A Cultural History

of TIBET

DAVID SNELLGROVE
HUGH RICHARDSON

Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers

New York - Washington



BOOKS THAT MATTER

Published in the United States of America in 1968
by Frederick A. Praeger, Inc., Publishers
111 Fourth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10003

© 1968 in England, by George Weidenfeld and Nicolson, Ltd.,
London, England

All rights reserved

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 68-26668

Printed in Great Britain



To Giuseppe Tucci
who has revealed so many hidden treasures
of Tibetan life, art and learning






Contents

List of illustrations page 9
Preface 15

PART ONE The Early Kings

Chapter 1 Manifestation of Tibetan Power 19
Chapter 2 Introduction of Buddhism 66
Chapter 3 A Later Literary View 95

PART Two The Middle Ages

Chapter 4 Foundations of Monastic Life ITI
Chapter 5 Mongol Overlordship 144
Chapter 6 Religious Preoccupations 156

PART THREE The Yellow Hats

Chapter 7  Their Rise to Power 177
Chapter 8 Manchu Overlordship 204
Chapter 9 The Twentieth Century 233
Epilogue 268
Notes 272
Chronological Table 275
Succession of Religious Schools 277
Pronunciation Rules 278
Bibliography 280

Index 285






List of Illustrations

Pages 33-48

The castle of Yum-bu bla-sgang in Yarlung (photo: H. E. Richardson)

The ‘cathedral’ ( Jo-khang) of Lhasa (photo: H. Harrer — collection E. Krauser)
The old chapel of d Bus-ru-ka-tshal (photo: H. E. Richardson)

The Khra-"brug chapel in the Yarlung Valley (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Site of the tombs of the early kings of Tibet at 'Phyong-rgyas in the Yarlung
Valley (photo: H. E. Richardson)

The royal tombs at ' Phyong-rgyas from ap 650 to 815 (photo: H. E. Richardson)
Kva-chu, an eighth-century chapel near 6Sam-yas (photo: H. E. Richardson)

The first Tibetan monastery at Sam-yas, founded in the eighth century (photo:
H. E. Richardson)

Has-po-rgyab, an eighth-century chapel near bSam-yas (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Ninth-century stone lion on the tumulus of King Ral-pa-can at ’Phyong-rgyas
(photo: H. E. Richardson)

The Zhol stone pillar below the Potala, c. Ap 767 (photo: H. E. Richardson)
Stone pillar at bSam-yas on a lotus throne (photo: H. E. Richardson)

‘The sKar-cung stone pillar at Ra-mo-sgang near Lhasa (photo: H. E. Richardson)
One of the two stone pillars at the Zhva'i lha-khang (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Extract of the sKar-cung inscription set up by King Khri-lde-srong-brtsan in the
early ninth century (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Stone pillar in Lhasa bearing a bilingual inscription recording the treaty of
821-822 between China and Tibet (photo: H. E. Richardson)

A group of eighth- to ninth-century chapels at gNas-gsar (photo: H. E.
Richardson)

‘The tomb of rNgog Blo-ldan shes-rab (eleventh century) (photo: H. E. Richard-
son)



I0 Illustrations
The monastery of Rva-sgreng, founded in 1056 by ’Brom-ston (photo: H. E.
Richardson)

Sa-skya monastery, founded in 1073 by dKon-mchog-rgyal-po (photo: H. E.
Richardson)

The tower of Sras, built by Mi-la Ras-pa at the command of his teacher (photo:
H. E. Richardson)

* Bri-khung monastery, founded in 1179 by ‘fig-rten mGon:po (photo: H. E.
Richardson)

sTag-lung monastery, founded in 1185 by sTag-lung Thang-pa (photo: H. E.
Richardson)

Stapas at the monastery of Tshal Gung-thang (photo: H. E. Richardson)

A chain suspension bridge in the upper sKyid-chu Valley attributed to Thang-
ston rGyal-po, 1385-1464 (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Seat of the district governor at rGya-ma near Lhasa (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Gu-ru lha-khang in Lho-brag, founded by Gu-ru Chos-dbang (1212—73) (photo:
H. E. Richardson)

The Great Stipa (sku-"bum) of Gyantse, fifteenth century (photo: H. E. Richard-
son)

dGa’-ldan (Ganden) monastery, founded by Tsong-kha-pa in 1409 as his own
retreat (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Houses in Lhasa (photo: India Office Library — Bell)

’ Bras-spungs (Drepung) monastery, founded near Lhasa in 1416 (photo: Chap-
man-Paul Popper)

bKra-shis lhun-po (Tashilhunpo) monastery, from the seventeenth century on-
wards the seat of the Pan-chen Lamas (photo: H. E. Richardson)

The Potala, residence of the Dalai Lamas, on a hill dominating Lhasa (photo:
India Office Library — Bell)

Complex of monastic buildings at Tashilhunpo (photo: India Office Library —
Bell)

Temple fagade and roof decorations at Tashilhunpo (photo: India Office
Library — Bell)

Interior temple architecture at Tashilhunpo (photo: India Office Library -
Bell)

A holiday tent used by high-ranking Tibetans for summer parties and picnics
(photo: India Office Library - Bell)

Enshrined image of T'song-kha-pa at Tashilhunpo (photo: India Office Library -
Bell)

The simple house of a village-lama in Dolpo (photo: D. L. Snellgrove)



Illustrations 11

Pages 81-88

Eleventh-century fresco of the Supreme Buddha at the old monastery of Tabo
in Spiti, once part of Western Tibet (photo: D. L. Snellgrove)

Stucco image at Tabo typical of the Buddha Vairocana, the ‘Illuminator’ (photo:
D. L. Snellgrove)
Decorated ceiling at Tabo, possibly eleventh century (photo: D. L. Snellgrove)

Eleventh-century fresco of Phyag-na-rdo-rje in the neglected monastery of
Tsaparang (photo: G. Tucci)

Carved wooden doorway at Tsaparang (photo: G. Tucci)

Fourteenth-century lion beam-ends at rGya-gnas near Gyantse (photo: G.
Tucci)

Carved wooden capital at rGya-gnas (photo: G. Tucci)

Fresco at Iwang near Gyantse representing Sakyamuni Buddha (photo: G.
Tucci)

Fresco at Gyantse representing one of the kings of the four quarters (photo:
G. Tucci)

Fresco at Gyantse representing an Indian devotee (photo: G. Tucci)
Fresco at Gyantse representing male and female divinities (photo: G. Tucci)
Image of Atisa at the monastery of sNye-thang (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Image of Srong-brtsan-sgam-po in the Potala, possibly from the fourteenth
century (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Image of Srong-brtsan-sgam-po’s Nepalese queen (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Pages 121-128
Ceremony of despatching of ‘scapegoats’ in the courtyard in front of the Jo-khang
in Lhasa at New Year (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Simple monks who served tea to the community at bKra-shis-lhun-po (Tashil-
hunpo) (photo: Colonel Steen)

Monk dignitaries at bKra-shis-lhun-po (photo: India Office Library — Bell)

Traditional postures during a monastic debate (photo: India Office Library -
Bell)

Annual parade of horsemen in traditional armour (photo: H. E. Richardson)
rNying-ma-pa lama of Tarap (Dolpo) reciting the daily office (photo: C. Jest)
Bon-po lama reading in his chapel in Tarap (Dolpo) (photo: C. Jest)

Villagers on pilgrimage in Dolpo (photo: C. Jest)

Village festival on the occasion of erecting new prayer-flags on the shrine Ri-bo
bum-pa above Tarap (Dolpo) (photo: C. Jest)



12 Hlustrations
Ceremony in a nomad’s tent performed by laymen led by a married lama (photo:
C. Jest)

A nun on pilgrimage with her staff and prayer-wheel (photo : India Office Library -
Bell)

A meditating yogin, probably rNying-ma-pa (photo: India Office Library - Bell)

A beggar making the rounds of the sacred site by a continual series of prostrations
and thus inviting alms (photo: India Office Library — Bell)

Pages 161-168

Herd of yaks transporting grain in small sacks made of local homespun (photo:
C. Jest)

Ploughing in Dolpo with a single ox (photo: C. Jest)

Winnowing grain (photo: C. Jest)

Carrying in the barley harvest for threshing (photo: C. Jest)

Threshing with wooden flails (photo: C. Jest)

Weaving homespun on a domestic loom (photo: C. Jest)

Interior of house belonging to a painter of temple-banners (photo: C. Jest)
Wooden effigy of a local protecting divinity (photo: Sir G. Taylor)

Village doctor attending patient (photo: India Office Library — Bell)

Village youth playing a ‘guitar’ (sgra-snyan) (photo: C. Jest)

Village woman of g Tsang tying up the watch-dog in front of her house (photo:
India Office Library — Bell)

Wooden ferry with a wooden horse as its traditional figure-head (photo: India
Office Library — Bell)

Coracle made from willow-boughs and yak-hides (photo: India Office Library -
Bell)

Pages 185-192
A ‘magic-dart’ (phur-pa) used for the ritual slaying of the human effigy (linga),
who represents the foe under attack (photo: Horniman Museum)

A domestic brass ladle as used in a well-to-do Tibetan family (photo: Horniman
Museum)

A Tibetan ‘guitar’ (sgra-snyan) (photo: Horniman Museum)

A conch-shell, most commonly blown to summon monks to a ceremony (photo:
Horniman Museum)

A conch-shell with a plaque of worked silver showing Mahamaya, the mother of
Sakyamuni Buddha (photo: Horniman Museum)



Hlustrations 13

Three Tibetan ‘horns’ — two of copper embossed with silver and one made of a
human leg-bone (photo: Horniman Museum)

Tibetan temple drum

A teapot of copper decorated with brass used only on ceremonial occasions
(photo: Horniman Museum)

Mask and dress of brocade silk used in monastic dances (’cham) (photo: Musée de
I’'Homme, Paris)

A conch for blowing adorned with a worked silver plaque (photo: Horniman
Museum)

Two ‘horns’ (rkang-gling), as used by yogins, of human leg-bones (photo:
Horniman Museum)

A ‘horn’ of copper decorated with silver (photo: Horniman Museum)

Pages 209-216
A Tibetan ‘guitar’ (sgra-snyan) as used by wandering minstrels (photo: Horniman
Museum)

A Tibetan ‘shawm’ (rgya-gling) of wood and copper bound with silver (photo:
Horniman Museum)

A wooden printing-block (photo: Horniman Museum)
Decorative dragon-head of a ‘guitar’ (photo: Horniman Museum)

A painted scroll illustrating the Great Religious King Srong-brtsan-sgam-po and
events in his life (photo: Horniman Museum)

Detail of lotus-flower pattern from side-table (photo: Horniman Museum)

A Tibetan side-table, carved and painted, for domestic use (photo: Horniman
Museum)

Group of men from an aristocratic estate dressed in old military costume for
New Year ceremonies (photo: H. E. Richardson)

Ceremonial dress as supposed to have been worn by the early kings (photo:
Paul Popper — Chapman)

A copper teapot decorated with designs in silver and gold (photo: Horniman
Museum)

An ornamental belt made of leather and silver as worn by nomad women (photo:
Musée de I'Homme, Paris)

A steel and tinder pouch (photo: Musée de ’'Homme, Paris)

An inkpot of copper decorated with silver with a wooden lid (photo: Musée de
I'Homme, Paris)

A quiver-shaped bamboo container for sticks of incense (photo: Musée de
'Homme)



14 Hlustrations

A metal pen-case (photo: Musée de 'Homme)
A long Tibetan dagger (photo: John Freeman)

Set of eating instruments in a case (photo: Musée de 'Homme, Paris)

Pages 249-256
Carved Tibetan book-covers (Department of Eastern Art, Ashmolean Museum,
Oxford)

Temple-banner: Padmasambhava in his paradise, zangs-mdog dpal-ri — ‘Glorious
Copper-coloured Mountain’ (photo: Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

Temple-banner: Sakyamuni before he abandoned his princely life (photo: Ash-
molean Museum, Oxford)

Temple-banner: bSod-nams dbang-phyug, the Dolpo lama, with events from his
life (photo: D. L. Snellgrove)

Temple-banner: gShin-rje skr: Yama — ‘Lord of Death’ with his female partner
and attendant demons (photo: Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

Temple-banner: a pilgrimage to an unidentified st#pa and surrounding holy
places (photo: Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

Dur-khrod bdag-po — ‘Lords of the Cemetery’ — performing a macabre dance over
a human corpse (photo: Musée de I'Homme, Paris)

Image of the tantric divinity ' Chi-bdag ’joms-pa skr. Yamantaka — ‘Destroyer of
Death’ clasping his female partner (photo: Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

sGrol-ma skr. Tdra — ‘Saviouress’ — most popular of feminine divinities (photo:
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

gSeng-ge gDong-ma — ‘Lion-headed Goddess’ — who plays a leading part in
rituals centring on Padmasambhava (photo : Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

Dam-can — ‘Oath-bound’ — protector of the doctrine rDo-rej Legs-pa (photo:
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

Section of Tibetan carpet: dragon and bird designs (photo: D. L. Snellgrove)

Silver bowl, presumably of Central Asian origin, brought out of Tibet about 1950
(photo: D. L. Snellgrove)

Jacket illustrations :

(front) Temple-banner with bSod-nams dbang-phyug and events from his life
(back) Temple-banner from the Victoria and Albert Museum



Preface

T'o write the cultural history of any country might seem a formidable task, for the
term ‘culture’ covers so many human activities that it is scarcely possible for any
writer, or even two writers, to cover all the various historical manifestations of a
people’s cultural interests over long periods of time. It would be easier if one
could draw more widely upon the writings and researches of others in the various
fields where one does not feel competent oneself, but serious Tibetan scholars
have always been scarce and the ground they have been able to cover has been
correspondingly small. Even to draw upon Tibetan literary sources, and this we
have done as far as was practicable, involves one continually in interesting but
distracting side-issues, for so much is still virgin ground. Aware of present
limitations, we have sought to write without false pretensions, and we hope that
this work may serve for a few years to come as an adequate survey of the history
of Tibetan civilization within the terms set by present knowledge. We remain
aware that some of our colleagues in other countries could have written of some
aspects of this whole study with far greater competence than ourselves, and we
ask them to be patient when we pass over in a few words matters which mean so
much to them. Reference to their specialized works, and our own for that matter,
are given in end-notes, which we have otherwise kept to a minimum.

We have taken upon ourselves to write this book at this time because the
civilization of the Tibetan people is disappearing before our very eyes, and apart
from a few gentle protests here and there the rest of the world lets it go without
comment and without regret. Many civilizations have declined and disintegrated
in the past, but it is rare that one has the opportunity of being an informed wit-
ness of such events. If we succeed in awakening the interest of our readers in this
tragic drama, which affects us so closely in the human problems involved, the
task of writing this book will have been well repaid.

Its symmetrical arrangement into three parts and nine chapters does not
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represent a preconceived scheme. In fact we began rather differently, and it came
almost of its own accord into this arrangement, as we put our material together,
As the earlier course of Tibetan civilization is so little known, comparison of the
various parts of our work with similar periods in Western history may help to
put the subject into a more familiar context for those who come to it for the first
time.

The Tibet of the early kings (Part One) shows significant analogies with
Anglo-Saxon England and Western Europe under the Franks, Lombards, Visi-
goths and other Germanic peoples during more or less the same period (fifth to
ninth centuries AD). We note the existence of the same kind of settled agricul-
tural system, supported by cattle and sheep rearing, and much the same kind of
established monarchic rule. Despite the earlier occupation of parts of Europe
by the Romans (for which there is no parallel on the Tibetan side), cultural
and technological levels were probably comparable. In the sphere of religion
striking comparisons might be made: both in Western Europe and Tibet in-
digenous religious practices, based on oral traditions, remained strong, while a
great universal religion, Christianity on the one hand and Buddhism on the
other, was beginning to establish itself with the occasional support of interested
local rulers, but largely through the efforts of small and determined monastic
communities.

Tibet of the Middle Ages (approximately tenth to fifteenth centuries) bears
many analogies with our European Middle Ages. On both sides the great uni-
versal religions triumphed, bringing in their train a whole new range of philo-
sophical ideas, literary themes, arts and crafts, largely Greco-Roman for us and
largely Indian for the Tibetans. By absorbing and reworking all this new material,
both Western Europe and Tibet developed vigorous and colourful civilizations,
in which the established religions of Christianity and Buddhism often played a
very worldly part, despite the extraordinary sanctity of some of their devotees.

It is only when we come to Part Three that analogies break down. The Euro-
pean Middle Ages ended with the Renaissance, leading to the exploration of new
fields of learning, which soon began to threaten all the traditional assumptions
upon which the earlier stages of our civilization were based. But as the old forms
disintegrated, we were ever striving to rebuild them anew, so that although an
entirely new kind of civilization came into existence, it still managed to keep some
firm roots in the past. The Tibetans, on the other hand, in common with all other
oriental cultures, experienced no such renaissance ; lacking fresh inspiration from
without, they continued to live within the terms of what were now becoming
stereotyped forms. One by one the great oriental civilizations have been forced
to come to terms with the resilient but forceful modern Western world. Tibet was
almost the last country in Asia to have its doors forced open (in the event by the
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British), and it is to its great tragedy that the perpetrators of the actual rape are
humourless Chinese Communists, who show little interest in compromising with
their own traditional cultural values, let alone with those of the Tibetans.

Of the materials used for our study we must mention especially the texts and
documents brought to light from the caves of Tun-huang in Chinese Turkestan
at the beginning of this century. We have written of them in more detail (pp. 76~
77) and here it is sufficient to note that before this material became available,
knowledge of Tibetan history was largely derived from the later writings of
Tibetan Buddhist historians, who wrote from their own particular religious point
of view. They were little interested in the Tibet of the pre-Buddhist period except
in so far as they might relate it to Buddhist themes. Using the Tibetan texts from
Tun-huang, now divided between London and Paris, we have tried to give in the
first chapter a succinct account of the early Tibetan period (sixth century AD
onwards) of which the Tibetans themselves know little.

We hope our readers who do not know Tibetan will not be too perturbed by
our spellings of Tibetan names. The spellings used throughout are the correct
Tibetan spellings, transliterated into the Roman alphabet.* Written Tibetan has
a number of unpronounced prefixes, and thus the radical consonant of any
syllable may be the second or even the third letter. Since Tibetan dictionaries list
words under their radical and not their initial letters, we have used capitals for the
radical letter in the first syllable of all names, e.g. bs Tan-rgyas-gling which is
pronounced something like ‘Ten-gye-ling’. It will be noticed also that final con-
sonants are not always pronounced as they are written, although rules of pro-
nunciation are far more regular than in English. It may be asked why we have
not made matters easier for our readers by using simplified phonetic spellings
but the answer is that while it may appear to make them easier, in effect it makes
them far more difficult. Previous writers, ourselves included, have used all kinds
of phonetic spellings for Tibetan, some ingenious and some haphazard, and they
all suffer from the same great disadvantage of being so various in their forms. It is
often impossible to recognize the identity of a name from the ‘phonetic’ spelling
which some writer has chosen to give it. One can easily imagine the chaos that
would result if we started writing French names as we thought we heard them
or in accordance with our favourite method of phonetic transcription. Tibetan
is not like Chinese, written by means of complex characters. It has a simple
alphabet of thirty consonants and four vowel signs, and apart from the rather un-
manageable appearance of much of its vocabulary when represented in the letters
of our alphabet, there is no valid reason why it should not be written just as it is
spelt. To help our readers we have inserted in brackets approximate phonetic

spellings from time to time in the text and in the index. In order to distinguish
2
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correct literary spellings from these ‘phonetic’ ones, we have used italics for the
former and ordinary roman type for the latter. Guiding rules for the pronuncia-
tion of the literary spellings are given on pages 278-9.

We acknowledge with thanks the help given by Dr Katherine Whitaker and Dr
D. C. Lau in the checking of translations from Chinese source material. Thanks
are due to Mr Philip Denwood for preparing the maps and the appendices and
assisting us in a whole variety of ways, to Miss Averil Thompson for kindly
offering to read proofs and make the index, to Miss Winifred Large for helping
with the illustrations, and to Miss Eleanor Curzon and Miss Nora Shane for
getting the typescript into presentable order.

A cogent reason for writing this book has been to contribute to the finances of
the Institute of Tibetan Studies, recently established at Tring, of which we are
founder-trustees. We hope too that it will draw attention to the range of Tibetan
studies which are in great need of far wider interested support, both financial and
scholarly, if anything valuable is to be preserved from the present wreck of
Tibetan civilization.

Tring, H. E. Richardson and D. L. Snellgrove
18 February 1967

® The system of transliteration used is set forth in D. L. Snellgrove, Buddhist Himalaya
(Cassirer, Oxford, 1957), pp. 299-300.



eart one 1 he Early Kings

Chapter 1

Manifestation of Tibetan Power

The Physical Scene Tibet is renowned as the most remote as well as the most
inaccessible country in the world. It is surrounded to the south, the west and the
north by massive mountain ranges, ranging from six to eight thousand metres
above sea-level along the Himalaya and the Karakoram, and from five to seven
thousand metres along the Kun-lun Range. The general level of western and
central Tibet is from four to five thousand metres above sea-level, and the whole
country is traversed by subsidiary mountain ranges which reach to six thousand
metres and more. This great mountainous area, as large as the whole of Scandi-
navia, is tilted towards the east, where it is drained by the Tsangpo (Brahmaputra)
which flows almost the whole southern length of the country, and by the Salween,
the Mekong and the Yangtse, which all rise in the remote eastern parts of
Tibet. Although there is no single well-defined mountain barrier to the east,
the centres of Tibetan civilization were as much cut off from the rest of the world
on this side as on the other sides, because of the vast distances to be travelled
across uninhabited wastes and a whole series of subsidiary mountain ranges. Until
the middle of the present century the journey from Lhasa to Peking normally
took eight months.

The northern part of Tibet, representing about three-sevenths of the whole
country, is a virtually uninhabited wilderness of mountain spurs and ranges,
interspersed with bleak barren plains, stretches of soda-encrusted soil, and in-
numerable small lakes and pools of brackish water. Although subject to short
spells of heat, it is usually a country of intense cold and bitter winds which prevent
the occasional snow from lying in any but sheltered valleys. Here live the wild yak
(drong), the ass (rkyang), the antelope (gtsod) and the wolves that prey upon them.
These regions are visited rarely by hunters and gatherers of salt, soda and borax,
but they were traversed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by
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several adventurous foreign explorers. A further two-sevenths of the country,
still high and cold but tempered by a more southerly situation, lying approxi-
mately between latitudes 30° and 32° North, is a land of sparse grazing and rolling
plateaux, lofty ranges of snow-capped mountains, and great lakes. Here small and
scattered groups of nomadic herdsmen, a people of extraordinary hardiness and
endurance, wander with their tents, tending great herds of yak, sheep and goats.
On the higher pasture lands live such animals as gazelles (dgo-ba), blue sheep
(gna’), bears (dred and dom) and foxes (wa-mo).

The remaining two-sevenths of the country comprise the extensive valley
system of the Tsangpo and the valleys of the Salween, the Mekong and the
Yangtse. These southern areas of Tibet lie on the same latitude as Cairo, and since
they represent the only favourable agricultural lands in the whole country, it is
here that the sparse population of Tibet (estimated approximately as two and a
half million) is naturally concentrated. Here there are many scattered villages, a
few towns for traders, officials and landed nobility, and everywhere are the
temples, monasteries and nunneries of the various religious orders. The staple
crops are barley, wheat, peas and buckwheat, and various root-crops, but peaches,
apricots, pears and walnuts are all well known. Further eastwards grapes are
grown and in the extreme south-east rice and maize.

The two basic ways of life in Tibet are the agricultural and the nomadic, and
the products of the nomad-herdsmen — meat, butter, cheese and wool — comple-
ment the food supplies of the valley-people. In intermediate areas there are those
who practise both agriculture and animal husbandry, and almost all Tibetan
farmers keep animals of some kind, thus sharing the attributes of the herdsmen.
Similarly the nomads who live nearest to the farmlands have contacts with the
ways, arts and artefacts of settled communities. The severe conditions of travel
in the remoter parts of the country, as experienced and reported by foreign
travellers, suggest rather false conceptions of the way of life of most Tibetans.
The majority live in the southern valleys and on the gentler pastures, and with so
small a population and such simple basic requirements, they seem to have
achieved for themselves one of the higher living standards in Asia. But since
travel in all directions is long and difficult, they have been easily isolated from
surrounding cultures.

Northern Tibet is wildly, even terrifyingly, magnificent in its great solitudes,
but descending eastwards from central Tibet, the Tsangpo passes through wide
valleys with willow, poplar and walnut, and then later through steep gorges
whose higher slopes are forested with conifers and shelter rare shrubs and flowers.
If we think only of the northern wastes, it is all too easy to conceive of Tibet as a
high treeless land, but in fact the lower river valleys, such as Dvags-po and sPo-bo
on the lower Tsangpo, have all the wood they can possibly require. Little is
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known about the potential mineral wealth of Tibet, although gold, silver, copper,
iron, lead and various kinds of semi-precious stones all seem to be present. The
limited quantities of gold, silver and semi-precious stones which were produced
were used primarily for religious and personal embellishment.

The convenient threefold division of Tibet into valley-lands, pasture-lands and
northern wastes omits only the extreme western areas which, lying westwards
from Mt Kailas, drain through to the upper waters of the Indus and the Sutle;j,
as well as a few low-lying fertile valleys bordering on Nepal, of which two impor-
tant ones, sKyid-grong and Nya-lam, drain to the south through Nepal, so that
their waters eventually reach the Ganges. In this history of Tibetan culture we
are fortunately not concerned with political frontiers, which frequently cut
through cultural units, and we may therefore include in our survey the regions of
Ladakh, Lahul and Spiti in the far west, which now come under Indian adminis-
tration, the lands of Dolpo and Mustang, which since the end of the eighteenth
century form part of western Nepal, and still further east the states of Sikkim and
Bhutan. In recent centuries Tibetan culture has pressed hard against the moun-
tain barriers to the south, for these are comparatively close to the main centres
of Tibetan civilization. Thus in many places besides those just mentioned Tibetan
cultural influence has made itself strongly felt amongst peoples who are of related
Tibetan stock, even though they live in separate communities south of the main
Himalayan range, such as the people of extreme north-west Assam and the
Sherpas and Tamangs of eastern Nepal. Tibetan cultural influence continues to
make itself strongly felt in the very capital of modern Nepal.

Tibetan Origins The origin of the Tibetan people is generally sought among
the nomadic, non-Chinese Ch’iang tribes, who herded sheep and cattle in eastern
Central Asia up to the furthest north-west borders of China many centuries before
the Christian era. The legacy of this origin is seen in the extensive nature of
Tibetan farming with its ever-present element of animal husbandry, in the readi-
ness of the Tibetans to travel great distances, in their seemingly inborn ability to
handle and look after horses, yak and other animals, and in their delight in open
air and open spaces coupled with their sturdy individualism. But the most
obvious part of the legacy is the large number of true nomads, depending entirely
on their flocks of sheep and goats and their herds of yak. They rove throughout
the year, in wide but well recognized limits, living in tents, and, apart from some
small remote monastery, some of them may scarcely see four walls in the whole
of their lives. In the nomads the racial stock is far less mixed than among the
settled Tibetans of the southern valleys, and they may preserve a way of life
hardly changed for at least two thousand years.

Tibetan-speaking peoples seem to have made their way ever further westwards
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across the southern part of the Tibetan uplands round about the beginning of
the Christian era. This is confirmed to some extent by rather later literary sources,
which enable us to trace by name the movements of certain important clans from
north-eastern Tibet to the centre of the country. The early advance of Tibetan-
speaking people westwards and southwards through the Himalayas and into
what is now northern and central Nepal is also confirmed by the persistence in
these areas of ancient dialects of Tibetan origin.

Thus there would seem to have been a continuous movement of rival clans
from the general complex of tribes in the far north-east of Tibet, some of whom
gradually made their way towards the more fertile valleys of central and southern
Tibet, where they adopted a more settled and partly agricultural way of life. From
the sources at our disposal it is impossible to be precise about the exact nature of
these ‘clans’, but they may well have resembled those of Scotland (whence we
borrow the term), and thus may have consisted of a chief with his family and
hereditary retainers and bondsmen. As they became more sedentary the chief’s
family gradually became a kind of established aristocracy which may not have
differed in essentials from the type of local hereditary rulers who continued to
exist in Tibet right up to 1959. In the early period before the sixth century AD
we may envisage a continual process of more vigorous ‘nomadic’ clans displacing
those who had already become more or less settled, while during the period of the
Tibetan kingdom (early seventh to mid-ninth centuries) when central Tibet took
the offensive, ‘infiltration’ from the north-east seems to have continued by means
of marriage alliances. In view of the generally unhistorical and metaphorical
nature of our limited source-material for this early period, it would be rash to
attempt to be too precise. Local traditions were formulated, recited, retold and
reformulated to the greater glory of those who finally triumphed, and handed
down by a succession of bards, until some of their recitations were committed to
writing in the eighth and ninth centuries, and then happily preserved for us in the
sealed caves of Tun-huang (see pages 76-77).

The earliest literary records suggest a world of rival chiefs living in fortified
strongholds in the valleys of the central and eastern tributaries of the Tsangpo.
Each chief had his noble vassals, and chief and nobles were served by bondsmen
and subjects. Agriculture was practised, and sheep and cattle were reared. To the
north of these nuclei of civilization were nomadic peoples, living much as they
live today. We begin to enter recorded datable history only when some local chiefs
combined to support as their overlord the chief who ruled in the Yarlung Valley,

building him up into a powerful king, of whom his neighbours were soon forced
to take account.
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The Founding of the Yarlung Dynasty The chief of Yarlung, whose con-
federacy was to form the nucleus of Tibetan power, was known by the title of
sPu-rgyal bTsan-po. The term bTsan-po, meaning ‘Mighty One’, was used
regularly afterwards as the title of the king of Tibet, and this central Tibetan
kingdom became known as sPu-rgyal’s Bod. Bod may be an old word referring to
Tibet as the ‘native or original place’, and it has ever since been the name by
which Tibetans know their own country. The first king of Tibet, like his suc-
cessors, had a distinct sacral quality, being known also as ‘Divine Mighty One’
(lha-btsan-po) and ‘Divine Son’ (lha-sras). Like other early cultural ideas, its
origin may well be Persia, and have been received by the Tibetans through the
medium of the Central Asian peoples on their northern borders. The divine king
of Tibet, however, was supposed to have descended from the zenith of the
heavens by means of a ‘sky-cord’, which passed through the various atmos-
pheric levels. This notion forms one of the regular themes of praise of Tibetan
royalty, occurring both in the Tun-huang documents and on the early stone
inscriptions:

From mid-sky seven-stage high,
Heavenly sphere, azure blue,
Came our king, lord of men,
Son divine, to Tibet.

Land so high, made so pure,
Without equal, without peer,
Land indeed! Best of all!
Religion too surpassing all I*

There are several versions of a legend which first appears in the fourteenth cen-
tury, telling how the first king of Tibet descended upon the sacred mountain of
Yar-lha-sham-po in Yarlung where he was received by a circle of twelve men,
whose identity as chieftains, shepherds, sages etc. varies in different versions.
Because he came from the sky, they resolved to make him king, and carried him
in a palanquin on their necks. So he was called the ‘Neck-Enthroned Mighty One’
(¢Nya’-khri b Tsan-po).+ Popular as this story seems to have been, it was simply
based upon a piece of folk etymology which sought to make sense of an unfamiliar
name sounding something like Nya. As we learn from elsewhere in the documents
from Tun-huang, the original name of this first king of central Tibet seems
to have been Nyag-khri. Before reaching the Yarlung Valley south of the Tsangpo
and the homeland of future Tibetan kings, he probably established himself first in
Kong-po, north of the Tsangpo and further to the east, for plausible identifications
of place-names are possible in this area.
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One of the pleasing features of this early literature is the sense of wonderment
and pride that these first inhabitants of a united Tibet seemed to feel for their
country. The following translation of a passage about the manifestation of the
first king of Tibet is typical:

He came from the heights of the heavens,
Descendant of the Six Lords, the Ancestral Gods
Who dwell above the mid-heaven,

Three elder brothers and three younger,

Seven in all with the ‘Seventh Enthroned One’ (Khri-bdun-tshigs).
The Mighty Enthroned One Nyag-khri,

Son of the ‘Seventh Enthroned One’,

Came as lord-protector on the face of the earth,
Came as rain which covers the face of the earth.
He came to the Holy Mountain Gyang-do,

And the great massy mountain bowed low, bowed low.
The trees came together, came together

And the springs rippled with their blue waters

And the rocky boulders and the like did him honour
And the cranes made him salutation.

He came as lord of the six parts of Tibet,

And when he first came to this world,

He came as lord of all under heaven.

This centre of heaven,

This core of the earth,

This heart of the world,

Fenced round by snow,

The headland of all rivers,

Where the mountains are high and the land is pure.
O country so good,

Where men are born as sages and heroes,

To this land of horses ever more speedy,

He chose his mode and came.

O King, whose religion is equalled by none,

Who is saluted by worshipping cranes,

And who takes the light as his cloak!

Those who are his nobles

Are clad in lordly garments.

Their greatness and nobility

Are all derived from him!
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Of all trees the pine is the tallest,
Of all rivers the Yarlung the bluest,
And Yar-lha-sham-po is god supreme [*

Being sons of the gods, the early kings were supposed to have returned to heaven
by means of their ‘sky-cord’, leaving no mortal remains on earth. The change to
the normal mortality of historic personages was explained by a story about Nyag-
khri’s successor in the sixth generation. By some mistake he was given at birth
the ill-omened name of Dri-gum (‘Slain By Pollution!’). As a divine being he was
possessed of magical powers and grew up proud and contentious. When he con-
tinually challenged his relatives and subjects to fight with him, one of them,
Lo-ngam, the Master of Horse, finally agreed, on condition that the king would
divest himself of his magical weapons. The rivals met in Lo-ngam’s territory of
Myang-ro-sham-po. Meanwhile Lo-ngam had prepared a strategem by fixing gold
spear points on the horns of a hundred oxen and loading sacks of ashes on their
backs. When the oxen struggled together the bags burst and the air was filled
with ashes; in the confusion Lo-ngam killed the king. In this way the evil omen of
the king’s name was fulfilled. Dri-gum’s sons were dispossessed but eventually
avenged their father by killing the usurping Lo-ngam; the younger son then went
to rule in Yarlung while the elder remained as lord of Kong-po. Later historians,
developing and reshaping a tradition which must have been orally transmitted,
represented the name Dri-gum by the similarly sounding Gri-gum (‘Killed by a
Sword’).

Very little historical significance can be attached to these stories, but this par-
ticular one may represent some memorable crisis when the established rulers
were worsted by an invader from outside. At all events, it is said that from that
time onward the kings left their mortal remains on earth where they were
entombed in the royal burial ground at ’ Phyong-rgyas, not far from Yarlung, over-
looked by the ancient royal castle of ‘The Tiger Peak of Phying-ba’ (Phying-ba’i
s Tag-rtse).

In fact the early rulers of this small Tibetan kingdom of Yarlung (sPu-rgyal’s
Bod) can have been little more than princelings whose local power and influence
fluctuated with their personal ability. When one of them first appears in a setting
which can fairly be described as historical, he is quite overshadowed by two
powerful neighbours. These two princes became involved in internecine war after
which the vassals of the victor defected and chose to offer their allegiance to the
ruler of Yarlung, whose name was s Tag-bu sNya-gzigs. The nobles were leaders
of the Myang and dBa’s clans which continued to play an important part in
Tibetan history for the next two and a half centuries. Their choice of the king of
Yarlung as their b Tsan-po (‘Mighty One’) may perhaps be ascribed to the sacral



26 The Early Kings

character attaching to his line rather than to his ambition. sTag-bu sNya-gzigs
was in fact reluctant to have power thrust upon him, but he died - probably by
violence — before matters were decided. The nobles renewed their allegiance to
his son and proceeded with vigour and determination to build up the new king,
gNam-ri slon-mtshan, into the powerful ruler of a greatly extended domain.

Tibet’s Neighbours When the Tibetans began to make their impact on the out-
side world in the early seventh century, they found that their country was
practically ringed by well-established Buddhist civilizations. Buddhism, already
firmly rooted in the middle Ganges valley by the time of the great Emperor
Asoka (third century Bc), had spread during his reign to the far north-west of
the Indian sub-continent, the area corresponding approximately to modern
Kashmir, Gilgit and Baltistan. From there it had followed ancient trade-routes,
and, crossing the Pamirs, made its way gradually to northern China along the
trade-routes which passed both north and south of the Takla-makan. The
southern route passed through the small kingdoms of Shan-shan and Khotan
with their flourishing Buddhist civilizations,* while the northern route passed
through the cities of Kara-shahr, Kucha and Kashgar, all, like Khotan, garrisoned
by the Chinese, for this whole area had been under their control since the first
century AD. It was during the Sui dynasty (581-618), as Ma Tuan-lin records,
that the name of a Tibetan king became known in China for the first time. This
was King gNam-ri slon-mtshan.

South of Tibet was the little kingdom of Nepal, consisting then of little more
than the area marked as the ‘Nepal Valley’ on our maps. This had been open to
strong Indian cultural influence at least from the fifth century Ap onwards, and
several Buddhist monasteries were established during the following centuries in
Pitan, old Kathmandu and old Bhatgaon. Since this Nepal kingdom owed its
existence to the trade passing north and south through it, it is fairly certain that
there were already trading connections between Nepal and Tibet long before
the Tibetans became a recognized political power. In any event, once we enter
an historical period, Nepal begins to become a kind of half-way house between
Tibet and central India.

To the west of our young civilization, developing in the valley of the Tsangpo,
was a country of rather vague definition, known as Shang-shung (Zhang-zhung).
Its capital was at Khyung-lung to the west of Mount Kailas, and it seems to have
consisted of the whole area which we now call Western Tibet, and possibly ex-
tending further to the east. This ancient land of Shang-shung was probably
already in contact with the neighbouring Indian regions of Kulu and Jalandhara
across the same Himalayan passes which are still used today. It seems to have
been already inhabited by a Tibetan-speaking people. Still further west lay
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Kashmir, renowned as a great Buddhist land and much visited by Chinese
Buddhist pilgrims, especially from the fifth to eighth centuries.

Until the newly developing Tibetan power began to make contact with all these
various neighbours, its chief cultural link was apparently with those Ch’iang
tribes on China’s north-western borders who lived within reach of the Takla-
makan trade-routes. These routes linked China, not only with India, but also
with Persia and ultimately with Byzantium. All kinds of cultural ideas and motifs
made their way along these ancient routes, and, as will be observed, quite a
number of these seem to have reached the Tibetans in pre-historical times.

A Great Tibetan King On the assassination of gNam-ri (c. 627) his famous son
Srong-brtsan-sgam-po (Song-tsen-gam-po) succeeded as a minor. He had the
support and protection of a powerful minister of the Myang family until he was
himself able to take over the work of warlike expansion. In a surprisingly short
time, using their new subjects as allies, the Tibetans were ranging from the plains
of India and the mountains of Nepal to the frontiers of China; they may even
have already established contact through their new Shang-shung subject-allies
with Khotan and the great international trade route that passed through it on the
south side of the Takla-makan. To T’ang China Srong-brtsan-sgam-po became a
presence on their borders, to be viewed with apprehension and seriously reckoned
with. His friendship was won by the grant of a Chinese princess as bride (AD 640)
and his reign, which lasted till his natural death in Ap 650, was one of such exu-
berant military prowess and such personal prestige that it established the kingship
on a firm basis and prepared it for two centuries of stable succession and almost
imperial greatness. His reign is the first subject in the Tun-huang documents
to be treated in clear historical terms. The ‘Annals’ give details of the events of his
reign, and the ‘Chronicle’, in addition to poetic praises of his achievements, add
a great deal of local colour by describing such practical details as an oath of fealty
sworn to him by the leaders of the dBa’s clan in return for the king’s oath of
protection and maintenance of their rights.

‘The father, the d Byi-tshab and his sons made the following oath:

‘Never will we be faithless to King Song-tsen-gam-po, to his sons and his
descendants!
Never ever at any time will we be faithless to the King and his offspring,
whatever they do!
Never will we seek other overlords among other men!
Never will we be at ease with others who are faithless!
Never will we interfere with food and mix poison with it!
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Never will we address the first word to the King!

If one of our offspring, male or female, acts faithlessly, never will we not
confess that such a one is faithless!

Never shall our sons befriend those who are faithless!

If we perceive that anyone else is faithless to the King, never will we not
confess it!

Never shall there be calumny or envy towards our comrades who are
without fault!

If we are appointed as officials, never will we act unfairly towards those
who are subject to us!

Never will we be disobedient to whatever command the King may give.’

Such was their oath.*

This oath gives some indication of the strength and stability of royal authority
at that time. dBa’s and Myang had been the king-makers, but within a generation
it was possible for the king to cast off one of those powerful vassals and to receive
at the same time the most solemn pledge of loyalty from the other. Throughout
its span of some two centuries the kingly power clearly relied on the support of
the great nobles who acted as ministers of state, but by a skilful balance and
manipulation of rivalries among the nobles the kings succeeded in preserving their
independence from anything like a permanent noble oligarchy. In this game of life
and death - for most of the kings died young and by violence — the maternal
relations (zhang) were an important factor, since the protection of a young succes-
sor to the throne fell to the kinsmen of his mother. Several of the royal mothers
appear to have come from clans or tribes well beyond the Tibetan homeland and
this imported yet another element into the internal rivalries in the competition
for first place between the clans of Tibet proper, headed by the king-making dBa’s
clan, and those of the maternal relations from beyond the borders, among whom
the ' Bro, of Yang-tung origin, played the leading part. But skill in playing off one
party against another does not seem the whole explanation of the long viability of
the kingship, and we may look again to that sacral quality by which the king
became a religious symbol and the guarantor of the unity which was essential to
national strength. Full advantage was taken of this in songs and legends glorifying
the divine nature and origins of the line of kings. But the risks of the position are
also hinted at in a suggestion that it was the lot of the sacred king in the earliest
days to withdraw, perhaps to a ritual death, ‘when his son was able to ride a horse’.
That custom became humanized later by a ceremonial association of the heir with
the kingship when he reached the age of thirteen, accompanied perhaps by some
pressure on the king himself to withdraw from active life. The royal title ‘Divine
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Mighty One Magically Manifest’ ('phrul-gyi lha-btsan-po) served to emphasize
the sacred and mystical nature of the ruler. This was further emphasized by the
elaborate ceremonies of burial, where their own special possessions and at one
time even their personal companions were buried with them in their tombs. As
late as 790 there is mention of a group of sworn companions of the king whose
duty it was to accompany him in death.

Contact with foreign countries began to have a marked impact upon this rather
rough and warlike people, who certainly showed themselves receptive to cultural
influences from borderlands. The records of the T’ang Dynasty of China provide
us with the earliest descriptions by outsiders of Tibetan life and manners:*

We are told that the country has a very cold climate, that oats, barley,
wheat and buckwheat grow there, and that there are yaks, excellent
horses, and dogs, sheep and pigs. The capital is known as Lhasa, where
there are city-walls and houses with flat roofs. The king and his nobles
live in felt tents which are joined together as one large one. They sleep
in unclean places and they never wash or comb their hair. For the most
part the people lead a pastoral life with their flocks and herds without
fixed habitation. They dress in felt and leather. They like to paint them-
selves with red ochre. The women plait their hair. They worship the
heavens and believe in sorcerers and soothsayers. They do not know the
seasons, and their year begins when the barley is ripe. Their games are
chess and dice, and for music they have conch-shells and drums. They
have no writing for official purposes, and they fix arrangements by means
of knotted cords and notched tally-sticks. They make vessels by bending
round a piece of wood and fitting in a leather bottom, or they make basins
of felt. They knead roasted grain (viz. tsam-pa) into little cups, and they
fill these with broth or curds and eat it all together. They drink their
beer in their cupped hands.

There are hundreds of thousands of men ready to bear arms, and in
order to levy troops they used a golden arrow (as insignia of authority).
In order to give warning of enemy attacks they use fire and smoke signals.
There is a watch-post every hundred /i. Their armour and helmets are
excellent. When they put them on their whole body is covered, with holes
just for the eyes. Their bow and their sword never leave them. They prize
physical strength and despise old age. A mother salutes her son, and a son
has precedence over his father. When they go out and in, it is always the
young men who go first and the older men afterwards. Military discipline
is strict. In battle it is not until the troops in front have been completely
wiped out that the troops behind come up into line. They prize death in
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battle and hate to end their lives by sickness. Those families of whom
several generations have died in battle are considered of highest rank.
But when someone is defeated in battle or runs away, they fix a fox-tail
to his head to show that he is cowardly like the fox. A great crowd will
assemble and he is certain to be put to death. According to their customs
they feel great shame in this matter, and they consider that it is far better
to be dead.

As punishments, even for a small fault, they take out the eyes, or cut
off the feet or the nose. They give floggings with leather whips just as
they see fit and without any regulated number (of lashes). For prisons
they dig down into the earth several dozens of feet, and they keep their
prisoners there for two or three years.

The king and five or six of his followers are bound in friendship and
they are called ‘living in common’. When the king dies, they are all killed
sacrificially. His garments, his treasure, the horses he has ridden, are
interred, and a large chamber is made which is covered with a mound.
Trees are planted there, and it is in this place that ancestral sacrifices are
performed.

This may be to some extent an expression of a general Chinese view of ‘bar-
barians’, and indeed almost exactly similar terms are used of some of the neigh-
bouring nomadic peoples. It is also rather a composite picture. The statement
that the Tibetans had no writing, for example, can relate only to a time before
about AD 640, whereas the information about Tibetan crafts and military prowess
would have been acquired later. Nevertheless much of it can be confirmed from
other sources. Some families still preserve ancient plates made of leather of just
the kind described, and some Tibetans still eat their broth by taking it up in
little cups which they mould skilfully out of moistened tsam-pa (roasted barley
meal) as they eat. Lhasa can only just have been founded by King Srong-brtsan-
sgam-po, and the brief descriptions of the way of life of the people are probably
accurate enough. Of Tibet’s military preparedness more will be said, and as for
the use of red ochre as a face-paint, a text from Khotan regularly refers to the
Tibetans, who invaded their country in AD 665, destroying temples and shrines,
as the ‘Red Faces’.

In addition to the general description of Tibet, the T'ang Annals give an
account of the relationship between China and Tibet from the seventh to the
ninth centuries, and so provide much evidence of Tibetan behaviour during a
time when the two countries came to know one another quite well. Both Srong-
brtsan-sgam-po and one of his successors married Chinese princesses, and occa-
sional marriages may also have taken place between Tibetan nobles and Chinese
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brides. The granting of Chinese princesses to neighbouring ‘barbarian’ rulers was
an instrument of Chinese diplomacy, and the Tibetans, adopting the same policy,
made similar alliances with other neighbouring peoples, with the Turks and the
' A-zha and the Tu-yu-hun, with Nepal, Shang-shung and ’Bru-zha (Hunza).

Tibetan Military Power From the seventh century onwards Tibet begins to
enter an entirely new period of growth and development. The political history of
the period of the Yarlung kings (seventh to ninth centuries) is one of constant
warlike activity. China was the principal rival and the Tibetans pressed further
and further into the borderlands of what are now Kansu, Szechwan, Yunnan and
Shansi. On one occasion they even captured Ch’ang-an (Sian) which was then the
capital of China. By occupying strategic points on the routes through Central Asia
they cut China’s communications with the West, and the strain on Chinese
resources and spirit are echoed in the war-weary poems of the great T’ang poets
Po Chii-i, Li Po and Tu Fu. There were of course periods of peace, when Tibetan
and Chinese envoys passed between the courts and between the generals on the
frontiers. The Chinese began to hold their ‘barbarian’ enemies in far greater
respect.

On one occasion the Tibetan envoy asked for copies of Chinese classics, and an
anxious Chinese minister supplicated the throne, saying:

How can we give the contents of our classics to these barbarian enemies
of the West? I have heard that these Tibetans have a fierce and warlike
nature, yet are steadfast in purpose, intelligent and industrious, intent on
learning undistractedly. If they were well read in the Book of History, they
would know about war-strategy. If they were well versed in the Odes,
they would know how fighting men should be trained to defend their
prince. If they were well read in the Book of Rites, they would understand
seasonal programmes for the use of arms. If they studied the Tso Chuan
[‘commentary to the Spring and Autumn Annals’], they would know that
in warfare it is usual to employ deceitful stratagems. If they studied the
Wen hsiian Anthology, they would know how to compose and exchange
letters and state-despatches. In what way would this differ from giving
weapons to brigands or one’s possessions to thieves ?*

The Tibetans were now certainly a formidable enemy, and their country was
organized on a war-footing with a system of general military service. The earliest
organization was into three ‘horns’, right, centre and left, covering the eastern
parts of Tsang (right), the Lhasa valley and surrounding country (centre) and
Yarlung, Kong-po and thereabouts (left). By about 733 growing military and
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administrative responsibilities, the result of conquest and expansion, led to the
addition of a fourth ‘horn’ (Ru-lag) to the west, and also to further formations to
deal with Shang-shung and the north and north-eastern border areas. An account
in one of the ‘rediscovered texts’ of the fourteenth century,* which purports to
contain early material, describes further subdivisions within the various ‘horns’
and quotes figures which would produce 700,000 men available for each of the
four ‘horns’, a very large figure indeed. Chinese sources represent the Tibetan
armies in the field as numbering up to 200,000, and even if this is exaggerated,
it must be remembered that China was only one of the fronts on which the
Tibetans were engaged. Each division had its distinguishing flag, and it is
interesting to note that the upper division of the ‘left horn’, namely the one that
comprised the royal seat of Yarlung, had as its emblem two lions facing one
another. These are still the main feature of the national flag of Tibet.

There seems to have been no basic distinction made between military and
civil organization, and the same word (sde) refers both to district and to regiment.
The districts were subject to the authority of the local forts, and although the
commander was necessarily assisted by ministers responsible for various internal
affairs, such as the collection of taxes, the hiring of animals, legal agreements and
so on, the main effort of the whole administration was clearly directed towards
maintaining the country on an efficient war-footing. The only ancient Tibetan
forts that have been excavated were in the occupied Takla-makan area, where
relations with the subject populations must have been rather different from con-
ditions within the four provinces (as listed on page 31) of Tibet proper. In the
occupied areas the ministers attached to the commanders were primarily con-
cerned with the levying of supplies for the maintenance of their war-effort, for the
Tibetan army was maintained entirely on local exactions. Within the provinces
of Tibet proper they were primarily concerned with the levying of troops, and it is
hard to understand how the economy of the country was not weakened by a
constant demand for fighting personnel, unless, as seems likely, the call-up was
efficiently arranged and care taken to ensure that agriculture and animal hus-
bandry, upon which the whole life of the country ultimately depended, were not
allowed to suffer unduly.

It seems barely possible that from so secluded a beginning in the little Yarlung
Valley, the Tibetans should have been able to sustain so vast a series of military
enterprises over a period of some 250 years; yet such was the case. Further north
and west of the Chinese border the Tibetans were in touch with the then (early
eighth century) diminished power of the great early Turkish empire, and they
often joined forces with the Turks in attacks on the Chinese power, or, as it suited
them, made alliances with one Turkish section against another. For long periods
they made their presence felt in Turkestan (the Takla-makan area) from Hami to



Landscape and architecture

The castle of Yum-bu bla-sgang
in Yarlung, reputedly the home
of early kings and the oldest
surviving dwelling in Tibet (see
page 46)



(left) 'The ‘cathedral’ (fo-khang)
of Lhasa, founded by King
Srong-brtsan-sgam-po in the
seventh century and containing
Jo-bo Rin-po-che (the Precious
Lord), the holiest image in Tibet

(see page 73)

(centre) The old chapel of
dBus-ru-ka-tshal, a small
seventh-century religious build-
ing which retains its early style
and appearance (see page 74)

(below) The Khra-'brug chapel,
reputedly founded by Srong-
brtsan-sgam-po in the seventh
century, is the largest and most
imposing of surviving royal
foundations in the Yarlung

Valley (see page 74)




Site of the tombs of the
early kings of Tibet at

' Phyong-rgyas in the
Yarlung Valley. On the
mountain-side beyond is
the ancient fort of ’ Phying-
ba sTag-rtse, ‘Tiger Peak’
of ' Phying-ba

The royal tombs at

' Phyong-rgyas. There are
ten tumuli identifiable as
the tombs of eight kings
and two princes who died
during the period from
AD 650 to 815 (see pages
50-54)




(left) Kva-chu, an eighth-century
chapel near bSam-yas. Massive
inward-sloping walls are typical
of Tibetan buildings from the
earliest times onwards

(centre) The first Tibetan
monastery at bSam-yas, founded
in the eighth century. The
central temple has three main
storeys and is surrounded by
symmetrically arranged
buildings with a great stizpa at
each of the four points of the
compass (see page 78)

(lower illustration) Has-po-rgyab,
an eighth-century chapel near
bSam-yas. It is noteworthy as an
early temple which has seemingly
preserved its original plan (see

page 89)

(below) This stone lion which
now stands on the tumulus of
King Ral-pa-can at’ Phyong-
rgyas, seems to be a unique
survival from the ninth century

(see pages 53-4)



( I'he Zhol stone pillar
. ¢ Potala (see page 91)

(1 left) This stone pillar at

' yas stands on a typical
hrone and is topped by a

proportioned canopy and a

hntal with the ‘sun-moon-

union’ symbol (see page 91)

(below, right) One of the two stone pillars at the
Zhva'i lha-khang. They have severe-looking
canopies and stand on solid stone bases decorated

with the signs of the crossed powerbolt and swastika

(below) The sKar-cung stone pillar at

Ra-mo-sgang near Lhasa. It has an elaborate fluted
stone canopy and a shell-like finial. T'he base is
decorated by a Chinese-inspired mountain design




(above) Extract of the sKar-cung inscrip-
tion (see previous page). This temple was
founded, and the stone inscription set up,
by King Khri-lde-srong-brtsan in the
early ninth century, Translated, the
inscription reads as follows:

‘As for the matters arising frfvm the oath (above) The stone pillar in

taken by succeeding generations not to . bilingual
abandon or destroy the practice of the Lhasa which bears. & DLUNEUE
Buddhist religion, I the king and my son, inscription recordmg the treaty
ruler and ministers together, having all made in 821 /822 between China
sworn an oath, do act in accordance with .

the words of the edict and with that which and Tibet

is written on the stone pillar. Thus this

founding of shrines of the Three Precious

Ones (the Buddha, his Doctrine and his

Community) by the generations of my

ancestors and this practice of the Buddhist

religion is to be held in affection and in no

way for no reason whatsoever is it to be

destroyed or abandoned, whether because

people say it is bad, that it is not good, or by

reason of prognostications or dreams. Who-

ever, great or small, argues in that way, you

are not to act accordingly, The kings,

grandsons and sons, from the time of

their earliest age onwards, and even after .

they have assumed authority, should (below) A group of eighth- to
appoint teachers of religion from among ninth-century chapels at

the ordained monks, and should absorb as
much religion as they can learn.’

gNas-gsar between Gyantse
and Shigatse
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(abowve) Tomb of rNgog Blo-ldan shes-rab (eleventh century). An early example
of a tiled pagoda-style roof combined with normal Tibetan building (see pages 141 and 160)

/o) The monastery of Roa-sgreng, founded in 1056 by *Brom-ston, who lived
re until his death in 1064 (see page 131)




(richt) "Bri-khung monastery,

four d 1 1N 1179 zr,' "//.’A:"#'f/i/ /)/(r'H/,H/'U'
I ) oreat re !u_iiwu:;‘xmi|m|ili(‘:rll
importance during the thirteenth century
(see pace 117)

(below) The nine-storeyed tower of Sras,
built by Mi-la Ras-pa at the command
of his teacher and master Mar-pa as a
kind of ‘initiation by suffering’ (see

page 135)

(above) s Tag-lung monastery, founded in 1185 by sTag-lung
Thang-pa, became the centre of one of the smaller bKa’-
rgyud-pa schools (see page 137)




(above) Sa-skya monastery, founded in 1073 by dKon-mchog-rgyal po and

destined to become the powe rful centre of one of the most important religious

orders in Tibet (see page 132)

low) Stiipas at the monastery of T'shal Gung-thang. This special type of

{cdhist shrine (see pages 8o and 89) tends to develop in clusters around any

| Buddhist place




(r2ght) Seat of district governor
at rGya-ma near Lhasa, a fine
example of thirteenth- to
fourteenth-century domestic
architecture

(lower right) Gu-ru lha-khang in
Lho-brag, founded by Gu-ru
Chos-dbang (1212—73), a famous
‘text-discoverer’ (gter-ston)

(opposite) The Great Stipa
(sku-"bum) of Gyantse (fifteenth
century). There are four storeys
containing symmetrically
arranged sets of chapels with
vast collections of images of
divinities and holy persons.

(helow) A chain suspension-
bridge in the upper sKyid-chu
Valley attributed to Thang-ston

rCyal-po (1385-1464)
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(top) dGa’-ldan (Ganden)
monastery, founded by T'song-
kha-pain 1409 as his own retreat
and first named by him Ri-bo
dGa’-ldan, the ‘Joyous
Mountain’, It grew rapidly and
at the time of its dissolution in
1959 housed some 3,000 monks

(upper left) Houses in Lhasa.
These flat-roofed, two-storeyed
dwellings represent typical
Tibetan town housing

(lower left) In the background is

' Bras-spungs (Drepung)
monastery founded near Lhasa
in 1416. It rapidly became the
foremost of the great dGe-lugs-pa
establishments. In the fore-
ground is gNas-chung, famous as
the seat of the oracle r%ulu rly
visited by the government

(below) bKra-shis lhun-po
(Tashilhunpo) monastery,
founded by dGe-"dun-grub (the
‘first Dalai Lama’) in 1445, and
becoming from the seventeenth
century onwards the seat of the
Pan-chen Lamas. gZhis-ka-rtse
(Shigatse) Fort is visible beyond
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(above) The Potala, residence of the Dalai Lamas, constructed by the Fifth
Dalai Lama from 1645 onwards on a hill dominating Lhasa. There had been a
fortress-palace of more modest proportions there from the seventh century
onwards (see pages 199-200)
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The simple house of a village-lama in Dolpo. Firewood is stacked around the
edge of the roof which is decked with prayer-flags
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Kashgar, and here they were in close contact with the cosmopolitan city-states
along the great trading routes that passed from the West to China. These city-
states had themselves inherited a whole variety of cultural influences, those of
Buddhist India, of the old Persian Empire and of the Hellenized satrapies of
Bactria and Sogdiana. Trade brought all and sundry together, and the territories
that the Tibetans now occupied were the melting-pot of all the great religions of
the world. There were Zoroastrians and Manichees, Buddhists and Moslems and
Nestorian Christians. As they took stock of their new territories, the Tﬁmtans
must have been amazed at the existence of such material and cultural wealth ; that
they were by no means unappreciative of the latter is proved by the efforts that
they promptly made to develop a literary language of their own, dev1sed prlmanly
for purposes of translation (see page 74). o

Even further west they impinged on the Arab conquerors of ﬁ;e old-Persian
dominions in western Central Asia, and made contact with the local ViCeroys.
They developed with them a relationship of guarded co-operation, broken for a
time by the Calif Haroun ar Rashid, when it seemed that the Tibetan power was
growing too great. From the Arabs they may have gained their first hearsay
knowledge of Byzantium and Rome; they adopted the form Khrom, based on
the Arab form of the name, to refer to some mighty empire, of whose actual
location they were never really sure. Later the great epic hero of the Tibetans, the
King of Ling, became known by the title of Ge-sar of Khrom (‘Caesar of Rome’).
This probably represents the very extreme limit of remote cultural penetration
into Tibet.

Towards the south the Tibetans made their presence felt in Hunza and Swat
and Kashmir. They reached the plains of India itself, dominated Nepal for a time,
and penetrated the whole cis-Himalayan region. It was ultimately from this side
that they were to become involved in one of the greatest deliberate importations
of a foreign culture in which any country has ever engaged.

Difficult as it must have been to wage campaigns on such a variety of different
fronts, one must remember that soldiering was still a seasonal occupation, taking
place usually during the winter months after the harvest was gathered. Also, by
their conquests the Tibetans were able to draw on the armed services and food
supplies of their neighbours, who to the great advantage of the Tibetans were
during this period all in varying states of disruption and internal dissension.

Early Tibetan Crafts We do not propose to detail the domestic history of
Tibet. It is enough to note that from the death of Srong-brtsan-sgam-po in 650
until the murder of Glang-dar-ma about 842 there was a succession of eight kings
(see page 276), and although most of them succeeded as minors, each can be

recognized in the Tibetan and Chinese records as a distinct personality. The
3
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power and influence of the nobles, especially of the king’s maternal relations,
stands out vividly, but there was never a complete domination of the palace by
the nobility. The astute manipulation of rival interests amongst the nobles,
rendered easier by the new influence exerted by fresh royal relations from neigh-
bouring countries and border peoples, enabled the kings to exert their authority
and to maintain during this early period the effective unity of the whole kingdom.
Wide-ranging foreign contacts began to enlarge the mental horizon of the
Tibetans and brought in diverse influences in architecture, art and literature, as
well as in ways of living; byt the event which was to have the most profound and
the most long-term effect on the cultural and political life of Tibet was the intro-
duction of the seeds of Buddhism in the time of Srong-britsan-sgam-po and its
powerful reinforcement by Khri-srong-lde-brtsan (Trhi-song-de-tsen) in the fol-
lowing century. The first introduction of Buddhism, traditionally ascribed to
Srong-brtsan-sgam-po’s Chinese and Nepalese wives, may be compared with the
bringing of Christianity to the Scottish court by Queen Margaret, and in the
early days it was probably little more than a polished aristocratic hobby. We shall
write in more detail of the new religion later, for now we are still concerned with
Tibetan ways of life in their pre-Buddhist setting.

Contemporary records and survivals are mostly aristocratic, and the life of the
ordinary man can only be deduced from occasional indications and reconstructed
by comparison with his life in more recent times, for this has probably changed
little in its main essentials. The common man was farmer and herdsman. He
built the castles and raised the royal funeral mounds. He made earthenware pots
and metal vessels and figures of animals. He made tents of felt and armour of
leather and metal, which he wore in campaigns on distant battle fronts. His wife
helped look after the fields and the animals, and wove the woollen homespun, just
as she does today. In later times Nepalese craftsmen brought many skills to Tibet,
especially that of metal work, but it is clear that the Tibetans already possessed
their own traditions of metal work, especially of arms and weapons, and in eastern
Tibet in particular the local metal crafts have continued right up to the present
time. It is possible that noble families from these eastern regions brought these
crafts to central Tibet when they won these new lands for themselves in the fifth
and sixth centuries. Once again we touch upon a pre-historic period of which we
can write with no certainty, but there are sure indications that however much
Tibetan metal crafts may owe to Nepalese influence, the craft itself must have
existed in a still earlier period. Yet authentic survivals of metal work from the
royal period are rare. In the Lhasa Cathedral ( Jo-khang) there is a silver jug with
a long neck surmounted by a horse’s head. This is said to be a recent outer
covering, made in replica and containing an original piece dating from the time
of Khri-srong-lde-brtsan. Once a year a pottery drinking vessel, said to have been
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used by Srong-brtsan-sgam-po and now enclosed in silver, was carried cere-
monially round the houses of the older nobility. A bronze cauldron tradition-
ally ascribed to the time of Srong-brtsan-sgam-po is preserved in the noble
house of Phunkhung, who acquired it as part of an estate near Lhasa, which is
said to have been a summer retreat of the king. Similar relics from the royal period
are believed to be stored in treasure-chests in the Cathedral and the Potala. It is
said that ancient ornaments, swords and weapons are kept there, and an expert
search in the royal chapels of the Cathedral might reveal genuinely old objects
among the offerings there. The T ang Annals refer to all kinds of presents made
of gold, a suit of gold armour, a golden goose seven feet high and holding ten
gallons of wine, a miniature city decorated with gold lions, elephants and other
animals, a gold wine vase, gold bowl and agate wine-cup, a gold duck, plate and
bowl. Gold animals are also mentioned as decorating the camp of the Tibetan king
(Ral-pa-can) on the occasion of the visit of a Chinese envoy in 821 (see page 64).

We have no certain picture of the Tibetans as they appeared at this time, nor of
their way of dress, but for their own idea of how their early kings looked there are
a number of images in the Jo-khang and Potala at Lhasa and in the old castle of
Yum-bu-bla-sgang. However, old as these may be, they can scarcely be contem-
porary. Another traditional survival from the age of the kings is a style of dress
worn on a few ceremonial occasions and known as the ‘ancient adornments’
(ring-rgyan); there is another ceremonial dress which is worn more frequently
and known as the ‘garments of royalty’ (rgyal-lugs-chas).

Of more substantial survivals, the traditional sites of many ancient castles are
known, but only one of them is anything more than a heap of ruins or an obvious
later reconstruction. This one is Yum-bu-bla-sgang, by repute the home of the
kings and the oldest dwelling house in Tibet (page 33). This may well be an
authentic survival from the seventh or eighth centuries, and the name Om-bu
Tshal occurs in the Tun-huang Annals in connection with royal residences in that
area. The tower recalls the defence-towers with which the southern part of Tibet
is scattered. The interior has been converted into a chapel and the golden
pinnacle is certainly a later addition, but the stone-work is indubitably old, while
the tower itself makes an interesting comparison on the one hand with the remains
of an ancient circular tower at Pho-brang* and on the other with one of greater
sophistication, which is not far distant and forms part of a religious foundation
ascribed to the eleventh century (viz Sras, p. 40). The connection of the ancient
royal line with the Yarlung Valley is beyond doubt, and not far from the castle of
Yum-bu-bla-sgang is the impressive burial ground of the kings at ’ Phyong-rgyas.

Tombs According to Tibetan tradition all the kings from Dri-gum onwards are
buried at 'Phyong-rgyas, but as the site now presents itself, there are just ten
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tumuli, identifiable as the tombs of all the kings from Srong-brtsan-sgam-po to
Khri-lde-srong-brtsan, including two princes (page 35). Animal sacrifices were
still offered at these tombs even during the early Buddhist period, and only ex-
cavations would show whether the close associates of any of these kings of the
historical period were buried with them, as certainly seems to have been the case
in pre-historical times. As was noted, the Chinese assert that this was so, but they
may have been simply recounting what they had been told of the past. However,
as late as the year 8oo there is mention in the history of Nan-chao of an adopted
son of the Tibetan king who surrendered to the Chinese to escape the duty of
being interred along with his deceased lord. The Tibetan accounts were mainly
written during a later period, when with the exception of the ‘heretic’ Glang-dar-
ma, this line of kings was presented as fervent patrons of Buddhism, and all
reference to pre-Buddhist rites at their tombs is suppressed. An early document
from Tun-huang does contain a large fragment with detailed prescriptions for
funeral rites. Obscure as many of the terms and references may be, the officiating
priests are clearly Bon (‘invokers’) and gShen (‘sacrificers’), and it is likely that
these representatives of the old religion continued to preside over such ceremonies
throughout the whole royal period. Another early text, which merits quotation in
full, suggests that in this later period the companions of the royal dead were not
killed, but lived within the precincts of the tombs, acting as though they belonged
to the dead. This isolated fragment occurs in a later compilation of the fourteenth
century, which purports to contain rediscovered texts hidden in the ninth.

After Srong-brtsan-sgam-po had bestowed great favours on Tibet, he
withdrew his physical manifestation according to three different show-
ings. In the sight of the Buddhas he just withdrew his physical form. In
the sight of the palace-officials he disappeared into a sacred statue. But
his royal descendants built a tomb at Yarlung sMug-ra, and having
covered the king and his two wives with gold leaf they placed them in
silver caskets. The king was placed on his throne on the central square of
the tomb and they piled up in front of him a load of gold, of silver and of
turquoises as well as all the wealth from his treasury. They set up silk
hangings, canopies, parasols and banners of victory, and having arranged
everything properly so nothing was missed, they affixed a sevenfold series
of seals so nothing should be broken open. The charge rested with the
palace-officials [of the deceased king] who were appointed as his ministers,
and all these palace-officials had to protect the king’s tomb. They played
the part of dead men and were consecrated as the subjects of the [royal]
corpse. A distinction was made between the living and the dead, and they
kept apart from the company of men. They did not come into contact
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with living members of the royal line, and except at times of worship,
living men, horses and cattle had no right to wander in the outer en-
closure of the tomb. Whatever men or property made their appearance
there, were seized by the ‘dead men’ who protected the grave. If they
were touched by the keepers of the grave, they could not return to the
company of the living. They received the mark of the dead and became
the servants of the keepers of the grave. They had no work to do for
others. They protected the holding and the treasure in the corpse-
chamber of the tomb. Barbarian kings sent miscreants and the messengers
of these kings would slink in to the corpse in the tomb. That is why the
palace-officials protected it after the seals had been affixed.

As for times of worship, they worshipped the tomb of Srong-brtsan-
sgam-po on the ‘royal’ day on which he departed for the heavenly spheres,
and afterwards whenever it was his anniversary the princes, lords, sub-
jects and followers brought wonderful and precious things as offerings.
They entered the temple he had founded and blew a conch. Then they
sent to the lord [of the tomb] saying: ‘Tomorrow we shall worship the
tomb of Srong-brtsan-sgam-po. All the people of the dead must go away.’
Having said this, they perform the worship on a large scale. When they
have finished their worship with the first offerings [of crops], with
treasure and garments and so on, with horses and cattle and other
animals, with items of worship [such as these], they pile up what remains
in the place they are leaving, saying:

‘O dead ones, come and eat these things. They are consecrated to

you.’

Then they go home without looking back, and the keepers of the grave
who had gone away, now return. They relish these offerings and left-overs
and other foods. They enjoy these garments and animals and other
things. They plant crops for their maintenance on the spacious lands.
They have offerings and left-overs, food and drink in great quantities.
They are not poor in wealth. They have no fears and troubles. They
have no military service or any work at all, They are happy where they
are, that company of palace-officials.*

This literary fragment gives a sudden view of the past, like a small section of
a pageant glimpsed through a castle loophole. Already towards the end of the
ninth century the royal tombs had been broken open and desecrated by looters,
and they soon fell into total neglect. Of architectural motifs there is one quite
unique survival in the form of a lion carved in stone, which now stands on
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the tumulus traditionall).r identified as that of King Ral-pa-can (page 36). It is
manifestly of Persian style, and we may safely presume that it is typical of the kind
of sculpture of which Tibetan craftsmen were capable up to the early Buddhist
period. Excavations would doubtless provide us with some very interesting relics
from the past, for it seems that the earlier traditional crafts must have suffered
through lack of patrons during the period of political chaos that followed upon the
assassination of the last of the line of the Yarlung kings in about AD 842, and then
were later replaced by a whole new range of arts and crafts introduced from India
and Nepal. The pillars that were set up by the royal tombs betray some Indian
influence as early as the eighth and ninth centuries in the carvings of sun and
Jhoon or lotus-flower or in the jewel finial with which they are adorned, but some
of them display other motifs, a free design of a lion, a dragon in the Chinese man-
ner, or a foliage pattern reminiscent of designs from sites in Central Asia. These
stone pillars are important not only because of these scanty remains of decorative
art surviving from the royal period, but also because they preserve the earliest
known records of Tibetan as a literary language (see page 74).

There are other burial grounds besides those of the Yarlung kings at ’Phyong-
rgyas, and complex funeral rites were certainly performed for the nobility and
quite possibly for lesser folk as well. King Srong-brtsan-sgam-po promises (in the
Tun-huang documents, p. 144) to build a tomb in a sanctified place for a faithful
minister and to sacrifice on his behalf one hundred horses. The offerings made at
the tombs of the deceased represented goods and chattels which were thought of
as being useful to them in the life beyond, and this idea has persisted right
through the Buddhist period down to the present day, certainly so far as the ‘Old
Order’ of Buddhism is concerned. Thus in a present-day Buddhist ceremony
relatives offer symbolically food, drink, clothes, etc., with the words:

Listen, noble son deceased, your parents, brothers and sisters, your
cousins and uncles and aunts, your devoted friends, are dedicating to you
all these splendid things, food and drink and clothes and jewels, horses
and elephants and foot-attendants, gold and silver, copper, iron, grain of
all the different kinds, jewelled carriages, and platforms for mounting,
couches, parks and castles, fields, implements, bright lamps for over-
coming darkness, friends as protection against fear, in short all desirable
things belonging to the categories of form, sound, smell, taste and touch.
They are dedicated for ever as the property of your shrine.*

Several of the terms in this list, such as elephants and jewelled carriages, betray
their Indian origin, and we have here simply an extension of the more ancient list
of offerings made at the tomb in pre-Buddhist times. Even the reference to
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‘friends’ points back to the very early period when the close companions of a chief
were killed and entombed with him. Thus although these offerings are quite
meaningless in the new Buddhist context, the Tibetans have never lost contact
with pre-Buddhist ideas of the state after death.

Indigenous Religious Beliefs Apart from the belief in very early kings as
divine beings who ultimately returned to the celestial spheres, leaving no mortal
remains behind (thus they had no tombs), there is never any suggestion of trans-
ference to heavens or hells until Buddhism later on suggests such ideas. The
deceased simply belong to the realm of the dead, probably rather like a kind of
Hades. Pre-Buddhist religion in Tibet seems to be entirely concerned with the
affairs of this life. Its purpose is to discover, usually by means of sortilege or
astrological calculation, the causes of human ailments and misfortunes, and then
to prescribe a suitable cure. The main causes of trouble to human beings are
local gods, demons and sprites of all kinds, and the normal way of counteracting

their attacks is to make ransom-offerings.

For all living beings, afflicted with attacks by the eight kinds of sprite, by
hating and consuming gods and demons, you must perform the Exchange
Rite of transposing two equal things. Prepare the ritual devices and ritual
items, the right-sized figurine as ransom for the [patient’s] body, the
sky-symbol, the tree-symbol, the arrow, distaff and the ritual stakes, the
male figure, the female figure, the plant Ephedra and mustard-seed, a
model of the house and its wealth, the things one desires. If they are
exchanged as equal things, the ransom will be good. If they are transposed
as equivalents, they will be chosen as payment.*

It is the function of prognosis, whether performed by sortilege, by trance or by
dreams, to identify the god or demon who is causing the trouble, and it is the
function of the rite to make amends. The divinity towards whom the rite is
directed is sometimes conjured into a ritual device, known technically as the
‘sky’.t+ This is a contraption made of sticks across which coloured threads are
stretched. The simplest and most common type is diamond-shaped, consisting
simply of crossed sticks with threads connecting the arms, but far more complex
ones, wheel-shaped or box-shaped or a combination of several different shapes,
may be employed. The god or demon is caught in this device like a bird in a cage.
He s given his ransom-offerings, and then dismissed by being hurled away. These
contraptions are still used by the Tibetans, usually nowadays as part of Buddhist
ceremonies, but their use goes presumably back to pre-Buddhist times.

There is no suggestion that temples of any kind existed in this pre-Buddhist
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religion. Such descriptions of early ceremonies as exist assume a knowledge on
the part of the reader which we no longer possess, but obscure as many of the
references certainly are, we may gain some idea of the scope of these rites.

As for the place, one must face towards the lower part of a valley and a
cross-roads.

(There must be) a lofty mountain, an amphitheatre (formed by sur-
rounding cliffs), some good ground and some cross-roads.

Turn your back to the lofty mountain and make preparations in the
amphitheatre.

As good ground a raised place is commendable, and at the cross-roads
you must leave (your ransom-offerings).

The items should be good ones and various:

birds’ feathers, coloured wool, sacrificial barley,

a wish-granting cow and feathery fowl,

a white monkey and a white badger,

a bat and other things should be gathered together.

Furthermore an offering of green barley,

the three milk-products, the three sweet offerings, flesh and blood and
other desirable offerings,

these are the excellent necessaries to be gathered together.

Set up as an aid the original exorcizing ring.

The three great high vales of being above,

The three great low vales of non-being below,

And in between the place where gods and men may meet,

(Here) on the white sacred mat

Place the ‘sprinklings’ of green barley.

Set up as symbol the sacred arrow with the white feather.

Prepare the necessaries for offering to the pure divinities of the exorcizing
rite.

The great speaker of the original exorcizing bon

Binds the turban on his head.

In his mouth he receives the draught to be drunk.

In his hand he offers the thing to be offered.

With his voice he intones with ululations the exposition.

Unsuitable ritual items must be avoided

And the exposition must be done carefully in full.*

An essential part of these rites was the ‘exposition’ of a sacred archetype in the
form of myth. These ‘expositions’ consisted in the recitation by the invoking
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priest (Bon) of ancient myths recounting the origins of existence, of gods, demons,
genies and all the rest. The ‘exposition intoned with ululations’ served to invoke
the help of the powerful beings whose nature and function might be described.
This was an entirely oral tradition, but some examples of such invocations have
been preserved in later literature. Similar rituals with exactly similar recitations
of ancient myths survive to this day among peoples of old Tibetan stock who
penetrated the Himalayas in pre-Buddhist times and have since escaped the full
impact of the later Tibetan Buddhist culture. Thus from a Nepalese people like
the Gurungs we can probably even nowadays gain some impression of the work-
ings of such rituals in early Tibet. For an example of an ‘exposition’ of myth we
can quote from Tibetan sources:

Formerly by the magical power of the gods, the gSas and the dBal,

An egg formed of the five precious gems

Burst open by its own innate force

From the celestial womb of the empty sky.

The shell became protecting armour.

The tegument defending weapons,

The white became a strength-potion for heroes,

The inner tegument became a citadel for them to dwell in,

That obscure citadel the ‘Sky-Fort of the Waters of Wrath’,

It stole the sun’s light, so bright was it.

From the very inner part of the egg

There came a man of magical powers.

He had the head of a lion and the ears of a lynx,

A fierce face and an elephant ’s nose,

A crocodile’s mouth and a tiger’s fangs,

Feet like swords and feathers like sabres,

And between his horns which were those of the King of Birds

He had a head-ornament a wish-granting gem.

No name was given him, so he had no name,

But the ‘Primeval Priest of Perfect Power’ (Ye-gshen-dbang-rdzogs)
conjured him with magical force,

Giving him the name Great Hero Wer-ma Nyi-nya.

He is the foremost of all the powerful ones,

Protecting the doctrines of Bon and of gShen,

Overcoming the hordes of foes and opponents.

Acting as friend of goodness and virtue.*

The myth of the primeval egg occurs again and again in these ancient ritual



58 The Early Kings

recitations. Thus the egg is the origin of the physical universe, of primeval man,
and of gods and of demons:

The egg burst open and its outer shell

Became the realm of sprites and parasites,

Its inner tegument became the eighty-one evil portents and the three
hundred and sixty injuries.

The white of the egg spilled on the ground and became the four hundred
and four kinds of disease.

The centre of the egg became the three hundred and sixty classes of evil
spirits, etc.*

The early Tibetans conceived of men as being continually beset by a whole
variety of spiteful demons, who were presumed to be directly responsible for
human ailments and misfortunes. The main classes of these lesser divinities are
known to us by name from early texts, but it has long since become impossible
to distinguish between them, as must clearly have been possible once. On the side
of health and happiness were certain great beings known as gSas and as dBal. Of
their original nature we know nothing, but since they were equated in Buddhist
times, the gSas with the more gentle Buddhist divinities and the dBal with fierce
manifestations, we may presume that these equations correspond to their previous
nature. Below the gSas and the dBal come various categories of divine heroes,
who were probably originally the guardian divinities of the various Tibetan tribes.

There was a Foe-God (dGra-lha) for each lineage of men,
And for each Foe-God there was a divine army,

And for each army an overseer,

And for each overseer a leader.t

Each tribe must have possessed its own particular variations of these many
myth-motifs.

Certain mountains were regarded as sacred, and it is likely that each tribe or
group had its own sacred mountain. The mountain-gods belong usually to a
category of ‘hero-gods’ known as bTsan (‘Mighty’), a term which recurs signi-
ficantly in the title 5 Tsan-po (‘Mighty One’) referring to the early kings of Tibet.
The close connection between these kings and certain sacred mountains has
already been noted in some quotations (see pages 23-5). The sacred mountain
of the chiefs of Yarlung, who became the kings of a united Tibet, was Yar-lha-
sham-po, and the king is explicitly identified with this mountain. As Tibet
became a united country and ever more conscious of its inherent unity and its
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military might, the ruling chief, from being a kind of ‘hero-god’ associated with a
particular mountain, became a special son of the gods (of which all the various
categories of ‘hero-gods’ were offspring), who descended onto the mountain
from the celestial spheres with the special function of ruling Tibet. Early Tibetan
beliefs in local divinities and their special theory of sacral kingship fit together
well enough.*

Between harmful demons on the one side and hero-gods on the other there are
other categories of local divinities who merit special mention as they have sur-
vived right up to present times. Closely connected with the mountain-gods are
the local ‘gods of the soil’ (sa-bdag) or ‘gods of the place’ (gzhi-bdag) who inhabit
conspicuous rock-features in the mountains, and the ‘serpent-divinities’ (k/uz) who
inhabit streams and springs. In all kind of buildings and agricultural labour men
are liable to come into conflict with these local divinities, who easily take offence
if they are not propitiated in compensation for the use that men make of their
domains. Any misuse of them, such as polluting a spring, provokes spiteful
reactions from them which result in disease and death.

The priests who performed the ceremonies at the tombs and who invoked and
made offerings to various classes of divinities were known as Bon (probably
meaning ‘Invoker’) and gShen (probably meaning ‘Sacrificer’). The whole
practice of such religion was referred to as ‘sacred conventions’ (lha-chos), as
contrasted with ‘human conventions’ (mi-chos), or as ‘the pattern of heaven and
earth’ (gnam-sa’i lugs). Later Tibetan writers as well as some western scholars
have referred to this early religion as Bon, but the word never seems to appear
with any other meaning but ‘priest’ in really early Tibetan literature. Later on
the term Bon came to be applied to the new religious developments, which
incorporated some old beliefs and a very great deal of Buddhism, but this is a
subject for the next chapter. Judging by later accounts, the priests of Shang-
shung seem to have been reputed for their special skills and knowledge, and there
are many references to their making special missions to central Tibet.

Non-religious Literature There would seem to be no connection between
religious rites of the kind described above and moral values, but these were by no
means lacking in early Tibetan society. Morality, however, belongs rather to the
sphere of human affairs. There are some collections of sage sayings and moral
maxims which have been preserved from the pre-Buddhist period.

If there is one pine-tree standing, the forest has not ended.

The slight blue waters of a spring are the substance of the ocean.

A sharp knife for cutting meat, and with every cut the taste is better.
A faithful mate, and at every tale the smiles are larger.}
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Or again:
Do not conceal your words from one who speaks honestly.
Do not reply to deceiving words.
Do not follow after false rumours.
Although you reach a high position, protect lowly people.
Although you are clever, guide those who do not know.
Although you are experienced, watch your own measure.*

Pithy sayings of this kind have had a very long history in Tibet, and several
renowned Buddhist teachers later produced collections of their own.

A large number of early songs are preserved in the Tun-huang documents. By
the nature of the material these tend to be aristocratic in content and flavour, but
sometimes they are simple and personal, such as the lament of the Tibetan
princess who was married to the King of Shang-shung:

The land that has fallen to my lot is the ‘Silver Castle’ (dNgul-mkhar) of
Khyung-lung.

All around others say:

‘Seen from without, it’s a rocky escarpment!

Seen from within, it’s all gold and treasure!’

But as for me and my opinion,

I wonder, is it good to live in?

How sad I am and lonely!

The servants who have fallen to my lot
Are these serfs of Gu-ge.

I wonder, are they good as servants?

In Gu-ge they are familiar, but dislike us!

The food that has fallen to my lot
Is fish and wheat.

I wonder, is it good as food?
Fish and wheat are hard to eat.

The animals that have fallen to my lot

Are wild deer and wild asses.

Are they suitable to take to pasture?

These deer and asses are too wild to care for.t

A common feature of this early poetry is the constant use of metaphorical allusions
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which have sometimes lost all meaning for us. Sometimes these songs are in the
form of a challenge and reply between two rivals, in which the taunts are con-
cealed by the use of metaphor. Such taunting songs of challenge still found a part
in the Tibetan New Year ceremonies up to 1959, when the leader of one rank of
soldiers would chant provocations at another rank. Many of the early songs were
full of life and colour and reveal the countryman’s interest in animals and the
beauties of the land. As an example of Tibetan pre-Buddhist literature we quote
at length an exchange of taunts in lilting prose attributed to a Tibetan minister
and a Chinese minister who were holding a parley some time towards the end of

the seventh century.

The Tibetan minister Khri-’bring btsan-brod of mGar and the Chinese
minister Wong-ker-zhang-she exchanged words of disputation. General
Wong-ker-zhang-she led the mighty Chinese army forward, and when his
troops had reached their objective, he sent a message addressing Khri-
*bring btsan-brod of mGar who was in the region of the Kokonor:

‘I have sent a load of millet and a load of mustard-seed, for I have [as
many troops as these], while your numbers may be counted as tigers or
yaks may be counted. Just measure your heads and make caps. Measure
your feet and make boots. The Tibetan troops flow on to their maximum
capacity, but my forces are so many. Once one has made room through
the narrow neck, one can count on entering the great stomach. When our
lightning strikes, not one will escape.’

Khri-’bring of mGar replied :

‘There is no disputing the matter of numbers. But many small birds are
the food of a single hawk, and many small fish are the food of a single
otter. The deer has a multitude of horns, but are they upstanding? The
yak has [just two] short horns, and we see how upstanding they are.
A pine-tree has been growing for a hundred years, but a single axe is
its enemy. Although a river runs ceaselessly, it can be crossed in a
moment by a boat six foot long. Although barley or rice grow over a
whole plain, it is all the grist of a single mill. Although the sky is filled
with stars, in the light of a single sun they are nothing. If a single fire
spreads from the lower valleys, all the trees of both valley and mountain
are burned. If a flood emerges from the source of a single spring, all the
trees of both mountain and plain are carried away. If a stone is rolled into
a whole plain of pebbles, one will see whether the stone or the pebbles
are broken. If one leaves a load of hay and a single iron rake bound
together in a great field, one will see whether the hay or the iron rots first.
If one throws a pinch of salt into a full cauldron, one will see whether there
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is a taste of water or a taste of salt. As for thunder and lightning, although
thunderbolts are few in number, there is a mighty great noise to the four
limits of the sky. Your troops are like gnats over the surface of a lake.
They would be useless for working our fields. Like mountain mists, they
do not press upon men. My army will cut its way through just as a single
scythe cuts its way through numerous blades of grass. If a single arrow is
shot into a yak, one can count on the yak being killed.’

Wong-ker-zhang-she replied :
‘If a heavy mountain crushes a small egg, one can count on its being
broken. If the waves of a great lake extinguish a blazing fire, one can
count on its being extinguished.’

Khri-’bring of mGar replied:
‘On the great mountain there is a rock. On the rock there is a tree. In the
tree there is a nest. In the nest there is an egg. If the mountain does not
fall, the rock will not split. If the rock does not split, the tree will not
break. If the tree does not break, the nest will not be destroyed, and if the
nest is not destroyed, the egg will not be broken. The mountain does not
break the egg just like that. If the fire blazes on the mountain and the
water descends the valley, it cannot reach it to extinguish it. sPu-rgyal of
Tibet is like the sun. The Lord of China is like the moon. Although he is
certainly a great king, his splendour is of a different kind.’*

It is difficult to recapture in English translation the style and spirit of Tibetan
verse, partly because the word-order in the two languages is almost totally re-
versed. The unaccented particles which serve as conjunctions and grammatical
endings always follow the noun or verb on which they depend. The following
verses consist of two feet of three syllables each, and the stress falls thus:

FIRST FOOT SECOND FOOT
—_ v\ — —

or or

—_— — o/ — v

They are attributed by some royal bard to the King ’Dus-srong who is supposed
to have sung them at the time of the defection of his minister mGar. All we can
preserve in the translation is something of the terseness of style as well as the
poetic imagery of this early Tibetan verse.

Oh at the very beginning
In the most ancient times
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All was so well ordered

Beneath the zenith blue

Upon this earthy surface.

The sky did not collapse.

The earth did not cave in.

The sun shone in the sky.

The earth was nicely warm.

The feathers were well fixed (to our arrows).
If you looked at them, how fine they were!
If you let them fly, the deer lay dead!

As deer were slain, so men had food.

Oho but nowadays

The earth-bound beetle

Aspires to act like a bird.

It tries to fly in the sky,

But it has no wings for flight.
Even if it had wings to fly,

The zenith blue is much too high.
It could not pass the clouds.
Neither reaching the heavens

Nor gaining the earth,

Neither high enough nor low enough,
It serves as food for the hawk.

In the little land of Bya-pu

A subject aspires to be king,

A frog indeed aspires to fly I*

Early Chinese Reactions to the Tibetans Before the quite recent discovery
of this wealth of early material from Tun-huang, students of Tibetan history
had to rely upon later Tibetan histories, heavily biased by Buddhist pietism and
lacking for the most part any critical appreciation of earlier records. The Tibetans
also remained largely ignorant of Chinese contemporary records concerning their
country, although these are of immense value not only for their general historical
reliability, but for the careful descriptions that they often give of particular
events. They confirm the Tibetan tradition about Chinese princesses being given
as brides to Tibetan kings, and they provide a continuous history of warfare, em-
bassies and treaties between the two countries during the Tibetan royal period.
The light they shed on early Tibetan ways is unique. A few Tibetan nobles are
described as educated persons of pleasant behaviour, implying some knowledge
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of Chinese, but in general the tone is one of apprehension and disapproval of
barbarian ways. Their military prowess is duly and sincerely admired ; the size of
their armies is frequently recorded, and probably inflated; their persistent and
skilful methods in securing what they want are remarked on, and we have seen
from a quotation (page 31) that some Chinese ministers warned against letting
the Tibetans have copies of Chinese literary works in case they learned too much;
we may fairly presume that at this early period there were a few Tibetan scholars
of literary Chinese at the Tibetan court. This is worth commenting on, for from
the end of the royal period (approximately Ap 842) onwards Chinese studies
were never fostered in Tibet, and the Tibetans have remained to this day as
ignorant of Chinese literature and philosophy as of Chinese historical records.
Chinese cultural influence in Tibet has been so slight compared with what it
might have been, and is virtually limited to just a few artefacts. As early as 640
they sent ink and paper, as well as silks and jewels. Tea was probably also intro-
duced into Tibet about this time, although it would have remained for the time
being an aristocratic drink. A document of the eighth century seems to refer to
some kind of tea-making utensil. We know from their own records that the
Tibetans were already brewing ale from rice and grain and they certainly knew
of wine made from the grape. It is likely that Srong-brtsan-sgam-po’s Chinese
wife, to whom is attributed so fervent a zeal for Buddhism, had a far greater
influence at the court in introducing gentler manners. It is related in the T ang
Annals* that she greatly disliked the way in which the Tibetans painted their
faces red, and that Sromg-brtsan-sgam-po formally forbade this custom at her
instance. He himself gave up his clothes of felt and rough homespun and adopted
Chinese manners, and he arranged for the sons of the great families to receive a
Chinese education.

We quote from the T’ang Annals the description by a Chinese ambassador of
his reception at the Tibetan court in 821.1

The valley to the north of the River Tsang-po is the king’s headquarters
for the summer. It is surrounded by stakes fixed together, and at intervals
of one hundred paces a hundred lances are set up with a great banner
fixed in the centre of them. There are three gates one hundred paces
apart, which are guarded by soldiers clad in armour. Priests with
feathered head-dresses and girdles of tiger-skin beat drums. Anyone who
would enter is searched before he is allowed in. In the centre there is a
high platform surrounded by a jewelled balustrade. The king sits in his
tent which is decorated with gold ornaments in the form of dragons,
tigers and leopards. He is dressed in white cloth, and wears a turban, the
colour of the morning clouds, bound round his head. He bears a sword
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inlaid with gold. The Great Religious Minister stands on his right, and
the ministers of state are in a row at the foot of the platform.

As soon as the T'ang Ambassador arrived, the honourable minister Si-
ta-jo came to discuss with him (the protocol of) the alliance. A great feast
took place to the right of the tent, and the manner of the serving of dishes
and passing of wine rather resembled Chinese customs. Music was played
to the air of “The Prince of Chin breaks the phalanx’, as well as other
tunes of the Liang Prefecture. It is recorded that all the songs and enter-
tainment were done by Chinese. The altar for the pact was ten paces wide
and two feet high. The T’ang Ambassador and more than ten of the alien
ministers faced more than one hundred chiefs who were seated below the
altar. A throne was placed on the altar, and the Great Religious Minister,
having ascended the throne, pronounced the oath. Someone at his side
translated it and passed it on to those below. When he had finished, they
drew their blood (in confirmation of the oath), but the Great Religious
Minister did not. However, he repeated the oath in the name of Buddha,
and drank to the T’ang Ambassador from a cup of saffron water. The
Ambassador returned the compliment and they descended from the
altar.

We have deliberately avoided mentioning Buddhism in this first chapter, because
its importance has been so much over-emphasized by later Tibetan historians,
whose only real interest is in the fortunes of their religion. It was little more than
a court interest to begin with, but by the end of the royal period (c. 842) Buddhist
prelates were beginning to occupy positions of power. We must now go back over
the ground already covered and trace the development of Indian religious in-

fluence. In any case this subject is so complex that it requires separate con-
sideration.



Chapter 2

Introduction of Buddhism

Previous Developments in India Nowadays we think of Tibet as preserving
a strange form of Buddhist civilization, isolated culturally from her neighbours,
who for the most part are indifferent or even hostile to Buddhism in any form.
The one small exception are the Newar Buddhists of Nepal, who, like the
Tibetans, represent a strange survival of Indian Buddhist civilization, which since
about AD 1200 has disappeared almost entirely from the land of its origin. Yet in
the seventh century Ap, when the Tibetans were emerging as an ebullient self-
confident power in Central Asia, the situation was completely reversed. Tibet was
then indifferent and even hostile to Buddhism, as the inmates of the monasteries
of Khotan learned to their cost, while all her neighbours, with the exception of
the Arabs who were just then making their presence felt on the western confines
of Central Asia, were supporters of Buddhism in its various forms.

Buddhism had progressed a very long way since the fifth century B¢ when its
teachings were first promulgated throughout the cities of the upper Ganges
Valley by the faithful followers of the Enlightened One, the Lord Sakyamuni.
It began as a special way of life for gentle ascetics, men, and later women, who
deliberately forsook their homes and normal responsibilities for the homeless life
of religious mendicants. Thanks probably to the directing force of Sakyamuni
himself, their self-discipline and kindly demeanour soon won them the support
of wealthy patrons, especially among the merchant classes. They received lands
and buildings as gifts, which first they used as fixed retreats for the three months
of the Indian monsoon, and which only later became the permanent headquarters
of self-constituted orders of monks. In the third céntury Bc the Empéror Afoka
seems to have bestowed special favours on the Buddhist communities, and they
spread far and wide throughout the length and breadth of India. Merchants and
monks were common travelling companions in ancient India, just as they were in
Tibet until very recent times.
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The Buddhists began as one order of Indian ascetics among many others, but
it happened to be the one that succeeded (for reasons that we have no space to
analyse here) beyond all others. Whatever sound spiritual values a successful
religion may continue to maintain, it is bound at the same time to come to terms
with the world on which it depends for its support. Thus while the core of
Buddhist practice, as exhibited by a minority of devotees throughout all the later
period, remains a strict asceticism as much in the intellectual as the physical
sphere, the great majority of those who call themselves Buddhists have played
their normal part in human activities. Apart from certain basic philosophical
principles which early demanded attempts at precise definition, the first bands of
monks were not much concerned with literary and academic pursuits. But they
soon found it necessary to justify their rules and customs by recalling whole sets
of oral traditions attributable to their founder, and as the order spread and split
into separate schools (as was inevitable, if only because of the distances that
separated them), they found it increasingly necessary to justify by appeal to
tradition the changes that were imperceptibly taking place in their beliefs and
their practices. From using local Indian dialects they quite naturally took to using
Sanskrit, the classical and literary language of India, as the main medium for the
texts that they now committed to writing. Over the centuries a vast literature
began to develop, concerned not just with the teachings and rules of their order
but with vast philosophical problems; these problems became ever more de-
veloped and complex as the Buddhists came into conflict with other philosophical
schools, and so sought to restate their fundamental philosophical position in
terms that suited fresh arguments. Similarly the early ascetics might have been
little concerned with Indian divinities and the ritual needs of the local layfolk,
but as Buddhism became the religion of the many, it became increasingly
necessary for its accredited representatives to attend to the wants of its lay sup-
porters. Thus Buddhist monks began to act as priests, acknowledging, as did the
Brahmans, the power and influence of local gods. They became skilled in the
medical knowledge of their times, adding whole series of medical works to their
ever-growing literary collections.

Yet the greatest change that Buddhism was to undergo seems to have been
largely an internal development, for it concerned the actual goal and forms of
practice of those who were seriously devoted to Buddhism as a religion in its own
right. Round about the beginning of the Christian era there came into existence
schools of practising Buddhists, who claimed that the way that had been followed
before them was all very well so far as it went, but that it was really only a ‘lesser
way’, leading at best to a kind of selfish salvation for oneself alone. This was not
the true way of the Enlightened One, the Lord S@kyamuni, who had sought not
just salvation for himself alone, but the salvation of all other sentient beings as
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well. The essential corollary of his perfect wisdom was precisely his universal
compassion, and it was in the unity of wisdom and compassion that his enlighten-
ment consisted. He may well have taught a ‘lesser way’ to those of weak under-
standing, it was argued, but the only true way for a perfect follower of his law was
to strive to be a buddha, an enlightened one, like him. Those who subscribed to
these new and ambitious theories referred to themselves as followers of the ‘Great
Way’ (Mahayana). The theories involved a radical shift in Buddhist philosophy
and morality, and it is a hard task to resume satisfactorily in a few short para-
graphs processes that evolved over several centuries. But since it was this later
form of Buddhism that the Tibetans received from their neighbours from the
seventh century AD onwards, some description of it forms a necessary part of
Tibet’s cultural history.

It had been taught from the start of Buddhism that normal life was a round of
suffering, leading inexorably from one rebirth to another. Phenomenal existence
was composed of apparent conglomerations of physical and mental elements,
which disintegrated on death in order to reform with others to make yet another
physical entity, as impermanent and therefore ultimately as unreal as any other.
The worthy Buddhist monk (arkat) was one who reduced the elements of his
personal existence to such total quietude that at his death they disintegrated never
to reform any more. The philosophers of the early Buddhist schools were much
concerned with the actual nature of the basic physical and mental elements,
which were only finally dispersed in nirvana (which means a blowing out or dis-
persal); however much they may have disputed on this subject, they were all
agreed that physical bodies had no real existence at all, in so far as they were
composite and impermanent. A common simile for the human body is a cart that
can be dismantled into various component parts. It is argued that just as there
is ultimately no such thing as a cart, so there is no such thing as a human person.
We may see flaws in such an argument, but no orthodox Buddhist, whatever his
school, seems to have disputed this matter.

The followers of the ‘Great Way’ went beyond the earlier Buddhist teachings
by insisting that the elements themselves, in short whatever names could be
named, were as empty of ultimate significance as the physical entities of which
they formed a part. They taught a doctrine of ‘universal emptiness’, empty not
in a nihilistic sense (their opponents were quick to accuse them of this and they
refuted the charge), but empty in the sense that nothing could be predicated of
anything. In Western terms it might be better called a doctrine of universal
relativity. They continued to use and indeed to develop the earlier philosophical
theories and structures, but they used them simply as a means to an end, much as
we might use grammatical exercises in order to master a language, and then put
our grammar-book away for ever, once the language has been mastered. What is
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extraordinary is the insistence with which they found it necessary to preach their
doctrine of universal emptiness, this ‘Perfection of Wisdom’. Whole new series of
texts, claiming to be the teachings of Sakyamuni himself, came into existence,
and they reiterate interminably the absolute emptiness of every conventional
concept from that of a buddha to a mere element of phenomenal existence. There
is a ‘Perfection of Wisdom’ text in 8,000 verses, a longer version in 25,000 and a
still longer one in 100,000. There are short versions, of which the most popular is
the ‘Diamond-Cutter’, well known in English translations. These supposedly
canonical texts, of which the actual origin remains unknown, provide the philo-
sophical basis of all Mahdyana Buddhism. The Tibetans later made them into a
separate section in their voluminous Buddhist canon, and it would be a very poor
Tibetan temple indeed which did not possess the set of eighteen volumes of these
‘Perfection of Wisdom’ texts.

Teachings which deliberately reduced every possible statement to nonsense
would have been entirely destructive of all conventional religious practice, were
it not for the convenient theory of two kinds of truth, relative and absolute.
Whereas all concepts might be ultimately meaningless in the tranquil mind of an
enlightened sage, lesser beings who were still struggling along the path towards
enlightenment needed firm supports on the way, and these were provided by con-
ventional philosophical notions and moral teachings. It was admitted from the
start that such supports had an entirely relative value, and those that were
suitable for one kind of person might well be quite unsuitable for another. The
primary need now for a ‘would-be buddha’ was to find a teacher whose methods
suited the propensities of his pupil. The perfect teacher took the place of the
Buddha himself in the eyes of a devoted disciple, and absolute faith in one’s chosen
teacher became the foremost requirement in the later forms of religious practice.

The Mahayana teachings developed in normal monastic settings, and at one
time monks who followed the ‘lesser way’ and those who professed to follow the
‘Great Way’ sometimes lived side by side in the same monasteries, but before
long the new teachings were bound to have the most disruptive effects. According
to the old morality, one could only be a real follower of the Buddha if one re-
nounced the world and became an ascetic; by practising conscientiously one
might within a series of a very few human lives succeed in tranquillizing the
elements which made up the stream of one’s own existence, and so bring the
process of suffering to a stop. But according to the new morality all this was
changed: the goal now was not just to save oneself but to realize final enlighten-
ment for the benefit of all others as well as one’s self. This would involve one in
heroic striving through myriads of existences, where one’s primary function
would be the selfless service of others. Clearly therefore not only monks, but
virtuous laymen who had taken the vow of a ‘would-be buddha’ were equally on
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the way towards final enlightenment. Buddhism as an active religious force was
no longer the preserve of life-denying ascetics. It was this realization that made
for the main practical differences between early Buddhism and the Mahayana,
but this process, unfortunately perhaps for the subsequent history of Buddhism,
did not stop even here.

As a pan-Indian religion Buddhism was now ready to adopt any religious
practices whatsoever, so long as they might be used as a means towards the per-
fection of enlightenment, and since the decision about what was usable or not
depended upon no recognized authority, but upon those practising the religion,
there was no form of Indian religious practice that did not now have some
Buddhist equivalent. From the earliest times Buddhist monks had used recog-
nized methods of physical and mental self-control, usually referred to under the
general term of yoga. Regulated control of the breath and concentrating one’s
gaze were very ancient techniques. Later the general acceptance of Indian divi-
nities, although under special Buddhist names, meant that they too could be
brought into play for meditative purposes. They were conceived of as beings of
power, sometimes even consubstantiated in buddhahood, and the powers of
spiritual grace at their disposal could transfer their devotees to the higher spheres
of extra-sensory experience. The primary means of establishing personal contact
with such a divinity was by means of his ‘spell’ (mantra), which was repeated
thousands and tens of thousands of times during long periods of meditation upon
the envisaged physical form of the god. The great gods and goddesses were
envisaged conventionally as resembling kings and queens. They were enthroned
in the centre of a palace, surrounded by an entourage of lesser divinities and con-
trolling the four quarters of the world. Any such particular set of divinities, as
envisaged at any particular time, possessed total control over the whole of
existence, and the skilled meditator, by calling them forth in his mind, identified
himself through the concentrated use of the requisite ‘spell’ with the central
divinity in the heart of the universe. Thus through the medium of his chosen
divinity, he himself was temporarily consubstantiated in buddahood itself.
Methods such as these, which Westerners might dismiss as mere self-hypnotism,
could be used quite legitimately within the terms of the new philosophy, which
taught that all forms were ultimately unreal and empty, the gods themselves as
much as those who meditated upon them. The criterion by which any method
was judged was its success in gaining its object, and those who used such methods
were convinced that by their means they could experience the real nature of
things which lay beyond all forms and names. New forms of Buddhist literature,
known as ‘tantras’, were developed, and in these the various sets of divinities
were described and praised, the rituals were referred to and the states of supreme

bliss that might be experienced were extolled.
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These new practices of Buddhist yoga were not necessarily monastic, and so
they were developed as much by free-roaming schools of yogins as by monks.
The yogins, not being bound by monastic rules, were free to marry, and they
introduced yet other forms of yoga involving the controlled use of the sexual
processes. These sexual forms of yoga concentrated upon divinities in male and
female pairs, and in so far as their methods were found effective for the realiza-
tion of a kind of transcendent bliss that was identified with enlightenment, the
pairs of gods and goddesses were logically conceived as possessing buddha-rank.

The changes and developments within Indian Buddhism between the first
century AD and its general disappearance from the land of its origin at the end of
the twelfth century were enormous; it was during this long period that it gradually
became the religion of the greater part of Asia. It had already reached China
across the Central Asian tracks in the first century AD and thereafter a whole
succession of monk travellers and scholars, both from the Indian and the Chinese
side, maintained Buddhist cultural contacts through the city-states of the Takla-
makan (generally under Chinese control until the seventh century, when the
Tibetans appeared on the scene) as well as in the two great countries that were
the main centres of pan-Asian civilization. From China Buddhism passed to
Korea and Japan. Meanwhile it passed direct from India and Ceylon to Burma,
Siam and Indo-China and to the islands of South-East Asia. Tenuous links were
maintained throughout this whole vast area by Chinese monk travellers who made
the long journey to and from India by way of Central Asia and by sea via South-
East Asia. It spread to these various countries in the whole variety of its forms,
Ceylon, Burma and Siam receiving it mainly in its earlier forms which were
known later by their opponents as the ‘lesser way’. Meanwhile central and north-
western India became the main centres of the developed teachings of the ‘Great
Way’, and since it was from north-western India that Buddhism spread across
Central Asia to China, most of its later Indian versions became known through-
out the city-states of the Takla-makan and in China and Japan. Although it does
not affect later developments in Tibet, it is interesting to note in passing that
these later teachings also spread by sea-routes across to Indo-China and the
islands of South-East Asia. Being so close a neighbour, Nepal received the full
full force of Indian Buddhist developments. Buddhism became established here
both in its earlier and Mahdydna forms by the fifth century ap, and from then
until the end of the twelfth century its many monastic centres, concentrated
mainly in Patan and old Kathmandu, remained in constant contact with the
great monastic centres of central India. Later Tibet inherited the Indian and
Nepalese traditions intact.

Despite the extraordinary developments that were taking place in Bud-
dhist theory and practice, and despite the important part played in these by
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non-celibate yogins, the great strength of Buddhism as an organized religion still
lay in its monasteries. But these had changed a great deal from the very early times
when they were quiet retreats for small groups of meditating monks. Such small
religious centres certainly continued to exist (just as they still existed in Tibet
right up to 1959), but the main Buddhist centres of central India during the
eighth to twelfth centuries were the great monastic universities of Nilands,
Bodhgaya, Odantapuri and Vikramashila, housing thousands of monks and
learned men, those who had taken monastic vows and those who had not, and
attracting scholars from every Asian country which had developed an interest in
Buddhism. From the fourth to the eighth centuries Chinese monk scholars were
frequent visitors, and from the eighth century to the final eclipse of Buddhism in
India at the end of the twelfth the Tibetans were constantly visiting Nepal and
India for texts, instructions and initiations. Even in later centuries Tibetan
pilgrims continued to visit the holy places.

This brief survey of general Buddhist developments will assist in explaining the
whole new course of cultural development upon which the Tibetans began to
embark rather hesitatingly in the seventh century, and to which they had com-
mitted themselves quite wholeheartedly by the twelfth century. There is sad
irony in the whole historical situation. When the Tibetans were in two minds
about adopting a foreign religion, all the countries surrounding them were en-
thusiastic about its practice, and were still practising it mainly in its conventional
monastic forms. Yet by the time the Tibetans had firmly made up their minds to
introduce everything Buddhist they could find, Buddhism had disappeared under
Moslem pressure from north-western India and Central Asia, while the Buddhist
teachers from Nepal and central India who had now become their chief authori-
ties instructed them (seldom freely but willingly enough in return for substantial
payments of gold) in all the available texts and practices that went under the label
of Buddhist in the latter days of Indian Buddhism. Thus the great Canon which
the Tibetans eventually put together for themselves in the thirteenth century was
the most composite in its extraordinary range of teachings that any group of
Buddhists had produced. Thereafter Buddhism disappeared from India and so
dwindled in Nepal, where it was subjected constantly to the social pressures of a
brahman-dominated society, that the Tibetans soon found themselves the sole
representatives of forms of Buddhist practice in which no one else in Asia was
seriously interested ; the only exceptions were the Mongols, whom they succeeded
in converting, and occasionally the Chinese court as part of its policy of reassuring
those whom it chose to regard as its Tibetan and Mongol subjects. The Tibetans
became in effect the inheritors of the whole Indian Buddhist tradition, and thus
from the seventh century onwards it becomes increasingly difficult to write of the
historical development of Tibetan culture without constant reference to Indian
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forms of literature, Indian religious practices, Indian religious orders and
monastic organization, Indian medicine, Indian styles of painting and architec-
ture, even though so far as medicine, painting and architecture were concerned,
the Indian forms were not the only ones of which the Tibetans made use.

We must now attempt some historical survey of this whole long development,
remembering always that what interests us particularly is just how much the
native Tibetan genius turned all these foreign influences in specifically Tibetan
directions and how much of the original Tibetan indigenous culture remained as a
coherent part of the new Tibetan Buddhist civilization that gradually developed.

The First Buddhist Temples in Tibet There is good evidence that Bud-
dhism was first established in Tibet, albeit on a very small scale, during the reign
of Sromg-brtsan-sgam-po (Song-tsen-gam-po) who died in AD 650. In later
Buddhist tradition he was accounted as the first of the three great religious i.e.
Buddhist, kings, the other two being Khri-srong-lde-brtsan (‘'Trhi-song-de-tsen)
who ruled throughout the second half of the eighth century, and Ral-pa-can who
ruled from 815 to 836. To the latter day Tibetans the remains of ancient royal
greatness, although accorded a vague sentimental respect, were regarded as of far
less importance than anything connected with Buddhism. Although they glorify
the greatest of their early kings as religious rulers, their burial mounds have been
neglected for a thousand years or more, and the contents of the early inscribed
royal pillars are almost unknown, while the one surviving palace has been con-
verted into a chapel. But a special aura of sanctity and antiquity still surrounds
the principal Buddhist foundations ascribed to the Religious Kings, however
much they have been changed from their original form. The holiest of them is the
Jo-khang, often referred to as the ‘Cathedral of Lhasa’ (pages 34 and 121), which
contains the most sacred of Tibetan images, that of Jo-bo Rin-po-che, the
‘Precious Lord’. This image is supposed to have been brought to Lhasa by the
Chinese wife of Srong-brtsan-sgam-po. Tibetan tradition records the removal of
the image in the following century and the closing and desecration of the Jo-khang
in the ninth. It is now so encrusted with gold leaf and jewels that no one, however
qualified, would hazard a guess at its actual age. However the Yo-khang itself was
certainly founded by Srong-brtsan-sgam-po, for it is specifically mentioned and
ascribed to him under its old name of 'Phrul-snang of Ra-sa (Lhasa) in several
ancient inscriptions. Also ascribed to him are the Ra-mo-che and Khra-'brug
chapels, as well as twelve ‘boundary and limb-binding’ chapels, supposedly built
to bind and subdue the anti-Buddhist demons of Tibet. The authenticity of these
traditions has been questioned by some Western scholars, but if the Jo-khang is
accepted as a seventh century foundation, there is no good reason to reject the
others out of hand.
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Howevér, these first Buddhist temples, possibly built to please his wives by a
king who continued to follow the beliefs and practices of his non-Buddhist
ancestors, were at first very small affairs. It is certain that the main foundation,
the Yo-khang, has been frequently restored and enlarged throughout later cen-
turies. It retains, however, a central basic lay-out similar to other early chapels
and it also contains some very early wood-work, especially the lion beam ends and
the carved capitals of some of its pillars; but even these resemble work which can
be ascribed with greater confidence to the thirteenth century.

‘The most convincing of the old religious foundations is the tiny temple of
dBu-ru-ka-tshal, one of the ‘limb-binding’ chapels (page 34). Having escaped
an.excess of veneration (unlike a later foundation alongside it, attributed to Khri-
srong-lde-brtsan), it bears no sign of restoration or pious embellishment. It is solid
and austere, and behind the altar there is an enclosed ambulatory of the kind
which occurs in other recognizably old temples, like those that have survived
unchanged from a slightly later period in Western Tibet (see page 140). The old
Ra-mo-che temple, built according to tradition as the first resting place of the
image brought by Srong-brtsan-sgam-po’s Chinese wife, has certainly been en-
larged during later centuries, but being a smaller and more compact building, it
is likely to contain more early work than the Jo-khang nearby. The Khra-'brug
temple is built in the Yarlung Valley, the homeland of the early kings of Tibet
(page 34). It is the largest and most important of the surviving royal foundations
in that area, and there is no reason for not accepting its traditional ascription to
Srong-brtsan-sgam-po. There is an old bell in the verandah bearing the name of
Khri-song-lde-brtsan, but it is not necessary to ascribe the original foundation of
the temple to him, for it is just as likely that he simply enlarged and embellished a
foundation of his famous ancestor.

But however small these beginnings, Srong-brtsan-sgam-po’s royal patronage of
Buddhism is not subject to doubt. It is quite possible that the Tibetans were
aware of the existence of Buddhism in even earlier times, for there is a tradition
that in the reign of Srong-brtsan-sgam-po’s fourth predecessor certain religious
books fell from the heavens on to the roof of his palace, but no one could under-
stand them. Maybe some intrepid Buddhist monk from Nepal found his way to
Tibet in the company of trading companions, only to find that the few books he
brought with him were quite incomprehensible in this strange country.

The Literary Language It is certain that Srong-brtsan-sgam-po’s main
achievement, so far as the history of Tibetan Buddhism is concerned, was the
fixing of a new script for the Tibetan language. It may be questioned whether
some parts of Tibet were altogether without writing of some sort before this time,
but whatever the reasons for the introduction of the new script, whether primarily
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for administrative purposes or for the translation of Indian Buddhist works (as
later Buddhist pietism would have us believe), it was this readaptation to the
needs of the Tibetan language of a northern form of the Indian Gupta alphabet
which set the Tibetans on their long and successful literary course in the Buddhist
field.

The Tibetan alphabet, as then devised and as still used, consists of thirty basic
letters, including the vowel a, and four extra vowel-signs on the Indian model for
i, u, e and o. As it is now fundamentally a monosyllabic language (in the sense
that with few exceptions words of more than one syllable can be immediately
split up into their component parts, each of which has a recognizable meaning),
Tibetan word-syllables have been subject to considerable phonetic decay. Thus,
the word for ‘eight’, brgyad,which is spelt with a whole complexity of initial con-
sonants and was presumably once pronounced something like ‘bragyad’ (scarcely
monosyllabic), is now pronounced in the dialect of central Tibet as simply ‘gyay’.
Several sets of combined consonants, such as gr, dr and br, are pronounced nowa-
days in most parts of Tibet as a single sound; the three quoted now sound not
very different from an English d. Nevertheless the original spellings, as fixed in
the time of Srong-brtsan-sgam-po and his successors, have usually been preserved
as the correct ones. There is thus often a considerable difference, far greater than
in English and French (although for example our present-day pronunciation of
the English word ‘knight’ may serve as an analogy) between the way Tibetan
words are spelt and pronounced. There are both advantages and disadvantages in
this. Once one is sufficiently skilled in the use of the script, one can attempt to
read Tibetan texts of any period from the eighth century (the earliest surviving
example of Tibetan script is a stone inscription, the Zhol rdo-ring, of about 767)
to the twentieth century, usually with far greater ease than an English reader can
read Anglo-Saxon or even Middle English. Nevertheless serious difficulties in
vocabulary (to which we have already referred in the previous chapter) arise in
the indigenous literature of the earliest period, and we do not yet possess all the
scholarly aids that are available to students of European languages.

There are sure indications that Tibetan as a literary language was most flexible
in the first centuries after the introduction of the conventional methods of spell-
ing, and some of the ancient texts from Tun-huang, from which short selections
have already been quoted, possess a freshness and freedom of style which is rare
in later literature. The reason for this is a simple one. Tibetan literati were
primarily interested in Buddhist texts, and so they developed their vocabulary
and their style to suit the translations from Indian Sanskrit works on which they
were working for scveral centuries. Thus even when they began to produce
independent works of their own, almost invariably on Buddhist subjects, they
continued to use constructions and styles modelled as far as possible on Indian
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works. Fortunately, however, there are exceptions, and earlier traditions of
Tibetan story-telling and verse-making have not died out altogether. But it
should not be thought that we are deprecating the extraordinary achievements of
whole generations of Buddhist scholars in Tibet. Using entirely their own lin-
guistic materials (direct borrowings of Sanskrit terms are very rare indeed), they
produced a highly complex religious and philosophical vocabulary, capable of
rendering in faithful translation the whole vast range of Sanskrit Buddhist
literature, and usually so accurate that modern European and Indian scholars are
able to produce an adequate reconstruction of any lost Indian Sanskrit work from
its Tibetan translation. This is made all the easier in that, by the early ninth
century, the Tibetans had drawn up lists of fixed equivalents for the translation
of Sanskrit Buddhist terms into Tibetan; in order to ensure absolute conformity
they retranslated into Tibetan all the texts previously translated that did not con-
form to the new rules. From then onwards the conventional equivalents, carefully
taught by one generation to the next, have been used unerringly up to the present
day. Such a system ensures the precise and unalterable statement and restatement
of unchanging religious and philosophical notions, but it does not encourage the
development of imaginative and poetic literature such as we now take for granted
in the modern Western world, and which other Asian languages, such as Chinese
and Japanese, have produced in good measure. In writing of Tibetan literature it
is tempting to select just those parts of it — the Tun-huang material, the Ge-sar
Epic, the songs of some schools of non-monastic yogins, and popular ditties —
which are free or at least relatively free from the strait-jacket of Sanskrit idiom;
but this inevitably gives a false impression of the whole range of Tibetan litera-
ture, which remains for the greater part dry and scholastic. However, in the early
period with which we are immediately concerned this whole long process was still
in its beginnings, and the new script was still being used to record local historical
and even non-Buddhist traditions. It is significant that this type of early literature
does not always adhere to the approved styles of spelling.

The first literary records to throw direct light on Tibetan culture of this early
period became available only at the beginning of this present century, thanks to
the remarkable discoveries of two great scholar-explorers, Sir Aurel Stein and
Professor Paul Pelliot, at various sites in Chinese Turkestan. As well as Buddhist
temples and shrines, containing some fine well-preserved murals, ancient Tibetan
forts were excavated, revealing fragments of armour and clothing, scraps of
official papers and stacks of inscribed tally-sticks which the occupying Tibetan
troops of the eighth and ninth centuries used for local records and message
plaques. But the most important finds came from the ancient Buddhist cave
temples of Tun-huang at the far eastern end of the Takla-makan. Here there had
survived for ten centuries and more collections of ancient manuscripts, hermeti-
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cally sealed from the ravages of the outside world. The collections which were
subsequently brought to Europe were divided between libraries in London (the
India Office Library) and Paris (Bibliothéque Nationale). Only a small part of the
material is Tibetan, most of which consists of Buddhist texts, but there are some
non-Buddhist records, one of which summarizes events of the royal court and the
principal affairs of state (referred to by us as the ‘Annals’), while others contain
rather more literary and poetic versions of those occurrences and also legends
relating to the mythical origins of the country (the ‘Chronicle’). There are also
ritual texts of various kinds, laws of hunting, rules for working out prognostics,
as well as a whole collection of ancient sage sayings. Most of this material is
recorded, rather irreverently it would seem, on the backs of some of the Chinese
Buddhist scrolls. By contrast the Tibetan Buddhist texts, the earliest available
to us, are written in the usual oblong form of later Tibetan books on paper that
is manifestly inferior to the paper of the Chinese scrolls. Out of this medley of
early Buddhist and pre-Buddhist records, surviving from a time when Buddhism
had not yet acquired the dominance which later cast its religious colour over all
Tibetan history, we have attempted in the previous section to extract a coherent
account of pre-Buddhist Tibet and to draw significant contrasts with the Buddhist
Tibet which is so much better known.

Buddhism during the reign of Srong-brtsan-sgam-po was probably restricted to
the court, and its priests were Indian or Chinese. A few Tibetans may have
studied the new faith and helped in the first translations of religious books, but
even this is not certain. Srong-brtsan-sgam-po’s next successors showed no great
enthusiasm for Buddhism, although two of them, ’Dus-srong (676-704) and Khri-
lde-gtsug-brtsan (704-54), are credited in an eighth-century inscription with the
foundation of chapels; the latter also had a Chinese wife, who presumably fol-
lowed the faith, for thanks to her intercession a large number of refugee monks
from Khotan were hospitably received and seven monasteries were built for them,
where they stayed in peace for three years. When the queen died, they were driven
away. Later Tibetan tradition makes a great deal of the suppression of Buddhism
in the later part or immediately after the reign of Khri-lde-gtsug-brtsan and of its
triumphant restoration under his son Khri-srong-lde-brtsan (740 to c. 798). That
something of the sort took place is supported by ancient edicts preserved in the
History of dPa-bo g Tsug-lag, but the actions which are attributed in such later
histories to irreligious ministers may have been instigated by practitioners of the
indigenous Tibetan religion or may simply represent a spontaneous Tibetan
reaction against the importation of foreign customs. At all events, the ban cannot
have appeared so important to contemporary Tibetans as it did to the pious
historians of later periods. The Tibetan Annals (from Tun-huang) make no men-
tion whatsoever of Buddhism, and the Chronicle has the scantiest allusion to it,
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while the Chinese records note no cataclysmic upheaval in Tibet at this time. In
short, religious questions were not of primary concern during the early royal
period. Nevertheless, compared with its first beginnings during the reign of
Srong-brtsan-sgam-po, Buddhism made rapid progress, both spiritual and
material, thanks to the interest that Khri-srong-lde-brtsan showed in it.

The First Tibetan Monastery His great contribution was the foundation of
the stately temple and monastery of bSam-yas (Sam-y4), in which Tibetans were
trained as monks for the first time. It was constructed as a great complex of
buildings arranged around a central temple, said to be modelled on the great
Indian Buddhist monastery of Odantapuri in Bihar. Such a symmetrical arrange-
ment of a central temple with four sides oriented to the four quarters had the
symbolic significance of the ‘sacred circle’ (mandala) enclosing the temple-palace
of supreme divinity at the core of the universe. We have already referred to this
notion (page 70) and more will be said about it further on. This bSam-yas temple
is unlike other Tibetan temples in having three main storeys each traditionally in
a different style, Indian, Chinese and Tibetan, surmounted by a small lantern-
roofed chapel (page 36). It was inspired by the Indian teacher Santarakshita,
known in Tibet as the ‘Bodhisattva Abbot’ (he was the master of Kamalasila,
who conducted the Indian case in the great bSam-yas debate), and, according to
later accounts, the Guru Rin-po-che (Precious Master) Padmasambhava, a re-
nowned yogin-sage, skilled in magic and mysticism, who probably came from
Swat. These two teachers represent two rather different forms of Buddhist prac-
tice, the one conventionally academic and monastic, and the other mystical and
ritual. Both forms permeated the other to some extent, and it is significant that
Padmasambhava was supposed to have been invited to Tibet on the suggestion of
Santarakshita, who found the country as a whole not so well disposed to the
kind of teaching which he himself represented.

The great b6Sam-yas temple has been severely damaged by fire more than once,
but Tibetan devotion to traditional forms probably ensured that the original
pattern and the original objects of worship were maintained in any restoration.
Several of the outlying chapels which surround the great temple appear to be
original, and unmistakable survivals are an inscribed pillar recording the founda-
tion (but without any mention of the king), and a fine bell still hanging in the
verandah and bearing a pleasing prayer for the king inscribed by one of his
queens.

The Great Debate Thanks to this new impetus, Buddhism, hitherto suspect as
a dangerous foreign influence, began to become a truly Tibetan religion, and
there followed a surge of activity in the translation of Indian and Chinese
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Buddhist texts into Tibetan. A keen interest in doctrine began to develop, and
this culminated in the great debate held at bSam-yas about 792 as to whether
Indian or Chinese teachings should be followed. The Indian side, as represented
in this debate, argued the conventional Mahdyana teachings connected with the
theory of the gradual course of a ‘would-be buddha’ (bodhisattva) towards
buddhahood. The basis of these teachings was the assumption that it was neces-
sary to accumulate vast quantities of knowledge and merit throughout innumer-
able ages, if one wished to progress towards the final goal of buddhahood; this
was now proclaimed according to the Mahdyana as the only true goal for the real
followers of Sakyamuni, in that it benefited all other sentient beings as well as
oneself. Such a doctrine argued in favour of the conventional intellectual and
moral training which had guaranteed the stability of Buddhist monasticism since
the days of its founder. The Chinese case concentrated upon the absolute nature
of buddhahood, which could be realized by any practitioner who established
himself in the state of complete repose. According to this, conventional morality
and intellectual endeavour are irrelevant, and in some cases even directly harm-
ful, if they obstruct the pure contemplation of the emptiness of all concepts
whatsoever. Such teachings are a logical development of the philosophy of the
‘Perfection of Wisdom’ texts, as already described.

The verdict in this present case went to the Indian school, and contemporary
dossiers show that it was a victory for a moralistic view skilfully defended by the
Indian scholar Kamalasila, who had been specially invited for the occasion,
supported by a recently converted Tibetan with his own blunt Johnsonian com-
monsense. Together they triumphed over the refined intellectual subtleties of the
chief Chinese champion, the Hoshang, named Mahaydana. Perhaps political con-
siderations also weighed in this result, for at this time Tibet was openly at war
with China. But even if the verdict went technically against the Chinese, they
were certainly not the only champions of those Buddhist doctrines which we
might describe as ‘contemplation for contemplation’s sake’. The idea of buddha-
hood as contemplation of absolute truth, spontaneously realized by means of
certain contemplative techniques which could be learned from a teacher who was
himself competent in such practices, without the need of moral and intellectual
endeavour, exists certainly from the eighth century onwards right up to present
times as one of the main streams of Tibetan religious life. The Chinese were the
champions of such views on the occasion of the debate at bSam-yas, but it must
not be thought that they represented Chinese Buddhism as a whole versus Indian
Buddhism. There were already Indian teachers in Tibet who were teaching forms
of Buddhism quite as ‘absolutist’ and with far less concern for conventional moral
disciplines than the Hoshang displayed in his arguments. Buddhism was not only
of far less importance in these centuries (seventh to the ninth) than later Tibetan
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historians would have us believe, it was also far more complex in the various
forms in which it gradually permeated the country than the later official accounts
imply. All this will become clearer later on.

The Stipa The most typical monument of any Tibetan scene is the Buddhist
‘cenotaph’ (Sanskrit stipa, Tibetan mchod-rten) and its introduction must date
from the seventh century. We have already mentioned that such monuments were
erected at the four corners of some early Tibetan temples, but the construction of
such a stipa (we will use the Indian word from now on) was an act of religious
merit in its own right. The stipa originally represented the funeral mounds under
which the shared relics of S@kyamuni’s incinerated corpse once reposed, and it
soon became the chief symbolic representation of Buddhism, just as the cross
became the symbol of Christianity. At first the stipa was felt to symbolize the
person of the departed lord, and in very early Buddhist times it became an object
of faith and devotion. With the loss of historical perspective, to which we have
already referred, the stipa easily became the symbol of buddhahood itself, and in
a later period this symbolism was made even more pointed by the buddhas of the
four directions which were set into its four sides. Thus it was no longer referred
specifically to Sakyamuni, but rather to the very essence of buddhahood, as
sometimes personified in the supreme central figure of the Buddha Vairocana
(‘Illuminator’). Its various parts became endowed with symbolic significance,
and despite variations in local style and design, it generally retained certain
essential features. The dome, rather changed in shape in the later models, re-
mained the fundamental part, for it was in the dome that the sacred objects
reposed. The stipa has never lost its essential character of a reliquary, and in
place of the relics of holy men the later ones often contained sacred images or
books, or even just a few inscribed prayers. At the same time it has continued to
be used as a cenotaph or even a tomb in the full sense of the term, for some con-
tain the ashes, usually first moulded with clay into tiny miniature stipas (known
as tsha-tsha), of deceased lamas, or simply of the friends and relations of anyone
who chooses to have such a monument erected. They may even contain whole
bodies, presumably embalmed. The dome normally rests upon a five-tier plat-
form, said to represent the five elements of existence (earth, water, fire, air, space),
and this in turn may rest upon a decorated base, usually referred to as the ‘throne’.
The dome is surmounted by a kind of spire consisting of thirteen rings. Archi-
tecturally this device was derived from the ceremonial umbrellas which used to
top the earliest Indian structures. First made of wood, they were later made all of
one piece out of stone, and the number was finally increased to thirteen, when
they were reduced conventionally to the appearance of simple ring-like steps
and were said to symbolize the thirteen stages of a would-be buddha’s advance
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An eleventh-century fresco in the neglected monastery of Tsaparang. The
divinity is Phyag-na-rdo-rje (skr. Vajrapani) ‘Powerbolt-in-Hand’ in his
yogin-like tantric manifestations known as g Tum-chen (skr. Candamaharoshana)
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Carved wooden doorway at (above) Lion beam-ends. Fourteenth-century
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(above) Fresco at Gyantse representing one of the
kings of the four quarters (about fifteenth century)

(right) Fresco at Gyantse representing an Indian
devotee

(opposite) Fresco at Gyantse representing male and
female coupled divinities ( yab-yum) from the
entourage in the mystic circle (mandala) of
sPyan-ras-gzigs (skr. Avalokitesvara)







(above) Image of Atisa at the
monastery of sINye-thang where
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(upper right) Image of
Srong-brtsan-sgam-po in the
Potala, possibly fourteenth

century (see page 154)

(right) Image of Srong-brtsan-
sgam-po’s Nepalese queen (as
above)
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towards buddhahood. Being the most common of Buddhist monuments, they have
undergone developments of design and symbolic meaning in every country in
Asia where Buddhism has spread, and a great deal might be written about them,
which would take us far beyond the needs of the present book.

The earliest Tibetan stiipas seem to have been simple solid affairs consisting of
a compact drum-like ‘dome’, set on a five-tier platform which rested on a plain
square plinth (page 41). The ‘dome’ was surmounted by the conventional thirteen
ring ‘spire’, which in turn was topped by a solar disc resting in a lunar crescent.
Resting on the solar disc was a small circular device known technically as the ‘drop’
(Sanskrit bindu, Tibetan thig-le), into which the sun, representing wisdom, and
the moon, representing compassion, dissolved in the moment of enlightenment.
These symbols were connected with the most developed of Buddhist tantric
doctrines. Those who erected stipas as acts of merit erected them in such a form
simply because this was the conventionally acceptable way of constructing them.
Because of their very great importance as a Tibetan cultural motif we cannot fail
to mention st@pas at this point in our story, but as they were an entirely foreign
cultural importation, there can have been little specifically Tibetan about them in
the early Tibetan Buddhist period.

Other Temples and their Architecture There are several other chapels
and temples ascribed to Khri-srong-lde-brtsan and his successors. Some, such as
sMra-bo [Cog-pa, Thang-rgyab, m Ching-phu and mKhar-chu have obviously been
much enlarged or rebuilt, but others seem to have retained their original plan,
for example the Tsan-dan-g.yu Temple and the T'she-bcu Bum-pa in Yarlung, the
Has-po-rgyab Temple near bSam-yas (page 36), the Lho-brag Khom-ting Temple,
the 'On-ke-ru Temple, the Zhwa'i Temple (Zhwa’i lha-khang), and the three
chapels at r Tsis-gnas-gsar. These last appear to be almost neglected and remain as
examples of the very humble scale of some holy places built at that time. The sites
of sKar-cung (Rama sGang) and *U-zhang-rdo near Lhasa are also noteworthy in
having large areas marked out with a stiipa at each corner - as at the great bSam-
yas temple ~ but no original building survives. Here and in several other places
excavation would probably yield interesting results.

All these early foundations, with the exception of a few hillside retreats, are
situated on level ground in sheltered places. The spectacular cliff-hanging or
castle-like buildings and the great monastic cities, often thought to typify Tibet,
were a much later development. But the characteristic Tibetan style is apparent
even in the earliest buildings — walls sloping inwards from massive foundations
with windows tapering upwards so that the impression is that of a solidly based
mass yet with an upward soaring movement. The effect is perhaps similar to that

produced by reconstructions of the zikurrats of the ancient Middle East, and one
3
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is led to wonder if there may have been early influences in building styles from
this direction. Roofs and decorative motifs were certainly produced on Indian
and Nepalese models, but since Chinese religious architecture was being heavily
influenced by Indian styles during this period, it would be hard to identify any
of the early foreign influences in building as genuinely Chinese. The pagoda-style
roof, so typical of Far Eastern architecture, was ultimately of Indian origin.

As well as the religious foundations in Central Tibet established during and
after the time of Khri-srong-lde-brtsan, there were also many, of which we have
little information, in Eastern Tibet. A document from Tun-huang gives an
impressive list of monasteries in that area. Other documents suggest that the
number of monks in these monasteries was quite small; there is similar evidence
from Central Tibet, where the traditional number of original ordinands was just
seven, and where a stone pillar recording the foundation of a temple at /Cang-bu
(in sTod-lung) by the noble family of Tshes-pong mentions provision for only
four monks.

It is less easy to decide whether any of the images and ritual objects in the
temples mentioned date from the eighth and ninth centuries. Mention has already
been made of the bell at bSam-yas, and there are other similar inscribed bells at
Khra-’brug (in Yarlung) and at Yer-pa.* The principal Buddha image is usually
that of Vairocana (Tibetan rNam-par-snang-mdzad), the ‘Illuminator’, who is
closely connected with a series of tantric texts that were popular at this time in
the Buddhist centres of north-west India, of the Takla-makan and in China. In
conformity with the new universal theories of buddhahood as preached by the
followers of the Mahdyana, and with the new philosophical teachings of the
ultimate emptiness of all concepts whatsoever, the Buddha Sakyamuni, who had
really lived in central India in the sixth to fifth centuries Bc, now lost the central
position of importance which had indisputably been his in the early days of the
doctrine. Buddhahood as the ultimate goal for all sentient beings was now repre-
sented by symbolic buddha-forms with generalized names, and five such were
conceived of as a set of one central buddha with four others commanding the four
directions in the typical pattern of the sacred circle (mandala) already referred to.
The arrangement varies in different series of tantric texts, but the most usual
arrangement placed the Buddha ‘Illuminator’ at the centre, and so it is he who
often occupies the central position in temples of this period. It may be assumed
that Indian, Nepalese and Chinese examples of the same period are a guide to the
nature of Tibetan iconography and artistic style at this time. In particular several
of the wall paintings and painted scrolls from the caves of Tun-huang show
characteristics and motifs which can still be found in later Tibetan religious and

decorative art.
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Stone Pillars In addition to these rather speculative remains there is the
authentic but scanty artistic evidence of the inscribed stone pillars (pages 37-8).
These show not only the proportions which Tibetans apparently found pleasing
and their mastery of good ornamental lettering, but also the decorative motifs that
were popular at this time. The oldest pillar and by far the most elegant and
impressive is the Zhol pillar set up by a powerful minister Ngan-lam sTag-sgra
Klu-gong, to record his services to his king, including victories over the Chinese,
and the rewards he received.* It is interesting that a subject should have erected
so proud a memorial; and that this particular monument celebrating a minister
who was traditionally regarded as an opponent of Buddhism should have been
allowed to stand after Khri-srong-lde-brtsan had restored the Buddhist faith
underlines the comparative insignificance of religious issues at the time, and the
relative weakness of Buddhism. Apart from its excellent proportions this pillar
has little ornamentation. Any decoration that there may have been on the base has
been effaced by time. It possesses a neat stone canopy topped by a carved finial
representing the flaming wish-granting jewel (cintamani) of Indian mythology.

The pillar at bSam-yas stands on a typical lotus throne, and is topped by a well-
proportioned canopy with upturned edges and a finial in the form of the ‘sun-
moon-union’ symbol, such as is regularly found on the summits of Tibetan
stipas (page 37).

A pillar at ’Phyong-rgyas, attributed to Khri-srong-lde-brtsan, bore an inscrip-
tion which is now effaced but has recently been recovered from a medieval copy.
This will be mentioned again later. On the other side of the pillar are carvings of a
lion in light relief, and the remains of a dragon figure. There is a heavy canopy
and a rather damaged finial representing either a lotus bud or a flaming jewel.

Two pillars at the Zhva'i lha-khang stand on rectangular stone bases decorated
with the sign of the crossed powerbolt (Sanskrit vajra, Tibetan rdo-rje) and the
swastika (Tibetan g.yung-drung). Their stone canopies are severe, lacking their
upper parts and decorative finials. But a pillar of the same period, at sKar-cung
near Lhasa, has an elaborate fluted stone canopy with a Chinese flavour and a
well-carved shell-like finial, while its stone base is decorated with a Chinese-
inspired conventional mountain design (page 37).

A third pillar of Khri-Ide-srong-brtsan’s reign stands by his burial mound at
'Phyong-rgyas. It is a massive monolith, of which the proportions cannot be
properly appreciated, since much of its lower part is buried in the ground. The
canopy is flattish, as at Zhva'i lha-khang, but its under part is carved with a leaf
and scroll design and the finial is a solid ball-shaped object representing a lotus
bud. The upper part of the pillar is decorated with two lightly carved circles
depicting sun and moon.

Next in date comes a pillar at mTshur-phu commemorating the founding
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there of the temple of /Cang-bu. It stands on a three-tier plain stone base, but
has a well-shaped canopy with a carved decoration of small scrolls which show
Chinese influence. The finial, rather too large for the canopy, represents a flaming
jewel in Indian style. A similar finial surmounts a better proportioned canopy on
the pillar at Lhasa. This is from the same reign and bears a bilingual inscription
of the treaty of 821 between China and Tibet (page 38).

The earliest of them, the Zhol pillar, and one from Kong-po, make no mention
of Buddhism, but the latter refers to the legendary ancestry of Tibetan kings as
divine rulers. From both these inscriptions information can be gleaned about the
contemporary Tibetan social order, the relative importance of official positions,
the manner in which a successful general was rewarded, and the tax concessions
on the several kinds of property held by a feudal prince.

Buddhism on the Defensive From all the other inscriptions information in
differing degrees can be derived about the status and practice of the new religion
and its relationship to earlier Tibetan beliefs. Other information about monas-
teries, especially in the north-east, their landed properties and their scholastic
activities, is found in the manuscripts from Tun-huang in the London and Paris
collections. Of the inscriptions dealing with Buddhism, that at sKar-cung is the
most important. It confirms the authenticity of two edicts of Khri-lde-srong-
brtsan and one of his predecessor, which are quoted in the religious history of
dPa-bo g Tsug-lag 'phreng-ba (1565), and thus substantiates contemporary evidence
about the suppression of Buddhism while Khri-srong-lde-brtsan was a minor.
It also reveals Buddhism at that time as a cautious and conciliatory religion rather
than the church militant, as later histories like to depict it. It was rather a matter
of securing royal permission and protection for its practice, than of practising
it confidently as the dominant religion.

The attitude of the early Tibetan kings was perhaps a precursor of that mixture
of tolerance, syncretism and readiness to try any form of spiritual prophylaxis
which was to be exemplified in the Mongol Khans of a later period (thirteenth
century) when they in turn showed an easy-going willingness to learn of
Buddhism from the Tibetans. This may have been particularly true of Srong-
brtsan-sgam-po and his immediate successors. But even Khri-srong-lde-brtsan, that
great champion of Buddhism according to later Tibetan accounts, appears in his
inscription at ’Phyong-rgyas as the defender and quasi-deity of the older faith and
simultaneously as an ‘enlightened’ votary of the new. The titles accorded him are
a combination of the ideals of both, and the attribution to him of the Buddhist
term for enlightenment (byang-chub) suggests rather the princely associations of
the ‘would-be buddha’ ideal. (The Tibetans translated the Sanskrit term bodhi-
sattva by means of a Tibetan paraphrase meaning litcrally ‘hero of the thought
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of enlightenment’.) Ral-pa-can, the third of the great ‘Religious Kings’, is repre-
sented in later histories as almost besotted in his adulation of Buddhism; yet he
too was buried, presumably in accordance with the ancient pre-Buddhist rites,
at the ancient Bon-dominated burial ground of ’Phyong-rgyas, where his father
another ‘champion of Buddhism’, was also buried and in his case celebrated by
a funerary inscription, which although incomplete, gives in its surviving
passages a strictly non-Buddhist account of his achievements.

It is interesting to compare the accounts in Chinese and Tibetan sources of
the ceremonies at the conclusion of treaties between Tibet and China in 727 and
782 (namely before the strong growth of Buddhism) and in 821. At the first there
is brief reference to the sacrifice of a dog. At the second there is a long description
of sacrifices and of the participants smearing their lips with the blood of the
victims. At the third the treaty inscription of 821/822 shows that a variety of
deities, both Buddhist and non-Buddhist, including sun and moon and stars,
were called to witness; and the Chinese accounts confirm that the principal cere-
mony was non-Buddhist and accompanied by animal sacrifices. It is, however,
made clear that on this occasion the Buddhist participants abstained from smear-
ing their lips with blood and that they afterwards moved into a temporary chapel
for Buddhist rites.

It is quite clear that in those early days Buddhism was content to compromise,
to secure peaceful coexistence, trying always to come to terms with the older
faith. It was able to exploit such common ground as existed between some of the
more worldly Buddhist tantric rites (e.g. rites for prosperity, for destroying
enemies, etc.) and certain indigenous pre-Buddhist practices, as performed by the
Bon and the gShen. This was probably the main achievement of such as Padma-
sambhava, who even if he incurred unpopularity at Khri-srong-lde-brtsan’s court,
came to be venerated in Tibet far more highly than the gentle intellectual priest
Santarakshita.

It is possible to trace a continuous rivalry and difference of view between a
conservative group of Tibetan ministers, headed by the dBa's family, which
represented the older indigenous Tibetan families, and on the other side a group
from border countries, connected with the maternal relations of the kings. The
former were generally supporters of the Tibetan king as sPu-rgyal b Tsan-po, the
sacred ruler of divine origin, and they were generally hostile both to China and
to Buddhism as a foreign religion. The latter may have been acquainted with both
Buddhism and the ways of the Chinese court before they came to central Tibet,
and in several instances can be identified as supporters of Buddhism and as
favouring a policy of peace with China. Once the differences of opinion among
the Buddhists themselves, culminating in the great bSam-yas debate, had been
formally settled to the discomfiture of the Chinese party, the political potentiality
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of the new religion seems to have been quickly appreciated. The seven original
ordinands were recruited from the nobility, including those families which were
apparently the most conservative. Some of them, e.g. the Tshes-pong and the
Myang, are even found patronizing the new religion to the extent of founding
temples, and within a very short time monk-ministers of noble rank were exer-
cising power in the affairs of state. Myang Ting-nge-’dzin bZang-po, the founder
of the Zhva'i lha-khang, was one of these. The climax was reached in the reign of
Ral-pa-can (815-838) who according to later tradition was so lavish in his sup-
port of Buddhism that he allotted seven households for the maintenance of each
monk, and so infatuated that he let the monks sit (as a sign of their superiority)
on his outspread long hair. There is doubtless some exaggeration here. Contem-
porary Chinese records make no mention of the king's reputation for piety, but
say only that he was weak and left the administration in the hands of his ministers.
Chief of those ministers, as is seen in the Lhasa Treaty Inscription of 821/822,
was the monk Bran-ka dPal-gyi-yon-tan. With the acquisition of such power
Buddhism became a weapon in the ceaseless struggle for influence in the state
and must have roused the jealousy of rival lay nobles concerned with maintaining
their political rights against these new religious competitors. At all events in 836
a combination of ministers, led by the conservative dBa’s, engineered the disgrace
and death of the monk and Chief Minister dPal-gyi-yon-tan, and then assassinated
the King. Within a short time Ral-pa-can’s brother and successor, Glang-dar-ma,
who is infamous to later historians as the persecutor of Buddhism, suffered the
same fate. There was no acknowledged heir of the royal line and the fading of the
divine charisma of kingship left the nobles indifferent to the claims of both the
candidates who were eventually put forward. The increase in the prestige of
Buddhism, especially as it began to take over the magical arts of the old Tibetan
religion, must have insensibly undermined the supremacy of those same kings
who were the patrons of its more conventional forms.

There followed a long period during which rival groups of ministers, the dBa’s
versus the 'Bro, fought for supremacy on the eastern borders, while Buddhism
in central Tibet was virtually eclipsed, at least as a formal religion, in the interne-
cine struggles of those who had formerly been its patrons. Such was the end of
Srong-brtsan-sgam-po’s line in central Tibet. Some of his descendants migrated
to found small kingdoms in western Tibet, where they became patrons of
Buddhism once more. Others remained as small princes and lordlings in estates
widely scattered throughout the country, and although Buddhism retained some-
thing of its formal monastic framework both in the east and the west, nothing is
heard of it publicly in central Tibet for about 120 years.



Chapter 3
A Later Literary View

Early Historical and Later Quasi-historical Records Our estimate of the
progress of Buddhism to date is based primarily upon contemporary or nearly
contemporary evidence, the stone inscriptions, the Tun-huang documents and
Chinese accounts. As we have already observed, this material is in the main
aristocratic, centring as it does upon the interests of the court, the nobles and
generals. Although both Buddhist and pre-Buddhist religious texts are found
among the Tibetan manuscripts from Tun-huang, references to religion of any
kind in the ‘Annals’ and ‘Chronicle’ (see page 18) are quite incidental; even the
later Tibetan histories in their accounts of this early period write almost exclu-
sively of those Buddhist teachers and foundations which were sponsored by
aristocratic circles, and it is significant how little they have to tell us of the yogin-
magician Padmasambhava who was supposedly disapproved of at court. Likewise
the newly introduced means of writing was primarily at the disposal of the aristo-
cratic and monastic circles where it was first introduced. Only gradually can
others have availed themselves of the opportunities that it presented for the
recording of local popular traditions. This process was, however, certainly well
under way by the ninth century, as we know from the fragments of folk-literature
that survived in the Tun-huang caves. Yet the general chaos that followed upon
the break-up of the Tibetan kingdom in 842 and the gradual loss of Tibetan
control and interest in Central Asia, which was now wide open to Muslim
domination, seems to have driven all literary activities underground.

‘Thus in making a fuller estimate of religious developments during and after
the royal period, we need to draw upon certain later literary compilations, which
relate specifically to the earlier period. A large popular literature developed
around Padmasambhava, and although the two main works which tell of his
doings, the ‘Padma Scrolls’ (Padma thang-yig) and the ‘Fivefold Set of Scrolls’
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(bKa’-thang sde-Inga), are compilations of the fourteenth century, they are clearly
composed, at least in part, of very much earlier popular traditions. The com-
pilers in fact claimed that they were merely reproducing rediscovered texts, which
had been hidden during the political upheavals of the ninth century, and several
lamas of this later period are famous as ‘text-discoverers’ (g Ter-ston). It is clear
that popular forms of Buddhism, which were certainly not sponsored by the
court, were becoming organized as local religious ‘schools’ with lines of succes-
sion of their own. But not only Buddhism organized itself on this kind of unoffi-
cial basis; those who practised the old religion of Tibet, making use of the new
means of writing and also the new religious and philosophical literature which
was now entering the country, began to organize themselves on an entirely new
basis.

As we have mentioned, pre-Buddhist Tibetan religion is referred to in the
earliest literary sources as ‘sacred conventions’ (lha-chos) or the ‘pattern of heaven
and earth’ (gnam-sa’t lugs), but with the reorienting and development of the old
ways in what amounted to an entirely new religious setting of Indian inspiration,
the term Bon (previously used with the meaning of a class of indigenous Tibetan
priests, perhaps meaning ‘invoker’) comes to be used of the religion as a whole,
while the followers of these recast teachings are known as bon-po. The bon-pos
themselves gloss the term bon by an old word gyer, meaning ‘chant’, and this
would relate it with the word bon, meaning ‘priest who invokes’. But whatever its
earlier associations, bon comes to mean for the bon-pos all that chos (used to
translate the Sanskrit term dharma) means to Tibetan Buddhists.

The great gap in contemporary literary evidence between the ninth and the
thirteenth-fourteenth centuries makes it impossible for us to give a precise
historical account of the actual development of the Buddhist groups which
acclaimed the great sage-magician Padmasambhava as their lord and founder,
and of the newly organized Bon religion, which soon began to honour as its
founder and first promulgator a certain gShen-rab, a name which could originally
mean simply ‘Best of Sacrificial Priests’.

Padmasambhava In retrospect, as new Buddhist schools came into existence
(and of these we will write later), the followers of Padmasambhava were referred
to generally as rNying-ma, those of the ‘Old Way’. However fantastic the stories
of their ‘founder’, who was recognized in his own right as a self-manifesting
buddha, born from a lotus-flower (which is what his name means) and nurtured
by the king and queen of ancient Swat (known as U-rgyan in Tibetan from the old
Indian name Oddiyana), Padmasambhava may have been a genuine historical
character, an Indian yogin who visited Tibet perhaps at royal invitation towards
the end of the eighth century. The stories told of him belong on the one side to
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the genre of fantastic tales related about a whole series of accomplished Indian
tantric yogins (Sanskrit siddha, Tibetan grub-thob), and on the other to the
tradition of demon-quelling rituals, bragging self-praise, and displays of magical
powers and self-transformations, which seem to be typical of Tibetan folk-
literature of all periods. The description of Padmasambhava’s meeting with Khri-
srong-lde-brtsan, a comparatively restrained passage, will give some idea of
how the Padmasambhava literature treats what may have been historical

events.

Then having given pleasure in Lhasa, he came to s Tod-lung. The King
had set up his camp by the side of the Lohita, and he sent as his repre-
sentative [Ha-bzang Klu-dpal, who had an entourage of five hundred
horsemen in armour. When they met at the lower end of the s Tod-lung
gZhong-pa Valley, they could find no water for making their lunch-time
tea. Padmasambhava, the Great One of U-rgyan, stuck his staff into the
side of the s Tod-lung pit, and he said: ‘{Ha-bzang, the water has come
out. Hold up a bow!’, and so the place is called the ‘Holy Water of the
Bow!’. Then he went to meet the King in the Zung-mkhar Grove by the
Lohita Palace. The King of Tibet was surrounded by all his courtiers,
and they shimmered whitish grey like a flock of doves. The two queens
were surrounded by their women, and they glowed with many colours
like a silken tent. They went to the meeting with drummers and singers,
with masked dancers and a lion procession. Padmasambhava, the Great
One of U-rgyan thought to himself:

‘I am not born from a womb, but was magically born. The king was born
from a womb, so I am greater by birth. I am a Religious King who ruled
the land of U-rgyan, and my lineage is greater than that of the king of this
evil land of Tibet. As for our two aspects, he’s in a confused state of
ignorance, while I am skilled in all the five branches of learning. My
buddhahood was acquired in one lifetime, and I know neither birth nor
death, while he has only invited me, because he had need of me. This
king must certainly salute me first. But I wonder, shall I return his
salutation or not. If I return it, the greatness of the Buddhist religion will
be lost. If I don’t return it, he will be displeased. However although he is
a great king, I cannot salute him.’

King Khri-srong-lde'u-btsan* was thinking:
‘I am the lord of all the people of Tibet. The Bodhisattva Abbot made
me salutation first. In the same way this Teacher should salute me.’

Thus disagreeing about the act of salutation, they waited there with
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hesitation. So the Teacher sang this song about his own strength and
might.

“The Buddhas of Past, Present and Future emerge from wombs,

Accumulating stocks (of merit and knowledge) throughout three long

incalculable world-ages.

But I am the Buddha who is Lotus-Born (Padmasambhava),

Possessing the precepts of the insight that comes from above.

I am skilled in the fundamental teachings of the Canon and Tantras.

I discourse fully on all the Buddhist Ways (yana) without confusion.

I am the Law which is Lotus-Born,

Possessing the precepts of progressive religious practice.

Outwardly I wear the saffron robes of a monk.

Inwardly I am the highest of tantric yogins.

I am the Assembly which is Lotus-Born,

Possessing the precepts which unite insight and practice.

Even more, my knowledge is higher than the sky.

I understand the causes and effects of actions more minutely than finely

ground flour.

I am the Lama Lotus-Born,

Possessing meaningful precepts as required sacramentally.

I explain the actual meaning and the implied meaning in the book of

physical and metaphysical being.

I am the Friend-in-Religion Lotus-Born,

Possessing the precepts which distinguish good and evil.’
(Padmasambhava continues to explain who he is through a long succession of
verses, and the king is quite reduced to subjection.)

Then the King Khri-srong-lde'u-btsan confessed his fault and made

salutation, saying: ‘Please remove such sin as I have committed in not

saluting so worthy a person as yourself.’

The Teacher replied: ‘Listen, O King, in order to atone for this sacred
convention you have broken, you must construct five wonderful stipas
made of clay. This will remove the sin.’

So they were erected adorned with lotus-flowers in the middle, and
the Great One of U-rgyan concealed sacred treasure in each of them.*

How far this quasi-historical narrative diverges from the true course of events,
the reader may be left to judge. Nevertheless as a piece of imaginative writing
based upon historical themes this ‘biography’ of Padmasambhava remains a quite
remarkable piece of medieval Tibetan literature. It is written throughout in a
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form of blank verse, and although it inevitably makes use of all the new Buddhist
technical vocabulary, it is a truly Tibetan piece of writing, free from the mimi-
cries of Sanskrit Buddhist style which already characterize ‘professional’ Tibetan
Buddhist works.

Bon as a Developing Religion There is no known historical character con-
cealed in the legendary biography of gShen-rab, founder of Bon, and his ‘life’ is
manifestly a fabrication modelled on the traditional Buddhist accounts of the life
of Sakyamuni. Nevertheless the actual materials used for the ‘life’ are peculiarly
Tibetan and suggestive of early cultural contacts with the regions to the west
of Tibet, which we have no reason to dismiss out of hand as totally invalid. gShen-
rab is supposed to have been born miraculously in the land which the Tibetans
knew as sTag-gzigs, vaguely identifiable as Persia. It is said that he made one
personal visit to Tibet, actually in quest of his horses which had been carried off
by a Tibetan demon, but his doctrines are supposed to have reached Tibet later
on through the medium of the language of Shang-shung. Shang-shung itself is a
land of vague definition. In early historical times (seventh to eighth centuries) its
capital was at Khyung-lung, and we have already quoted (page 60) a few verses
from the lament of the Tibetan princess who was married to the King of Shang-
shung. This region of western Tibet, known later as Nga-ri (mNga’-ris) had
been conquered by Srong-brtsan-sgam-po in the first part of the seventh century,
but nothing certain is known of its rulers then. It was not properly part of Tibet
during the early royal period, and during the reign of Khri-srong-lde-brtsan it
seems to have been an allied territory, recognizing the general overlordship of
the king of Tibet. Historical references to Shang-shung in the Annals and the
Chronicle are scanty and names tend to be confused. One of its kings, known as
Lig-mi-rhya in the Tun-huang documents, reappears in later Bon tradition as
Lig-mi-rgya, the main champion of Bon during the reign of Khri-srong-lde-brtsan.
As an example of the new type of Tibetan narrative litcrature, vaguely historical
and largely imaginative, we quote the story of Lig-mi-rgya’s defeat as told in the
‘Oral Traditions of Shang-shung’ (Zhang-zhung snyan-rgyud), which although
not committed to writing in its present form until very much later, contains (like
the Padma thang-yig) some genuinely early traditions of Bon, as it would seem to
have been practised and understood in Shang-shung.

At that time when Lig-mi-rgya was king of Shang-shung, it had a
military strength of many hundreds of thousands of regiments and the
realm of Nga-ri included the small regiment in the Sum-pa country,
while Tibet had forty-two regiments plus one small one, making
forty-three in all. Thus the King of Tibet could not overpower the
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King of Shang-shung, but since he was black-hearted he thought he
would overcome him by intrigue.

The King of Shang-shung had three wives, of whom the youngest was
named Nang-dron-lek-ma (sNang-sgron-legs-ma); she was eighteen years
old. An envoy of the King of Tibet, a man named sNang-lam-legs-sgrub,
of evil disposition and a deceitful talker, brought a horn filled with gold
dust and gave it to Nang-dron-lek-ma, saying: “That such as you, Nang-
dron-lek-ma, should be the junior wife of the King of Shang-shung!
You are of very high lineage, and the King of Tibet finds this situation
insufferable. Is there a way of overcoming it? If there is, you shall be the
chief wife of the King of Tibet, and you shall be given two thirds of
Nga-ri by Tibet.’

Nang-dron-lek-ma replied: ‘“The armies of the King of Shang-shung
cover the land. The King of Tibet has only enough troops to cover the
back of a heifer, so he cannot overpower him openly. But if you wish to
overcome him by intrigue, then next month the King of Shang-shung,
accompanied by his attendants, will be going to an assembly at Glang-gi-
gyim-shod in the Sum-pa country, so wait for him and slay him. I myself
will give you the signal.’

One does not expect a woman to show consideration, and so she spoke
like this, and it was decided that she should place a sign on the top of the
pass indicating what day he would come.

Then the King of Tibet and his ministers came with many regiments
of troops, and sNang-lam-legs-sgrub and the King went first to the top
of the pass, where they saw a full pan of water with a little gold, a little
piece of conch and a poisoned arrow-head in it. The King of Tibet said:
“The full pan of water means that they will come on the full moon day
of the next month. The little gold and the small piece of conch means
“Prepare your troops and wait by the Gold Cave and the Conch Cave of
Dvang-ra”. The poisoned arrow-head means ‘‘Be ill-disposed to him and
slay him”.” So then they waited.

Thus the two kings met, and the Tibetan soldiers killed the King of
Shang-shung. So the hundreds of thousands of regiments of Shang-
shung were defeated, and the tens of thousands of regiments of Tibet
were victorious.®

After a short insertion which gives a rather scurrilous account of the origins of
Santarakshita (the ‘Bodhisattva Abbot’), the story returns to Shang-shung, with
an account of the extraordinary revenge taken by the chief wife of the King of
Shang-shung. The word translated as ‘bomb’ (b T's0) is a special Bon word, mean-
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ing literally something like ‘concoction’. In effect the word means ‘bomb’ and it
seems to have been a Bon speciality.

Khyung-za mTsho-rgyal, the chief wife of the King of Shang-shung, felt
evilly disposed towards the King of Tibet, so she invited Gyer-spungs
(whose full name was Gyer-spungs sNang-bzher-lod-po), and prepared for
him a throne consisting of nine quilts of heavy silk. She erected a tent
for him of fine white cloth patterned with deer, and she offered him clear
rice-beer, and presented him with the nine savoury dishes and the nine
desirable things. The tears of her suffering trickled down as blood, and
she besought him with the words: ‘The king who protects Bon is dead.
The silken knot of Bor morality is destroyed. The golden yoke of govern-
ment is smashed. The land of Tibet is going to pieces, while the doctrines
of eternal Bon are in decline. Since times such as these have come upon
us, I beg you to manifest an evil disposition.” Gyer-spungs said: ‘I have
one (kind of bomb) called a sPu. If I practise upon an ounce of gold for
three years, and then let it off, I can have the land of Tibet swept away
as by a gale. Shall I do this? I have one called a Khyung. If I practise upon
half an ounce of gold for three months, and then let it off, Yarlung
Sog-kha together with Khri-srong-lde-brtsan and his court will be
destroyed. Shall I do this? I have one called a rNgub. If I practise upon
a dram of gold for seven days, and then let it off, I shall slay the king
himself. Shall I do this?’ m Tsho-rgyal said: ‘I beg you to make the rNgub.’
So the great Gyer-spungs set up the white tent, patterned with deer, on
the island in the Da-rog Lake. He sat on the throne consisting of nine
quilts of heavy silk, and practised (on the dram of gold) for seven days.
Then he divided the dram of gold into three parts, and he hurled one
part at the dusk of evening. He hit the lake on the side of Mount Yar-
lha-sham-po, and the lake dried up and the serpent divinities fled. That is
why it is called the ‘Dry Lake of Yarlung’. He hurled one part in the
middle of the night and it struck seven deer who were sleeping on Mount
Sog-kha-sPun-mo. Two of the deer died and five of them went stiff. That
is why it is called the ‘Mountain of the Stiff Deer’. He hurled the last
part at dawn and it struck the Castle ‘Tiger Peak’ of 'Phying-ba, and the
king was seized by sickness. The king was clever and said: ‘The doctrines
of eternal Bon have been suppressed and the king who protected Bon has
been slain. Now as for the way this bomb came at dawn, it must be
because the great Gyer-spungs is angry. Bring a horn filled with gold dust
and make ready one hundred horsemen. Gyer-spungs has the means of
curing me. If you do not invite him here, I shall probably die very
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quickly. Then the hundred horsemen went to the country of Drva-bye,
and they sought information from a shepherd of Shang-shung, saying:
‘Gyer-spungs has been evilly disposed and the King of Tibet is ill. Since
we have come to greet Gyer-spungs and to invite him, tell us where he is
staying.” The shepherd said: ‘He is there at the foot of that white cliff on
the island in the lake, where he has erected his white tent patterned with
deer. There is no certainty about his bodily form, for he may turn him-
self into anything.” Then they put out in a boat and went over there. He
was there on his throne of nine quilts of heavy silk in the form of a crystal
horn. They offered him the horn of gold dust, walked round him respect-
fully and made salutation. The crystal horn rose up in the form of Gyer-
spungs, who said: ‘The king who protected Bon has been slain. The
doctrines of eternal Bon have been suppressed. Although I am evilly
disposed to you on this account, yet if the King of Tibet dies, the whole
realm of Tibet will decline. Now will you promise what I ask of you?’
The envoys said: ‘The Lord Khri-srong-lde-brtsan says: “In the first
place it was not my fault that Bon was suppressed. This came about
through the ill will of the Indian Teacher Bodhisattva and the ministers
of the court. I will attend now to whatever you command.” This is what
he says.” Gyer-spungs replied: ‘In that case you must assent to these
four points. Firstly you must not suppress these 360 Bon texts of Shang-
shung which I practise. Secondly, when members of the Gu-rub family
go to Yarlung Sog-kha, they must be free from religious and state taxes
and you must seat them on your right hand side. Thirdly for the Lord
Lig-mi-rgya we want a golden shrine large enough to enclose his body
and marked with a swastika two yards across, and fourthly we want full
restitution for his loss (literally: for all twelve parts of his body and for
his head making a total of thirteen). Do you assent to these four points?’
Then the three envoys gave their word. Thereupon Gyer-spungs went to
visit the king and performed a rite for reversing (the course of the
disease). He drew out from the nine apertures of the king’s body threads of
gold like tangled cotton threads, and when it was weighed, it came to just
one third of a dram. After that he extracted black blood and matter and
pus and all the rest in great quantities, and thus the sickness was re-
lieved. The king was very grateful, and he did not suppress the Bon
texts of Shang-shung. He gave the land of Yarlung Sog-kha to the
Gu-rub family, and he sent to the Queen (of Shang-shung) the where-
withal for the shrine to the king’s size and the (gifts of) restitution.*

Gyer-spungs, the sage who made the ‘bomb’, is well known in the later Bon tradi-
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tion. He belongs to one of several lines of meditating hermits who seem to have
established themselves in western Tibet from the seventh century on, and possibly
even earlier. Bon ‘historical’ accounts, in order to outdo the Buddhists, place the
beginnings of these spiritual successions so fantastically far back in the past that
no reliance of any kind can be placed upon them; and so we are left to make our
own deductions from circumstantial evidence. There is no serious reason for
doubting the existence of the Bon sages who come within the historical period,
and at the same time there is no doubt of the Indian Buddhist origin of their
philosophical theories and meditative practices. “The Oral Traditions of Shang-
shung’ belong to the class of teachings known as the ‘Great Perfection’ (rDzogs-
chen). Such teachings are common to both the ‘Old Order’ (rNying-ma) among
Tibetan Buddhists and to certain followers of Bon, and there would seem to be a
close connection between the Bon sages who practised them and the Indian
Buddhist yogins who were perhaps already spreading in Tibet unconventional
teachings of a non-monastic kind during the royal period.

There is very little contemporary evidence for all this, but as we have ob-
served, the contemporary evidence is mainly aristocratic and interested in
Buddhism only so far as it was sponsored by aristocrats. At the same time the
quite extraordinary developments which had taken place by the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries both in the more popular forms of Buddhism and in the
new Bon religion, which emerges provided with a whole wealth of varied
literature which it claims as its own, imply the existence of a great deal of indivi-
dual endeavour, unsponsored by wealthy patrons, which must have taken place
during the preceding centuries. Taking these considerations into account, we
cannot simply ignore the Bon traditions of their seventh- and eighth-century sages
of Shang-shung.

It is related of Gyer-spungs that he spent most of his life meditating on an
island in the middle of a lake, presumably receiving supplies from nomads and
villagers only when the lake was frozen sufficiently for them to cross. Tibetan
hermits have continued to live in this way right up to the twentieth century, and
since Gyer-spungs was probably one of the first to whom there is any quasi-

historical reference, we quote a story told about him from the ‘Oral Traditions
of Shang-shung’.

As for the place to which he was attached all his life, it was the region
called Da-rog, where there were water-sprites and other human and non-
human creatures. As for the manner of his practising austerities, he took
provisions and necessities and went to stay for one year with his disciple
on an island in the middle of the lake. At the end of every repast
Gyer-spungs placed a small bowlful of moistened meal aside. Then the ice
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of the lake was in an unsafe condition, and so with each little bowlful of
moistened meal, the master and his disciple made some broth which they
drank. The sediment of each lot of broth, he poured on the rock which
served as his pillow, but still the ice was unsafe. So they scraped off the
sediment of the broth and put it in water and drank it. Thus three years
passed. Then the servant thought: ‘The two of us, master and pupil, will
die some time whenever it may be. How if I just fall off a cliff and turn
myself into a corpse?” So he said to his master: ‘Worthy Gyer-spungs,
there is a fresh human corpse.” ‘Have you come upon one?’ his master
asked. ‘Yes,’ the servant replied. ‘Well, go round the island, and see
what there is.” So he went and returned with the news: ‘There is the
corpse of a wild ass.” ‘As we are of undefiled stock, we may not eat it,” his
master said. A few days later he went round the island again, and re-
ported that there was the corpse of a woman with a bad goitre. ‘We are
not allowed to eat carrion,’” his master said. ‘Put our things together.’
What is Gyer-spungs doing now, the servant thought, there will be no
way of leaving tomorrow, and he was frightened. Gyer-spungs said : ‘Hold
on to me and close your eyes.” They travelled a long way, and then he
thought ‘I have left the cooking tripod behind’, so he opened his eyes
and looked back. A woman wearing jewelry was coming along, winding
up a length of white cloth. Then he looked forwards, and there was a
woman in front just like the other one, and she was spreading out a
length of white cloth, on which the two of them, master and pupil, were
advancing. But as soon as he looked, they pulled away the cloth and
disappeared, and just as they would have reached the water’s edge, they
fell into the water. Then a number of laymen from those northern plains
gathered around them, and the master said to them: ‘I am Gyer-spungs.’
But his flesh was withered and his hair had grown long, so they did not
recognize him and said: ‘Gyer-spungs died many years ago. You are not
he.” Then he told them the whole story and they believed in him. First
they gave him lye, then the milk of a white goat and of a white *bri (female
of the yak), and after that they gave them all the food they wanted, and so
restored them to normal bodily strength.*

The willingness of the disciple to sacrifice himself for his master, once he was
assured that his master would be prepared to eat the flesh of his corpse, belongs
to Indian tantric tradition. So too do the women, dressed in jewelry and white
clothes, for they are the dakini (attendant goddesses) who administer to meditat-
ing yogins. Tibetan Buddhist literature of the ‘Old Order’ is filled with references
to them. The religious practice of the ‘Great Perfection’, as practised by these
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sages, was a logical development of the basic Mahdyana philosophical theories of
absolute emptiness, and in fact it is very close to the theories argued by the
Hoshang on behalf of the Chinese party at the great bSam-yas debate (see above,
page 79). As we observed then, the two conflicting parties represented two ways
of Buddhist Mahdyana practice, rather than schools of specifically Indian and
Chinese Buddhism.

Unconventional Forms of Buddhist Practice The Mahaydna preached a
new philosophy, namely, the absolute emptiness of all concepts whatsoever, and
the universality of buddhahood. It was universal in the sense that it was the goal
of any man who was prepared to devote himself wholeheartedly to its pursuit and
its realization, while he remained free to choose how to go about the matter. Being
a widespread religion with all kinds of schools and monasteries, Buddhism was
able to absorb new philosophical teachings, however extreme, into its normal
religious life, and by developing the theory of the two kinds of truth, absolute and
relative, it was able to justify the practice of conventional monastic morality and
discipline as well as new and strange practices. A faithful Buddhist could still
pursue the goal of enlightenment through conventional ways, which he neverthe-
less knew to be empty of ultimate significance. But there were those other Bud-
dhists who practised outside conventional monastic circles, and so could risk
taking the teachings of absolute emptiness to their local conclusions. It was they
who enunciated the theory of buddhahood gained in one human life by the strict
dissociation of oneself from all concepts whatsoever. They claim to cut through
the need for any kind of relative truth, for buddhahood is realized spontaneously
once one knows its universal nature.

It is worth-while emphasizing the difference between these two ways of
Buddhist practice, for they run through the whole history of Tibetan religion,
and once grasped, they help to simplify our understanding of one of the world’s
most complex religions. Just as in the early period, so throughout the later ones,
which we shall describe, the conventional monastic forms of Buddhism were
those that received the support of kings and established rulers, for they were seen
to play a necessary part in organized social life, just as European monasteries did
in earlier centuries, and just as our universities do today. On the other hand the
unconventional forms of religious practice, often the more impressive because of
their far greater spontaneity and individualism, have been merely tolerated and
allowed to develop at a far more popular level. Hence there has usually been
a very close connection, at least in literary sources, between the free-practising
man of religion (yogin or hermit) and tales of magic and imagination. Ordinary
people believed in demons and monsters, and who else should be able to quell

them, if not the sage who meditates serene and unharmed in wild remote places?
6
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The yogins and hermits themselves, while doubtless believing too (in a sense)
in demons and monsters, regarded them as unreal like all other phenomenal
manifestations, for they had grasped philosophical theories which lay beyond the
understanding of ordinary worldly people, and which they express as an ineffable
mystery.

The Teacher in his great compassion

Released this essence from the core of his heart,

These precepts taught by spiritual grace,

Unsought, unique, these pondered precepts,

Pre-eminent amongst all spiritual precepts.

Like the great bird Khyung they are precise in their swoop.
Like the mighty lion they hold with power.

Like the sky above they are all-pervading,

Just as the waves of the sea are everywhere wet.

There are those who see, yet do not understand.

To understand and not to understand, how great the difference!
Those who understand are the blessed ones.

Those who understand are enlightened sages.

Those who understand are the best of priests.

If there is no understanding, there is no enlightenment.
Apart from these kingly precepts, no others produce enlightenment.
The others are like a Khyung fledgeling that seeks the limits of the sky.
They are like an elephant that pursues a mirage.

They are like a child that runs after the rainbow.

So go for these most kingly precepts (some verses omitted)
They are precisely that, so go for them and look!

Yet by looking nothing is seen.

By means of them one sees just that.

E-MA-HO!

The elements of existence are like a dream or a mirage.
Their sole validity is their essential vacuity.

This truth which never came about

Was never said to have been really taught,

It is taught in forms of metaphor.

Transcending sounds and terms and words.

It cannot be taught for what it really is.*

These verses are extracted from an early Bon text, but they could easily be
paralleled from rNying-ma sources, and their Indian Buddhist origin is beyond
doubt. One may well ask why practisers of this kind of Bon appear to be such
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ardent enemies of Buddhism, the more so as from this time on the Bon-pos ab-
sorbed all they possibly could of Buddhist theories and practices. Presumably the
main conflict was between conventional Buddhist religion, especially as spon-
sored by the court, and the free religious practice of those who adopted whatever
teachings happened to suit their purposes. There is no doubt that Khri-srong-lde-
brtsan (Trhi-song-de-tsen) was detested in Bon tradition, and this curse of one
Shang-shung hermit has somehow a genuine ring.

King Trhi-song-de-tsen is a foolish fellow.

His ministers are monstrous rogues.

Our blazing light is now withdrawn.

Now is the time of these Buddhist monks.

The princes have great faith in gold

And our haloed Bon declines.

May the king be a village beggar

And his ministers be shepherds!

May the land of Tibet break into pieces

And these Buddhist monks lose their law!

May these nuns bear children

And these Buddhist priests lead fighting gangs!
May their monasteries be filled with battle
And their temples set on fire!

May the princes sift their own gold!

O may my curse be effective

And may these books of mine be found by someone worthy !*

The Process of Religious Amalgamation Whether by power of this curse
of the Bon-po Sage Li-shu-stag-ring, or for the reasons we have given above
(page 94), within forty years of Khri-srong-lde-brtsan’s death the land of Tibet
broke into pieces and all the other misfortunes listed came about. The Bon-pos
claim that the old books which their text-discoverers unearthed in later centuries
had been concealed during the persecutions of Bon in the reign of Khri-srong-
lde-brtsan, while the rNying-ma-pas are supposed to have concealed their literary
treasures during the chaos that followed upon the break-up of the Tibetan
kingdom.

Later Tibetan historians distinguish between two separate ‘spreadings of the
Buddhist doctrine’ in Tibet, the first one being carried out by the great ‘Religious
Kings’ (seventh to ninth centuries), and the second being initiated by the kings
of Western Tibet (see page 113) in the tenth century. But as we have observed,
they were thinking primarily in terms of royal patronage. The slow penetration
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of Tibet by Buddhism must have gone on continuously, for far more was in-
volved in the process than the founding of monasteries and the translating and
transmission of Buddhist literature. Not only were those who called themselves
followers of Bon busy absorbing all they could of Buddhist doctrines and prac-
tices, but many of those who called themselves Buddhist were occupied in fitting
the old Tibetan gods and indigenous rites into the framework of the new religion.
Of this whole process we can expect to find no ready historical accounts, and it is
left to us Western scholars to try to unravel the amalgamations that must have
begun to take place from the time that the two religions first came together.
Nowadays a Tibetan Buddhist assumes that all that forms part of his religious
beliefs and practices fits into the ‘Buddhist Law’, for which he uses the quite
general term chos. This is the same word as was used in pre-Buddhist times in
such terms as ‘sacred conventions’ (lka-chos) and ‘human conventions’ (mi-chos),
but it is clearly now used with a greatly extended meaning. However, having since
lost contact with Buddhism as practised in other Asian countries, the Tibetans
have no means of contrasting their chos with other surviving forms of Buddhism,
and they have never thought seriously of rejecting their own local gods and
indigenous rites as un-Buddhist or ‘pagan’. Likewise the Bon-pos have had no
scruples about taking all they could from Buddhism. The traditional hostility
which exists between chos-pa (follower of chos) and bon-po continues to be based
upon a general lack of realization on both sides concerning the extraordinary
amalgamations of which both religions consist. In fact since the Bon-pos accepted
the idea of buddhahood as the supreme goal and posited the existence of quite as
many ‘buddhas’, both human and divine, as the chos-pa, the general term of
‘Buddhist’ refers perhaps as much to them as to all other Tibetan Buddhist
schools. There has never been any test of orthodoxy, and if the yogin-sage
Padmasambhava can fairly be acclaimed supreme buddha by the rNying-ma-pas,
the Bon-pos might seem to have a right to an ‘historical buddha’ (gShen-rab) of
their own creation. Despite the identity of doctrine and religious practice of
chos-pa and bon-po, there exists, none the less, one fundamental difference
between them. All chos-pa, whatever their favourite buddhas and gods, acknow-
ledge the Indian origin of their doctrines and continue to hold the ‘historical
buddha’ Sakyamuni in considerable respect, while the Bon-pos have persisted
in their claim that the very same Buddhist teachings came from sTag-gzigs
(Persia in a vague sense) and that the original buddha was gShen-rab and not
Sakyamuni.

The chaotic period that followed upon the break-up of the old Tibetan king-
dom gave free scope both to military adventurers and to religious improvisors,
and little as we know about it from historical references, we may fairly assume
that it was an extremely formative time for the kinds of doctrinal and ritual
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amalgamations referred to. Both Born and the ‘Old Order’ (rNying-ma) emerge
later with their doctrines and practices organized within frameworks of ‘Nine
Vehicles’ (theg-pa dgu), yet arranged on entirely different bases. The ‘Nine
Vehicles’ of Bon comprise both pre-Buddhist rites and beliefs together with all
the main types of Buddhist practice such as had already entered Tibet during the
earlier period. The ‘Nine Vehicles’ of the ‘Old Order’, however, are based mainly
on the different categories of tantras.

Both Bon and the ‘Old Order’ developed sets of new temple-rituals, which paid
honour both to the buddhas and the new Buddhist gods of Indian origin, as well
as to selected indigenous gods, who from now on began to manifest themselves
as ‘protectors’ of the new religion. A whole new category of divine beings came
into existence, the ‘oath-bound’ (dam-can), who promised to defend Buddhism
or Bon, as it may be, in return for the offerings (usually sacrificial cakes) and
worship that they received. Other gods and demons who did not submit so easily
were subjected to ‘quelling rituals’ of the old pre-Buddhist kind, which were
performed in Buddhist and Bon temples with all the new sanctions that these
‘higher religions’ might claim to possess. Thus Buddhist monks and yogins were
able to unleash against troublesome demons fierce gods such as ‘Horse-Neck’
(Sanskrit Hayagriva, Tibetan r Ta-mgrin), who already belonged to the Indian
Buddhist pantheon and so were purely foreign importations. Far less inventive-
ness was required of the chos-pa (‘“Tibetan Buddhists’), for Indian Buddhism of
the eighth to twelfth centuries provided them with hosts of buddhas and gods of
varying characteristics (all carefully listed in their rituals), while they were still
surrounded by their old local Tibetan gods and demons, who clamoured for
attention. The Bon-pos had to use far greater ingenuity, for although they were
so concerned to adopt Indian Buddhist theories and practices, they could scarcely
use the same names for their new buddhas and gods as the ‘Buddhists’, without
losing their self-identity altogether. Thus they drew up sets of buddhas and gods
corresponding to Buddhist ones, but with invented names. They produced a set
of five supreme buddhas with distinct Bon names. They invented past-buddhas
and a future one. They produced a ‘Goddess of Wisdom’ and ‘Mother of All
Buddhas’, corresponding to the popular Indian Buddhist goddess Tara, already
introduced by the chos-pa with the name of sGrol-ma, ‘Saviouress’, a literal
translation of the Sanskrit name. The Bon-pos called their new goddess Byams-
ma, meaning ‘Lady of Loving Kindness’, and they clearly concocted this name
simply by taking the name of the Indian Future Buddha Maitreya, as translated
into Tibetan, namely Byams-pa, and by replacing the masculine ending by a
feminine one. This complex and detailed process of borrowing and adaptation
went on for several centuries, but we can be fairly sure from the actual choice of
preferred buddhas and divinities that it took place quite early on. We have
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already referred to the Buddha Vairocana (page go) whose image is the most
usual one in the earliest Tibetan temples, and to the four other supreme buddhas
who are his manifestations in the four directions. This set of Five Buddhas
appears as a fundamental one in early »Nying-ma and Bon rituals.

An interesting ritual, which deserves special mention, is that concerned with
guiding the consciousness of the deceased through the ‘Intermediate State’
(bar-do) between death and rebirth. The older Buddhist orders and Bon-pos
practise this rite, and while its ‘theology’ is based upon the Indian Buddhist
‘Five Buddha’ complex (in both gentle and fierce manifestations), the whole con-
ception of guiding a departed consciousness, which to all intents and purposes
is an erring soul (despite determined orthodox Buddhist arguments against any
enduring principle of personality), through this ‘Intermediate State’ of forty-nine
days duration is manifestly of non-Buddhist origin.

This early period of its history, when Tibet was open to all kinds of cultural
influences from Central Asia, was clearly the most formative and creative of all
the various periods into which, for convenience, we are dividing Tibetan history
from the seventh to the twentieth century. Yet because of its distance in time and
the comparative paucity of relevant documentation, it is the one of which we can
write with least precision. At the same time there can be no doubt that the most
extraordinary ‘cultural connections’ came about.

Both rNying-ma and Bon-po possess a special kind of ritual, known as the
‘Consecration for Life’ (Tshe-dbang), the main part of which is the distribution
to all present of little pellets of barley-flour and sips of consecrated ale (chang).
The receiving of these sacred items of food serves to strengthen the ‘life-force’ or
‘soul’ (bla) of the faithful. One may wonder whether such a ritual was copied from
the Nestorians who had penetrated through Persia and Central Asia to China.
But to prove this beyond doubt would be difficult.

We may presume that Tibetan temple chant has been strongly influenced by
earlier (and now non-existent) Indian Buddhist styles, but nothing similar to the
extraordinary Tibetan medley of sound survives in the temple-rituals of the
Buddhist Newars of Nepal, who were likewise the inheritors of medieval Indian
Buddhist traditions. Tibetan religious music, with its cymbals, drums, bells,
shawms and trumpets, must be a synthesis of influences from China, India and
Central Asia (representing trends from further west), but the Tibetans have
certainly succeeded in creating a distinctive style of their own, whose weird and
unearthly effects must be heard to be believed. Such styles of chant and temple
music must again go back to the early period, when Tibet was open to cultural
influences from all sides. These influences did not necessarily cease altogether
with the break-up of the Tibetan kingdom in 842, for the Tibetans remained for
quite a long time afterwards in active contact with the world around them.
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Chapter 4

Foundations of
Monastic Life

The Break-up of the Kingdom The collapse of the kingdom put an end to
two centuries of co-ordinated expansion of Tibetan military power and political
influence throughout wide stretches of Central Asia. Never again was there any
united Tibetan military and political activity outside what may be regarded as its
general ethnic and geographical boundaries, that lofty region known poetically
as the ‘heart of great snow mountains, the source of mighty rivers’.* But despite
the disappearance of central organized authority the vigour of the Tibetan people
continued to manifest itself in many ways.

A forceful and determined general of the dBa’s family harried the border
regions of China from Tun-huang to Sining and the Yellow River, until in 866
he was defeated and killed by the Uighurs, called in as helpers of the dying T‘ang
dynasty.} As late as 960 the Tibetans were dominating the cosmopolitan border
town of Liang Chou, and Tibetan chieftains from the Kokonor region and further
south were in touch with the petty rulers of the ‘Five Chinese Dynasties’ (9o7-
960), from whom they received titles of honour in return for presents construed
conventionally as ‘tribute’. One such Tibetan group discovered and invited to
rule over them a descendant of the line of Tibetan kings.] There are traditions
of Tibetan soldiers left behind at several border outposts, such as Cho-ne, where
they established viable settlements, and of the remaining Tibetan conscript
troops, called the Wun Mo, carving out a considerable territory for themselves
until they were perhaps absorbed into that amalgam of people of Tibetan stock,
which came to form the Hsi Hsia Kingdom (982-1224). These pockets of Tibetan
peoples long held their own against the Uighurs and against the small city states,
such as Tun-huang, which, once liberated from Tibetan rule, began to resume
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their Chinese characteristics. Further west, Tibetan encampments were to be
found all the way to Khotan, and Khotan itself was still liable to Tibetan attacks
until g50.

Another example of Tibetan enterprise was the migration westwards of the
displaced descendants of the kings. In Central Tibet the rivalries and disturbances
which followed immediately upon the death of the last king, Glang-dar-ma, re-
solved themselves for a time into a kind of armed neutrality with the land divided
between the supporters of the two infant claimants to the succession. But about
866 civil war broke out on such a scale that the head of the branch claiming to be
the senior descendant of the old royal line found it impossible to remain in Central
Tibet. He took refuge in the far west, where he and his descendants gradually
established throughout the Tibetan border lands from Ladakh to Mustang three
closely linked kingdoms known as Mar-yul, Gu-ge and sPu-hrangs. Other lesser
scions of the royal line continued to live as small local chiefs in many parts of
Central Tibet. Their various fiefs are clearly described in Tibetan records and
their descendants continue to figure in Tibetan history at least down to the
sixteenth century, but only one, the /[Ha-rgya-ri family, survives to the present
day.

Although the end of the kingdom was due in part to increasing opposition to
Buddhism as a foreign religion, there is no good evidence to support later
Buddhist traditions that it was accompanied by a thorough-going persecution
of the new religion at the hands of the triumphant Bon. Certainly no Bon
organization of any kind arose to take its place, and there is evidence in Tibetan
records that Buddhism was kept alive in private houses in Central Tibet and that
the more holy places, although allowed to fall into dilapidation, were at least
preserved from desecration. Buddhism was now neglected, rather than perse-
cuted, for the continuing civil strife exhausted and impoverished the leading
families in Central Tibet, on whom organized religion of any sort always de-
pended for patronage. But in the outlying regions, such as the small principalities
of the east where Buddhism was the established religion, and later in the new
kingdoms of the west, which bordered on the Buddhist lands of north-western
India, Tibetans continued and developed their practice of the new faith.

The Restoration of Buddhism Tibetan chronology is reasonably precise
about the date of the restoration of Buddhism in Central Tibet, namely sixty-four
years before the Indian teacher Atisa visited Tibet in 1042, that is to say about
978. It was in this year that some Tibetan teachers returned to Lhasa from their
refuge in eastern Tibet. Their early endeavours and the temples they founded
were on a small scale, but in 1012 a disciple of theirs, significantly descended from
a once powerful noble family, founded in 'Phan-yul the monastery of rGyal-lug-



Foundations of Monastic Life 113

Ihas, which was to become famous for its great wealth. Thus after a century of
recovery and consolidation, the leading families had now regained their lost
ability to patronize religion.

An important part was played in eastern Tibet (Khams) by the Indian scholar
Smriti who initiated the translation of new sets of tantric texts. From this time
on all such works were classified as the ‘New Tantras’ thus distinguishing them
from the ‘Old Tantras’ of the earlier period.

At the same time under a line of enthusiastic Buddhist kings, Western Tibet
played a major part in the propagation of Buddhism. The great Tibetan figure of
this time is the translator Rin-chen bZang-po (958-1055), under whose leadership
numbers of sitras and tantras with their voluminous commentaries were translated
from Sanskrit. The Tibetans followed the Mahayana traditions as still prevalent
in central and north-western India just before they were swept away for ever by
the rising tide of Islam. The Indian regions bordering on Western Tibet, namely
Kulu, Kashmir, Gilgit and Swat, could still provide Buddhist scholars and yogins,
craftsmen and artists, and since the Tibetans were willing to pay generously for
their help and their services, there was no shortage of foreign talent on which
they might draw. Rin-chen bZang-po made three visits to India, where he spent a
total of seventeen years, presumably progressing from one Indian Buddhist
master to another, seeking initiations into various traditions, copies of texts and
their interpretations, as well as the methods of religious practice. He is credited
with the founding of a large number of temples and monasteries, and since several
of these remain little changed (except for their inevitable dilapidation) since his
times, it is possible for us to be precise for the first time about the actual styles of
architecture and painting in a known period. The painting must have been carried
out under the direction of Indian artists, who, in the manner still followed by
Tibetan master-artists to this day, would sketch the divine images according to
the conventionally fixed measurements, leaving their pupils to fill in the different
colours. We may reasonably deduce that all the decorative motifs appearing on a
ceiling in the old monastery of Tabo (page 82) follow tenth century styles of
north-western India, the gods and goddesses, the peacocks and the conven-
tionalized cloud-designs. Of the frescos those depicting local people as donors
and as workers in the construction of temples are particularly interesting.

In these ancient temples of Western Tibet we come as near as we possibly can
in time and place to the now almost totally lost cultural and artistic traditions of
old Buddhist Kashmir. The most favoured divinity of the period, to whose
importance both texts and paintings bear witness, is Vasrocana (see page 9o), the
supreme central buddha of the set of Five Buddhas, who plays a major part in the
symbolism of later Indian and Tibetan Buddhism (page 81). The main temple
at Tabo preserves a complete set in stucco of the main divinities of his mandala
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(mystic circle), namely Vairocana himself, the other four buddhas of the direc-
tions, each flanked by four attendant bodhisattvas, and then the eight goddesses
of worship and the four fierce guardians of the four directions. In many of the
texts which he translated, Rin-chen bZang-po was concerned with this same set of
divinities. It is important to realize that the translated texts did not represent
scholarly achievement for its own sake, and the temple murals were not just
decoration. These kings of Western Tibet and the scholars and craftsmen who
furthered their aims, were concerned in introducing a whole living culture, to
which these interrelated collections of texts and paintings alone remain to bear
witness ten centuries later. Another frequently recurring painting is that of
Vaishajyaguru, Lord Buddha of Medicine, and his presence suggests immediately
the importance of Indian medical texts and practices introduced into Tibet at this
time. These tenth- and eleventh-century temples were constructed of large sun-
dried clay bricks. The walls sloped inwards slightly and were seldom more than
two storeys high. The roofs were flat, braced with wooden struts and supported
by wooden pillars. There can have been little difference in style between these
and the first temples of the seventh and eighth centuries built in Central Tibet
(see pages 73—74), and buildings of similar style and design have been constructed
throughout Tibet right up to the most recent times.

The many texts translated by Rin-chen bZang-po and his collaborators repre-
sented primarily the Buddhist traditions favoured in north-western India during
his time. There was no recognized canon of Mahayana Buddhism, and traditions
clearly varied greatly from one area to another. Only a few decades later we find
very different religious traditions and cycles of texts being introduced by another
famous Tibetan translator from Nepal and Bihar (see page 115). Buddhist
religious life in north-western India was clearly still based on conventional
monastic practice with its regular rules of discipline and ordered cenobitic life.
Some writers, obsessed with the idea that all later Buddhism was debased and
adulterated, fail to draw attention to the fact that the older conventional forms
continued to exist side by side with those that are now often referred to generally
as ‘tantric’, and moreover that the texts known as tantras often formed the basis
both of ceremonies and forms of meditation, which could be practised quite
properly within a monastic setting. Thus while the followers of the Mahdyana
produced whole new series of texts, known as sitras and tantras, they kept the
collections of books concerned with ‘Monastic Discipline’ (Vinaya) just as they
received them. In north-western India the ‘Monastic Discipline’ in common use
was that of the old Milasarvastivada School (‘the basic school of those who
believe that all the elements of existence are real’), and so it was this particular
set of texts that the Tibetans received from their Indian teachers, translated and
eventually included in their own Buddhist canon. The study of Tibetan Buddhist
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developments is complicated by the haphazard manner in which Tibetans col-
lected over a period of several centuries whatever Buddhist teachings they could
gain from Indian and Nepalese teachers, and by the fact that these teachings were
themselves the heterodox accumulation of centuries of Indian religious and philo-
sophical speculation. However, one can usually distinguish two main trends, the
one conservative (or at least comparatively so) in that it is based upon an ordered
monastic life, and the other free and unorthodox in that it is based upon the
experiments and experiences of non-monastic yogins, who practised and de-
veloped new styles of Buddhism, untrammelled by the conventions of an ordered
monastic life.

The Buddhist developments of the tenth and eleventh centuries in the west are
comparatively well documented; thus we might appear to underestimate the
importance of developments in eastern Tibet (the Indian teacher Smriti was
mentioned above) and in Central Tibet itself, where from the end of the tenth
century religious practitioners and scholars had been quietly rebuilding Buddhist
fortunes.

Tibetans from Central Tibet began to go in increasing numbers to the great
Indian Buddhist centres, of which the great monastic universities of Nalanda,
Vikramashila, Bodhgaya and Odantapuri were the most famous, but they went
too to smaller places, wherever religious masters could be found. Two famous
Tibetan scholar-travellers of this period are ’Brog-mi (992-1072) and Mar-pa
(1012-96), who became respectively the spiritual fountainheads of the Sa-skya
and the bKa’-rgyud Orders. ’ Brog-mi set out for India and Nepal with the financial
assistance of the local Tibetan rulers of western gTsang, and having studied
Sanskrit intensively for a year in Nepal, he pursued his textual and religious
studies at Vikramashila for eight years under the guidance of the ‘Great Magician’
(Mahasiddha) Santipa. Here he was initiated into series of texts which have a
very different character from those in which Rin-chen bZang-po was mainly
interested. One such text is the Hevajra- Tantra, on which Santipa had written
an important commentary, and it was ’'Brog-mi who later translated this tantra

into Tibetan with the result that it subsequently became one of the basic texts
of the Sa-skya Order.*

Tantric Divinities Buddhism in Bihar presumably succumbed to Hindu reli-
gious influences far more readily than in Kashmir. In both regions Buddhism
had become generally ‘tantric’, that is to say its practice was mainly sacramental
and ritualistic. The buddhas and their divine attendants with their stylized and
symbolic names and postures were conceived as coherent units in a kind of divine
pattern or mystic circle (mandala). This pattern, usually drawn on the ground for
the purposes of the rite, served as a means towards the psychological reintegration
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of a suitably instructed pupil, who received consecration from his master in
the actual centre of the diagram. In some cases temples were built as mandalas,
thus serving as permanent places of consecration. As an architectural form of
analogous religious significance, one might compare the separate baptistries, octa-
gonal in shape, attached to some famous Christian churches (e.g. San Giovanni
in Laterano, Rome). The final truth was a mystery, concealed rather than re-
vealed by the texts which sought to describe it, and it could be gained only as a
result of years of training under a master, who himself possessed that truth, and
who would bestow it sacramentally upon his pupil, once he knew he was ripe to
receive it. This was a very different kind of ‘enlightenment’ from that envisaged
by the followers of the early Mahdyana. They had conceived of a ‘would-be
buddha’ striving throughout an interminate series of lives to perfect himself in all-
resolving wisdom and all-saving compassion. He would quite properly have
devotion to the buddhas of all ages and to his religious teachers, whoever they
may be, but the thought of enlightenment that inspired him was set quite beyond
the limits of all emotional and physical considerations. The tantras, those strange
texts which were certainly sponsored to begin with by non-monastic yogins,
introduced a very different conception of the goal of ‘enlightenment’ or ‘buddha-
hood’. It was now something that could be gained in the course of a single life,
if only one could find a qualified master able and willing to impart the truth. Being
essentially secret, this form of Buddhism does not lend itself to literary disquisi-
tion. One can read the texts which formed the basis of a pupil’s training and pro-
vided the substance of the ceremonies and rituals, and one may note that while these
texts seem strange and even disconcerting to Western readers, many Tibetan
men of religion, following their Indian masters, practised them in all good faith.

It is possible to distinguish two main groups of tantras, those which construct
their basic set of divinities with the forms of the Five Buddhas, usually with
Vairocana in the centre (see page 113), and those which make use of other
divinities whose close relationship with the non-Buddhist gods of medieval India
is clear to any student of Indian religion. Tantric practisers used with best effect
those divinities to whom they felt through constant association the strongest
feelings of devotion, and so wherever there was great devotion to a particular god,
he became quite naturally the central divinity of a newly devised ‘mystic circle’.
One must always bear in mind that ninety-five per cent of those who called them-
selves Buddhists in India were not erudite philosophers seeking to maintain a
logical Buddhist position vis-d-vis Brahmanical opponents, but simply those who
revered Buddhist monks and Buddhist teachings while never questioning for one
moment their allegiance to the gods of their fathers. Pan-Indian tantric notions
would thus seem to have permeated organized Buddhism before Buddhist
scholars had even bothered to take note of them. Soon put to practical use by
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experienced masters of yoga, they gained serious approval by the acknowledged
effects they achieved, and as a final stage we find serious Buddhist scholars turning
their attention from writing commentaries on the siitras to writing commentaries
on the tantras.

With the general equating of Buddhist and Hindu forms of ritual, Hindu
devotion to the Great God Shiva, commonly referred to as Lokesvara, ‘Lord of
the World’, finds its parallel in Buddhist devotion to Avalokitesvara, the ‘lord
who surveys (all living beings with compassion)’. Avalokitesvara, like his opposite
number also entitled Lokesvara, ‘Lord of the World’, seems to have become the
great god of late Indian (especially in Bihar) and Nepalese Buddhism. He becomes
the supreme ideal of the divine bodhisattva (would-be buddha) who continually
defers his entry into the tranquillity of final enlightenment, so that he may exert
himself on behalf of living beings in all their various spheres of existence. He is
saluted as ‘Universal Saviour’, as ‘Great Compassionate One’, as ‘Stirrer of the Pit
of Existence’, as ‘Stirrer of the Pit of Hell’, and since each title implies a different
manifestation, it involves a differing entourage of supporting divine forms and a
different rite of invocation.

As chief of yogins Shiva had his macabre form as ‘Lord of the Cemetery’, and
this too is paralleled in Buddhist usage, once again with a plurality of names. Of
macabre Shiva type are the great Buddhist gods Heruka and Hevajra, gruesome
in appearance, garlanded with bones and skulls, and surrounded by an entourage
of wild goddesses in the form of low-caste women. They signify before all else
the yogin’s rejection of ordinary human life and its conventional values, and
arranged figuratively as a symmetrical set for the purposes of consecration in the
mystic circle, they are as effective as the set of Five Buddhas with their divine
attendants. Of all the Buddhist teachings available in India during this last Indian
Buddhist period (tenth to twelfth centuries), those most attractive to the Tibetan
character seem to have been the mystical and magical, the awe-inspiring and the
terrible. Like their Indian teachers they believed in these strange gods as per-
fectly valid channels of divine grace, and terrible as some of them certainly were
in appearance, nothing was more terrible to a sincere Buddhist intent on salva-
tion than the endless ocean of the miseries of phenomenal existence. Those of
weak intent might invoke the mercies of the ‘Lord of the World’ in his gentler
aspects, but those of stronger disposition would resolutely take the bull by the
horns (page 252). Abandoning the conventions and make-believe of ordinary
human life, they fearlessly accept existence in its most fearful and repulsive forms,
and so reach the stage where there is nothing to reject or accept. It is interesting
to observe that Indian and Tibetan society have never abandoned those who
reject their social norms. A place of honour and respect is accorded to the mendi-
cant and the yogin, once it is judged that his intentions are sincere, and if he has
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teachings to impart, he will soon have disciples. But possessing supreme value,
special religious teachings are not just given away for the mere asking.

A Famous Tibetan Translator Mar-pa (1012-96), the spiritual head of the
bKa'-rgyud Order, spent some while with ’Brog-mi, another famous Tibetan
scholar-traveller, at his hermitage at Nyu-gu-lung, but finding the fees demanded
of him far too high, he embarked on his own expeditions to Nepal and India,
where the same teachings could be obtained much more cheaply. His chief Indian
teacher was the ‘Great Magician’ Ndropa, with whom he stayed for more than
sixteen years in his hermitage at Phullahari in Bihar. Mar-pa was an extra-
ordinary figure; a translator and great collector of texts, he settled down to the
life, at least in appearance, of an ordinary married householder. He arranged to be
found ploughing his fields when his famous disciple Mi-la Ras-pa first came
looking for him, and it is made clear from Mi-la Ras-pa’s biography that only a
small inner circle of initiates knew Mar-pa for the great teacher that he really was.

Mar-pa and those of his succession introduced a new kind of Tibetan poetry,
often religious and didactic on the Indian model, but also expressive of their
personal feelings and observations. As with the pre-Buddhist Tibetan poetry
quoted in Chapter 1, the verses simply consist of lines of equal numbers of
syllables with alternating heavy and light stress. An overall pattern is sometimes
given to the complete set of verses by arranging the contents on a numerical
basis. Mar-pa’s song on the completion of his studies in India serves as a good
example:

We met thanks to the same prayer we both used to use,
the great Indian scholar, Naropa, and I, Mar-pa, Tibetan translator.

I have stayed with him for sixteen years and seven months,
and staying together without a moment’s separation,

there has been no occasion he has not had me in mind.

In this noble hermitage of Phullahari

he has baptised me with the water of the four consecrations
and given me in full the precepts of the Oral Tradition.

I have practised contemplation, single-minded, one-pointed,
on the essence of the supreme, the highest way,

thus comprehending the total vacuity of thought.

But since I am appointed the religious teacher,
as ordained for our northern snowy land,
I, religious junior, will go to Tibet.



Foundations of Monastic Life 119

As 1, religious junior, set out for Tibet,

I have three regrets and three attachments,

three fears for the journey, three anxieties for the way,
three joys ahead and three great matters for wonder.
Now if I fail to recite the last part of my song,

the sense of these words will remain unexplained.

As for my three regrets,

First I regret my 101 accomplished teachers

of whom Ndropa and Maitripa are foremost.

Leaving them behind, I yearn for them more than a mother yearns for
her son.

Secondly I regret my 101 men and women companions

of whom Abhayakirti is foremost.

Leaving them behind I yearn for them more than a mother yearns for
her son.

Thirdly I regret the 101 places of religious practice,

of which Phullahari is the chief.

Leaving them behind, I yearn for them more than a mother yearns for
her son.

As for my three attachments,
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