and presumably also other historians earlier
than Buston. concerned with the propagation
of Buddhism in Tibet, like Rig ral and gTsan
nag pa (BUSTON. OB., p. 211) all agree in
giving some masters the credit for having
prevented Buddhism so flourishing in the old
kings' times, fiom being wholly blotted out
by C l a i ~dar ma's persecution.
These masters were five in dBus and five in
gTsan, but as some of them lefi no descend
dants, only six are particularly remembered,
as spiritual torches which had shed glimmers
of light over Tibet, once more overrun by
Bon po supremacy.
W e do not mean to say that in this inter.
mediate period the Buddhists of Tibet were
reduced exclusively to these masters and their
disciples: here we speak of actual monks, i. e.
of persons regularly invested, according to
the precepts of the vinaya, by five masters:
a chief nrk'an po, a moral preceptor, an
esoteric one and two assistants. A n d no one
could confer vows upon another if he had
not himself been initiated for five years at
least.149) Hence these six persons had all
received ordination, they had undergone the
prescribed apprenticeship and the practices

of initiation, even il circumstances
obliged them to swerve From the rigid
vance of the rules of discipline. ~~~~d
monks there was probably no lack of ~ ~ d ,
dhists; it is unthinkable that Clah dar mats
persecution had completely rooted out a,,
traces of the Buddhist religion; it had struck
at the masters, it had cut off those channels
of constant spiritual nourishment thmugh
which India regularly sent its
its
books over the Himalaya. But it had not
been able to smother that Buddhism
had spread among the masses, surely with
such an admixture of Bon po magic that it
was often difficult to tell what was ~ ~ d .
dhist and what Bon po (see SP, p. 1 ~ , 5 ) . 1 5 0 )
SO much that one of Ye ies
main
motives for sending Rin c'en bza" po to
Kashmir was precisely to ascertain in what
measure the Tantra were the Buddha's word,
such was the extent to which the interpre,
tations given in Tibet by those who profis.
sed to be tantric followers had degenerated
(BUSTON,OB., p. 212).
The six monks recorded by the aforesaid
tradition handed down teachings which, going
back to their masters, connected them with
the golden days of the first spread of
Buddhism; no wonder that some of them
considered themselves the inheriters of the
schools founded by ~ ~ n t i r a k ~ i Jinamitra
ta,
and the other great pandits who had gathered
in the royal court in the times of K'ri sron
lde btsan and of ~ a pal can. This was
probably a bold presumption, h~weverthey
already designated themselves as the depo.
sitaries of some wellidefined domines which
seem to have been limited particularly to
the Vinaya. The three masters whom they
attended in K'ams had lefi Tibet carrying
with them a muleiload of books consisting
&.fly of the ~atn~aiataka
and other
and ~bhidharma.works (SP, p. 177)Sen ge grags pa in the Mi fiag country
gave Rab gsal instruction on the Vinaya and
presented him with his copy of the text (DT'
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pa, p. 2). O f course we must not think
that these rules of discipline were very strict;
to begin with, celibacy does not seem to have
been always enforced 'on early monks. From
gNas riiin's eulogy for instance, we see that
abbots married; ohen the son continued his
father's work and teachings. Thus, according
to what rfiili ma pa and bKa' brgyud pa still
admit, religious discipline and married life
were not irreconcilable.
It must be noticed that these monks went
into the K'ams territory in order to be ini.
tiated; there, on Tibet's extreme frontiers,
some small religious circles had remained,
untouched by royal proscriptions; among them
gTsan rab gsal, Gyo dge +byun of Po don in
Dran c'un mdo (according to D T only: Drari
c'un mdo) and dMar Sikyamuni of sTod
lun, stand out; the latter, fleeing from g L a i
dar ma's persecution, had taken refuge in
mNa' ris, and through the territory of Gar
log ' 5 ' ) and of the Hor where they became
disciples of Hor dCe bsiien Sa kya Hes rab
they had repaired in Amdo. They became a
spiritual centre which kept Buddhism alive
and, by conferring monastic dignity on fresh
disciples, preserved its tradition uninterrup.
tedly, their most prominent pupil being dCe
rab gsal also called dCons rab gsal or Bla
c'en, the great lama, born in Tson k'a bde
k'ams in a Bon po family in the year c'u byi,
892. H e died in the year iiri y'ag, 975.
W e must focus our attention on these two
dates, because on being thoroughly examined
they reveal that ambiguity of the most ancient
dates, hinted at in Indo,Tibetica, I V , part 11,
p. 281 (Appendix by dr. PETECH). $on
nu dpal, as we then saw, follows a double
system of dates for the birth of Sron btsan
sgam po; this ofien gives rise to a difference
of 60 years, because the two systems obviously
jar. This ambiguity is quite clear in the
present instance. There seems to be no doubt
that Clan dar ma's persecution took place in
841. If the year c'u byi is really the one which
came nine years before the persecution of the

faith, as SP maintains on p. 177, it should be
832; hence d C e rab gsal should have died at
the age of 84, in 915. But this is contra.
dicted by what we know on the sufficiently
certain date of AtiSa's arrival in Tibet, in r o ~ .
@on nu dpal himself says on p. 5 that the
activity of the six men of dBus and gTsari
developed 64 years before AtiSa's coming, i. e.
beginning from 978. This rules out 915 as
the date of dCe rab gsal's death. The same
information is confirmed by the same author
as regards Klu mes (p. 6a). which is equally
placed 64 years before AtiSa. Perhaps this
shows us where to look for an explanation
of the 60 years' difference already alluded to.
The schools wished at any cost to show they
rooted in the Tibetan tradition of that g l o ~
rious period when the faith was introduced
for the first time into the country, and with
its great masters; they did not want to admit
that at a certain point direct links with that
period were missing. Thus that interval was
filled up by a duplication of the sexagenarian
cycle. But it is clear that, to determine dates.
we must go back to the fixed point represented
by AtiSa's arrival.
Apart from this chronological question,
this story of Buddhism's new growth aher
Clan dar ma's persecution, may give occa.
sion to some interesting remarks. T o begin
with, it seems to have originated in an Eastern
Tibetan environment; very probably for this
reason the part these provinces had in the
Buddhist renaissance is stressed. W e do not
mean to underrate this part; the dynasty's
downfall was less deeply felt in the remoter
provinces, which Buddhism had reached
through other channels besides India: I allude
to Central Asia, where the Tibetans occupied
Turfan up to the middle of the IXth century.
and occasionally up to the dynasty's collapse.
to China itself and to the Tanguts. But.
as I said above, Clan dar ma's persecution
probably did not extinguish the faith altoge,
ther, or obliterate all traces of Buddhism. This
is confirmed by tradition itself: it relates that

the ten masters of dBus and gTsati, who had
gone to K'ams to strengthen and renew the
doctrine, were assisted by the lord of dBus
m ~ a 'bdag c'en po Y e Ses rgyal mts'an
and by bTsan po of g T s a i (SP, p. 177).
d C e Rab gsal himself, afier his initiation,
planned to go to dBus, to Zari c'en dge ba
(DT, k'a, p. 2) and gave u p his design
only because of a serious famine prevailing
over that district. This shows that in Central
Tibet Buddhist traditions were far from ex.
tinguished, they only needed reviving and
above all purifying. The study of these tra.
ditions also enables us to remark another fact,
namely that the cultures on Tibet's Northern
and Eastern frontiers had an important part
in this revival. The three great masters
gTsari R a b gsal, g Y o dge +byuri, dMar sac
kyamuni, spent one year in Sa skya Ses rab's
school, in the Hor country. A large part of
d C e rab gsal's activity took place among the
Tanguts (MiZag); a Chinese Hva San was pre/
sent at K l u mes's baptism. Neither should
we forget that these were also the times when
the T u n huang Buddhist communities main.
tained a close contact with Tibet, as may be
pthered from the L i T'ai pin slab (CHA/
VANNES, D i x inscriptions de PAsie Centrule, Mem.
de I'Acad, des Inscr. et Belles Lettres, IIC SCrie,
Tome X I I , pp. 202, 208, 250, 293).
But let us go back to the masters who
had come to K'ams from dBus and gTsan to
renew their faith and to be duly consecrated.
Afier having finished their instruction and
being ordained, they returned to dBus and
g T s ~ where
,
the political anarchy which
followed the dynasty's collapse no longer
hindered their preaching and founded small
centres which were not convents, but tern/
pies, L h a k'ari. There they gathered around
themselves fresh neophytes, they initiated them,
conferred ecclesiastical dignity upon them, and
these in their turn built new chapels. Descent
was preserved in the names: members of each
school took the family name of their master,
ofZen becom~ngfurther split according to their

residence, into three lesser groups: high, mid,
dling, low. The list of these small cornmu/
nities has given origin to the catalogues ,g,
red 10 above which are a most remarkable
document for the history of Tibet in
Middle Ages (see annexed Table).
With the foundation of the great monaste,
ries things slowly changed: political
as I said above, tend to confer a greater in&/
viduality on what originally was but a pa/
rallel interpretation, theological or liturgical,
of the same fundamental authorities. F ~ ~ /
thermore in these monasteries they began to
dwell by prekrence on one Tan&ic
or another, as if turning it into a privilegeof
their own and claiming the glory of being its
most authoritative interpreters. That is why
the author of the DT was induced to clas/
sify the various branches of Tibetan religious
thought in a manner somewhat different from
the one which later became usual, and was
reproduced, for instance, by Waddell, on
the base of native tradition.
Side by side with the bKa' gdams pa and
the bKa' brgyud pa, the DT inserts into
its list doctrinal trends which start from cer.
tain books and are founded on particular
liturgies, like the Kilacakra, the Mahimu/
d r 5 the Lam +bras; and even the gKa' gdams
pa and bKa' brgyud pa are called after their
founders: Jo bo AtiSa and Mar pa, all trends
which cut one into the other, because disciples
branched off from their masters in every monasj
tery, and their descent is continued uninter)
ruptedly even in schools which later will appear
with well/defined features. In a word the
individuality of the sects and the consequent
dogmatic rivalry between them, begin
paratively late and have never been absolute.
The hostility between some seas, for instance
the +Bri gun pa and the Sa sky2 pa, which
we have found at the origin of this history,
is a conflict between the interests of convents*
based, that is, on temporal ambitions, not
on dogmatical differences. O n the
hand, these schools do not introduce new
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L o ston rDo rje dban p'yug
I

LO rz'o stod

I

From sTag 10 by^
c'ub: the sTag
ts'o;
from rCya ~a kya
ban de: the rGya
ts'o;
from sKyo ~a tab
rdo rje: the sKyo
aK'ris bya skor (B.: Jc'ris kyi ac'ad dgon pa).
ts'o.
bsKyans skor.
T h e community
descended from
from Cye re glan ra the Clan ra community;
A mes Au gcig
from Myug gi gnas gsar the U r ts'o community.
ma. L i Blo
gros gfon nu. -and aDar rDo
2 a lu 1Ce Ses rab rdo rje became abbot of 2 a lu
rje rin c'en') was
-called: the three
+Dar ts'o or Zan
. Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an became abbot of C ' u mig;
ts'o. L i ts'o.
hence the C ' u mig skor.
g a r ts'o.
His .friend +Car') took possession of &ems and
brLag
sNog (Ye ies byan c'ub) of span dkar Iha lun.
(B.: gLag)
(S.: Klag) H i s pupil Sa kya ye Ses took possession of rKyan
r. 8.~i kya yon tan
btsun spra mos becoming its abbot; hence the
rKan ts'o.
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Clan (S.: Klan) bTsun byams pa took possession of
Kri gon; hence Upper Clan ts'o.
From the community of gTsan ap'ran (B.: gram) in
gYas ru equally taken by him the Lower Clan
ts'o derived.
Pran gyi bya ts'a
Glad .

1

in Z a lu
mCur mo Lha k'an
sNa ba b i i
[ sNa ris gob ma
rCyan gob va mo { Sab kyi adar sgan
i Srad kyi Idan ldan
O n e branch went to South and was called rCya ts'o.
Another took dBye Iha k'an and was called sKyo ts'o.
Another branch went to L h o brag and were called
the rTsa ts'o.

Four k4 b4 (pilntm): Cur, d C a ba gdoii, gYur, Ne sa. Six id"" (beams): K'o re
Rc Iha k'an, P'o agd, aDul c'uii. ka p'ud, rCya r'ati.
3. B p. 206. Chag Miaa C c i rab la ma.

2.

Iha

-

.

Sa sky& B.

-

burro^, mad. Obnmilln; V D L

- fihh Dalai Lama.

I
sTod

1 Skal skor

1,
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Abbrrvutioru: S.
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Lo ts'o s~nad
r rBa gTsug c'en became abbot of Cran c'un; hence
the community of Cran c'un.
rCya Sa kya ban de took possession of n i n ro K'on
brkyan; hence the community of rCya ts'o.
Kyi ston brTson )bar took possession of D u g c'un
becoming its abbot; hence the K'ri s'o.
Sa [Bad took possession of Sa p'ug; hence Sa ts'o.
Kyi

[Cyan skor

-

1

Bar
gNas rain (from
Sab kyi Iha mo
l u n talcen by
Ts'on btsun).
gNas sar descen,
ded from the
community of
lCan ra.

gTsari - aBre (in S. wrongly: aBro)
-

:ston ts'o
sMad
Ts'on btsun took rTsii kyi yan aban and
gave it over to his i e gnas 1Can btsun; hence
the lCan skor. From these three communities:
a ) rTsis skor called lower lCan ts'o skor;
6) the I c e skor and Bye mda' skor called the
intermediate;
C) the upper,yiz. the sKyegs skor, the Ze t'an
skor and Son k'ur skor.

Ran ts'o
Then-A mes ts'on btsun took the comrnu,
nity ofNan which he later handed over to his
pupils fully ordained: Ra Blo gros bzan po
and K'ams pa Rin c'en bzan po; hence: the
Ra ts'o and the K'arns ts'o. ~ u smrig
r given
to Ra by P'yug ts'an dgra was also called Ra
ts'o; Ts'ul c'en 'cg mar taken over by K'ro ba
abar rgyal mts'an, a pupil of K'ams pa, and
Rin gi lcan ma bar taken by another pupil yere
called K:ams ts'o. The two were called Nan
ts'o (S.: Na ts1o). C'OSmk'ar po c'e (of sTag
ts'al) was then given to A rnes (S.: A mo); he
entrusted it to his pupil rCya rCyal bu ts'ul
le (B.: ies), who founded Bya c'os nas bran
t'an: his pupil Kou ye founded dMe; the corn,
munity from both is called Bya skor. -Then,
when A rnes went to South, a lady, gNos mo
gave him sMon gro and he gave it to Mar pa
Ye ies rdo rje: this initiated sNal po (B.: sne
po) Crags pa rgyal mts'an and took mK'ar
p>g (S.: mK'an p'ug): one pupil of Mar pa
gNib c'en po took Don p'ug and another
rCyus t'an; hence the Don nag skor. Their
descendents (Ts'a) took T'un brag drnar po;
hence the K'a t'un skor. C'on ro took Man
ra Nan gon; hence the Man ra skor. The
pupil of Ts'on btsun 2 a n pa ts'ab (B.: ts'or)
kr'od pa took Ra sogs mts'ar la and gave it
to his pupil (rBa) d C e mt'on with Ron sa
do, sTag ts'al mk'ar sa, rGya mk'ar, rKyan
t'ur; kan himself took K'yim ser gyi sgrah
k'rod:' Brag @on, bTsan mo Idin, rTsi an
dben: all these were the D e ts'o (B. T'o ts Y0).
When the De ts'o went to K'ams, the sde pa
of Sans dBu dkar and the two brothers of '0
brgyad went along with them: the sde pa then
built Grub mo span rtsa which was included
in the community of the Ts'on ts'o. The two
brothers of '0 brgyad took sDe gan yan.
4 0 . . p. 209. Scr gyi brag Cod.

*re ston &on nu ts'ul k'rims takes
rTa nag bye ts'an: his pupil Krog ge c'un
was invested of sTag c'os lun; hence the
sTag c'os lun skor. From the Bar ians
kyi by: (B. bya) p'ug the Sans kyi abre
ts'o. Nan btsun sMon lam rgyal rnts'an
takes over sTod k'rod; hence sTod k'rod
skor. 1Can btsun dKon rnc'og rgyal
mts'an took K'yel gyi lug lam pa; hence
the 1Can ts'o. Mi btsun rDo rje rgyal
rnts'an took Mar ston in aJad; hence
the lower and upper Mi ts'o. From
Lam mo bye ts'an the a r e ts'o of rTa
4ag. V a 2va Ye Ses gyun drun took '0
t ug gi ra Sa, sNam ma adre sna, sTag
gi gnas mo c'e; subsequently K'or re k'an
&'or, IDangyi gre Sod. The master ofSog
stonyon tan ts'ul k'rims took Ba so t'an
in lDan,-K'or gfian pa gon. K'u lun
Iha gral. Nan smad p'ud k'a, *re brdas,
Ts'al iabs, and dPag ts'al. The pupil
of Sog, Yan adul adsin pa founded
sTag gi dpe can; another pupil of Sog
dCe bies i u took Klas po c'e. A l l these
are called Va ts'o. This is the expan,
sion upper wards.
Downwards: ~ D s i mpa Ses rab 'od5'
founded aDsim; hence the lower Bu ts'o.
T'an dmar rtsag took possession of Dur
hence: Den lag k'as of Sa skor,
scyes lun of mDo t'an. Ri c'un of
bTsan ak'or. Ron t'e lun. Byan c'ub
sems dpa' took possession of Brag c'i lun
dMu rdsin in the upper country, d C u n
Iha sa in the lower country; hence the
Byan c'ub sems dpai skor. +Dul adsin
of Mon gro took possession of Mon
rnk'ar of A nha sal; hence the corn,
munity of the Bu ts'o internlediate: T'o
lib gser kg+, rCya iin gi-lha k'an.
K'a c'ar, sNin po Na rno. Na ts'o rig,
Ts'a ts'a sgon etc. were the Upper Bu 0'0.
5 . Hc was one of h c pupils of gZus rDo rjc rgyal
ma'an a pupil of Cru mar Ts'ul k'rims abyun gnas:

bu
1

r2cn

bu r'tn

or gTsan
of dBus

i[ IN^'^*^.

'Dslm D T . b.p. 7 1.

Clan Ts'ul k'rims byan c'ub
D T , kL, p. 8 a.
sBo csan, ;bid.

1

The rcxc sccms hac conupc; in facr thc places
which follow are said lo be six bur arc in facr only fivc.
6.

sBa (V DL:

Klu mes Ts'ul k'rimc
first disciple: Cru
mar Ts'ul k'rirns
abvun enas builds
s o l nap" t'ah c'en;
the community IS
called K l u rnes
skor or T'an skor.
2. second disciple:
Zan sNa narn rDo
rje d b a n p'yug
builds rCval h a k'an
(DT, k'i p. I I b);
the cornmunlty 1s
called Aan skor.
3. t h i r d d i s c i p l e :
sDog (B.: rDog)
Byan c'ub abyun
gnas, buildsyer pa
pa rin (B.: ran); the
community IS call
led sDog skor.
4. f o u r t h disciple:
K l a n (B.: D T ;
gLan Ye ies ies
tab. uilds rCyal
gsar k'an (B.: sgan;
V D L : rgya gsar
sgan); the cornmu,
nity is called Klan
skor.
1.

2

b

Ts'ul k'rim
grO';
ches:
a ) from the tel
Yun dgur
D L : lun ,
'
the elder lir
,
the SBa;
I
I 6) from the L.
, rta bres8'(E
I re rnts 'ar
I
mdao gror
k'an) the ,
ger sBa lir

I

i

iI
I
I

,

7. B.. p. 203, Yc ia blo of Sum pa miwin]
h e younga sBa. - to. According m B.. p. 105

dBus - four groups7)
sBa ( V D L : rBa)
Ts'ul k'rims blo
gros; two bran.
ches:
a) from the temple
Yun dgur ( V
D L : lun gyur)
the elder lineage
of the sBa;
6) from the Lan pa
rta bres8'(B.Gye
re mts'ar snai
mda' gron Iha
k'an) the youn,
ger sBa lineage.

Rag Sis (S.: ia)
T s ' u l k'rims
abyun gnas; two
branches:
a) from the temple
of Lan pa spyil
bu the elder Rag
Sis lineage; 9'
b) from the temple
of G o rom ts'ar
ma the youn,
ger '"'Rag iis lin,
eage.

aBrin Ye Ses yon tan (V D L : Ye Zes ston)
-

from the temple of
L h a s kyi k l u
mgon (B.: Aan
lam pa) t h e u p ,
per Grin.

-

~

from the temple of
sKar c'un the
in termed iat e
aBrin.

from the temple of
sfiet'anbragsna
thelower G r i n .
rMa Sa kya byad
c'ub went to the
school of Rag
Sis and sBa and
built aJog poi
klu gon in $"an
yul.
His pupils (smad ts'o)

Dar Byah c'ub
gsal took post
session ofrDol
po 'on ac'an
rdo rje.

Sum pa missing. - 8 . Burton amiburcr thc roundation of this ternplc to the younger Rag iis.
16 to B.. p. 205, thc second branch of the Rag iis took possession of dCc rgyas.

Zati S i kya sen
ge took pos,
sessionof P'od
modlha k'an.

- 9. Which for Buston is the namc of the ternplc roundcd by

interpretations of Buddhism; the only excep.
is perhaps that of the r ~ i ma
n pa "the
ancients ,,, who keeping to the old formulas
and liturgies attributed to Padmasambhava's
preaching and not aloof from contacts with
tile Ban po schools, are the most heterodox
sect as compared with traditional Buddhism,
being the one in which native religious
tradition has most abundantly flowed and sur.
"ived. T o conclude, these sects, although they
claimed to be descended from different mas/
ters, had the greatest respect for one another.
Certain revelations, typical of some schools,
are not for this reason rejected or denied by the
schools. A remarkable instance is that
of the six laws of Naropa, a celebrated sum/
mary of six Hafhayoga principles; not only
is it the fundamental text of the bKaP brgyud
pa, but the d C e lugs pa too, in their earliest
phase, were interested in it.
Tson k'a pa and his direct disciples had
not yet developed a rigid system; they were
slowly compiling their theology and could
not help starting from the doctrines which
represented the common ground of Tibetan
religious experience. In their beginnings
the dCe lugs pa were linked to the bKa'
gdams and to the Sa skya pa, but the bKa'
gdams, in their turn, boasted century,old
contacts with the bKa' brgyud pa.
Even the Kar ma pa of mTs'ur p'u, a red
sect which later was to take up a hostile posi,
tion towards the d C e lugs pa and to oppose
their ascent, was spiritually linked with the
bKa7 gdarns pa, and their relations were so
close that Po to pa, one of the grcatest autho,
rities of the bKa' gdams pa school, was
considered one of their patriarchs.1s2)
Precisely because the sacred texts, particu,
larly the tantric and yoga ones, were little
more than symbolical directions, they needed
the master's oral teachings to become operative
in the mystic's conscience; interpretations of
the same book were, therefore, many and ofien
jarring. Neophytes went from one master
to another to become partakers of the hidden

meanings of those treatises. So that, even
after the sects took on their particular make
up, they were being renewed with continual
exchanges and passages from one to the other.
Hence it is not surprising that in the bKa'
gdams pa records we should find, mentioned
together, Sa skya pa like the Sa skya Pan c'en,
the founder of aBri gun, or P'ag mo gru pa.
They were all pursuers of the mystical doctrines
AtiSa had brought into Tibet from India, pre.
served and transmitted through a long series
of masters and disciples. Theological hatred,
fostered by clashes of interests, had not yet
opened up deep misunderstandings between
the schools; those who thirsted for truth were
free to seek out the masters they considered
most capable, without arousing jealousy.
Thus the P'ag mo gru pa, although they
had had relations with the aBri gun pa since
their beginning and were themselves consider,
ed by the bKa' brgyud pa as belonging to their
group, (the author of the DT and Padma
dkar po place them there), could also be in)
cluded among the bKa' gdams pa by bSod
nams grags pa; in his chronicles he links
with AtiSa's and Tson k'a pa's doctrines
the great dignitaries of rTse t'an and of T'el
and with them the supreme heads of the P'ag
mo gru, like dPal ldan bzan po and bSod
nams rgyal mts'an, Byari c'ub rdo rje, Crags
pa rgyal mts'an, and so forth (bKaJgdanisgsar
siiiri i o s abyuri, pp. 92/95).
O n the other hand the P'ag mo gru pa's
relations with the bKa' gdams pa are also
proved by the title of c'os b f i p a , which they
sometimes assumed as in the case of Crags
pa +byun gnas, and which contains a clear
allusion to the four laws whose observance
the bKa' gdams pa enforced in a harsh and
petulant manner:
" A s alcoholic drinks are the root of moral
infections, drink them not;
A s woman is the root of moral in.
fictions, look not on her;
g 6 A s covetousness is the root of moral
infections, hoard not (money);
6d

" A s to move about is the root of evil, go
not roaming ,,.
(bKa'gdanrs gsar rn'iri r'os abyuri, p. 17a).
The rules prescribed that thoughts should
be carefully watched, drawing up every
evening the sum of the good and evil ones
that had occurred during the day. T o do this
white pebbles were used for good thoughts
and black pebbles for bad ones; those who
prevalently collected white pebbles were called
s n q s pa, " exorcist ,,, while those who had a
majority of black pebbles were inrian bgrari ba,
" those who count their curses .,.
This curious custom may best be under.
stood by relating it to Tibetan legends on
the trial of souls and the sacred performan.
ces which warned the devotees by showing
them, in a dramatic form, the fate awaiting
good and bad men afier death. This trial
is mentioned in the so.called Book of the
Dead, in which we read that when the de.
ceased's soul comes before the God of Death
and is disputed between the genius of good
and that of evil, the deeds performed during
life are reckoned by means of white pebbles
for good deeds and black pebbles for bad
ones.'*') A s we can see, bKa' gdams pa used
this very method to bring before their minds
the final judgement, from which salvation
and damnation depend.
So in ancient times we find mystical and
liturgical currents flowing together and acting
upon one another, hindering the formation
of a rigid system in which the schools should
become enclosed and marked out. Tson k'a
pa's education shows in what a motley way
his mind was formed: he was baptized by a
Kar ma pa monk, Rol pai rdo rje (biogr.,
p. 64). and his masters were both +Bri gun
pa abbots and the C'os bfi pa, who initiated
him to the study of texts, prevailingly bKa'
brgyud pa. Next
nu blo gros and
dBu ma pa dPa' bo rdo rje, with their philoso.
phical solidity and their dogmaic depth, refined
his slull in dealing with the subtleties of maha.
yanic philosophy. This also explains how the

different schools kept up neighbourly relations
for a long time, when they were not absolualy
irreconcilable, like the rr;Jili ma pa. In s ~ e u
gdon and in rTse t'ati, Sa skya pa and d c e
lugs pa monasteries existed side by side, and
the same thing happened in Saris grva tsBa"
c'en mo and in Rin spuns; this is confirmed
by Sans rgyas rgya mts'o. Indeed even today,
to quote an example, in Gyantse, Nor pa,
Za lu pa and d C e lugs pa monasteries are to
be found within the same enclosure.
I f religious schools and sects remained, in
a certain sense, still undefined, laymen were
naturally more and more eclectic; it cannot
be said that they followed one particular
school; rather they were anxious to honour
this or that Lama famed for his sanctity.
They vied with each other in receiving them
as guests on their property, and impartially lis,
tened to their teachings, because of a natural
awe they felt for their miracle/working powers.
The dPal k'or c'os sde of Gyantse, to
quote an instance, founded by Rab brtan
kun bzan, is certainly of Sa skya pa inspira,
tion as can be seen from the cycles represented
in its paintings, and the Y i dams reproduced
O n the other hand
in the mCon k'an.
we know that the counsellor by whom the
prince of rGyal rtse was led to undertake that
great work was mK'as grub rje, one of Tson
k'a pa's two principal disciples. What does
this mean What we already know concer.
ning the great reformer's spiritual education:
all schools had a part in his training as he pic.
ked and chose any where and opnlmindedly
the teachings.
The school had not yet appeared. it was
beginning to take shape by receiving the
most authoritative experiences from the sect
which preceded it.
AS time went on these schools stiffened
and widened their differences. T o prefer one
Tantric cycle to another implied that the
deities protecting the sects, nearly always the
same to whom the revelation of their scrip'
tures was attributed, or round whom the

mystical
they proclaimed centered.
varied from one place to another. W e see the
sa pa adoring Kyai rdo rje as their pro.
tectingYidam, and the Indian Siddha Virupa
as their first master; but the bKa' brgyud
pa recogni~dVajradhara, as their celestial
inspirer 2nd as their earthly master Tilopa;
the rr;li* ma pa on the other hand respectively
samantabhadra and Padmasambhava, and
the bKa' gdams pa Vajradhara and AtiSa.
TO these doctrinal splits, others were added,
of a disciplinary character, according as the
rulesof the Vinaya were more or less respected,
imposing restriction which the other schools
did not observe or observed only in part, like
celibacyand abstention from alcoholic beverages.
After these considerations of a general
character, it will be well to deal one by one
with the most important sects appearing in
Tibet's religious history.
In the first place we have the school of
the RRINMA PA, " the ancients ,, originating
from Padmasambhava. This miracle8worker
has been much discussed in Europe and in
Tibet, as we shall see in detail when illus.
trating the tankas dedicated to him.Is4) There
seems to be no doubt that he was an historical
personage, who came to Tibet in the times
of K'ri srori lde btsan, but we certainly can.
not accept all the accounts of his miracles and
doings, found in the legends which grew up
rapidly and abundantly around him. Through
a series of circumstances which are not all
clear, he became in fact, in his followers'
eyes, another Buddha, and a school which
still prospers centered around him.
In
other words the siddha Padmasambhava,
an historical personage, must be separated
from the guru rin po c'e, the second Buddha.
which the r a i l i ma pa legend has built
round the former personage. SP, p. 382 says
that Padmasambhava was a contemporary
of Dharmapila, King of Magadha, and of
Hayalila of Uddiyana. H e is said to have
been the son of Pri ga dha ra IS^) related to
the royal family of Uddiyina. When he had

finished his education, he was called Padma.
kulifa. Having studied the Tantras of the
school, he was cal.
four classes at S~ntirii~a's
led Padmasambhava. When King Hayalila
died and was succeeded by Ak!alila, he was
appointed chaplain, much to the Ministers'
annoyance, and they attempted to murder him.
H e managed to escape and, having given
himself up to austere meditations in various
graveyards, he attained such powers that he
was able to kill, by the strength ofhis formulas.
the King and Ministers who had persecuted
him. Moved by a vision of 'Od dpag med,
he then went to Magadha, in the monastery
of C'os kyi myu gu, where he met the mas.
ter S i s rgyas dpal; having finished his in.
struction, he was baptized by him with the
name of Padmakara; he continued his studies
on the Anuttaratantra under S i s rgyas gsair
ba,'j6) the former's disciple. Having then
gone to Bengal, to T'a ru,'s7) to Tsam par
rna (Champaran), to K a ma ru (Kamarupa),
and to Nepal, he preached the doctrine and
practised alchemy. O n his return to Uddi.
yrna, as his activity recalled that of bDe ba
c'en pad ma vajra, he was called Mahasu.
khapadmavajra. About that time the King
of the sTag gzig of M o la da na. (namely
Multan, conquered by Mohammed ibn Qasim
in 713) tried to attack Uddiyina and the
nearby KacchaTs8)country, but the Siddha,
by his magical formulas, sank the boats which
carried the invading troops on the Nila river.
H e came twice to Tibet, and not only pacified
the native deities and gave the King sacred
instructions, but he also founded bSam yas.
It is not true that he remained in Tibet for
50 years, as many gTer ma say; he only stayed
there IS months. A s may be seen, S P greatly
reduces Padmasambhava's myth and makes
him into a mere siddha, particularly given
over to magic arts, restless, vindictive, who
anyhow remained in Tibet too short a time
to leave lasting traces of his activity there.
He identifies him with Padmakara, Maha.
~admavajra, Mah~sukhapadmavajra. This

assimilation is not surprising in the initiatic
schools, where, as we shall see, a multiplicity
of names, resulting fiom several baptisms con/
ferred, is a very common, indeed we might
almost say, a normal, occurrence.
But it cannot be excluded that knowledge
of this fact also induced the Tibetans to base/
less assimilations. In the bsTan agyur, un.
der Padmasambhava's name, only one work
is inserted, the Dakinimandalopnyikri, corn/
posed by Sintiraksita, which Padmasam)
bhava is believed to have translated with his
Tibetan disciple Vairocana. The index of
the L X X V I t h volume contains the names of
works not inserted in the collection and me/
rely attributed to Padma; the proximity o l
these booklets to those put under the name
of Vimala[mitra],'~g) ohen quoted in the
same index, might induce us to identify him
with Padmasambhava.
In the bsTan agyur, section mDo, there
is also a small treatise on vinaya which has
nothing tantric about it, the Bhiksuvarggra/
pr~chi, (CORDIER,NIDO,
XC, n. 12) attri,
buted by some indexes to Pad ma abyun
gnas dbyans (Padmiikaraghosa), which the
author of the DT seems however to consider
as a work of our siddha (slob dpon padnra trbyuri
gnas, ka, p. 16 6). A l l this shows how the
Tibetan sources themselves waver: the ambi/
guity of the translation of his name may have
addet to it; Pad ma abyun gnas, in fact, may
be either Padmasambhava or Padmakara;
mTs'o skyes rdo rje, on the other hand, may be
rendered both as Padmavajra and as Sara,
ruhavajra. Anyhow, the historical existence
of a siddha bearing this name cannot be
doubted, whether he be identical with the
other personages bearing a kindred name or
differ fiom them, all the more so as he is
mentioned in the T u n huang manuscripts
(LALOU,Inventaire, n. 44) in a treatise on the
transmission of the p'ur bu cycle, whose
instructions Padmasambhava handed down to
a K'ri sron lde btsan according to a common
tradition (see DT, ka, p. 2 6).

The r n i n man pa found their doctrine on
a vast collection of Tantric texts, whose cha,
racter is prevalently magical, revealed, accord,
ing to tradition, by the mK'aYagro ma, B~~
the other schools refuse to accept them as
authentic and consider them to have been
concocted in the course of time by lay exor,
cist (k'yitrr snags) on the basis of an un,
orthodox tradition and with the insertion of
many Bon elements (SP, p. 176). They
form a collection called rCyud !bum, which
enjoys great authority with the " Ancients ,,.
The r a i n ma pa are divided into w o main
currents: the true r a i n ma pa who represent
the less learned section, mostly given to exor,
cisms and works of magic; for this reason
its followers are commonly called shags pa,
exorcists ,,. The other current, boasting
great figures of masters and ascetics, bears
the name of rDsogs c'en, " the perfect ones ,,.
But the distinctive trait of this school is the
vast place it gives, in its doctrines and litur,
gies, to Bon po Shamanism, its gods and its
beliefs. O n this point the other schools c r i ~
ticise the r n i n ma p a ; they are reproached
with basing their theories on apocryphal
scriptures. Like the Bon po, the rRin ma
pa recognize nine vehicles instead of three,
viz.: I. Savaka, 2. ~ratyekabuddha, 3. bo/
dhisattva, 4. kriyiyoga. 5. upayayoga, 6. yoga,
7. mahiyoga, 8. anuyoga, 9. atiyoga; they
do not abstain fiom animal sacrifices, admit
a large number of terrific deities into their
Pantheon (k'rag t'un, " blood8drinkers ,,) and
welcome the bTsan, the T'eu ran, the Sa
bdag, in a word the native deities, more than
other schools do; they accept as a symbol of
supreme reality K u n tu bzan PO, who occu/
pies the same position with the Bon PO, and
whose N i r m ~ ~ a k a yisa ~admasambhava-16')
CDAMS PA go back to A t i i a ~ ~ ' )
he
who arrived in Tibet in the year 1042 and
to Rill c'en bzali po (9$8/10$$); thus hey
trallsmit in Tibet the theological and esoterica1
teachings of the learned Indian tradition,
keeping nevertheless to the line of revelation,
'
6

indulging overmuch in the magic
and exorcisms which Padmasambhava's fol.
lowers carried to excess. Not that they denied
vajrayina, but although they considered it
as the supreme expression of those Buddhist
teachings which are reserved to a few elect,
they
stressed the other side of the doc.
nine, as its preparation and propaedeutic, and
they restricted Vajraysna within the bounds
of an orthodox interpretation. A s regards
the bodhisattva's path (carya) they followed
Asahga, but they took as their doctrinal
foundation the dogmatic of void, as it had
been elaborated by Nagarjuna. The bKa'
gdams pa diffused most of all the PrajGpira/
mits literature, not only its revealed text in
their manifold versions, but also the subtle
commentaries which explain its hidden mean.
ing, fiom Asanga's to Haribhadra's works.
In this manner the spirit was purified by a
progressive ascent which gradually brought
it nearer to supreme enlightenment. A s
regards Tantric experience, the bKa' gdams
pa confined themselves particularly to the
Tattvasangraha and the other Yogatantra con.
nected with it; this may be deduced not only
fiom literary tradition, but also fiom pictorial
cycles and from the mandalas painted on the
walls of temples built under the patronage
of this school in Western Tibet. Among the
oldest centres of the bKa' gdams pa's diffusion
were Toling in Cuge and the Rva sgrens
monastery, where the patriarchs of the school
succeeded one another and which was finished
in the year 1057 by aBrom ston; he brought
there the remains of AtiSa, who had died
in sfie t'an in the year 1 0 5 4 and placed
them in a stupa built by the Indian artist
h r y a ~ a n (SP,
u p. 1 9 9 ) . The bKa' gdams
pa were specially devotees of Sikyamuni,
Spyan ras gzigs, sCrol ma and Mi gyo ba
(Klon rdol, f a , p. 6 ) and recognized as their
patrons the 1 6 arhats.
The school soon split up into the groups
derived from aBrom ston's (1004, iiri *brug ,
1063, c'u yo$; so in the bKalgdarrrs C'os ahyun,
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p. 6 : but DT, ca, p. 8 5 b , iiti sbrul, 1003
iin abrug, 1 0 6 4 ) three foremost disciples: Po
to pa Rin c'en gsal (kcags lug, 1 0 3 1 , D T ,
ca, p. 13, me yos, 1 0 2 7 , S P , P. 2 0 1 jiti bya,
1105). the founder of Po to monastery, P'u
c'un pa $on nu rgyal mts'an (lcags lug, 1031 ,
nie k'yi, 1106, D T , ca, p. 13) and spyan sna
Ts'ul k'rims +bar, (sa $tag, 1038, D T , ca,
p. 20 or r'u bya, 1033, according to bKalgdams
r'os abyun c'u lug, 1063) who in the year of the
boar 1095 founded the monastery of L o (DT,
[a, p. 20). The bKa' gdams pa thus repre.
sented the exegetical tradition introduced into
Tibet at the beginning of the second propa.
gation of the faith, and they finally disappear.
ed, mixing with the dCe lugs pa, who by
proclaiming themselves their pursuers, took
the name of bKa' gdams pa gsar ma, namely
" the renewed bKa' gdams pa ,
,.
Almost at the same time arose the sect of
the BKA' BRCYUD PA, which differing from
the preceding school, particularly stresses
Hathayoga and the severe practices it en.
forces. The soteriological process thus ela.
borated is called by this sect the " swift path ,,,
ttryur lanr, which bends the body to the spi.
rit's will, transforming it into an obedient
instrument of liberation from the ties of
cosmic illusion. This school directly con.
tinues that of the Siddha, grub t'ob, "perfect
men ,,, who through the miraculous exercise
of Yoga in this same life, although remaining
on earth, cause the purest light of universal
consciousness to shine forth in their person.
The sect began in Tibet with C'os kyi
blo gros of Mar, known as the lotsiva Mar pa
(since he was thirty one when AtiPa came in
Tibet he was born according to DT, P a ,
p. 5 , a in the year 1 0 1 2 , C'U byi).163) A restless
and tenacious spirit, after having studied in
Tibet at +Brog mi's school, he went several
times to India, to be initiated there, by the
most famous masters, into the mysteries of
Tantric esoterism and into the stiffest asceticism
of the Hathayoga. H e met Naropa on his
first journey and learnt "the six laws,, &om
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him; h e r his death (the date nre yos, 1027, bKa'
gdartrs c'os abyui, p. 8, is too early; according
to DT, ia, p. 26, he died shortly before
Mar pa returned to Tibet when this was 42
years old. 1053) he frequented his disciple
Maitripa, who revealed to him the mysteries
of the m a h ~ m u d r i .In Tibet his personality
gained such an authority, that large groups of
disciples flocked to his school. I shall recall
only the most important, those who in their
turn handed over the disciplines they had. learned
fiom him, giving origin to the future sects.
The trends of thought and of yoga derived
fiom him are divided by Tibetan writers, from
whom we have no motive to dissent, into
three groups: biud Ika' adsin or interpreters of
the scriptures,grub bka' adsin or those stressing
mystical realization, gron u
jg bka' ababs or those
practising a special yoga through whose virtue
a person's conscious principle is transferred
into another person's corpse. The secret of
this last process was transmitted by Mar pa
to his son Dar ma mdo sde who, according
to his biography, having fallen from his
horse and being about to die, transferred his
own conscious principle into the body of a
dove which had just been lulled by a bun,
ter; having thus immediately restored him
to life, he flew to India and once more in,
troduced it into the body of a young Brah,
man, just dead, whom his relatives were
talung to the funeral pyre. Thus the secret
teaching of this transmission was broken up
with Dar ma mdo sde; the texts remain,
but as they are no longer revived by the living
words of an initiated master, no active virtue
issues from them.
A m o n g those who partook of the inter,
pretation of the scriptures, are particularly
recorded C'os rdo rje of r ~ (me
o byi,
~
1036 ,c'u rta, 1102; in DT, i a , p. 4 K, his
descendence is found) and dBan rdo rje of
mTs'ur, (also written aTs'ur; his biography
in DT, i a , p. 8 K) from whom was derived
a school attended also by Tson ksa pa. The
greatest among the followers of the second

current and at the same time the most famous
of Mar paps disciples was Mi la n s pa (or
Mid la ras pa). H e had, in his turn, two
disciples, emerging above all the others, R~~
c'un rdo rje grags pa (iiA by;, 1084 , sbrul,
I 161, D T , id, P. 16 ff.)
and rJe Dvags ha
sgam po pa. T h e first was sent by his master
to India c'u bya, 1153, DT, i a , p. 22, to
learnt from Balacandra's school the gturrr mo,
that yoga which produces voluntary hyper,
pyresis, and fiom T i p'u, N ~ r o p a ' and
~
Maitripi's disciple, the esoterisms of the lus
med mk'a' tgro cycle.
From s c a m po pa (sa lug, 1079,c'u bya,
I 153, DT, i d , pp. 22 6, 26 A), who meditated
in a particular manner on Niropi's six laws
and on the m a h i m u d a , sprang four main
branches, into which the bKa' brgyud pa
found itselfsplit up in a later period: aBri guri
pa, sTag lun pa, Kar ma pa, aBrug pa; all of
them, except the last, take their names from
the monastery where they settled and whence
they spread. The ABRIGUN PA are derived
from a disciple of P'ag mo gru pa, already
mentioned in the course of this book. The
second school began with another disciple of
the same master, sTag lun t'an pa bkra His dpal
(c'u k'yi, I I42 lcugs rta, 1210, D T , iu, p. 91)
of K'ams, called STAGLUN PA &om the sTag
lun monastery he founded in the year 1180
and whose vicissitudes are told with a wealth
of details by the DT. The ABRUGPA school
recognizes as its founder Clin ras pa Pad
ma rdo rje (sa spre, I 128 sa spre, I 188, DT,
i a , p. 113) also called, from the name of his
abode, r N a p'u pa. He was a disciple of
P'ag mo gro pa and besides the above monastery
he took possession of another much more
famous one, Rva luh. From him is derived
a long succession of disciples, some of whom
we have met or shall meet with in the ~ourse
of this book: gTsan pa rgyas ras pa (lcqs s6ru1*
1161, lcqs lug, 1211, DT, id, p. I I S ) , W ~ O
had as his disciples L o ras pa dbali p'y% (+ire
lug, I 187 ,lc%s by;, 1240, D T , ;as p- 119)rCod ts'an pa of Lho brag (sa bya, 1189 'Ja
/

/

rta, IzS8, D T , Ea, p. 122). in his turn the
master of 0 rgyan pa.
The last bKa' brgyud pa school we still have
to mention is the KAR MA PA school, which
goes back to a direct disciple of s c a m po pa,
~ ' adsin
~ dCe
s ap'el (SP, p. 369), of K'ams
(;irj byi, 1204. c'u lug, 1283. D T , Ea, p. 37). who
herhis initiation received the name of C'os bla
ma pa. He studied under some direct disciples
of AtiSa, like Yo1 C'os dban and Sa ra ba;
then, having gone to s c a m po pa, he learnt
the secrets of the mabit~ludrn;then he founded
the mTs'ur p'u monastery. His followers
were divided into two branches, which from
the colour of their caps took the names
of fva dtnar and iva nag, " red caps ,, and
"black caps,,. The difference between these
schools is extremely small and consists in their
~refirencefor some yoga exercises, and above
all in the different founders from whom they
claim descent. Furthermore, according to SP,
aBri gun pa and Kar ma pa, outside rhetoric,
astrology and lexicography, neglected dogma/
tics proper, bringing all their interest and studies
to bear on the mantra, hyperpyresis, breathing
practices, in one word the complex Harhayoga
exercises. The other two schools were distin~
guished by greater learning, but all recognized
Vajradhara as their divine master and as their
first earthly masters Tilopa and Niropa, from
whom their spiritual tradition was descended.
The Tantric cycles on which they most turn
their attention are those of the superior class,
particularly Heruka and Samvara. They have
dedicated a particular study to the Dohakosa,
that symbolic poetry issued from the esoteric
schools of medieval India, which exerted a
powerful influence, also as regards form, on
the whole of bKa' brgyud pa literature,
abounding in mystical songs like those of
Mi la ras pa. Their Y i dam and C'os skyon
are numberless. Among the Kar ma prevail
mCom po ben, mCon lcam dral, rNam
t'os sras mdun dmar can, and so forth.
A peculiar bKa' brgyud pa sect, distinct
from the four we have just mentioned, is the

SANSsect,

founded by Sans K'yui po rnal
abyor (born lcugs st% before the starting
of the cycle: 990). formerly a Bon po who
having gone to India and Nepal, learned
the mysteries of the Hafhayoga under some
celebrated masters like Pandita Vasumati.
Atulyavajra, Maitripa, Lalitavajra. He spe.
cialized in the six laws of the dikini N i
gu, and founded first the monastery of aC'an
dkar in aJog po, then the Sans monas.
tery. The +Ba8 ra pas are descended fiom
this school.
The SA SKYA PA are derived from aK'on
dKon cog, who founded the monastery from
which they took their name, but the master
at whose school he was formed and who may
be considered the Tibetan ancestor of the
Lam !bras theory, that is of the Tantric cycles
stressing the presence in ourselves of universal
consciousness, is aBrog mi. The school recod
gnizes to this day a chief of its own, who
exercises temporal power over the Sa skya terl
ritory and is descended fiom dKon cog; being
at the same time a priest and a sovereign, he is
obliged to marry in order to continue his line.
The Tantric cycles which the school parti.
cularly stresses are those of Hevajra, who is
its Y i dam. Its C'os skyon are P'ur bu and
mCur mgon.
From the Sa skya pa another school bran/
ches off, called NOR after the monastery it
is connected with (founded in 1429); in this
case the school's individuality is derived
not so much from doctrinal differences, which
are irrelevant, as from the monastery's impor/
tance and the moral prestige of its founder
K u n dga' bzai~po.
The same may be said concerning the ZA
LU PAS, descended from Buston, who take
their name from the monastery where this
supreme figure of Lamaism meditated and
wrote. But as to domine they are something
intermediate between the bKaS gdams pa and
the Sa skya pa.
It is more difficult to define the individual,
ity of two other seas, the Jo NAN PA and the

STAGTS-AN PA (born 1405). The former, so

W e must also consider separately the fol,
called fiom a famous monastery in the gTsan
lowers of DAM PA Saris rgyas an ascetic of
region, ofien mentioned in these pages, owe
Southern India who introduced intoTibet
their origin to Ses rab rgyal mts'an (1292.
particular schools called gcod and f i bledd 164)
1361). and besides this master, an excellent
Drawing his inspiration from a chapter of
the Prajiiapiramiti (Mdraka, p. 3a5) this
interpreter of the Kilacakra's esoterisms, they
glory above all in Taranatha, who was the
master, through a complex meditative pro,
shining light of their school. Sum pa mk'an
cess, accomplished in cemeteries and places
po, an orthodox writer of the Yellow Sect,
where corpses are exposed (excellently descri,
classes them rather as heretics; what this
bed by Mrs. David Neel),l65) issued out of
means is rather difficult to define, but perus.
his own conscious principle the images of
ing Tiranitha's works we notice to what a
deities, and then absorbed them all again in
order to realize that all things which appear,
great extent he was influenced by the ascetics
even the gods, are a creation and a phantom
of extreme Indian Buddhism, who having
crossed the Himalaya reached Tibet and met
of our unconquered thought. The consel
quence is that evecyhlng is unsubstantial, and
him there. These ascetics belonged to the
hence the supreme truth of gnosis is realized
currents of yoga where one can hardy distinl
by an immediate experience.
guish Buddhism from Sivaism, and indeed
Dam pa, who is believed to have been
the latter prevails; hence certain interpretations
not only in Tibet, but also in China (SP,
they give of the Vajrayina may have appeared
p. 375) where he spent 12 years, in the year
to differ from the ancient tradition. Taral
me glan, 1097 (DT, nu, p. 22 a) settled with
nitha, when listening to his masters, did not
his followers in the monastery of Din ri,
think that in India Buddhism had altered in
which is the seat of this school even now;
the course of centuries and that it was not
there he died 21 years later 1117. One of
enough to come from India and to profess
the
chief interpreters of his doctrines was his
oneself an icarya or a siddha to be considered
"mudri,, M a gcig lab kyi sgron ma.
an orthodox interpreter of the most genuine
Compared with these sects having an
Buddhist experience. But in the eyes of the
ancient tradition, the DGE LUGS PA, better
Yellow Sect, heresy was already in the views
known by the name of Yellow Sea, is much
of the founder of the sect, since he interpreted
later; they began their life with Tson k'a pa
the monistic doctrine implicit in the Uttara.
as a reform born out of that same corruption
tatrtra in such a way as not to differ very much
into which the religious communities had
fiom the Brahmanic theories: he in fact went
fallen, too intent on wordly pursuits which
so far as to affirm that there is no distinction
turned them away from meditation and study.
whatever between the Buddha and all living
The very fact that the &in ma pa monks and
beings. So he was strongly criticised by
nearly all the bKa' brgyud pa might marry
rCyal ts'ab and all the d C e lugs pa inter/
(were ser Pyirn) diverted them from sacred
preters of the Uttaratantra and Kdlacakra ( D T ,
matters and made them too keen on eaflhly
t'a,p. I T : a resum6 of his view in OBERMILLER,
affairs; the privileges they enjoyed, and the
The sublitne science of the Great vehicle, p. 106).
fiscal position of convents, at the lay subjects'
I lack sufficient data to judge the sTag
expense, naturally had a bad influence on
ts'an, but if the founder of Hemis in Ladakh
popular feeling towards the priestly class.
belongs to the same school. as it seems, they
The fire of spiritual bliss having died out)
ough;to be considered a branch of the b ~ ; '
religion degenerated into magic and esoterism;
brgyud pa, and what has been said about
this explains, as I have said elsewhere, the
the Jo nan pa should also apply to them.

cause of T ~ O ~k'a
I pa's success. His reform
is rather a return to tradition; he restored
serious study, he cleared away the luxuriant
growth ofmagic which had found a favow
rable field in the Vajrayka, he organized
monastic life on a solid base, restoring the
Vinaya rules. too often violated by other
schools : celibacy, prohibition of alcoholic
drinks, prohibition of meat. In monasteries
a severe discipline prevailed, in seminaries
novices underwent a curriculum which leti
them no rest; he established courses of study,
examinations, titles conferred when examina~
Cons were worthily stood. The various parts
of Buddhist doctrine were ably graded, and
dialectics represented the fundamental base of
any deeper study. The Abhi~anra~alatikaraand
the Abhidharnrako~a come next; study of the
Vajray~nais a thing apart. I shall not say
that this is an innovation. but everything
was arranged with a painstalung accuracy and
an eye for detail, unknown to other sects.
Tson k'a pa continued to restore the purest
traditions of Indian monastic life. W e have
seen how eclectic he was, how his education

had been accomplished in the schools of
masters belonging to different currents. T o
make a distinction, he adopted the yellow
cap, while the other schools kept to red caps,
and were therefore called ' red caps, indiscri~
minately, without taking into account their
different character.
In the beginning the school did not stand
out so markedly as later when, talung advantage
of Tibet's political breakdown, its great moH
nasteries aspired to hegemony over the Country
of Snows. The apostolic zeal of its first converts.
the disrepute into which other seas had fallen,
the support of a part of the aristocracy, all these
motives which we have discussed above, c a w
ed the Yellow Sect to prosper rapidly; in the
course of a few centuries they not only prevailed
to a very great extent, but replaced the former
owners of convents. It is sufficient to glance at
the catalogue ofthe monasteries ofthe d C e lugs
pa sect, included by Saris rgyas rgya mts'o in
the Vai dur ya serpo, to perceive that many of
them are not newly built: they are old loca0
lities, once more opened up to religious obser~
vance and consecrated again by the Yellows.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF TIBETAN RELIGIOUS
LITERATURE FROM THE X I I t h TO THE
BEGINNING OF THE X V I I I t h CENTURY

rt and philosophy bore their fair,
est flowers in the Country of
Snows in the period whose vicis,
situdes we have so far related.
In those four centuries Buddhist dogmatics,
brought into Tibet through numberless trans.
lations of sacred texts and commentaries, were
definitely assimilated by the Tibetan scholars;
historical research !gained new strength and
prospered, fostered by favourable spiritual
conditions. Without anticipating what will
be said in a separate chapter concerning histo.
rical literature and chronicles, I will now give
a survey, and, as I know, only too well, an
inadequate one, of what the most authorita,
tive masters, whose memory or whose works
are preserved, contributed to the elaboration of
Buddhist thought and to the creation of Tibe,
tan literature. They are very often the same
masters who will frequently be referred to in
the third part of this book, illustrating the
paintings; hence when their images are repro.
duced and their names quoted, their import in
the spiritual and literary life of Tibet will be
fully understood; the paintings themselves, thus
gaining a greater relief, will no longer be cold
and lifeless representations of unknown persons.
Tibetan literature was naturally formed
round the religion of Tibet; its purpose was
to explain the texts translated from the Sans.
krit, to analyze experiences, relate the lives
of saints, eulogize convents or glorify events
which are an expression of religious feelings,
such as the consecration of a temple or the
building of a mc'od rten. There is no pro,
fane literature to speak of, because culture
belonged entirely to the monks; even the
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laws which ruled Tibet for several centu,
ria, although bearing the names ofthe kings
who enforced them, were almost cenainly
written down by lamas. It must not be for,
gotten that in Tibet culture was then, and
has remained to this day, the monkss privi,
lege; all knowledge centered in the Nab rb,
called in India adhy~tmavid~a,that is, the
exploration of the self. A s the convents
became more and more powerful and were
enriched with theological schools, harbouring
thousands of monks, the curriculum was
organized, but all were not obliged to follow
the same path. Even in the education of its
ministers Buddhism has respected some Gee.
dom of choice; but once certain degrees and
titles had been established it was natural that
one could not obtain them or aspire to them,
unless he had proved a thorough knowledge
of given subjects, had mastered given texts
and was able to interpret them profoundly and
acutely. Religious knowledge was attained after
one's becoming proficient in the ancillary scien.
ces, thus scheduled in the Zabpa dai rgya c'epai
dam pai c'os kyi t'ob yig gun g ~c'ui rgyan, which
precedes the complete works of the fifih ~ a l a i
Lama: monastic rules (!dul ha), grammar (sgra)
which might be either Sanskrit or Tibetan,
rhetoric (siian hags), lexicons (nrnon nrdsod),
dramas (zlos gar), astrology (rtsis), logic (tiad
nra), technique (bzo), medicine (gso); hence
the student passed, through the study of the
Abhidharma and of the main systems of the
great vehicle, to the intricate forest ofesotaism.
N o treatises are known originating out'
side monastic circles, not even for medicine
or technique. This happened because the

authoritative texts, upon which the Tibetans
their own works, were translations
from the Sanskrit, and as such were included
in the bsTan agyur. Furthermore, technical
handbooks were used to construct sacred
buildings and to model sacred images, whose
plan, if not their actual executio~~,
belonged
to the monks, while the main medical cold
leges were dependant on the monasteries,
and in the practice of medicine the herborist's
task was bound up with that of the lama, the
only one entitled to utter the formulas and
exorcisms. That, in practice, Tibetan pain,
tas of sacred images and Tibetan physicians
were and still are very often laymen, does
not contradict my statement, because the
texttbooks they both used were translated
or imitated fiom Indian works and compiled
in Tibetan convents. The relation between
literature and religion is so close and strict
that books unconnected with religion, not
used as a preparation for religious studies,
books, in a word, simply concerned with
mundane subjects, are not included in the
lamas' compilations, called gsun abuni or bka'
!bum, because they contain all that the lamas
have written or dictated.
By looking outside monastic circles, very
lirtle would be found: on one hand the
elaboration of chronicles and genealogies of
noble families, these too, however, dictated
by monks, protCgCs of those same families;
on the other hand sacred plays, in the versions
circulated among the people, arbitrarily adap,
ted to the people's psychology, temperament
and understanding, by actors always ready
to modify the literary original, if there was
one; finally folk,songs on the occasion of
weddings or banquets, love songs, and last
of all, epical cycles like the one about Gesar,
which anonymous bards constantly enriched,
projecting into them the people's feelings and
interests and adapting them to various places
and to the changes of the times. A s folk,
literature we should also consider the a D a s log,
vet)' popular all over Tibet, which describes

the experiences of persons, chiefly women.
supposed to be dead but visiting during that
state the nether world. These books con,
tain as a rule a vivid description of the king,
dom of the departed souls and are intended
as an advice to men to follow the right path.
But in these pages I will not touch upon
folk/literature which springs up in an endless
variety, quickly develops, and often as quickly
disappears, varying fiom one region to another
and scantily influencing art. I will only
treat of the most important works, from the
pen of the highest figures who shed their first
light on the sky of Tibetan thought.
O f course the present summary of Tibetan
literature has no claim whatever to comple,
teness; to begin with, it neglects minor works,
small treatises on liturgy, which are endless,
copied from one another, and add nothing
either to Vajraynna dogmatics or to the know,
ledge of fundamental Tantric rites. They
are modulations of one and the same theme,
written without any literary pretension or origi,
nality: collections of prayers, lists of formulas,
schedules of ritual acts. O u t of this litcra,
ture, most trying to read, I have chosen
only very bulky works, the fundamental
treatises of the different currents, the corn,
mentaries forming the base of the various
Tantric systems. All the rest I have natul
rally disregarded. Another limitation is also
implicit in this summing,up, which is almost
a catalogue: it examines the works known
to me, which I have read or gone over, of
which I have gained an idea through direct
consultation; sometimes I have taken ad,
vantage of bibli~~raphical
suggestions which
may be !gleaned from Tibetan bibliographical
collections, the so called T'ob y& which
record the literary education of the most promi,
nent lamas and are included in their works.
In my excursus the works of Sa skya pa,
dCe lugs pa and aBrug pa predominate,
partly also those of Jo nan pa. I am the
first to recognize the absence of an adequate
treatment of other schools, for instance of the

aBri gun pa and the Kar ma pa. It is well
known that every great Tibetan monastery
boasts some noble personalities, masters who
practised various literary activities: such monasd
teries have their own printing establishments
where those works are cut into wooden
blocks and may be printed whenever in repuest.
Many other books survive handwritten and
these manuscripts are circulated. Naturally
the foregoing remarks also apply to this lite,
rature, which is still unknown: probably
not all of it deserves to be mentioned, but a
part of it, at least, is likely to command the
attention of scholars.
These pages of mine, then, are meant as
a !general survey; they aim at giving only a
preliminary outline, to which successive chap/
ters may be added, to complete it and bring
it up to date. But it was meanwhile neces/
sarv to introduce some order and to make
knbwn the literary material which I have
been collecting and studying in the course
of my researches. It is useless to say that
in these pages no mention is made of the
works already dealt with occasionally in
other parts of this book.166)
The first Sa skya pa hierarchs flourished
as we have remarked above, when the trans/
lators' task was almost coming to an end.
Buddhist thought in India was now ebbing;
the most important works on theology, monas.
tic rules, speculative subjects, sacred doctri~
nes, had been already translated into Tibetan
with the greatest accuracy by painstaking
lotsavas, and were now available, in their
most significant portions, to Tibetan masters.
These scholars then imparted life to the texts
through a spiritual participation, almost a
direct communication, with their deep and
abstruse meaning, fostered by oral transmis.
sion through long pedigrees of interpreters.
hailing back to the famous chief of some
Indian school. Even afier the renewal of
Tibetan Buddhism at the hands of Rin c'en
bzan po, AtiSa, Mar pa, and of many Indian
pandits invited by them to Tibet, or who

accompanied and followed them, impelled by
the calamities which had befallen ~ ~ d d h i ~ ~
communities and universities in India, even
then, the Tibetans confined their anivinl to
the translation of new texts, either with the
help of Indian masters still resorting to ~ i b ~
or by a direct knowledge of Sanskrit, learnt
in their frequent journeys to India. or
else the Tibetan masters made convens, 'hey
gathered around them disciples and conge,
gations eager to receive their venerated teach,
ings; they interpreted sacred texts according
to those oral commentaries called k'rjd and
bka' gdams, which can transform the secret
words of books into spiritual forces, capable
of ~roducing the neophyte's conversion
through an inner drama. But they do not
yet attempt to follow new paths on their own
account, not even in the footsteps of Indian
exegetists. Thus the Tibetans were generally
precluded for a long time fiom any intent of
elaborating, by their own initiative, the doc,
trines introduced from India through the
centuries by venerable apostles. The Indian
pandits who came to Tibet wondered more
than once at the wisdom and deep learning
of those very monks they had come to in/
struct; writing came easy to them and they
were astonished that the Tibetans, although
so learned, should rest content with verbal
explanations and compose no original works.
When they met the famous translator Dhar.
mabhadra (C'os bzan) they confessed to him
that in India men with but a third of his
knowledge would already have written treatises
and handbooks galore (DT, la, p. 28 a).
A master's perfect virtues are three: +'ad'
rtjod, brtsom: to explain the sacred docnil
nes, to discuss them refuting the antagonist's
thesis, to put his own system in writing,,. But
for a long time the Tibetans, almost as if
they feared to vie with the Indian doctors*
confined themselves exclusively to the first
NO
tasks, and but rarely composed brief
and concise treatises. Even later, after an
independent literary activity had begun, their

literature had nothing to show but explana/
tions
brird), commentaries, in a word
exegesiswhich parsed, clarified or elaborated
,hat the Indians had already written on the
Same subjects.
I shall therefore not be to blame if the
historicalsummary of Tibetan literature which
follows is uniform to the point that one wri.
ter's personality can scarcely be distinguished
from another's, if all the figures seem to melt
into bleak and colourless monotony, while
the same themes are met with again and
again with dull recurrence. I admit that the
following pages cannot help producing this
impression, but such is Tibetan literature
throughout its course, because the writers'
personality has become annihilated in that
diligent imitation of Indian models which
is their object. The pattern they wilfully
choose and follow with ruthless discipline
allows them no freedom of choice, no sally or
brainwave: everything is calculated, measured,
dosed in such a fashion, that all sparks of
genius, had there been any, would have been
dampcned and smothered.
A history of Tibetan literature can be but
uniform, because this literature itself is u n i ~
form, like the development in a straight line,
without the least swing, of one single mouf.
Generally speaking the aim of this literature
is the study and the clarification of the prin.
cipal branches of religion: a) dbari, initiation,
viz. the way of arousing in the neophyte the
spiritual capacity for understanding and prac/
tising the doctrine; b ) luh, iigama the sacred
literature; on one side the revelation mdo, sitra
and rgyud, tantra and on the other side the
explanations by the doctors and masters rub
byed, prakaranas. Subsidiary sciences are gram.
mar, Indian as well as Tibetan, and rethoric,
furnishing the writer with the proper means
for expressing himself in a dignified manner.
These are therefore the subjects with which
we shall briefly deal in the following pages,
leaving aside medicine, which has little to
do with our main research and, medical

literature being very large, needs a special
study; nor shall we take into consideration
astrology, rtsis, though a very important branch
of Tibetan learning, occasionally referring
only to those works which contain some
valuable historical or chronological informa.
tion. The bzo rlf of which the art of making
images or of painting is a section, has been
reviewed in another part of the book.
Among the most ancient models of na/
tional Buddhist literature there is little we
can enumerate: either letters, like those attri.
buted to Ye Ses <odand to Zi ba *od,1 ~ 7 )and
Rin c'en bzan po himself, all of a doctrinal
character intended, as they were, to refute a
misleading interpretation of the Tantras of the
anuttara class, or some pieces in verse, on the
model of the Indian stava, two of which
above others became very famous: one, in
30 verses, in honour of Atiia, written by
his favourite Tibetan disciplie, aBrom ston.
and the other, in the same lama's honour
in 80 verses, which Tson k'a pa comments
upon in his Lam rim, composed by his
other disciple Nag ts'o Ts'ul k'rims rgyal ba
(born lcags p'ag, IOII). O r we have ritual
prescriptions like the mdo mc'od, which pro.
bably contained directions on how to honour
and to use books with the respect due
to sacred objects; this work is assigned by
tradition to Bla c'en dCons pa rab gsal,
one of the chief authors of the Buddhist
renaissance in the Xth century (PS, p. 181).
Naturally there is no lack of lexicons, or
rather lists of words in Sanscrit and Tibetan
for the use of translators on the pattern of the
famous Mahnvyutpatti, like that found in Tun
huang and published by Hackin; one of
them is attributed to Rin c'en bzan po (Ibid.,
p. 182). There were also summaries of doctrines
and ellogies of masters, on the model of the
dhyana booklet published by M.lle la lo^.'^')
Evidently some lotsavas did not only tram
slate into Tibetan sanscrit texts but ohen wrote
short commentaries upon them in order to
explain their difficulties (bka' ?grel) or to

point out the right interpretation when discor,
dant opinions were held upon them. Such
is the case of the short commentaries writ/
ten by the Lotsava of Rva on the cycle of
$in rje g ~ e dand chiefly upon its mandala
of thirteen deities wich became in Tibet a
standard work.
Among the first we know of who, break,
ing with tradition, did not hesitate to write
according to their own inspiration, there
was, as we know, a poet. For Milaraspa,
(l(ag3. abrrrg, 1040 / c'u yos, 1123, DT, iia,
p. 12) even if he sings of religion and mys,
tical experiences, is above all a poet.1~9) His
poetry is fiequently eclipsed by esoterical
abstruseness or by the technicalities of yoga,
but on the other hand it does sometimes
break loose fiom such patterns and soars in
perfect purity on the wings of fancy.
His poetry also is inspired by India, as
was to be expected; Milaraspa moves in
the subtlest spheres of gnosis, which Vajrad
yzna had reached through the subtleties of
dialectic, the intricacies of yoga technique
and the fire of an unquenchable mystical
ardour. Milaraspa had found all the sub/
ject~matterof hisApoetry in the songs of the
Siddhas known as the Dohakosa, '7O) which
had also suggested to him the schemes, the
grammar of style and form, so to say; he
goes back to the Kanhu and Saraha schools,
but does not passively echo them, rather he
pours new life into them, creating by his ear/
nestness and genius Tibetan religious poetry.
There is a personal touch in his verses which
we will rarely find in Tibetan literature: he
ofien alludes to his hardships, to the mis.
behaviour of his relatives and to his enduf
rance, which was a difficult conquest of his
mystic training : all this gives his poems an
interest far greater than that we may feel for
his yogic doctrines. '7')
His example was imitated by two of his
best pupils, s c a m po pa and Ras c'un pa.
T o s c a m po pa is also attributed a bsTan
cJos lurigi iii (oJ which is a summary of the

teachings of Vajrayina on the basis of the
most important texts of Mah~yina,so that
the short treatise looks more like an anthologl;
the fundamental object is to prove that the
supreme reality is pure consciousness beyond
any attribute and that it is at the same time
the essence of every living being.
The mCur +bum, by Ras c'un ( 1 0 8 ~
1161) Milaraspa's favourite pupil, does not
display, any particular character by which it
may be told fiom his master's songs; here
we find, in the same poetic form, the same
mystical doctrines, the same pathetic reflections
on the unsubstantiality of all conceptions, an
identical ardour for the praxis of yoga, in
which alone an ascetic can find salvation.
These poems, however, have not the same
warmth, they are more doctrinal than Mi.
laraspa's; their lyrical inspiration is stilted,
choked by dogmatic reminiscences; the in.
fluence of nature is less pronounced; Ras c'un's
poetic personality is altogether colder and less
sensitive than his ueat master's. 17')
The mystical -handbooks composed by
the bKa' gdmas pa, and known under the
name of Blo sbyon, are almost contemporary
with the first activity of the bKa' brgyud pa.
They are so many that it is very difficult to
give a complete list of them which, on the
other hand, could only refer to that compiled
by Klon rdol bla ma in his bKaJgdamspa dun
dge lugs b1a nra rags rinr gyi gsun !burn mts'an
t'o (complete works, ra). Many of them, in
the course of time were superseded by the new
ones and slowly forgotten, the triumph of
the d C e lugs pa !greatly contributing to their
oblivion. This aborigenal literature began
with the bsTan rinr of Blo gros abyun gnas,
a pupil of f i n c'en bzai po, that of Sa ra ba
Yon tan grags (born lcags kyi, 1070, t 1141,
DT, (a, p. 16) and 'that of sNeu zur pa
Ye Ses +bar (Cu rta, roqz N sa k'yi, I I 18) and
the like; they were parallel with the
tor of PO to pa (1031 ~ 1 1 0 5 )commented
upon by various disciples like sTod
pa
Rin c'en siiri PO, better known as $on nu

sod (['u spreu, 1032 / m e spreu. 1116, quoted
by aP'ag~pa, ba, p. 3 4 and DT, a , p. 2) and
the heeges of Brag dkar PO. Then the Be'u bum
of ~ 0 pa1 rin c'en must be mentioned.
commented upon by I c e Ses rab rdo rje, the
~l~ sbyon don bdun ma by Ye Ses rdo rje of Bya,
also known as +C'ad k'a (DT, ca, p. 15, dead
at seventy five in the year iiri lrrg, I I IS) and the
~l~ sbyoi ttig rkan byyad by Clah ri t'ai pa
(;in rta, 1054 0 c'u yos, 1123, D T , ca, p. 14).
AS may be seen from these works, the
bKa' gdams pa turned their attention to
dogmatics; not pure dialectic, but that sys,
tematic portion of the doctrine whose medi,
tation frees the mind from the veil of mayi
and opens the way to right knowledge.
These Blo sbyon I was speakrng of as fore,
runners of Tson k'a pa's Lanr rim, are in fact
real ascetical handbooks, based on Atis'a's
Bodhinicirgapradipa. and sum up in a clear form
the basic principles of Buddhism, with a
purpose: to wash away sin and thus
to suppress moral infection, by reflecting on
pain (which is the very stuff life is made of)
and on the difficulty of being born as a man
(the only birth which makes it possible to
partake of redeeming truth); by becoming ac,
customed to the depth of Buddhist doctrines,
the only way of destroying ignorance and
of guiding men towards the light.
Rin c'en bzan po (958,1055). Atiia (arri~
ved in Tibet in the year 1042). ~ B r o mston
(born 1004). the lotsiiva of r ~ o Blo
g ldan Ses
rab ( I O S ~ 109,
/ I DT, c'a, pp. I, 6), had intro,
duced, by their important work as translators,
the main dogmatical texts, real revelations
like the Prajnipiramiti or, more often, exe,
getical treatises written by Indian masters.
But dogmatic literature was extremely ample
and the b ~ a gdams
'
pa based themselves
mainly on certain fundamental works, the
milestones of mahnyinic exegesis : Asanga's
S~trdlankaraand Bodhisattr,abhiinii, Santideva's
two celebrated treatises, the Siksasatiruccaya and
the Bodhicaryliwatara (DT, ca, p. 13). AtiSa's
Bodhinrargapradipa.

These magnificent monuments of Indian
gnosis and speculation were translated with
painstaking accuracy and explained by oral
comme~tarieswhich transferred into the cir,
cles of Tibetan converts India's exegetical
tradition. But little by little, in these bKa'
gdams schools, a native literature was born.
if we are to believe $on nu dpal's stories.
anticipating and helping that final elabo~
ration which some Sa skya abbots. Buston
and Tson k'a pa, were to undertake. Be,
sides Po to pa's works, which we have quoted,
$on nu ts'ul k'rims, also in the XIIth
century, wrote a commentary on the Praj,
iii and the Abhisamayalatik~ra ( D T , c'a,
p. 2); this was followed by the exegetical
works of Byari c'ub grags pa of rCya dmar,
with whom the commentaries 011 treatises of
logic begin, and by the works of gTsan nag
pa brTson agrus sen ge, who interpreted the
M~dhyamlka system introduced into Tibet
by the lotsava of spa ts'ab. f i i ma grags pa
(born 1054, R e u mig)'") and soon corn,
mented upon by a large group of interpreters.
O f course the style too began to change:
technical terms, dogmatical schemes, were by
now well established and not to be altered
without a double risk: not only of becoml
ing unintelligible, but also of betraying a
sacred and century/old tradition. But to
translate from the Sanskrit, forcing Tibetan
sentences to follow the alien model, bound
by an exacting accuracy, was one thing, and
to compose directly in Tibetan was quite a
different matter; the language became sup,
pler, was enriched by local words, by idioms
taken from current usage, so that, little by lit,
tle, certain provincialisms became perceptible,
and one author could be distinguished fiom
another, born and bred in a different region.
With the Sa skya pa the Tibetans take an
extremely active and fruitful place in the exe,
getical tradition of Buddhism: there is no
branch of dogmatics and of mysticism, from
logic to esoterism, which they have not made
an object of particular studies.

The Sa skya c'en po K u n dga' siiin po
( I O ~ Z / I I S S )had
,
received his training at
the hands of Indian masters and of the
community founded by Rin c'en bzan po in
m ~ a ris,
' in that monastery which continued,
through several generations of exegetists, the
founder's noble tradition.174) H e clarified, in
a series of bulky and welldargued glosses, the
esoterism of the Hevajratantra and of the
liturgy inspired by that text. It will not
seem surprising that this lama and his fold
lowers and disciples should so persistently
comment upon that celebrated Tantra, when
we remember that, according
- to the Sa skya
pa, the theory and the practice of salvation
meet in the mystical experiences symbolized
by Hevajra, who had become the Y i dam of
that school. The structure of these comd
mentaries follows with subtle accuracy the
scheme laid down by Indian tradition.
They begin by explaining the purpose of
the book, its prayojatra, they state its con/
tents and then proceed to study each section
in detail, accurately dividing and separating
the various subjects which, thus focussed,
give a certain measure of logic and coherent
development even to the apparent intricacy (I
had almost said incoherence) of Tantric texts.
K u n dga' siiin was no less painstalung
in his study of bDe mc'og's cycle, upon
which he wrote two large commentaries,
dPal &or lo bde n~c'oggi rtsa bai rgyud kyi ti ka
p'reti ba and the b D e tnc'og nag poi lugs kyi bla ma
byyud pa; 10 rgyus. The latter work is con/
caned with legends collected in India, and
abounds in useful information on one of the
obscurest periods of Indian religious evolution,
and particularly on the Tantric schools. The
author links up these legends with genuine
research on the doctrines, showing- how they
issue from an initial revelation. This revelation
was not obscured in the course of centuries,
but remained a living inspiration through a
continuous chain of masters and disciples;
thus it finally reached unaltered the Country
of Snow and the author's own school. This

historical part, accompanying the commentuy,
justifies the legitimacy of the safiyraaaya, the
spiritual current the Sa skya pa belonged
bSod nams rtse mo ( 1 1 ~ p n 8 not
~ ) only
composed bulky commentaries on the T ~ ~ ,
tric texts, which had nearly become the
of Sa skya esoterism, 175)from the Hcvajra to
the Sampuca: he faced a problem
influence the Tibetan school must have felt:
is it possible to discern some ktnd of order
and succession in the innumerable Tantras
which deal with various symbols and sup
gest various liturgies, in order to obtain a
spiritual renewal, a revulsion which may
transfer the initiated from the vacuity of the
mayic plane to oneness with supreme reality?
Is there a standard whereby to make distinc/
tions within this boundless literature, selecting
among its liturgies, among the aspects of
truth hinted at, those most accessible to the
various moral and mental aptitudes of the
men to be initiated? Whereby to decide
which way must be followed, from which
experiences it is better to start if the goal is
to be successfully reached?
bSod nams rtse mo collects India's exe/
getic tradition, which had already attempted
to bring order into the chaos of Tantric litej
rature, by speaking of four classes of Tantra:
kriya, carya, yoga and anuttara, and of father
and mother Tantra. When the work of
translating was not yet over, and the rRin
ma pa were always circulating new texts, not
all of them genuine, he wrote a rGyud
yyii rnam par biag, a " general analysis of
the Tantra ,,. This is a strict and detailed
classification, which arranges the Tantra not
by formal and external standards, but on
the base of the experiences they suggested
and prepared, with the aim of bringing the
adepts to supreme realization and of showing
at the same time the place Tantrism occupies
in the general development of B~~ddhism.
A forerunner of ?Fags pa, bsod nams
rtse mo wrote a C'os la ajug pai 2 0 , " Door
enter into the Law ,,, a summary of Buddhist

domines, written perhaps with the object of
preparing a brief handbook of essential Bud,
dhist principles, to be used for missionary
work. HCis also the author of a commentary
on the Bodhicaryavatira.
The same interest for esoterism continued
in rJc btsun rin po c'e Grags pa rgyal mts'an
(1147,~2~6),
who not only persisted in writ)
ing commentaries and elucidations on the
Hevajra, ' 7 6 the bDe mc'og or C u r mgon
cycles, but in a general way also set out to solve
problem of Tantric literature as a whole,
and of the experiences derived from it. H e
wrote a brief: rGyud sdei rnamgrag dun rgyud kyi
mion par rtogs pai ston tJun sa bcad, and a very
lengthy work: rGyud kyi mrion par rtogs pa rin
po c'e !on iiri, in which the analysis of Tantric
literature is coupled with deep discussions about
the relations between esoterism and preeceding
speculations, particularly those of the Ma,
dhyamika and the Yogacara. H e analyses the
adepts' various mental types and aptitudes,
their different relations with supreme truth and
with the two planes on which man moves:
the plane of relative experience and the plane
of the absolute, wherein he is annulled through
a sudden excessus mentis. This book is arduous
from a dogmatic point of view, but clear
and rich in learning and quotations.
The author has also left us an ample corn,
mentary on the collection of mystical songs
which had inspired Milaraspa's poetry. '77)
He also touched upon other subjects, for
instance chronology in the S a kya rnams kyi
rgyal rubs (vol. ta), which contains much
more than might be inferred from its title.
It is not simply a list of Sakyamuni's mythical
ancestors, but also a pedigree of the Tibetan
kings, followed by a very useful, though
schematic, history of the main islands of reli.
gious culture where Tibetan Buddhism lived,
was transmitted and perfected, beginning
from Clari dar ma's persecution, up to the
reintroduction of the faith. 178)
As for non8Tantric works, he wrote a
commentary on the Byari club sems dpai sdom pa

gsal bar ston pa 370 ka iii iu, and a brief hand.
book of medicine: gSo dpyad rgyal poi dkor
mdsod, a summary of medical science as it was
known to the Tibetans in which a large part
is given to mantras.
There is no doubt that Sa skya Pandita
(I 182/1251) ranks among the most note.
worthy writers of the Sa skya school. A s
we saw, with him begins the penetration of
Lamaism among the Mongols and the aK'on
family's increased power. Without neglect.
ing Tantric literature, the Sa skya Pandita
composed, with great acumen. synthetical ex.
positions of the Mahayana; one of the most
remarkable is the T 1 u pai dgoris pa rub tu gsal.
W e must expect no originality: Tibetan mas.
ters are preoccupied only with being clear and
faithful, they never aimed at any addition to
the Buddhist teachings or at any alteration of
the doctrine; this and other works are nothing
more than handbooks and summaries, in
which the Buddha's word and its century.
old, traditional commentary are reproduced
in the easiest and most complete manner,
without the least contamination of doctrines
not carefully sifted.
The gZuri lugs legs par biad pa ies bya bai
bstan bcos is of the same type; its author in.
tended it to be a Sastra; Sa skya Pandita
wished to insert himself into the Indian tradi.
tion and to be linked with the commen.
tators and exegetes of the Indian universities.
The book is an epitome of dogmatics, deal.
ing with all the fundamental concepts of
Buddhism, from the theory of impermanence
(anityata) to the theory of unsubstantiality
(anatmatri), briefly reviewing the doctrines of
his opponents and defining the boundaries
of the metaphysical schools (Abhidharma).
The nrK'as pa rnams ~ U Jpai sgo (in S a w
skrit : Vidgdhauatara) is less strictly dogmatic;
it is a small treatise on rhetoric and exegesis,
and at the same time it contains a series of
precepts on good composition and on the
right understanding of texts. Although the
author, mostly in the second part, often goes

into subtle details and argues technical points,
the book is altogether a propedeutic, on the
lines of similar Indian handbooks.
The Sa skya Pandita wrote on grammar
in the sCra la ajug k s bya bai bstan bcos, and
on niti (rules of political science and morals)
in the Legs biad, a famous collection of
maxims which, even in its title, is moulded
on the Indian " Subhasita ,,; it aims to be a
literary work of an extremely polished style,
and at the same time a guide to practical life,
which must not be denied, but should be en.
nobled by virtue and the holy truths ofreligion.
But the Sa skya Pandita's masterpiece is
the book which gained him one of the fore.
most places in the history of Lamaistic
tought, the Ts'ad nra rigs paigter, an ample and
most accurate exposition of Indian logic,
based on the Pratnanavarttika and on the
Pranriinaviniicaya by Dharmakirti, and on
their commentaries. This is a fundamental
treatise, written in mnemonical verse and
accompanied by a commentary. The Sa
skya Pandita had some forerunners in this
field, but his work doomed them to oblivion:
they are P'vya pa C'os kyi sen ge (I I 09. I I 69)
and gTsan nag pa brTson agrus sen ge, who
also lived in the XIIth century. ' 7 9 )
They belong to the school which, accord/
ing to D T , descended from the great lot.
sava Rin c'en bzan po, that is fiom the
Western Tibet center of learning. It was a
flourishing group of scholars in which we find
Blo gros abyun gnas whom we saw as a writer
of Blo sbyon treatises and is now recordered
as an author of books on logic ( D T , cJa,
p. 3), rCya dMar pa equally a commentator
on M~dhyamika and on logic, P'vya C'os
kyi sen ge referred to above (DT, ga, p. 3 8 h ,
c'a, pp. I, 2 b) who wrote many commentaries
upon the dogmatical books and on logic be.
ginning with the Pranranasamuccaya, ( D T , c'a,
p. 3 6); g T s i nag commented upon logic and
Mrdhyamika ( D T , c'a, p. 4b). It is therefore
clear that when the Sa skya masters composed
theirgsuri abunr in which the Tannic section

chiefly predominates, all over Tibet there was
a great fervour of intellectual life which re,
presents the real foundation of later ~
i
speculation. Even if later writers succeed in
superseding the work of the older mastas hy
cmnot help starting fiom them and achowled,
g h g the great significance of their contributions.
Sa skya Pandita had many disciples, some
of whom greatly promoted and renewed the
studies on logic, as for instance
yug pa
Rigs pai sen ge.
AS we have seen, the Sa skya PanditaSs
interests were many and various: he trod a
broader path than his predecessors had h o w n
and delved into the subtleties of logic, which
is one of the hardest branches of Buddhist
dogmatics. This persistent labour lefi last/
ing traces, which were not obliterated even
by the commentators of the " Yellow,, school,
expert dialecticians though they were; they
came afier him and ofien took his works as
a starting0point.
With aP'ags pa (1235~1280),Tantric lite,
rature and liturgy again predominate. He
still examines in a summary manner the ex,
periences of esoterism, and explains how they
sprung fiom the liturgies which the Tantra
taught with different method^,'^") repeating the
process through which n~aya, the world of
appearances and duality, is dissolved into the
indiscriminate essence which alone remains
when the interplay of human ass ions and
delusions is over for ever.
From these works of a general and almost
propedeutical character he naturally passed
on to something more precise and detailed:
an analysis of liturgical and esoteric texts,
which the school is proud of preserving 2nd
from which it draws its authority. Having
made a particular study of the I-Ievajratanna,
he composed the dPal brtag gEis psi !gel pa
i u r i dari spyi don p a l ba and the dPal kyai r h qei
PO isa1
dky;l &or L bdag Ed 4%pai c'o ga
ha; the latter is completed by a most useful list
of the Tantras translated into Tibetan UP
the author's times. '")

u
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He also studied in the same manner other
extremelyimportant Tantric cycles, like the
D~~ky;
lo and dDe nic'og's cycles, per,
peculiar methods of mystical realization
(Grub tJabs), expressed by the symbolism of
one g-od or the other.
Going back to the celebrated examples
of ~ i g a r j u n a ' s Rajaparikathd, Mitrceta 's
letter to Kaniska , and Candragomin's
,$i!y~kkha, he composed, in the form of an
epistle in verse, a summary of the Law for
~ubilai'sinstruction, called rGyalpo lagdams
pa; rub byed, and himself wrote a commentary
upon it, in which the subjects outlined in
his book are explained in greater detail. This
work is a summary of the doctrine, considered
in its essential points, hence a sort of duplicate
of the Ses bya. The epistular form for ex,
pounding religious subjects has many exam,
pies in the history of Tibetan literature, besides
its first specimens attributed to the leading
personalities of the Buddhist renaissance in
Western Tibet. Many of these letters have
not only a didactical purpose, but are polemic
in so far as are intended to refute the false in,
tapretations regarding the Tantras that had
crept into Tibetan religious circles; for this
reason they are even now studied in the semi,
naries and are collected in one volume: their
names and authors are listed by Klon rdol
bla ma though not all of them can properly be
called epistles. The Ses bya referred to above
is also a summary of dogmatics, written for
the Mongol court. The book was dictated
in Tibetan and later translated into Chinese
by Sha lo pa (i. e. Sar pa) and thus included
in the Chinese canon.1~3)This is not the only
treatise dedicated by him to his patrons; he
wrote a pamphlet, also in verse, on karma
and its effects (Las !bras p a l bai me loi) and
many detailed instructions to the princes of
the Court: to Ji big de mur ( j i b i k t ~ i m i i r ,
HAMBIS,
p. 75) "4) and then to the other prince
Mangala (Yuan shih, chap. 107, p. 16 a,
H ~ B Ip. ~114)
, "5) written in the year c'u
spreu (1272).

The rGyal po ha ko la gdamr, written in
the year c'u spreu (1272) for prince K ~ k a r i i
Qubilai's son (Ibid.), and the rGyal bu de gus
bho ga la gdams pa, written for De gus bho ga
(his geatmephew, ibid..p. 1 2 ) ~and
~ ~the
) rGyal
bu de mur bho ga la gdams pa zla bai (od zer.
composed in the same year for Tamiir,buqa;
the rGyal bu jirn gyim la sprin, written in
the year p'ag (the same as iii p'q, 1275) on the
river rMa c'u for Jinghim (who later became
emperor Yu~tsung), and many other minor
works of, the same sort, sent to prominent
persons, whose names are given or withheld.
O n e of the most interesting is the epistle
in prose to the monks of dBus and gTsan:
dBus gtsai gi 4 e bai bies giien rnams sprin pa,
because, &er alluding to the works of his
uncle and master, +Fags pa speaks of his visit
to the Mongol court and of Qubilai's devo,
tion to the faith he preached; he ends his
book recommending the monks to be zea,
lous and steadfast. This letter was written
in the royal palace, in the year of the dog,
i. e. iii k'yi (1274).
Another of his many epistles is addressed
to the Pandita Laksmikara, a name we must
dwell upon, because Laksmikara was a Ned
palese master, who aanslated into Tibetan, in
collaboration with the Lotsrva of Son, rDo rje
rgyal mt7san,~'7)the Bodhisattuauaddnaka~alatd
by Ksemendra and Somendra. The Lotsrva
of Soli is celebrated as a great master of rhe,
toric (siian iag) and collaborated with the
same Indian Pandita in translating another
book which became extremely popular in
Tibet, the Kavyadaria by Dandin, and a
drama by Harsadeva, the Nagananda. It
was +P1ags pa and also the dPon c'en Sa
kya bzan po who, in these circumstances,
wished the translations to be made; we have
spoken about the latter personage when re,
constructing the events in which the Sa
skyas had a part. Under their patronage
another celebrated Indian poem was also
translated, the Meghadiita; another dPon c'en,
N a m mk'a' brtan pa, wished it to be put

on five fundamental siitras: D e b2ingiqr p i
into Tibetan; the same aP9ags pa had
s ~ i npa, gSan c'en t'abs la mk'us pai mdo, ~ ,,it i
ordered a translation of ASvaghosa's Bud,
adsin g y i rgyalpo, Sa bcui m 4 S a k rgyas kyi lri
dhacarita. Thus most of these poems, dra,
; I I ~ O ,transmitted by different masters had
mas or treatises on rhetoric were translated
summarized by the teacher of Ts'a lun stod
at the express command of ~ P ' a g spa or of
dKon mc'og skyabs in the T'eg pa c'en poi
his court dignitaries. The reasons of his
g f i lam, which was perused by +PSagspa;
interest are plain: he wanted to introduce into
gTsan nag brTson agrus seri ge, whom we
Tibet, on a sound basis and with the help of
have already met, devoted himself to the study
the bestdknown handbooks and of the most
of the prakaranas viz. to the works of the In,
authoritative works containing examples of
dian doctors and specially to those of Asanga
their teachings, the art of composing poetry
(aP'ags pa's works, vol. ba, p. 262 El.
(alankara) which had guided and restrained
the Indian poets' inspiration according to
~ c years
n afer pPags pa's&ath (12io) 189
a century~oldtradition.
Buston was born ( 1 2 9 0 ) ; he is certainly one
~ h e s e translations
then must be kept in
of the greatest representatives of Tibetan
mind, because they represent an event which
thought; there is scarcely a branch of the
will not remain without consequences on the
sacred disciplines that he did not cultivate,
further development of Tibetan style. In
and the entire spiritual tradition which India
the first works we have mentioned, either
had transmitted to Tibet was elaborated anew
Milaraspa's poems or rather the Sa skya pas'
by Buston.
dogmatical elaborations, the style is simple
A n edition of his works, in 2 8 volumes, was
and direct, there is noting stilted or artificial
printed by the late Dalai Lama in Lhasa. 189)
Buston covered the entire field of Buddhism,
about it, no pretentious imitation of the
from Tantrism to logic, from dogmatics pro.
Kavya's elaborate subtleties, and even the
invocations with which every work opens
per to grammar and rhetoric. Many oral
traditions, collected in India and later diffu.
arc plain and concise. But when the Tibe,
sed in Tibet by apostles, missionaries and
tans; even without knowing Sanskrit, be,
lotsava, were systematically arranged, discus.
came accustomed to the rules and intricacies
sed and sifted by Buston. There were too
of the alarikara through the translations we
have mentioned, their writings were i m m e ~ many schools, too many interpretations and
too many masters claiming to be the depo.
diately affected. The first symptom is perhaps
sitors of the authentic spiritual tradition and
to be found in one of the last of aP'ags
of its correct exegesis. It was necessary to
pa's minor works, the r G y a f po yab sras kyis
introduce some order into this mass of often
tnc'od rtetr bfens pa la bstiags pai sdeb sbyor; this
conflicting opinions, to discipline them, to
constantly growing influence is next felt by
found a summa of Buddhist doctrine. In lndo.
Buston; in the metrical introduction (manga.
Tibetica, IV, I remarked that some works
Lcrirana) to his history of Buddhism, he uses
of Buston's are important for the history
intricate rhetorical figures, which later became
of Lamaist art and iconography: the same
a formal observance in eulogies of convents
is true of him in other fields. Buston
and in dedicatory inscriptions, for instance those
was a critical and organizing spirit: he
of sNar t'an and of Cyantse. Many rNam
respected those personal interpretations on
t'ar adopted this style, which finally moulded
which the living variety of Buddhism is
and ornamented the fifih Dalai Lama's prose.
based, but at the same time he endeavoured
Dogmatics proper had meanwhile been
to
fix certain boundaries which should not
thoroughly studied along with logic in various
be
overstepped without risking h e v or (to
monasteries and circles. The explanations

a word Buddhism is very cautious in
using)a wrong interpretation of the doctrine.
Buston had to deal with a huge quantity of
already completed and with the
various jampradriya then flourishing in Tibet;
he completed those works and defined those
currents which, accurately sified, had proved
unimpeachable. Thus he resisted the difc
fusion of the apocryphal texts which the
of the &in ma pa were introducing
and propagating in the guise of ancient books
buried in the times of the old Kings and
now discovered and brought to light. This is
the meaning and the motive of his memorable
works: a defence of what was sound in
Lamaism against the dangerous leakages of
unwarranted currents. Thus were born his
revisions of the mandala of the Tattvasari.
paha and of the texts connected with this
cycle. The cycle, as I have said elsewhere,
fixed the schemes of iconography, according
to the example Buston himself had set when
he inspired and directed the plan of the Za lu
fiescoes.'gO) H e then revised the bsTan agyur
and gave it the final form of a corpus, him.
self overhauling its text, sifting the transla.
tions of each work and publishing, aher he
had thus arranged it, its analytical catalogue.
The latter will have to be used. when the
history and vicissitudes of this great Buddhist
encyclopedia are studied once more.19')
In Buston's huge life.work, critical and
systematical, Tantric cycles naturally prevail:
theorical knowledge, dialectic, dogmatics,
have a propedeutical value, they serve to
eliminate those intellectual infections which
are inborn in the human mind and unavoidd
able in this world ofappearances and conven.
tions. But ifwe are to leap from the sphere of
may8 to our only possible salvation, nirv~na,
then all the forces of the spirit must be set in
motion; we must possess a deep and living
experience of that truth, if a redeeming
palingenesis is to ensue. Precisely for this
reason the Tantra, as the last phase of Bud.
dhism. are at the apex of the sacred scriptures.

But the Tantra were also, of all sacred texts,
those most easily misunderstood and arbi.
trarily misinterpreted, precisely because they
appealed to personal experience and were
preferably explained by word of mouth, not
through written commentaries; the latter were
only a temporary guide, unless the master
called them to spiritual significance. Thus
Buston's task of sifiing, probing and passing
judgement on the Tantra was a truly urgent
undertalung. None of the main Tantric
cycles known to us, has not been discussed
and studied by Buston, after he had dealt,
extensively and exhaustively, with the general
problem of Tantric literature, in its relations
with the rest of the Buddhist teachings.
H e wrote three general treatises on the
Tantra: rGyud sde spyi rnam bdsus pa rgyud sde
rin po c'ei gter sgo ubyed pai sde mig, r C y u d sde
spyi rnam rgyas pa rgyud sde rin po cJe mdses
rgyan, rGyud sde spyi rnam abriri po rgyud sde
t'ams cad kyi gsan ba gsal bar byed, in which
he penetrates into the very heart of esoterism
in its general and common aspects and
classifies according to their contents the
various Tantras divided into the four classes,
giving the summary of the most important.
Turning to particular cycles, he subjected
to special research the tradition of the K d a /
cakra. Besides inspiring certain currents of
mysticism, esoterism or yoga, the Kdacakra
had annexed the Indian and Iranian astrolo.
gical theories, lending them the authority of
its text. Buston devoted five volumes, a real
encyclopedia of Tantrism, to the Kdacakra
and to its celebrated commentary, the Kma.
laprubha, discussing and explaining, chapter
by chapter, its main points, and also attemp.
ting to define the experiences met with in
this cycle or in the liturgies which are derived
from it. The latter develop through six suc.
cessive degrees, and therefore go by the name
of ~radatigayoga(sbyor drug), the sixfold union,
i. e. the six manners of becoming consub.
stantial with supreme reality. A t the same
time Buston sified the tradition through which

the Kslacakra had penetrated into Tibet and
was transmitted there ( D u s ak'or c'os abyui q y u d
sdei xab don sgo abyed rin c'en b a s pai sde irrig).
H e devoted particular studies to the cycle
of bDe mc'og ( b D e tnc'og rtsa q y u d kyi rnam
biadgsah bai de k'o nu Eid gsal bar byed pa), to
the M a h m i y S ( M a bri nra ycii nrnon rtogs y y a s
pa sgyu apJrrrl abyun ba), to Hevajra (br Tag gn'is
kyi agrel par trrdo y y u d kyi l u drabs
~
pa rnattrs
kyi biad pa n'i tnai [od z e r ) , to the Sampula
(Sat?i pu tai rgya c'er fgrel pa s i i n poi de k'o nu
i i d g s a l bar byedpa), to the Guhyasamsja ( g S a n
qdus agrel pa sgron gsal gyi biad sbyar tnt'a' dag
rub tu gsal bar byed pa), to the Tattvasangraha
and to the kindred Tantra I have already
examined in Indo Tibetica.
This mastery of Tantric esoterism natu.
rally presupposed an equal command of
dogmatics, and in fact we see Buston mov/
ing at his ease fiom the Prajiiapzramits and
the Abhisamayilarikira (Yirtir q y a s abrin bsuds
pai don bdun cui g i u i gi mts'atrrs !byed ier p'yin
lde mig; t r r ~ o nrtogs rgyan g y i agrel pa dun bcas
pai y y a cJer biad pa lun gi s i e tna) and from
the various aspects of dogmatics (sPyod a j q
flgrel c'en rla bai [od zer, Sans y y a s sai indo agrel
rin c'en gser gyi nre tog, t n ~ o pa
n kun las btus pai
rnanr biad Ei tnai [od zer), to disciplinary rules
( a D u l ba spy; rnat~rrin pa c'ei tndses rgyan; trrDo
rtsa bai rnam biad adul ba rgya nrts'oi sn'in pa gsal
byed; u D u l bai lag len gyi c'o g a dri tned p'ren ba;
P'ai glen !butlr den po; M a i glen abutrr). H e left
two works on logic, the rNat~rnes agrd r'en
las tnts'an don Z U ~du bkol ba, and the rNani
nes q r e l c'en ts'ig don rub gsal, which, as may
be seen fiom their title, are elucidations of
Dharmakirti's Pranrrinaviniicaya. N o r did he
neglect medicine, on which he wrote a treatise:
g S o rig stnan dpyad sbyor ba brgya bai mc'an, and
he devoted particular care to the elaboration
of grammar, taking as a base the Kalripasatra,
which a rival of Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an had
caused to be translated at that time. the dPon
K u n dga' rdo rje of Ts'al (CORDIER,
111,
p. $05).
His importance as an historical
writer I shall speak of elsewhere.
8

A s was to be expected from all author in,
tent on piclung out the opinions supported
by tradition and purged fiom all
deviations, quotations from Indian sources
abound in Buston's works, both when he
relies on data handed down by the schools
he considers well grounded and authorita,
tive, and when, more often, he uses the texts
directly, having mastered them with match,
less skill. His style obediently follows his
thoughts, plain and unadorned, and the splen,
did tradition of the Indian exegetists lives
once more in this Tibetan monk. Buston
had absorbed the Indian pandits' mentality
to such an extent that, were it not for the
language, he might be included among the
great figures of Indian Buddhism, to whom
he spiritually belonged and whose worthy
follower he was.
During the Mongol period Tibetan culture
dared not abandon tradition, indeed, thanks
to the renaissance of Sanskrit studies, it was
more than ever faithful to Indian ortho,
doxy. Nevertheless culture received a great
impulse from contacts with many countries
to which historical developments had opened
up Tibet. It did not use these relations
to attempt new experiences, but rather to
deepen and clarify the old ones; they had
become a part of the Tibetan heritage to
such an extent, that Tibet could now fieely
think them over and become in its turn
their apostle in new lands. In the religious
field, which represented its only culture,
Tibet would learn nothing fiom other peoples
except the holy land, India; it assumed the
task of propagating its own faith, makillg
its principles accessible even to rude 2nd
uncouth minds. It was then that Mongoha
began to be transformed into a spiritual
province of Tibet; facilities for study increaO
sed, Sanskrit was learnt thoroughly in Sa skya
and also in Za lu, C'u mig and other monas8
teries of which little more is left today than
a name or late buildings over ancient ruills*
~h~ first Sa skya pa hierarchs gathered rich

collections of manuscripts. From the life
of Kun dga' bzan PO, the founder of Nor
we learn that in the m C o rum, the
sa sanctum sanctorum, 680 manuscripts
were kept, beginning fiom those collected
by the Sa skya Pandita, who wrote marginal
notes on them (mc'an, interlinear gloss): they
were given into a responsible custodian's
keeping, and an index (dkar c'q) had been
made of them.
The codification of the greatest collections
of Buddhist scriptures preserved for us by
Tibet, goes back to this period. In fact
while Buston was editing the final text of
the exegetical works known by the name
of Slistva and Prakarana, already translated
into Tibetan, gathering them into the now
completed collection of the bsTan agyur,
another figure, extremely remarkable both
for his political activity and for his literary
works, namely the K'ri dpon of Ts'al, K u n
dga' rdo rje, also called dCe ba blo gros,
whom we shall mention again when speaking
of Tibetan historiography, submitted to the
same revision the translations of revealed doc,
trine, whether they were sitras, or tantras or
vinaya; he arranged their texts in the collection
known as the Ts'al pa bKa' agyur, which
after having been, according to Klon rdol
bla ma, the base of the sNar t'an edition,
remained generally speaking unaltered, in
spite of a few later revisions and elaborations.
But perhaps Klon rdol bla ma's statement
is not quite correct, and must be examined
in the light of more ancient traditions. It is
true that Kun dga' rdo rje cooperated in
collecting the bKa' agyur, which later repre,
sented the sNar t'an version and was pu,
blished by the printinppress of this famous
monastery; but it is perhaps untrue that he
was the first to arrange the collection; both
Bu ston's and K u n dga' rdo rje's initiatives
had been preceeded by a vast work of
gathering the sacred texts, carried out with
great zeal by the monks of sNar t'an. In,
deed g b n nu dpal relates that bTsun pa

?Jams dbyans, a disciple of sKyo ston,
Buyantu's chaplain (DT, c'a, pp. 5 ~ 6 sent
)
to dBus pa Blo gsal a large present of
money, that he might have a copy compiled
of the bKa' agyur and of the bsTan agyur,
to place in the temples of sNar t'ah. Con,
forming to his request, dBus pa Blo p a l
byan c'ub ye fes, assisted by the lotsava
bSod nams 'od zer and by Byan c'ub abum
of rGyan ro, began to search for supple.
mentary texts (p'yi ma) of the bKa' agyur
and of the bsTan agyur, and having put
them together, he placed them in the ?Jam
lha k'an of sNar t'an, whence they bran,
ched off to other monasteries, Sa skya, K'ab
gun t'an, Ts'al gun t'an, etc. This means
that they added new works to a more or
less universally recognized kernel, having la,
boriously collected them in hermitages and
convents or fiom different masters; scattered
documents of a century ,old activity which
had transferred the spiritual heritage of
Buddhism into Tibet.
Thus the bKa' agyur and the bsTan
agyur were completed and grew in bulk,
reaching the final form under which they have
come down to us; with inevitable differences
between one version and another, but a l ~
ways of a minor relevance, as for instance the
fact that some particular text was present in
one version and missing in the other. This
first codification of the Buddhist scriptures
is an event of great importance in the history
of Lamaism and of its sacred literature, and
was the point of departure of the canon's
successive editions, whether manuscripts or
printed editions. gZon nu dpal always uses
thc verb biens, which simply means " to
dedicate ,, , not the word p a r , " print ,,;
hence in the oldest times manuscript copies
wcrc multiplied, printed copies only in later
times, with the diffusion of block,printing.
The work done in sNar t'an was not a
light matter; it not only required great cri,
tical capacities fiom those who directed it,
and an accurate judgement in choosing texts

and ascertai-ng their authenticity; it also
implied a vast organization and substantial
expenditure. This was partly paid, as we
have seen, by ?Jam dbyans, but the Mongol
Emperors did not keep aloof; Buston alludes
to their liberality when speaking of the first
Tibetan codifications of the scriptures. In,
deed this anonymous allusion of Buston's
to the Yuan's munificence must be linked
with the words of the Hor c'os abyuti, which
attributed this original compilation precisely
to Buyantu's pious patronage, aJam dbyans'
fervour having acted as a stimulant.
This canonical collection of s N a r t'ai
thus preceded Buston. who in Buyat~tu's
times was still too young to possess the
experience required for such a difficult work
of revision and in fact he started from the
sNar t'an collection for his revision (ibid.,
p. 6 ) . That was therefore the common trunk
from which successive editions branched off;
the one ordered by N a m mk'a' rgyal mts'an
for Rin spuns was placed in the rTse t'an
monastky, on this copy those of Gori dkar
and gDan sa t'el were based. From these
many new copies were taken to K'ams and
then made in K'ams itself; then those caused
to be made by the C'os rje mT'on ba don
ldan, by the du dhen ia of dBus, the C'os
rje Ran abyun in +Ts'ur p'u and in Byams
glin by d C e bsiien, the dPon c'en of Yar
rgyab and so on.
The culture of China and of the peoples
who had come in contact with her, also
had an echo in the great Sa skya convents,
where, two editions of the Tripitaka in foreign
languages were preserved, one in Chinese
and the other in Uiguric; this means that
there was no lack of people capable of
reading these languages and of using that
collection; then it was that for the second
time, afier the royal period, a shoal of Chi,
nese and also of Mongol words penetrated
into Tibetan; they are particularly terms relat,
ing to administration and secretarial subjects;
it is also quite probable that at that time

Tibet hd the fi rst knowledge of Christiarucl
which ever reached it; naturally through
Mongol officers and officials of the Nestorian
confession, who lived there for motives of
office, trade or war.19')
This literary and exegetic movement had
thus developed principally within the Sa skya
pa school; it was inspired, and largely pro,
duced, by those very chiefs of the great
monastery on whom the Mongols had bes,
towed their favour. But the bKa' brgyud pa
and the Ts'al pa to did not keep aloof from
that flame of intellectual life, by whose inspi,
ration Tibetan literature was coming into
existence. Nor were the rQin ma pa absent,
i. e. the followers of those ancient schools who
gloried in their interpretation of the religious
traditions of the ancient times, and recognized
~admasambhavaas their first master.
The persecutions which took lace in
c l a n dar ma's times and the Bon po renais)
sance, had interrupted the spiritual continuity
of this sect; the vicissitudes of stormy periods
had dispersed the schools, but isolated re,
presentatives survived their downfall and,
through the prestige of their exorcisms and
magic formulas, gained the favour of the
masses and held their ground for centuries.
Their doctrines centred round particular
interpretations of the Guhyagarbha, of the
MayIlidla and particularly of the Khasanra.
tantra, and were traced back to the esoteric
teachings of the first Vimalamitra, who
came to Tibet in K'ri sron lde btsan's
times; they represented the foundations of
thc rDsogs c'en school. Owing to this lack
of an organic tradition, the rQii ma pa did
not possess a dogmatic base capable of con,
ferring authority and validity on their doctri.
nes. Finally such a base was found in some
esoteric textes and formularies, which were
said to have been revealed by the Master
himself or by gods and m ~ ' a '? g o mas and
hidden away in certain caves and secret places
by Padmasambhava or by other niasters of
the school. They became the startingpoint

Thus it was stated
t'ig, one of the rDsogs c'en's
fundamental texts,'g') had been revealed by
vimalamitra to Myan Tin adsin bzan PO,
that the latter, in K'ri sron lde btsan's
times, had hidden it in the Zvai lha k'an he
had founded. Its oral tradition (ts'ig brgyud),
on the other hand, arrived, through a long
transmission,to I c e btsun Sen ge dban p'yug;
he hid his teachings, which were discovered
thirty years later, (in the year 1066, Reu mig) some
by 1Ce sgom or 1Ce nag po (not Nan pa. as
in S. CH.DAS,p. 42 and LAUFER,
Roman, p. 8),
and others fihy years aher by z a n ston bKra
$is rdo rje (1og7/1 167; D T , ga, pp. 41/42).
This was most probably the time when
the large apocryphal literature, the so/called
gTtr ma upon which the r a i n ma pa found
their doctrine, was compiled. Some of them
were said to be in Sanscrit, some others written
in unknown characters (SP, p. 389). some
in Tibetan; they were then collected in the
so.called rCyud ?bum which represents a
revelation for the r R i n ma pa, but is not
accepted as authoritative by the other schools.
This increasing number of gTer ma, the
heretical theories which they contained, the
danger of a corruption of Buddhism which
might then follow, was the cause, as we
saw, of the exegetical work of Buston and
of the endeavour, then made, of closing
the series of the authoritative works. The
danger was so strongly felt that the Sa skya
pandita invokes the intervention of a
temporal power to stop the alleged discovery
of the gter nra " if there were a royal law
(the propagators of) books extracted from
hidden places and the doctrines stolen from
others should be punished ,;.'94)
But since these works are generally said to
be translations of Sanscrit originals and are the
equivalents of the Tantras they should be dealt
with when studying the apocryphal literature
of Buddhism, which is not at present my task.
I shall therefore limit myself to those gTer
mas which were attributed to Padmsambhava
of the dogma of the sect.

that the

himself and to his collaborators and whose
origin therefore was placed in Tibet.
It is enough to say that those gTer mas
paved the way to the rDsogs c'en dogmatics
which just at this time took on a definite
and doctrinary aspect with Klon c'en pa,
born in 1308 (sa spreu, not 1307 according
to S. CH. DAS in the Reu mig) at gYu
ru g a i p'u' and who died in 1363 (c'u yos,
not 1362). A disciple of Kum%rar%ja,he
was the famous commentator of the sRin
t'ig, on which he wrote the great tika, or
gloss, talung his place, through this work.
as the codifier of rDsogs c'en dogmatics and
esoterism. It was not an easy task, because
the most authoritative schools of the time seem
to have been, in the beginning, rather suspi)
cious of the soundness of these theories, con/
tained in books unrecorded in the Buddhist
canon, and in which the penetration of Bon
po doctrines was to be feared, sometimes with
reason. Klon c'en pa himself did not enjoy
Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an's favour since the
latter feared to find him in sympathy with
the aBri gun pa, who had by now become
his enemies.
With Klon c'en pass commentary, the
rDsogs c'en too had now obtained their
sunrma, as other schools had created or were
creating theirs. It was a subtle doctrine, in.
tended to produce such a living experience of
the uns~bstantialit~
of all things, that a sign
of having realized its principles was thougth
to be the melting away into nothingness.
without leaving behind any bodily trace.
This theory is new to Buddhism, but it
has well known precedents in Bon po which,
for instance, possessed tales of the first lungs
having disappeared through a rainbow in the
sky, no bodily vestige whatever leli of them
on earth. Neither can it be completely ru.
led out that the greater frequency of relations
with China and a more direct acquaintance
with Chinese thought, may have influenced
the rDsogs c'en masters' theories: it is well
known that in the Celestial Empire Taoist

schools aimed at achieving "liberation from
physical immortality, through
the corp~e,,,!~s)
which the saintly man's body left the earth and
ascended among the immortals. Once ela,
borated, this theory was received also by
other schools, which often circulated tales of
their masters' mysterious disapperance.
Afier the orthodoxy of the prevailing
schools and Buston's accuracy had put an
end to the collections of Buddhist scriptures,
there was no way left of circulating apocry,
phal writings and traditions, unless through
the " buried books ,,. But these were now
occasionally used to support and justify the
P'ag mo gru pa's nationalist claims, by re,
newing the memory of ancient !glories and by
fostering the urge to be rid of all foreign
domination, which spread among the Tibetan
people, as it awakened to a better understanding
of Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an's policy.
The problem of this class of gTer mas, the
history of their discovery, research on their
sources, relations between these r R i n ma pa
scriptures and the Bon po school, all tkis
is an extremely fascinating study, but we
do not possess as yet all the data which might
lead to a certain solution. For this reason I
do not wish to approach now the very complex
question of the gTer ma as a whole: I will
limit my attention to the two principal texts
which tradition assigns to Guru Padma,
sambhava's collaborators, the Pad rrra t'an
yig and the bKa' t'an sde Ina; these works,
on account of their intrinsic value, of the
authority they enjoy and of the undeniable
antiquity of some parts, are among the most
important Tibetan texts.
W e read in the Chronicles of Blo bzan
rgya mts'o that bSod nams stobs kyi rgyal
po had the Sel brag t'ari yig printed. This
is a gTer ma which bears, in its present
nra abyrrn
version, the title: O rgyatr g u ru
gnus kyi skyed rabs maw t'ar, or else: U rgyan pad
mai abyun gnus kyi skyed rabs rnanr par t a r pa rgyas
par bkod pa las pad nia bkai t'ai yig, or: Pad mai
bkai t'an yig k'ri sroi lde'u btsan bka' c'ems, and

ad

also (manuscript copy, colophon): pad
bkd' yi t'an yig rnattr par skyes rubs Tyas pa, Or
(dCa Idan's edition, in 117 chapters): padma
bkaJ yi t'an yig skyes rubs rtram tlar Tyas p.19q
Blo bzan rgya mts'o calls this work 61
brag t'ari yig, from the place where it was
discovered, Sel brag, in Yar kluns district.
W e are sufficientlywell informed concerning
this text, from the colophon which ends it,
both in the printed edition and in the hand,
written copies. Though the form varies, it
contains substantially the same data, and
hence shows by quoting the same persons and
the same events, that the versions which
have reached US are derived from a single
original, revised by Ses (rab) 'od zer; this
is mentioned both by these colophons and by
the fifih Dalai Lama's very chronicles. The
version he is responsible for was printed in
?P'yori rgyas at the expense of " a great donor
of central Tibet, descended from the king
of (Za) hor ,, , i. e. precisely by bSod nams
stogs kyi rgyal po, designed as the patron
whose piety and generosity made the publi,
cation possible. LAUFER,
the first to mention
the colophon in the Peking edition (Rotnan,
p. 243), erroneously understands it to mean
that the donors were two: the King of P1ag
mo gru and his minister, while it is clear that
only the P'ag mo gru's minister is men.
tioned. It is true that he is designed as: Hor,
but here Hor has not its usual meaning of
Mongol " Mongolen Furst ,. , as Laufer
translates;'97) it is short for Z a hor, Bhap Her,
the place from which the princes of $'yon
rgyas believed themselves to be descended.
Hor is used as a common prefix to the
names of members of this family, which, at
the time the fifth Dalai Lama was writing,
would surely find it flattering to be cons',
dered the descendant of a clan now master
of Tibet and patron of the Yellow sect,
following G u s'ri Khan's victory.
Hence this first identification allows us
to establish accurately the date when the work
was first printed, or the date of its revision at

the hands of Ses rab 'od zer, which amounts
to the same. P'ag mo gru is here out of
the question: instead of the XIVth century,
Laufer inclined to date it, we must accept
a later date, the XVIth century. This date
is confirmed
by what we know con.
cerning Ses rab 'od zer, whose life is related
in the Zab nroi gter dun gter ston grub t'ab ji ltar
byon pai lo rgyus nrdor bsduspa bkodpai rin c'en vai
auryaip'reri ba, contained in the RC, vol. K a .
He was born in the year sa stag, and his
educations seems to have taken place enti.
rely in the shadow of the great dCa' ldan and
+Bri gun monasteries, or of their greatest
masters: nevertheless the biographer who uses
a preceding rnanr t'ar by C'os rje Kun dgal
bza" po, naturally alludes also to his know/
ledge of the rRin ma pa doctrine, of the bKa'
rgyud pa and of their scriptures. I n the year
tne 11% he had a vision of Padmasambhava,
following which he discovered some gTer
ma, like the sCrol t'ig dgons pa r ~ n g s a l . ~Hence
~~)
Seb rab 'od, although himself a gter ston,
was only the revisor of a text discovered
before him and then printed, on his advice,
by Hor bSod nams stobs rgyal, who in the
meantime had built the dPal ri tYeg c'en
glin in aP'yori rgyas. Ses rab <od zer's
dates thus depend on the age of bSod nams
stobs kyi rgyal po, prince of +P'yon rgyas:
we know that his father was a contemporary
of bSod nams rgya mts'o, and for this reason
his son, wo is mentioned here, must have
lived in the second half of the XVIth ten,
tury. Hence the year sa stag, in which Ses
rab 'od zer is said to have been born, must
correspond to 1518 ; me Itg, in which the
vision is said to have taken place, to 1547
and iiri spre'u (in the text erroneously c'u
spre'u) to 1 5 8 4 . when he was 6 7 . This is
confirmed by the fact that he was a contem.
porary of the Sa skya pa abbot Kung dga'
rin c'en, who heard fiom him some gTer
ma (see Sa skya Chronicles, p. r I I ) .
But we must not think that this was the
only printed edition, and therefore the only

version, of the famous book (in fact SP
speaks ofien of various t'ati yig: tJati y& 1?
la). In my collection there is a manuscript
of this same work, in which any allusion to
Ses rab 'od zer is laclung; it must be con.
sidered for this reason a new independent
version. s he manuscript, as may be read in
the colophon, was copied fiom an edition
which C'os kyi rgyal po sTag rdo rje had
printed in the palace of C'os rgyal lhun grub
rtse, in Southern Tibet.
T o these two versions a third must be
added, the one printed in dCa' ldan, which
then became the vulgate, one might, say,
authorized by the Yellow Sect. This, in its
turn, is based on a printed edition ofthe C'os
srid spuns t'an, a aBrug pa monastery, slightly
corrected; but it is not only a material cor.
rection of errors and slips contained in the
preceding edition; it is rather a new version,
in which nothing is found which might of.
fend the new sea's principles and dogmas.
That this text, thus revised and corrected,
should be considered a real new version, is
desumed from the fact that it is no longer
attributed to O rgyan glin pa, but to Sans
rgyas glin pa. It consists of 117 chapters
instead of r 1 8 and bears the title: O rgyan
gtr ru Pnd nra abyungnas kyi rnanr t a r rgyas pagser
gyi pJren ba t'ar lam gsal byed.
But who was the gTer ston, the real d i s ~
coverer of the text? This is as much as to
ask in what epoch the Pad ma t'ati yig was
compiled, because these discoveries of manu.
scripts must not be taken literally, but should
be understood as able compilations, although
ofien done on ancient documents by persons
well versed in the sacred scriptures and in
the tradition of the schools. W e cannot deny
that in some mc'od rten or in abandoned
temples, or in the archives of ancient fami.
lies, when men's minds felt the urge of
seeking for their country's remote memories,
old writings may have been found, whose
memory had been lost,199)and that the gTer
ston may have circulated them as revelations

fiom Padmasambhava or fiom persons con,
nected with him. But in other cases we
cannot speak of fiagments contemporary with
the royal dynasty; we must rather consider
them legends in which the events of those
times were sung with epical embellishments
and amplifications; tales in verse or genealo,
gies composed without much caring whether
they connadicted one another and ill fitted
together, and then assigned, without the
least foundation. to the same person or to
the same epoch.
In the case of such vast complex works
as those here mentioned, full of prophecies
and of allusions to times much later than
Guru rin po c'e's lifetime, we evidently
cannot accept orthodox tradition, which con,
siders them faithful copies of ancient manu/
scripts, discovered by famous gTer ston, or
manslations fiom original scriptures in Sari,
scrit or in the Uddiyma language. In other
words these g T a ston must be considered,
rather than discoverers, the compilers, some,
times actually the authors of the works
discussed; thus we see that, once we have
established the exact date of the discovery
of one of these texts, we have in fact
determined the date of their composition.
The compilers' work is visible to careful
scrutiny, which indeed reveals various layers.
superimposed or pieced together, differing
greatly as to style and contents. In the pro,
phecies and in the sections used to connect
one story with another, fragments of chro,
nicles or narratives much older than the final
arrangement of the text are ofien inserted.
This is especially visible in the Pad ma bka'
t'an sde lria, where some parts, for instance
the one on Tibet's military division in
K'ri srori lde btsan's times, belong altogether
to an epoch earlier than the times when.
according to tradition, the work was disco,
vered or, according to us, finally compil~
ed. These sections contain elaborations of
older chronicles, narratives. evocations of
the wars with China, allusions to rivalries

between the families of K'ri srofi Idan btsanBs
ministers; the same may be =id as regards
the genealogies and the events of
Tibet, told in poetical form, although these
parts are noticeably more recent with nspea
to the first; for instance the bTsun mo bkal tbi
(LAWE&
Roman, pp- 2 3 2,234). the BIon pa bkal
t'an (p. 62, ~ f i p.
. 57 etc.) and the pan bk;
t'ari. p. 70 are concluded with such allusions.
The more recent parts are at once recogni,
zable, either because they reflect a religious,
sectary or disciplinary atmosphere which
could never belong to the age in which the
events related took place, or because of the
many prophecies (lun bstan) they contain.
These prophecies, however, ofien furnish
us with useful points of reference to fix the
date of the final composition of the text,'OO)
when other elements are lacking; in fact
it is precisely the prophetic part which may
afford one of the principal motives for the
circulation of these works. T o restrict our,
selves to the two works which we are intel
rested in here (the T'an yig and the sDe h a ) ,
they reveal the sufferings of an epoch which
had seen Tibet pass under Mongol rule,
while Mongol invasions laid the country
waste to a greater extent than official history
admits. They also hand down to us an echo
of the strife between the Sa skya pa and
the P'ag mo gru pa.
~ 0 t works
h
therefore express the trouble of
a stormy epoch, and are the voice of Tibet's
political and religious consciousness, which
amidst the turmoil of unrest and under the
menace of foreign rule. came back to its pri)
mitive traditions, to times when the reigning
dynasty was firmly established, the country
internally unified, external enemies vanquish,
ed, and Tibet prospered, blessed by the great
masters of its faith. Indeed this search for
gTer ma, the multiplicatioll of their discove'
ries, passionate love for documents ofthe Paste
all coincide and are a sign of the yearning for
a restoration of ancient times, a proof
national revival.

western

Moreover these books contained many
things which sounded heretical to the other
sc~ools:~admasambhava is said to be a
Buddha; he is the nirmnnakiya of Kun tu
bzan po; but this assertion contradicts the
dogma that not more than one Buddha can
live at the same time upon this continent;
moreover he is said to have been initiated by
Ananda, so he is made to live many thousand
years. All these theories are therefore objected
to by other sects and the echo of their criti.
cism is to be found in the bitter attacks against
the rr;lili ma pa by Sum pa mk'an po.'")
But let us return to the age of the dis.
covery of the two gTer ma we were dealing
with. They both go back to the same epoch,
because the discoverer, in both cases, is al/
ways 0 rgyan glin pa. This master's date
may be fixed from the information concern.
ing him, furnished by the book quoted above,
where, on page 65, he is said to be born
in gYo ru, in the year watevboar, and as the
author also says that the T'ai Si tu Byan c'ub
rgyal mts'an was extremely devoted to him,
that date can only correspond to 1323.
Thus the rRin ma pa tradition that the
whole bKaJ t'an sde lria was discovered by O
rgyan glin pa can be accepted, because the
book, although consisting of five chapters,
forms a whole, being related to the same per.
sons and times. This tradition however seems
to be contradicted by the colophon of the Lha
adre bka' yi t'an yig, in the edition used by
LAUFER(op. cit.. p. 3) according to which
this chapter was discovered by K u n dga' ts'ul
k'rims. But the Potala edition corrects the
statement, and acknowledges 0 rgyan glin
as the discoverer of the first chapter as well,
although he was assisted by Kun dga' ts'ul
k'rims: " In the year fire/boar (1347). on
the 15th day of the month of the tiger, in
the evening, from under the tortoise on the
right0hand door of the Bu ts'al gser k'an
glin, 0 rgyan glin pa of dCra stod yar c'en
having taken K u n dga' ts'ul k'rims with
him, brought it to light ,,.

The manuscript was a yellow roll, con.
sisting of only one yellow leaf, its author was
Mandarav~. The second chapter, known by
the name of rGyal poi bkai t'ai yig, closes
with the sentence: " snan srid gtan la abebs
pai tJan yig c'en mo fes bya rdsogs so: Thus
ends the chapter of the T'an yig c'en mo in
its version adapted to the plane of existence .,,
and in this case too it is stated that its dicove.
rer was 0 rgyan glin pa, who took it fiom
the dCe ba mt'ar rgyas &n; the text was
written on white paper by rTse man bdag
who put in writing Padmasambhava's words.
Concerning the third chapter : b Tsun mo
bkai t'an, it is said that the same gTer ston
0 rgyan glin pa, took it out of the K'ams
gsum zans k'an glin.
In the fourth: L o pan bka' t'an yig there
is a colophon refirring to the whole book; it
ascribes the discovery to the same master.
The fXh closes with the statement that it
was taken by O rgyan glin pa fiom the Yar
kluns el brag. fiom a roll of yellow paper.
These colophons are very interesting, be/
cause although the discoverer was the same
person, nevertheless they show that the book
was composed out of fiagments discovered
at different times by O rgyan glin pa, and
that we cannot speak ofits original unity: there
are, on the contrary, five different fiagments,
found at different times, perhaps in the same
year, by the celebrated gTer ston, and later
pieced with one another on the base of anal08
gies in subject~matterand of a certain logical
relation between them, with a very large num.
ber of interpolations, additions and changes.
The composite character of the bKaJ t'ai
sde lria is proved not only by the fact that the
chapters are called sometimes leu and some,
times skabs, (as in the Blon poi bka' t'an), but
above all by an examination of the second
book (k'a) where the chapters are numbered
twice; chapters 1/17 contain general infor.
mation on the Kings' genealogy, the spread
of religion and so forth. Then a new series
of chapters begins, so that instead of the

18th chapter, we find once more chapter 1st
These new chapters open with the story of
the pillars, on which was engraved the cen,
sus (rtsis kyi rdo rins) ordered by K'ri sron
Ide btsan and then go on, from I , to 44,
treating of Tibet's political and military
organizations in the times of that same king,
with various tales about the discovery of
sacred books and objects. That these chap,
ters have been inserted there, talung them fiom
other sources, is clearly shown by the colo,
phons which close them: they regularly bear
the names of the books from which they
were taken, i. e. K ' a byan rndsod kyi lde nrig
rgyrd and g Ter byan mdsod kyi 1de nrig rgyud.
They are indexes or catalogues: the words
lde trrig indeed mean "key,, , and as such
are ohen found in the titles of catalogues (see
for instance the dkar cag of the b K a S agyur):
byan mdsod certainly corresponds to register,
book list, cfi. byari bu, mnon nrdsod, etc.
I n the last chapter, the 1 9 t h ~mention of
the source is again lacking, but this chapter
is already a prophecy ( p y i tnai dus su bstan pa
ii ltar abyun pa) and is linked with the first
group, 1/17. Hence all the 44 chapters
desumed from the K'a byai mdsod kyi lde mig
or from the g T e r byan t~rdsodlde tnig are sepa/
rated fiom the first and the last section, and
form a group by itself, which replaces an
18th missing le'u. The bKaJ t'ai sde lna
was therefore compiled about 1347 which
is the date found at the end of its the Lha
!dre bka' t'an.
For this reason, as the discoverer was the
same, the date of the Pad ma tJai yig prop00
sed by LAUFER
(OP. lit., p. 242, note 7) must
also be brought nearer to 1347. The year
water dragon, in which that gTer ma was cir.
culated, is certainly I 352, when O r gyan glin
was 29; thus it is not one of his first discove.
ries, because the first works he brought to
light were made known when he was 23.
Nevertheless the question of the T'ari yig
is rather confused, because 0 rgyan glin
pa's biography mentions, beside the bKa'

tJah sde lh. also the Pad ma bka' yi tla,j yk
cJen tno, which is precisely the title of the
work fiom which bSod nams rgyal mts'an
quotes in his rGyal rabs some fragments not
to be found in the present version of the Pad
ma bka' t'an v i ~ .
This difference between the vulgate and
the text, however brief, quoted by the rGyul
rubs entitles US to suppose that an ampler
version of the gTer ma was in circulation;
however I have not yet obtained any infor,
mation concerning it. It was perhapi a more
detailed elaboration, because when we
pare the passage of rGyal rabs with the Pad
ttra tJan yig known to us, we see that the dif,
ference consist precisely in a greater
and abundance of detail.
Wishing now to sum up what we have
said concerning the date and the editions of
the two most important gTer ma, the pre,
sent state of the question may be summarized
as shown in the table at p. I IS.
O f course these are not the G u ru rin po
c'e's only two biographies circulating in
Tibet. I do not mention, naturally, later
compilations written at various times by the
r N i n ma pa, but the true gTer ma, viz.
works nearly always attributed to K'ri sron lde
btsan's times and more frequently to Padmasam.
bhava's mate, Y e Ses mts'o rgyal. Among
these works the sKyer rubs r'os abyui nor bui
p'ren ba deserves to be specially mentioned;
its discovery is attributed to the m ~ a bdag
'
N a n ral pa can. It is a schematic history,
much briefer than the other two but, never/
theless abounding in many doctrinal refel
rences and in the nevevabsent ~rophecies.
The same events are related as in the bKa'
t'ai sde l i a and in the T'an yig, but reducing
them to essentials and divesting the narrative
from many of those legends and digressions
which increase to such an extent the bulk
of the other two collections. There are two
versions of this work. The one I know 1s
written by hand in 40 chapters and one in'
serted in the RC, vol. ka. The manuscript
J
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Lha adre bka'
t'an 1347

Discovery of the
gTer ma
Discoverer

0 rgyan glin pa

0 rgyan glin pa

I 08

Chapters

I 08

Sans rgyas glin pa

-

I17

0 rgyan glin
Pa

-

?
Revisor and editor Ses rab 'od zcr
In gP'yon rgyas in Ordered to be ma. C'os srid spuns
First edition
bSod nams stobs kyi de by sTag rdc
t'an +hug pa
rgyal's times, in the rje in the CBo: monastery
XVIth century (not rgyal lhun grut new dCa' Idan's
the XIVth as Laufer rtse, in Southerr
edition
Tibet
says)
Sans rgyas rgya mts'o's
edition
d c a ' ldan's cdition,
1675 (not 1674, as
Laufer says)
sDe dge's edition
Pelung cdition 1839
Edition used by Tous.
saint

ad

version is entitled Slob dpon
ma abyun gnus
kyi skyes rabs c'os ?byuri nor bui pJren, but in
the colophons of the single chapters Slob
dpon pad ma alryuAgnas kyi skyes rabs dri med pa.
Ran ral is R a n ral iii ma 'od zer born
about 1124 (jin abrty ; in the R e u nrig, p. 46,
1134, but the date of his death in the R i n
c'en gter nrdsod is placed in the year i i i byi,
when he was 68; however {in byi = 1204).
He was the discoverer of the bKaJ brgyad
bdegiegs adus pa rgyud and of the mK'aJ y r o i
fus lan. In the above mentioned biography
of the gTer ston, p. 48 ff. there is no mention
of thc sKyes rubs dri wed. T o the preceding
works may be added the O rgyan rnam t'ar dpag
isam bjon {in, a brief treatise in 10 little chapters,
discovered by the same 0 rgyan glin pa.
Among theg Ter mas 'OZ) discovered approxi.
mately in this time or shortly before, is to be

.

?

-

included the Bar do t'osgrol the so called " Tibe.
tan Book of the Dead ,, which was translated
by Evans Wentz and to which reference is
made later in part three of this book."')
The bKa' brgyud literary tradition is rc.
presented in the XIVth century by another
famous siddha and poet rCyal mts'an dpal
b z po
~ of +Bar ra a contemporary of dPon
c'en rGyal bzan and therefore a witness of
the rise of Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an and of the
wars which were then fought between the
Sa skyas and the P'ag mo gru pas. H e wrote
a series of mgur or sacred songs in honour of
his masters or as an expression of his mystic
realizations. He is at the same time the author
of a treatise on yoga in general, according to
the ~ B r u gpa's point of view; in it a large part
is given to dogmatics, to meditation and its
support, to the ¶ualities of the disciple and

of the guru, to what places should be chosen
for meditating and so on ($Grub pa iiams su
blun pui lag /en 4 0 s adod abyuri bai gter nrdsod).
N o t even the bKa' gdams pa remained
aloof from this fervid literary activity.
Their renaissance took place through the
works and the reform of Tson k'a pa (1357,
1 4 1 9 ) who founded the school called " the
renewed (gsar ma) bKa' gdams ,,, or, under
another name, d G e lugs pa and later d G e l g s
pa, commonly known as the Yellow C a p
school, or simply the Yellow school, from the
colour of its followers' caps.
Tson k'a pa's personality is double, al,
though it is difficult, outside practical rea,
sons of study, to separate one aspect from the
other. H e purified Lamaism, into which
too many worldly elements had penetrated;
he restored monasteries to a dignified life, he
disciplined by a strict organization the monks
who had become too restless, and seeing
- that
the multiplication of sects was dangerous, he
tried to unite in a single trend the currents into
which Buddhism was broken up in Tibet.
A s strife between families and convents had
gadually destroyed and impoverished monas.
teries, or reduced them to a wildemess, he
took possession of them, absorbed them, had
them restored to worship or reconstructed. But
this apostolic task, which inflamed his disci,
ples' zeal and left such lasting traces in Tibet's
political and religious life, was prepared and
guided by earnest studies. By virtue of his
researches, following and completing Buston's
example, he based the validity of his inter,.
pretation and the liturgy of Lamaism on
the authority of trustworthy traditions, nearly
always followed up to their Indian 0rigins.~"4)
O n the other hand, to give his teachings
greater authority, his direct disciples and the
circle of his collaborators gave credit to the
belief that he was directly inspired by aJam
dpal (MaiijuSri). Hence his books were consi,
dered a revelation, an unimpeachable interprel
tation of the sacred scriptures communicated
to the master during the raptures of ecstasy.

I shall not follow Tsod k'a pavs literav
activity as far as his lesser treatises, but shall
only point out his principal works, those
which, by their bulk and importance, are
milestones in the history of lamaistic thought.
TO begin with Tantrism, it is desirable
to dwell on the great commentary to the
Cuhyasam2ja; this is an edition, with ,-,los,
ses, of the Pradipoddyotana, which tradition
assigns to Candrakirti. l 0 5 ) The Cuhyasa,
mija is one of the most remarkable texts
in Indo/Tibetan esoterism, and it cannot
be excluded that it may have been influenced
by non~Buddhist thought: like all Indian
mysteriosophic treatises, its interpretation is
extremely difficult, both as to its symbolic
meaning and as to its reading; such diffi,
culties can only be overcome by a detailed
exegesis. The abundance of commentaries,
and of glosses on the commentaries, proves to
what an extent 1ndo.Tibetan schools were
aware of the abstruseness of these texts and
of their importance and how their very mys,
tery favoured the birth of different methods
of interpretation.
The depth and clearness of Tson k'+ pa's
research are such, that his edition and his
exegesis are an instrument not to bc dispensed
with for an understanding of Tantric esoterism.
This major work is followed by lesser
treatises which clear up particular points
connected with the Cuhyasamija or with its
diff'erent liturgies; the rGyud yyal po dpalgjan
ba !dus pa y y a c'er biad pa sgron ma gsal bai aka'
bai gnus kyi mt'a' grod rin t e n myu gu, the
gsari ba !dus par gnad don gsul ba, the dPal gsan
ba !dus pa mi bskyod pai rdo rjei dkyil &or gyi
t o g a dbahgi don de iiid rub tugsal ba. The con.
clusion of these works is drawn, as regards
the mystical experiences to which this Tannlc
cycle is supposed to lead, from the dJ'al.$san
ba !dus
man riag rim h a gsal sgron. The latter*
going into the technicalities of the Pafica'
krama, reconstructs the liturgic drama through
which, with the ~athayoga'shelp, the
deliverance is accomplished (see p- 129).

The r D o ge ac'an clen poi lam g y i rim pa

kun gyignad rnam par plye ba is a very bulky
one of Tson k'a pa's most signi.
ficant books. The Mantrayiina, in all its
implications, complications and theoretical
premises, is set forth with a great wealth of
detail, nying to interpret in an orthodox
manner the principles and practice of the
subtlest mystical experiences of late Bud.
&ism. This was implicitly a polemical task,
because the Mantrayina, during its spread
Tibet, had become tainted and
altered, had not infrequently departed fiom
its sounder formulations in India. In this
work Tson k'a pa penetrates to the very core
of the most complex mechanism of mystical
ascesis; for instance he deals at lenght with
uqatti and with sampannakrama. Aher hav.
ing discussed at length, by way of intro.
duction, the motives on which the Tantras
base their authority, examining anew their
divisions, classifications and types according
to the doctors' various opinions, Ts'on k'a
pa relates and explains the opinions of the
Indian masters or of the most authoritative
Tibetan doctors. This work unites myste.
riosophical subtleties to the abstruseness of
dogmatics; it has the same importance for
esoterism that the Lanr ritir c'en tno (Tson
k'a pa's other masterpiece, for which he is
justly famous) has for dogmatic in general.
Anotha cycle to which he dedicated an
equally important treatise, is bDe mc'og,
that is one of those on which the mystical
experience of Lamaism centres: b D e mc'og bsdus
pai rgyud kyi rgya c'n biad pai don kun gsal ba, in
j I chapers. With this treatise is connected the
l
lo bde tnc'og g i nrtion rtogs rgya
other: d ~ a ak'or
c'er biad, and many lesser pamphlets, in which
are discussed various methods of interpreting
this cycle, according to the two most wide.
spread and well known systems, the one
which goes back to Luipii, and the other
which can be traced to Chantapi. I
have mentioned these two works and these
two cycles, because Ts'on k'a pa has treated
/

them with a particular insistence and has
amply discussed them and written on them.
But beside these Tantras, he also studied the
Hevajra and the Kilacakra with its corn/
mentary, the Vimalaprabhii, on which he
wrote a: sTon {rag bcu g i i s pa dri ma med pai
'od kyi dka' bai gnus rnatn par abyed pa brjed byah
g i yi g e mk'as grub c'os rje la gsan pa.
But the work with which he obscured
Tibet's preceding dogmatical literature and
took his place as one of the most faithful and
profound interpreters of Buddhism, is the
Slrmma of the Mahiyina, which, like all
decisive books, has resisted the action of time
and to this day, in the monasteries of Tibet
and Mongolia, educates doctors and the0108
gians and forms their minds. I am spealung
of the Lam ritn c'en mo, which he wrote in
a solitary hermitage near Rva grens. A s
Desideri perceived (who translated it and
then confuted it fiom the Christian point of
view),lo6)this work, which in the dCa' ldan
edition contains 481 pages, is perhaps Tibet's
greatest contribution to Buddhist exegesis; it
is an original elaboration of an outlook of life
which, through secular experiences, had be.
come almost inborn in the Tibetan people.
A s is the case with works of an intrinsic
merit, this book could not be dispensed with
for study and meditation, and received such a
universal recognition that in its turn it soon
inspired commentaries, exegeses, syntheses and
systems. The dCe lugs pa school, through this
treatise of its founder's, had given Lamaism
its greatest and final contribution; successive
masters could do nothing but follow in his
footsteps ; the Lam rinr c'en nro closed the
creative period of Tibetan thought, which
then turned back on itself and returned to
detailed exegesis or to pedantic elucidations
of what was already known.
This is confirmed by the fact that h e r
Tson k'a pa there is practically no great lama
who does not write some gloss or explanation
on the famous book. A glance at thegsun
abutns of the Pan c'en lamas and to those

of the Dalai lamas or even to the indexes of
pai don rnanr par p'ye bai bstan bcos Iqs biad szii
Klon rdol bla ma (op. cit.) will testi4 to the
pa, in which that double aspect of the truth
exactness of this statement.
is applied to the Sandhinirmocana and to
The Latir ritir c'en nio was followed by a
the Samadhiriija. Another ample work on
s K y e gsunr g y i n'atirs su bbn pai byan c'ub
this very subject: dBu rnai rtsa bai tslb
byas
lanr g y i ritir pa, which explains the doctrine
pa ies rub fes bya bai rnanl biad rig pai y y a
taking into account the different intellectual
deals with Midhyamika dogmatics,
capabilities and the varying karmic prepara.
thanks to the activity of its founder Nigirjuna,
tion of each individual, according as he
defines the true sense of the "void ,,, closing
possesses a supreme, middling or inferior
and summing up the discursive prolixities
aptitude for understanding the truth.
of the Prajiitipiramitti in a treatise which is
With this book is connected a parallel
admirable for its equilibrium bemeen spe,
crcatment of the same subject: the Ses rub p'a
culative subtetlies and clearness of expression.
Tson k'a pa also dedicated another corn,
rol tu p'yin pai tiran tiag g i bstan bcos nrtion
par rtogs pai rgyan agrel pa dun bcas pai rgya
mentary, the bsTan bcos c'en po dbu nra 4%pai
rnam biad dgons pargsal, to the Madhyamaka,
c'er biad pai l q s biad gser p'reri which,
vat%ra, the other work fundamental for the
according to its title, is at the same time an
explanation of the Abhisamayalarikara and of its
Miidhyamika school's thought.
Tson k'a pa's mastery of logic is proved
famous commentary by Haribhadra, i. c. the
classical explanation of intellectual and s p i ~ by the construction and by the sublety of his
treatises, but he did not write on logic as
ritual ascent through which the bodhisattva
amply as his disciple rGyal ts'ab; we must
rcalizes the enlightenment of supreme reality.
mention nevertheless a brief treatise of his on
This work is accompanied by other treat.
direct perception : rGyal ts'ab c'os vjes tjei drun
ises, which penetrate to the core ofMahiyiinic
du gsan pai mnon sum leui bvjed byan, which
dogmatics and particularly of its most diffi.
however, as the title itself shows, is not so
cult and abstruse conceptions, at its very cen.
much
a composition written down by Tson
tre; as, for instance, the conception of essence
ka
pa
with his own hand, as a posthu.
and nonNessence, duality and non~duality,
mous
compilation
of notes taken down by
till the intuition is reached of the stori pa n'id.
the
greatest
dialectician
of his school, rCyal
i. e. the "void ,, to which Mahiytinic spew/
ts'ab,
while
the
master
was initiating him
lation leads. This conception is so difficult
to the study of this difficult branch of
to understand, so contrary to ordinary expe.
Buddhist doctrine, mainly on the base of the
rience, that it can only be understood by
Pranranaviniicaya.
degrees: truth is like a serpent, biting those
DO T S O ~k'a pa's books, what has reached
who lack the formula which pacifies it.
us
of
them, bulky and widespread as they are,
Truth is manifested in a double aspect: one
represent
an original elaboration, or do they
is conventional (vyavabaratah) for those who
condense
and resume an exegesis which had
are not yet mature, but who are capable of
matured
in
some other school? In other
developing further (neyartha = dran); the other
words,
is
Tson
k'a pa .an innovator, or rather
is truth pure and absolute (paramarthatah),
docs
he
continue
preceding trends ? From
for those who are already certain of their
his biographers' statements and from his
knowledge (nitirtha = ria). This division is a10
disciples' allusions it appears that he devv
ready stated in the Sandhinirrnocana, and has been
loped a d gave greater depth to ideas already
dweloped by Nigtirjuna and his followers.
elaborated by a great master, at whose school
This fundamental propedeutic to the Great
he had his training : g h n mu blo Fos
Vehicle's subtleties, is entitled: Drari pa dun nes

(Kumiramati) of Re mda' (1 349/1412). ")
one of the greatest men Lamaism has had bet/
ween Buston and Tson k'a pa. H e had been
a disciple of the R a dpon Kun dga' dpal,208)
he had commented on the prajia with pene.
trating research, continuing a tradition derived
from the lotsiva of rNog and his followers;
then, afier leaving his work as a teacher to
meditate in a hermitage, he had particularly
studied " Maitreya's five laws ,,, laying down,
on the base of those texts, the principle that
cosmic consciousness is the only reality, and
that, being inborn in each of us, it repre.
sents a necessary passport and the cause of
that return to the purity of " the Buddha's
essence ,, which is identified with nirvana.
rCyal ts'ab (to give him the name under
which Dar ma rin c'en is generally known in
Tibet), was born in I364 ;in ?brug, and died
in 1432, c)u byi. H e continued Tson k'a pa's
activity, mainly as an interpreter of dogmatic
works. He comes back once again to the
Abhisarniyalankira, with an ample gloss
and particularly to the most authoritative
commentary written in India on this greatly
celebrated treatise of mahiyanic mysticism,
Haribhadra's Aloka. H e wrote the S t s rub kyi
p'a rol tu p'yin pai nran nag gi bstan Ircos ttrrion par

rtogspai rgyan gyi a p b pa don gsal bai rnam biad
siin poi rgyan. This work, composed on the
Ri bo dga' ldan, boasts of continuing the tra.
dition of Kumiramati of Re mda', Tson k'a
pa's master, and of Rin c'en rdo rje; it guides
the reader through successive states of mystid
cal purification and progressive moments of
liberating meditation, thus affording a much,
appreciated introduction to the clear under,
standing of the celebrated Mahiyinic text.
Closely connected with the Abhisamaya
1s the Uttaratantra, also one of the five treat.
1st~attributed to Maitreyanitha, now made
accessible also to those who cannot read
Tibetan, by Obermiller's fine translation.
This far from easy book which has a hstlrate
place in Mahiyinic literature, was comment.
ed by rCyal ts'ab, in his T'eg cJen po rgyud

bla tnai tik h. The main authority to which
he refers, the master to whom he acknowledges
his interpretation to be due, is once again
Kumararnati of Re mda', who, as we saw.
had an exceedingly great part in Tson k'a
pa's spiritual and intellectual formation.
Students of dogmatics will be equally in.
terested in the Legs par biad pa i o s mnon rgya
mts'oi s i i n po b2ugs pai dbui p'yogs, a clear sum.
mary of the Abhidharma. The importance
of this work consists precisely in its brevity
(215 pages) and in the arrangement of its
contents, divided and classified according to
categories: it became a most useful introduc,
tion to the detailed study of one of the most
complex disciplines of Buddhist philosophy,
which remained for centuries, in Tibet, China
and Japan, the necessary propaedeutic to the
long path of theology. rCyal ts'ab links the
tradition of this interpretation of the Abhi.
dharma with Kumiramati of Re mda'.
Among his lesser works, less lengthy but
not less important, we must record a new
commentary to the Bodhicaryavatara: Byan c'ub
settrs dpai spyod pa la gug pai rmam biad rgyal
sras {jug dogs, written in the rNam par rgyal
pai glin of dGa' ldan, following once again
Kumaramati's explanation.
H e treated of logic in the Ts'ad ma mdoi
rnam biad and in the Ts'ad tna brjed byan. The
first is a synthetic commentary on Dinniga's
Pratnanasaniuccaya, one of the most celebrated
works of Buddhist logic, and certainly one
of the keenest and subtlest monuments of In.
dian speculation. Completed, and in many
places corrected, by Dharmakirti, Dinniiga's
logical system was replaced by the works of
his great continuator, whose gigantic figure
looms over the development of Indian logic
to such an extent that even thinkers of rival
schools, though they did not accept his theo.
ries, were obliged for a long time to take into
account his monumental works: the Pranirina/
varttika and the Pranrrinaviniicaya. Their fortune
as unsurpassed documents of India's logical
maturity contributed, I will not say, in

dooming the Pratiidnasaniuccaya to oblivion,
but certainly in classing it as a stage of Bud,
dhist speculation, undoubtedly glorious but
nevertheless initial and therefore, in course
of time, unavoidably surpassed. The com,
mentary by the same author, inserted in the
bsTan agyur, thus seemed sufficient, and the
Pranr~nasariruccaya does not appear to have
amacted in Tibet the same attention or to
have inspired the same exegesis as Dharma.
kirti's great treatise. Hence the importance
of these glosses by rCyal ts'ab, whose value
is increased by the great clearness of his style.
The book, written, llke a large number of
preceding works, in the rNam rgyal &n,
goes back to the same exegetical tradition
beginning with Kumaramati which, differently
from the Sa skyas, acknowledged Logic as a
fundamental part of Religion. l o g )
The Ts'ad tiia brjed byan is a brief hand,
book, according to the notes taken at the
master's school.
These two books must be considered as
an introduction to rCyal ts'ab's magnum
opus, his commentary on the Pramrinavrirttika
by Dharmakirti: Ts'ad ma rnanr !grelgyi tsJig
leur byas pai rnam biad t'ar lam pJyin ci log gsal bar
byedpa, and on the Pranrinaviniicaya: bsTan bcos
ts'ad tna rnam nes kyi t i kn cJen dgotispa rabgsal,
ponderous and difficult works in which is
summed up all the logical tradition of Bud,
dhism, and the ideas of one of Asia's most
powerful minds are illustrated according to
his most authoritative interpreters.
A s we can see, rCyal ts'ab continued and
completed his master's work, dealing prefe.
[ably with dogmatics and philosophy; he was
a speculative and dialectic mind and deligh,
ted in &stinctions, classifications and plans
elaborated by Indian exegesis but carried by
the Tibetans to their extreme developments.
His works therefore must be read by recon,
strutting the paradigms which form their
geometric base; by keeping them in mind
through their uninterrupted process of break.
ing up into fractions and fitting one into

the other, complex and difficult arguments
are simplified and become clear.
His activity in the Tantric field was scnnry:
he only composed a few short tleatises on
particular and minute subjects; they are not
to be compared with those composed on a
single cycle, but one of the most imponant, by
his school~fellowmK'as grub c'os rje (r385,
iin glan 1438, sa rta) who is remembered in
history above all as the subtle interpreter of
the vimalaprabha, a famous commentary on
the Kdacakra.
O u t of studies carried on for many years
was born his extremely bulky work entitled:
rCyal tJanis cad kyi y y a l po bcom ldan ~ d a sdus
kyi &'or lo mc'og gi dun poi saris yyas kyi rtsa
bai y y u d las p'yun ba bsdus pai yyud kyi a j n l
c'en rtsa bai y y a n kyi rjes su ajug ston p'rag bcu
g ~ i pa
s dri nra med pai 'od kyi y y a c'er biad de
k'o na l i d snan bar byed pa. A truly pondel
rous work occupying four volumes; it recon.
structs the historical and legendary tradition by
which that cycle was transmitted through
centuries; it studies once more the relations
between the various moments of the Buddhist
preachings, it goes into the details ofthat corn.
plex esoteric liturgy which establishes secret
sympathies between microcosm and macro.
cosm, it discusses subtle astrological questions.
This work is said to have been composed
in R a n stod, in the dPal ri bo mdaris can
monastery; it kept to the method of inter,
pretation followed by Buston, who in his
turn continues the tradition handed down
to the Tibetan school by two great lotsavas,
that of Rva and that of aBrog.
Of course this is the most remarkable
work written by mK'as grub rje on the K i t
lacakra, but he also dictated many smaller
treatises concerning liturgy, experience, the
mandala of the same Tantra. Nor did his
preference for the Kllacakra make him in,
different to other cycles dominating the re!;.
gious experience of Tibetan mystical schools:
it is always a case of parallel spiritual realizv
tions, which do not exclude, but complete each

other, and each of them can be more or less
appropriate for single individuals. according
to their capacities and above all according
to the mystical family they belong to. H e
thereforedid not neglect either the Kyai rdo
rje, Hevajra, so diffused in Sa skya schools,
on which he wrote the dPal brtag giiis pai rnanr
par biad pa rdo ye mk'a' agro ma rnatns kyi i s a n
rnJsod, and the bCom ldan adas dpal kyai
,do
lha dgui dkyil &or c'o g a bde ba c'en poi
4~ lags, nor the Guhyasam~ja,whose secret
meaning he made clear in the rGyud t'atns
kyi yyal po dpal gsari ba adus pai bskyed rim
&osgrub rgya mts'o, which discusses the liturgy
implicit in this Tantra and particularly the
method of evolung the divinities understood
as symbols through which its teachings are
made manikst.
Special mention must be made of the
rGyud sde spyi rnanr par biag pa yyas par biad
pa, which like the works of the Sa skya
masters and of Buston, once more examines
the difficult problem of the classification of the
Tantra and of their relations. H e takes as a
base for his classification not external or liter.
ary standards, but the different experiences
they lead up to.
Although mK'as grub specialized in the
study of the Tantra and particularly of the
Kilacakra, he did not neglect other fields:
he wrote two brief treatises on the Abhisa.
nrayilariknra and its commentary, although
it had been greatly studied through a long
tradition and subtly examined once more by
the master and by his condisciple. O n e
of these treatises must be especially recalled
here: gSal ba don gsal g y i rnanl biad rtags dkai
snati ba, an elucidation of difficult passages
in Haribhadra's work.
It should not seem surprising that Tibe.
tan commentators come back so insistingly
to one and the same treatise: the Abhisa,
tllaya and the Aloka are, for the ascetical and
theological currents of Lamaism, works so
significant and so deep, so saturated with
secrets beyond the crystal~clear appearances
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of their form, that one cannot wonder at
their being continually taken up again, to
explain, clarify and subtilize.
The Z a b mo stoti pa Eid kyi de k'o nu
iiid rub tu p a l bar byed bstan pai bcos sku1
bzan mig abyed is very important for Ma.
hiyina dogmatics and for a logical demon.
stration of the iiinya, the irreality of all things.
Afier having shown that the teachings of
the Prajiiii are legitimate, as a conclusion
and a climax of the Buddha's preachings, a
particular analysis is made of the arguments
the rival schools had used to show their reluc,
tance to admit that all things are void of
an essence of their own. These arguments
are refuted one by one and the truth of the
Prajiii's thesis is upheld, showing that the
arguments of its principal organizer and di,
vulger, N5girjuna, are valid. This work is
an indispensable guide for those who whish
to become familiar with the subtleties of this
system, beyond what can be done with the
help of Indian authorities alone. This treatise
too goes back to Kumaramati's teachings.
mK'as grub wrote on vinaya (discipli,
nary rules) in his sDom pa gsuttr g y i rnam par
biag pa tndor bdsus te gtan la dbab pai rub
tu byed pa t'ub bstan rin po i e i byi dor, a
subtle discussion of the precepts regulating a
monk's life, not in a strictly hinayanic sense,
but rather according to the Great Vehicle's
broader views; in other words this book is
meant for those who follow a bodhisattva's
career, rather than for simple bhiksus.
The tireless polygraphist also wrote on
logic in two most remarkable works; the first
is a summary, based on the seven logical
works of Dharmakirti and has a double title,
Sanskrit and Tibetan : Pramrjnairistrasennsapta~
latihra: ts'ad mai bstan bcos sde bdun g y i gyan
yid kyi nrun sel. "o)
Also in this book, which aims at being
an easy summary of the Buddhist nyaya's
abstruseness and complications, in the final
form which Dharmakirti and his immediate .
disciples gave to it, Kumfamati's school is

continued. In the same way in the other
larger book: r C y a s pai bstan bcos ts'ad ma
rnam agrel g y i y y a c'er biad pa rigs pai y y a
mts'o, divided into three sections, respective,
ly dedicated to inference per se, svarthanu,
mana (rari don), to pratyaba (mriom sum) or
direct perception and to the syllogism, parar,
thlinunrana ( j r a n don), the three correspond0
ing chapters of the Prattranauarttika are amply
commented upon.
The works of these three masters, circu,
lated in Tibet under a single name, in a col0
lection entitled r G y a l ba yab sras gsum gsuri
qbunr, " The master's and the disciples'
complete writings ,, , do in fact form an
organic whole, in which Buddhist dogma0
tics and Tantric esoterism are once more
expounded and elaborated; in it the new
school takes up a welLdefined position in
respect to the other sects and lays down a doc.
trinal base which confers individuality and
prestige upon it. " I )
The truly formative period of Lamaism
seems almost to close with the writings of
these three masters: the path of Lamaism
was now traced, it could no longer open up
new outlets or attempt new interpretations by
an impulse of original ideas. Nothing but
heresy would have resulted from such a new
departure, and nothing is more alien to the
Tibetan mind: it can plumb the depth of
doctrines imported from India, and go deeper
and deeper into them. but it would never
venture to modify them arbitrarily.
Thus in Tsori k'a pa and his disciples
we admire not so much their inventive origi,
nality but rather the clearness and proportion,
the undeniable aptitude for relthinking, elal
berating and summarizing Indian thought,
into handbooks which do not in the least
betray those ideas and doctrines, but sum them
up in a well~orderedand harmonious man,
ner: Tibetan neophytes are thus helped to an
easier understanding of the difficulties and
complications confronting them in theology
and esoterism.

Crags Pa rgyal mts'an (1400,14~~)
another
of the leading disciples of T S O ~ k~ pa, was
chiefly interested in monastic questions and
in the vinaya section of the mcriptura;
he is in fact known as the
adsin the
disciplinarian ,,.2 1 ~ )
H e is the author of the d G e slofi g; bslab
bya c'en mo, of the d C e t i u l g y i ts'ul k'ritns rHam
biad and other smaller treatises
disciphe;
but he did not neglect the Tantras. He dealt
chiefly with the K u n rig and the cycle of
gSin rje gSed.
In the works of dCe +dun grub (1391,
1474) we equally find the interest of the writa
divided between logic and dogmatics on one
side and pure liturgical treatises on the other.
H e is the author of a big Tib on the four
books of the rNam agrel and at the same
time of a Ts'ad ma r 2 s rgyan, another treatise
on logic. H e is also a prolific writer on
the vinaya: qDul ba ti ka rin c'en apr'eri and
comments upon the M~lamlidhyanrika/brika
and the Madhyanraknvatara; but he composes
many hymns (bstod) in honour of various
masters and gods; he is one of the first
codifiers of the cult of dPal ldan Iha mo
raised to the rank of presiding divinity of
the sect.
The T'eg pa c'en po blo sbyon gi gdams pa
and the T'egpa c'en poi blo sbyori gi &rid c'eh zad
bsdus pa are written according to the scheme
of the bKa gdams pa manuals of the same
title of which we have already spoken.
The qC'i Itas brtag grub rgyol lugs kyi ts'e
la brfen nus t i e bsriri t'abs sgrol ma dkar tnoi
t i e sgrub kyi sgo nus ts'e bsriri t'abs nam tnk'a' zas
su z a bai sgo nus ts'e bsriri t'abs ap'o ba sbyan ba
rfiams is a short treatise on the signs foretelling
imminent death which are discussed in some
Tantras and occupy an important pan in
the literature of the Bardo, and then on the
means of prolonging life when the gate of
sCrol ma is obtained. TOthat goddess are
dedicated other small books by the same author;
another chapter contains his miscellaneous
works, gsun t'or bu.
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On the other hand spyan sna Blo gros
Igyal rnts'an (1392/1470) one of the favorite
disciples of mK'as grub dCe legs dpal, is
recorded as the author of many Blo sbyon
treatises: ~ ' e cJen
g b b sbyon and its commentary
~l~ jbyori gi bari mdsod, Blo sbyod bgqs sel, etc.'13)
bsod nams grags pa, or rather Pan c'en
bsod nams gags pa, born in rTse t'an (147%
1554), whose bKaJ $dams pa c'os qbyun we
shall quote in the chapter on history, is
a most remarkable figure, emerging like a
giant in the period which immediately suc.
ceeded the times of Tson k'a pa and of his
direct disciples. One of his works, whose
study is compulsory for future d C e slon,
inserted into the curriculum of theological
schools, is the Drari ries abyed ut pa lai fpJreri
ha, or to quote its full title, the gSuri rub kun
gyi drari dun nes don rnatn par abyed pa legs biad
pai siiri pol which on the lines of a similar
treatise by Tson k'a pa, clarifies the impor.
rant problem of the double meaning of the
sacred scriptures. He also wrote bulky
treatises on the Prajiiaparamita and on the
Madhyamika: P'ar p'yin p'yi don, dBu iirai p'yi
don, dBu mai mtJa dpyod; he then commented
the Pramanavarttika, dedicating a volume to
each of its four chapters."4)
A great grammarian was almost his con/
temporary. This was the lotsava of Za lu,
Dharmapda (1441.1528).
He too is a
systematiser, since grammatical literature had
in Tibet a long and well.founded tradition.
A resume of this literature was given by Cso.
ma de Koros and has then been reproduced
by Doctor Schubert. I do not know fiom
where the great Hungarian scholar took
his list, but it corresponds fairly exactly to
the resume of Tibetan grammatical literature
found in the r Tags kyi ajug pai dka' gnad sZri
po rub gsal gyi g r e l pa mt'a' dpyod d a b iel me
/oh. The bases of the Tibetan grammar are,
as known, the Sum bcu pa and the rTags kyi
pa, two treatises written according to the
method of the Indian grammars by T ' O ~ mi
Sam bho fa of gfial. These are the only ones

extant of the eight works attributed to him,
the name of a third being Klu dban mgrrl rgyan
(Nagendrakanthabharana) and the other six hav.
ing disappeared during the persecution of the
Law. When the second propagation of Bud.
dhism took place, and there was a revival
of learning, the interest for grammatical
studies naturally grew, as shown by the great
number of grammatical works which began
to be written. Besides those of the Sa skya
Pandita already alluded to, we know f. i. ofthe
following treatises and commentaries: bsTan
pai y o n me by the lots~vaN a m mk'a' bzan
po the translator of the Meghaduta (perhaps
the same as the N a m mk'a' rgya mts'o of
Csoma), a work of Blo gsal fiom dBus2'j)
the same as the diaskevast of the bKa' agyur
already referred to above. Then the great
work of Dharmapala of Za lu is recorded; it
superseded the treatises of his predecessors.
being considered as most authoritative. But
important as it was, the work of Dharmapila
did not put a stop to grammatical research,
as shown by the great many compilations
which are recorded afier him, the aim of the
writers being not originality, but the endeavour
to make things easier for students.
So even Dharmapila, in spite of the great
authority which he still enjoys in learned
circles, gave place to more recent compilations,
first of all, in order of time, to the s N a byed nor
bu by dKon mc'og grags pa of rNamglin, writ/
ten in the year c'u p'ag of the eleventh sexa,
genary cycle viz. 1683, then to the Yul garis
can pai brda yari dag par sbyor bstan bcos kyi bye
brag sum cu pa dari rtags kyi ajug pai g t u n g y i
rnam par biad pa nrk'as pai tyul rgyan mu tig
pJreri nrdses written in the year iiri byi ofthe I Z th
sexagenary cycle viz. 1744 by the Si tu C'os
kyi abyuri gnas, then, specially in the lama/
series of China and Mongolia by the manual of
Rol pai rdo rje, recently edited by S~hubert."~)
Afier Tson kSa pa and his disciples, the
Indian tradition which had enlivened the
exegesis of the Tibetan lamas became more
and more feeble and remote; the link once

uniting master and disciple was relaxed.
Some texts, no longer made to live through
the words of those initiated to their secret
meaning. were abandoned. By now the
other texts had been expounded and corn,
mented upon, both orally and in writing,
to such an extent, that little was lefi to say.
It was unavoidable that a period of repeti,
tion and simplification should set in, or (in
the case of logic) that the schemes and for,
mulas of scholastic exercises should prevail,
for instance those yig c'a of which Klon rdol
bla ma gives a good list, for the bKa' gdams
pa and d C e lugs pa schools, in the book we
have already y o t e d (complete works, vol. ra).
Indeed in the works of d C e +dun rgya
mts'o (1475,1542) single treatises on the
various moments of liturgy, on particular
rites, on the manner of constructing man,
dala connected with this or that ceremony
are already predominant; in the midst of so
many lesser pamphlets, the only works of a
greater importance as to bulk and ideas are
a commentary on the Namasarigiti: mTs'an
yan dug par brjod pai rgya c'er biad pa rdo
rjei rnal !byor gyi de k'o nu iiid snon par byed
pai iii nra c'en po, in which liturgical subtleties
are discussed, but only afier having explained
the relations between the different cycles, in
some introductive pages of great interest for
Tantric literature.
The Drari ties dka' a2rel dgois pa gsal, a
commentary on Tson k'a pa's already mend
tioned book, is of a general and scholas/
tic type: a treatise of logic and dogmatics at
the same time, written when the author was
25, as if to give a proof of the maturity he
had achieved during the long and patient
apprenticeship of his k s t youth.
The dBu ma ajug pai rnam biad dgons pai
don rub tu jsal bai rgyan, which, as its
title says, adds a new commentary on the
Madhyamakiivatira to the large preexisting
number of such works and explains (with no
particular merit, except a schematic clear,
ness) that celebrated treatise of Niigzrjuna's

school; itself a juvenile work, written accord,
ing to the instructions of the authorBsmaster,
?Jam dbyans dga' bai blo gros and of N~~
bzan rgya mts'o.
Among the most prolific writers of
late Sa skya school must be counted Kundga*
bzan po, the founder, in 1429, of the N~~
monastery. From his pen we have a bulky
gsuri !bum containing, beside a collection of
hymns in verse praising the principal masters
of the school, also a T'ob yig rgya mtio. r o b
yig, as we saw, is usually understood to mean a
list of the works studied by the various schools
or by particular authors, but there is also
another meaning implied in the word: it
is used for lists of the various sampradliya,
the spiritual currents connecting a writer,
through the uninterrupted transmission of an
authentic teaching, to the first revealers and
interpreters of a doctrine.
Tibetan literature is rich in these T o b yig,
containing precious catalogues of the sources
which formed the education of the greatest
masters: they are all compiled on the same
pattern, which goes from a list of books, pure
and simple, as for instance those by Klon
rdol blama to bulkier compilations like the
Z a b pa dari rgya c'e pai darn pai c'os kyi t'ob yig
garigrii c ' ~ugyun, which precedes the fifth Dalai
Lama'sgsun !bum or the m D o rgyud zab moi c'os
kyi luri rjes gnari dbad k'rid t'ob y 2 g f a n p'an
rin c'en dban rgyal lhag bsam pun da ri kai
bas spud by the Pan c'en Blo bzan ye Ses dpal.
In the book by Blo bzan rgya mts'o there
is an endless number of sampradriya i. e. trans/
missions of written and oral commentaries,
of the dogmatic and Tantric texts, first accord,
ing to their four fundamental classes; kriya.
caryri, yoga and anuttara. then taken separa,
tely; next of the various initiatic currents
justifying Blo bzan rgya mts'o's baptisms*
2nd finally of the various blessings c o n f d
upon him. Thus these T'ob big are not only,
in their schematic brevity. a skeleton of Tibe'
tan literature; they are at the same time .an
actual record of the masters' genealogress

which made it possible for the Law to be
rnansplanted from India to Tibet and to be
pmewed there, pure and faithful to the an,
teachings. K u n dga' bzan PO too
follows these examples in his treatises: he
reconsnucts the genealogy and the spiritual
pedigree through which he was initiated into
each of the Tantra he had studied. H e also
incorporated in his work the indexes of the
gsuti &nr, of the Sa c'en, of Sa skya pan,
dita and of aP'ags pa. This work is thus
a collection of endless lists of names,
which may be extremely interesting for the
history of Lamaism, but whose literary value
is negligible. His Lam !bras bu dari bcas pai
tiag g i p'yin ts'ul gsari r i q rin po c'e bstan
rgyas pai iii 'od has greater literary pretensions;
it aims at giving a history of the various
janrpradriya, as they abutted into the Sa skya
pa school.
~ h dPal
c kye rdo tjei lus kyi dkyil &or la
rtsod pa spatis pa smra ba rnanr ajoms is a treatise
at the same time liturgical and polemic; it
discusses the rituals centering round He,
vajra's symbol, confuting the objections of
other schools to the first Sa skya pa abbots'
interpretation of these cycles.
Another great work of K u n dga' bzan
po's deserves to be mentioned, dealing with
the mysticism of the Vajray~na,ist symbolism
and the complication of its rites. It is en,
titled dPal kye rdo tjei sgrwb t'abs kyi rgya cJtr
biad pa bskyed rim gnad kyi rla ba, and in it
are discussed the initiatic tradition of this
Tantric cycle, its baptisms, the difference
between the evocative method and the per,
fea method; the author goes into details
concerning the psychological process called
evocative method by the Tantric schools,
illustrating its developments and its moments.
It is an extremely technical work, which
nevertheless brings a remarkable contribution
'to the understanding of Lamaist exoterism.
This is not the place to mention the many
other treatises written by this lama who,
though he turned his attention mostly to

Hevajra's cycle, did not neglect other s i m i ~
lar cycles, like those of bDe mc'og and of
gSan adus: they are booklets of varying
length, all on ritualistic, about which I may
usefully speak in a book on Tibetan esote,
rism, better than in the present summary of
Tibetan literature."7)
A s Tson k'a pa was not only the founder of
the Yellow Sea, but also the one who codifi,
ed the doctrines on which the sect's teachings
and its liturgical and scolastic individuality are
based, so Pad ma dkar po ( 1 ~ 2 6 / 1 ~ 9 2who
)
lived nearly two centuries after him,"8) when
the d C e lugs pa were nearing their final
triumph, organized its doctrines from the
point of view of the bKa' brgyud pa and prel
cisely of that sea which, from its geographi,
cal diffusion, took the name of +Brug pa.
Pad ma dkar po's figure eclipsed those of
his predecessors, who were more interested
in practical mysticism than on the theories
upon it, both for the bulk and importance
of his works and for the efficiency of his
teachings; even today he soars over the
aBrug pa's entire literary and dogmatical
movement, and his gsuti !bum is circulated in
the aBrug pa school like a sort of religious
encyclopedia whose authority is unchallen,
ged; hence, as may be expected, it is widely
diffused in Bhutan where that sect rules
supreme and where it was collected and pu.
blished. " 9 ) He too is a polygraphist fami,
liar with every field of Buddhism; naturally
many of his works reveal, also in their exterior
form, his spiritual and doctrinal formation;
in some of his rnam t'ar, for instance in the
one of gTsai pa rgya ras pa,"^) one of the
best known siddha of the bKaYbrgyud pa
school which conferred great prestige on the
monastery of Rva lun, (for a long time his
abode), he follows the model of Milataspa's
biography and inserts in the biographical
narration (if the tale of an ascetic's mystical
experiences deserves the name) external events
and very frequently ngur, songs, in which reli,
gious experience is expressed in the form

of the doba, ennobled by Milaraspa's poetical
genius. Indeed we may say that the essential
part of his rnaiir tJar consists precisely in these
songs, which interrupt the narrative with their
sudden allusions and suggestions.
Dogmatic proper, aside from Tantric
liturgies and esoteric subtleties, occupies a
limited place, as compared with the bulk
of works on mysticism and yoga. as might
be expected of a master intent on the analysis
of the most secret ascetic experiences, nearer
for instance to the rDsogs c'en than to the
d C e lugs pa and inclining more to the
yogins' individualism than to monastic or.
ganizations. Nevertheless we must record
the C o s mnon pa nrdsod kyi biad pa tgrel pa
lugs which, as the title shows, is a com.
mentary on the Abhidharttiakoiakarikli or rather
an explanatory summary, an easy and clear
paraphrase of Vasubandhu's famous treatise,
h which the complex arguments of the
difficult Summa are clearly expounded.
H e wrote on logic, such as it was known
to Tibetan tradition in the seven main treatises
concluding and defining its elaboration, the
TsJad ma mdo dati sde bdun g y i don gtan la p'ab
pai bstan bcos rje btsun ajam pai dbyatis kyi dgoris
rgyan and the TsJad tirai mdo sde bdun dai bcas
pai spyi don rig pai sn'in po, two summaries of
the principles of logic, inserted in a demon.
stration and defence of the fundamental ideals
of Buddhist doctrine.
Pad ma dkar po dedicated his sPyod dug
~i !bra1 %re1 dbu ma; lanr g y i sgron nra to the
Bodhicaryivatira, one of the texts most read
and commented upon in Tibet, being justly
considered the easiest propaedeutic to the attai.
nement of illumination. It makes no new con.
tribution to the understanding of that extremely
popular mahayinic text.
H e dealt with the Prajiiiipiramiti and
with the subtle exegeses superimposed upon
it from the time when the Abhisamayalankara
was composed, listing and specifying its
manifold implicit meanings and explaining
in what way its realization led to oneness

with supreme truth.

This is the subject
of two works, the Ser p'yin kyi lun la !I.(
P ai
- g o . founded mainly on Haribhadrais
Alokd, which is almost an introduction to
the reasoned study of the Prajfia, and the
mN0n Par r t z s pa xyan gyi agrel pa rjr btIun
byams pai 2al lun; as may be desumed from
its title, it is an analysis and a reasoned
summary of the Abhis~rna~alarikara.pad
dkar po was certainly induced to compile
these works by the need of giving his school
a new commentary, representing the bKaD
brgyud pass interest for a text which had now
become the d C e lugs pa's fundamental hand,
book. The " Reds ,,, who followed the
Hafhayoga's rapid road, could not value it
as much as the " Yellows ,,, who were in,
clined rather to the slow process of meditation
unfolding by degrees.
In the same group of works must be
included the Dugs pai r'os bfii rnatit biad skyes
bu gsum g y i latn Zin mor byed pa, a general
summary of Buddhist doctrines.
W e must not wonder that a master of
Pad ma dkar po's spiritual formation and
learning should give himself particularly to
the illustration of Tantric literature, and espej
cially to the liturgical or ascetical sections,
or to the yoga, or to those ritualistic details
capable of inducing in the mystic's soul a
static vision of certain symbols, in which their
experiences are represented or summarized
according to an inviolable tradition.
H e wrote numberless treatises, most of
them brief; they are little more than guides
and elucidations for ascetics or neophytes.
Hence we cannot deal with them in detail;
we shall only mention his major works.
T~ the cycle of the Kilacakra he dedica,
ted the mc'og gi dari poi sans yyas rnanr par bye
)a gsun ba tJatns cad biad pai nuhod. Not only
it evokes the history of this mystical.astrologl'
cal system and its introduction into Tibet
and India, but he elaborates the doctrine Of
the Adibuddha or Supreme Buddha* the
hyposta~i~
of supreme reality from which

,,

things wne born. H e then goes on to deal
with strictly astrological theories and finally
,-loses with the liturgies having their centre
in initiatic baptisms and the subtle theories
of the mantra. Though this work is derived
from the same exegetic origins as the other
seas, in several passages it represents the
bKa' brgyud p a ' ~particular point of view.
The Cakrasamvara he did not neglect;
he dealt with it in the dPal &or lo sdoni pai
rgyud kyi rnam par biad pa mk'aJ cgro &a' ba
rgyud sdei siiiri pa. In it, afier putting the
Tanma back into its proper class and then
defining the fundamental variety of the V a j r a ~
yaa's esoteric literature, he discusses with
a wealth of detail liturgy and mandalas,
paaicularly the adamantine body, which is
geogaphically localized in India and is made
to correspond to the human microcosm.
With the aBrug pa ro siiohs kyi rnam biad ku
mu da we go into the technical niceties of the
Hathayoga of the Siddha's schools, from which
the bKa' brgyud pa maintain that their expe.
riences and their particular doctrines are derived.
Pad ma dkar po sums up in the history
and the general principles of the myur lam,
i. e. the rapid path, that revulsion caused by
yoga, through which the mirage of pheno,
menic illusion is dissolved and the sameness
and primaeval identity with the absolute is
realized: a non#duality which is at the same
time the void. This palingenesis is the fruit
of a severe discipline, which conquers the
psycho~physical complex through the con,
no1 of breathing and through an appropriate
meditation; hence finally the light of truth
imprisoned within us, freed from the envelope
of illusion, is again united to the Buddha's
body. All of the vajrayina, in its latest
expressions, is here contained, as the adaman,
tine songs vajragitd and the dohakora point out.
Pad ma dkar po's treatise is a brief, and
I should say, indispensable, introduction to
the theoretic premises of yoga praxis and to
the complex theories on the interplay and
interferences of various kinds of vital energy

which intersect one another in our persons, act.
are identified with breathing (prana) and link
the body's borderland with that of the spirit.
The same doctrine is developed in another
book, closely connected with a handbook of
the bKa' brgyud pa school, the Naro pai c'os
drug, namely the j o bo nli ro pai k'yad cJos bsre
fpJoi k'rid rdo rjei t'eg pai bgrod
;in rta cJenpo,
in which is discussed the praxis of the yoga
process known by the name of " Great Seal ,,
mahamudra; it is a method of freeing from
the net of cosmic illusion that great light
which is a symbol of the void, shining
in the " middle channel ,,, in that avadhiiti
or uma running along the spinal cord, ofien
transfigured as a goddess and invoked in the
esoteric schools' mystical songs.
The same subject is treated more amply in
the j o bo na ro pai Pyad c'os bsre ay'oi gzun q r e l
rdo rje acJati g i &on5 pa gsal bar byed pa, an
ample handbook of Hafhayoga, in which are
discussed not only doctrinal principles and
the manner of attaining liberation. but also
the practices cooperating in this process, from
the numerous manners of controlling one's
breathing and the mantra to the various
meditative processes. It is also treated in the
bSre apJoi lam skor gyi t'og mar lam dbye bsdus,
which deals in detail with the process of p'o ba
or transfer, at pleasure, of the vital principle
to other spheres of existence or to the plane of
the absolute, and lays down the theoretical
principles according to which this practice is
carried out to this day by the Tibetan lamas. It
also discusses on the gtuni mo, the yoga process
causing a voluntary hyperpyresis.
A list of bKa' brgyud pa masters and
books, together with the spiritual pedigrees of
various initiatic centres, is found in the bKa'
brgyud kyi bka' ?bum gsil bu rnams kyi gsan yig,
in which the various currents are followed
up to aBrug pa c'en po, the founder of that
school to which Pad ma dkar po belonged.
It is at the same time one of those gSan t'ob
yig which we have already mentioned in the
course of these pages.

T o remain in the field of esoteric disci~
plines, inspired by Naropn's brief and famous
little handbook, known as the " Six Laws ,,,
we must quote one of his best~knownworks,
and one of the most diffused among ascetics,
even those who do not precisely follow Pad
ma dkar po's school: the dPal pad ma dkar
poi rdo rjei glu ap'ren ba, which, as the title
shows, is modelled on the Vajragitii and on
the D o h d o s a of the adamantine vehicle of
India's esoteric schools, and hence continues,
both as to style and as to conceptions, the
Tibetan tradition inspired by filaraspa and
by s c a m po pa. The songs it contains
proclaim the joy of the experiences attained,
but ofiener the difficult praxis leading to
such experiences is alluded to with a wilful
obscurity. These poems vary in length, the
lines are of eight or nine syllables, nearly
always preceded by a brief prose declaration
specifying under what circumstances it was
recited; the date is ohen given."')
H e discusses monastic rules and more
generally the discipline and maxims that
men of religion should follow, in: sDomgsum
g y i rgyan, which is commented upon in a vast
sDonr pagsutir g y i y y a n a s bya bai y y a c'er ugrel;
naturally neither of them is simply a hand/
book of monastic rules; they are meant not
only for monks, for bhiksu pure and simple,
they also aim at the slob dpon, the aclirya of the
initiatic schools. Hence they do not onlyspeak
of disciplinary precepts, talung of vows, absti)
nence and confession of sins, monkish apparel,
but also of baptisms and of the mandala.
Finally Padma dkar po dealt with medic/
ine in his rGyud l f i i agrel pa g f a n la p'an gter,
a brief summary of the Ayurveda, whose
utility is perhaps in a schematic arrangement
of the subject~matter.
Pad ma dkar po's style, outside his tech/
nical and liturgical works, is dignified and
elaborate, and his language abounds in new
words, taken even from the dialects of K'ams
and Bhutan and received into his pages with
a broad tolerance; for this reason his writings

are ohen difficult, also because dictionaries do
not help much.
After Padma dkar po, we must mention
another great polygraphist: Kun dga' sfiin Po,
better known as T ~ a n i t h a born
,
in rS75.
H e belonged to the Jo nan school, which
takes its name from a monastery and a great
mc'od nen on the lefi bank of the gTsan poi
they were the stronghold of his school for a
long time, then, following the sect's decline,
they passed to the dCe lugs pa.
The Jo nan pa, and particularly Tiranitha,
were intimately related to the bKa' brgyud
pa; he came into frequent contact with the
convent of sTag lun, where he found his
masters and with which he kept up an
exchange of ideas. This spiritual formation
inspired the r]e btsun uranathai ral gdams
mgur !bum g y i skor, which in a metrical form
resumes the postulates of Mahayina and of
Vajrayina and repeats the wel1)known prin)
ciples that right and wrong are figments of
our mind, that the origin of the samsira
2nd of pain must therefore be sought
- in our
own thoughts, that any assumption cancer,
ning the outer and the inner world is false
because everything disappears into the void.
They are songs of different length, written
in various places and circumstances; some
in sNeu gdon nse, others in gYo ru gon
dkar, still others in bSam sdiris or in
rins, addressed to a number of personages,
whose names are sometimes given and some)
times withheld; they are almost metrical epiv
tles, condensing in a few words the essential
points of the doctrine.
A follower of the Jo nan (Jo mo nan)
school, glorying in the name of Do1 po pa and
of P'yogs las rnam rgyal, the famous interpre)
ters of the Dus kyi +k'or lo, could not remain
indifferent to this extremely important Tanaic
cycle; Tiranitha w m e a brief history ofthe
cycle, proving that the tradition he had
received was valid: dPal dus kyi &or loi
brkorgyi byuh k'uis i e r mk'o l a which follows
the developments and ramifications of the
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~ exegesis,
~
~from kits divine
~
~origins
'
~ In the doctrinal section he penetrates to
the core of the Vajrayina's dogmatics, and
its earthly masters. Next came the
questions of the greatest interest for Buddhist
dpal dus kyi $or loi grub pai tJabs bskyed
ri+n pa rnam par biad dtios grub iier gtsJo,
doctrine are touched upon, for instance the
introduction to mystical experiences and
theory of compassion and the theory of imagi,
nation (rnanr rtog), the prana (vital energy)
evocations,leading the adept to them through
the liturgies recommended in this Tantra. It
and its functions, the mantra and so forth,
are
discussed and treated with subtlety.
contains at the same time references to the
The Zab lanr rdo tjei rnal abyor g y i rnam
various Indian and Tibetan exegetical aa,
par biad pa rgyas par bstan pa zuti dug rub
ditions and subtle discussions on the two
tugsal ba c'en po belongs to the same order
of mystical realization: the evocative
of
ideas; it examines in detail the symbolism
and the perfect method. It then goes into the
of
Tantric liturgy and discusses the relations
intricacies of ritualistic and finally interprets
between
the essence or absolute and the visi,
the symbolism of the images in the mandalas
ble and transient manifestations of things,
used in liturgical drama.
between microcosm and macrocosm; then
This work, in 278 pages, interprets, perfects
it goes into details concerning the mystical
and makes plain preceding famous com,
wheels which the Hafhayoga imagines in
mentaries, beginning from Buston's, but on
the body, with the object of reaching a living
lines often diverging from the views adopted
by the " Yellows ,, A s a matter of fact these
and direct intuition of the "emptiness ,, or
were inclined to consider hetherodox many
void of all things, favoured by the proper
a theory held by the Jo nan pa and therefore
application and the precise understanding
refuted them. Tiran2tha's aim is to defend
of mantras and ritual.
From these works, which though dealing
the position of his masters; although it is a
with vajrayinic mysticism in general are
late compilation, its contribution to the un,
derstanding of this arduous mystical system
nevertheless connected in a special manner
with the Kilacakra, we cannot dissociate the
cannot be neglected.
The dPal dus kyi ak'or loi dkyil ak'or gyi c'o
dBan nrdor bstan pai a y e 1 pa zab nroi don mt'a'
gai rnam par biad pa bdud rtsii rgya nrts'o meats
dug gsal bar byed pai Ei tna, which, as the title
of the complications and niceties of liturgy
shows, is a commentary on Nirops's Sey
in the different moments of rituals.
koddeiaytika,"') i. e. a celebrated treatise on
Tiranitha writes at length of mysticism
the eleven initiatic baptisms through which
and yoga (I mean particularly the Halhayoga)
the mystic must pass, ascending from one
according to the Kilacakra schools, in the
degree to the next. I n this book are describ)
Zab lam rdo tje rnal ?byor g y i ak'rid yid nrtJori
ed the rites which accompany each baptism.
don Idan and still more in the r D o rje rnal
and the spiritual experiences dawning on
ebyor gyi k'rid y i ~tnt'oti ba don ldan g y i lhan
each ascent are hinted at.
The Rini ltiai agrel c'en rdo rje ac'ati (en poi
t'ab~'od rgyn ebnr ba, which is a sort of corn/
mentary of the former; in its theoretical section
dgoris pa is a very interesting work for the
an historical section is also inserted, because the
technique of yoga practice and the reconsmu.
succession of the masters is particularly deve,
ction of the religious psychology on which
loped, dwelling on Vibhiticandra,"') whom
the Vajrayina bases its experiences. It starts
TLanitha considers one of the Kdacakra's
from Nagirjuna's Paiicakrama"4) and opens
most authoritative interpreters, the remote
with an examination of the various lists of
source of that inspiration he was himself
these methods of mystical realization, various.
partaking of.
ly specified by the different schools. These,
~
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in fact, do not always follow the same
standards; now they state that the kraina
included in the perfect method are four,
while the evocative method has one, now
they use other terminologies or propose other
classifications. T ~ r a n i t h athen explains the
meaning of the liturgical symbolisms in the
mandala or in the mantra, and points out
how these images and sounds hint at diffe,
rent palingenesis of truth; these subtle discus,
sions are supported at every step by frequent
references to the authority of the sacred texts,
to reconcile apparently conflicting theories,
or to complete points of view which are sug,
gested but not defined, or to throw light on
complex problems, like the magic body and
its relations to the physical body.
The Grub ('en nag po spyod pai do hai
agrel pa zab don 1de nrig is linked to the doha,
the mystical songs of the Vajrayina; it is
precisely a commentary on Krsnicirya's dohi.
In the Kahna pai do ha t o r bu rnatns k y i agrelpa
no mts'ar snati ba the single apabhramia words
of the text are translated and interpreted as they
come, according to their mystical meaning.
The Z o b Ian1 ne g u c'os drug gi k'rid yig
l a b ti10 don t'ari niar brdal pa, takes us back
to the core of the Hafhayoga; it is an aria.
lysis and an explanation of Naropi's six
laws (also called N e g u c'os drug, fiom the
name of Ye Ses mk'a' agro ma ne gu ma, on
whose meditation centres in a particular man/
ner the ascetical school of the bKa' brgyud
pa): gtum nro, sgyu Ius, rrlri lam, 'od Rsal, y ' o
bu, bar do, i. e. to give them our own names,
voluntary hyperpyresis, magical body, dream,
colourless light as a symbol of cosmic con/
sciousness, transfer of the conscious spirit,
intermediate existence. These are explained
one by one in their esoteric meaning, as me,
thods or moments of the mystical process
which must produce a violent detachment
from- the plane of phenomenic experience.
This important treatise is followed by shorter
ones, treating the same subject or some of its
particular points.

O n bDe mc'og's cycle he wrote the b~~
m c ' ~nag PO iabs lugs gyi i g r d t'abs rflm

p,

biad pa y y a s agrel t'un n ~ o nma ?in pa /ban (i
skyes pai g z i 'od p'ycg~ bcur rgyas pa, a cornmen,
tary on the Samvaratantra's liturgy according
to Krsnapada's method.
The b D e mc'cg b j d (en g y i rub fgrtl
bdei y y a mts'o, a commentary on the bDe mlbg
bstod c'en dtios grub abyuti gnus written by him,
self, is a bulky work of over 300 pages, in
which, with the pretext of explaining the
verses of that hymn, he discusses the esoteric
truths symbolized by this god, the liturgies of
the Tantric ceremonies and their meaning,
the various aspects and moments of religious
experience centering on this cycle.
From his studies of grammar he derived
the brDa sprod pa dbyaris can gyi tiido, which
consists in the Sanskrit text of the Sarasva,
tivydkarana with its translation into Tibetan,
which was to be superseded by the transla,
tion made by the aDar lotsiiva and ordered
by the fitih Dalai Lama.
The rGyal bai bstan pa la !jug pai rim pa
skyes bu gsum g y i man riag g i k'rid yid bdud
rtji is a brief handbook of the principal
meditations which guide the Bodhisamas,
the Pratyekabuddhas and the initiated to the
light of salvation; on the impermanence of all
things, on death, pain, causes and results, corn,
plete surrender to the compassion of the Bud.
dhas, the vow to help living beings, whence
little by little each person's mental series is
delivered fiom the dross of sin or fiom the
darkness of error and moves towards nirvana.
A very important book is the Yi darn
rgya mts'o g r u b tabs rin ('en abyrrri gnus,
in which are discussed the Sadhana or ways
of meditating on the principal deities of the
Lamaist pantheon. It is well known that
the gods are described in their symbols,
marks, colours and postures in special meat,
ises, like the Slidhanamlila or the scrub t'ab
g y a mts'o; this work is the complement of
such collections; it has a remarkable interest*
both for ritualistic and for iconography.

The dByid t'ig gi agrel pa ties gsuri rgya
mf<o; sz;n po belongs to exegesis; it is a
rather long commentary on the Vasantatilaka,
according to KrZnicirya's interpretation, and
explains the most difficult passages, closely
following its text.
Among historical works, C'OS abyun,
are to be classed not only the bKa' babs,
already translated by Criinwedel, but also
the rGyud rgyalgiin rje gied skor gyi c'os abyun
lgyas pa yid c'os tio mts'ur, which in fact is
inserted by K l o i rdol bla ma in his list of
historical works, together with the bKaJ babs.
But we cannot consider it in the same light,
because it is only concerned with the spread
and propagation, through different branches,
of the cycle of gSin rje gfed, red and black, as
they are laid down in the Tantras dedicated to
him. Having premised a general introduction
on the Tantras and their main classifications
and divisions, Taranatha passes to the Tantric
group he is interested in and follows its deve,
lopments, from its first revelation up to the
great master who diffused its esoterisms and
secrets in India, namely Lalitavajra. I n relat,
ing his adventures, Taranatha treats of many
other figures of the Vajrayana which occur
to him, for instance Indrabodhi and Virupi;
he then passes to the fortunes of this school in
Tibet beginning from the Lotsnvas of Rva
and of Zalis dkar and their successive deri,
vations. This work then is a C'os abyun,
but a particular one, because it is limited to
one cycle only and does not leave the reli,
gious field. For this reason we mention it
hae, not in the chapter on historical works.
The bCott1 ldan adus t'ub pai dbari poi mdsad
pa ttldo tsam brjod pa tirt'on bas don ldan rub
tu &aJ ba dun bcus pus dad pai iiin byed pJyogs
bvgyur ac'ar ba is a narrative of the Buddha's
life, divided into 125 different sections, each
of which speaks of some particular episode
of his life, beginning with his descent from
the Tusita heaven and ending with nirvana,
the division of his relics and the events
which followed.

This work cannot help being a cornpila,
tion, but neverthless it has remarkable impor,
tance, having been ofien taken as a guide, as
we shall see later, for pictorial representations
of the Buddha's life.12s)
dBen sa pa Blo bzan don grub (1505,
1566) was a disciple of d C e adun rgya ts'o
and ruled Tashilunpo. He lefi a bulky gsuri
abum, in which liturgy predominates: the
cycles of bDe mc'og and K'or lo sdom pa
occupy the first place, with their mandala and
their ritualistic.
The gtor ma, offered to each single deity
and the liturgical practice of ceremonies dedi,
cated to them, are the particular object of his
studies, but he also deals with dogmatic, and
in the first place with the Lam rim c'en mo, in
brief explicative treatises which summarize its
doctrines and regulate its comprehension.
The large quantity of small liturgical treat,
ises which we see coming to the fore and
filling up a large part of the gsun ?bum of the
greatest d C e lugs pa writers, as the school
becomes more and more firmly established,
should not surprise us: it is a natural conse,
quence of the desire to elaborate the liturgy of
the school anew, so that without breaking
with the wel1,founded traditions of Vajra,
yana, indeed purging them from the schools'
arbitrary, tendentious and far/fetched interprc~
rations, liturgy might confer an individuality
of their own upon the Yellows.
This was a long and patient task, and
when political and religious relations with the
Mongols became closer. the ofice was added
on to it of inserting into Lamaist orthodoxy
certain religious intuitions belonging to those
tribes, which did not clash with the f u n d a ~
mental principles of Buddhism: many M o n j
go1 deities had the same fate as the native sa
bdag of Bon; I refer the reader to Appendix
two. where some remarkable instances of
this process are shown.
The first Pan c'en of Tashilunpo, Blo
bzan c'os kyi rgyal mts'an (died 1662) was
extremely active. He wrote many small treatises

on the liturgy of the best known Tantras,
dwelling particularly on the cycle of gSin
rje g ~ e dand of the eight R o lans ma, of Ts'e
dban, of the K u n rig, of sCrol ma, accord,
ing to Atitas's system, of the Dus kyi +k'or
lo. T o the latter, besides some smaller treat,
ises, is dedicated a bulky study meant to
explain the Vimalaprabhi; Dri ma nred (od kyi

rgya c'er biad pa de k'o na Eid snati bar byed pai
siiiti po bsdus pa id bfin nor bu, which before
undertaking to elucidate the realia which are
the object of this difficult tantra and of its
commentary, dwells at length on the chrono,
logy at its base.
Remarkably important is the dGe ldan

brgyud rin po c'ei bka' srol p'yag rgya c'en poi rtsa
ba rgyas par biad pa yati gsal sgron ma, in which,
going back to their origins, an attempt is
made to find the point of contact between the
bKa' gdams pa and the bKaYbrgyud pa tra,
dition, and some of the Vajrayina doctrines,
like the mahimudri, are elucidated.
For the understanding of the bKa' gdams
pa doctrines, the Byah c'ub latrr gyi sgron mai
rnatt~biad p'un lyun liad pai dga' ston is very
useful; it is a commentary on Atis'a's Bodhi0
nmrgapradipa, written on the plan of the old
blo sbyoti mentioned above, to which the au0
thor ohen refers (e. g. Be'u bum stion po).
Hence this treatise is a guide to meditation.
which leads to enlightenment by reflecting
on the causes of the samsira and on the
elements of enlightenment.
Naturally there is no lack of methodical
(first chapter):
studies on the Abhi~anra~dankara

developed in Tibet since the first sa
he
wrote a br Tan pa spyi dun rgyud sde bsii rnam
bfag +in brir su b y a h pa, which sums up the
position taken by the dGe lugs pa a regads
this complex problem.
The r D o rje p'reti bai dkyil &or ( I e n po bfi

bcu ~ i i i d y .grub
i
t'abs rin ('en dbati gi rgya/
pJreri is dedicated to the Viravali's mandala;
its ground subject is mainly an exegesis of
Abhayikaragupta.
Nigirjuna the siddha's Padcakrama is
commented upon in the mGon po klu $grub

kyis mdsad pai rinr pa ltiai rnanr par biad pa r u i
!jug nor bui bati mdsod. This is one of the
Vajrayana's fundamental works; it classifies
and discusses the chief moments of yogic
ascent towards reintegration with rDo rje ac'ali.
Due to its importance and to its difficulty, the
book has been several times commented upon
in India and Tibet. This work by Blo bzan
c'os kyi rgyal mts'an does not bring any new
contribution, except an extremely clear presen,
tation, which enables us to follow the liturgy
in all its details and to understands the in.
struction contained in the brief handbook.
Closely connected with this work are the

rGyud t'ams cad kyi rgyal po dpal gsai ba ~ U
pai bskyed rim kyi rnam biad dnos grub kyi rgya
mt{o s ~ i t iPO and the gDam tiag rinr h a gjal
sgron gyi s ~ i t poi
i p a d kun bsdus pa zab don gsal
bai 6 ; ma: the former, starting fiom the Guhyai
sam=ja liturgy, profusely illustrates the first of
the two krama, the utpattikratrra or method of
mystical evocation. In the ponderous gsuti !bum by Blo bzan ye
Ses dpal bzan po (1663,1737) second Pan c'en
of Tashilunpo, we observe the: Byati tub lam

m ~ o par
n rtogs pai rgyan gyi sEin po gsal bar legs
par biadpai rgya nrts'o las skabs dun poi rnanr biad
Byan r'ub lam gyi ritrr pai dmar k'rid t'anrs cad
mPyen par bgrod pai bde lam is an introduction

pai rim bla mai brgyud pai rnam par t'ar pad ma
dkar poi q'reti ba, a brief history of the

to Tson k'a pa's L a m rim; it is followed by
various brief handbooks of a practical charac,
ter, meant to point out the rules which must
be followed and the virtues to be cultivated;
in a word, summary manuals on meditation.
H e too went back to a classification of the
Tantras, a subject which we have seen being

chief masters recognized by tradition as the
forerunners of that current of thought and
that special method of interpreting the scrip
tures, summarized by Tson k'a pa in his
celebrated Lam rinr. This succession of the
Buddhist doctrine's supreme doctors begins
with Maitreyanitha and A u d g and ends.

J

naturally,with Tson k'a pa and his disciples
or followers, up to Pan c'en Blo bzan c'os
kyi rgyal mts'an. He particularly dwells on
the bKa' gdams pa masters, from aBrom ston
po to po, fiom P'u c'un to Sa ra ba.
The facts contained in these compilations
fulfil the more systematic treatement of the
~~b t e r or the bKa' gdams cJos {byuti; this
gives interest to the present treatise but also
induces us to check its contents carefully.
This handbook is almost an introduction
to the numerous treatises on the Lam rim,
which Blo bzai ye Ses dpal bzai po, accord.
ing to a custom common among the dCe lugs
pa, wrote to summarize, elucidate, reduce
to its essential scheme the Lam rim's severe
bulk. T o its investigation he consecrated:
the Byan c'ub lam rim pai dmar k'rid tJams cad
nrk'yen par bgrod pai tnyur lam. It cannot
be denied that the Pan c'en, starting fiom
the premise of the threefold ¶uality of created
beings: superior, mean, inferior, has suc.
ceeded in his purpose. The result is a ver.
sion of the Lam rinr even more schematized
than the original, if possible; but in such a
way that the study of this far from easy text
is made much easier.
The Lam gyi gtso 60 rnattr gnrtn gyi rnanr
biad kun gyi gnan bsuds pa legs biad sEiti po is a
discussion on the Latn rim's three fundamental
subjects: the conception of bliss ties {byuri,
abhyudaya, the conception of bodhicitta (the
thought of enlightenment), and finally the
right vision of truth. These three subjects
are the three "gtso,, bulwarks, on the way
leading to salvation, and must be particularly
studied by the followers of Mah~yina. This
part, the core of the book, is preceded by
a long introduction meant to magnify Tson
k'a pa with the object ofjustifying his author.
ity. This gives the writer an occasion to
speak of Tson k'a pass former life, of the
prophecies which anriounced his coming and
of his miracles.
The s R i n po don gsum gyi k'rid yig t'ams
cad tnk'yen par bgrod pai n'e lam returns to the

same subject; it discusses "the writer's great.
ness ,, to prove the authority of the treatise,
the essential characters of its instructions, so
that the reader may have faith in what it
says, and the substance itself of these insauc.
tions. It is then a sort of method for the
malung up of such commentaries, and its
justification on the base of traditional schemes
of Indian exegetic literature.
The Pan e'en blo bzan c'os kyi rgyal mts'an gyi
rnam t'ar gsal bar ston pa nor bui !plreri bai smad
cJa is more than a biography of the Pan c'en;
it speaks of the new construction built under
his predecessor's auspices in Tashilunpo and
of the works of art enriching this monastery;
this offers the author an opportunity of men.
tioning. besides donors, also the main artists
and crafismen who cooperated in it.
Of course liturgy occupies a large part of
his works, among which are found bulky
treatises on the dPal gsai adus.
The s ~ a nhag me loti las leu gn'is pai dper
brjod tntsJo !byuti dgyes pai me t'og is based, as
the title shows, on the second chapter of
Dandin's Kdvyadaria, and contains repeated
specimens of the figures listed by the Indian
treatise, but all adapted to the Buddha and
the Bodhisamas; hence it is, in a certain
sense, a repertory in which the schemes
of alankara are applied to new themes.
while accurately following the rules of the
famous treatise.
W e have now come to the fifth Dalai
Lama's works. Some of his writings have
been already mentioned; we must now speak
of some others, leaving out the lesser ones,
liturgical treatises, ritual commentaries on
tantric cycles (e. g. dPal &or lo sdom pa, vol.
t'a) and handbooks on propitiatory methods
concerned with various deities particularly
favoured by the Yellows, as for instance r D o
$ digs byed (ibid.).
The C'os nrion mdsod kyi rnam biad c'os mrion
rin c'en adren pai iiti rta (vol. ha) is a large
commentary on the Abhidharmakosa, one of
those most frequently studied in Tibet to

this day; the same volume contains thc large
aeatise on vinaya, disciplinary rules, not
only for monks but also for lay devotees;
it abounds in quotations and references to
canonical literature and is entitled: bsTan pai
rtsa ba rub byuti dati h i m pa la p'an gdags pai
las kyi cJo ga mtJa' gcod dati bcas pa &rul spoti
rnarri rgyal gser mdog; it is at the same time
a treatise and a polemical work, particularly
meant to confute the Zva dmar (Kar ma
pa) theories, which greatly diverge fiom the
orthodox vinaya traditions, and to prove that
the d C e lugs pa's reform was well advised.
The book summarizes the history of vinaya
in Tibet, and &er relating the initiation of
the ten men of dBus and gTsah it speaks
of the new introduction of discipline in the
times of Y e fes 'od, who caused D h a r m a ~
pala to come horn India. From him were
derived the three Pala, Sadhupala, Gunapala
and Prajiiapala, in their turn the masters of
Zan i u n pa aDul adsin rCyal ba Ses rab:
fiom the latter the school called La stod adul
had its origin; a second school was born when
Byams pa dpal of K'ro p'u had Sakyairi
come to Tibet. The latter had three chief
disciples: Gro sul pa K'er gad Byan c'ub dpal,
gTsan pa rDo rje dpal, gTsah So pa bSod
nams mdses, who founded the monasteries of
s R e mo tsag mig, Ts'ogs pa, Ts'ogs dge +dun
sgan; g 2 u pa dKon mc'og rgyal mts'an and
dBu mdsad bSod nams stobs in their turn
founded Bye rdsii ts'ogs and C'os lun ts'ogs.
The book abounds in quotations, e. g. Re
mda pays T i k i and thc aDu1 bai siiin po rub
tugsnl b a i g f i stnad kyi rnam biad by the Lotsava
of sTag ts'ari, Ses rab rin c'en, etc."")
The T'ogs mtd drag rtsnl nus stobs ldan pai
danr can cJos sruti rgya mts'oi mtion rtogs mcJod
ebul bskati biags bstod tr'ogs sols tpJrin las rnam
b f i lhun grub (vol. da) is a bulky work on
the Yi dam, C'os skyon, terrific deities, the
protectors and paaons of the Law and of
monasteries; it contains hymns, rites and
prayers and is a most useful encyclopedia of
the esoteric Olympus of Lamaism.

Although, as we ofien saw, -rs0n k k ~pa
and his disciples had dealt at length with
the Abhisatnayalatikara, Blo bzan rgya mts*o
does not neglect to comment again upon
this sunlnia of the Mahayana, and he wrote
the bsTan bcos mnon rtogs rgyan rtsa fgrtl
rnams gsal bar byed pa blo bzati &oris Y l a n gaoh
ltiai dbafi poi sgra d b y a h (vol. pa), an enposi,
tive and critical work, and at the same time
a continued and subtle commentary.
The K'rutis rubs kyi iiti bkod
t i u / gyi
rtogs bljOd k'a byan dati bras pa gsal bai me lo,j
(vol. ba) is a metrical treatise, very important
because it contains the ascendants of the
Dalai Lama's incarnations : it is the first,
that I know of, in which the succession
has been set down, through which Avalo,
luteivara, the first of the series, became in,
carnated to spread and protect the Buddhist
Law, beginning with his initial vow in the
presence of 'Od dpag med in the bDe ba
can. This series of incarnations was fiom
time to time enriched with new personages,
until we come to Klon rdol bla ma's list,
concluded with the VIIIth Dalai Lama,
comprising 5 8 names : Klon rdol' s list
is the point of arrival and Blo bzan rgya
mts'o's list the point of departure. Accord,
ing to this treatise the incarnations should be:
I. +P'ags pa mc'og spyan ras pigs; 2. rCyal
po +jig rten dban p'yug; 3. dKon mc'og
+batis sron btsan sgam po; 4, 5. K'ri sron 1de
btsan; 6. K'ri ral pa can; 7. aBrom ston rgpl
ba; 8. K'a c'e dgon pa pa; 9. Sa e'en Kun
dga' shin po; 10. Zan agro bai mgon PO;
11. m N a ' bdag iian ral; 12. Lha rje dge ba
+bum; 13. d C e +dun grub; 14. dCe adunrgya
mts'o; 15. bSod nams rgya mts'o; 16- Yon
tan rgya mts'~."~)
Blo bzan rgya mts'o was not only a Feat
statesman 2nd one of Tibet's foremost writers;
he also contributed, as few had done before
him, to enrich his country with great works
of a*, mostly re$ious buildings which he
was able to erect due to the zeal 2nd piety
of the Mongol nobility, continually flocking

T o sow the
(for instance Sa skya pa), to princes (for in.
stance sTag lun, '01 dga', rTse t'an), letters
seeds of a good karma, the Mongol nobles
to the Chinese Emperor, like the one carried
vied with each other in enriching the Country
by Rab byams pa d ~ o grub
s
yon tan, in
of Snows with fiesh temples and monasteries
answer to the embassy of the year iih lug,
and embellishing those already in existence.
1655. headed by T a dben Maiijuiri and T a
The Dalai Lama was the overseer, director
dben Nor bu rgya mts'o.
and p i d e of these works and by his personal
T o the same type of literature, occasional
he encouraged the piety of devotees
compositions written on the request of pro.
and their generosity. He took part in the
minent personages, belongs the sMon lam iis
consecration of sacred buildings and objects,
brjod
brtan bfugs sogs kyi ts'igs su bud pa rub
diaated inscriptions commemorating these
dkar
dge bni c'u klun (vol. xu), a collection
ceremonies and other occasions, e. g. the
of
prayers
or " vows ,, , made by donors
yearly smon latn. These inscriptions have been
and pious persons with the purpose that
collected in three volumes of his complete
their good works should help them to ob.
works and are a precious collection of con.
tain bliss in the next world. In this case
temporary documents which, besides describ.
too we find mention of the most noteworthy
ing the consecrated objects, mention their
personages who had fiequent relations with
donors and ofien quote names of the crhs,
the Dalai Lama's court and occupied a pre.
men who executed them. The SKUgsun
eminent place in Tibetan history during the
t'irgs rten gsar bferis rin po l e i mc'od rdsas k'ati
X V I I th century.
bxati gi dkar c'ag dati t'am p'ud deb k'rinrs yig
It is natural that a writer like Blo bzan
gi ago rgyans sde bfii skal brati (vol. tna ,t i a )
rgya mts'o should study with particular at.
is therefore a precious collection, which the
tention the most authoritative handbook on
historian of Tibetan and Mongol art and
rhetoric known to India, Dandin's Kavyn.
schools in the X V I I th /XVIII th centuries
daria. The Tibetans had become acquainted
must consult.
with it since the times of the lotsava of
Naturally Blo bzan rgya mts'o, in these
Soti, who was the founder of Tibetan rhetorics;
works, follows the precepts of rhctoric more
from his times on the booklet became a stan.
than ever, composing in the most artificial
manner prose and poetry, both extremely
dard textbook and produced a series of corn.
florid and refined; they are also full of histo,
mentaries, among which stand out these by
Zur mk'ar Blo gros rgyal po, by the Lotsava
rical and mythological allusions, like those
written to commemorate the donation made
of dPah, by Rin spuns pa ~ a dban
g
+jigs
!grags,"g) sNar t'ah pa Sanghahi, etc.
by the sDe pa Blo bzan mt'u stobs in 1676,
The fihh Dalai Lama once more atten.
which is in reality a history of Tibet and of
tively examined the famous text and wrote
the spread of the faith.
he Lha ldan sprul paigtsug lag k'atigi dkar c'ag an ample commentary upon it. Afier esta.
iel dkar tne lon (vol. dsa) is connected with the
blishing the importance of rhetoric in the hier.
above work; it is known to scholars through
archy of those sciences which a scholar must
Waddell's and Criinwedel's aan~lations;"~) be acquainted with, he gives a survey of the
and the rGya bod hor sog gi tnc'og dtnan bar pa
development of alariknra in Tibet. He then
rnanrs la spriri yig scan nag tu bkod nu rub snan
begins to expound the meaning of the book.
yyud man, a collection of epistles in verse.
let, ofien quoting the opinions of preceding
written on various occasions to Tibetans,
commentators and refuting them whenever
Chinese and Mongols. It contains letters of
he thinks they are mistaken. This work is
investiture to the abbots of several monasteries
entitled s ~ a nnag nre lon gi dka' frgrel dbyans can
to Lhasa loaded with gihs.

&yes pai glr+ dbyatis (vol. ua). It was finished
in the year me spre, 1656.
The rTsis dkar nag las brtsanrs pai dris lan
Gin byed dbati poi snati ba (vol. va) is very
interesting. It is much more than a simple
astrological treatise; it opens with a discus.
sions of the various sciences and their clas.
sification, the subject.matter of each science.
For instance one section treats of images
and iconometry; another gives a list of the
subjects with which lus rig is concerned
(boats, houses, food, clothes, etc.) and so
forth; it is an anticipation of the d i g rten
bstan b c o ~ ; ' ~attributed
)
to him. Next, going
on to treat of its particular theme, the book
discusses the various systems of Indian astro,
logy: dkar rtsis based on works translated since
the times of the Kings, then nag rtsis, impor.
ted fiom China in Sron btsan sgam po's
times by his Chinese wife. This system is
founded on the works of Kon tse,"') the
incarnation of +Jam dbyatis, who revealed it
on the Ri bo rtse ltia.
According to the fifih Dalai Lama who
follows in this case another famous polygraphist
already mentioned viz. the lotsava of sTag
ts'an translations of the works of dKar rtsis
are divided into three groups: ancient transla.
tions, aByuti ba rin cJen kun adus, rCyudgabpa
gnadgrer, Rin cJensputis pa, sDod po kun adus; in.
termediate nanslations: gTer mdsod rin cJen sgron
ma; recent translations: rCyudstag ma, tnDo byati.
Translations of Chinese works, based on
the cult of the sa baag and hence largely dif.
fused among the Bon po, are also divided
into three groups: the ancient ones. turned
into Tibetan by rGya bza', the wife of K'ri
srori lde btsan and by the lotsiva of Dar c'en
t'ig le; next those made by Vairocana. Pad.
masarnbhava's disciple; finally the translation
of the gSal sgron, made by the lotsava K'am
pa K'ra mo. From these nanslations three
Tibetan schools developed: the one which
followed the ancient translation or Grva p'ug
school; the one which continued the system
of the intermediate translations by Byari pa

rigs ldan c'u and sPug ston; the one conform,
ing to later translations and derived from
m K k pa rgya p'rug and Zur rnk'ar pa
man t'os Blo gros rgyal po. A discussion
follow^ on the month fiom which each
began the year. The book then closes with a
chronology of the Kings of Sambhh, ~ ~ l i k ~ ~
based on the calculations of the Kalacaha.
Sans rgyas rgya mts'o, son of the fifih Da,
lai Lama, regent of Tibet for 25 years and
&er his father's death absolute lord of the
country, was not prevented by his responsibi,
hies as a ruler and by intrigue, in which he
showed himself past master, from becoming
one of the most prolific of Tibetan writers.
H e mainly deals with science and history;
his chief works are four, and all entitled
Vai dii rya, lapislazuli, i. e., the Vai aii rya dkar YO,
on astrology, the Vaiaurya ser po on the dCe
lugs pa's history beginning with Tsoli k'a
pa, Vai & rya stion po on medicine and the
Vai aii rya gyaJ $el, a commentary and an
addition to the Vai aii rya dkar po.
Of the Vai dii rya ser po we shall speak
in the chapter on historical literature; the
Vai & rya dkar po (some chapters of which we
shall come back to in Appendix two) and
the Vai dii rya stion po are already known to
scholars, having been mentioned by Csoma
de K8r6s and S. Ch. Das."l')
The Vai air rya gya' sel, which we have to
deal with here, is entitled bsTan bcos vai dur
dkar po las dri .?an ak'rul snati gyaJ sel don gyi
bfin ras ston byed and it was writt.cn to
complete the Vai aii rya dkar po and to refute
some objections raised against its author.
This book is an encyclopedic work, contain/
ing very important information, often quite
alien to astrology proper: it opens, for in'
stance, with a long discussion on the chrono'
logy of the Kings, the discordant theories on
the duration of their reigns and the identity
of some of them, e. g. M u ne bstsan Po and
M~ tig bza" po. ~admasambhava's date is
also discussed, always quoting many sources.
The book also contains a treatise on iconomq,

spread and consolidation, the gigantic growth
recording the proportions of the eight sorts
of religious communities which filled con,
of mc'od rten. Scholars may glean fiom it
vents with a throng of novices and monks,
much useful information concerning various
brought in their wake the production of an
problems of Tibetan cultural life.
enormous quantity of text,books, the sojcaUed
Sa"s rgyas rgya mts'o's astrological work
yig c'a, summaries of the various subjects
has eclipsed those of his predecessors; the other
schools also made use of his bulky cornpila,
whose study was prescribed by the curricu,
/urn. Treatises on eristic, bsdus grva, are
G ~which
~ do~ not, serve exclusively to disci,
predominant,
used to instruct the pupils of
pline the life of laymei~,to draw horoscopes
seminaries,
for
three years, in the art of debat,
and to fix auspicious dates for marriages.
ing,
that
they
might
be able to detect logical
rTsic was ever, as a branch of scholarship,
errors
in
their
oppositors'
theses and refute
the handmaid of liturgy, used to ascertain the
them. This bsdus grva literature, codifying
religious calendar with absolute accuracy and
a system of instruction which goes back to
to fix the beginning of the year, the divisions
P'yva pa C'os kyi sen ge, whom we already
of months and seasons, the various festivities.
This explains why rTsis concerned with
met, consists of innumerable works; it corn,
calculating time, dus ts'igr, is the usual ap,
prises 18 or 21 subjects, chosen for discussion:
colour, form, being, one being, similarity,
pendix of books on vinaya, apart fiom the
independent treatment it received in Tibet; it
difference, cause, effect, etc.
thus gave occasioil to an extremely rich litera,
Nearly all the great lamas and abbots of
monasteries have written one of these treat,
ture and to some schools which have enjoyed
ises, but as they all start from the same
a vast popularity, and continue to do so.
premises, they generally follow the same
In the XVth and XVIth centuries there
was a new flow of Indian Pandits into
plan, without adding anything to traditional
Tibet; we saw that some of them met T S ~ logical thought. This is not the place for a
ranatha and were most probably the source
treatment of the subject; it will be enough
to refer the reader to a booklet by Klon rdol
of many of his tales. This contact with
Indian scholars renewed the tradition of the
bla ma (Ts'ad rnanr g r e l sogs gtarii ts'@ rrig p a
ancient lotsava and inspired a growing inte,
las byuti bni rititi gigrotis) and to VOSTRIKOVS
rest ill the study of Sanscrit which had been
Criticnl rerrrarks on the bibliography of Tibet.
for a long time slackened. So Tiranatha under,
I n this ritualistic, hagiographic and dog,
took the tlanslation of the Sarnsvativyriknrana
matical literature I am spealung about, a c u ~
and the fifth Dalai Lama sent to India Co,
rious parenthesis was opened, a worldly note
kula a pandit from Benares, then ill Lhasa,
was introduced: joyful songs, celebrating life
to invite to Tibet his elder brother Bala,
and love broke into its monotony. The strand
bhadra. The latter taught the PnninLvyakarana
gest thing is that these songs are atmibutcd to
to the lotsava of aDar who made the transla,
a most unexpected author: the sixth Dalai
tion and the Tibetan edition of that work.
Lama. W e have no means of establishing
This lotsava was a so proficient in the study
whether the tradition, generally accepted in
of Sanscrit that when the Dalai Lama thought
Tibet, be true or not; in biographical or
historical works written in monastic circles it
of editing the A~adanakal~alataand it was
found that in the available copy some San,
would be useless to look for evidence of a
suit portions were missing, he attempted to
literary activity the religious sects, in their own
reconstruct them, in the original.
interest, were bound to ignore. But Ts'ans
The reorganization of monasteries and
dbyans rgya mts'o's way of life, in conflict
seminaries coinciding with the Yellow Sect's
with his sacred dignity and with his divine

that when the poet, seeking to master it, goes
nature, may well explain his unexpected
to a lama for advice, he is nevertheless unable
poetical activity. Although he died very
to overcome it. H e is tormented by the
young and was led astray by worldly thoughts,
he had already written some works of a litur~ struggle between passion and religious smuple,
from which there is no respite. The memo,
gical character, particularly concerning Haya.
ry of Indian rhetorics and its precepts has
griva (Kloi rdol bla ma, complete works, ra,
not influenced these folk.songs in the least;
p. 37) and some sacred hymns. Anyhow
only on some rare occasions they have a
the profane songs (glu or glu bfad) attri/
sententious character. They breathe the fra,
buted to him in the editions known to us
grance of a free and simple life, hence they
(Lhasa, from which is derived the edition of
often touch the noble heights of real poetry:
S. CH.DAS,Introduction to the Granrtnar ofthe
Tiletan language, and Yu D A W C ~ T J A N * ~ ) " ~ ~ )
Was that girl not born from mother,
are 55 and 54, but these editions not being
A n d was she produced on a peach~tlee?
identical and each containing songs not to
(Her) love towards a man withers up,
be found in the other, we have a total of 62
Even cjuicker than those peach/flowers;
songs. W e lack sufficient data to determine
Although (I have become) familiar with (her)
whether they are all by the sixth Dalai Lama,
tender body,
ot whether songs by other authors have been
(I
am)
unable to fathom the heart of (my) lova,
inserted into the collection.
(But
we
only have to) scratch a fewlines on
They are simple songs, fresh and artless,
the
ground,
imbued with a great feeling for nature: the
A n d the distance of the stars on the skies
author calls upon plants and animals to
are correctly comp~ted.~'4)
sympathize and feel compassion for the fire
(trans. by YU DAWCHWAN)
burning in his heart. This fie is so violent

A BRIEF OU'TLINE OF THE HISTORICAL LITERA.
TURE WITH PARTICULAR REFERENCE TO THE
SOURCES USED OR QUOTED IN THIS WORK

1.

H I S T O R I C A L W O R K S : C'os abyun

T

ibetans show a particular interest,
if not precisely a great accuracy,
in recording facts, and this links
them to the Chinese. rather than
to the Indians. Hence they knew c h r o ~ ,
cles and annals, bare lists of facts and news,
rigorously arranged by years. This inclil
nation for recording the most important
events in national life implies a particular
mental habit, a sense of the concreteness
of things, a positive appreciation of men's
actions; life is not a fleeting shadow or a
changing phantom of miiyii. Mahiyiina dog)
matics, by teaching the vacuity of all events.
will gradually uproot, also in Tibet, this
original feeling for history. A s the soul of
Tibet is more and more deeply conquered
by Buddhism, its links with the world be.
come relaxed and the interest it takes in
human vicissitudes is less and less warm.
The " void ,, 4 stoh pa iiid I lays snares for
a11 that men think or do, and destroys it.
But in the beginning, owing either to a
natural aptitude of its spirit or to the in,
fluence of China, with whom contacts were
very close even at the dawn of its history,
Tibet cultivated this chronographical litera,
ture, represented by the chronicles discovered
in Central Asia, whose publication is ex,
petted,:)') and the others compiled later, if
not exactly on that model, at least according
to that plan.
Such writings are called yig ts'an; the same
name was given to the books in which
events were recorded. In the Kings' times a

yig ts'an pa was an indispensable part of the
army; 'I6) each regiment had one, who wrote
down names and facts in his book. O n e
of the most remarkable instances of this sort
of literature is the r G y a bod kyi yig tsJai.
" historical memories of Tibet and China ,,,
used by S. CH.DASin his note on the census
of Mongol times, some extracts of which
have been translated in the course of the pre)
sent work. It is a compilation in verse which,
with schematic brevity, enumerates facts or
recalls persons, without the slightest intention
of commenting or passing judgement upon
them. But partiality is implicit in the choice
of material by the compiler according to the
interests of the school he belonged to, un,
doubtedly the Sa skya pa school. The monk
who gave a new elaboration to the r G y a bod
lo rgyus deb t'er, mentioned in the rGyal rubs.
almost certainly belonged to this same school.
This work recording events in the order of
their succession, had been compiled by Su
K'yi han in the times of T'ai tsung of the
T'ang dynasty. It was thus a chronicle writ,
ten by a Chinese scholar and then translated
into Tibetan by another Chinese, U Cyan
dsu. A s there were discrepancies as to names
and dates between the Chinese and the Tibe)
tan tradition, Kuo shih Rin c'en grags pa had
a revision of these annals made, which was
published in the monastery of Siir k ~ n , ~ 3 7 )
in the year woodmetal. While the first
mentioned work, to judge from the hag,
ments we know, went as far as the period of
Mongol domination or perhaps was limited
to the royal period, these other chronicles
elaborated by Rin c'en grags pa treated of the

are
inextricably mixed up. The book
speaksof the fatal and preordained spread of
[he Buddhist religion, as if all events were to
conform to this design of providence; history
is conceived as in the C'OJabyuti, in which
the development of the Buddhist idea, the
ups and downs of human life, in their c h a n p
ing and various reasons, are seen under the
angle of religion. Tibetan history is like the
rea]izati~~l
of an established ~ l a nto serve
the Buddha's holy word; the lungs and their
wars, the events of so many centuries' history
are but an instrument through which the
divine
was accomplished on the sacred
soil of the Country of Snows. A s the author
says, in fact, at the end of his compilation, the
book aims at giving a narrative of preordained
deeds in the service of the Law, accomplished
by those incarnations of Avalokitesvara's, the
lungs of Tibet and their ministers.
The dynasty's history is at the service of
religion and proves that the dynasty was an
instrument designed by providence for the
spread of Buddhism and that the empire's
unity, through its power and prestige, served
the purposes of the divine mind. The an/
cient period had been so full of glory because
the State was then an obedient instrument
of faith. Thus protected and fostered, faith
blessed the kings' deeds; when Clan dar ma
apostatized and Buddhism was persecuted,
anarchy laid the country waste.
W e must now say something concerning
the date of this work; it was written, as the
colophon declares, by the Sa skya pa monk
bSod nams rgyal mts'an at bSam yas, in the
year sa abrug. Laufer reduced this date to
1328 (Loan~words,p. 413, but erroneously
to 13-27 in D i e Brlrfa Sprache, p. 39), I
cannot say for what reasons. For motives
of style and for the very architecture of the
book, greatly differing, for instance, fiom
Buston's C'os abyun, which preceeds it, I
have always had my doubts on the antiquity
attributed to it and on the accuracy of that
date. The fact that the book was written

in bSam yas, by instigation of Lha btsun
Rill c'en dpal, inevitably leads us to question
the solution put forward by Laufer. The
fact that a Sa skya monk, who was a rDo rje
adsin and therefore enjoyed a high rank in
ecclesiastical hierarchy, was instigated to write
a historical work on the advice of the prince
of bSam yas, means that relations between the
Sa skya abbots and that monastery in the
heart of central Tibet were very intimate,
implying nevertheless the decay of that abba.
tial clan fiom its ancient power; this happened
in comparatively late times, at any rate when
the Sa skya hegemony was over; but in 1328
it was still in full flower.
My doubt became a certainty when I
examined the sources quoted by bSod narns
rgyal mts'an; among them I found, for ins.
tance, the Deb t'er dmar po by the Ts'al pa dGe
bai blo gros, another name, as we have seen,
for K u n dga' rdo rje, a disciple of Buston,
a contemporary of Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an,
indeed one of his principal adversaries, who
had a considerable part in the armed opposi.
tion against him, whence a series of conflicts
which in 1328 had not yet broken out. The
Deb dtrur is quoted by the author of the
rGyal rabs gsal bai irre loti as an already au.
thoritative work and this fact of itself rules
out contemporaneity. W e are led to the same
conclusion by a quotation we find there of
the C'os abyi~tiof Bu ston, later than 1328,
because it was written in the year k'rag skyug
(rudhirodgarin = 1347). as we read in the
colophon added by the author himself.
Having thus excluded 1328 as the date
of the composition of the rCyal rabs, we can
take another step towards a better and more
accurate determination, when we notice that
it is also later than g z o n nu dpal, because it
quotes the Deb (t'er) snoti po by this author.
A s the Deb t'er was written in 1476, the
rGyal rabs cannot have been composed
before I 508 (year earth0dragon). '44)
W e can say that with the rGyal rabs the
new type of Tibetan historiography took on

its final form: hagiographical and mythical
historiography. which little by little consigned
to oblivion the bare and meagre style of the
ancient chronicles. By now the family pe,
digrees, on which we shall dwell at greater
length later, are no longer lists of facts re,
corded in their schematic chronological suc,
cession: they already feel the influence of Ti,
bet's new literary maturity. Ancient legends
on the family's heavenly origin and echoes
of Bonpo mythology are bound up with the
glorification of the faith, miracles of saints,
detailed narratives of acts of religious piety
on the part of devout patrons, and records
of donations of temples built and objects
consecrated. Family vicissitudes are thus seen
in the light of religion. A n d even these
families' political ambitions, their alliances
and wars, are considered as acts of piety, in
defence of this or that threatened school, this
or that insulted monk. When they presented
facts in this manner, the chronicles were not
wholly in error, because in the course of these
pages we have seen Tibetan history gradually
dominated by the strife between sects, which
turn the old nobility into an instrument of
their own.
But let us go back to the r G y a l rubs, which
I have treated before earlier works, to clear
up the erroneous date mentioned above and
because this book is at the same time the
point of arrival of a literary elaboration and
the model of future historiography, in which
religious events prevail over political affairs.
The prevalence of hagiography over histo,
riography and the general interest for reli,
gious developments and the work of the great
masters, led by degrees to that peculiar man,
ner of relating events, which is proper to the
C'os !byun, i. e. to tales on the spread of the
Buddha's word. Political history unmista,
kably gives way to religious history, as was
to be expected in a country where every
activity is silent before the cares of the spirit,
where even in the midst of passions inflaming
men's souls, their eyes are not averted from

visions of Amitabha's heaven or of nirvinaBs
unspeakable peace.
he first i3$1 ( b p i was the one wrinen
by Buston, which has become, thanks to its
compiler's authority and to the book's in,
trinsic merit, a model for the works of later
writers. Buston's book opens, by way of
introduction, with a general picture of B U ~ ,
dhist preaching in its various moments; this
necessarily implies a general survey of Bud,
dhist literature, its dogma and its fundamental
works. The Buddha's life is then related;
the lives of the greatest interpreters of his doc,
trines follow. Having thus summed up in
all its parts the history of Indian Buddhism
and defined its various branches, Buston
dwells on the spread of its teachings in the
Country of Snows, through the favour of the
kings, its propagators and defenders. Poli,
tical history is thus inserted into the for,
tunes of the Law, and the powerful men
of this world are recalled only as patrons of
religion. Buston, as we have said, had many
imitators: the C'os !byui are many in Tibe,
tan literature. That this sort of composi,
tion should be so frequent is not a matter
of chance, it corresponds to the pains taken
by each sect to prove its descent from well
known currents or celebrated masters of In,
dia, to the desire of proving unintemup,
ted relations linlung them with the highest
authorities of Indian mysticism and dog.
matics, and finally to the resolve to follow
the developments of those ideas, whole and
genuine, through the long chain of their s p i ~
ritual ancestors. There is no school without
its C'os !byun.
Over all these works towers, nevertheless,
the D e b t'er snoi po by gzon nu dpal, the
lotsava of ~ C o s(1392/1481), the greatest
chronicle and history of Tibetan Lamaism.
Excepting the first two chapters, in which
Indian and Tibetan dynasties are reconstruc'
ted in their main lines, the book follows
up the spiritual succession which, through
a continued chain of masters and disciples*

carried up to the author's times, in its spotless
integrity,the multiple revelation.
In the fifteen chapters of this work, the
main schools of Lamaism are followed in
their development, like a series of biographies
linked together by a relation of immediate
and direct communion, and by the identity
of esoteric revelations. The author of the D e b
tJer is chiefly concerned with the spread and
perpetuation of mystical inspirations, rather
than with dogmatics, theology or logic; with
spiritual experiences rather than with dia.
lectics. The masters' biographies are accu,
rate, chronology is strict, dates of births and
deaths precise; from time to time the author
puts his chronological system to the test by
stating the years that intervene between a given
event and the date of his compilation. '45)
This chronological scaffolding is also sneng,
thened by frequent references to political
events which are alien to the general plan of
the book (a doctrinal history) and inserted
only for greater clearness or to provide a back.
ground. Thus, for instance. Atis'a and Rin
cen bzan po offer &n nu dpal an occasion to
reconstruct the pedigree of the kings of Cuge,
the new esoteric sects (snags gsar) give him
an opportunity to relate the succession of the
Sa skya and of the dPon c'en who governed
in their name; while speaking of the bKa'
brgyud pa, he collects much information con,
cerning the P'ag mo gru pa, or the aBri gun
pa, or the monastery of sTag lun, and the
events in which the abbots of those convents
played an important part. Already in the
first chapter, going back to the chronicles of
Rin c'en grags and of the Ts'al pa and justly
recognizing that the history of Tibet cannot
be considered separately from that of neigh,
bouring countries, particularly China, after
having summarized the succession of the
kings up to Clan dar ma, he goes on to list
the series of the Chinese and Mongol dynas~
ties, noting the years, generally with accuracy.
The gTer ma, mentioned above, should
also be considered as historical sources,

keeping in mind that they contain fragments
hwich are certainly ancient, for instance some
chapters of the bKa' t'an sde lna or alleged
prophecies of facts foreseen by Padmasam.
bhava's divining mind, actually inserted by
compilers after their true or supposed discovery
of the gTer ma. These allusions should
hence be used with great caution, as motives
of controversy or political passion may have
induced their authors to relate events in a
manner calculated to further their interests
or their theories.
But the rRin ma pa are not the only ones
to have their gTer ma. The d C e lugs pa
also know some, namely the famous M a n i bka'
!bum, which they consider as one of the chief
sources for the history of Sroti btsan sgam po.
This is a compilation made up of different
elements, all bent on glorifying the protector
of Tibet, sPyan ras gzigs, and his incarna,
tion as Sron btsan sgam po. Its chapters,
differing greatly as to age and origin. go from
P ' y a j stoh spyan ston's dharani, translated by
C'os grub ( T ~ K O K U
Cat.,
, n. 691), to the C ' o s
skyon p a i q y a l p o sron btsan sgam poi nrdsad p a i
rnatn t'ar (pp. 185,247). which contains A v a

lokiteivara's incarnations and deeds, when
he descended into Tibet as king Sron btsan
sgam po, whose vicissitudes in Tibet and
in other continents are related; to the r G y a l
bu ajig rten dbai p'yrg j i s k y a rubs @p. 247,
261). to the r C y a l poi t~rdsadp a fii i l l rtsa gcig
(py. 261,286). followed by a liturgical ency,
clopedia. This work is thus a self,evident
compilation; clearly it is also a dogmatic
elaboration, intent on creating a theology
and a soteriology round the symbol of sPyan
ras gzigs, accurately represented in the second
part of the M a ni Gka' !bum, dedicated to
the development of a complex system on
the six~syllable mantra: or11 tlla ni padnre hiim.
The part more properly concerned with king
Sron btsan sgam po is explicitly called a gTer
ma, which the king ordered T'on mi sam
bho !a to write in golden and silver letters on
indigo~colouredpaper and then to hide in the

~

aK'ra abrug lha k'an (p. 184). This part
very probably corresponds to, or is derived
fiom, the K n k'ol trra or bKa' c'errrs ka k'ol mn we
have already found quoted among historical
works: it is mentioned by d C e legs dpal in his
life of Tson k'a pa, p. 48. It was a dkar cJag,
written on a scroll and hidden inside a pillar of
willow wood. When the gTer ma was brought
to light according to the prophecy made by the
mK'a' gro ma to Atis'a, three scrolls were
found: a Z l a ba 'od z e r compiled by the Minis,
ters, another Dnr dkar gsul ba by the Queen
and the third containing the King's testament,
bKaJ c'etrrs.
T o these works we must add the C'os
abyun bstnn pa gsnl byed by D o n grub dpal,
which however is only known to me through
quotations in the D T , ca, p. 31, under the
title C'os abyuri bsta~rpa r i po
~ c'e, and in the
R e u j r r i g by Sum pa mk'an po, p. 64.
gZon nu dpal's example had many i m i ~
tators; the different schools did not omit to
record the succession of their masters; as the
D e b t'er had followed up the spread of maha.
yinic thought in its many Tibetan branches,
which abutted into some wellldefined trends,
so almost all sects began to write their own par.
ticular C'os abyrri and to tread backwards the
road of their own history, recalling to me.
mory the masters through whom the original
revelation was handed down and propagated.
A good specimen of these C'os abyuri is
the one of the bKa' gdams pa: IrKnJ gdntns
gsnr rEin gi c'os ?byr~n
kyi nrdses rgyan,
fol. 1,103.
This is the history of the bKa'
gdams pa, written by bSod nams grags pa,
whom we already met, sometimes referred to
by the fifth Dalai Lama in his chronicles
and who is mentioned as the author of an.
other historical work: rGyal ra6s apJrul gyi Ide
mig. 24G) I have at my disposal the Potala
reprint. Rather than a real history, it is
a genealogy of the masters of the sect, be,
ginning with AtiSa, and following its sued
cessive ramifications and further developmellts
as far as T s o i k'a pa and his immediate

id

successors. The work, in its bare lists
hardly wer penetrate to the core of the
doctrine or of events, has a prevailingly chro,
nological value, because for each master, or
at least for the most noteworthy, are recorded
the dates of birth and death, with references
to other well ascertained dates or to the date
of the composition of this work, written in
the year earth,ox; this, according to the system
of chronological correlation used by the author,
corresponds to 1529, that is 475 years
Atiia's death, which happened, according'
to his calculations, in the year wood,horse
1054, 466 years after the death of +Brom stoll
(water.hare 1063), I 10 years after Tsoli kBa
pa's death, which happened in the year
earth/boar, 1419. For this reason the book
is complete and supplements the Deb tJer
S ~ O NPO, while it adds more consistent infor,
mation to the R e u nrig's schematic series.
The importance of these chronicles is increas,
ed by the subsidiary information which the
author collects; sometimes he recalls works
written by the doctors he briefly mentions;
at other times he gives a list olthe monasteries
they founded, ascertaining their date,finally he
sometimes informs us of the number of disci,
ples gathered by the masters in the hermitages
or convents where they had retired to preach.
For this reason, to those capable of
from it, this work is a rich mine of informa,
tion concerning Tibet's religious and monasl
tic literature up to the X V I t h century, and
also collcerning the sect's spread in the various
Tibetan provinces. TO quote all example,
the references it contains to monasteries in
Ladakh complete the Ladakh chronicles 2nd
very often afford chronological points of
reference unknown to the latter. Naturally
the character of this work does not lend
itself to literary embellishments; the style is
and proceeds without periphrases in
its schematic narrative of events recorded with
bare accuracy.
Besides this narrative, another one ls
known, included by Klon [do] bla ma In

the list of the historical works studied by
novices,the bKaJgdanrs ('05 abyuti by Kun dga'
rgyal mts'an of rTse t'an (~01.ra, p. 61).
The example of Buston, who although
he was the greatest master of the Za lu pa sect,
cannot be dissociated from the Sa skya pa,
was followed, as far as the bKa' bgyud pa
are concerned, by Pad ma dkar po, who after
having summarized the history of Buddhism
in India, dwells at great length on the con,
fluenceof the several mystical schools and on
the manifold interpretations of Tantric
thought in that great sect which, descended
from Tilopa and Niropa, was diffused in
Tibet and almost lifted up to a higher pres)
tige by great ascetics like Mar pa, Milaras~a
2nd scam po pa. The character of this work
is revealed, in the long part consecrated to
Tibet, by the prevalence given over other
currents to the bKa' brgyud pa and their sub,
divisions, particularly the aBrug pa, which
the author belonged to.
pa, who are a variety of the Sa
The
skya pa and take their name from a monastery
situated in gTsan, on the mountain road
between sNar t'an and Za lu, also had their
C'os !byun. I allude to the D a m pai c'os kyi
abyJ ts'ul legs biad bstan pai rgya mts'or q'ug pai
gru c'en i e s bya ba rtsonr aplro k'a skon dad bcas
(pp. 1,228). After a long research on the
Law, on its characters and divisions, modelled
on Buston, follows the history of Buddhism
in India and in Tibet, beginning from sakya,
muni's life. Concerning whom, according
to the standard of a double truth, absolute
and relative, the Buddha is considered in his
metaphysical essence and next in his manifis)
tation as a being apparently subject to human
vicissitudes. These are summed up, to con,
sider next the developments of his preaching,
the branching off of schools, the spread of
the doctrine in Tibet, with useful chronolo,
gical references. The work, as its title shows,
is divided into two parts; the author of the
first is dKon mc'og lhun g u b abbot of Nor
(born me jbrul, 1497, dead [me] sbrul, 1557).

or

probably the same as the author of a Sa skya
Chronicle (see later, p. 155); the second is a
supplement beginning on p. 129, and was
written by Sans rgyas p'un ts'ogs, who had
it printed in the year c'u spreu (atigira). The
fact that it records events contemporary with
the fifih Dalai Lama, and the recognition
of the latter as an incarnation of Padmapani,
show that the supplement is a late work, of
the X V I I I th century.
But among the cbntinuators of
nu
dpal, also known as rTse t'an pa or aCos lot,
siva, or Yid bzan rtse pa, the one excelling
all others and taking his inspiration from him
is Blo bzan rgya mts'o, who honoured him
with the epithet of lo rgyus smra ba kun g y i
gtsug rgyan, "diadem of all historians ,,, and
alludes to him in the very title of his book.q7)
The fifih Dalai Lama had wished to lift up
to a greater literary dignity the writing of
history, always dulled by the memory of bare
and brief chronicles, over which an abun,
dant network of hagiographic legends had
been embroidered. For the first time Tibet
had a continued narration, from the dynasties'
mythical origins up to the author's times.
A n d this history began with India because
cultivated Lamaist tradition always took pains
to find in the Buddha's country the begin)
nings of Tibetan civilization. But the myths
of Buddhism, as they were set out in the
Abhidharma, were united to those of Eon
in a slulful harmony, which nevertheless
does not succeed in hiding the different
layers and the diffirent origin of the legends
thus heaped together. The period of the
Kings offers Blo bzan rgya mts'o an occasion
of penetrating to the core of the reasons
which impelled him to write this work,
that is to follow Buddhism from its firstpio,
gress at the hands of Indian apostles and
Tibetan neophytes, up to the doctrine's de,
cline, the prevalence of Bon po, the dynas,
ty's downfall and the outbreak of anarchy.
The Buddhist revival in the times of the se,
cond propagation coincided with the fortunes

of a new dynasty: the C n g s of Cuge, pro,
geny of the ancient dynasty. Faith having
been revived by AtiSa's, Rin c'en bzair po's
and Mar pa's preaching, the great monasteries
were founded and the ancient nobility was
restored, aher both had been obliged to bow
before the Mongols. Then the Yuan Empire
fell and Tibet acquired a greater liberty thanks
to Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an's bold initiative,
but was troubled by interminable wars and
rivalries between clans and convents. Over
this anarchy prevailed, little by little, on one
hand the d C e lugs pa and on the other the
Kar ma pa, the latter supported by the rulers
of gTsan; Blo bzan rgya mts'o, as the chief
of the Yellow Sect, saw all that was good on
his own side and all evil with the Red Caps;
he therefore made the ambitions of the bSam
a g u b rtse princes responsible for the continual
wars which covered Tibet with blood for
several years. H e does not say, however,
that the Mongols were called in by the Ye10
low Sect to overcome its rivals. The book
closes with the triumph of C u Pri Khan or
C'os rgyal bstan adsin, who having restored
order in Tibet with his troops, defeated
and killed the ruler of gTsan, secured the
Yellow's lasting domination and, as we read
in the colophon of his book, urged the Dalai
Lama, as soon as the war was over, to write
his chronicles. H e imagines history as the
preordained development of events which,
since the fall of the lungs, must fatally lead,
through the P'ag mo gru pa's temporary
attempt, to the new political unity, under
whose protection not only men's minds should
be at peace, but the Law should again be
enforced in its entire purity. The period
which goes from Clan dar ma's fall to the
foundation of the Dalai Lamate, under the
vigilance of C u fri Khan's Mongol armies,
is an intermediate period, in which Tibet,
troubled by anarchy and internal strife, labo.
riously sought a way out. This is the out.
line of that chronicle, the work of a well.
informed person. Blo bzan rgya mts'o had

access to all preceeding chroniclers, he
draw his material from all the State and
vent archives; he knew all the tales and
legends. There was no branch of mysticism
or dogmatics he had not treated, but we
not deny that his historical culture, his know,
ledge of the biographies of the greatest kureS
of Lamaism, of myths and epic cycles on the
glories of the greatest families, was prodigious,
as can be easily seen by perusing the rnaflj tblS
he wrote. TOcompile his histories he used
with intelligence, unfailing judgement and
discriminating choice, the works of his preO
decessors, some of whom he oftell quotes or
confutes: the 6Ka' c'ems 6kaJ (or simply:. ka)
k'ol ma, the Si tu rin po c'ei bkd terns, the
D e b t'er srion po, the story of the C'os rje
bSod nams grags pa (p. 79), the Ts'al pai
deb t'er, the C'os abyuri tnig lrbyed lad stoli
by the spyan sna bSod nams rgyal mts'an
(p. 83 6) the author of the rGyal rubs. And
of course this list of the works employed
is far from complete. H e winnows his sour,
ces, discusses them and, when an occasion
offers, he is quite capable of showing, with
hardly ,dissembled irony, his predecessors'
failings and weak points, particularly in the
case of bSod nams grags pa, whom he ofien
confutes and disapproves. But as I have
said, Blo bzan rgya mts'o brought history to
its complete form as a literary type according
to the Tibetan conception: a pious narrative
of the Law's alternate flower and decay,
and of its developments, a compromise be)
tween spiritual forces and human ambition,
between legend and reality, between political
events and hagiographic glorification, which
give these works a particular character, almost
a continual wavering between what is certain
and what is impossible. The tone of these
narratives is ennobled by a style of sustained
dignity, full of images; its sentences have an
elegant construction, embellished by scholarly
allusions. Blo bzan rgya mts'o constantly
uses " honorific ,, expressions, but he also in'
troduces a quantity of colloquial tflms.

generaleffectis ofstilted and intricate sentences,
made even more difficult by words or mean,
ings not registered in lexicons. The reader
has the impression that the author loves to
display his knowledge of the rules of rhetoric
($inn hag) deeply studied since childhood
in Dandin's classical text and in the many
commentators who since the Sa skya's and
Buston's times had striven to make clearer
[he Indian rhetorician's celebrated handbook
and to plumb its depths, for the benefit of
Tibetan writers. It almost seems as if he
avoided setting forth his ideas in the simplest
manner; he delights in long sentences irnitat,
ing the canyiiknvya; as it is a rule in these, he
inserts between every two chapters brief sew
tions in verse, summing up and comment,
ing upon what he has said. A comparison
between this work and those preceding it,
for instance the rGya1 rubs or the Deb t'er, or
even the C'os abyun by Buston, is enough to
show how worried Blo bzan rgya mts'o
was with literature. H e is undoubtedly care,
ful of his statements, sets himself a thesis, as
we have seen, and upholds it cleverly, with
sound documents; he verifies his dates and
when evidence for some fact is discordant
or contradictory, he tries to throw light on
the question and to reach conclusions that
are certain. But at the same time he is much
preoccupied with form: in him the rhetori~
cian is yoked to the historian and sometimes
the former ~revails. At any rate, his work,
precisely for this trait, was geatly appreciat,
ed in Tibetan cultivated circles and met with
a warm response; not only his successors
turned to him for inspiration, but they co,
pied him freely, as we can see, for instance,
in Sum pa mk'an po and in +Jigs med
rig pai rdo rje. In Tibet, and throughout
the East in general, this habit of borrowing
and copying is not considered plagiarism;
it is rather a recognition that Blo bzan rgya
mts'o had reached so perfect a style and
such sound information that it was not pow
sible to differ fiom him. Later writers did

not hesitate to insert whole passages borro~
wed fiom him in their own writings, but
they did so meaning to honour him and at
the same time to give a solid foundation and
authority to their words.
The 'books we have mentioned are limit,
ed to Tibetan Buddhism, or at least are
particularly concerned with it. Of Indian
Buddhism, its venerated source, they have
little to say, just enough to enable their
readers to understand Tibet's spiritual vicis,
situdes and to make clear its descent from the
highest Indian masters. The only writers
who had dwelt at length on Indian Buddhism
and its evolution had been Buston and dKon
mc'og lhun g u b , but even they had not
treated it independently. Buston had rather
been interested in the doctrine's internal deve.
lopment, tracing once more the laborious
paths through which the Buddhist canoil had
been formed, to show how the canon he had
garnered in the bsTan agyur was author,
itative and unassailable. Tnanstha of Jo,
nan, in 1608, set out, on the contrary, to
expound only the history of Indian Bud.
dhism in India and in the countries near
India to which the Sikya saint's word came;
the history of the councils, the branching off
of sects, the figures of supreme masters he
evokes, using the scattered pieces of informa,
tion he has gleaned from canonical literature
or among memories which have survived the
passing of centuries, handed down by the
schools as if to justify the validity of their
teachings, and whose origin is to be found
in the tradition of the great Indian univer.
sities. A great contribution was also given
to his work by Indian masters, the last off,
shoots of dying Buddhism, who imparted to
him narratives handed down in their schools.
Precisely these references to oral tradition
increase the prestige of Tiranstha's narrative.
These traditions, it is true, do not in their
integrity survive criticism, many are but tales
and legends; but as our penury of information
throws such a shadow of mystery over a large

proportion of the Buddhist schools, Tira,
nitha, by gathering and collecting those
memories, has at least opened up some
chitlks, letting in light.
The dPa1 miiam tned r i bo dgaJ ldan pai bstan
pai f u a ser cod pan ac'ati bai riri lugs r'os t'ams
cad kyi rtsa ba gsal bar byed pai vai Bii rya ser po
nre loti is a very bulky book, occupying j r g

pages of the Potala edition; one of the four
V a i dii rya from the pen of the sDe srid Sans
rgyas rgya mts'o. According to its title,
this book is a history of dCal' ldan, the
celebrated convent founded in 1409.
It has an apologetic purpose, both as re,
gards the sect and as regards the fifth Dalai
Lama; the author proves in various manners
that his advent had been announced in a long
series of prophecies and gter nra. The lives of
the dCa' ldan k'ri pas are briefly told, begin.
ning fiom Tson k'a pa up to the forty/second
Blo bza~idon yod, and relating their main
events; the same is repeated for the K'ri t'og
of aBras spuns and for Se ra.
H e dealt with contemporary history, in
which he had been one of the foremost actors,
always recalling the names ofthe principal mas.
ters and disciples of the Lamas whose biogral
phies he mites; he gives the years of birth and
death, the year of ascent to the abbatial throne.
H e frequently quotes the principal works
written by them and inserts interesting dis.
cussions, like the one on those points wherein
Tson k'a pa and the other schools differ.
Thus the author collects very important
information on the spread of the Yellow Sect
and on the monasteries which were gadually
being founded. In fact this book is a sort of
catalogue of the convents built by the sect or
which it took possession of after its triumph.
The writer's fame and the wealth of infor,
mation thus collected, by gleaning most
discerningly fiom earlier sources, explain why
this book should still enjoy great authority,
so that subsequent writers did nothing but
copy it, like Sum pa mk'an po, for instance,
whose chapters on the Yellow Sect are

nothing but a summary of this book. It
closes with a long chronological index, de,
signed to
the date of its composition; thus
complementing the table of equivalencescon,
tained in the V a i dii rya dkarpo and made known
by Csoma de Koras. The Vai $ rya. I
PO, SO called as a homage to the Yellow
Sect, was written eleven years later than the
dkar p o and fifieen years aher the b i d of thi
sixth Dalai Lama Ts'aris dbyans rgya mts'o.
The same author dealt with the vicissitudes
attending the fifth Dalai Lama's incarnation
as Ts'ans dbyans rgya mts'o, and then with
the latter's brief and eventful lik, in nuo
treatises which I have never seen, but which
I find mentioned in Klon rdol bla ma (6Ka1
gdanrs dun dge lugs bla ma rags rim g y i gsuri abl,m
nrts'an tJo, vol. ra, p. 59). One of them is the
biography of the sixth Dalai Lama: rGyal ba
ts'aris dbyans rgya mtsJoi rnam tJar gser gyi sEe ma,

in fol. 19 and 5/13. The other should record
how the fifth Dalai Lama became incarnated
in his successor; r G y a l ba sku ltia pa drug par
apJos bskor gyi gtam rna bai gcud len, in fol. I 10.
N o w that we are spealung of Tibetan
historiography, it is impossible not to mention
the dPag bsam gon bzan by dPal +byor ye ies,
better known by the name of Sum pa mk'an
po; I admit it is a late work (the author was
) ) , it was composed with a
born in I ~ o ~ ' ~ ' but
wise and discriminating choice of older sour/
ces. Sum pa mk'am po, who belonged to
the d C e lugs pa school, also starts from an
ancient model, which, more or less, was
always before writers of CJos abyuri, namely
Buston's CJas !byuri. Like this work, his
book is divided into two parts, one trea~ng
of India and the other of Tibet. But this is
saying too little, for the reader has the impres'
sion that he intended to write an encyclopedia.
from which an idea could be had ofthe for'
mation and spread of Buddhist thought.
begins with a description of the world. Orke
those to be found in treatises on Abhidharrna)*
drawing from canonical works; he sums 'P
the life of the Buddha and of the greatest

masters, he follows the doctrine, through the
various branches of its schools, in India, in
central Asia, in Insulindia; he treats of
and sciences, of logic and dogmatics,
pointing out for each subject the main works;
then in the second part he deals particularly
Tibetan Buddhism, from the first led
gends on the origin of man in the Country of
Snows and fiom mythical genealogies, up to
Sron btsan sgam po, the consolidation of
Tibetan power and the afflux of masters
from India. In this part he follows the
fifih Dalai Lama very closely, as may be seen
the sections dealing with the
by
Sa skya pa, the P'ag mo gru pa and the
families of their ministers, in both works.
In several cases he copies his model literally,
but he continues it up to 1742, relating
the troubled events which brought Tibet
under Chinese rule. This part, mainly his.
torical, is followed by a narrative of the
progressive spread of Buddhism under the
Kings' rule, briefly outlined; in the following
chapters Sum pa mk'an po dwells at length
on the second period of Buddhist propaganda
and on its main figures: Rin c'en bzan po
and AtiSa. Upon this background the author
traces a brief summary of the principal Lama,
ist sects, then, through the biographies of
+Brom ston and Po to pa, he goes on to
speak ofthe Rva greris monastery. The book
draws to its conclusion with Tson k'a pa's
biography; his preaching, the list of temples
built during his lifetime or by his disciples,
and biographies of the abbots and the greatest
masters, based on the V a i dii rya ser po. The
book closes with brief references to the P'a
dam pa, the r ~ i i ma
i pa and a list of the
principal translators. A s may be seen, al.
though the book is a rich encyclopedia, it
is less organic than preceeding works; due
to the author's desire of accumulating infor.
mation, that harmonious composition is mis.
sing which we had admired, for instance, in
Buston, Tiranstha or Blo bzan rgya mts'o.
One notices faults of composition: passages

in which the sources used meet but do not
blend nor stand out clearly. But the value
of the book is precisely this: its purpose to
be a summa of Tibetan historical traditions,
in which chronicles and myths, saints' lives
and cosmogonic legends, political changes and
religious doctrines (lugs giiis) meet; in whose
harmony the fortunes of the sacred doctrine
renewed by Tson k'a pa's preaching, become
reality and are developed.
Among the latest, although diligent, corn.
pilators, we must include a celebrated lama.
who in the XVIIIth century treated all
subjects in a bulky gSun !bum, almost an en.
cyclopedia of Tibetan knowledge; I allude to
Klon rdol bla ma (born in 1729) and his
bsTan pai sbyin bdng byun ts'ut gyi min gi gratis,
vol. la. 249) He sumnlarizes fiom the rGyal
rabs, $on nu and particularly the fitih Dalai
Lama's chronicles, and outlines the main
points of Tibetan history, reducing it, by an
excess of condensation, to little more than a
list of names, with hardly any reference to facts.
A s the fifih Dalai Lama had done, after
treating of the Sa skya pa's power, he alludes
to the rise and consolidation of P'ag mo gru
pa power; then he traces genealogical tables
of their ministers' families, who broke up Ti.
bet's political unity. This book could bring
no new contribution, but it has some value
as an accurate summary of Tibetan events,
reduced to their bare genealogical architecture.
Although it treats of the spread of Bud.
dhism among the Mongols, the Hor c'os
abyuri by +Jigs med rig pai rdo rje (not N a m
mk'a', as shown by C.Roerich), edited and
translated by Huth, cannot be passed over.
It is a late work, written in 1819,'~~)
and as
the title itself shows, it belongs to the tradi0
tional pattern of Tibetan historiography and
takes as a model Blo bzan rgyal mts'o's his,
tory fiom which he sometimes copies. The
schematic !genealogies of the first part are then
succeeded by a treatment of the main theme,
namely a record of spiritual contacts between
Tibet and Mongolia; the latter is related to

Tibet as Tibet to India, when news of the
sacred doctrine first reached it. This effort to
cast light on the spiritual ties between Mongols
and Tibetans, fully corresponding to the
general character of Tibetan historiography,
aims, as we have seen, only at religious events
or political facts at the service of religion, but
it ofien induces the author to forget the more
violent contacts between the two peoples.
H e is silent, or makes only veiled allusions,
concerning Mongol raids; like his predecessor,
Blo bzan rgya mts'o, he sees in Tson k'a
pa's reform and in his preaching the spiri.
tual maturity of the Country of Snows and
the accomplishment of its mission of ci/
vilizing the Mongols, preordained by the
Buddha's mercy.
O u r brief examination of Tibetan histo/
rical literature does not exhaust the subject;
great additions to what we have said will be
possible when Tibetan literature is better
known and our collections of Tibetan books
increased. Of course we shall have to turn
our attention chiefly to the most ancient sour/
ces, whether they are documents or cornpila/
tions, because as a rule later works simply copy
one another; they become more authoritative
as they approach the author's times and deal
with subjects or relate events whose spectator
or contemporary he has been. T o show how
much might be added to what we have said,
I will quote some titles, of historical works.
mentioned by Klon rdol bla ma or other
later polygraphists. Klon rdol (op. lit., ra,
p. 6 1 ) mentions a C'os a b y d mk'as pai &a'
ston, by dPa' bo tsug lag; the rCyal rubs p a l
bai nre lon, by bZu k'an pa Legs pai Ses rab;
the Lotsiva of mKSar nag, some of whose
biographies the fifth Dalai Lama made use
of, as we shall see, was also the author
of a dGa' ldan c'os abyun, also the title of
another work by the Pan c'en bSod nams
g a g s pa, the author of the b ~ a gdams
'
pa
history. ?Jams dbyans bzad pa, Klon rdol's
master, also mentions a sPyi r'os qbyuri by
?JaS ~ O . ~ J
O In )the other hand the R e u tllig

record, for the first years of the X V I ~cesnO
~
tury, a treatise on the chronology of Buddhism
by K'ri Rin c'en 'od pa (S. CH.DAI, P. 70),
and little more than a century later the tor
(byuti by 5a kya lha d b (Ibid,,
~ p. 78).
When, towards the end of the X V I I I ~ ~
century and in the XIXth century, con.
tacts with Chinese culture became closer,
particularly in the Far Eastern provincen of
Tibet and in Mongolia, and a certain lean.
ing towards erudition and encyclopedical
learning was born also among the Tibetan
people, summaries of Tibetan historigaphy
were not lacking, as ancient works had by
this time become rare. Such, for instance,
is the D e b t'er rgya mts'o or better Yul mdo stnad
kyi Jotis su t'ub bstan rin po c'e ji ltar Jar bai tiul
p a l bar b[iodpa deb t'er rgya ts'o, which places
before the history of Amdo an excursus over
Tibetan history in general. This work is
known to me merely from a quotation in
~ o s ~ m o Critical
vs
remarks on the bibliography
of Tibet, pp. 58, 62.

BIOGRAPHIES A N D EULOGIES
OF M O N A S T E R I E S REFERRED TO

2.

I N THIS BOOK

A

fter having spoken of historical
works proper, we must now men,
tion biographies (rnatn tJar). rNatn
t'ar much resemble the lives of saints widely
circulated during our Middle Ages; they
must be considered neither histories nor chroj
nicles. The events they relate with a par/
ticular satisfaction are spiritual conquests,
visions and ecstasies; they follow the long
apprenticeship through which man becomes
divine, they give lists of the texts upon
which saints trained and disciplined their
minds, for each lama they record the mas.
ters who opened up his spirit to serene
visions, or caused the ambrosia of supreme
revelations to rain down upon him. Hu/
man events have nothing to do with these

works, and how could they, being a vain
flow of appearences in the motionless gleam
of that void, never to be grasped, into which
the experience of truth dissolves and annuls
us? If earthly events, wars and strife are
mentioned, it is nearly always because some
saint influenced their course by his powerful
formulas and exorcisms. Kings, princes and
the great ones of this world have no place
there, or they only appear as helpful and pious
patrons. Every happening is thus seen in
the light of spiritual triumphs. " A bio.
graphy of the elect is either a series of their
former births or, generally spealung, a nard
rative of their prodigious virtues on the three.
fold plane, physical, verbal and spiritual,
which surpass those of common people and,
in particular, the method of purification in
learning the sacred doctrine and reflecting and
meditating upon it ,,. ' 5 ' )
All the rest is a shadow, but those who
are capable of investigating can find in these
shadows allusions, hints, names, sometimes
even dates, which, being put together and
throwing light one upon the other, illuminate
the dark and still uncertain horizon of Tibe.
tan history. These biographies become still
more useful when they insert into their narrad
tive fragments of chronicles, myths or p e d i ~
grees, lists of masters, itineraries, dates of the
foundation of temples and monasteris. T o
recognize this is to admit that an historian
cannot ignore the rnatn t'ar. H e must resign
himself to read them, and go through hun.
dreds of pages to find a point of reference,
an allusion, an important piece of informa.
tion; he must be resigned, I have said, be,
cause with the exception of a few lives, noble
masterpieces breathing a fresh, serene and
robust poetic spirit, as, for instance, Mila.
raspa's, these Lgenda aurea are mostly cast
in the same mould, they follow the same
models and walk on the same beaten track.
In a literature founded on imitation, like that
of Tibet, it is not surprising that these corn,
positions should have taken shape with the

conscious purpose of continuing in the G u n .
fry of Snows a literary genre largely cultivat.
ed by Buddhists and known as Avadina
or Jitaka. Avadina, in reality, is the name
of parables, or narrations of particular facts
capable of elucidating by an example the sta,
tements ofthe sumas; Jitaka are tales concerning
episodes of the Buddha's past lives, but the
two types are ofien blended, inasmuch as the
leading figure is always the Buddha. These
works may be either in prose like the Avada,
naiataka, or in poetry like the Avadanakabalata
by Ksemendra, of which we speak later.
Hence these biographies are called not only
rnam t'ar, but also mtion brtogs, which is the regu,
lar translation for Avadina; sometimes they
are also called skyes rubs, Jitaka, because the
saint's life is followed in his past incarnations.
The difference between Indian Avadina and
these rnam t'ar is immediately recognizable: the
former relate a particular fact, the latter follow
a person's life from birth to death. But in
their composition these rnam t'ar imitate above
all the Buddha's most celebrated lives. T o
quote an instance: in Indian works the Bo,
dhisattva's descent upon earth is preceded
by a fourfold consideration, on his part, of the
time, continent place and family in which he
shall become incarnate; in these Tibetan rnam
t'ar also, with a greater or lesser wealth ofdetail,
according to the authors' learning and literary
gifts, the circumstances of time in which the
saint was born are defined; spealung of the
place, very ofien one meets with a description
of the four continents, according to Buddhist
cosmology and the well known formulary
of the Abhidharmakosa; the author then goes
on to speak in detail of Tibet and of the
particular region in which his hero was
born; next, afier having explained how the
Country of Snows was populated, a list is
given of the six, or four, or eighteen tribes in
which the Tibetans were divided at the dawn
of their history, to connect one of the tribes
with the eulogized saint's family. Then the
dreams are related, announcing his conception

or his birth, his long apprenticeship as a
student and his visions, without neglecting, if
an occasion offers, to penetrate into the wind,
ing maze of esoteric liturgies or to expound
the intricate catalogues of ascetic literature,
bccause according to a rule repeated several
times by Blo bzari rgya mts'o, the authors of
these biographies do not aim at fame and
reputation as writers, but wish to stimulate
faith in those who do not possess it and to
strengthen it where it is weak and waver,
ing.'s3) This would be a most praisewor,
thy intention, if precisely in the fifih Dalai
Lama's case it was not nullified by a stilted
and precious style. A s to their foimal archi,
tecture, the rrratn tJar show an endless variety,
according to their author and to the public
for which they were written; some are plain
and simple, written in the spoken language
of the people, for the edification of pilgrims;
others like those by Blo bzan rgya mts'o,
are polished, pretentious, composed according
to the most rigid rules of rhetoric. In this
case the structure of the narrative, whether
in poetry or prose, follows the model of the
Kivyadaria, I, pp. 14/15: " A union of
chapters (sargabandha) is callcd " great poem ,,
whose characteristics are described as follows:
invocation, prayer, or summary indication of
the subject, form the foreword. It is either
derived fiom the tales proper to the itihnsa, or
based on some actual fact; it speaks of the
spiritual benefits accruing from the fourfold
purpose of life: the Law, pleasure, utility
and liberation ,,.
A s a whole, we cannot say that the rnam
tJar communicate a lifelike impression of the
personality they deal with. In almost every
casc, personality receeds before a type, it is
overruled by some given pattern: the saint,
scholar or ascetic are seen in the abstract, not
as this or that saint, scholar or ascetic. It
is a monastic and editjrng literature, the light
of human passion hardly ever shines upon
it. NO spiritual strife ever transpires, and
this is natural, since these saints gather the

fruits of good works performed in former
existences; that present life, whose events are
told, is but the crown of experiencesof virtue
covering thousands of yean; it represents
a sanctity already achieved, not a painful
struggle to achieve it.
The relation between wars and miracles,
military levies and liturgy. however strange it
may seem to us, can be explained from the
Tibetan point of view; they think that no
event can escape the power of a rite wisely
performed or of a formula uttered at the right
time by the mystic, in a zealous and collected
spirit, as he guides the liturgical drama, attractl
ing or conquering secret forces. The Tibe,
tans have always believed that wars are won
not SO much by the force of arms and the
leaders' gallantry, as through the mastery of
miracles~workers, whose services the rivals
have been able to secure. When war looms
large on their horizon, Tibetan princes, before
they hire capable generals, strive to obtain the
!good graces of wise lamas, to perform the
exorcisms which ensure victory. Hence it is
not surprising that in the midst of so many
esoteric subtleties and celebrations of prodi/
gies, the rnam tJar should contain occasional
references to historical events which otherwise
would not have come down to us.
Further, Tibet has in common with In.
dia the urge to accomplish pilgrimages to
sacred spots; the Tirthayntra, which is in In/
dia a duty for pious persons, has its Tibetan
counterpart, the gnus skor. From lamas to
merchants, fiom noblemen to leaders of cars)
vans, there is nobody but has visited the
famous places of religious tradition; neither.
do they think there is a corner of the earth
unhallowed by the divine presence, in its
three aspects: physical, verbal 2nd spiutual*
Tibetan soil is Like a
gs,~, fugr).
material container into which the vicissitudes
of the Law unfold; it receives the masters'
relics, it harbours on the inviolate peaks pf
its mountains mysterious powers; it feeds*
built by man, the lamp of docnine;

it conceals in its inmost recesses the books
hidden by ancient seers, that they might en.
lighten future generations. Buddhism has
imagined the revelation of truth as a thun.
derbolt, flashing fiom one point to another
amid the darkness of mnyn; those who have
had the good fortune to be born as men,
should not lose any occasion of purifying
their spirit, they should not neglect any con.
tact capable of m a h n g them sensitive to the
voice of truth and thus more consciously
preparing them for supreme renouncement.
Hence visits to sacred places are a necessary
discipline. an edification of the spirit which
cuts men off fiom life's allurements. Pre.
cisely for these reasons the rnarn t'ar dwell
on pilgrimages performed by saints in their
eanhly life, and often contain real itineraries,
which are very important for the reconstruc.
tion of Tibet's historical geography. and to
ascertain which places were most popular in
different epochs, thus gaining an idea of the
seas' insecure fortunes.
As an important source of historical in,
formation, we must also mention the dkar c'ug,
guides or eulogies of monasteries, written for
the use of visitors and pilgrims. These also
are of varying lenght and importance, accor.
ding to the greater or lesser fame of the loca.
lity they describe. Some are bare and unas.
suming, containing little more than formulas,
invocations and prayers, while others go into
details, follow the vicissitudes of holy places
through the centuries, relate the lives of ab.
hots and ascetics with fuhome prolixity, and
furnish lists of kings and patrons. Legends
and historical traditions are blended together,
as in the Cos qbyun, among which these
eulogies can actually be included. For what
are they if not a record of the flowering of
diville grace in some particular place and of
the light of spiritual uplift irradiating fiom it,
fostered and comforted by the faith of po.
werful men? Round the kings' and princes'
genealogies unfold accounts of the fortunes
of temples, of how they acquired honour and

were decorated with works of art. For this
reason eulogies are worth studying; it is pow
sible to discover therein many local tradi.
tions, which we would look for in vain
in works of a general character. Moreover,
sometimes they do not simply deal with one
monastery, but speak of a whole region and
of its memories, like the M y a i c'un. I have
mentioned this work in a preceeding book,
and it would be out of place to go back to
it; but it is nevertheless necessary to complete
what I said at that time, pointing out that it
represents a glorification of gTsan, as regards
the Law, the only light shining for created
beings in the Buddhist world. A n d it is a
glorification of gTsan against dBus, made in
a period when the two regions, one gathering
round the rulers of bSam +grub rtse and the
other round the nascent Yellow Sect, thought
they were fighting to gain an independence
or a political supremacy founded on the
memory of ancient traditions, while they were
actually preparing their joint subjection to a
sect, and through that sect to foreign domi.
nation. But most of the eulogies, if not all I
know, confine themselves to the glorification
of one single place of pilgrimage, telling its
story and giving a list of its works of art.
This, for instance is the case with gNas riiin's
eulogy, which I mentioned in a preceding
volume, and the eulogies of gNas gsar,
Za lu, Sa skya, Lhasa, bKra $is lhun po,
which are also good guides for art history
and Lamaist iconography. From a literary
point of view one cannot say that these
works, meant to furnish easy reading.matter
to a varied and hardly ever cultivated public,
always display an elaborate style and corn,
position. O n the contrary they are written in
plain language, without excessive literary cm.
bellishments, and they show that their au,
thors were anxious to put no difficulties in
the way of the crowds of pilgrims who read
them, or rather heard them read, while a p
proaching the holy places with growing awe
and ecstatic devotion. They are generally

in prose, but in some cases, as with the rnam
t'ar, poetry is inserted into the prose; this must
have been the case with one of the most an,
cient and authoritative dkar c'ag of Tibetan
litcrature, recorded among the sources of the
rGyal rubs, namely the K a ts'igs c'en po, 154)
from which, very probably, bSod nams rgyal
mts'an took his chronicle of the founda,
tion of the M i agyur lhun grub Iha k'an of
bSam yas. 2 j ~ )
Afier this foreword, meant as a
orientation, I shall now deal in detai with
the main biographical works or the guides to
monasteries, which I have consulted or which
in some manner interpret events and persons
belonging to the period which is the object
of the present research. A s to the othcrs.
where the historical part is missing or extre,
mely scarce, or from which no concrete fact
can be gleaned, they have been referred to
in the chapter on literature in general when
they were written by authors dealt with in
that section. In a word, my list is simply
a small sample, limited to the period and
the region I am interested in, of a literary
genus seemingly boundless, since each mo,
nastery possesses biographies of its founders,
its abbots, those who dwelt there and
increased its prestige, or p i d e s and eulogies.
Other works I have briefly mentioned in my
preceding works.
I shall begin with the Sa skya chronicles and
eulogies,as my book began with this monastery.
The Sa skya pa chronicles are many, but
only one of them is now accessible to me,
which being printed in Sa skya is destined
to a wide distribution. I should rather say
ir was destined, for it seems that the blocks
ofthe woodcuts are now worn out to the point
that it is not possible to print legible copies
Gom them. When I stopped in Sa skya for
about a month in 1939, I could only find,
with difficultly, two copies. This genealogy.
jdun rubs, of the Saskya clan, written on
the model of biographies of the Great
Lamas or abbots of monasteries, is entitled:

~ D s a m g l i nbyafi P'YOJSkyi t U pai vyal tIJab
dpal 1d.n $0 ~ k y app.i gdun rub (for
c'e ji ltar byon pai ts'ul gyi rnam par tJaf "o
mts'ar rin po c'ei baa ttmdsod dg0~dad A,, ,
It is a bulky work in 265 pages, p n n d
as 1 said in Sa skya; the author is a sa
pa lama called snags ac'an nag dban K~~
dga' bsod nams grags pa rgyal mts'an, and
he is precisely the last abbot mentioned
in the lists, both of those same chronicles
and of the fikh Dalai Lama. ~t is not
difficult to establish the date of its cornPo,
sition with absolute certainty, because
author himself has put it in the colophon of
the book (p. 264); the year 3762 of the B U ~ ,
dha's pariniwina, 558 fiom the foundation
of the Sa skya monastery and 361 Gom the
foundation of the Lha k'an c'en mo. Leav,
ing aside the first date, which may be sub,
ject to controversy (see for instance CSOMA'S
Granmn~ar,p. 199) and the third, known only
by approximation, the other is well known.
Sa skya was founded, as we have seen in
IndodTibetica, in the year watevox, 1073;
from this we desume, according to the
usual Tibetan manner of calculating (which.
like the Chinese, takes into account both
the year started fiom and the one arrived
at), that this work was written in 1630.
Naturally we must not believe Kun dga'
bsod nams grags pa to have been the first
author to attempt a history of the Sa skya
family; before him genealogies and biogra,
phies of the principal Lamas of the sea
existed, fiom which he drew material for
his compilation; and in fact, both in the
colophon and in the course of his book. every
time an opportunity offers and some moot
point has to be cleared up, he quotes his sour'
ces, compares them and choses the one which
seems best in the light of criticism. One
work above others he follows closely, drawing
from it the plan of his book and quoting its
verses diffusely, then declaring their subject:
This work, known also to the fihh Dalal
Lama, who in some points seems to

PO

h,.

horn it, is the: Sa skya gdui rub (sic) ya
pa rgyan, by mKa's pai dban PO d K o n
rnc'og lhun grub, who was little more than
two generations earlier than K u n dga' bsod
nams grags pa (see above p. 145); his work
was studied by Blo gros rgyal mts'an, the
last Lama but one of the D u s mc'od's clan
23g). But these are not the only histo,
rical works of the S a skya. W e ofien find
quoted, as being extremely authoritative, the
gDuri rubs by the D a m pa K u n dga' grags,
and the history written by a direct disciple of
bsod nams rgyal mts' an (p. I I I b) viz. Ses rab
rdo rje, and the one by gTsan byams pa
rDo rje rgyal mts'an (also called Mus sral
pa, p. I I I b, p. I 16 b) and that of the C'os rje
r;li lde pa N a m mk'a' bzan p o (passitn) and
finally the one by the Lotsava of sTag ts'an Ses
rab rin c'en referred to above (p. 134). These
works were based not only on oral traditions
and those legends which always bloom round
the lives of great masters and abbots, but also
on the abundant documents preserved in the
Sa skya pa archives and which become more
and more rich and accurate as one goes
back to the times of the sect's greatest pros,
perity and power. I n S a skya a small court
had existed, with its chancellors (dpon yig)
and other officials; frequent contacts with
China had induced them to preserve with
care their political documents. It is in fact
surprising, to quote an example, that while
the dates of early times, ofien confirmed
by Chinese sources, are very accurate, in the
case of the last abbots the cyclical years of
their births and deaths are very ofien missing.
The sect having become impoverished, and
the officials charged with the record of events
being fewer or less diligent, facts were corn,
mitted to memory or to oral tradition, much
less dependable. Anyhow, these genealo,
gies furnish us with a n outline of the Sa skya
clan, fiom its earliest splendour to its last l a w
guishing period. If we put aside miraculous
events, prophecies, tales of the abbots' spiri,
tual education, true historical facts are reduced

to a minimum. W e must discover them, al,
most guess them, here and there, hidden in a
wilderness of pious tales; nevertheless these
chronicles give us a complete list of familiar
genealogies, which is like a chronological
outline into which the narratives of events
are collected and arranged.
O n the base of this outline I have been
able to reconstruct the pedigree of the S a skya
abbots, from the foundation of their con,
vents to the epoch of the compiler of these
same chronicles, thus covering a period o f
about six centuries. This list is naturally more
valuable than that ofthe fifih Dalai Lama, w h o
did not dispose of the documents and sources
which K u n dga' bsod nams g a g s pa could
use; it has the advantage, over the one pu,
blished in Indo,Tibetica, vol. IV, part I, p. 72,
of being based on the sect's own works and
of coming u p to the beginning of the X V I I t h
century; moreover it shows the division of the
family into four main groups, taking their
names from the palaces where they resided.
A s to style, there is nothing particular about
it, the book is in prose, but each new subject.
for instance the genealogy of the single bran,
ches into which the family split up, is inno,
duced by a section in verse, which briefly
sums it u p (dun po la yari ts'ig bcad kyi sgo
nus nrdor bstan pa), ofien desumed fiom the
author's predecessor d K o n mc'og lhun grub;
a detailed narrative of events follows (giiis pa
dei don rgyas par biad pa). According to the
customs of hagiographic writers, the author
dwells o n certain events, like the masters'
visions or mystical experiences, corroborat,
ing them with quotations of prophecies refer,
ed by tradition to those events. T h e nar,
rative is generally dry, with no wealth of
similes or an excessively gaudy style. T h e
author displays great accuracy as to dates,
which are painstalungly s h e d when his
predecessors differ.
Srid pa gsutti gyi 610 tna dpal sa skya pa c'en
po siags ac'an nag gi dbari po kun dga' rin c'en
gyi rnarn pnr t'ar rio mts'ar rgya trrts'o, €01. 204.

A s we can read in the colophon, p. 203,
this work was written by the same T'eg
pa mc'og gi rnal abyor pa snags +c'an nag
dban K u n dga' bsod nams grags pa rgyal
mts'an dpal bzan po, a direct disciple of
K u n dga' rin c'en, of dKon mc'og rgyal
mts'an from rDor dkar and of C'os rgyal
mts'an from dKon k'an in the year rnam
abyuri, vibhava, earth/dragon 1628.
The book is very important, because not
only does it contain ample references to his,
torical events, but it provides information on
thc great work of reconstruction undertaken
by this Sa skya pa abbot, who afier the raj
vages and fires of war, began to rebuild and
restore temples and monasteries, precisely the
same we admire in Sa skya today. Thus this
biography completes the guide to Sa skya,
whose legends and descriptions are recited
by heart even today to pious visitors by the
lamas of that convent, and still attributed to
K u n dga' rin c'en (1517/1584).
The vicissitudes in which K u n dga' rin
c'en took part in the first period of his life
were so stormy, Central Tibet was then shaken
by war disturbances to such an extent, that
the narrative of struggles in which Sa skya
was implied and whose victim it inevitably
became, prevail in many passages. Hence this
biography can be placed among the most
remarkable historical sources for the age in
which K u n dga' rin c'en lived.
The book is written unpretentiously enough
and the reader does not meet with
difficulties, except for some idiomatic sen/
tences, evidently borrowed fiom the spoken
language.
g D a n sa rbr po dpal ldan sa skyai g t s ~ g
k'ari dari rten gsuni gi dkar t a g , foll. 1/92.
manuscript. This is a p i d e to the Sa skya
temples and the implements pertaining to
the cult which they contain, recommanded
to the visitors' attention; a eulogy for the use
of pilgrims flochng from every part of Tibet
to this place, sacred to Tibetan religious
tradition. According to the colophon. the

articular
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author should be precisely Kun dga' rin csen,
mentioned in the preceeding paravaph. TL
book displays no extraordinary merits as to
style; it is a summary description of the
chapels, temples and monasteries, but
construction and chief vicissitudes of every
building are recorded, giving a list of the
books, statues, sacred objects, which
each place particularly venerable. For this
reason the eulogy is extremely helpful as an
instrument of work, in order to gain a detailed
idea of Sa skya pa traditions on the treasures
of their churches. In many cases these le,
gends, indiscriminately accepted, would lead
the reader astray; at other times they echo tra,
ditions deserving to be carefully looked into.
Beginning from the XVIth century, Sa
skya did not undergo great vicissitudes,
therefore the present guide mirrors a state of
affairs which has not changed much for at
least three centuries. Although hatred be,
twcen sects did not spare holy places, many
statues and particularly venerated objects were
saved from ruin in various manners, so that,
as we shall see better in the following chapter
Sa skya still keeps many ancient relics,
Indian, Chinese or Tibetan, worthy of a
scholar's deep attention.
K'anrs gsum gyi &en pa danr pa grub pa mc'og
gi ded dpon d a m pai dbyaris bsod nams dban poi
rnam par t a r bcud kyi t'igz p'rin rub tu y'el bai
dgos udod abyuri bai c'u gter, pp. 1/50.
This is a biography of +Jam pal dbyans pa
dpal nag dban bSod nams dban PO ~ a g pa
s
rgyal mts'an dpal bzan PO (1559/1621)~the
son of K u n dga' rin c'en, written by sNags
+c'afi nag dban K u n dga' bsod nams, his dis'
ciple (de l i d f a b rdul spyi ~ O b).
S
This work
has not the same historical value as his father's
biography, fiom which w have been able
gather valuable information on pohucal events
in the gTsan region. The author is intent
on glorifying this Sa skya abbot, who enjoyed
Feat prestige as a miracle,worker 2nd teacher
of esoteric liturgies. Divine powers obeyed
his command; when he went to bSam Yas*

invited by the C'OSskyon of the Mi gyur
he heard the Lam rim c'en mo. The story of
]bun p p b lha k'an, considered as an embo.
how Evam monastery was built and the
description of the statues placed there or of
diment of Pe dkar, he recognized Padm.
sambhava'~mask, and was therefore greetd
the pictures he caused to be painted on the
walls, occupies a large part of the book, whose
an incarnation of this master, thus sealing
interest is increased by its records, not only of
that close union between the Sa skya pa and
Tibetan artists but also of a squad of N e p a ~
bSam yas which had begun with his father
and was destined to last for centuries. A s
lese artists, called in to decorated the temples.
was to be expected in the life of a miracle.
This master's fame spread widely in Wes.
worker, the narrative is enlivened with por.
tern Tibet, Guge and Mar yul, and the ex/
tents and miraculous events; but this tras.
tremely close relations between the Nor sea
ccndent aura is nevertheless pierced by echoes
and certain monasteries of Western Tibet, like
Kojarnath ( K J a cJar), go back to his times.
of earthly life; thus here and there the simple,
bare pages of this biography briefly throw
W e may add to these works on the Sa skya
some light on the political events of those
pa sea the D e btin giegs pa tams cad kyi bgrodpa
times, clearly showing the close cooperation
gcig pai lanr c'en gsuri nag rin po c'ei bla ma b y y u d
between the Sa skya pa and the new princes
pa rnanr t'ar, a bulky collection of lives of the
of bSam
rtse, destined to become, in
principal lamas of the Sa skya pa; it begins
a few years' time, rulers of gTsan. A s I said,
with the founder of the sect; the biography
the book has no particular merits of style; it
of Sa c'en is written by Rin c'en dpal, one
is a plain narrative, without any literary
of his pupils, that of +P'ags pa by Y e fes
ornaments.
rgyal mts'an, that of bla ma dam pa bSod
rGyal ba rdo rje ac'ari kun &aJ bzari poi rnam
nams by dPal ldan ts'ul k'rims, one of his
par t'ar pa legs biad c'u bo adus pai rgya mts'o yon
pupils; then the lives are given of other per/
tan yid b?in nor bui abyuri gnus, pp. 1/66. This is
sonalities of the sect even if they were in.
the biography of the founder of Nor and of the
vested with no abbatial throne; the biographies
sea which took its name from that monastery
of the Nor abbots follow and those of many
(if this branch of the Sa skya pa, undistin.
.other lamas. Though the interest of the
guished by any doctrinal peculiarity, deserves
writers centers on the spiritual side of their
to be called a sect). The biography was w~itten personality, the collection occasionally con.
by dPal ldan don grub in the monastery of
tains chronological and historical references
Evam (another name for Nor), built by that
deserving notice. The collection has been
same Lama in the year 1429, that is when he
arranged and in its largest part written down
was 36, having been born in the year water.
in verses by Ts'ul k'rims rin c'en and has
been printed in sDe dge in three big volumes.
dog, 1394. The biography contains no re.
ference to historical facts, and this was to
I am not in a condition to say when the
be expected, for Kutl dga' bzai po was sim,
author of this collection lived but he is
ply a scholar and an ascetic, hardly touched
certainly late; this work is to be men.
tioned only because it includes older biogra.
by political events. So that his rnanr t'ar
breathes a serene religious atmosphere, un.
phies or refers to personages with whom we
troubled by human interests; a survey is made
have dealt in these pages.
of his studies, a list is given of the works on
The bKa' brgyud counterpart of this col.
which he meditated or wrote, the names of
lection is the dKar brgyud gyi p'reri containing
the biographies of the leading masters and
his masters are recorded. H e perfected his
studies in Sa skya, as it was natural, but he
ascetics of the bKa' brgyud sect. My copy
contains Chapters Ka+ but I have seen a
also met Tsori ka pa, from whose very voice

larger one. It is composed of biographies of
various length, written by different authors
and therefore belonging to various times.
They are generally centered on the mystic
side of the personage but cannot be ignored
by the student of the history of Tibetan sects.
The collection was printed in sPuns t'an in
Bhutan by order of M i dbaf~ bSod nams
stobs ldan.
rGyal ba rgod tiati pa ttgon po rdo rjei rnanr t'ar
mt'on ba don ldan nor bui p'reti ba. Manuscript
with miniatures, pp. I / I ~ O .
It contains a biography of the famous
ascetic bKa' brgyud pa, [Cod ts'an pa mgon
po rdo rje of the C'u bcal clan ( s a ~ b y i I, 189 /
sa rta, 1258, D T , ;a, p. I ~ I ) master
,
in his
turn of another great personality of Tibetan
esoterism. U rgyail pa, of whom we shall
speak next.'s6) The rnanr t'ar is a compilation
by Sans rgyas dar po who, as we read in the
colophon, took the material for his narrative
fiom the works written on the master by
many of his predecessors. Among them he
quotes the g N a d gtus y o n nie and the M y a
nun adas c'uti of dBan p'yug rgyal mts'an,
the dCos adod kun abyun of Byan c'ub 'od,
the K'yad ap'ags bdun nla of Ses rab gfon
nu, the Y o n tan sgo byed of Lha btsun dSod
nams 6od, the rnani t'ar written by mK'a'
spyod dban po and the one by bDe can
rdo rje. I cannot say when the author of
this compilation lived, but it would be very
difficult to place him in an age outside the
chronological limits I have set to this book.
The biography, like nearly all those of
bK7a' brgyud pa ascetics, contains alternative
sections in prose and verse. The narrative
is in prose,- while in the
of events LDroDer
L
mgur or mystical songs the saint speaks of
his ex~eriences and raptures; they often a l ~
lude t i the mysteries o? the ~ a ~ h i y oand
~a
to the most secret " diamond doctrines ,,.
Hence this work is at the same time a b i o ~
graphy and a poetic anthology of the great
ascetic, and there is no reason to doubt
that these songs, very often impersonal and
I

deeply doctrinal, are his own genuine
positions. NOwonder that in the biogaphy
of a bKa' brgyud pa ascetic tales of visions,
poaents, dreams and mystical experiences
should take precedence; nevertheless there are
also some quite remarkable pages, like those
describing rCod ts'an pa's journey to jalan,
dhara, which I have translated elsewhere;257)
the places visited are mentioned accurately
and in a lively manner. Information regar,
ding Tibet is scarce, although rCod tseah
pa lived in one of the most importantperiods
of Tibetan history. He saw his country
invaded and was a witness to the rise and
growth of Sa skya pa theocracy; but of
the vicissitudes which shook the Country of
Snows in his lifetime, not a trace is to be
found, except the Be ri invasion and the
struggle against the Hor (p. 103).
Grub c'en rin po c'e u ryan pai rnam t'ar ria
nrts'ar rgya mts'o, a manuscript of 1/59 pages,
copied fiom a manuscript existing in Hemis
monastery. This is a biography of [Cod
ts'an pa's most celebrated disciple, who owes
his name to a famous journey he took to
the country of U rgyan, namely to Uddi~ana,
or the upper Swat valley (hags stag, 1230 /sa
bya, 1309, D T , Za, pp. 1290132). I have al/
ready
out the importance of this rnam
t'ar, and I have dealt with it in a small
volume: Travels of Tibetan ~ilgrirns in the
Swat Valley, which was being printed by the
Greater India Society in Calcutta when the
war broke out."sB) In this pamphlet 1 have
studied mainly the itinerary of U rgyan pa in
India and Afghanistan, adding extracts from
r ~ o dts'ai pa's biography, concerning his
journey to Kulu, Chambha and Jalandhara.
2nd the itinerary followed later by another
master of the same esoteric school,
tsSanras pa, the founder of Hemis monasteV.
The importance of U rgyan pa's biography
consists in the fact that it seems to have been
written by a disciple called rCyal Sri, very
close to the great ascetic, and contains many
passages written in the first person, pa~cularlY

those in poetry, which are the work of U
rgan pa himself; the style of this biography
that it was not inspired by the least
literary ambition; it was written in the collo)
quial language, with expressions and sen)
tences taken from current usage. The historid
cal references are remarkable as regards parts
of India and Swat. poorer for Tibet proper,
and this is not to be wondered at, because
while the journey into the Swat valley in
search of miraculous encounters with the
Dikini in Padmasambhava's sacred soil was
a prodigy of his ascetic virtues, his
abode in Tibet is interesting for his biogra)
pher only on account of the experiences and
graces he partook of. Nevertheless, not a
few pieces of information are valuable: the
narrative ofthe journey to BodhlCay2, where
King Ram Sin (in Pad ma dkar po: RIrna)
pila) reigned and where he built a mc'od
rten, the story of friction between Tibetans
and Nepalese, caused by the tolls exacted by
the latter on their frontier, and particularly
the account of his visit to Qubilai's court.
The page describing his meeting with this
Emperor deserves to be translated, to give an
idea of the style of this book, p. 43.
"When he arrived at a day's journey
fiom the San
palace, many personalities
came to meet him, one afier the other, then,
while the other masters were given beds and
were included in the list of those who would
be admitted to a visit in a few days, an impe)
rial order came that he should go to his
Palace without using a horse. He made him)
self invisible to the keepers of the door, who
were sTag gzig (Persians). Having happily
entered, he came into the king's presence.
The king had been sitting on a golden throne,
but he placed himself on a small seat; the
ascetic, spealung to him in Sanskrit, offered
him blessed water with the formula of Ts'e
dpag med (Ts'e c'u). Although the others
did not sit down unless the king ordered
them to, he, in the middle of his speech,
saying " I have a pain in my loins ,, , sat

down. The king was pleased, and the
courtiers, wondering, began to laugh ... The
Emperor said to him: " It is not right that
you should have the title ofgser yig pa (a civil
officer, a man invested with a duty and posses)
sing the imperial diploma); I will call you my
bla ma .,, and so he gave him the rock)crystal
seal, with the title of bla ma c'os kyi rgyal po,,.
rJe btsun !bar ra pa rgyal mts'an dpal bzati
poi rnanr t'ar mgur bum dun b a s is the bio,
g-raphy of a famous bKa' brgyud pa master
(kcags k'yi, 1310
!rags lug, 1391, DT, Ea,
pp. 127, 6). It contains, as the title says,
a series of mystical songs, according to the
custom of this sect; but between one song and
another brief historical notices occasionally
appear, as was to be expected in the biography
of a person who lived in a far from peaceful
period. W e find in it, for instance, allusions
to the war between dBus and gTsan, to the
siege of the Sa skya Lha k'ai c'en mo by the
dPon c'en rCyal bz;ui, to the conquest by
dBus troops of the territory East of C ' u mig,
to rDo rje rgyal mts'an's appointment as K'ri
dpon of C'u mig, to the conquest of sTag
rdson by the dBus troops, etc.
rJe ltsun bla ma tsori k'a pa c'en poi rio mts'ar
nnad drr byuri lai rnam par t'ar dad pai !jug dogs,

pp.

1/70.

It is a biography of Tson k'a pa, inserted
in vol. ka of his complete works; it was
written by d C e legs dpal bzan po in R a n stod.
It sums up accurately the main events in
the great master's life, without that luxuriant
growth of legends or that dogmatic subtlety
which, increasing the bulk of the other rnam
t'ar, diminishes their historical value. In
its brevity it is not silent concerning the most
remarkable happenings of Tson k'a pa's
spiritual training, and therefore casts much
light on the schools from which he drew his
most effective and lasting inspirations : fiom
the aBri gun pa to the P'ag mo gru pa, from
dBu ma pa brTson grus sen ge and fiom
K u n dga' rgyal mts'an, the abbot of sNar
t'an, his masters for the Midhyamika system,

to
nu blo gros (Kumiramati) of Re
mda', one of the greatest figures of the Tibe,
tan renaissance, of Sa skya pa formation, and
undoubtedly the lama who, as we saw, greatly
influenced Tson k'a pa, and finally to Blo
gsal at whose school he deeply studied the
Vinaya. His benefactors and protectors are
surveyed, beginning fiom the P'ag mo gru
pa Grags pa rgyal mts'an, up to the princes
of '01 k'a and to the dPon N a m mk'a'
bzan po, who furnished means for the recon,
struction or the embellishment of the rDsili
p'yi (or: ji) temple. There is also a record
of the Chinese embassy which in 1414 vainly
invited him to come to China, and which
is perhaps the same one mentioned in the
Gyantse chronicles. 16") Altogether the book
is an outline of facts which, having been
collected a short time after the master's death
by people belonging to his circle, has a
remarkable value as a point of departure,
fiom which later biographers started.
iirK1as grub tJatns cad n ~ k ' ~ e pai
n rnam tJar
mk'as pai yid upJrog,pp. 1/14, included in the
vol. ka of mK'as grub rje's works.
This is a biography, or rather the scheme
of a biography, written by his disciple bDe
legs; as it is very concise, a vast amount of
information cannot be expected. After his
preceding incarnations, among which are
mentioned, for instance, those as Subhiti.
AbhayAaragupta and the Lots5va of +Cos,
the biography deals with his birth in P'o bran
dkar po, in L a stod byan, and of his first
studies in Sa skya and
riri, where he
met the P'an c'en of P o don +Jigs bra1 p'yogs
las rnam rgyal. Having completed his ins,
n u a i o n with Re mda' pa, he went, being
already an adult, to gTsan, where he assisted
the c'os rgyal of rCyal rtse ~ a brtan
b
kun
bza" in the construction of the dPal +k'or
10 bde c'en. Aher this comes the narrative
of his retirement in the monastery of R i bo
mdafis in gTsan, of his meeting with rCyal
ts'ab 2nd of his subsequent contacts with
+Bras spuris and dCe' ldan, until, already
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advanced in his studies, he finally entesd
Tson k'a pa's service.
K'yab bdag ye btsun bla ma dam pa rJub ahai
rdo ye s'ari dati no bo dbyer r e d &is pa $a,,,
trgon ~ ' O S $i rgyal PO t ~ o dk'a pa rJenpoi r,,a,,,
par rJar tJub bstan mdses pai rgyan gcig ,jo
nor bui !pJreA ba, pp. 1,376.
This is a bulky biography of ~~~n kla
pa, written by Blo bzan p'rin Ias rnam rgyal
in the year wood~serpent. It is difficult to
tell the corresponding date, but the fact that
the author quotes (e. g. p. I65 b) the fifth Dalai
Lama, shows that he cannot be earlier than
the X V I I t h century (for further datation
cfi. part 111,p. 417 f.). Naturally thc biography
has been compiled using many authors who
had previously treated the same subject.
Without going into details concerning his
sources, it will be well to recall that he
quotes, among other works, the dGa' ldan c'or
abyuti, the rJe gsan bai man, t'ar by mK'as
grub rje, Tson k'a pa's biography by Ron
pa C'os grags rgya mts'o, those by the Lotsiva
of mK'ar nag, R i ma bstan pai rgyal mts'an,
K u n gzigs Y e ies kyi iii ma, Kun dga*legs
rin c'en dpal, +Jam dbyans c'os rje bKra
Sis dpal ldan and the rNam tJar of mK'as
grub wriaen by mK'as pai dpa' bo C'os ldan
rab +byor.
Great historical accuracy can/
not be expected fiom this work, composed
at a great distance of time fiom the great
reformer, when the d C e lugs pa, through the
DaIai Lamate, already ruled unopposed
throughout Tibet. Tson k'a pa's legend
had already taken shape: T S Ok'a
~ pa apl
peared as a second Buddha (rgyal ba
pa),
as ~admasambhava
; every event recorded
concerning him had to lose its earthly and
human characters, to assume divine propor'
tions merit for a Buddha; the author does not
confine himself to his last incarnation, in the
land
Amdo: he goes back to his past life,
when in India, in Srkyamuni's times. Tson
kVapa took the vow of achieving supreme
enlightenment up to his last birth on Tibeta!'
soil. W h e n the d C e lugs pa state that the'r

master was a second Buddha, they encounter

the hostility of opposing schools, especially
of the &in ma pa: the epithet belongs only
to padmasambhava, the earthly apparition
supreme truth, trascending every deter,
rnination of time. If Tson k'a pa had been
what the d C e lugs pa claim, a record would
be preserved in the prophecies, in thegTer ma
where future events are foreseen and revealed;
it was not possible that the tidings of a
great apostle of holy truth should be passed
over in silence. This explains why the author
of the present biography takes up many pages
to show that Tson k'a pa's advent had been
foreseen and announced. The d C e lugs pa
found in the rCyal poi bkaJ tJad, p. go b, the
following prophecies:
" In the sPrul snan temple, with his pure
vow (smon lain dug pas), a bodhisattva will
accomplish the good of created beings,,.
In this passage they saw a prophecy of
the sMon lam c'en po feast, instituted by
Tson k'a pa. A n d in the Pad ma tJari yig
they found another allusion:
"In the holy d C a ' ldan monastery. a per,
son will appear called Blo and bzan, his
initiatic name will be: Rab rdo rje bde ba,
he will be highest among the learned and
learned himself in the Siitras and Tantras; he,
an incarnation of rDo rje ac'an, will teach
the esoteric doctrine, and having become a
guide to men he will teach the way ,,.
The events recorded about him concern
his figure as a master and miracle,worker;
the author dwells on the prodigious capacities
for work and assimilation of this singular
mind. Following this intent, the biogra,
phy contains most important information
for those wishing to reconstruct Tson k'a
pa's spiritual formation; his masters, his first
relations with the Kar ma pa and the aBri
gun pa and then, through dBu ma pa's great
figure, his plunge into the great sea of Bud,
dhist dogmatics, thus conferring on his
experiences a doctrinal solidity Tibet had
probably never known since Buston's times.

The style is plain, with no concern for parti,
cular ornaments; this long composition serves
its purpose of spiritual edification and or,
thodox guidance through the intricate mazes
of the mystical and theological doctrines of
Buddhism.

r]e rin po c'ei gsati bai rnam t'ar rgya mts'o lta
bu las cJa ?as n'uri du fig yorir su btjod pai gtam
rin po c'ei sn'e ma.
In the complete works, Potala edition,
vol. ka, pp. 1/16.
This is Tsoh k'a pa's secret biography,
and contains a narrative of his visions, of
his mystical realizations, of the revelations
he received from divine masters in dreams or
ecstasy; we shall have to quote again this
work in part 111. The author of this work is
d C e legs dpal bzan po.
The S a kya a'ge slori blo bzan ye ies kyi spyod
tsJulgsal bar byed [od dkar can gyi p'ren ba is an
ample biography of the second Pan c'en of
Tashilunpo (166301737). When we reflect
that he lived during one of the most event/
ful periods of Tibetan history, a large crop
of information should be expected from the
present biography. But such hopes prove
vain: the writer, as usual, is interested exclul
sively in religious events: consecrations of
temples, of images, and also the donations
of the Tibetan and Mongol nobility to the
great master and to the monasteries under his
jurisdiction. From this point of view the
book is interesting on account of the infor,
mation it offirs concerning Tibetan and Mon,
personages, a great many of whom are
mentioned in its pages. The author allu,
des, in vague terms, to the suppression of
the sDe srid rin po c'e, and immediately
after his death the title rin po c'e is attributed
to Lha bzari. The Pan c'en's equanimity
and his wish to avoid giving offence to any
of the contending parties are revealed by
this impartiality which might pass for indif.
ference or a calculating spirit, as contrasted
with Sum pa mk'an po's frank pronounce,
ment. But events were still too recent and the

horizon too gloomy to allow the biographer
an open language. H e goes into greater detail
in relating the Lha btsan's death at the hands
of Ts'e dban don grub's troops in 1717; it
agrees perfectly with Desideri's narrative.
Setirs dpaJ pad dkar poi rnarir t'ar tJugs rje (en
po zlos gar, pp. 1/1z6, vol. ka (sect. tJa) ofthe
complete works.
This is Pad ma dkar po's autobiography,
up to his fortyminth year, namely from the
year I526 to 1575. It was written in dPal
gyi ri, in the convent of Y a i s pa can in gRal.
It contains a narrative of the main events of
his life, beginning with his incarnation as
the son of dPal abyor lhun po of aP'yon rgyas
stag rtse. Thus he was born in the same
territory as the fifth Dalai Lama, who cdebra,
tes him as a sprirl sku of aBrug pa, and this
deserves notice, because it shows once again
the relations between the house of aP'yon
rgyas and the Red sects. H e was a contern.
porary, older in years, of the sde srid of P'ag
mo gru: nag gi dban p'yug bKra $is grags
pa, of mTs'o skyes rdo rje of Rin spuns and
of bsTan adsin nor bu of Bya yul. Having
perfected his education, like all Tibetan mas.
ters, under the most celebrated doctors and
ascetics, we see him dwell in the main places
of pilgrimage in central and lower Tibet,
received by princes with great festivities and
liberality, and bringing a message of peace
to the Myan region, then troubled by inter/
nal strife in which were implied, as we
saw, Sa skya and Rin spuns, Pa snam and
rCyal tse, aBron rtse and Byan. The nar.
rative of these events, as simple as a diary,
without any attempt at style or straining after
ornaments, was completed and carried up
to the great incarnate's death by ~a~ dban
?Jigs med sen ge, for the space of 18 years,
from 1575, wood'boar, to 1592, water/
dragon."')
This also is a list of his journeys
and of his more or less lollg sojourns in va.
rious monasteries or principalities of Tibet,
from 01 k'a and rTse c'en, where the Sde
pa K u n bzan rab brtan ruled, to rCyal rtse

and to Sel dkar; however historical
of particular interest are scanty.
Jf'
t'a1111 cad m&n
pa dge !dun brub I d
dpal bzan po rnatn t a r L mtslar rmad bYui nor
bui ap'ren is a biography of dCe +dun grub
written by Y e k s rtse mo in T~shilunpo;
it
contains a few dates and very poor historical
information.
r]e btsun t'anrs cad ink'yen pai gsuri ahun1 tJor
bu las rje ;id kyi rnanr t'ar, foll. 1/30. In the
complete works, vol. ka.
This is d C e +dun rgya mts'o's autobio/
graphy, from the year of his birth fire/ape,
1476, according to the Tibetan calendar,
( ~ o o d / ~ o a 1475.
t,
according to the Hor ca/
lendar) up to the year kun adsin, saruadharin,
earth rat, 1528. It is not so much an auto,
biography as a diary, which follows the most
important events in his life, the life of a
religious chief; historical references are scanty.
It treats mainly of the masters at whose school
he received his spiritual education, of the
works he studied, of the monasteries and holy
places he visited in his pilgrimages. Moreover
important indications are occasionally found.
The style is plain and unassuming.
The work is suddenly interrupted, without
a close; this means that his disciples published
it as they found it, without completing it or
. ..
a d d ~ n gto it.
Sai sten nu agran zla dari !bra1 k'a r'e pan di
ta i a kya iri bha drai rnarn t'ar, pp. 1/67.
This is a booklet printed in Crva spyi bye
rdsin, in which are summed up the main
points in the life of the great Kashmiri master,
who having come to Tibet at the beginning of
Sa skya pa power, left great traces in the history
of Lamaism. W e shall come back later on
to this book. The author was bSod nams
dpal bzan po, who drew his material from the
information scattered throughout the works
of S~kyairi'sprincipal disciple, the Lotsrva
of K'ro p'u Byams dpal bzari po and of the
dPal Lotsava.
nr T s J uris wed grub pai dbari p'yug lcags
pai rnanr t'ar, pp. 1,181. This might have

been one of the most important rnam tsar
for Tibetan history, because the ascetic it

speaks of is one of the most characteristic
figures in the history of Tibetan mysticism.
Tpanston rgyal PO, in fact, owed his name
llals za,,, pa, " the builder of iron bridges ,,
to the zeal with which he applied himself to
&titUte for the primitive ferries on violent
and dangerous Tibetan rivers, bridges hang,
ing from iron chains, like the one still in
use at Toling, one of the most interesting
monuments of Tibetan engineering.
TO T'an ston rgyal po (born 1385, dead
1464). as centuries went by and legends con,
cerning him developed, nearly all the bridges
of Tibet have been attributed, even those
certainly built afier his times or in regions
where he had never set foot. His activity as
an engineer almost pushed his ascetic perfec,
tions into the background. His work could
not have been carried out without the favour,
aid and cooperation of the families then preH
dominant in Tibet; it was to be expected
that his biography should contain useful
historical references. But our hopes proved
groundless; in this biography actual facts are
overcome by legends and accounts of miracles
to such an extent, that little can be gleaned
from it of which we may be certain. The
rnanr t'ar has certainly not been composed
immediately afier his death, on the contrary,
as the author ~a~ gi dban p'yug states in the
colophon, it was completed one hundred and
twenfyfive years later in the year earth,mouse
(sa hyi, 1588), in Evam dga' +k'yil in the
dpal ri be's dwelling, summarizing an older
biography by dKon mc'og bde bai +byun
gnas of bSam agrub Iha k'an, belonging to
the ascetic's clan.
The bridges were built by collecting iron
on orders from the chiefs, or heely by the
community, desirous of facilitating cornmu,
nlcations between one place and another.
The work was often performed by corn,
pulsion, 'u ]lag (in the text: ul loJ). I n his
biography the ascetic appears as a restless

man: we see him continually passing from one
country to another. W e find him in Kon,
in Dvags, in Southern gTsan, in P'ag ri and
gNas riiin, with the Mon and the Sar mon,
in Man yul, Yar kluns, sTod luns, Rva grens,
M i iiag (mK'ar $n), gTsan (rTse c'en, Sa
skya, sNar t'an, Lho el dkar, where Lho
pa Lha btsun skyabs reigned, pp. 1,141).
I n a year which is not stated, but not much
earlier than 1429, a great Hor invasion is
recorded; they laid Western Tibet waste,
Man yul, Guge and gYas ru, so that the
rest of Tibet also was shaken by great ter,
ror, fearing the hordes would spread abroad.
But a short time later the invasion ebbed,
and the merit was attributed to the construe,
tion of mC'od rten in
rin, i n a u g u ~
rated and blessed by T'an ston rgyal pop
who had followed Padmasambhava's corn,
mandments, contained in the ancient pro,
phecies (p. 135). AS may be seen, histo,
rical reality is wrecked on myths, contours
are lost, facts fade away. In this process
of conforming to legends and neglecting all
details, the style becomes colourless too and
impersonal.
rGyal k'ams pa ta ra na t'as bdag iiid kyi rnam
t'ar ties par brjod pai deb gter i i n tu i i b mo ma
bcos lhug pa; rtogs brjod, pp. 1/3 3 I , in vol. ka
of the complete works edited in the P'un
ts'ogs glin monastery. A s the title shows, this
is an autobiography of the great polygraphist
of the Jo nan sect, Tiranatha or K u n dga'
siiin PO, born in 1575 (not in 1573, as
Schiefner says in his introduction to the history
of Buddhism by the same author), the son of
rNam rgyal p'un ts'ogs and of Jo mo k'a rag,
in the region of K'a rag k'yun btsun, on the
frontier between dBus and gTsan, from a fa,
mily boasting descent from the famous Lotsava
of rCya. Tiranatha relates year by year,
in its minutest details, the story of his life,
speaking at lenght of his masters, his educa,
tion, the journeys he undertook, the places
where he retired to meditate and finally the
construction of the great monastery near the
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S K U +bum of Jo nan, now known by the
-To
$; Anas bidas complete works, vol. pg
name of P'un ts'ogs &n. Having lived in
by Taranitha, foil. 1/12. This is a briefeUhy
an extremely eventful period, when vicis/
of the Jo nan region and of its famous
situdes which would change the course of
+bum; after describing the place and cele,
history in Tibet were maturing, he, comple,
brating its beauty according to the usual
tely absorbed in religious life, ignored his
models, Taranitha relates how the first mas,
country's agonies, and only alludes to them
ters, inspired by the valley's natural beauties,
when he is called to comfort with his magic
retired there to meditate; then, (here begir.
works the troops about to leave for camp. A
the interesting part of the booklet) he speaks
protegee of the sde pa of Byan, he next ob.
of them one by one, giving a list of their series,
tained the favour of the powerful lords of
and recalls the date of the great monasteq*r
bSam aRrub rtse, whose ambition it was to
foundation, completing the list of the most
unite th; whole of Tibet under their supre0
illustrious masters who succeeded one ano,
macy; hence there was strife between them and
ther there UP to his times. He closes with brief
accounts of the hermitages to be found in the
their dBus rivals. H e met many masters, who
environs and of the principal ascetics who
in his times still flowed into Tibet out of
spent their time there in meditation.
Western India, fiom Buddhagupta, whose
Rigr ldan c'os kyi rgyal po nam nlk'aJgvagr pa
rnatlr tJar he wrote, to Premananda, Pijrn~,
bxari poi rnam par tJarpa bsriags ldan pai !brug sgra.
nanda and Piirnavajra of Western India, and
This is a work by the same author, which
the Pandita Krsna of Benares, a master of
summarizes, evidently on the base of family
grammar. These pilgrims fiom India did not
archives, the genealogy of his patrons, the
all belong to clear~cutBuddhist schools; on
princes of
rins of Byan. The family is
the contrary it is quite probable that they were
said to descend fiom the Mi iiag and was
members of those Tantric sects in which the
very influential in the times of the Mongols
Vajrayana and Saivaism met, with common
and of the Sa skya pa regency, when some of
characters, not easily told apart. H e went in
its members obtained impo~tant offices or
search of manuscripts and collected some in
titles fiom the Chinese court. Thus the
different places, also in rCyal rtse, taking
genealogy comes down to the author's pa.
this as a pretext to verify ancient traditions,
tron and protector, and his merits and enter.
as he does, for instance, with the dBari mdor
bstan pai %re1 biad don datrr pa bsdus pa (CORDER, prises are told. This family was particularly
devoted to the Kilacakra, indeed it had circu.
I , p. 16) and with the r D o rje ts'ig gi sEiri po
lated a tradition maintaining that the mys/
bsdus pa; dkaJ %re/ (ibid., p. 68) which was
terious Sambhala, where that Tantra had been
attributed to Y a SO bha dra (&an grags bzan
revealed, was precisely above flam rins. The
po), another name of Narotap~da's, given
importance of the first part, containing in a
out in the manuscript to be the work of K'a
metrical form the family's genealogy. gows
c'e Byai c'ub bzan po, i. e. Bodhibhadra.
less
and less as eulogy prevails.
This work, written in the rich style, full of
Za
her gyi ban de riag dbari b10 bzan rgya n~ttoi
colloquialisms, proper to Taranitha, has a
ad;
ak'rul pai ro rtsed rtogs bvj~dkyi ts'ddu bkod
particular interest, not only due to the per/
pa
du
ks
la; gos bxari, vol. raja of the c0mplae
sonality of this great representative of late
works
(foll.
1.364; 1/281; 1/246).
Lamaism, but for the history of the sect he
This
is
the
biography, which has been left
revived and of the impulse he gave it, when
intmupted,
of
the great statesman and
he restored and built with the help of po/
founder
of
the
Yellow
Sect's power B1O bza*
werful patrons, impo~tantreligious buildings
rgya
mts'o;
the
author,
the
sDe $rid
'gYas
in the heart of gTsan.
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rgya mtS'o relates, year by year, sometimes
day by day,,the main events of the life of
he Dalai Lama, dwelling at great length on
his religious education, his contacts with the
of other schools, the religious works
and cerimonies performed according to his
insnuctions. ~ h u swe see passing before
eyes, sometimes barely hinted at, some.
times represented in greater detail so that
can reconstruct their moral portrait and
[heir
importance, monks and lay/
men, Tibetans and Mongols, the personages
which in some way emerged on the horizon
of Tibet's political and religious life. This
passing through the pages of this
bulky biography, gives us an idea of Tibetan
society in the heart of the XVIIth century.
If the book cannot be considered an i m p a r ~
tial chronicle of the events in which Blo bzan
rgya mts'o had a part or which he witnessed,
facts being too ofien represented in the manner
best calculated to advance the Yellow Sea's
prestige, it is nevertheless a document of great
interest as an evocation, however partial, of
Tibetan history on the eve of impending
servitude. The author indulges in a great
display of learning even in this biography,
where quotations and allusions abound, in
the first place interesting fragments of the rGya
bod yig ts'an, of which he gives many extracts.
They have a place in this biography because
Salis rgyas rgya mts'o dwells on the history
of the family from aP'yon rgyas, and also of
Blo bzan rgya mts'o's mother's family (she
was born in sNa dkar rtse); thus he finds an
occasion of quoting the ancient chronicles
2nd celebrating the glories of both clans, ofien
repeating, in greater detail, what the fifth
Dalai Lama had already said in his history.
The account of his journey to China has a
certain
..
interest; he describes very faithfully the
ltlnerary followed in Tibet, in the country of
Tangut (Mi iiag) and finally in the Celestial
Empire; he describes the meeting of the
Lama with the Emperor and gives a list of
his ministers.

Nari ston k'ra ts'ari blo gros mc'oggi rdo tjei rtogs
pa brjod pa iiuri du rnani gsal, pp. 1/63. (In
vol. T a of Blo bzan rgya mts'o's complete
works). This is the biography of a r n i n ma
pa lama, born in gYu pa gfun, in the e n v i ~
rons of sNeu gdon, who had been baptized by
the name of Sa kya skyabs. The book is almost
a treatise on r n i n ma pa literature, for it
records all the works that this lama studied,
meditated or commented upon in the course
of his life, with the help of competent
teachers. The list of works and the allusion
to Tantric liturgies, which he had mastered
thoroughly, are occasionally interrupted by
accounts ofvisions and ofpremonitory dreams,
recorded as proofs of this Siddha's divine
perfections. Thus, by a casual coincidence,
he relates events in which he had a part as
an exorcist, because, as I have already said,
the Tibetans know of no earthly event which
may not be influenced, avoided or altered,
by the human will, purified through asce/
ticism and guided by liturgical knowledge.
The Siddha is made one with those p o ~
wers which guide the events of the universe,
hence he becomes a worker of miracles, held
in great awe. This biography is mentioned
here only because of these allusions scattered
here and there throughout the book, and also
on account of certain quotations from one
of Tibets' most authoritative chronicles, the
Ts'al pa deb drnar, which, as far as I know, is
of no easy access tojday. This work was
written by the fifth Dalai Lama in dMar po
ri, in the year fire/dragon, 1676.
Rigs dati dkyil &or kun gyi k'yab bdag rdo tje
ac'ari blo gsal rgya mts'o grags pa rgyal nrts'an dpal
bzari poi rnam par t'ar pa slob biad bstan pai iii
<od, foll. 1/20, vol. ta of Blo bzan rgya mts'o's
complete works.
This is the life of an ascetic, born in the
year iron/ape, 1560, who died in the year
fireltiger, 1626, particularly initiated into the
Sa skya pa doctrines and an expert in the
sect's esoterisms. The biography takes us
through his experiences, recording masters and

divinities in whose meditation he was particu.
larly successful. The rnaril tJardoes not neglect
the pilgrimages he performed, hence it con/
tains fiagments of important itineraries in the
gTsan region. But the most interesting part
of this book is the first, containing the history
of the ascetic's family. A s it was descended
fiom high official of the Sa skya court, as for
instance the.dPon c'en rCyal ba bzari po,
important information is !gleaned on the Sa
skya period. It is particularly valuable because
it goes back, with absolute certainty, to the
r C y a bod kyi yig ts'ai. It was written in
dMar po ri, in the year fire/dragon, 1676.

rGyal kun adus pai no bo k'yab bdag he ru ka
tiur snrrig gar gyis rnam par rol pa gdan gsum ts'ati
pai sde dpon rje btsun bla nra dbari p'yug rub brtan
bstan pai rgyal ttrts'an dpal bzati poi rrogs pai brjod
pa bdud rtsii z a ttra tog, pp. 1/55 (by the fifih
Dalai Lama, contained in the fa volume of
his complete works). This is the biography
of a Lama, educated in the Sa skya pa and
Za lu pa schools; llke many other monks
he took charge of military operations, for
instance the defence of P'ag ri rdson. A
contemporary of P'un ts'ogs rnam rgyal of
gTsan, he was born in the year earth~horse,
1558 and died in the year fire~rat,1636. Much
of his activity took place in the gTsan region,
particularly in Za lu. This work was written
in the Potala, in the year fire.dragon, 1676.

D u s gsunr g y i bde bar giegs pa ma lus pai
tio bo k'yab bdag nri cJen bsod nams mc'og grub
bstan pai rgyal mts'an dpal bzan poi rnam par t'ar
pa spyad ldan yid dban g u g s pai lcags kyu. An08
ther work by Blo bzan rgya mts'o, contained
in vol. ta of his complete works, pp. 1/55.
This is the biography of a great exorcist,
whose activity was displayed mainly in Za
lu, where he also occupied the abbatial
throne. The first pages of this rnam t'ar are
extremely interesting; they relate the happen/
ings of the clan which, on the father's side,
is traced back to Bon po masters, coming
into Myari fiom the province of Cuge, when
the Bon po were forced to leave that country

following the propagation of ~ ~ d nm,
d h .un.
dmaken successfully and with the favour of
royalty by Rin c'en bzan po. O n his mo,
ther's side this Lama was related to a youngn
branch of the sku zari of Za lu.
was to
be expected fiom a Za lu pa, his relations
with the Sa skya pa are also close.
The booklet is interesting for Za luBslast
vicissitudes, when this monastery still enjoyed
some prestige, before gTsan's decay; other,
wise it is colourless and feeble. This Lama,
a contemporary of the events which led to cu
Sri Khan's victory over the rulers of gTsah,
was born in the year watevtiger, 1602 and
died in the year water~tiger,1662. Blo bzah
rgya mts'o wrote his book in the Potala in
the year fire/dragon, 1676.

Z u r tJams cad mk'yen pa c'os dbyib ran grolgyi
rnam tJar t J q tncJog bsran pai iiri rta, pp. 1,215, in
vol. ta of the fifth Dalai Lama's complete works.
This is the biography of a great ascetic,
born in the year irowdog, 1610, who died
in the year fire~bird, 1657. He was parti.
cularly learned in medicine and in the r R i i
ma pa's esoteric doctrines. His biography
contains only a few references to the historb
cal events and stormy developments witnessed
by Blo bzan rgya mts'o or belonging to an
immediately preceding period. The first
part is the most interesting; in it the author
reconstructs the history of the Zur pa family
and gives a list of its principal personages,
some of whom have an honourable place in
the history of Tibetan mysticism orliterature.
His narrative begins with a detailed descrip.
tion of the Jambudvipa, ending up with
Tibet and the descent into Tibet of the Indian
prillce Rupati, called there Qa k'ri btsan PoThis narrative is confirmed by the famous
prophecies which Tibetans always quote,
the fortunes of Buddhism in their
country, namely the ~aijuubinriilaka~aand
the m m a l a d e v i ~ ~ i k a r a n aAfter having men'
tioned the family's mrhical origin, its most
celebrated scions are recalled, from the times
of K'ri srofi lde btsan UP to the particular

subject of this biography. This personage,
called by his father ~ a dban
g bkra Sis, and
,tier his first baptism N a g dban bkra Sis
kun dga9, is followed in the gradual attain/
merit
wisdom, in his laborious spiritual
ascent up to those miraculous powers which
were called upon as the country's bulwark
,hen serious perils threatened Tibet. The
author dwells at length, with a particular
appreciation, on the prodigies he performed
,hen Arslsn's troops invaded Tibet. This
Lama belollged to a family of r R i n ma pa
masters, but he did not disdain relations with
the Yellow Sect and the principal members
of its hierarchy, hence Blo bzan rgya mts'o
did not hesitate to write his biography, which
probably had a political purpose (and the
following biography even more so): to attempt
a reconciliation or at least a rapprochement
between the dCe lugs pa and the rRiri ma pa
by showing that the new school had not taken
up an irreducibly hostile position towards the
old school, and there could be understanding
between them by placing in their proper light
the lofty personalities of masters and ascetics,
apart fiom any discrimination due to the sect
they belonged to.
O n the other hand Blo bzan rgya mts'o
never concealed his sympathies for the r R i n
ma pa school, with which his family had
cnteaained lasting relations, and with whose
doctrines and liturgies he had long been
familiar. O n the style of this book we might
repeat what was said concerning the other bio,
graphics written by the fifth Dalai Lama; this
one too is elegant and refined. It was written
in the year fire8dragon. 1676, in the dMar po ri.
gsum rgyal bai mk'yen rtse nus pai rari
BZUgj
&or rgya mts'oi gtso bo k'yab bdag rdo
qe sen15 dpa' mgon po bsod nams mc'og ldan bstan
pa; rgyal mts'an dpal bran poi rnanr par t'ar rio mts'ar
dad pa; rlabs p'reri, foll. 1,102. It is inserted
In the fifth Dalai Lama's complete works,
vole Ed. This is the biography of a great mira,
cle~worker and exorcist, the author's con,
temporary, bSod nams mc'og ldan bsTan pai

rgyal mts'an. H e is followed from his birth.
which took place in 1603, up to his death in
the year earth/boar, 1659, mentioning his
pilgrimages, relating his visions and miracles
for the readers' edification. bsTan pai rgyal
mts'an belongs to the rNin ma pa school.
but he also had many spiritual trends with
the Sa skya pa; the discovery of some gter
nra is also attributed to him. The impor,
tance of this work from an historical point
of view is almost nil; on the contrary it is
very great if one looks for a representation
of that atmosphere of magic and the expec,
tation of miracles, in which the Tibetans live.
When perusing these pages, we see how deep,
ly the Tannic experience had become ern,
bedded in the very soul ofthis people, guiding
its every movement and dominating over its
relations with men and things. A s in Blo
bzan rgya mts'o's other works, the style
follows the models and precepts of Indian
rhetoric. This rnam t'ar too is a Campiikavya,
in which poetry, not always made up of
buotations, is alternated with prose.
The work was written in the dMar po
ri in the year wood~dragon,1676.
r]e btsun t'ams cadmk'yenpa bsod nams rgya mts'oi
rnam t'ar driosgrub rgya nrts'oi iiri rta, p. 109, vol. iia
of Blo bzan rgya mts'o's complete works.
This is the biography of the third Dalai
Lama, written by his successor rcyal dban
lna pa. Compiled with the same stylistic
standards we have observed in the chronicles,
it is based on earlier biographies. In the
colophon are quoted: Lhai rgyal po fus pai
skal ldan iiri rta by aP'ran k'a pa dPal ldan
blo gros bzan po, which goes as far as the
year iron8horse (1570). a biography in verse
by the same author, going as far as bSod nams
rgya mts'o's fifieenth year, the itinerary in
verse of the latter's journey to mDo k'ams,
written by bSod nams ye Ses dban po, the
complete biography composed by mK'ar nag
lotsava dPal abyor rgya mts'o and the bio,
graphy written by bZu k'ati rab byams pa,
dGe legs lhun grub, assisted by the advice

of some other lamas, experts both in the Law
and in literature. The fifih Dalai Lama
composed this work in the dCa' ldan p'o
brari, in the year fire/dog, i. e. 1646," except
This last should thus
the part in verse
be amibuted to his principal collaborators:
rje btsun rDo rje +c'an c'en po aK'on ston
c'os kyi rgyal po, dPal abyor lhun grub and
&n mk'ar lots~va+Jam dpal rdo rje; or
else it was desumed fiom the works of pre,
ceding authors which are not mentioned.
The chronological indications of events are
very accurately ascertained. bSod nams rgya
mts'o's life is followed year by year and
the years are generally given according to
a double system: the Indian one and the
sixtyyear cycle. Sometimes the Lama's age
is also added. For the most imporcant events,
even the month and the day are given. This
shows that the author and his collaborators
had at their disposal accurate and dependable
documents, and our regret is all the greater
that so much precious information should
have been sacrificed to accounts of prodigies,
records of the theoloaical
- subjects studied
and descriptions of ceremonies performed.
aJig rten dban p'yogs t'anrs cad nrk'an pa yon
tan rgya riitio dpal bzari poi rnam par t'ar pa nor
bui apJreti ba, foll. 1/52, voll. ;a of the com,
plete works. This is a biography of the
fourth Dalai Lama, written by his successor
on the base of information drawn directly
from the spoken word of those who knew
and served Y o n tan rgya mts'o and on the
model of preexisting works, among which
Blo bzan rgya mts'o quotes the biography,
in verse, of the Lotsava of mK'ar nag and the
biography: D a d pai g o qbyed by bZu kan
rab byams pa d C e legs lhun g u b . These
two works are also quoted, as we have seen.
in the colophon of bSod nams rgya mts'o's
biography; fiom this it is inferred that they
were not limited to the life of a single per,
sonage but comprised at least the fifth Dalai
Lama's two predecessors. The work was
finished in the country of gTson k'a, precisely
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in dKar t'an mar k'ui mts'o mo. rt is alto,
gether briefer and more schematic than the
other biographies by the same author. ~ h ,
years are not so continually stated as in the
other biographies. The style is simple and
flowing, without the literary pretensions and
rhetoric artifice we find in BIo bzah rgya
mts'o's other works. When we compare it
with them, we have the impression that
present booklet has been compiled in a greater
h u v . far from the libraries and archives of
the great dBus monasteries.
.J..dpal dbyais c'os kyi de dkon mtog c~~~aapJd
k y i rtogs brjod mk'as pai rnam rgyan, foil. I,I9,
vol. nu of Blo bzan rgya mts'o's complete
works. This is a brief biography of the cele,
brated p'yag mdsod and devoted guardian and
counsellor of the fifth Dalai Lama. It was
written, as we read in the colophon, on advice
of d C e adun rnam rgyal, the abbot of rDsi"
p'yi, a monastery in ' 0 1 ka, and was also
due to the veneration felt by Blo bzan rgya
mts'o for the man who had cared for his
education and had geatly contributed to the
Yellow Sects' power. The work was corn,
posed in dCa' ldan p'o bran, in the year
wood~ape,1644. It is thus a juvenile product
consisting of a prose narrative in which brief
poetical compositions are inserted. Chrono)
logical references are limited to the most imj
portant facts. Also in this case the great dip.,
tary's religious education prevails over events
whose author was in a large measure dKon
rnc7og C'OS +p'el. ~ltogetherit is written in
a simple style, without excessive ornaments.
~t may be seen that the author was still a begin,
ner and did not attempt to force his thoughts
into the complex rhetorical architecture.
rCyal bai dbari po t'ams cad mk'yen rdo ge
!''an blo b z a i bskal bzari rgya mts'o dpal bza* poi
rnam par t'ar pa mdo tr'am
pa apag bsam lin
po c'ei d e ma, pp. 1,558, is a biography of the
seventh JJalai Lama, written by Ye Jes bstan
sgron me, better known as lCa" Skya
rdo je. It is a great work, which throws
much light not only on the Dalai Lama's

figure, but also on the events in which he

often played a prominent part. Unlike other
biographicalworks, this one, in a certain sense,
pasgs over the lama's spiritual preparation,
which is implicit, as the usual reincarnation
of the same divine personage. Instead, great
importance is given to political events, to Lha
bzafi's attitude towards his unfortunate pre.
decessor,to the events which induced him to
recognize sKal bzan as Dalai Lama, to the
Chinese expedition against the Eleuthes, his
returll to Lhasa, the vicissitudes which brought
P'o Iha stobs rgyas to office as a regent. This
book deserves to be carefully studied, because
it represents the Yellow Sect's official nar/
rative of events concerning which we are
generally informed by Chinese or European
sources. It is a mine of biographical infor.
mation on the Mongol chiefs and their attitude
towards China and the Tibetan church.

d~lalttri dban poi rtogs btjod pa dig rten kun
tu rlga' baigtairr, foll. 1.395. This is the story
of bSod nams stobs rgyas2'j) and is preceded
by that of his father Padma rgyal po an officer
under dCa' ldan Ts'e d b i dpal, the general
to whom Tibet's war against Ladakh was
entrusted. It ended with the battle of Basgo
in 1683 and the peace of Tashigang (see
PETECH,A study on the Chronicles of Ladakh,
p. 156 E;FRANCKE,T h e Chronicles Ladakh,
pp. 42.1 15). The biography was written by
Ts'e rin dban gi rgyal po, called by another
name Ts'ans sras dgyes, a disciple of the
Pandita and Lotsava DharmaSri. A s it is
stated in the colophon, the work was writ,
ten in the year watevox, 1733. The style
is flowery and redundant. Parts in poetry
alternate with the prose narrative, but even
in the midst of so much rhetoric and ready.
m d e idioms, we can glean from the bulky
biography interesting information on the war
against Ladakh and Tibetan events at the
end of the X V I I t h century.
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dpal Idan f a ku pai bstan pa la bka' d r i ~c'e bni
s k ~ f bu
f dm1 pa rnanrs kyi rnarn t'ar lo rgyus tio
mts'ar dad pai dug dogs, pp. r 4 3 6.

This is the story of Buston, his successive
incarnations and his ~rincipaldisciples; their
particular abilities are emphasized: experts
on grammar, those who specialized in tech.
nical subjects or became perfect in logic, and
so on; a list follows of the mk'an po, abbots,
who succeeded one another on the famous
monastery's abbatial throne. The book clo.
ses with brief informations on the abbots
of Ri p'ug hermitage, in the mountains to
the NorthlEast of Za lu. The narrative is
simple and unassuming. The author has a
praiseworthy habit of chronological accuracy,
hence he gives, for the principal personalities,
the birth and death dates, referred to the sue.
cession of cycles. A concise brevity rules out
monotonous repetitions of miracles and pro.
digies, abounding elsewhere. A l l consi.
dered it is a remarkable work for the history of
Tibetan sects and their principal masters, par.
titularly when we consider that in z a lu's
shadow lived personalities extremely remarl
kable in the history of Lamaist thought, as
for instance C'os skyon ba (Dharmapala)
a celebrated writer on grammar and rhetoric,
whose interesting biography is included in
this rnanr t'ar. Its author was Blo grub bstan
skyon, who finished writing it in the R i p'ug
hermitage, in the year wooddgoat of the
XIVth cycle, 1835.

dPal f a lui gser k'an gi gnus yig dad bskor ts'ad
p'an yon bcas, pp. 1/24. T h s is a manuscript
full of serious orthographical inaccuracies. It
is a summary of the genealogy translated
in this volume; moreover it contains a
brief description of the statues admired in the
gSer k'an, and relates both their origin and
their miracles. A late work, written for the
use of pilgrims, without any literary merit.

Y i d dga' c'os !dsin @is pa dpal snar t'ati c'os
sdei gnus la bstod pa sknl bran m a ba baud rtsi,
pp. 1.4. A metrical eulogy of sNar t'an,
celebrating the glories of the monastery; this
gives occasion to extremely brief references
of an historical character; mention is made
of gZi 'od +bar's statue, brought from India,

in the gSer gliii chapel, of the foundation
of a first hermitage on the part of rje gTum
ston Blo gros pa, according to bSes giien Sa
ra ba's instructions, and finally of the work
done there by mC'ims c'en N a m mk'a'
grags pa (on the abbatial see from 1254to
1290, DT, l a , P. r g l ) . The author is the
Pan c'en Blo bzan C'OS kyi rgyal mts'an.
sPos ts'ogs c'os sde !di i i d pan c'en i n kya iri
tin lugs su y'yng btab nldo stings bznn abrel gyi lo
rgyus rnrad du ?byrri ba, pp. 1/18. It is a

eulogy of the monastery commonly known
by the name of SPOS k'an, standing in
a gorge which branches off on the right
of the Myaii C'U valley, on the Cyantsel
Shigatse road, some two stages removed
It is a bare record of
from that city.
events concerning the temple, beginning from
its foundation; it also contains brief and
useful descriptions of the most important
a i d e s of cult, kept or venerated in each
single chapel. 164)

ARTISTIC DEVELOPMENT AS REPRESENTED
BY SOME GTSAN MONUMENTS

w

hile literature thus flourished,
a corresponding artistic actit
vity developed; during the
five centuries we have treated,
central Tibet became adorned with its fairest
temples, enlarged its monasteries, perfected
its religious, civil and military architecture,
refined its taste and definitely assimilated
Indian, Chinese and Central Asian influences.
The greater convents, whose political pres.
tige had made them leaders of the country's
life, or the ones most celebrated in religious
history, were built and embellished in this
period, throbbing with an intense life, spiritual
and intellectual.
Strife between sects and factions did not
spare the convents, ofien turned into fort.
resses; according to gzon nu dpal, up to
his times only the sTag lun monastery had
succeeded in escaping the turmoil of war.
For this reason the squads of artists and crafis~
men were never unemployed. The nobility,
by now unable to escape the hegemony of
convents, vied in the construction of new reli.
gious buildings, to show their piety, to curry
favour with their spiritual heads and to gain
forgiveness for their sins by the display of a
naturally munificent spirit. This movement
began with the second propagation of the
faith. In Indo8Tibeticn (voll. 1.111) I have
shown in how large a measure the Kings
of Cuge's liberality and piety contributed
to the development of Tibetan art, by build.
ing temples and having them decorated with
frescoes by Kashmiri and Tibetan artists.
A short time after Rin c'en bzan po's pa,
mans had built the chapels of M i nan,
Toling, Tsaparang , Kojarnath , the bKa7
d a m s pa founded Rva grens; later came Ts'al,

aBri gun, Sa skya, gDan sa t'el and all the
lesser shrines irradiated round these major
centres of Tibet's religious, political and in.
tellectual life. Buddhist masters, to whom
Tibetan piety offered a safer refuge than In.
dia's tormented soil, Tibetan pilgrims return.
ing from adventurous journeys to the holy
laces of Buddhism, or from a quest for In.
dian masters under whom they might per.
fect their learning, trade with Nepal and in a
lesser measure with Kashrnir, enriched these
temples with Indian statues and paintings,
venerated in Tibet as holy relics, and becom.
ing at the same time a model and an inspiral
tion for the nascent artistic schools of the
Country of Snows. Very little is lefi of the
original buildings belonging to this period;
warfare and time have more than once des.
troyed those monuments and forced devotees
to build new ones; the statues have largely been
saved, but most of the primitive paintings on
the temple walls have disappeared. Such was
the all but general fate of Tibetan shrines; Lhasa
itself was renewed by the fifih Dalai Lama
but was shortly after devastated by Ts'e rin don
grub whose hordes took and sacked the city.
The '01 ka (dga') temple, one of the oldest
in Tibet, was already a ruin in Tson k'a pa's
times: one of the pious works his biographers
praise was precisely the reconstruction of that
temple, which he caused to be decorated with
new wall paintings; he personally suggested
the subjects and supewised their execution.
Nevertheless some convents, far from the
beaten tracks or keeping aloof from warfare,
or for other reasons unknown to us, escaped
ruin, tosether with the large nrc'od rten with
frescoed internal chapels built in great numbers
during this period. Until a catalogue can
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be made of Tibet's most important menu,
ments, which have survived man's neglect
and the action of time, I think it will be
useful to continue the research I carried on
in Cyantse, and to give a faint idea of other
monasteries or holy places I have visited
during my travels in 1939. Some of them,
like Sa skya, show most clearly the destruction
and subsequent reconstructions undergone by
the convents which actively shared Tibet's
polltical events and played a prominent part
therein. Other convents, which emerged sca,
theless, throw a vivid light on artistic currents
prevailing in the period which is the object
of our research. I n this manner, in spite of
the relatively small number of places I have
been able to study, we shall throw some
appreciable glimmer of light on the actil
vity of artists and craftsmen i n Tibet ~n
the centuries we are investigatillg. I would
also like to pave the way to a better understandl
ing of what I shall say to illustrate the tankas
of the present collection.
If time and warfare had spared Sa skya and
if K u n dga' rin c'en had not reconstructed
it in the XVIth century, or if his repairs had
not been continued by his successors, many
important documents of the Mollgo1 period
would have come down to US. We would
have seen the art of India and that of Yiian

China coexisting, as was to be expected in
a place where the two cultures met. sunly
in temples and on their altars we can admire
to this day numberless collections of statues:
Yiian images are side by side with pila
bronzes. Some chapels, like the one of bZi
t'og, in which only the name of the ancient
palace survives, are badly arranged museums,
where the religious art of Asiatic Buddhism
is displayed with strange juxtaposdon; in
these rich collections the first place belongs
to the P ~ l statues,
a
brought back as a precious
memento of travel by the pilgrims in the holy
land; Indian masters themselves, beaten back
by the Moslem hurricane, tried to save them
across the Himalaya's impervious barriers
(fig. I ) . A s it is often the case in these
haphazard collections, statues of other sects
are mixed up with Buddhist images; I have
noticed this in the temples of Western Tibet
and verified it in this chapel of the b21t'og,
where, among images of Buddhas and Bol
dhisattvas representing the multiple aspects
of the late mahiyana pantheon, I have
found a fine example of Jaina art (fig. 2).

FIG. 2

Very interesting is the
large gilded bronze sta,
tue 0fMaiijuSri "?Jam

dbyais 'od zer abar
ha,, , the most venera,
ted object of cult even
to,day among those
displayed for the wor,
ship of devotees in the
dBu rtse gsar ma temple.
~tis certainly the most
remarkable work of
art admired in Sa skya
tojday. None of its
details but has been
executed with the grea,
test care and finish.
The figures of the nLgas
2nd isginis excell all
the rest: they are worked in repousst! 011 the
halo, and have the thoughtful intimacy of
India's best work. The tradition incorpo~
rated into the eulogy states the statue to be
a piece of Kashmiri work and, having
examined its style, I am ready to admit it.
Remembering the scarcity of bronze images
whose Kashmiri origin is certain, the impor,
tance of this rare statue, worshipped in the
heart of Tibet, increases. Nor is it the only
one of ~ t sklnd, for other statues of the same
origin are preserved in the dBu rtse riiin ma
(Eulogy, p. 27 21). But Bengal too is present
with its bronzes; I allude to a magnificent
statue, surrounded by a halo in which gods
and nigas are entwined in a noble choir,
and to other statues on the border of whose
frame, within little circles unfolding in the
form of a crown, the pailtheon of the Great
Vehlcle is displayed, with extremely graceful
figures. T o the same artistic school we must
asslgn a large mc'od rten which, according to
tradition, was brought fiom India, very pro,
bably fiom some convent in Bellgal or Behar.
While specimens of Kashmiri art are few and
so precious that guides never neglect to point
them out as the rarest objects of worship, and
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Pila works are not abundant either, Nepalese
images of the best style abound: I mean those
made before the art of Nepal became confined
to those iconographic and decorative sche,
mes which, notwithstanding its ornamental
vividness, very often caused it to become cold
and conventional. O f course not all these
bronzes are of the same epoch and quality:
besides the most ancient specimens, in which
these faults are still sllght and do not smother
the simple levity of the style, there are many
later works, due not to artists but to crafts,
men. T o the first class belong some figures
and mc'od rten collected in the aDus k'ati
or in the dBu rtse (figg. 3/15). They are
all works of a great merit, precious re,
mains of artistic currents now extinguished,
relics of a religious fervour and an enthusiasm
for artistic work which in course of time
gradually decayed and declined.
Sculptures in wood also reached Sa skya; a
relic of great price remains, the door of the Blo
blaris Iha k'ah, so called because of the archi,
tectural mandala of Kyai rdo rje and of the
K u n rig. The panels of this door are deco,
rated with the figures of the eight signs of good
omen (bkra fis brgyad) and of adoring deities
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(fig. 16), but our attention is attracted above
all by a warrior with shield and armour, which
leads us away from the Tibetan artistic
tradition. For the motives stated above,
there is no trace of ancient paintings, con/
temporary with the Mongol period; a few
fragments representing Kyai rdo rje in the Blo
blans lha k'an I would assign to the X V t h
century, as they are very close to the Cyantse
frescoes. The palaces and temples burnt and
destroyed during the wars due to rivalries

between sects, were r e
built in a later period.
The older monasteries
now extant in Sa skya
go back, as we have said,
to K u n dga' rin c'e~l'~
reconstruction, and the
mural paintings are also
to be assigned to this
epoch. It is doubtful
that even the figure of
Maiijuiri, +Jam dbyans
'od +bar ba (Eulogy,
p. 6 6). attributed bv
iraditiin to the Sa sky;
pandita, really goes back
to this master's times, as the Sa skya pa monks
believe, relying on the eulogy's authority.
It is nevertheless possible that the wall on
which the fresco is painted may have esca)
ped destruction and that the image should
thus be considered a fragment of the primitive
decoration of the temple; the sofi colours,
among which pale green, pink and brown
prevail, the well0defined drawing of the out)
line and the choirs of saints on the sides,
echo Central Asian motifs (figg. 17, 18).
O n the other hand fragments
of frescoes in
"
the ~ D u sk'an, where Chinese influence is
evident, belong to Kun dga' rin c'en's period.
The manner is completely different, although
the paintings represent scenes of aP'ags pa's
life and his visit to Qubilai's court, and
therefore the background could not help
being Chinese; but the accuracy of detail and
an unusual breadth of composition reveal
that the unknown author was fairly familiar
with the Chinese style. But these relics are
in contrast with other cycles of ~ainting,like
those representing g S ba~ +duo pa, belong.
ing to the mature Tibetan manner, whoa
first examples we have found in the SKU
+burn of Cyantse.
In Sa skya, then, notwithstanding the mo.
nastcry's great importance during the Yuan
dynasty and the great artistic and religious

fervour which was consequently quickened
there, we do not find any pictorial monu,
merit which can be assigned with certainty
to the Mongol epoch. Nevertheless in gTsan
at least one temple is lefc, which was built in
the first half of the XIVth century, and was
spared by men and time. I allude to the
temple of Za lu, built by the sku fan Crags
pa rgyal mts'an, (end of XIIIth, beginning
of xIVth century) whose mandalas were
painted according to the instructions of Bus,
ton; this master wrote their index and die,
tated the explanatory inscriptions. Thus we
are on safe ground. Not all the pictures,
but a large part of them, are intact and may
be studied; I do not know for how long, as
these monuments are entrusted to the care of
an ignorant and increasingly impoverished
community, so that there is no hope of
their survival, unless they are properly and
speedily repaired.
Even seen from the outside, the Za lu
temples take us back to the Chinese archi.
tectural environment; the roofs, over which
the gilded gaijira towers, are covered with
glazed tiles of a splendid blue, which seems
to vie with the sky. O n the central rafter
of the roof are vertically arranged, one near
the other, square panels on which floreal
patterns, fruit, animals and deities of Chi,
nese style, vivid in bright enamel, are dis,
played in relief. A t both ends open.mouthed
dragons unfold their elegant coils, and seem
to be swallowing the central spine; at the
corners, taintwater spouts from the heads of
seatmonsters (t~rakara)(figg. 19,zo). Here is
an unusual wealth of ornaments, surely the
work of the Mongol artists mentioned in
Buston's e~logy.'~~)Chinese influence is
found in z a lu also in the mCon k'ari, where
a statue representing a Buddha (I) is completely
detached from Tibetan iconographic tradi,
tion, and follows Chinese models very clo,
sely (fig. 21). The most important temple
for the history of Tibetan painting is the cen.
tral one known by the name ofgSer k'an, and
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divided into two stories. The lower one is
called Ts'ogs k'a~i"temple of the congrega/
tion ,, and the upper one is named Y u m c'en
moi Iha k'ati, afier the divinity to whom it is
dedicated; round both temples run two cot,
ridors for circumambulation (bar k'yanr) on
whose walls are painted the hundred moments
of the Buddha's life, or are copied some sacred
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books : Pitryrrtrasattra/
ganra, chapters of the
Ratnakii~,of the Ava,
danakalpalata, of the ]lira/
kcrrrala; others paintings
are damaged to such an
extent that they cannot
be identified, nor can
the text they are taken
from be ascertained.
The artists waver be.
tween two contrasting
currents, alternatively
predominating. But the
Chinese manner is to
a very great extent over/
come bv the Indian
manner, which stands
out in the division into squares, in the ascetic's
postures, in the dress of the figures and in the
composition of the scenes. Sometimes the
two styles meet, but they do not mingle, as
if the artists were unable to extract from those
influences some
2:~
I
particular pictorial
/\
vision of their own.
Side by side with
,
lively cavalcades,
whose life and mo/
J
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ascetics, absorbed in conversation on sacred
subjects (fig. 22) or with its rustic s e r e i q
(fig. 23) which sometimes recalls wellknown
motifs of Rajput art (fig. 24), on the internal
walls of the upper corridor another style predo,
minates: instead of these pictorial legends, are
painted great images of the most popular deities:
sCrol ma, rNam rgyal, rTa mgrin, sPyan ras
gzigs, Byams pa, all from the hand of rnC1irns
pa b ~ o dnams +burn, who sometimes signs
his works. Here we have a foretaste of the
style
which later developed in its full vigour
tion, derived from
and
elegant maturity in the SKU +burn of
familiarity with
Chinese art, break
Cyantse. Za lu, with these frescoed corri/
the rigidity of t r a ~ dors, where artists of different schools have
dition, or near figu,
displayed the many~coloured wealth of their
res wearings tunics
creations, in obedience to the sku Zan's
munificent piety, is ideally joined to the
inspired by Central
other galleries of Tibetan painting, the great
Asian reminiscen.
ces, we find rows
mC1od rten, very frequently built in this
of saints enclosed
period of political passions and of a fervid
intellectual life.
in the usual frames
The C'os rgyal of Gyantse, when he
of Nepalese style.
built his famous SKU ?burn, followed. no
Central Asia is still
doubt, a tradition, which had already inc
present in some ce/
spired great works of the same s$e, if not
lestial choirs.While
quite of the same proportions and magnific
elsewhere India is
cence, and was worthily continued after his
displayed with its

as the building was rev
tored i n T~raniitha's
times ( Autobio,!yaphy.
p- 151).
011
the contrary, an/
other large SKUabum
is extremely interesting
for the history of art;
the one in rCyati, near
Lhartse, built with the
aid of the celebrated
ascetic T'an ston rgyal
po, by a Sa skya pa
abbot, the sLob dpon
c'en bSod nams bkra
Sis, born in I 3 5 2 died
in 1417. The Sa skya
FIG. 20
Chronicles @. 168) do
not
mention
the
exact
year in which this
death. In the first years ofthe XIIIth century
great
monument
was
built,
but it was certainly
the lotsiiva of K'ro p'u, the one who had
in
the
second
half
of
the
XIVth
century.'")
invited to Tibet the Kashmiri pandita 5%
It
stands
near
a
small
rRln
ma
pa
temple.
kyairi, built in a parched and stony gorge on
on the road leading to the grotto called $Lob
the Jo nari/Shigatse road a huge SKU+bum in
the viclnity of the temple where, in TZIZ,'~~) dpon grub p'ug, because according to the
most widespread tradition Padmsambhava is
he had dedicated the large image of Maitreya,
said to have meditated there for a long time.
still venerated in the bKa' brgyurd pa temple
near that building. The mC'od [ten resists,
In this place, famous in rRin ma pa legends,
bZan po gags pa discovered one of the most
in its external structure, to the vicissitudes of
time

h u t r l e r a v hap

epoch of its foundation,
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important gter rna, namely a book in seven
which had been laid
chapters, Leu bdun
there by the miracle,worker, entrusting it to
sNari dor srin mo, Lha moss incarnation.
The dGe lugs pa have garrisoned this district,

-

ges, almost all restored

in recent times, while on the walls are dis,
played interesting pictorial scenes, inspired
by the most different Tantric cy&.
I do not wish to give here a detailed des,
cription, which would lead me to repeat
very ohen things said in the IV volume of
1ndo8Tibetica; on the other hand many
~ e l sare so badly deteriorated by time, or,
what is perhaps worse, so grievously mishand,
led by modern daubers, under the illusion
they are restoring ancient paintings, that a
detailed description is not praticable. Instead,
1 will briefly treat of the few chapels in
which the frescoes are so well preserved, that
not only we can recognize the sources of the
pictorial representations and identify the cy,
cles represented, but, above all, we can gain
a true idea of the artistic value of the monu.
merit, so as to set it in the place it deserves in
the evolution of Tibetan paintinn.
Let us begin from the entrance chapel, to
the South; hence, continuing our visit ac,
cording to the usual order of the ritual tour,
we find on the right, in chapel n. 2, images
of Padmasambhava and of dPal ldan Iha
mo; in reality the deities to whom this small
u
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shrine was originally dedicated must have
been not that miraclelworker, but this Tibe/
tan interpretation of the goddess Kali. The
cycles of the bsTan adre brgyad and sNah
btsun dmu brgyad (figg. 25/27), remain, with
which is bound up the story of Nor bzari,
while on another wall we see the wheel of exid
stence, abominably restored in its lower part.
In the 3rd chapel, dedicated to aDus gsum
sans rgyas and to eleven~headed Avaloki/
teivara, the Potala is represented, namely the
heaven over which the former rules amid
choirs of the blest, and the 8 principal epi/
sodes of Sikyarnuni's life (fig. 28); in the
fourth Cur mgon and bDe mc'og's mandala;
in the fifih recent or recently restored images
of the I6 Arhats. Passing to the Western
side of chapel 6, on the wall, P'ur bu, cow
pled; :he blue rTa mgrin coupled to the Sakti;
rTa mgrin coupled, with his accolytes. The
central deity of the seventh chapel is ~akya.
muni; on the walls sMan bla, Sikyamuni.

the 16 Arhats, Mar me mdsad, Klu dbari
rgyal po, the 35 Buddhas of the cycle of the
confession of sins (fig. 29). The eighth is
dedicated to rCyal ba Byams pa. O n the
walls the 12 works of the Buddha and sMan
bla. O n the right of the door rTa mgrin,
Byams pa, rNam rgyal ma, largely restored.
The ninth chapel, dedicated to Ts'e dpag
med, contains frescoes painted in recent ti/
mes. In the tenth sCrol ma ljan p ' s image
is worshipped; the paintings are modern in
many parts, of the old ones only a few small
figures of scrol ma being lefi. In the eleventh
chapel, the first on the Northern side, dedicat~
ed to Mi k'rugs pa, are representend the five
Buddhas and one thousand small MI k'rugs pa.
In chapels 12, I 3 and 14 the paintings are
,
to the K'ro
modern. In the ~ j t h dedicated
bo white Acala, a few fragments remain,
representing this god's accolytes (fig. 30).
The first four chapels of the second storey
are restored. The fifih, dedicated to white
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sCrol ma is decorated with representations
of the Western paradise. The ninth, in which
Mar me mdsad's statue towers, is ornamented
with fiescoes representing the Buddha's life
and Amitibha's heaven. In the tenth the
central deity is Ts'e Iha lcags ma; on the wall
there are many paintings of Ts'e dpag med; in

the third chapel of the
third storey are paillted,
alternatingly, scenes of
Amitsbha's haven aid
many small images of
the same god. Various
cycles, like the one of
sGrol ma, surrounded
by his 21 manifestations,
alternate with pictures of
Nor bzati's lih, as it is
told in the Ganhuyiiha.
In the fourth are repro
sented
- - - the Buddha's
hundred works (fig. 3 I)
which are again the
main theme of the ninth chapel's frescoes
(fig. 32). The 16th is dedicated to P'yag
na rdo rje, surrounded by the sixlarmed
mGon po and rTa mgrin, scrol ma white
and green, and round them monks and
siddhas (fig. 33). I n the sixth of the 4th
storey, round S~kyamuni'simages, unfolds the
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to receive every form of art and culture. But
in the SKU+bum of r c y a i ~ ,differently from
other monuments of the same kind, I see
no painting of which it may be said with
certainty that it copies faithfully foreign pat0
terns; even paintings of a clearly Nepalese
manner, like those of the dome, are roughly
made; their rigidity is in contrast with the
assured manner of contemporary miniatures.
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The SKU?burn of rCyan thus appears to me
as the work of local artists, educated in the
shadow of the great monasteries of Sa skya,
Za lu, Narthang; they followed in the wake
of contrasting currents, penetrating into Tibet
from several places, not yet blended into
a style which, by assimilating them, might

are in evidence without stressing unduly the
representation of cycles bound by tradition
Chinese inspirations, like the cycle of rNam
t'os sras and the eight horsemen of his reti,
nue, represented in the second chapel. Cer,
tain mandala too, framed in a different mall,
ner from the traditional models, presuppose
languishing Chinese suggestions. Naturally
this is a case of reminiscences, affinities, echoes
which show in the Tibetan artists a know,
ledge, perhaps remote, of those styles, but
also an immaturity as to means of expres)
sion, or at least an inadequate absorption
of ideals which, often against their will,
seemed almost to force themselves upon them.
Such characters predominate in this period
and are to be found both in mural pain)
tings and in those on canvavbut they had
already vanished, or become less frequent.

G
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when the C'os rgyal
built the SKU+bum
of Cyantse. In C y a n
the legends are enclosed
in small squares; the
little figures are outlined
with vigorous lines,
broad and well/dehed,
which encircle them
almost within a halo;
the trees are reduced to
a pattern, as spots of
the same colour, without
any attempt at defining
leaves and branches,
. ..
whlle, stressing a habit
of Nepalese an, all fiee
spaces are filled up with flowers, small trees
and leaves.
The lesser images, those of the acolytes
in a Tantric cycle or of the lamas in a
mystical trend, succeed one another within
a hame of entwined tendrils, which, through
Pda art hence carried into Nepal, go back
to Hellenistic motives.
Some paintings of nlC'odpai lba mo (fig.40)
of Nepalese inspiration remind us of the
representations of the same cycle which I
found in Tsaparana,

but it is evident that-if
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we were not sure of these dates through
other channels we would be induced by a
comparison of the paintings to invert this
order, so primitive and uncerrain does r G y ~
seem, taken as a whole, when compared
to the Za lu paintings. But this greater coat.
seness is a step backwards, perhaps a sign
of the Sa skya's decline: they had then
been conquered by the P'ag mo gru pa,
and were to rise no more. Political decay
was attended by languour in art schools.
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FIG. 37

The SKU+bum of sNar t'an has mode,
rate proportions and cannot be compared
with the Important buildings of K'ro p'u,
Jo nan, C y a n or Cyantse: it has only two
storeys, surmounted by a dome (fig. 41).
Also from a n architectural point of view it
is poor and insignificant, but the judgement
we must pass on its frescoes is entirely difl
ferent: even though they sometimes respond
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to the usual Nepalese
inspiration, elsewhers as
in the tenth chapel of
the first storey, they may
be considered an excel,
lent example of the
Tibetan manner which
has reached its full ma,
turity of expression a ~ d
therefore they already
announce the Gyantse
school. In the first cha.
pel of the first storey, the
painters follow the style
o f rCyan, but while
there it appears in all
its primitive crudity of
drawing, the sNar t'ari
artists made it gentler,
under the undeniable influence of Chinese
softness, whlch is visible above all in the
figures of the acolytes of the lama C'os kyi
rgyal po rin po c'e +P'ags pa (fig. 42) and,
to a lesser degree, in the adoring monks
of figure 43. But the Chinese influence is
felt above all In the second chapel of the
second storey, having as its central deity
the " Great mother ,,, Cnosis; on I ~ Swalls a
magnificent
series of
frescoes represents the
hundred deeds of the
Buddha. The pictu.
res still keep their an,
sent lustre; the figures,
slender and light, en,
veloped in rich gllded
draperies, swarm In
many/coloured crowds;
black and darklred
prevail, ably alternar,
Ing with the white spots
of light clouds. India
is absent from these
pictures. It a not only
their architecture which
takes us back to a new
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environment, as had already been the case
in the scenes of Amitiibha's paradise, mo.
delled on the Chinese patterns; in the pre.
sent sNar t'ati pictures, apparel, ornaments,
chariots, pageants, small trees, choirs of pray.
ing figures (figg. 44/48) show to what an
extent the painter had been capable of as,
similating the spirit of the Chinese schools
from which he could only be distracted by the
occasional prevalence of Tibetan landscapes
(fig. 49). But outside this chapel, having a
particular character of its own, where the
artist has wished to prove his skill and his

FIG. 40

familiarity with the Chinese manner, sNar
t'an takes its place as the last of the series of
SKU +bum we have studied. In most of
the chapels a uniform manner prevails, in
which the various styles and different remini.
scences tend to mingle. sNar t'an preludes
to Cyantse, and in reality two of the painters
we find named in the Cyantse inscriptions
sign their names also as the authors of sNar
t'an frescoes.
Moreover the fact that the SKU+bums of
sNar t'ali and of Cyantse are contempo,
raries is clearly proved by the inscriptions
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FIG. 49

FIG. 50

ceived " as a synthesis
of the world. in which
is gathered the essence of the Buddhas of
the ten points of space and of the three
times, together with their Bodhisattvas,,.271)
It 1s considered the centre of the school's
spiritual traditions. In the chapels and the
hermitages which surround it, the most fa,
mous and respected masters of asceticism
gathered to meditate. Pdgrims flocked there
from all parts of Tibet, annual feasts were
celebrated with great affluence of princes and
commoners. 272)
The mc'od rten, in course of time, began
to deteriorate, so that T ~ r a n ~ t h in
a , the first
part of his life and then in 1621, had it
restored. His autobiography (pp. 90 and
201) records his loving care for the venerated
monument, but does not say how the work
of restoring was carried out and to what
portions it was limited. His silence increases
the difficulty of an artistic study of the SKU
abum, for we know that ~ainti~lgs
of two
different epochs may coexist in it, those who
go back to the period of its construction and
those belonging to restorations made towards
the end of the XVIth or the beginning ofthe
XVIIth century. Hence we must promd
with the greatest caution, to avoid the risk of
br"ly dating certain stylistic manners which do

not correspond to reaa
thus destroying the
value of these monu.
merits as a chronological
point of reference, ser.
ving to lix within pre.
cise limits the evolution
of Tibetan painting.
Nevertheless the in.
formation gleaned in
Tiranitha's autobiogra.
phy, however meagre,
puts us on the right
path, as it gives us to
understand that not
only we can find- in the
SKU+bum ot Jo nan
the same coexistence of
Nepalese, Central Asian and Chinese man.
ners which we had found in other monuments,
but that we must d~stinguishin it two different
per~ods.In the first storey we shall find chapels,
l~kcthe fourth, sixth and seventh (figg. 53, 54)
~nwhich the rCyan style is continued. The
paintings unfold in successive scenes, enclosed
so as to form a well~definedunity; the figures
are limited by accentuated outl~nes,but the
trees, although they are drawn according
to these same Datterns.

-

frescoes in the ninth

chapel, representing some of the Buddha's
former lives (fig. 56) appear to be after the
Nepalese manner and can be assigned to
the very period of the mc'od rten's construc~
tion. From the second storey onwards we
find only paintings assignable to T?iran%
tha's epoch, but that is not to say that style
and schools are uniform.
From the fiescoes of the second chapel
in the second storey, which seems to be
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inspired by the old traditions, with evident
reflections of Indian motifs (figg. 57, 58) ;
fom the fifrh chapel, where the Indian

influence is still manifest, we pass to the
eleventh chapel of the same storey, dedicated
to ' O d dpag med and painted with scenes
fiom the lives of the Sa skya saints and
Jstakas of the Buddha. Here the same man,
ner which we saw reaching its full maturiq
in the SKU+bum of Gyantse, is displayed
in a great variety. W e defined this manner
as the synthesis and meetingtpoint of several
styles which before that time had long coet
xisted on Tibetan soil, without attaining unit
fication. This very same manner is seen to
continue in the first chapel of the third
storey, while in the third a choir of Bodhi,
samas 'takes us back to a different envi,
ronment (fig. $9). Here the Central Asian
manner takes the upper hand, while the series
of masters and Siddhas is the work of a painter
who evidently keeps to the ancient patterns,
but not so blindly that a greater freshness and
agility cannot penetrate his work (fig. 60). In
the ninth chapel the Central Asian manner
again appears (fig. 61).
For the use of scholars and doubting that
in a few years very little will be Iefi of this
monument, where rain continues to efface
the paintings and modern daubers paint horc
rible scrawls afier their manner, I think it
best to give a summary list of the main cycles
represented in the chapels and a copy of the
brief inscriptions, with
those names of artists
which are still legible.
FIRSTSTOREY
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1st chapel. - Po ta
lai lha k'an; central
deity: sTon pa. On
the walls images of
?Jig rten db& p'yug
surrounded by ?Fags
pa, Pad ma gar gyi
dbari p'yug, +Jig [ten
mgon po, red, ?Jig
rten dbati p'yug, mK1a'

Spyod ma, +Jig rten
dban p'yug, T'ugs rje
e'en po, sPyans ras
grigs with rr heads.
white sCrol ma. Tra.
ces of inscriptions, in
which the donors' and
artist's names are read:
Ziti k'anrs adii yon bdag
4d pa mos ston pa n"i ma
abun~ dai ston ma dban
p'yug mdses pas bkyis iiti
Iha bzo ba slob dpon 6'0s
qyal gyis gzabs so.
2nd Chapel. - Empty.
3rd Chapel. - Cen,
tral deity: sTon pa.
A series of lamas.
O n the small wall on the lefi: Buddha.
4th Chapel. - Central deity: Byams pa.
On the left of the door +Jam dbyans. O n
the right sPyan ras gzigs and various scenes
representing the bDe ba can i i n bkod.
jth Chapel, - Central deity: sTon pa.
6th Chapel. - Central deity: Byams pa.
Above the door sCrol Ijah. O n the lefi of
the door: rNam qyal
ma, Sa kya t'ub p a , - ~ i
k'rug pa. The Bud.
dha's former lives; 'Od
dpag rned surrounded
by many small images
of the same deity.
7th Chapel. - Central
deity: sTon pa. O n
the right: Byams pa,
Ra mo c'e's palace.
The twelveBodhisattvas.
sPrul snan gi sgo pa kin.
On the lefi: sPrul snan
gi sgo pa kiti. Lha sa
dpal lha mo dan skyon,
Lha sai klu rgyal giiis.
On the other walls: bal
rno bzas biens pai lha
sai sPrul snah gi gtsug

lag k'an. Sprul snan gi Jo bo bcu gcig ial,
K'ro giier can, K'ro rta mgrin, bDud rtsi
+k'yil pa, +Jam dbyaiis, Mar me rndsad,
twelve Bodhisattvas; over the door Sron btsan
sgam po with his two wives. The Tibetan
king; R a mo c'e and its protectors.
8th Chapel. - Central deity: spyan ras gzigs
with 1 1 heads; on the leh of the door K'ra
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abrug gtsug lag k'ari, bSam yas kyi dpal
ldan lha mo. Dus gsum Saris rgyas. O n the
right of the door a plan of bSarn yas.
9th Chapel. - Central deity: Sikyarnuni. O n
the left of the door the Buddha's preceding
life and several small images of the Bud,
dha. O n the right, more lives of the Buddha.
loth Chapel. - Central deity sPyan ras gzigs
with 1 1 heads; on the walls Sakyamuni,
sCrol ljari, sMan bla, sTon pa.
11th Chapel. - Central deity scrol ljan.
O n the walls S~kyamuniand scenes of his life;
Jo bo, eight Bodhisattvas.

1st Chapel. - Known by the name of
rDo rje gdan. The paintings are not visible.
2nd Chapel. - Central deity Sgkyamuni.
O n the walls: the sKal bzan series.
3rd Chapel. - Central deity. ~gkyamuni.
O n the walls: C u r mgon, Lha mo, K'ro
giier can, rMa bya c'en mo, ?Jam dbyans,
sPyan ras gzigs. K'ro bo mi gyo ba.
4th Chapel. - Central deity: 'Od dpag
med. O n the walls: Ts'e dpag med, Byams
pa, rTa mgrin, mCon po with six arms; over
the door traces of an inscription containing
the names of the donor Narn rnk'a' rgyal
mts'an and of the painter Sen ge bzan po.

dpon iie gnus c'en po nam nrk'aJ rgyal tr1t{an la sags
pa v y u flhyor pa rnaitis dun dpon nro c'e seti ge bzah
PO la sags pa ri nio tirk'an rnairis dati
yah jar
byed pa rnanrs Zal ta dari mt'un.
5th Chapel. - Central deity: sPyan ras pigs.
O n the walls: sGrol ljari, the cycle of sKal
bzan sans rgyas.
6th Chapel. - Central deity: ?Jam dbyaris.
O n the walls: Sikyamuni, 'Od sruri, four
Tathggata, the cycle of sKal bzan.
7 t h Chapel. - Central deity: spyan ras
gzigs. O n the walls are painted cycles of the
K~lacakra.
8th Chapel. - Central deity: P'yag dor;
on the walls images of P7yag dor gtum po,
P'yag rdor bdud asii k'yil ba, P'yag dor
rndo lugs.
9th Chapel. - Central deity: 'Od dpag
med. O n the walls images of the ~uddhas
of the cycle of confession.
loth Chapel. - Central deity: Nam mk'ai
mts'an can sgrol ljari. Traces of inscriptions
in which the names of the painters Sen ge
bzan PO and K u n dga' bsod nams are legible:
nryur b t l nik'as pa seri g e bzan po dun kun
bsod nartis &or dun bcas pas bris. Then images
of Sikyamuni, P'yag ston spyan ston, Par!
c'en agro bai giien, Snri~utra.
11th Chapel. - Central deity: 'Od dpag
med. O n the walls legends of some Sa skya
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lamas and the one hundred and one works
of the Buddha.
12th Chapel. - Central deity: ~nkyamuni.
O n the walls several images of +Jam dbyans.

1st chapel. - Central deity: C'os rje. O n
the walls $Man bla and the eight Tathagatas.
2nd Chapel. - Central deity: sGrol ljan;
on the wails the white and ied TsrZ with
many small images of the same deity.
3rd Chapel. - Central deity: Sakyamuni;
on the walls rTa mgrin.
4th Chapel. - Central deity: 'Od dpag
med. O n the walls Nam mk'ai siiin po,
P'yag rdor, rTa mgrin, K'ro rgyal, 3Jam
dbyans, sCrib pa rnam sel.
gth Chapel.- Central deity: Nor rgyun ma.
O n the walls: Rig c'en ma red, gTsug
tor dri med kyi dkyil ak'or gyi gtso bo
t'ub pa.
6th hapel el. - Central deity: rDo rje ac'ah.
O n the walls: rCyu skar mo rnam rgyal ma,
sCro1 ban, rDo rje rnam ajoms.
7th Chapel. - Central deity: P'a dam pa
sans rgyas. O n the walls the 84 Siddhas.
8fl1Chapel.- Central deity: 'Od dpag med.
Many fiescoes represent various manifestations
of C o d zer can ma.
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gth Chapel. - Central deity: Sakyamuni.
O n the walls: gSil bai ts'al c'en mo.
loth Chapel. - Central deity: Sikyamuni.
O n the walls the 16 Arhats.
11th Chapel. - Central deity: Sakyamuni.
O n the walls: sPyan ras gzigs, ?Jam d b y ~ s ,
P'yag rdor, rNam sras.
12th Chapel. - Central deity: S~kyamuni.
O n the walls: Ts'e dpag med, rNam rgyal
and several lesser deities.
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7th Chapel - Central deity rDo rje
dpa'; four mandalas, various madestations
and accoIytes of the same god.
8th Chapel. - I n ruins.
Chapel.- In ruins.
10th Chapel. - Central deity: Byams pa,
The 5 supreme Buddhas, mCon po and
various mandala.
11th Chapel. - I n ruins.
12th Chapel. - In ruins.

Frescoes are to be found on both sides of
the corridor which winds round the dome.
It is impossible to give a complete description
of the extremely numerous images which
cover the walls. They are very well preserved,
but as a rule have no great icollographical
interest and represent well known deities.
O n the four niches go k ' y i ) : Dus kyi
ak'or lo bios blaris, two Byams pa with *Jam
dbyaris on the right and +Jam dbyans k'ro
bo on the lefi, three rTa mgrin, four ~akya.
muni. Mandalas of the four classes of Tantra
and of the Dus kyi ?k'or lo.
1st Chapel. - Central deity: rDo rje sems
dpa'. O n the walls various images of the
same divinity, of his manifestations and of
his retinue. Traces of inscriptions in which
the name of the painter Sen ge bzan po can
be read: scn ge Gran po &or dad bcas pa yis bde
gigs siiin poi sku grrrgr adi dug bris.
2nd Chapel. O n the small wall on the
lefi: aKyil +k'or nan son sbyons rgyud nas
gsun bai ras bris.
3 r d Chapel. - Various images of lamas,
rTa mgrin, Ts'e dpag med.
4th Chapel. - Central deity: 'Od dpag
med. O n the walls images of various masters:
Nigirjuna, Aryadeva, Asanga.
jth Chopel. - O n the walls several man.
dalas and images of P'yag rdor and the m C o n
po with six arms.
6th Chapel. - Many images of rDo rje
p'ur bu and other terrific deities.

-

The importance of Jo n f i as an aa centre
clearly appears in P'un ts'ogs gLin, a general
name given to the many chapels, which not
far from gTsan po formed the stronghold of
the Jo nan pa sect, before the Yellows took
possession of it. The Jo nan's construction
was cared for by Tiraniitha, assisted by the
sde rid of Byan and by the sde srid of bSam
!grub ase, who helped him with generous con.
tributions and furnished compulsory labour.
I n the present summary description I will
follow the tour that p i d e s do with visitors,
and briefly point out the pictures and works
of art admired i n the different places. The
,
first thing shown is the mCon k ' a ~ consist.
ing of two rooms. The walls of the first
are covered with paintings re~resenu'ngLha
mo dmag zor ma, Dam can c'os rgyal, gin
skyon, Dur k'rod bdag, mCon po lcam d r d

The paintings are made according to the

svle proper to the mCon k'an, on a black
background, with sudden spots of red and
yellow. The drawing is extremely accurate,
the outline is traced with an harmonious
daring and the composition is generally i m ~
posing; lights and shades are feebly suggested.
~ l ~ h o uthe~ hfiescoes do not depart from
aaditional iconographic patterns, nevertheless
the artist's style has been sohened by some
contacts with manners and techniques softer
and more highly evolved. The second room
contains images of the Cur mgon and of the
PU ma mi" sri1i.'7') Then one is admitted in
the aDus k'an, whose central deity is a Jo
bo of gilded bronze, of a good Nepalese
make.
O n the walls, for the greater part
hidden by libraries containing the collections
of sacred texts written in golden letters on
pages coloured with indigo, can be seen
with some difficulty the images of the Saris
rgyas rabs bdun, made by twenty Nepalese
artists (Autobiography, p. 219) and next the
cycle of bDe mc'og. The sCrol ma Iha k'ai
is ornamented with good Nepalese images
of gilded bronze of the Y u m c'en mo, in
the centre, between those of sCrol ljari and
of rJe btsun Taran~tha. The 'Og ma lha
k'an, which like the preceding one is to be
found on the upper floor of the aDus kan,
is consecrated to Ts'e dpag med, surrounded
by rDo rje ac'an, ?Jam dbyans, Byams pa,
P'yag ston spyan ston and 8 silver mc'od
rLen dedicated to the eight Buddhas of medi,
cine. O f greater interest are some frescoes
representing various hypostases of Lokeg,
vara; in the grace of their poses and their
accurate design they clearly betray the author's
familiarity with the best Indian style.
But the student of art will experience the
greatest wonder when the doors of the mCoil
k'an p'ar open before him, where the masks
used in ritual dances are kept. It is dedicated
to gSed dmar, i. e. to Raktayam~ri,whose
acolytes. gods and goddesses are represented
in the mural frescoes. These images have

no relation with other Tibetan schools that
we know of. They represent something so
novel that our mind does not seek Tibetan
parallels but rather, however strange it may
seem, turns to the paintings of some modern
Indian schools (figg. 62/65). The clouds and
rocks, reminiscent of Chinese models, appear,
it is true, in these paintings, but as attenuated
as in today's Indian revivals, in which the
native tradition is enriched by conscious loans
from China and Japan. The figures become
slender and move with agility; some rush into
space with a sudden impetus; mobility and
levity are present to a degree unusual in Ti/
betan art, the air is bright and luminous,
the colours are never too vivid. The other
temple in which one is introduced during
the ritual tour is the mK'a' spyod lha k'ai.
This temple too consists of two cells; the first
is well preserved, while the other is damaged
to such an extent that almost no trace remains
of the decoration. The frescoes of the first
represent the cycle called aDus ak'or mc'od
lha, namely the adoring deities, according to
the K~lacakra'ssystem. They were executed

--
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between 163I and 1639 (Au~obiograpby,p. 23 3)
and open up to us a new pictorial world.
The images traced with great subtlety and
coloured a light, pale brown, gradually
softened, appear in the pose of the classical
trilbniga, full hips and shapely nudity, their
hair rolled up on the nape of the neck. W e
are carried back to the best traditions of
India (figg, 66/69). In this case the artists
draw their inspiration from precise Indian
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P'yag dor is enthroned,
the many images of
this god covering the walls are executed ac,
cording to the Nepalese manner. To the
same god is dedicated the Pad bkod [ha
k'an, whose frescoes represent Padmasam,
bhava (restored), K u n dgaSsiiin po, mGon po
pgyag drug, sCrol ljai, sPyan ras gzigs bcu
gcig ial, sCrol ljai. In the atrium is painted
T~ranrtha's life. The style, a welldbalanced
blending of Indian and Chinese manners,
may be called a good specimen of that art in
which the different ins/
pirations and characters
of Tibetan taste met
and were harmonized.
Leaving the great
temple of P'un ts'ogs
which stands with
its many chapels in
the plain, surrounded
by the village, we
ascend a rocky hill
overhanging for a long
trait the valley and
the meandering course
of the gTsai~po. 0"
the top of this rock
stands, near lesser
temples, the rJe baun

FIG.

66

Tiranitha p'o bran, also called mNon dga'
gzigs snan rtse. The atrium has magnifil
cence and gandeur; spacious and severe, it
is ornamented with large paintings represent.
ing the rCyal c'en sde bfi, in the traditiw
nal swle.
the Chinese Dattern. with
, - althoueh
U
which the representation of this cycle is bound
up in Tibet, has become fainter and gentler;
the grim expression of the four keepers af the
points of space has softened. The figures
are less stout than usual, one sees them mov.
ing more lightly But the visitor's attention
is immedrately attracted by the figure of a
woman playing a drum and of two ador*
ing goddases (nic'od pai lha nro), in the In'
dial1 style. The rest of the wall is covered
with figures of other deities of the same cycle,
all by the same hand, But it is clear that
the Indian manner of these frescoes is very
different from the one which inspired the
artists of the mK'a' spyod lha k'd. The
great figures of the atrium, whose colours are
fiesh and vivid, have nothing to do with the
small
and slender figures, drawn more than
. panted, in the little chapel. The tradi~
tionr inspiring the unknown author of these
I

powerful compositions are surely Indian too,
but they suggest other schools. Analogy with
the styles of Central and Southern India are
self'evident (figg. 70'74). In his autobiograd
phy T2ranztha often mentions the paintings

-.FIG. 70
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painters from these 104
calities round L h a rtse
worked.
Historical tradition
states unanimousIy that
one of the most an/
clent temples of Cen.
tral Tibet was that of
gNas gsar, on the right
of the N a n c'u, on the
CyantsedShigatse road.
Unfortunately it has
seriously deteriorated
and its ancient aspect
is changed to a great
extent. It consists of
two main chapels, one
known by the name
of Y u m c'en moi Iha k'an. Although the
central deity represents r D o rje dbyins k y ~marn
par snari mdsad with round haloes, as i n the
temple of Tabo i n Western Tibet, on one side
is enthroned a large stucco image of the Prajd
fiiiparamita, to whom the temple owes its
name. More important is the second temple,
called rTa mgrin Iha k'an, i n which the ten/
tral deity is K u n rig rnam par snan mdsad,
surrounded on both sides by his cycle. T h e
temple's name is derived

explanation for t h e

resemblance down to the smallest deta~ls,as
in the decorations of dress. W e reach the
same conclusions when we observe the re/
maining traces of frescoes; they show the same
artistic inspiration followed by the painter
of one of the Ivang chapels (fig. 78). I n
both cases we will easily recognize a Central
Asian influence.
T h e monastery of sPos k'an or rather sPos
ts'ogs c'os sde, In a valley East of the Rai~
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c'u on the Shigatse (Gyantse) road, has
remarkable importance in Tibetan Lamaism,
because according to the tradition it was
founded by Byari c'ub dpal bzan po, a dis.
ciple of ~ i k y a i r i . The foundation took
place one year before Sakaya~rireturned to
India, namely in the bird~year 1213. The
monastery, which according to the eulogy
was ornamented by the C'os rgyal of rCyal
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rtse Rab brtan kun b&
ap'ags pa, has under,
gone many vicissitudes,
and has altogether rather
a modern aspect. The
paintings decorating the
aDus k'ari, all in the
Chinese style, cannot be
earlier than the XVIIIth
century, but even in
this temple some extre
mely remarkable relics
of the earliest age are
preserved: first of all
a painting on wood,
with AtiSa's portrait,
to be attributed to a
hand not later than the
first years of the XVIth
century (fig. 79) and a
statue of Byams pa, a magnificent bronze
from Southern India (fig. So), one of the very
few specimens of this school that I have come
across in Tibet and finally a beautiful porl
trait of Sikyairi, which in a temple like this
one, boasting him as its founder, is held in a
most particular honour and furthermore has red
markable artistic merits for its lifelike expression
and realistic evidence (fig. 81). Finally a conch.
shell must be mentioned,
which is sounded to call
monks together for so.
lernn ceremonies (ts'qs
dun); its silver covering
is finely decorated with
tiny images of deities.
This superb work of a
good silversmith shows
in its decorations clear
reminiscences of orna.
mental motifs which
appear in ancient mural
paintings. I allude par.
titularly to the elegant
tendrils, enclosing small
figures finely chased,
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representing deities modelled on the best Indian
from that of Nepal. They represent Zal bcu
patterns (fig. 82).
gcig, rNam t'os sras, sCrol ma, Kun dga'
The sPos k'ari ts'ogs k'an goes back to the
bzan po', Cur mgon. The central figure,
most ancient monastery, and
stainding
- out in delicate colours
consists of an atrium and a
against a brown background,
temple proper. The pictures
is surrounded by fluttering
in the atrium are of Nepalese
clouds, in the midst of which
style and represent the cycle of
praying Bodhisattvas saunter; or
the seven Buddhas (Saris rgyas
animals' figures are substituted
rabs bdun); they are now almost
for the clouds, drawn in a mas.
effaced. I n the interior the
terly fashion. The merit and
central deity represents ~akya.
novelty of these paintings are in
the grace and finish of the lines.
muni surrounded by eight Bo.
The pale pink colour, gra.
dhisattvas; the paintings which
dually growing fainter and
form a background for the sta.
finally vanishing in a pale orange
tues are also of Nepalese style.
and all noticeably damaged.
colour, is almost secundary, and
appears only to set off the line.
O n the left wall is a statue of
The style of the author who signs
Maitreya, with a halo much
himself dCe legs bses giien, is
resembling the images of Ivang,
clearly inspired by China (fig.83).
Samada and gNas gsar. Over
Lha rtse, which had remar/
the door on the lefi, and on
kable
importance during the Sa
the lefi wall, can be admired
skya
pa
period and in successive
PIG. 82
frescoes of a style very different

has now been completely modernized.
only monument having a great interest is
the small Cayadhara lha k'an, so called after
great Kashmiri pandit.
T~ be exact, this monument is not a
,-hapel, but a grotto, preceded by an atrium.
O n the grotto's central wall looms large the
cycle of the supreme pentad, centering round
Vairocana. The figures are sculpted in the
rock, and their archaic stiffness shows them to
be ancient. That the chapel was consecrated
since remote times is proved by the wooden
panels of the door, representing rDo rje sems
dpa', having on both sides forest deities
( y a k i i ~ ~who
) , touch the branches of the m e
on wh~chthey lean, and particularly by the
sculptures of the lintel on which are seen
figures of the Gang2 and of the Yamuni, be.
tween two devas (fig. 84). In this case, as
on the doors of Tabo and Toling, there is no
room for doubt. The artist was not Tibetan
but Indian, 110 matter whether these panels
were brought directly from India or made on
the spot. Anyhow they cannot be later than
the XIIIth century.
The monastery of Po ton belongs to the
sect of the same name. Its monks are ser
k'yitn pa, viz. they marry. The temple is
much damaged and of the ancient decoration
very little is left. O n the great road between
Lha rtse and Tashilunpo, in the environs
of Aabs dge Idin, many times disputed on
account of its position, it was exposed to
frequent spoliations and ruin. There are
two temples. The larger one, with traces
of paintings of an excellent epoch, is con.
temporary with those of the SKU +burn of
Gyantse, although some are perhaps superior
in refined execution and grandeur of composi.
[Ion. The frescoes represent the hundred mo.
ments of the Buddha's lifi and the Sans rgyas
rabsb dun. The other temple is now transform.
cd in mCon k'ari. In the atrium are dimly
to be seen traces of badly damagad paintings,
representing Sa skya pa lamas, like K'un
dga' siiin PO.
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W e know the date of Nor's foundation.
It is not one of the most ancient in gTsai~,
but thanks to its abbots, who were learned mas.
ters of esoteric scriptures, it gathered a rich
collection of Sanskrit manuscripts and of

FIG.

ancient objects of art (figg. 85.86). Some ofits
chapels are real art gaIlenes, in which may be
admired magnificent examples of Indian sculpl
ture, and no small number of P ~ l aimages.
Only the rums of the old castle are left in
Nor bui kYyuhrtse, which on account of its
strategical posltion was very often disputed,
and hence is often mentioned ill historical
records of gTsan; for some time it was govern.
ed by a branch of the reigning family of
Cyantse. The monastery is now occupied by
the Yellow Sect, but originally it belonged to
the Sa skya pa. This can be desumed from
the Yi dam, whose image is painted in the
Nepalese style on the left of the doorway.
Altogether the convent and chapel have no
great interest, but some fine statues of the
16 Arhats, of Chinese inspiration, extremely
expressive, must be mentioned (figg. 87/89).
If, afier this summary
at the most
celebrated moiluments df ;he gTsari provinr
ces, we wished to pass judgement on the
general characters of Tibetan painting, as it
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can be studied there, we would have to repeat,
largely, what I said as regards the SKU?burn
of Cyantse: that we are confronted in Tibet
with a great wealth of schools, generally
echoing now one and now the other of the styles
which contributed to educate Tlbetan taste: In.
dia. China, Central Asia. When we say India
we mean mainly Nepal, with which gTsan
always maintained an active spiritual traffic,
Each school, although it was gradually
opened up to certain
techniques and
means of expression, remained enclosed for
a lollg time in its traditions, which always
showed, clear and living, the initial imprint
received from abroad. The various currents
and manners had not yet become blended
into a style through which Tibetan sensibility,
now experienced and refined, might once
more express those suggestions, so that new
characters might ensue, derived from that
inspiration but interpreting it to their liking.
Thus the study of several pictorial monuments
~n gTsai~leads us to the same conclusions we

had reached when studying Gyantse: namely,
we find precisely in that SKU+bum of gTsan
the first expression of Tibetan artistic maturity,
in which are blended the various currents con,
curring to form it, by adaptation to certain
characters which cause Tibetan ~aintine:
" to
differ from all others of the East.
In Indo~Tibetica,IV, part I, p. 19, I have
published a long list of painters, based on
the signatures they wrote on the margins of
their works. This list can now be enriched
with new names.

Among these Ses rab dpal is the same as Ses
rab dpal bzan po of rGyal k'ari in Nug, who
often appears in Cyantse (Indo.Tibetica, IV,
part I, p. 19). bKra Sis bzah po is also
met in the same monument.

I

dPon btsun bKra Sis bzari po
sNar t'an
dPon btsun ofdBus
Ses rab dpal
rCyal po dar of Gro bo lun
a pupil of dCe +dun rCyal
sNar t'an
brTson mc'og bdag
aBre Nan ( r ) bzans
gNas gsar
mC'ims bSod nams abum
Za lu
Sen ge bzah po
Jo nan
Kun dga' bsod narns
dPon grub
Nor bui k'yun rtse
dCe legs bres giien
sPos k'an
9.

93

.
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O f other artists only the name is known to
us, as of the slob dpon C'os rgyal, author
of stucco statues in Jo nai. Round these
artists a class of crafismen flourished, which
since those times was experienced in metal.
work, particularly on silver and copper, which
Tibetans work with great mastery up to our
times, as personal ornaments prove, fiom the
guu to the coverings of bowls, temple utensils,
and teapots. Craftsmen must have been held
in great consideration since those times. if
they were able to sign the objects made in
their workshops; for instance the Blo brtan
bzai po of sNar t'aii left his name on the
doors of Za lu, aBre agar rDo rje of rCyari
ro on the club of the lotsava of K'ro p'u;
rCyal mts'an on the silver covering of the
conch~shellof sPos k ' a i
The monuments mentioned in these pages
belong to one province only of Western Tibet,
to gTsan, and they are generally earlier than
the rising fortunes of the d C e lugs pa; nearly
all were built by the Sa skya pa or by hndred
sects. Shall we find something different in
dBus? N e w trends and new manners?
A final answer may be given when the most
important surviving monuments of dBus have
been studied. But I do not think that we
should expect to find much that is new there,
because throughout Tibet a cultural koine had
become established, which needs must be
reflected also on art; the triumph ofthe Yellow
Sect and the preeminence of dBus over gTsan
derived fiom it, probably displaced the centre
of artistic activity, but did not interrupt it;
ancient traditions were not extinguished, they
were !gathered in the shadow of the great
convents built by that sect which, growing in
power and prestige, now influenced Tibet's
cultural and artistic life. The fifth Dalai
Lama, triumphant, embodied for eternity his
glory and his ambition in one of Asia's most
important monuments, the Potala of Lhasa;
Tashilunpo multiplied its chapels to contain

the tombs of the Pan c'en lamas; the walls of
temples lifting their golden pinnacles into
the turquoise sky continued to be ornamented
with frescoes so deeply influenced by Chinese
XVIIIth century art that some of these paint,
ings might seem Chinese provincial an.
was, of course, the same conventional school,
which never saw the rise of original per,
sonalities. But some painters seem to have
been remarked above the others or to have
gained the admiration of their contemporaries,
since history has preserved their memory.
Sans rgyas rgya mts'o in the biography of
the fihh Dalai Lama, for instance, quotes
some of them with honour.
In 1648, when the Potala's wall paint,
ings were begun, the work was given to
many painters of d B ~ sand gTsan, among
whom the foremost place belongs to the sPrul
sku C'os dbyins rgya mts'o (vol. cu, p. 142)
and sMan t'an pa (vol. CU,pp. 324, 351) and
others of whom we shall speak again. In
1649 and in 1668 we find the name of two
slullful bzo bn, called E pa sprul sku Hor
dar and Bag dro, fiom whom the Dalai
Lama ordered some statues for the chapel of
the g S a i snags (ibid., p. 49), and the Ri rno pa
dBu mdsad dPal mgon from sTag lun whom
we find at the head of 66 artists working
under his orders (ibid., pp. 246, 323 and c'n,
p. 182). Mention is also made of +Bran rtse
blo b a n (vol. cu, pp. 189 and 223) and of spun
dgos nor bu who painted the stories of the
bKa' gdams pa bla mas. The same author
quotes the names of various artisans such as
Rin spuns pa Ts'e ri dban, dBu c'en rag k'a
pa +Jam dbyans dban po who worked at the
big sgo ~ k u(Biogruphy, p. 182). Other artists
are recorded in the biography of Par! e'en Blo
bzan c'os kyi rgyal mts'an by Blo bzan ye ges
dpal, p. 15, where mention is made of C'os
dbyahs rgya mts'o along with a carpenter (iih
bzo) C'OS mgon blo gros and a blacksmith
(kca~sbzo) Dar rgyas, p. 3 1.

THE RELIGIOUS IDEAS : VAJRAYANA

T

he tankas that we shall illustrate
later one by one, all represent reli,
gious subjects; they are a pictorial
representation of the mystical and
synlbolical world through which Lamaism
finds its expression. Lamaism is the name
of the Tibet's religion, from the word bla ma,
Sanscr. guru " master ,,, the spiritual guide.
~ u Lamaism
t
is neither a creation nor an
innovation of the Tibetans. Naturally the
latter, by accepting the new religion and letting
it gradually supplant their original shamanistic
beliefs which go by the name of Bon, have
conferred a particular aspect on Buddhism.
allowing native Bon elements to find their
way into it. This was due to the tolerance
of Buddhism itself; in its diaspora, far from
opposing native religions, Buddhism tried above
all to absorb and assimilate their intuitions and
their divinities, whenever it was possible to
do so without harm to its essential dogmas.
But in general, as was to be expected fiom a
population overwhelmed by a vision of life
and by a culture infinitely superior to its own
and whose deeply religious spirit had a great
respect for tradition, the Tibetans preserved
their Indian masters' teachings most faithfully.
Hence, to have a clear idea of Lamaism,
we must establish which type of Buddhism it
continues in the Country of Snows. Certainly
not the Buddhism of the Lesser Vehicle.
When Buddhism penetrated into Tibet, and
this, it is well to repeat it, took place twice,
the first time in the epoch of the Kings (sda
dar), and the second time (p'yi dar) with AtiSa
Rin c'en bzan po, and Mar pa, Mahayina,
and above all Vajrayina, the "adamantine
Vehicle ,, was predominant in India.
'I'hus we are led, if we aim at a proper
understanding of the tankas, to look into the
religious world which is their base and premise,

without a knowledge of which, the tankas
would remain an inexplicable mystery. I
have no intention of giving here a detailed
account of Vajray~na;I will only summarize
its chief points and general principles, with
particular reference to the opinions of the
Tibetan masters concerning it.
W e are facing one of the most debated
points of Buddhist thought: Tantrism is
very ofien considered decayed and corrupt
Buddhism.
It is clear that, collectively
considered, Tantric liturgies and experiences
apparently have very little in common with
the doctrines we think may be attributed to
Sikyamuni or considered 'essential to early
Buddhism ; indeed they show the gradual
ascent to the surface, the invasion and the
spread, of older intuitions, which dig their
roots deep into India's spiritual and religious
bedrock and hand down fiom it primitive,
sometimes barbarous, ideas. These ideas,
nevertheless, are ofien given a new mean,
ing, thought out afresh into new values and
transfigured into symbols. It is precisely this
psychological substance which must be stressed,
if we are to understand what the Tantras
represent in the evolution of India's religious
and mystical thought.
In other words, no one can deny that the
Tantras, from a doctrinal point of view, are
the form most aberrant fiom scholastic and
monastic Buddhism's essential principles; that
they represent the latest among its formulations,
even if their groundlwork is extremely ancient;
that they are a particular aspect of Buddhism,
an easy bridge linking it with Hinduism.
But this does not mean that the Tantras
should all be rejected and condemned, for
in no other form, perhaps, is the complexity
as well as the depth of the Indian masters'
psychological analysis so apparent.

That the Tantras are the last interpretation
of Buddhism is even admitted by those very
schools which base their soteriology on them.
Naturally these schools translate this position
into mythical terms: they interpret the seeming
contradiction between their own principles and
the Buddha's traditional word as depending
on an esoteric revelation, often going back to
the beginning of time, made known to men
after other preachings of the Law, better
adapted to shallower and more earthly people.
A s a matter of fact, they say, the Buddha's
preaching is not limited to the Lesser Vehicle;
the Buddha did not turn the "wheel of the
Law ,, exclusively in Benares. That was his
first preaching, meant for persons of an inferior
understanding (hinendriya), whose senses were
blunt. They would not have been able to
understand the Law's depth, if it had been
revealed to them in its mysterious essence.
T o persons of a middling understanding
(rrrad)yanrendriya) the Buddha revealed the
Greater Vehicle, i. e. the Prajiiaparamiti, in
which he teaches that all things are unreal and
that reality is only " void ,,, unsubstantiabty,
iiinyata beyond all discrimination. But not
even the followers of the Greater Vehicle
were sufficiently mature to understand the
depth of the new way to salvation revealed
in the Tantric Vehicle. The Mahiyana
follows the long road of the six perfections,
full of terrible renouncements and sacrifices,
implying an uninterrupted succession of re.
births, to approach salvation slowly, through
grim ordeals. Thus not even its followers are
fit for the preaching of the " swift road ,, ,
preached precisely in the Tantras. These can
abruptly tear men away from the delusion of
~henomenicexistence and unite them with
the eternal, in the space of one life for the
chosen few, in seven existences for less capable
persons, in sixteen for the tardiest.
The revelation, as a rule, no longer takes
place on this earth, or, if it does so, it is a
repetition of a revelation already vouchsafed
in other spheres, in paradises, to assemblies

different fiom those of men, to which, never,
theless, the ripe ones can ascend swept away
into the concentration of ecstasy.
Some Tantras were spoken on Sumeru, to
an assembly of bodhisamas, or of divine
beings. Others in the Akani)!ha paradise,
others among the Suddhivisa
and so
on. T o each of the four groups of Tantras
recognized by the Vajray~na are as a rule,
assigned particular places, where they are said
to have been revealed.
In other words the Tantric schools follow
in the footsteps of the Mahiyina, which (as
we shall often repeat in this book) had also
shified the place of revelation, fiom the earth
to spheres beyond the earth. These spheres,
being planes of a particular spiritual maturity,
outside time and space, to which the disciple
is lifted up by the gradual unfolding of truth
and by an appropriate practice, are susceptible
of continual multiplications and of ideal
rarefactions, growing more and more subtle.
But let us leave to the adepts of esoterism
the alleged superiority of their own doctrines
over other schools; we shall simply point out
that it was impossible for them to deny that
their theories represented something new and
more recent as compared to other revelations.
The Tantras are the third revelation, and a
keen observer cannot help remarking the
late character transpiring from their style,
from an analysis of their composition, fiom
traditions concerning the masters to whom
the Tantras were revealed and who were,
very probably, their authors. But this late
character results, above all, from the subject.
matter, displaying all the distinctive traits of
gnosis. The Tantras may in fact be best
defined as the expression of Indian gnosis.
slowly elaborated, by a spontaneous ripening
d indigenous currents of thought 2nd under
occasional influences fiom outside, in one of
those periods when the ups and downs
history and commercial relations brought India
closer to the ~oman/Hellenistic,Iranian and
Chinese civilizations. This process is slow

of

and unfolds through those centuries which
saw deep changes in the ancient religions and
ph~~osophies;
foreign ideas planted the seeds
ofnew urges and doubts, the development of
vast empires united peoples, heretofore isolated
and hostile; attempts at unification between
different conceptions at least succeeded in
bringing them closer to one another; the beliefs
of barbarians and primitive populations were
investigated with keen curiosity. A s it is
the case in epochs of great change,
dissatisfaction with the old order went hand in
hand with a great desire for all that seemed
strange and unusual. The primitive religious
ideas, never forgotten, now spread out and
invaded every' class and all sects. The slow
progress of these spiritual orientations, which
were prepared and matured over a lengthy
period of time, before being clearly acknow.
ledged and expressed, should make us cautious
in fixing on a date for the coming to light
of this gnosis. The moment in which such
needs become outlined for the first time in
men's souls and take on a definite shape in
their religious consciousness is one thing,
their embodiment in literature is an entirely
different matter. Cnosis was born in India a
little later than in the West and Iran, and
it was born, there is no doubt about it,
not only through intellectual contacts and
exchanges easily explained in those favourable
times, but also by one of those concomitant
processes so frequent in history: some ideas
emerge and become clarified with a surprising
simultaneity, dawning before the human un.
derstanding in the same epoch. The Tantras,
like the gnostic systems, place experience be.
fore knowledge; at the same time they study
the way to translate intellective knowledge
into an inwardly experienced psychological
d ~ ~ Indeed,
~ a . like gnostic systems, the
Tantras assume a hostile position towards
dialectic knowledge and take the prajiia,
gnosis, as their centre. The latter, translated
into a symbol, becomes transmuted, like the
Pistis sophia, into a goddess, a divine Mother,

,
nap9kvoq
a divine power, iakti ~ I ; v z ~ L < K6p.q,
mother of the Aion.
The Tantras too believe that man, sunk
as he is in the slough of ignorance, hides
within himself the divine spark, the intimate
essence of his being, whicLh is the celestial
nature itself, purest light, bodhicittam prakrti.
prabhasvaram. I n order to attain gnosis and to
redeem man from ignorance, esoteric con.
secration is needed, a baptism by whose
virtue palingenesis takes place.
The Tantras and gnosis both borrow abun.
dantly fiom the ancient mythologies, but
their myths take on a new meaning', they
become a symbol of the forces presiding over
the destinies of cosmos. The latter is conceived
as a nrakranthr~~os:
gods and goddesses are the
symbols of its functions, its energies and its
will. In the Tantras, as in the gnostic systems,
sexual symbology is very important, and this
is a natural consequence of the common
conception of cosmos as a living being. Both
trends are embodied in secret schools whose
philosophisms must be kept hidden fiom the
uninitiated, like the complex liturgies and
the incomprehensible formulas on which the
adept's possibility of redemption is based.
Moreover, initiation confers on the neophyte a
spiritual brotherhood in the new truth, superior
to every link or law of social life.
Many of these elements were extremely
ancient in India; the homology between ma,
crocosm and microcosm pervades the whole
of yoga and doubtless goes back to the most
ancient religious intuitions matured on In,
dian soil; in the same way the belief that a
divine essence or light lives in the depths of
man, antah iarirejyotirnrayah.Up. Mundaka ( 3 , I,
j), and that we are no longer conscious of
it because the gloom of ignorance shuts it
out fiom our perception, is already to be
found, as we all know, in the Upanishads.
I n the Upanishads also appears that sense of
secrecy and mystery which should envelop
the teaching of the truth. The origin of the
magical and ritual formulas (mantra) used

to invoke or imprison the gods, is equally
remote. A n d the idea that knowledge is
useless when it is not transformed into ex,
perience was certainly not imported, for all
Indian systems boast of being sndhana, reali~
zation and founded upon anubhava, direct
experience, in the same way as truth is siml
ply pratydtnravedaniya, realizable within oneself.
But in the Tanaas of an esoterical/logical
character, not to speak of those exclusively
magical, these elements are ably coordinated
with the purpose of causing an immediate
palingenesis through an interior psychological
process, a wise symbology and an extremely
vast liturgy. For these reasons we must come
to the conclusion that the Tantras are a spon.
taneous germination of India; this does not
rule out that parallelism and contemporaneity
with gnostic systems may have led to loans
and facilitated the rise of some special Tan/
tric trends, particularly on India's frontiers,
along those caravan highways and trade routes
on which ideas were exchanged as well as
merchandise. This explains how some Tan,
tric cycles, as their masters themselves openly
admit, arose precisely on India's extreme
boundaries, some even outside Indian territory.
It is evidently a pious tale, without the least
historical foundation, that the Kdlacakra "the
wheel of time ,, was revealed by the Buddha
twelve months afier his enlightenment, in the
mc'od rten of Dh~nyakayaka,~~4)
which, for the
occasion, became dilated until1 it assumed
the proportions of the universe, symbolized by
every stiipa. The scholar who is said to have
given a literary form to this revelation was Zla
ba bzan PO, an incarnation of P'yag na rdo rje,
who put the Buddha's words in writing, and
having gone back to his country, Sambhala,
and built there a stiipa in honour of the K d a /
cakra, taught his people its secrets. But every/
thing leads us to think that there is much truth
in the rest of the narrative; according to it in
Sambhala, placed by tradition near the river
Siti, (viz. Tarim) many generations of kings
succeeded one another and ruled wisely, handing

down the secret teaching of the &lacakra,
until their power was weakened by a raid of
the Kla klo, coming from Me k'a (Mecca),
i. e. by Moslem invasion. But a new rk
ldan, Drag PO gk'or lo, defeated the enemy
and reinstated the Law which had been rhrea,
tened. The Kalacakra and its commentary,
the Vitnalaprabhd, written by Pad ma dkar po,
were then brought into India by a
from OdiviSa (Orissa) named Cilupn, who
after long travels by land and by sea, came to
Sambhala, and having become an expen in
the Tantric doctrine, spread its esoterisms in
India, under the King of Kataka's protection,
and transmitted their teachings to Pi to i c q a
of Bengal and to Kalapada of Varendra.
O n the other hand, a unanimous tradi,
tion links the Guhyasamaja to Indrabhiiti and
Uddiyina. Uddiyana is the Swat valley, men,
tioned by the Chinese pilgrims as a country
particularly addicted to magic. Indrabhiti
was a prince of this country (according to the
T1ang shu, in 642 King T a mo in t'o ho se was
Docutntnts
reigning in Uddiyana. CHAVANNES,
sur les Tou kiue, p. 129; this name may
contain the name of: Indra) who lived at
the end of the VIIth century; tradition is
unanimous in considering him one of Vaj,
rayanass most eminent personalities, and has
placed him among the 84 siddhas. The
Guhyasam$a tradition, preserved by some corn,
mentaries, for instance the D e k'o nu iiid gsai
sgron rgyud (TOHOKU.C a t . , n. 2643; BUSTON,
rGyud sdei zab don sgo !byed rin c'en gces pai sdt
nrig, ria, p. 14)quoting in its turn the dPa1 ye
ies t'ig lei vgyud kyi rgyal (Ibid., n. 422) points
out king Indrabhfiti, Vajrapani's incarnation.
as the one who knew and could explain the
g S a i bn clen moi rgyud.
Other traditions, which reached Tibet
fiom the Indian initiatic schools, considered
Uddiyana as the centre from which the Tan,
tras had originated. Buston relates (ibid., p. 15)
that according to some Tantric schools, Vaj/
rapini collected in Uddiyina endless revela,
tions of the Vajray~na,made by the Buddha,

and gave them to Indrabhiiti. Then "the
land of ~ d d i y a n awas emptied and became
a large lake full of nagas. Then P'yag na
[do rje wrote down the Tantras and aher
having converted those nagas, he gave the
Tantras into their keeping. In progress of
time the nagas assumed a human form and
on the shores of the lake they built a city.
preaching Vajrayana, they obtained great
realizations. All the men there became heroes
vira, (dpa' bo), and the women fairies, dakini
(nrk'a agro ma) ,,, (see also D T , ja, p. 4 K).
Buston has recorded the tradition given by
Indrabhiiti in the beginning of his b D e mc'og
rtsa rgyud kyi agrelpa (cfi. SP, p. 5 4 ) where this
very story is told, adding that these books were
written with lapislazuli (vaidiirya) on golden
leaves; they are said to have been given to the
mK'a agro ma in Dharmagaiija, in U d d i j
yma, when they were converted by the nagas.
This tradition, which has all the characl
teristics of a local tradition, one of those
nrahatmya or eulogies magni5ing the glories of
a country and tending to assign it a place of
honour in Buddhist hagiography, finds its echo
in another narrative (ibid., p. I I ) according
to which, when the Buddha was in ~ r a v a l
sti, in Uddiy~na, at a great distance, king
Indrabhiiti saw some monks soaring through
the air. Having asked who they were and
heard about the Buddha's sermon, he turned
towards ~ravastiand prayed earnestly, inviting
the Buddha to come. Next day the Buddha
arrived; the king asked him whether a means
existed by which ~ e o p l elike him, not yet
detached from the world of sense, might attain
liberation. The Buddha then revealed the
Guhyasatrrlija to him.
Another tradition, evidently born in the
same region or in the same school, generalizes
and transplants vaguely to the North,East the
place where the Tantras revealed by the Bud,
dha were preserved and transmitted. " Aher
King Indrabhiiti, in U rgyan, had received
baptism and the Tantra had been explained
to h h , to the NorthdEast of Sumeru 66.000

bodhisamas gathered in 1Cah lo can's palace
and prayed gSah bdag; hence the latter coll
lected all the Tantras of the secret mantras
and put them down in writing ,,.
A s the reader may have seen, these legends
are complex, a mixture of different themes:
the theme of a revelation a6 antiquo, of a
written version of the texts, hidden and then
found again; of the nigas who are the depol
sitaries of these texts, as in another narrative
alluded to above; of the mk'a' fgro ma, who in
their turn become the keepers of the texts; of
Indrabhiiti, implicitly considered present when
the first revelation of the Tantras took place,
so that his word has the weight of an eye,
witness's evidence. There is no doubt that
these traditions are confused, independent of
any chronology; they consider Indrabhiiti a
contemporary of the Buddha and state that he
was present when thegSari $us was revealed.
There is only one point on which the tradil
tions agree: namely that the Cuhyasamaja was
revealed to king Indrabhiiti in Uddiyana;
the meaning of this, for us, is that the Guhyad
samaja was elaborated in the Swat valley, in
or about the epoch of this personage, which
seems to be, more or less, the end of the VIIth
and the beginning of the VIIIth century A D .
In the dPal ye ies rnal !byor mai rgyud kyi
rgyal po (bKa' agyur, rgyud, ka) Bhagavati asks
the Buddha who will explain this sacred
Tantra, in the future, to those who are worthy
of it and the Buddha answers that P'yag na
rdo rje will do so @. 64). But in the dPal
de k'o na Zid kyi sgron nra, which is a sort of
commentary on this Tantra, and stands in
the same relation to it as the last chapter
of the Guhyasarircija to the text proper, this
P'yag na rdo rje is identified with king
Indrabhiiti, who is his nirnrinakiya. For this
reason the preeminent place occupied by
Indrabhiiti and with him by the country of
Uddiy~na,Swat, in the elaboration of Tantric
literature, seems certain and unchallengeable.
This point of reference allows us to fix the
date of the Cuhyasanraja and of the Tantras

connected with King Indrabhiiti, which can)
not, any of them, be earlier than the VIIIth
century; this, for instance, is the case with the
above said De k'o na Eid sgron nra, in which the
same Indrabhiiti is considered the most autho,
ritative depositary of these Tantric doctrines.
Two facts seem to oppose these conclu,
sions: first of all that Santideva quotes a
Tathagataguhyasiitra; next, that the Guhyasamaja
was commented upon by Candrakirti, Zla
ba gags pa, in a work famous in the Tantric
schools: I allude to the Pradipoddyotana.
The first objection is worthless : WIN.
TERNITZ himself, in his notes to the English
translation of his history of Indian literaiure,
p. 635, was obliged to admit that this text
has nothing in common with the Guhya,
samajatantra. The case of the commentary on
the same Tantra, attributed to Candrakirti,
is quite different.
All scholars are agreed that Candrakirti
lived in the VIth century, hence we should
have to admit that, already in his times, the
Guhyasartrlsjd was considered a fundamental
text of the Vajrayana, consequently one of
the most ancient texts of Tantric Buddhism.
But the question is not so simple. Are
we sure that this Candrakirti is the same
author as commented upon N3gnrjuna's chief
works, and is considered one of the greatest
authorities of the Midhyamikaz I do not
think we can give an affirmative answer; the
whole question should be taken up again
when a deep study is made of the chronology
of the Siddhas and of the chief authors of the
Vajrayina; although an accurate research
has been carried on concerning this subject,
it still contains many obscure points, as we
shall soon show more clearly.
But to determine this Candrakirti's iden)
tity it will be well, even at this stage, to go
back to some sarrrpraddya or spiritual pedi)
gees of Tantric masters, contained in diffe,
rent esoteric and liturgical texts, which can
clear up some valuable data. I allude to
the sanvrahya of the Sadangayoga a; this list

gives us Nigarjuna. Nigabodhi, Aqadeva,
Candrakirti. Sikyarakkyita (Cornm, cat., 11,
p. 163).
The sampraddya of the G ~ n a " a t i s a n , ~ ~ ~ ~ h ~
sadhanu (Ibid.. p. 221) gives us: Nigirjuna,
Candrakirti, Tathagataraksita, Janakaiila,
These lists enable us to determine, with a
good approximation, Candrakirti's epoch,
and consequently his identity.
The Niigiirjuna whose follower he is, is
not the great Niigirjuna, but the Tantric
Nigirjuna; he was born at Kaiici, and for
this reason the second of the texts we have
quoted, p. 221, calls him Kaiicannara (sic);
cording to some traditions he was a disciple of
Saraha, a contemporary of King Dharmapda,
of the VIIIth century.
According to the sampradriya of the Guru/
guhyasiddhi, Nagarjuna is the immediate pre,
decessor of Tillipa; here we are still on safe
ground. Tillipi is the master of Naropa
(dead 1027) and the latter, in his turn, was
the master of Mar pa, the Tibetan translator,
so that epoch may be placed between the
IXth and the Xth century.
Tath~~ataraksita
was at the same time an
author and a translator; he worked, besides
other lotsiva, with Rin c'en bzan po; the latl
ter's date is known to us: he was born in the
year 958, hence the date of Candrakirti, Can,
drapa, must be ~ l a c e d approximately,
,
about
the end of the IXth century. The same conclu.
sion is warranted by another sanrpradriyaquoted
by DT and referred to down below @. 231).
For these reasons, and for other motives which
will be given later. I think that he has noth,
ing in common with the philosopher Candra,
kirti; rather he belongs to the current of the
Siddhas, among whom the custom became
established ofconsidering themselves the incar,
nations of great ancient masters, so that they
reproduced the series ~ a h u l a ,Nagarjunan
Aryadeva, Candrakirti, following the ancient
series. This usage owed its origin to the ini'
tiatic names that these masters received when
special baptisms were conferred upon them*

as we shall soon have an opportunity of
showing in greater detail.
T~ conclude, I will also mention the
abyor nrai bfii Pa abyor ies bya ba rgpd kyi
rgyal po (bKa' agyur, ~ y u d .vole pas
354).
which, as the colophon says, was extracted
from another and an ampler Tanna, come to
light in Uddiyina and arranged and illustrated
(/,koJ cih gsal bar mdsad) by king Indrabhiti. In
the same way thegSari ba nor bu t'ig le ( T ~ H O K U ,
n. 493), seems to have been composed in the
Noah.Western part of India; according to this
Tantra many secrets concerning the cult of the
four Lha mo were revealed, on the request of
P'yag na rdo rje, by r N a m par snari mdsad,
on the shores of a lake in Northern India
(cfi. BUSTON,ba, p. 1 5 5 ) ~and it is remar.
kable that one of these goddesses is called
Cindhari, and hence is, very probably, one
of the naivasika deities, who take their names
from the land they protect: in the present
case Candhira.
Other Tantric cycles reveal contacts with
frontier populations, living on the outskirts
of Indian culture. I have already had an
opportunity of remarking (in Anin~adversiones
Indicae, VII, JRASB, NS, X X V I , 1930)
that in some Tantras, particularly those con.
nected with bDe mc8og, some yoginis are
present, of a monstruous aspect, almost always
having animals' heads, some of which bear a
strange name, lattla.
I naturally thought of the Tibetan Iha
ma, "goddess,, , and I supposed that the
compilers of these Taqna had drawn the
names from a Tibetan population and their
native cults, in which feminine deities of a
terrific character are not rare.
A short time afier, Bagchi published some
chapters of the Jayadrath~~amalatantra,a text
of the VIIIth century ( I H Q , 1931, p. I K),
containing words which (although not all of
them can be identified with certainty) point
to the same region as the centre of their origin.
Thus, through other channels, a tradition
to which Indian sources, both Shivaite and
p a

Buddhist, clearly bear witness, came to be
confirmed : the tradition that Nigarjuna
(evidently the Siddha) introduced into the
Mahiyina a feminine deity, Ekajap, later
considered as an aspect of T a d , talung her
liturgy from the Bhoya, i. e. the Tibetans.
Other lundred Tantric texts further confirm
this tradition: for instance, in the Dakarnava,
tantra (bKa' agyur, rgyud, ga, p. 225) Tibet,
Bod yul, is included in the 24 countries
localized in the skeleton during the meditative
process: they begin with Uddiyina and close
with Malaya and Pullira. Bod yul is placed
near K'a c'e, Kashmir.
Thus we have new instances of the Tantric
masters' broadlminded receptiveness, due per.
haps also to reasons of propaganda among the
backward fiontier populations. These masters
did not hesitate to insert in their experiences
foreign deities, which they purged of their
primitive crudeness and transformed into
secret symbols, as they daringly built up their
complex gnosis.
In course of time this Tantric literature
developed unresaictedly, displaying the same
luxuriant gowth in the Shivaitic and in the
Buddhist sects, with natural contaminations
and analogies, which cannot seem surprising
afier what has been said above. Both schools
interpreted with the same intentions an iden.
tical religious enthusiasm, drew their inspi.
ration from the same experiences and gave
the same interpretation to the spiritual urge
of the masses, which at that time expressed
their intuitions and expectations in that very
form. This also explains the iconographic
analogy of many of these gods, issuing as
from an inexhaustible source, out of the
exalted imagination of devotees. Buddhism,
when it abandons the human form and multi.
plies the heads and arms of its divinities,
copies Hinduism extensively; certain Tantric
images, like Hilah5livalokiteivara, Nilakan.
~hivalokiteivara. clearly are contaminations
with Shiva; Brahmi, on the other hand, has
influenced Maiijuiri, as Foucher had already

pointed out with his keen perception. The
same may also be said of Kartikeya; hence the
M M T , I, p. 45, assigns to MaiijuSri a peacock
as his symbol and calls him MaEjuSrikirtikeya.
The best known Hindu deities are admitted
wholesale into Buddhism, like Indra, Vad
runa, MaheJvara, Skandha, taken as keepers
of the four quarters. Kama himself, the god
of love, finds his place in the Buddhist mandala
(see Indo/Tibetica, IV, part I, p. 222).
In this atmosphere of common visions,
in this magic aura, gods are born as by a
miracle, out of ritual objects, an act of cult,
a name; the maxim nonrina numina has never
been so true as in this fantastic world.
Formulas take on an aspect, vidyas take on
a body, they become Vidyirija, Vidyidha.
ra; Hevajra, " 0 vajra,, , a common in.
vocation of the Tantric ritual, becomes a
hypostasis of Aksobhya and expresses his
omnipotence by the multiplication of his
heads and arms. The ritual offerings with
which deities are honoured during rites are
symbolized in the form of divine maidens;
thus are born these beings called by Tibetans:
rrrcJod pai lha nro, pujadevata.
O n the other hand the initiate, evoking
a divinity out of the bottom of his heart
and awaiting its epiphany in confidence and
awe, interpreted as true revelations the images
appearing before him when he had fallen into
the trance of ecstasy.
A l l this explains how gods came to be
multiplied and, with them, liturgies, sadhana.
means of propitiating them and obtaining their
beatific vision or their help. Then, when the
Tantric schools accepted the religious intub
tions still living in the masses, they embraced,
with their tolerant universalism, India's na/
tive deities and even, as we have seen, those
of countries outside India, inserted them into
the mandalas and turned them into accolytes
of their chief gods. A s the diaspora of Bud/
dhism progressed in this direction, V a j r a ~
yina found itself invaded by numberless troops
of divine and fiendish beings, not rarely of

a ~OnstruoUS appearence, very
in a
female form: diluni, yogini, yakgini, rnitrkl,
Sabari, C u n d i , the A m b i and
terrible and angry but easily blandished,
Once their Secret nature or propitiatory formulas
were known. For this reason in the literary
descriptions of the Vajrayina pantheon late
though it be, prehistorical Indian religion
survives, with its old deities of the tribes
and villages.
~
They are assimilated to M a h ~ y m a 'more
serene and solemn deities and they represent
their warlike and esoteric aspect; hence in
the Tantras we are confronted with one of
the richest mines of Indian foklore, in which
the oldest religious fund of India has got a new
lease of luxuriant life.
So it is clear that although many Tantras
have a high mystical meaning, many others
can be forced back to such a purity and depth
only by a conscious effort of a prejudiced
mind. For, if many Tantras are inspired by
the conceptions I have stated, many other re,
main nothing more than formularies of magic,
collections of recipes tending to promote the
devotee's prosperity and to harm his enemies:
digests of the six karma, viz. six magical
actions, having nothing in common with the
subtleties of gnosis or with s~teriolo~ical
practices. Such, for instance is, largely,
the Maiijuirimiilatantra, in which the Buddha
descends to the level of a witchJdoctor,
revealing uidya by which any miracle, and
even any crime, can be performed. In these
texts, truly. the formula may be used also
to hurt and slay an enemy, and the d i a ~
lectical ability of the commentators cannot
overcome our astonishment at such new and
unexpected orientations of Buddhism. In
the Mabaparinirvanasiitra (Taish6, ed. n. 374,
vol. XII, p. 3 82 a) violation of the principle
of ahinlsa is overlooked, if other interests, as
the community's very existence, are at stake0
it is true, but these Tantric texts place ritual
at the service of unclean passion and mean
personal advantage.

such ideas had never become extinct in
India, but as it happens in all periods of spi,
ritual exertions, they were now revived more
luxuriantly; gnosis, itself the symptom of a
deep religious torment, took possession of them.
~ 1 the1 Tantras, both Shivaite and Buddhist,
are invaded by these ideas. Thus Shivaism
and Buddhism met the masses halfway, they
conquered the lowest strata of the people and
vied with each other in complying with this
yearning for mystery, this logic of magic; in
the MMT, I, p. 34, the Buddha declares that
he has revealed the Shivaite and Vishnuite
Tantras as a means of conquering minds
which could be converted through those
symbols. By these bold statements, Tantric
Buddhism allied itself with Shivaism, accep~
ted it as an experience lower than its own
but nevertheless not entirely made up of
darkness and error, indeed almost as the first
step to future redemption. Buddhism, hav,
ing accomplished its glorious conquest of
Asia, approached the humblest classes and
the aboriginal populations, where those ideas
It accepted their
tenaciously flourished.
monstruous deities, fearful in their primitive
savageness, and gave a name and a cleavcut
status to their witchcrafi.
At other times the two currents came into
violent conflict; the Tantric schools, Shivaite
and Buddhist, strove as rivals to conquer
the soul of the masses, saturated with those
ideas but uncertain as to the choice of sym,
bols. Buddhism mostly accepts the gods
of Hinduism, as we have seen, inserting them
as acolytes among its own gods; it places
them outside and around the mandalas as
lnrlkikas; being worldly, they belong to the
world of passions, to the " becoming ,. ,
and cannot enter the mandala, which esta~
blishes a boundary line between the samsaric
plane and the sphere tra~lscetldingit, the sphere
of being. But in other cases, confronted by
the hostile attitude of Hindu circles, Bud,
dhism decided to declare its superiority over
those gods in a striking manner, by having

its own gods trample upon them: hence bDe
mc'og, Hevajra, Vajrabhairava, dance on
the bodies of U m i . MaheSvara, Ganapati.
In these cases the attitude of Buddhism is
changed: in the first case a difference of planes
had been made, by virtue of which the nir,
vanic plane transcended the samsaric plane
ips0 facto.
In the latter plane gods share the
fate of all that is subject to change and are
overthrown not as hostile forces but because
they partake of an illusive existence, which
must be entirely surpassed. But in other
Tantras (almost all belonging to the Anut,
tarayoga class) the relation between the two
religions is stated to be one of strife and
antithesis, as between two contrary forces.
They fight to conquer the world, as for
instance in the account of the rivalry between
K~labhairavaand bDe mc'og.
In the Dvipara cosmic aeon, Drag po
rdo rje +jigs byed nag po was in the centre
of the Jambudvipa, in Magadha, joined to
Dus mts'an mo nag mo. K d i . Then four
gods, descended from heaven, and four Dri za
(Gandharva), took possession of eight places
, places of atmosphere;
in the J a m b u d v i ~ a the
four gNod sbyin (Yaksa) and four Srin mo
(Raksasi) took possession of eight places on
earth, which were the earthly places; four
K l u (Nags) and four Lha ma yin (Asura)
took possession of the subterranean regions,
and these were the four underground places.
Then these 24 beings wished to take pow
session of the three spheres of intermediate,
celestial and subterranean existence, so they
invited Lha dban p'yug c'en po (MaheSvaraj
and did him great honour; but as he did
not want to interrupt his copulation with
Uma, he sent on earth, as his incarnations,
24 liila which appeared in the places held
by those beings and became the objects of
their worship.
A s may be seen, the universe is imagined
as a mandala, unfolding round Magadha,
extending and irradiating, with its partitions,
over all the chief and intermediate points of

space: the earth, the Jambudvipa, is a great
Shivaite mandala, of which Mahes'vara takes
possession through his emanations. But
when the time of Drag po +jigs byed nag po's
submission came, supreme truth, the Dhar.
mak~ya, emanated, as sprul sku, Heruka,
who miraculously appeared on the top of
Sumeru, viz. on a plane superior to the earth,
on the apex of cosmos; as an embodiment of
the Dharmakaya, the five Buddhas of the
pentad came to him, causing miraculous
apparitions, which formed his sprul &or.
Then the Sambhogakiya appeared, mani,
festing himself as bDe mc'og, who trampled
Drag po +jigs byed and Dus mts'an mo
underfoot. Under such a terrible pressure,
they were both converted and their retinue
was replaced by the miraculous retinue of
the new epiphany. A s may be seen, we
have here a translation into mythical symbols,
expressed in the language of the mandala,
of a transfer of possession : the Buddhist
cosmos replaces the Shivaite cosmos. The
struggle between the two religions is transpose
ed in the mythological field; the expectation
is projected by some schools in the remote
past, as an actual fact (BUSTON,rGyud sde
spy; rnairi g2ag bsdus pa rgyud sde rin po c'ei gter
sgo abyed yai sde irrig, complete works, p'a,
p. so; he takes as his basis Slob dpon rdo
rje's commentary on b D e nrr'og nluri dui rgyud,
CORDER,
C a t . , I, p. 29, n. 8).
The same snuggle between Mahes'vara
and Vajrapani, which has assumed Hum.
kara's appearence, is the subject of some
chapters in the TattunsariIraha, and there too
it ends with the defeat of Shiva and his
mate; and then with their conversion (see
Indo Tibetica, vol. I , Appendix).
O n other occasions, on the contrary, there
is an absorption by Buddhism, of deities
which had nothing to do with it: this is
obtained by recourse to a bold mythology,
which justifies the insertion of these new
divinities among the Buddha's acolytes.
A typical instance is that contained in the
/

Mk'a' agro ttra me h (bar la; rgyud, Dakjnj,adni,
jihudjndatantra, dedicated to the fire,tongued
Kali, Jvalamukhi. The first part of this
Tantra has a puranic character, it tells
how in the times of the struggle bemeen the
Asuras and the Gods, P'yag na rdo rje, to
help the latter, created Umi. U m i became
united to Mahideva (SOin the Tibetan text)
and gave birth to Mahikala and Cimundi,
who with her sword cut off the head of Hi,
rannaketa (HiranyakeSa). Then she assu,
med the name of Parnas'avari and D U ~
ma. The gods laid waste the city of La&a;
DaSagriva and his sister r N a la rtse survived
the destruction; the latter was given in mar,
riage by her brother to Mahideva, taking
the vow that one day he might become the
lord of gods and men. The nuptials took
place and Remati was born; she was placed
in D u n skyon ma's service. Das'agriva in
the meantime fell in love with Dun skyoh
ma and threatened to kill himself if he could
not obtain her. The gods went to L*ki
to see the fight between the ape dBal le (Balin)
and mGrin bzan (Sugriva), and on that
occasion DaSagriva was able to kidnap Dun
skyon ma by a stratagem, as she had forgotten
Umi's warnings. U m i then cursed the
goddess who had disobeyed her, and so the
latter, changed into an ogress, fed on human
flesh and rode a donkey. The same fate is
in store for Remati, who followed her mis.
tress. They stole Das'agriva's sword, call
led sdigpa can, and the riches of the Riksasa,
which they placed in a mongoose~skinbag.
They fled, pursued by the Raksasa, and alter
roaming about they came to Mount rDo sol,
on the shore of the Ocean, where they ate
human flesh and their own adulterine off/
spring. Then they invoked $in rje 2nd
took the vow that, on being born again, they
would accept the Buddhist faith, one becorn)
ing +Dad k'ams dban p'yug ma, and Re'
mati as her handmaid. ASsoon as the)' had
framed this vow, a great and sudden wind
threw them into the sea; Dun skyon ma was

born again as the daughter of &in rjei lha
mt*u can; she was united to $in

rje ma ru
rtse and gave birth to b D ~ dk'ram nag PO.
She also had the tai1,eyed ass as her mount.
In the same way Remati was born in the
sea as a sea,monster, but after nine days she
died and once more saw the light as the
adulterine daughter of the fiend (bd~d) Ri
ti
iiag and of Dran po dban byed: to
collceal their sin, her parents hid her in a
secret palace, on a throne of corpses, placing
to p a r d her door Lag rin and N a m gru,
armed with clubs and other fiends. But
JO mo (Dun skyon ma) went in search of
her; Remati too wished to join her former
mistress, so she came out of ther hiding,
place, talung with her her father's club (k'ranr
ban, nag PO)and her mother's knife,grigu; then
she murdered a shepherdess and made a belt
out of her skin.
She lay with a bTsan skya rdo rje zla
ba, and got fiom him as a reward seven black
and white dice (To rdo) he had in his hands;
then she found D u n skyon ma on the sea
shore; the ass gva pa, Jo mo's mount, covered
a mare with teeth of copper, also of the rak,
sasa's race, which gave birth to a blue mule,
having wings of the wind; it became Re,
mati's mount. They both took the vow of
attaining enlightenment and so they went
to the brahman mC'og sred, who advised
them to turn to Ekajayi and to gain her
favour by lengthy meditations. They did so.
Ekaja!~ was satisfied and finally appeared:
she gave Jo mo the name of Mahakdi and
her handmaid that of Remati, conferring
upon them lordship over the spheres of
desire (Kamadhatu).'75)
Then the goddesses of the earth, Sai 1ha
mo and Nam gru, with her seven brothers,
also submitted (bKd agyur, "01. i a , p. 329).
In this struggle for possession of the world,
must we see the influence of Iranian concep,
tions, having their centre in the clash between
the principles of good and evil, fatally oppo,
sed and hostile? The fact that some Tantras

stressing this struggle, have probably been
composed on India's NorthlWestern frontier,
might suggest an affirmative answer. But we
must not forget what we already said, viz.
that the Tantras draw very largely from the
inexhaustible fund of Indian folklore and
therefore often put us on our guard against
rash conclusions; rather they remind us of an
ancient subject, the struggle between Gods and
Asuras, which ancient Buddhism had toned
down. Now, as the old bedrock again came
to the surface in this literature and in the
prevailing syncretism of those times, the old
story again appeared, of course adapted to the
Buddhist atmosphere. For this reason, if Iranian
influences have been present, they have served
to renew ancient traditions, but have become
merged with them to such a point, that they
are no longer recognizable.
It must be added that all the complexities
of Hindu ritualistic, the piija with its eight
or sixteen kinds of offerings, the libations
(honra), the sacrificial fire lit with a special
wood in pits purposely dug (kunda), were
now turned over to the Tantric cult which
took possession of them and copied them.
The cult to the Tantric Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas does not differ in any manner
fiom that by which Hindu devotees honoured
their deities, to the exclusion, of course, of
the bloody sacrifice, which Buddhism, as
well as Vishnuism, always condemns as a
sinful practice.
So that this invasion and spread of Tan,
trism now threatened to transform Buddhism
entirely and to consign its fundamental prim
ciples to oblivion. The line of demarcation
between Buddhism and Hinduism was break,
ing down. But at this point the masters of
Vajrayina attempted an interpretation of the
Tantras which their Tibetan epigones have
glossed without adding anything of their own,
except, perhaps, greater order and clarity :
an admirable effort accomplished by these
scholars to impart to a contradictory literature
a coherent meaning, adapted to Mahayrna

philosophisms and to its soteriological theories;
thcy brought order into this chaos, where
the noblest depths of gnosis were linked to
the most loathsome obscenities and to the
crudest superstitions. The scholars classified,
interpreted, found allegorical meanings. A s
Nigirjuna and Asariga, in the 11th century
A. D., had developed out of the sutras of the
Mahiyina a coherent system, which laid the
foundation of later dogmatics, so the Siddhas
and the nraryas of Vajrayina, from the VIIth
to the XIth century, put this literature in
order and classified it.
Over that misshapen world, blissful and
dreadful at times they blew gusts ofwind which
shattered and levelled every thing: it was the
wind of iiinya, " void ,,, in which all appea.
rences vanish. Gods and fiends, in reality, do
not exist, so the Bar do t'os p o l says, summing
up Indian exegesis tansplanted into the Coun.
try of Snows; they are a creation of our fancy
moved by karma; images, not things. Those
masters boldly joined Tantric experience to
mahiyinic speculation; they aimed at a theo.
retical justification of those wavering and
subjective intuitions.
Thus the system of the third Vehicle was
born and fashioned; it is called by different
names: Vajrayina, Mantrayina, Phalayana,
Vidyidharayana, G ~ h y a m a n t r a ~ i n a Vajra.
.
yina, because the supreme reality with which
unification is sought is alhedya, unbreaka.
ble like a diamond, and because the gnosis
leading to it is diamondlpure.
It is also called Mantrayina because the
mantras, an essential element of its liturgy, are
used therein. A n d also Vidyidhara because
vidya is the secret formula, the knowledge of
its power and its use, the embodiment, in
sounds, of the god we turn to; ollly the fol.
lowers of the tantric schools boast of being its
exclusive possessors and masters. Hence the
Tantras represent the fourth ~ i t a k a uidyadhara.
,
pitaka " the Collection of esoteric texts ,,. The
Tantras are also called Phalayina, because in
respect of the Prajiiipiramiti, the quintessence

and the point of departure of the ~
~
h
schools proper, they represent the fruit and the
conclusion, while the former is the cause.
Being confronted with such a large
tity of Tantric texts, constantly increasing,
the followers of the Vajrayina not only
worked out a system in a coherent form, which
should not sharply contrast with Buddhist
principles, but they attempted a classification,
Although the religious intuition, at the hot,
tom, is the same, and the symbols through
which the Tantras find expression are similar,
it is impossible not to notice a certain
rence in the liturgy they recommend, in the
pre.eminence they give to one group of gods
and symbols over another, in the way they
stress some particular theories. Precisely for
this reason these masters divided the Tantras
into classes, according to their contents, to the
subjectmatter, while external and chronolo.
gicd standards, which have never greatly
interested Indians, were considered less iml
portant. I do not mean that the compilers
of the Tantras, whoever they were, when they
composed these books circulated later as
revelations of the Buddha, had reached cer.
tain exact models and schemes and endea.
voured to adapt their works to them. Such
a classification was made later, when most
of Tantric literature was already concluded,
and it was based on likenesses between Tan.
tras, justified by the same manner of ex.
pressing certain intuitions and of presenting
certain rites. So that the classification has
a value we might call retrospective and
a posteriori, it is the fruit of a reflection which
was, however, generally accepted. 1 say gene.
rally because not all the schools were agreed
011 the fundamental types of Tantras 2nd on
their characteristics. But, as we shall see*
the classification is right, in the sense that
it is based on an actual difference of contents
and of trends.
The most common classification is into
four groups : Kriyli (Bya), Caryn' (spyod), Yola
(rNa1 abyor), Anuttara (Bla nu 111ed). Respecting
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the difference between these groups, Buston,
alluding in particular to Sakyamitra's and
~ n ~ n d ~ ~ a r b theories,
ha's
lays down six
points: I ) When the Buddha took for the first
time, for each group of Tantras, the vow of
enlightenment; 2) how, through the cosmic
aeons, he heaped up the merit (punyasarrrbhara)
which led him to enlightenment; 3) how he
aaained enlightenment; 4) how and where
he preached ; 5 ) who edited the Tantras;
6 ) how l o n ~the teaching set forth in the
Tantras will last. The first two points do not
particularlydiffer, as they generally follow the
rnahiyinic conceptions of bodhicittotpada (ha,
rning of a vow to attain supreme enlighten.
and of the indissoluble duplicity of this
thought of enlightenment, resulting out of corn,
passion and gnosis joined together. A greater
difference is noticeable on the other points.
The Kriyitantras say that their preaching takes
place in different localities, according as we
consider one or another of the mystical fami,
lies in which they divide the gods: for the
Tathagatas' family the revelation took place
in the Akanisyha, for the Lotus family in Po0
tala, for the Vajra family in Alaka, for the
Gem family in Sudhana, for the family of
prosperity in Kapila, for the worldly family in
several places.
For the Caryatantra, afier supreme enligh,
tenment had taken place in the Akanistha.
the Buddha is said to have revealed the Carya,
tantras there, next he revealed the Mantras to the
Paranirmitavas'avaain gods and on Sumeru;
finally, appearing among men in an illusory
body, he put into the hands of created beings
this instrument of salvation. A s to the Yoga,
tantras two theories were current in India:
according to Sakyamitra the Buddha attained
supreme enlightenment in the Akanisyha, while
projecting his illusory body in Bodhgayi;
according to Anandagarbha, the Buddha.
who had attained enlightenment since time
out of memory, projected himself with an
illusory body as Sikyamuni. The revelation
ofthe Yogatantra is said to have taken place

on Sumeru, the Buddha having taken Vai,
rocana's form, or elsewhere under different
shapes; next he was reabsorbed into Vairocana
of the Akanisyha and on earth, in the Jambud.
vipa, he showed, in the body of maturation
(strlin /us) the illusory development of his life.
According to the Anuttaratantra the Bud.
dha had attained enlightenment since time
out of memory; Sa~irthasiddha's figure is
his illusory body; the persons mentioned by
the tradition of the Lesser Vehicle are all
the projections of gods, MaiijuSri, LokeSvara.
etc. H e reveals the Law contained in the
Anuttaratantras wherever there are persons
who can be converted through them, but
precisely because of the diversity of creatures,
the Anuttaratantras are of three lunds; a) Tan.
tras based on the means (upayatatitra) like the
CuhyasamlSja, for those in whom passion is
strong, or who incline to the cult of the Hindu
gods, like Vishnu; this class of Tantras was
revealed in Uddiyana; b) Tantras based on
gnosis (prajiirit.) like bDe mc'og or Heruka or
Hevajra, revealed in Magadha or on Sumeru;
Tantras centering on non0duality (advayat.)
like the Kilacakra, revealed in Sambhala.
For the Kriyitantras, the editor is Vajrapini
or Ananda, who is nothing but a manifestad
tion of Vajrapini himself; this also applies
to the Caryitantras; for the others, theories
vary. A s to their duration, the Kriyitantras
will last as long as the Law remains in the
world; so will the Caryitantras and the Yoga.
tantras; however these will remain in the Aka,
nisyha when the Law has disappeared from
among men. Among the Anuttara, the
Upiyatantras will predominate as long as the
world lasts and they will perish with it when,
at the end of the aeons, it perishes in a con,
flagration; the others, at the end of the world,
will transmigrate elsewhere.
But all these differences are based on
external circumstances, hence they are largely
a matter of form. There are, on the other hand,
differences of substance and contents, which
must now be dealt with.

The Kriyiitantras are based on an external
practices, on formulas, propitiatory rites, ma.
gical liturgies, the contemplation of the gods'
images painted on yata; they do not insist on
an interior palingenesis.
In the Caryatantras an equilibrium of exter.
nal practices, physical and verbal, prevails; viz.
liturgies and formulas and internal meditation,
the exercise of snnradhi.
The Yogatantras consist in yoga. or praxis
(ryaya) joined to gnosis (prajn'n), but internally,
in the initiate's heart, hence in a meditative
principle, so that the mantra is no longer the
simple recital of formulas; it is an under.
standing of the mystical meaning of sound,
its vibrations and its cosmical correlations.
The Anuttaratantras stress the identity be.
tween rpyn and gnosis as a reintegration of
the absolute through the experience of duality.
Such a classification is not completely arbi.
trary; it starts fiom an intrinsic difference in the
contents of the different Tantras, which will not
escape anyone considering them with attention
and comparing them one to the an~ther.''~)
Clearly this is very important. This va.
riety in the purposes and trends of Tantric
literature should restrain us fiom hasty gene/
ralizations concerning the character, contents
c
and also con.
and age of the ~ a n i i cycles
cerning the deities on which their experiences
are based. So, for instance, all of Tantrism
cannot be brought under Vairocana's symbol,
(as ofien is said), which is secundaq in the
MMT and appears only incidentally in all
the Tantra of the Kriyztantra group.
Nearly all the Tantras of the Anuttara class
centre round the symbol of Aksobhya or of
his hypostases: Heruka, Hevajra, Cuhyasa.
mija, although, as in the latter's case, oscil.
lations are frequent and the supreme Tatha.
gata, the germinal point, outside time and
space.- from which issue the five directions
of the cosmogram, symbolized by the 5 Bud,
dhas, may assume the name of Mahivairo.
cana. Vajradhara, Vajrasattva, etc. Akso.
bhya's superiority is shown, in fact in some

mandalas of this class by his appearence over
the heads of the other four Buddhas: this
pre/eminence is given to him because he
symbolizes the vFdna, individuated thought,
to which (as to their psychical centre) the
other four components of human personalinl
are subjected. But this Aksobhya, who thus
occupies the centre of the mandala, in his
turn has over his head an image of Vajra,
sattva, the supreme source, to point out
that the vqn'ana itself leans on bodhi = Vajra,
sattva = nonduality of" void and compassion,,
(l+aj~opayaviniicayasiddhi, p. 42).
Vairocana, on the contrary, stands out
unrivalled in the group of the Yogatantras,
precisely those introduced into China by
Vajrabodhi and Amoghavajra; they are more
widely known than the others, through their
Shingon interpretation and partial studies in
European languages on them. The iakti or
nrudrd, viz. the god's mate, indissolubly bound
to him and cooperating with him in the sym.
bology of the Vajrayiina's soteriological process,
generally is to be found beginning fiom the
Yogatantras, while the same iakti or nrudra, as
a necessary element in the liturgical drama, is
a peculiar characteristic of the Anuttaratantras.
The various groups of Tantras are next
distinguished by the number of rigs viz. the
mystical families in which they divide and
include their gods, hence implicitly the classes
of things and creatures constantly related to
them by nature and by inclination.
such " families ,, may be five or six. In
the Yogatantras they are:
Satis rgyas (Buddha) : Vairocana.
rDo rje (Vajra): Aksobhya.
3. Rin c'en (Gem): Ratnasambhava.
4. C'OS(or Pad ma), (Law, or LO~US):
Amit~bha.
5. Las (action): Amoghasiddhi.
I.

2.

I

In the Anuttaratantra:
I.

2.

De biin giegs (Tath~gata):Vairocana.
Padma (Lotus): Amitiibha.

3. rDo rje (Vajra): Aksobhya.
4. Nor bu (Gem): Ratnasambhava.
5. rGyas rigs (Expanded): Amoghasiddhi.
6 . +Jig rten rigs (Wordly): Cods and Asura.

The difference between these two lists is
very small: the sixth family ofthe second group
is introduced in order to receive into the Bud,
symbology and mythology the Hindu
deities and to build a new bridge between
the w o doctrines. In fact the quinary scheme
of the mandala that is, of the tempora1,and.
spatial expansion of the first principle predo.
rninates as usual; this scheme cannot possibly
have penetrated and developed in Buddhism
before the latter had reached the identification
beween the Buddha and the absolute Being,
consequently conceiving the Buddha as the
supreme essence: the quinary series was then
symbolically expressed in the image of the
b en tad, whose iconography developed out of
a duplication and multiplication of the image
of Sikyamuni obtaining supreme enlighten,
ment: Amitiibha is the Buddha meditating in
Bodhgayi; Aksobhya "the unshakeable one ,,,
the Buddha on the Diamond seat as parta.
king of bodhi, from which there is no decay;
Vairocana, the preaching Buddha, diffusing
light out of his person; Ratnasambhava, the
Buddha as he who vouchsafes the supreme
gifi of the Law; Amoghasiddhi, the infal,
lible, inasmuch as the doctrine is the supreme
defence and supreme fulfilment. This is
a multiplication which Buddhism reached
but slowly (in the Saddharrrrapunaarikn for
instance, only Amitabha and Aksobhya
appear), under the pressure of those same
panindian conceptions which led Shivaism
to formulate the fivefold aspect of Shiva or
of his powers : cit,iakti, anandaiakti, icchaiakti,
jariflainkti, kri~aiaktiviz. the supreme Essence
In its tending towards the difkrentiated
world, and forming itself by degrees.
The essential difference in the contents of
the Tantras, once fittingly studied, will furnish
us with some precious evidence as to the age of

Tantric literature, literature, say not experience,
and so will contribute to cast some light on
this much~discussedproblem.
Among all these Tantras, the Bya rgyud,
Kriyvantras are undoubtedly the oldest; in
them the essential part is represented by magical
rites, by instruction on those ceremonies and
formulas to which orthodox Buddhism, in
the beginning, was hostile, but which finally
penetrated, fatally, into the community. Even
tho' official circles were against them, the
masses could not renounce certain ideas which
no criticism could root out of their conscious^
ness and to which men willingly yielded whe,
never other means seemed to fail them. Thus
the Prakrtyavadana, translated into Chinese as
an independent sktra Mo t'eng cb'ieh ching (LEVI,
T P , 1907) by C h u L u yen, since 230 A. D.,
was then included into the Divyivadina.
The dharani on the other hand originally
had a mnemonical character, " The dharani
are used to epitomize the sijtras: they are the
short cut to enlightenment and the lucky sea
to release,, (Life of Subhakarasimha, HJAS, 45,
p. 258) and were considered the synthesis of
the doctrine (ch. Mahasannipata, Taish6 ed..
vol. XIII, p. 22); they were believed to pow
sess, for this reason, a miracle~worlungpower,
the power of the magical word, and became
more and more bound up with magical
liturgy : in Larikavatarasfitra, p. 261, they are
raksa, they protect the believers (nu tnsya kaicid
uvntaram lapsyate), in the Ta k'ung cb'ueh chorr
ruang ching, translated by I ching, they are
deified, they become vidyaraja as in the M M T ;
Fo t'u ch'eng (dead 348) and ~rimitra(first
half of the IVth century) the first translator of
the Mnhriti~ayiiri, owed their power to them
H J A S , 45, p. 243).
(see CHOUYI~LIANG,
These dharuni, then, represent the first off;,
cia1 admission, endorsed by the Buddha's
word, of a general domain of Indian culture;
a penetration of magical thought into Bud.
dhist dogma, implicitly a breach of the law
of karma: miracles now take the place of
the iron link between cause and effect in the

moral field. The recitation of some dharani
and the performance of the rites they recom)
mend can save sinners from the fulfillment of
their evil deeds; these dharani assuage disease,
which, according to the Indian conception,
is caused by a lack of humoral balance, ofien
due to the joint effects of karmic maturation
and fiendish forces. Later these powers of the
dharnni were extended to the outer world:
they do not act only on the spiritual world
by altering the course of karma; they can also
influence cosmic forces, for instance they may
produce rain, because their formulas force
the n s a s and other beings ruling over the
waters to obey them. Their power extends
even to planets and to their influxes over
men and things.
Hence it is clear that the dhdrani represent
the first kernel from which the Tantras
developed, so that the passage from Mahayana
to Tantric gnosis takes place warily and
imperceptibly, with the support ofsome works
attributed to the Buddha himself by the
Buddhist communities, who no longer hesi~
tated to profess openly beliefs expressing the
common fund of Indian religious experience.
Tantrism then matured in the M a h ~ ~
nic environment, little by little, out of this
invasion and prevalence of magical thought.
which breaks, as I have remarked, the law
of karma: when the Mahayanasiitra declare
that their recitation helps to annul the greatest
sins and to confer the greatest benefits, a
breach has been opened: the process, from
now on, will develop uninterruptedly.
N o w we still find that it is difficult to
ascertain when Tantrism arose, in its literary
formulation; nevertheless there is no doubt
that the dharani were the first codification of
the ideas underlying it: the Tantras begin with
them. W e can go even further and admit.
with the Buddhist commentators and editors,
that some Mahiyinasutra or parts of them
may be considered as Tantras, Kriyatantras.
Such, for instance, is the case with the Suuar.
naprabbdsasiitr~ and with the chapters on the

in the Larikduatara, both incuded by the
Vajrayana masters among the Kriyatantra.
Hence the standard adopted by Buddhist
scholars to classify the Tantras is not
trary: there is no doubt that the Kriyatantras
appear much simpler than the Tantras of
the remaining classes: their magic and their
rites ignore the liturgical and psychological
complications of the other groups of Tantras;
they are satisfied with drawing on a para the
deities whose intervention is evoked, and to
recite the invocations of their names and he
mantras (jdpa), but there is no trace in them
of the Halhayoga's exoterisms, of the inte,
rior processes of evocation produced in the
utpattikrama and in the sarilpannakrarr~a of the
Yogatantras. I n this last group of Tantras
the magical rite tending to obtain an imme/
diate siddhi, power or prodigy, is replaced by
soteriological contents; they imply a construe,
tion of the world which the Kriyatantras
do not deal with. This is confirmed by the
Chinese translations, in which versions of the
dharani or of kindred Tantric works precede
the penetration of the Yogatantras, which took
lace in Vajrabodhi's and Amoghavajra's
in the VIIth century.
atimes,
~
The Kriyat. differ from the other Tantras,
in which a soteriology is linked as a fun)
damental part, expressed or implied, to the
above element. These new Tantras are no
longer concerned with momentary breaks in
the karmic law, they strive to obtain, through
their own methods, consubstantiation with
the cosmic forces, and hence pnrdurtti, revul~
sion from the phenomenic plane to the plane
of the absolute, in an immediate manner; the)'
are, as we have said, the speedy path. They
are no longer simply magic; magic is presents
but it is a secundary element, a consequence of
having attained unification with the Whole.
They presuppose a Buddhology partly differing
from the old one, and above all a new soteriO'
logy; their praxis is subordinated to the latter.
In these texts the true gnostic element
is inserted, viz. the attempt to translate the
dbdrani

theological system into a psychological force
capable of moving the soul's utmost depths
through the artifice of a complex liturgical
drama, arousing those selfisuggestive states
which leave lasting traces in all who have
experienced them. A s compared to the
visions and hallucinations evoked by this
drama, all logical and dialectic constructions
recede into the background: anyone who
has gone through the rites, fascinated by the
particular psychological conditions experienc,
ed, naturally becomes convinced, due to those
same experiences, that he is another man,
already above the intellective knowledge of
those nuths the texts suggested to him: for,
merly he knew them, now he possesses them,
they have become life within him.
The Yogatantras hence represent the se,
cond, perhaps most creative period of Tantric
elaboration; we do not know when their
principles were codified from a literary point
of view, but there is no doubt that among
all the Tantras, the Tattvasaiqraha has stylistical
characters which link it to the style of the
sitras. Probably this elaboration took place
about the V I t h ~ v I I t hcentury, a short time
before Chih t'ung, Atigupta and Punyodaya,
Vajrabodhi's and Amoghavajra's forerunners,
became in China apostles of the Tantras all
belonging to the cycle of Yogatantra.
This seems to be confirmed by a letter of
Wu Hsing 9% f i whom I Ching met in India
before 685, and who died in India. In it he
says " Now there is this novelty, the teaching
of the mantra Chen yen
$ which is in
great honour all over the country ,,. (LM LI
KOUANC, JA, 1935. V O ~ . C C X X V I I , p. 83).
Whatever the case may be, this attempt to
confer on rites no longer a magical meaning,
but s~teriolo~ical
contents, is evident in the
Yogatantras. In fact the dharuni are intro,
duced in the Tattvasaigraha, but with the well,
defined meaning of various moments of libe,
rating truth; each corresponds to a successive
stage of that awareness which must make the
initiated consubstantiated with the supreme

essence. When the bodhisama Sarvarthasid,
dha asked the Tathagatas (Tattvasai~raha,mss..
p. 14) how he should attain this supreme es,
sence and what it is (htbam pratipadyami kidriam
tattvam) they reveal to him a mantra whose
meditation will lead him to the discrimina,
tion of the citta (cittapratyaveklana).viz. om citta,
prativedham karonri, that is " O m , I understand
exactly what this thought is ,,. The person
seeking initiation must realize the fundamen,
tal principle of Mahiyiina and Vajray~na:
that human thought is a pure and glowing
essence, without reflections and colours, but
that it is tarnished by occasional stains, so
that it breaks up, illusorily, into a subject
and its object; then, the neophyte visualizes
this truth, so that it may become transformed
into an efficient experience, by imagining, in
the lunar mandala of his own heart, sixteen
vowels, a symbol of the I6 kinds of "void..
and of the unsubstantiality of all things. In
the mandala's symbology, viz. in one of the
elements, even tho' exterior, of meditation,
this moment is symbolized by Aksobhya.
The second formula is: om bodhkittam utpa,
dayanri, " I take the vow of being able to
attain supreme enlightenment ,,, and this last
is understood in the sense of consubstantia,
tion with supreme truth, because bodhi, in this
school, means not so much enlightenment
as the Buddhic consciousness itself, intensely
bright. Then the neophyte visualizes, above
the first mandala, in the interior of his heart,
another lotus, with the various consonants
above it: knli. Thus is realized the occasional
character of the stains which tarnish that
consciousness and they become eliminated.
The third formula: Om tiltha vqra, " O m ,
be firm, vajra ,, , serves to make the thought
of enlightenment unshakeable. The person
seehng initiation then sees in the mandala, in
in the interior of his own heart, a fivebranched
vajra, corresponding to the 5 Buddhas and
to the 5 gnoses related to them: this vajra, in
fact, symbolizes the cpintessential (sn'iri po)
nature of all the Tath~gatasand is the premise

by which all created beings can return to their
essential nature.
The fourth formula: Om vajratmqko rbar~~,
om. I am made of vajra ,,, points to the
identity of the threefold adamantine essence of
the initiated in its threefold aspect of physical
plane, verbal plane and spiritual plane, with
the threefold adamantine essence of all the
Tathigatas.
In the mystical symbology of the Tantras
this moment is expressed by the greeting of
the Tathigatas, arrived fiom all the points of
space, to the bodhisattva: vajradhatur. In the
liturgical drama this moment corresponds to
the baptism of the name, when the initiatic
name is conferred upon the neophyte.
With the fihh formula: om yatha sarva.
tathagatas tathahanr, " om, like all the T h a ~
thagatas, even so am I ,,, the disciple realizes
his own identity with all the Buddhas; he
becomes consubstantiated with Vairocana,
who, in his turn, is the synthesis of all the
Buddhas, namely the Dharmakiiya.
Here, as may be seen, we are really on a
plane very different tiom that of the Kriyi.
tantras: in these formulas the process of a
mystical asceticism which has its premises in
Mahiiyina dogmatics, is outlined and which
Tantric liturgy tries to translate into psycho.
logical experience with the assistance of visive
symbols, like the mandala, and of mental
concentration.
This Vajrayiina religion has not been co.
dified into an organic and systematic summa:
unlike Mahiiy~na,Vajrayina did not have, at
an early stage, its precise and certain dogma.
tical formulation. The two trends, though
starting fiom lundred ~rinciplesand tending
to the same end, had very different contents: in
Mantrayina psychological experience, indivi.
dual and inexpressible, had taken the upper
hand. Mantrayiina is not dialectic but, as we
have said, it is founded on subjective intuitions
and inner flashings, eluding any systematic
arrangement. Hence in it, instead of organic
and doctrinal expositions, we find a long series

of commentaries on the chief Tanaas or, as in
the case ofthe Siddhas' schools, initiatic lyrics,
in which the mystic, with a terminology
understandable only by his spiritual brethren,
sings of his ecstasies and hints, in devious
terms, at his laborious and blissful conquest.
I allude to those collections of adamantine
songs ,,, Vajagita or doha, forerunners of medie,
val India's mystical lyric poetry, continued by
Candidis's poetical esoterisms and surviving
in the Bihiils' passionate songs.
Vajrayina gradually clarified itsex in this
exegetic and poetical literature, the latter sum,
ming up its doctrines and helping memo,.+,
by means of verse. It also reached a son of
order, as far as order can be reconciled with
the subjectivity of its experiences. Perhaps,
if Buddhism had not begun to decline in In.
dia, we should have had, for Vajrayina also,
a work like the one Abhinavagupta made
for the ~aivasiddhinta. Owing to the rapid
decay of Indian Buddhism, these attempts at
a systematization did not take place until the
Tibetan schools flourished, faithful interpreters
of Indian gnosis.
A group of masters standing apart, cele.
brated in Indian esoteric tradition, both Bud.
dhist and Shivaite, is that of the Siddhas, "the
perfect ones,,, those that, through sadhana, have
attained siddhi, "supreme realization,, ,which
is twofold: lokottara, trascendant, because the
Siddha has become one with cosmic con.
sciousness, and laukika, earthly, worldly, a con.
sequence of the first. Having identified himself
with the principle of the Whole the Siddha in
fact acquired a miracle.working power which
enabled him to accomplish unerringly all sorts
ofmagic acts. There is a great abundance of
legends on these Siddhas, as was to be expeaed
from credulous populations, who had llever
drawn well.defined boundaries between the
real and the phantastic and lived in an eager
and confident expectation of miracles.
1ndo.Tibetan tradition has preserved some
of their biographies. The first (I) 1s en'
titled Grub t'ol brgyad cu rtsa bii; 10 "iYus

(in C R " ~ w r o r ~rnam
:
t'ar), (bsTan igjur,
LxXXVI; CORDIER,Cat., 111, p. 247 a).
A second story (11) is found in the Grub t'ob
byyad cu rtsa bfii rtogs brjod do ha ugrel pp. dati
bcaspa (ibid.). Supplementary lists are to be
found in the Grub t'ob brgyad cu rha bfii g ~ o l
!deb$ (111) by rDo rje gdan pa (bsTan Igyur,
LXXII, P. 52; CORDIER,
Cat., 111, P. 92) and
in the Grub t'ob brgyad cu rtsa bzii rtogs pai siiiti
po (;bid., LXVII, p. 34; CORDIER,
Cat., 111,
p. 225) (IV). The Grub t'ob brgyad cu rtsa bfii bri~
hb~is not to be found either in the sNar t'an
or in the Pelung editions of the bsTan agyur
(nor in the sDe dge edition since no mention of
this work is made in the TOHOKU,Cat.).
To these lists may be added a series easily
compiled out of vol. t'si, XLVIII, of the
bsTan agyur, dedicated to these Siddhas' dohn
songs; we also mention Taranatha's treatise,
translated by CRUNWEDEL
(Edel.), because this
writer generally relies on oral and written
traditions of India communicated to him by
Indian Siddhas he met or who were his masters,
foremost among them Buddhappta.
In fact there was in India a vast litera,
ture, partly anonymous, circulated among he

initiatic schools, recounting the experiences and
miracles of great ascetics; such arc, precisely,
Abhayairi's (Abhayadattatri) writings, which
correspond to bsTan agyur L X X X V I , I and
partly 2 and those works, by bZan dbari
po, dBan po byin, Bhatraghata, which Tars,
natha used. Such is also the work, some hag/
ments of which, concerning Advayavajrass
life, were discovered in Nepal and published
independently by myself (JRASB, X X V I ,
1930) and by S. LOvi (BSOS, VI, 1930832).
T o the lists contained in the above writ,
ings may be added the purely Tibetan ones.
for instance the Sa skya pa ones by ~P'agspa,
used by Rahula Srnkrityiyana (JA. 1934,
11, pp. 2188225) or the other one by SP,
pp. 14.28146, or finally the one by Klon rdol
bla ma (tsb, p. 41).
A s these Siddhas are the most eminent
personalities of medieval India's esoterism
and represent the ideal link between Shi.
vaism and Vajrayana, indeed the expression
of the same religious and mystical urge, trans,
lated through the analogous symbols, it will
be well to attempt a reconstruction of the
complete lists.

L a yi pa, L u i pi. L o h i p , f i a Ito as in the lefi column Klu grub siiin po
Lii hi p i
ba, n a i rgyu ma za ba, Nai rgyu Ito
bsol ba. Matsyantrida, Matsyendra
2. L i la pa, Lilapida, sCeg pa
Aryadeva (Padma las Darika
k'runs) Lilapa
3. Bir va pa, Bhir va pa, Virupi
Dom bhi pa
Lii yi pa (fia It0 za)
4 Dombhi, Dombi, ~ o m b h i h e r u k a ,
Pad ma vajra (sin tog L i la pa
gYun mo can
2).
5. Savara, S i b i ri pi, Ri k'rod pa, Sa.
Sa ra ha (Car mk'an) Bir va pa
do
vari
Sa ba ri pa (IV)
6. Saraha, Saruha, Rihula, Rhulabha* as in the left column mTs'o skyes rdo rje
D o m bhi pa
dra, mDa' snun. sCra gcan adsin
7. Kankali, K a m ka ri pa, Kankali
Sa va ri pa
Dombiheruka
8. Mina pa, R a pa, rDo rje iabs, Minad
Sa ra ha
Biriipa
pida, Vajrapida
9. Coraksa, Ba Ian bsrun, Ba glan rdsi
Bhusuku (in Nalendra) K O ka li
do
Corakha (IV)
I.

I1

ro. Tsau ran gi pa, C'om rkun gyi yan
lag, Caurangi
11. Vi na pi, Bhi na pa, Pi van pa, PI
van brdun.
12.sinti. RatnikaraSinti, Vajrisana
1 3. Tantipa. T'ags mk'an

14.Tsa ma ri pa, Lham mk'an, Tsa ma
ra pa, Ci m i ra
rj. s a d pa pa (for: K'ad ga pa). Ral
gri pa
16.N i gar dsu na, Klu sgrub, dPal ldan
bzan po
17.Kah na a, Nag po. Nag po spyod
pa, brTu iugs spyod pa c'en po. Ka'
na, Ka' n i pa, Kan ha pa
18.Kar na ri pi, Kineri, aP'ags [ha,
Mig gcig pa, Aryadeva
19.T'a ga na, rDsun smra ba, [Tag tu
rdsun smra ba, Stha ga na. Thagana
to. N i ro pa, Na ro !a pa, rTsa bTad pa
zr. s a li pa, sPyan ki pa, Si la a li
22.Tillo, Tilli pa, Tailopa, Te lo pa,
sNum pa, Mar nag ats'on mk'an.
Til brdun mk'an
23. Tsa ua pa. C'os k'ur nas (or: las)
blon, C a ta pa, Chatrapida
24. Bhadra, Ba da pa, bZan po
tj. K'an di pa, gRis gcig tu byed pa,
D o k'an di
26.A dso ki pa, A jo ki, Le lo can.
Ayogi
27. K a la pa, sMyon pa, K a da pa
28. Dhombi, K'rus mk'an

as in the left column rDo rje dril bu (in Bhan,
gTsan ran gi (IV)
gala)
as in the left column Nalendrapa (Ral gri byor
nus mk'a' lo gfigs)
do
Kukuripi
Tan ta pa
Sans rgyas ye Ies (in Sin
kun)
as in the left column Nag PO spyod (0
do
Khad ga (IV)
as in the left column

f

29. Kam ka

na, gDu bu can

30. Kam ba la, Lva ba p i

a, Tin ka pa, +Bras rdun
ba. Ten i i '
32. Bhandhe, Ba de, Ba ta li pa, Nor la
adsin pa (Bhindiri)
3 1. Din ka

3 3. Tan dhe pa, C'o lo pa, Tandhi. Tan.

trapi

A nan ga vaj ra
Tsau ra
V i na pa
S i n ti p i

Indrabhiiti

Tog tse pa

Niropi

Tin da pa

Tog rtse ma

Tsa ma ri pa

Tan ka la (,)

K'ad ga pa

do
T'a k'a na (IV)
as in the left column Candragomin
do
San ti pa
do
Mar me mdsad
T i lo (IV)
as in the left column

Na gar dsu na
Nag PO Pa
Aryadeva
T'a ga pa

Tai lo pa
Nag po spyod

?
do
Dhu k'an (IV)
as in the left column Bzah po
A dso ka (IV)
IS in the left column
do
Dombhi (IV)
IS in theleft column
N i g a b o d h i (ba Ian
KO ka ni
skyon)
IS in the left column
Mar me lha
IDin gi (aBras bu spyod)

Dse ta ri
do
Tentana (IV)

Sa ra ka pa (sic)

Tsa ta pa
Bha ta pa
Dho Sa nti
aDsu gi
Sa ka la
rDo rje bhi pa

/-

I

I
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I

I

I

as in the left column ?iantipi (11)
34.K U ku ri pa, K'yi k'u bo
do
T'a ga pa
35. Ku tsi pa, K u ji pa, lTag Iba can,
Kubjipi
do
Dsa Ian dhara
36. Dha ma pa, D a ma pa, T'os pai Ses
D a ma (IV)
rab bya pa
Mahila
K a ma la
37. Ma ki pa, Aa rgyal can
as
in
the
left
column
gSer
glin pa
38. A tsin ta, Dran pa med pa, bSam
mi k'yab
do
Bla va pa
39. Ba bha hi, C'us Ias 'o mo len, Bad
Ba ha (IV)
bhahi
Ni la na KO" ka na
40. Na la na, Na li na, Nili, Nali, Padmai
rtsa ba
41.Bhu su ku pa, Bhu su ku pa, 2 i Iha, as in the left column
Sintideva, Sai siiin po
Tam pa ka (rKaL mgyogs
do
42.Indrabhati, dBan poi blo, Indra*
dnos grub brries)
bhodhi
do
Bhi na
43. Me ko pa, Me go pa
++.K O !a li, Tog rtse iabs, Kotali, aDsor K e ta li (Tog rtse Su ta lo ka
pa), Kotala (IV)
adsin, sTa mo adsin, Ku!hiri
45. Kam pa ri, K a ma ri, mCar pa.
K a m ri pa (IV) Dhar ma ki a i
46.Dsa Ian da ra, Ji ri land ha, Jalan.
as in the left column K u m i ra
dhari, aDra ba adsin pa

Dva Ian da ra pa
R i hu la

47.Rihula, s e r a gcan adsin

do

Ts'au pa

Bha de pa

48. Dha rma pa, C'os pa, T'os pa can,

do

N i la pa (in Orgyan)

Tan ta pa

T'os pa ies rab can
49.Do ka ri, rDo ka ri, D h o ka ri, T o kri

do

Padmikara(Lh0 nub srin K u ku ri pa
poi k'a gnon rndsad)
K u d ma li
1

50. Me dhi na, Medhina, T'an lo pa
51.

Me dhi na
Sam k'a dsa (for: Pan), [Dam skyes, as in the left column M i na pa
I
Pan ka dsa, Patikaja
I

52. Ghan do pa, C a n dha pa, C a n tha

Dhar ma pa
Dho kari pa
Me dha ni
Sa ga dsa la
Dril bu pa

A yo gi
C a lo ki
C h u dhu ri pa
L u ci ka
Karn kara
K a m pa li

rDa ma pa

Sprin gi iugs can

Ma rdi la

do
Tsa lu ka (IV)
as in the left column
G o tu ri (IV)
as in the left column

D a si ri pa (Na)

Bha la ka

A na nta

N a li pa

Sen ge pa

Bhu su ku

do
pa, Nirguna
Ner gu na
58. Dsa ya nan ta. rCyal ba mt'a' med Jaya na nda, Dsa
nan ta

Zla ba bzan po

I n dra bha ti

K u n dga' siiin po

ICam legs smin ka ra

pa, Dril bu pa, rDo rje dril ba pa
53. Dso ki pa, Yogi
54. Tsa lu ki, Culiki, Caluki, gfiid c'c

Go ru ra,
non byed pa,
Viguri
56.Lucika, L u tsi ka pa, L o ci ka, Tsog
?dug, Kog blahs mk'an po, Lucika
57 Na gu na, Na gu na, Yon tan med

C h a n !a pa

A cin ta

as in the left column
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59. Pa tsa ri, S ' u r ba ats'on ba. Pacari

as in the left column

Zla ba grags pa

60. Tsam pa ka, Cam ba ka, Campaka

do

Smad dkris pa

Ni gu na

61. Bhi k p na, Bha k'a na, Bhe k'c pa,
So g 5 s pa, Vis%a

do

K O ra na ra (!)

C i va ri pa

A va dhii

ti

Tsam pa ka

?

Chi la na

62. Dhi li, Dc li pa, Te li, Mar nag ats'on
mk'an
63. K u ma ri pa, rDsa mk'an

q.Tsa pa ri pa. Tsa pa li pa, Carpari

Dhe li
as in the leficolumn
do
Dar ma pa (IV)

Sa kya bZes giicn

65. Ma ni bha dra, +Byor ma, Ba hu ri, as in the left column Candili
Mal?jbhadri
do
Clu dbyans mk'an
66. Me kla l i
Me k'a li (IV)
as in the left column Vha g h i la
67. K a na kha l i

Dsa len dra

rTil brdun pa
Ku ma ri pa
D u me pa
Ma ni bha d d

68. Kala ka pi, K a la ka pa, K u co can

Ka la ka la

s e r a mk'an Sabs

Me kha la

69. Kan ta li pa, Kam t ' i ri. Ts'em bu pa

as in the lefi column

Kon ta li

Ka na k'a

70. Dha huli, De ka ra

Dho hu la

Tsa pa ri

K a na ka

71. U dhi li pi, U dhi li, aP'ur pa

as in the left column

Si ya li

Kan tha li

72. K a p i la, T'od pa can

Ri ma sbas

Dha su ri pa

73. K i ra pa, K i ra ba, rNam rtog spon
ba. Kilapi

Aag gi dban p'yug

U dda ri pa

0)

Ka pa li pa

74.,Sa ka ra, Pu ka ra, mTs'o skyes,
Saroruha

as in the leficolumn
Pa ga ra (IV)

Ti la pa

75. Sa rva bha ksa, T'ams cad za ba

as in the leticolumn
Sar va bhi ksa (IV)

Ka la sa

K i ra pa

76. Nagabodhi,(Nigirjunagarbha?. Klui
byan c'ub)

as in the left column

Ku bu nsa

mTs'o skyes rdo rjc

Sen ge pa (in Orgyan)

Sar va bha pa

T o g s pa med

Na ga bo dhi

Na ta pa (in Orgyan)

Pu ra li

Glin bu mk'an

Sa na ka

Sa ra pu

K O ka li

do

Ka la nga

A nan ga

do
Sa mu dra (IV)

Bha ya na

Sa mu dra

Me tog pa

Vya li

77. Da ri ka, D i ri ka, sMad ats'on can,
sMad ats'on mai gyog
78. Pu ta li, Su ta li, Ta li, C y a n slan
ba, P u p l i
79. Pa na ha, mC'i1 lham can
80. K Oka li pa, K O ka lai skad du c'ags,
Kokili
81. Anam ga. Aram gi, A ni go, Ananga
82. Laksmikari, Legs smin ka ra
83. Sa mu da, rCya mts'o nas nor bu len
mk'an. Samudra
84. Byi li, Bya ri, Ba li

pa, Vyidi

Su ta li, Sa ta pa
(IV)
Pa ha na. Pa mha
(IV)
as in the left column
KO ka la (IV)
as in the leficolumn

We pass over the minor remarks which
might be made on this list, for instance the
progte,ssi~ecorruption of names, which in
later lists, like those by Klon rdol, appear in
and more aberrant forms. But we notice
that the texts of the bsTan agyur, from which
we have drawn the catalogue of Siddhas, form
two rather different groups; on one side I,
11 and IV, and on the other 111. The latter
is broader, as it includes personages well
known for their philosophical and dogmatical
works as well as for their mystical experiences,
like Dharmakirti or AtiSa. This list, as we
&all see, is followed particularly by the Yellow
school, while the first is particularly concerned
with authors of Vgragita. Another thing to be
noticed, as I have ohen remarked, is the close
relation between these ascetical schools of Bud,
dhism and the Shivaite schools. Some masters,
like Coraksa, Mina, Matsyendra, are still
popular with the schools of Shivaite Siddhas,
but they also leave a remarkable trace of their
thought in the Vajrayana schools.
To make the personality of some of these
Siddhas clearer, .we must remember that it is
a character of initiatic schools to assume, afier
baptism or baptisms, an esoteric name, which
appears in two types: in the first case it is an
allegorical name, alluding to the ascetic's
spiritual rebirth: such are, for instance, Ad.
vayavajra, or Matsyendranatha, in the Prakri.
tic form Macchinda; '77) Advajavajra because
the ascetic has become consubstantiated with
cosmic consciousness, which is like a diamond
(uajra) faultless and trascending the duality of
phenomenic existence. Matsyendra because
he has vanquished and overcome the nratsya,
the fishes, i. e. the paia, the " ties ,, of sam.
saric existence. In other cases the initiatic
name simply reproduces the names of masters
famous in primitive Mahayina. P. Mus, in a
recent work where, as usual, diligence is only
equalled by insight, studying the Sa&atikarika,
attributed to As'vaghosa, has noticed that
many brief works, certainly written in the late
Buddhist period, are attributed to the most

famous masters of Mahiyana, as if to confer a
greater authority upon them, by putting them
under the patronage of such venerable names.
This certainly took place in the shadow of
Buddhist universities, to increase the prestige
of didactic handbooks, on which novices and
monks perfected their education. But it is also
certain that, in the case of esoteric circles, like
the Siddhas, the names of great masters which
they bore are due to the fact that such names
were assumed by their authors, following bap,
tisms. This custom is common to this day in
Tibet, where a new name corresponds to each
baptism; it is ofien a name famous in Indian
tradition: Kun dga' siiin po, Kol pai rdo rje,
and so on. In these schools the series Rahula,
Nigirjuna, Aryadeva, Candrakirti is repeat.
ed, and the persons thus called have nothing
to do with their celebrated namesakes, their
spiritual ancestors. I have already illustrated
above the case of Candrakirti.
T o the facts quoted above I may add the
sanyraddya recorded by D T , ja, p. 4 b which
not only confirms the dates proposed by me
of IndrabhGti and Candrakirti but shows that
masters called Nigrjuna, Aryadeva, Candra.
kirti lived between the end of the VIIIth cen.
tury and the end of the IXth. The sampraJaya
concerns the revelation ofthe Guhyasam~jaand
it runs thus: IndrabhGti, a Nagini, the lung ofa
southern country Bisukalpa, Saraha (a contern.
porary of Dharma~ilaVIIIth century), Nagid
rjuna (Klu p b ) , Sa kya b~esgiien, Aryadeva,
(a contemporary of Devapida), Klui byan c'ub
(Nngabodh), Zla ba gags pa (Candrakirti).
rDo rje, Nag po pa, Sa adres pa, the lotssva
ofaCos (a contemporary of Rin c'en bzari po).
The same facts are stated by other lists con.
tained in the works of aP'ags pa (gSuri abutn
Sa skya pa, vol. pa, p. 4).
Sartha, Nigirju.
na,t\ryadeva,Nag
po iabs (&snap&
da), Zla ba grags
pa, dPal adsin,
Cayadhara(rnaster
of aBrog mi)

Saraha, Nigirjuna, N i g i r j u ~ a ,

R i k'rod mgon po Aryadeva,Sit
(Sabaranitha), Lii kya bSesgiien,
pi, Dirikapi, rDo rje
dril bu p q Rus spa1
zabs, Jalandhara pi,
Nag po spyod(junior)

Zla ba gags
pa, Rol pai
rdo rje, Crags
pa 'od zer,etc.

I shall now quote other typical instances:
Advayavajra is the same person as Maitrip~;
this is proved by the Sanskrit text published by
Sylvain LEVIand myself, by the Tibetan c o l o ~
phons (CORDLER,
Cot., 11.45.11. 35, pp. 217,
232); he is also Avadhiitipz (ibid., pp. 217,232;
ibid., 11. p. 63). Devacandra is also called
by another name (nrts'an gfan) Padmavajra
(ibid., p. 263). Anandagarbha is the same as
Aryagarbha (ibid., 111, p. 161).
Another problem in these lists of Siddha is
chronological. Both Benoytosh Bhattacha,
rya and R&ula Sankrity~yanahave carried
out diligent researches on the chronology of
Tantric authors and thanks to them the way
has been cleared. The remarks which follow
will serve to correct or confirm some points,
on the base of results which seem sure. First
of all let us try to establish an ascertained
contemporaneity: the Sanskrit manuscript
¶uoted more than once proves that Advad
yavajra, i. e. Maitripa, i. e. Avadhiitipa,
was a disciple of Naropz, of Jiianairimitra,
of Ratnakaraiinti. of Savara and of Szgara.
Naropa was Mar pa's master and died in
1027 when Mar pa accomplished his last
journey to India.
These data help us to establish with cer,
tainty the age of a number of masters. A d /
vayavajra viz. Avadhiitipa, is a contemporary,
a little older, of Mar pa, who was his condis~
ciple under the same master. Sabara and
Sagara should have been of the same age as
Nrropz. Hence all these masters lived in
the Xth century, while Tilopa's date must
be placed between the end of the IXth ten,
tury, and the beginning of the Xth. Tilopa
was Naropa's direct master.
Another group is the one centering round
Indrabhiiti (Indrabodhi). Rahula Sankri,
tyayana geatly reduces this master's date,
considering him a disciple of Karmaripa, who
in his turn should be a disciple of Vajra.
ghanya, a contemporary of ~ e v a p a l a(ca. 800,
850). This should bring Indrabhiiti's date to
the end of the IXth century or the beginning

of the Xth. These dates would overthrow
the entire Tibetan tradition, which places padm,
sambhava, Indrabhiiti's disciple, in the times
of K'ri sron lde btsan. Hence we must either
admit the existence of two Indrabhijti ( 0 ,
gyan pa's theory; see T u c c ~ Travels
,
ofBuddhist
pikrinrs in the Swat valley, p. 53) or consider
worthless the Tibetan tradition concerning
Indrabhiiti as Padmsambhava's master.
But in the Koralalankara, a commentary
by Sakyamitra on Tattvasatigraha, translated
by Rin c'en bzan po (bsTan agyur, vol. L,
p. 2), Indrabhiiti is mentioned as one of the
commentators of the same Tantra; and as Sa,
kyamitra, according to Tiranatha's statement,
p. 91, lived in the times of Devapda (ca. 800,
850) we must implicitly consider Indrabhiiti
earlier than he. This confirms the Tibetan
tradition which places Indrabhiiti in the VIIth
century and consider him the spiritual father
of Padmasambhava, K'ri sron Ide btsan's
preceptor. Hence Anarigavajra, his master
and the latter's master Padmavajra, must be
placed at the end of the VIIth century.
But this does not exclude the existence of
another Indrabhiiti which is in fact confirmed
by the tradition preserved as we say by 0 rgyan
pa and by +P'ags pa (Sa skya works, ba, p. 66).
O n the other hand Carpa0 was Sahila's
contemporary, as stated by the Chambi's
Vamiavali, confirmed by the literary tradi.
tion embodied in the Caturaiitisiddhaprav!ni,
according to which he had relations with a
lung of Campaki; Sahila, lived in the Xth
century. This would serve to date Mina,
nitha, who according to Taranitha was a
disciple of Carpayi.
This is not the place for details on VajraH
yana dogmatics, which are extremely difficult
because they are based, above all, on direct
experiences and immediate realizations, and
do not lay great store by doctrinal speculations.
The latter are borrowed fiom the various
Mahayana schools, either Madhyamikav Or
Yogacira; they represent the premises frorn
which the Vajrayana masters started and upon

which they built the psychological subtleties
of their liturgies and of their yoga practices.
In its beginnings Buddhism had implici,
defined two planes between which there
is no communication: the samsaric plane, on
which the law of karma operates, and the
nirvanic plane realized, by a qualitative leap,
when karma has been suppressed. This irra,
tional thesis, always met with, whenever the
problem of mystical experience and of the
incommunicability between this world and
the next, implied by it, is faced, could not
satis$ the increasingly systematic spirit which
finally swayed Indian speculation: that un.
determined nirvana which was simply the
second of these planes, was defined i n on,
tological terms. It was conceived as a n
absolute, the premise of all phenomenic ap0
pearances; the latter, although they find their
justification in it, are nothing but passing
shadows, like shifiing waves on the sea's
surface. That absolute is the being in itself,
pure consciousness without either an object or
a subject; phenomenic appearances, things,
in short, find their principle in it; hence,
though that duality is not real, it is impos,
sible to say that it does not exist. It has a
relative existence, which becomes annulled
when we consider it fiom the viewpoint of
that absolute, but remains fiom a contingent
point of view. This position is expressed in a
famous verse of Madhyantauibhaga, I, I:
Abhiitaparikalpo Isti duayam tatra nu vidyatel
Siinyata uidyate tv atra tasyanr api sa uidyate//
"the relative consciousness creating unreal
images exists, but duality viz. perception and
something perceived d o not exist in it in an
absolute sense (as really existing). I n it is
the absolute (as the non0existence of duality),
but the latter, in its turn, is in this "absolute,,.
This absolute is a cosmic consciousness
and its nature is universally shining (prakr~
tiprabhasuara). This idea does not belong
only to the Vajrayina: it is the natural evo,
lution of premises already appearing in the

Upanishad and which progressively take a
more precise form in India's speculative schools.
T o mention only those developing in to a
kindred soteriology, the Shivaite schools con,
ceive in the same manner the absolute principle
fiom which everything emanates as pure con,
sciousness (para samvit) without a shadow of
concrete thought, immovable serenity, still
untroubled by the birth of ideas.
This absolute is then the being per se o f
all things, the dharntata, through which things
are what they are, the unique and fundamental
archetype: " A l l things are made out of
thought ,,, cittaiarirab sarue dharmah, S M , 11,
p. 228, or na kamcid dharmam kathamcit kalpayati
nanyatra uastumatram grhnlili tathatamatrain (B00
dhisattuabhiimi, ed. WOCLHARA,
p. 41),i. e. the
Tathati, that quidditas to which no predicate
can be applied.
T h e process of salvation consists in getting
rid of the error which causes us to consider as
absolute the images of relative consciousness
(abhiitakalpasambhiitabhauasamkalpatn~akah bhauah
sa akhyato balauyarnohako budhaih, Prajiiopayavinii.
cayasiddhi, p. I). It presupposes a return to the
absolute, transcending all duality: it is a pro,
cess by which, emerging fiom the sphere of the
perceiving and the perceived, the purity of the
unperceiving and ofthe unperceived is reached.
This doctrinal position is translated into a
complex symbology, which actually becomes
the instrument of salvation: that absolute, Sii.
nyata, is nirvana, but it is also the Buddha,
indeed it is the womb of Buddhas (tathliga/
tagarbha; Larikauatrirasiitra, pp. 77, 220, 22 I,
passitrr). T h e Buddhas appearing in the skies
of the innumerable lands of the universe, or
preaching to human creatures, are only the
emanations of that absolute which, by virtue
of these emanations, reveals its essence and
so shows the way of discrimination between
that which is and that which seems: only in
this discrimination is salvation possible. T h e
a
infinite Buddhas with which M a h ~ y ~ nhas
filled time and space are such only insofar as
they have reintegrated through enlightenment.

bodhi, the consciousness of their essential
participation with the absolute.
Hence this soteriology presupposes a revel
lation of truth, an epiphany of truth, passing
through three degrees, called by dogmatics
with the names of three bodies:

from that which has become to that which
is. The conquest of the bodhi is a return,
1. e. a progressive overcoming of the three
stages, corresponding to different revulsions
abyaparavrtti. each superior to the following
one. A s RatnnkaraSiinti says in his
mentary on the Khasamatantra, when the B ~ ,
Dharmakiya
dhisattva, purified by long experience, be,
Sambhogakiya
comes the Buddha seated on the diamond
Nirminakiya
throne, where bodhi is attained, the first
to which a fourth body, the svabha~ikaka~a airayaparavrtti is accomplished, consisting in
is added; the latter has evidently been postul
the suppression of the mental states, both in
lated to stress the fact that these three bodies
a psychical sense, as being the receptacle of
samsaric impressions, and as an ascension to
should not be understood as three different
natures, but are one identical nature, partak,
a metapsychic plane, matured through long
practice of moral virtues and spiritual absorp,
ing of one single essence. The theory of the
tion. Hence those karmic inclinations from
three bodies which has already been systel
which individuality is derived no longer ap.
matically stated by Asanga in the Uttaraj
pear, or, if they appear, they become annulled;
tantra, explains the relation between the sam,
only the serenity of pure intelligence lives.
saric plane and the plane of the absolute: the
This is the airayaparavrtti by which a state
Dharmakiya is revealed by degrees, so as to
of absolute purity is reached, incapable of
open salvation to everyone. A s Sambhogal
flowing out in particular karmic moments.
kaya he projects himself in infinite shapes in
It is the first leap from the samsaric to the
the heavens, ofien he splits himself into two.
niwanic plane.
appearing at the same time both as the medil
The second alrayaparaurtti is a revolution
tator and the assembly of hearers, in order
(mrirga), through which an absolute over.
to furnish, through the miraculously created
coming of any earthly form and the absolute
assembly, an occasion for a sermon, i. e.
assumption of every transcendent form come
for self,revelation: the Sambhogakiya appears
true. The third airayaparavrtti is consub.
outside time and space, in that spiritual sphere
stantiation with the absolute, beyond the cal
to which choirs of the blessed ascend, carried
sual irruption of magical artifice. The two
upwards by ecstasy, there to hear dharma, the
last aspects, corresponding precisely to sat#.
law which saves, later identified with Being.
bhoja and dharmakdya, are a return to its own
Nirminakaya is the assumption of a body
essence,
(~varii~rivasthrina
= svabhavikakriya) which
adapted to earthly understanding, like the
trascends
all
attributes
(khasama = celestial
one in which Siikyamuni appeared to men,
space),
although
there
is
this
difference, that,
attaining bodhi and revealing in Benares the
as
Sambhogakiya,
Being
assumes
forms (akara)
law of the four thruths, of the eightfold path
2nd
hence
may
seem
no
longer
transcendent.
and of the twelvefold causal concatenation.
~ u ist it not actually so, for these forms are
A s in the Shivaite schools, this process
illusive
appearances (pratibhasa), and hence
may be seen from a double angle: from the
unreal
(asat).
angle of the absolute, viz. in a descending
The ontological conception of the Buddha
direction, from the one to the many, from
as
absolute led to other important implica'
the undifferentiated to the differentiated, from
tions. H o w can man, swept away into
what is true to what is illusive (abhasa); but it
Sara, flow back towards the niwanic plane*
may also be seen from the opposite angle, viz.

join the Buddha once more and lose him,
self into the absolute, if there is no relation
beween the Buddha's essence and the essence
of men? Man could not hope to become a
Buddha at any time, if there were not latent
in him this secret nature of enlightenment, of
bodhi, made by the schools synonimous with
~athi~atagarbha,
and next with Vajradhara,
~harmakiya. absolute. If men have this
spark in themselves, and may thus hope to
blaze out one day into the great fire of Bud,
dhahood, this means that there is a sameness
of nature between the Buddha and created
beings. A n d this is precisely the principle
already upheld in the Larikauatara, and ex,
pressed by Asanga in the Uttaratnntra. Created
beings contain the seed of bodhi; the Bud,
dha's nature is hidden in man like a purest
gem which man does not recognize because
it is covered with filth. But the knowledge
of truth and an adequate praxis will gra,
dually erase all this dross, and the Buddha's
nature will shine forth in its full splendour;
the bodhisatma, he whose nature is bodhi,
will become a Buddha. This nature is the
interior threefold diamond, of spirit, word and
body, forming the secret essence of created
beings and of the Buddha and the premise of
enlightenment which is open to all.
So that salvation is based on two premises:
on one side the epiphany of Being, on the
other the sameness of nature between the abso,
lute or Buddha and created beings, which
makes a return possible. Hence we have
a closed system, which may be gaphically
represented as follows:
t~nfoldingin the
becorn~ng

1

Oeing

I

return

This epiphany is accomplished through
the Sambhogakiya and the Nirmiinakaya,
by a mutual participation and exchange;
thanks to this, truth becomes adequate to
the recipient's preparation; his karmic and

spiritual maturity, in a certain sense, evokes
it and draws it to himself, in the shape of
pleasure for those seeking pleasure, in a ter,
rific shape for those inclining to the terrific,
in an agreable aspect for those disposed to
agreable things (Jn'anasiddhi, p. 96). The epi,
phany always takes place by this intervention
on the creature's part: an embodied, active
go~betweenwho may lead man, unaware of
his native purity, to the consciousness of his
own divine nature, has never become concrete:
the only figure tending to become a mediator
between light and darkness, without ever as,
suming a definite outline, is Vajrapmi, Gu,
hyapati, in some Tannic cycles of the upper
class. But no trace of an entity which might
be compared to a Logos.
So the epiphany we were spealung of is
not only a revelation of truth, its progressive
discovery: it is also the suggestion of a back.
ward trend in an ontological process of deve.
lopment, in the unfolding (prapan'ca) of the
one into the many. Into that elementary
intuition is thus inserted the fivefold scheme,
spatial and temporal, proper to India's cosmo,
logical speculations. The Dharmakiya, which
nevertheless, as absolute, remains unchanged,
is refracted into five fundamental Sambhoga/
kiyas, the symbols of spatial extension and of
temporal rotation, indissolubly joined, viz. the
two aspects of its unfolding in the becoming,
even while it trascends the latter. The same
symbology formulated by the Saivasiddhinta
so appears in Buddhism.
The quinary series, arranged in the man.
dala's cosmogram, resolves itself into the
symbols of a central deity. Vairocana or
Aksobhya, and four deities in the four
corners, namely, beginning from the East,
Aksobhya (if Vairocana is in the centre), or
Vairocana (if Aksobhya is in the centre),
Ratnasambhava to the South, Amitibha to
the West, Amoghasiddhi to the North.
But the quinary series is subject to further
developments ; if the mystical families, the
rigs, were to remain five, (and as many are

represented in the mandala's cosmogram), it
was necessary, owing to an implication subject
to all of India's cosmological and theosophical
speculations, to seek for a principle trascending
the pentad's spacial and temporal development.
the unchangeable, ideal centre, the first motor,
the undifferentiated absolute, which cannot be
placed in any point and exists before all time.
Round these ideas, running through the whole
of Indian speculation ever since its begin.
nings, flowed other philosophisms, elaborated
in Buddhist schools and very probably also
some foreign ideas when the Buddhist dia.
spora had come in contact with other cul.
tures. In the first place the theory of three or
four bodies, postulating a dharmakaya or sa.
hajakaya beyond all yo;sible determination:
then the conviction, which had penetrated
into some schools, that there is a primigenial
Buddha, an adibuddha (Saris rgyas dari po) pre.
ceding all the others. The adibuddha began
to be spoken of since ancient times; he is
mentioned, in order to confute the theory
stating his existence also in Asanga (Siilralari.
kara, IX, p. 77), but the word has a different
meaning for the great philosopher of the fist
Mahayana and for Vajrayina. There the
opinion is refuted that the Buddha is Buddha
from the beginning, i. e. adau Bwddha, which
implies no conquest of Buddhahood; here, in
Vajrayina, Adibuddha is the primeval cause,
the absolute.
A d i Buddha in this 'sense is specially
proper to the K~lacakra system, which, as
we said before, issued out of a school not
unacquainted with theistic systems, like Islam.
But it is a principle common to all Tantras
of the upper class, Anuttara, that beyond
the pentad, conditioning it, trascending it
and nevertheless mysteriously permeating it,
there is a Buddha, earlier than the apparent
multiplicity, an indiscriminate Buddhahood,
the reason and the source of all apparent
things. This Buddha, earlier than the pentad,
conditioning it and emanating it out of himself,
has several names according to the different

schools. H e is Vajradhara, "the creator of
all Buddhas ,, janakab sarvabuddha~ar~~
( ~ h ~ ~ ~
nratantra, p. 2). H e is khasama " like etha ,,,
beyond all form; he is the enlightenment, boahi,
of all the Buddhas (ibid., p. I). In his symbo,
lical appearance he wears the five Buddhas on
his diadem, to prove their descent from him,
self (ibid., p. z), hence in the commentaq on
the Khasamatantra he is called adibud&a,
the model of the Kiilacakra. He is like
space ,,, akaiasarna (ibid., p. 4), he is the
riipam of the five Buddhas, which in reality are
not. According to bsTan agyur, LXXII,
5 , p. 75. Kun tu bzati po is the quintessence
of the " three bodies ,,, he is made out of the
five poses, absolute omnisciences (sku p r n jyi
no bo iiid ye ies lria rati bfin can rnam par tJanjs
cad nrk'yen rari bfin).
But the scheme of emanation does not stop
at such a simple formulation as this: cosmic
expansion takes place through the multipli,
cation of the Being into some fundamental
forces, through which it becomes realized.
In this case also the parallel with Shivaite
schools is clear; gnosis expresses these ideas
under gods' names: the mechanism of cosmic
expansion is reduced to an association of di.
vine aspects, the five Buddhas are accompanied
by their female counterparts, corresponding to
the Shivaite iakti, with this difference, that
the latter are usually active, while in Vajra.
yina the active element is always represented
by the male god. For this reason the simple
quinary group is replaced by a double qui.
nary group, consisting of five Buddhas joined
to their female counterparts.
The process does not stop here: another
change alters the conception of Bodhisattva:
in Mahiyina a bodhisattva is and funds.
mentally remains, a being in whom the fun.
&mental germ of bodhi has been fully
loped, so that he, successively passing through
the various stages, or planes of extra.spatial
consciousness, into which he is lifted in the
meditative process, reaches an indefkible
plane where, beyond any
of decay*

he is finally aware of his Buddhajnature, an
infallible candidate to supreme enlighten,
merit. But in Vajrayina a radical change is
attempted. Some Bodhisattvas are considered
the Buddha's emanations: it is true that they
still
their former vows, by whose
they have acquired their present pre.
eminent position: this could not be avoided
without changing Mahayina dogmatics enti,
rely and consequently denying any utility to
pranidhana and carya, the "vow,, of becoming
a Buddha, not for one's own advantage but
for the common !good and the "practice ,,
it enjoins. But these bodhisattvas become
consubstantiated with the Buddhas, closely
bound to them, in a relation of essential
identity: indeed they are drawn with the
Buddha's figure on their heads, to represent
this relation visibly. The bodhisamas, also
undergo a reduplication through their fe.
male counterparts, as in the Buddhas' case;
hence we have 5 x 2 = 10+ 5 x 2 = 10= 20;
keeping in mind, nevertheless, that under
these twenty aspects lies, as a first cause, the
simple transcending pentad, without any fe.
male counterpart and next, above all, the
Dharmakiya (i. e. 20 + 5 + I = 26). A s may
be seen, here we find once more the fundarnen.
tal schemes of Indian ontology (the 25 principles
of S~nkhyamust be recalled), which passes
through all the theological systems with the
chain of its categories (tattva). But there is a
difference, namely that in Buddhism the ma.
chinery is worked out, in its symbolology, rather
with an eye to soteriology than with ontological
aims. Ontology in spite of many attempts at
taking full possession of Vajrayana gives way to
the urge of salvatioli and yields to psychology.
A t this stage the symbology becomes more
2nd more complex: the gods split up into
a double aspect, irinta and krodha, fi/k'ro, pa.
cified and angry. This division, is already im.
plicit in many deities of Hinduism: it will be
enough to recall, for instance, the bivalent femi.
nine deities Durgi.Kdi, or Shiva. But the
Hindu schools did not reach such a clearcut

formulation as Mahiyina and particularly
Buddhist Tantrism. The latter divided the
chief deities of its extremely rich Pantheon in
serene or pacified and terrific or angry; one
might think that this division is an echo of
Iranic dualism, in which the principles of good
and evil are so sharply distinguished, without
any possible understanding between them.
But on reflection it appears that even if we
admit this suggestion to have reached Bud,
dhist communities, its final outcome was a
dichotomy of the divine world greatly dif.
fering fiom the Iranian type. I n reality
each divinity of Buddhist Tantrism has in
itself this double aspect, which corresponds
to the different functions it is called upon
to perform: the deity assumes its terrific aspect
and projects out ofitself a frightful emanation,
when it is determined to defeat or repel male.
volent forces. Moreover in Buddhism. and
generally spealung throughout Hindu religious
experiences evil is not understood as a prim
ciple existing a6 aeterno and contrasting with
the principle of good: rather, sin is replaced
by ignorance, which means the attachment
to life, adhesion to the magical error, favour.
ing samsaric development. These are phases
of darkness (sarikoa) in which cosmic cons.
ciousness freely envelops and conceals itself:
everything happens within cosmic conscious.
ness, for which no evil exists, outside which
there is no force: even tirdyd, even avidya (i. e.
to consider phenomena as reality), are due to
the mysterious machinery of its intrinsic liberty.
The stain has existed a6 aeterno, anadikalavasana;
avidya is not outside the absolute, but implicit
although casual: afantuka. It is Abhinava.
gupta's paurufa ajfiana, cosmic consciousness in
the moment of its limitation (sattrkucita/prabhnt.
trraka, Tantrasara. p. 6 ) . the primaeval cause of
samsfa, miilakaranam samsarasya (ibid.).
Thus the Buddhist Pantheon which we see
represented on the tankas is divided into male
and female, peaceful and dreadful groups;
all takes t lace by virtue of a spontaneous
germination, occurring on the fertile soil of

ecstatic visions. A n organic arrangement, a
theogony, a pedigree, of the Tannic Olympus
has never been attempted / hence we very
ofZen notice duplications, divergences and con,
nadictions: each school puts forward its own
schemes and, fiom time to time, new derivations
and emanations are substituted for, or added
to, those already known and accepted.
This system of spiritual filiation and depenl
dence or of the emanation of one god out of
the other, is represented by art in a visible
manner: by placing on top of the heads of
images a smaller figure of the deity with which
the represented god is mystically connected.
O r else, as in the tankas, the "mystic family,, ,

of a god or of a saint, his spiritual connection,
is pointed out by placing above him, on the
same line as the axis of Brahmi, which cuts
across his image, a representation of the deiV
fiom which the former is derived.
Sometimes, as I said, there is an apparent
contradiction, but it is very ofien due to tbe hct
that the correspondence between Bodhisatma
and Buddha varies according to the Tantric
cycle, viz. the family relation (kula) between
them varies according to the Tantric group
from which the figure draws its inspiration;
not i;lfrequently therefore the different relation
enables us to guess the different Tantric class
suggesl'ng that image.

, ,

A Synopsis of the most important Vajrayina gods according to their relation.
First Principle : Adibuddha, Vajradhara, Aksobhyavajra, Samantabhadra, Mahivairocana, etc.
Passion

taoha (bewilder.
ment)

Costituents
o f h urnan
personality

rupa (matter)

Buddha

1 Vairocana

Mudri

1

1

abhittlina (pride)

r i p (passion)

vedani (feelings)

sarnjtii (ideas)

/ Ratmambhava 1 Arnitibha

VajradhimiSvari, Mirnaki"
Locani

Mudri corre, Riipavajri
sponding to
senses

1

Sabdavajri

ir!yZ (jealousy)

Candhavajri

krodha (wrath)

samskira (karmic v i j f i i n a (cons,
activity)
ciousness) ,

I Arnoghasiddhi 1 Aksobhya
Tiri

Pandaravisini

1

!

1

Mirnaki ')

Rasavajri

Usniiacakn, Mw
fijuSri (SM, I.
p. 65); Vajdj
nanga (SM, I,
pp. 123, 124)

Bodhisatma

K s i t i g a r b ha, Akiiagarbha
Maitreya

Lokegvara, Kha, Sarvanivarana,
viskirnbhin
sarp+qPadrna#
pini and other
forms of the
same god

Fcrnalc Bo.
dhisatwa

Sititapatri (SM, Aparijiti (SM,
11. p. 365); Us.
11, p. 352)
niSavijayi(SM,
II,p.418);Vaj.
ravirahi ( S M ,
11. p. 44')

Kurukulli (SM, Tiri,(Mahi<riti- T i r i (Mahicinv
krama,SM, I,
rini, S M , I ,
11, p p . 348,
pp. 208, 210);
385); Ekaja!i
p. 245)
Jinguli (SM, 1,
(SM,II,p. 352)
p. 248); Praty.
Dharrnadhita.
angiri (SM, 11,
viSvari (SM, I,
p. 402); Nairit.
pp. 128, 129)
rnyi (11, p. 45')

Krodha

Acala

1.

Aparijita, Tak,
kirija

KuLdvaya, viz. belonging to two Lmilics.

Hayagrivq Nila,
danda

Vighnintaka, Ma.
hibala

~urnbha

This &erne, on account of the soterio.
logical side prevailing on the ontological,
expresses not dialectically, but in a poetical
and symbolical way, the interplay of forces
by which the one develops into the many, so
that meditation upon it may lead the initiate
to salvation.
B U ~ how does this return to the undif.
ferentiated One come about, afier his expe,
rience in the world? A n d through what
machinery does the epiphany we have men.
tiofled become active and hence capable of
salvation? Dialectic knowledge and dogmatic
&ill are useless: they must be transformed into
a direct experience, enveloping the mystic's
spiritual life and turning his soul towards
new paths. This is possible by realizing,
within himself, in perfect awareness, the pro,
cess of cosmic expansion and reabsorption:
The reintegration, out of the apparent mu10
tiplicity of the phenomenic world, of the
indiscriminate One, i. e. of bodhi, is accom.
plished by one's becoming consubstantiated
with this very process, by placing oneself
within that same bodhi and experiencing, while
there, the double moment of its expansion
and of its return to itself. This process is
aided by props (alanrbana) capable of trans.
forming an intellective knowledge of the pro.
cess into effective experience. The first of
these props is the mandala: its diagrams re.
produce by means of symbols the play of
cosmic forces, their unfolding out of the
luminous centre of universal consciousness,
up to its own negation, pure materiality.
Next, Vajrayka boldly transfers this mandala
to the body, by an immediate identification
between the empirical self and the Whole.
Vajrayi~lathen adopts that homology of
macrocosm and microcosm which, permea.
tes the most vital conceptions of Indian
theosophy.
The individual is the synthesis and the
mirror of the univers: the process of breath.
ing represents the spatia1,temporal expansion
of Being in its fulfilment. According to

Abhinavagupta's summary in the Tantraloka
and in the Tantrasara, in my breathing I can
see, reproduced, the indefinite temporal series,
and owing to the fact that the two conceptions
of time and space are reversible, also spatial
progression: my body is the actual whole,
in it are the sun, the moon, the continents.
" Here in the body ,says Saraha ,are Can.
ges and Yamunr, here is the mouth of the
Ganges, here are the sun and the moon ,,
(p. 85). The twenty~foursites of the adad
mantine Body, according to bDe mc'og's
cycle, are equally places of the human body,
the latter being a symbol for the universe.
The body, then, is a mandala, a cosmo.
gram in whose psycho~physicalfunctions the
Whole is reflected. Therefore in this symbo.
logy, as the pentad unfolds in the mandala
out of shining or imperceptible, but omni.
present, consciousness, likewise in thc body.
emanating out of the bodhi's mysterious pre.
sence, latent even in those who are unaware
of his own recondite being, the five Buddhas
take their places. These five Buddhas are
imagined as the equivalents of the five com.
ponents constituting human personality. The
five sensorial spheres correspond to them, as
the female counterparts do in the scheme of the
mandala. "Since they have the nature of
the five Buddhas, the five constituents of human
personality are called jina: and the five dhatu
correspond to the Buddhas' iaktis Locana etc.
Therefore our body is a Buddha body,, , (Jn'a.
nasiddhi, p. 41). The equivalence is carried
as far as the five fundamental passions, which
are, at the same time, the effect and the motive
forces of nescience standing in the way of
our co~~~ciousness
of bodhi: mental darkness,
pride, passion jealousy and anger (see follow^
ing table). Hence error itself, the darkness,
enveloping us, may become a means of sal.
vation, when by a well~advised process of
purification (iuddhi) its transfer to other planes
is obtained, this being the aim of the Anut.
taratantras chiefly meant for those persons in
which passions are strong.

Six familia

1)

I. cakra
2.

ratna

3. t a t

4. khadga
j.

vajra

6. cittavajra

skandha
(componcntr o l pcrsondity)

rcpa (matter)

I vedani (feeling)

1
I

samjhi (ideas)
urpskin(karmicactivity)

Buddha '1

1

Vairocana

1

/

rnoha (bewilderment)

Arnitibha

1

g a (passion)

Amoghavajra

I

itsyi (jealousy)

I Ratnasambhava I abhimdnakride)

1

vijiiina (consciousness)
&iSa (ether)

nature

krodha (wrath)

-

Vajrasattva

gnosis

I

idarh

1

pratyavek;

I samati

1

kriyinu!!hina
dharmadhituvi~uddhi3'

-

I . Anothn, puallcl, daignation ofthc six kda quotcd abovc p. 222. - 2 . For the conuponding mud12 or rakfis L o a n i ctc., clr. Table
p.
They symboCc thc 5 d&u in rclation with the 5 rkmQa. - 3 . The thmry of thc mytic gnosa is to bc round already in rhc MdbiyLuarila&n,
IX,pp. 6 8 ~ 7 5but thnc they u c only lour dl~rmadb~uviiuddbi
missing. This perhaps givcs a urminur a quo for the approximate agc when
five,
Buddha's hmry began to bc circulated.

This parification between microcosm and
macrocosm, as in the Shivaite systems, is
then the premise of the "return ,, , viz. of
the liberation of bodhicitta, the thought of en)
lightenment, ontologically conceived as Vajraj
sattva, Vajradhara, Dharmakaya, the absolute,
supreme bliss (nrahasukha) hidden in our body.
The Buddha is concealed within us, like a
precious gem. "All the scholars describe the
Master, but they do not know that the Buddha
dwells in our body ,, (Dohakosa, p. 98).
T o make this point clear, Mahiyana dog)
matics and Hafhayoga praxis then blend and
define the theoretic and practical bases of
salvation.
The mechanism of this process finds its
philosophical basis in the Vijiinnavidins'
dogmatics. according to Asatiga's elabora~
tion. This school admitted three moments
or aspects of the absolute: its deceptive aspect,
viz. its appearing as if objectivated in the
duality parikalpita; as such, these manifis)
tations are reciprocally correlated and inter.
dependent, paratantra; but these two aspects
intermingle and disappear in its perfect mo)
ment, parinimanna, which transcends and c o n d i ~
tions those two limitations. T o this scheme,
taken from Asahga's school, Tantric masters
superimpose Nigarjuna's theories, and they
understand the above three aspects of cosmic
consciousness as the three voids, above which

is the absolute void, beyond any words or
definitions: the first three correspond to the
cosmic process in action, decayed into duality
and therefore empty of reality (cfi. A s ~ g a ' s
abhiitaparikalpa); the last is the absolute beyond
any determination.
This is represented according to the fol,
lowing paradigma:
I. Void (iiinya), prajiia, relativity, "para,
tantra ,, , night, moon, thirtylthree aspects.
2. Supervoid (atiiiinya); upriya, illusory
appearance, "parikalpita ,,, day, sun, twenty
four aspects.
3 . Great void (n~ahaiiin~a),
auidya, complete)
ness, "parinisyanna ,,,union of the two preceding
aspects, seven aspects.
4. Absolute void (saruaiiinya), prabhasvaru,
universally bright consciousness ; in Vajra)
yanic symbolology: Vajradhara (Paicakranra,

p. 27 A.).
It is clear that ifwe read this scheme begin)
ning from the bottom, we have a description
ofthe process ofexpansion: void is the absolute
consciousness, not duality, a pure coincidence
of thought and being, nirvnna and samsira,
the great void. Auidya, ignorance, is thought it.
self, as it first becomes tainted in individuation,
and as such it is the initial cause of the dicho)
tomy in which the world's illusion is split up,
It is worked out and becomes reality through
the two poles of illusiveness, parikalpita, 2nd

of relacvity, paratantra, symbolically expressed

in yoga as night and day, upriya and prajiii,
and as such they are capable of becoming in
their turn instruments of salvation, because
that same thought by which fools are bound
to saysira, becomes for ascetics a means
through which they reach the condition of
Buddhas ,, (Paiicakrama, p. 37, v. 16). Thus
the soteriological process which takes advan)
tage of liturgical complexities, of yoga prac.
tices, of the ecstasies of meditation, develops
successive moments, and by arousing
new capacities in the disciple's psycho.physica1
complex, leads him to supreme realizations.
First comes the cotltrol of breathing (prana),
next tnantra, viz. that formula which, revived
byprana and becoming through its agency an
active means in the interplay of cosmic forces
emanated by the supreme consciousness, is
transformed into v+japa, adamantine whispe.
ring; only then can it evoke those same forces
appearing in the shape of gods and display them
before the initiate. Then the yogin ascends
to mliyopanrasanradhi, viz. to concentration, by
whose virtue he realizes the experience that all
apparent things are like the dream of a shadow.
He then finds himself beyond the world of
duality (bhiitakoti) and the intuition of absolute
identity flashes before his mind; in it he be.
comes suddenly restored to the undifferentiated
purity ofcosmic consciousness (yuganuddhakranra).
Preceding theories and experiences still
flow into this technique.
Mahiyina had laid down that the thought
of enlightenment is twofold: not only is it
an initial and practical impulse, as the most
ancient schools had said, but it is an indis.
soluble coexistence ofprajiia and upaya, gnosis
2nd means, understanding means as compas.
sion, the active force that moves us to think
not so much of our own good, but chiefly
of the good of others. Hafhayoga identifies
these two aspects of bodhi with the two rno,
merits of breathing, inspiration and expiration.
and therefore conceives the psycho~physical
Process, which must accomplish in man the

reintegration of the absolute, moving from the
plane of differentiated phenomenality, as a
dichotomic mechanism which may be l o c a ~
lized in the various parts of the human body,
according to a system of micro~macrocosrnic
equivalences. It may be summed up as
follows :

I upiya, praxis

/

prqjn'i, gnosis
knyati, insubstantiality

/

1

1

karuni, compassion

moon

sun

night

day
father (in Tibetan yab)

mother (in Tibetan yrrsi)
involution (rar!rulti)
kkti or rtiudri, female,
power. 8Svayls

evolution (uiurti)
I :$ I prrrufa,
male

lalani (=idi of the Shi,
vaite Tantras)

rarani (= pingali o f the
Shivaite Tantras)

(Channel starting fiom
the left nostril and
reaching, on the pe.
rineum, the base o f
the middle channel
[Candali])

(Channel starting fiom
the right nostril and
reaching, on the pe.
rineum, the base of
the middle channel
[Candali])

A l i (vowel series)

K i l i (consonant series)

rakta (ovulum)
II

fukla (male semen)
II

4
Bodbicitta (Vajradhara)

The two channels, on the right and lefi,
symbolize, in the human body, the first
principle's splitting up and materializing, its
objectivation in the phenomenic world's ap,
pearances, its forgetting itself in duality. The
illusion by which it appears as twofold,
while it is single, as having a form (akrira)
when in reality it is pure and shapeless likc
ether, is favoured and increased by indivi.
duated thought (vijiianu). The latter, carried
on the prana's back, develops and intensifies,
by the play of subjective images and of
their supposed foundations, the everlwan.
dering illusion of things. Yoga must curb

this play of the prdna by producil~g nirodla,
voluntary stoppage. In this manner, the nirodha
of individuated thought is also accomplished:
thus it must be led back to the candnli, into
the middle channel, where the light of the
Absolute shines; by the fire lit in that channel
it is finally burnt up.
A s always, this process is amphibious: in
the manner just told, the motion of subjective
images (those images that Shivaism whould
call bodhyojiiana), is suppressed. But over
this negative moment a positive moment is
superimposed, viz. the reintegration of the V a j ~
rasattva's, or Vajradhara's, or Mahisukha's
indivisible unity, .the return, afier the expe,
rience of the world's unfolding (prapaiica),
to absolute identity, which comes true when
duality is overcome. This unity is in the
bodhicitta, in the "thought of enlightenment,,,
which includes in itself, indissolubly, prajiin
and upaya, gnosis and praxis, iiinyatii and
karuna, void and compassion. A t this point,
the universal process having- been transferred
to the microcosm, sexual symbology becomes
inserted into the system. The bodhicitta the
thought of enlightenment,
viz. the absolute
to be reintegrated by the conjunction of its
two illusory aspects, is the bindu, the "drop,,,
i. e. the egg created by the male semen (iukla)
and by the ovulum (rakta), viz. by prajiia
and upnya, gnosis and praxis, once again
melting into one another. Symbology then
becomes extraordinarily complex, as different
ideas and theories are ofien expressed by the
same terms, not uncommonly with the object
of preserving the secret of the initiatic schools
and keeping the uninitiated away.
There is no doubt that in some liturgies
bindu is the anusvnra, the point = m in the
mantra's technique; as for instance in the
famous syllable om. In this case the play
of cosmic expansion is expressed by the
complication of sounds which reproduce, in
their combinations, the intricacy of divine
forces, through which the one becomes the
multiple. In our case bindu is anusvara on

-

+

the syllabk hBm =
viz. vowel gnosis,
plus consonant = means, once again create the
" point ,,, i. e. bodhi, Vajradhara's mystical
semen, " the Whole ,,.
This is, perhaps, the most anciellt and
~ r t h o d o xtheory. AS from the sexual act, a
fusion of semen iukla and ovulum rakta, egg,
bindu, is born, so in the yogic conjunction of
projn'a and upaya, represented by the lalan,j and
rasana, the two channels on the right and
the lefi, the egg is born in the canaali, the
middle channel, as a reintegration of the pri,
mordial unity of consciousness, even beyond
individuated thought. In this case the egg
can be nothing but flashing consciousness,
the Buddha latent within us, shining like a
full light, rodgsal, in the centre of that middle
channel which, on the top ofthe head, reaches
the void beyond apparent existence and then
causes the illusion of individuation to dissolve
into that void.
O n other occasions, particularly in the sid,
dha schools, this junction is imagined between
the ascetic and the candali itself, considered
as his lover.
N o t infrequently this process of exterio,
rization requires in the initiatic liturgy the
presence of a nludra, i. e. of a woman, the
living symbol ofprajiia: the disciple, through
the sexual act, reproduces the creative rno,
ment. But the act must not be ~erforrned
down to its natural consequences; it should
be controlled by prannyama in such a manner
that semen goes its way backwards, not flow.
illg downwards but ascending upwards, until
it reaches the "thousand/petalled lotus,, on
the top of the head, hence to vanish into the
untreated source of the Whole. This must
be carefully seen to, for the semen's fall would
be a great sin; not liberation from samsara
but a sinlung into its depths would result.
Bodhicittam notstjet (~ubhasitasafi~raha,
p. 77)
(yutir viragaran~lhatir viragad duhkhasa?lbha"ah.
''the semen's fall, causes the end of passion
and the end of passion is a cause of pain**
(Cotnn,entary on the ~ohakora,by KanhupiP

p. 491 B), where passion (rdga) is synonimous
with karuna, compassion. This equivalence
beween
and compassion is understan.
dable: the purpose of compassion is to lead all
living creatures to nirvana, viz. to reintegrate
them in the bodhicitta, the first principle: corn,
passion is the motive of gnosis. They are the
w o poles through which the process of this
return is accomplished and the cycle is closed
from the bodhicitta, cause, (rgyu), to the bodhi.
cjtta effect (!bras lu) at the close of the pheno.
rnenic experience, to use dualistic expres.
sions, as it is fitting for anyone wishing, for
didactical reasons, to reflect on an essentially
one process; in it, in fact, duality is already
the effect of individuation, viz. of the false
subsumption of an "I,, and of a "this,, as
outside the "I,,, due to nescience. A n d if any
one, remaining in this nescience, is incapable
of flowing back, through the fusion between
prajiia and upaya, towards the One, Being,
the Whole, those two poles of bodhicitta come
out of the circle and descend into the objecti,
vized world, on the plane of duality: this
is symbolized by the " fall of the semen ,,.
Once again the Vajrayana schools echo
Yoga theories and practices going back to
the most ancient lore of Indian religious expe.
riences, already appearing in the Upanishads;
I may refer f. i. to the principle of iirdhvaretas,
the backward direction of semen produced
by yoga discipline, already mentioned in
those old books.
Moreover the machinery of meditation on
the mantra and of the Hathayoga exercises, whose
purpose it is to reproduce in the mandala
of the body the process of cosmic becoming
and reabsorption, offers the Tantric masters
an opportunity to build a new bridge be.
tween their gnosis and the people's religious
traditions; the ancient tribal deities, terrible
and monstruous, of India and of the frontier
countries are accepted, as we have said, but
they become transfigured; devi, yak+, di,
kini. lama, are taken as symbols of the
wreaths of mystical letters imagined in the

various psycho~physicalcentres located in the
meditating person's body or of the different
moments of prina. For this reason such Tan,
tras, particularly those of the two superior
classes, swarm with a crowd of gods and
goddesses very often reflected in the pictorial
mythography of the Tibetan tankas. Al,
though they are represented in their usual and
primitive form, they are here taken with a
new meaning, a secret and symbolic sense
revealed to the disciple. The same process
takes place in Buddhism which has been
noticed in the Shivaite Tantra, where pre.
cisely the series: Kili, Dikini. Sakini, and
so on, unfolds.
While in an evolutive or involutive sense
the fivefold spatial.tempora1 series prevails,
when time and space have shrunk or have
been done away with into the blazing point of
cosmic consciousness, absolute reintegration
is accomplished through four moments, viz.
spiritual rebirth is realized in four moments:
the ancient intuition (already mentioned in
the Upanishads themselves) of the four states
corresponding to gradually more complete pu.
rifications from all illusive duality, is received
into Vajrayina and applied to its soteriod
logy: the states of wakefulness (jigrata), sleep
(svapna), deep sleep (susupta), ineffable fourth
state (turiya), are parified with the four ananda,
four blisses whose intensity becomes more
and more intimate, prathaminandaJ paraminan.
da, uiranrananda, sahajlinanda. In this symbo.
logy which allows the initiate to realize the
purity of divine experience, they correspond,
to the four bodies of the Buddha: nirnldna,
sanrbhogaJ dharma and sahaja, each of them ade.
quate to the four planes of reality: physical.
verbal, spiritual, intellective (kriya, vic, citta,
jiiina ,Sekoddeiatiki, p. 27).
Thus these four different states of bliss.
anand?, more and more intense, flow into the
Mahasukha, the great bliss, synonimous, as
we have seen, with Vajradhara or absolute,
an echo, in Vajrayana, of ancient Indian
ideas, which had conceived the absolute as

Being, thought and bliss, sat.cid/ananda. Vaj.
rayzna, in reality, had defined Being as cittam
prakrtipralrhasvaram, "naturally s h l i n g thought ,,,
and now adds to it this determination of
tnahrirukha = ananda, bliss, which is not a phy.
sical plane, indriyaja (Jiianasiddhi, p. 57) but
the intuition of the nature of all the Tathigatas
(sarvat~tha~atatii
jiianam, ilrid.). This ascent is
Shivaite
centres

Physical ccntre
--

I.Top of B e head

2.

Frontal lobe

3 . Throat

4. Heart
j.

(

Navel

6. Base of the genitals

7. Perineum

Buddhist
centres

sahaaira

usnimkarnala
(rnahisukha,
cakra, 16 pel
called lotus)

ijiii

as in the left
column

viiuddha

1 anihata I

1
1

rnaaipura
svadis!hina
millidhara

accomplished in four stages or moments, tor,
responding to four spheres (cakra) or points,
the equivalents of as many centres of Shivaite
yoga (see following Table). They are con,
ceived, in this identification of the ascetic
with the Whole and in the reproduction in
him of the cosmic process, as the counterpart
of the four Buddhas' bodies.

/

I

do
do
do
missing
missing

sahajakiya

1 ;;ah;eu;$ 1
I

1
turiya

1 'ajn

jiiina (gnosis)

I

I sarnbhogakiya / virarninanda I svapna vic (word)
I dharmakiya / paraminandl / susupti / citta (spirit)

1

I

T o this fourefold division of the four
blisses, the division of the mudras also conforms,
viz. the seals, acppyi:, which are so important
in Vajrayana. I n this esoteric sense the mudras
are symbols of four moments of reintegration,
or better of four different moments of the
awareness leading to it, hence of four diffe,
rent stages of identity with Being. These
mudras are:
karrrranrudra: the seal of the act;
dharnramudra: the seal of the absolute (dhar.
tna = dhartimtd);
nrahamudra: the great seal;
samayatnudra: the symbolic seal.
Kartrranrudra is a reflection, through visible
images, o f the tendency to reintegration or
of its process: so karriranrudra is the woman
employed in the mandala with the object of
experiencing, through intercourse with her, the
function of gnosis and of the means, which,
as we have seen, is the necessary premise of
the Vajrasattva's reintegration. Bur all this

nirmi~akiya
-

I

-

-

I

-

inanda

jigrat

1 - 1

I

I

kiya (body)

-

takes place on the relative and illusory plane.
Dharmanrudra is connaturated with the absolute, it
transcends any development in the phenomenic
world, it is autonomous (akrtrima), untreated,
consubstantial with compassion, paranrananda
(Caturrrrudra, by ADVAYAVAJRA,
p. 3 3 ) .
Mahrimudrli is the pure Being, in which
nirvana and existence within time and space
are identified, supreme reality (satyasya bktako.
titwarn, Kabarajatantra, Ms., p. 4 a).
Sanrayatt~udra is the result of the now
duality of nirvana and samsira, gnosis and
compassion, which, are precisely a single and
identical reality (phalam samayanrudrdyds dva.
yor advayavedananr, ibid.). Dharmaknya is then
conquered once more; hence the disciple, haw
ing transcended the world of appearance and
having become reintegrated into his own es.
sence (sahaja), in the pure form of Heruka or
under some other divine aspects, freely expanded
from Vajradhara, can redeem created beings
through Dharmak~ya and Sambhogakzya*

can reveal himself and hence manifest the
Law (ADVAYAVAJRA.
OP. [it., P. 35).
Once more we find the polyvalence of
words used in the Tantric schools, which
makes it so difficult to understand their theo,
ries. Mudrti does not have only the tech.
nical meaning of a particular moment in the
mystical ascent, though this is its most secret
sense. Mudrci, as we have seen, also means
the iakti, the divine power by whose virtue
the god is active; she is represented by Tan.
tric schools as the yum, the mother embrac.
ing the god. Hence n~udrd,in the initiatic
rite, is the young woman used in the mandala
to symbolize, on that hallowed ground the
repetition of the cosmic drama, whose actor
is now the disciple, made by the rite the
equal of the god. Mudra also means token
or emblem (tnts'an ma), as when, instead of a
divinity, the symbols corresponding to it are
placed in a mandala. Finally mudra is a par/
ticular posture of the hands, establishing a
syntony between the initiate and a particular
deity; it is a '* seal ,, which brings to its des.
tination the mantra, expressing through sound
that same god's very essence. While these
attitudes of the hand are comparativelylimit~
ed as regards the gods, they are nevertheless of
an extraordinary importance, because they point
out ostensibly, the nature or activity proper
to it. But mudra-s are very numerous in liturgy;
several hundreds of them are known; they
have been elaborated and described particularly
in the Yogatantra schools.
The transfer of the drama of the cosmos
into the disciple's body and the bold attempt
to transpose the symbol of universal creation
into the sexual act, which caused the dege.
neration of some Tantric schools tending to
take this symbology literally (for instance the
medieval Bengali Sahajiya schools) are at the
base of the coupled representations so frequent
the iconography of Lamaism.
These images are called yab yum "father and
mother ,,,and now we know what value should
be given to these figures; yab and yunr, father

and mother, are only the two components of
Irodhicitta, viz.prajiia and upliya, iiinyatn and rliga
(= karuna), from whose coupling and melting
it is reconstructed in its primordial unity.
Therefore the copulations predominating
in pictorial representations of the Buddhist
Pantheon are not necessarily obscene, apart
the exterior crudity of their appearance, when
looked upon with uninitiated eyes. For the
disciple they are an invitation to consider the
necessity of reintegrating, through the apparent
duality of phenomenic experience, the essential
bodhicitta, viz. the plane of the absolute,
from which we have decayed, falling into a
relativity spatial and temporal. A n d if the
symbology may seem shocking, the Vajrayrna
theoricians answer back, anticipating modern
psycho~analysis,that it is adequate to human
lust to the inborn and instinctive libido of
living creatures, more and more stubbornly
rising up the more one tries to curb and
break it; therefore it is well, instead of re.
pressing it, to guide and transfer it to other
planes. In fact in the Vajrayanic world
every image is symbolic: it must be interpreted
like a book written in secret signs, which only
the initiates can read. The plurality of heads,
for instance, is !generally dominated by that
spatia1,temporal equivalence which we have
seen presiding over the mandala's paradigms.
There are four heads, viz. four cardinal points;
or five, viz. the four cardinal points plus
the centre; or six, the four cardinal points,
zenith and nadir; or seven, the five points,
counting the central one, zenith and nadir;
eight: four chief points and four intermediate
ones; or nine: these eight, plus the centre;
or ten: the eight, plus zenith and nadir;
or eleven, these ten plus the centre, and so
on.279) In the same manner (as I have already
pointed out in another book, recalling the
interpretations of IndolTibetan masters them.
selves) we must read the symbols these deities
hold in their hands: their number is deter.
mined by exact correspondences with some
fundamental categories of Buddhist gnosis,

and the symbols they clasp in their hands
are chosen according to the same standards.
MafijuSri, for instance, holds a sword in his
right hand and a book in the left, to point
out that the book, viz. the PrajiiiipZramiti,
i. e. gnosis, is an active force, cutting error
(nroha) like a sword. It is a new symbology,
badly adapted to the Bodhisattva MafijuSri,
intently listening to the Buddha's word in
one of the Greater Vehicle's revelations.
The most complex iconographic types are
always " read ,, as in a catechism of the
Doctrine: they represent in a plastic form the
essential principles of the Law. Here, for
instance, may be seen how Tibetan exegesis
interprets the image of rDo rje ?jigs byed (Indo.
Tibetica, 111, part 11, p. 86): " The ascetic
topknot, standing up, means that he is con.
substantiated with the five mystic gnoses: he
has a terrific aspect because he drives hostile
forces (Mnra) away. His sixteen feet are a
symbol of the sixteen lunds of unsubstantiality;
his nudity is meant to express that all things
are without birth; the erect member means
that he is consubstantiated with eternal bliss;
the thirtyfour arms are a symbol of the
thirty~fourcoefficients of enlightenment; the
knife is there because he slays ignorance, the
javelin (bhindipnla) because he analyzes what
is falsely imagined concerning the subject and
its object; the pestle means the concentration
of awareness; the razor because he slays sin;
the !goad (the text has: rdo tje rtse gcig) to
point out the submission of the body and
of words; the axe because he cuts off the
mind's error, the spear because he annihilates
false theories, the arrow because he pierces
false imagining, the hook because he drags
(towards salvation), the club because he breaks
down the veil derived fiom karma, the kEat/
vairga because his nature is consubstantiated
with the thought of enlightenment; the disc
because he sets the wheel of the Law in mod
tion; the vajra because he is consubstantiated
with the fifih gnosis; the hammer because
he cleaves covetousness asunder; the sword

because he bestows the various magical powm,
like those belonging to the sword, etc., the
drumlet because through the supreme bliss
so symbolized, he admonishes all the Tatha,
gatas; the skull full of blood because he
mulates US to observe vows; BrahmaPs head
because, through his compassion it accom,
plishes the good of created beings; the
because he triumphs over all of M ~ r a works;
'~
the foot because he bestows on those who
meditate the same rank as the Buddhas; the
noose because he takes possession of (literally
ties) supreme wisdom; the bow because he
triumphs over the three worlds; bowels be,
cause he helps us to understand the unsubs,
tantiality of things; the bell to represent con,
substantiality with supreme gnosis; the hand
because he is capable of doing all things; the
rag picked up in cemeteries because he des,
troys the veil of ignorance which prevents us
from recognizing that all things lack an es,
sence of their own; an impaled man because
he penetrates deep into the conception that
all things lack substance; the (triangular)
fireplace symbolizes germinal light cod pal);
the fieshly/cut head, because he is full of the
ambrosia of compassion; the hand in a threa.
tening posture because he terrifies fiends; the
threedpointed spear symbolizes the concep.
tion that spirit, word and body have only
one essence; a fluttering piece of cloth because
all things are mcsya. The beings he tram.
pies underfoot symbolize the mystic powers
derived from him ,,.
In the same way BhutadZmara (Grub
t1a6s rgya mtio, vol. c'a, p. 16) "has a blue
body to symbolize unflinchingness from the
plane of the absolute; he has only one head
because all things have a single essence (that
of being " void ,,). His arms are four as
a symbol of the four "incommensurable qua/
lities,, forming the road (to reintegration); the
rdo rje he grasps in his first right hand alludes
to the nine h n d s of revelation acting as those
,, through whch the illusive images
belonging to the nine earths are destroyed;'")

with the other hand 011 the left, bent in the
threatening posture, he takes hold of a noose,
because by frightening the hostile forces, not to
be pacified through peaceful means, he overth,
rows them and then again becomes favourable
by virtue of his great mercy. The two chief
hands are joined in the mudra called bhiitaaa,
tsars, inasmuch as gnosis and absolute, being
identical, destroy the false idea of duality ,,.
These images are the temporary form ta,
ken by what, in its very essence, transcends
all form; hence their meaning as symbols:
their value, for those who gaze and meditate
upon them, is that of a source of purification;
they are a temporary prop which must be
gradually abandoned, as awareness of our
essence dawns upon us in a clearer and clearer
form. Images are therefore an artifice (krtaka);
even the image of truth appearing in the me,
ditative process is magic Uianasiddhi, p. 43);
in reality there is no dhyann "meditation on
any god ,, for the siddha, because dhyana is only
possible in the field of duality, but the Vajra,
sattva, viz. the absolute the, dharmakaya, man,
scends any form: riipabhavanaya vajrasattvo nn
sidhyati (Iiannsiddhi, p. 47).
The ontological link between the Buddha
and the bodhi, and at the same time the cerl
tainty of underlying identity in the nature of
the Buddha and of created beings, both
equally led to a development of the yoga
technique meant to unfetter the mysterious prel
sence of the reflection of cosmic consciousness
imprisoned within ourselves at the expense of
speculation: salvation, as we stated above, is
an effect not of knowledge but of praxis.
Hence awareness of our true being is not
learned in books, but it is a progressive
enlightenment, attained through a sacrament.
As, in the Shivaite schools, dikla is re,
W e d to expel the paurulanr ajianam, inborn
error, so in Buddhist gnosis baptism is an
essential and inviolable part of the soterioj
logical process. Naturally, as in the Shivaite
schools, diksa is not efficient unless dogmatics
have first eliminated errors dialectically and

postulated truth (heyopadeyaniicayap~aka), so
also in Vajray2na the essential premise is a
knowledge of Prajiia, generally of Mahsyina,
which gives access to the deepest experien.
ces of the adamantine Vehicle. But when
theoretical knowledge is perfected, praxis
begins, and it begins with baptism, indeed
with baptisms, for they are multiple, gene,
rally eleven. Buddhism always remains a
krama,tnukti, like all Indian theosophical sys.
tems: a progressive liberation which gra,
dually eliminates more and more subtle stains,
ascending to higher and higher visions, puri,
fied by truth. This ascent reflects the same
ideas already implicit in the various degrees of
dhyana and samapntti in Yoga and ancient ~ u d ,
dhism, as well as in the ten stages (bhiimi)
which the Bodhisattva must pass through.
Moreover, the symbology of the Cakravartin's
consecration is here repeated. Indeed baptism
is called not dikla, as in Shivaite systems, but
abhiseka, which is a consecration performed by
sprinkling water on the head of the person
being initiated, as in the rites of royal conse,
cration. This is the first nbhileka (called udakn,
abhileka, consecration by water), the second is
tn~kutalabhi~ekn,
viz. by the imposition of a
diadem, or a is crown, golden or studded with
gems (rntnahemamukuta, Sekodde~atika,p. 7). or
a turban (vastranrukuta, ibid.).
The third is pattibhiseka, in which con.
secration takes place by putting the sacred
band on the shoulders of the person being
initiated. Vajra and ghanta/abhileka follow:
during these the neophyte is touched by the
master with bell and vajra; next vajravrata or
talung of vows, then namabhileka, in which
the person being initiated receives an initiatic
or secret name, defining his new mystical
personality, hatched out of this consecration:
finally the anrgiia,abhiseka follows when the
disciple is effectively invested with power, thus
receiving fiom the master the vajra and the bell
which up to now he was not authorized to
handle. N o w he will be designed by this
name among his " vajra.fellows ,,, and not

infrequently, in the case of great masters, the rajorirandala, upon which other baptisms are
initiatic name is substituted for the real one
performed, is no longer strictly required, but
the use of a ttludrd, is enjoined, a young
or joined to it.
Generally these seven baptisms represent
under 21 years of age, usually 16, Who, as
a single group and are conferred in the same
we have said above, represents gnosis; out of
ceremony, on the rajorrmn~ala, the mandala
her symbolical union with the adept, bodhi,
drawn with coloured powder on the conse.
reintegration with the absolute, will be born,
crated ground; the neophyte is successively led
The language used by Tantric texts to
by his master into different portions of the
describe these rites is sometimes so crudely
mandala, to the South, North, East and West.
realistic that it would be offensive to quote it
Like the disciple in the Eleusine mysteries, he
here. But we must recall what has already
been remarked, viz. that such language, meant
is led there blindfolded; the bandage (patta) is
taken off at the end of the ceremony when,
to keep laymen away from the initiatic rite,
should not always be taken literally: very
consecration having taken place and inborn
stains being therefore erased, the candidate is
it is a case of sandhyabhaza or secret expression,
whose true meaning only the initiated can
in the state of purity required to understand
understand; obscurity is but a veil, through
the mystical meaning of rites and symbols.
which purest yogic complexities are dimly
While he is blindfolded, the mystical family
to which he is attuned is defined by throw/
perceived. But such symbologies have their
drawbacks, which soon became apparent
ing a flower into the mandala. W h e n the
in the trends, both Buddhist and Shivaist,
consecration is intended to confer magical
which took them literally and consequently
or earthly powers, (laukikasiddhi), in the spe.
degenerated, as everyone knows, throwing
cia1 magical rite particularly fitted, to his
great discredit on Tantric currents.
mysterious participation in a given mystical
Without going into greater detail, it will
family, the image (or that part of the mandala
be well to point out that these superior bap,
on which the flower drops), represents the
tisms are three:
" family ,, into which the initiated person is
a) ~humbha/alrhi~eka.Khurnbha means
called to operate.
vase ,,, but also "breast ,,, and the word is
These baptisms have been discussed at
here used in the latter sense;
great length in the Vajriyana schools: their
b) guhya/abhiseka, or secret;
very denominations are quite different from
~)~rajiia,abhi~eka,
in which actual possession
one Vajrayana current to the other (see, for
instance, Sekatanvayasangraha, by ADVAYAVAJ,of the gnosis or mudra is attained.
This scheme of mine, in its necessary
RA, p. 3 6 and p. 3 7). But generally all agree
and deliberate brevity, does not even give a
on their esoteric meaning, on the interior puri.
feeble idea of the complexity of these rites of
fication they successively cause in the mystic.
The first two are meant to purify the ~hysical initiation, their endless liturgical details, the
implements and substances required, the for.
plane, they do away with the largest blemi.
mulas recited, the acts the neophyte, his
shes (kayaviiuddhi); the third and fourth are
master and their assistants must perform.
used to purify the verbal plane (vdc); the fifih
The initiation is a real liturgical drama. stu)
and the sixth purifj the spiritual plane (citta),
died
in all its details, requiring from its actors,
the last the intellective plane (jiiana).
in
the
complexity of its moments, an accurate
These first seven baptisms are followed by
and
participation. The ceremony of
another three, higher and more secret, to be con.
some
special
rites takes on dramatic move'
ferred only on those persons who are spiritually
merit,
as
in
the
rite of aveia, krodhaveia, Or
mature enough to receive them. For them the
6'

besetment, when the neophyte, psychologi/
cally predisposed and then guided by this
liturgy, as he invokes the warlike aspects of
the deity on whom the protection of the man,
dala is conferred, gradually loses the con/
s ~ i o u s n eof
~ s his own self and feels the god's
invisible but irresistible power invading him;
the god then acts through his person, tossing
him about in a frenzied dance.
This is vajranrtya, the adamantine dance,
in which the initiate, having unconsciously
fallen into a hypnotic state, or deliberately
imitating the attitudes of a possessed person,
rushes round the mandala, often brandish,
ing weapons, to keep off the vighna or
hostile powers in ambush (Sekoddeiatika).
The origin of the sacred dances so frequent
in Tibetan convents should be sought pre,
cisely in these ceremonies, connected with
pre,Buddhist rites of a chtonic character or
intended to help the mysterious forces from
which the earth draws its periodical fruitfulness.
A s to baptism, it always presupposes a
mandala, because the latter is sugatalaya, " the
Buddhas' dwelling ,, (Prajiiopayaviniicayasiddhi,
p. I I): by erasing the stains which dull men's
spirit, it produces awareness of the essential
identity between the person to be initiated and
the womb of Buddhas, bodhi ontologically
conceived: hence the baptized person is annn,
talokadhatvek, lord of infinite universes, (Prajc
iiopayaviniicayasiddhi, p. I I): ekakayo 'si buddhnniim
tvnm idanim "you have now become one like
the Buddhas,, , the master says at the end of
baptism. (Jii~nasiddhi, p. 92): he is therefore
sar~abuddhadhi~a,
ibid., p. 93, ruler over all the
Buddhas (ibid., p. 38).
The Buddhas then flock 6om the various
points of space and bless him (Prajiiopdyavi~
niicayasiddhi, p. 10). This means that the
ascetic thus consecrated by a reconquered
awareness of his nature, finds himself on
another plane: the exoteric liturgy valid for
common men, as a means of purification,
necessary but provisional, has no longer any
value for the initiate (JZanasiddhi, p. 40).

For this external ceremonial he substitutes
atmapijn, self.worship, inasmuch as he is
bodhi, Vajrasama, Dharmakaya (dtmniva sar,
vabuddhatvam ... tasmat sarvaprayatnena hy atmanay
piijayet sadri).
Baptism is accompanied by the vow ,
satnaya prarjiia, which binds the initiate to
follow the rules of Vajrayana, to keep its
secrets, to respect his brethren in the vajra, to
honour his guru as the one who has shown
him the way, who is the cause of all his
spiritual fortune and success, sarvarthasiddhida
(Prajiiopliyaviniicayasiddhi,p. 9); this because
the guru is identical with Vajradhara, he
is the Buddha, the author of that epiphany
which has opened up the rescuing light to
the neophyte.
These doctrinal premises of Lamaism.
which I have so briefly summarized, represent
the background against which Tibetan cul,
ture, wholly imbued with it, unfolds. The,
refore a knowledge of them cannot' be dispen,
sed with, if one wishes to understand the
soul of Tibet in its innermost meaning, in
its complexity which one might almost call
baffling and naturally its art. These prin,
ciples make of Lamaism an initiatic religion,
in which the truth that saves does not unfold
spontaneosly to the devotee in a blaze of love,
but has to be conquered with hard work,
continually overcoming the obstacles of error
which hide truth from our eyes, with the
help of rites and formulas and sacraments,
which nevertheless would remain inefficient
and void, like dead things, were they not
revived by the word of the master, the Lama,
in which that truth reveals itself in all its
light. The master is therefore the only cham
nel between the flow of samsara and nirvana's
unspeakable peace, dazzling bodhi. How,
out of this doctrinal background, new trends
are born, concrete religious yearnings, how
gods and heavens are formed, other books
will show. But we shall not omit hints and
suggestions, as we illustrate, one by one, the
tankas we are now going to deal with.

nw horscmcn: to this group bclongcd: Yon ia bui (sic) Bar ku
,.ai ji, K~~can pit'ur, Ma zin pakii the mT'u med (SAYANGS i t h ,
127, S~HMIDT. chat an^ Bogba~ur,Mahiin bohi) followed by a great
which had gathcrcd there. bSod nams rgya mu'o went on to
dkar po can, w h a c they oRcrcd him t w o horscs and roo0
A
headr ofshccp, up to Han nc, what hc consccratcd thc emple of P'un
Inam rgyal glin, rcccntly built (p. 94 a). Thcn g r u t Mongol
dignitariesarrivcd to men him: about 3000 pcnons, headed by Sacan
~ ~ ~and Dayan
~ ~ Noyan,
~ both
i jof royal
i lincagc. H e continucd his
journey through the territory of A s d p d no yon, thcn. as hc got nearer
and ncanr to thc place where Altan rgyal po was waiting for him, meet,
ings and rich homages succcdcd one another more frequently. Finally
to rncdve him with all honours thc C'os rjc brTson agrus bran
whom he had prccedently sent to Altan's coun, and the Lotsiva
cuiri pak ii who actcd as interpram.
94, v i r . thc roxallcd Dongkor Qutuqtu.
gl. onthe occasion of thc temple's consccration there was a frah
cxchangc ofgifis: a diadem (dbu rgyan) of gold. a vase, thc tiara with the
symbols of the five supreme Buddhas, implcmcnts for thc liturgy of
baptism,like the vase for blessed water etc.. a seal made out of a rrri
gold having engraved upon it thc figurc of a fivealawcd dragon and
inscription, in Mongol characters rDo I) (r'an ra lai bla ma
ka.
uaaI of thc T a lai blama Vajradhara , its container of silver. a cape
ornamcntcd with
yellow silk mantlcs, ornamcntcd with fivetaloned
dragonsBclaws, inernally lined with leather (abol rgan: bol go", boljar,
see S. CH. DASI. v. and LAIIFER. Loan words, pp. 49. 166). a waistcoat of
ycUow silk rihm, lined internally with Icather, pillows and such things.
96. In the tcxt: W a n yi.
97. This is how the Mini I i b , chap. 231. p. 4 a, relates t h a t wants.
"Then (first Chcng tC year, 1506) the Empcror was deceived by recent
rumors, according to which in dBus and gTsan thcrc was a monk who
was able to know the three times: the men of that country called him a
living Buddha. The Empcror was glad and wished to know him
and hc examined thc ancient wents when, in thc umcs of Yung lC and
cntned thc barand H o u Hsicn 1%
Hsiian tc, C h i n Ch'cng j4/i
barians' country (Tibn). (The Emperor) ordncd thc eunuch Liu Yun
# ft to go and meet him. Thc Minister Liang Ch'u ig {&(on whom
s n Ming Sbib, chap. 190) and others said "The teachings prevailing in
Tibn (Hsi Fan pIj 8)are bad and d o not conespond to thosc of the
Clauics. The C o u n of our ancestors sent envoys (in thosc counuier)
and this took place because, as in thosc times thc world began to be
acll~ordcnd,it intended, through thosc (envoys), to cducatc rook and
chcck barbarians. (Our ancestors) did nor bclicve in the doctrina of
thosc (pcoplcs) and did not respect them.
"Later,thcre was peacc and many Emperors succeeded onc another
Tor many gcncrations; only, as (thc barbarians) sent envoys to thc Coun.
they oRercd gifu (in exchange), but thcy ncvn lightly sent their envoys
to travel in those lands. Now, if this eunuch is suddenly sent as at1
officialenvoy to honour those monks. thc C o u n and pcoplc, sccing this,
will bc astonishcd and (the eunuch) Y u n will ask up to swc~altens
of thounnds of mcasura of salr and will begin to ask that hundreds
o f h o ~ ~and
s boats be given him. H c will naturally smugglc salt,
harasing the stauons, and he will wrong officers and private pcnons.
Now in (SsG Ch'uan) brigandage sccms to havc subsided; cpidcmics
do not yct arise, the officers havc no rcsmes, but he will certainly wish
to cxton money wrongfully from military mcn and from thc peoplc.
The lane1 will bravcly give thcmsclvcs up to adventures. Once morc
brigands wtll appear. Moreover, whcn fiom T'icn Ch'uan
$ now
T'icn ch'iian hsicn, in Ssir Ch'uan) and from Liu fan ?\ '
;one crorra
the frontia, it is necessary to travel for several tens of thousands of li. for
the space ofrrveral years. But on the high roads there are absolualy no
m i l stations. Whcrc thcn will thcy rest If in thc middle o l thc roads
'hey meet with brigands, how can they defend themsclva~ This is
tanumount to insulting China's prcsrigc, and scceiving insults from
bubarous forigncrs. Such a thing is not possible. W c cannot writc
Ihc Icttcm the Empcror has ordncd us to writc .,.
"The Empcror paid no ancntion (to thcsc rcpracntation. When
Liu Yiin arrived) .....thc living Buddha (dCe adun rgya mu'o) k u i n g
lhat China should wish to harm him, wcnt into hiding and did not
show himell. The officials bccame angry and wanted to fakc him by
'orcc. BY night thc barbarians anackcd thcm. T w o officm flcd and
a hundrd men dicd. Thc woundcd wcrc half as many. Yiin.
riding a k t horse, rapidly flcd. thus avoiding death. Whcn he got to
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Ch'cng
hc (orbadc thcm to speak (of what had happened) and re,
paned 10 the Empaor in an unnuthlul l m . w h e n thc I m a anivcd,
the Emperor W u tsung had dicd. Shih tsung c d c d y i i n back and
handed him ro the judga for p ~ n i ~ h m c n t .
"In
Chis thing pniod(tp>rs67)thc F a w a n g r a l umcs
offerings oftributa, which came u n i n ~ m u p t c dto
l ~Shih tsung's Court.
A t that time there was (in Tibn) thc monk SO run chicn
fi
2 3fi (bsod nams rgya mu'o) who knew the past and the fumrc. They
Q
N~~ ta
called him the living Buddha. Thc Shun i wang
?$ (Alun Qaghan) held him in grut consideration and had much
faith in him. In thc swcnth year ofthc Wan li period (I 579) with the
Prncn of going to mcn thc living Buddha. (marching) W-ard
he
invaded ~a la ,Ti, jliJ(Kalmuks, u c chap. 328) but hc was ddclted.
This monk turned him from his inclination to slay and advicd him to
return to the East. A n ta also indumd this monk io curblish rclauons
with China; from Kan Chou 11 (today Chang Yc in Kan suh), hc
sent a lmcr to Chang Chu chcng
)g W ((rhc C h i d Minister of thc
E m p o r W a n li. Mirlg shib, chap. 213, pp. 1442) giving himwlf thc
name of Shih chiamu ni pi ch'iu f l
QI W GI\ ( ~ ~ ~ a m bhi,
uni
ksu) and, trying to establish with China the relations of a uibuury. he
sent ccrcmonial gXu. Chii chcng dared not acccpt thcm and informcd
the Emperor. Thc lattcr ordered thc gifu to bc acccptcd and allowed
that nibute. From that time China k n w that there w a a living Bud,
dha. This monkporrascd exnaordinarycapaciua, by which hc was able
to subdue men. All the barbarians followcd h i teaching. Thcn thc T a
pao L wang and thc Shan hua wang and the othn princcs rcvcrcd him
and callcd thcmsclva his discipla. From this time the Western counnics
acknowlcdgcd themsclva obcdicnt to this monk. Thc barbuian prinms
had thcn a nominal authority and were no longcr able to issuc ordm,..
98. King Sa t'am is a d a ~ c n d a n tof onc of C c sar's rivals (see
DAVIDN F 5 , La wit rurbumaint k C u b r dc Ling, p. 264). Thc scene
upon which thcsc cvcnu arc said to have taken
is. according to
M m c DAVID N m , thc Likiang region, Nonh of Yiinnan. Chung,
ticn and Atunze. According to Blo b a n rgya mu'o, the counuy of
aJam should be placed a linlc morc to the Nonh, towards BatangsLinng
(on thc relations between Sa <am of ?Jam and the thud Dalai Lama scc
SAYANGS i i t h . p. 241). The Bum nag <an is in thc cnvuons of the
Bum la,Wat ofthc Yang tzir chiang.
99. But in thc tcxt: bha si.
roo. aP'ags iin kun has nothing to to with the onc of Ncpd, scc
note 237.
lor. Thc lann is the gca~gandlatherof thc Mongol historian
Sayang Satan; hc dicd in 1581. a ycu lftcr this visit of bSod n a m rgya
mu'o. MO~AERT, Ordosico, Bullctin Catholic University. Peking, n. 9.
p. 56. O n this visit we S A ~ A NSGi t B , p. 249. Dayan noyan was a
Turnat chic[
102. T h e ~ m e a s ' O m b u ~ ' u h u r ~ ~ o y o n . i n H ~ p . ~tcxt).
~8(p.~~~
103. S A Y A N G S ASWDT.
~~,
p.2~~.ibid..AmutaiChun~dschi.
104. SAYANG
S A ~ ~ , S ~ ~ , i b i d . . N oJcke
m u wadschra
n
Chagm.
105. Cfi. H m , p. 59 and p. 233; SCHMIDT, p. 257. H . S m w s .
Pti~louFonprou, Monumcnta serica. vol. X, p. 139.
106. Blo bzan rgya m d o spelling is always unccruin: now T'u
mcd, now mT'u mcd.
107. He was thc religious pauon of princa of Sam agrub m; hc
was invitcd, togetha with his son, by the three sons of g i n biag Ts'c
bnan rdo rjc, thc founder ofthc princes ofgTsan's dynasty.
108. In 1604 camc thc invitation of rhc c h i d of C o n ri d k u po
(who was callcd Lha gzigs mii dban po.like thc king of SNCUg d ~ h )
bKa' brgyud rnam p u rgyal ba (p. 31 b); followcd by that of dCyc re Iha
btsun (p. 33 a) and that of sKyid jod, extendcd to him by the Sa skyon
gYul rgyal nor bu, uncle and n c p h w (p. 33 b).
Yon tan rgya mtr'o acccpted and then continued his tour towuds
Mal g o , Rin c'cn plin c'os sdc, ' 0 1 k'a; the I q and religious commu.
nitia of rDsin p'yi, that of lCab n, Crum mda'. Ban rim. then came to
do him honugc. Having returned to sKyid iod (p. 34) and then a g i n
to =Bras spuns, we find him in 1606 in Yar kluns, in aP'yoo rgyas, in
sTag n u , invitcd thcrc by the prince bSod nams gags pa. and next in
Ri bo sde c'cn, aP'yob gyas. P'ag sdc, d P d ri sgrub sdc. bKra iis bdc
c'cn, C'or lam rih pa and other m o m t n i a which had no prcjudica
as to system (thc Tibnan cxpruion is p u b mt'a' rir mcd kyi dgon pr r'c
cid; H u m , p. 241. undmtands rir mtd as a proper namc. In the life o r
TsoP k'a pa, p. 8: irar riii ris mrd kyi mk'u drub. This u n a h bc b m n
spccificd: ris mcd is a name
to the rdsogr r'cn xhoolr, viz. to a branch

a

1.94. r C y a l bu j i big fr m~rrI a g ~ a n rdu by. bn nor buip'rtn.
185. r C y a l k mom g a la gram du bya 60 bkra i i r kyi p'nn.
1.96. O n T6giiz,buqa, Doctor Hambis, whom I have consulted.
writes: "L'hisroirc dcr Yuan (lo. r 6 ) mcnrionnc sour la 3' annk f'ai ling
un prince dc il:+ W u P'ing nommC #b ,HT.& T'ieh ku ssii pu
hua (T6gii9buqa): il a t $alemcnt citi au ch. 108.6' dans l a tableaux
des apanages comrne ayant rcgu un sccau en or dans le 3 V ' a i ring (I )la),..
187. A brief biographical sketch ofthe lorsiva ofSon is contincd
in rhc DT, f'a, p. 14 IT. His namc was rDo rje rgyal mts'an, was born
in B O ~ra in spyad luli gar k'a. Onc of his first poetical composi*
lions was a hymn in honour ofaP'ags pa, just back Gom China. Hc
went to Ncpal whcre he studied for Bvc ycars at rhc school of thc pans
dira Mahcndrabhadra. O n his return to T i b n and precisely to Sa
skya, he rranslarcd rhc K i b c a k r a with its commcnrary, which aP'ags
pa judged superior to the preceding translation. He next translarcd
thc Avadinakalpalafi
188. But for thc datc of aP'ags pa.scc b d o ~ T i b t f i r a . I V . p a n I,p.74.
189. Thc works are arranged in an order dirrcring from the prin,
tcd cdirion known to Klon rdol bla ma, and not all thc works cor,
rapond; KWN RDOL,op. cif.. vol. ra, p. 6 If.. and Z a b p a dan rgya c'r
pai dam paic'or kyi 1'06 yiggarigai c'u rgyan, premincd to thc works ofthe
li%h Dalai Lama. pan 11. p. 77.
190. Indo,Tibtfica. IV. p u t I. p. 14.
191. b r T a n agyur dkar c'ag yid bib^ nor b r r i z a ma fog (vol. fa). Thc
work was undcnakcn by ordcr and with thc favour ofthe sku inn K u n
dga' don grub. Scc bsTan adyur gyi dkar c'ag r i d b i i n nor bu dbangi r ~ a l
poi p ' n 6 (vol. la) pp. 4. 6.
192. MOW. Cbrisfianr in C h i n a , pp. 22+125.
193. Thc rDsogs c'cn sniprura arc divided into: rtmr I , pertain,
ing to thought. k l o i rdr pcnaining to essence. man I a g srk pertaining
ro rhc mantra; rhc sRid r'ig belongs ro rhc lancr class, D T , ga, p. 36.
194 Quoted by SP. p. 396.
195. SK MASPBRO.
L Q n b myfbologiqlur dons I t C b o u King, JA. 1914.
196. Thc book was panially rranslarcd (rhc first 54 chaprcn) by
S C H U G in~ the Abbandlungtn Bay. Akad. Wiss.. I. XXI. 11.
pp. 419,444; XXII, 111. pp. 51,576, and in its cntirny by TOUSSAINT,
LCL f d t Padma, Paris, 1933. The Peking cdirion was consulted by
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LAVPER.
D r r Roman tirrrr Tibdhrhrn Konigirr, p. zI9 K. f
, 01 further
bibliographical information see C m m , Padmasam)baua
Vtr,
wandftr, Bissler Archiv.Vol. 111. Pan I. 1912; TOUSSAIN~,
op, (if,, P,
197. Laufcr's translation ofthis entirc passage should bc concctcda;
follows: "thc patron was the Hor prince (i.c. Za hor) bsod nams stabs

,

rgyal. Minister ofthe P'ag mo gru pa king. invested with
Tibet by the Mongolkings who had meivedrheir authorityfiomhcavcn,,,
198. A Chapter of rhc collection of thc Bar do f'orgrol,
199. The songs includcdin thebKo'r'adsdrlkalikethose ofthcb~sa,l
rrroibka' f'ad translated by LALIFER.Dn Rorn.rr crc., should be conlidncd
as belonging to the oldest parts ofthe book as rhc language clmly
zoo. For instance in Blon poi bka' f'ak. p. 58, thc mention of sa
skya dPon c'cn Byan c'ub rin c'cn, who cmied off from bSam yas
turquoise statue of the Lha mo. In Kun dga' of aBri gun rhcrc is an
allusion to the sCom c'cn Kun dga'rinc'cn;in Nam m k . a ' ~ f B ~ a b , ~ ~ ~
mk'a' rab bnan is hinrcd at, and so on p. 6s: "503 years from now
Hor will come and thcre will bc great miscry ,.. Sce also above, ,. ar.
lor. See above p. 87. A refutation of his argumcnts is contained
in an important book by an unknown author which I found in Hemis.
I rekr ro it as " r R k ma pa apology.. .
202. Thc life of Yc ics mrs'o rgyal passes, even so. for a g T t r ma:
its title is: Bod kyi j o mo yc b nrls'o rdyalgyi rnam par f'ar mdsad fr'ul dab
p a radon du byun ba. Ponla cdition. dter an ancient edition in flyon
rgyas. dPal gyi ti r'cg c'en glin; but no g T c r sfoa is recorded. It i; a larc
compilation conraining allusions to thc Ycllows' triumph, p. roz,
d C t ldan brfan p a (byun and to the fifth Dalai Lama: Z a borgdud mf'a'
rrriyidbanpo brfan p a dbus g b a i k'arr su bru ba h u n , p. rot 6. The aaL
vity ofthc rRin ma pas as commentators was vcry grcat and it ccacnd
on the most imponanr Tanrras, chiefly on the Cuhyagarbha In hct
the rfiiir ma pas arc often called the "gSan slin po pa.. . The DT,
l a , quotes many works of this kind: f. i. the gSan bai rdin poi !ik &
rgyas pa by rTa sron gzi brjid (XIIIth century) (ibid.. p. 22 a); a gSa,i
ba s i i n po rgyud !ik k i c't ba by Sans rgyas rin c'en rgyal ma'an (I 350.
1431), (;bid.,
23 a> thcgSan ba riiri poi k'og dbu pa and the rCyud
r n a r i s by
kya 'od (XVrh ccnrury) (ibid., p. 25 a).
203. A s to the g T t r sfonr they arc vay many: a traditional list of
them is known, which is worrhy of notice.

li

rnib ma pr Apology
and con!rmpormrlty w t h orher prnonr

ti

[as in rhc Icft column]
do
contcmpor. of Mupa lolriva
[as in thc left column]

p. 3a: Rin c'cn bzah po

immediately din rCya lordva
p. 39: callcd dBu ru ston

gTsug lag dpal dgc

do
do
do
Sa skya padpal bla madam pa(cont.)
[as in the Icft column]
do
(master ofMyan gi bla ma)rJc beun
grags pa (conr.)
[as in the left column]

A ya Iha abum
K'yun po dpal dgc
5a mi rdo rjc rgyal
lDan ma lhun rgyal

missing
missing
[as in rhc lcft column]
do

P. 43
P. 44

Sans rgyas bla ma
rCya IotGva (rDo rjc bzan
PO)
sNa nam pa

p. 37
p. 3s: born in mDo K'ams in thc
family Aan ma nam pa
p. 38

Durn rgya Zah k'rorn
R i ma reti ge
gYu ru ston Sa kya
Bon po Brag Ts'al

ZU yas of sRc mo
G u b r'ob dia grub

p. 380

Cra pa mNon Icr (dBan
?P'YU~? b 4

books on mcdicinc and as*
rrology
books on gSin rje. Ma mgon
RC.
-

P 40

Sron bean s g m poi bKa'
abum
p. q:born when Sans rgyar bla ma
was old
p. 42: callcd SKUsa srnan pa or
sMan pa Padma skyabs

do
I

anology and medicine

-

-

p. 44: I G buun Scti gc dban p'yug
(conr.)
p. 46: born in the ycu c'u bya of the
finr cycle. 1033.
of Yam
iud rgyal ba 'od

.

sRin rig

Sai blon rdo rjc bdud adul:
rCyad bii and othn med
dical works in fa slag, 1098

[as in h c lcft column]

Ra iag ((Cos abar or bSod
nams rdo rjc)
Myan ral (N ma 'od)
K'yun t'og g=
Ra mo :el sman (Yc Its bzan
PO)
Curu c'os dban
Curu Jo ts'e (Tr'c dban d u
PO)
Pad ma dban p'yug
Don ban rgya mts'o
Rag ii ston pa
r D n ron bhi ') (pa) (in R C
Byar ron) E sman pa (Ri
ma 'od gsal)
C'os kyi rdo rjc
gYag p'yu snon mo
m K ' x nag
Lha btsun snon mo
R i ma gcags pa
Ts'ul Yrims rdo rjc
Ts'c brun rgyal mts'an
Rin c'cn glin pa (Rin c'tn
rgyal po dpal b a n )
0 rgyan glin pa

rDo rje gro lod
Dri mcd 'od zer

0 rgyan glin pa
Rog rje 0 rgyan glin pa

-

0 rgyan glin pa - g T a bdag
0 rgyan - Kun skyon

p. 47: born lii .Lrq of second cycle.
1124 dcad iiri byi, rzoq
p. 50: of a Bon family
P 51
do
? r a g s pa (cont.)
[as in thc lcfi column]
capture of Bya rog rdson 1281
[as in the lcft column]
do
A g len (cont.)
[as in thc lcft column]
do

do
do
do
do
Pats'abloeiva R i ma gags pa(cont.)
[as in thc left column]
do
Taisi ru Byanc'ubrgyal mts'an(cont.)
[as in h e lcfi column]
at his place Sans rgyas glin pa
[as in thc lcft column]
contcmp.withByai c'ubrgyal me'an
missing
Byan c'ub rgyal mts'an (the yur of
his death is the yeu of thc disco,
very o r thc gTcr ma)
Ra tna glin pa
C o s rje glin pa (or dBon rjc)

callcd gTcr bdag glin pa
Kun skyon glin pa contcmp. of Bo
don D'yogs Ias rmm rgyal and Nor
bzan of Rin spuns

-

0 rgyan mdo snags glin pa
0 rgyan bstan gNs pa

0 rgyan rdo rjc glin

1

0 rgyan rin c'cn glin pa

0 rgyan pad ma glin pa
0 rgyan las ap'ro

[as in thc lcft column]
contempor. of Rin spuns Nag dban
[as in the lcft column]
do

[as in the klt column]
0 rgyan las rp'ros glin pa

bSam gun glin pa
0 rgyan iig po glin

1
1.

books of K'ri sron I& bmn,
Ma mo glin biii mdos

0 rgyan bdc c'm glin

The place of discovery or thc gTm ma.

[as in the left column]
do

p. 52: born in the ycuofthc monkey.
1212
P. $5

Cur mgon

dPc dlur u tad

-

p. 60
p. 61: born krajr yor. 1291, Kar ma
Ran byun rdo rjc (cont.)
p. 62
p. 63
p. 65: born r'u p'a~. 1323

missing
ra rpn of thc Clrh cycle, 1308

Padma blu' yi t ' a i yig. Padr
m i r n m t ' u c'un ba,
b ~ I'mi S ~ IL
C

-

missing
p. 69: C o s rjc glin pa (+Dram glib
rdo rjc) - Blo bzai dar rgyas. K'ri
c'un dCa' l d m (cont.)
p. 71: born Sn k'yi, 1334
p. 74: born me byi. 1396

P. 76
p. 78: bsTan gCs glin pa Pad ma
rr'e dbvl rgyal po (cont.)
p. 79: born me k'yi, I466
p. 82: Rin c'cn glin pa p'yi ma, born
/<dl$ Zrug, 1466;contemp. ofgzon
nu dpd
p. 85: born /rap k'yi, 1490
born J?" by#, rjzj, called also Nag
dbaii c'os rgyd
p. 91
p. 91: born % r p m , 1524 (Nam
mka' ts'c dban); contemporary
with Kun dga' rin c'cn of Sa skya
p. 93: born r'u k'yi. I562

sRin t'ig bcu g u m

-

204. Klon rdol bla ma, in his work bKa'gdnrar p a dan dgt I g s b b
ma rag rim j y i g m r i !bum rnfs'an f'ob, complnc works, vol. ra, p. 42 ff..
givcs a list or thc work= sufra, prakara"a and fanfra. on which Tsob
k'a pa bascd himsclr. having rccognizcd them as authoritative.
205. O n this Candrakitti scc the chaptcr on v a j m y i ~p. 23 I.
206. Dcsidcri's translation, which he gave to Fathcr Fclice da
Morro. is 10% a panial translation o r thc h r n rim c'cn nro, by Zybb
kolf. was published in the Irvcstia of the Oriental Institute of
Vladiwortok (1913).
207. O n him scc DT. c'a, p. 7 and p. 10.
208. R a dpon is a titlc; on R a dpon Kun dga' dpal oTrTsc c'cn
see MC, p. 141, Life oTTson k'a pa, p. 75.
209. This ditTccrcncc should bc notcd bmvcen the old Sa skya
pa's point or view (Kun dga' sfiin po) and the dCc lugs pa; while the
k t maintaincd that logic is a subsidiary prohnc scicncc, thc second
oncs recognize in Dharmakini's Logic the theoretical foundation or
Buddhism (SCCTSCHBRBATSKY.
Buddbisf Logic, I, p. 46).
210. Thc seven tcxts or members ( s L bdun) of logic arc the Pram&
)~auirffika,the Pram~auiniicayaand the Nyiyabindrr, considered as the
ihrcc chief tcxts, followed by thc rour sccundary tcxts: thc Htfubindu.
rhc Sanrbandbaparikri, the Sanfinkfarasiddbi and the Vidanyiya.
211. I havc uscd the dCa' ldan P'un ts'og glhi cdition in 10 +
8 + 12 vols.
212. Noticc on him in bKa'gdarr~s r'as fbyun, p. 760.
213. Scc his biography in bKa' gdarns i a s abyun. p. 82 b.
214. O n the works cditcd in aBras spuhs (Blo g n l glin), see

KWN RDOL. bKa'ldarns pa dan & lugs bla nra rag rim g i p o i !bum mb'an
fob, complnc works, vol. ra, p. 18 and p. 44.

215. Set ab0vc.p. 107.
216. S ~ B E R T Tibtfiscbt
.
Nafiona~nnmrafik.Lcipzig. 1937. Cfr.
also BrcoT, L r r slakasgrrammaficarrx dr Tbonnri Sambbota, p. 224. Another
school 01grammar was that o r Pra sti rin c'cn Don grub, on which
scc Vommrov. Crifiral nmarks an fbt bibliography of Tibcf, p. $2, n. I.
217 ThcgSun alum by Kun dga' bzan po consists or three largc
volumcs, printcd in Evam (Nor) monastery.
218. Hcncc hc was born nearly a century earlicr than the fifih
D a l i Lama, whose contcrnporary Evans Wcntz states him to be (Tibe,
fan Yoga, p. I 12).
219. Thc cdition in ten large volumes, printcd in Bhutan, has
now bccomc extremely rare, bccausc the blocks of the woodcuts wcrc
dcstroycd a lcw ycars ago by firc.
220. a C r o bai rngon po gfsai ma ras pa; rnam par f'ar p a no nrfs'ar
dad pai rlabs ap'nn.
221. The P'ya~r'trrd).izinbris has bccn translatcd by E v m s W m s ,
Tibefan Yoga, p. 101 tT, Thc king on whosc rcqucst the small hand*

book was writtcn was a king not o r Kashmir but of Zans dkar, $an
p'an bzan po, unknown to Franckc's Lisw Anfiquifirs a/ W t s f t r n T i b d .
11, p. 161.
222. O n Vibhiticandra sec DT. f'a. p. 20.
223. Rcccntly cditcd by Doctor C ~ Lin Baroda
I
aritnfal Snits.
224. The work was cdircd by D E L A VAL& POUSSIN,R t *
cutil dt frauarrx palliis par la jarulfC L philosopbit t f Lrffns. Gand ct
Louvain. 1896; one chapter was written by ~ i k ~ a m i t r aNigirjuna.
.
the author of this treatise. is not thc grcat Mahiyina philosopher,
but the tantric siddha.
225. See bclow, pan three, p. 354.
226. Thc LotGva 01sTag tr'an Scs rab rin c'cn was born in 1405.
227. Sce on this list STA~HOLSTBIN.On fwo Tibtfanpirfurrs rtprt*

stnfing some o j fbc sphifual ancestors of flu D a h i Lama and Panrhtn L w a ,

Bull. National Libnry. Pciping, 1932. Ck. Part three. p. 538.
218. WADDELL,T b r caflrtdral o j Lkasa, in JRAS, B, 1896; C R ~ ,
Hcidclbcrg, 1919.
229. The last ofthc Rin spuns prince, see gcncdogical tables.
230. A book on things which havc nothing to do, or only indL
rcnly with religion: cloths, silks, tca, metals. stones nc.
231. W e shall mcn with this pcrsonagconccaginin appendix nvo.
132. Csoma de Koros. JRASB vol. 111, 1834. p. 6.
233. Cfr. BELL, 7bt nligion of Tibrf, p. 137. See art. Tshangs,
dbyaimrgya mtsho in HUMMEL. Enrintrrf Cbintst of fbt Cb'ing Ptriad,
Wlrhinmon.
. . -. ....0 - - - - . roaa.
--n234. In this last pcriods lived two grcat polygraphists of Tibe, I
mcan aJam dbylirr b%d pa Nag dbah bnson agrus who loundcd the
Labnng monasrq in Amdo ( 1 6 ~ 8 , 1 ~ ~ 2He
) . wrote upon almost evcry
WEDEL, D i t T t m p t l uon Lbasa.

branch or learning. Some abstracts 01his work on logic
publhhrd
by ~~~ATSKY. Indian Logic. vol. 11, p. 323 If.
Thc other is rJe btsun 810 bzan c'os kyi hi ma, born in ,he
firc,serpent o r the XIIth cycle I737 not 1674 u in S. CH, D ~ ,
JRASB. 1881, p. 187, d u d 1802. Cfr. n. zcr.
<-235. Afrcr the printing of this book was ovcr thcscdocumcnlscame
to lichr:
236. bKa' f'd sdt lna, book V. chap. 17. see T
~ Liftnry
~
~
T t ~ f f p.
, 277 C
237. I. c. aP'ags pa Sin kun in the environs o [ ~ m d o , Tson
k'a. The Sin kun in Nepal, alluded to by LA UP^, ban
wordr, p. 412,
n. 5. is out or the question. Sin kun is: a s ~ o n i d a(see h-, S;na,
Iranica, p. 362). A S regards Sin kun in Nepd, it is a conuption ofthc
name or Svayambhinith. For the namc CTI. syrmfu
round in romc
manusnipts. Lsvl S.. Lt NipaI. 11, p. 216.
The name r C y a bod lo rgryus drb f ' a is nor cvcn the ,ille or ,he
book.but rather its equivdcnt, provisionallyadopted by the author ofthc
r C y a l robs; in Tact g t o n nu dpal, rclening to thc same work,calls it in
his turn r C y a y i b'an.
~
The Chincse title orthis book is very probably
thc onc prcservcd in the samc r C y a l rab~.in the beginning of the cpisodc
concluded with the rorcsaid quotation, namely: rGyai dtb fa r'm mo,
h 1'. ban c'an (see LA^. Loan words, p. 414) W ~ O S CprtciSc meaning,
cannot be determined, as it is imporsiblc to reconstruct with ccnainty,he
Chinee character corresponding to those sounds. ~ ~ n t h a~ l ~ ~ ,
thc Tibetan aspirate is normally the equivalent of the Chincx labid
asppirate. f'u ban probably rcproduccs the Chincsc r'u Jan; hence we my
be induccd to reconstruct the Chincse title as rollows:
1%.
Instead of T'ai tsung LAVFBR
rightly proposes to read Tai bung.
In this conncction, we may remark, as to the use 01the word D t b
f'rr, thar it is known to bc a word or Persian origin (see LA^, op. cit.,
p. 481) but in Tibnan usagc it is rcrrrictcd only to collenions or dmu,
mcnrs, books on history, rcgisms, as Tor instance Dd f'tr sdon, Dd r'a
dmar po or a ccnsus register, like the one the king of Cyantse caused to
be compiled (cfr. Koko Dabtar of the Mongols, on which see P a ~ u o r ,
T'aungr Pao, vol. X X V I I , p. 39).
238. r C y a l nbs, p. 26 (B, p. 36); in the same page there is mmtion
ofa rCyadtb f'tr. thcrcforc different from the rGyaidtbf'ac'tn mo mcntioncd
above.
239. r C y a l nbs, p. 26. It was the sourcc of the Ts'al pa d#b mar.
240. T o the dynastic lists contained in it concsponds the summary
o r Tibet's historical genealogies in thc bst and sccond period of thc
propagation of Buddhism, included in the D m ! b m brr dan bear pa; mas
nagr g i byun fs'ul gsui nag rirr po r't bsfan pa rgyas pni n'i 'od, p. 8 E,by
Kun dga' b u n po, which an cxtrcmcly important account of the spread
of the doctrinc and of its successive branching OK
241. See above p. 103.
242. Complete works, vol. Ba, p. 361.
243. Thus quoted by the firth Dalai Lama in his biography of
bSod nams mc'og ldan; bu larr is Mongol: ubrr. rcd.
244, THOMAS, Littrary Ttxfs, p. 202. notices this (act and accepts the
by Laulcr. W c must add that the r c y a l nbs had S*
datc 1327
vcrd vnsions. Udonunatcly I do not posscss any blmk,printcd edition
olthis work, but I havc two mss., one coming liom the monasttrl of
Hemis, mentioned above, and the other round in the Library of the Nono
olSpiti; the laner,without quoting the namc 01bSod nams rklal me'am,
is anributcd to Legs ics pa 01Yar kluns, although it follows very limlall~
the text or thc rCyal mbs. A s variants are noticeable b m v ~ nthese
nvo manuscript vcrsions, very noticeable variants must also exist b m c c n
the lattcr and the b l ~ k , ~ r i n t eeditions.
d
T o quote an instance, neu
ther 01the two p-gcs
translatcd by Thomas and taken from lhe rCya'
is to be found in the manuscripts to which 1 have acccsf.
he
241 onthe ~ c t'cr's
b chronological system and cfltain incongru"
ticr in it, see P m m , in TLICCI,Irrdo,Tibefka, IV, p a t 1, P. 2n1.
246. Klon rdol bfa rnn. vol. ra, p. 19 A .
247, ~h~ fifih ~ ~ lh m
l ai s s chronicle is cntitlcd: Cans [an Y!'llyi
sa la spyodpo; nlut'~1;s kyi rKyal bbngoa bor brjadpai dfb f'tr rhois Idanlion
dpyid kyi rgryal nrai glu dbyans. It is included in vOl.
rlu; dga0
in Lhasa, and comprises I r 3 shms'
the complete works,
It was written in the year c'u lrg. 1643.
248. Year: woodsape; S. CH. DAS, Lft of Surrr pa mk'am Po. in
JRASolBcngxl. 188g~cnoncousl~
says 1702.
249. O n Klon rdol bla ma see YV T A O ~ ~ ' ~in *"BuUctin
A
or
the N a l i o d Library.. Pciping, vol. IV, n. 5, P. 19.
~0

-

.

lo 16s t'an~sradgrrrb par bytdpa i t s bya bai rgyud kyi rgyal po, n. 473; dPal
rjt gird dnror po i t s bya bai rgyud kyi riyal po. n. 474,
THIRD GROW R i n C'OI abyun ldan. No tantra of this group

ljj,,

prcscrvcd.
F o m m GROUP r ' O d dpag rrld broa Idan adas n l pa gcig pai brrag
pa rgyud gyi rgyal go. n. 476.
F
I CROW
~ r Don grub. N o tantra prcscrvcd.
SIXTH CROUP, rD0 rj( ar'ad: Zb gra" 1'2 /ti gra" bai riyal PO
t'a go L f u dgyo pa rdo rjt gdon mi z a bai darrr fr'ig gi dkyil &'or r'm
rjyor pa mc'og fu grari bai rgyud, n. 477.

~ h c s carc dividcd into scvcn groups according as thcy: A ) tcach
3dcquatcIy to the six families mcntioncd above; B ) arc connectcd
Hcruka; or C ) with rNam snab; D ) with rDo rjc i i ma; E) with
padma gar dbah; F) with rTa mc'og grub pa; G ) with rDo rjc ac'an.
A ) Tantras teaching adequately to thc six families: dPaI sans

r g y ~t'amr rod dad mdorn par rbyor ba rnk'a' agro ma sgyu ma bdt bai mr'og,
n. 366.

B) Tantrv conncctcd with H~RUXA.
Fivc subdivisions: I) b D t
l,,(ai; 2) Kyt rdo i t ; 3) SaN rgyas r'odpa; 4) s G y u ap'rul r'tn n~o;5) A n 1;.
I) s D e MC'OG. T W O kinds o l Tantras arc distinguished: rfra
rgyud and b h d rgyad:
a) rfra rgyud: dPaI b k mr'og cbyuil bo. n. 373;
p) biad rgyud. First thrcc subdivisions: cxnaordinaty (r'un moi ma
yin), ordinary (f'un mod bai bLd), rgyud about which thnc is discussion
whether they are purc or not.
Extraordinary: dPaI rdo rjt 111k'a' agro ks bya bai rgyud i t s pa.
n. 370; dPaI k ru ka stnon par tbyun ba rrral byor mai rgyud kyi riyal poi r ' o ~
go. n. 375; rNaI !byor moi kan f u rpyodpai rgyud. n. 375; b D t n~r'og rdonr
pa (byun ba, n. 373; rNaI byor ma b i i i Ir'a rbyorgyi rgyud, n. 376.
Ordinary: dPaI yan dag rbyor bai r'ig k , n. 382.
biad rgyud about which rhcrc is discussion whcthn they arc
pure or not:
a) T'ugr rgyud (conncctcd with thc spiritual planc): gSan ba dor
rjr rgyud. n. 383; g S a s ba grodpai rgyud, n. 384; gSad ba bram gyis nri k'yab
pai rgyrrd kyi rgyal po, n. 385; Nan1 mk'a' dam mian pai rgyud, n. 386; N a m
nrk'a' r'tn pa rgynd, n. 387; SKUgsurir f'ugr rgyrd, n. 388; R i n ('01p'nn bai
rgyrd, n. 389; Dam fs'ig r'tn poi rgyud. n. 390;
b) gSur~ rgy~rd (conncctcd with thc vcrbal planc): rTobr po i r i
riyud, n. 391; Yt L r grab bai rgyud, n. 392; dPal y t b p'nri bai rgyud.
n. 393; Y e b abar bai rgyud. n. 394; Z l a ba p ' m bai rgyud. n. 395; R i n
r'm dabar bai r ~ y s d n.
, 396: Ffi mai ak'or loi riyud, n. 397; Yt &I rgyal
poi
-. .
r8yU C. n. 398;
c) SKI{ rgyud (connccted with the physical planc): n~K'a' agro rlra
gran bai rgyud. n. 399; gSan bai mr (bar bai rgyrrd. n. 400; g S a i b a 6 6 d
rfsii rgy~rd,n. 401; Drrr k'rod rgyot. n. 402; ' D o rjr rgyalpo i t n po rgyud.
n. 403; Y r b s bram pai rgyud, n. 404; dPaI iagr pai rgyrrd, n. 405; n~K'a'
apro nrai rdom pai rgyud, n. 406;
d) aF'rorpai rgyud (cmanatcd): Mip'rtn rgyud, n. 407; rDo rjc nrk'a'
agm gran bai r p d , n. 408; rDo rjl dip bytd rnam par ajomr, n. 409; 'Tabs
r'm yt iir rgyal pa, n. 410; dPaI rdo rjtgrubpa dra ba, n. 41 I; Dt b i i r ~giigr
f'amr a d I'IIJJ kyi s~iirrpodon gyi rgyud, n. 412; D u r k'rod kyi rgyan rmad du
byun ba, nn. 412. 413; rRog pa mtdpoi rgyud, n. 41q; b D r mr'og nanr mk'a'
b n miam pai rgyrrd. n. 415.
Fourth division: dPaI rdo rjt rraj po r'tn pa k'ror pai mngor~ po g r i
dnorgrub h u r i ba, n. 416.
2) KYS RDO q ~ Stven
.
divisions: a) roo; b) bsdur; c) rgyudp'yi
jlja; d)p'yi rnaip'yi ma; c) bhd; f ) rfiib go; g) abrar 6.

a) rfra: dpal dgya pa rdo rjti rguyd, n. 417;
b) b r b : K y t rdo rjt mk'o' agro ma dra bai sdorn pai rdyud.
n. 41s; a K ' d a g v ma rdo rjt J U l . n. 419;
c) y'yi ma: dPaIp'yag rgya r'tnpoi f'ig k, n. 420;
d ) p ' ~ imap'yi ma: dPaI yt iir riinpo. n. 421;
C) bLd: dPaI yr h r f'ig /ti rnal abyor n ~ a rgyud,
i
n. 422;
f) rlripo: Grub pa ntspar brran pa; f'ig lt, d m t ;
g) ZIOSba: dPal dt k'a na riid kyi rgron ma, n. 423,
3) Sans rgya r'odpa i a bya bai ma1 abyor mai rgyud, n. 424.
4) s C y u p'rul ('or go, n. 425.
5) R i g i a ra lii r~yud.n. 427; rDo rjt a ra /is n. 426.
C ) Tantras conncctcd with rNam par snan mdud: dPa1 gdan b i i
pa. n. ~ 8 gDan
; biii biad rgyud snags kyi i a i rgyud kyi r ~ a po.
l n. 4a9;

rNa1 abyor nra f'amr fad p a n rgyud; dPaI glum po Vro bo r'tn poi rgyud,
11. 43 I; Migya ba gsad bai rgyud r't11 pa, n. 434; K'ro 60; rgyal pa f'amr cad
p a n snagsgsari bai rgyud, n. 433.
D ) Tannas conncctcd with rDo rjc 6i rru: rDo rjr bdud rbi Gun
nui rgyud, n. 435.
E ) Tannas conncctcd with Pad ma gar: Rip kyi njig rftn mgon po
Ina bru pa. n. 436; rGrol ma ku ru kullti rlog pa. n. 437.
F) Tantras conncctcd with rTa mc'og: F'yq rial I iu riragr2 bstod
pa p'an yon dad bras pa, n. 438; rDo rjr p'ur p i rgyud. n. 439; Nag pa d t n
yo i t s bya ba rgyud. n. 440.
C )Tantras conncctcd with rDo j c a c ' Ji~ biin nuits nam mk'a'dan mEan
pdrgyud, n. MI.
D u r kyi !Par Ioi rgyud. n. 161; Dur kyi ak'or loi rgyud
kyi siiin po, n. 363; dBan n b b y d n. 365.

nla rgyud

277. T u c c ~ Animadutniont
.
Ldirar, IRASB. NS, X X V I . 1930, P r 32.
278. Vajrayina symbolism is therefore conncctcd with thc ancient
androgync conccpdon of thc first principlc; Vajradhra or Vajrasaavc
is prajrii and upiya,blwd and semcn newly unitcd in the synthesis of tha
primeval being; in thc samc way thc Pumsa is often irmgincd to con&
within himsclf uirq ( s c c , F m M..I1 n ~ i f op~irolojiro Lll'lnQ anrira.
pp. 324. 328 IF. S o also Siva is ardbanar~ivard,h a m a n and halfkmalc.
279 This spatial symbolism and meaning o r statucs, appearing to
thc initiated as signs of thc cxpansion of supreme awareness. is clculy
stated by thc ~aivasiddhinta, for inruncc rhc Pratyabbjii says: "Hc
(Shiva) through a v a r i q of imagcs anumcs the aspect o r spatial pro,
gression., . Abhinavagupta, in the Tanfrasira, p. 138, mahcs thL corn,
mcnt: "divinc freedom (paramtivararuifanfrya) inasmuch as it appears
undcr thc form of an image, makcs the catcgoty olspacc manifest; cons
sciousncss is thc ccnue; we havc high whcn consciousnas taka poncr
sion of what appcars as distinct and dilfncnt; what remains outsidc this
raking porrcssion is low; the East is what tcnds towards consciousnm,
the Wcst is in contrary; the Sourh, immediately after the manifcrudon of
this tcndcncy towards consciousncss, is the axcnt towards thc conscious
cuncnt, concurring with it; thc Nodh is this andcncy inasmuch as it is
rcflcctcd; thac last four arc thc points of spacc, in the ccnue is God.
above thc lace of Iiina, below thc i n f d lacc ( p a f i b ) ; thc four faccs
to thc East ec. arc thosc orTatpuru!a. Aghora. Sadyo Gila). V i m (du
va),,. That is, excluding the infernal aspcct, his m n i f m d o n as
sclCnegation, ~inrauakfra,$iva.
O n Shiva'r fivc aspects scc ~ N H A R D Btilrigt
,
zur K O I ~ U dtr
S
Siuaismus narlr dfn Puri"a's, in Banlcr Archiv. XII, 1918.
280. The list orthe contrarics mcant to supprcrr wrong ideation is
ficqucntly mct in dogmatical works. Scc i. i. PrajiiPiramifipipi?firfba
cditcd by mc in thc JRAS, 1947. p. 61.

PART T W O

EVOLUTION AND CHARACTERS
OF TIBETAN TANKAS

E V O L U T I O N A N D CHARACTERS
OF TIBETAN T A N K A S
I.

C H A R A C T E R AND FORM
OF T H E T A N K A S

T

ibetan paintings on canvas are ge.
nerally known in Europe by the
name of " banners ,,; so they are
ohen called in English, following
the usage of travellers who, having seen them
hung on the walls and sometimes carried
in processions on the occasion of religious
festivals, have taken them for flags. This
name, which has passed into other langua.
ges, bears no relation to the Tibetan name,
which is tanka (t'an ka, or t'an sku or sku t'ai).
The word means: something rolled up, vo/
lutnen. ') This is the name, most common
today, which has replaced another name, ras.
literally: cotton; ras bris, " design on cotton ,,,
ras ri nio, " design on cotton ,,, correspond.
ing, in translations of Tantric works, to the
Sanskrit pata. Hence, while ras bris stresses
the material on which the picture is painted,
t'ai ka emphasizes its formal aspect, a rolled
up image. When tankas are put away, or
taken on a journey, they are in fact regularly
rolled up, always beginning from the bottom.
To roll up a tanka from the top is an
irreverent act, a sort of sacrilege.
A tanka is nearly always rectangular, ac.
cording to directions codified in one of
the most authoritative books of the Tantric
schools, one of the most widely studied in
the Land of Snows, I mean the MMT. This
text lays down that the material of the tanka
must be rectangular, measuring four cubits
by eight or two by five, or one vitasti') by a
cubit and an inch, according as the pata is of
the first, second or third class. These rules
apply only to the pata, i. e. the paintings used,

as the book suggests, for a magic purpose,
to acquire spiritual merit or to evoke cmain
deities; but these rules are not followed in
the case of mandalas, symbolic representations
of the universe traced on the ground with
coloured powder, of which we shall treat
later. Mandalas are square, and according
to their rank, high. middle or lower, t h q
must measure sixteen, twelve or eight cubits
square (ibid., chap. 11, p. 37). But tankas
do not observe these rules very strictly; while
the most recent are, as I said, decidedly
rectangular, the oldest, whether they come
from Guge or Central Tibet, whether they
are made up by Tibetan artists or imported
fiom India, tend to a square form, that is,
the difference between length and breadth
is much smaller than in modern tankas.
There is also another difference between old
and recent specimens. A t present, tankas
are framed on every side by woven material
which completely encloses them, while in
the ancient tankas the border is found only
on the lower edge and, a little narrower, on
the upper edge; the two sides are Gee. In
this case too we have something between the
modern usage and the rules of the M M K ; the
latter only mentions a selvage, lefi by the weaver
of the para on the lower edge, without allud.
ing to any frame. N o frame is found in the
ancient patas of Western Tibet (Cuge) and in
tankas of this school, always painted &er the
Indian manner; the material here used is cot.
ton, never silk. The rod on which the lower
edge of the cloth is pasted, is made out of
a bamboo cane, whose ends are ohen wrought
in the form of a flower. The rod is in some
cases painted in red and gold, not infrequent.
ly ornamented in relief, by applying putty,

with floral patterns. Then gradually the
painted surface, called " nre loti ,, " mirror ,,,
becomes rectangular and the frame encloses
it on all sides. The type of material this
frame is made of also changes: cotton is sup,
planted by silk, nearly always Chinese silk.
The frame, by a skilful succession of tones,
in harmony with the colours of the painting,
seems to guide the eye, through ably graded
shades, to a maturer enjoyment of the picture.
Besides the frame proper, the painting is
usually enclosed by two bands, also of silk
ofien yellow or red; they are called uja' (uja' nra)
dnrar, ser " red, yellow rainbow ,, and, accord,
ing to their name, they symbolize the rainbow
as a celestial light irradiating fiom the image,
to signitjr that the painting is a reflection of
remote heavens, diffusing a divine radiance.
O n the inferior border (t'ari nrt'a) nrt'a')
is ofien applied, exactly in the centre, a
square piece of silk stuff of another colour
and more prized. Tibetans call it t'an
g o , " door of the tanka ,,.
N o t infiecjuently, indeed whenever it is
possible, this applied patch or the space
corresponding to it on the silken band, is
wrought with figures of dragons. This may
seem simply a decorative pattern, but it
answers to an exact symbolism: it represents
the sphere ofcosmic waters, of the endless and
inexhaustible possibilities which are latent in
the world of rrraya, the " becoming ,, con,
trasted with the lanes of spiritual purity re.
presented in the painting: on one side intellect,
on the other nature and matter.
The tanka is stretched between two little
rods (t'an iiri), one thin on the upper end
and the other heavier on the lower end ;
the latter nearly always terminated by two
wooden buttons or knobs of wrought silver
or brass (t'ari 1%). T o protect the paint,
ing a length of thin silk ( ~ a k'eb),
l
as large
as the tanka, is usually sewn on a level with
the upper rod; thus, in the case of a journey.
when the tanka is rolled up, there is less
danger that it may be damaged, and in

temples it is protected from the smoke of
ritual lamps. Two ribbons of red or yellow
silk, about an inch broad, are applied below
to tie the tanka properly once it has beell
rolled up.

2.

HOW T A N K A S A R E PREPARED

w

e have said that paintings or
drawings on woven material are
called tankas, and that the name
implies they can be rolled up. Only by
an impropriety of language this name is
given to paintings on wood, which on the
other hand are rare; I have seen only a few,
most of them probably of Indian origin. The
material used is always linen cloth, prepared
by a process I will describe later; the older
the picture, the thicker and coarser the mate,
rial. Sometimes silk is also used, panic",
lady for smaller tankas; even tankas painted
on leather are known to exist.
By this I do not mean that all tankas are
painted; some are printed, some embroidered,
others done in appliquP work. They will be
dealt with in a separate chapter.
I will not dwell on a description of how
tankas are painted; Roerich has already treat,
ed of this technique in his valuable book on
Tibetan painting, 3 ) and there is not much to
add to what he wrote there. A piece of m u s ~
lin or linen fabric is cut out, and stretched on
a frame by passing twine through its edges.
The fabric is then spread with lime (sa dkar,
dkar rtsi) slaked in water, so that it becomes
completely soaked and drenched with it, by
spreading it two or three times on both sides
of the material. The lime is mixed with
animal !glue. When the lime has thickened
and dried, any porosity that may be lefi is
eliminated by rubbing the cloth with a piece
of shell or other smooth substance, which
makes it even and shiny. Having thus prej
pared the surface on which the drawing 1s
to be carried out, the outline and panerlls of

the figures are traced in charcoal, always
beginning with the central image, which is the
ideal nucleus round which the lesser scenes
unfold; if needed, the drawings thus outlined
h a y be strengthened with Chinese ink. The
colours are then applied; they are, or rather
were, mineral colours, more rarely vegetable;
the painter must be careful to dose the lime
in which the colours are slaked according
to the greater or lesser depth and vividness
ofthe shades he wishes to obtain. Together
with the lime, a little gluten is mixed with
the colours and makes the mixture more last,
ing. The predominant colours are: lime white
(sa dkar, dkar rtsi), red (dniar po), yellow (ser
obtained from arsenic (ba bla), green (gun
AN) obtained from vitriol (span ma), vermillion
(li k'ri) obtained from carmine, blue (stion po)
from lapislazuli (vaihrya), and indigo (nrt'in).
Mineral colours are pounded in a special
stone mortar ( g t u i ) with a wooden pestle
(gtun hi).
Gold (gser) is much used for backgrounds
and ornaments; the use of silver is rarer.
Sometimes exceptional substances are used,
following similar Indian methods; for instance
tradition has it that in a temple of Central
T~beta tanka was preserved, which had been
painted by an Indian master with blood out
of his own nose.4)
3. O R I G I N O F

I

THE T A N K A S

t is well known that Tibetan culture is
in a large measure derived from India; I
say in a large measure, because it was also
inspired and influenced by other countries
with which it had relations, either for geo,
graphical reasons or through historical deve.
lopments. N o wonder that Tibetan culture
should depend on that of other peoples.
The Tibetans, when they came in contact
with India for the first time, had no civili,
zation at all; they were held in subjection to
a shamanic and magical religion, they had

neither an alphabet, or art, nor literature; they
lived in tents and roamed with their flocks
and herds on the highlands, adapting their
lives to the course of the season and to the
succession of pasture,lands. The Chinese,
the first to mention the Tibetans, describe
them as barbarians and mention with loath,
ing some Tibetan customs which they found
exceedingly repellent and particularly their
habit of exposing corpses to wild animals and
birds of prey. Becoming converted to Bud,
dhism, the Tibetans welcomed all they could
assimilate of the lofiy culture which raised
them out of darkness into the light. Owing
to their scarcity of cultural traditions and also
to the reverence felt by all converts for their
masters, they took good care not to change
anything in the teachings they were receiving
from India and China. A n d in reality
what contribution could they have given,
issuing for the first time from a primitive
and uncouth condition by virtue of that reli,
gion, and suddenly confronted with mille,
narian cultures whose noble ideas fascinated
them, whose refined life and magnificent art
were their wonder r
It was not possible that Tibet should
repeat the experience of China, where Bud.
dism, on being transplanted, was obliged to
conform to the country's culture and to
undergo its influence in many ways, to the
extent of compromising with native traditions
and adapting itself to Chinese psychology.
In the Country of Snows Indian culture,
introduced together with Buddhism, was not
thought and lived over again in a new and
original manner; rather it was faithfully pre,
served and protected. Many centuries were
needed before the Tibetans assimilating In,
dia's and China's suggestions, could foL
low their own paths and listen to their own
inspiration. Thus the tankas too are not
a spontaneous creation of Tibetan talent; they
are a type of art borrowed, together with other
ideas, from India, and which, only in course
of time, received the imprint of their genius.

The paintings which served as models
for the Tibetan tankas are called pata in
India (prabhrl in Nepal): tissues painted with
images and symbols of divinities like those
described in the M M T or lives of saints
lrke those still to be seen or explained to
pilgrims in the temple of Puri, representing
Jagann$th, his acolytes and his heaven.
Their use became general with the spread of
Indian gnosis which had found its literary
expression in the Tantra. In some of these
books is prescribed the use of pata, viz.
paintings reproducing visibly the schemes of
the theology which is behind those rites.
The patas have various ends: they can be
used for magic or they may be considered
a work producing merit (punyasambhara)
and therefore profitable to the spiritual welfare
of the donor and of all thosewho, looking
upon them or framing a pious thought,. ac/
cumulate a good karma; because, according
to Buddhism, there can be no greater merit
than to diffuse, by any means whatever, the
Buddha's teachings, to enlighten the souls
of men sunk in the darkness of error and to
circulate sacred books and objects. O n other
occasions these paintings are used to evoke the
deity they represent, by meditating upon them,
so that it may appear to the initiate and pour
out benefits on him. This is why some Tantra,
for instance the MMT and the others of the
same class, dedicate entire chapters to these
paintings. In course of time patas and ttrnn.
dalas became confused, and it was possible
for a pata to represent a rnandala; but origi~
nally the two words stood for different
objects. In the pata figures of divinities are
preferably reproduced, while the rirandalu con/
tains images of deities or symbols, but ac.
cording to a !geometrical pattern of con/
centrical squares and circles representing the
proiection of cosmos. 5 ) Although the ttian/
dala may, exceptionally, be represented on
some woven material, originally it was drawn
on the g o u n d with powders (c~ma)of dif.
ferent colours. This is still the custom of

Tibetan monasteries on the occasion of great
initiatic festivals; the nrandala is drawn on
consecrated surface and around or inside it
the initiated performs the prescribed rites;
when the ceremony is over, the trlnndala is
obliterated.
Moreover, mandala is a comprehensive
term: any consecrated surface in general is a
mandala. first of all a temple, built precisely
as a projection of the universe, a duplicate
of cosmos, whose every part and element
reproduces, according to determined rules
and analogies, the world in its essential plan.
Anyhow in course of time the tnandala,
which is always necessary when a disciple
receives the esoteric baptism, lost this original
character of an exclusive instrument of initiatic
rites and became confused with the pata, in
the sense that the mandala too was painted as an
object of general worship, without any defit
nite purpose of being used for some parti,
cular meditation or ceremony. Neither can
we say that all pata had a magical or litur,
gical value; they might also have a pratical use,
as representations of the lives of saints and
masters or of the glories of heavens. They
were then employed by story~tellersto illustrate
by visible images the tales they told, roaming
&om one lace to another, on the occasion of
feasts and celebrations. O r they were used for
the same purpose by !guides of convents, when
explaining to pilgrims the miracles and glories
of holy personages who had lived there. The
use of these narrative pata is very ancient in
India, where a class of itinerant storytellers is
known to have existed, called Mankha or
Saubhika; Liiders has studied them with his
usual learning. 6 , Allusions to these itinerant
story,tellers (whose tales are one ofthe elements
out of which the Indian theatre was born) and
to their custom of illustrating their narratives
with pictures, are not lacking in dramatic
literature: already the Mudrarakpsa (ed- HILLE'
nuaor, p. 17) mentions them (yatliapah).
The Jaina too knew this custom, if it Is
true that Cossla ~ankhaliputta's father* a

contemporary a little older than the Bud,
dha, was by profession a Mahkha. The
custom survives in Tibet; in the fairs, places
of pilgrimage and bazars of the chief cities
one frequently meets itinerant lamas or lay.
men, who sing to a devoutly spell.bound
audience wonderful stories about Padmasam,
bhava and the glories of Amitsbha's heaven,
showing as they sing, on large tankas they
unroll, the pictorial representation of the events
or miracles they are relating. Often they
repeat tales in verse, reciting them in a sort of
sinesong, and drawing them fiom a special
section of sacred literature, called gsol !debs,
hymns or invocations; the saint is invoked in
each verse, with a brief allusion to one of the
most remarkable episodes of his life, a vision
he had or a miracle he performed; some
tankas, as we shall see, are precisely illustrated
gsol !debs.
Some story.tellers specialize in certain
particular cycles; thus for instance, those who
recite and illustrate the epic of Ge sar; their
apparel is also typical: they wear a white hat
on which the sun and moon are pictured.
and they carry an arrow, which they use to
point out the different episodes of their tale
as they recite it. 7 )
Pata, nrandala and painted representations
of the lives of the saints, for the use of story,
tellers and of guides to holy places, are the
threefold origin of Tibetan tankas; these at
times singularly imitate and continue their
Indian models and at times contain them all
in that intermediate form, stabilized incourse
of time which, though derived from those
models, could not help conforming to the
artistic spirit of the country into which they
had been adopted.
According to the Indian tradition, the
tankas, though they represent religious subjects
and never touch profane themes, have a prac,
tical purpose; they are not free creations of the
artist's fancy, but on the contrary a necessary
element in liturgy, and they are bound, as we
shall presently see, by exact and inviolable rules.

4. O R I G I N OF TIBETAN P A I N T I N G

I

t is then proved that the tankas are deri.
ved fiom a magical or religious tradition
of India, although in Tibet their deve.
lopment and success was probably greater than
in India. But Tibet did not only imitate the
liturgical use of tankas. Being ignorant of
any art, it educated its taste at the school of the
greatest civilizations it came in contact with,
through historical events; first of all, in order
of time and as to intensity of inspiration,
were those of India and China. Their in.
fluence was so great that Tibetan art, born out
of that contact, continued to live on its past,
modulating those influences in various man.
ners, but without ever attempting new paths.
The Tibetans for a long time wavered un.
decided between different artistic manners, and
as translators were not fiee to alter a single
syllable of the text they were transposing into
their own language, without committing sa.
crilege, so artists, once they had been edu.
cated in a given style, whether Indian or
Chinese, handed down its technique and
bewared of introducing any arbitrary change.
A s the subject of these paintings, the visual
symbol of Tantric experience, was fixed and
unchangeable, so their form was transmitted as
inviolably as the religious tradition. Centuries
passed before Tibet's artistic spirit outgrew
this subjection and gave its works of painting
and sculpture an individual stamp. The
echo of those voices, however, was never ex/
tinguished; it was always present and living.
But whence did the Tibetans receive their
first lessons of art, in our case, of painting ?
Which was the school they came in contact
with first and set out to imitate? It has been
generally stated that Tibetan painting is de.
rived from Bengal, through Nepal. This
opinion rests on the authority of a native
tradition, rather recent as to its literary for,
mulation, but in fact derived from ancient
memories, transmitted by that succession
of oral teachings, from master to disciple,

which defies the silence of centuries. In
this way we have received information that
Tibet inherited from India; it must be
received with great caution because inevi,
tably it has ofien been misunderstood ; ne,
vertheless it fills many gaps that we could
not bridge otherwise. The naditions I
have in mind go back to Taranatha. echoed
by Sum pa mk'an PO;') the latter's addi.
tions more particularly concern Tibet. Both
polygraphists state that the principal artis.
tic schools hail back to Dhiman ( D h i m ~ n )
and Bitpalo, who lived in the times of the
kings Devapala and Dharmapala (VIIIth,
IXth centuries).
According to Taranatha, they lived in Va,
rendra, according to Sum pa mk'an po in
Nalendra, i. e. Nalanda. Nalanda's impor,
tance as a centre of culture might induce us
to prefer Sum pa mk'an po's version, but his
text has been so badly edited by Das that his
variae lectiones deserve no consideration, espe.
cially when we remember that in this passage,
as elsewhere, Sum pa mk'an po depends, a10
most literally, from his predecessor. Anyhow
the fact that the two artists are contemporaries
of two well known lungs, even though their
exact chronological terms are uncertain, fixes
their date approximatively about the ninth
century. According to the tradition accepted
by Tibetan polygraphists, the manner of these
artists' father spread in Eastern India, while
the sons' manner spread in Central India and
proceeding from one place to the other, accord.
ing to Sum pa mk'an po, was introduced into
other regions of India and Nepal. Another
school was that of Hasaraja the Kashmiri, a
third the Southern Indian school. which had
among its masters Jaya, Parojaya and Vijaya,
and was still flourishing in Taranatha's times.
But the latter gives us another very important
piece of information "Also in Nepal the
first schools of art were similar to those of the
ancient West .,. This would lead us to
suppose that, according to tradition, before
the Eastern style derived from Varendra's

masters was introduced, other anistic trends
prevailed in Nepal, linked to the celebrated
schools from which Ajanfa art had bloom.
ed. That this statement of T i r a n ~ t h ~is' ~
not wholly unfounded, is confirmed by Feu,
cher's well known research on the miniatures
of manuscripts. Foucher came to the con.
clusion that the oldest miniatures go back to
models perhaps not later than the VIth ten,
tury and that they are connected with that
pictorial tradition whose greatest monument
is ~ j a n f i i . ~They
)
can be thus distinguished
fiom later miniatures, of Bengali type and
origin, already grown, in a certain sense,
conventional and heavy. Therefore even in
Nepal the echo and the influence of various
manners had penetrated, before a welLdefined
local style could be formed.
It finally falls, however; under the domi.
nation of Pala and Sena art, prevailing
over Nepalese schools to such an extent that
(as it has been more than once recognized)
between the former and these latter (the Tibe.
tan schools derived from them included) the
unity of conception, design and expression
is such, that all these manners may be con.
sidered as the various modulations of one
and the same style.
But here we do not have to deal with
Nepal; we must consider it only as a country
which the tradition handed down by Tibetan
writers points out as the centre of irradiation
of Tibetan art. A n d in fact, as we shall see
later, pictorial documents fully confirm these
literary data.

5. K A S H M I R I I N F L U E N C E

A

t this point we must ask ourselves:
was Tibet influenced only by ~ e p a l
and through Nepal, indirectly, by
the Bengali manner, or did other artistic cur/
rents penetrate fiom the earliest times into the
Country of Snows, together with the diffusion
of the sacred texts?

I believe my discoveries in Western Tibet
have shown with certainty the remarkable,
indeed decisive, role which the province
of Guge played in the renaissance of Bud,
&,ism during the Xth,XIth centuries. I") Y e
ies cod, the pious king who according to
tradition
imprisonment to apostasy
and invited one of the foremost masters of
his times, AtiSa, to preach in his country,
looms large in the history of Buddhism; he
had thrice sent to Kashmir the monk Rin
e'en bzan po, a tireless worker in that fervid
movement of renewal which, in the course of
a few years, was to spread Buddhism anew,
with greater purity and faithfulness, in Tibet.
When I studied the life of Rin c'en bzati
po, born in the Xth century, in one of the
Western Tibetan highlands, I called the rea,
der's attention to certain passages in his bio,
graphy, where he is said to have brought with
him, on his return to his country, seveny
five Kashmiri masters. Rin c'en bzan po
and his royal patrons knew that it was not
sufficient to translate the sacred texts, to ex,
plain them and to comment upon them for
the Tibetan neophytes. The population was
still too uncivilized to derive great spiritual
benefits: they thought it would be more pro,
fitable for the spread of religion to multiply
temples from which the faith might be irra,
diated; to make the temples more attractive
and draw the people to them, they began to
decorate and beautify them, in a manner
worthy of the artistic traditions fostered by
Buddhism in India. But craftsmen were
needed, and Rin c'en bzan po brought them
with him from Kashmir.
There is no doubt that the literary tradition
is truthful: in Tsaparang, Toling, Tabo, in
every place of any importance in Western Ti,
bet, the temples founded on Rin c'en bzan
PO'S advice and under the patronage of the
Kings of Guge bear evident traces of the
Kashmiri craftsmen's work: bronzes and woo,
den portals sculpted with a sofi suppleness
2nd a plastic relief proclaim unmistakeably the

country of their origin. The portals are PO,
lyptics representing the Buddha's life, and
sometimes, as on the Toling pdrtal, Hindu
legends; this induces us to suppose that they
had been imported from Kashmir ready,made
and placed where Tibet's royal patrons and
protectors desired. O n the other hand the
temple of Man nan has preserved the only fres,
coes known today which are certainly of the
Kashmiri school, 'I) the extreme Northern
projections of those classical traditions which,
transmitted by Ajanti to Ellora, inspired In,
dia's pictorial currents in the Middle ages.
T o the Man nari frescoes may be added
those of Alchi in Ladakh, although they
are later. A n d this is all: nothing else has
come down to us of ancient Kashmiri paint,
ing, and to get an idea of it we lack even
the assistance of those manuscripts ornamen,
ted with miniatures we have for Nepal. 12)
Even if other documents were lacking these
would be sufficient to give us an idea of the
origin and character of Nepalese art; on the
contrary in Kashmir books were written on
beech,wood bark, which is not adapted to
painting as palm leaves are.
Nevertheless some idea of Kashmiri mi,
niatures may be gained from some copies of
the Prajiiipiramiti, which I have discovered
in ruins of upper Toling, among a heap of
canonical works, indiscriminately flung into
a store,room pending a menace of invasion,
which later remained under the debris (Plates C,
D). The pages belong to different copies of
the same work, but some are older and some
more recent, hence the miniatures are by diffe,
rent hands and of difirent merit. While some
paintings, not reproduced here, appear to be
coarse imitations made by inexperienced crafis,
men, others express a highly artistic atmosphere;
the figures are drawn with extreme delicacy.
golden backgrounds are frequent, the haloes
are iridescent like rainbows (figg. 2.7, 11).
The miniatures are covered with a resinous
varnish or lacquer, which imparts great lusae
and freshness to the colouring; the figures are

slender, tall, with no trace of the plumpness
and fullness apparent in Bengali and Nepa,
lese art; there is a well.defined preference for
erect and supple postures; a slight undulation
of the body replaces the classical tribhariqa.
Details of dress are extremely accurate: em0
broidery and patterns can be distinctly seen.
The colour is not applied in a flat manner,
but ably graded, so as to produce chiaro~
scuro shadows and cause the figures to bulge
out with a plastic relief. This group of
miniatures, finding its perfect counterpart
in certain fiescoes of Tsaparang and Alchi,
is derived from the same schools which
decorated the chapels of M d nari, although
they are perhaps a little later; everything in/
duces us to think that the country of their
origin is Kashmir. The comparison with
some pages of Nepalese manuscripts or their
covers (palaka) shows how the two schools
differed: colours, technique, drawing are diffe,
rent (Plates A, B). If we now consider fig. 80
1 0 it cannot escape us that, though
- the four
figures are not by the same author, they can0
not nevertheless be assigned to the artistis who
painted the specimens illustrated above; e v i ~
dently these are imitators of diffhring slull,
from the more capable one who illustrated the
Prajiiipiramiti and reproduced the portrait
of the donors in n. I , to the one who drew
n. 10,ending with the clumsiest of them all,
who drew in n. 8 the heavenly palace, vir~~dna,
in the centre of which the Buddha is sitting.
Miniature n. 9 has a place completely to itself:
its modernity of construction and colouring is
surprising and cannot be connected with any
other specimen resembling it known to me.
W e must therefore draw a sharp line bed
tween the schools of Cuge and the artistic
currents of Central Tibet; although the s p i r i ~
tual world was the same, the art of Western
Tibet has its own particular character due to
the country's political indipendence and to
the fact that it held aloof from the events which
disturbed dBus and gTsan. Its proximity
to Kashmir and to Kangra, the dependence

of its first artistic activity from Kashmir, the
relations it long kept up with Kashmir,
opened Cuge up to influences which did not
reach other regions of Tibet. Nevertheless
in the temple of Kojarnith, I 3 ) in the nearby
state of PUhrans (a satellite of Guge for a cer,
tain time) the influences of Nepal are evident:
the image adored there is Nepalese, other
statues heaped on its altars are surely Pila.
O n the contrary Chinese influence never
reached these lands, or if it ever did, it was so
feeble and languid that it could not modify
other traditions solidly rooted there. We are
aware of it by the treatment of certain themes,
more strongly influenced by China, i. e.,
the representations of heavens and particular,
ly of Amitiibha's heaven, modelled on the
large compositions of the Central Asian pin
siang, furnishing Buddhist communities, from
T'ang times, with iconographic models of
the blissful Western land, where the God of
light and of endless life reigns. The Guge
school was naturally, inspired by the same
literary sources; it followcd the compulsory
track of the canonical scriptures, but inter,
preted them in an independent manner,
which has very little in common with repre/
sentations of the same subject attempted in
other Tibetan localities, where Chinese in.
fluence was always felt. This does not mean
that the Western Tibetan painters were the
inventors of those images, rather they imitatd
ed other models independent of China; their
sources and their models were in ~ n d i aand
very probably in Kashmir. Precisely there
we must look for the inspiration of another
extremely remarkable tanka, whose charac.
teristics are so peculiar as to represent some,
thing unique (Tanka n. 12). I n this paint.
ing the figures become long and slender, the
legs are enveloped by long draperies which
cling to the limbs and hinder their motion,
the chest is on the same line as the legs; that
slight inclination of the body which impaas
a dancing rythm to the Indian figures, as In
the miniatures studied above, is lacking; on

the whole a certain archaic stiffness appears,
which has its counterpart in some statues I
have found in the environs of Spiti, in a prov,

do not find in Central Tibet. The country of
Guge now SO desolate, was for some centuries
a centre of fervid culture, where different tra.
ince once belonging to Guge, evangelized by
ditions met and blended; the Cuge artists,
its missionaries and therefore also influenced
interpreting with a certain freedom imported
by Kashmiri art, as the Tabo monastery
inspirations, succeeded, perhaps earlier than
proves in an evident manner.
other parts of Tibet, in creating a style of
While in ancient Nepalese pictures the
their own. For these reasons we are entitled
background is very ofien dark red, in Guge
to speak of a Western Tibetan school, born
dark blue prevails, but Nepal is present in
about the XIth century, which had a life of
the pattern of flexible tendrils which twine
its own until it was completely exhausted
with capricious curves, delicately embroider,
by the political decay of the Kingdom of
ing the background of the haloes (cfi. KM/
Cuge, crumbling under the armed attacks
of Seri ge rnam rgyal of Ladakh in the
RISCH, JISOA. I , p. 47). Generally the most
ancient Cuge tankas, like the one already
X V I I t h century. This school of painting,
born of the imitation first of Kashmiri, then
described and another representing Amiti,
of Nepalese art, remained self, contained,
bha's heaven, are more airier than the Nepa,
lese paintings, where the figures are huddled
grew barren, shrivelled up, and finally land
together, and arranged so as to form a frame
guished and became extinct, to rise no more.
This well/defined school may then receive
along the edges ofthe picture or round the ten,
the name of Guge, fiorn the province were it
rral image, enclosed in small shrines or semi,
was born and took shape.
circular halos. But almost as if repentant of
It begins afier the renaissance of Bud,
having wasted all this space, the Cuge pain,
dhism in Rin c'en bzaxi po's times and
ters also strewed it with leaves and flowers;
continues, with an independent life of its
this is a constant motive of Nepalese art,
own, up to the end of Guge independence.
found both in miniatures and in prabha.
Having lost the support of the nobility (the
It is derived in its turn fiorn literary reminis,
new Ladakhi sovereign had dealt it a hard
cences, because in the sacred scriptures each
blow), it began to languish and became
epiphany of the deity and each miracle is
impoverished in lifeless imitations. When
greeted by a rain of flowers, thrown fiorn the
the province was incorporated into Greater
sky by divine beings who glorify the divinity,
Tibet at the end of the XVIIth century, its
following a theme common to the Buddhists
individuality was completely lost and the
and the Jaina and not unknown to Brah,
new manner of the Tibetan "settecento,,
manic sources. " A s soon as the supremely
triumphed in Cuge too.
wicked spirit, having been vanquished, depar,
W e have thus ascertained two points: first
ted, the regions of heaven became clear, the
of all that Tibetan painting drew its first inspi,
moon shone, clouds offlowers fell fiorn the sky
ration from two schools, the Bengali,~epalese
upon the earth ,, (ASVACHOSA,Buddhacarita,
on one hand and, in Western Tibet, the
XIII, v. 75). It is the same rain of flowers
which, according to the MMT (LALOU, Kashmiri school, great branches of the same
trunk. The pictorial conception is the same,
p. 48) the gods pour down upon the Buddha
but we find particular shades which allow
and the saints. I n the painting, which is also
us to grasp the difference between the two
the projection of an epiphany consciously
trends; they are like two provinces ofthe same
produced by the artists, the miracle is repeated.
kingdom, where the same language is spoken
The paintings executed by the school of
but dialectal varieties, easy to recognize, are
Cuge thus have certain characters which we

noticeable. Furthermore we have proofs that
Indian painting did not penetrate in Tibet
only through the ynta or nrandnla; it reached
Tibet also through miniatures in manuscripts,
whether Bengali or Nepalese. The influence
of these miniatures has been so strong that
its traces are also to be found in the frescoes;
certain chapels of Narthang, of the Kum,
bum of Gyantse, not to mention the temples
of Tsaparang, are like pages of a gigantic
manuscript, whose structure is lost; only the
images remain.

6. C H I N A

B

AND C E N T R A L A S I A

ut Kashmir and Nepal were not the
only countries which moulded Tibetan
art and culture; the tradition itself speak,
ing of Sron btsan sgam po's conversion to
Buddhism and of the empire he founded in
the VIIth century through the rapid fortunes
of war, mentions his double marriage to the
daughter of the King of Nepal and to a Chi,
nese princess of the T'ang dynasty; this shows
how a double current penetrated Tibet in those
times, fiom Nepal and from China. Chi,
nese artists cooperated with those of Nepal,
although perhaps not so numerous, and in the
same manner, side by side with Indian pan,
dits, Chinese Hva San cooperated in giving
the Tibetan people its religious education.'-+)
The rGyo1 rubs, the chronicles of the fifth
Dalai Lama @. 26, B), the bKaJ tJari sde ha,
record the contemporary presence in Tibet of
Chinese and Nepalese artists, when its con,
version to Buddhism and its first contacts
with the great neighbowing civilizations in,
spired the Court with dreams of a new and
unheard of luxury.
But Tibet, during this ~ e r i o dof political
vigour, coinciding with the reign of the three
great emperors, Sron btsan sgam po, K'ri
sroi lde btsan and Ral pa can, had extended
its domination over the caravan highroads
and the rich oases of Central Asia: the

Four garrisons ,, (Kuchs, Khotan, Kishgar
and Tokmak) and later Turfan were repea,
tedly overrun by the Tibetans troops,
the fortunes of war now substituted for chi,
nese garrisons, in flight before them and,
in Turfan, before the rising Uigur Empire.
Then Arab invasion and Islamic penetration
came, sweeping away the principalities of
Central Asia, and with them fell the glorious
centres of Buddhist culture, which joining the
Far East to India and to the Far West, alollg
the silk roads, had brought remote cultures
together and favoured those contacts of ideas
which fruitfully enrich the human spirit.
The Hellenistic world, China and India,
had met there, had almost come to an assigned
tryst and a sort of Buddhist oikounrene had
resulted, in which the most different forms
of thought, art and religion had poured and
melted into one another, in a synthesis that
Asia was not to look upon again. When,
under the impact ofwars and invasions, those
bulwarks of Buddhist humanism crashed,
one by one, small monastic communities
took refuge in the Country of Snows. They
were roba ably moved by apostolic zeal; the
country was not hospitable, life was hard, the
population poor and rough, but there were
souls to be gained, a country where Bud/
dhism, but recently introduced, was still on
the surface and had not yet completely con,
cjuered the masses. A famous inscription
found at Tun/huang speaks of ~uddhistdi,
gnitaries invited by the Tibetan btsan pa to his
court. Tibetan tradition on the other hand
preserves memories of colonies coming from
Khotan: they had seeped through in various
epochs and during the expansion of the reigns
of K'ri sron lde btsan and Ral pa cans or
even later. Some of them were translators of
Buddhist books, others were artists: the Li lugs,
" painting according to the style of Kho'
tan ,, is witnessed to by our sources,'5) and I
have myself found magnificent specimens of ~t
in Central Tibet; it does not seem doubtful
that artists, in this case, followed the Khotanese
"

manner, because they wrote as much under
the pictures, in perfectly legible letters.
T o the styles thus identified, we can add
another, whose place of origin cannot be
defined; in the inscriptions, for instance in
those of Ivang, which distinguish it from the
Khotanese manner, it is generically called rgya
lugs,"Indian system ,,,but it must not be con,
fused with that of Nepal, because the names
for Nepal and for India are kept scrupulously
distinct in Tibetan literary use, and " Nepalese
manner ,, would have to be written bal poi lugs,
not so vaguely rgya lugs. 16) This expression
means, in a general sense, the Indian manner
of the great convents whose spiritual heritage
Tibet had gathered, namely Niilanda and
Otantapuri. But this expression of Tibetan
painters, their referring to this or that manner,
is enough to show us that for many schools
art was or should have remained a faithful
imitation of foreign models. T o sum it up, the
parallelism always to be found between written
language and artistic language is reproduced:
as their theologians and philosophers did not
swerve by a haivbreadth from Indian models,
to the point of moulding their very language
on that of India, so the Tibetans did not dare
to tread new paths even in art.

7. W H I L E N E P A L E S E I N F L U E N C E

CONTINUED, CHINESE INFLUEN,
CE F O L L O W E D P O L I T I C A L E V E N T S

T

hese are the principal currents which
we find operating in Tibetan art, and
which run ~arallel and sometimes
mingle. Their vitality, resistance and vicissi,
tudes varied; while the Cei~traLAsianman,
ner, no longer fed by direct contacts, survived,
when the Central Asian world crashed, only
by virtue of some types and patterns fixed by
tradition, which had made them inviolable,
(as in the tankas representing rNam t'os
sras or in the images of the eighteen arhats),
the case of Nepal and of China is quite

different. Contacts with Nepal were never
interrupted, both on account of the frequency
of trade and neighbourhood, and also because.
between Tibet and Nepal, there was a conti,
nual exchange of persons and things, finally
because Nepal remained for a long time a
country where Tibetans went to study Sans,
krit, to collect manuscripts and to visit the
famous stiipa of Svayambhiin~th. Thus Ned
pal greatly influenced Tibetan art; the atlux
of Nepalese artists into Tibet lasted for cen,
turies, indeed in certain epochs it became
more intense, for instance during the Sa skya
pa period, when teams of Nepalese craftsmen
were invited by the abbots of those monas.
teries. One of them, named Aniko,'') came
to Tibet with 24 artists whom aP'ags pa had
directed to build a pagoda. H e was then only
seventeen; later he was taken to the Empetror
of China's court and his art was found so
pleasing that literary sources have recorded
it; the Emperor patronized him, created him
" inspector of artisans ,, and after his death
conferred posthumous titles upon him. Al.
though he was particularly famous for the
statues he modelled with great shll, no branch
of art was unknown to him. H e is the first
of a long series of artists whose names have
been lost, but the eulogies of monasteries and
the lamas' biographies abound in general
allusions to makers of statues (lha bzo pa)
and to painters (lha bris pa), fiom Nepal;
there was no convent which, at the momeilt
of its foundation or of its greatest prosperity,
was not embellished by them with statues
or frescoes. From the Sa skya pa chronicles
to the eulogy of gNas riiiti, ") fiom the Myan
C ' N ~ to the abbots' lives, various confirma,
tions can be drawn of the uninterrupted flow
into Tibet of Nepalese artists and craftsmen.
W e know the name of that Vari gu li who,
assisted by five Iha bzo pa, worked on the
decorations of the
temple; another was
called A k'e ra dsa. Also in Tiraniitha's
times twenty Nepalese artists made the statues
of the Saris rgyas rabs bdun of the sGo k'an

or

(Autobiography, p. 219). They did not work
for pay; according to the Indian custom, they
received at the end of their work not a price
but rewards of various lunds (daktina). Sacred
things are not an object of trade, therefore
pay is replaced by different kinds of articles,
which in Nepal could be easily changed into
ready money (ibid., p. 220): Chinese cloths,
turquoises, gold dust, silk and so forth.
Taranatha himself ordered Nepalese artists
to model a statue of Jambhala, in the Indian
style (ap'ugs yul gyi lugs su byas pa, Auto,
biography, p. 232), and seven artists of the
same country to make seven halos (rgyab yol)
to be placed round the heads of the statues.
Together with the artists, merchants came fiom
India, bringing many materials, and above
all pigments, from carmine (li k'ri) to indigo
(span nit'in) which, according to a passage
in his autobiography, would seem to have
been required as part of the taxes to be paid
as passage~kesto the custom officials (go dpon).
Some Nepalese artists worked for the fifth
Dalai Lama and their name is recorded in
his autobiography under the year 1659 ( 0 ,
p. 268); they are artisans specialized in casting
statues, not painters but, though I did not
find records of them, it is likely that even
painters were called to Tibet, along with other
workmen as late as the XVIIth century. These
artists were: Dsyo bhan, Siddhi, bKra Sis
(Matigal), Dhar ma de vo, Dsai s i i (Jaysingh)
A ma ra dsa ti (Amarajati), Dse la k'ran,
K'ra pa su tsa; among other images, they
made also that of the fifih Dalai Lama himself
reproducing his own traits (+Ira !bug).
Thus the Nepalese manner was constantly
kept alive by an umbroken flow of artists,
paintings or statues ordered by commission to
the Buddhist community in Nepal, by the
study of models, existing in great numbers
in public and private chapels, by the inspi,
ration Tibetans could find in the miniatures
of manuscripts.
Before China, in the XVIIIth century,
renewed Tibet's pictorial traditions through

the triumph of the Dalai Lamate and then
through political submission, ruling from he
great monasteries of Lhasa and Tashilunpo
or irradiating fiom the Eastern provinces,
~ e ~ a l e art
s e and crafn held undisputed sway.
W e have observed this in the main con,
vents which, afier having been laid waste so
many times, are full, even now, of imposing
collections, in which all the epochs and
landmarks of Nepalese art are reflected, from
its ancient glories in which Bengal's artistic
tradition is still a living echo, up to the
formulas of its decay.
With the passage of centuries, the imitation
of those models was a fixed tradition, which
would inevitably have lapsed into barbarism
like all arts sluggishly and effortlessly drawing
from past experiences, free from shocks and
effort, if fresh contacts with China had not
infused a new spirit into Tibetan culture.
The first contacts after the new spread
of Buddhism happened in Sa skya times,
when exchanges continually took place be,
tween the hierarchs of this monastery and
the Celestial Empire. Buston himself recor
gnizes the presence of Chinese and Mongol
artists in Za lu;I9) we have every reason to
suppose that this was also the case in the
other and more important monasteries. Traces
of the Chinese types are to be found, quite
clearlv, both in the SKU?bum of sNar t'an
and
some Gyantse chapels.
But Chinese influences followed the ups and
downs of political events. When the Mongol
dynasty fell, they languished for about four
centuries and the Chinese manner held out in
certain fashions and forms which had become
a permanent acquisition, but was not revived
by new currents. It was rekmdled, however,
brighter than ever, in the XVIIIth century,
when Tibet linked its fortunes to China.
These remarks naturally apply both to mural
painting and to painting on canvas, i. e. to
tankas proper. In other words, one must not
think that only tanka painters or only painters
of frescoes existed, as two different artisan

currents. The style and the technique were
one, even if the matter was not the same.
Indeed in several temples I have seen the
walls covered with paintings on canvas, sym,
metrically applied and arranged there. If we
compare a photograph of the wall paint,
ings with the tankas of the same period,
we shall not find any difference: in both
cases the same features, the same groundwork,
the same hues and shadings stand out. The
implications of this fact are clear. While
the tankas are hardly ever dated, and only
occasionally the name of some personage
or a brief dedicatdry inscription allow of a
chronological determination, the wall pain,
tings, as we have seen above, can nearly
always be dated; hence they are the best
documents of the development of Tibetan
culture from the XIIth to the XVIIIth
century, they record the contact and fusion of
different schools, they mark the stages of their
formation and of their decay. It is precisely
by a reference to mural paintings besides the
few tankas which can be dated with certainty,
that we are able to distribute the latter in a
chronological series which we can consider
sufficiently accurate, in a !general way.
W e have a remarkable instance in the
tanka n. 14 representing the Buddha's life;
its date may be fixed closely enough through
a comparison with the Tsaparang frescoes,
whose age can be accurately determined.
8. E V O L U T I O N OF T I B E T A N
PAINTING, PARTICULARLY

THAT OF GTSAN

w

hat is it then that these pictorial
documents show us? A n d what
were the developments of Tibetan
painting on canvas which we can reconstruct
on their base ?
Central Tibet, since the beginnings of
its art, was chiefly dominated by Nepal, as
surviving monuments show; this, as we have

seen, can be explained in many ways. Paint,
ing, having crossed the Himalaya, took up
its abode in Tibet, where an inviolable reli,
gious tradition caused it to survive through
the centuries, preserving it from those changes
which in India were altering manners and
schools. That art inspired the painters of
tankas and brightened the walls of chapels
with its colours. In the earliest times the Ti,
betans of dBus and gTsan copied faithfully;
as the Ivang frescoes and their inscriptions
show, they followed their models with the
accuracy of neophyes, whether the models
came from Central Asia or from India. In
the temples of these regions the oldest fres~
coes and the tankas of the same epoch do not
differ in the least from the Nepalese manner,
to such an extent that in some cases we can,
not establish with certainty whether the paint,
ings are Nepalese originals or Tibetan copies.
Anyhow, in Central Tibet, frescoes and tan,
kas carry us into an artistic world which d&
firs sufficiently from that of Guge; it is enough
to compare the mural paintings of Ivang,
Samada and Za lu with those of Tsaparang
or Toling,'0) to perceive that a different style
reva ails in gTsari; the backgrounds are pale
blue or red, but the red, as compared to Cuge
paintings, verges rather on hues of blood colour
or orange, and the figures are more languidly
modelled, the curves are more pronounced.
W e notice in these Nepalese manners a ten.
dency to isolate the figures of deities and to
leave each by itself, perhaps through the in.
fluence of miniature,painters; we hardly ever
find a composition in the true sense of the
word, but rather long series of divinities,
each self,contained, round the central figure.
A n art extremely hieratic, a faithful and
schematic reproduction of the meditation's
rules (sadhanu), which teach how to visuahze the
images of the gods without the least profane
intrusion. Consequently the artist's whole
ability consists in retouching details.
Another difference between Guge and
gTsari can be seen in the tankas representing

historical legends; I refer, for instance, to nn. 9,
10of the present collection. The eye is struck
by the prevalence of orange and yellow; and
by the symmetrical arrangement, the subdivi,
sion into so many squares, each visibly illustra,
ting a particular story. the continued unfolding
of an uninterrupted legend; a legend developing
like the pages of a manuscript and the stanzas
of a metrical biography. In reality these tan,
kas are faithful representations of biographies
and follow them step by step. Once again,
even if the tankas have not been painted by
Nepalese artists, their authors accurately fol,
lowed Nepalese models: this is proved, for
instance, by a comparison with the prabhas pu,
blished by Kramrisch (JISOA, I, p. 129 K).
The Cuge school also knew narrative
tankas; I refer, for instance to n. 14 dedicated
to S%kyarnuni's life, but a simple compar,
ative examination between these tankas and
those of central Tibet shows the great diffe,
rence in style, composition and drawing.
It is therefore clear that this Nepalese style
greatly prevailed over other artistic influen,
ces which had reached Tibet at various
times and through different channels. The
Khotanese style gradually disappeared, sur,
viving only, as we saw, in some icono,
graphical cycles. The Chinese style was
felt again, as I have said, in the Sa skya pa's
times, and generally until1 Tibet was closely
linked with China and the Mongols; then
we see Za lu decorated by Hor and Chinese
artists; the Ts'al monastery. according to
the fifth Dalai Lama (Chronicles, p. 3 2 )
was also decorated by artists from China;
in Narthang the fiescoes of a chapel are in
Chinese style. If the Sa skya monasteries had
remained untouched. we would surely have
found there extremely remarkable traces of
this influence. Hence the development of
Tibetan painting consists in a mutual ap,
proach and blending of the Chinese and
Nepalese manners. The mural paintings of
monasteries and mc'od rten, of which I
have spoken above and in Zndo~Tilretica.I V ,

mark the outlines and the stages of this
progressive fusion between various manners
which had coexisted for a long time side by
side, each following, with an accuracy
seems pedantic, the lines traced by a century,
old tradition. In the space of a few genera,
tions, from the rise of Sa skya pa hegemony
to the consolidation of Pyag mo gru power,
contemporary with the early Ming, the inspi,
rations of various origin which had produ,
ced the Tibetan schools of painting and had
given them rules and a direction, slowly
lead to a new style: this contains them all,
though transfigured by the Tibetan people's
artistic sensibility, which has now matured
and become wel1,defined.
I n some monuments, chiefly in the SKU
?bum of Gyantse (XVth century) we still
see at times glimpses of China, at times of
India, but not so impersonally reproduced
as heretofore;") there is a little of each,
more India than China, but both seen for
the first time through Tibetan eyes. The
artists tried to cut loose from the yoke of
a tradition which had forced them to be
nothing but imitators of outlandish currents.
They still feel all its weight, but they begin
to train themselves in a way of their own to
express their images pictorially; hence in their
paintings we find a new breadth, the world
translated into forms no longer typically
Chinese or Indian, but Tibetan.
Thus Tibetan art acquired an individuali,
ty of its own, and the artists, as if they had
vaguely sensed this, took an unusual course,
never since so prevalent in Tibetan painting:
they signed their works. This can happen
only in a period of great fervour, when men
are almost swept off their feet,>bytheiriown
creative capacities, and admiringly see them
embodied in works of art.
?bum of
The mural paintings of the
Gyantse, which may be considered the most
significant monument of Tibetan art, now
born into an individuality of its own, are all
most all due to artists whose name we know.

These artists are mostly laymen. Which
does not mean that monks disparaged the
painter's art: the great abbots included paint,
ing and statuary among the subsidiary arts
of which they boast a knowledge. A n image
admired to this day in Sa skya's principal
temple is attributed to the Sa skya pandita;
the third of Buston's disciples Ses rab ?burn
was celebrated precisely for his slull in the
figurative arts. But this was an unnecessary
complement to priestly lore, upon which very
different demands were made. In Tibet, if
less severely and with fewer restrictions, the
old traditions of Buddhist India held good,
which lefi painting to laymen and forbade
monks to practice it, as the Saddharma,
smltyupasthana says. In the MMT also, the
Sadhaka, when he needs a pata and even when
he must have a rnanaala drawn, calls for a
painter (~itrahra),~~)
and everything induces
us to suppose he was a layman. In Tibet this
absolute ~rohibitionwas not enforced, but
it is a fact that most ofthe painters are laymen.
Nevertheless, the lamas assisted them. W e
know, to quote a few instances among many
we might give, that Buston himself drew the
outlines (bkod pa) of the Za lu frescoes; Tson
k'a pa dictated instructions for the mural
paintings in rDsin ji, which he had ordered
to be made according to the visions he had
seen in a dream. The Cyantse inscriptions
contain references to these outlines by the
lamas, translated into paintings by the artist
(lha brispa), so that responsibility for the corn,
position, when large works were to be executed,
always rested on the lamas, who naced their
general plan (bkod) according to the prescrip,
tions ofliturgical treatises. In these cases n o t h ~
ing was lefi for the painter but to draw the
figures, accurately following the suggestions he
had received, translating them into images ac,
cording to the iconometric canons and display.
ing his slull in the balance of colours, unless
even these were not exactly limited by liturgy.
In fact the Narthang and Cyantse inscriptions
praise above all the artist's skill in colours.

The lama had to intervene again to vivify the
painting, i. e. to cause the divine spirit to
descend into it and to consecrate it. There,
fore if the painter was a layman, he always
worked under the lama's watchful eyes, and
could not escape iconographical patterns.
These lay painters too lived in the sha,
dow of convents, worked for them, created
in the same spiritual atmosphere, and were
accordingly nourished with the same ideas.
But man cannot submit forever to the ty,
ranny of abstract ideas, closing his eyes to
life. Although religion denied the world any
values, reducing everything to a vain shadow,
not even Tibetans could ignore, in their art,
the world of men: in no country are head
vens and angelic visions sufficient to forget
life. Thus, little by little, by a natural pro,
cess of maturing, we see in Tibetan paint,
ing the series of saints and deities, formerly
arranged in files, one afier the other like a
coloured litany, replaced by scenes of human
life. It was no longer the ascetic wrapped
up in the stilness of contemplation, already
transferred to other spiritual spheres, made
alien to the world, blissful in his sanctity,
but on the contrary the conquest of sanctity.
his earthly life. The chronicles, cultivated
in Tibet with great fondness, have their cor.
res~ondencein these tankas, which are a pic.
torial reproduction of their contents. Thus
by degrees, the cold and abstract lines of
the nrandala and the hieratic, contemplating
figures of early tankas were replaced by a faint
human smile. The earth, of which there
is no trace in earlier paintings, now appears as
the artists saw it under their own eyes: small,
white houses whose thatched roofs are frarn~
ed in red bands, solemn monasteries with
dome and pinnacles; processions of monks,
religious ceremonies, donors in festive ap/
parel, cavalcades of armed horsemen; life
with its toil and turmoil, succeeding to the
seraphic serenity of heaven. In the earliest
tankas man had but the second place: he
was put in the background or in a corner.

confined like an alien, like a being whose
position proclaimed him a citizen of another
world; he was the donor kneeling in prayer,
who had ordered the painting to be made
for his own and his family's spiritual benefit,
and who implored the god to grant him
some favour or to confer magic power upon
him. Above and around him, the tanka
displayed divine figures, like visions of a
paradise he hoped to acquire for himselfand
his loved ones, once his karma had been
destroyed and gnosis had made him worthy
of ascending to bliss. The two worlds were
separate: no participation of the human in
the divine: to reach the latter, the former
must be overcome and forgotten. That sort
of painting is ecstatic; it is all paradise, con,
templation, sanctity. N o w , on the contrary,
man enters as an actor, the saint, whose Me
is represented, takes his fellow~men along
with him, his fiiends and enemies, disciples
and rivals, evoking all that world in which
he had accomplished his task as a master, a
preacher and an apostle.
The tankas then become projections of the
earth, but as they are inspired by biographies
written in monasteries, convent life predomi~
nates. Space too is broadened and extend,
ed; in the oldest tankas it seems almost as if
painters could not bear space to be empty;
figures are heaped on one another, in the
intervals they place conventional trees, little
flowers suspended in mid&, arabesques; thus
in Tibet we constantly see that dislike of
void which is one of the most constant traits
of ancient Indian painting, where the images
are crammed with the same exuberant fancy
as the wild growths of a jungle.
is occupied.
W e may now ask what
in the history of Tibetan painting, by the
famous tanka discovered by Stein in Ch'ien
fu tung and reproduced in ~housand ~ u d
dhas. Plate n. X X X I . Lawrence Binyon.
and Stein with him, consider it " likely to
be the oldest of its kind now in existence, or
at least one of the oldest ,, (p. 9). but he

m lace

cannot help recognizing, with Stein, that
it is " of the same type as the numerous pic0
tures brought fiom Tibet itself in recent years,
collections of which are in the British M ~ ,
seum and in other museums of Europe and
America ,,. But when this tanka is corn,
pared with the pictorial documents painted
in fresco or canvas, which I have had the
opportunity of studying in repeated jour,
neys to Tibet and have published in many a
volume, it will be easily noticed that, not,
withstanding its great analogies with the more
recent Tibetan paintings, it finds no match
either in Ivang or in Za lu, Cyang,
gsar, Western Tibet, or in the oldest tankas
of the present collection: not only it is rec,
tangular in shape, but it has all the charac.
teristics of the composite Tibetan style, in
which the Nepalese tradition has not been
entirely overruled by the Chinese XVIIIth
century. W e find in it a stiff bearing and
a certain heaviness, which the supple and
winding Chinese lines have not done away
with. The clouds on which the divini,
ties lean are heavy blots of colour, the
figures are outlined according to those con,
ventions, indeed those compromises between
various styles, which are, as we have seen,
the result of a long experience, and give
the tanka a typically Tibetan imprint. A
more thorough examination will show that
the masters represented above, on both sides
of the Buddha, are reproduced after the man,
ner of the monks of the Yellow Sect, whose
yellow cap they wear, a departure fiom the
custom of the older schools, where the red
cap was used.'l) Moreover the terrific deity
below is easily recognizable as dPal ldan
lha mo; as we shall see later, she is precisely
the " bsTan sruri ,, or patron of the Yellow
Sect, whose cult seems not to have been
divulged
before the X V t h century.
~
Hence both an examination ofthe tanka's
style, 2nd the treatment of its theme, induce
us to place the age of this painting many
centuries later. Instead of being the most

ancient document of Tibetan painting, it is,
as to time, quite close to the tankas generally
admired in our collections, as indeed Bin,
yon's experienced eye had perceived, although
the fact did not induce him to doubt its
antiquity. This conclusion of mine may
seem surprising at first, but I believe it will
convince anyone who examines the tanka
attentively and compares it with the menu,
ments of Tibetan art, ancient and modern,
known to us. My opinion might seem
to be ruled out by the epoch in which, ac,
cording both to Stein and to Pelliot, the
cave where the famous T u n huang findings
took place was closed. Both of them, for
reasons summarized in SENNDIA,p. 820 and
p. 827, reached the same conclusion, namely
that the cave was closed for the last time,
with masonry, in the first years of the XIth
century. But the discovery, among the texts
found therein, of some dated Uiguric doc110
ments (ibid., p. 828) and of other undoubd
tedly recent fragments, obliged Stein to take
up the subject once more and to admit that,
the above date and circumstances being lar.
gely considered unchanged, occasional addi.
tions to the deposit were made after 1900, the
year of its discovery (op. rit., p. 829). This
in fact also explains the finding, in that cave,
of a Taoist treatise printed under Kuang hsu
187$/1908 (SERINDIA,p. 628). For the rea/
sons stated above, I think that the tanka in
question must also be included among the
objects that the monk who discovered the
cave has added to the initial collection, like
the abovementioned documents.
9. T H E NEW C H I N E S E I N F L U E N C E

I N T H E XVIIIth C E N T U R Y

N

o shock stirred Tibetan painting
up to the new violent contact with
China in the XVIIIth century,
when strife between sects opened up the coun.
try to the conquest of China, born to a new

life under the great K'ang hsi. With the
pretext of pacifying the Country of Snows,
Chinese troops invaded it and reduced it to
subjection; garrisons and ambans exploited
Tibet, which became fiee again only when
the Celestial Empire broke down.
A new Tibetan art was then developed
which in a certain sense was a provincial
echo of the Chinese XVIIIth century's
smooth and ornate preciosity; this time too
Tibet accepted suggestions fiom outside, but
it did not remain passive; it worked out the
Chinese style in its own way, so that the
model translated into its own language took
on a local colour and this new born paint.
ing, although inspired by Chinese art, was
something different and peculiar.
Chinese influence gadually thinned out
figures, left blanks, revealed to the Tibe.
tans also the mysterious poetry of space: in
certain schools, like the one of K'ams, the
figures emerge from a vast landscape, on which
green mountains, shaded by pinotrees stand
out, rivers slowly flow, birds and gazelles are
basking. China not only gave this painting
a sense of space, she also opened the eyes of
the Tibetans to landscape; it was of course a
conventional landscape, imitated fiom Chi/
nese models. It was not what they saw all
about them, steep and barren mountains and
a boundless wilderness, as one would expect
in Tibet, but the pointed, ragged and
unreal cliffs of Chinese landscape painters.
Here we see once again the contrast between
the two spiritual currents influencing Tibet;
China and India. The former looked with
joy and admiration upon the slumber of
nature, which moved her heart to share its
life. India only considered spiritual values
and closed her eyes to the world, which is
indeed the raiment of Cod; but raiment
is not the soul; it is worn out and falls to
pieces, it belongs to the reign of things that
pass and are transformed, while man is
made to conquer the eternal, beyond the
changing world of forms.

This influence is also felt in the pictorial
lives of saints; the monasteries and temples
which used to prevail become more sparse,
they nestle on the slopes of mountains or
gleam white among green fields where sheep
and oxen are grazing and strange birds fly
overhead.
In the narrative tankas of Sa skya and then
in those of Tashilunpo and Narthang, Tibe,
tan painting cut loose fiom the old tradition
that each event should be enclosed in an
independent picture, as e. g. in the Nepa,
lese tanka reproducing S ~ k y a ~ r i biography.
's
N o w these rules are forgotten, the stories
freely unfold round the central figure, like
a ribbon displaying its curves. In lively
groups the artist encloses and condenses
particular elements meant to identifjl immel
diately the occurrence they represent; but some
conventions hailing back to Indian art persist
like the rule that the principal character
must be drawn on a larger scale, or that
the place where the episode occurs should be
represented by special symbols, as animals
or plants suggesting it.
When Chinese models do not prevail as it
is the case with the K'ams school, then the
Tibetans continue to bring into the tankas a
reflection of their country: its turquoise skies,
that deep blue whose airy veils seem to caress
the mountain tops, where roaming clouds glitter
like icy peaks. The colours of the earth are
as vivid as those of the sky; mountains have
the tints of gold; the green of a few barley,
fields, as if to make up for surrounding squa,
lor, shimmers like an emerald. A n d man
too is in harmony with this luminous a t m o ~
sphere: red,cloaked mo~lks wallung along
whitewashed houses which, seen fiom a
distance, look like blocks of marble fallen
into the desolate yellow wilderness which
separates the scanty and remote urban centres
set in this stony desert.
The painter, held spellbound by this light,
has flooded the tankas with a scale ofthe most
vivid colours, beaming in airy cheerfulness.

It is true that all of Eastern painting is
luminous; light floods it From above, with
no shadows or dark corners; it is an an of
sunshine and bright daylight. Even when
some night~sceneis represented, the night is
SO transparent and diaphanous that nothing
is veiled or darkened. India alone has tried
to represent night's gloomy mystery, but not
before the Moghul period and perhaps under
the influence of Western painting, which in
those times was first introduced into the coun.
try. When Tibetan paintings too represent
night, it is not the gloom of night they are
interested in but cosmic darkness, the gloom
ofabysses from which the forces ofevil ascend,
and also the good forces which in order to
fight and conquer them, must come down to
their level and plunge into that world. This
is to be seen in the mCon k'ari tankas, re,
presenting terrific deities, which are so pecu.
liar that they will have to be treated separately.
O u t of the fundamental pattern defined by
theology and iconography, the Tibetan masters
then drew a synchromy, so to say, of details,
backgrounds, minor scenes, accompanying
and explaining, with their vivid tones, the
central vision; not light and shadow, but de,
grees of light, alternating flashes of red, deep
blue stains, golden splendours, green spaces
and white serenities. The colours know no
shades, sofiening or toning down; they are
what they are in their most outspoken purity.
But the tankas, whether they breathe a
domestic, Tibetan air or reproduce the esl
sential traits of Chinese landscape with a
naive yet lively accuracy, still retain surviving
Indian reminiscences, which the S C ~ O Ohad
~ ~
handed down through the centuries with ex,
treme reverence and had not dared to alter:
among those rocks Indian ascetics, half
ed, are seen transplanted into the Country of
Snows, with !gazelles and with an entire flora
which does not belong to Tibet.
life penetrates Tibet and the Chinese
influx is felt more and more, the drawing
becomes more graceful and refined; the central

images are still cold and motionless as in
the rude old art, but the scenes unfolding
around them are free: lines bend and flow
with ease to follow and represent the gestures
of praying monks, the processions, the pag,
cants of abbots. In certain cases even those
large figures of gods or monks which occupy
the centre of the tankas and represent the spi,
ritual essence to which the paintings are dedi,
cated, acquire a greater levity. Hairs in heads
and beards are drawn one by one, instead of
being represented, as in the old paintings,
by indistinct masses of blue and black;
arms become longer and more delicate; the
artists' skill concentrates above all in draw,
ing the hands: soh, tapering, fragile, they
foreshadow the spirit, its embodiment in a
form where matter, fading out before its
levity, becomes almost rarefied and diapha,
nous. These hands bend and move as if
they were not bound up with flesh, so that
the entire life of these figures is in their hands,
wich flutter, point and express by gestures
more than words can say. These painters have
continued and perfected a tradition already
outlined, though with less skill and force of
inspiration, also in the more ancient specil
mens, and it is not by chance that they dwelt
on hands and were able to represent them
in so vivid and expressive a fashion. The
liturgy of the nrudras had let up to it, viz.
the symbolic gestures of ritual drama which
accompany the limrgic formulas and make them
operative, leading them to their destination.
The word mudri, as we saw, means "seal ,,,
and the mudras are in reality a seal, without
which the words would remain suspended in
a void and would lack any operative virtue.
The mystical plane cannot be reached without
those two keys viz, mantra and mudra to open
up its mysteries. This is the reason why pain/
ters were so careful in drawing the hands
of the deities.
A s it is always the case when an interior
urge and a creative impulse are absent, since
the static fixity of divine images cannot by any

means be altered, the details became the object
ofthe greatest care. Then clothes were covered
with arabesques in their minutest items,
lined with gold and patterns, reproduced in
their natural vividness of colours and embroi,
deries; hence this art very ofien dwells on a
painstakingly accurate ornamental decoration.
But this attempt to infuse life into the stiff
and motionless figures, drawn according to
a mechanical iconography, by means of shl,
ful colour~schemesor minute trimmings, is
all in vain; the figures do not lose their hie,
ratic fixity, unmoved by the least throb of
life. They are lifeless and limp projections
of a world of remote ideas, they do not come
down to comfort those who pray before them;
their smile does not share human feelings,
and in order to ascend to their level man
must cut loose from his personality: there is
no bridge between their impassibility and the
throes of earthly strife. Nor could it have
been otherwise, in a religion which reduces
its, deities to symbols and has but rarely
established humin relations with divine beings
nor imagined and felt them as approaching
humanity with a parent's love. Prayer has
been supplanted by meditation (dhyina) which
is a way of reflecting on those symbols so as
to annul the human person in their splendour
and essence.
Such, in their main lines, are the vicis,
situdes of Tibetan art; they cannot properly
be called a history, for the history of art is
written through the succession of artistic per,
sonalities, the - development of their genius.
and in centuries of Tibetan painting on canvas
we only see the alternating of schemes which,
once they have been formed, are handed down,
anonymous and unchanged.
Should we then for this reason come to
the conclusion that Tibetan painting has
no artistic value whatever and is altogether
nothing but the production of a class of
craftsmen, living on a perfunctory tradition.
unable to renew it? I do not think that
such a sweeping judgement does justice to the

pious and anonymous illuminators who tried
to express on canvas the phantoms of their
faith. Let us put aside the ~ ~ a ~ d aorl athe
compositions enforced by a liturgical pattern
and let us speak of the Tibetan art of the
XVIIIth century. These artists behold with
a religious awe the visions unfolding before
their mindss eyes, and know how to express
in their works the mixed emotions of their
soul. The fact that their technical resour.
ces are poor does not impair in the least the
evocative depth of their compositions: one
perceives that the artist says neither more
nor less than what he feels: he gives himself
up to his images, and they obediently settle
on canvas, with the levity, even with the
haziness, ofthings seen in a dream. A t other
times, as in the paintings of the m C o n
k'ati, where terrific deities grimace threaten.
ingly, the nightmare ofthese visions takes hold
of the artist to such an extent, that his ereat.
ive powers seem to be stimulated; precisely
in these evocations offearful phantoms, which
trouble the Tibetan artist's subconsciousness,
or in the smiling artlessness of his heavens
reflecting his country's aspect, he reaches
his highest effects, through his consummate
skill in assorting and matching colours.
Crousset has justly deplored that historians of
Eastern art should still misunderstand Tibe.
tan art and remain indifferent to it. With
his distinctive insight the same author has
perceived a kinship between these anony.
mous artists of the Country of Snows and such
painters as Beato Angelica and Benozzo Coz.
zoli. I entirely agree with him: both schools
of painting breathe the same air, they have
the same naive serenity, even if their language
is naturally different. I am also an admirer
of Persian painting, but I do not see why this
should make us indifferent to Tibetan paint.
ing, which labours under the same limita.
tions, but rivals Persian art in its wonderful
symphony of colours; while the latter is
closer to man and to the earth, the former
is more transparent and beatific.

10.

S Y M B O L I C A L M E A N I N G OF
C O L O U R S AND L I N E S

A

s 1have already said more than once,
this painting is exclusively religious,
in SO far as it draws its inspiration
exclusively from religious subjects. But Ma/
hsyana and Vajrayana gradually gave Tibetans
the habit of considering all events unsubstan,
tial and vain: the world is a mirage and a
phantom, passions a dream, our own thoughts
a delusion. Everything is thus "void ,,, and
has no existence by itself. Buddhism therefore
does not aim at the conquest of heaven, and
even in Mah~yiinacelestial bliss is not the su,
preme reward of life. Each rebirth in heaven
leads to a new form of existence, blessed, happy,
angeldlike, but nevertheless liable to inescapa.
ble change and decay; the gods are not eternal
and even those born in heaven are fatally
obliged to leave it as soon as the merit which
brought them there has been spent up. The
karma which has projected them there vani,
shes in the process of ripening, is replaced
by the operation of some other karma.
Surely the masses hopefully turned their
eyes to the celestial bliss of Amitabha's, Mai.
treya's and Aksobhya's heavens, particularly
to Amitabha's or Amitayus', god of infi.
nite light or of eternal life, where they con.
fidently hoped their conscious principle, that
is their karmic personality, the kernel and
foundation of individual existence, would be
transplanted, to begin a new and blissful life.
But the learned ~ e o p l eheld about there celes.
tial spheres a different, more complicated
view; moreover the Buddhist doctrine's su.
preme purpose and the ultimate aim that
devotees hope to attain, albeit in a very remote
time, is the complete dissolution of the
age of existence, even of a heavenly existence.
and the reabsorption into that colourless light
from which all things are born. This light is
the "Void ,,, at least for us submerged as we
are in the delusion of a cosmic " becoming *and enveloped in the deceitful yearning afier

various images; but of a truth, that light is
" Being ,, quintessential plenitude, Dharma,
kaya and it is attained by degrees as, while one
climbs to higher and higher spheres, the veil
of Maya, hiding it fiom us, is thinned out or
torn asunder. Those spheres do not belong
either to this earth or to another lane, but
are outside any determination of time and
space. They are reached by a sudden ascent,
through the meditative process, which unveils,
in an immediate fulguration, visions and fla,
shes which are already a realm of experiences
l&ing men out of humanity.
Every mystical plane has its symbolic pro,
jeaion, expressed, as in a mysterious writing,
by the figures of the gods; the initiate reads
into them the secret instructions which will
produce his palingenesis. O r else the gods
are a conventional image of the forces with
which the adept must identify himself, in
order to be, as soon as he has absorbed their
miracle,working power, in a condition to
produce miracles, vanquish fiends, conquer
that abysmal world whence evil germinates
for cosmos and for men.
Tibetan painting is inspired by this a t m o ~
sphere. With the single exception of the lives
of saints, it nearly always puts before us the
symbols of spiritual planes; for this reason it
preserves, largely, the stiffness of geometri,
cal patterns. The paradigm of the manaahs
rules the development of Tibetan painting;
in the centre of the mandala looms the sym/
bol of a mystical sphere or of a particu,
lar moment of cosmic evolution, while all
around the successive emanations unfold
through which that light or spiritual force are
gradually transformed into psychical energies
and into the changing evolution of material
reality; equally in the other tankas, round the
figure of the god or of the saint occupying
the centre, the acolytes and disciples shine
forth like a mystical rose, which expresses
the irradiation of truth and the spiritual link
uniting those who have been initiated into
the same mystery.

Hence these paintings, whether tankas
or frescoes on the temple walls, are often
called by the name of f i n k'ams; this word
is a translation of the Sanskrit kgtra, i. e.
Buddhakretra, the " realm of the Buddha,, ,
those ideal spheres where the spirits of the
elect, once enlightenment has effaced from
them the stains of samsaric existence, par,
take of the vision of a Buddha, the mira,
culous projection of supreme truth, propor,
tioned to the contemplating soul's maturity.
These reigns of the Buddha are commonly
called heavens, but the name is improper,
since one does not ascend to them only
after death. Popular Lamaist experience
supposes that a person's conscious principle
may be projected into them, either owing
to its ripeness or by a liturgical operation.
According to learned currents, this can also
take place at any moment, as soon as the
meditative process lifts us out of earthly life
into that purity, and we become of the same
substance. This process transfers us to those
heights where more than human experiences
take place, in a community ofthe elect where
no degrees of quality exist, and a preaching
of the Law is heard, naturally deeper and
more mysterious than the one revealed to
common men on earth. But these visions are
not the artist's fancies; they are founded on
well known literary texts, on one of the n u m ~
berless revelations which,
on those
planes, have descended among men. in pro,
portion to their moral and mental capacities.
The main object of these paintings is to
facilitate for their beholders a revulsion fiom
the plane of samsaric existence to those im)
maculate spheres. For this reason they are
ohen called mt'ori pol, which means " libe,
ration through sight ,,: they produce the
liberation of the beholder, if he looks on
them with pure eyes and penetrating mind.
They must not be considered as possessed of
a magical power, thanks to which their mere
presence suffices to transport us in the beaj
tific worlds they represent. Nothing comes to
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pass which has not been accomplished through
a complete participation of our inmost being,
capable of transforming us into different be,
ings. For these paintings operate like the
texts of the Creat Vehicle or of the Adaman,
tine Vehicle. It is necessary, in order to read
their symbols and their forms, to understand
their mysterious language, it is necessary to
live their meaning. Then a consubstantiation
with the plane they represent takes place; the
contemplator becomes unified with the object
of his contemplation, so that in those spheres
he is reborn on the miraculous lotus.
nrT1on grol is the name commonly given
for this reason to mc'od rten like those of Cyan1
tse. But the same name is used for pictures
adorning their chapels, and the great canvas
tanka which the Nati c'en of Cyantse had
made in remembrance of a title he had recei,
ved fiom the Mongol Emperors is also called
nrt'ongrol (MC, p. I I I). For this reason the
author of the MC, speaking of the conse,
cration of this tanka, relates with deep con.
vinction the miracles which are said to have
happened: flowers and perfume rained down
fiom the sky on the temple of Gyantse.
The tanka had transported the devotees
spiritually ripe for the understanding of its
hidden ideograms into the worlds it re,
presented. They ascended to those spheres
and partook of celestial glories. Hence the
flowers rained not on the Gyantse monas,
tery but on those heavens into which the
contemplators had soared.
It cannot be objected that this interpreta.
tion seems to be contradicted by the fact that
ofien the choirs of the elect consist of disci,
pies arranged round a Master's figure, and all
of them historical personages, whose life
and history are known. I n this case also
the reality of the personages does not consist
in their having appeared on earth, having
had an earthly name and having performed a
mission there. A l l that is mere appearence,
as it was in the Buddha's case. Of them
too, when they sicken and die, it is said

that "they teach the manner of falling ill
and of entering nirvana ,,, as if life was
nothing but an image appearing to men,
indeed evoked by men according to their
karmic preparation. Their reality is prec,
isely in those supreme spheres where their
spirit attains communion with their Master;
there they listen to his revelation, which is
identical with that of the Buddhas, because
their master is such insofar as he is at one with
" the body of the Law ,,, from which every
reality and every revelation starts. Exactly
for this reason the Master is represented in the
Buddha's very rnudra and is called rdo tje adsin,
rdo rje jc'air, vajradhara, because he is unified
with the adamantine body, i. e. with the
body of the Law.
For this reason Tibetan painting, rather
than religious, might be called liturgical,
both because it was born as a ritual element
and because of the evocation which the artist
must perform before painting, and which I
shall mention later. In its schemes it fold
lows the indications of Tantric liturgy, which
is a texture of scholastic and theological
subtleties; it is a creation not of fancy but
of the intellect, a ritual act or an illustrated
theological handbook: the tankas preserve
the stiff pattern and the geometrical symmetry
of both, and are bound to their inspirations
to such an extent that, when the meaning
of the picture is not manifest, explanatory
inscriptions are added. This painting finds
its artistic value only in the polyphony of
colours which alternate and follow one ano,
ther like the notes of a concert. But in this
art n o h g is lefi to chance, and even colours
are not of the artist's choice; they are strictly
prescribed by theology.
Ofien gold takes the place of this po)
lychromy, enforced by ideological links be,
tween colours and Buddhas; I mean that
the Buddhas or Bodhisattvas are not repre,
sented according to their proper colour,
but are all uniformly golden. In the case
of some deities, Amitibha for instance, the
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golden colour is justified by literary tradition,
although in the mandala the colour belonging
to him is red. The Aniitayurdhyanasiitra says:
'<NOW he shows himself as possessing a splen,
did body, filling the whole sky, now he assumes
a body which seems small, sixteen to eighteen
cubits in height. This body in which he shows
himself, always has the colour of ~ u r gold
e
,,.
For other deities the golden colour is
easily explained, as gold is not only the sym,
bol of purity but also of truth, and this since
the remotest times of Brahmanic speculation
(S. LGvr, L a doctrine du sacr$ce duns les B r . ,
p. 17). Gold shares these properties with
diamonds; the vajuasana, the place where the
Buddha attained supreme enlightenment, that
is where he flowed back into the dharnrakaya,
beyond human contingency and sinfulness,
is suvarnavarna, '' gold~coloured,, (SM, I,
p. 19,see further).
In other words the emanation of cosmos
fiom the first principle which is absolute con,
sciousness and a shining light, is accordingly
expressed, as we already saw, through a subtle
symbology of colours; the first process by
which that light becomes concrete, its first
reaching out towards the world, as the ger.
minal idea of the whole, is represented by
white in Vairocana's figure; next come blue,
yellow, red, green, to which correspond as
many symbols, the images of Aksobhya, Rat,
nasambhava, Amitabha and Amoghasiddhi.
the five supreme Buddhas esoterically called
" the five mystical families ,,, because living
beings and things which are in the universe
belong necessarily to one group or the other,
that is they are in syntony with this or that
manifestation of cosmic energy and of its
working. Colour then has a fundamental
value and meaning of its own; in the case of
deities it is not chosen haphazard, it is the
symbol of an essence which through its sug.
gestions must be possessed by the contemplator
to the extent of becoming identified with it.
With the exception of the latest tankas,
over which the breath of Chinese painting

has passed, the Tibetans, never forgerting
the patterns of the Indian mandalas, have thus
considered painting as a projection of the
celestial world : are even, unearthly outline
of beings; these figures are not bodies but
essences, an afflatus breathing through the
cosmos, not cosmos itself. Hence the line
which limits and designs their form, with no
attempt on the artist's part to reveal by chiaroj
scuro and the interplay of light their plastic
solidity, has a magical value; it resembles the
sign drawn in the air by a magician's wand;
it defines, in spheres invisible to human eyes,
disembodied appearences, magical symbols of
those planes operating, with their impercepd
tible omnipresence, in the " becoming ,, of
the worlds. These lines cut into space, which
is an image of the void, the boundaries of
a tettylum and isolate that brief surface on
which evocation will cause the divine pre,
sence to descend. Line is the essential ele,
ment of these pictures: this is so true that
lha bris " to w~itegods ,,, or ri mor bkod pa,
" to dispose into lines ,,, is the Tibetan term
for " to paint ,,, while in India, by calling
painting citra, preeminence was given to c o ~
lour, its variety and harmony. A linear type
of painting, it gives us the scheme of things,
not things themselves; it is almost a visible
reflection of the magic atmosphere in which
Tibetans have always lived. Fearing nature,
in which occult forces are hidden in ambush,
they have extracted its symbols in order to
defend themselves fiom nature by operating
on and through the symbols.

11.

E

TO P A I N T IS TO E V O K E

very painting is an evocation. It could
not be otherwise because in order to see
those images, it was necessary to close
one's eyes to the earth. A s all over the East, in
Tibetans well, the painter does not copy fiom
nature: led through yoga to a state of ecstasy,
he sees the images of the gods with the eyes of

the spirit, not with those of the flesh. Indeed
the artist, like the officiating priest accom,
plishing a liturgical act, must be at one with
the spiritual planes which he wants to repro,
duce or upon which he wishes to act: be,
tween iirriya, the changing play of magical
fieedom. and the world of essences which
transcends ttraya, there is no possible under,
standing: nadevo devattr arcayet, "let him who
is not a God not worship God ,,. Hence the
act of painting is preceded by a deification of
the artist; '4) according to a process with which
we shall deal again, in greater detail, when
spealung of the consacration of the tankas,
the artist becomes identified with the supreme,
immaterial, unchangeable, eternal principle
of things, colourless light, indiscriminate
consciousness from which all things are born.
I n a second moment, by reproducing within
himself the eternal process of cosmic evolution
and emerging from that condition of dreamlike
stupour, like the cosmic consciousness in its
tending towards the concrete of " becoming ,,,
he imagines in the centre of his heart, i. e. on
the plane of the infinite powers translating
germinal ideas into acts, certain mystical syl,
lables. They vary according to the spiritual
states which the artist wishes to issue from
himself and which are their mystical seed,
because every syllable is sound and sound is
the first moving force of things. From that
sound, by virtue of the magic relation bind/
ing things to the ideas of things, expressed
by sounds, emanate by an inviolable necessity
the images of the gods, that is the symbols
of those planes according to the form proper
to each, fixed by the sadhana or formulas for
evocation and meditation.
H e who performs the liturgical act and
wishes to paint a sacred image, must then
become assimilated with the first principle of
things, and next extract out of himself and
project the infinite worlds which that p r i n ~
ciple contains, drawing them only out of
himself, by virtue of the power of meditation
and of ritual.

Preparation for painting a picture is the
same as preceds a liturgical rite; the cotton
must be gathered in a pure place by an in,,
tiated person, it must be purified by the use
of nranlra and by a special ceremony for which
the intervention of a maiden is required, and
she must be blessed with a particular rite;
next she must spin the cotton, and the thread
thus prepared must be given to an experienced
weaver, endowed with signs of good omen:
he must be neither old nor diseased, he must
not suffer from asthma or catarh, nor have gray
hair; no physical defect whatever must be in
him. This waver, afier having carried out
the rites of purification, must begin his work
in an auspicious day and hour, and perform
a lustration of the articles used for weaving.
When the material is ready the painter, who
must be a sadhaka, a person capable of mystical
realizations, begins to paint.
All this painting then is based on two
fundamental elements: evocation and line.
which we might call inspiration and the
language expressing it, were it not that the
evocation is not the artist's free fancy, but a
finding anew, on his part, of the schemes of
eternal essences. Thus art is not a creation,
in which the artist's ~ersonalityis expressed,
but the reproduction of pre/existing para,
digms which he finds already described and
he is also intructed in the manner of causing
them to shine on his mind with lightning.
like vividness. In his ability to reproduce
those visions and in the accuracy with which
he renders their details, lies all his merit.
That some artists should confer peculiar
vibrations on those images and go beyond
those schemes by force of a higher slull, that
they should be true artists and not mere
crafismen, as it sometimes has been the case,
does not matter to the Tibetans, who are
only interested in the religious aspect of the
tankas and do not care for whatever artistic
value they may possess.
The value of line in these paintings and
the fact that line is determined by fixed rules

codified in literary works, the symbolic mean,
ing that we have seen underlying the images,
now induce us to speak of the iconometry
which strictly regulates their design.

of painting, entirely transcendent and magical.
Iconometry has a liturgical value, it is like
the survey of that consecrated area on which
the priest has to perform a ritual.
Naturally the Tibetans, in this instance
too, have created nothing: they have followed
12. I C O N O M E T R Y
Indian iconornetry, which has ancient tradi,
tions and has been discussed in many hand,
ainting in Tibet is, as we have said, a
books, fashioned in the technical schools of
part of the rig gnus, i. e. of those bran,
the iilpa, and later becoming difkrentiated
ches of knowledge which are the object
according to religious seas.
of intellectual, not ofintuitive (nun rks) activity:
It goes without saying that the Tibetans,
it is on the same plane as grammar, rhetoric,
when they took possession of the Buddhist
mathematics and astrology. That is treatises
tradition, began by translating the best,known
on painting deal with artistic means of expres,
handbooks on iconometry into their own lan,
sion, with the external plan, with the frame,
guage, and having done this they included
work of a piece of art, as if it were a building
them in the bsTan agyur. Then Tibetan
not to be created, but rather to be constructed
masters, following the pattern of these basic
anew according to pre0established models.
treatises, with the addition of other traditions
Klon rdol bla ma discusses together, in the
which had penetrated into their country,
same treatise, the art of making statues and
always from India, compiled new collections
medicine. Equally the fifth Dalai Lama
for their crafismen to use.
deals with art and iconometry in a treatise
The Indian works on iconometry included
on astrology.
in the bsTan agyur, as Laufer has pointed
A s we have said above, a god is not
out, are four, entitled:
drawn according to the artist's whim and
I. Citralaksana, a treatise on painting, edL
fancy; not only would this be sacrilege, but
ted in Tibetan and translated by Laufer into
the image thus obtained would not yield any
German. The work is attributed to Na,
effect, nor would it possess any liturgical value.
gnajit, recorded in the Indian tradition (see
f. i. Utpala's commentary on Brhatsamhita
There is a relation, which cannot be violated,
between the gods and the lines which c i r ~ Viz. SS, p. 770, chap. 57, v. 4).
cumscribe them; it has been fixed by the
11. Pratitir~rt~rinala~a~
also called Atreya.
tilaka, because the soothsayer Atreya is con,
canons of iconometry, which is the grammar
ofdrawing and the science ofthe matLeematical
sidered its author. The book is in verse
and was translated into Tibetan by D h a r ~
proportions regulating all images. If those
madhara and Crags pa rgyal mts'an; the
rules are not observed, one might as well
Sanskrit text was edited by P. N. Bose. in
make a calculation based on wrong figures:
" The Punjab Sanskrit Series ,
,.
the result is not correct.
111. ~aiatalan~agrodha~arin~an~ala~buddha~ra~
" The image, all of whose lines are corn,
nrrilaksana; this work differs from the other two
plete, is a bestower of happiness, while the
in this, that while the former are attributed
image in which they are laclung causes all sorts
to two personages of the Brahmanic tradi,
of evils ,,. (Vivarani, ed. H. MITRA,p. I).
tion, both connected with technical litera,
This iconometry has nothing to do with
ture, this third text is buddhabhrisita, revealed
the canons of classical antiquity: it is not used
by the Buddha, and in fact, like all the
to reproduce a type of ideal beauty. Man,
Sutra,
it begins, in the Tibetan translation
as we have seen, is of no account in this type
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and in one of the Sanskrit versions, with
the usual formula: Euam triayn irutam, " Thus
I have heard ,,. It is said to have been
revealed by Sikyamuni when he descended
from the Tusita heaven, where he had gone
to preach the Law to his own mother. The
disciple whose question elicited the revelation
fiom him was Saripuma; hence, in the Tibe,
tan literary tradition, this book is also called
Sa ri bui f ~ pa,
j Sariputrpariprcchn. (But it
has nothing to do with the work of the same
title Taishd, n. 1465).
The place of revelation was the Jetavana.
This small work is inserted in vol. C X X I I I
of the bsTan agyur, while as a siitra, it ought
to be found in the bKas agyur; in fact it is
missing in the index of the T6hoku Itirperial
Library, p. 661, where its commentary is
inserted instead. The Tibetan tradition preser.
ved by sMan t'ah pa, who passed it oh to his
followers, knows four versions of this work:
I. b D e bar gGgs pai sku gzugs kyi ts'ad bstan
pa, spoken by the Buddha in the r N a m
rgyal k'an bzan in the Tusita heaven; it was
translated by the Nepalese pandita Jayasiddhi
and by the lotsava Byari c'ub.
2. IIIT'O
bcu pa nya gro dha ltar c'u reti gab,
revealed in the Jetavana, on the return from
s
the Tusita heaven, on ~ a r i ~ u t r a ' request.
3. bCotrr ldarr adas sku gzugs Kyi mts'an id
mt'o bcu, as above.
4. S d ri brr fos pai ts'ad k y i ~ z u t iruA par bya
ba, translated by Jo bo rje (AtiSa) and by
rMa d C e blo gros.
Which of these may be the text preserved
in the sNar t'ari edition, it is difficult to tell,
as the edition has no colophon at all.
This work, at any rate, is known in its
Sanskrit text, twice published in India by
J. N. Banerjea, Pratitrrtjlakfana in T e x t s from
Nepal, Calcutta University Press, 1932, and
by Haridas Mitra in Sarasuati Bhauanri Se,
ries 1933 (cfr. BENDALL'S,Catal., p. 200 ff.).
The Tsao siang hang to cbirrg chieb 3 f$t B
@ #$ (Taish6, X X I , n. 1419 translated into
C h . by a Mongol officer m c o n po skyabs

in the years 1742,1743) contains, besides the
translation of this text, a commentary incor,
porated into it; it is drawn not so much from
Indian works inserted in the bsTan agyur, as
from Tibetan iconographic literature. ~t is
certainly taken largely from the treatise by sMan
t'ari pa and specially of dPal blo bz* po; this
appears chiefly fiom the paragraphs dealing
with the deity's ornaments and postures.
IV. S a m b u d d h ~ ~ b b a ~ i t a ~ p r a t i t i r ~ l a k ~ a ~ a , v i ~ a
(CORD~ER.
C a t . . p. 474, n. 5 ) is a commentary
on the preceding, translated into Tibetan by
Dharmadhara and by the lotsava Crags pa
rgyal mts'an of Guri t'ah. But a cornpara,
tive research shows that this commentary is
different fiom the Viuarani edited by H. Mitra,
which is ampler and in many occasions deals
at some length with subjects that the brief
Sitra does not touch.
Neither the Peking edition (CORDIER,
C a t . , p. 474, n. 5) not the sNar t'ari one
mention the author of this work, but in
Buston's catalogue of the bsTan agyur the
uiuarana is attributed to Atreya: Drari sron a
rii (sic) bus ntdsad pai yari dug par rdsogs pai saris
rgyas kyis gsuns pai sku gzugs kyi mts'an id kyi
rnattr $re1 (complete works, vol. ya, p. 171 b)
which is, with the pratimrimanalakzana, the only
work on art (bzo r&) known to Buston.
These are the technical treatises dealing ex.
elusively with iconometry, but there are remar,
kable mutual influences between this literature
and the Tantra: Buddhism, in this respect, is
in the same case as Sivaism. The Tantras, in
describing pafas and mandalas, did not forget
to lay down the essential measurements of each
deity; hence sometimes these treatises do nothl
ing but draw their rules fiom the Tantras.
But, particularly in the later Tantras, we ~ m n o t
deny that the contrary may have happened. i.ethat iconometric handbooks may have been
transferred and included into them wholesaleM.lle Lalou has the merit of having made
known, in a very diligent study, the icono'
graphic section of the MMK and of the
text of the Taramulakalga (HJAS,

1936, p. 327). But this is not the only text
containing such precepts. T o recall but the
most important, I may quote the dPa1 sdom
pa qrbyun l a and its commentary (bKa' rgyud,
rGyud, XII, part I, pp. 97/98; vol.ga, p. 62,
chap. 30: ri nro sogs pai skui mts'an Eid ties par
p'ye pa, a purely iconometric section), and
the D u s kyi frk'or lo. The Kriynsamuccaya also
contains a remarkable iconographic section.
Tibetan literature followed this Indian
pattern; it may be divided into two groups,
2nd the chief authors, according to Klon
rdol bla ma in his pamphlet quoted above,
on the arts (bzo rig), are:
sMan bla Don grub rgya mts'o of Lho
brag called by the fihh Dalai Lama pir togs
dbari po (vol. va, rTsis, p. 9), father and son;
the dBu mdsad C'os dbyiris rgya mts'o of
gTsan, whom we have already seen quoted
by Blo bzari rgya mts'o as an artist of great
fame, to whom the decoration of the Potala
was entrusted; he is also mentioned by Sum
pa mk'an po as one of the most celebrated
lha bzo of Tibet; sMan t'ah pa father and son
(one of them was called sMan t'ari +Jam pai
dbyans), Byi 'u Iha bzo ba of Yar kluns,
Zun t'ii pai dag ris, sPrul sku mk'yen brtse
of Con dkar stod, sPrul sku Neu c'un ba,
sPrul sku Ri mk'ar pa, also quoted by the
fifth Dalai Lama (ihid.), sPrul sku p'reri k'a
pa, dBu mdsad bsTan adsin nor bu (Klon
rdol, op. [it.. M a , p. 7 b).
Some treatises Klon rdol quotes are un/
known to me, others are listed here, of which
there is no trace in his book.
I. According to an oral tradition I have
found in many places, which also reached
Roerich, there is in existence a general treatise
on painting, called by my informers Vai ser,
Vai di? rya ser po. A Vai &
ryaiser po is well
known: it is the history of the Yellow Sect,
written by the sDe srid S ~ rgyas
s rgya mts'o
we have mentioned, but it contains no section
dealing with iconometry and painting.
2. rGyud sdei rgya nrts'o sku gzugs kyi p'yag
ts'ad kyi rub tu byed pa kun las bsdus pai. This

is a list of deities and at the same time a
summary description, without any iconome,
tric reference; rather a collection of sadhanas
than a real treatise on iconometry. It opens
with a hymn to rDo rje gdan, and it closes
with a hymn to Ri k'rod ma. The colo,
phon is missing; the work has been copied
fiom a manuscript of Sa skya.
3. SKUgzugs kyi p'yag ts'ad rub tu byed pa
kun las bsdus pa. This, an appendix to the
first, is a real iconometrical treatise, which
lays down the proportions of the Tath~gata,
talung as a base those of Sikyamuni; the
second part is dedicated to the Sambhogakiya
taking as a model Vairocana's image; a part
follows dealing with the more properly Tantric
deities, beginning with sDom pa, Samvara.
Thus it has many analogies with the work
that follows. It was written by d P d mi p'am
bSod nams rgya mts'o p'yogs las t'ams cad
las rnam pai rgyal bai sde in Potala (gru frdsin).
4. rDsogs pai sans yyas tnc'og gi sprul pai
skui p'yag ts'ad snran tJan pas tndsad pa. It is
a part, fiom the seventh to the tenth chap.,
of a treatise written by the famous sMan t'ai
pa, quoted, as we have said above, by @. I 37)
Klon rdol bla ma, and by S P @. 137) as one
of the greatest artists in Tibet. This fiagment
is divided into sections, in which the author
gives the measurements of several deities, fiom
Sikyamuni to the Srivaka, fiom the Yaksa
and the Rrksasa to Ganapati, quoting each
time the different theories contained in the
most authoritative Tantras. Judging &?om
the colophon, the title of the complete work
seems to have been Legs biad [od xer brgya p'rag.
" When moved by the desire to foster the
garden of the lotuses of good, the sun is difi
fused ([odzer rgya p'rag) of the beautiful sayings
(emanated) tiom the vast mandala of the intel/
ligence of sMan t'ai pa of Lho brag, expel
rienced in the arts, although the lunar lotus
of the mouth of fools closes, the water~lily(of
the spirit) of the experienced opens ,,.
5. bDe bar giegs pai sku gzugs kyi tiad kyi
rab tu byed pai yid biin gyi nor bu, pp. 1/34.

This is a general treatise on iconometry
which, besides the proportions of statues.
contains also those of nrc'od rten. The book
was printed in dCa's ldan p'un ts'ogs !glii;
the author is dPal blo b z i po, who re,
edited the works of sMan t'ah pa, whose
incarnation he considered himself to be.
H e is y o t e d by the fifih Dalai Lama (ibid.,
p. 8); when we compare this treatise with
the fragment of his predecessor, a verbal
correspondence is noticeable, but as I do not
possess sMan t'ah pa's complete work, I
cannot tell what Blo gros bzai po's original
contribution. if any, amounts to. A t the
same time we notice a close relationship
between these treatises, elaborated by sMan
t ' i pa and his school, and Pratimilaksana's
commentary ( V i v a r a n i ) edited by H. f i t r a ;
the relation is so intimate that there can be
no doubt that this text was known to those
crafismen. although we are not informed that
a Tibetan translation of the book existed.
6 . Bris skrri rnatir biad mtJoti ba don ldan

is a small treatise on i c o n o m q , written
by the well known polygraphist Pad ma
dkar po. It is included in vol. K'a of the
complete works, and brings no new contri~
bution to what we already know. The
booklet begins with a brief .introduction on
the origin of the Buddha's images, from the
one Bimbisira sent to h n g Rudr~yana of
Roruka, up to the sandal,wood Jo bo, later
taken to China. This work also starts from
the Buddha's images, and then goes on to
deal with those of the terrific deities.
7. s K u g s u i t'rgs rten tJig rtsa nrc'an g r e l can
tire tog fpJreti ba tt~dses by Sum pa rnk'an po
(LAUFER,Dok~rttrente,p. 39).
8. Sans v y a s kyi gzugs briian brii pai tJig
tsJad (SCHMID+/BOHTLINCK,
Verzeichniss der T i b .
Hatrdscbs. rind Holzdriicke iiir Asiatischen Museum.
p. 59, n. 6 ) . 2 5 )

W e will not go into the details of this Bud.
dhist iconometry, which adds nothing new to
the schemes adopted by the Hindu masters,
well known thanks to Copinath Rao's studies.

The Buddhists have not contributed any novel
addition, they too are derived from the corn,
mon fund of a single experience, ripening
in the course of centuries and handed down
by the living tradition of crafismen's schools.
But iconometry did not only codifjl a
praxis which had become established in the
art schools; it based its types and founded its
plan on the research and the classifications of
physiognomy, whose origins are very ancient
in India: starting fiom the myth of the maha,
purura the " great man ,,, saint or sovereign,
and his distinguishing bodily features it dehed
the measurements of perfect creatures.
But this perfection, we repeat it, is not
the perfection of an ideal beauty, it is the
expression of an inner superiority, the mani,
festation, through signs and proportions, of a
nature transcending humanity, the symbol of
participation in an essence different fiom that
which common creatures are made OK In,
dian liturgical thought, ever since its begin,
nings, delighted in mathematical relations;
the vedic altar is a contruction which follows
accurate and inviolable geometrical rules.
Prajipati's altar, used in the Agnicayana
sacrifice, would not partake of the god's
essence, nor would the sacrificer be able to
equal the god, if he did not scrupulously
respect the measurements, laid down by rituj
alistic. The !god's image, before being an
object of worship is, like the stiipa, the pro,
jection, accessible to human beings, of a
divine essence, and it may be " read ,, in
many and different manners according as the
worshippers are prepared to understand it.
Hence it must naturally conform to an exact
scheme. O n the other hand the same
&tion had fixed the measurements of the
Buddha, indeed of the Buddhas, because their
proportions vary with the cosmic ages in which
they appear: Sikyamuni measures 16 feet, be.
cause 16 is the perkct number. The number
4 is the unity of measure already appearing
in the most ancient Indian myths; four is the
whole; since vedic times four means totall9'.

The Purusa, it is said in the Purusasiikta, is corn,
posed of four parts (prida); one of them consti,
tutes living beings, the realized world, and
three remain immortal in heaven (3rd stanza).
By multiplying four by itself, we have 16;
already in the Upanishads I6 is the whole,
the all; in the Tantras I 6 are the tithi, lunar
fractions, @teen of which alternate in the
round of the phases, while one remains eter,
nal, alien to temporal events, a symbol of the
changlessness of being, of supreme reality,
persisting beyond the flux of things; it is the
subject of great esoteric speculations. The
Buddha too must measure I6 feet because he
is the whole; nothing is outside him.
Leaving aside the iconometric details
discussed in the treatises mentioned above,
I will nevertheless give a list of their essential
canons, to throw light on what shall be said
later, and on the atmosphere Tibetan artists
were educated in.
O f course the typical figure, the model
and standard, is Sikyamuni, the perfect
master, the nirmrinakriya, that manifestation
of the supreme essence, dharmakriya, revealing
itself to men of this our world, the Jam.
budvipa. There is a relation of reciprocity
between the being revealing himself and the
person to whom he is revealed, by virtue of
which the latter, in a certain sense, fashions
the former and adapts him to his man,
ner of conceiving and to his karmic matu.
rity, so that he appears as "a man amongst
men, god amongst the gods and Brahma
with the Brahm~s,, (Siddhi, pp. 764/765);
accordingly the bodies of the Buddhas,
shining with thirtytwo chief signs and eighty
secondary signs, appear in different aspects
to created beings according to their faith
(nros) (sKyabs fgro bdun bcu pa of Candrakirti
mDo, XXXII, p. 9): the Buddha, in fact,
cannot have assumed another form, different
fiom ours, in order to become accessible to us.
Besides this aspect of his as Nirm~nakiiya,
may also be reproduced the Sambhogakiya,
the reflections of the Dharmakiya preaching

in the heavenly Grdhrak~ta,perceptible to the
Bodhisamas of the tenth earth (ibid.) and
hence reproduced according to the descriptions
of revelation or the visions of those who have
ascended to that sphere. But the Dharmu
ksya "the reposing intellect of the very essence
of things (so says the sKyabs yro bdun bcu pa) ,,
is, in theory, unrepresentable, or only the
reflections of it appearing in the Akankfha
may be represented. While in the type of the
Nirminakiya the loan fiom the Cakravartin's
mythography is reduced to the chief and
secondary signs (see Uttaratantra, mad. OBER,
MILLER, p. 263 and Abbisanrayrilankara, VIII,
pp. 12/17), in the Sambhogakiya's type the
loan also includes draperies and ornaments.
Like the Cakravartin, the Buddha is
Nyagrodha/parimandala. Nyagrodha is the
&cus indica, also known by its other name of
vatu; parimanaala (Tib.: c'u fen gab) r e p
larly means circumference, but this meaning
does not suit the present case; as a matter
of fact there is no intention of saying that
the Buddha's body must be well rounded
like the trunk of the nyagrodha tree. The
expression, recurring both in Buddhist ca.
nonical texts and in treatises on iconometry,
must be understood (according to Utpala,
when commenting upon the Brhatsamhita,
LVIII, p. 7 and quoting ParaSara) in the
sense that the length of the figure must be the
same as the breadth of the extended arms
(ucchrriyfh parinahas tu yasya tulyam). So we
find once again the pattern of the mandala:
the intersection of two main lines, producing a
square or a circle, perfect figures, within which
the Buddha's image is theoretically included,
or rather the image of the Buddha and of any
other deity symbolizing the supreme Being.
Thus the figure is built starting fiom the
bare skeleton of two lines intersecting each
other at a right angle; the main line is of
course the vertical, called Brahml's line
(ts'ais t'ig), a symbol of the axis of Me; it
marks the centre of cosmos; the universe
revolves around it. In the physical world it

is identified with Mount Sumeru, which
stands in the centre of the earth and lodges
the gods on its terraces; they partake less and
less of the materiality of things, as they come
nearer and nearer to the summit, and fiom
its top one leaps into nirvana, beyond any
boundary of space and time. In the indi,
vidual, a projection, reduced in size but
complete, of the macrocosm, that axis is the
backbone which passes through different psy,
cho,physic circles above one another. These
too become more and more spiritual, in the
ascent towards the top of the skull, where
according to yoga, is to be found the brabd
marandhra, " brahma's hole ,,, through which
also one leaps from individuated existence into
the nonlindividuation of nirvana.
In the images. Brahma's line goes from
the top of the head to the cenne of the sphere
of the genital organs, that plane of samsaric
life. I n any case it has always the same value
and presupposes an ideal identification, reach,
ed through meditation, of the individual or
the statue with the essential scheme of cosmos.
The unity of measure of each image, whe,
ther sculpted or painted, is the aiguli or finger,
as it was for the vedic altar (Satapatha Brahnrana,
ro,2; 2). It may be nrljtrringula or dehalabdhari.
gula: the first is obtained by tahng as a base the
breadth of the middle finger, either the artist's
or the donor's by whose liberality the statue or
the painting are executed. It is not a rare case
that the standard unit for the image or the
inc'od rten, which is the same thing, should be
the thumb, the elbow or the arm of the person
who has ordered the work. So, to quote an
example, the sku ?bum of Cyantse was built
talung as a measure the arm of king Rab
ma died,
brtan kun bzai. When M a gcig
her husband +P'ags pa dpal bzai po had a
statue of sCrol ma modelled in silver, tak,
ing as the standard unit the dead woman's
thumb. Instances might be multiplied and
have their precedents in India (e. g. the statue.
mentioned by Hsiian Tsang, which Harsa
caused to be made).

ad

Thus an ideal identification was achieved
between the person who consecrated an image
and the being it represented, and the consub,
stantiation realized in the ecstatic process,
when the meditating person became one with
the god meditated upon, was perpetuated.
The dchalabhciir,oula or simply debairguul? cor,
responds to the 108th. 116th, 120th and 124th
part of the image, or rather of the wood or
stone the image is made of.
A s the standard unit thus obtained is rather
small, in the case of larger figures it is repla,
ced by the tala, theoretically corresponding to
12 or to 1211, aigula, so that the image will
be, in different cases, daiatala, navatlila and so
on (i. e. 10 x 12 = 120, or 10 x 12 '1, = 125 etc.
Having fixed, in one of these ways, this
standard unit, the artist begins to outline the
image, constructing it geometrically; that is, he
starts fiom the lines that intersect each other,
but as the drawing becomes completed in its
phases, he traces new lines, parallel to the first,
and fiom the points of intersection he draws
transverse lines which, forming triangles, d e ~
termine the proportions of the different parts.
Thus the image is constructed keeping in
mind a system of relations and proportions re,
duced by the ~ratirrralak~ana
to the following:
Angula

usnisa or ascetic topknot on the Bud,
dha's head . . . . . . . . . . .
hair.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
face . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
neck. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
from the neck to the breast . . . . .
from the breast to the navel . . . . .
fiom the navel to the penis . . . . .
thighs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
kneejcap. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
foreleg . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
ankle . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
heel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Total

4
2

13~1~

4
I~I/=

12~1~
ltl/,

25
3

25
2

4
120

By varying the proportions, images are
obtained of 108, 116, 124 arigula.

It may seem surprising that Tibet, always
so respectful of India's teachings, should
not follow the tradition closely in this case,
although it was contained in a text attributed
to a revelation fiom the Buddha, should in,
deed depart from it precisely in the case of the
Master's proportions. Siikyamuni's measure
is in fact laid down as 125 ahgulas, instead
of the ~ratin~lilak~ana's
120 ahgula. How can
we explain this departure, the more surpris.
ing as this book passes for a revealed text?
As a matter of fact the Pratinrii1aksana, afier
having said that images are divided into two
classes, those representing bodhisattvas and
those representing Buddhas, and that the for.
mer measure 120 angula and the latter 125
arigula, in the list that follows gives the pro.
portions of the images of 120 aigulas, i. e.
those of bodhisattvas, not those of Buddhas.
This may be explained taking the tala
as composed of rzt/,
angulas when the image
of the Buddha is concerned. The cause
of this increase of the Buddha's proportions
fiom 120 to 125 may be the consideration
that, as a being to whom nadition itself had
assigned a height superior to that of other
men, he should not be put on the same level
as the Bodhisattvas, for instance, to whom
120 a$ula were also assigned. The supe,
riority of his nature was thus visibly expres.
sed by a greater height. O n the other hand
Tibetan tradition, as we shall see &om the
table given later, follows slightly larger mea.
sures, and sometimes makes the parts longer.
Moreover Tibetan iconographic treatises are
much more complex than the canons con.
tained in Indian works, from the Pratinri.
laksana to the kindred texts included in the
bsTan agyur. The latter, in fact, are limited
to the Buddha's image but contain no allu.
sion to the infinite number and endless va.
riety of the gods the Vajrayina teems with.
Precisely these gods are ofien imagined in
attitudes which cannot be reduced to Sskya,
muni's hieratic rigidity. The Vajrayana pan.
theon knows terrific and misshapen deities,

others full of life and movement, hurled by
ebriety into a cosmic dance or flung against
the enemies of the Law, fearful and relentless.
It is clear that those elementary canons
used to represent the preaching or meditat,
ing Buddha, or the Buddha motionless and
absorbed in heavenly glory, no longer suf,
ficed: Tantric literature, as we have seen,
supplied this want, and Tibetan artists drew
from it unreservedly. If we glance through
the handbook by sMan t'an pa, a standard
text for centuries, we find there traces of the
new needs which the Vajray~na's exuberant
imagination suggested to iconometry: sMan
t'ari pa, closing an experience which had
lasted for centuries, both in India and in
Tibet, classes images, and according as they
belong to one type or another, he fixes d i f ~
ferent iconometric canons. Here we shall
follow him obediently because his precepts
have become law for Tibetan artistic schools.
I. Samyaksambuddha, Nirmanakiya, in
a monastic aspect; it measures, in a vertical
sense, i. e. from the top of his head to the
up of his feet, (srid= vyayatna) and horizon.
tally (ieri), i. e. from one end to the other of
his extended arms, ten t'al mo (tala). and as
each t'al NIO corresponds to 12 sor mo (aiglrla)
and a half, (sardhatrayodaia) 125 sor mo. The
base of the measurement remains that of the
Indian treatises: the tala, called in Tibetan
c'a cJen, " larger part ,, or gdoir, t'al mo, nrt'o fal,
i a l ts'ad, or the atigula called " lesser part ,,,
c'a p'ran, or sor mo, distributed as follows:
Height

Parts of the body: . . . . . . . . sor mo
irsnisa . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4'1.
hair. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4
from the hair to the iirna . . . . .
4
from the iirna to the u p of the nose
4
from the tip of the nose to the chin
411,
neck . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4
from the neck to the breast . . . .
1211,
from the breast to the navel . . . .
1211,
from the navel to the genitals . . .
1z1/,

62'la

hips .
thighs
knees .
forelegs
feet . .

.............
.............
.............
.............
.............

4
25
4
25
411.
62 '1,

In the horizontal sense:
from Brahmn's line to the edge of
the armpit . . . . . . . . . .
shoulders . . . . . . . . . . . .
arm (p'yag nor). . . . . . . . . .
forearm (p'yag irgo) . . . . . . . .
elbow. . . . . . . . . . . . . .

I Z ~ / ~
20

16
12
I

The seated images are half this size, i. e.
5 t'al itlo.
11. The images of the Sambhogakiya are
modelled on those of rNam par snan mdsad;
they have the main and secondary characters
of the Cakravartin, but as to their propor,
tions they follow the canons fixed for the
preceding group.
Aksobhya and the other four, when they
are represented in a mandala, in the act of
teaching, may be represented of 10 t'al mo but
reduced to 12 sor trro, namely 120 sor irro in.
stead of 125. This means that a difference
is fixed between proportions of the central
figure of the pentad, point of irradiation of
the cosmos, and its refractions in the points
of space; the latter in fact are created by the
former (itirralrhduanirrrrita, as the Saddharnrapun.
hrikn says) and emanated; although consub.
stantial with it, they form the divine essence
listening to its revelation. It is desired to
represent visibly the apparent superiority of
one of the five Buddhas, inasmuch as he assu.
mes the aspect of a revealer, although in point
of fact they all converge into the same essence.
III. The images included in this group
are modelled on those of bDe mc'og; they
are the deities of the various Tantric cycles,
represented with many heads and arms, at.
tended by their Saktis, nearly always in the

act of dancing or with legs wide apart, in the
position called by a technical term aljaha or
pratydlidha. They measure 12 r'al no each, also
of 12 $or itlo, or, not counting the seat, 11 ~ ' ~ 1
NIO;the chief diffhrence is in the ascetical
topknot rising above the usnisa, on which is
represented the rigs bdag, namely that one of
the five Buddhas whose emanation the god is
(10 + 2 SOY 1110 = one fbl ma). Moreover bDe
mc'og has four faces, which, according to sMan
t ' pa,
~ may be reduced to four different forms
(following the Viuarnna); they are not describ.
ed in detail, but defined by similitudes which
can only suggest an approximate image of what
is truly intended to represent: their vagueness
leaves the artist great freedom. In this case,
and still more in that of the terrific deities, the
C'os skyon and the Y i dam, as an expression
of uncouth' powers, endowed with the blind
impulses of natural forces, the treatises have
not been able to fix exact canons: having laid
down the proportions of each part of the body,
they did not find a way to restrict by rules the
fearful aspects which an artist's fancy was free
to modulate at pleasure. Hence we must not
wonder that the iconometric treatises, when
fixing the iconographic schemes of bDe
mcYog's four faces (which hold good for all
the K'ro bo, the gNod sbyin and the minor
deities of a terrific and evil character) should
forget for a moment their mathematical ac.
curacy and be content to offir suggestions
rather than exact data.
These faces then may be like a duck's egg,
like a sesame seed, square, round. The first
two forms of face are characteristic of the ma.
hipurusa and of the goddesses respectively,
and they are pleasant to look at; on the other
hand the Yi duags, the Byud po, the Sa za.
all the evilminded K'ro bo, have square or
round faces. In the case we are considering.
as bDe mc'og sums up in his person the
double aspect of a divinity both terrific and
beneficent, the four types of faces alternate:
while the central face and the one on the left
are respectively square and round. the back

one and the one on the right are oval or in the
form of a sesame seed. The eyes of the cen.
tral face must be 10 nus (yaun) long and 3 sor
mo high; the face grins showing its teeth, the
space between the teeth is of two nus, the
brows are scowling; the eyes of the face on
the right are one sor mo long and 3 sor mo
high, like lotus stalks; those of the face on
the left are 9 nus long and 411, atigulas high;
those of the face on the back are 6 nu, long
and 3 11, ahgulas high. The other details given
concerning the image have no iconometric
value; they follow the formulas of meditation.
IV. The bodhisamas' figures, according
to sMan t'an pa, must measure ten mt'o, each
of twelve sor nro, i. e. 120 SOY tno, five SOY in0
less than the Buddha's image.
V. In this group are included the deities
said by sMan t'an pa to be " of a plea.
sant appearance ,, (yid du 'on bai rari gzugs);
they measure 9 t'al n10, namely 108 sor trro,
four and a half from the top of the head to
the
and four and a half from the
genitils to the soles of the feet. So also
in the horizontal sense: from Brahma's line
to the edge of the armpits 10, shoulders 18,
arm 14, fore/arm 12. The breasts, in the
case of female deities must have a diameter of
eight sor n1o and be four sor nro high; the face
should have an oval form. The images of
female deities, like sGrol ma, conform to
these canons.
VI. K'ro bo and K'ro mo, terrific deities.
eight t'al tno:
seat.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
feet . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
shins. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
fiom the neck to the knee0joints . . .
neck . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
face.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
hair . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
rigs bdag . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

12

4
12

36
4
12

rz
4

VII. The gNod sbyin, the Srin po and
other evilminded creatures must measure 8
t'al n10, i. e. 96 sor irro, like the K'ro bo.

VIII. Ts'ogs bdag. Kinnaras, etc, six t'al
tjlo or, as the Kriyasamuccaya presnibes, five
(I for the head, two from the neck to the
genitals instead of three ,two from the
genitals to the soles of the feet).
IX. ~riivaka and Pratyekabuddha, when
the former are those same ones present at 53.
kyamuni's preaching and the latter belong
to this continent and not to others, the pro.
portions to be adopted are human, i. e. 4 k'ru
or 96 sor 1110.
Klori rdol bla ma, writing after sMan
t'an pa, condensed his predecessor's work
and reduced all possible images to three dif,
ferent types, according as they measure ro, 9
or 8 t'al nio.
Present0day painters adopt more or less the
same measurements, for instance a Lha bris pa
of Gyantse, who passes for one of the ablest
in the country, follows the following scheme:
gem on the i~sni!a2, uZnisa 4, face 12, neck 4,
from the neck to the breasts 12, from the breasts
to the navel 12, from the navel to the genitals 4,
from the genitals to the knee 8, fiom the knee
to the ankle 26, feet 4, hands 12, wrist 4,
from the wrist to the elbow 16. This reveals
a progressive reduction of the proportions.
hence the image loses its suppleness, become
shorter and stouter, misses that levity which
the canons of the most ancient iconometry
conferred upon it.
Thus universal standards have been esta.
blished, which control both the design of a
mandala and the figure of a painted or sculp.
tured image or the architecture of a mc'od rten
because all these things have the same sym.
bolical character. The mandala is the gee,
metrical diagram of cosmos projected on a
level surface; the Buddha's statue or painting,
besides being the representation of a god, is a
temporary reflection ofthe eternal being caught
in the act of revealing himself, the stupa is
dharma architecturally constructed. The prin.
ciple underlying these representations is one, the
standards which determine their symbolism are
one, and their iconometric rules are identical.

.

13. T H E PLAN OF T H E TANKAS

I

n spite of differences between one tanka
and another, the tankas do follow a gene,
ral plan in their construction; they use the
same symbols, they have many characters in
common, both as to plan of composition
and as to the single elements of their figures.
In the first place, they always conform to
the pattern of a mandala, hence the central
figure dominates the middle space, it gives
the whole tanka its tone, it is the gTso bo,
the lord, inasmuch as it represents the tanka's
spiritual essence. A s we have ofien said, the
tanka is implicitly a "paradise ,, ,16) it repre,
sents a plane of reality no longer human but
transcendent: whether it pictures ~akyamuni,
or one of the Buddhas of the supreme pentad,
or a terrific deity or any other figure of the
Vajrayana pantheon, or a historical character,
it equally carries us into a different sphere;
the sphere in which that being is revealed
to those who have succeeded, thanks to the
meditative process, in provolung its epiphany
throunh the forces of dhyana and of evocation.
This 7s why all these figures are supported by
a lotus. The lotus expresses a double sym,
bology, we might call one of them exoteric
and the other esoteric: the h s t denotes crea,
tion as a whole and in its genera1 sense. fiom
the primordial pregnancy of the cosmic wad
ters, as in the myth of Brahmii issuiilg from
Narayana's very navel on the waters; it is the
earth outspread on those same waters (Toit,
tiriya Samhita, I V , pp. I , 3 c ) and the support
on R V , V I , pp. 16.
of the universe (SAYANA,
13). The second, which has acquired a much
higher value in the development of Indian
religion through thousands of years, has a
spiritual sense: it is the sign of the "other
plane ,, revealing itself in the centre of the
inner space, akriiu, in the heart (on which see
f. i. Chnndogya Up., VIII, I. p. I K).
The first creation is within time and space,
the second starts fiom these limitation, but.
without proceeding through the different stages

of being in its becoming and unfolding, it
leaps at one bound to that particular sphere
into which our concentration has lified us,
because, according to the well known prin,
ciple of Indian mysticism, we always reach
that, towards which our thoughts have been
earnestly turned. This does not mean that
the two symbologies exclude one another,
on the contrary they mutually penetrate one
another, precisely in the figure ofa lotus. The
universe, to remain in the field of vajrayaic
Buddhism, is the fulfilment of the Dhar,
rnakiiya, the indiscriminable bedrock ofthing,
cosmic consciousness of which we partake in
the akaia of the heart. Hence divine images
emanate, their reflection arises there; for this
reason, during the evocative process, the god's
aspect must be visualized in the centre of the
heart, by the syllable mystically corresponding
to him and causing him to appear, next trans,
formed into a lotus, in which the deity is made
manifest. Thus the birth on the lotus is a
spiritual birth, it is the generation of forms
fiom the cosmic consciousness when we look
at the process in a descending order, as a revel
lation; but it is also, seen from our point o l
view, a palingenesis, a return, the sign that
the phenomenic plane has been surpassed,
that the spiritual world is reborn. It is a
new ascent towards the Dharmak~ya,having
acquired the consciousness of our own being,
substantially, nothing but Dharmakiiya and
having our justification in it. But in both
cases it is implied that the being born in
the lotus is beyond the fluctuations of life,
beyond earthly passions: thus also those who
are reborn in the Western heaven, upon lotus
flowers too, soar over a pure earth. " As, 0
brethren, a lotus born in the water, grown In
the water, mounts to the surface and is not
wetted by water, thus, o brethren, the Tatha,
gata, born in the world, grown in the worlds
having surpassed the world, is untouched by
the world ,,. Sumyuttu N.,vol. 111. pa 140.
In Krsniic~r~a'smystical songs the mfl,
hasukhu, supreme bliss, the absolute, is a

fourpetalled lotus flower pattacauttha mahasuha
vile (by BACCHI,Journal of the Department of
Letter], vol. X X V I I I , n. 5 ) . The four petals,
as the commentary suggests, symbolize the four
igfiya, i. e. the four moments of mystical ascent
towards the nirvanic plane (see above, p. 244).
This lotus under the images of the deities
appears to a careful observer with the first
row of its petals open and turned outwards,
while the others are closed; this means, as in
the mandalas, that the deity is the point of
arrival, the mystery which must be reached;
the first row of open petals is the extreme
margin of spiritual reality, giving access to
the most secret experiences. There is a some,
thing hidden, symbolized by the still closed
lotus, but the way to it is shown; hence the
flower has a double meaning: it represents
trascendence, the adamantine plane, the sur.
passing of the earthly plane; but at the same
time it is the first revelation which leaves an
entrance open to those able to understand its
secret meaning.
It may be observed that sometimes the
lotus is missing; in fact it is not present
with the figures of the 16 Arhats or with the
images of the Pan c'en of Tashilunpo's and
the fifth Dalai Lama's incarnation. Should
this absence be considered a neglect of the
above canons, a sign
- that the lotus had
lost its mystical meaning and was simply
considered an ornamental motif? O r did a
lay spirit, introduced from China, attempt
to detach painting from iconographic pat.
terns and to revive it through the regenerat.
ing influx of purely artistic considerations?
The latter hypothesis would seem to be con.
firmed by the fact that the series of the 16
Arhats as well as the series of the Pan c'en of
Tashilunpo's incarnations, betray a strong
Chinese influence; even the centre of the
picture is displaced; the images are all placed
sideways, to the left or to the right. But
another explanation is perhaps more probable:
the arhat, due to their mission, are bound to
the earth; they preside well known places in

the Jambudvipa, they will enter nirvana when
Maitreya appears; they are not bodhisatmas.
In the same manner the incarnations of
the Pan c'en of Tashilunpo are related to
their earthly activity; they are seen and repre.
sented in the moment of their manifestation
in this world, while their essence remains
elsewhere. In a word, whenever there is an
allusion to the earthly epiphany of historical
characters, not of the Buddha, the presence
of the lotus as a seat seems unnecessary; it
was perhaps in relation with the visibly earthly
character of their body. This seems to be
indirectly confirmed by tanka n. 61 represent.
ing Tson k'a pa at the beginning of his
career; he is pictured in monastic apparel,
and no lotus alludes to his divine nature
because it had not yet revealed itseK he had
not yet given any evidence of his characteras
a rDo rje ac'an, of his adamantine essence.
But when the lotus is present, we are no
longer upon earth; we are on ideal planes,
where the god's and the saint's essential nature
is revealed to those who have become worthy
ofjoining his choirs; the mystical vision with
which nearly every book of the Mah%yzna,
first of all the Lotus of the good Law, opens
is then repeated; in a transcendent town, that
god or that saint shows himself to the assem.
bled masters and disciples, who flock from
other lands, called bv him to listen to his
teachings: the revelation which, beyond time,
is eternally repeated.
Thus a "heaven ,, is created, centering
round a deity or a master who has awaken.
ed to the consciousness of his own adaman.
tine nature; round the god or the master
unfolds the assemblv of listeners or of those
who live together on the same plane, if this
expression may be used spealung of now
spatial spheres. N o wonder, then, that the
lotus is not only a pedestal for gods or mas.
ters, but also a support for heavens, as in
representations of Zais mdog ri, Padma.
sambhava's pure earth, which is precisely
called a spiritual sphere, citta. This heaven

rests on a large lotus flower, which represent,
its transcendent character: the journey by which
it is reached is transfigured into an allegorys
into a mystical journey leading fiom the lung/
dom of time and of pain to the non0temporal
sphere of bliss and contemplation of the god.
This lotus is spread out on the throne,
or turns upwards, its stalk slowly issuing
6om the water, wavering with a slight un)
dulation on the extreme edge of the tanka
and then branching out in the voluble play
of its tendrils. Ofien these tendrils, shooting
out parallel to the lotus flower and with it
supporting the throne, hold in their coils figu)
res of animals, like the lion (sometimes of
Iranian taste as in Tanka n. 12) or the ele)
phant; the former is a symbol of the superiority
of the Buddhist preaching over all docaines,
the emblem of the simbanrida, the liontvoice of
the Buddha, the latter of its unconquerable
nature; sometimes legendary beings are added,
like the Kinnaras or the seven gems, emblems
of the Cakravartin who, when the myth of
the universal monarch was joined to that
of the Buddha, were represented as being born
together with sikyamuni, by slightly vary)
ing their list (WADDELL,
Laniaism, p. 389;
Rms DAVIDS,
Biiddhist Birth/stories, p. 68, n. I):
Scvcn gcmg or wven royal
symbols
Rin c'tn IM bdun

I.

cokro, akor lo,

wheel
2.

moni, nor bu, gem

3 . stri,bfsun mo, wife
4. monfrin, blon po,
minister
5 . bostin, glair po c'e,
elephant
6. r h o , rto, horse

7 . smipoti, dmag dpon,

general

Scvcn prc,
c,ous [hingr
borntogclhrr
wilh ~ h c
Buddha

Seven royal cmblcms

tree ofen, k'on bzon. palace
lighten*
ment
the chief gos. dress
d_isciple,
Ananda
lbam, shoes
ditto
glan c'en fs'em. eled
ditto
phantSs tooth
treasures btsun mo sna c'o, the
queen's earrings
rgyol poi sno c'a, the
ditto
king's earrings
equerry nor bu, gem

The foregoing table shows the modula,
tions of cognate themes, which starting from
the worldly scheme of the precious imperial
ornaments, become adapted to the greater
spirituality of the Buddhist legend, and arc
then reflected into more popular items, surely
of a Tibetan flavour.
These tendrils issuing from the lotus, in
some cases, as in certain frescoes of Tsapa,
rang and Gyantse, wind all over the picture,
each enclosing the image of a god or a
master. The motif, initially derived from
the West, thus attains developments which
may be called the Eastern parallel of the tree
of Jesse; it is represented, for instance, in
Burma and in Bazaklik. Precisely a realistic
form of the nee will be reached in tanka
n. 50 fiom Tashilunpo, in which the lotus
has become a solid and massive plant, also
born out of the waters of samsaric existence,
on whose leaves the saints are arranged like
a crown round the central figure.
The tree spreads out its leafy branches
round the lama's figure looming large in the
centre, while gods and masters encircle him.
The cosmic tree is met with in Indian's most
ancient traditions: in the RV it is turned
upside down; its branches, turned down)
wards, represent the unfolding of existence,
and the root is above it because it is descend)
ed from Brahmi: the tree is life. But in
Buddhism, naturally, the process is reversed,
because Buddhism, at least at this stage of
its development, has shified our attention to
spiritual creation, to the passage from the
samsaric plane to the pure plane of nirvana,
the possibility of this leap resting always on
the bivalency of the citta, which is certainly
samsara, but is at the same time the expe)
rience required if the leap into nirvina is
to take place. Hence the tree must be cut
at the root.
In initiatic schools, as that of the Siddha
was, the tree is individuated thought, the work
of magical illusion; the five sense are its five
branches, therefore it must be cut downs says

K%nhup%in one of his doha, "with the help
of the Creat Master's precepts, so that it may
no longer put forth shoots. That tree grows
in the sea of good and evil; those, who do
not know how to cut it down and break it,
walk on a mistaken path and accept existence
(as existing),,. Caryapada, H. P. Shasni ed. n. 45.
But on the tanka I am dealing with the
nee on whose branches the choir of saints
and gods is placed is not the tree the siddha
alludes to: rather it has here replaced the lotus,
symbolizing spiritual creation.
Its realistic representation is, to the best of
my knowledge, a unique example in Tibetan
iconography; its analogies are much more
with the Western interpretations of the tree of
Jesse and its genealogic developments than
with the Eastern instances quoted by Crun,
wedel and Watson (WATSON,
I~ono~raphyof
the tree ofJesse, Tab. I X , s.-~eno, XI, bap,
tistry of Parma, X V , XVIII, X I X , X X I X ,
X X X , X X X I I , XXXVI).
I do not know whether the painters of this
tree drew their inspiration from preexisting
types, where a tree realistically reproduced
replaced the lotus, but which I have never
met with in Tibet, or whether they have been
affected by Western influxes; we are induced
to think, for instance, of the way monastic
orders represented their abbots branching
off from the founder of the order: it is not
theoretically impossible that the painter of this
tanka (of the XVIIIth century) may have
seen some picture of this kind, brought
into Tibet by missionaries, whose activity,
between the XVIIth and the XVIIIth
century, developed noticeably in Tibet, as
everyone knows.
But tree and lotus both issue from the
waters which are in the heart, which are the
heart, antah sarnudre hrdi, R V , IV, 58, 11,
because the heart is the seat of the thinking
faculty, citta, the infinite possibilities of the
cosmic process, individuation: it must be over,
come, but ,due to the bivalency mentioned
above it is the very condition of revulsion

from the sarnsaric plane to nirvana.
Man's
heart, 0 monks, is the ocean; its tide is rnadc
of moods; he who overcomes this tide of
dharmas, o monks, is said to have passed
over ,,. Samyutta,N., vol. IV, p. 157.
A t other times, as we have said, the lotus
rests on the throne; the throne is not only
the sign of the Sambhogakaya which icono,
graphically reproduces the characters of the
Cakravartin: the throne is also the sign of
the preaching: simhrirana. But it is also the
uajurisana, the diamond seat, on which the
Buddha was seated when he obtained supreme
enlightenment and upon which the thou,
sand Buddhas of this Aeon entered the Vajra,
samidhi: it is made of diamond because
diamond, being unbreakable, represents the
bodhi's unshakeableness (abhijja), while its
purity means transcendence above any earthly
stain. It is the symbol of Dharmakaya. Its
colour is usually golden, because gold is
cruth, satya: as in tanka n. 14, it contains the
images of the four Mira, which represent
respectively the five components of human
personality (skandha), moral infections (kkia).
death (mrtyu) and Devapunamara. They
hold together (parighat) the throne of the
sermon (simhrisana), because the diamond of
enlightenment can only be born out of the
relativity of earthly life, not as its effect but
as its necessary opposite (see SM, I, p. 20).
In the most ancient tankas this throne is
more complex: two forms prevail, a simpler
and a richer one. The first consists in a base
on which rests a back having two bars on
each side and one horizontal arm above,
slightly ornamented at both ends (see tanka
n. 2). The second reproduces the throne
typical of the Pnla images, which migated
from Bengal to Java. The preceding pat,
tern is enriched by new elements: on the
sides of the two vertical bars we see climb,
ing figures of animals, lions, horses, uydla,
kas, elephants, men. Ofien several of these
figures are placed over one another. The
upper frame ends with a garu&'s figure;

or in that of a kirtin~ukha, the first being
recognizable on account of its wings. O n its
sides two serpents are represented, which, ac.
cording to Indian iconographic traditions, are
human in appearance and of the female sex
(nr7gini): they are nevertheless recognizable &om
the hood. which unfolds almost enclosing the
head in an aureole.
This type of throne only appears in tanka
n. 4, whose direct inspiration is Nepalese.
The imitation of sculptural models. of
metal images, is evident: the painter has sim.
ply copied them. But little by little this
dependance fiom a plastic model grows fain.
ter: the back of the throne becomes flat, loses
all volume, it is reduced to a pretext to un.
furl, at the artist's pleasure, the arabesques of
his fancy; the lions and vyalakar remain, as in
tanka n. 16, but the small pillars on the sides
become covered with figures of deities, litur.
gically connected with the one represented in
the centre. The aureole and nimbus also
unfold and develop in curves and arabesques
which are now but slightly related to the pri.
mitive type of throne; their fiee development
is used to introduce minor deities, as if their
choir, represented in the mandala, had b r o ~
ken out of its boundaries, invading the space
reserved for the god's throne and occupying
it. Hence the back of the throne tends to
lose its original character, we might say it
becomes dissociated from the base and trans.
formed into a mere ornamental motif; this
process may be observed, in two different
moments, in tankas n. 17 (spyan ras gzigs)
and n. 21 (Milaraspa).
A t other times (tanka n. 15) the animals
and monsters, which in the receding case
were an integral part of the throne and climb.
d
now
ed u p the ~ e l l / ~ r o p o r t i o n e ~illars,
become a mere ornament, leaning on slew
der little columns, which have no base to rest
on, and whose existence thus has no excuse.
The throne has completely disappeared; in
its place only the lotus flower remains, whose
tendrils climb and unfurl with such a studied

symmetry that the central space becomes
encircled by a precise geometrical figure, like
the large rosette in the centre of Persian carpets.
Elsewhere only the base of the throne is
lefi: the aureole and the nimbus are replaced
by the picture of a mc'od rten, enclosing an
image of the Buddha. A n d this may have
happened because the artists had in mind
the Buddha of Bodhgaya.
But, as the influx of ancient Indian and
Nepalese models decreases, we see a simple
type of throne prevailing; it is reduced to a
mere base, which in its most elementary type
is nothing but a sort of high stool, consisting
of a pedestal, a cenaal body and a frame; in
the central part are painted figures of lions
or other animals, vehicles and symbols of
the deities represented. The rest of the sur.
face is divided into various squares by small
columns decorated with arabesques; the in.
termediate space is either lain or, more
frequently, covered with symbolical figures
or geometrical designs, or studded with pre.
cious stones; this is the type which in course
of time has become by far the most common;
it is a translation into painting of the bases
e
of the tlrc'od rten or of the ~ e ~ a l e sstatues
which artists used to find in great abundance
in every temple or chapel.
T o go back to the lotus on which the
image is seated, this may be of two kinds,
"solar ,, and "lunar ,,,i. e. red or white; the first
is assigned to deities when it is wished to stress
their active aspect, that is when they are not
sunk in meditation, but exerting their power;
for this reason all the terrific deities (krodha,
k'ro 60) must necessarily rest on the "solar ,,
lotus; the "lunar ,, one belongs to the pacified
deities ( h a , fi), collected in the attitude of
the preaching of the Law or of meditation.
This lotus may also be either simple (padtna)
or double (viiuapadma), when ~ e t a l sare repre.
sented both in upper and lower directions.
The lotus does not always rest on the
throne; very often a carpet is laid between
them, generally of Chinese type.

The images, according to a rule of Indian
iconography, are surrounded by a halo, the
prabhamandala, which provides a background
for the figure, to represent (whatever its origin)
the gods' luminous nature. Ofien the halo
is a nimbus, iirdcakra, surrounding the head,
and it either has the form of an oval with a
truncated base, as in many Nepalese paintings
and miniatures, or else it is perfectly round,
as in Candhira, Cupta and Pala sculpture,
hence also in Java, or in Central Asian paint,
ings, where the two types coexist (e. g. Thou.
sand Buddhas, Tab. 111). In some tankas the
two halos are enclosed within a larger halo,
and both the nimbus and the halo pro,
per are framed by a border of small flames,
which are extensively developed in the images
of terrific deities. This halo accompanies
Tibetan iconography throughout its evolu.
tion, although it undergoes various modula.
tions; in the later specimens we ofien notice
the leaning towards an ogival form, which
nevertheless never succeeds in ousting the
circular form. In the Guge tankas the sur.
face of the halo is either wrought with Boreal
patterns, or ohen covered with sparse figures
of minor deities, on a small scale.
The tankas then represent a heaven: a
central figure round which the assembly
unfolds, by virtue of the principle, stated
above, that revelation presupposes a commu,
nity and a concomitance of closely related
symbols. But the chain of images alluded
to above requires classes, dependencies, dew
cent, according to the quinary or senary
family system (kula, rigs) entirely converging
towards the same ideal centre we have men,
tioned; this allows us to understand that each
figure, and particularly those of bodhisamas
and masters, is the irradiation, the projection,
the emanation of some particular family,
symbolized by a rigs bdag, a head of the
family, that is one of the Buddhas of the
pentad. For this reason not infrequently,
above the central figure, the corresponding
rigs bdag is represented vertically above its

head; for instance Ts'e dpag med in the
case of AvalohteSvara or the deity whose
earthly projection a person has been: e. g.
aJam dpal above Tsori k'a pa.
The influence of the mandala's pattern
is also evident in other characteristics of the
tankas; I mean the unfailing presence of
terrific images even in the tankas representing
pacified deities or masters. These are the
C'os skyori or the Y i dam, which in the
mandala's pattern preside over the doors.
Those forces are placed on the extreme
limits of the consecrated surface, that is on
the edge of the world of ideas, on the boun.
daries between matter and the spiritual world.
In the planes of heavenly bliss or in the peace,
ful spheres of meditation to which he ascends,
the disciple becomes consubstantied with cosmi.
cal consciousness; there is no wind of passion
or turmoil of evil; maleficent forces cannot
penetrate there: danger begins in the exterio.
rized world, in the hngdom of birth and
death, into which the errors and delusions
of a transitory personality creep, driving us
away from the crystal.clear light of truth.
In this world are temptations, fear, darkness,
shutting us out from the bliss of nirvana
Here, then, man needs the help of divint
forces, and lo! they appear as soon as they are
invoked, they come to our aid and stand on
the boundary between this world and the world
of eternal light, awehspiring doorkeepers
who do not allow the agents of ignorance
to trouble the unruffled air of those regions.
The presence of terrific deities at the foot
of the throne in the tankas lends itself to many
modulations; while sometimes only one angry
deity is represented, elsewhere an entire cycle
is pictured. Nevertheless this element may
be considered indispensable and is laid down
by the rules of ancient iconography: thus, for
instance, the MMK prescribes that under the
central divinity's figure (in this particular case
Sikyamuni) the god of wrath, Krodharija
Yamintaka should be represented, whose
office is to remove obstacles and to avoid

perils. The same office is attributed to Tara,
represented on the other side, both of them
on a mountain. This means that they appear
fiom the heights of their heavens, whence
their active force descends, for they cannot
belong to our plane.
Above, nearly always on the right and
let? of the image which represents the spiri,
tual essence of the figure pictured in the centre
of the tanka, we see the figures of the sun
and moon which, as we know, also top
Tibetan tirc'od rten.
W e shall not touch upon the intricate
question of the origin of this symbol, nor
wonder whether it was native to India or
imported from outside, but it is certain that
the two images of the sun and the moon
have a welLdefined meaning in Vajrayina.
Their meaning we have briefly alluded to in
the chapter on the religion of the adamantine
Vehicle. Sun and moon do not stand for the
world's chief sources of light; rather they
represent the rotation of time, hence they
point out that the images pictured on the
tankas allude to scenes taking place in the
world of the pmtihhnsa, of appearence. How.
ever, due to the double value of Vajrayana
terms and symbols (so many instances of
which we have met with in the course of
these pages) sun and moon also have a dee.
per meaning: the two poles between which
the bodhicitta, the thought of enlightenment,
becomes divided : its indiscriminate being,
and at the same time the way and the means
by which it may be reconstructed in its primi.
tive essence, atier the phenomenic experience.
Thus none of the motifs appearing on the
tankas has a purely ornamental value, noth.
ing belongs to the artist's fancy or caprice.
In many paintings, particularly in the most
ancient ones or in those fiom Cuge, closer
to the Indian models, the figure of the god
enthroned in the centre is surmounted by a
canopy, upheld on the right and lefi by two
figures. This does not only happen as a new
instance of the influence of the Cakravartin's

type on the Buddha's type, it evokes the
homage done to Sikyamuni by the S u d d h t
vasa !gods, who according to the M M K are
represented precisely by those figures. They
are the same, called in that book Suddha and
Visuddha, who cause a rain of flowers to
fall round the Buddha, according to a well
known theme of panindian hagiography, to
which I have alluded above (cfr. M M K ,
transl. by LALOU,
p. 48).
The tankas evoke the miracle of the Bud,
dha's preaching and epiphany, and for this
reason the gods are represented as if repeating
their act of homage. But as Tibetan paint,
itlg is influenced throughout by Mahayina and
Vajrayina dogmatics, these scenes may also
be referred to articular episodes, that is, to
a special r reach in^. There is no doubt that
.many tankas are inspired by a particular text,
that they represent the Buddha in the act of
revealing some articular book; the bodhisat,
tvas on each side of him, schematicallv
svmbo~
, ,
lize, by their presence, the infinite assembly
which partook of that revelation; that the Sud,
dhavasa should honour the Buddha by holding
up his canopy and showering flowers upon
him, means that such a painting is implicitly
connected with the M M K or any other text,
which was revealed preciselv in the suddha.
vrsa's heaven. Every time we notice in the
tankas the presence of divine personages hol
nouring the Buddha in those two manners.
to identify them we must go back, as far as
possible, to the painter's intentions, namely
define which text was in his mind and which
preaching he wished to represent: the gods'
name will change each time.
Elsewhere we see figures of !gods soaring
through the air, holding wreaths of flowers,
in the act of placing them on the ~ u d d h a ' s
head; this motif also has a Hellenistic origin,
but Buddhist iconography has inherited it,
conferring upon the vidyridharas the honour of
crowning the Buddha.
The divinities represented on the tankas
may be either in monastic dress or wearing

rich draperies: Sikyamuni, the 35 Buddhas
invoked in the confession of sins, the four
or seven Buddhas forming, together with
Sakyamuni, the series of the all,knowing ones
who have revealed themselves during the
latest cosmic age, are represented in monastic
dress, which is meant to show their nature
as nirminakiiya, the,fact that they have ap.
peared in the world of men to preach redee.
ming truth, assuming an aspect suited to us.
When divinities wear royal draperies, they
are sambhogak~ya,that is, the Buddhas are
represented in the aspect under which they
appear, in the Heavenly Grdhrakiira or in the
other Pure Earths, to the choirs of Bodhisatt.
vas and of beings who have been carried there
by the power of their ecstasy and by the purity
they have achieved; they may be the five or
six supreme Tathngatas and also ~ i k y a m u n i ,
when the latter is no longer considered as the
revealer of the Lesser Vehicle on this earth,
but, lified into superhuman spheres, as the
preacher of the siitras of the Great Vehicle or of
theTantras. The bodhisattvas too are generally
represented in royal apparel, the same worn by
the Cakravartin: they are the sons of the Bud.
dhas, crowned by them as their successors and
heirs; simply by the fact of being ~roclaimed
bodhisattvas, they are designed for a divine
lungdom. The jewels with which they are
regularly decked are the very ones which, ac.
cording to Indian iconography, adorn lungs:
first of all the following chief jewels:
dbu yyan
siian rgynn
mgul yyan
do ;a1
se mo do
dpuri yyan
gdu bu
'08 Pag

diadem
earrings
necklace
precious garland
pearl necklace
armlet
bracelets
belt

mukuta
karnika
bursa
hara
ardhabara
keyiira
valaya
nrekhala

siiangori ut pa laigdens ka, Kunaala: ornaments
on the upper part of the ear, in the form of
an expanded lotus;
rkarigdub kyigyer ka, nupiira: anklets with bells.

The terrific deities wear a cod pun, a
crown of flames, and the rus rgyan, which is
an apron and breawplate made of human
bones, and other aweinspiring and repulsive
ornaments, as human bones, snakes, etc.
Tibetan masters are represented wearing
the apparel proper to the monks of the sects
they belong to: Gom the cap it is easy to tell
whether the figure represented rNiri ma pa,
bKa' brgyud pa, dCe lugs pa or Sa skya ~ a . ~ 7 )
The typical features of each single master have
early been established by artistic schools and
handed down most faithfully: hence, while
the schematic drawing and the hieratic h i t y
of these figures are such that they cannot be
spoken of as portraits, undoubtedly the most
representative figures of Tibet's religious his.
tory have become unalterable types, and if
other suggestions, like votive inscriptions.
were lacking, it would not be difficult to
recognize them. Tson k'a pa, the fifth Dalai
Lama, the Pan c'en dPal ldan ye Ses, in all
the tankas belonging to the most different
schools, have so well0defined an indivi,
duality, that it is impossible not to recognize
them: these types nearly always go back to
portraits (sku !bag) made in the times of the
personages themselves, which have later be,
come models for successive artists; we know,
for instance, that this has been the case for
Tsori k'a pa: seven effigies are an object of
veneration, painted from him and recognized
by himself as good likenesses (ria adra ma);
(rJe bdag iiid c'en po sogs kyi sku briian aga' fig gi
lo rgyus run zad brjod pa rtriianr par (0s pai gtam
gyi p'reri ba, by Ses rab rgya mts'o).
The fifth Dalai Lama, in his lifetime, was
pomayed by painters and sculptors (Biography,
c'a, p. 122, tied rari gi adra !bag dari bras par yan
lag gi tjes yod pai bris t'ari bzeris pa).
I n the case ofIndian masters, they are nearly
always represented in the dress of the icarya,
with panaita's caps and leaning on a pillow.
The Siddha, the masters of Harhayoga eso.
terism, are also represented in the !garb of Indian
ascetics: almost naked, a dhoti enveloping the

lower part of their bodies, the ascetic's topk,
not (jatd), ofien large earrings, llke those the
sect called of the Kanphay wears to this day.
These gods or personages are represented
wallung or seated in one of those postures,
asana, which yoga has classified in the great,
est detail, thinlung they might be a good
preliminary to the difficult exercise of the
pranayatira, the connol of breathing which
by checking thought is one of the most impor,
tant elements of liberation. These asanas are
many: some late treatises on yoga, like the
Hathayogapradipika enumerate some scores of
them, but in iconography only the most
important appear. This time also we shall
take as our guide sMan t'ari pa and we limit
the isanas to those he has himself described
quoting from a commentary of Abhayi.
karagupta on the Mayijalatantra which is
otherwise unknown to me.
rdo q e skyil krun (vajraparyarika). Having
placed the lefi foot between the thigh and
the calf of the right leg, the right foot leans
on the lefi leg, passing between the thigh
and the calf.
padtira skyil krrrn (padmaparyanka) the lefi calf
rests on the right calf and the knees are lowered.
dpa' boi !dug staris (uira~asana):having bent
in theparyanka posture only the lefi foot (ardha.
paryanka), the right knee is placed near it,
straight upwards.
dpa' nroi !dlx stans (vira.asana): having bent
only the lefi foot in the paryarika posture, the
right knee rests upon it, while the right foot
lies straight under the lefi thigh.
setrrs dpa' skyil krun (sattvaparyanka), while
the right foot rests on the lefi thigh, the lefi
foot passes under the right thigh.
brati poi !dug stans (bhadrasana): sitting on
a high seat, both legs drop equally extended.
tsog pai !dlrg staris (utkutukasana): to crouch
while the feet rest on a seat or cushion. a
span apart.
gyas rol (lalitasana): having placed the right
foot in the sattvrisana posture, the lefi foot
remains stretched out (see rgyal poi rol pa).

oyon rol: the opposite posture.

r>

b L 13s can (sukhasana): to be seated hold,
ing the two feet so that they adhere one to
the other.
gyas pai brkyah (alidha): having bent the
lefi leg. the right leg is placed at about a
span's distance from the left heel.
gyon brkyafi (pratya!idha), the opposite
posture.
saga !dug stuns: to have the toes turned
out and the knees straight.
zlum poi rkan, the same posture, with legs
two cubits apart, like a swan's wings.
ttrEam pai stabs: to keep the legs joined
and the toes of each foot adhering to those
of the other.
rgyal poi rol pa (maharajalila): to place the
feet in front of a cushion, with a span's
distance between the heels; (when the lefi
leg is stretched out, this is calledgyon rotgyas
rol in the opposite case, described above). 28)
I n the most ancient tankas, which closely
follow the prescriptions ofthepata, the donor's
image is not laclung; he is represented with
his family and the officiating lamas; on the
right or on the lefi, indifferently, the god
of riches. Almost an echo of life thus reaches
these paintings and speaks with the voice of
human desires: the donors had in mind not
only a heavenly reward, but material prospel
rity as well and to obtain it they laced in
the painting a picture of Jambhala or Ku.
bera, the god of riches, who solicited by the
devotee should have showered upon them his
blessings and his treasures.

14. C O N S E C R A T I O N O F T H E
TANKAS
ut is it enough for a tanka to have been
drawn and painted, for a fresco or a
statue to have been completed, for a
mc'od rten to have been built, that they may
become objects of worship? Buddhism agrees
with Hinduism in giving a negative answer:

the divine image, whatever it be, has no litur.
gical value if it has not been consecrated; it is
not a holy thing, no spiritual force issues from
it, it remains a lifeless object which will never
be able to establish any living and direct
relation with those who pray. For Hinduism
no image can receive worship, which has
not first been consecrated; this consecration
is called by a technical term pratigha, or more
completely pranapratirtha, which means pre,
cisely " to impart life, vital breath ,,. It
is necessary that the god's figure be vivified
by his eflective presence. The artist then
gives place to the priest, who through a corn,
plex ceremony causes the divine breath to
descend into the lifeless object.
Buddhism knew a deification of sacred
objects from its earliest times: the stiipa, whose
origin and object have been so acutely studied
by Mus, had an internal soul, represented by
the icirira, relics, or a sacred text, the dharma.
which confer on the monument its essential
meaning and its divine value.
The Mahiyina and particularly, the Vaj/
rayina, codify the ritualistic of consecration,
which does without the presence of a relic,
and substitutes for it the liturgical imposition
of a divine spirit. This consecration is mod
delled on that of Hinduism, or better it is like
a parallel branch, established at the same time
in the Purina or in the liturgical sections of
the Tantra, thence to pass into the latest hand/
books of the Smirta literature; the Buddhist
and the Hindu ritual are in fact derived from
the same magic intuitions underlying a large
part of India's religious experience; successive
speculation aimed only at arranging, interpret.
ing and ennobling it by the skilful touch of
its symbolology and of its mystical or dialec~
tical subtleties. Consecration consists in caus.
ing an object to partake of the divine essence
it represents; until this happens, the object
is undeserving of worship (mc'od par mi '0s).
This rite is extremely complex and has been
treated, with more or less complexity, both
in some Tantras (e. g. the Kalacakra and the

Samvarodaya) and in liturgical handbooks like
the Kriyasamuccaya; there are also Tantra ex.
elusively treating this subject, like the Ra6
gnus kyi [qyud ( T ~ H O K U
Cat.,
, n. 486).
The Tibetans did nothing but follow
their Indian masters; not only have they trans.
lated, including them in the bsTan agyur.
some of these works, but according to their
custom, they have gone deeply into the ce.
remony of rub Anas (prati!tha), the inserting
of life (frog) into the completed work; they
have amplified it, explained it and carried
it to extreme lengths and complexity. The
centre of these liturgies always remains the
priest's spiritual experience: he is the miracle.
worker, because he finds again and causes to
shine in his own soul that universally lumi.
nous consciousness which is the womb of all
things: the gods themselves, as I have said,
are only its temporary emanations. The basic
idea of Indian philosophy always returns :
the equation of microcosm with macrocosm
whence the yoga draws the premises and
hopes of its miracles.
Let us see then how this process of vivi.
fying a sacred object is accomplished. W e
notice first of all that it is put before the priest
in a state of perfect fitness to contain the divine
spirit which the former will cause to descend
into it: a painting, a statue, a mc'od rten have
been completed by the artist and built ac.
cording to an inviolable plan of lines and
proportions. Moreover the artist, before draw.
ing or modelling the image, should have
evoked its aspect and forms by visualizing
them; hence a first epiphany has already come
to pass through his work, but this epipha.
ny has lefi behind a shadow of itself' and
has then disappeared, leaving a concrete but
lifeless projection.
The consecrating priest's ritual, which
must call it to life and causes the god's active
spirit to descend into it, also begins with
an evocation, preceded by those introduaive
ceremonies which are typical of all Tantric
liturgies.

W e will follow each stage of the teoretic
elaborations of this ritualistic, as it is codified,
for instance, in the dCe lugs pa school fol,
lowing the Rub tu gnus pai cJog a lag len du dril
ba dge legs rgya tritsJoi cbr abebs by Blo bzah c'os
kyi rgyal mts'an.
A comparison between the handbooks of
ralgnas of the different schools and of various
epochs shows a general correspondence of
methods and subjects: the differences are
reduced to unimportant details, which may
be of interest to a priest, but are nearly always
of small importance to us. Let us simply
point out the chief elements.
The liturgical process of consecration and
vivification of sacred objects is accomplished
in the following moments:
I. Deification of the sacrificer, (bdag skyed).
H e must meditate on the essential purity of
things: svabbavairrddhrih sarve dharnlah; and reco,
gnize that everything disappears into the
dharmakzya, towards which all things flows
back, because all things are born fiom
it. Hence: svabhavo irrddho (ham, " I too am
essentially pure ,,, i. e., my individuality is
non~existent because my being is that same
indiscriminate d h a r m a k ~ ~ a .
2. The surface on which the image must
be bathed is then prepared and on it the
mandala required for the ceremony of the
bath is drawn.
3. In the centre of this mandala, having
the form of a lotus, are placed the nine vases,
one called rnatri rgyal butrr (v~ayaNkalaia)and the
others las bunr (karirra,kalaia): on the eight pel
tals unfolding round this centre are placed the
eight las bum full of pure water and other sub,
stances, like scent or butter; copper or bronze
vases with fiuit and seeds and other ritual ingre~
dients are put between one vase and another,
or in fiont of the vases. A s may be seen,
the rite of the ghatasthripana, " consecration of
the vase ,,, a typical element of the Hindu
pain, is here repeated.
4. Evocation of the central deity of the
mandala, that it may be visualized before the

sacrificer (Iha rndun bskyed); it is imagined
that in each of the eight vases arranged on the
eight petals of the mandala there is a lunar
seat on which is written the mantra of the
corresponding divinity; fiom the manfia a
light issues which, being diffused through
space, attracts the Master, the Y i darn, the
Buddhas, the C'os skyon, all the qualities
of the physical and mental cosmos, inseas
them into the mantra and reabsorbs them in
it: then fiom the mantra a flow of ambrosia
spurts and blesses the purifying substances
arranged round those same vases.
5. The priest recites 108 times the for,
mula ye dharnra etc., namely the Cnosis
summed up in one verse: " of all things hav,
ing an origin and an end, the Buddha, the
Tath~gata,the great ascetic, has explained
the origin and the end ,, , and this formula
is written on some flowers; it is imagined
that a light, issuing from the formula; at,
tracts the blessing of all the Buddhas, causing
it to be reabsorbed into the formula and into
the flowers.
6. Praises of the Buddha; saying "this
image must be consecrated by me ,,, flowers
are thrown on it, with incense and to the
accompaniment of music; then the mantra
of the divinity to be consecrated is uttered,
repeating four times " om vajrasattva ham ,,.
7. Serns bskyed: May the merit derived
fiom having consecrated this sacred object be
offered for the benefit of dl created beings,
so that they, as well as the donor and the
sacrificer, cleansed fiom all sin, may obtain
supreme enlightenment.29)
8. This moment is the essential one; it
is called rten bskyed, " creation of the object
in which the divine spirit is to be installed ,,.
Having purified the object to be consecrated
with water taken &om the las bunr, the priest
accomplishes the ceremony of evohng the
deity whose divine power is to descend into
the object. This divine power may be, in a
general sense, 'Od dpag med in the case of
a book, rNam par snati mdsad in the case of

a mc'od rten or a temple, but it may vary
according to the donor's intention, and natu.
rally according to the god represented by the
statue or the picture. Why rNam par snan
mdsad should be installed in a temple or a
mc'od rten, is clear once we remember that
both of these buildings are mandalas, and
that Vairocana, as we have said, occupies in
many Tantric schools the central place in the
mandala, the printus inter pares in the five.fold
series of the evolutive process.
Why 'Od dpag med should be installed
in books is clear when we remember the three.
fold imposition of the vajra: as we shall see
later, this ceremony is meant definitely to im.
part life to the image: on touching the neck.
the syllable ah is uttered, which is imagined
as being on a red lotus in the centre of the
neck: 4 corresponds to the verbal plane (gsuti)
and red, in the mandalas, is the colour of
Amitabha, and of the Western region corres.
pending to him; then al? is the syllable of
his mantra: om ah arolik biim.
The evocation is performed according to
the usual schemes of the sadhanu. For instance
(SM, I, p. 19):
"The priest fixes his thoughts on the Bud.
dha's figure, as he is regularly imagined; he
is worshipped with offerings, then a con.
fession of sins is made, satisfaction is expres.
sed for the good accomplished by other beings,
every merit acquired through one's own ac.
tions is offered in favour of others, refuge
is taken in the precious Trinity: Buddha,
Law, Community; a vow is made to follow
the way traced by the Buddha, the vow is
taken to achieve supreme enlightenment,, next
pne reflects on the " void ,, , knowing by
intuition that all things do not exist in them.
selves; (the mystic) then sees himself as in.
destructible, of the same essence as the thought
of enlightenment, light. With the purpose
of fixing this intuition, let him utter the
mantra " om, all things are essentially pure;
I too am essentially pure ,,,then, let him i m a ~
gine the lunar disk evolved out of that light;

upon it the letter hiim surrounded by the
16 wowels a etc., surrounded by the conso.
nants ka etc.. of a white colour. All this is
then evolved (again in a) lunar disk; in this
the mystical seed (biia): hiim is evolved into
a yellow vajra: in its centre let the letter ham
be (again); all this is evolved into a diamond
seat (vajrasana) of a golden colour, supported
by the four Mira who respectively corres.
pond to: the five elements of human per,
sonality, moral infections, death, the Deva.
putra~miira, respectively yellow, red, black,
green; aher having imagined their appearance,
one aher the other, let him imagine that these
Miiras support the throne of the lion (sim.
hasana) on which rests a double lotus (viiva.
padma). Upon the latter, the mystic must
imagine himself seated under the aspect of
the Blissful one, with two arms, seated in the
adamantine posture (vajraparyanka) with his
right hand in the act of touching the earth
(bhiimisparia), his left hand lying flat on his
lap, his body covered with a reddish dress,
resting in ease; he then utters the formula of
referring (that reality) to his own self: "Om, I
am coessential with the womb of all things ...,,
Let him then perform the imposition on the
six limbs: on the eyes of the Blissful One, (i. e.
his own eyes as the Blissful One) let him
imagine a lunar disk and on it the syllable
ks;m, white; on the lunar disk of his ears the
syllable jam, blue; on the lunar disk of his
nostrils the syllable kham, yellow; on the
lunar disk of his tongue the syllable gum, red;
on the lunar disk of his forehead the syllable
skam, green: on the lunar disk of both his
eyes the syllable sem, white. Then on the
lunar disk of his heart let him imagine a
vajra evolved out of the syllable hiim, on this
still another syllable ham; let him them ima.
gine that all this develops in the jn'anasattva.
in the same manner as it has developed above
in the sanrayasattva ,,.
Next the vajrasparia is performed, the
touch with the vajra, that is the descent of
the being evoked into the image and his

instdment in it: this takes place by uttering
the three syllables om ah hiim and each time
touching the image on his head, on his neck,
on his heart; then, when the objects to be
consecrated are paintings, those letters are
written on the back of the painted image:
sometimes the letters are written before the
body of the image is coloured: in this case
it is clear that the work of the draughtsman,
probably a lama, who traced the linear scheme
of the spiritual plane or of the heaven it was
wished to represent, thus consecrating the
accomplished work, was one thing, and quite
another thing was the task of the painter,
who confined himself to putting the colour
on the already " living ,, tanka.
N o w the object is ready to receive the
divine essence: the rten, the support, has
become sacred through the descent of the di/
vine power which has taken up its abode in
it (brten). It is then covered with a red dress,
taking care to cover or blindfold its eyes;
flowers are thrown on it, uttering the formu.
las: otn tistha vgra, which is the mantra defini.
tely binding the divine spirit to its container.
9. N o w the initiation of the god dew
cended into the statue or the painting is
performed. The ceremony of esoteric hap/
tism or initiation, abhiseka is repeated : the
statue is treated as a neophyte. It is
imagined that the god throws flowers on
the mandala placed before him; then the
band is taken kom his eyes, so that he may,
like a person being initiated, gaze on the
mandala of whose essence he must partake.
N o w laid on a throne (gdan), let him be
placed on the k'rus dkyil, that part of the
mandala where the washing is performed,
and let him be sprinkled with water, or, as
it naturally happens in the case of tankas.
let the water be sprinkled on a mirror reflect/
ing the tanka. The mirror is not made use of
with the single purpose of avoiding that the
tanka may be spoiled by water: this of course
is one reason, not the only one: the rite has
a deeper meaning, which appears fiom the

normal use of a mirror in Tantric ceremonies:
the statues are reflected because the liturgy with
this symbol reminds the mystic that the gods
have no objective existence and are but images
of our minds, reflections, proportioned to our
understanding or karmic maturity, of a reality
which cannot be grasped or definned.
Thus the baptism of the image is accom,
plished: the divine flow issued out of the
invisible essence, forced by the power of
ritual, regains in the mandala the conscious/
ness of its own nature; atier having been tem,
porarily isolated, it resumes its place in the
harmonious choir of the powers enchained
and conditioned according to a hierarchy of
planes which represent the expansion and
reabsorption of the universe.
10.N o w that the image has really been
blessed by the god's presence, it is necessary
to provide that its sacramental purity may not
be tainted and hurt. Disorderly forces re,
volve about the world, they obey no law,
they break up the harmony of the universe,
they are an expression of that magic free.
dom called mnya: they are the bGtgs (vighna)
who obstruct good and prevent the triumph
of the Law: they represent the negative ele/
ment of life, all that induces us to resist the
injunctions of our moral conscience. These
bGegs are vanquished by the K'ro bo, the terrific
deities, the warlike aspects, as we have said,
of the supreme deities of Buddhism. A t
this moment it is well to evoke them, above
all their supreme lord Krodhar~ia,drawing
him out of the syllable hiim into the mandala
of one's own heart. A s usual, the consecrator
himself emanates the K'ro bo out of himself,
and when this has appeared and he sees him,
he pacifies him with offerings and hymns.
1 1 . NOW, sde from all danger, thanks to
the presence of the watchful K'ro bo, the
consecrator may turn to the bcegs, advising
them, before he tries extreme measures, to
flee from the sacred place, inducing them to
promise that they will never violate its
purity or do it harm; then the consecrator

offers flowers to the bCegs and to the gtor ma
which have been arranged beforehand round
the mandala. Addressing the chiefs of the
bCeas, ~ u m b h aand Niiumbha lo) he calls
upon them to turn their steps elsewhere: if the
promise is not kept, their head, by Krodharija's
power, will split into a hundred fragments.
The gtor ma are then scattered in the direction
of the four points of space, together, with
seeds of white sesame. They are the offerings
on which they should feed.
12. But are we sure that the ceremony's
sacramental purity has not been violated?
Has there been no lack or omission in the
course of the liturgical act ? Are the sacrificer
and the donor really pure~hearted? T o en.
sure that the rite will not be annulled for these
reasons, it is necessary to remove sin of all
lunds and any fault in the rite; turning to the
right and to the lefi, the sacrificer offers seeds of
white sesame, balls of cow's dung and barley.
flour kneaded with water and invohng the
Vajrasattva's intervention, that he may burn
all sins, he throws the offerings into the fire.
1 3 . Placing his left hand in the blew
sed water and taking a little of the water
with the middle finger of his right hand, he
sprinkles it on the image or on its reflection
in the mirror, in the direction of its mouth,
nose, eyes, ears, hands, navel, head (iie r q ) ;
a supreme purification which, together with
the final offering, ends the complex rite.
In all this liturgy, which is much more
complex than the brief scheme we have given,
the essential moment is then the eighth, dur.
ing which a projection of the invoked god
installs itself in the consecrated object, impart.
ing a divine nature to it, although it remains
undifferentiated from its indivisible essence.
This divine presence or participation is called
in'rinasattva, ye ies sems dpa'.
Thus once more the Vajrayina continues
India's old magical intuitions; the liturgy
of the prati!thri tends to establish the divine
presence in the consecrated object, in the same
way as the ritual of the agnicayana transformed

the altar into a magical replica of Prajipati.
A s Paul Mus has justly recognized, we must
start from this to understand many Buddhist
ideas, which are not aberrant plants, but push
their roots deep into the soil of panindian
religious experience.
The Vajrayina, bringing those intuitions
back into the light and drawing from them
unhesitatingly, revives and ennobles ancient
rites, adapts them to new spiritual needs.
finds a place for those myths in dogmatics,
often interprets them. The pran~prati~thriis
not the blessing of a sacred object, it is the
insertion into an object of a divine spirit.
It takes the place of that "life ,, (jivita say
the pali sources) which introduced into the
mc'od rten either some part of the Master's
body, like his nails or hair, or an object
which had come in contact with him, like
a piece of his dress, or relics which, becom.
ing transformed into a magic replica of the
Saint himself bound his mysterious presence
to that monument or that image.
The dogmatic and theological maturity
which the Vajrayina had reached, naturally
induced it to define this mysterious presence
of the god in the sacred object and to explain
how the divinity, itself a mirage. a relative
moment in the mechanism of cosmic emana.
tion, or an appearence becoming visible in
the indiscriminate in answer to the call of
the meditating person's intense concentration,
can possibly install itself within an object
and give it life. This divine power which
establishes a participation between the sacred
object and the deity it represents or is conse,
crated to, was called jiianasattva. This projec,
tion, different from and at the same time
equal to that divinity is like Prajipati, who
remained unchanged though existing in all
created things; how is it then attracted in the
place it has to occupy? H e who draws it
therein is the mystic, through the sanrayasattua,
datrr bca' sems dpa'. Samaya, dam bca' means
convention, pact, promise: the samayasattva is
thus a conventional being, which the mystic

evokes out of his own self, after having ima,
gined his self reabsorbed into the indiscrimi,
nate bedrock of things and then flowed back
to the first cause of every form: he evokes it
according to the schemes which the treatises
on meditation suggest and when he thinks of
himself as transformed into that god (sarnaya,
sattva), his light pervading space, he will draw
fiom the immensity of ether the jiianasattva; the
two will melt into a single being, and this
will be transfused into the image. 3')
So, for instance, afier having evoked,
according to the method outlined above,
Khasarpana's image (this corresponds to the
nrdutr hskyed, "the birth before oneself,,) " let
the mystic think of himself as identified with
that god, imagining on the head of his own
body (= Khasarpana) the syllable: om, on
his neck: a?), on his heart: ham, always on
the lotus flower. Thus with this method,
let him m e d a t e as long as he likes (i. e. the
meditation may be repeated many times).
" Next endless flows of bright lunar rays
which disperse the gloom ofl ignorance in
all the three worlds, issue fiom the syllable
hiim, the god's mystical seed, white as a lotus
in autumn (the month of kirtika), rising on
the immaculate lunar disc (visualized) in
the heart of this sarrrayasattva who has the ap.
pearence of Lokanatha (Khasarpana); those
rays arnaa fiom the most remote worlds the
same god in his form of jiianasattva, exist,
ing ab aeterno (atiadisamsidd~n). A n d having
thus led up to himself (transformed into
sanrayasattva) that god, let the mystic fix him
in space before himself and let him (men,
tally) wash the feet of Lokanatha, who has
appeared in the aspect of jiiinasattva, with
water taken fiom a vessel wrought with
various gems and let him honour the god,
in the aspect of jiianasattva, with exoteric and
esoteric liturgies of various h n d s , flowers.
incense, lamps, offerings, perfume, neckla/
ces, ointments, powders, dresses, umbrellas.
flags, bells, banners, of a celestial quality.
Afier having thus repeatedly worshipped him,

pronouncing four mystical syllables ja4, hiim
vam, h ~ let
, him place his hand in the
called vikasitakamalanrudrli, '' the seal of the
open lotus ,,. By the power of thjs mudri,
having led the god to him, let him propitiate
again the god in that aspect, and prollouncing
the syllables : om, ah hiim, let him realize in the
god, who has a samayasattva's aspect and is
identified with himself, the non,duality of
the two aspects, samayasattva and jfianasattva ,,

(SM, I, p. 59).
When the divine spirit has to be installed
into a sacred object, the rite is the same; the
only difference is that in the case of a simple
meditation, at the end of the sadhana, the
visarjana takes place, viz. the dismissal of the
jiianasattva; hence the meditative process is
at an end, while in sacred objects it is a case
of permanent possession, which the uisar/
jana, however, can put an end to, when it
is operated with the prescribed liturgy by a
capable person.
" By
reciting the mantra proper to the
particular god (invoked), as (for instance)
" om yarnantaka hiim phat ,,, and then pro,
nouncing : om rib hiim (when a book has to
be consecrated), sNan ba mt'a' yas with
his Sakti is installed in the single letters of
the book; like the appearing of an image
on a mirror, it is the ts'ig sems dpa' (satnaya.
sattva) residing in the very essence of sNan
ba mts'a yas and of the iakti; it is dissolved
in those single letters, assuming the form of
the letters: thus, having become a book, it
will accomplish the good of created beings
until1 the samsara revolves
" A s to mc'od rten, temples etc. (i. e. s t a ~
tues and paintings) the samayasattva derived
(by an evocative process) fiom the central
deity of the mandala (built for the consecrat
tion and to which that object is dedicated)
or from r N a m par snan mdsad and fiom his
iakti, will appear like the image (on the
mirror) of r N a m par snan mdsad, of his
iakti and of other gods, even though dwell,
illg in r N a m par snari mdsad's very essence;

.,.

it is transformed into that mc'od rten or into
that temple, whose essential nature is intel,
ligence; hence that mc'od rten, until the
samssra revolves, will accomplish the good of
cleated beings; then the temple, as the seat
of the Buddhas, of the Law, of the Bodhi,
sattvas and of the Srivaka, celestial palace
(in which unfold) all sorts of samidhi,
becomes like the dharmadhatu. So says the
great Acarya ?Jam dpal gags pa: during the
rite the !god and the body emanating from
him are transformed into a painted image or
a statue, or a mc'od rten, or a letter of the
book, and thought becomes form ,, (op.
lit., of Blo bzari c'os kyi rgyal mts'an, p. 2 2 ) .
The three syllables: om ah hiim, through
which life (srog) is finally inserted into the
image or the mc'od rten, represent, in V a j ~
rayiina speculation, the threefold vajra, the
threefold adamantine sphere to which is re,
duced the quintessence of every being. Even
the most ancient Indian speculations had re,
duced the individual to a threefold element,
vac, inanas, kaya, word, spirit and body,
but in the Vajrayana schools they acquire a
very different value: they are no longer the
components of the living personality, held
together by the vital connection itself and
subject to dissolution or death ; they are a
reflection of planes superior to the vicissitudes
of time: man, inasmuch as he partakes of
the Buddha's very essence, reverberates in him,
self the planes refracted by the Dharmak~ya
in its process of attraction and reabsorption,
as it appears to the individual intelligence,
but which in reality becomes annulled in
him. Thus man too is an indissoluble
unity of these three vajra, skuJgsuns, t'ugs, body,
word and spirit. A n d the relation extends
to the other three means of divine revelation.
Sacred objects, as containers of divine pre,
sence, are called rten gsum, i. e. " the three
supports ,, , sku gsuris t'ugs rten, supports
of the physical, verbal and spiritual plane;
the images, statues or paintings, are the sku,
the body, of that essence, which has appeared

in various forms, according as the created
beings are able to conceive it, causing it to
correspond to their capability; a book is the
gsuns rten, the voice, the word, the verbal
revelation; the mc'od rten corresponds to the
t'ugs, to the spiritual plane, the Dharma.
kiiya~cosmogram,which contains in its in/
terior the Mahsyana's quintessential formula.
the Prajiiipiramita, which is gnosis and
at the same time the Tathagata himself, ac,
cording to a famous verse by Dinniga. But
these three planes may be divided only for
didactical purposes, because in fact they form
an indissoluble unity, the Buddha's unity, as
emanation of the Dharmak~ya:only the D h a r ~
makiya is. This explains how the threefold
diamond, uajra, expressed by the three mys,
tical syllables, is necessary to give the images
life, their essential reality being reduced to
those three planes.
The s~dhaka,according to the Guhya,
sanrljja, p. 2 3 , must repeat the formula " o m ,
I am made of the vajra's essence of the body
of all the Tathigata, the same of the words.
the same of the spirit ,,. Only thus he will
be able to lifi himselfup to a secret state, coes,
sential with the Tathagatas and made up of
three vajras (cfr. ibid., p. 43).
Hence by the imposition of the threefold
formula. not only is life conferred on the
images, but they are made to partake of the
adamantine essence; they are transformed into
that same diamond throne which is outside
the samsaric plane and on which the Buddha
is seated, or better which is the Buddha himself
It must be noticed that this transfer of the
three planes, which imparts a full life, takes
place through an imposition of correspondent
parts of the body. It is a passage by contact
from the sidhaka, deified by the meditative
and liturgical processes, to the image, ac.
cording to a rite which has remote origins in
India and whose first examples may be found
in the transfer of personality from the father
to the son, when the former, on his death.
bed, transfers his secret vitality, his interior

personality, into the son's body, to live again
IS. C L A S S I F I C A T I O N O F THE
in him. "The son approaches from above,
TANKAS
and touches all his father's organs with his
own ... Then the father transmits to him
oing back to what we have said in
his organs ,,. " May I lay my word into
the preceding chapter, we may ask
you
May I lay my breath (prana) into
ourselves whether this Tibetan paintH
you ...,,etc. (Kausitaki Up.. 11, p. 15,cfi. Brbad,
ing, which developed through the centuries,
aranyaka Up., I, pp. 5, 17).
now supinely imitating and now reaching
A n d in reality the entire rite of the prlina,
a greater originality, may be somehow clas,
pratistbri is the combination of two liturgies:
sified. In other words, when we have a
that of birth and that of lungly consecration;
tanka before us, are we in a position to
the latter indeed also accompanies birth, in
assign it to this or that school, to this or
a certain sense: the introduction into the king's
that period? A n d by what standards should
person of a new nature, his lungly dignity.
we be guided? It is not easy to give an
The Ral tu gnus yyud clearly states that in
answer because, as we have seen, this art
the ceremony ofpratistha gods enter into sta,
repeats itself, copies itself, has the hieratic
tues, as when the Buddha descended from
uniformity proper to all sacred things. Be,
the dCa' ldan to enter his mother's womb
sides, there are some types of tankas bound
(bKa' agyur, ja, p. 90). and the image is
to their subject or to their technique to such
washed, as he was washed by the gods im,
an extent that it will never be possible to
mediately afier birth. A t the same time d r a ~ date them with certainty: at the best we will
peries and a tiara are placed on the image
be able to fix, approximatedly, judging by
the drawing and composition, the epoch
seated on its throne and, as in the ceremonies
among the ritual ingre,
in which a much repeated and imitated
of a royal ~bhi~eka,
dients, the presence of an udunrbara branch
scheme was conceived for the first time. For
is prescribed; this is an essential element of
this reason it is well to clear the ground and
to consider first of all the tankas in which it
the royal nrahabhiseka rite (Aitareya/Brdhnrana,
would have been difficult for the artist to
transl. by A. B. KEITH, H 0 S, XXV,
pp. 325, 3 32). This is a new instance of cut loose from compulsory patterns, because
the subjects themselves forced him to use
the contamination between the vajrayanic
~recisely those forms. It may be objected
liturgy and the royal rites, other cases of
that thus two different standards of classifical
which we have noted in the course of these
tion overlap: the one stylistical and chrono~
pages; even the eight vases arranged on the
logical, attempting to distribute the tankas
eight petals of the mandala and containing
according to their school and epoch, and
ritual and precious substances recall the eight
another,
external, which totally ignoring the
elements placed in the udurrrbara cup in the
first
standard,
divides the works according to
royal abhiseka (ibid., p. 322). They are plac.
their
subjects
or to certain peculiar charac~
ed on the eight points to symbolize ideal
ters.
There
is
no doubt that this is a fault,
lordship over all the substances and riches of
but
it
is
derived
from the very nature of these
the universe, whose master the initiated per,
paintings,
which
conform to a religious tradi,
son becomes, through the rite itself. I n the
tion
and
where
an
artist's original personality
same manner the central vase, the vgayakalaia,
is never revealed.
represents the centre of the universe, with
Having put forward these remarks, let us
which that divine or regal power becomes
begin by determining the groups of tankas
consubstantiated, thus extending its replating
which, as we cannot divide them into s~hools
power over all things.

...
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or define them chronologically, must be
distinguished in a different manner.
They can be classed in the following
groups:
a) ~ r i n t e dtankas;
b) gser t'ari ;
c) embroidered or applique tankas;
d) mandalas;
e) tankas of the 1t1Gonk'ari.
Let us consider each of these groups by
itself.
I. - In the printed tankas the artist's work
is limited to colouring the drawing. H e finds
the composition readylmade in the woodcut
printed on linen; if any originality is to be
found, it belongs only to the author of the
drawing, the one who conceived and drew
the composition, which was then cut on the
wooden block.
The approximate date of these tankas thus
concerns only the woodcut, not the painting.
II. - T o the second group belong the tankas
having a !golden background; they are called
gser tJaA, "golden tankas ,,. They are of dif.
ferent types; sometimes, on a uniformly gilded
background, the figures are drawn in black
with clear.cut lines which run swih and twis.
ting; at other times, against this same back.
ground, an image stands out in the centre,
with its vivid colours it enlivens the mono.
tony of that yellow gold and seems to emerge
out of it like an iridescent flower; or else the
gold is spotted with small red, blue and black
touches, skilfully distributed so as to give
relief to the dresses of the gods and goddesses,
or sprinkled with flowers which import to the
picture an extremely bright and kstive air.
Tibetans also consider gser tJan the tankas
having a uniform red background, against
which the figures are coloured prevailingly
with gold. The artist moves within these
patterns and cannot escape them; hence it
is never possible to determine where these
gser tJai come from, much less when they
were executed. But we can say, in a general
way, that they are rather recent; I have never

seen any specimen that can be considered
earlier than the XVIIIth century. Although
these tankas are bound to an exact techni.
que, the artist ofien attains beautiful effects
through the skilful harmony used in arran.
ging against a uniform background sudden
spots of colour and tracing the winding
interplay of lines. For this reason gser t'an
are much prized by the Tibetans.
111. - The use of tankas made of appliqui
work (stuff cut out and sewn on another
material) called sgos sku, t'ags su bskrun pa,
ap'an c'en, is very ancient in Tibet. I n the
Myari c'un we read the description of the
large tanka made in the times of the kings
of Cyantse and then shown in public and
borne in processions during solemn festivals.
W e know that it was made to the order
of the N a n c'en, when he received the diplo.
ma conferring upon him the title of r'us &on;
for twentyseven days, thirtylsix craftsmen
(gos bzo) specialized in this sort of work,
worked on it uninterru~tedlv.
It was made
I
I
of 23 bolts (yug) of silk (gun gos); 24 bolts
were used for the lining, 42 spools of silk
were necessary to sew the various pieces
together. Its height was of 3 3 cubits. The
central image represented Byams pa between
the two standing figures of sPyan ras gzigs
and aTam dbvans. The description of an.
other large tahka (epJan cJen) hHs been p r e ~
served by the fifih Dalai Lama (Biography,
vol. cb, p. 172 K). Afier mention in^- the
quantity and quality of material used, he
also records the names of the chief artists
who worked on it; he distinguishes on one
hand the two draughtsmen, those who traced
the design, the master (dbu mdsad) Ts'e don
rig adsin of Rin spuns and his assistant (dbu
cJuri) aJam dbyans dban po of Rag k'a, and
on the other hand the actual crafismen, who
nevertheless must have been held in great
appreciation, if Blo bzan rgya mts'o deigns
to mention them. They were the masters
(dbu mdsad) P'un ts'ogs of R i nari, 0 rgyan
of Rag rtse Sag in the environs of Lhasa.

Ts'ahs Idan, brTan pa of Pa rnam and T'se
brtan; among their assistants (dbu c'uti) : Pad
ma tsBe rin of rCyal rtse, Dar rgyas bkra
$is of g h s rtse, P'un ts'ogs of Con dkar.
From this list we see that artists abounded in
the environs of Gyantse, where groups of
crafismen specialized in this sort of work had
very ancient traditions.
O f this same type is the huge tanka which
is hung twice a year in Tashilunpo on a
vast wall, built for the purpose. Embroidered
tankas were introduced fiom China.
IV. - W e must dwell at greater length on
the mandalas, as they are among the most corn.
plex symbols of Vajrayana esoterism; hence
they have a precise esoteric character, as the
visible projection of a scheme of the universe,
and also as being an essential part of Tantric
liturgies, they have given a great contribution
to the development of Buddhist iconography.
The mandala, like the stiipa, is a psycho,
cosmogram: 3') it represents a scheme of the
world in the liturgical drama, indeed it is the
universe itself led back fiom its material multil
plicity to its quintessential unity; while the st&
pa represents in an architectural manner this
cosmos and the persons who perform the ritual
circumambulation around it go back fiom the
expanded and displayed world to the source of
all things thus becoming unified with it, the
mandala is the linear and pictorial scheme of
that identification and of that same process: it
gives us, horizontally, the plan of the stiipa,
it is the stiipa seen fiom above, with the
doors of the pradaklina and its centre; the
mandala too is "entered into ,., the ceremony
of initiation is a "praveia ,, , an entry.
Hence it is also the human body, the mi,
crocosm, the most perfect mandala, in which
the interplay of universal forces is reprodu~
ced; the symbols through which this lam
p a g e finds expression are images, nearly
always the images of deities; the component
parts of human ~ersonality(skandha), mate,
rial elements (dhatu), sensorial spheres (riya,
tuna) are reflected into it as figures of gods

and goddesses (p'uti k'ams skyes mc'ed rten
rnams lha dun lha tnoi rari bfin du tiai gis cJos nrtlun
de ltar gnus). (Dhartiratiran~alasiirra, by Padmi,
kara, bsTan agyur, vol. LXXII, part I, p. I ) .
The disciple, when he has been baptized,
(alhisikta) is introduced into the mandala, and
becomes ideally identified with its centre, which
is not a spacial centre, but the "origin ,,,
beyond time and space.
Thanks to this character and meaning,
the mandala is drawn according to the same
paradigms used to build a stiipa: both are
Indian echoes of the Babylonian zr. !urat, but
inserted in a vital manner into the Indian
tradition; hence the remote foreign inspiration
is slowly transformed into a natural and more
appropriate symbol of the liturgical, cosmo,
logical and psychological equivalences of
Indian soteriology.
This correspondence between the mandala
and the plan ofthe stiipa extends to the scheme
of the palace or city of the Cakravartin, the
universal monarch, whose mythography took
roots in India after her contacts with the
Persian empire; it is made evident by its
very aspect.
The mandala is circumscribed all around
by the me ri, "belt of fire,,: fire, in the Tantric
symbolology, means knowledge, the indispen,
sable means by which the understanding ot
supreme reality may be attained, and through
it, the saving experience.
Immediately after it comes the rdo rje ra
ba, " belt of vajra ,,, which shows that the
threshold of the sphere of reality has been
reached, the adamantine earth identified with
gnosis itself. Then follows, particularly in
the mandalas dedicated to the terrific deities,
or to the most secret Tantric cycles, the circle
of the eight cemeteries which represent the
eight kinds of sensations and mental activities;
keeping man attached to phenomenic appeard
ances, they are the cause of samszra and hence
must be destroyed and annihilated if we wish
to ascend to the plane of the absolute: they
are placed in the mandala for the same reason

as the four Miras are on the Buddha's
throne: by virtue of that bivalence of man's
psychical complex which is the cause of
samsrra and at the same time the necessary
premise of salvatioil when the revulsion of
planes has taken place.
The cemeteries are succeeded by a circle of
lotus leaves; that is, the spiritual sphere begins
because, as we have seen, the lotus is the sup.
port of the immaterial world where the mys.
tic finds himself when, in the contemplative
process, the revulsion from the samsaric to
the nirvanic plane has been realized. In the
internal circle is traced the square mandala,
also drawn starting fiom the two fundamental
lines crossing each other: the proportions vary
from one mandala to another, but generally
the unit of measurement is the eighth part of
the ts'aris t'ig, a vertical line: this eighth cones.
ponds to the measure of the " door ,, which
we shall now speak of; one fourth of this door,
i. e. the fourth part of an eighth, constitutes
the " small part ,, , c'a c'uri. O n the four
sides of this square representing the " town ,,
are drawn four doors (sgo) in the shape ofa T,
whose upper part is called ya p'ubs: these
doors are flanked by five bands, each painted
in one of the five colours. O n the sides of
each of them are two or more pillars (ka ba)
supporting the torana (rta !babs) which surd
mounts the door. The doors are joined by
a belt which is itself divided into five parts :
step or tdod snam basement, snam bu or p'a gu
fringe, gduri ttra, small columns, dra ba, dra
p'yed, harsrdhahara, namely a surface orna.
mented with necklaces and half necklaces
of pearls hanging or issuing fiom the mouths
of makara and lions, rin c'en iar bu or p'yu
bur "jewelled band ,, and then above all,
the balcony, called nrda' yab or padttra, because
tt is decorated with lotus flowers. Over
he doors rises the arch, torana. made of eleven
fringes (snanr bu) or storeys, resting on the
small pillars on both sides of the doors :
beginning from below, they are called rin
e'en Jar bu, jewelled band, rin po c'e, the gem,

rta rmig, the horse's hoof, gser, gold, c'u srin,
makara; gser, gold; rta rmig, rin po c'e, rta rnrig,
gser, mda' yab (balcony) ornamented with figures
of half 1otus.leaves.
It can be seen that the names of the single
parts are derived from their ornaments and
colour.
O n the top of the torana there must be a
lotus, on which rests the wheel of the Law
with its twelve spokes; on its right and left
two cgazelles krsnasara, a symbol of the preach.
ing of Sarnath, but whose symbolism is a
complex combination of various elements, first
among them, the myth of the Cakravartin,
who goes round the earth repeating the sun's
course, hence almost creating and developing
the earth itself in its spatial and temporal
succession.
Above the wheel we see the umbrella
(gdugs) a badge of royalty; on its sides ba
dun, small flags, stuck on stafli resting on
vases (bum pa, kalaia). A l l around, on the
edge of the belt from door to door, para.
dise trees (dpag bsam ;in) are born out of
the bhadrakalaia (bum pa brati po), "vase of
the water of longevity ,, and next the seven
gems, emblem of the Cakravartin are placed:
eightspoked wheel, sixjtoothed white elephant,
green horse, girl of sixteen, gem with six
rays. a red minister with an inexhaustible
treasure, a !general of a dark colour, with
cuirass, spear and sword.
This symbology too, then, takes us back
to the myth of the Cakravartin and of his city;
the signs of the universal monarch are dis.
played on the belt, the trees remind us of those
tlila plants mentioned in the description of
the Cakravartin's city;") the five stripes which
make up this belt are also, perhaps, derived
from the belts (bastions) of the royal city or
of the zikkurat, which were originally five.
before becoming seven due to astrological
equivalences; in the plan of the mandala they
are placed one above the other Lke the five
parts of the same wall, but it is extremely
probable that this has happened due to a

faulty perspective: each of them has a par.
ticular colour and a distinguishing orna.
ment, as the walls of the Cakravartin's city
had a different colour and were made of a
different precious substance: this also explains
why in the sides of the doors there must be
five stripes of five different colours: the five
original doors have been united to make a
single door and each of them has the colour
and substance of the corresponding belt.
Naturally for the adept each part of the
mandala has a specific value, it is the emblem,
the token, of the Law's fundamental tenets:
the five girdles correspond in his eyes to the 5
gnostic knowledges; the torana and its parts
to the three planes i. e. of desire, of forms
and of the super0sensible (kanra, riipa, ariipa)
with the addition of moral praxis; the pi10
lars to the eightfold path, the small columns
to theBuddha's imperturbability, and so forth.
(Dharriradhatun~andala, bsTan agyur, vol.
L X X I I , p. 3).
Inside this belt can be inserted either a
true mandala, circular, protected by its exter/
nal circle (trru kjlud) and next by the " dia.
mond ,, enclosure and the " lotus border ,, or
else another belt may be included, of the same
type as the external one, in which is contained
the mandala where the deities are arranged.
The inner surface is divided by diagonal
lines, zur t'ig, into four mangles, each of a
different colour, but according to the most
common plan: blue to the East, yellow to the
South, red to the West, green to the North; in
each of these directions a deity is painted,
alone or included in a smaller mandala toged
ther with his acolytes. Hence a tetrad is deriv~
ed, arranged round the central deity, which
represents the point of irradiation or centre of
emanation of all the others: the reality which,
remaining always the same, apparently extends
within space and develops within time.
In the mandala are distinguished, in theory:
a) the drawing itself and its diagrams which
form its receptacle, rten, and b) the figures it
contains, brten.

The rten in its turn is both the surface
itself (gfi) and the heavenly palace (2al yas
k'an) drawn on it; the latter is then divided
into a virnana proper, with all its parts, colours,
embellishments and its support/throne (sen
ge k'ri, glaA cJen k'ri, " with a lion, with an
elephant ,, , according to its deity) or a lunar
or solar lotus.
The brten consists of the cycle of the gods,
whose body is considered in its parts: I face,
2 arms; 3 faces, 6 arms, and so on, the
colour, the signs which will be the 32 main
and the 84 secundary ones, proper to the
superior being. Cakravartin or Buddha, the
symbols, i. e. arms or objects clasped in
the god's hands (see op. cit., p. 3 K).
The mandala is read following the pra.
daksCa's order: as the latter is entered from
the East, so also its symbolism begins from
the East, always remembering that this is
not the astronomical East: the mandala's
orientation is dependant on its relation with
the meditating person, according to a gene.
ral rule of Hindu ritualistic; hence the East
is the side opposite the sadhaka, the person
towards whom the figures are turned.
Having determined this point, the man/
dala's course proceedes in the direction of the
circumambulation.
When the circumambulation of the man.
dala is accomplished, the spatial series and
the temporal development are concluded;
only the centre remains, into which all the
preceding display has flowed back and with
which the mystic who has accomplished the
rite finds himself unified.
V. - W e shall also dwell at length on the
tankas of the mCon k'an, because, although
they too obey certain fixed schemes, they ofien
attain the highest artistic expression Tibetan
art is capable of. They are called tankas of
the m C o n k'an because they are almost always
arranged in the mCon k'ah and represent
the deities venerated there. mCon k'an,
literally, means " the mCon PO'S house
the m C o n po is the " Lord ,, , i. e. the Yi
9;,

dam, the protecting deity ofthe sect or convent;
in fact each sect has its patron, its terrible
defender, the terrific and warlike aspect of the
merciful deity who protects the devotees fiom
the dangers of evil powers. The Sa skya pa
f. i. have C u r mgon and P'ur pa, the d C e
lugs pa have Ye ies mgon po.
The Yi dam rules and p i d e s a host of
lesser beings, sruri &or or bstun sruri, nearly
all aborigenal deities, which Buddhism later
accepted, transforming them into the terrible
keepers of the Law; many of them are local
demons who, afier the triumph of Buddhism,
were taken on as custodians of the temple
built on the place they used to garrison, of
its treasures and of its fortunes. Y i dam or
mCon po, surrounded by the pageant of their
terrible followers thus reside and receive their
cult in the mCon k'an, mysterious shrines
into which it is very difficult to be admit/
ted. The doors giving access to them are
low and narrow. O n the doors are painted
monstrous faces. The visitor, even before
entering, feels hesitating and lost in a haK
light which the feeble light of a lantern seems
to make gigantic, plumbing its doubtful
depths. The monks too are restless and
anxious. The locks creak, keys are turned,
the doors open. O n e has the impression of
plunging headlong into bottomless night, into
solidified darkness. Then the lamp, prevail.
ing little by little over the !gloom, sculpts and
carves against the black background forms and
aspects which do not belong to this world.
You would think you were looking out
over primordial chaos, where the vital urge
finds expression in uncertain and contradic.
tory waverings or becomes incorporated into
indistinct shapes, immediately abbandoned
as by a sudden repentance, but so suddenly
that the two images overlap, melt one into
the other and monsters are born out of them,
figures which are neither beast nor man,
but are nevertheless one and the other, wi,
thout yet reaching a definite aspect of their
own: the beast has a human expression,

the man grins and twists like a brute. A n
elementary, chaotic, contradictory world. like
the images formed in a feverish delirium.
There is no cruelty or malice in their eyes.
but the fury of monsters. exploding with the
violence of a storm; you expect them not to
speak but to howl like the wind. not to move
with a wild animal's agility but to hurl them.
selves about with a hurricane's uncontrolable
vehemence.
The shrine proper is reached little by little,
plodding and groping in the dark. All
around, stuffed animals hang fiom the ceiling:
dogs, yaks, horses, wolves; stiff, filled with
straw, covered with the dust of centuries;
their hair falls off and drops down every time
a breath of air blows through the place.
They are the spyan gzigs, the god's mesl
sengers. All round, war trophies and remains
of enemies and brigands, lulled through the
favour of the same deities who protect the
temple. A n d as the temple is a projection
of the universe, indeed cosmos in its essen.
tial paradigm, they also defend all men from
all sorts of perils and evils.
Meanwhile in that cave, which seems to
sink into the abysses of the earth, deep thuds
echo with a constant rythnl and are repeated
by mysterious hollows. O n e advances in the
anxious anticipation of being confronted at
any moment by something mysterious; one
is led on by a resigned and awed curiosity;
it is no longer possible to turn back. Little
by little the thuds become nearer, until the
sunctu sanctorum is reached, where a priest,
squatting in the ritual pose, recites litanies
and invocations in a monotonous voice,
beating rythmically on a large drum with a
crooked drumstick. The dark and empty
rooms multiply its echo. These priests pass
their lives in the mCon kari, voluntary com.
rades of the deities incumbing on all sides
with their monstruous figures; they are buried
in darkness, as though plunged into primor.
dial chaos to live the drama of creation over
again in that silence. When one enters,

they do not move nor look up; they remain
with closed eyes, murmuring secret formulas,
almost a lullaby soothing and putting to
sleep forces hidden within the images; as if,
were the crooning interrupted for an instant,
they might wake up and break loose in all
their fury. The place itself captivates by its
mystery, its shadows, its silences; the faith,
the pious awe of religious souls who have
passed through the place or lived there for
centuries, seem to create a sacred atmosphere,
in which the manifestation of the god's divine
spirit is felt to be imminent. A s if to show
materially that these mCon k'ati sink back
into the origin of all things, they are ofien
underground.
O u r religions are enlightened, they give
the first place to consciousness and its crystal.
clear sheen; the object of a life inspired by
religion is to come closer to that splendour
of truth and good in which everything is
clear, of a pellucid, angelic transparence,
like the ascent of the sun and its expansion
in a triumph of light over the heavenly re.
gions, without shadows or mist. The sub.
conscious is lefi to its darkness, denied, or
rather expelled like the reign of evil. W e
are on the threshold between human and
brutish life, on one side all the light on the
other all the darkness; hither the ascent
towards consciousness, thither the descent
towards the chaos of matter.
This break does not exist in Buddhism:
rather there is an organic continuity between
the subconscious and the placid and ada.
mantine splendours of consciousness; indeed
the latter are attained through the night of
the former, its ambushes, its blind overflow,
its impacts and clashes. A l l that is good in
spiritual life is born out of that labour. has
its seed in that darkness, like the tree ascend/
ing towards the sky but digging its roots
into the damp earth. This is why yoga
begins precisely with the study and the dew
cription of the subconscious which is the
possible infinite, a magical liberty denying

the light but leading to it through the mean0
dering and tormented paths of life. A n d
since those theosophies identify macrocosm
with microcosm, the drama of each of us
is the drama of the universe: a contrast of for.
ces, non.physica1 but conscious, indeed distin.
guishable one fiom the other only by a greater
or lesser degree of consciousness, good or bad,
which lifis us up into the unperturbed bliss
of nirvana or flings us into that continuity of
suffering and death which is existence. Man's
destiny is decided within those abysses, the
struggle for conscious life follows the impulse
of those contests between trends and inclina.
tions which strive at any cost to come forth
into the daylight out of that gloomy turmoil,
one overcoming the other.
Good is also hidden and laboriously seeks
a way out towards the light, like a smolder.
ing fire waiting for favourable circumstances
to break out into a roaring blaze of flames.
This Buddhist intuition, continued in many
parts by psychoanalysis, is expressed in the
East through symbols. Those forces are
imagined in the shape of gods, the same
ones represented, serene and contemplating,
in the heavens, which appear to the eyes of
ascetics purified by meditation, but under
new aspects, suited to darkness and chaos;
no longer in forms of supreme human beauty,
shining with a spiritual light, but precisely
as the protectors of the terrific mGon k'ari,
as unsuccessful couplings of man and beast,
not blissful but frantic. This is the moment
of strife, not yet the moment of final victory
over evil; gloom and ambushes are every.
where and emerge in an unceasing flow fiom
the depths of chaos, like a sea always stirred
and troubled by stormy winds; even the forces
of good are obliged to appear warlike and
fearful in that blind tumult, lest they be van.
+shed.
Submerged in the subconscious,
they smother the fiendish forces, they are
like larvae of the beatific deities, heroically
seeking a way out of the darkness into the
light. Thus in these mCon k'an we see.

expressed in all its abstruse symbolism, the
religion of late Buddhism; without it the
temple proper would be incomplete and hag,
mentary, in the same way as every man's
consciousness is fatally preceded and accom0
panied by an obscure subterranean world,
binding him to life's very origins.
The tankas of the mCon k'an correspond
marvellously to the atmosphere of the place
meant to receive them: their pervading c o ~
lours are red and black; in the most ancient,
of the Cuge school, the dark blue or black
figures of monstruous deities emerge from the
dark red background; in the most recent
ones these roles are reversed : on the black
background the figures stand out surrounded
by vivid gleams of flame. In some of them,
as for instance in the magnificent specimen
n. 170 representing dPal ldan lha mo, we
must almost guess at the presence of the god,
dess from the vivid red of her eyes, mouth
and hands and from the flames surrounding
her; she suddenly springs out of the awful
darkness of cosmic night, all a flame.
A t other times, terrific deities and gruesome
offerings of human skulls, eyes and entrails
are traced out in thin golden lines. But in
both cases the effect is equally obtained: the
contrast of strong colours, black backgrounds,
fiery images emerging from them in sudden
epiphanies, represent in an extremely strik.
ing manner the atmosphere of tremendutn
pervading all the mCon k'an.
Having thus cleared the ground of those
tankas which, being reduced to types, can
with difficulty be assigned to a given epoch
or school, let us see if, in other cases, epoch
and style can be ascertained. It is cornpa.
ratively simple to distinguish the tankas of
Central Asian or Nepalese style, although
it is not so easy to tell whether the latter be
originals or copies; but the difficulty of deter0
mining school and epoch with any a c c u ~
racy increases as the different trends inspiring
Tibetan paintings and flowing into them, be,
come blended and form a manner containing

them all and going beyond them all, a kohl
to which the Tibetan spirit conforms.
The schools were never isolated, though
they lived a self0contained existence. They did
not keep aloof from the artistic and religious
atmosphere penetrating the country's entire
life; they did not develop independently, they
exchanged their manners and schemes in a
conscious uniformity.
This was largely due to the prestige of the
great convents, in whose shadow the schools
of painting flourished and prospered: Sa
skya, +Bri gun, mTs'ur p'u, Cyantse, sNar
t'an, Tashilunpo, Lhasa, Se ra, +Bras spuns,
dCa' Idan, with their dependencies and off,
shoots, centres of spiritual and intellectual
Me and goals of
which every
believer yearned to visit, at least once in his
life, these monasteries exercised a powerful in.
fluence on Tibetan art and thought. Pupils
flowed from every point to the theological
universities of these centres; venerated masters
and saints dwelling in their enclosures attract0
ed crowds of devotees and disciples; their
printinppresses flooded the country with num0
berless copies of the canonical books and of
their theologians' subtle glosses; there were
brought to light the works of Tson k'a pa
and his disciples, of Buston and of the K'ri
c'en of d c a ' ldan, various treatises on logic
and theology. But along with dogmatic tread
uses and canonical works, in some of those
monasteries, engraved on large wooden tables,
are found the outlines of the tankas which
the devotees flowing there from all parts,
get printed on paper or linen and take back
to their country as a souvenir of their pilgri,
mage. The sanctity of the places those draw,
ings come from, the visions they represent
and their noble composition compel the
admiration of painters and crafismen even
in the remotest provinces; they have but to
copy them, sometimes they have only to put
colours on the printed material. Thus these
models travelled throughout Tibet and with
them travelled the remembrance of fiescoes

admired on the walls of the same temples
where the tankas had been drawn, showing
the pilgrims, in the vast galleries, lives of
saints, the glories of the gods, the Y i dam's
terrific pageants, heavenly bliss.
All these motives concur in enforcing a
natural sameness on the works produced by
Tibetan artistic schools. Hence no real local
varieties exist, with the exception of some
manners, like those prospering on the Chi,
nese frontiers, peculiar to those countries; the
liveliness of Chinese influence classes them
almost as an offshoot of Chinese provincial
art; the same, as we shall see, had happened
in the early days of Buddhist penetration, in
the extreme Western province, the country of
Guge. Hence, these two influences excepted,
it is more just to speak of local crafismen,
settled in one country or another, rather
than of schools in the sense of original and
independent trends.
Nevertheless, some styles may be discerned,
marking, we may say, the various moments in
the slow formation of a manner quite peculiar
to Tibet, destined, in the XVIIIth century, to
succumb once more to Chinese influence.
For this reason the tankas of the present
collection, although they all breathe the same
air, may be distinguished without any en.
forced classification, into some well.defined
groups, based on their evident characteristics.
Let us begin by separating a small group of
tankas which Tibetan tradition universally
recognizes as typical of the K'ams manner
(K'attrs lugs) : design and colours, empty
spaces, landscape, fully justify this attribu.
tion. The series of the 16 Arhats naturally
belongs to this group: it is true that the picto,
rial representation of the keepers of Buddhist
Law follows, through a long tradition, Chi.
nese iconography; nevertheless the series formed
by nn. 121.136 and coming from K'ams is
stylistically different from the others represent.
ed in n. 42 derived from sNar t'an models.
The iconography, in all these cases, is
identical and inspired by a well~defined

tradition, of Chinese origin; notwithstanding
this, the K'ams series has a stylistic in&,
viduality of its own, interpreting an old
theme in a less schematic manner and more
broadly, treating it in that supple and fresh
manner present even in popular manifesta,
tions of Chinese art. There we find motives
which we might suppose to be inspired by
Persia, were it not that they echo customs and
peoples of near~by Turkestan. Figures of
Turkomans from Central Asia, with their
flowing beards, replace the Indian persona,
ges usually met with in the tankas of Central
Tibet; they are a vivid note of local colour, a
breath of worldliness, disturbing the fixity
of iconographic tradition.
It is also easy to recognize another, more
numerous group, developing out of the Tibe,
tan XVIIIth century and bearing all its
characteristics; it is predominant in the Tibe,
tan collections of Western museums and has a
rustic gaiety whose vivid colours gladden our
eyes: gods and saints, in their bright clothes,
meditate in the centre; around them scenes
of monastic life, against a formal landscape
over which strange rocks loom or green fields
lie under a blue sky where snow~white
clouds hover. In the fields cows, gazelles
and other nimble animals traced with the
accuracy of consummate miniature~painters.
Here, at every moment, we breath the fresh
air of Chinese art, which broadens out, makes
even, confers liveliness, tones down too,
bright colours, tempers the stiKness which
dulled preceding tankas, where Chinese in.
fluence, after having penetrated under the Sa
skya, had grown faint due to the ~owerful
voice of Nepalese models. This art gained
ground with the triumph of the yellow Sect
and spread in its monasteries, but even the
schools of rival sects did not escape its ill0
fluence: after vainly resisting, they too bowed
before the fashionable taste, and bKa' brgyud
and rr;Iiri ma pa tankas are seen to adopt the
same language and find expression in the
same style.

Having thus identified these well.defined
groups, it will be easy to determine another
group: the tankas immediately preceding the
XVIIIth century. They represent the at.
tempt of Tibetan painting to assume a form
ofits own, after having absorbed and assimi.
lated outside influences. They echo India
more vividly than China: uniform and bright
colours, unthinned out light; the figures still
close one to the other, the influence of the
mandalas is strongly felt. But as we have seen,
hieratic grimness and uniformity are tempered
by an outburst of life; convent life, of course,
and a Tibetan landscape, represented not with
the imaginative breadth of Chinese painting,

but with monasteries and the small white
cottages of its villages. In this case too there
is a general uniformity of style and manner,
but an attentive observer may discover details
due to which some tankas, for instance those
from Sa skya, seem to form a group to itself:
they shall therefore be taken separately.
The Guge school, is, as we saw, easily
recognisable.
Outside these groups, what is left is pure
imitation and copy of Nepalese and Central
Asian models, without the least originality.
O n the base of these standards we have
divided the tankas which we shall now
illustrate separately.
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regration of initial consciousness and i e rcintcgration. Precisely lor
this reason the mandalq in Vajrayim is not a simplc cosmogram, but
rather a psychmosmogram. I havc discussed this in dnail, in a book
on thc mandala, to be published shortly.
33. In other words the mandala, as a sacred surlace encloud by a
fontnor or sukus prinrigorius, considered as thc cquivalcnt of cosmos or
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through Iran, later fixed its lorm, was supnimpovd over that ancient
idea: instead olthe mandala.ancient India used the vase, k r l r h or kumbbr.
a symbol olthc universe. This is proved by the fact that in later rimes.
when the theory of the mandala was elaborated in a final manner, the
vasc remained as an integral pan o r mandalic Liturgy. in the samc way
as it still lorms an indispcnsablc clement of cenain p q i of Hinduism,
lor instance the D u r g i p d i , gathering temporarily. like the mandala, thc
j i i ~ s r f f v r . Indeed Tson k'a pa on his ucatiu on Vajrayina quoting
Srmpupfrntrr, p. 178, says that the vasc is the I66 y i gnos. " the place
whcrc thc gods arc... O n its sides is painted. as in thc mand& thc
seed olthc god on the sun or on the moon. I n i e centre is imagined
the circle of the gods. Lhoi #or lo, ibid.. p. 180. In thc central vase noam
rgyrl bum pr, v f a y r k r b b thc j G 2 r s r f f v r is made to descend (see p. 313).
S o that the vase is the first m a n d h into which thc deities descend and
arrange thcmdves.
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